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“Whether one is rich or poor, educated or illiterate, religious or non-believing, man or woman, black, white, or brown, we are all the same. Physically, emotionally, and mentally, we are all equal. We all share basic needs for food, shelter, safety, and love. We all aspire to happiness and we all shun suffering. Each of us has hopes, worries, fears, and dreams. Each of us wants the best for our family and loved ones. We all experience pain when we suffer loss and joy when we achieve what we seek. On this fundamental level, religion, ethnicity, culture, and language make no difference.”

Dalai Lama
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Preface

Whenever I tell people about my Chinese stepdad and how he came to America, what he survived as a child, how he met my mother and fell in love with all of us, added two more children with her, making us a family of ten, and achieved his American dream, retired and was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s…they listen with eyes wide, often shiny with tears, and in soft voices say, “You should write a book!”

I have given this book my very best. I hope it honors my parents and lives up to their high bar of compassion and decency. John has earned his place in the library of humanity. 


Sweet Like John is the title chosen to keep me and the story clear and focused. Though his childhood was shattered by war, his enduring sweetness touches every page. And though our story begins with the darkness of abandonment by my natural father, it positively blooms into a sunny garden tended by the one who stepped up. My childhood was rescued by a good stepfather. My discarded soul was resuscitated by his trustworthiness. 

Though power struggles and faith crisscross every aspect of living, John did not push his philosophies on me. As the giver of his story to the world, I do not push politics or religion. There are inescapable facts, such as the religion of my parents, which must be mentioned to establish the arc of my character as the storyteller and prodigal daughter. 

As you read the pages of our lives, you join me on a journey of cherishing loved ones who are gone, yet live in who we become. John's unconditional love of my mother and all eight of the children they raised is the star that guides my path. I am a work in progress. 

All heroes are flawed. John was not perfect. However, he shines in my world like a supernova. Long after he burst on the scene and transcended into that mystical place we call Heaven, his light continues on Earth. His kindness and empathy stand tall and indestructible, more real than a statue. John Wang Leong Chan was and will always be to me the best man who ever walked the Earth. The world needs more men to be sweet like John. 

Who am I to say such a thing? Merely one of eight children who called him Dad. I was very young when I met John. While the youngest two are genetically related and the world calls them half, they are and always have been my full brother and sister, same as all the others. They were simply more fortunate to be able to call him Daddy without feeling like a traitor and an impostor. There was someone that six of us called Daddy before John. Sadly, I must remember that part of our story, too. 

Yours truly, Carma

∞∞∞





[image: photo of family members getting ready for the group shot at grandma's surprise party 2013]

1  Before John

“When we choose to be parents, we accept another human being as part of ourselves, and a large part of our emotional selves will stay with that person as long as we live. From that time on, there will be another person on this earth whose orbit around us will affect us as surely as the moon affects the tides, and affect us in some ways more deeply than anyone else can. Our children are extensions of ourselves.”

~ Fred Rogers


At the age of five a child develops awareness of belonging to a community. This is my mommy. This is my daddy. Here are my brothers and sisters. We are a family. These early years are formative. This was my foundation. This is my family story. I had a mommy and a daddy, two big brothers, two big sisters, and at the end of the summer of 1963, Mom brought home a new baby brother.



Like most American children, I started Kindergarten at age five. School started at the end of summer. My little world expanded to include my school and my teacher. Mrs. O'Neill is my teacher. I go to Midvale Elementary School.


I was born the 17th of April 1958, in California, the fifth child of Ruth Gagne (a French name phonetically pronounced “g`NYAY”) and Earl Dillon. My big brothers were Kenny and Joe. My big sisters were Laura and Peggy. They seemed much older, but there was only a gap of three and a half years between me and Peggy. I remained the baby of the family for over five years. Much of what I learned would come from observing older siblings. They became more important as we grew together. 

Kenny was eight years old when I was born. His birthday was one week before mine. Laura and Joe were born in August, 1951 and 1953, respectively. Peggy was born in September 1954.

Our family lived in Huntington Park, a suburb in the greater Los Angeles area. We went to church on Sundays. Moving to Utah was a big change in my life that happened the summer before I started Kindergarten. I have a memory of being on a train at a young age, perhaps that was how we travelled to Utah, perhaps Mom brought the children by train and Daddy (Earl) drove a truck with what little we owned that was worth transporting. I don't know and I have stopped peppering my older siblings (who are now in their 70s) with questions via group text messages, asking for ancient trivia as I write a story they seem reluctant to have told by the prodigal child. A detailed history of coming and going is not significant. What matters is the foundation that was laid before John. My memories are sufficient to tell my story of life before and after John. I remember walking between train cars, the rickety rocking motion, the rhythm of a train, and the clanky noises when going from one car to the next. I had an accident while sleeping (“wet the bed”) in my passenger seat, and my mother quietly cleaned me and the seat. Nobody made a fuss about it. I mention it as one of many memories of her tenderness. 

