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Strong hope is a much greater stimulant of life
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We Would Be Heroes
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Every one of my five brothers was bred to play ball. For a long time it wasn’t clear which of the boys would make it to the major leagues, but we had no doubt that The One was among us. We were the chosen. I do not recall a single moment of my childhood in which I was not imagining my family’s life—or my own—as an epic tale.


I kept a journal from the time I was seven years old. Across the thousands of pages, my handwriting changed—the wobbly print gave way first to a bloated cursive and then to a careful combination of print and script—but my purpose was unflagging. I was determined to redeem us, to save us not only from ourselves but also from the terrible possibility of being ordinary.


For their part, my family trusted me to write poignant and glowing accounts of its adventures and exploits. Knowing that our days would certainly be distilled into a heroic portrait of a certain America was a grave responsibility. My brothers, therefore, did not have time to worry about little things like social conventions or rules. They lived on an elevated plane, and their faith in future fame was absolute.


Before they were old enough to seriously practice the game, they spent hours in our backyard in Columbus, Ohio, tirelessly preparing themselves for the sound of the fans going wild.“Ahhhhhhh!” they’d gasp, bowing their heads, clenching their fists and stretching their arms straight up toward heaven.“Aaaaaa haaaaaa haaaaaaaaa.”


To create the sound of the fans going wild, they pushed hot air from their diaphragms up into the backs of their throats; then they added the sort of hacking that might signal the expulsion of a large blob of phlegm. Finally, they exhaled. The raspy, wheezing result approximated the distant roar of fans behind Red Barber’s voice on the radio.


These public broadcasts contributed to our neighbors’ ongoing exasperation. My brothers, however, were not concerned. Day after day, they created a piece of performance art in which they were, simultaneously, the fans going wild, the player being honored, and the announcer describing the scene.


With no apparent provocation, the sound of fans would erupt from various points in the backyard.


“Yeahhhhhhhhh,”said the swing set.


“Haaaaaa aaaaa aaaa,”said the whirligig.


“What could they bedoing over there?” said the neighbor.


“Molly, can’t you keep them quiet?” yelled our mother.


“Please, you guys,” I pleaded.


But the fans could not be silenced by then, for the players had abandoned their positions and were stumbling toward the center of the yard. Their heads were down. Their mouths were open. Their eyes were squeezed shut. Their faces were wrinkled as if each were pushing a particularly challenging bowel movement. They collided, hugging and jumping on one another. They were falling together like ecstatic converts leveled by the spirit. They were a writhing pile of victory. And the fans were going wild.


“Aaaaaaahhhhh!”


Bark-cloth curtains rattled on their plastic rings throughout the neighborhood: “Everything OK over there?” Screen doors screeched open—“Can you keep it down?”—and slammed shut. Babies awoke howling from their naps and the anguished voices of other people’s mothers rose like thistles under our bare summer feet.


“Does anybody even keep an eye on those kids?”


But my brothers then rose from the pile of magnificent winners to become a team of commentators. They raced to the giant spruce in our front yard and scrambled up its branches. The tree was their radio tower. Each was determined to be the first to air the news. The spruce swayed precariously beneath the breathy wail of their broadcast. Boughs snapped. The trunk creaked. Dried needles showered down like ticker tape.


“Did you see that! I’m telling ya, that O’Neill! What a shot!”


“He had some wood on that one, O’Neill did! Heck, I don’t think it’s landed yet!”


“What a hitter! O’Neill won the ball game! He won the Series!”


It happened every afternoon. It was so embarrassing. They were so pathetic.


“My God, Molly, can you quiet them down?” My mother was inside nursing the baby but with each word—“All I’m asking for is a moment’speace !”—she was gathering a head of steam and getting closer to the window.


“For-heaven’s-sake-Molly-they’re-breaking-the-pine-tree-what-in-the-name-of-God-is-the-matter-with-you-get-them-out-of-there-oh-my-God-one-of-them-is-falling-get-him-Je-sus-Chrrrr-ist-is-there-no-end-to-this?”


Therewas no end to it. And so, in the summer of 1962, I tried a different beginning. “I’m adopted,” I told my friends. “You know Anastasia, the youngest daughter of the czar, remember, that story inMy Weekly Reader ? That’s my real mother. But don’t tell anybody,” I would add solemnly. “Otherwise, people might think I’m a communist.”


My real brothers were princes who rode white steeds through snowy forests and defended my honor with gleaming lances, not these small serfs wielding fat red plastic bats on the patch of grass behind a modest suburban house in the Midwest. No wonder I didn’t care about baseball: I was Russian!


I cultivated the habit of checking for my crown—just to make sure that I wasn’t wearing it in public by mistake and drawing attention to myself. Pat, pat, pat, pat. Using index and middle fingers, I would touch four spots in a circle around the top of my head.


“What in the name of God is the matter with you?” said my (supposed) mother. “Have you lost your mind?”


I took great comfort in my secret and superior station in life, but my royal status also had unforeseen consequences: the more I became Anastasia’s daughter, the more keenly I suffered the pain of being deprived of a family who understood me. Then one evening Walter Cronkite mentioned Russia on the news. “What the heck?” said my (supposed) father as I rushed out the front door sobbing and trying to rend my garments.


As I came around the corner of the house, I saw that my mother had abandoned the dishes and was standing on the back stoop, waiting for my maniacal circuit to return me to our yard. I swerved to avoid her and headed for the maple tree. I flung my arms around its trunk and then, in what I hoped was heartbreaking desperation, began to wail.


“Now this is ab-so-lute-ly reee-dic-ulous,” said my mother.


As she strode toward me, the low heels of her straw sandals creaking through the grass, I realized that it was time to tell my (supposed) mother who I really was. I braced myself to make the confession, but then, as she bent close to my ear, the smell of her lipstick—Firecracker by Revlon—erased my words.


“You are going to stop this right now and come in and help me dry the dishes. I mean it, Molly. Right now. Do you hear me?”


Meekly, I followed her back to the kitchen, took up a clammy linen tea towel embroidered with small chickens, and began drying the Boontonware plates. Somewhere between the salad plates and the dessert plates I realized that the daughter of the dead czarina didn’t have the right stuff. Only the female offspring of my parents could survive being the only female offspring of my parents. And so I reluctantly parted with this fantasy and cast about for something else to explain my embarrassment, my scorn, and the lonely sense of separateness I harbored.


“My brothers are adopted,” I told my friends.


 


In fact, my brothers and I were born to the same parents but we were raised by different people. Our parents changed, birth by birth, as their worries and consolations expanded and contracted like an accordion, usually in concert with their cash flow. We also grew up in different worlds.


An entire decade elapsed between my reign as tetherball champ at Indian Springs Elementary and 1972, when our youngest brother, Paul, began getting ejected from playground dodgeball due to poor sportsmanship. During that decade our hometown became a city, Ohio became Kent State, and the country became, however briefly, too cool for baseball.


My brothers and I therefore have differing accounts of the years we shared, but we all imagine the same beginning. There is the sound of a bat hitting a ball, steady and easy, like a metronome. We are in our backyard on Schreyer Place in Columbus. Our ballpark. The backstop is the chipped white clapboard on the back of the garage and home plate is an agreement, a general vicinity. First base is a honeysuckle that climbs the chain-link fence that separates our yard from the one next door, second is the redbud tree, and third a massive climbing rose. It is not exactly a diamond. It’s more like an isosceles triangle, with third base about halfway along the hypotenuse. But it works for games as well as for fielding practice.


