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For mom, dad and Kim.  I miss you.
Esmerelda - I love you. 

Gus

Preface

You Might Think







What follows isn’t a tidy account of a happy childhood. It’s a series of misfires - moments of absurdity, pain, and sometimes humor, stitched together in ways that, to me, only made sense in hindsight.

I don’t claim to have all the answers, or even the right questions. What I do have are stories - some uncomfortable, some funny, all true - that shaped me into who I am. Getting them out into the world has been therapeutic. Reading them, you may recognize pieces of your own story, or maybe just shake your head at mine. 

It’s a book about living through the noise and finding reasons to keep going. If nothing else, I hope it reminds you that even when life doesn’t go as expected, there’s still value, and sometimes laughter, in the detours.





Introduction

Welcome to the Jungle







My hope is that somewhere along the way, parts of this story might feel familiar to you. Maybe you were the youngest in your family too - trying to find your footing in a house that already had its patterns and pecking orders. Maybe you grew up surrounded by people but still felt adrift. Perhaps, like me, you discovered that friends sometimes became more like family than your actual relatives. I can choose my friends.

I also came to the quiet awareness that my father treated me differently than my older half-brothers. While I knew that my mother loved me, the balance of that love didn’t always feel evenly distributed. Some of these truths land gently; others tend to show themselves in a therapist’s office.




Then there was the world I grew up in - the odd, awkward, sometimes ridiculous backdrop of the ’70s and ’80s. Eight-track players that were massive in size and also ate your tapes. Corduroy pants whose very existence still raises questions. Black-and-white TVs that had to be physically repositioned around the house to pick up a clear signal. Rotary phones that made dialing such a tedious process you could practically walk to the person’s house before the call connected. 




Our kitchen appliances came in shades of yellow, brown, and lime green - colors nobody should have voluntarily chosen. Meanwhile, the wallpaper stayed on so long it eventually had to be steamed off. Sometimes that didn't even work.




Back then, if you wanted to learn something that wasn't teachable to you by your family, relatives, friends, or at school, you went to the library. The internet didn’t exist yet, and nobody was calling for books to be banned simply because they didn’t agree with them. There were no cell phones. In many ways it was a simpler time.

I sincerely hope you enjoy reading about my misadventures - even if you’ve never intentionally caused a gas leak, been kicked in the back by a horse, outwitted a cop with a car full of high school friends, or been slapped across the face by a doctor because your brother broke his toe while trying to kick you.

You get extra credit if you’ve ever been ejected out the rear window of a Mazda RX-7 - which doesn’t technically have a back seat - and somehow walked away without a single broken bone. You're eligible for a gold star if you’ve been scarred for life after walking in on your parents when they had the bedroom door closed. 

Some moments stay with you. Many of them fade away, drifting slowly into the night, long forgotten and supplanted by newer ones. If you're fortunate, a few of these come roaring back and help you fill in random gaps when you're drafting a book.

I purposely wrote this account in a non-linear way. That’s how my mind works. I often unintentionally confuse some of my closest friends at times, going off on meandering tangents without getting straight to the point. My dad’s emails also don’t lend themselves to a tidy, start-to-finish narrative in chronological order. There are jumps in time, both between chapters and often within them, so you're warned now. Telling stories this way won't appeal to everyone, but I hope it does to you.

Many chapters begin with an email my father wrote to me. Every one of his emails that I saved is included here. I’m not sure why I kept these and not others. They cover the years 2011 to 2018, and they serve as a springboard for deeper dives into moments that shaped my life. Chapters also have varying lengths, which is intentional. Some memories are explored in detail; others are only touched on. That’s by design.





1

Wake Me Up Before You Go Go










[image: The oldest email I have that my father sent me.  He talks about will and death benefits.]


Before texting, we had email. This is the oldest one I have from my father. Some are benign; others loving. To help understand my dad, and by extension me, it's helpful to know a little bit about his life before I was born.




My father was born in 1941 and grew up in Turners Falls, a village in Montague, MA. It's a little under 70 miles from Hudson, MA where I grew up. The most direct and scenic path there is to take route 2W. Notable sights along the way include the French King Bridge and Rattlesnake Mountain, both in Erving. The Connecticut River also runs through the area.  




Dad had one sister, my aunt Peg. Their parents, who we called meme and pepe, lived in various apartments around Turners their entire life. His father had a 6th grade education, having dropped out of school to help his own parents pay the bills. Both of my dad's parents worked local factory jobs. 




