Nashua author shares her family’s deadly secret

By KATHY MacKAY
Special to The Telegraph

Like so many others, Melanie Brooks’

family kept a secret. In her case, a deadly
one. .
The Nashua writer’s memoir, “A Hard
Silence: One Daughter Remaps Family,
Grief, and Faith When HIV/AIDS Chang-
es it All,” is a primer for those holding
onto trauma and the damages of unspoken
words. “The secret that was meant to shel-
ter us from the stain of HIV/AIDS didn’t
stop it from bleeding from our lives any-
way,” she writes. i

Brooks was 13 when her father, Orville
Messenger, a highly regarded thoracic sur-
geon in New Brunswick, Canada, contracted
HIV from a blood transfusion during emer-
gency heart surgery. The year was 1985.
There were no life-extending medications.

Brooks’ parents hid the nature of her fa-
ther’s illness from friends and community.
They chose not to discuss AIDS with her.
“They tried to hide the anxiety they felt,
but its frightening presence was always
there, weighing down the surrounding air.”

Through parallel timelines and vivid
prose, the reader is able to understand the
culture of the early days of AIDS and its

impact on the author and her family. One
timeline begins with her father’s diagno-
sis in Canada and stretches into her life
in Nashua where she was raising a family
with her husband, Chris Brooks. In those
chapters, the self-proclaimed “Daddy’s
girl” creates a rich portrait of her father and
their relationship. “On Christmas morning,
he always made a glass of fresh-squeezed

oorange juice just for me.”

The second timeline focuses on her heal-
ing journey, which began years after her fa-
ther’s death. That’s when a series of panic
attacks began to interrupt her life. Brooks
writes that she started therapy “‘to chisel an

opening into the fortress that housed my
most conflicted emotions — the ones that I
was still trying to name.”

Faith is a theme that runs through the
memoir. Brooks writes of the stigma of
AIDS and how it contributed to her par-
ents’ decision to hide her father’s illness.
A fact made more complicated by her fam-
ily’s evangelical Christian beliefs. At that
time, televangelists, like Jerry Falwell, de-
clared AIDS as God’s punishment for “ho-
mosexuals.” Brooks tells the reader those
“hateful messages from powerful evan-
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