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To my niece,


Dr. Trudi Cloyd.


Thank you for sharing your life and family with me.


Never forget that you are amazing, and I love you 
unconditionally—more than words can express.




 


A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


This book recounts true events and stories as remembered by the author. To protect the privacy of individuals and entities involved, as well as the author, some names, characteristics, and identifying details have been changed, some events have been compressed, and some dialogue has been recreated. The essence of the stories remains authentic.


The author’s intent in sharing these experiences is not to defame or disparage any individual or organization. Rather, this work aims to honestly portray the challenges faced by the author in her personal and professional life, highlighting many of the obstacles she encountered.


These accounts reflect the author’s personal perspective and experiences. They are shared in the spirit of fostering understanding, promoting dialogue, and illuminating the complex realities faced by many in similar situations.




 


CHAPTER 1


WACO


I don’t know how old I was when my mother left. No one told me. We didn’t talk about it.


I never knew my mother. She left when I was an infant, and I have only vague memories of meeting her as a very young child. She and my dad divorced. I know that now, but that word was never used. I also knew that she had been pregnant once before me and that baby had died shortly after birth and is buried in a cemetery near where I grew up (the same cemetery where my grandparents, dad, and stepmother are buried today). That, people would talk about.


Everything else was a secret.


I remember a few years ago a then-friend telling me that she envied my life. I understood why she said this, and the comment was made in a kind way, noting all the incredibly interesting and fun aspects that make my life splendid and gratifying, perhaps enviable. But part of me wanted to say …


“But you do not understand or appreciate all I have lived through to get here.”


I am taking French lessons, and during one session my teacher was quizzing me about my family tree. It was striking to see on her whiteboard that I do not know almost half of me. On my mother’s side, there was only la mère—no la grand-mère or le grand-père, no la tante or l’oncle. I do not know half my medical history. I know where I was born and where I grew up. But I don’t really know where I come from.


I’ve come to accept the fact that I never will.


Today, as I write this from my Manhattan apartment, looking over the New York City skyline, I’m about a million miles (well, technically about 1,650 miles) from Mart, Texas—population just under two thousand. That’s where I grew up and where most of the secrets were (and are) buried.


Mart is so quintessentially Texas that the first thing you see on the town website is that Mart is where “Champions are Made,” likely referring to the local high school’s multiple state football championships. However, as Texas as Mart was, I was not. I did not grow up wearing jeans or cowboy boots, I never have ridden or wanted to ride a horse, and to this day I have never held, much less shot, a gun. But those were just the superficial ways I was different. In fact, I was different all the way to the core of my being. And different is a really hard thing for any child to be.


I was different the minute my mother left me, as an infant, with my father. I was different because I lived with my grandparents instead of my parents. I was different because my father lived thirty minutes away, in Waco. I knew all this. I knew I was different. But because nobody talked about it, I didn’t understand why or what it meant.


I was also different because I was Catholic in the middle of the Bible Belt, which was largely made up of Southern Baptists (who thought dancing was a sin) and the Church of Christ (which would not allow musical instruments in church). Mart also had a Methodist church and a Lutheran church, but you had to go to Elk or Waco to find a Catholic church.


My dad was so profoundly Catholic that, as a young man, he had studied to be a priest. Which was another thing nobody talked about. In retrospect, it may explain why, even though he and my mother divorced, and she remarried, moved to California, and had more children, he wore his wedding ring until the day she died.


While doing research for this book, I found my mother’s death certificate. She died on December 26, 1961, at 10:06 a.m. in Oakland, California. She was thirty-five years old. Her birth date was November 11, 1926. I never knew her birth date before. I learned she was a legal secretary, the name of her second husband, and that he was an accountant. She was born in Minnesota (I always thought Wisconsin—maybe that is where she and my dad met or married). I also saw, for maybe the first time, the names of her parents.


I didn’t know any of that when my dad came to tell me she had died. I remember him saying, “I will take you to the funeral if you want to go.” I was a little girl, barely seven years old, and I did not want to go. I had never been anywhere in my life. I had never been on a plane.


I didn’t even know her.


