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This book is dedicated to the memory of my mother, 
Jane Genung Dickinson, and also to my family 
of daughters, sisters, aunties, and cousins.



















The best way out is through.


—Robert Frost






Life is a memory.


—Jane Dickinson

















Author’s Note



This book is a work of memory. The experiences I write about are told from my perspective. Much has been left out, but nothing has been added. Some names have been changed.
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Introduction


Welcome to Freeville


I come from a place that seems to nurture two kinds of people: those who stay and those who leave. I grew up in a family of stayers, but I left. And now, as far as I know, I am the only person in the entire history of Freeville, New York (aside from my own grandfather), to leave—but then return again.


Like me, my grandfather Albert grew up in Freeville, moved to Washington, DC, for his career, and moved back to Freeville later in life. My grandfather died in the house in which he was born—our family homestead on Main Street—where his daughter, my ninety-year-old aunt Millie, currently lives. As I write this, I am sitting in my own little house on Main Street, twenty feet away. Looking out my window, I can see my elderly aunt toddling around in her kitchen.


Freeville is a good place to be from. The village of 520 people has one stop sign marking the end of tree-lined Main Street. Children ride their bikes to the village school, and in the summer you still see kids carrying fishing poles as they walk to the old Mill Dam to fish. On summer evenings, people sit on their porches and slap at the mosquitoes that swarm the lights.


That’s what a lot of people probably think about when they remember their childhood in Freeville. But they do their remembering mainly from Florida, where everybody who leaves seems to wind up. The Freeville-to-Florida diaspora is fed by a pipeline powered by low wages and high taxes. Our former citizens are also blown south by the blizzards that rip through the region from Halloween to Mother’s Day. Freeville lies near Ithaca, New York, on an axis between the small cities of Binghamton and Syracuse (ranked by the Farmers’ Almanac as being the fourth- and fifth-worst weather cities in the United States).


Even if you have the constitution to shovel your driveway for five months every year, there is also the cloud cover to contend with. The sky hangs low; much of the time it is gray and gloomy. My mother, Jane, used to call this a “lowery” sky, and while she always claimed to love it, she was alone in her affection for those dusky months, when the sun’s low passage in the sky tended to be completely obscured by clouds. When it finally set, you arrived at the realization that it was probably time for supper.


My family has called this place home since 1790, when the first of my mother’s family, the Genungs, pushed west after farming for over a century—first in Flushing, Queens, and then in New Jersey. My far-off ancestor was given a land grant in the frontier of the Finger Lakes district in exchange for fighting in the Revolutionary War. The area where he settled and where our family took root and grew is rugged, hilly, and interrupted by spectacular glens, streams, lakes, and waterfalls. Then there are the Finger Lakes—glorious narrow glacial gashes that create miles of shoreline and spectacular vistas. Surely when he arrived in our county with his two oxen, my ancestor felt some ancient Scottish tug in his cells. I know I do.


We who live here are granted four sharp and thrilling seasons (although spring and summer tend to be brief), landscape to make your heart swell, and—when the weather breaks our way and the clouds part—a glorious sky that inspires a full-bodied gratitude just to be alive. On a rare sunny day, you basically want to tear your clothes off and run down the street, crazily rejoicing. We natives do not behave this way, however. Overall, we are a tamped-down, noneffusive people with New England–style reserve and a belief in the power of bootstraps to pull oneself up—as well as the utility of good fences to make good neighbors. We are not huggers, nor lovers of nonsense or drama. We do not suffer fools, gladly or otherwise.


When I was a senior in high school, I told my mother that I wanted to go to Cornell University, just twelve miles away. She responded that of all of her (four) children, I was the one who most needed to leave. Temperamentally, I am a gamboling baby goat pastured with strong and steady draft horses. My mother might have detected a restlessness inherited from my father, who was always on the move but never satisfied. I followed her directive and left home for college in Massachusetts when I was seventeen. After that, I moved from city to city as my life and career dictated, but I always came back home to Freeville. I brought my daughter Emily home for every Christmas and Easter, and for the bulk of many summers. Those years when I lived in New York City and Washington (four and seven hours away, respectively), I would drive back to Freeville for Halloween, just so I could see the trick-or-treaters begging for candy up and down Main Street. I chose to move home permanently when I was forty-eight years old, and it is likely that I will stay here in Freeville for the rest of my life.


