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				“Eloquently written with the insight of a journalist close to his source, The Lois Wilson Story is a masterpiece that provides a vivid portrayal of a woman whose sacrifices helped give birth to AA and Al-Anon.”

				—ROBERT F. KENNEDY, JR., attorney, Pace Environmental Litigation Clinic

				“Bill Borchert came into my life during our astounding screen collaboration in My Name Is Bill W. What a joy to revisit this friendship in his new achievement, The Lois Wilson Story. Bill Borchert will always be a seminal part of my life, and now millions of others will get to appreciate his selfless devotion to the woman who cofounded Al-Anon and her mesmerizing story. Bravo, my friend.”

				—JAMES WOODS, Emmy Award-winning actor, My Name Is Bill W.

				“Bill Borchert shares the intimate recollections of Lois Wilson in an authentic and powerful tale of helplessness, hope, and fulfillment. This view of Lois’s life with Bill Wilson and the birth and nurturing of the Twelve Step movement is awesome and rewarding. It is a page-turning read and a tribute to Lois, cofounder of Al-Anon, and her passion to bring healing to everyone affected by the family disease of alcoholism.”

				—JOHNNY ALLEM, president/CEO, Johnson Institute

				“This book is a jewel. It tells the story of two people born at the turn of the twentieth century, who, in their tragic struggle with addiction, come to transform the lives of millions across the world. Lois and her story are truly captivating.”

				—CLAUDIA BLACK, author, It Will Never Happen to Me

				“The story that would complement that of Bill W.’s had yet to be written. And now, William Borchert has done the job. It’s well done. I’ll be reading and utilizing for research the Borchert story for many years.”

				—DICK B., writer, historian, retired attorney, and author of twenty-five published titles on the history and spiritual roots of Alcoholics Anonymous 
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				To my loving wife, Bernadette,

				without whom this book—nor me—would be.
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				Author’s Note

				FOR MORE THAN FOURTEEN YEARS PRIOR TO LOIS WILSON’S passing, my wife and I had the privilege of knowing her as a close and dear friend. I was also honored when Lois gave me permission to write a screenplay based on her and her husband Bill’s life together and the founding of Alcoholics Anonymous. Titled My Name Is Bill W., the movie starred James Garner as Dr. Robert Smith, James Woods as Bill Wilson, and JoBeth Williams as Lois.

				Before I wrote this film, Lois generously allowed me to tape many of her remembrances of years past and her struggles before, during, and after Bill’s drinking years. I used some of these poignant and intimate recollections to create a true-to-life movie that garnered a number of awards including a Best Actor award for James Woods.

				But the film focused to a large extent on the accomplishments of Bill and Dr. Bob and the founding of Alcoholics Anonymous, barely addressing Lois’s own personal inner conflicts that led to the founding of Al-Anon. That’s why this book is long overdue.

				In accepting Lois’s confidence, I promised her one important thing—that I would always tell the truth of her story. She was comfortable with that, knowing that I would share the warts as well as the beauty marks, the pain as well as the joy, the intimate as well as the obvious. 

				For Lois, it was always Bill. I remember the Saturday afternoon I sat with her on the back porch of Stepping Stones, their home in Bedford Hills, New York, and read the movie script for her approval. When I finished, she simply smiled and said: “Bill would have loved it.” And I recall the evening we were chatting in her living room about their early days together and she remarked: “I used to think my life really began the day I met Bill. He was handsome and exciting and I just knew he was capable of great things. I guess I was as addicted to him as he was to alcohol. Then he got sober—and I got well.”

				But that deep love between them remained. As Lois Wilson lay dying in Mount Kisco Hospital with a breathing tube down her throat so that she couldn’t speak, I was told she scribbled a note to her nurse, “I want to see my Bill.” A family member gave permission for the tube to be removed. Lois was able to breathe on her own long enough to say goodbye to the friends and loved ones gathered at her bedside. She died later that day at the age of ninety-seven.

				In writing this biography, I hope that many of the poignant and intimate remembrances Lois shared with me will help the reader come to know the lady I knew and to understand the enduring gifts she left us and the entire world. For Lois Wilson was also capable of great things. Perhaps that’s why her greatest dream was that some day the whole world would live by the Twelve Steps of AA and Al-Anon and there would be true peace upon the earth.

				Indeed, the famous writer Aldous Huxley once said that when the history of the twentieth century is finally written, the greatest achievements America will be known for is giving the world Alcoholics Anonymous and Al-Anon.

			

		

	
		
			
				Foreword

				ALCOHOLICS DAMAGE OTHERS AS WELL AS THEMSELVES. On average they dramatically affect at least four other people, usually close family members, who are caught up in the vortex created by the alcoholic’s destructive behavior. Spouses, parents, children, and even co-workers can find their lives being taken over by an alcoholic; they begin to lose control of their own actions. 

				The story of Bill Wilson, Lois’s husband of fifty-three years and the co-founder of AA, is well known. However, in spite of the importance of Lois Wilson’s contribution in bringing relief to the multitudes affected by alcoholics, little has been written about her. Bill Borchert’s The Lois Wilson Story, the first comprehensive biography of Lois Wilson, fills this void.

				The author of My Name Is Bill W., the acclaimed and Emmy Award-winning 1989 film biography of Bill Wilson, Bill Borchert was a frequent visitor in Lois’s home during the last fourteen years of her life. He is one of the few left who knew her well. His personal experiences of her are buttressed by almost eight hours of exclusive interviews with Lois in addition to materials from numerous other sources, including the Stepping Stones Foundation Archives.

				The result is a book that tells it all. The Lois Wilson Story describes in compelling detail Lois’s comfortable beginnings, her attraction to a clever and persistent young man, her years of despair as drinking claimed an ever-increasing part of Bill, her joy when he sobered up, and her frustration as AA came to dominate Bill’s life. 

				Charmed by Bill’s vibrant personality and promise in their early life together, Lois spent years making excuses for him and covering up his behavior when he was drinking. She never stopped loving him and believing in him even as his disease progressed, but she felt shame, anger, humiliation, anxiety, and fear as his actions became increasingly unreliable and boorish. She shared Bill’s elation along with his sense of discovery and mission when he sobered up, only to find herself irritated with Bill over his subsequent preoccupation with AA and lack of attention to her.

				The climactic moment of this roller-coaster ride came one evening in 1937 when she threw a shoe at him for abruptly putting her off in order to hurry away to a meeting with other recovering alcoholics. With her action came an epiphany—the realization that she, too, needed to change. Her next inspiration was to seek out and talk to the wives of other alcoholics. Their honest and intimate sharing of experiences led to the discovery that she was not alone in her plight. Al-Anon was born from that common understanding, from the realization that continuing to share their “experience, strength, and hope” could help family members and others affected by an alcoholic to recover, just as sharing common experiences can help alcoholics recover in AA. For over fifty years now, Al-Anon has provided hope and help to millions of those close to alcoholics.

				Lois Wilson, who survived Bill by seventeen years, continued to work until the end of her life to reduce the stigma of alcoholism and to raise public awareness of its effects on family and society. In 1979 she created the Stepping Stones Foundation to preserve and welcome visitors to Stepping Stones, the home in Westchester County, New York, that she and Bill moved into in 1941, and to carry on her work. The Foundation’s purpose remains to share the story of hope for recovery from alcoholism. 

				The Lois Wilson Story offers something for anyone interested in or affected by alcoholism. For the general reader, it offers insight into the impact the alcoholic can have on the lives and health of those near to him or her. For those who may be close to an alcoholic, whether active or in recovery, it offers an intimate story with which they may identify. And for those in Al-Anon, the program that offers hope and help to the families and friends of alcoholics, it offers a detailed history of Lois’s struggle and the birth of Al-Anon—a history that may enhance their experience of recovery.

				ROBERT L. HOGUET

				President, Stepping Stones Foundation

			

		

	
		
			
				Preface

				IT’S THE FIRST SATURDAY OF JUNE, 1983. THE THIRTIETH ANNUAL Al-Anon Family Picnic at Stepping Stones, the home of Lois Burnham Wilson in Bedford Hills, New York, is coming to an end. The large crowd in attendance is beginning to pack up for the long journeys back to homes throughout the Northeast, and for some, as far away as Texas, California, Hawaii, Alaska, and London, England.