I lived with my grandparents instead of my dad, who had legal custody of me, which had to be virtually unheard of in Texas in the 1950s. There were not many other options for a single father who worked full time and had a baby to take care of. So his parents, my grandparents, stepped in and raised me. We lived in a small house in a not-great neighborhood with a washing machine on the back porch and peach, pecan, plum, and fig trees in the yard.


Just down the street, there was a woman who lived in what was essentially a shack, who made her living selling other people’s old clothes. I would go to her house with some change to find clothes to play dress up, because my grandmother didn’t really have anything that was suited to that activity. It pains me to say it, but unfortunately it is true—everyone called this woman N***** Annie. Yet somehow I was raised without prejudice in the South in the 1950s and 1960s. Once when I was a young girl, after hearing my grandmother use the N-word, my dad asked that she not use that word to refer to Black people. She responded by asking how he would feel if I married a Black man, except she again used that slur. My dad told her that he would much rather I marry a good Black man than a bad white man, noting that a man’s race does not determine his character.


Today, I realize raising me had to be a labor of love for my grandparents—they were in their late fifties when they got me and were well into their sixties when I started school. But back then, they were just another thing that made me different. Even in my small-town school, my friends’ parents were part of the PTA and got involved in different ways, especially the mothers. My grandparents did not.


Of course, I don’t blame them. Raising a child at their age had to be exhausting. Which might explain why I also remember my grandmother sometimes saying, “Mary Ann, if you don’t behave, we’ll send you to an orphanage.”


In my circumstances, this was an actual possibility. So I grew up feeling not only different but also profoundly, deeply afraid.


For the longest time, I was afraid to leave my grandparents. I remember being invited to slumber parties and literally crying and asking to go home before bedtime because I was so afraid. There was this part of me that always thought, What if something happens to them while I am gone and I never see them again?


They were not perfect, but they were the only security I had.


Growing up, I was quiet, shy, and very much an old soul. I remember being four or five years old and sitting around wondering, What is a person, and why am I here? Which I later learned from a therapist is not a normal thing for a child that age to think about. But I was always “that child.” I remember when I was only twelve and at my cousin’s home with a few other girls, and as everyone was talking about whatever twelve-year-old girls talk about, I was sitting alone, sobbing, because Virgil “Gus” Grissom, Edward H. White II, and Roger B. Chaffee died in a launchpad fire while preparing for the Apollo 1 launch. My friends did not understand. I do not know that they laughed at me, but I know they did not understand.


It’s not that I was an outcast. I had friends. I was in the band. There was a lot of kindness around me; people cared and reached out and treated me well overall, but nothing could change the fact that I was just so different from everybody else. A lot of the time, I felt like I didn’t belong to anybody or anything.


***


Once my mother died, my dad was free to remarry in the eyes of the Catholic Church, and he started dating. I remember him dating a widow who had children of her own, but when I was around eight and a half, he married Dorothy, who had never been married. When they told me, the first thing I asked was “Do I have to leave Grandpa and Grandma?” They assured me I did not. I was glad the choice was mine. My dad stayed in Waco with my stepmother, while I stayed in Mart with my grandparents.


Eventually, Daddy and Dorothy had a baby, Tommy, my half brother. My mother had children with her new husband—two girls that I was told about. One of these half sisters tracked me down more than once and tried to get me to participate in “family,” but I would not. She would ask, “Aren’t you curious?” I don’t want to be mean or thoughtless, but honestly, I am not. It feels like another lifetime, and one that I don’t look back on with great fondness.


Dorothy was not the evil stepmother of books and movies. She was a narcissist—not the malignant ones we read about today, but she had a way of making everything about her. I recall as an adult the two of us going to see either Terms of Endearment or Steel Magnolias, and as we were leaving and I made some comment about the daughter dying, her response was all about “that poor mother.” I remember her commenting that my staying with my grandparents made it harder on Daddy (and her) because he felt like he still needed to come to Mart to see me. But that was as “difficult” as she got. She was very good to me and served as the mother figure in my life. She taught me to cook and sew and passed down her love of fashion.


