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as a minister’s daughter, ithought
being a good Christian meant you had to 
avoid hurting others at all costs. I didn’t 
know that when someone asked me out, 
I could say no. Th ere were times when 
I found myself lying in bed with a man, 
wanting to be anywhere but there. Some-
times I made excuses that helped me exit, 
but I never told the truth.
 On my wedding day, I looked up into 
my husband’s face as I recited my vows, 
but he wouldn’t meet my eyes. A dark 
thought arose: What have I done? We 
had fi fteen years and three children to-
gether before he initiated the divorce.
 Years later I bought a house with an-
other man. I knew within a week of mov-
ing in that something was wrong. My son 
knew it too. After fi ve years he could no 
longer tolerate my partner’s dictatorial 
behavior. Th e next night my son called 
me from his dad’s house and said, “Mom, 
I love you more than anyone in the world, 
but I won’t live with him anymore.” Th at 
Friday night I sat down before my partner 
— with whom I’d spent hours in thera-

py, trying to get to the truth — and told 
him that no part of me wanted to work 
on the relationship anymore. I off ered 
no false hope, no softening of the blow. 
I was leaving.
 Since then I’ve doggedly told the truth, 
no matter what the cost. What’s most im-
portant is to tell myself the truth, to see 
the world as it is, rather than how I want 
it to be. 
 Maggie H.
 San Jose, California

one hot summer day when i was a 
girl, tired of television and board games, 
a friend and I got into my parents’ photo 
albums and began fl ipping through the 
pages. One album was thinner than the 
rest and faded with age. I had never seen 
it before. I opened it to fi nd pictures of 
myself as an infant. In one photo, I was 
lying on a plaid blanket, using a crushed 
beer can as a teething ring. Another pic-
ture showed my mother sitting in a lawn 
chair and cradling me in her arms. Th ere 
was a dark-skinned Latino man sitting 

next to her, holding a can of beer and 
playfully shaking his fi st at her. 
 Th at evening I showed my mother the 
photo and asked her who the man was. 

“Just a friend,” she said. A few days later 
she called me into her bedroom, where 
she was getting undressed. As she pulled 
off  her stockings, she said, “You remem-
ber that picture you showed me?” I nod-
ded. “Well, that’s your father.” 
 My mother continued undressing, tak-
ing special care to avoid my eyes. I got up 
and left the room in shock. In the hall-
way I looked at the framed photo graphs 
of my mother’s wedding, at which she’d 
married the man I now knew to be my 
stepfather. I had seen those photographs 
for as long as I could remember, but that 
day they told a diff erent story.
 Name Withheld

when my husband and i sold our
home, we planned to rent for a few months 
before we bought another house. I found 
a real-estate agency specializing in month-
to-month rentals, but our rental applica-

Readers  Write
         

jo
se

pH
	s

o
rr

en
ti

n
o



34	 The Sun  October 2007

Readers Write asks readers to address subjects on which they’re the only authorities. 
Topics are intentionally broad in order to give room for expression. Writing style 

isn’t as important as thoughtfulness and sincerity.
	 Because of space limitations, we’re unable to print all the submissions we receive. 
We edit pieces, often quite heavily, but contributors have the opportunity to approve or 
disapprove of editorial changes prior to publication. (If you don’t want to be contacted 
regarding the editing of your work, please let us know.)
	 We publish only nonfiction in Readers Write. Feel free to submit your work under 

“Name Withheld” if it allows you to be more honest, but be sure to include your mailing 
address so we can give you a complimentary six-month subscription if we use your work, 
as a way of saying thanks. Occasionally we will choose not to publish an author’s name, 
or will use only a first name and last initial. While we don’t question the truthfulness 
of the writing, we must be sensitive to considerations of libel or invasion of privacy. If 
you’ve already changed the names of the people involved, please say so.
	 Send your typed, double-spaced submissions to Readers Write, The Sun, 107 North 
Roberson Street, Chapel Hill, NC 27516. If you cannot type, please print clearly. We’re 
sorry, but we can’t respond to or return your work, so don’t send your only copy unless 
you don’t want it back. Because we must wait until the last minute to make our final 
selections, we are unable to answer questions regarding the status of submissions. If 
your work is going to appear, you’ll hear from us prior to publication.
	