During the 1930s, my home county—Tompkins County—was declared officially part of Appalachia. Its poverty seems Appalachian, with rusty trailers and sway-backed farmhouses and sad little settlements ringing the larger and more prosperous county seat of Ithaca.


Freeville is one of the villages that prospective Cornell University students drive through on their way to its sprawling campus in Ithaca. Aside from our handsome brick school next to the old white Methodist church and our busy post office across the street, most of the houses along Main Street are in need of a fresh coat of paint. Two of these houses were half painted a shade of strawberry red by an itinerant crew of housepainter brothers several years back. The brothers took off with their down payment and never returned to finish the job. Will these houses be fully painted before they fall down? Unless the brothers return as suddenly as they disappeared, it seems unlikely.


Next to those structures is a half-built home that has been under construction for fifteen years. The gentleman who owns the lot lost his original dwelling to a terrible fire, and now he, too, seems headed for Florida, leaving his half-built home behind. Fire has also made its mark farther along Main Street. Our little fire station, now rebuilt, burned to the ground when the village’s one fire engine caught fire while it was parked inside.


Surely prospective Cornell students and their families look around and wonder why Freeville exists at all and why the people in those crowded clapboard houses choose to live there.


I am one of those people. From my white house on Main Street (freshly painted, thank you very much), I write the “Ask Amy” advice column, syndicated to 200 newspapers throughout North America and read by an estimated 20 million people each day. I have lived in New York City, London, Washington, DC, and Chicago. Now I live here, working out of a tiny house next door to my aunt Millie, down Main Street from my aunt Jean, my cousins Nancy and Lorraine, and my sister Rachel. My sister Anne lives two hours away in Rochester, and my brother, Charlie, lives… in Florida.


Our mother died five years ago. After her death, I inherited her house, which is just up the road from the fallen-down dairy farm on the edge of the village where we lived during my childhood. So if you’re keeping track, I now own two houses in Freeville, which is two more than most people would probably want.


I got remarried in 2008 and moved in with my husband and his family of three daughters to a farmhouse outside of Dryden (population 1,900). This slightly larger town was named for the poet John Dryden and is four miles from Freeville. Dryden is where I went to elementary and high school, after graduating from the Freeville primary school. Clark’s Shurfine Food Mart is in Dryden, and that’s where people who live in Freeville go for groceries. Dryden also has a good liquor store and a wonderful library, and you can get yourself a decent slice of pizza there. On Friday nights, we might stop over at the Dryden Hotel for beer and hot wings. Dryden is where we go to set out our folding chairs along the curb on Library Street to watch the parades on Dairy Day and the Fourth of July.


Every day, I commute from my house near Dryden, where I live with my husband, Bruno, and drive four miles to my house on Main Street in Freeville to work on my column. Along the path of this short commute is the Dunkin’ Donuts, where I stop each day for coffee, and the Willow Glen Cemetery, where I drink my coffee from my car while looking out at the windswept graves of my kinfolk.


Once a month, I travel to Chicago to check in with my bosses at the Chicago Tribune (which syndicates my column). I also appear on the National Public Radio (NPR) comedy quiz show Wait Wait… Don’t Tell Me! While there, I stay in an apartment that is left over from when I was a single mother, and my daughter Emily and I lived there full-time. So if you’re counting, I actually have four homes, which if consolidated would be worth a little less than you would pay for a split-level outside Fort Worth, Texas. I also have exactly as many houses as pairs of shoes (boots, pumps, sneakers, and loafers).


All of this is important because homes and landscape and people—and moving around and between them—are part of my story. In most isolated small places where people stay put (rural villages and islands, for example), houses change hands back and forth as the property flows through families via inheritance, financial bailouts, or marriage.


For instance, the white house on Main Street where I am sitting as I write was my great-aunt Jane’s home during my childhood. Great-Aunt Jane lived near her sister (my grandmother, next door), just as I live near my sister now (Rachel, five houses down). My mother lived down the street from her mother, and that is what I chose to do in midlife—to live down the street from my mother. I am on the verge of turning over the house on Main Street to my cousins Jan and Roger, who are moving back to Freeville after fifteen years away. Jan is Aunt Millie’s only child, and I will vacate this house so that mother and daughter can live next door to one another. Soon I will begin the process of relocating my Freeville workspace around the corner to my mother’s old house on Mill Street, and the family population in this little place will gain another two members.