Dorothy always had beautiful clothes. They were classic and elegant, and I believe they would be even today. She was a talented seamstress, although at the time I knew her, she bought most—if not all—of her clothes. I loved going to fabric stores with her and eventually became a very good seamstress as well. I was not the only girl in Mart who wore homemade clothes, but the clothes I made were probably more classic and high fashion. I would always pick the more complicated patterns—the Vogue patterns—and the more interesting fabrics.


While I tried to be stylish, I never thought of myself as attractive. I was overweight for a brief period before starting junior high, and I remember being teased about it, although it was just one more way I was different. However, when it was time to start junior high, which shared a building with the high school, I decided I needed to deal with it. I was so afraid of being teased by the older kids that I changed my eating habits and lost weight, which I never regained.


Still, I do not ever, ever, ever remember my father telling me I was attractive in any way, shape, fashion, or form. So I never felt attractive.


The one thing my father never failed to notice was my grades. I remember once saying, “Daddy, most parents would be thrilled to have a kid that got grades like I do.”


He said, “Mary Ann, if all you were capable of was a C, I’d be very happy with that. I know what you’re capable of.”


I was always a top student, and to be honest, school came easily to me. I did my homework in front of the television all through school, even university. I was regarded as smart and promising, and everyone—my dad, my grandparents, my teachers, and my friends—expected that I would go to college. This was not necessarily the goal of most girls at Mart High School, but it was a given for me.


I was valedictorian of my class of forty-seven or so graduating seniors.


If you were a Texas girl in the 1970s, the main thing you expected and geared your life toward was getting married. I wasn’t one of the popular girls, but I did have a boyfriend—he had once dated my cousin and was six years older than I. Back in those days, at least in my school, there were good girls and bad girls. And since he and I had had sex, I felt that I should marry him. What else was I going to do? I wasn’t a bad girl.


Besides, if I had to get married, he seemed like not a bad option. He came from Mart—his father owned bulldozers and other heavy equipment and did excavation, land clearing, site preparation, and other similar work. But he was more sophisticated, at least to my eighteen-year-old mind. Not only was he older than I was; he had also graduated from college and was working for a very reputable accounting firm in Waco. And Waco had a country club and real restaurants and other things that Mart did not.


I don’t remember the proposal or much about our dating life, but I vaguely remember shopping for the ring at the Zales jewelry store in the mall in Waco. We decided to get married immediately after I graduated high school, and when we sprung the news on Daddy and Dorothy, they tried to talk me out of it. My dad had saved money for me to go to college, even though he didn’t come from much, and he told me, “Mary Ann, you could go anywhere.”


That was nice in theory, but what did it mean? Baylor University was a good school, and it was right there in Waco, and I was getting married. So I graduated high school in May, started college and working part time in June, and got married in July.


My job was in Baylor’s Department of Student Financial Aid and Placement, where the vice president of the department and all the full-time employees who worked for him loved having “local girls” because, unlike the students who came from out of town, we didn’t go home to Dallas or Houston or out of state. We were available to work full time during the summer and holidays. Much of the work was administrative, often not challenging or interesting, and there are stories I still tell about the environment and comments that were made. But being on the inside of the department, I had a job and every grant and scholarship for which I was eligible. I don’t think I ever paid tuition, and I never had a student loan. Plus, my ACT scores had placed me out of a whole semester at Baylor—all based only on what I learned in high school (Mart High School did not have Advanced Placement classes back in the 1970s, or test-prep training courses, or anything beyond sitting down and taking the test). With that free semester and going to summer school, all while working, I graduated in three years.


I had always been obsessed with the space program and had dreamed of working for NASA. There were no female astronauts back then, of course, but I had fantasized about becoming an engineer, or maybe going to medical school. However, when I got to college, I chose to study accounting—not because I had dreamed of being an accountant but because it was a pragmatic means to an end. I was a woman, it was the mid-1970s, I was in Texas, I was married, and I wanted to work. I asked myself, What profession gives me a chance at a meaningful career? Accounting seemed to be a good choice. My first husband, whom I will henceforth refer to as #1, and I got married on a Friday night in July and for our honeymoon took a weekend trip to the Dallas area and visited Six Flags Over Texas. Then I came back to work and school full time.