Our father is hitting fly balls—thuk, thuk—and four of my brothers are standing like very small chess pieces in the high grass just in front of the overgrown privet hedge that marks the end of our backyard. They are spanking the new leather baseball gloves. They are saying, “Hey batta batta batta.” Our father’s black hair rises in stiff Elvis waves that glisten with Brylcreem. Dusk is claiming the backyard and, as he watches the flight of the balls he hits, his slightly crooked smile is incandescent.


I am standing behind home plate, just out of reach of the bat, close enough to see how the hula girls on his Hawaiian shirt twitch whenever our father steps into his long, sweeping swing. Our youngest brother is balanced against my hip, facing out toward the field. He is eighteen months old and he is writhing against my forearm, kicking my thighs. He wants to run the bases.


Thunk!The Wiffle ball sails from our father’s bat. “Lookie there!” he hollers. There is wonder and delight in his voice, as if a comet were arching through the humid Ohio air over his own backyard.


“Eye on the ball,” he purrs. “Eye on the ball.” His voice is initially soft as he directs his sons and then, as the ball wobbles at the crest of its rise, he explodes—“Go! Go! Go!”—like a commanding officer pushing his men out the open door of a plane.


Four of my brothers race through the grass, their gloves stretched toward heaven, their faces wrinkled fiercely, the tips of their tongues emerging like so many fat red nipples from between their teeth. I put the baby down and he begins stumbling along the baseline toward first. He is so pigeon-toed that he trips over his feet, falling and picking himself up, again and again.


I used to imagine that our cheers—my clapping and cooing as the baby toddled the baselines, my other brothers’ shouts—would continue to grow as we did until they finally merged with the sound of real fans going wild.


It always comes back to that.


The sound of the fans going wild is forever. It is the moment when we make up for everything we’ve ever done wrong, overturn all judgments against us, erase any doubt directed toward us, and ascend to our rightful position very close to the right hand of God.


The sound of the fans going wild is an eternal moment, the moment when we would be heroes.









The Fire
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On November 3, 1945, five months after Victory in Europe Day and a month after Victory over Japan Day, the Gwinn Milling Company in Columbus, Ohio, caught fire. The fire alarm sounded shortly after eleven p.m., and the fire burned for three days and three nights. The burning mill signaled an end to the age of personal sacrifice, an era that began with the Great Depression and continued with the wartime shortages of butter, nylon, and gasoline. It drew larger crowds than the parades for either of the American military victories. My parents met at the fire.


I loved how they referred to it as The Fire—as if in the course of human events, there has been only one fire, and as if we, their progeny, had sprung from it. “We met at the fire,” they’d say. Even as a young child, I saw them drawn inexorably toward the fire like moths, two worlds colliding and exploding to create a heroic destiny. It was so romantic! It was so mythological! It was fate!


 


The MGM pictureWeekend at the Waldorf opened at the Ohio Theater on that same November evening, and my mother began dressing for her rendezvous with Van Johnson in the late afternoon. By the age of eighteen, she was an accomplished young woman, a pianist and a premed student. She was also six feet tall and had never had a date. Recently, and with increasing frequency, she would be overcome by a clammy and unspeakable fear whenever she prepared to leave the house, and her heart would start chugging like a train. She was terrified that she was either dying or finally, like her mother, losing her mind.


To safeguard against just that, my mother had been removed from her parents when she was seven years old and raised by her aunt and uncle, Mr. and Mrs. Clarence Gwinn. In addition to raising his sister’s daughter, C. E. Gwinn also ran the family mill.


For most of her childhood, the Gwinns had lived in one of the big old houses on Woodlawn Avenue. By the time my mother was in high school, however, her uncle had built a mansion on Sunbury Road, just outside the city—a white clapboard manor with Greek Revival columns, white porches, and rambling stone terraces. My mother loved it. The property was less than a ten-minute drive from St. Mary’s of the Springs, the school she attended. The remove of the new home also gave her uncle an excuse to stay in town overnight—to play cards, he said, at the Columbus Club—which made it that much easier for both aunt and niece to entertain their friends at home.


As a result, my mother lived in two distinct—and often conflicting—feminine worlds. At St. Mary’s, the Dominican sisters had coached her academically, spiritually, and athletically for eleven years; by the age of eighteen, she’d formed lifelong bonds with her classmates and fallen madly in love with her piano teacher, Sister Maristella. In all other matters, however, “Aunt Clarence,” her sister, Dodo, and their friends played Professor Henry Higgins to my mother’s Eliza Doolittle. Instead of God, the ladies worshiped money, Eleanor Roosevelt, and Dr. Salk’s vaccine.


Aunt Clarence had recently decided that her charge would become a doctor. And so my mother tried to please her guardian, just as she tried to please the nuns. She wore her hair like Katharine Hepburn inWoman of the Year, started taking biology and chemistry, and wowed them all on the basketball court. Privately, however, my mother dreamed of a kinder, gentler life. She wanted to convert to Catholicism (the Gwinns were Episcopalian) and join the convent. She was not a religious person, but she loved boarding at St. Mary’s in the winter months when her aunt and uncle went to Miami Beach; having spent most of her life in the company of independent and serious-minded women, the convent seemed like a logical continuation. These visions of the nunnery were also a comforting counterpoint to her aunt’s unpredictable rages: taking the veil became my mother’s version of adolescent rebellion. It was the only way she could imagine disobeying the woman whom she thought had given her everything she needed.


The year before the fire, however, my mother realized that there was a serious flaw to her plan: she had always intended to have a large family. She needed a husband, and she understood this almost as soon as Russ O’Neill moved into the house on Sunbury Road.


A glad-hander with deep dimples, O’Neill was the youngest man ever hired to manage the Gwinn Milling operation. For several months in the spring of 1945, while C.E. was having a home built for his new manager, O’Neill, his wife, and their two toddlers stayed in the suite down the hall from my mother’s room on the second floor. Russ appeared to be tall, dark, and handsome until he stood up: in fact, he was not a centimeter over five feet six inches. But when he chased his children around the second floor, growling like a dog, something turned over inside my mother, and all thoughts of the nunnery vanished. The children were equally captivating, and as they ran up and down the hall, wearing down thousands of the silk knots in the Anatolian runner outside her bedroom door, she found it impossible to concentrate on her studies. Russ’s affable gaze and teasing smile reminded her of her favorite movie star, Van Johnson. Both were nice. And nice, my mother decided, was more important than money.


Unfortunately, both the men she swooned for seemed equally beyond her grasp. Van Johnson did not live in Columbus. And Russ O’Neill, in addition to being just the sort of farm-raised, self-made man that the Gwinns would look down on, was already married. In fact, my mother loved his wife and two toddlers as much as she did O’Neill himself. Nevertheless, she took great comfort in knowing that nice people and happy families existed in the world.


After the O’Neills had moved into their bungalow near her uncle’s mill, however, my mother’s anxieties about her datelessness and her uncertain future returned and she became convinced that she was losing her mind. Her aunt was pushing her toward medical school, snappy repartee, and a businesslike marriage. Her teachers hoped that she would become a bride of Christ and serve faith instead of science. My mother longed for a family like the O’Neills. But who—other than the nuns—would want someone as tall as she was? She knew that she couldn’t stay at the Gwinns’ forever, but increasingly, whenever she prepared to leave the house, she found that she couldn’t breathe.


