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a tortured darkness where your mother set herself up to be your perfect, worst, enemy
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Mother Narcissus autobiographical fiction by David Boles Author Note The Narcissistic Mother is an

historic psychoanalytic diagnosis that removes virtue from some of the unassailably presumed tenets of

motherhood. This fanciful autobiography is shared from the role of the obtuse outside observer, the

para-omniscient elder self, and the Godforlorn point-of-view. What is real and what is painfully

imagined is for you to decide.

The storytelling is purposefully shared in bright, taut, shards of childhood memory and in the

bitter limpets of an insecure adulthood. The title of this book leads the example of the writing. This is

not about the son, but rather about the mother’s effect upon the son.

If you unconditionally love your mother, and she you — this may not a relatable book, unless you

appreciate the Art of a slow self-immolation — if, however, you’ve survived a tortured darkness where

your mother set herself up to be your perfect, worst, enemy and best competitor, then this was written

precisely for you.

1965-1970 Paddy was born in the middle of winter during a crusting ice storm. It was a

post-midnight January morning when his mother called her estranged husband to take her to the

hospital in the middle of a blizzard. Waiting for her un-betrothed to pick her up at the home they’d

build together, she carefully drew her lips into a purposeful pursing for the application of a thick, waxy,

bloody lipstick — triangulated by blistering black eyes and charcoal hair, all coordinated to enhance the

darkness of her cold and unbeating heart.

She checked the reflection of her applications in the mirror and her bluing lips turned frosty as

Marko’s headlights lit up the driveway. Paddy’s biological father arrived only by order of the court.

Marko was to deliver his wife to the hospital for the birthing of his first-born son who was pre-born into

a broken family.

Antonia emigrated from the Eastern Bloc long before it made a modern war transformation into a

political pawn; and her cheating husband, Marko, was a Pact immigrant with fresh Shingles scars

pocking his wrinkled face. The nerve virus was alive and eating his skin from the inside out.

Shingles suffering was not enough for Marko — he had to visit his moral sins upon his estranged

wife and unborn son as well. After a five-year marriage of inconvenience to Antonia, Marko decided

he’d had enough of her reflective ways and decided to reflexively act in his own best interest, but never

his son’s, and find another woman for breeding even though he’d already tossed away one unborn life

in his wake.

Marko and Antonia had settled on a life together in the bland Midwest. They created a home dead

in the center of the country bound by the remnants of a festering dust bowl where heat and humidity

during the eternal Summer months backed up along the mountains and settled over an entire State — to

cook both livestock and people from within their August skins. That wasn’t living, it was suffering
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through inevitable death.

The drive to the hospital was performed in silence. There was no superficial warmth of one hand

reaching out for the other in the darkening of the day. Paddy was born without event, but there was a

moment of fanfare as his mother Antonia noticed his feet were splayed and imperfect. The doctors

assured her they’d later splint his legs in plaster and place a metal spacer between the soles to correct

the feet from pigeon toeing.

Marko returned to the home he’d built for Antonia and stayed to help her with her newborn for

exactly 10 days — for that was the minimum service the divorce court placed upon him — assist with

his firstborn newborn son for 10 days and then he could leave to start a new family with his mistress as

long as he paid $100 a month for the next 18 years. Marko knew he got off easy. On the 11th day, he

said a prayer for the son he was abandoning into the unaffectionate bosom of a mother who didn’t want

him, to or claim him, except in public, when it benefitted her social metric.

Marko met Antonia in college. She was a sorority girl and he pledged a fraternity, and within the

rules of public behavior they got along well, but when the night closed and the doors fell, and the public

facade was left at the front stoop, the monsters were let loose, and the world was not safe for any man,

let alone his little son who could barely keep his infant eyes open in the light of day. Marko knew, soon

enough, and irrevocably so, that Paddy’s eyes would be wide awake, never to close again in peace for

the rest of his life.

Marko and Antonia never had any money. She bought her own engagement and wedding rings for

both of them with a loan from her small town, small-business, father — each ring was a one carat job

— because anything less than a carat was just not done. For Antonia, life was surface over substance,

but she called it proper behavior. The marriage lasted five years out of college and, in a final effort to

save the vows, they decided to have a child to rebind them, and to cripple their future for the next 18

years. That forced binding lasted 10 days after birth and then the life sentence began.

Paddy's first memory of having his eyes stretched wide open was during a New Year’s Eve

celebration when he was a couple of years old and stuck in a hospital.

The steel bar was separating his feet, making it hard to find a comfortable position other than

sitting in his hospital crib. He recognized the bright, biting, lips of his mother as she strolled into the

emergency ward. She got near enough to his oxygen tent that he could smell her fruity perfume and the

cool of a winter chill on her curly coat.

Before he could touch her or say anything, Antonia spun on her heel and left the room and, as she

was leaving, Paddy began to cry behind the plastic tenting — crying out to her, knowing she could hear

him; and realizing she had heard him, Paddy knew then that coldness and darkness were his nurturing

and becoming a disconnected person was the proper fate for such a fate.
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Antonia did not look back at her crying son. She left just as quickly as she had arrived. This

wasn’t a wellness check — it was the meting of an archaic social meme where action meant more than

meaning. She was expected by the world to visit her sick son in the hospital, and she had, for 10

seconds.

Antonia was pretty, but unpopular with men — because she had a terrible personality once you

got to know her and she set impossible standards of expectation that no man could meet — but that an

only son had to always abide.

She rarely dated, and when she did, it was to impress or to appear to make connections, but she

didn’t sleep around or even allow kissing, because those were the traits and tributes of the classless

whores.

She had a reputation to uphold as a social worker — heroically saving abused children from their

parents — and nobody would dare to inhibit her mission to make it on her own as a modern, liberal,

woman living in the world as a shamed divorcee with an only child. She believed children craved

discipline and she was happy to quench that driving hunger.

When Paddy was four year old, he took his first beating at the perfunctory manicured hands of his

mother. Almost everything with Antonia was fake, but her naturally-born talons were real, and sharp,

and used with painful precision to make a bloody scratch that others could not readily see unless they

lifted one of Paddy’s sleeves or dared to look under his shirt at his clawed back.

One of Paddy’s best playmates lived one house away at the top of the hill. The family was

devastatingly poor. The tarpaper roof held together four plywood walls.

There was no lawn, only dirt and rocks and metal bits collected for recycling from around the

neighborhood.

One day, Paddy’s friend told him while they were playing that he was hungry and there was no

food in the house. Paddy knew he had to feed his friend, but there was no food in his own house to

share. His mother believed in fast food on-demand and never in cooking home meals. Antonia

continuously vowed, and always followed through, to cook for no man, including her son, even though

she was one of the best chefs in her extended family. Paddy’s mother was home, and while she would

not help feed his friend, he knew he could sneak into his mother’s purse and give his friend five dollars.

Paddy told his friend to wait as he ran down the hill home and snuck into his mother’s purse and

breathlessly withdrew a single five dollar bill as his heart tried to knock its way out of his chest. He

quietly snapped the purse closed and held his breath while he secreted the money in his pocket.

Paddy raced back up the hill and whispered to his friend that he had money to feed him. He thrust

the five dollars into his friend’s hand and his friend widely smiled and thanked him.
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Paddy returned home, feeling the high of a right moral life. The idea of taking money out of his

mother’s purse did not bother him because he had been able to feed a famished friend.

Ten minutes later, the doorbell rang. Paddy’s mother awoke from her nap and answered the back

door. Paddy, in the living room, could overhear the story being told by his friend’s mother. She was

returning the five dollars Paddy had given her son because it wasn’t right.

Paddy immediately began to sweat. He was in a panic. His charity had been betrayed by the very

person he was hopelessly trying to help. He paced in circles as he heard the tone of his mother’s voice

rise. He knew that shrieking would only well louder once the door closed behind her and he was locked

in the house with her alone. Paddy hurried to his bedroom and hid in the closet.

Antonia slid open the closet door and dragged him out of his hiding place by his ear.

She tossed him on his tiny bed and stood him up to be eye-level with her. She was screaming

about having her money stolen and about how ungrateful he was and Paddy’s eyes blurred as she struck

him in the head and pushed the five dollar bill down his throat screaming at him to eat it! He choked

and cried.

She wouldn’t let him collapse on the bed. She held him up with his arms at his side and dug her

bloody thumbnail claws into the valley of his young arms and repeatedly scratched him as he continued

to scream that her own son had robbed her!

Paddy’s eyes grew grey as the physical and emotional beating continued. He spat the money from

his mouth and watched it float in the air and land on his teddy bear. He couldn’t speak through the

tears. He knew she was right. He had taken money out of her purse; but the reason and the purpose for

the theft didn’t matter to her. Paddy had betrayed his mother and she would never let him forget for

forgive that moment.