				Dads lift their sleepy children lovingly into their arms while their wives close picnic baskets and gather blankets from the sprawling green lawn that slopes gently from the old brown-shingled house on the hill above.

				Most people have spent the morning and early afternoon touring the grounds and visiting or revisiting the house that, as many comment, is almost a historical museum. Lois has filled it with pictures and memorabilia of the programs she and her late husband, Bill, started—programs that are still flourishing around the world, helping millions to find a wonderful new way of life.

				On the upstairs walls in particular hang photos and keepsakes of Alcoholics Anonymous and Al-Anon members and supporters. The most sought out photos are those of Bill Wilson and Dr. Robert Smith, the two men who started AA in 1935. Others want to see pictures of Dr. Bob’s wife, Annie Smith, who Lois called one of her dearest friends and greatest inspirations, and, of course, Anne Bingham, who helped Lois organize Al-Anon in 1951. Anne Bingham, Annie Smith, Dr. Bob, and Bill have long since passed on.

				The visitors gaze in awe and talk in hushed tones of respect for those who built the pathway along which they now walk to sobriety. The scene resembles a Hall of Fame, in a way, except these fading photos of men and women have nothing to do with a mere game of sport. Here are people who truly won at the challenging game of life.

				It’s now time to go back outside, where Lois introduces the AA, Al-Anon, and Alateen speakers for the day.

				The recovered alcoholic speaker describes himself as a successful advertising executive in his early forties. His bouts with booze had led to loss of family, friends, good jobs, and good health, but after a stint on park benches, several rehabs, and nine years of sobriety in AA, his gains now far exceed his losses.

				His wife, the Al-Anon speaker, attests to all the pain, despair, and humiliation. Only today, their three children sit before her on the lawn trying to hold back tears as they smile at a mother who now yells far less and loves them so much more.

				The Alateen speaker is a very nervous and very attractive high school sophomore with long red hair and braces. Her mother is still drinking alcoholically, but she and her father are coping better through their programs . . . for now anyway.

				The talks are moving to say the least. They are honest reflections of lives shared to help others identify and recover from the very same illness.

				The speakers are finished, and it’s time to pull up stakes. One senses a touch of sadness mixed in with the warm good-bye hugs and kisses among the hundreds of men, women, and children here for the day. It seems most don’t really want to leave.

				These visitors to Stepping Stones come from all walks of life, all backgrounds, all nationalities. They are young and old, healthy and ailing, well off and not so well off. And they talk openly and willingly about their experiences and about alcoholism as a family disease that can touch anyone—butcher, baker; lawyer, policeman; hairdresser, housewife; rich man, poor man; pilot, priest. But now they are sober in AA, recovered in Al-Anon and Alateen, and each one seems to emanate an indescribable sense of joy. And even on close inspection, that joy is not feigned. It is very real.

				A few begin to straggle off toward their cars parked in the nearby field. Most line the porch of Lois’s home to bid farewell to a woman they worship, a woman more than a few feel may not be here next year. For Lois Wilson is now ninety-two and quite frail. She walks with a cane and was forced to give up her driver’s license last year. Still, she doesn’t seem to have lost one iota of her mental alertness and wit, which she uses mainly to poke fun at herself.

				Yes, worship is a very strong word. I know. Yet, as I stand here next to the old stone fireplace in her living room on this uplifting June afternoon, I am actually witnessing it for myself.

				I first met Lois several years ago. By then my wife, Bernadette, had come to know her quite well. We visited often and Lois spent a number of Thanksgiving and Christmas holidays at our home, where she enjoyed our nine children and they thoroughly enjoyed her. In fact, one Thanksgiving holiday, our kids gave her a beautiful, purring, white-and-rust-colored kitten. Lois loved her and promptly named her Borchey in their honor.

				I always knew this gentle and humble lady was greatly admired, but not until this moment did I realize the depth of that admiration. This was my first Al-Anon Family Picnic, the result of my wife’s constant nagging at a guy who always thought himself too busy for such all-day affairs. This was also my first chance to observe people kneel before Lois, kiss her hands, present her with tokens of their love, and hug her with tears streaming down their faces.

				As I watch, I wonder what effect this kind of adoration, this kind of worship, can have on someone, even someone as humble and self- deprecating as Lois Wilson.

				It’s now late in the afternoon. The last visitor has said good-bye. Even the volunteer cleanup committee has dispersed. I’m seated on the couch with Lois. Harriet Sevarino, her longtime housekeeper and caring friend, has brought us both some tea and cookies, remarking that Lois always overdoes things and that “people don’t have the sense they’re born with not to see that you’re wore out, and if they really cared they’d leave sooner than later.”

				Lois smiles up at her. “Thank you for the tea and cookies, Harriet,” she says. Harriet shrugs, then looks at me. “I don’t mean you, Mr. Bill. You know that. But maybe you can talk some sense into her. She don’t listen to me no more.” Then she shrugs again and heads for the kitchen.

				As Lois and I talk, I’m dying to ask the question that’s been bugging me for almost two hours. So, finally, here it comes.

				“Lois,” I begin somewhat falteringly. “All these people kneeling down before you, kissing your hands and feet, telling you how you saved their lives, restored their families. Even God Himself would be flattered by such adulation. How must it make you feel?”

				She turns and looks up at me with that cute but patient smile that says, “You’re probably not going to understand, but I’ll tell you anyway.” Then she reaches out and touches my hand.

				“It’s not me,” she answers softly. “I’m only a symbol. It’s what Al-Anon has done for them, and I simply represent Al-Anon.”

				I want to ask more, but she has answered it all. Here is a woman who truly knows herself and her own significance—and insignificance. If humility really is truth, then I was witnessing true humility. My mouth hangs open, but no more words come out. Then she gently pats my hand and says: “Now drink your tea and eat your cookies before Harriet comes back and gives us both the what-fors all over again.”

				Lois Wilson may not have been a “liberated woman” according to today’s definition. “Renaissance woman” might suit her better. Indeed, if style, grace, intellect, and capacity for rebirth are the hallmarks of such a woman, then Lois Wilson qualified in every sense.

				She believed deeply in commitment. That belief, and her undying love for her husband, are what kept her with Bill. That belief succored him through his raging torment with alcoholism and supported him in his struggle to recover. And then, after he and Dr. Bob founded AA, she came to understand how she herself was affected by the disease and reached out to help others in order to help herself.

				While Lois went on to build Al-Anon into a worldwide fellowship for spouses and families suffering from the effects of alcoholism, there are many recovered alcoholics today who would quickly tell you that without Lois there would be no Bill Wilson, and without Bill Wilson there would be no worldwide fellowship of Alcoholics Anonymous and the many millions it continues to save.

				To that enormous compliment Lois would respond in the very same way: “I am only a symbol.”

				Lois Wilson died on October 5, 1988. My wife and I and our whole family, together with millions of other families around the world, miss her dearly. But while she is gone, her “symbol”—her spirit—will always live on through Al-Anon and the many other Twelve Step programs she and Bill inspired.
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				1


				When Will It End?


				IT WAS JUST PAST FIVE-THIRTY WHEN LOIS WILSON SQUEEZED OUT of the jammed subway car at the Fulton Street station and elbowed her way through the rush hour crowd up the stairs and into the clamor of downtown Brooklyn under a steady downpour. It was almost dark by now, and the street lamps and colorful store lights glistened in the puddles.


				She slid her purse up her arm to open her bumbershoot, the colorful term she liked to call her umbrella, perhaps because it brought back warm memories of her mother and the many “old-fashioned” words she refused to discard right up to the day she died. That was Christmas night, 1930, just two short years ago. Tonight it seemed like yesterday.


				Lois’s lovely face looked pale and drawn as she paused for a moment to take a deep breath. She had hoped to leave her job at Macy’s department store earlier that afternoon, but the onset of the holiday season coupled with staff cuts due to the Depression had every sales clerk doing double duty. After a moment, she turned and headed down Atlantic Avenue toward the quiet residential section of Brooklyn Heights not far away. 


				Before she had gone two blocks, the heavy rain running off the umbrella and onto her shoulders and back made her coat feel like two tons of wet cotton. That, and the pounding headache she’d had since early this morning, brought tears to her soft brown eyes.