When people ask me where I’m from and I tell them I was born in California, but schooled in Utah, they usually get an inquisitive look on their faces. Experience taught me they are wondering if I am a Mormon, since many are aware that the State of Utah was founded by Mormons. They are curious, but don’t want to be impolite or intrusive. I have learned to answer the question without the awkward asking: “My parents were Mormons. Most of my family are, but I’m not.” When I was growing up, we called ourselves Mormons. Recently, the church leaders formally announced to the public that they would like everyone to stop referring to them as Mormons and call them LDS. This stands for Latter-day Saints. The full name is the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. I disengaged quite a long time ago and maintain a strong, personal preference to avoid religion/church. I promised in my preface that I would not push religion in this book, and will only mention it when relevant to John’s story and mine. For the record, I came from a Mormon family and they prefer to be called LDS; I respectfully use that term from now on.  

One of the most prominent features of the LDS faith is the purpose of their temples. I bring this up because my parents, Ruth and Earl, were sealed in an LDS temple, and that meant, according to their faith, they were married for all eternity. I did not understand the big picture at age five, but as I grew older I understood the significance of this belief and how it affected my mother. The vow my parents took was to be faithfully bound in love, together forever as husband and wife. Their children were also sealed to them for eternity. According to her faith, her family would remain family forever; if we all remained faithful, death had no power to separate us. Her vow was not “until death do we part.” Her marriage to Earl was supposed to last forever. Their marriage was sacred and pure (until it wasn't). Her home had large framed pictures of the Salt Lake City Temple and LDS Prophets on the wall. That is how important this was to Ruth, and she believed it was all important to Earl as well. Their lofty ideals were symbolized all over my tiny world.


At age five, Ruth and Earl were simply Mommy and Daddy. She was the center of my world every hour of every day from the time I was born. She did not work outside the home. She was always there, taking care of us. She baked bread every day. She hand-washed diapers every day and hung them on a line to dry. She cooked and served meals. The older kids would help to the extent they were able. I was not asked to help set or clear a table when I was little. I do remember the first time I helped Mom wash dishes. I was five, standing on a chair next to her at the sink, and Earl inspected the dishes in the drying rack and said something in a tone of voice he often had, and told her to do the dishes over again. Mom got mad and they started arguing. They argued a lot when Earl was home. Mom told me later in life, when I was an adult, that she had put her foot down with him when he started in on me. I guess that means the older kids had more years of his mean spirited brand of parenting.



Earl could be cruel with children. I witnessed it at age five when he said things that parents should not say. He had my sister Peggy in tears. I will not humiliate my sister by repeating his abusive words. Peggy is an angel! She has the biggest heart of any of us and often acts as a mediator. Peggy was the one who visited him in the nursing home at the end of his life — that’s mercy!


I was mostly afraid of him because of how he barked at the older kids and at Mommy over every little thing they did that irritated him. He was grouchy! I did not understand why.

As an adult looking back at these early years, many times I have searched my brain for any warm, affectionate memory of him. I have none. I called him Daddy because that was what everyone else called him, but the word was not associated with any degree of fondness for the man. If I ever loved him, the memory of it left me long ago.

Like any human child, I craved his acceptance. I wanted to please him, wanted his affirmation, wanted to make him happy, but I learned quickly that he was hard and cold. I learned early to keep a distance. He was not emotionally available. He did not invite me to sit next to him and watch television with him. He did not teach me anything. If he ever praised me for anything, I have no memory of it. My memories of my biological father, Earl, may be tainted and filtered by the trauma of what he did when I was five. In my mind, he is someone whose presence in our home was gloomy. When he was home, everything felt different and not for the better.

Earl's job took him away from home for days at a time. My understanding is that he was an auto parts salesman and also delivered parts to stores in the southwest states. I have no memory of jumping up happily when Daddy got home. I also have no holiday memories in these early years — no recollection of big family dinners or gathering with extended family.

I learned bits and pieces about these early years as I grew older, and as brothers and sisters mentioned things. Some memories were jogged in conversations with Mom as an adult, but it was like pulling teeth to get her to tell me anything about him. I wanted to know what happened. She did not want to talk about it. I kept asking over the years and she started to tell me more when I was in my thirties. Eventually she told me the whole unsavory truth. It’s awful. Believe me when I say, I wish I did not have to tell anyone these things, but it is essential. It is vital for humanity to hold a mirror up to ourselves and say this is good, and that is evil.


Let’s get it over with. Earl had an addiction. Nobody understood this type of addiction in the 1960s. There was no help for it, no sympathy for it. I am writing this story to be appropriate for readers age 13 and above, so I am being most thoughtful now about how to present this.

It began in his early years. The following excerpt is “Brace for Impact” from my mother’s journal written in 2009 at age 75, which she allowed me to publish as a book titled Sweetly Undauntable: Our Mother’s Legacy (Chan, Ruth Gagne; 2012; pp.89-90). Bracketed [words] are my edits for readers age thirteen.