My decision to leave Chicago, where Emily and I had lived for several years, and move back to my hometown changed my life in every way imaginable. It brought me back into the realm of the women who had raised me. It brought me into the orbit of the man I would choose to marry. And it is where, smack in midlife, I resumed the lifelong job of growing up.


This is what it feels like to come from a tiny place: You feel known. My neighbors may not know my inner thoughts, but they know the headlines of what has happened in my life. If I am teary in the checkout line at Clark’s Shurfine Food Mart, Mike Clark (who was in my husband’s and my sister’s class in high school and who I have known for almost fifty years) might assume that I am missing my mother that day. He might clap one of his big hands on my shoulder and ask me how I’m doing. Mike knows many things, and he also understands the void left by loss. We don’t need to have a soulful or revealing conversation, because we both know the same important things about each other.


Donna, Donna, and Jean work at the Freeville post office. (We call them Donna #1 and Donna #2. And Jean.) Our postmistresses know who’s having a birthday or who’s sick or who just died, because of the uptick in the volume of cards being delivered to a resident. They also know that the advice business is booming, because they deliver bins full of letters sent to me from readers (although most of my queries arrive online, via Facebook, Twitter, and e-mail, some people still put a stamp on their question). Whenever I stop in, our postmistresses are patiently talking to one or another of the many elderly people who live in our town, whose daily trip to the post office is a meaningful outing. I am happy to wait until their conversation is done, because what they are doing in that moment is much more important than what I am doing.


There are no doubt people around me who do bad things, who hold terrible secrets, who are unkind and lie, cheat, and gossip—or worse. People around here are fond of their guns and have committed violent crimes and suffered tragic accidents close to home. As I write this, somebody less than a mile away is probably trying to cook up a batch of meth on his camp stove. Bad things as well as good things happen everywhere, but coming home has helped me lend context to life’s tragic turns. Small everyday graces make the bad things bearable. Back in Freeville, I’ve learned to lean toward these graces as I make my way in the place where I was born.


When people challenge the advice I dole out to my readers, they often do so by questioning my credentials. Such as they are, my credentials were earned the way most of us earn—or learn—anything: through experience. I have lived in poverty and prosperity. I’ve dodged and settled debts. I have fallen in and out of love, dated blindly, survived infidelity, and blended a new family together. I drove the back roads through marriage and divorce and raised a child as a single mother in distant cities. I’ve started new jobs, wrestled with unemployment, and struggled to get the bills paid. I have cared for my mother until her death. I’ve seen things fall apart, and tried to pull them back together. I have lost my faith and found it again. I have loved and lost and been undone by grief. Now, at the tail end of my midlife, I am learning to let go and live on.
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The author, top left, with her family in 1963: mother Jane, Rachel, Charlie, Anne, Buck (center)


















Chapter One



We Played with Matches


When we were children, my siblings and I almost burned down the house. Not long after that, our father almost burned down the county. Both times our mother helped put out our fires, and both times, she forgave us.


A surprising number of my most potent memories from childhood involve fire. Most of the questions I continue to wrestle with throughout the rest of my life seem to hinge on the infernal complications set in motion by being raised by one parent who set fires and another who put them out.


Back then, children played with matches. You knew you weren’t supposed to, but you did anyway. Matchbooks were everywhere in the 1960s—in the kitchen junk drawer, wedged in the Naugahyde crack of the front seat of our car, rattling around in the bottom of my mother’s pocketbook, and in the messy cab of my father’s truck. My three siblings and I had ready access to matches, since both of our parents smoked and because we used both a fireplace and a woodstove for heat. There were also a few occasions when our mother illuminated the house with kerosene lamps and candles because our electricity had been cut off.


When I was three years old, my mother discovered me sitting in the gravel driveway of our house, scraping off the ends of matches with my teeth and swallowing the scrapings. I was also eating pieces of gravel, plucked off the driveway. She took me to the doctor. In retrospect I think I might have had pica, which is caused by an iron deficiency (a problem I still have). People who have this tend to eat odd things, like clay or coal dust, because it is their body’s way of seeking to redress a nutritional imbalance. The doctor and my mother both told me to stop eating gravel and match heads, and I did. But I can still remember how sulfury good they tasted.