				“When will it end?” she thought to herself. “When will life get just a little bit easier?”1


				The din of the downtown area lessened perceptibly as Lois turned into Smith Street and quickened her pace toward Clinton Street and her home six blocks away. But the headache was getting even worse. She glanced across the road and noticed that Slavin’s Drugstore was still open. She hesitated, squeezed her fingers against her nose, then reluctantly crossed and made her way through deep puddles to the neighborhood pharmacy—reluctantly because Slavin’s was one of her husband Bill’s hush-hush bootleg establishments in this era of Prohibition. And while Barry Slavin, the rather handsome bachelor who owned the pharmacy, feigned ambivalence to Bill’s “drinking problem” and never said a word about it, Lois felt rather uncomfortable that he knew so much about the personal problems it created in their marriage. She knew he heard stories—both from Bill and the neighborhood gossipers. In spite of all this, she liked him.


				Barry was just pulling down the shade on the front door and placing the “Closed” sign in the window when he spied Lois approaching. He smiled and opened the door halfway. She could see that most of the store lights were already out.


				“I was sneaking off early, what with the rain and all,” he confessed. “But if you need something, Lois . . .”


				“Thanks,” she replied. “I . . . I have a splitting headache. I could use some aspirin.” 


				“Sure.” He pulled the door all the way open. Lois entered. Then he locked the door behind her but left the lights out. It was a rather large store with the pharmacy to the rear, a long soda fountain counter on one side, replete with black leather stools, and cosmetics and other sundries across the way. Barry directed Lois to a seat at the soda fountain, then headed for the pharmacy to get the headache pills.


				What happened next was something Lois Wilson never shared with anyone for many years, and only then with her husband and her closest friends. It remained one of her deep, dark secrets, perhaps because she couldn’t honestly say whether she had unconsciously invited the incident or was so dispirited at the moment that she simply let it happen. Either way, it filled her with guilt, anger, and shame. 


				Lois was a product of her time, born near the turn of the century. She was raised by a loving but spartan disciplinarian father and deeply religious mother to be a lady of purity and grace. Certainly the Roaring Twenties had a bit of an influence on her, but now it was the difficult thirties and social morality had come roaring back, tightening behavioral standards for troubled, poor, and struggling Americans. Prohibition was just one example. “Loose women” were few and far between these days, at least in Lois’s small and shrinking world. It wasn’t that she was naive. She simply believed that when a man made “a pass,” particularly at a married woman, it should lead the lady to question her own actions and sense of values rather than respond to such false flattery, which could only exacerbate the situation.


				 But here at the soda fountain in Slavin’s drugstore on this wet and chilly December evening sat a tense, fretful, lonely, and attractive forty-year-old woman beaten down by recent disappointments, including a husband whose love she questioned and whose out-of-control drinking she could no longer understand or deal with. So when Barry exited the pharmacy and walked toward her with a remedy for her headache, she was not only vulnerable, she had few defenses against any remedies he had in mind for the other problems in her life.


				His warm, innocuous smile put her off guard. He went behind the soda fountain, filled a glass with water, then came back around and stood next to her. He opened his hand. She took the two tablets, then the water, and swallowed them. He smiled again, said she could pay next time, and handed her the full bottle of aspirin tablets. She put them in her purse.


				“It’s all the stress and tension, isn’t it, Lois?” she recalled him commenting as he moved behind her and began to gently massage her neck and shoulders. It felt wonderful, so tingly and relaxing. No one had done this for her in a long, long time—maybe not since the night after their motorcycle accident when Bill realized her neck was so sore she couldn’t sleep. He began to rub it softly and seductively and, despite all their aches and pains, they made love in that old dilapidated hotel room in Dayton, Tennessee. 


				She closed her eyes and moved her head and shoulders slowly back and forth with the motions of Barry’s strong hands, hoping he wouldn’t stop right away. She could smell the fragrance of his expensive cologne, not the harsh, nosebiting stench of Bill’s bootleg liquor. She could feel her muscles loosen as the tension seemed to ooze down her arms and out through her fingertips.


				His left hand continued to massage her neck as his right hand began to move slowly down her back. He said something like, “I don’t understand. A beautiful woman like you letting yourself get into a situation like this.”


				Lois didn’t reply, but suddenly she felt the tension returning. She heard Barry continue: “We both know Bill’s problem. And you working all the time to support him. Never going out having any fun. It’s admirable, I guess, to sacrifice like that, but . . .”


				She could feel his breath close to her ear. She opened her eyes. His face was next to hers. Then he kissed her gently on the cheek. 


				Lois’s first reaction was panic, but only for a brief moment. Then she suddenly, almost involuntarily exploded into rage. She shoved him away and leapt from the stool. The pharmacist appeared stunned, wondering how what he thought was an unspoken yes could turn in the flash of a second to a resounding no. “How dare you!” she recalled screaming at him. “How dare you!”


				Her hand came up to slap him. Perhaps it was that shocked, I-got-caught-in-the-cookie-jar look on his face that stopped her. Or perhaps it was her own sense of guilt. Either way, she just glared at him for a moment, then turned and charged toward the door. It was locked. She pulled and yanked at it until Barry, now shaken and embarrassed, finally came over and flicked the bolt. Lois flung the door open and stormed out into the still-pouring rain, her unopened bumbershoot clutched tightly in her clenched fist.


				Lois half-ran, half-stumbled along those next few tree-lined blocks to Clinton Street, sloshing through deep puddles, almost bumping into people who looked askance from under their umbrellas, probably wondering what emergency might have befallen this poor lady on this terribly dank night. The tension had now given way to sheer anger and was rapidly turning into shame and self-reprisal for allowing such a thing to happen. Her mind was spinning. She couldn’t collect her thoughts. Maybe she didn’t want to collect her thoughts, not just yet anyway.


				Her low-heeled black leather shoes were filled with rainwater by the time she reached the long cement steps that led up to the front door of 182 Clinton Street, the large, impressive brownstone that was her birthplace and childhood home, and where she now felt like a sponging guest who had overstayed her welcome, even though she knew this not to be true. But feelings often have nothing to do with truth. The simple fact was that she and Bill had lost everything over the past four years because of his drinking, and they had no place else to go. So, at her widowed father’s behest, she swallowed her pride and moved back into this stately old house. Bill had little choice. Besides, it seemed that he was seldom there anyway once he was able to gin up enough money to get started on another toot.


				She grabbed the newel on the stoop railing and stood there for a long moment trying to catch her breath. The rain mixed with her tears as she stared up at the house and its dark, curtained windows. She was soaked inside and out, and her hair hung like a wet mop under the drenched pillbox hat that now lay almost flat on her head. But she gave no thought to her appearance. It was her insides that were churning, her heart that wouldn’t stop pounding, and her stomach that was on the verge of nausea. A chill ran through her, so she turned and pulled herself slowly up the steps to the double glass door entrance still decorated with her mother’s hand-sewn lace curtains. Fumbling in her purse, she found the key, then dropped it from her trembling fingers. After several tries, she finally opened the door and entered the large dark foyer as if in a trance. 


				As much as she resisted them, her thoughts began to come together, and she started to weep once more. Then she yanked the wet pillbox hat from her head and flung it against the wall. It took a few more moments for her to turn on the foyer light and move slowly down the hall and into the kitchen, her clothes dripping water behind her.


				Her mind was racing now. She yanked the string on the overhead globe light, grabbed the teakettle, and filled it at the sink. Then she moved to the stove. The water running down her hand from her soaked clothing fizzled the flame on the first matchstick. It took two more to light the gas. All the while she kept thinking, “It can’t go on like this. It can’t.”


				She knew instinctively that Bill wasn’t home. She would have either tripped over him in the doorway, or he would be lying unconscious on the hall stairs, unable to make it up to their bedroom on the second floor. That’s the way it was. That’s the way it had been since . . . she tried to remember, but too many thoughts were coming all at the same time. 