***


When #1 and I first got married, we lived in a small apartment near the Baylor campus. However, at some point during our engagement, he quit his accounting job and went into business with his dad. Eventually, he decided he needed to live closer to his job. So we moved into a very old duplex in Mart, and I commuted to Waco daily. I went to school and worked, and I also managed the cooking and the budget at home.


Baylor was quite an experience. It was and is a Southern Baptist university and therefore very conservative. My boss, Dr. H., the vice president of Student Financial Aid and Placement, was quite a character—and not just because he had to have his whole title included on any and every piece of correspondence. His wife, Mrs. H., also worked in the department. There was another full-time employee I’ll call Mr. S., who was a go-to full-time employee of Dr. and Mrs. H., the one they included and trusted as much as they did anyone. He was such a sycophant, always saying, “Oh yes, Dr. H. Yes, Mrs. H.” Bless his heart …


I would sit in Dr. H.’s office, and he would talk and I would dutifully listen. He was lamenting one day about how others at Baylor, other vice presidents, had received more recognition than he did. Dr. So-and-so was being recognized for all he had done, and Dr. So-and-so was being recognized for whatever, and he looked at me and said, “But, Mary Ann, I don’t worry about that. They may be getting their recognition now, but I know that I will get stars in my crown when I’m in heaven.”


I just nodded and said, “Mm-hmm.”


I had good grades and was a good student. One day during my senior year, Dr. H. called me into his office and said, “Mary Ann, I’m hoping that you will stay and work here.” Even for the full-time people, in most cases it was a glorified clerical position, but he was serious. “Because, you know, Mary Ann,” he continued, “while women have certain inherent talents like typing and filing, you’re not really meant to be in the business world.” One day recently, as I was putting away dishes, I thought back on this conversation. Can you imagine? Not only did this very senior and significant person at Baylor, the person who was in charge of the department that worked with companies to place students in the work world, not encourage or inspire me; he actually told me that I was limited by my gender!


I did take typing in high school, because I was advised that I might need it someday if I wanted a job. It has come in quite handy, actually. I drew the line at shorthand (although in retrospect, it might have been helpful in note-taking).


Still, Baylor was a school where more than 50 percent of the student body was female. I suspect many of those women were more interested in finding a husband than a meaningful career. I remember sitting in marketing class one day, and a girl across the aisle glanced over and saw the wedding ring on my hand. She looked at me and asked, “Are you married?”


I looked back at her. “Yes, I am.”


“Why are you here?” she asked.


“To get a degree.”


I found out I was Summa Cum Laude, among the top five in my class, when I walked into the graduation ceremony and looked at the program. Baylor might have had its idiosyncrasies, but I got a great education, and for that I will always be grateful.


All the “Big Eight” international accounting firms at the time came to campus to interview, and I interviewed with all of them. Had I been a man with my grades, I probably would have had every firm aggressively recruiting me. As it is, I only got one offer from a Big Eight firm, in Houston.


But #1 would not move to Houston, and I turned down the offer.


There was only one “second tier” national firm in Waco, and I interviewed there. Still, despite the fact that I had graduated Summa Cum Laude from a university in their very town, that firm did not make me an offer. When I interviewed with them, one of the partners, a gruff old guy, looked at me and said, “Mary Ann, you’re married. If you have kids, who’s going to take care of them?”


So I went to work for a local firm in Waco.


***


Soon after I graduated from Baylor, my grandmother got sick. She had started losing weight and went in for tests, and she had to have surgery. That was all we knew—obviously there was “something” they were operating on, but we did not know what that something was. We were all with her at Providence Hospital in Waco—Daddy and Dorothy and Grandpa and me, and as I was holding her hand as they were wheeling her gurney away to take her to surgery, she looked at me and said, “Mary Ann, if this is cancer, I don’t want to live.”


The weekend before she went into the hospital, all of us and many of her friends were at her and my grandfather’s house, no doubt for a meal. It was a happy visit.
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