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We never tell the story whole because a life isn’t a story; it’s a whole Milky Way of events and we are forever picking out constellations from it to fit who and where we are.


—Rebecca Solnit


I want to make clear from the start that I am telling this story. I am also part of the story, but the act of storytelling allows me to separate myself. I am seefin’, as my mother said as a child. Seeing how things are, she explained to me—that’s seefin’.


—Pamela Gay


A memoir proceeds perhaps more as memory does, in brief, episodic flashes illuminated by an overall picture of a central consciousness.


—Robin Hemley








PRELUDE






turkey day


I WAS EIGHTEEN and home from college on Thanksgiving break. It was my mother’s birthday. John F. Kennedy had just been shot. And my father was being carried out on a stretcher.


“Don’t-let-her-see, keep-her-away,” I heard my two brothers shush as they lifted the stretcher.* I froze, as if by remaining still, they would not see me see him: his arms strapped to his side, his elbows locked; his body bound in a straitjacket, then sunk in a stretcher like a furrow in a field; his eyes, the only part of his body not restrained. They couldn’t restrain his eyes: two black dots flickering in the light, darting wildly back and forth.


They carried him out the door and my mother followed, pausing in the doorframe. I watched her fling a kerchief over her head, tie a knot under her chin, then turn and ask me would-I-watch-the-turkey.


I nodded yes; I would watch the turkey, not TV.


A simple request, as if my mother were going on a quick run to the grocery store and would be right back, as if there would be a dinner, a feast, a celebration, as if the turkey would be eaten. But above her words, my mother’s eyes stared blankly. She couldn’t do a thing about it, none of it: Kennedy’s death right on TV for all the world to see or her husband’s breakdown for our eyes only.


I entered the doorframe and stood still as a still life, listening to the ambulance taking them away, no siren, the sound of tires rolling down the gravel driveway, fading into the distance.


I walked toward the muffled sound of the TV in the living room, turned the sound off, and watched images of Kennedy’s body being carried into an ambulance played over and over as if no one could believe it.


The house fell silent except for an occasional hiss from the turkey roasting in the oven.


I sat on the gray kitchen linoleum, propped up against a cupboard next to the oven and waited.


I listened.


The turkey hissed and hissed.


When darkness fell suddenly like a curtain,


I tensed, lost in the dark,


frightened by the sizzling turkey sounding


closer and closer.


I must stay very still.


My breathing was too loud.


The doorbell rang, sending me into a state of alarm.


Who? Who? would come here now?


I hesitated, then decided I had better open the door. Perhaps it was important.


My friend Bob stood facing me. “What are you doing? I didn’t think anyone was home. Your house is all dark, no car in the drive. Where is everyone?”


“Something came up. They had to go out,” I said, keeping him in the doorframe.


“I just wanted to tell you that Tommy was coming for Christmas break.”


I looked at him blankly. The turkey hissed.


“Tommy, the guy from Maine you spent all summer with.” Instead of me, he didn’t say.


“Oh, that’s nice.”


“Nice?”


I nodded blankly. “I’ve-gotta-go-watch-the-turkey,” I blurted, easing the door toward him.


“Can I call you later?”


“Sure,” I replied, shutting the door, leaving him in the dark.


I heard the porch door shut, then turned and walked across the small kitchen past the gateleg table and sat back down on the gray linoleum floor in front of the oven. I hugged my knees and listened to the turkey hissing, hissing in the dark, hot oven, fat dripping like sweat from its headless body. Memory of my mother sewing a flap of skin over its neck cavity to keep the stuffing in. This dead turkey this day, my only companion.


My mother had asked me to watch the turkey, but I couldn’t see the turkey. I sat in the dark alone, so alone. There was no window for viewing. I opened the oven door and sat cross-legged, watching the turkey. Then I turned off the oven. After a while, the turkey stopped hissing.


I remembered the turkey I had colored in second grade, each feather a different color, all its feathers spread like a peacock. A happy turkey. Not a turkey beheaded for the oven. And then I grew sad, so sad: my father, my mother, JFK, and the turkey, Turkey Day.


 


*I remember my brothers were there. Decades later when talking to a sister-in-law, I learned that they were not there. “What? Are you sure?” I asked. “Absolutely,” she said. I must have wished they were there to protect me. I wrote them into my memory.





FLASHBACK: MEMORY SLIDE



My father had planned to work until he was sixty-five, but his long-time employer forced him to retire at age sixty-two. He was devastated by this news. The depression that had been lurking throughout his life accelerated, and he experienced several psychotic episodes.


Age Seventeen: Memory of my father in our two-toned blue DeSoto, my mother driving, me in the back seat.


“They’re coming after me!” my father shouted. “Hurry, hurry!” He turned toward my mother, then round to the rear window, his eyes wide, looking through me to somewhere beyond.


“Who? Who, Dad?” I shouted as I turned to look out the rear window, half expecting gangsters with guns.


“The IRS!” he screamed, opening the door to try to jump out.