Before long, I graduated from eating matches to lighting them. Though I hadn’t yet started kindergarten, I was already a pretty proficient match-lighter when my older brother and sisters hatched a fun way to play with fire. This new game was more exciting than merely flicking lit matches into the road. We sequestered ourselves in one of the upstairs bedrooms in the large and pretty house we lived in at the time (the house and furnishings were given to us by my grandparents). First, we lit little pieces of paper and quickly tossed them into the wastebasket. That was fun for a while, but the thrill of it gradually drained away, the way it does when you’re watching a fireworks display. For us, flaming paper was losing its awe factor.


I don’t know which of us had the idea to light the toilet paper on fire; it might have been my brother, Charlie, because at nine he was the oldest of the four of us. Or it might have been an idea that sprang up spontaneously among the group, as the best and worst ideas tend to do. I was not allowed to hold, light, or let the strips of flaming toilet paper drift through the room—not because it was too dangerous for a five-year-old but because I had not yet earned the right. As a snivelly gravel-eating tagalong and chronic tattletale, my rights were often contested.


Lit toilet paper has a way of floating and briefly rising toward the ceiling that is mesmerizing to watch. It was especially fun to watch the flaming paper bump up against the filmy curtains lining the bedroom windows. My job was to stamp out any remaining flames when the charred pieces hit our grandmother’s oriental rug. I was good at this. But as my pyromaniac siblings got more creative, the pieces of toilet paper got longer and more flamey. They rained down with a higher frequency and velocity, and I had a hard time keeping up. Soon enough, everybody was forced to help extinguish them.


Our mother, Jane, heard the stomping overhead and came up the stairs.


It’s almost magical how good you can feel in the split second before you get caught. The moment just before everything goes bad feels so much better than all the moments that precede it. Our mother twisted the ball of her foot onto the smoldering rug, like she was putting out a cigarette. Then she ran to the bathroom and returned with a cup of water to dowse it. The five of us—mother and children—stood looking blankly at each other, surrounded by the scent of sulfur (yum) and airborne pieces of toilet paper ash, as Jane shook drips out of the cup and onto the rug.


Jane had never punished us. She would get aggravated, wag her finger, mutter under her breath, and occasionally slam a pot or pan or deliver an empty threat to leave one of us by the side of the road and drive away. Beyond that, she had no system of punishment. If she was disappointed, she told you. If she was furious, she ignored you. She always claimed we were just really good kids and didn’t need to be punished. Her limited experience with discipline held no category for what we had just done.


Jane decided to send us to bed without any supper. I’m not sure where she came up with this idea, but as we lay in our beds whispering to each other in the late afternoon of a long summer’s day, it felt Victorian and punitive, like something out of a fairy tale. We were told we could not leave our beds, and from our quilted prisons we had lots of time to consider and be sorry for what we had done. Rachel (age eight) immediately started writing notes to our mother, apologizing, challenging the sentence, and demanding clemency. Anne (age seven) was trying to think of ways to coax our dog Tippy up the stairs to join us. Charlie was silent, from his room on the other side of the hallway.


Jane put on a record downstairs: Slaughter on Tenth Avenue. She liked its throbbing score when she was feeling riled.


I was worried that she would tell our father, Buck, when he came home. Buck wasn’t home all that often. He was either on the road selling paint for Sherwin-Williams, doing construction, or farming. During those years, we were unsure what our father did for a living. But when he was home, he was definitely in charge. Unlike Jane, who could be counted on to eventually side with us, Buck was completely unpredictable. He didn’t have to deliver punishments. Mainly, keeping us afraid of him was his primary parenting technique. For instance, that previous Easter, when we bounded down the stairs in the morning looking for our Easter baskets, Buck was waiting for us. He was sitting calmly in front of the woodstove in the dining room, smoking a cigarette, drinking coffee, and smirking. No baskets.


He looked at us. “Oh, yeah. I’ve got some bad news. Red got out last night. I’m afraid he got the Easter bunny. It was a real mess.” Buck took a slow drag and looked at us impassively. Red was our neighbor’s psychotic junkyard dog. He often strained powerfully at his chain, menacing anyone who came within his worn-out circle of terror. When passing Red’s house, we walked on the other side of the road.


Charlie, Rachel, and Anne looked skeptical. Buck was famous for being a mean tease who nonetheless always referred to himself as “a kidder.”


I burst into tears (my specialty). Buck sat there, calmly looking at us, until our mother came into the room, carrying our baskets. She had gotten up early and had been hiding colored eggs and little piles of jelly beans around the house and yard. “Oh now, stop it,” she said to me. “He’s joking.”


Oh… humor, I thought.