Van Johnson was one of the few reliable antidotes to my mother’s panic attacks. Whenever she imagined herself gazing up at the actor, her heart slowed and her breath returned. The afternoon before her uncle’s mill burned down, she was dreaming that Van Johnson might reach out of the screen, take her hand, and lead her to the life she imagined. She was fuzzy on the particulars of that life—she trusted Van to figure things out—but it was an existence that would include lots of happy children and rely heavily on the actor’s freckles and his easy, boy-next-door charm. Attracting such a future, however, was no mean feat. Everything would depend on the outfit.


Even as my mother examined her wardrobe, a fine, dry dust made of soy leaves and husks had already begun to smolder beneath nearly a hundred tons of drought-parched soybeans seven miles away in silo number three at the Gwinn Milling Company. She couldn’t have known that the filaments and tracks that had been stacked like tinder in her genes for generations would need nothing more than a fire to isolate their complement and forge an unlikely bond. All my mother knew for sure was that she needed a new plan for the rest of her life. And, at six p.m. on November 3, 1945, she knew she’d better step on it.


 


As a young man, my father bore a startling resemblance to Lou Gehrig. He had a lopsided smile that made powerful men want to employ him and pretty women long to starch and iron his shirts. On the night of The Fire, he was twenty-five years old and had played minor league baseball, primarily in the California and Gulf Coast leagues, before enlisting and becoming a para-trooper. During a training maneuver in Panama, he’d landed on his back and was left with an odd tingling in his left arm. Doctors had warned my father that his pitching days were over, but he didn’t believe them. He still assumed that he was on his way to the major leagues—hadn’t the Brooklyn Dodgers invited him to their camp in the spring? In the meantime, he was in Columbus living with his brother Russ and working at the mill.


From time to time, a pain that was as sharp and breathtaking as an electrical shock traveled down his arm, and only then did my father wonder—fleetingly—what he would do if baseball wasn’t an option. The pain and numbness seemed to appear most frequently when he was cold. It was freezing the night of the fire.


By 1945, the Gwinn Milling Company employed several hundred people, and from the end of the baseball season until March, when he hoped once again to be aligning his fingers with the seams of a baseball, my father worked sorting soybeans.


He did not have a great protective affection for soybeans. Had he worked with the wheat, he might have felt differently. He had an affinity for wheat; he took pride in the fact that the same waving fields of grain he’d wandered as a boy could account for the mill’s bustle and steam, the crushing and grinding and sieving, the heavy cloth bags of flour. And then there were all those soft loaves of bread that puffed fragrant and honey-colored in rectangular bread pans, all the Parker House rolls, all the cakes and cookies and—especially!—the pies that so pleasurably resulted from all this effort. Perhaps because he’d spent so much of his early life with his mother in the kitchen, my father loved watching women make pastry. The smell of a baking pie or the sight of a flaky crust emerging from a woman’s oven full of bubbling fruit or jiggling custard made him homesick.


But my father did not grow up with soybeans, and only became aware of them from the windows of the buses that carried him from one minor league ballpark to another, through the green valleys of Southern California, the fertile high plains of New Mexico, and the scruffy folds of northern Florida. Soybeans need darker, richer soil than Nebraska’s: more water and less wind. My father liked the curly green of soybean fields, but in his opinion, the plants lacked the majesty of wheat, and the soy milk and soy flour he’d eaten in the army didn’t toot his horn.


These facts alone would not have shielded soybeans from my father’s tenderness, which was ambient and usually boundless. But when he picked stones and withered-looking spheres from the long belt that ran from the soy silos to the crusher at the Gwinn Milling Company, my father felt like a bean counter. He hated bean counters.


And so saving the soybeans was the farthest thing from my father’s mind when the fire bells announced trouble just after eleven p.m. on November 3, 1945. It was payday—he made sixty-two dollars a week—and my father had just walked home from the lounge at the Deschler Hotel, where he’d spent the evening buying rounds and sipping Southern Comfort. He was wearing only an ill-fitting, salmon-colored zoot suit that he’d borrowed from his shorter and rounder brother; he did not own an overcoat, and my father had moved beyond shivering to frozen by the time he stepped into the house. Russ and his wife were eating pecan pie and playing penny poker at the kitchen table.


They looked so cozy sitting there that my father told them to stay put when he heard the fire bell go off. Both men knew it was the mill—slow burns were not uncommon in the silos, and the alarm had already gone off once that week. But it never occurred to them that an inferno was raging. “I’ll scoot out,” my father said, “see what’s what, and come back and fill you in.”


He ran the ten quiet blocks and dark alleys toward the mill. It was cold out—the sort of cold that made his pitching arm spasm and throb—and the air was oily and smelled like breakfast burning. And then suddenly, he turned a corner and it was like broad daylight. He should have turned around immediately and sprinted back to get his brother, but my father instead pushed closer to the soaring orange and yellow flames, trying to get a better sense of the fire’s dimensions.


“And that’s when I spotted her,” he later told us, “on the other side of this hedge of fire, up on a little knoll. Gee, this girl had to be six feet tall and that was it, right there.”


 


My mother felt glamorous at the Ohio Theater. It had been designed by Thomas Lamb, who drafted the plans for the original Madison Square Garden in New York City, and was built as a movie house with an orchestra pit, a curtain that weighed seven hundred pounds, and a Morton Theater organ. With its ornate plasterwork, gold leaf, and stained-glass panels, the theater was a lavish place. Two hours in its plush red velvet seats was enough exoticism for my mother, however. Like most of the generation that would spawn Ohio’s baby boom, she and her friends were loyal to the familiar, determined to create a safe and predictable home to which the boys fighting overseas could return. The best part of going to the movies at the Ohio Theater was emerging from its spell.


The familiar was, however, not to be found when my mother and her friends emerged just before midnight on November 3, 1945. It was bright as day and the traffic was as clogged as it was whenever Ohio State played Michigan. The wind was blowing from the northeast, fire trucks were clanging for the cars to pull aside, and the air smelled like scorched Wheat-ena. Like everyone else—and it seemed like everyone in town was on the street—my mother and her friends bolted east toward the smell, running fast, as if to rescue a smoldering pot.


“It’s the mill!” cried the men hanging on the side of the fire engines. “Go back! It’s out of control!” But she and her friends didn’t stop until they had to, until the crowd and the police barriers stopped them on a small hillock just east of the mill.


The fire was an orange wall of heat and the air felt fat and slippery. Everything—the faces in the crowd, the checkerboard of the orderly streets of their hometown, the tidy horizon—was sliding out of focus. As they crowded around her, my mother saw that her friends were crying—for her uncle’s mill! For her! It made her feel like crying, but she was not the sort who cried in public, not the sort for whom men kept large, well-creased handkerchiefs. She was too tall to cry. Even so, the crowds made her chest feel tight and her breath hurt. She was also alarmed by the fine gray mist of soot that was settling like heavy dandruff on the collar of her Chesterfield coat.