“Nowadays, the internet and [explicit adult content] cause some men to risk the loss of their marriage and family, just to have [instant gratification]. It’s a [carnal] addiction.

“When Earl was a young boy, at one time they lived in a red-light district. He told of this during some counseling we were having, trying to save our marriage. The windows in the house next to their apartment building were boarded up, but at night there were dim lights on in the house, and he and other neighborhood boys would peek through the cracks between the boards, i.e. they had their very own live [venereal performance site]. 

“Earl became addicted to [that type of stimulus] at a very early age. It was then he should have had counseling. He explained that even when he was working in Los Angeles as a deliveryman, if he were stopped at an intersection and saw a woman in the crosswalk wearing a tight sweater, it would [trigger the urge]. If one were near, he would go see a [live adult show]. There were lots of them in Los Angeles. With that kind of background, our marriage was in jeopardy from the start. 

“Three months after we were married, Earl didn’t come home until real late one night. When he did, he was trying not to awaken me, but I was still awake waiting for him. When I asked him where he’d been so late, he told me his friend, Pat, had her baby and she was alone and scared. Several times after that he took groceries to her. I didn’t care; I just thought it was nice that he wanted to help her. In the back of my mind, however, I wondered if there was something more to it. With the hurtful thoughts I had, I dismissed them quickly. I was very naïve.”




Allow me to interject briefly that my mother was age 14 and Earl was 20 when they married. Their photo was published in The Salt Lake Tribune (17 Jul 1949) along with a story about the youngest bride and oldest bride to marry that year. The following year in April, Kenny was born. 



Below: Earl Dillon and Ruth Gagne 1949 newspaper portrait; followed by 1950 photo of Ruth and Earl with baby Kenny


[image: Earl stands behind Ruth wearing a suit and tie. Ruth wears a pearl necklace and holds a bouquet of flowers. Both have big smiles. ]

[image: Ruth, age 15, stands next to Earl, age 21, holding baby Kenny, estimated age three to six months.  ]

“I started noticing that Earl was working later than usual quite often. I never questioned him about it, I just thought he would get paid over-time, and that would be good. Then I started noticing that he complained more — about almost anything. He was quick to anger and would storm out mad and not come back for hours. What I didn’t realize was that his irritability and anger was at himself — he was unhappy with himself — something else we learned in counseling.

“Later, when we had a family, he would take his anger out on the children as well, putting them down and finding fault with them constantly. And he admitted that when he would leave angry, he would go to one of those shows or even be with a [paid venereal performer]. I knew nothing of this until those last months of our marriage.

“Eight months of counseling sessions revealed more than I was able to handle. Whatever love or respect I had for him was gone. So that was the foundation of our marriage. I had a lemon. Earl never laid a hand on me or the children, but he would show aggravation towards them and would threaten to do all kinds of harm to them. That too is abuse. It was very hard on the children to be put down all the time and be called an idiot like he did so many times. I couldn’t keep still, so it often turned into an argument. When he helped them with their homework, or listened to them while they were doing their reading assignments, he found fault with them, and would get them all uptight. Peggy got the brunt of it, and it affected her more than anyone can know. If I had kept still, our children would have stuttered, I’m sure, because they just couldn’t do anything right to suit him.”

It was really only as an adult looking back, that it struck me why we ate so poorly during Earl’s years:  Earl was spending money on his addiction. The church was an unwitting accomplice, a patsy enabling his addiction by supplementing his (deceitful) lack of income by giving us food and clothing.

The house in Huntington Park where we lived was a condemned duplex when Mom found it. She spoke with a representative from the health department about what needed to be done, and she arranged to get six months rent-free for fixing up the place. She described this as “fun!” My mother was 23 when she had me. I can’t imagine being a mother of five at that age and having to fix up a condemned property by myself so that we would have a place to live — and she called that fun?!


While we lived in California, Mom taught herself to drive (when Earl was away, because Earl wouldn't teach her) and she got her license. She took us kids to the beach often. As an adult visiting Long Beach, where I now own a condo, I saw historical photographs at the Lion Lighthouse near Pine Avenue Pier, and when I saw the old roller coaster that was there until 1968, it instantly transported me to my earliest memory of that beach — my brain saw that iconic Cyclone Racer and shouted at me, “I remember that!” It was wild. Naturally, I was too young to ride it, but I was there and it is one of the silhouettes tattooed on my very young brain.

Unfortunately for him, Earl did not like going to the beach. Fortunately for us, Mom loved the beach. He did not complain about having more alone time and therefore let her take us to the beach. Honestly, those two were not compatible. I got a very strong impression from him that he did not like children. We’ll never know what Earl might have been if he did not have the chronic cravings, if he had been able to enjoy spending time with us, if he was not preoccupied and plotting his next escape.