Now we lay in fear in our beds after our house-burning episode. Because Buck seemed capable of just about anything, his coming up the stairs was the worst-case scenario. At around six o’clock we heard our mother’s footfall on the staircase. I wondered if she would spank or beat us with a switch: These were punishments she had never even hinted at. However, after being sent to bed without supper, anything seemed possible.


Jane opened the bedroom door with her foot. She was carrying a tray on which were cut-up hot dogs, milk, fruit, and pie. She served each of us on our beds. I wondered if this was what it was like to stay in a hotel, having your meal served to you on a tray like that. Jane sat on each bed and asked us if we knew that what we had done was wrong and dangerous. She said how scared she was that the curtains would catch on fire and then the rest of the house would go. She stroked my head when I got sniffly and overwhelmed with remorse. She never told our father.


My parents met in high school. Jane was a 1940s cutie who grew up in Washington, DC, but spent her summers in Freeville, until her father’s health forced him to retire from his job as an economist with the Department of Agriculture. Then the family moved full-time to their house on Main Street. My precocious mother graduated early from her huge high school in Washington but then repeated her senior year at tiny Dryden High, where she fell, fatefully, into my father’s orbit. Any ambitions she might have had to go to college (as both of her parents had done) were demolished on the tracks of my father’s runaway train. They were both twenty when they got married in my grandparents’ living room in Freeville.


Buck moved my mother around a lot. They lived in over a dozen different houses and farms around Freeville before I was born. Sometimes they had plumbing, and sometimes an outhouse out back, with a hand pump for water in the kitchen. They rarely owned a phone. Buck had a habit of neglecting to pay the rent. He would come home from his various jobs as a salesman, construction worker, or hired farmhand and say, “We’re moving.” My mother gave birth to four children in five years. She lived in ten different houses during that time.


Just before I was born, the family moved into the home given to them by my father’s (more prosperous) parents. Unlike the broken-down farmhouses and country apartments my mother and her babies had been living in, this house was a large and elegant local landmark. It featured a grand curved staircase and a fancy carved fireplace that a young itinerant carpenter named Brigham Young had made for the house, before he pushed west and founded Mormonism. The house was full of antiques and heirlooms. The immediate family’s poverty was well concealed.


Setting fires was a skill Buck encouraged. He had a survivalist streak and went through a phase of taking the four of us into a forested area on some land he owned, in order to test our woodland skills. On one of these trips he gave each of us one match apiece with which to start a campfire. He made us scatter into the woods. My brother, Charlie, had mentioned bears during the ride up the steep hill, as we rattled around in the back of the pickup truck, clinging to its sides. After the bear mention, I lost enthusiasm for that afternoon’s goal, which was to survive on your own in the woods for the afternoon, or possibly forever.


My match was quickly spent, due to an overall lack of enthusiasm and the choice of fresh moss as an accelerant. I wandered over to my older sisters’ campsites to watch them earnestly try to light their fires, which can be surprisingly hard to do in the damp, dank forests of upstate New York.


Buck had chosen his spot outside the woods, in the middle of a pasture of tall, dry, golden grass. Jane spread a blanket on the ground. She had brought drinks and raw hot dogs to cook over our campfires. I have a memory of Buck stomping down a large circle on which to build his, there in the middle of the grassy pasture. It seemed like a good idea at the time, but then again, I was in first grade.


Our father’s campfire (lit expertly with one match) spread to the dry grass and quickly raged out of control. We heard whoops and rushed into the clearing. Jane urged us to stand back as she poured Kool-Aid onto the flames and then whipped out the picnic blanket to smother them. Our uncooked hot dogs, cups, and plates went flying. Buck raced to the truck and pulled out the floor mats. He started beating the burning grass as it migrated into an ever-widening circle. My siblings and I started flame-stomping with our boots and sneakers, and we used our jackets to try to beat the flame into a smolder. Flying sparks made new fires in the dry grass.


We got lucky. After about ninety minutes of panicked extinguishing, the fire seemed to be out. An acre or so of grassland was blackened. We stayed on, sullenly circling and watching for fresh flames. Buck got a shovel from the truck and dug around to make sure the fire was extinguished. He seemed furious. The color had drained from Jane’s face. “It’s okay; it’s okay,” she repeated as we hovered. As dusk fell, we gathered our dirty, smoky jackets, climbed silently into the back of the truck, and bumped down the hill. Then our mother made a joke about going back to the picnic site for our (now thoroughly cooked) hot dogs, trying to retrieve the day. No one laughed.