Antonia finally dropped him and pushed his face hard into the bed. Heaving with weeping, Paddy

cried and bled and wondered why he had been born into that house with that woman. She slammed his

bedroom door and began shrieking to herself in the hallway. She would return momentarily. She always

returned, again and again, to reinforce any point that upset her.

Paddy couldn’t move. He couldn’t close his eyes. He wanted the moment to end. He wanted to

give up and go home to a place where he was safe. He didn’t so much mind the beating his mother gave

him — he expected it from her if she ever found out he’d given away her money — and that was just

it… the friend he thought he was helping, and feeding, had told on him and gone against their fragile

friendship.

The first betrayal began in charity and ended in blood with Paddy’s friend who wanted to share

money with his family and friend — and yes, it was all Paddy’s fault as a four-year-old — but it didn’t
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have to end that way. The friend could’ve just returned the money to Paddy and Paddy would’ve

returned the money to his mother and nobody would’ve known and the life of the day would have gone

on and that first betrayal would have been delayed.

This pattern of beating to save face and to control behavior would become the commonplace of

the day for Paddy, and he never told anyone about this brutality of his childhood until much later in his

life because he had no defender. He had no safe harbor. He had no unconditional nurturer in his life. It

was him against his mother and she held all the power in her talons.

Paddy understood he’d ruined her life by being born into a broken family and that shame was his

to bear alone because if he told others what a monster his mother really was, nobody would believe him

anyway because, outside the house, she was a shining beacon of perfection in wobbly world, while at

home, she became a Devil with a bottomless pit of unspoken horrors.

Paddy shared infrequent visits with Marko. His father was no help in preventing cruelty outside of

his own indifference. Marko was an intransigent father figure — a sperm donor, really, a biological

parent in name only, a line-filler on a birth certificate — and he had no interest in parenting or in saving

his only son from the woman he knew he could not tolerate as a wife. What made Marko think Antonia

could have ever been good and nurturing mother full of love and reason for her son?

Paddy never said anything about his beatings, because children were born to be silent and to sit

until spoken to — and speaking up about the sins of your mother just wasn’t done in the Midwest

culture that bound him — and Paddy knew that at the earliest age. Even if he had decided to share his

woundings, what good would it have done? There was nobody around to rescue him anyway.

His father only visited him when it was convenient and Paddy could tell his father hated him and

never looked him in the eye to avoid the impure reflection of his mother’s eyes within him and that

intolerant non-reaction was too painful even for a preschooler to abide.

And so the silence continued, the suffering went on, and everyone pretended to be happy and

perfect and charitable on the outside because people were watching and the world need have no idea

there was a sustained, but strictly enforced, indifference between Antonia’s public persona and the

private person.

1971-1976 The appearance of perfection and admiration was the paramount harbinger of

Antonia’s life. She lived to be praised by others. She craved to be the center of attention in the public

square, and if she could use her growing son as a trophy to be held up to the morning light for reflection

of the love of others, then he had some inherent value to her, and she glossily tried to polish her son for

the public square, for in his shining, others would be able to find, and appreciate, her own reflection.
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Pressing one child over another is competitive and anti-Midwestern, and so there was a lot of

resentment in the community behind Antonia’s back for the fact that she was parading her son around

in public doing deeds for the community that non-transparently, but reflexively, revealed her true

intention and need for adoring.

Mother and son regularly appeared in the newspaper together as volunteers to help young children

learn how to become performers.

One day, when it was time for the yearly elementary school eye exam, Paddy was panicked. For

the past few years, each child lined up outside the nurse’s office, and if you listened carefully, you

could hear, and memorize, the eye chart being read aloud.

For as long as he could remember, Paddy had trouble viewing distances, but to mention that to his

mother would have dire repercussions. He would be seen as imperfect and wanton and would be a bad

image to example her in public. That particular year, the children were in a separate room from the eye

examination and Paddy had to enter the nurse's office alone and without the benefit of overhearing that

year’s chart being read aloud by children who could actually see the letters.

As Paddy carefully stepped into the darkened room and toed the green tape line on the linoleum

before him, he trembled as he held the black bakelite eye paddle over his left eye. He squinted. He

struggled to read the numbers but they were all of grey blur. He tried to remember the sequence from

the previous year and failed.

The nurse, checking his previous record of 100% reading appeared confused and concerned. She

asked him to cover the other eye and begin again. Again, he failed.

When the nurse told him he needed glasses, Paddy burst into tears, sobbing, irreconcilable as his

body lurched against an imaginary, but impending, talon-scratching that shredded his forearms and

aching back.

Paddy fell onto the cot in the nurse’s office in blackout terror mode as his mother was summoned

over the phone. The entire elementary school office staff had rushed to the nurse’s office to find out the

source of the wailing. When they saw Paddy, in foetal position and snotting, the rest of the eye exams

were cancelled for the other waiting students.

When Paddy’s mother arrived to take him home, she was both flabbergasted and confounded as to

the why of his public mental break and, because this was the Midwest, and children were born to be

seen and not heard. There wasn’t a single question ever asked then or later as to why Paddy had broken

down over an eye exam. He was sent merrily along home with his mother and the false sense of public

nurturing that would end with the world the moment the door closed.
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Later in the year, Paddy would face his second public humiliation and private flogging as his

mother Antonia decided — against the orthodontist’s recommendation — that he would have braces on

his crooked teeth years before they were age-appropriate because she wanted him perfect looking for

her admirers. It would take longer to get the teeth straight at a too-early age, but Antonia wanted visible

proof that she was fixing an imperfection.

Gaining the silvery smile was a painful event, and she would not accompany him to the

orthodontist because it was inconvenient and unseemly, but she was fine with the overall intention

because her teeth were jagged and askew and she was fixing herself through her son.

She would never bear the pain or public embarrassment of wearing braces, but for her son, the

end result was necessary. One benefit to getting braces early was the reality that they were removed just

as other kids were starting their own battle with tapping hammers and prickly cement and poking wires.

On a May Day, Paddy’s mother decided he should give a pretty neighbor girl a May Day basket

she had made. He complied, placed a May Day basket on the front stoop and rang the bell and ran. If

the girl caught Paddy, he would have had to kiss her. Nobody chased after Paddy. Nobody answered the

doorbell. He walked back home.

Later in the day, the neighbor girl rang Paddy’s back doorbell and left a reciprocal May basket.

Paddy gave chase to the older girl across his backyard in an effort to capture a kiss, and when she

disappeared into the treeline, Paddy laughed and let out a “raspberry” sound from his lips in defeat. The

girl, looking back at him through the shrubbery and vines looked horrified.

Five minutes later, the girl was back with her mother ringing the back bell and this time, Paddy’s

mother answered with Paddy by her side. The mother of the girl said Paddy had spit on her. Paddy

denied her lie and demonstrated the raspberry.

Paddy’s mother condemned him in front of the girl and her mother and apologized for his rabid

behavior and promised them it would never happened again and that she would immediately correct

him. As the neighbors left, satisfied and haughty, Paddy prepared himself for the private clawing to

come as the neighbor girl smirked at him over her shoulder.

To earn a private beating, Paddy only had to be accused of embarrassing his mother in public.

There were also moments of teaching that went terribly for Paddy. Before he could leave for

school, Antonia insisted on working flashcard vocabulary with him. He was placed in his closet with

Antonia blocking him from leaving by sitting on a chair in front of him. With his mother towering

above him, Paddy had to not only remember every definition, but he had to do it within a certain

timeframe. If he failed in any way, he had to restart the live tutorial or face her bloody talons digging

into his arms. Paddy was often late for school because of those torturous tutoring sessions and he
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arrived for class bleeding from the crooks of his arms and wearing a tear-stained t-shirt.

As those events of childhood quickly passed like an Edison persistence-of-vision movie, the hell

of one tenacious summer would last 14 months as Paddy’s mother decided to marry a second time — to

a tiny, thrice-divorced, man-child from the deep South who sold bookshelves door-to-door — and who

brought two older, misbegotten, toothless sons with him into Antonia’s home. “Thrice” as Paddy would

come to call him, was a spiteful mess of a man who was fine with Antonia, again, buying her own

wedding rings for him and for her.

Paddy didn’t remember the wedding announcement or the ceremony — just that he woke up one

day and a strange man and his two sons were living in his mother’s house. One of the first odd events

with Thrice and his youngest son was the urinating demonstration that Paddy was forced to join: All

three of them stood over a porcelain toilet, peeing in union. It was harrowing and horrifying to have a

man-child and his man-son towering over Paddy and basically peeing in his face as arcs of urine

tumbled into the water below. It was wild and numbing and certainly odd and uncomfortably sexual.

