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A Life within the MiLitAry 

My life began in San Antonio, Texas where I now live. I was born to Major James and Frances 
Barnett, just prior to World War II. Both of them wanted to have children, but the desperation that 
my parents would come to feel would color my life with challenges, especially during my younger 
years. 

My mother conceived my brother, Milo, two years after their marriage. Sadly, he succumbed to 
acute leukemia at Walter Reed Army Hospital. After his death, his presence always stayed in our 
home – a grief hard for them to forget. My father, nicknamed “Barney,” was ordered to a new 
assignment in San Antonio – Normoyle Ordnance Depot.  

My parents re-doubled their efforts to have another child. My mother had six miscarriages over 
a six-year period. When pregnant again, my maternal grandmother, Emma, came to the rescue 
and paid for private doctors. My mother was bed-ridden, but her doctor lifted her restrictions 
at six and a half months. When she was allowed to resume some activity, she started bleeding 
and was rushed to Nix Hospital. She underwent a cesarean section, but was told I was a high-
risk baby because of arriving early. By medical care, prayer and devotion, I survived two months 
in an incubator and went home to a loving family. I was baptized in the Episcopal Church nine 
months after birth. My grandmother moved in to help. Eleven months after my birth, my father 
was ordered to report to the China India Burma Theater of operations. Except for one leave 
home, he was gone 5 ½ years. Both of my parents endured the separation, but my mother suffered 
misfortune. She slipped from social drinking into addiction. She called it her crutch.  

The entire time my father was away, my mother had to make all the household decisions and care 
for me – a medically unstable child. She did not drive a car. Mother shared news from Father’s 
letters. To her, he was a faraway hero accomplishing great feats for the military effort in Asia. We 
dreamed of him coming home and embracing us warmly. These dreams kept us going. There were 
times of violent weather, city military defense exercises and German submarine threats along the 
coastline in Asia. San Antonio had a large German population that was pro-Nazi and, with five 
military bases, there were constant rumors concerning the war effort. 

At night, I was afraid of my mother because she drank too much and what she said made no sense. 
I did not feel safe. I was scared and so was she. I hoped she would be herself in the morning. My 
mother would live the daytime hours normally, but evening was the time for partying with friends. 
During the day, my mother and I walked to the Episcopal Church in the neighborhood to pray. 
She made friends with people of prayer. She followed Unity’s Daily Word, a new age group, and 
their style of affirmative prayer. She made me love it, too. It helped with my fears and anxiety. She 
was a wonderful storyteller and reader. I looked forward to these times together. I clung to her, 
seeking comfort and safety.

My physical weakness undermined my sense of confidence. I was afraid of having to go to the 
hospital ER for dehydration from cyclic vomiting, which occurred many times without warning. 



I can remember being scared because I was all alone in the hospital overnight during these 
episodes. The doctors did not know how to cure the underlying problem. My mother was terribly 
afraid I would die as my older brother had. She mentioned how frustrated she was not to find the 
answer. On one ER trip, I nearly died. I remember being in a place of perfect peace. All my life I 
have had the assurance that God loves me completely. My lifelong question to God was why He 
did not save my mother from addiction.

My grandmother was a loving presence when she stayed with us. She and my mother were both 
strong-willed and disagreed with each other about alcohol and lifestyle choices. Grandmother 
had a home in the city of Philadelphia. When I was five years old, we moved there in anticipation 
of my father’s return to the United States. After the move, it would be two years before my father 
came back. I started school, but poor health meant poor attendance and poor grades.  

hoMecoMing

My father chose to come home from India on a freighter called Elmira Victory, with his 
dachshund, Anna. We would meet at the port in Jersey City, New Jersey. Finally, after two days 
of anticipation, I heard a knock. There stood my father dressed in a tweed suit and a Turkish 
fez on his head. He exuded confidence. Was this really my father?  It was, but he was not what I 
imagined. He was a man from a different world. 

The homecoming would begin a lengthy process of getting to know each other. At first, I was 
shy and afraid of him. He was used to commanding authority and expected me to respond with 
obedience. He very reserved and not given to hugs and kisses.