“We’re not going to be able to get back to the car,” she said. In addition to her pragmatism, my mother had her own Cadillac and was often the field commander of her group. “Let’s walk over to Russ O’Neill’s. We can call my aunt and uncle from there.”


 


My father had been back long enough to get cleaned up by the time my mother and her friends clattered up the front porch steps of his brother’s house. The hot shower in the second-floor bathroom had loosened his shoulder and he’d almost forgotten the fire. His thoughts had returned to his sister-in-law’s pecan pie. He was halfway down the staircase on his way to the kitchen when my mother pushed through the front door.


Looking up, she saw Russ O’Neill, but taller—his face flushed from the shower, his pink oxford-cloth shirt unbuttoned and loose, his smile, like Van Johnson’s, promising good times and happy endings.


Looking down, my father saw tall sons, enough for an infield. He didn’t question it, he didn’t look back. He knew a sign when he saw it. He took the last six steps as if they were a single hurdle on a hundred-yard course.


“I knew right then and there I was leaping into the rest of my life, honey,” he told me once.


My mother, however, took away a different lesson from the evening’s events. Several years later—after Aunt Clarence died suddenly, after her uncle married his mistress and suggested that my mother find a home of her own, after my parents eloped to New York City and my mother had me—she offered me a single bit of dating advice. I was three years old at the time, and she had spent several hours dressing me in different ensembles. She had me standing on her vanity, and she was standing behind me.


“Think twice before you marry a man you met at a fire,” she said, looking over my shoulder at our reflections in the mirror.


Not surprisingly, I still prefer my father’s attitude toward The Fire. There was a day each autumn when everyone in our neighborhood would rake fallen leaves from their yard to the curb for pickup, but my father was not the sort of man to create tidy curbside furrows on a city-wide schedule. Instead, he burned the leaves in a barrel in the backyard, in violation of municipal ordinance. When I was three years old, I remember him holding me in the crook of his right arm as he poked at the barrel with the stick in his other hand. Sparks geysered up when he stirred the embers. Some settled on my snowsuit and burned gray flecks into its pink nylon surface. But most of the sparks rode the hot gusts of air upward, and as we watched the specks of orange glow against the purple-flannel sky my father said, “Now there’s how stars are born, Little Doll.”









Family Stories
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My father had a genius for dodging bad news, bill collectors, confrontations, broken hearts, and the condition that is commonly called “reality.” He would not allow the unpleasant or the unresolved into his stories and therefore he had no misgivings and no regrets. Doubt and worry, along with home maintenance, child care, financial planning, and historical accuracy, were my mother’s department. She also had strong feelings about what she calls “the truth,” a phrase that she uses interchangeably with words such as “fact” and “evidence.”


These differences made it difficult for my parents to see eye to eye. They were not contentious people. They just didn’t agree with each other about what had happened, what might have happened, and what should have happened—if only the other one had been different. As a result, I grew up in the middle of an argument between two Americas. My mother’s America had good silver, a positive cash flow, and higher education. My father’s had baseball bats, a Dust Bowl, and a dairy herd. Tirelessly, doggedly, my parents returned to the past—not only to explain the present and predict the future, but also to determine which of them was leading in the long, hard race to shape the story of our lives.


 


My mother used her forefathers, the Gwinns, to remind my brothers and me of the distinguished line of wealthy, respected, educated people from whom we sprang and to suggest that we strive for more of the same—preferably by becoming doctors and lawyers. Her commitment to unflinching honesty made it necessary for her to reveal that her mother drank, abandoned her children, and occasionally woke up with men other than her husband. My mother was, however, careful to emphasize that my grandmother had discriminating taste. Why, her first husband was a diplomat, and they spent several years in Florence and Rome. She also made clear that her mother’s “shenanigans” were not nearly as significant as the family’s long history of appropriate dress and upstanding behavior.


Even before they stepped off theMayflower, she said, the Gwinns were cultivated, educated, important people. Once in the United States, they established themselves as tea-sipping Methodists and wealthy landowners, migrating first from Virginia to West Virginia, and then north into central Ohio. At each stop, they established a branch of the family business, the Gwinn Milling Company. Their mills produced a high-quality flour called Gwinn’s Jefferson crushed-wheat flour that was, from the end of the Civil War until the great crash of 1929, the local equivalent of King Arthur flour today. A picture of Thomas Jefferson, the spiritual father of the Virginia colonists, was stamped on every muslin sack of flour the family produced; the Gwinns took God, democracy, and themselves very seriously.


Unfortunately, my great-grandfather Othneil Edward was the last of the upstanding Gwinns—the last to have a picture of the framers on his shaving stand, the last to tithe a solid 10 percent, the last to abjure cards, women, and alcohol. As the God-fearing work ethic of his day gave way to jazz and bobbed hair, opium and booze, O.E. saw his children—like so many cakes too rich with butter and too light on eggs or other leavening—stop rising.


Many blamed O.E.’s marriage to Ella (“Lambie”) Brown. Her people were farmers and lacked social stature. Others claimed that O.E.’s children proved the consequence of sparing the rod. Whatever the causes of the Gwinn decline, however, the results were undeniably disastrous. When O.E.’s eldest son, seventeen-year-old Brown, was found dead of acute alcohol poisoning outside Smokey Hobb’s whorehouse, his mother was able to weather her grief. There were two other sons, after all, and two daughters, so Lambie laid aside her black taffeta and resumed her household routines of canning and preserving and sewing. But Lambie did not recover from the family’s second tragedy. Twenty years later, when she went out to the garage to supervise the hanging of the hams, she discovered the blue-faced corpse of her youngest, Walter, who had intentionally asphyxiated himself with the exhaust from the Model T Ford his father had given him. The servants later reported that she simply walked out of the garage, returned to the front porch, settled into her Adirondack rocker, and called for the scrap basket, needle, and thread. With the exception of going to and from her bedroom, she never moved again. For the next twenty-two years, she quilted.


In fair weather, O. E. Gwinn would join his wife on the porch for lunch and dinner. When it rained or snowed, they ate from trays in their bedroom. He talked. She did not reply. The three surviving children married quickly. My grandmother, Lambie’s firstborn child, moved to Italy with her husband; her sister, Mary, moved to Florida with hers. Clarence, however, who soon became known as C.E., was expected to join his father at the mill, so he and his wife, Aunt Clarence, ended up only half a block away, on Woodlawn Avenue.


By 1929, when the stock market crashed and O.E.’s own empire buckled, it was clear that the family’s surviving son was not interested in making money in order to make a better world. Like many others of his generation, C. E. Gwinn was interested in making money to make money. It signaled the end of a certain Columbus: a place fueled by the passion for social and industrial progress but also tempered by the distaste for discussing or revering wealth. O.E. died of a heart attack several weeks after the great crash, leaving his son with a faltering mill to run, a helpless mother to support, and a sister—my grandmother—who seemed determined to embarrass and confound him for the remainder of both their lives.


My grandmother had by then divorced her first husband and married his friend and law partner, my grandfather William Arthur Moss. He was a tall, blue-eyed Southerner with thick white hair and morning-glory-blue eyes who wore white suits and had a tendency to start businesses that first flourished and then failed. In 1929, he decided that the Next Big Thing was selling hundred-gallon drums of yellow cake mix to army bases and soup kitchens. These facilities abounded in the South, so he moved his wife and three-year-old daughter, my mother, from Columbus to a four-room bungalow in San Antonio. It was here that my grandmother developed a terrible thirst.


