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PROLOGUE


THE MORE LOST I GET,
THE CLOSER TO HOME I COME

I OWNED A farm in West Virginia with my wife and we lived there twelve years, the best years of my life. It was an old farm, settled a hundred years ago, a house built from timber cut on the property. Most of the land went up and down and rarely ran flat. No one had lived on the place full time for at least a decade before we got there. We brought the farm back to life as time and money allowed. We raised horses and cattle along with … ducks, cats, dogs, chickens, geese, and a parrot. Also, a brother, friends in crises, sons, friends of sons, a daughter of friends—who came to stay with us at various times for various lengths of times. I earned a living, sometimes thinly and other times fat, as a novelist. Often you hear people say they didn’t know how good they had something until they lost it, but my wife and I knew we had a good life. We even admitted to the same dark dread, that one day someone from the Department of Responsible Adulthood would drive up our lane to tell us we had to stop playing around out in the country and go back to the city to get jobs like Responsible Adults.

Living on our farm those twelve years, we met artists and horse trainers, sculptors and poets, and at least one philosopher, Bob Neff. I think of him as Wisdom on the Mountain and would occasionally make my trek to Bob, like a New Yorker cartoon showing a pilgrim climbing to a mountaintop guru, to ask what he thought about something. Bob didn’t always have answers, but he always had thoughts.

We also made friends with a retired building contractor who was a gunsmith and a composer of classical music. One midsummer evening we were planning a dinner out with this friend, Ed Lockwood, and his wife, Judy. Ed is from New Jersey, a dese and doze kind of guy, outrageously conservative by my way of thinking, anti-intellectual, and yet a brilliant natural pianist and self-taught composer who, at the collapse of the Soviet Union, composed and played a musical piece called “The Death of Russia” that brought tears to my eyes. Such was the magic of those years on our West Virginia farm we called Blue Goose.

Before Ed and Judy arrived, a thunderstorm had hit, short but violent. After the storm ended, my wife wanted to call the horses down to make sure they were safe because during the storm six of them had run from their pasture into the forest, which of course was the worst place to be during high wind and hellacious lightning. Five of the six came at her call, and I said I would walk up into the woods to see if I could find the sixth, Annie. I was wearing khakis and a checked shirt, cowboy boots, hardly the outfit for a trek through the trees, but I thought I would quickly find Annie cowering somewhere and get behind her and clap my hands and she’d run for home. I didn’t bring a rope or bridle, not even a walking stick, much less a flashlight. It was a summer’s evening and night was a hundred miles away. Just as I was heading into the woods, I looked back toward our house and saw Ed and Judy drive up. My wife would explain what was happening and I’d return in a few minutes and our evening could proceed as planned.

Living on a farm and spending time outside connects you with the weather and the smells and sounds of nature in ways denied us when we live in the city and work behind sealed windows under fluorescent lights, as I now do. Back on Blue Goose, it had been muggy before the storm, but afterwards, as I entered the forest and began climbing the first hill, the air was clean and cool.

All of our woods were on slopes; everything flat had long ago been cleared for fields and pastures. So I climbed ever upward, bushes and leaves soaking wet from the thunderstorm. I’d have to change clothes when I got back home—which would delay our dinner and then I’d hear about that from Ed all evening long. I was probably smiling in anticipation of some of the outrageous things he would say … when I saw Annie’s trail.

You didn’t have to be a tracker to see where she’d gone, her hooves had torn up the ground and she had broken branches along the way. She must’ve been hauling ass. Horses don’t like to be separated from their herds, so I figured over the next ridge I’d see her standing there wondering where she was and how the blazes was she going to get back home—and if I didn’t see her on the next ridge, then surely the one after that. I came to the fence marking our property. The storm had toppled a huge red oak tree, flattening a section of the fence, and I could see where Annie had picked her way through the limbs of the downed tree and off our property. I guess the lightning had terrified her. Most of what you can understand about horses comes from knowing they are prey animals.

As I followed her trail, I speculated she’d been standing under the tree when the storm hit and maybe she’d been injured by lightning or falling limbs. The previous year we’d found a neighbor’s horse in the woods, struck by lightning, all four hooves exploded, the carcass feasted on by a flight of buzzards.