Thrice had an odd way of disciplining his boys — and while Paddy was not loved or as respected

as natural-born sons — he was still disciplined like them just the same.

When anything bad happened, the boy was called into the basement and forced to strip down to

naked buttocks, bend over, grab ankles and wait for Thrice to hit each buttock as hard as he could with

a plastic flyswatter.

Thrice would not stop until the boy cried and begged for forgiveness and then he would only stop

with five more whacks on each bleeding cheek in order to make his future presence known.

Those beatings were never spoken of between the boys, and the adults pretended they never

happened, but if there was even a thought against Thrice, he would pick up a swatter and slap is roughly

against his open palm, growing, but smiling at what was to come.

The humiliation of such a barbaric behavior of an adult against a child for little-to-no-merit is

precisely the kind of experiential fury that makes young children into adult murderers of their

step-parents. Revenge, a blood-for-blood reckoning, is a powerful source of inspiration in the midst of a

tear-felling that feels as if the waterfall droplets of blood will never stop in rivulets.

One cold night, Paddy was riding shotgun next to Thrice in his car as he picked up one of his

other sons from another marriage. His ex-wife came steaming out to the car, screaming at Thrice, and

telling him what a lousy man and father he was to all of his sons. Paddy was frightened because the

woman’s rage against Thrice reminded him of his mother’s rage against him.

Upon returning home, Paddy told Antonia what happened and she was delightfully interested in

pulling every detail of the story out of him. Later that night, when he was asleep in bed, Thrice entered



10

his bedroom, sat on the edge of the bedspread, pinning Paddy on one side and leaning over to fully pin

him in the bed by using his hands to hold down the other side of the bedspread.

Thrice hissed that he knew what Paddy had done and gone and told his mama what had been said

in the car and that real men don’t rat out each other about ex-wives to other women. Thrice shook the

bed as he stood up from the bed and whispered over his shoulder as he crept out that Paddy would be

wearing stitches the next time Thrice’s name came out of his mouth. Paddy, trembling, knew there was

only one person in the world who could have told Thrice what Paddy overheard — and that betrayer

was none other than his mother. Paddy seethed himself to sleep and vowed never to tell Antonia

anything important again.

Paddy always had problems with his eyes and not just with mandatory school eye exams. His eyes

were lightly colored, and bright light made it difficult for him to see in the sun without squinting or

looking down at the ground. All of the photographs of Paddy in sunlight were of him squinting against

the light. Because outdoor photography at that time relied on sunlight to create defined shadows and

properly exposed images, everyone had to “face the sun” and “smile!” in order to take a proper picture.

One Easter Sunday, with all the extended family gathered around for a formal portrait, Antonia

betrayed her son and told Thrice in front of everyone that Paddy always squinted against the sun in

photographs and ruined the memory and she wanted him to properly smile and not squint.

Thrice didn’t have to be told twice — he ripped Paddy into his arms and walked him down the

hill behind some bushes for a private lesson in smiling against the sun.

Thrice, holding Paddy tight against his chest with one arm, and squeezing his face with the other,

made Paddy face the sun and growled at him to open his eyes!

Paddy could not. Thrice squeezed his tiny jaw even harder and repeated his command.

Paddy did not want to look directly into the sun and he knew he’d take a flyswatter beating for

this, but Thrice would not give up. Crying, Paddy tried to open his eyes but could not the blazing

intensity of a thousand sons burned his corneas.

The rest of the extended family was waiting for their return to take the yearly portrait, but Thrice

would not be defeated by a child. He moved his hand to Paddy’s throat, and squeezed harder and harder

until Paddy opened his eyes and stared directly into the sun. Thrice ordered him to stop squinting and to

open eyes eyes wide! Paddy opened his eyes and was blinded by the sun. He could not see anything

around him. His ears went numb, his body was limp and Thrice left him to crumple to the ground.

Sobbing, Paddy could not move or see. Thrice picked him up by the nape of the neck and spanked

him hard on the buttocks and told him to belly up and be a man and to get over there and smile right!

There was too much excitement and sensual gentrification in the way Thrice ordered Paddy back to his
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demise in the family portrait.

Paddy was not just tormented daily by Thrice. Thrice’s two sons also did a mighty job of

terrorizing the young boy just because there was nothing better to do than to bully a kid. The Thrice

boys corrected Paddy’s misunderstanding of “Son of a Bench” that he’d heard in a John Wayne movie

to “Son of a Bitch.” When Paddy didn’t understand what “bitch” meant, the younger Thrice said,

pausing while washing dishes, that Paddy’s mother was a “bitch.” Paddy still didn’t understand the

definition, but he knew the meaning of the word.

Over the next 14 months, the Thrice boys gave Paddy two concussions — one from wrestling, the

other from shooting bottle rocket fireworks up his shirt — and Paddy was never taken to the hospital,

and his nose is still crooked today from when his nose met the older Thrice’s head in a Judo flip.

Paddy could never win anything in a two against one gambit, except temporarily, when they’d

play “Super Paddy” who could outrun and run over anyone while holding a football. Unfortunately,

“Super Paddy’s” super powers could wear out without notice, and that meant he could be tackled and

pummelled at any time. His powers disappeared more than they were in evidence, but Paddy grew to

enjoy the fleeting moments of invincibility, even if they were only imagined.

Thrice had many odd bodily requirements that only applied to Paddy. First, belly button lint must

be removed daily. Failure to do so meant Thrice would use the fingernail of his grimy finger to scrape

out any lint caught in the hole and the inspection happened every evening right as Paddy was falling

asleep in bed.

Second, baths were only to consist of one inch of water. If there was too much water in the bath,

the tub would be drained by Thrice to the appropriate level and Thrice was always to be present during

bath time to supervise and correct.

Third, paper tissues were never to be used on the eyes — not even for crying — because they

consisted of bits of wood that would become a stye in the eye; instead, you were to ask Thrice to

borrow his polyester weave, snot-imbued, handkerchief.

Finally, and this was inspected daily as well, Paddy was to only use two squares of single-ply

toilet tissue to wipe his bottom. Anything more than that was a waste that would be returned to the roll

by the bathroom-supervising, Thrice.

Paddy could not get over the gut feeling that Thrice’s clear hatred of him was produced in a

repressed yearning to torture his mother. It likely didn’t help Paddy that many people in the

neighborhood thought Paddy looked like his mother. In Thrice’s eyes, Paddy was a mini-Antonia and it

was easier to punish her doppelganger-by-proxy than deal with the real monster in the house.
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None of those Paddy-specific rules bothered Antonia. The beginning of the end of the beginning

of the end came in the early morning hours when Paddy was awakened to his mother’s voice shouting

— ow, my eye! — and Paddy left his bed and tiptoed down the hallway to the living room to see Thrice

pushing his mother against the wall while raising his fist in the air. Thrice had finally found the

violence in his voice through the expression of a cocked arm.

Antonia saw Paddy in the hallway and her eyes warned him to turn around and go back to bed. He

did so to the sound of his mother’s muted whimpering. Paddy was furious, not for the beating his

mother was taking, he took a quiet pleasure in her getting a taste of her bully boy husband, but for the

exposure to violence against him and his family that Thrice had brought into the house with her

approval. Thrice was a troll of a manchild using hatred and the threat of pain to get his way set in the

world. One day, Paddy vowed, Thrice would pay for what he’d done. Paddy would not let the world

forget the evil deeds done by a cruel adult against an unfathomable childhood.

On the way to visiting Antonia’s immigrant father in a faraway village in the center of the State,

Paddy was surprised, and relieved, to learn that Thrice and his sons would not be joining them on the

ridealong. It was odd they were not involved, but Paddy was delighted all by himself to take a stray

grey kitty that had wandered near Antonia’s home to his grandfather as a gift.

As the road trip began, the grey kitty began to mew — and Antonia was having none of that. Ten

minutes into the ride, Antonia pulled the car off the side of the interstate, grabbed the grey kitty from

Paddy’s arms and walked into the middle of a field and dropped the kitty into the brush.

Paddy stoically watched from the car as the grey kitty tried to follow Antonia back to the car. She

repeatedly kicked the kitten and yelled at it to stay away. Antonia ran back to the idling car and sped

off. Paddy turned his head and watched the little grey kitty, still mewing, racing after the car and soon,

the grey kitty was no longer visible.

Paddy sat there — surrounded by a cat litter box, kitten food, and feathery toys — vowing to

remember everything he was feeling; all part of another sad, unnecessary, cruelty that would sting the

mind forever in images and badges of rage.

Antonia announced aloud, mostly to herself, in her famous automaton authoritative voice — that

frightened small animals and large children — that she was not going to listen to a kitten meowing for

three hours in a car! Paddy sat there, exhausted and hateful, and filled with the bewilderment of

unconditional viciousness that had come to define his life with his mother. Not another word was

spoken on the trip.

