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» From cherished child to
disappointed adult —
and back again

By JUDITH HILLMAN PATERSON
\ Spaclal ta tha Moblle Register

"\ My father was a very troiibled and Immature
‘man as well as an alcoholic. But 1loved him just
{hie same. Or — 1o pul a more accurate and
Freudian point on it — as a child, I was madiy In
love with him.

‘When [ was born, he was a skrikingly hand-
some, 23-year-old college dropout and ex-football
player from a family of relorm-minded, high-
achievers who had come South after the Civil
War to start schools for the freed slaves, By the
time 1 knew them, the Patersons had made a
truce with Southern customs and become suc- .-
cessful entrepreneurs and community leaders in,
Montgomery.

Daddy, who was lnlroverted and plobab]y dys-
lexic, saw himself as an outsider I 'a family of
insiders, It didn't help that the carly death of his
own father had robbed him of the one perdon
who understood the ways jn which he diifered
from his brother and couslns.

Because he worked in the Jamily nursery bust-
ness, which was next door to his mother's
house Daddy could take me to work with him
any titne he wanted to, By the time L 'was 2 years
old, my own mother was. already ilf with a severe
. form of chinical depressu}n, which she 'medicated
" with large quantities of boeer. From my earliest
memortes, she was well on her way to drmkmg
herself to death, which she sacceeded in domg
when I was & and she was 31.

S0 1 went to work with my lather often and di-
vided my time belween thie greenhouses where
he grew roses antd my grandmother’s house next
door, In those days, my father was a font of love
for me — playiul, affectionale and sensitive
(overly sensitive, [ would soon ledrn), He was a
born teacher, and [ wanted to Jearn whatever he
wanled 1o teach me - the kinds of the flowers -
he grew, he names of the stard In the sky, the
-growing habits of the strawberries’and tomatoes
he planted and nursed Ilke babies in our back-
yard,

I have come to think lhat what children most
need i5 to share the daily lives of their parents
-~ merely to be with them while they do whatev-
er they need to be doing. For the first few years
of my life, most of my time was spent in that way
- with my fznher. Exeept for the year-and-a-half he
was away at war in France and the Pacific —
during which time my mother was miraculousty
sobr(eir — he was by far Ehe mosl matherly parent
1 ha :

+ Heand | were simply emottonal[y and intellec~
tually compatible, P think, and whal i joy that
was in the heginning, A little gir! doesn’t ask {or
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stability or 15 there a volcano rolling benéath
i7" She has no way of knowing that his unpre- -

. dictable temperament, brooding self-doubt and-

cruelty under the influence of his addiction wiil
eventually break her-heart and complicate her -
velationships with men for the rest of hier life.
She simply climbs inlo his lap whehever she

can, As soon ag she can walk, she puts her hand
in. his and goes with him wherever he will take"
her, When ghe Is old enough to go about on her'
own, she coliects things to bring him, — objects,
facts, storiés, jokes, new things she has learnad.
In the end and most of all, she warits to be what-

.ever it is that he wants her te be.

But the honeymoons of childhoed don‘t last ~
forcyer, even fn healthy families, and ours was,
by all current standards. about as unhealthy as -
they get.

As soon as my mother died, my father's barely
controlled drinking locked into a ilfelong cycle
of binge drinking followed by remorse, Instead
of grieving the failure of.a marriage and the -
death of his wife, he drank and regrotted it ...
drank ang regretted it.

- Somelimes-} wonder if that wasn’t the thing { |

- never forgave. That he didn't grieve, in fact

hardly acknowledged, the death of my mather. |
And because he didn't grieve it, neither did any
of his four children, inciuding, of course, mysel!,

" start & family.

T

k Conlinued fron1 2E

ward ravely spoke his first wile's
name. Il anyone else spoke il ~ or
sounded as if they were about 1o
speak [t — he left the room.

