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Sweet-Sixteen
It was just days before my sweet sixteenth birthday. My ever-so-fashionable Volvo Sedan was
waiting anxiously in the garage, pleading me to take it out on a drive. With only two weeks left in school,
life could not have been any better. Private high school had been an experiment at first; it had ended with
my freshman year being the longest of my life. It consisted of everything from having no friends to talk
with during lunches, to having a knife put against my throat. I was actually terrified to go to class in a
Catholic School. Summer was my doorstep and the brilliant sunshine was the doormat; I was ready to
leave that school behind and start a whole new life. I was also anxious to be another teen on the road to
freedom. My interest in girls, one amazing one in particular, was driving me nearly insane and it was just
days when I could “legally” ask her out without my parents “enforcing their reason upon me”. This
birthday was going to be fantastic, and so would the summer that followed it.
The smile on my face could have shone through three layers of solid steel. At school, no one
wished me a “Happy Birthday”, mainly because no one really cared. Remembering that it was almost
summer vacation, I just pushed it aside and looked forward to opening presents. After school I was sitting
on a curb in the parking lot waiting for a ride. It would be one of the very last rides I would ever need, so
I just sat there bathing in the cordial sun-rays that were warming my whole body. My cell phone rang.
“I am not going to be able to pick you up. Your grandparents are on their way. I am with your
Mom and I am taking her to get help. I may see you later, but for now just stay at home and take care of
your brother and sister. Bye.”
It was in this flash on a striking summer day that a massive rain cloud masked the sapphire sky.
All the lights went out at once, leaving me in the dark, all alone. Up until this point my Mom had been
struggling with life. Her depression had turned even more severe and she was at the point where she was
contemplating suicide. She and my father agreed that it was time for her to seek help, but the only way to
do that was to be checked into a mental health clinic as a full time resident, on my birthday.
My face began to tingle, and my mind went numb. Even though I had seen it coming for months,
I was in a state of tears. All the way home I stared at the black asphalt trying to comprehend how my
“sweet-sixteen” had turned so awry. Dad did not come home until 3 A.M. that night. My birthday was put
dead last on the priority list. That night I fell asleep with tears seeping into my pillow. The single most
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important day in my teen life had not only been ruined, it had been shattered. Everything that I had been
concentrating on appeared so insignificant. In an abrupt second, my amazing summer had been
permanently detoured.
I awoke the next day with tears still present. I was hoping that it was some strange nightmare, but
reality was even harder to face than a dream. In her initial appointment, the doctors said that Mom would
be in the hospital for at least two weeks, maybe three, so they could “properly observe her”. Being the
eldest son, I was required to show strength for my brother and sister. With Dad tending to Mom, I had to
step in and become both a father and a mother for my siblings.
My mother was eventually released in late July. However, by the end of only two weeks in
August, she had only slid further into a deep cavity of depression. Mom then traveled to Seattle to receive
Electroshock Therapy as a last ditch approach to solving her depression woes. The purpose of the therapy
was to shock her brain so much that the depression would just disappear. A side effect of this treatment is
that the patient’s short term memory is erased, and sometimes things as far back as five years can be
forgotten.
I was only able to visit her twice in the eight weeks of her treatment. After the eight grueling
weeks, Mom came home. She was with us again, in body at least. She did not come home “mentally” for
several months after my sophomore year. Gradually progress could be seen, as the doctors worked
diligently to perfect her medications so that she would not become unstable again. We joke now that she
“took a vacation”, but the actuality of that statement is not so far from the truth.
That summer, I learned that “Sweet Sixteen” is not all it is made out to be. The sky is still a little
cloudy, but at least the rain is dissipating. Susan B. Anthony once wrote, “Sooner or later we all discover
that the important moments in life are not the advertised ones, not the birthdays, the graduations, the
weddings, not the great goals achieved. The real milestones are less prepossessing. They come to the door
of memory unannounced, stray dogs that amble in, sniff around a bit and simply never leave. Our lives
are measured by these.” Some consider age sixteen a major stepping stone between the innocence of
youth and adulthood. If that is true, I jumped over the stone and landed squarely on my feet on the other
side.
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