				The chills started again, this time running deep into her bones. She had to get out of these soggy things before she caught pneumonia. First the coat. She hung it on a hook above the large washbasin to let it drip dry. Next the shoes. They needed to be stuffed with newspaper so they wouldn’t shrink too much. The newspapers were piled next to the old vegetable bin in the corner. It took only a few moments to do the job, but it distracted her mind from the things she didn’t want to think about. Now, upstairs and out of the rest of these wet clothes.2


				Her bedroom flashed memories almost every time she entered it, particularly since moving back into this old house . . . God, what was it . . . almost three years ago now? She couldn’t believe it. This had been her room growing up on Clinton Street. She shared it for a while with her little sister Barbara, because, well, after that horrible accident, somebody had to watch over her every night. Being the oldest and most dependable, Lois was assigned that task. She didn’t mind. She loved Barbara and felt so deeply sorry for her.


				Lois was eight years old when it happened. She was playing near the lake at the family’s summer place in Vermont when she heard screams coming from the cottage. They were so terrifying she was afraid to go inside. Barbara, who was two, had found a vase filled with long, decorative stick matches and was playing with them under the kitchen table. She managed to strike one on the table leg, and the beautiful colored flame that flickered from the match immediately set her white lace dress on fire. Fortunately, Annie the cook heard the child’s agonized screams, pulled her out, and covered her with towels to douse the flames. Annie was burned herself, but she saved Barbara’s life.


				It would take some years of treatment and skin grafts to fix the deep burns on her sister’s face and hands, but she eventually recovered surprisingly well. Meanwhile, Lois would lie here in her bedroom every night watching her baby sister toss and turn and often wake up crying. She’d bring her a glass of water, stroke her soft brown hair, and perhaps read her a story until she went back to sleep.


				As Lois slipped out of her dripping dress and undergarments, she thought how ironic it was to be back in the same room, taking care of a drunken husband in the very same way.


				She put on her warm cotton bathrobe over a flannel nightgown and was brushing her hair in the dresser mirror when she heard the teakettle whistling through the empty house. Hurrying downstairs, she stepped around the puddles in the hallway, making a mental note to wipe them up as soon as she had something to eat. The nausea had gone, and she knew she needed something in her stomach to keep that pounding headache from coming back.


				Suddenly she spied her pillbox hat. It was leaning against the far wall where she had flung it. As she picked it up to hang it on the nearby coatrack, the face of Barry Slavin flashed before her. She stood there frozen, her jaws clenched. Then, telling herself she didn’t have to deal with this anymore tonight, she turned and headed down the hall.


				The wind was whipping the rain against the kitchen windows. Lois sat at the white cast-iron table bobbing the tea bag in her cup and staring down at the vegetable sandwich she had thrown together on whole wheat bread. If only Mother were here now, she thought. How much time there would be just to talk, to get things out, to listen to her pearls of wisdom cultured from years of experience and a deep faith in her God. Matilda Burnham was a kind, loving soul who had great and usually very practical insight. It was she who told her daughter that Bill was sick, that his craving for drink was the devil’s curse, and that God Himself must find a way to shake it from him. But in the meantime, if Lois truly loved her husband, she must do everything in her power to help him, to pray for him, to encourage him to seek the Lord.


				Lois believed Bill truly loved her mother. At least he always said so and showed her great respect and consideration when he was sober. But then why wasn’t he there when she died? Why wasn’t he there for her funeral? Why didn’t he express much deeper regret and remorse four days later when Lois bailed him out of the drunk tank once again? She knew what her mother would have said. A man who does this kind of terrible thing to a wife and family he loves has to be a very sick man who needs a great deal of love and help himself.


				But how far must one go? How far do you let a man drag you down, force you to wallow in the muck he brings home? Did her mother really understand what she had gone through? What she was still going through?3 Her father, on the other hand, would just as soon have Lois leave Bill. “You can’t help this man anymore,” he would half-shout at her each time Bill roared off on another spree. And now here they were, living with Dr. Burnham in his home, Lois witnessing the pain and confusion in her father’s eyes each time she returned from work, fearful of what the night would bring. And here was Dr. Burnham, with no idea how to comfort his own dear daughter.


				Their only conversation topic now was his forthcoming wedding to a lady he had known and was seeing on occasion even while Matilda lay dying. This had upset Lois greatly, but how does the pot call the kettle black when the pot has no answers for herself and is currently sponging off the kettle? Soon, however, Dr. Burnham and his wife-to-be would be moving into their own place, and at least that source of household tension would come to an end. But then who would help her, she thought, when Bill made another of his feeble attempts to stop drinking on his own and began to shake and sweat? Who would inject him, as her father frequently did, with a strong sedative or give him a dose of that horrible smelling paraldehyde to calm his tremors?4


				Then again, maybe she was worried for absolutely no reason. The way things were going, Lois felt almost certain she would get a call one night and learn that Bill had been found dead in the streets, hit by a car, beaten to death, or dead from an overdose of liquor. Such tragedies were in the newspapers every day. Every single day. She grabbed her forehead and wished her mind would stop racing like this.5 Lois glanced at the kitchen clock. It was almost quarter to eight. Perhaps she’d take a hot bath and then start that new Somerset Maugham novel that had been on her night table for weeks. Her bones actually ached when she cleaned the few dishes at the sink and put them back in the cupboard. She turned off the kitchen light, left the one on in the foyer, and went back upstairs to fill the tub.


				It was well past midnight when Lois came to with a start. A loud noise from downstairs had awakened her. The bedside lamp was still on, and the novel she had been reading lay across her chest. She sat up and listened. Then she heard another noise, like something being pushed across a carpet, followed by those familiar grunts and groans and loud curse words. She didn’t have to hear anything more to know that her husband had finally arrived home, and in his usual condition.


				Lois slipped out of bed, put her bathrobe back on, and walked slowly down the stairs to the entrance hall. Bill was lying halfway into the parlor. He had knocked over a lamp table, broken the shade and bulb, and was reaching for a nearby chair to pull himself erect. The trouble was, each time he clutched at it, he pushed the chair further away. His “goddams” and “Jesus Christs” were getting louder as his frustration grew. Lois switched on the hallway light to see better. What she saw was nothing worse than usual, but the brighter light stunned her husband momentarily and made him fall back down on his side.


				He looked up at her. Bill, too, was soaking wet. There was a cut and several scrapes on his face, his nose was running, and saliva drooled from his mouth, across his chin. That terrible stench of cheap booze filled her nostrils. Suddenly she watched as her husband reached his arm up toward her, smiled that stupid drunken smile, and mumbled in a hoarse whisper: “There’s my lady. She’s always there. Come on, Pal. Give your boy a big kiss.”


				The shame and revulsion from the incident at the pharmacy, the pounding headache she had suffered all day long, the ever-present pain of losing her mother, and now looking down and seeing the Bowery being dragged into her home once again—it all seemed to strike her at once. She couldn’t hold back. Lois later recalled slumping to her knees, leaning over her husband, and pounding him on the chest and arms, lightly at first, then harder and harder. She grew hysterical, saying, “I lie for you. I cover up for you. I can’t even look my own father in the face because of you. Every time you get drunk, I’m the one who feels guilty. Like it’s my fault. Because I couldn’t have children. That I’m not a good enough wife. But it’s not my fault! It’s not my fault! You can go to your bootleggers, your speakeasies. Where can I go? Tell me! Where can I go?”


				The next thing she recalled saying haunted her for some time after that. In fact, Lois said, it haunted her right up until the day Bill finally found sobriety in Towns Hospital and began to get well.


				“I thought tonight,” she recalled shouting through her tears, “that maybe I would never see you again. But you don’t even have the decency to die.”6
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				How It All Began


				IT WAS A LITTLE PAST EIGHT O’CLOCK THAT CRISP OCTOBER MORNING in 1897 when the black brougham, an enclosed horse-drawn carriage from Pratt Institute’s new kindergarten school, pulled up in front of Dr. Clark Burnham’s spacious brownstone on Clinton Street in the well-to-do section of Brooklyn Heights, New York. The home’s impressive scalloped-glass front door opened, and out onto the porch stepped the good doctor’s housekeeper, Maggie Fay. She had a prettily dressed little girl in hand. As Maggie started to help her down the wide cement steps, the girl shook her tiny hand loose and climbed down the rest of the way by herself. The carriage driver assisted her into the coach already filled with a half dozen other boys and girls her age, all from “special” families like the Burnhams.


				Watching the brougham drive off, the housekeeper smiled and shook her head, for she knew that even at “almost six,” the charming, tawny-haired Lois Burnham loved to feel older and somewhat independent, perhaps the result of already becoming “Mommy’s little helper.” For when Maggie was busy or off somewhere else, Lois was both pleased and proud to help her mother care for her younger brother, Rogers, and her newborn baby sister, Barbara.