	 upcoming topics	 deadline	 publication date

	 Chance Encounters	 November 1	 May 2008
	 Patriotism	 December 1	 June 2008
	 Now Or Never	 January 1	 July 2008
	 Up All Night	 February 1	 August 2008
	 Porches	 March 1	 September 2008
	 Finding Out	 April 1	 October 2008

tion was rejected. The manager made it 
clear that our planned short tenancy was 
the problem.
	 When we found an ad in the paper 
for another month-to-month rental, my 
husband and I agreed in advance to be 
vague about how long we’d need to rent. 
I felt bad, but the need to find a place to 
live outweighed my guilt. 
	 Our application was approved. The 
manager who called to give us the good 
news asked, “Do you think you’ll be able 
to mow the lawn?” 
	 I hesitated; it was unlikely the grass 
would need mowing before June, and we 
would be gone long before then. 
	 “Um . . . we do have a push mower,” I 
said.
	 “Great,” she replied. 
	 I hadn’t lied outright, but I felt ter-
rible about my lie of omission. I began 
to reexamine instances in my life when 
people had lied to me. I had always as-
sumed that dishonesty was an integral 
part of their character. I decided I would 
be a little less judgmental in the future.
	 Cheryl Morgen
	 Bend, Oregon
	
I park in front of my friend  
Tanya’s house and turn off the engine. My 
seven-year-old son, Jake, is testy, but he’ll 
do his best to be polite, because he knows 
how important this visit is, especially to 
Tanya, whose life has been shortened to 
precious days.
	 I take his hand and lead the way to 
Tanya’s back deck. She is curled up on 
a lounge chair, her once-athletic body a 
faint outline under her favorite blanket. 
Chemotherapy was not an option for her, 
so her hair is still thick and curly. 
	 I lean down for a gentle hug. Tanya 
slides her sunglasses off to show me that 
her eyes have turned yellow, like mari-
golds. She slips the glasses back on, gives 
me a brave half smile, and shrugs as if to 
say, What can you do?
	 “You look beautiful, sweetheart,” I say. 

“And you’ve baked cookies today. You’re 
doing great.”
	 Tanya says to Jake, “There’s a bag of 
ginger cookies on the table with your 
name on it.”
	 Jakes smiles and whispers, “Thank you.” 
He takes the bag of cookies and returns 

to my side.
	 As we’re driving home after our visit, 
Jake gently says, “I don’t really like ginger 
cookies.”
	 “I know.”
	 “Sometimes it’s OK not to tell the truth,” 
he says.
	 “It is? When?”
	 “When your friend is dying of cancer.”
	 Mary Jane Taub
	 Ashland, Oregon
	
I come by my alcoholism hon- 
estly. For generations, every male in my 
Irish family has been alcoholic, and those 
who didn’t go into recovery often died 
from drinking. During my teens and 
twenties, my ambition, education, and 
professional training kept me from be-
coming addicted to alcohol, and I hoped 
I would be the exception to my family’s 
rule. But my mother’s sudden death in 
the last year of my psychiatric residency 
triggered a ten-day binge that blossomed 
into addiction. 
	 For the next few years my wife and I 

fought about my drinking, and I made 
many vows to cut down or stop, but I 
broke them all. I discovered during this 
period that lying about my drinking came 
as naturally as breathing. 
	 I went on the wagon when my son was 
born, and I managed to stay sober for the 
next eight months by white-knuckling it. 
When I relapsed, I kept it a secret, and for 
nine years I hid my alcoholism.
	 Eventually I slipped up and came 
home too drunk to hide it. Seeing the 
sense of  betrayal on my wife’s face is the 
worst agony I have ever felt. It is also one 
of my strongest incentives not to drink.
	 John Ruark
	 Portola Valley, California
	
Anytime I’m late, I think of ingen
ious excuses; I invent circumstances to 
explain a forgotten promise to a friend; I 
lie without hesitation to an organization 
whose deadline I’m going to miss.
	 This propensity for lying is a legacy 
of my childhood. Telling the truth was 
not a family value in my home. When 
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my father and I stopped for ice-cream 
cones on the way back from running an 
errand, he’d tell me not to tell Mommy, 
so she wouldn’t feel left out. Once he lied 
to a grocery-store clerk to get me some 
circus-themed playing cards that he in-
sisted had been left out of our bag.
	 One day in my junior-high math class, 
I hadn’t done my homework, and I told 
my teacher I’d left it in my father’s car. I 
assured her that if she called my father, 
he’d verify my story. I knew he would 
cover for me, because we had an unspoken 
agreement: he would confirm any of my 
small lies in exchange for my hiding one 
big truth — that my father had claimed 
my body for his sexual gratification.
	 Name Withheld
	