When my father was eleven he taught himself to play chess, then started a chess club, and played on the tennis team in high school. In one of his math classes, he stayed up all night and figured out an alternate, but still correct, solution to a math problem than what his teacher had for an answer.  




As a teenager, dad worked at a local bowling alley setting the pins, bringing home extra money to help the family. In the 1950's, this location hadn't yet converted over to automatic pin setters, so dad worked in the pit, setting them manually. The downside of this is having to deal with the occasional prankster who liked to send the bowling ball down the lane while one is still in the pit.




Until I graduated college in 1993, my father was the first and only member of the family to have a college degree, having attended Babson and Bentley colleges, both in Massachusetts. At one point dad was simultaneously working full time, had five children, and was going to school in the evenings to obtain his MBA. He also carried a snot rag his entire life, which he would always offer to me whenever I sneezed, even though I always said no. Tissues existed before he was born, so I never understood the need for something so unclean. That was just one of my dad's many quirks that made him who he was.




Between two marriages, dad had six kids. First, he had Donna and Pam. He came home one day from work to the house in Hudson to find all of the furniture gone, and both of his daughters missing along with it. No note. Nothing. The 60's were a different era. He would soon get divorced and share custody of his girls.




He was introduced to my mother, Susan, through his sister. I have no idea how my aunt Peg and my mother knew each other. You might be wondering why don't I simply ask my parents or my aunt about this? I can't because they're all dead now. It's the circle of life as the saying goes. It is what it is.

 

My mother was born in 1945 and grew up in Northampton, MA, nestled in the Pioneer Valley region in the western part of the state, a half hour drive from Turners Falls. By the age of twenty-one, she had three kids already: twins Jeff and Kim when she was eighteen, and then Chris, who was born three years later. 




Mom relayed the story to Chris of how his biological father, Roger, left the family: He went to work, came home partway through the day, and pulled into the driveway in his convertible. There was another woman in the passenger seat. Next, he walked inside, packed his clothes, said to mom 'I didn't ask for this!' and then drove away. There wasn't even a huge fight.




Roger never said goodbye to his own biological children.




Apparently, after mom moved in with dad, Roger decided it was a brilliant idea to make an unannounced visit. There was some kind of altercation between dad and mom's ex-husband. I'm not sure who convinced Roger, but shortly after the confrontation occurred, he signed a document stating that he was giving up parental rights to his children. He would go on to get married five more times and get divorced five more times.




Later, dad legally adopted mom's kids and then their last names changed to Verrier. Chris was in the second grade then. Kids, since they're kids, made fun of him because he had a new name. They said his other name was stupid. Then, of course, they made fun of his new last name because they couldn't pronounce it. 




All of this happened before I was born in 1971.




Consciously deciding to have yet another child when you already have five between two parents seems questionable, but not out of the realm of possibility. Stranger things have happened. I don't know if my conception was an accident or intentional. I asked mom once and she said I was an accident, then made a joke about it, which makes me think I was unplanned. It doesn't matter — I'm here, and I'm glad to be here. My birth brought my family to six kids. However, the Brady Bunch the Verrier family would not be.




The day my parents were initially supposed to get married at the courthouse in Marlboro, MA, mom didn't show up. She had slept in.


2

Mostly Harmless: A Wrinkle In Time


Ever since I can remember I've been called a lot of names. Among the nicer ones are Ray Jr, RJ, Raymond, Ray Ray, or just Ray. If you think I'm cool and you grew up in the 80's, I've been called Raybo. If you knew me in the 90's, you may have called me Ray Ross, after the character from the Friends TV show. I also refer to myself as the New Ray and the Old Ray, hinging on the situation I'm attempting to deflect blame from. 




I was named after my father, who in turn was named in honor of his father's brother, who died in 1904 at just over one month old. It always gnawed at my mother that she 'couldn't' name me something other than Ray. She could of but didn't. In her telling, dad's mom insisted on my name. The way I see it, as my mother gave birth to me, she should've had fifty percent of the input. I don't know how that all played out. Being named in honor of someone who only lived for one month and a day isn't a bad burden to carry. 




My earliest memory is of the day I didn't have to wear diapers anymore. That's what my developing brain decided to record as a memorable experience. Contrary to popular belief, this wasn't last week. I remember it being sunny and warm out, looking at the dark green leaves on the maple tree in front of the house, the sinfully ugly purple and tan wallpaper in the bedroom, and being on my parents' bed. Above all, I remember feeling happy. 