It is a unique challenge to be the child of a character. My old man, Buck, was one. He was a handsome, chain-smoking loudmouth whose defining characteristics were his vulgarity, his volatility, and his willingness to do whatever he felt like doing, without feeling the consequences. He was a dairy farmer who did iron work on the side, a womanizer (as I learned later), a brawler, a drinker at roadside taverns, and a world-class abandoner.


Jane was his opposite. She was reserved, bookish, and so passive that she would get a sick headache rather than tell somebody no. Where my father sowed chaos, my mother craved and created stability. He was a punisher; she was a forgiver. He set fires. She put them out.


We have only one photograph of our family together, taken on the porch of our aunt Anne’s farm in Pennsylvania. Buck is sitting in the center of the picture, his dark hair rakishly swept back, like a 1950s matinee idol. His four children are seated around him. Our mother is leaning to the side, slightly out of focus. She always referred to this photo, wryly, as “the sun, surrounded by the planets.”


My father was obsessed with lineage, property, possessions, livestock, vehicles, and everything he saw as rightfully his. As young children, my siblings and I followed suit. I remember tamping down a line of grass in our yard and declaring it to be the “official property line.” Along with my brother and sisters, I taunted the neighbor kids—a band of toughies whose uncle, it was rumored, was doing time in Attica. (Like our father, these kids rolled their own cigarettes, using dried leaves instead of tobacco from the mulberry bush that was on our side of the official property line.) I was emboldened by my belief in the magical properties of the invisible force field protecting our yard. “Stay off our land!” I yelled over the imaginary line, until one of the neighbor boys twitched in my direction, and I ran into the house and told my mother.


When I was seven, we left the lovely historic house with its antique four-poster beds, empire furniture, oriental carpets, and mahogany spinning wheel. Buck had started farming eight miles away in Freeville, on a farm and a hundred acres that my mother had recently inherited from her father. Without notice, Buck sold the furniture, the piano, the rugs, and moved us to the ancient drafty farmhouse at the edge of Freeville. Our new house had started life as a cabin, which had been added to over many different eras. The rooms were small, the floors sloped, the doors didn’t shut, and the ceilings were low, but the barn was spectacular and cavernous. We became full-time farm kids.


The next few years of my childhood were a pastoral complication of living on our rough dairy farm within walking distance to the village. My siblings and I tramped through the fields and woods. We learned to swim at the base of a glorious waterfall and swung from a rope tied to the cupola in our enormous hip-roofed barn. Charlie took an axe and broke through the winter ice on Fall Creek, which flowed through our property, ran a line of muskrat traps, and sold their pelts for spending money. On the village pond, Rachel and Anne let me skid behind them wearing my rubber boots as they skated and played hockey with other kids.


Jane was physically isolated, probably bored, and was starved of television, radio, and other entertainment during my early childhood. She owned every Broadway musical LP she could get her hands on and played them all day long during those times she had a working record player. She had perfect pitch and played piano by ear, picking her way through show tunes and pop hits on our wheezy wooden Edwardian pump organ, which she had taken from the Freeville church when they were getting rid of it.


I would lie in bed at night in our farmhouse and listen to my mother power up the pump organ by stomping on its wooden pedals until its bellows filled with air. Then she’d start to play the chords to Burt Bacharach’s “This Guy’s in Love with You.” Given the organ’s overall creepy pipe tones and asthmatic volume changes as my mother pedaled faster or slower, it sounded like a lounge act in a horror movie.


As soon as I was old enough, I followed my two sisters and joined the Freeville United Methodist Church choir. Walking by ourselves up to the church on Main Street on Wednesday nights for rehearsal felt like an important privilege. Our grandmother had been choir director and organist. After her death, Mrs. Ayers, who lived on Main Street and taught music at our school, took over the choir. I remember the moment when I realized I could finally read music. It was like tumblers clicking into place.


On the farm, I trundled along beside my father on his tractor or in his truck, rolling cigarettes for him as he drove. When I turned eight, he started letting me ride my bike to the store on Main Street with a note for the shopkeeper and a dollar to buy him rolling papers and tobacco.