Upon arrival, the first thing grandfather asked was where was the grey kitty promised to him?

Paddy did not answer. Antonia sternly told him the kitten didn’t make it and that was the end of the

story. Nobody ever brought up the topic again, or thought about the abandoned kitty again — except for
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Paddy — who could never let that kitty out of his mind or heart.

Antonia had a problem with cats. Perhaps it was her farmland upbringing that placed animals on a

lower plane than she, but the disappearance of Paddy’s first cat on the Fourth of July due to “being

scared by fireworks” had the clang of mistruth — especially with Thrice’s stated allergic hatred of all

cats.

After Paddy moved to the East Coast, Antonia kept his second cat for him, for a bit, until she

realized Paddy was not returning to the Midwest — then the cat was injured and left on her driveway

under a clothing basket. She contacted the local animal authority for euthanasia, but she forgot to

remove the cat’s collar with identifying information. When the authorities approached her about saving

her own cat, she denied ownership and order the killing.

In the midst of all this inhuman marking on Paddy, where was the imprint of his father, Marko? It

was irretrievably missing. Marko infrequently contacted Paddy because he had his own three other

children to raise with the mistress he married.

Paddy visited his new family every now and then, but it was too painful for him to find any

kindness for the new offspring who had replaced him. When Paddy’s father told him he didn’t love his

mother anymore, it didn’t make Paddy feel any better that it was true. Paddy was still stuck with her.

Paddy has no escape. Paddy was unable to divorce his mother and fly into the arms of another woman.

Upon the return trip from Paddy’s grandfather’s house, Antonia told him that Thrice and his sons

would not be in the house when they returned. Paddy wasn’t certain he understood. She repeated that

Thrice was out. They were divorced. While they were visiting grandpa, Thrice and the boys were

packing up and moving out of their home.

Paddy was filled with such a joy that he leapt into the backseat of the car and began jumping up

and down on the seat with joy! Antonia was displeased, and distrustful of his enthusiasm. She

demanded to know why Paddy was so happy!

Paddy told her how much he hated Thrice, especially his bully boys. Antonia pffted him and told

him the only reason he was happy was because Thrice was trying to make him into a man and no longer

had access.

Paddy didn’t care what she said. He was overjoyed for the first time in his life.

Antonia grabbed his arm, dug her nails into his forearm, and forcefully pulled him back into the

front seat and pressed him into the cushion. She told him to be quiet.

Paddy, still overzealously joyous, nodded his head and, while in his mind, he kept jumping up and

down in the backseat. There was no way this moment of success could ever again be made into a
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surrender.

Post-divorce, Thrice turned his one-carat wedding ring into a one-carat tie clip.

Three months after Thrice and his boys moved out of the house, Paddy padded off to Summer

soccer camp. One of the counselors was named Edsel. When Paddy looked at Edsel, his eyes hurt and

his anus involuntarily clenched. Edsel looked just like Thrice, except he had a mustache.

Fear and terror rose in Paddy. Thrice was back? But his name was Edsel? All the other counselors

called Thrice “Edsel” but there are ribbons of venom that cannot be disguised, and Paddy saw the way

Edsel was following him around and staring him down.

Oh, it was Thrice, alright!

What a living horror!

Thrice-as-Edsel had hunted down Paddy, volunteered to be a soccer coach, just to remind Paddy

that he was still around — and that the monster under the bed had a life of his own that was quite real

and revelatory — the deadly would never die!

When Paddy later told his mother about Thrice-with-a-mustache pretending to be

Edsel-the-soccer-coach, Antonia did not believe him.

Paddy told her he would not be returning to soccer camp.

Antonia told him he would go, and he did, because Antonia did not want to be bothered with

reality or the fruitful terror of her only son.

Paddy spent the summer as far away from Edsel as possible — but always met his eye with the

wide-eyed defiance of the sun. Paddy knew Edsel was Thrice and Thrice knew Paddy knew who he

really was — and all Thrice could do about it was smile.

1977-1982 As life expanded, and his age grew, Paddy took an interest in the cinema. Watching,

writing and acting in movies were an escape — and for his mother who liked his public persona but

who did not like having him at home. Paddy found some limited, local, success on the silver screen and,

as his fame grew, so too, did the want of his mother to share his spotlight.

It was that push to join him in performance that led Paddy to focus more on the behind-the-scenes

ambitions of writing, directing and producing because he could do all of those on his own, in his own

time, and far away from the looming influence of Antonia’s suffocating shadow.

One night, as a pre-teen in preparation for a local movie premier, Paddy and his mother were

getting ready to attend the event together and Paddy did not want to go because he was tired and
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unwilling to puff up as his mother’s trophy pet.

Antonia poxed that idea — they were both going and she dug her nails into his forearm again to

make her point known.

For the first time, Paddy stood up against her and breathed how much he hated her.

She gently turned her head and calmly replied back that she hated him, too. Now, finally it was

official. The shared hatred was real and voiced and visible and viscous and there was no going back to

repressed submission of empathy — now there was only exposed rage.

Paddy had always felt his mother made him her enemy from the moment he was born and if he

had ever been accused of a crime or prosecuted for murder, Paddy knew his mother would never stand

with him or defend him in public or private. She would only point at him, testifying for the prosecution,

and say in her lowest and meanest voice that she knew all along he was guilty of something — and that

strong verification of her lack of nurturing and understanding became the fallow hallmark of the broken

dyad of love between mother and son.

Despite Antonia’s best efforts, Paddy was exposed to the wider world beyond her.

He knew there were mothers who ladled unconditional love, without question or pause, on their

sons like gravy. He appreciated the blind defense of the son against the world. He knew that one day, if

he had children, he would be the ultimate defender of his offspring and never their greater nemesis.

The once-in-a-lifetime trip to Hawaii had always been Antonia’s dream, not Paddy’s — but he

still had to go to the 50th State as his mother’s date and companion because if it had to be done then it

must be done. He spent 10 days avoiding her fake, public, professions of affection to strangers and he

did not like the sense that he was there simply to console her and make her look good in photographs.

In fact, staged photography was Antonia’s mark of a successful life. She recorded everything with

a flashbulb camera and, later, a Polaroid instant camera, and she was not recording truth or fact, but

rather a staged and purposeful misreality that made her look good. If her son was hugging her on

camera, and preserved on paper, then any spoken truth or revelatory fact offered in fact or commission

against the image was not truthful in essence because, in evidence, was the perpetual hug frozen in

time.

Photographs became a measure of instant control for Antonia and, in turn, she became the

recorder of all things necessary around her. She could speak for other people. Making up stories about

the faces in her photographs made her feel happy and whole. She was in control. She was a

scrapbooker, recording and preserving every shred for later analysis by ancient civilizations. Antonia

was in charge of the devotion, admiration and love.
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Paddy came to understand that “Smile! And Say ‘Cheese!’” for the camera really meant, “Behave

and be quiet” for the photograph.

Later, as video began to rise, she was uninterested in that expansion of reality because it could not

be as easily edited or staged or controlled as the static image preserved in amber where stories could be

told about the immobile — while video, to her horror, spoke its own, verifiable, truth that, when

crushed to the ground, always rose again.

Paddy began to loath the camera and avoided all contact with an image sensor aimed his way.

Antonia, of course, blamed his camera shyness on his inability to look into the sun. The real and the

unrecorded moment began to have much more resonance for him in both meme and meaning.

When Paddy was around 14-years-old-or so, Antonia decided she’d had enough of him. Her life

was ruined. He was a problem child. He was in need of outside tuning and inside atonement. She

wasn’t going to get married again, she’d sworn off all men after two major, public, failures that she was

still unable to live down in the sociology of her mind — but she considered her son a problem.

He wasn’t obeying her fast enough in metrics to her that mattered. He wasn’t bowing down by

sticking by her. Paddy wasn’t her puppet born to celebrate her every whim. Paddy did not drink or

smoke or do drugs and had never been arrested and never found trouble with the law. He was, in all

events and circumstances, the perfect mechanist kid, an automaton child without a living soul; but that

was not enough for Antonia. She didn’t just want perfection. She demanded dedication and submission.

She was always convinced Paddy was one drink away from becoming an alcoholic and one prescription

pill away from becoming an addict.

Antonia made an appointment with a local psychiatrist to put some sense into, and a lot of blame

on, her Paddy. The session began with Antonia alone and then Paddy was called into the office to speak

alone with the psychiatrist. Paddy answered a lot of questions directly and honestly as he could and at

the end of the interview the therapist told Paddy she didn’t need to seem him right now, she was going

to focus more on his mother and, in the future, if they needed him, he might be brought back for a

session or two.