Frances Elizabeth Gwinn was a beauty—a tall, brown-eyed blonde with a perfect figure, an unerring sense of style, and rapacious appetites. As a young mother in San Antonio, she had a difficult time balancing the demands of parenthood with her mania for cocktails, reefer, and men. On good days, my grandmother remembered that her dinner parties had been the toast of Florence, Italy, and Columbus, Ohio, and she roused herself to care for her three young children in a style befitting such early social promise. On bad days, she disappeared for long stretches, and my mother and her baby brothers ate cake mix at home alone.


In response to this chaos, my mother placed a high premium on being “all set.” The precise conditions for this glorious state have shifted over the years, but the necessity of a well-coordinated ensemble has remained constant: as a result, my mother remembers her life in outfits. This devotion to apparel was noted first by the baby nurse who, due to the great affection my mother had for her white baby shoes, nicknamed her charge “Bootsie.” The name stuck, as did my mother’s habit of explaining various turning points in her life as the consequence or by-product of some sartorial decision. When she was six, for example, she woke up and realized that she had been left alone in the house with her brothers. She knew that children weren’t supposed to be on their own, so she dragged the boys out of bed and started walking from bar to bar, looking for her mother, still wearing the big T-shirt she’d been sleeping in. Eventually, after midnight, they were picked up by the police in downtown San Antonio.


When looking back on this incident, my mother always blames the T-shirt for what happened next. “They probably put us in the orphanage because of the way I looked,” she points out. “If I’d just taken the time to get dressed, it wouldn’t have happened.” When their father returned from his business trip, he sent his wife away to dry out and decided that although his sons were young enough to travel with him, his school-age daughter would be better off living with her aunt and uncle in Columbus. C.E.’s wife had lost a baby, and was willing to take Bootsie in as a surrogate daughter.


My mother doesn’t remember how she felt about being given away, but she fondly recalls the dress she was given awayin : a brown plaid Shirley Temple dress with a smocked yoke. Her father had just bought it for her in St. Louis, during the drive north from San Antonio, and she was wearing it when he delivered her to C.E.’s elegant brick house on Woodlawn Avenue. My mother had been especially enchanted by the plastic picture of the child star that hung from the dress’s sash—in her seven-year-old mind, the medallion made the outfit—and she was devastated when her father, who identified the ornament as a tag, snipped it off before she could object.


At that first lunch on Woodlawn Avenue, my mother was enthralled by the Chippendale table that seated twenty-four and was set with linen napkins, a butter-and-cream-colored checked cloth, and a dazzling array of silver. There were big round soup spoons, teaspoons, and demitasse spoons; small and large forks with four tines, and small and large forks with three tines; knives that had blades and knives that looked like flat shovels. C.E.’s watch fob glowed gold in the afternoon light, and Aunt Clarence, who had been ill, appeared for lunch in a silk wrapper. When she called for milk—“a glass of milk for the young lady, please, Roscoe!”—her diamond ring cast prisms across the room.


“My,” said my mother, looking around the mahogany-paneled enclosure. Above her uncle at the head of the table was a stained-glass window designed around the letters O.E.G. “Isn’t it grand!” she exclaimed, smiling broadly first at her aunt and then at her aunt’s sister, Dodo, and her husband, Ned. My mother had a faint Texas drawl and no sense that children should be seen and not heard; after the bedlam of San Antonio, the restrained silence at the Gwinns’ table must have confused her. There was, at first, only the sound of the silver ladle against a tureen as Roscoe served the cream of asparagus soup. No one spoke until the entrée had been served, whereupon Uncle held forth on various issues of the day—FDR, the drought, the economics of commodities. This continued until the plates were cleared. Then the room fell silent once more.


In an attempt to stimulate conversation, my mother, who was seated next to her father, crooked her head toward C. E. Gwinn and, in an acceptable imitation of her sassy little heroine, said, “Well, who does he think he is? Shirley Temple?”


When she tells me this story, my mother always adds, “The next time I spoke recklessly was when I said ‘I do’ to your father.”


Aunt Clarence saw considerable room for improvement in my mother, and her table manners were only the beginning. Although my mother had always been called Bootsie, she’d been christened Ella, after her grandmother, Lambie Brown. Aunt Clarence, however, blamed the demise of her husband’s siblings on Lambie, and so when my mother moved to Columbus she was born again. Allowed to choose from a list of acceptable names, she selected Virginia—because, she explained, “I liked dotting all thei ’s.” But the name-cleansing wasn’t enough: Aunt Clarence believed that only constant vigilance could save my mother from the willful, self-destructive genetic strain that Lambie Brown had introduced into the family. She was also convinced that my mother’s hereditary vulnerabilities might be exacerbated by her astrological sign; Aunt Clarence was exquisitely attuned to any evidence of Leo or Brown rising in her young charge.


Soon after her arrival, my mother began receiving daily lessons in self-control. Aunt Clarence would seat her on the edge of a ball-and-claw-footed chair and instruct her to hold her spine straight, her shoulders square, and to tilt her chin imperceptibly—just enough to raise her nose and her gaze higher than most people’s. Her chin, she told her charge, should form a ninety-two-degree angle with her long, thin neck. She should stare straight ahead.


Mrs. C. E. Gwinn would then set an egg timer for ten minutes. If my mother moved—if her spindly legs quivered in their white lisle stockings, if her breath caused her blue chambray sailor dress to wrinkle, if she twitched or averted her gaze—Aunt Clarence would bring a yardstick down on the offending body part.


“Leo,” she’d shout, like the priest at an exorcism. “Brown!” For years, my mother thought that Leo Brown was a demon with designs on her soul. If my mother erred in any way, the egg timer would stutter as it was forced back up to ten minutes. During my mother’s earliest lessons in self-control, it happened again and again. After San Antonio, however, my mother took a certain solace in any predictable outcome. When the yardstick came whooshing down, she supposed it was for her own good. She fought her fidgeting by repeating what her father had told her: life with her aunt and uncle would be better for her; she was going to be a little rich girl, like Shirley Temple inThe Little Princess . This was something she could work with.


My mother cherished order, and so her highly regimented life with the Gwinns was like a fairy tale at first. She loved the piano lessons and the riding lessons and the carefully served meals. She thrived under her aunt’s watchful eye and delighted in pleasing her by earning the highest grades at her convent school. She adored the nuns, her three dogs, and her outfits from Best & Company with their matching shoes and stockings and hats. She arranged her days and her dresser drawers so that each hour and each compartment was tidy and clear, unburdened by clutter, unimpeded by poor planning.


When I was a little girl, these details were all a part of my mother’s inspirational narrative, in which she would wax rhapsodic over the joys of a well-made bed or the satisfactions of a well-ironed shirt. Apparently there was no privilege greater than the privilege of exercising control over one’s surroundings—or failing that, of knowing that the emergency-room attendants would be impressed by the cleanliness of your underwear should you be hit by a car.


When these tales failed to have their desired effect, she would shriek, “You don’t know how lucky you are that I care!” and “You don’t know what happens to girls who throw their clothes on the floor!” and, worst of all, “Girls who don’t make their beds end up eating cake mix for dinner!” I thought she was nuts and secretly made a ritual of eating cake mix from the box with a spoon.