During the evening milking, Buck would crouch beside our muddy Holsteins, who were lowing and locked into their rusty stanchions. Cigarette dangling from his lips, he would attach the milkers to their teats and hop, crouching, from cow to cow. He swore prodigiously at the cows, calling them “the Girls” or “Goddamn Filthy Bitches” as they shifted their bovine weight and switched their powerful tails into his face. My job was to hold their manure-encrusted tails as my brother and two older sisters carried full pails into the milk house. In between chores, my sisters and I sang to the rhythm of the milking machines and practiced being cheerleaders or baton twirlers on the long concrete floor of the barn, until Buck barked at us to cut it out, goddamn it.


My father seemed blind to both his behavior and the tough luck consequences that always followed. Every skirmish he waged was lost, but it was somehow always the other guy’s fault. The people running the milk plant didn’t know what they were doing. The superintendent on his latest construction job was an idiot. Our neighbor didn’t know where the property line was and needed a solid punching in the nose.


Buck insisted on seeing himself as a winner, despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary. When the latest of our broken-down cars finally quit for good and Jane drove us to school events in a dump truck, he pointed out that this goddamn truck was more expensive than a limousine.


Buck expressed contempt for professionals and intellectuals, whom he referred to as “eggheads.” He hated the government in every form. His way of expressing affection toward his children was to declare that we were better-looking and smarter than everyone we knew.


Even as I gained a growing awareness that our father was a bigoted gasbag, I was still fascinated by him. He moved through the world with the ease and optimism of someone who knew he would simply move on if things didn’t work out.


Our way of life ended when I was twelve years old, when Buck suddenly moved on from us. He took a construction job up north and only came home on weekends. Charlie, then sixteen, kept milking the cows, along with Walt, our hired man. During the slurry season of a dismal March, Buck simply stopped coming home. We later learned that he had taken up with a local waitress and was living with her in a sad town on the Black River.


Without telling my mother, Buck sold our herd of fifty cows to a nearby dairy. One day I got off the school bus to see the dairy’s cattle trucks pulled up to the barn. They were taking the Girls away. Like all farm kids, I had a complicated relationship with our livestock. I both loved and loathed our Holsteins fiercely, and I knew I would miss them.


My childhood changed in that moment. I was the daughter of someone who’d convinced me that everyone not connected to him was a loser. By leaving, he put us in that category. Jane, always the grounded center of our home life, spent the warming evenings that spring sitting on our front stoop, listening to the peepers on the creek and smoking, as she played a Seals and Crofts record over and over on our stereo. She was quiet and sad. Her sisters—my aunts Lena, Millie, and Jean—pulled in close. I would hear them talking at the kitchen table. I suspected they were giving her money. Buck had taken our mother’s inherited farm and mortgaged it without telling her. Jane was forced to sell everything in our barn—all of the equipment, the milkers and milk pails, and even the leftover hay—in an auction held in our driveway.


I watched from the house as our neighbors and some Amish farmers from Pennsylvania bid on our belongings. Jane told me to go ahead and run into the barn and bring out anything I wanted to keep. I found an old Victrola record player in the barn’s granary and put it in my room. I still have it.


Up until the time my father left her, Jane had been a full-time farm wife and had never held a paying job (after her teenage years). Now she went to work as a typist in an office at nearby Cornell University. My father charged my mother with “cruel and inhuman treatment” as a way to get a quick divorce, but he said he didn’t mean it—it was just the only way to get the goddamn thing done.


Buck mainly kept his distance after that, although from time to time in high school I’d hear that he was surfacing locally. When I was sixteen and performing in a community production of The Music Man, I learned from some of the adult cast members that Buck was drinking with them at the local bowling alley. “He’s a riot!” they said. I just nodded. He was a riot, all right.


My father married Joan, the woman he left my mother for, adopted her children, and then left them three years later. He picked apples in Nova Scotia. He started a business making cattle harnesses. He sold silos. He moved around, eventually establishing himself in a dying factory town on the Allegheny River in Pennsylvania. After Jane and Joan, he married Jeanne, and then Jean, and then Pat. He met women at church, taverns, diners, or the community center, and also through mail-order dating services found in the back of farming magazines.


My mother graduated from her role as the passive witness to Buck’s failed ventures. The out-of-focus face in our family photo gained definition. The utility bills got paid. She bought a working car. Being separated from my father’s chaos became her liberation. The year I graduated from high school and went to college, Jane quit her typing job and then got her undergraduate and graduate degrees at Cornell, later becoming a professor there before retiring from teaching at Ithaca College.