Mom loved being a mother and was fun to be with. Mom wrote about what happened in her first marriage in her 2009 journal, which she permitted me to publish because I believe her childhood stories and life experiences could be helpful to others. I titled it Sweetly Undauntable because of all the times life knocked her down and she got up and carried on. She was mostly sweet. With Earl, tempers flared, but she loved her children unconditionally and more often than not their disagreements were about how he treated the children. I mention her memoirs for anyone who may want to know more than the excerpts I include in this book, the main purpose of which is to inspire people by telling them about John’s life and character.


Continuing this chapter about life before John…Joe, Peggy and I often played outside together. The memories of playing outside as a toddler at that duplex in Huntington Park are vivid. I have an excellent memory that is visual and very specific.


Magenta was my favorite when I was little. In 1958, Crayola introduced a box of 64 crayons. We had one of those and Mom told me later in life, “You were my smartest child. You memorized names of every color in that box when you were two years old!” Throughout my life, I have heard a family member say something like, “Carma’s the smart one.” That's a lot of pressure! It was usually Peggy who said it, and it reminded me of the time I saw her in tears because of the way Earl was yelling at her when she was having trouble reading at age eight.


When you are the youngest of five and you hear a thing like that, when you get labelled the smart one and you don't even understand what it means, it is very confusing and conflicting. It seemed my siblings were proud of their little sister being able to read and write at such a young age, but I also sensed some resentment, some jealousy. I did not ask to be born with language skills. I did not ask to be born a writer. Yet here I am, spending my retirement years writing every day, excited that I have the time to really give it my best, when I could be on a road trip or hiking all over New Zealand or anywhere else I want to go! Being born a writer is as much a gift as it is a curse.

My whole life, I have only been able to write in little spurts of time and somehow, while working full-time and nurturing relationships, I managed to write seven screenplays, five science fiction novels, a book about my Gagne grandparents and ancestors, a collection of Haiku accompanied with my nature photography, eight children's picture books, and a biography about an artist/poet who was a dear friend, Alexandre Nodopaka.

Back to 1963 and one of the most significant turning points in my life — in all our lives — at this tender age when I was developing a keen awareness of my place in the world, of being a member of a family and a larger community that revolved around school and church…

The church seemed of utmost important. In our home, as I said, there were portraits of prophets and temples…oddly, no photographs of my mother's parents or her only sister, Aunt Gloria. No family portraits at all. The minimal decor was all “faith promoting”. Maybe it was Mom’s way of reminding Earl of his vows and eternal consequences of sin. 

I met Aunt Gloria once, with her three sons, when we lived in southern California. Her youngest son was about the same age as me, his name was Clay. I remember playing outside with my cousin. They lived in northern California. Aunt Gloria died on August 24, 1963. This happened after we moved to Utah and before my baby brother was born. Mom went to her funeral alone via bus, even though she was nine months pregnant! She returned home in early September with our baby brother. Earl had already left for Denver, left us alone and told Laura to take care of us. She was only 12! He had taken a new position in Denver and would be gone a lot.

Mom let Kenny name our baby brother and he named him after his favorite baseball pitcher, Vernon Law. (Our baby bro prefers the nickname Dakota, so I will respect his wishes and use Dakota for him in this book. I also use nicknames for all of the grandchildren, to protect privacy.) I loved my baby brother. I had wished for a Thumbelina baby doll and was sad when I did not get one, but now I had a real live baby doll that I was allowed to help feed. 

Mom was Mommy for many years, and I guess it was around ten or so when I started calling her Mom. Sometimes in my head she is still Mommy. I still feel our intense bond of mutual affection. I was her precious Carma. She would start her letters to me, “My dear precious Carma.”

My brothers and sisters and I would chant this song to her and she would laugh…



Mommy! Mommy!  

Mommy, Mommy, Mommy, Mom! 

Mommy! Mommy! 

Mommy, Mommy, Mom!



We did this in public, at least once that I recall specifically the five of us were sitting in the big green Chevy (1957 model). She left us in the car while she made a quick stop at a store, and when she came out, five children greeted this 20-something beautiful woman with the MOMMY song as loud as could be. She was so embarrassed, but admits to loving every second. We laughed so hard as we made that that scene (probably Joe’s idea). Grownups glared at us noisy rascals. Then, seeing her laughing as she approached the noisy kids, their glares changed to smiles. Awww! That would go viral today. We laughed our guts out often around Mom. She was playful and fun. Earl, not so much. We were on our toes, walking on eggshells around him. 


Mommy is beautiful. I still feel that way about her deeply in my core. I adored her and she adored me. Tears fill my eyes when I think of her and all the pain and loss she endured. When I think of who she was when I was five — she was my everything — the most important person in my tiny world. I emphasize this because what Earl did that hurt her so intensely that she could not hide it from her children — it hurt me. It hurt me profoundly at age five because Daddy hurt Mommy. Daddy hurt Kenny. Daddy hurt Laura. Daddy hurt Joe. Daddy hurt Peggy. Daddy hurt our baby brother.