In those early years, he had many demands to meet as Commanding Officer of the second largest 
depot with World War II equipment. He was promoted to the rank of Colonel and fully engaged. 
My mother understood her supportive role and undertook it well. I was swept into the role of 
the commander’s kid. I enjoyed having a staff car transport me to school every day. Inside I was 
puffed up with pride, but still struggling with poor health and poor grades. Finally, my parents 
made a drastic move. They enrolled me in an Episcopal boarding school for girls thirty-six miles 
from the military base. I was heartbroken and felt abandoned, but I grew to like it there. I looked 
forward to going to the school chapel for daily services. The liturgy and prayer were staples and a 
comfort in my student life. The housemother was very caring for me and I felt more at home. My 
spirit was less burdened with adult domestic problems and free to study and play.

After four years, my father was ordered to the Pentagon where he would work until he retired. 
A friend of my grandmother’s suggested that I enroll in Marymount, a Catholic school for girls 
from elementary to junior college. I had tried going to public school, but it was not working. With 
the graces of the Holy Spirit, I went to this new school. It was truly a miracle because my parents 
did not respect the Catholic Church. They were deathly afraid of my being converted. Yet it was 
at Marymount that I learned how to succeed in school. I loved the religion classes and made top 
grades in them. My parents would ask me if I wanted to become Catholic. I would tell them, “no.” 



Secretly I bought a statue of the Virgin Mary and prayed to her as a mother. We went to Mass 
daily. One of my classmates received First Holy Communion in the school chapel. I wished it was 
me. My cyclic vomiting stopped and I grew stronger. My father took over the role of motivator 
and got the math tutors I needed. Unfortunately, my student world was disrupted when my father 
retired from the Army. My parents could no longer pay the tuition.

hoMesteAd

My parents decided to stay in the Washington, D.C. area upon my father’s retirement. My mother 
announced she was retiring from being a military wife and hostess. My father tried a series of 
different civilian jobs, but had no lasting employment. He spent nine years looking for the right 
job. My parents argued constantly about money. They worried that they wouldn’t have enough 
for my college. When I was in college, my father went to classes for a teaching certificate and he 
became a substitute teacher in the public school system. It was perfect for him. He could still enjoy 
his retirement and work part-time. They loved him and wanted him to be the football coach and 
math teacher. He refused, preferring a freer schedule.  

As I matured, I was more troubled about “fixing” their problems. My father was so positive about 
life, but he could not take his faith seriously. He would joke about minor differences between 
denominations, such as sprinkling versus dunking for the baptismal rite. He shared that his 
parents never gave up their religious differences. His father was Baptist and his mother was 
Methodist and a church music director. My father thought their differences were ridiculous. He 
was often in church as a boy, helping with the music ministry. He would say he had enough church 
as a young man. His view persuaded me to be more open to exploring churches, regardless of 
denomination. I hungered for parents who believed and practiced their faith. My father loved to 
play hymns on the organ, and even bought one for church services at the Officers Club when he 
was Commanding Officer.

A family friend, who also tailored our clothes, was an evangelistic Christian who loved the Lord. 
She asked me to take Jesus into my heart during a sewing visit. What seeds she sowed! I prayed 
fervently and started my walk with Him. I expected my family to have the same conversion. 
Instead, my parents were worried I would miss the fun of being a teenager. I wanted to live the 
Christian life. I went to church alone or with my friends occasionally, but prayed fervently for 
family involvement. My father returned to his childhood faith when he became terminally ill in 
his late seventies.