As time went on, however, hints that everything had not been perfectly under control at the Gwinns, either, began to seep into her narrative. She would let something slip about her aunt’s dangerous and unpredictable rages, or refer to the fact that her uncle chose to ignore the terrible bruises left on his young niece by his wife’s four-carat diamond. The servants sustained her emotionally, she said.


But my mother also had her own charges to think about when she first lived on Woodlawn Avenue—a family of bisque-headed dolls whom she attended to assiduously. The girls were named Ursula, Carol, and Mildred. Her boy doll was called Charlie. Each had an extraordinary wardrobe, because Aunt Clarence, and her sister, Aunt Dodo, designed all their clothes and stitched them by hand. From the time she got home from school until Roscoe rang the silver bell for dinner, my mother dressed and groomed her dolls.


She baked them sugar cookies on her play stove and set the small table in her playroom with porcelain doll dishes for tea. She made her dolls wash their hands before coming to the table and taught them to use the napkins that the ladies had embroidered for them. She brushed their hair and polished their shoes and arranged them in a line on the window seat. There was no way thather dolls were ever going to have to eat cake mix for dinner.


My mother also spent hours reading the books in the third-floor library that adjoined her playroom. Her favorite, a cast-off from a cousin’s medical training, was calledOperative Obstetrics . She studied it closely, concentrating primarily on the illustrations.


“I will have four babies,” she told Ursula, Mildred, Carol, and Charlie. Then, considering the history of losses in her mother’s family, she decided to have a couple of backups.


“Six babies,” she said, “and then we’ll be all set.”
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If conformity was the lodestar of my mother’s compass, my father was more of a transcendentalist. He believed that doctors and lawyers were a bunch of pussies and shysters and that most institutions existed only to snuff out individualism, originality, and spirit. He told us stories of his Irish forebears’ escapades on the Nebraskan frontier to instill in us a sense of yearning and adventure. Our great-grandfather John Hugh O’Neill was, in my father’s opinion, the embodiment of the screw-you that is essential to becoming a fully realized individual in America.


Throughout my life, my father would regularly recall details—as well as characters and potentially life-altering events—that he’d previously omitted from his grandfather’s story. Some of these details, I’ve recently discovered, were actually true.


John Hugh O’Neill dared the ocean from Knocknacarry, County Antrim, in 1871. He was twenty-three years old and made his way from New York to Chicago, working first as a laborer, helping to rebuild the city after the historic fire, and then as a police officer. He married Mary Clemens, a cousin of Samuel Clemens, in 1873. Five years later, our great-grandfather rode a horse from Chicago to Nebraska. The trip took twenty-one days.


He applied for a homestead a few miles west of an outpost of Fort Kearny on the south fork of the Loup River. The outpost, which was situated in the middle of a vast, windy flatness devoid of trees (and, usually, even grass), was called Fort Banishment. There John O’Neill built a sod hut, farmed cattle and hogs, read his Bible every morning, and established himself as a formidable baseball player in the local barnstorming leagues. He lived alone until 1884, when the Burlington & Missouri River Railroad came to the area and brought his wife and three young children along with it.


When Mary Clemens O’Neill died of a fever eight days after delivering her ninth child, John O’Neill soldiered on, raising his children alone. He also killed Indians, claimed over a thousand acres of Nebraska land, helped build Our Lady of Lourdes Catholic Church, and continued to play ball. Later, John O’Neill traveled back to Ireland and became the first, and to date the only, foreign correspondent for the newspaper in Ravenna, Nebraska.


These were the facts; beyond them, it is not clear how much of the O’Neill legend was passed down to my father and how much he invented. He told people the stories they wanted to hear. In his view, happiness was the highest truth. For this reason, anyone growing up in our household could be forgiven for believing that our great-grandfather had single-handedly settled Nebraska, probably helped invent the game of baseball, and—by dint of his example as a European correspondent—basically taught our cousin Mark Twain the writer’s craft.


In part this was because the importance of being an O’Neill loomed so large in my father’s mind that anything he liked or respected became O’Neill—even if, as was often the case, it wasn’t. When, for instance, he told me that his mother, who was called Mollie, mashed her potatoes “just like the old country,” he meant Ireland. So I believed that my grandmother Mollie Skochdopole O’Neill was Irish while knowing that she was Czech. And whenever he told me that I had my great-grandfather’s brown eyes, he would then sing several bars from “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling.” “Irish” was, to my father, another word for “O’Neill,” which was not, in his view, a culture or a particular people as much as it was a spiritual condition.


If my father had any knowledge of fiddling, Gaelic, Yeats, or step dancing, he did not choose to share it with his children. To compensate for this lack, we invented our own Irish tradition—a bizarre circle dance that involved squatting and extending first one leg and then the other while crossing our arms over our chests. Our original inspiration was some dancing Cossacks who performed onThe Ed Sullivan Show, but as it did to our father, “the old country” really meant “any old country” to my brothers and me. We represented our routine as a “family custom,” and performed it at weddings, wakes, or any other occasion when ancestor homage seemed appropriate.


At the end of his life, our father acted as if he’d taught us this circle dance. By then, he’d also switched from Dial to Irish Spring soap, developed a taste for Irish sweaters, and had taken to wearing a Tam o’ Shanter made of a plaid that, according to the salesperson at a gift store where he stopped while on a bus tour of Ireland, was traditionally associated with the O’Neill name. Even as he mellowed and became more sentimental, however, my father made no effort to revisit his Czech roots.


My father’s maternal grandfather, Frantisek Skochdopole, emigrated from Humpolec in Bohemia and arrived in America with two of his older brothers in 1874. He was fifteen years old, and he spoke German, Bohemian, French, and English as well as a smattering of Italian. He was, according to one of my father’s sisters, carrying his Bohemian-made Stradivarius, supposedly the twenty-first made outside of Italy. But I didn’t know about the violin, or much about the man the O’Neills affectionately called “Ole Skochie,” until many years later.


In college, I visited Prague with a friend who was searching for signs of her ancestors in the city’s old Jewish Quarter. We found no mention of her family name in the synagogue or on the gravestones in the cemetery; we did, however, find my grandmother’s. When my aunt Peg later told me that my grandmother was “probably” Jewish, my father said, “Is that so?” He was not impressed. Like his grandfather’s music and the scent of rosewater and poppy seeds that filled his family’s kitchen around Christmastime when he was young, a mother whose real name may have been the Hebrew Malka, or the Yiddish version, Mulka, had no place in the story my father told to inspire us—the story about brown-eyed Irish Bravehearts, the one that he believed.


The only O’Neill my father did not mythologize was his own father, Arthur Hugh O’Neill. He did not speak ill of his father. He simply avoided mentioning him. And when he couldn’t avoid it, my father’s jaw twitched and he pulled his lips together the same way he did when facing a batter who’d somehow gotten ahead of him in the count. His father, who was called Art, had also been a ballplayer and was paid to barnstorm throughout the West in the first decade of the twentieth century. But when he was in his thirties, he was practically blinded in a fight. By this time, he’d already retired from baseball, but when I was young, I assumed that my grandfather simply played by sound and smell. He was, after all, a son of the great John O’Neill.