My brothers and sisters tried to shield me from what happened in early November 1963…Mommy is sick. They acted as if everything was okay. Mommy will be better soon…go play. As an adult hearing my sister Peggy talk about this time in our lives, I am horrified by what she, Laura, Kenny and Joe knew and saw. All I knew is that the house got quiet and dark, and there was a heaviness in the air. It was palpable. I have a strong memory of the intense sadness that hung over all of us, but all I was told was that Mommy is not feeling well, she’s sick, let her sleep.


Earl mailed a letter to Mom from Denver telling her that he was not coming back, that he had been living with a woman who was the love of his life, he had met there in August. She threw that letter in the trash, but never forgot what it said: “I have never really loved you. Tell the kids to forget they ever had a dad. You can get a divorce, because I have broken all my temple covenants anyway.”


Everyone was sad, including me, because in spite of the fact that he was not nice, he was still Daddy! We needed him. At that point, he was a very significant person in our world. I did not understand what happened. Of course they didn’t tell me everything. As a five-year-old, all I knew was that Daddy was gone and he was not coming back. No explanation. And it hit me like, Doesn't daddy love us anymore?


Did he ever? My definition of love had been shaped by that man. Love meant coming home. Love was sitting down to dinner together. Love was being there, even if it wasn’t consistent, even if he was in a bad mood, it was fundamental in my psyche that we were a family and we were supposed to be together, we were supposed to be loving and kind to each other, we were supposed to forgive each other when we failed to be loving and kind, we were a family and we were supposed to be together!

This dark period in our lives was something that wounded all of us deeply and as a child at the tender age of five when it happened, seeing them all sad and confused and tight-lipped, I never got over it. It changed me. I retreated. I became a melancholy child. I sought solace in solitude and silence.


As an adult, I am still baffled, it still hurts. How does a man abandon his family? Let me rephrase this. How does a religious man abandon his family? Was he ever truly spiritual? Was it all a performative facade to fit in? There are times I feel sorry for him, but I am taking you through the winter of 1963-64 when my mother was so devastated by his rejection and abandonment she went to the bathroom and swallowed everything in the medicine cabinet. She was unconscious for two days. Peggy stayed in bed with her. Laura took care of us.


In 2009, at the age of 75, my mother would write the story in her own words. I had gotten her to tell me most of it in my adult years, but it was like cracking a safe. That woman did not want to go there, and I don't blame her. Even 46 years later in her journal, she skimmed the surface. I can only imagine the despair and humiliation to be left like that. To have no means of support. She lost her mother at age nine, her father days after her 18th birthday, and now her only sister was gone. She had married Earl at age 14 and never attended high school. She had no work experience outside the home. Now she was alone with six children dependent on her for their very lives. It shattered her.

Aunt Beth came to help during that dark time, but she was not able to move in with us, or us with her — she had a family of her own. Same with Aunt Veryle. These were sisters of Mom's mother, someone I was vaguely aware of — nobody talked about her. Children will naturally ask, “Where's your mommy?” Nobody knew how to answer that beyond, “She’s with our Heavenly Father. She died when Mom was a little girl.” That would be the gist of it. That’s all they would say when I was little, and later as I got older, the whole harrowing truth came out, told as a hush-hush family secret.

Mental illness was (and is) so stigmatizing.

The same goes for the man I affectionately refer to as Grandpa Gagne, though I never got to meet him in person. I have gotten to know him and his beloved Sylvia Dorothy through years of research, probing into historical records, piecing their lives and personas together as best I can. Mom believed that his hunting accident was a staged suicide. That belief was not helpful to her, and according to the police report, published in the newspaper, his death was accidental.


This very cold winter, Kenny was 13, Laura 12, Joe 10, Peggy 9, I was 5, and our new baby bro Dakota was 2 months old when we were abandoned. Mom had two aunts who could help a little bit, and a cousin named Ron, Beth’s son, who could help from time to time. Cousin Ron was a bachelor and worked for the Bell telephone company as a computer programmer.


I will tell you a story about Cousin Ron babysitting us when we lived at a place we call Arnie’s house in Midvale. Arnie didn’t live there with us, he was merely the owner/landlord. We knew him well as kids because he operated a mini market in a small building that was at the front of the property, adjacent to the house we rented, which is still there at 320 West Center Street, Midvale, Utah.

This is the day I nearly died…

Joe, Peggy, and I were playing in the front yard on a metal trellis that was planted in the dirt. Joe climbed to the top of it and straddled it. I climbed up after him, daredevil that I was from an early age. I can still feel the memory of the metal bar across my belly and my fingers gripping it tightly, while my feet were standing on the thick wire mesh. It was a kind of fencing with four-inch squares and thick metal wire, not chainlink diamonds. These squares were big enough to stand in. Peggy was down below, gently swaying us back and forth. We were having a jolly good time. The sky was blue. It was a lovely day. Standing up there with my brother, I feel like such a big, brave girl.

Suddenly I hear Joe shout, “PEGGY! STOP!” I look down, curious, what’s wrong? I see and feel the danger unfold in slow motion. There is nothing I can do, nothing anyone can do to stop it.