				Not only that, here she was one of the first children in her neighborhood to attend kindergarten, a new type of preschool education recently imported from Germany by the forward-thinking faculty at New York’s well-known Pratt Institute.


				As the carriage bounced slowly down the bumpy street, one of the young boys stuck his head out the window. His hand accidentally leaned against the door handle. Suddenly the door flew open and the boy fell out into the road, injuring his arm and cutting his head open. The driver leapt down, tied his handkerchief around the youngster’s head, put him back inside next to Lois, and raced off for medical assistance. Lois never forgot that incident mainly because, as she shared it with others later on, “I remember feeling very grown-up mothering him as we drove to the hospital.”1 Perhaps that’s why the boy recovered so quickly, she would laughingly add.


				While it remained a vivid childhood memory, it certainly was a sign that Lois Wilson’s loving and caring instincts and even perhaps her “need to nurture” began at a very early age. For as she grew in beauty and grace, and as the eldest of what were soon to be six siblings, it was simply understood that she was to mete out an extra measure of caretaking and responsibility. This further instilled in her, as she often said, the belief that her will and loving influence could change most things in her life for the better, including people themselves.


				This strong will and self-confidence was quite obviously inherited from her father. Practically everyone who came to know Clark Burnham well described him as one of the most determined, disciplined, and courageous persons they had ever encountered. He stood only five feet eight, but his strong, chiseled countenance, his forceful personality, and his almost strut-like bearing gave the impression of a man of much larger stature.


				Born in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, Clark was in the middle of ten children. His father, Nathan Clark Burnham, practiced both law and medicine and was also a minister of the Swedenborgian Church, which had only recently planted its roots in America. It preached finding a wise balance between the spiritual and the natural life, and some of its more famous members would be Helen Keller and Robert Frost.


				Perhaps Clark’s initial interest in medicine, aside from his father’s strong example, came when he tried to save his younger brother Charley’s life one day. Unbeknownst to Clark, the always-fractious sibling had found two sticks of phosphorus on their way home from school and put them in his pants pocket. When his older brother challenged him to their usual race across the neighbor’s meadow, Charley apparently had it in mind to win this time. He ran so hard that the friction ignited the phosphorus and set the boy’s clothes on fire. Shouting for his father, Clark rolled his brother over and over in the grass, trying at the same time to pull off his burning pants and heavy jacket. Their father did all he could, but Charley died of his burns a few days later.


				Not in his wildest imagination could Clark Burnham ever conceive that some day he’d find himself in the very same situation—only this time with one of his own little daughters.


				After recovering from his loss and the guilty sense that if he hadn’t raced Charley that day it never would have happened, the young man soon regained his “zest for life,” as Lois always called it.2 It began to take him down many paths, prodding him to explore many aspects of life, until once again he found himself considering a career in medicine. He soon came to realize the field of medicine offered him the opportunity to accomplish the three primary goals he had set for himself: to be challenged mentally and physically, to be of meaningful help to the world, and to achieve significant material success. In the ensuing years, Clark Burnham managed to accomplish all of these goals.3


				Is it any wonder, then, why he later could not fathom a child of his—especially his oldest and dearest—allowing herself to be dragged down into such squalor and degradation after growing up in a house and in a world of such splendor? It was simply the antithesis of every virtue, of every desire, of every decent human emotion he had tried to instill in Lois. And, as in many families affected by the disease of alcoholism, his failure to change her way of life—he had long since given up on his drunken son-in-law—drove him to confusion, anger, and despair.


				Upon graduating with honors from Franklin and Marshall College, Clark entered the Hahnemann School of Medicine in Philadelphia. During his last year of study, he visited an uncle and “benefactor” who owned a dry goods store in the Prospect Park section of Brooklyn, a bustling blue-collar neighborhood. Because of his dealings, the uncle knew and was close to many people in the area. He casually suggested this could be an excellent place for a young doctor to start a practice.


				At that time, the sparsely settled region of Brooklyn was composed of a series of small towns and communities that were rapidly being annexed and merged into the already established and growing “City of Brooklyn,” where Prospect Park was located.


				Originally settled in 1636 by Dutch farmers who found the burgh of New Amsterdam across the river—later New York City—unsuited to their rural way of life, the area soon began to sprout farmlands along Gowanus Bay, Jamaica Bay, and in the rich soil of the Flatlands. By 1645, the settlements were joined together into a township called Breuckelen, meaning “marshlands” and echoing the name of the low-lying district the settlers had emigrated from back in Breuckelen, Holland. 


				As more settlers came and the region began to grow, more towns sprang up—New Utrecht, Midwood, Flatbush, Bushwick, Gowanus, New Lots, Williamsburg, Prospect Park, Gravesend, and the Heights. By 1646, ferry systems were established across the East River, which spurred development and trade throughout Breuckelen. Over the years, the name of the region evolved into a number of forms, from Breuckelen to Breuckeleen to Brookline to Brucklyn. By the close of the eighteenth century, the commonly accepted name was Brooklyn.


				By 1884, when Clark Burnham was ready to begin his medical practice as a specialist in gynecology, the population of Brooklyn, which had now become a city, was about 130,000. Fifteen years later, on January 1, 1898, when the city of Brooklyn officially became a borough of New York City, the population had grown to over 200,000 and was a vibrant and flourishing community.


				After passing his medical boards in surgery and gynecology, Clark took his uncle’s suggestion and headed back to Brooklyn. With some additional help from his benefactor, he rented a furnished room, bought an old saddle horse for house calls, and was in business.


				While word spread that a fine young doctor had moved into the neighborhood, many in the area couldn’t afford professional medical care, and those who could were not able to pay very much. So it wasn’t long before Clark realized he had settled in the wrong part of Brooklyn. He should be in “the Heights,” as people called the upscale section of Brooklyn Heights that bordered on the East River and overlooked the growing financial district of lower Manhattan.


				It wasn’t that he had no empathy for the hoi polloi, but they had their charity clinics and their midwives. Besides, paying patients required his services just as much—and of course he would always make himself available to anyone who needed him. That was his oath, one the record shows he kept.


				So, much to the dismay of his uncle, the goal-oriented physician packed up his few things and moved a few miles away to charm a wealthier clientele. Clark Burnham soon found he fit in quite well with the movers and shakers and the elite of Brooklyn Heights society.


				Before long he was able to trade in his old saddle horse for a brand-new fringe-topped horse and carriage. As his practice grew, so did his social life. The gentlemen invited him to their clubs, and the ladies invited him to their parties. In fact, that’s how he met his bride-to-be, one Matilda Hoyt Spelman, when he was invited to her coming-out party.


				He happened to be tending a sick patient in the neighborhood that evening, so he had his medical case with him when he arrived at the Spelmans’. He thought he’d just leave it with his hat and coat, as Lois would later tell the story, always laughing heartily at her father’s embarrassing predicament. Upon entering the house with his bag in hand, Dr. Burnham was mistaken for one of the musicians. He was immediately directed upstairs to wait with the rest of the small orchestra until it was time for dancing. Matilda happened to be leaving her room nearby when she spied the young physician trying to catch the attention of one of the servants. She recognized him because she had once accompanied her mother to his office, and he apparently had made a strong impression on her. She rescued Clark from the confusion, and they were formally introduced by her father when they arrived downstairs for the party. A week later they were courting.


				The oldest of four children and some seven years younger than her handsome escort, Matilda Spelman was both attractive and adventurous. She, like her also-adventurous beau, had watched the completion and dedication of the famous Brooklyn Bridge in 1883, just three years before they met. The bridge was a mighty and impressive span of 1,595 feet that crossed the river from the Heights to downtown Manhattan. Its huge cables and support towers were designed by the renowned bridge architect John A. Roebling and built by his son Washington Roebling over a fifteen-year period.


				During their courtship, Clark loved to take Matilda hiking across the bridge whenever he had the time. There was no heavy vehicular traffic back then, although it was soon to come. One day as they were walking, Matilda stopped in the middle of the bridge and confessed that she had done a very foolish thing just before the structure was finished. She pointed to the sixteen-inch-wide walkway atop the steel encasements containing giant support cables that ran all the way up to the huge stone towers above—and back down the other side. According to Lois, her mother admitted to accepting a challenge from some friends and climbed up the cable walk to the towers and down the other side. She said with tongue in cheek that it was a very precarious way to get to Manhattan, even though quite exhilarating. Clark made her promise never to do such a dangerous thing again. She promised. Then he hugged her and admitted how much he admired her spunk.