 


My father, Charles William, was born on March 18, 1920. The seventh child, he was the first of his parents’ offspring to be delivered in the tiny white-frame farmhouse of the O’Neill dairy, on the western fringe of Ravenna, Nebraska. The family had lived in town until shortly before he was born; Art, who was a cold and severe man, had operated the local grain elevator, and worked both as the sheriff and as the commissioner of roads prior to buying his dairy. He may have disliked my father in part because he resembled the irrepressible Ole Skochie, whom Art O’Neill scorned for his Eastern European accent, violin concertos, and fondness for homemade wine. But my grandfather mostly had contempt for my father because of his “spells.”


My grandmother always steadfastly maintained that my father was “just a little nervous”—a whopping fiction that the family doctor and the locals, all of whom loved Mollie Skochdopole O’Neill, were happy to subscribe to. As a result, for the first seven years of my father’s life, my grandfather tried to teach his son self-control by beating the convulsions out of him.


All the O’Neills were known by one name to outsiders and another name at home. My father was called “Chick,” as if he was fluttery and fragile and in need of protection—which he was. His older siblings did their best to watch over him, hiding how afraid it made them whenever their brother’s eyeballs rolled back in his head and left him with that white-eyed stare. Their nicknames strengthened their sense of esprit de corps: my aunts and uncles also colluded with their mother to conceal how frequently my father’s brain misfired.


Even though they were not completely successful at shielding their brother from his father, perhaps their efforts were the bedrock for the cheerful denial that characterized my father’s life. When we were growing up, he described his own youth in snapshots that depicted him as a winner, not as a frail child who had a habit of falling. He hung off the sides of trucks, he helped his mother make cottage cheese, he had a pet pig whom he christened Chester White. On cold, dark winter mornings, when we didn’t want to get out of bed, our father would tell my brothers and me about how, as a little boy, he would race to the privy before dawn. The first out of bed wouldn’t have to wait in the cold wind, he pointed out, dancing from one foot to another.


“You better believe I woke up first, gaw-darnit. Ran ma legs off to beat the rest of ’em and sat there with Montgomery Ward till they ’bout beat the door down. Grah! Ha! Ha! So who’s gonna win the race this morning?” he would bellow, pulling the blankets and pillows from our beds. “Go! Go! Go!”


Leaping from bed, I would imagine that I was running to an outhouse. I transformed the cold linoleum under my feet into the frosty Nebraska ground and raced from the alcove where I slept toward the bathroom, which was next to the room that my brothers shared. There were round white fuzzy rugs along the hallway and I imagined they were sleeping sheep whose backs I had to leap over. Sometimes, when I was very young, I would imagine my father as a little boy, perched over the hole in the plank bench in the little wooden shack with the Montgomery Ward catalog on his lap. His overalls were pulled down to his knees, but he was holding the straps from their bib like reins in his left hand—“You didn’t want your overalls slipping down the floor and getting all icy and wet,” he said—while using his right hand to turn the catalog’s pages. I could hear his brothers and sisters banging the door, begging him to hurry.


By the time I was a teenager, I understood that the catalog was toilet paper as well as reading material, and that its pages were cold and thin and slick. The index and order pages went first, and as the catalog got thinner, my father hoarded the pages that pictured boys’ clothes. He tried to imagine the unspeakable luxury of wearing something that his brothers had not worn before him, something brand-spanking-new against his skin. As the heat rose up from the hole in the plank to warm his private parts, my father studied the catalog and envisioned a life beyond his loose hanging world of overalls and blue chambray shirts. He imagined owning a pair of trousers and a belt.


I also came to understand that he was dreaming of being a different somebody altogether—somebody like everybody else. For even if my father won the morning race, his siblings weren’t simply yelling about having lost the contest as they gathered outside the privy door. They were also worrying about who would take care of him, scared of what would become of him—perhaps scared of what had become of him that very minute.


“You OK in there?”


“You didn’t fall in, didja?”


“Chick!” his brothers and sisters would yell. “You’re not takin’ a spell, are ya?”


 


The town of Ravenna, Nebraska, is less than a mile from the former site of Fort Banishment, less than a square mile in size, and was originally settled by Italian, Irish, German, and Czech people. In its heyday, in the 1920s, sixteen hundred people lived there. The railroad that ran to the mineral fields in Wyoming stopped in Ravenna, and the local hotel, which was called the Burlington, was renowned. My grandmother, who was famous locally for her cooking, baked cherry pies and fresh-cheese strudels and tall white layer cakes in her kitchen and delivered them to the hotel herself. But she had also been a schoolteacher before her marriage, and so she educated my father at home until he was nine or ten, due to his nerves and his habit of falling; he was therefore her constant companion.


Together—my diminutive grandmother dressed impeccably in one of the skirts or cotton shirtwaists she made herself, and my dreamy, twitchy father, always in his blue chambray—they would walk up and down the brick sidewalk along Ravenna’s main street, which was called the Appian Way. There was a bench outside Smaha’s Meat Market, the butcher’s where the Chester White hogs raised by Art O’Neill were slaughtered and the pork was stored for the family’s use. Every day, his mother would tell my father to stay there while she delivered eggs to Rasmussen Grocery or bartered her cakes and pies for dry goods at Cottrell’s Blackbird General Store. Frequently, however, my father would wander off and fall down.


He was never quite sure how he’d gotten cut and scraped and bruised, how his lips had gotten nicked and swollen. When he was very young, he thought that his wounds were related somehow to magic moments, those moments when his vision seemed to sparkle and the world stood still. It happened once when he was leaning against the giant elm tree on Grand Avenue, when the town clock—a two-faced fixture made by Frank Macourek that displayed Ravenna time on one side and showed the time in Bohemia on the other—suddenly sprouted a shimmering halo; the next thing he knew, my father had shaved the left side of his face on the tree’s bark and knocked his head against the stone curb. It happened another time when he was watching a man box a kangaroo on the little bandstand at Genoa Street.


When my father told me the story, he said that he remembered an arc of stars shooting like a comet’s tail from the kangaroo’s oxblood-leather boxing gloves and, not much later, the taste of blood in his own mouth. For the most part, however, he fell at home—while weeding his mother’s garden, or gathering eggs, or layering straw and salt between the sheets of ice in the ice-house. Once, he tripped and fell into the threshing blade: “I got beat good for that one.”


At the dinner table, the thin line of my grandfather’s lips prohibited his wife and children from interfering with my father’s downward slide from his chair. My aunt Lucille said that my father ate many meals under the family’s heavy oblong table. She and Peg would slip food to him: slabs of his mother’s bread, joints of chicken, leftover dumplings fried in butter.


Mollie knew that her husband would have used a definitive medical diagnosis to exile her son from the family forever, possibly by sending him off to a home for the mentally deficient. Sometimes after my father fell he just got up and kept walking; other times, however, he was disoriented and in a fuguelike state for days. When that happened his mother would put him in bed in the little room off the kitchen, out of his father’s sight, and instruct Lucille and Peg to take turns sitting by his side, in case he had another seizure.


One evening, when my father was recovering from a bad spell in the little room, his father stormed in and informed him that it was time to be a man—time to slaughter Chester White. Art O’Neill yanked the boy from the bed and pushed him into the kitchen.


“You walk us down to the hog pen, Nellie, we’ll see what kinda nerves you got,” said his father, who by this time was almost completely blind. He handed his son a baseball bat and pushed him again, this time out the kitchen door and into the cold Nebraska night. His rage buzzed through the air like a plague of grasshoppers as he shoved and kicked his son across the yard.