My next memory is most likely over a year later, when I was annoyed at my dad for not letting me see Jaws with everyone else. Apparently, in his eyes, I wasn't old enough, so he took me to see a re-release of Bambi at the same location. I was four. Coincidentally, as I'm authoring this book the 50th anniversary of Jaws is being celebrated in Massachusetts. I can't talk about that movie without mentioning that a shark's favorite card game is Go Fish.




The theatre we went to was in Leominster, MA, which is the same town he worked in as an accountant for a company called Foster Grant, which still exists as a subsidiary today. They manufactured mostly sunglasses and reading glasses back then. On his first day working there he was given a tour of the facility. As he was exiting one room, dad randomly decided that it was a good idea to flick the switch downward, to turn off the lights. It seemed like the proper thing to do when you leave a room. Due to an absurdly short-sighted, insane lack of logic, the power for the mainframe computers for the entire complex were connected directly to that switch. 




Dad worked there until the mid-80's, when the entire manufacturing plant closed. The location is currently an open-air shopping center called WaterTower Plaza.




My mother would occasionally meet dad at a McDonald's located across the street from Foster Grant. The restaurant is still there today. I don't recall anyone else joining us, which is peculiar in hindsight. Was the dysfunction already in motion and I just wasn't seeing it clearly yet? Or did no one want to sit in a car with mom to take the half hour trip from Hudson just to eat at McDonald's and spend even more time with my parents?




Leominster is also about an hour away from Millers Falls,  MA, where Donna and Pam's mother lived. Every two weeks, like an automaton, dad would pick up Donna and Pam on a Friday, after working all day, and drop them back off on Sunday evening. On many of these Sundays when I was younger, I'd often accompany dad on the return trip. 




What I find interesting about this time in my life is that I have zero recall about Donna and Pam being in the car on the ride to Millers Falls, but I do remember falling asleep after he dropped them off. Dad would always wake me up at a specific Dunkin' Donuts (now called Dunkin') in Leominster and treat me to a fountain soda and a giant chocolate chip cookie. There are a few locations from my boyhood that I remember the smells from — the mixture of coffee beans, donuts, cookies, and the various other drinks they offered is something that I found comforting. 




Mom would get upset if she knew that this was our standard operating procedure. I don't know if she ever caught on. Loading up on sugar on a Sunday evening is just what every child needs. 




I felt safe, loved and appreciated. When I was still small enough to be carried into the house, dad would bring me in if I was dozing when we arrived back in Hudson. I have faint memories of being half conscious and feeling weightless, as he did so. I wish it was that easy to sleep now.




Due to Pam and Donna's mother being a bitter and angry woman, dad would randomly be told that they were both sick, or she'd offer some other bogus excuse.  The result being that he wouldn't be able to take them for the weekend. There were no cell phones then, but she still could've contacted him at work or at home. His ex-wife didn't call either location, preferring to make him waste two hours on a Friday evening. She did this several times and dad had to take her to court to get this behavior to stop.




This is the same lady that, decades later, still resentful and hateful about her lot in life, kept Christmas presents unopened in the hallway closet that Pam sent to her. I was told that her mother did this repeatedly, though I'm not sure for how many years this transpired.

OEBPS/image/image-0-0.jpg
’ Y'h

IDAWSON
" =STORIES=






OEBPS/nav.xhtml

        
            Table of Contents


            
                		
                    Title Page
                


                		
                    Copyright
                


                		
                    Dedication
                


                		
                    Dedication
                


                		
                    Preface
                


                		
                    Introduction
                


                		
                    1
                


                		
                    2
                


                		
                    3
                


                		
                    4
                


                		
                    5
                


                		
                    6
                


                		
                    7
                


                		
                    8
                


                		
                    9
                


                		
                    10
                


                		
                    11
                


                		
                    12
                


                		
                    13
                


                		
                    14
                


                		
                    15
                


                		
                    16
                


                		
                    17
                


            


        
    

OEBPS/image/image-0-1.jpg
Wills & Death Benefits

1 message

Thu, Mar 3, 2011 at 1:12 PM

RJ,

You asked some time ago about what will happen if | die and if Donna and | both die at the same time. Well, if we both
die simultaneously, there will be two executors. You and Lisa. The house will be sold and the proceeds will be divided
equally between my six children and her three (equally amongst nine).

If | die first, Donna has the house, and if she dies first, | have the house.

| have an insurance policy until age 73 where Donna and my six children (7 people in all), are listed as beneficiaries,
and each of you will get about $42,000. After age 73, | will have enough insurance to take care of my burial expenses
and probably not much more. I'm looking at insurance policies now, as | have three years before | have to make an
insurance decision.

Catch you later.

Love,
Dad