				The Spelmans were all New Englanders at the root and quite religious. Born in Granville, Massachusetts, Matilda’s father, William Chapman Spelman was, as were his father and grandfather, a Congregationalist. The Hoyts, her mother’s family, were a well-known Lutheran clan from Manchester, Vermont. The money was on the Spelman side. In fact, Laura Spelman, a close cousin, was married to John D. Rockefeller, Sr.


				Lois recalled her aunt Eliza Spelman taking her for a visit one day to Laura’s home in Pocantico Hills, New York, a sprawling estate of lawns and gardens that surrounded their enormous mansion. Though very young at the time, Lois remembered John D. standing near the huge fireplace in his living room of green and gold, smiling at her.


				Also a financier, William Spelman moved to New York City to advance his career. He and his wife, Sarah, bought a large home on Willow Street in Brooklyn, where Matilda was born.


				Matilda loved the arts, studying drama and literature at school. She was also a member of the school’s choral group and had a very lovely voice. Later on, as a mother herself, Matilda would gather her children together just before bedtime and read stories, recite poetry, or sing them lullabies. Such times were among Lois’s favorite memories.


				Clark and Matilda married in 1888. They leased the house at 182 Clinton Street and turned one of the back rooms into a medical office. He worked diligently, and she handled all the business affairs including billing patients. They were a well-matched pair. While Clark was extremely self-disciplined and expected others to be the same, especially his children, Matilda was softer, kinder, and more loving and forgiving—traits Lois would inherit.


				Lois was their first child, born on March 4, 1891, pink, bright-eyed, and healthy. Then came Rogers, Barbara, Katherine, Lyman, and Matilda. There was great heartbreak in the Burnham household, however, when young Matilda, always sickly since her difficult birth, died before her first birthday. Lois couldn’t understand why an innocent little baby had to die, and was forced to accept her mother’s explanation that it was simply “God’s will.”


				But the young girl would have difficulty for many years accepting God’s will whenever it didn’t agree with hers, always feeling that somehow, some way, she could change things with her own will. As she often shared later on, this brought her much pain and confusion until she was finally able to see she was actually powerless over many things in her life and that acceptance was the true key to serenity.


				After attending kindergarten, Lois was placed in a Quaker school called Friends School. Her father had checked out a whole list of private schools and found this to be one of the finest.


				There was a quiet and lovely little girl sitting next to Lois that first day in class named Elise Valentine. They would sit next to each other for the next twelve years, right through Friends School and Packer Collegiate Institute.


				Lois and Elise shared much of their lives with each other growing up and had quite a bit in common. They both played on the basketball team at Packer Collegiate. They both wore middy blouses and bloomers in the gym and ribbon bows at the end of their long braids, although Lois alternated between blue and yellow and Elise always wore white.


				Many afternoons on the way home from school, they walked to-gether to the foot of Montague Street on the Heights above New York Harbor. It was and still is a spectacular sight. There, Lois often recalled, they would share their dreams as they watched the large ships steam past the Statue of Liberty and the setting sun cast its beautiful streaks of color across the shimmering water.


				And there was something else they both had very much in common. At Packer, an all-girls school, they frequently looked down their noses and laughed whenever one of their classmates ogled the boys from neighboring Polytechnic Institute as they passed by. You see, Lois and Elise had already attended school with boys at Friends, a coeducational facility. They thought they knew a great deal about the opposite sex. Parading around with a rather superior attitude, they’d smugly tell the other girls, “Most boys are clumsy and stupid and nothing to get excited about.” But that came from their experience with “little boys.”


				Later Lois chuckled when she recalled how quickly that superior attitude vanished when they had their first real encounter with “bigger boys.” She and Elise were crossing the Packer campus one day when out of nowhere, two high school seniors from Polytechnic approached and began making “passes.” The two sophomores giggled at first—that is, until the boys stopped and stood directly in front of them, blocking their path. They insisted they wouldn’t move until the girls agreed to join them for a soda at the local ice cream parlor.


				Lois and Elise clasped hands, glanced nervously at each other, then turned and dashed back inside the school building, leaving the young men standing there nonplussed. They waited inside the school until they were certain their admirers had gone.


				As Lois often explained to the more liberated young women she came to know later on in life, the customs and mores regarding the opposite sex were a whole lot different in 1910 than today, regardless of one’s superior attitude. And there was always that fear of being branded “a scarlet woman” if one succumbed to a young man’s charms too soon—certainly not upon their first encounter.4


				While Lois thought she knew her close friend quite well, there was always something just a bit mysterious, a bit strange. Elise spent much time at the Burnham house, but Lois spent little time at the Valentine house. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to. She was seldom invited.


				Elise seemed comfortable and at ease with Mrs. Burnham, although somewhat shy and timid in the presence of the more forceful Dr. Burnham. But Lois barely knew Mrs. Valentine and had never met Elise’s father at all. She had no idea until years later that her dear friend’s father was an “inebriate,” the kindest term they used back then for a boozer, and that Elise tried not to let on how it affected her.


				They remained close friends over the years, through thick and thin as Lois would say, until that awful day in the summer of 1929 when they found themselves deeply split by the disease of alcoholism. It affected each of them in her own way. It would wash away all understanding and keep them apart for many years after that.5


				Sundays were always special at the Burnham household. After proudly showing off his family at the church service, Dr. Burnham would invite the minister and other guests back to their home on Clinton Street to dine and discuss religion and world affairs. As the guests gathered, the two subjects never seemed to clash until the good doctor began serving the fine wines and alcoholic beverages given to him by his grateful patients, who Lois referred to as “GP’s.” But before the verbal exchanges got too hot and heavy, Matilda always knew when to call everyone into her large formal dining room for a sumptuous meal.


				Before eating, it was the Burnhams’ custom to stand around the table holding hands while the minister or sometimes the doctor himself offered a blessing to the Lord for His generosity. Some of the less religious guests were not used to holding hands—particularly one man with another. They might self-consciously fidget and squirm. Young Lois always found it hard to keep from laughing out loud watching the faces of those guests turn red. But then moments later she would feel guilty, remembering that her mother always told her to be especially kind to people on Sundays because that’s the Lord’s day. 


				On those Sundays when the minister couldn’t attend, the family took long walks together or drove around the burgeoning community of Brooklyn in their large, new, yellow-wheeled horse-drawn carriage.


				Often they stopped off and visited some relatives, such as Lois’s great-aunt Emma who lived on Fort Greene Place with her sister, Anne, a spinster. Now an aging widow, Aunt Emma had long white curls dangling down from under a baggy lace cap, Lois remembered. She thought they looked a bit funny. All the aunts ever seemed to talk about whenever they visited was how seasick they had been as they traveled from England on a great sailing vessel, and how difficult it was to start a new life in a new and completely different land.


				It all sounded very exciting to Lois at the time, and she often wondered why her aunts seemed so sorrowful. Many times she left their house with a sense of deep sadness, believing that her aunts felt useless and alone. But one day she would understand better, because she would feel the same way.


				A few years after Lois was born, her father reluctantly acceded to his wife’s wishes that he take some time off to vacation with her elderly father in Manchester, Vermont. William Spelman’s wife had passed away a few years earlier, and he was living in their large home all by himself. The trip that summer turned into an instant love affair between Clark and the Green Mountain State.


				A great believer that most infirmities can be overcome by fresh air, a good diet, spartan discipline, and a strenuous outdoor life, he found Vermont the perfect place to enforce this regimen on himself and his growing family. Returning to Brooklyn, he preached Vermont to all his patients, his neighbors, and his friends. Lois remembered his soliloquy well: “The air is cleaner, the sky bluer, the flowers prettier, the mountains taller, the birds happier and the maple trees produce the finest and purest syrup in the whole wide world.”6


				Before long, the family was spending the entire summer in Manchester. Soon some of Dr. Burnham’s patients were making the trek north to check things out for themselves, and in no time they became “summer people”—the term the natives politely applied to their temporary visitors. Before long even the “locals”—the year-round residents—began coming to him with their ailments, impressed by his knowledge of homeopathic medicine.