Paddy nodded in stoic fear, for he knew this wasn’t going to go well and that an explosion was

about to happen. The psychiatrist would soon learn everything had to be his fault, his doing, his

misbehavior — nothing could ever be Antonia’s fault or concern. The psychiatrist asked Paddy to as his

mother to return and then he should sit in the waiting room until their session was complete. Paddy

nodded. And heaved a sigh.

As Antonia passed him in the hallway back into the therapist’s office, she smiled at him —

bloody-red lips pierced and smiling, showing rotten, grey-brown teeth cemented into crooked gums —

and Paddy simply kept walking and kept a straight face.
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As Paddy sat quietly in the waiting room for his mother’s return, he could hear a rising scream

bleeding through from the therapist’s office. A moment later, Antonia ran from the office, sped through

the lobby and left the building. Paddy watched her from the window as she climbed into her car and

sped off into the dying afternoon light.

He was immediately vindicated and remorseful. He knew he wasn’t the crazy one in the room and

he knew that going back home to the house of depression and repression and fury would be even worse

for him because Antonia always had to be right and everything had to be Paddy’s fault.

The psychiatrist’s plan had backfired and nothing would be revealed or healed. The doctor had

taken after her patient as far as the lobby and then gave up and disappeared without acknowledging or

saying a word to Paddy. The office staff stared at Paddy and he stood there, silent and behaving, just

like a good boy should, but nobody asked him if he needed a ride home, or if he had someone he could

call for help or offer a safe haven in which to stay — they all just returned back to their busywork —

unable and unwilling to offer a child a helping hand up and out, and Paddy understood that’s what they

had to do because that sort of repression of humanity was the Midwestern Way.

You don’t make trouble.

You don’t ask for attention.

When the furies of the world come at you, duck, and if you aren’t swept up in their turmoil,

consider that a windfall and look the other way. The broken and the promised will take care of their

own because they were born to know nobody will come to their aid or offer friendly assistance. You

live in the world, you bear its burdens alone — and that lesson was taught especially hard, and

succinctly, to every child who dared to breathe the air of freedom in the breadbasket of the American

harvest.

Ignored, but resolute in his partial, unspoken, unrecognized, victory, Paddy turned on his heel and

exited the therapist’s office. He gazed, open-eyed, into the dying light of the horizon, oriented himself

to head Northeast, and began the three-hour walk back home alone.

When Paddy turned 16, Antonia was delighted. She would no longer have to drive him to and fro.

She could now sit back, wind him up, and send him out into the world on his own to shine up on her

and do her bidding of being a right son that honored his mother with public deeds.

Paddy didn’t mind the extra pressure because now he had reliable freedom. He had an escape

hatch. He could disappear in the morning before she awoke and reappear after he returned late at night

and she slept.

Paddy had never be able to rely on Antonia for predictability in being driven around because she

hated to drive, and so Paddy always had to rely on friends and the kindness of associates to drive him to
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work and school and other extracurricular events. Having his own car allowed him to finally pay back

all the rides he’d thumbed over the years.

There were many reasons Antonia did not like to drive. She was a slave to the car and not the

other way around. As she drove, everything in the car had to be set for the comfort of the driver — the

heat and air conditioning, radio volume, the up and down status of every window, was hers alone to

decide — the passenger comfort was of no concern.

If the sun shone in her eyes while driving, only she would decide the if and when of pulling off

the road and then back on again to continue the trip. Antonia walked to work every day. She would

return home by 3:30pm, take a nap until 7pm and reawaken to watch broadcast television until 10pm.

Her life was her work and keeping her facade intact all day, every day, was a tempered satisfaction.

Now that Paddy was of age to be her chauffeur when she needed to face the world again with a

weary mask, she no longer had to worry about crashing the car by lack of attention. Now, if there were

a smash up, it would be a fault of Paddy’s being — and she was fine with that as long as she wasn’t

physically injured.

1983-1988 Paddy’s high school years were broken in a blur of predictable routine. He grew taller

and stronger than Antonia and she was no longer able to claw his forearms, so she switched to a

psychological torture of manipulation and yelling and screaming. He owed her. She owned him. Any

woman he met was going to drown him in children. It’s the two of them against the world. She only had

him and he only had her. Sex hurts women. Blonde women were only things to be had and nothing to

marry.

Paddy accept her decrees with a nod because to argue with the illogic was to spark a brutal tongue

lashing that was more painful that a bloodied forearm; and so he stayed busy working and doing just

enough in school to get by. He had no plans to go to college. He only wanted to move to Los Angeles to

begin a career in film — any career would work — he wasn’t wed to being a producer or director or

actor or screenwriter. Paddy was just as happy pulling cables and serving coffee as he was being the

center of attention.

Antonia did not agree with Paddy’s lifeplan. She wanted him to attend college — she would pay

for it — but he would need to commit to finishing the degree. Paddy, unhappy, but willing to abide her

wishes for profit, agreed to her demands but doubted she would actually pay for tuition because

Antonia always used the promise of money to control Paddy.

The tuition money never actually came through. It was only bait. Not even bait and switch. Just

bait, and Paddy fell for it every time because there was no other choice except to believe his mother —

and every time she ended up failing him with a repeatable lie.
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Paddy applied to only two colleges: A famous, but private, Southern California university film

school — and the local college as an emergency backup. The film school, at the time, was around

$30,000 a year for tuition and room and board while the local college was $1,800 a year for tuition only

and Paddy would continue to live at home with his mother.

Antonia did not want to pay the application fee for the California school because she wanted him

to take the backup choice. Paddy was able to get a waiver for the application fee and surreptitiously

sent his application to the California film school.

When the California film school turned down Paddy, he was crushed. Antonia was delighted. Her

Paddy would be staying with her for at least another four years, shining a perceived light on her

coworkers and friends to admire.

Paddy dutifully applied to the backup school and was immediately accepted.

Because Paddy’s application was late, there was no financial aid offered and Antonia would have

to foot the entire bill herself. She refused. Paddy would have to take out student loans to cover the cost.

What Antonia did not suspect was that Paddy was not giving up on his California dream. He

called the California film school weekly. For two months he divined and dug for any sort of warm

response to get into the school.

Finally, with three weeks left before the start of the semester, Paddy was accepted to the school as

a late admission! There were no scholarships available. He was accepted into the general school, not

the film school, but he could apply to the film school in his second year of attendance.

Paddy was both delighted and fearful.

He knew Antonia would never go for this plan — moving to California to escape her control

while enhancing his fame away from her influence — but he had to tell her and beg her for help in

taking out loans to cover the high cost of a private school.

Antonia would have none of it and refused to provide any parental tax information or other

methods that might reduce the cost of attendance for Paddy. She laughed in his face when he asked her

for help in going to school in California and so Paddy, alone but relentless, had to take the devastating

defeat to heart and remember that he always had to have a backup plan for success that did not include

Antonia because she had never wanted what was best for him — she only wanted what was easiest for

her.

And so Paddy attended the local college and did alright. In his first year, he moved out of

Antonia’s house and rented an apartment with a friend. Every dime he made working three jobs went to

pay an exorbitant rent and, after a year of dismal study and an underfunding of dreams, he had to eat his
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own ego and accept defeat and move back with Antonia.

The money saved for the pain owned was not worth it, but Paddy vowed to always remain busy

and potable and unabatable and to never touch down at home unless there was no simple way to avoid

the ongoing influence of his mother.

During his college years, Paddy wrote, produced and directed a movie that had a character who

talked about being alone and wanting privacy. Immediately after Antonia viewed the movie at the

premier showing at a local Art gallery, she screamed at Paddy in the downtown parking garage that he

had invaded her privacy by putting her secrets of a flickering screen. Paddy stood there in the

December cold, watching steamy curse words tufting from her mouth to form a bitter cloud before him

— freezing in mid-air — and disappearing. Paddy was amazed how the night could wipe away

ridiculousness.

When Paddy was forced by circumstance, and familial ties, to travel to the South with Antonia to

attend a family wedding. Paddy was impaired and distraught that he would have no escape from his

mother. He would be trapped in an airplane with her and at the family events. The pressure of her

interrogations — always searching for guilt to prosecute or a behavioral scab to pick — was

unbearable.

There would be photographs and squinting against the sun. There would be multiple masks that

could not be forsaken or hidden in time and that meant a private, angry, unravelling of his mother.

Every story Antonia told was about Paddy and, when asked a question, Paddy’s mother answered for

him. She posed him in the family photos. She arranged his hair. She picked out appropriate clothing.

When Paddy was unofficially made the official wedding photographer, he cringed! He wanted no

such responsibility for a task and effort that did not belong to him, but he’d been volunteered by his

mother because of his fluent filmmaking background, and certainly enough, his perfectly composed

photographs later came back from the developer green and caustic looking and Paddy was blamed for

ruining the entire wedding when, as a film buff and technocrat, he understood the problem was in the

cheap film processing that Antonia had decided to pay for instead of the basic standard found at any

local photography shop. The solution was simple: Make the developer fix the color and make reprints,

but Antonia would have none of that for that would leave Paddy off the hook.