Over time in my father and mother’s later years, I helplessly witnessed their lives mired in defeat. 
My mother had health problems related to her alcoholism because she started to drink around the 
clock. No rehab was ever offered or accepted. My father and I were her caregivers. Before he died, 
he asked me to be sure to take care of my mother. He was a very patient man. He never raised 
his voice or his hand to her. He never failed to see to her needs. She was often mean-spirited and 
demanded that her needs come first before others. Although he would tell me not to act like her, 
I grew angrier, nervous and resentful of her demands on top of my heavy academic schedule. 
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Sometimes I was so stressed out that I wondered if I would survive the strain. As I matured, I 
thankfully learned to draw firm boundaries concerning my role of just being their daughter. In 
spite of this, a hopeless, depressed feeling took over. I begged God to heal me and 
my family. I learned so much about being patient with others. My family taught 
me how to listen. They told me I was different from them. I wanted to nurture 
the blind, the crippled and even birds with broken wings. Now I consider that 
compassion a gift from the Lord. I vowed I would seek to have a Christian family 
of my own. It happened according to God’s timing.

coLLege And cAreer

Limited college money decided my choice of schools. I commuted to college and 
lived at home. My focus became my studies and work. I stayed away from home 
most of the time and studied at the university library. There were feelings of guilt, but I could not 
possibly meet my mother’s caregiving needs, too. I strived to let go and let God have His way. I was 
constantly frustrated because I could not give my studies my full attention. My youthful energies 
were gone. I started to feel weak and sick while I was completing my postgraduate program. At age 
26, I was diagnosed with rheumatoid arthritis just before the end of my program. 

Thus began my long struggle with rheumatoid arthritis, occurring while making the transition 
to my chosen profession. I was assigned to the VA Hospital in Hines, Illinois, for fieldwork. This 
blessing fell into my lap! That would be the beginning of a 37-year career with the Department of 
Veterans Affairs. Unfortunately, the arthritis became painful, disfiguring and crippling progressively 
for eleven years. I prayed fervently for pain relief and strength to maintain my independence since I 
was a young single woman. 

I was affirmed in my work. I felt satisfaction with my career advancement into mid-level 
management and the opportunity to serve veterans in the different cities to which I was assigned. 
I worked as Chief, Medical Records Administration at VA hospital in Hines, Illinois; Miami, 
Florida; San Diego and Fresno, California; and Temple, Texas, before changing career fields at 52 
years old. I remained with the VA until retirement. The motto of the VA became my motto: “To 
care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan.” I loved the work, 
but had difficulty being the only person on the job whom everyone knew was visibly disfigured 
with a crippling disease. I dedicated myself to advocacy because I believed in the VA mission and 
making the disabled a part of it. I was able to hire staff with disabilities. While stationed at the VA 
in Fresno, I joined the Mayors’ Committee for the Handicapped. I became part of the disabled wider 
community of employers and disabled working to improve employment opportunities. 

God gave me the desire for a circle of friends. I prayed for companions who understood disability 
struggles at a deeper level. Tiredness limited my efforts. God in His wisdom brought two Catholic 
women into my life thirteen years after my diagnosis. I met Jean, a veteran with rheumatoid 
arthritis, and we understood each other. She was a faithful Catholic struggling from the same 
crippling disease. Soon thereafter, I met a vibrant, fully alive older Catholic woman, Philo, who 
was in love with the Catholic Church. We met when I employed her blind-from-birth daughter, 
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Darci, as a medical transcriptionist trainee. Through the years as Philo’s “adopted” daughter, I 
accompanied her on visits to monasteries and convents, and heard many stories about the religious 
life. I admired the spirited advocacy for her daughter and her compassion toward everyone she met. 
Philo had a passion for employment of the disabled. She had the same fire for her leadership in the 
Catholic Church. I learned so many lessons from these close friends who brought me to a fuller 
understanding of the Catholic faith.   

Marriage at age 28 was truly a blessing from the Lord. My first husband, Philip, accompanied me 
on life’s journey, and loved and cared for me. We met at a yoga class at church. We were seekers of 
the truth. He was an older man who traveled the world in the Merchant Marines and retired early at 
age fifty-five. He was intelligent and free to do what he wanted to do. I loved him dearly. We had no 
children because of the medications I took. We had a good home life together. My disability led us to 
become dedicated learners and seekers of healing, both spiritual and physical. In gratitude, I thank 
God. My husband found a diet that slowed the ravages of my disease and lessened my daily struggle 
with pain. My first husband supported me in overcoming the barriers to full participation. 