“I’m right behind you, Nervous Nellie,” he yelled. “You get that pig right between the eyes, boy. First shot, by God, you’ll kill him or I’ll kill you.” This experience—and the ham dinner he was later forced to eat—went a long way toward explaining my father’s attitudes about farmers and farms and the taste of pork, not to mention men who swing bats. His brothers and sisters were not surprised that he dreamed of becoming a pitcher. They were, however, surprised that he became one.


Of the six O’Neill brothers of Ravenna—several of whom were gifted and fierce athletes—my father seemed the least likely candidate for the family business of baseball. He was indulged by his older siblings, allowed to hit and throw, but he was small and “nervous,” and therefore never taken seriously. Besides, no one could imagine that he possessed the cruelty of a winner.


But his brothers and sisters didn’t know how many hours my father spent honing his skills. While they were at school, he was in the fields with only the herd for company, dreaming of making it all the way to the Big Show—oh, how my father loved to imagine the expression on his father’s face when his-son-the-baseball-player showered his mother and siblings with riches.


When following the cows, he used branches for bats, hurled stones in the air, and slammed shots at the endless curtain of sky above Nebraska. Again and again and again until the thump of his heart pulsed like applause through every muscle, and, for an instant, the whole world danced and tossed sparks in front of his eyes.


I now know that these are the sorts of glittering moments that usually herald the onset of a seizure. But my father never acknowledged this, and perhaps he never admitted it to himself. Perhaps he was already unconscious when he pitched forward, and never saw the stubble and the dust rushing toward him. He never said.


By the time I was born my father was thirty-three years old and his nervousness was consolidated entirely in his lower lip, which quivered as spasmodically and regularly as a toddler’s just before it starts to wail.


Long before I learned words such as “epilepsy,” “grand mal,” and “seizure,” I learned to look the other way.









Give Me Sugar
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When I was a toddler, my mother made a pie every day. She usually began at eleven a.m. by locking me in my high chair and preheating the oven to 350 degrees.


“Watch me, honey,” she said, as she poured flour into her sifter and held it over the smooth white hills of Crisco in the bottom of her mixing bowl. Watch her? I couldn’t take my eyes off her! It was lunchtime and I was famished for the carefully weighed and measured portions that my mother served me daily: one carrot stick and one celery stick, two ounces of canned tuna fish, one half slice of Hollywood diet bread, and one quarter of an apple or pear. But I also relished the slow and careful torture of pastry taking shape under my mother’s hands.


I loved how the flour snowed through her sifter, how she knit her brow and pressed its handle as if it were the trigger of a gun. I imagined her taking aim at the people who tracked mud into her house, training her sights on anyone who said “ain’t got none” or “them there” or “nigger,” and my own hands itched to be part of the pie campaign.


“Bang!” I hollered, slamming my palms into the tray of my high chair and flailing the chubby sausages of my legs for additional emphasis. “Bang. Bang. Bang!”


My mother winced but remained focused on her delicate, flaky crust. She had expected a different sort of daughter—a quieter daughter, a daughter with less fat and more hair, a little girl who was excited by dolls and satin sashes and intricately smocked yokes—a little girl like herself. Pie-making required greater finesse than making babies, but it also guaranteed a more predictable outcome. It reminded my mother of the qualities that she valued, and renewed her faith that those qualities could be learned.


I watched my mother like a stalker. When she talked—and my mother confided in me just as she had in her dolls, discussing her fears and her philosophies and enlisting me as a witness and supporter of her worldview—I closed my eyes and wrinkled my forehead and tried to memorize every word she said.


“My aunt thought I could do better, but frankly, who else was going to marry me?” she asked. “Besides, there is absolutely no doubt that the Gwinn gene pool needed some new blood.” Putting aside the sifter, she began assembling the remaining ingredients for her crust: an egg yolk, a dash of salt, a tablespoon of ice water.


“I think it was the forceps, I really do,” she went on. “It was a shock at first. I mean! Your head was smashed in. They’d sewn your ear on with black thread and splinted your nose with toothpicks. I thought I’d given birth to the missing link! I hid you under my bed jacket so no one would see, which, I believe, is the polite thing to do. You don’t want to inflict your troubles on the rest of the world, that’s my philosophy! And remember, Molly, always use ice water for crust, never just water from the tap.”


I nodded my head vigorously, dislodging the pink bow that was taped to my head. Although I constantly fell short of our plans for my improvement, I remained a rapt and eager student.


“If you slap the dough around like some bohunk, it’s going to be tough and it won’t be worth the calories,” said my mother, casting a concerned glance my way, “and that’s something you’ll need to consider.” She fluttered her wire pastry harp like the wing of a hummingbird to combine her ingredients. Quickly then, using the heel of her hand, she smooshed them all together to create a ball of dough.


“Bang! Bang!” I screamed.


“Girls don’t play war,” said my mother, using her index finger to restore the lift in the wave of hair that swept away from her forehead. “What are we going to do with you, honey?” Then she put the dough between two pieces of waxed paper and, using a barrel-style rolling pin, she pushed the ball into a thin, flat circle.


Some days she filled the shell with lemon curd or chocolate silk; other days it was cherries or blueberries or apples. But every day, after weaving a lattice-top crust over the filling and crimping the edges of the pie, my mother swept the scraps of dough together and made another ball. She pushed this second ball of dough flat, dotted it with butter, sugar, and cinnamon, rolled it into a log, and cut it into pinwheels.


“Testers,” she said, placing the pinwheels on a cookie tray and pushing them and the pie into the oven. “They’ll tell us if we got it right.”


My mother couldn’t wait until dinnertime to appraise her pastry. She would stand between my high chair and the oven as the cookies baked, holding a pot holder and tapping the toe of her pump. I shared her excitement. Every day she screamed, “Don’t!” and slapped my hand when I reached toward the hot cookie tray as she passed by. It wasn’t the potential burn that concerned my mother; it was pie protocol and the possibility of excessive calorie intake.


“Don’t grab! Don’t act like some starving Armenian,” she said.


She settled the tray on a rack near the sink and then, carefully, using a small metal spatula, she pried a pinwheel from the tray. She held the pastry between her thumb and index finger. She observed it, blew on it, and bit into it. Her pinkie was raised. The cookie made a hissing sound against her front teeth.


“Thisis how you eat a cookie, Molly,” she said, closing her eyes.


By the time I could walk, sugar had taught me that longing is a higher good. Satisfaction was embodied by my mother’s pie. It was always at a distance, it was never enough. Achieving it was a perpetual aspiration that burned like cinnamon on the roof of the mouth.


 


We lived on Schreyer Place in Beechwold, an older, leafy, modest neighborhood north of Ohio State University. Most of the houses were white clapboard and had been built in the Federalist style after the First World War. Ours was older and smaller—only a story and a half—with Tudor windows, a stone patio by the front door, and a steep gabled roof. Instead of being set on a square lot, our house was perched on a little pie-shaped knoll, and while other people had maples or sycamores or elm trees in their yards, we had an enormous blue spruce. For our family, this tree that towered over everything around it would come to symbolize our own superiority and special destiny, but at first we were simply happy to be in the neighborhood.
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