I was seventeen and facing the 
terrifying prospect of telling my best 
friend, Lena, the truth. We were sitting 
on the shag-carpeted floor of my bedroom, 
a bottle of cheap red wine between us. My 
hands shook as I tried to light a cigarette 
with a silver lighter Lena had given me. 
I’d recently returned home after run-
ning away and traveling with some hippie 
friends for a month. I’d come back with 
one purpose in mind: to tell Lena that I 
was in love with her. 
	 The word bisexual was a whole lot 
easier to say than lesbian, but I choked 
on it anyway.
	 “Bisexual?” Lena asked, her brown 
eyes kind and patient as she tucked my 
long hair behind my ears. 
	 “Yeah,” I said, looking down. 
	 “Does this have anything to do with 
me?” she asked.
	 I couldn’t answer. I just stared at the 
glowing end of my cigarette. She put her 
hand over mine and said, “Did you ever 
think I might feel the same way about 
you?”
	 Merry Song
	 Eugene, Oregon
	
My father, a career military- 
intelligence officer, taught me to lie. I 
learned to tell lies that were simple, easy to 
remember, and impossible to disprove. But 
he never intended for me to lie to him.
	 After high school I chose a college 
that was as far from my father as I could 
get. I became interested in the spiritual 

aspects of psychedelics and started ex-
perimenting with marijuana, mescaline, 
and LSD. I was tripping on acid when I 
came to understand that truth was light 
and lies were darkness, so truth became 
my path to enlightenment.
	 The next time I visited my parents, 
I felt a strong need to tell them about 
my life. With my lover there for moral 
support, I proudly told my father and 
mother that I was not a virgin, and that 
I believed smoking marijuana was a re-
warding experience. I quit before I got to 
the part about LSD. My mother cried, and 
my father got me to promise that I would 
never smoke marijuana again. Afterward 
everyone retreated to their rooms. 
	 Alone and trembling in the guest room, 
I realized that, out of habit, I had told an-
other lie. So I went to my parents’ room 
and told them I was no longer going to lie 
to them, that I would certainly be smok-
ing marijuana again, and that there was 
nothing they could do to change that.
	 My father ordered me to leave the 
house. As long as I insisted on doing drugs, 
I was not welcome there. My mother held 
my face in her hands and cried, “I could 
have died giving birth to you!” My lover 
and I left. I didn’t return to my parents’ 
house for many years.
	 My parents and I eventually reconciled, 
and I learned that telling the truth can 
be a spiritual path, but it must be under
taken with compassion. Some truths are 
cruel, and hard to bear, and must be car-
ried alone. 
	 S.M.K.
	 Santa Rosa, California
	
Tommy and I met in 1952 while 
playing in the same creek. We became 
instant friends but knew not to tell any-
one about our friendship, because Tommy 
was black and I was white.
	 He and I went to different elemen-
tary schools, even though we lived less 
than half a mile apart. One afternoon I 
brought my schoolbooks to the creek to 
do my homework. When Tommy saw me, 
he came to a sudden halt. “Girl, I can’t be-
lieve what you’ve done!” he yelled. “Are 
you crazy?”  
	 “What are you talking about?” I asked. 

“These are just my schoolbooks. I was 
doing my homework.”

	 Tommy stared at me. “Your school-
books? I thought you had stolen them 
from school,” he said. “In our school, only 
the teachers have books.”
	 Tommy was a fast reader and wanted 
to be a doctor; he especially loved my sci-
ence book, so I started bringing it home 
every day. We’d been told never to check 
out a school library book for another per-
son, but I began bringing library books 
to Tommy, too, and he devoured them.
	 When our school librarian praised 
me to my teacher for being such an avid 
reader, I blushed in shame. I knew I was 
supposed to tell the truth, but I remained 
silent. As I stared at my shoes, I wondered 
for the first time whether telling the truth 
and living the truth were always the same 
thing. Living the truth suddenly seemed 
bigger. 
	 Roberta Parker Martin
	 Black Mountain, North Carolina
	