Jane was eventually able to leave our farm, when she unexpectedly inherited a house from our neighbor, John Sager. It happened in 1982, when I was twenty-two. The small Greek Revival style house was 500 yards up the road from our broken-down dairy farm, with its rambling, drafty house and enormous barn, which was in the process of falling down. John was a bachelor farmer. He had never married or had children. He grew his own food and cut his own wood and made a small living as a local “dowser” (also known as a “water witch”), finding wells with forked divining rods. John was well over six feet tall and had huge hands, like a smithy.


When we were growing up, my sisters and I would walk or ride our bikes past John’s house on our way to Main Street several times a day. If he was outside working, he would welcome us into his small, crude kitchen to let us splash water into our cupped hands and drink from his big metal hand pump. John’s house had no indoor plumbing, and he heated it with a wood-burning stove. We were particularly fascinated by his one-hole outhouse, which stood next to his small barn.


John showed us how he held his forked divining rods in his giant hands and how the point of the stick jammed toward the earth and vibrated when he found water. John said he had so much magnetism in his big body that he couldn’t wear a watch; its hands went haywire when strapped to his wrist.


Later, when John got very old, my mother would leave casseroles or pies on his porch or invite him down the road for supper. She was looking out for him, in the way that people do.


One night when I was sixteen, John walked down to our house through a blizzard and ate with my mother and me. Our farm had failed and all of my siblings were gone. It was just the two of us now, rattling around in our house. The blizzard was howling, and my mother offered to drive John the short way home after supper. As he was getting his coat and scarf, he said he had something important he wanted to talk to her about. I left the table but decided to eavesdrop from the next room. I heard John say that he had decided to leave his place to my mother when he died. She was stunned. She protested, naming other people she knew he was close to. John said that he wanted her to have his house because he knew she loved it and knew she would keep it.


Jane always told us that her friendship with John began when she was a young child, spending her summers on Main Street (like my daughter Emily, my mother grew up in DC and lived in Freeville during the summers). Jane said that, starting when she was about five, she had a habit of walking down Main Street in the mornings and visiting several households on her way to John’s house, which was always her final destination. She would sit with John and his spinster sister, Georgie, on the porch while they read the comics aloud to her. Georgie and John saved their newspapers all through the winter to read to my mother during the summers while they sat and drank their coffee together.


Fifty years later, John told my mother that he and Georgie had decided together to leave their place to her and that their decision was final. Georgie had been gone for decades; this fateful choice was made when Jane was in her twenties.


After John’s death, this inheritance was the lucky good fortune that enabled my mother to finally shed our hundred acres and its complicated memories of my father’s desertion, debt, and failure. She installed plumbing and heating in John’s house and undertook a passionate wallpapering and painting campaign. After surviving married life with Buck, where he kept her off kilter and moving sometimes twice a year (just ahead of the bounced rent check), Jane craved stability. She also seemed to love change—as long as it was confined to the small seven-room house.


Jane carved out a small back bedroom in the unheated upstairs of the house, and Emily and I would stay there, bundled under a thick layer of quilts during our Christmas visits. Even after I spent my divorce money on my own house on Main Street, Jane’s sweet house remained our daily destination.


Occasionally during my visits home from whatever city I was living in, my mother and I would see an unfamiliar vehicle cruising slowly down the street as we sat on her porch drinking coffee. Over the years my father drove through Freeville in a painted-over laundry van, an army jeep, a lime-green International pickup truck, and a Cadillac. If he saw my mother’s car in the driveway, Buck would pop in for a cup of coffee. I have a small collection of homemade business cards he presented over the years for his harness business, his silo selling, and his home-bottled honey. Jane’s house in Freeville seemed to be on the outer ring of his sales territory.


During his visits, Buck’s attention span lasted for the length of one cup of coffee. He would spill out his line of malarkey about whatever nonsense he was up to, and then he’d leap up suddenly and leave.


Jane often said that if Buck hadn’t left her, she would have landed in a trailer somewhere in the hills and would still be waiting for him to come home. I can only wonder about a parallel life with my father in it. I only know about the life without. Both of my parents provided stellar examples to me about what I wanted for my own life. I wanted to be the tolerant and forgiving mother Jane had been to me, and I wanted to avoid any Buck-like men at all costs.
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“Funny, generous, thoughtful, and wonderfully crisp, Dickinson’s memoir is one of those
tales that make you proud to be a human—with all of our hopes, failures, and graces intact.”
—GILLIAN FLYNN, #1 bestselling author of Gone Girl
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