The bottom bar of the trellis had worked the dirt loose and was now exposed. Peggy stopped what she was doing, but it was too late. The trellis started falling toward the house. Joe instinctively jumped over the bar and off the trellis, while it carried me backward and slammed me against the wooden house. It smacked my head so hard, I instantly blacked out.

I woke up in a tub of cold bloody water, with Cousin Ron and everyone else looking relieved when I opened my eyes. All I remember at that moment was that dark red blood mingling with the water next to my body. I was horrified and grossed out, and to this day I have a phobia about blood. I have to look away and mentally go to the beach to get blood drawn at a lab. Before I learned to do this mental trick, my arm would reflexively jerk back several times before I would be able to relax enough for the phlebotomist to get the needle in.

Peggy told me later in life when we talked about this near-death experience that she was pounding the ground outside, crying and begging God, “Please don't let her die!” I guess Joe ran inside and told Cousin Ron and he came and carried me inside and put me into the tub and ran the cold water.

I had a huge scab on my back, and probably had a concussion, but no doctor was called as far as I know. I don't know exactly when this happened, other than it being while we lived at Arnie’s house, which was during my Kindergarten and 1st grade years. I know that my parents were not there when this happened.


My whole life got disrupted when my father left. My world would never be the same. In some ways, as time went on and I matured, I realized it got better, but at that time, it was utter confusion and sadness…Where is Mommy? I want my Mommy!



Mommy had to go to work. I had no idea what that meant or why it was necessary. All I knew is that one day everything was normal and then Mommy was sick and in bed for days, and then suddenly she was not home when I got home from school. Laura was taking care of us. And the next day, and the next — I want Mommy!


The confusion and sadness were relentless. I must have exhausted my siblings.

It all still blows my mind, but I am trying to be sweet like John, I am letting go of the hurt and anger that I have had about this for six decades. I am really trying to stop hating him. I am really trying to see him as a human being. He was obviously miserable. He was obviously living a lie.


I wish she had saved that letter, but I do not blame her for crushing it and throwing it in the trash. If I was her, I would have burned it. Then I would have stomped on the ashes. Then I would flush the ashes down the toilet. I certainly would not want my children to see what their father wrote in his own handwriting. Whatever language he precisely used, I know one thing for a fact, because Peggy was there, she and I have talked about this. Whatever he said in that letter, it drove my mother to attempt to end her life. We almost lost our mother that day.



At the age of five, I did not know enough to hate him. I have no memory of hating him at that time. Only confusion, sadness, and fear. Will Mommy leave us? Never! Well, okay, but she did leave us in a way. She was not home when I got home from school. She went to work at a Chinese restaurant. It was about six blocks from Arnie’s house.


I wonder if Arnie ever donated food to us. I remember that he was a nice man, though I can’t remember what he looked like. I remember being inside Arnie’s Market, seeing Wonder Bread, which was amazing at the time. Mom had always had to bake bread for us to have bread. She could not afford to buy sliced bread. But now she had to go to work, and we were all in school, who was going to bake bread?

On a lighter note, I have some super fun memories of Arnie's Market because for a time we had a duck named Calvin, and Calvin did some things that a five-year-old never forgets. He was absolutely the most hilarious animal I ever had as a pet.

It was probably the spring of 1964 that Calvin came into our lives with a broken wing. He was a Mallard duck, the kind with an emerald green head. We don't know how he got injured. All I remember is that one of my siblings brought him home and Mom tried to patch him up, and he stayed in our yard and played with me.

I would sit in the grass with my coloring book on my lap, and Calvin would run up my back, perch on my shoulder, and then jump off in front of me, and get me giggling. He would do this over and over again and every time it made me laugh. He made me so happy.

A blue delivery truck would bring fresh baked goods to Arnie's market every day, and take the day-old stuff away. The driver started tossing chunks of donuts and bread to Calvin. Next thing I knew, Calvin started standing at the curb, looking for the truck, he would waddle back and forth, stick his head out and look to his left, and then suddenly he would start his happy dance. Moments later, the blue truck parked at the curb, the driver carried deliveries into Arnie's and came out with the old stuff, and stopped to give the duck some treats. This song and dance routine repeated daily until the day a dog got to Calvin.

After a stray dog injured Calvin again, Mom thought it would be best to take him to a lake where other ducks lived. It was at a nearby cemetery. She put Calvin in the water and we said goodbye. I cried. A week or so later we went to visit Calvin (probably because I wouldn't let up about missing him), and it was tragic. I remember when he saw us, he hurried across the lake toward us, and the other ducks were chasing him, pecking at him, attacking him! Mom realized he was not welcome, he was an outsider, and she brought him home with us. Not long after, I woke up to see a sea of feathers in the yard. There was almost nothing left of Calvin, but we buried what we gathered up in a shoebox. It was my first funeral. I was terribly sad. These are feelings I still feel when I think of Calvin. Joy and sorrow.