I first had sex when I was twenty- 
one, with a man to whom I wasn’t at
tracted. I found myself painfully self- 
conscious and somewhat disembodied 
during the act. I didn’t have an orgasm.
	 In the years that followed, I continued 
not having orgasms during sex. It didn’t 
even occur to me to fake one; I was so 
anxious and insecure that my own arousal 
didn’t factor into the equation. The men 
apparently felt the same way, because 
none of them acknowledged my pleasure 

— or lack of it. As time went on, though, 
my inability to have an orgasm made me 
feel defective and ashamed, so I started 
faking it. 
	 The first time I had sex with the man 
who would later become my husband, I 
faked an extraordinary climax. I had be-
come a pretty good actress over the years. 
Afterward he told me how much it had 
meant to him to be able to give me such 
pleasure. When I heard this, I felt a bit 
disappointed by how gullible he was, but 
mostly I felt sad and alone.
	 Months of dating this man increased 
my self-esteem and my comfort with my 
sexuality, and I gradually began to inhabit 
my body during lovemaking. Finally the 
day came when I had my first authentic 
orgasm. It was less dramatic on the out-
side, but on the inside it felt great — hon-
est and satisfying.
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	 Yet I was still alone in this new ex-
perience. I didn’t want to hurt his feel-
ings, or face my own guilt, by revealing 
my past dishonesty, so I lied again — this 
time by omission. But this new deception 
began to weigh on me. Finally I decided 
to end the charade. “You know, you’re the 
first person I ever had an orgasm with,” 
I whispered to him in bed one evening. 
There was a pause. “Really?” he said. He 
asked when the first time had been. I told 
him. A longer pause. “But what about the 
other times?”
	 He was confused and insulted, think-
ing I had faked it to protect his ego. In 
tears, I explained that I hadn’t wanted 
him to find out that I was an uptight, neu
rotic girl pretending to be a woman. I had 
never felt so vulnerable. I had also never 
felt so relieved. Having told the truth, I 
could finally be my real self.
	 Name Withheld
	
My little brother Beany was only 
two when Dad died of cancer. Mom packed 
the family into a white Ford station wagon 
and moved us from southern Ohio to 
the coast of New Hampshire, where we 
knew no one. Under my bed, in an old tin 
box, I kept the family photographs. Late 
at night I would take them out and or-
ganize them as a way to reassure myself 

that Dad had, in fact, existed.
	 One afternoon I found four-year-old 
Beany and his best friend, Peter, staring 
up at our imposing portrait of John Brown, 
the abolitionist who attempted to start a 
slave rebellion in Harper’s Ferry, Virginia. 
Peter pointed to the painting of the man in 
a tattered uniform and asked who he was. 
Beany said, “That’s my dad. He was killed 
in the war. Shot between the eyes.” Peter’s 
eyes opened wide, and he said, “Wow!”
	 To correct this misinformation, I went 
upstairs and got a picture of Dad to show 
Beany and Peter. When I returned, the 
boys were out in the yard, playing sol-
diers and gleefully reenacting Dad’s death 
scene. I stopped and watched. The boys 
looked up at me. 
	 “Hi, Mandy,” Beany said. “We’re play-
ing war. What’s that?” 
	 “Oh, nothing. Just an old photo,” I 
said. I tucked the picture into my pocket  
and walked back inside. Who was I to 
take away his truth and replace it with 
my own?
	 Amanda Donovan
	 Portsmouth, New Hampshire
	
In the early seventies, when I 
was twelve years old, recreational drug 
use was rampant. Fascinated by my older 
siblings’ stories about the parties they 

went to, I thought it would be cool to be 
a “druggie.” 
	 I’d heard the term “reds,” but I knew 
nothing about them except that they were 
pills. I started to boast to the kids at school 
that I was doing reds. One day the Ther-
ault sisters showed me two pills they said 
were reds. I looked at the red ovals and 
said, “Oh, yeah, can I have them?” They 
could have been rat poison for all I knew, 
but I swallowed them anyway. About ten 
minutes later I started to pretend I was 
getting high by running around, scream-
ing, and mimicking what I thought a “bad 
trip” might look like. 
	 After I’d calmed down, the Therault 
sisters flatly told me that the pills were 
Geritol. I tried to cover for myself by say-
ing I’d taken some reds earlier, but they’d 
gotten me good. I never wanted to get 
caught in a lie like that again. 
	 I didn’t. I grew up to be an addict. 
	 Andrea Laws
	 East Hartford, Connecticut
	

(end of excerpt)
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