Picture my mother: one hand on the steering wheel, her other hand reaching to pull the door shut, the car screeching to a halt on the roadside.





shock treatment


I WENT TO visit my father at Northampton State Hospital. I stood in the doorway of a bare, white-walled room and stared at my ghost of a father flat out in bed, his body tied down by some kind of physical restraint around his waist. His eyes, fixed in a permanent gaze, stared at the ceiling. I drew a deep, shuddering breath at the unspeakable sight of my father. I tried to say “Dad,” again, “Dad,” but the word wouldn’t come out. Tears swelled inside but wouldn’t release. I stood still, locked in the doorframe by an invisible emotional restraint, a transistor radio tucked under an arm.


A voice from behind: “You can’t bring that in.” I slowly turned my head. “No stim-u-la-tion allowed,” a white-coated psychiatrist enunciated, to be sure I understood. I held the radio tight, lowering my eyelids, trying to process what was happening. I had no words. “I’ll walk out with you,” he said.


As we walked down the long, gray, tunnel-like corridor, we passed a dormitory style room crammed with beds. The psychiatrist told me that my father was being secluded because they were going to start shock treatments soon. Having your own room would normally be thought of as good unless it meant you’d be drugged and tied down so you couldn’t escape, I didn’t say. “A patient needs to be calm and quiet before this treatment,” he said, pausing at the hospital entrance. My father didn’t look “calm and quiet.” I remembered how frightened he looked going out of our house in a straitjacket on a stretcher. Now he was “drugged out of his mind.” Speechless, I walked under the red neon EXIT sign and out the door of the mental hospital, as if I could walk away and leave it all behind.


Later, sitting with my mother at the kitchen table, I asked her if—


She put her hand over my hand, assuring me that I would not lose my mind, that it wasn’t contagious.





a change of scenery


MY FATHER HAD twenty-eight shock treatments. Thinking a change of scenery would do him good, my mother sold our house in western Massachusetts and moved with my father to Miami, where my sister lived, leaving me in a college dorm room across the river from where I grew up. I felt abandoned, left Standing on a Curb with the memory of “Turkey Day” stuck in my body and both my parents gone missing. The shock I experienced stayed buried. It would wait like the turkey in the oven.


My mother bought a trailer for temporary housing near my sister, who was living in Miami at the time. She tried keeping my father home. When I visited during spring break, I found him sitting in a chair outside the trailer and staring beyond where I was standing so I almost wanted to turn around and look. “I lived my life all wrong,” he said to me when I was just coming of age. “I should have gone to Chicago, taken that offer. I was wrong,” he repeated, looking right through me, it seemed, right through the clear blue Florida sky. Soon after, my mother had him admitted to a Florida state (psychiatric) hospital.


When I flew down to visit him, a member of the hospital staff brought him out to meet me. We sat at a table across from each other in an open atrium-like area. He asked me if I would like a Coke. I was surprised. I never liked soda, and I didn’t remember him drinking soda, but I wanted to please him. “Sure,” I said. He got up and brought two Cokes back for us—two imaginary Cokes. He set mine down in front of me, and I lifted my imaginary Coke to my lips. I don’t remember what we talked about or if we even talked. I remember concentrating on sipping my Coke and his asking if I would like another. “No thank you,” I said politely.


My mother could not bear to see my father wandering around as if in an alternative universe. The antipsychotic medication he was given, whether the dosage or the particular drug, was causing my father to hallucinate, which is what had sent him to a state mental hospital in the first place. She obtained permission for his release under her care with the understanding that he would see a psychiatrist.


And she made another decision. Medical expenses had nearly depleted my father’s modest pension. I would need to quit going to college, she told me, standing in a telephone booth in a hallway in the dorm. I was the only one in the family to go to college. I wanted to pursue my education. I wouldn’t quit, no I wouldn’t. I was determined to expand my horizons. I obtained a local scholarship, worked twenty hours a week in a restaurant, overloaded courses, graduated in three years, married at age twenty, and set off on my new life, which could also be called “a change of scenery.”


My husband enrolled in a PhD program at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst, and I took a job teaching English to high school students. Later I would take a graduate course called “The Dark Side of Robert Frost” and write about Frost’s poem “Home Burial” without making any connection at the time to my “home burial.” But the time would come.





DECADES LATER: 1995




Children are always episodes in someone else’s narrative.


—Carolyn Steedman








standing on a curb


Galway City, Ireland


Fall 1995


STANDING ON A Curb in Galway City, saying good-bye at the end of an affair as my now former lover gets in his car, starts pulling out—I weep. Tears waterfall down my cheeks. He stops, gets out of the car, and holds me, hugs me. “Let’s go back up to the room,” he says, where we had spent the night, and I would spend another night before heading out to the Aran Islands in the morning.


“I don’t know what came over me,” I said as we sat up in bed, his arm around me.


“I thought this is what you wanted,” he said, licking my tears.


“I do,” I said, wiping away the last tear.


“In the past, I always saw you off first and then I left. You wanted to stay an extra week on your own, go to the Aran Islands. I have to go back to work. I asked if you were sure.”


“I think I’m just tired. I’ll stay here and rest.”


“Sure?”