Mostly what I think about when I think of this time at Arnie’s house, I think of my father leaving, and I feel outraged because now I fully understand the damage he did to all of us and how it impacted us. I won’t speak for my siblings, but for me it was devastating. It left deep scars on me. When I think of Mom having to go out into the world and lie to find work, when I think of her having to work through her depression and anxiety, mask it so she could get tips; come home and hide her heartache — she wanted to be at home taking care of us! Those days were gone.

∞∞∞


[image: ice cream cone, symbolic of Dad always asking if we wanted ice cream...um, yes, please!]

2  Meeting John

"Children learn more from watching their parents than from anything they’re told. Show them what it means to be kind, honest, and respectful.”

~ John Holt

Each of my older brothers and sisters has their own story of the first time they met John, or “Jon-Jon” as his co-workers called him, a term of endearment. Each of us was at a unique stage of development in our lives, a different level of emotional and psychological maturity and need. Each of us had a different number of years with Earl as our daddy. Each of us developed our own special relationship with the man who eventually stepped up and wrapped us in his loving embrace and took care of us as his own pride and joy.

It was during that bitter cold winter of 1963-64. After Mom came out of the shock of her suicidal coma, she had to face reality. Her husband was not coming back, even though the bishop was pressuring him to do so. She had to provide.

The way Mom wrote about this most difficult time in her life is confusing because she skipped ahead and went back, obscured the timing of events, and skimmed the surface, compressing it into one big mess. The facts known indicate that the crisis began in early November 1963 and the drama of Earl ended in the summer of 1965. It is understandable why, as a 75-year-old widow with dementia, she did not write her memoirs clearly and completely. No one would want to relive this. It was also understandable why she could not tell the story in chronological order. Traumatic memory is stored differently. There were sins she did not want to confess. There was an untidy overlap and an appalling deed, but I am getting ahead of myself here. This chapter is about when we all first met John. That could have been as early as November 1963. I have a very strong memory that says I was five when I met him, so it would have to be before my 6th birthday, which was April 1964.

I imagine Mom fixed herself up real pretty, waited for Laura to come home from school so that she could take care of baby Dakota, and then she walked to State Street. She would have worn the best clothes she had, which were the clothes she wore to church, and those were not exactly good walking shoes.


She was hired at South Sea Cafe, and that was about six blocks from where we lived. Mom wrote, “It was only a couple blocks away.” When I read that, I sat back and contemplated. What would make her write such a thing? We all know it was six blocks away. I think it helped her cope to think of her children being only a couple blocks away and that is how she fixed it in her mind. Imagine how torn she was, having to leave her children alone at home!



She wrote that she prayed for help and suddenly South Sea Cafe came to mind. Okay, but then she skipped forward to the shoes — Wait, Mom, what are you doing? Why aren't you telling us how you got the job? How it went the first day. How they figured out quickly that you had no experience, after you lied and told them you did! She simply could not tell the story of how she went there and lied to the owner’s face about having experience as a waitress. Understandable. Her memory jumped from the panicked prayer to receiving a decent pair of working shoes as a gift from John. Sweet.


To check my memory against hers, I found a 1963 advertisement for South Sea Cafe with the address and mapped it from Arnie’s house next to my school. It is 0.7 miles, a little over a kilometer, a 15-minute walk…it is six blocks. My guess is that she started walking toward State Street when she decided to look for a job because State Street had several small businesses. She probably saw a ‘Help Wanted’ sign in the window.

Nobody wants to lie to try to get a job. Nobody wants to admit that they lied to get a job. And yet many people have had to lie to get their first job. The owner probably hired her on the spot, and it probably became embarrassingly obvious that she did not have experience. Serving meals to your family at home is not the same thing as serving customers in a restaurant.

Why did the owner decide to keep her and train her? Did she break down in tears? Did she tell him her desperate situation? If she had to do that, how humiliating, to tell total strangers that your husband left you with six kids. Did she lie about that, too? Did she pretend to be a widow? If she did, no one would judge her. A person can only cope with so much.

There were two cooks in the kitchen, both were Chinese men who spoke little to no English. The older cook was intolerant and yelled at her in Cantonese when she made mistakes. The younger cook helped her, if she forgot to take the soup, he would bring it out with a smile and a kind word. You can guess which one was John.

During a break, she asked John what the words meant that the other cook yelled at her. He shook his head and told her those were bad words, don’t say them. He didn’t translate. He was polite.

At the end of the day, Mom's feet were killing her. I remember her telling me that she walked home in the freezing cold and her coat wasn’t warm enough and her feet were freezing, too. I don’t know how soon it was that John bought the shoes for her, when she started to catch a ride from one of the waitresses. (John did not have a car and did not know how to drive.) I don’t know exactly when she started working because, as noted earlier, she skimmed and skipped about and her memoirs were written at the age of 75. She was diagnosed with dementia and delusional thinking two years later. Looking back, it is fairly clear that dementia started earlier than that diagnosis. So throughout the writing of this book, I struggle to make sense of discrepancies between her memories and mine. Some of her memories are not even logical and some are impossible. Sometimes I’ll have to rely on common sense, intuition, maps and newspaper findings.