				Matilda’s father especially loved having the children around. Since he was now older and more feeble, he offered to sell his house and all its beautiful antique furnishings to his son-in-law at a very attractive price. Clark wasted no time in accepting the offer. He took out a large mortgage in order to buy the Clinton Street house at the same time, eliminating the costly rental there.


				With his interest and involvement in the Green Mountain State growing along with his roster of patients, the doctor and his family started living from May to November at their “summer home.” Since Lois and Rogers were now in school back in Brooklyn, Matilda had their teachers give her their spring and fall lessons so she could tutor them herself. Lois remembered how attentive her mother was to make sure they studied and understood everything she taught them.


				The young girl was gifted at an early age with the ability to read and comprehend a growing vocabulary. Before too many years, she was reading Charles Dickens, William Thackeray, Sir Walter Scott, Jane Austen, Louisa May Alcott, Bret Harte, and Rudyard Kipling. She was expe-riencing flights of fancy and derring-do one day and human tragedy coupled with world events the next. It was quite a challenging, liberal education, and she enjoyed every moment of it.


				That was something Dr. Burnham insisted upon: that each of his children receive a demanding education in order to develop not only a strong inner character but also the knowledge, intellect, and judgment to meet the world head on. And, being a gynecologist, he made sure all of them—his daughters in particular—were well educated on the subject of sex and where it fit into the overall context of their moral upbringing.


				Moreover, unlike many parents in the Victorian era, Clark and Matilda Burnham were openly affectionate with each other in front of their children. This not only attested to the deep love they had for each other, but enabled their children to see that love between a man and a woman was natural and virtuous.


				To round out her education, Lois took dancing and music lessons when she was back home in Brooklyn Heights and, upon returning to Vermont, she was frequently called upon to entertain summer guests, both dancing for them and playing the piano.


				The doctor and his wife quickly became enmeshed in Manchester society, hosting and attending parties, serving on club committees, having prominent guests to their home. And the Burnham children were part of it. Clark made sure his flock was a shining example of what the best children should be like, and his wife went along with his wishes. In fact, they both took great pride in their children’s appearance—robust, polite, and well-groomed. There was that distinctive style in dress and manner that never failed to produce flattering comments from the Burnhams’ wealthy neighbors and the elite summer crowd from Brooklyn Heights.


				But now with four children and another on the way, Matilda’s never-ending social activities were beginning to wear on her. She never complained, but her husband could see it. That’s when he found the perfect solution.


				Clark had become enamored with a charming, roomy cottage on Emerald Lake in East Dorset, Vermont, about twenty miles away. It would put enough distance between them and Manchester so they could politely ease out of many of their social commitments while still maintaining contact with his patients and their many friends. Matilda loved the idea, so Clark rented out the Manchester house and purchased not only the charming cottage but also two nearby bungalows. And the trip between East Dorset and Manchester would be much easier now, since he had traded in his old buckboard for a brand-new Pierce Arrow with running boards, a rear trunk, and teak-spoked wheels.


				Lois absolutely loved the move to Emerald Lake. She was “almost nine” at the time and recalled later how it was like “getting out of a tight-fitting girdle and into a loose pair of bloomers.”7 She became a tomboy, fishing and swimming, climbing trees, catching frogs, and picking beautiful ripe berries along the lake for her mother’s pies.


				She enjoyed waking early in the morning, sitting on the dock, and staring into the mist rising from the clear, deep green water. Emerald Lake was only about a mile wide and a mile long, but for young Lois it went on forever. It lay between two mountain ranges, the Taconic and the Green Mountains. The Taconic was known for its exquisite marble deposits. It was the chemical dust from the old quarries running down the mountain streams and into the lake that gave it its deep green color and eventually its name. But the mines had long since been shut and the lake was now pristine.


				It was on one of those quiet, peaceful mornings as young Lois sat on the dock that the silence was suddenly shattered by agonizing screams coming from the cottage. Afraid to go in, she stood frozen, simply staring and listening.


				Finally, when she made her way to the kitchen door, she saw her baby sister, Barbara, who had just turned two, lying on the floor surrounded by her parents and Annie, the cook, whose hands were wrapped in a wet towel. Annie was weeping hysterically while Dr. Burnham and his wife kept laying more wet towels across Barbara’s face and arms as the child twisted and screeched unmercifully. Lois soon learned that unbeknownst to Annie, her sister had been playing with stick matches under the kitchen table. She had set fire to her lace dress and it scorched her terribly. Had the poor Irish cook not been there to douse the flames with kitchen towels, burning herself in the process, little Barbara would have died.


				Lois remembered her mother describing to her one day the shocking number of skin grafts that were required to cover the burns on her little sister’s face and body, grafts that enabled her to recover from the ordeal remarkably well. But the story that impressed Lois the most concerned her father who, at one critical moment and without any anesthetic, sliced skin from his own leg to graft onto his daughter’s face. It was difficult to believe, Lois would explain, unless you knew Clark Burnham and the feelings he still had deep inside about not being able to help his younger brother Charley.


				After that, Lois said, her father always called Barbara “his special little girl” because part of her had literally once been part of him. That gave Lois and her sister Katherine a twinge of jealousy now and then. 


				Matilda’s father, just before he died, gave the family a beautiful white skiff with mast and sail. Being the oldest child, Lois quickly learned to master the craft and often was out on the lake from sunup until sundown. She loved being challenged by the wind as it whipped the waters into white-crested waves. Lois had inherited her father’s courage, his sense of adventure, and his passion to enjoy nature and the beauty of life to the fullest.


				And when the waters were calm, she set her sail and glided serenely over the lake, leaning back to watch the clouds move slowly across the sun and to wonder what might lie above and beyond them. As she grew older, she yearned to know more about the universe and its Creator. She would “talk to Him” rather than recite those formal prayers she learned in church. But somehow she could never quite reach “Him” in a personal way, no matter how hard she tried. It would take time and a great deal of inner struggle, but it did happen one day.8


				In the meantime, Lois immersed herself in the shimmering green waters of Emerald Lake, totally unaware that in a few short years on this very lake she would collide with a young man who would change her life in more ways than she could have possibly imagined.
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				Love Almost at First Sight


				BACK IN THE EARLY 1900S, THE SOCIAL CONVENTIONS FOR young ladies were quite restrictive, nothing like today’s rather liberated standards. “Spooning,” for example, which later became “necking,” “petting,” and even “foreplay” to some, was considered most improper and was frowned upon before couples became formally engaged. And sex itself—even the mere discussion of it, in many cases—was left for after the wedding vows and for the highly anticipated, often tense, climactic honeymoon night.


				While young men knew how they were expected to comport themselves when wooing a young lady, testosterone was just as potent then as now. Many, therefore, challenged convention whenever the opportunity presented itself. That’s one reason why even in the best of families, daughters were chaperoned on dates and vigilantly watched when entertaining a young gentleman caller at home.


				World War I and the free-wheeling Roaring Twenties that followed began to change things just a bit, but the “sexual revolution,” as we know it today, was nowhere in sight when Lois became a young lady.


				Even so, by the time she was twenty-one, the charming and alluring Miss Burnham was having difficulty herself with some of these social conventions. She had graduated from Packer Collegiate Institute and was studying drawing and painting at the New York School of Fine and Applied Art—and working with live models. There were several young men in her life now to whom she felt physically attracted, and despite her strict moral upbringing, Lois’s interests were admittedly neither “platonic” nor “old-maidenish,” nor did she fit into any of those other similar categories. As she herself shared later in her memoirs, “Sometimes it was hard for me to keep to all those strict rules. I knew other girls who didn’t and in some cases saw how much trouble they brought upon themselves. I didn’t want that to happen to me. Still, when I sat with a young man all evening in our front parlor at Clinton Street, I was often tempted when he wanted to spoon. Both of us frequently found it difficult to create enough interesting conversation to distract us from what we may have had in mind. But I did my best to hold faithfully to our conventions. Fortunately, just when it would become the most difficult to do so, mother would call down from the top of the stairs that it was time for the young gentleman to go home.”1


				There was one other thing that made Lois’s physical desires a little bit easier to contain. She hadn’t fallen in love yet.