Over the years, the estrange-
ment between my father and me
grew and grew. | thought he siced
wilh my step-mother any time she
and [ disagreed. ! thought he over-
pratecled my younger siblings
while expecting tao much of me. {
resented the way he handled the
money my mother had left to her
children. Ullimately, his drinking
compietely controlf,ed our famlly,
and | grew 10 desplse him as much
drunk as I had once loved him
sober,

As for him, he seemed to want
his favorite and eldest chitd both
e stand out and conform at the
same time. He ap-
proved whon |
went off 1o a gocd
college and ex-
celled, but he was
equally dellghled
when ] married
my hometown
sweetheart and
came back to
Montgomery to

Though we of-
len agreed in the-
ory, hewanted me
to keep my opin-
fons about the
Civil Rights Movement to myselt,
He thought my commuting 10 Au-
burn University to get a graduate
degree endangered my marriage.
When his predictions on that score
came true, he did everything he
could to stop me from getting a
divorce and leaving Montgomery.

Yet beneath the surface, the old
feelings still ran deep between us.
And, now and then, they surfaced
with all the force and sweetness of
2 long forgotien romance,

The most dramatlc of those wo-
ments came in 1984 when my
Tather suffered & stroke from which
ng one thought he would recover.
He was, by then, riddled with
cancer that had already spread
from one lung to the other,

| flew to Montgomery expecting
Lo gee him for the last time but with
feelings so conflicted and dead-
ened toward him that his impend-
ing death seemed hardly to matter
atall, T arrived at the hospital and
was told he was semiconscious but
that I could ga into the intensive
care unit to “speak to him.”

To the amazement of everyone
in the room, he glanced up at me
and immedijately returned notonly
to his consclous selt but ta his most
charming version of it. With a lock
ol acceptance and appreciation
Itke nothing I had seen in him for

With a look of
acceptance and
appreciation like
nothing | had seen in
him for the longest
kind of time, he
calied all the nurses
over to his bed and
told them that | was
his daughter.

wha lived in Washington, D.C., aid
wils & professor al Ue University of
Maryland. It was the admiration
wilh which he said “professor”
that got to me.

His attitude up until that me-
ment had been one of irritation
toward me for leaving town, com-
bined with a seeming lack of Inter-
est in everything | did in any city
other than the one where he and |
had both been born. Suddenly.
here — amld nurses in white,
blinking screens and lile-saving
gewgaws — a jolt of emotion as
palpable as an electrical charge
passed helween us.

He loved me. He was proud of
me, 1 was his lttle girl again,

My stepmother and everybody
in the intensive care unil credited
me with bringing my father back to
lile that day. | don't know about
that. What [ dokiow is thal he lived
anclher year and
a hall, badly de-
billtated physi-
cally but with all
his mental facul-
ties intact,

ifhe had beena
wiser person or |
tiad been a bigger
one, surely that
moment would
have ‘washed
away all the dis-
harmony  be-
tween us and we
would have en-
jeyedowrselvesin
the old way for the little time he
had left to live. Instead, the old
tenstions returned and smoldered
until he died.

When hadied, | did what we had
been doing in our family for 40
vears — | kicked the grief aside and
kept going as if nothing had hap-
penad. But this time somelhing
was different.

Within a few months — &nd
before I knew what I was doing— 1
had set out on a journey of recon-
necting with my mother's triends,
relattves and lamily history. Asthe
reality of her llite and my attach.
ment to her came back to me, my
anger toward my father lessened
and my own childhood began to
seem vibrant and real again.

Cne of the gilts of death, it
scems, it that It sometimes allows
us to see people more fully thanwe
dldwhenthey]wed inmy case, my
father's death and the freedom it
gave me to reclaim my connection
to my mother also enabled me to
remember that the rigid, disap-

polnted 72-year-old man my father.

had become had once been the
young father to a child who had
thought hersell the luckiest girl in
the worid,

Now, in memory, he is that man
again. In my now aging heart, heis
onee again my daddy and | amonce
again the mast cherished of chil-
dren.
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