“Sure. Thanks for the hug. And licking my tears. I’ve never had anyone—”


“Shhh,” he whispered as I curled up with myself and he gently tucked me in with a blanket for comfort. I closed my eyes. Then he drifted away.


That evening I went to a concert featuring traditional Irish music, everyone clapping, smiling, ending the night with song. It wasn’t until much later that I realized that Standing on a Curb while someone I had been close to drove away triggered that feeling of abandonment that was stuck in my body. There were other “curbstone” endings, too, though no more on actual curbs, just the same feeling: loved and left, start-stop-blank (everything gone gray).





help


YOU’RE ALWAYS TRAVELING, my sister’s voice echoed as I boarded a ferry off the west coast of Ireland where I’d spent the month of August. What are you running away from? Why don’t you stay home? “Where you belong” was the implication. But I didn’t feel as if I belonged. The house where I lived in Upstate New York wasn’t home. It was where I stayed when I was working as a professor at a state university. I traveled whenever I could, most recently to Paris, Provence, Switzerland, and London at the invitation of a British philosopher with whom I had what he called “an international affair,” which had ended in Ireland. Standing on deck, looking out to sea, my thoughts wandered like the mist that kept shifting, hovering as if trying to decide where to land.


A streak of blue cracked through the mist as the ferry landed and I headed to the airport to take a plane to New York City. I was looking forward to spending my fall sabbatical in the city where I had earned a PhD at New York University a decade earlier.


On the plane, I closed my eyes and traveled to Florida where my mother lurked like a shadow. I knew she was worn down from challenges she faced living with my father in the long aftermath of his “nervous breakdown” and now endless visits to the nursing home ten miles away. I planned to call her once I had settled and to see her over Thanksgiving. First, I needed to find a sublet. While temporarily staying with a friend on the Lower East Side, I received a call from my mother. She had taken to calling me on Sunday mornings and asking, “How’s my baby girl?” It was Saturday morning, and I imagined she couldn’t wait.


“I need your help,” my mother said quietly, desperation in her voice.


“Right now? I’ve just arrived.”


“Your father cries every time they bring him food,” she said as if she hadn’t heard me. “He’s such a dignified man. I didn’t want them to do it.”


“Do what?” I asked, confused and a little scared.


“Insert a feeding tube. They-had-to-restrain-him,” my mother said, running the words together as if that were the only way she could get them out.


“Wait, but I thought he signed a paper that said he didn’t want—”


“He signed the wrong line on the form,” my mother said.


Since at the time he couldn’t remember how old he was, what state he lived in, what season it was, then how would he know what he was signing? I wanted to ask. Instead I asked if she could make the change, “given the circumstances” is how I put it.


She told me that she worried if she changed what he signed, “someone” in the family would accuse her of murder. By “someone” I understood she meant my older sister.


“Have you talked to Cynthia?” I asked.


My mother skirted the question and told me that my sister and her husband Jim would stop and visit in November when they drove from Long Island to Miami to try to reconnect with some old business contacts.


“They can’t stay,” my mother said.


“You mean you want me to stay?” I asked to be sure I understood. I didn’t ask about my older brothers Doug and Jerry, who rarely called her.


“Look, I know you have work to do, but you can work here,” my mother said. “You can stay in the guest bedroom. I can clear out a couple of drawers and make some room in the closet, and we can bring in a table from the porch,” my mother went on, a burst of excitement in her voice. “I’ll pay for your plane ticket,” she added, as if trying to entice me with bonus points. “I need your help,” my mother, who never asked for help, said again. “No one else can come.” Her voice faded until it came to a full stop.


After my father’s nervous breakdown and the move to Florida, I was only able to visit once or twice a year. I was struggling in the aftermath of a divorce and trying to raise two children while working and pursuing a PhD. I began thinking that this would be a good opportunity to reconnect with my mother. We’d have some time together—just the two of us. And sublets in Manhattan were quite expensive, I had discovered, not surprisingly, from my brief perusal of ads in the Village Voice. I could also get a lot of work done. There wasn’t much to do at Sun Ray Homes except catch some sunrays in the backyard and drink fresh orange juice. I was also glad, proud even, that I was now in a position to help. I was tenured, my daughter was in college, my son in graduate school—and I could pay for the plane ticket.


“Yes, I’ll come. Of course, I’ll come. Help’s on its way.”


“I’m so glad,” my mother said, her voice trailing off like a sigh of relief.





welcome to sun ray homes


TEN DAYS LATER I flew into Orlando and took an hour-long taxi ride south to Frostproof. Originally called Keystone City, it had been renamed Frostproof after surviving the Great Freeze of 1895 when temperatures dropped into the teens along the Ridge that runs one hundred miles from Leesburg to Sebring, virtually wiping out the Florida citrus industry. Legend has it that people from all over the Ridge came to marvel at this Garden of Eden in the middle of the new wasteland. One hundred years later, the economy is still citrus-driven, though frost has killed the citrus from time to time. But the name holds and is used as a marketing ploy to attract potential homebuyers and some tourists who might be inclined to stop and buy some “frostproof” oranges on their way to somewhere else.
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