After the wedding rehearsal, the father of the bride took Paddy aside and had a conversation with

him about his mother. The family member had witnessed the abuse over the years and the victim

blaming currently going on at a time that was meant to be a celebration, and he told Paddy that all of

these troubles did not belong to him.

He was told he had a “castrating mother” and that Paddy needed to concentrate on his own life

and not meting hers. Paddy felt great relief with the conversation — much in the same way he’d felt a
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temporary validation standing alone in the psychiatrist’s office — and it was only decades later that he

learned, through self-study, that he had a narcissistic mother and not a castrating one. Paddy also

understood that the help offered was only in sharing understanding, because to actually rescue Paddy

from his mother would take dedication, money, and effort and simply was not done for only children

living stuck in the Midwest.

Antonia’s greatest charm of the wedding dinner was when she asked, in front of everyone, if

Paddy had turned off the kitchen oven before they left home three days ago. Paddy was dumbfounded

by the question and could not answer straight away and before he said anything, the father of the bride

quipped that the house would be burned down by now anyway so why bring it up? That did not satisfy

Antonia, who was blaming Paddy for having no home to return to because of his inconsideration with

the oven. Finally, Antonia’s sister said, quietly, but firmly, that a neighbor would’ve let everyone know

if the house had burned to the ground.

Antonia announced to the group Paddy belonged in the military where he would be made a man

and learn respect. Her sister, a lifelong military wife, said the armed forces were not for Paddy just

because Antonia thought so. Antonia scoffed and yelled that she’d see. That threat of being directly

inducted to serve was a repeatable dare that dangled in the cloud above Paddy’s head for years.

At the final procession outside the church, the bride walked out of the church with her finally

betrothed, saw the disconnected look of despair and wounding on Paddy’s face and took his chin in her

hand and whispered to him in front of everyone that everything would be alright. Paddy nodded as she

waved and disappeared into a white limousine on the way to her honeymoon.

1989-1994 Upon graduation from college, Paddy decided to act on what he, and the rest of his

extended family knew — he had to get out and away forever from under Antonia’s thumb. Luckily,

Paddy had unwittingly met the love of his life, Olivia, who would soon become his wife. With an offer

of graduate study on the East Coast in hand, Paddy asked Olivia to join him and she agreed.

Antonia’s punishment for the move was to take Paddy’s undergraduate diploma and hide it from

him. For 25 years, Paddy asked she return his diploma and Antonia refused — claiming she had no idea

where it was — when she had previously told Paddy she was keeping the diploma because it belonged

to her.

Olivia also had a controlling mother who also never wanted her to leave the Midwest, but

together, Olivia and Paddy almost made a whole person when it came to having a right childhood.

Perhaps, together, they subconsciously wondered, they might be able to put together a fuller life in

context.

Over the years, Paddy worked to try to remedy the uncomfortable oddness with Antonia, but

every conversation was only shallow and never dared to touch the depths of what had really happened.
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When Paddy would bring up specific examples of how he felt his mother had grievously wronged him,

Antonia would laugh it off and tell him it didn’t happen that way and that he was making things up

again with his active imagination.

There could be no healing without realization and confession and so Paddy could either continue

to live in that vicious circle of black tar toxicity or break the conceit of denial and get out and plow his

own way ahead forward without her.

Antonia was unhappy with Olivia — no woman Paddy ever dated was good enough or right

enough for Antonia — but she knew Paddy needed to get an advanced degree in order to take care of

his mother later, and so Antonia offered to pay for Paddy’s graduate study and he willfully accepted,

secretly knowing she would never follow through when it came time to pay, but he always tried to hold

a little hope that she would actually live up to the vow of motherhood and provide unconditional love

along with actually footing a bill for an evenet she commanded.

The offer to pay for graduate school turned out to be a ploy by Antonia to make sure Paddy failed

miserably on the East Coast and would return, running and scared, back home to her.

In order to sabotage him at every turn, she promised her only son her full support and cooperation

as he left her to start a whole new educational and personal love life with Olivia half a continent away.

Antonia always made it known to the world and Paddy, and now Olivia, that all of Paddy’s

success in life was because of her, and without her, he would be nothing.

Paddy would refute that claim with the argument that if he had a more loving and unconditional

mother, he would have been an even greater success. Antonia’s response was only to scoff and laugh

and remind him that the reason Paddy never liked her second husband Thrice was because Thrice was

trying to make him into a man and her main concern her entire life was that Paddy would grow up to be

a mama’s boy or, worse, a homosexual. Antonia did everything she could to make certain no apron

strings bound her son and that no undue male sexual influence would ever pit-a-pat his way.

At 23-years-old, Paddy married Olivia and they started a new life on their own along the Eastern

seaboard. Paddy had a partial scholarship to a private elite East Coast university for his graduate study.

Again, as Antonia continued to plead with Paddy to get an advanced degree to, ironically it turned

out, to ensure his future financial stability — and she said she would be happy to pay for that advanced

degree — but when it came time for her to provide tax documents and other sustaining materials and

evidence of proof, along with payment, she again, as ever, refused.

Paddy was neither shocked nor disappointed. This was her meditation and modus operandi,

though it was a shock to Paddy’s graduate school financial aid office, classmates and his department

head. None of them could imagine a promise unkept and then a deliberate sabotage to withhold
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information and funding with seven days to go before the semester started.

Paddy’s one and only choice to get $50,000 together for tuition and living expenses was to take

out substantial student loans — all to Antonia’s great glee because she was guaranteeing his financial

future would be bankrupt — and so Paddy was forced by his East Coast school to sign a notarized

declaration that he was estranged from his mother and that she refused to provide federal

documentation and that his mother had abandoned him financially and morally and humanistically and

that he was totally alone in the world and had no part of her.

Paddy gleefully signed every document disavowing his mother, for now the break was official,

and inevitable, and the insurmountable student loan burden that was about to befall him for the rest of

his overburdened life was the price he had to pay to get away from Antonia forever.

Antonia thought she was emotionally blackmailing him while he was publicly divorcing her as his

mother. Paddy had never felt better or more alive.

Paddy’s dysfunctional joy was abetted by the fact that Olivia’s mother helped the newlyweds in

every possible way even though she had two other children, eight grandchildren and four

great-grandchildren. While Olivia’s mother missed her daughter, she eventually accepted that her life

on the East Coast was beneficial and important.

Antonia and Olivia’s mother never met and had no want to meet. If a relationship is 50/50, so too,

should be the interested assistance of the parents in the marriage of their children. Olivia’s mother’s

effort stood at 99.999% while Paddy’s mother barely registered with a 0.001% interest. Antonia had the

better paying job; Olivia’s mother had the better invested heart. Oddly enough, after Paddy and Olivia

were married in a civil ceremony without any family witnesses, Antonia decided to purchase plain gold

wedding rings for the newlyweds. Buying other people wedding rings was an Antonia thing that was

curious as it was astounding.

To support Paddy and Olivia beyond the wedding ring, Antonia reasoned, was to lose him to the

East Coast forever, so emotional and financial sabotage were her greatest wants as she tried to force

him to fail and to return to her in the Midwest where he would never dare to venture beyond the corn

and alfalfa again.

During Paddy’s graduate school journey, his mother decided to visit him. She planned to stay in a

hotel. Antonia could not stay with Paddy and Olivia because they were in married graduate student

housing and were not allowed overnight visitors on campus and that policy was helpful because Paddy

and Olivia didn’t want her in the apartment anyway.

The night before she was to fly to visit the couple, Antonia called to say she was too scared to

sleep alone in a hotel room in a big city and wanted to instead stay with the newlyweds. Paddy told her
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that was not allowed by the school. Antonia said she’d give Paddy and Antonia the money she planned

to spend on the hotel if she could stay with them.

It was impossible, Paddy told her, because he also knew that to sneak her into their tiny apartment

would not be worth the heartbreak of Antonia never handing over the hotel money. The risk was not

worth the worthless reward. Antonia canceled her trip to visit and blamed Paddy for the lost hotel room

deposit and unused airline ticket.

When Paddy graduated with honors from his program of graduate study, Antonia called — not to

congratulate him, but to ask him for his return date for moving back to the Midwest. When he told his

mother that he would not be moving back, that he had worked all of his adult life in order to land on the

East Coast and he was staying landed, Antonia was inconsolable and furious. He had betrayed her. He

lied to her. He was cutting her off.