Most of my childhood memories are based on when and where I went to school and where we lived at the time. Plus, when Mom was younger she told me many things. My motive is to remember what happened and tell the story as honestly as I can, and what I recall is that I was five, I was in Kindergarten, it was winter, and I was upset that Mommy was not home because she had to go to work.


In 1995, I heard John tell the story of his first meeting with me and it put the biggest smile on my face. He remembers it exactly as I do!


Mom's memory got a little mishmashed. At age 75, she described, “Carma, Peggy, and Joe, were standing on the outside of the back screen door which was blackened with cooking grease, so's I could barely see them. Carma had a dirty face and her hair wasn't combed. My poor children! John went over to the door in his cheerful way and held it open for them to come in. He took the corner of his apron and wet it in the sink and stooped down to wash little Carma's face. Then he took them into a back booth by the kitchen and served them soup and crackers, and a scoop of ice cream.”

No doubt it also happened that way on one of the days we went to visit Mom, having learned by that time that we would get fed some goodies! But the above version is not the first time I met John. The first time I met John was only with Joe. There were other times when it was only Peggy and Joe who went, and we all had similar experiences. I don’t know if Kenny or Laura ever went there. I’ve never heard them mention it, and as I noted earlier, I’m done peppering my siblings with questions.

When I met him, my face was dirty and had tears streaming down my cheeks, probably because I wanted my Mommy, so Joe took me to see her that day. I still remember the walk to State Street and then turning left and South Sea was a few buildings up the road. Joe took me to the back of the restaurant, where that kitchen screen door was black with grease — but dang, the smells coming from inside were inviting!

John told it the way I remembered. “You so cute, you face so dirty, you tears running down you face, so cute little girl,” he said, smiling as big at me in 1998 as he did 35 years earlier. I felt so happy that he remembered this and that it was a memory he treasured, like me.

He asked us if we would run a little errand for him and said he would pay us ten dollars each when we returned. Even at my age, I knew that ten dollars was a lot of money, and I knew that I could buy a lot of candy at Arnie’s Market!

I remember how excited Joe and I were to run that errand for John. It was ridiculously simple and certainly not worthy of paying each of us ten dollars. He wanted us to take some white clothes (the cook’s uniform) to the nearby cleaner and pick up some shirts that were ready for him. It probably took us less than 15 minutes.

Was he trying to buy our love? I don't think so. Especially not now that I have learned as an adult what his childhood was like and how generous and compassionate he was toward everyone. He was merely sharing what he had, giving us an opportunity to feel that we had earned some money by doing a chore for him. Mom, however, intervened and put a stop to it. By the time we returned with the shirts and she saw John reach into his pocket and start to pull out ten dollars, she said, “No, John. That’s too much.” She would not let him give it to us.

He tried to persuade her that it was okay, but she wasn't having it. Of course, Joe and I were standing there watching this debate, quite frustrated. Soon they compromised and she allowed him to give us one ten dollar bill to split. “You share your sister,” he said, nodding at me, and Joe promised he would. To Joe's credit, he did. I don't know if he gave me half, it doesn't matter. What mattered was going straight to Arnie's candy counter together, where I bought everything I wanted to try and discovered my favorites…black licorice, cinnamon bears, Sixlets, Necco wafers, and Black Jack chewing gum.

This is how I know that this meeting, this errand, this money, this visit to Arnie's candy counter happened before Earl returned. Let me back up — in the next chapter about the courtship of Ruth and John, excerpts from her memoirs muddy the timeline about when she started to work. The way she mishmashes it, it almost sounds as if she started working after Earl returned and was too sick to work. This is simply not accurate. She went to work soon after he left and we were home alone (leaving us home alone was too shameful for her to admit). Earl was not living at home with us when we met John. He would never let us have candy! He would cite dental bills. He would have made us give the money back, or worse, he would have taken it and said it was needed to pay bills (that he could not pay because he had a debilitating venereal disease).

My memory of the first time I met the man who would become my Chinese stepdad — my real Dad — is very clear. I was five years old. 

My next memory of John, he is carrying paper sacks filled with groceries into our kitchen at Arnie’s house. It was that kitchen where I watched Mom make bread. Sometimes she would pat a small ball of dough into a flat circle and fry it in a shallow pan, turning it over again and again, until it was crispy golden brown. Then she would put butter on it and serve it to us like that. No sugar. No cinnamon. Only butter. It was a real treat!

She used to call her fried bread dough “scones”, but it was really fried yeast dough, nothing like a scone as bakeries make today, and nothing like a British scone, which is more like what American's call a baking powder or buttermilk biscuit — and what we call cookies, Brits call biscuits. It's very confusing! Fortunately as a child, I only knew what my mother made. It doesn't matter why she called them scones. I have already established that she lacked a higher education.
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