				It was around the middle of May 1914, early on a Saturday morning, Lois recalled, when she heard someone yanking incessantly on the bell chain outside the front door of the Burnham cottage on Emerald Lake. She was making a cup of tea for herself at the time. Annie the cook was busy feeding the younger children in the kitchen, her father was reading some papers in his study, and her mother was in her bedroom still recuperating from a virus she had picked up only a few days before the family left the city for Vermont.


				There was a momentary pause, then the bells rang again . . . and again. By the time Lois reached the front door she was quite peeved. She glanced through the sunroom window to see a tall, lanky young man standing outside with a half dozen or so kerosene lamps tied to a pole that was slung across his broad shoulder. When Lois shoved open the outer door, she hit the young peddler on his leg, almost knocking him and his wares off the small front porch.


				After regaining his balance and spotting the rather unfriendly look on Lois’s face, his own countenance turned beet red. He stared at the ground and uttered:


				“Need any kerosene lamps, ma’am?”


				Lois now recognized the young man as one of her brother Rogers’s summer friends, and she slowly pulled in her horns. While she had never actually met him before, she had seen him a number of times over the years and knew him as one of the “natives,” the term the elite summer crowd applied to the local folks of East Dorset and its environs, some of whom worked in the small shops and restaurants and handled all sorts of handyman chores for a fee.


				With an apologetic tone in her voice, Lois replied: “I’m very sorry. I didn’t mean to hit you with the door like that.”


				The young man forced a shy smile on his handsome face as he wiggled uncomfortably back and forth, making his kerosene lamps clang together.


				“You’re Rogers’s friend. But I . . . I don’t recall your name.”


				“It’s Bill, ma’am. Bill Wilson.”


				“How much are the lamps?”


				“Seventy-five cents.”


				“Seventy-five cents? But they’re only fifty cents at the store.”


				“Not with delivery, ma’am.”


				“But . . . twenty-five cents more!”


				Now the young man was getting peeved. Suddenly Dr. Burnham was at the door.


				“We could use two of those. And if you could bring some extra kerosene by, I would appreciate it.”


				Lois recalled feeling slightly embarrassed by her father’s quick dismissal of her attempt to negotiate a lower price.2 However, later he would tell her how he was impressed by young Wilson’s ambition and grit. Rogers said he was working two jobs plus peddling lamps on weekends to pay for his expenses at Norwich University, a military college in Northfield, Vermont, just outside Montpelier, the state capital. She could tell from her father’s expression that Bill reminded him of himself at that age.


				Still, Lois wasn’t all that impressed. At least that’s what she told herself. This Bill Wilson fellow wasn’t even that good-looking in spite of those bright, expressive eyes and that thick sandy-colored hair. And he seemed clumsy and slow and not at all personable. But most of all, her father said Bill was almost nineteen. She was already twenty-two, and that made him much too young for her. What would people think?


				Then why did his brief visit to her front door remain on her mind all that day, that night, and even the following few days?


				Bill Wilson, on the other hand, was very impressed. First, he appreciated Dr. Burnham’s friendly, businesslike manner and his payment up front in cold hard cash. Second, Lois’s challenging, almost intimidating attitude impressed him to the point where he swore he’d get even before the summer was over. One thing he couldn’t stand was a patronizing attitude. He’d get even, all right, and the opportunity would present itself sooner than he anticipated.


				Here was a determined, generally amiable, sometimes confused and distant young man whose roots ran deep into the Vermont soil. Bill Wilson came from a lineage of tall, raw-boned quarrymen who loved to spin great yarns in the local taverns while matching their peers drink for drink. And his father, Gilman Wilson—known as “Gilly” to his drinking buddies—was one of the best at both storytelling and drinking.


				Gilly was born in the town of East Dorset in 1870, in the very same year and in the very same township as Emily Griffith, the first daughter of Gardener Fayette Griffith, a serious man who tilled the soil and loved it and his country deeply. His eldest daughter inherited his serious side: she grew into a tall, handsome woman with fixed notions that no one could alter no matter how hard or how long they tried. She was an avid reader, and when she discovered on a page an idea or provocative thought that she agreed with, it would become an unshakable part of her worldview. And she remained that way her entire life.3


				Although Gilly was completely different—a man who could make up his mind one minute and change it the next—there was something about him that attracted Emily from the first day they met. Perhaps it was his ruggedly handsome looks, his thick, wavy hair, or the easy way he laughed. They both attended the same school, attended the same church, played in the same park, and went to the same parties. Before long they fell in love and were married. Many townsfolk whispered they were a completely unmatched pair, Emily a college graduate and Gilly a humble quarry worker. But Emily seemed happy at first, and Gilly—well, he always seemed happy.


				Gilly’s father, William C. Wilson, a Civil War veteran, had worked in the quarries himself until he met and married Helen Barrows, who had inherited the largest house in East Dorset. It was a great rambling structure that for some years now had been a local inn called the Barrows House. Willie Wilson decided he’d enjoy running an inn more than running a quarry gang, so he renamed the place the Wilson House and settled down to wine and dine a constant stream of guests.


				When his son decided to marry Emily Griffith, Willie not only threw a big wedding banquet but also set the young couple up in their first apartment—two rooms in the rear of the Wilson House. And it was there about a year later, almost as an omen of things to come, that their first child, William G. Wilson, was born on November 26, 1895—in one of those small rooms right behind the bar.


				No one could conceive what great things William G. Wilson would accomplish, nor could anyone conceive the great difficulties, disappointments, and tragedies that would buffet him along the way. It was only when he shared all of this with Lois in his sober years that she would finally come to understand just how powerless she had been to help him all along. Yet she would have to endure all his pain and degradation with him before achieving such awareness.


				Young Billy was only nine when the first tragedy struck. His father and mother separated and eventually divorced. The townsfolk weren’t surprised. Bill once shared with Lois that he should have seen it coming but closed his eyes and pretended when he opened them again things would be different. But they weren’t. The bickering, the quarreling, the outright screaming matches were still there and had been ever since his sister Dorothy was born. His mother kept saying she felt “stuck in a rut” and needed to find her way out.


				Gilly was now managing a large granite quarry in the nearby Taconic Mountains and they had moved into a home of their own, a small but attractive green-shingled cottage a few blocks from the inn. But Emily wanted more and Gilly knew he couldn’t get it for her, not on a quarry manager’s paycheck. His drinking increased along with Emily’s aloofness. Billy loved his father, and the night he left was a night he never forgot. In a way, he blamed himself even though his father swore it had nothing to do with him. But Billy just couldn’t accept what his father said, especially when his insides kept telling him he had done something wrong—that his father no longer loved him.


				Gilly headed for western Canada to manage another quarry. Emily sat down to plot her future. She was thirty-five now and had a son and a daughter to look after. She also had her own life to live, a life up until now of unfulfilled dreams. Conjuring up one particular dream, Emily soon developed another “fixed notion,” one that not even her kind and loving father could dissuade her from and one that led to Billy’s second deep disappointment and still deeper self-recrimination. 


				It was 1905. Emily would file for divorce, leave the children with her father and mother, head for Boston, enroll in medical school, and become an osteopath. The children would see her only occasionally for some years after that.


				And so it happened. And while Billy loved his grandparents, he had great difficulty ignoring those confusing emotions deep inside that made him feel unlovable, that he must surely be to blame for his mother leaving. He never discussed any of this with his mother or anyone. He just kept it all inside.


				Growing up in the rolling green pastures and rugged mountains of Vermont with a loving grandfather who shared his patriotism for America and taught him how to make and fly a boomerang, how to repair and play an old violin, how to fish, hunt, and read Huckleberry Finn and Tom Sawyer took much of Billy’s pain and sadness away, but not all of it.


				He and his sister Dorothy attended the two-room schoolhouse in East Dorset, and their teachers were both dedicated and strict. And their grandparents made sure every bit of their homework was done before bedtime. Outside of class, the young boy’s agility and strength made him an excellent athlete. He eagerly looked forward to entering the local high school and playing organized sports with his friends. But Emily had a different idea—another “fixed notion.” Although living and studying in Boston, she stayed in touch with her father and kept track of her children’s progress, especially their education. She was determined they would make something of themselves. She’d die before her son ever wound up in the quarries like her husband.
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