Paddy assured her none of that was true, but Antonia was having none of it. If he’d been in the

same room with her, she would have been screaming and pounding the walls in a tantrum that would

shake a gravestone. Antonia, it seems, had decided, on her own, and in her own mind, that Paddy was

only temporarily departed and that he would arrive back under her control like the little good boy he’d

always been because not to meant punishment and loss of alleged affection and that threat meant

everything to her.

Paddy tried not to delight in the disappointment of his mother, but the feeling of freedom and

recourse from repression was overwhelming. He had no intention of hurting Antonia, but he could not

control her mind or manage her emotions. He had to take his own life in his hand, where it belonged,

and work to keep scraping by one knuckle at a time.

He held dearest the undying love and dedication of Oliva — a woman who happened to be the

exact opposite of everything his mother aspired to be — Olivia was caring and warm and thoughtful

and non-judgmental; she took people as they were and accepted them as they wished to exist.

There were urgent times of financial crises that debride any urban core marriage and Paddy and

Olivia never liked to ask for help, but when desperation rose, and emergency assistance was needed,

they both equally, and faithfully, asked their parents for help.

Olivia’s mother always helped every time. Antonia always said no and demurred and deferred

and offered help only after the urgency had passed. Antonia’s reasoning was if you needed help then

you needed to move back home because you could not make it on your own in the world.

She did not want to see her son do better on his own than he had done as a child with her, and so

she thwarted every ask and desperation. Paddy always hated asking his mother for help because he

already knew the answer was no, but Olivia always had hope that Antonia would eventually be human
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and stand up and do the right thing for the young couple. Olivia was always disappointed by

predetermination, fact and merit when it came to dealing with Antonia. Soon, Olivia began to

understand it was fruitless to ask Antonia to help or to be involved in their married life because she was

only interested in a return to the past — a past that did not include Olivia in the present.

Paddy came to understand he had become, in his mother’s mind, the third divorced husband, and

when Antonia was done with you, you no longer existed to her in a state that mattered. Paddy had

always been the adult in the room with her growing up — always the man and never the son — and

Antonia would often play with those masculine roles to suit her purulent delights.

One moment Paddy had to man up and save the day, and the next instant he was not allowed to

know things, or be involved, because he was just a child. That confusing, ongoing, role reversal was

difficult to navigate for Paddy, but he eventually learned to just code switch on demand to suit his

mother while always staying strong and privately reasoning in his own mind. The wages paranoia and

the risk of a schizophrenic break were merely roles for him to play in order to get his mother off his

back.

1995-2000 Several years after Paddy told Antonia that he would not be returning to the Midwest

to minister to her needs for the rest of her life, she found a new boyfriend.

She swore she would never marry again, and never did, but her new relationship with Carl was as

curious as it was immature.

Carl had gone to school with Antonia and Marko and then married and started a life of his own

with his own kids. With his kids grown and gone and with Paddy on the East Coast, Antonia decided it

was time to find another man to control and she decided to let Carl woo her and spend his money on

her.

There would be no marriage, no dedication to ritual. They would live apart but speak on the

phone every day and go out to dinner every other night. Travel might be possible, but only to foreign

countries and never to the East Coast. Since Carl was lonesome and lonely, he agreed to all her terms

and began to courting process.

Carl would later tell Paddy he understood Antonia better than any other woman in his life — and

Paddy felt a great sadness at that revelation of character because his mother was uncomplicated,

predictable, petty, distant, disconnected and oftentimes impatient and cruel — what’s to not know?

If those qualities turned Carl’s crank, then Paddy could not begrudge him a simpleton’s love

affair if it was that at all. Paddy also felt joy as he quickly thanked the energy of the world that he’d

been replaced, and he thought the universe was better off with Carl replacing Paddy as the center of her

storm.
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Olivia visited her mother at least twice a year and her mother gladly paid for all expenses to and

from her home in the Midwest. That little bit of kindness encouraged visitation and saved a lot of

money against living in the most expensive city in the center of the world on the East Coast.

Paddy’s mother was less understanding and would never offer him a cent in help in cover

transportation costs. She refused to meet him at the airport. She told him there was no room for him in

her house because his bed had been sold and his bedroom was now used for storage and she was

unwilling to buy a meal or cover any aspect of the flight — and so Paddy rarely, if ever, visited his

mother. A simple visit turned into a large financial burden his family with zero gain. There was no extra

money hanging around for travel expenses. It was never good to see his mother. It was never a vacation

from the stress of the East Coast. Visiting Antonia was a miserable ordeal that only reminded him of

the many reasons why he fled the residue of the Dust Bowl.

During one visit back to the bowl, Paddy was driving his mother’s car and the heat was blowing

on him and was too hot. He moved the vent away from his face and Antonia, in the passenger seat, blew

into an instant fury. She told him he was rude and disrespectful to do that and that the job of the driver

was to cater to the comfort of the passenger.

What a wild woman, Paddy thought to himself, for all his life she had cursed against him the

popular opposite that the driver of the car was to be offered every luxury and accommodation because

driving was the dangerous bidding of the day. Paddy realized Antonia was only about her own

convenience and in fitting everyone else into her worldview, and if you disobeyed her, or went your

own way, you were cut off, disinherited and completely forgotten.

The farm girl in her allowed her to be ruthless and bloodless when it came to tending the killing

fields and it was that very disconnection between behavior and result that had always terrified Paddy

and made him wonder if, he too, would become a monster like his mother.

On one of her trips home to visit her mother, Olivia made an effort to visit Antonia.

Antonia told her she was unable to meet Olivia unannounced and told her to go away and come

back a different day. Olivia, effort denied, thanked Antonia for her time and never made another effort

to see her again. Antonia was festively fine with that resolution.

2001-2006 One odd result of Paddy’s leaving the Midwest was his mother’s not only cutting him

off, but cutting him off from his friends and associates. In the days when only the telephone and the

hardcopy letter were the communication memes of the day, Paddy learned later in life that when distant

friends and remote associates would call his childhood home to connect with him on the East Coast,

Antonia would tell them Paddy wanted nothing to do with them and she refused to provide Paddy’s

phone number or residential address.
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When Paddy confronted her about this horrible slight to his old associates, Antonia would spin

the complaint back on him and tell Paddy that it was his decision, his directive to cut all contact with

the Midwest and she was only following through on his instructions.

Antonia loved it when Paddy would get upset and angry and so he tried not to feed into her trough

of hatred even when she refused to provide to him the names of the people who were trying to get in

touch with him. He had to write down the loss of friendship and association as part of doing business

with a narcissistic mother.

Paddy hoped those good folk were inquisitive enough, and proactive enough, to find him without

Antonia and reconnect.

As the unofficial third husband, and the official third divorce, Paddy not only lost the mother he

never had, but the rest of his extended family as well. Paddy accepted the fact of the loss of the rest of

his family because to be in touch with them would be to destroy the lies Antonia had told on her own

behalf that Paddy wanted nothing to do with them.

He gave Antonia that grace because, in the public confrontation of her scandalous behavior

against him with his own blood, she would be forever exposed and destroyed. Paddy sensed the family

understood the why of his disconnection, but it would never be appropriate to actually address it in

person, or with Antonia and Paddy together, because the explosion that would result would destroy and

vested sense of a nuclear family.

Because of these family matters, Olivia and Paddy decided not to have children for they did not

want the sins of the father visited upon the sons, or the peculiarities of the mother pressed upon the

daughters. The disassociations and disconnections would end with them. Together, they were unsplit

and whole. Divided by children, they would be lesser in the spectrum of humanity. Sometimes to win is

to lose.

More often than not, the future dies in the past.

One residual complication of this familial disconnect was Antonia’s need to at least appear to the

rest of the family as involved and interested in her only son’s life. She asked Paddy for updates and for

photographs of him and of his home and surroundings and Paddy would not provide the simplest details

because he knew how they were to be used against him.

Antonia wanted to provide the perception of perfection and asymptomatic motherly love when

there was none. Antonia pleaded with Paddy for these proofs of life because, she said, the family

wanted to know, and Paddy told her that if they wanted to stay in touch and get updates they should

contact him directly.
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Antonia blankly told him they didn’t want to speak to him, they only wanted to know through her

— and while Paddy knew that was a lie — he didn’t press it because it was a lie that was keeping alive

her facade and to wholly destroy it would not be good for the extended family.

When a major terrorist tragedy struck the world on the East Coast, Antonia called and left a

message by playing a plaintive plea from one of Paddy’s beloved cousins who had called Antonia to

see if Paddy was still alive and alright. At the end of the cousin’s message, Antonia put herself on the

phone and said, with great disdain and hatred dripping from her voice, that Paddy was, in fact, “loved,”

no matter what he thought.