In 1991, my first husband died under hospice care, leaving me alone and grieving. While coping 
with the loss, I was blessed to receive the support from hospice volunteers who attended my church. 
The Executive Director of the hospice took an interest in me and invited me to his home and 
to participate in hospice activities. Eventually I joined the Governing Board of the hospice. The 
Executive Director was an American meditation master who studied in Thailand and Burma before 
returning home to do hospice work. I came to admire the peace he found in silence. Plunging into 
silence was such a relief to me. I became so passionate about hospice work that I left the VA and 
entered the School of Social Work at the University of Texas. In an effort to help my husband, Philip, 
cope with his emotions, I had already studied and used meditation techniques that became part of 
my daily routine. I attended long silent retreats. 

As a widow, I found the Roman Catholic Church. In May 1994 at age 52 I was confirmed at Saint 
Austin Catholic Church, nestled next to the University of Texas at Austin. I wanted my professional 
goals as a future hospice social worker to align with my religious beliefs. The Catholic belief in the 
sanctity of life from conception to natural death greatly inspired me and confirmed me in the faith. 
So many blessings have poured forth since my conversion. By God’s grace, I was re-employed by the 
VA in a new location, San Antonio, after graduation. I worked in the hospital for thirteen years with 
veterans who needed cancer care and palliative care. I felt so privileged and comfortable conversing 
about intimate, very personal suffering and pain with veterans and their families. Often I saw them 
greatly relieved of their burdens.

Victorious MissionAries

At times, God chooses unusual ways to bring his will to fruition. I hired a dog sitter to care for my 
two dogs over a long weekend silent retreat. The dog sitter, Charlene, and her husband, Tony Breda, 
were members of our local VM chapter. They were strong supporters of the ministry because Tony 
experienced a very serious illness and was nearly recovered. The Bredas lived a life of continuous 
gratitude. I attended a meeting at their invitation. I was inspired by the VM members and how they 
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my deformities and bruises of the mind, body and spirit. My healing journey started in 2002 with 
the Victorious Missionaries. A walk with so many companions! Listening to one another in the VMs 
opens the door to overcome our own isolation. The realization is actualized that all people suffer. 
Instead of “Why me?” the question becomes “Why not me?”

In 2006, I was asked to be part of the San Antonio VM leadership team. Florida Banawa led a 
successful effort for VM chapter certification. The first Board of Directors was elected with Florida 
as President and me as the Vice President. In 2007, I succeeded Florida as President. From 2008 – 
2010, I was Vice President to President Richard Rios. In 2010, I became President again until health 
challenges made me decline re-election. I served until I entered the hospital for the first of a series 
of surgeries in September 2012. Vice President Lupita Hernandez led the ministry for the remainder 
of my term. I continue to produce the San Antonio VM monthly newsletter as Vice President 
Warren Clare publishes it and communicates with the Oblate community, the Oblate School of 
Theology, the Oblate Missions and the Oblate Grotto about happenings in the chapter.

the VM wedding

Following a hospitalization in January 2013, a nurse 
friend decided I needed help to cook meals and 
provide companionship for a couple of hours a day. 
Warren Clare signed up for two days a week so he 
could take me to Mass on Saturdays. He was a long 
time member of the VM chapter and widowed in 
the previous year. Unexpectedly we fell in love. On 

August 3, 2013, Warren and I were married by our VM moderator, 
Father Richard Houlahan, OMI at the Oblate Madonna House. We are 
very blessed to have a good life together. We share a love for our VMs. 
After our marriage, Warren and I did not foresee what the future 
would hold. I had a series of health challenges involving four major 
surgeries, but, unlike my years as a widow, I am not alone now. What 
a blessing! Currently, I am getting treatment for cancer.  

I am grateful to the VMs for enriching my life immeasurably and in 
so many ways over the years. I will always remember the beautiful way in which they opened  
my heart.