That simple, intentional poke in the eye resounded within Paddy with grand amplification. He

knew his cousin loved him and cared about him but he hated the fact that his cousin had to go through

his mother to get to him. Paddy should’ve picked up the phone and found his cousin, but in doing that,

he would have to reveal all of Antonia’s lies against him and dividing the family like that would be

dynamite in the core of what was left of Antonia’s distant role in the family.

One day, Paddy reasoned, Antonia would be dead and he would be able to repair all the dangling

emotions and wounded feelings caused by this mess of a narcissistic mother and if he passed before

Antonia, Paddy knew Olivia would still be alive to tell his story because goodness and sunlight live

forever and a day longer than darkness and manipulation.

Living apart from Antonia had grand benefits for Paddy. He could breathe and sleep at night even

though his mother hunted him with an axe in his nightmares. He was free to be himself and to act as he

pleased. When the day arrived that he’d lived longer on the East Coast with Olivia longer than he had

lived in the Midwest with Antonia, it was a day of many celebrations.

Every single day from that moment on became an advantage and a joy that was unabated. Every

new snowstorm and sunshine held happiness far beyond the horizon. Paddy was free, but not of the

earthly ties. To be truly free, death would have to become him or Antonia.

In an attempt to understand the rift that was unhealed, Paddy found his father Marko and spoke to

him over the phone. Marko was upset and crying for they had not been in touch for over 30 years.

Paddy wondered why Marko had lost interest in his first born son. Marko said he was told Paddy

wanted nothing to do with him. Paddy said he didn’t want to be a part of Marko’s new, extended

family, but that father and son unification would have been important growing up.

Marko said it must’ve been Antonia who bad mouthed him but Paddy corrected him: Antonia said

nothing and encouraged nothing because once Marko was gone and out of the house, he was no longer

a factor in her life or on her mind. Marko did not believe Paddy, but Paddy was firm in the reversal

defense of his mother.
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Once they were divorced, Paddy said, she was done with the experience. Paddy had one

remaining question for Marko. He wanted to know why his father abandoned him with her.

Why was it okay for him to get out and get a better life and leave Paddy behind with her? Marko

had no answer. Paddy asked him again. Marko had no answer.

Paddy said there was nothing else to discuss until Marko had an answer. Paddy told Marko to get

in touch with him again when he could explain why. Paddy said goodbye to Marko and never heard

from him again and the convenience of memory was forever shattered.

2007-2012 Antonia was never technically savvy, but when when she acquired her first email

account, the first and only message she sent to Paddy consisted of a single word, “Boo!” It was an odd

and rapacious salutation that was also a flaying, a terror and a closure.

Paddy did not respond to the bait and wondered why, after years and months of

little-to-no-contact with his mother — she had been spending all her money and energy on Carl and, in

Antonia’s mind, to simultaneously be in touch with Paddy while dating Carl would’ve been a betrayal

of Carl’s affection — would she want to make first assertion with a weird message.

Several months later, Paddy would have his answer in a greeting card mailed to his home.

Carl was terminally ill.

Antonia’s card explained the context of the degenerative illness and that it was important for her

to now reconnect with Paddy. For seven years Paddy had been off the hook with his mother as she was

preoccupied with pleasing her boyfriend; but now that Carl was sick, she needed someone else to

control and dominate.

Paddy refused to return to that sort of relationship with her. He liked the massiveness of the space

and time that his mother had put between them over time and he didn’t want to redact that

dimensionality to resemble anything close or even entertaining the notion that everything was sealed

and fine.

Paddy was too emotionally frozen to respond to Antonia about Carl’s demise. Olivia took up the

mantle of the battle and continued on with Antonia about her sorrows and her wishes for reconciling

with the past in a future without Carl.

When the death of Carl didn’t satisfyingly reconnect Antonia with Paddy, she played her final

card that, while previously useful, had no substance over the last few decades with Paddy.

Antonia wrote to Paddy that when she died — but not one penny before — he would get

everything. Everything she’d earned over her life would belong to him. He was the only thing she had
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left in the world. Paddy was unmoved because he’d heard all of that before, and was still paying off his

student loan burden from graduate school, and hoped Antonia would make a meaningful gesture of

reconciliation, as Olivia’s mother’s had, but that was never to be with Antonia because delivering on a

promise was not her within her ability or normative ken.

Antonia only dealt in promises, not deliveries. To prove her point that Paddy would earn

everything in her death, she sent legal papers indicating as such for him to counter-sign, but when the

papers arrived from her attorney, all the information was wrong. Paddy’s name and identifying

information were missing.

Antonia said her lawyer said to go to a local bank and have them fix the information and to send it

back, signed. Paddy circled the wrong information with a red pen and sent it back to Antonia to correct

it on her side. No corrections were made.

Paddy was officially not getting anything — and it was better for him to know that now, while she

was alive and still conniving — than to actually believe her and let her get in the last bloody

talon-dagger from her grave as her will offered him nothing and that made sense because by giving her

estate away to charity instead of Paddy, Antonia would be fondly remembered by those she chose to

impress and never love.

2013-2015 Antonia made a final demand to lure Paddy back to the Midwest. She was ill and

would have to leave their family home of 50 years and live in an assisted living facility. Antonia

offered her house to Paddy and Olivia for purchase at the going rate — no discount, no family favor —

they would pay what she was asking the market to bear.

It was a strange and desperate curve to their relationship because Paddy and Olivia had wonderful

and successful lives on the East Coast, even though Antonia never believed that. When Olivia tried to

explain that to Antonia in a letter, no response was provided and the house was placed on the market

and sold without another word.

In Paddy’s fiftieth year, he was stricken with Shingles, just as his father had been half a century

before him in the moment of Paddy’s birth, and he too, had pockets of scarring carving his face and

crushing his inner ear and swelling his jawline. For Paddy, Shingles became a painful, distant, distinct

connection to his father as they were finally bound, together, in an ominous, if not shared, suffering

divided by time and compressed by distance. It was the sort of a clinging flaying that neither satisfied

nor dismayed — it only fascinated.

As a part of Paddy’s birthday celebration, Antonia created a snipped and carved collage of

photographs from his past embedded in birthday cards. She sent one of those haunting cards every day

for the month of his birthday.
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Every day Paddy retrieved the mail, he loathed to open the card to relieve a history with his

mother that he was still actively working to forget. There was no sadness or joy in the hopeful opening

of the cards.

Only a numbed, repressive, judging of the content and what he might be able to salvage from her

shearing effort to create yet another context for the content of the original photographs. Paddy would

have much more enjoyed seeing the original images without being cut up, but Antonia would not give

him that unedited satisfaction.

Enclosed with the last card, Antonia included a standard apology letter for marrying Thrice, but

the tone was off, it was desperate, and it was unconvincing because apologizing was easy, but

understanding the why of the woundings of such a man against a boy was much tougher to conceive

into being.

Antonia also forbade him from ever discussing her in public or in print. She was terrified of being

defined by her actions and not her persona. Her life was her life and it belonged only to her and Paddy

had no right to exploit the truth against her wishes. Antonia was unable to accept the record of the truth

of her preserved in amber, so she threatened and pointedly scolded from afar.

Then, as a final insult, after her faux apology, she recounted her life with Thrice and marveled at

what a successful local business man he’d become after the divorce and she enclosed newspaper

clippings of the man’s 80th birthday party.

Paddy knew precisely what Antonia was doing, and it worked! Shock the poor son with a final

haunting with not just one monster under the bed, but another one around his arm, clinging to the fringe

of his life for one last awful clawful of skin under her nails.

It was a disarming final goodbye, but one that Paddy appreciated for its expert planning and

purposeful heartstring tugging over the last 30 days of birthday card memories punctured with the final,

full color photographs from the newspaper of Thrice, his most lethal abuser.

Paddy also knew quite well that if history predicted future behavior that Antonia had really

created the 30 days of cards, not for Paddy, but for her to make color photocopies of the cards to send

them to the rest of the extended family to demonstrate her creativity and to prove her “love” for her first

born, and only, son.

Every private effort from Antonia was suspect and disingenuous in the core because she only

cared about the care and tending of her public profile and about the front-facing facade of her

reputation. Paddy had worked all his life to be the same person at home in private as he was in the

public real world.

As his 51st birthday blossomed on the horizon, Paddy held no grace for his mother.
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There was no forgiveness for Antonia because she didn’t want any and he was uninterested in

giving her what she never shared with him, and so, with that decision, Paddy finally, inescapably,

became his mother.

Paddy did not visit Antonia as she lay dying. He did not weep. He did not eulogize.

He did not mourn her passing. He only returned to his childhood hometown once she was finally

gone and forgotten so he could dance on her grave — for there are some crimes against the human heart

than can never be forgiven — only buried.

✦ ✦ ✦

Copyright © 2016 by David Boles

All Rights Reserved