I stopped for a decision. I could go back now, change clothes, and we could still make it to a late dinner. But I doubted my wife would go to dinner if Annie was still unaccounted for, roaming on someone else’s property, perhaps injured. So we wouldn’t go to dinner if I came home without the horse. Okay, I’d follow Annie’s trail and bring her home and if that made the hour too late to go to a restaurant, then we could have dinner at our house instead.

I continued following the trail. In a thick, hilly forest in the middle of summer when all the leaves are out, you rarely get a perspective beyond twenty yards or so. I couldn’t tell if Annie was just ahead or nowhere near. All I could see was a few yards of the leafy trail in front of me, and all I had to follow was the path a frightened horse had left—still distinctly marked.

As I walked and climbed and walked, the forest changed. The area I was in now had been cut over and was so spare in places that I lost the horse’s trail and had to range back and forth to pick it up again. Up until that point, following Annie had been easy—now it was a challenge, the forest floor rocky with thin soil and only a scattering of leaf debris for hooves to mark. Now I could see farther ahead—but still no horse in sight.

I walked on for an hour more, then another hour, screw dinner, I was bringing this damn horse home one way or the other. I felt savvy each time I found a mark on the ground, a twig recently broken—I was David, scout.

Then there she was, a big nervous bay filly. She had no halter. Because our horses had access to forest, we didn’t always put halters on them when they were out to pasture for fear that they would scratch on a tree limb and get their halter hung up. The top straps on the halters we did use, called breakaway halters, were made of leather, which a struggling horse can break to free itself—unlike what’ll happen with an all-nylon halter, which can get hung up and hold a horse until it breaks its neck trying to get loose. Horses are an exotic combination of speed and fragility, flightiness and stamina, always ready to run, always convinced something is giving chase. They can fall through a bridge and stand up, shake themselves off, and go on as if nothing happened—or they can gently slip on slick concrete and break a leg, split a hip, never get up.

This particular halter-less horse, Annie, was lost and close to panic when she saw me coming through the woods. I reached her and put a hand to her neck and she actually leaned against me as if to say, Thank God you’re here—let’s go home. I took off my dress belt and put it around her neck, not that it would restrain her if she wanted to run but it gave me something to hold as we would have to return along the same steep, slick terrain we had just covered.

First, I checked her for injuries, running a hand along her neck and sides, down her legs, pulling on her fetlocks to make her raise her hooves so I could see if they were all right. She was fine, just scared and lost. Okay, time to go. I grabbed the belt and turned my horse for home.

What I saw made me gasp. Night was standing there. Just behind me. It had been following. I apparently had been traveling west toward a sky made lighter by the setting sun because when I turned around, away from that lighter sky, the woods were dark. Night out of the east had been trailing me as I had been trailing Annie.

I stood a minute or so, blinking, wondering what the hell was I going to do. By the time I looked again in the other direction, presumably west, the sun was gone and night had taken the occasion to throw itself completely around me and my horse.

I wasn’t wearing a watch but estimated I had been gone for a few hours and wondered how deeply into a forest a man and a horse can get walking for a few hours.

We lived in an isolated part of West Virginia, with farms and settlements along valleys and rivers but few people living in the hundreds of miles of mountainous forests between those valleys and rivers. Farms in our area faced the creeks and valleys, turning their backs on the mountains. Nothing was up there … up here where Annie and I were. Nothing civilized.

My wife would occasionally go riding on old logging trails through these mountains and sometimes she’d come upon people unlike anyone we’d ever met—not just country folks but strange people who, we were later told, collected forest products, moss for florists and salamanders for fishermen, and lived not only off the electrical grid but off the grid of civilization. Their children didn’t go to school. Their families were on no government roll. They weren’t taxed or counted. I used these folks or rumors about them as a basis for characters in one of my novels. I called them the barely people—because in the book, they were people … but barely.

So now I’m leading Annie with my belt around her neck, it’s dark and I’m wondering who else might be in this forest through which I’m trespassing, and what’s going to happen if Annie and I fall off a ridge in this darkness and break a human or horse leg? Still, I couldn’t just stand where I was until morning. Annie and I moved out cautiously.

I had lost all bearings for finding the trails we had made, for finding the way back to my property, but I came upon a game trail that we could follow even in the dark. As the night dipped deeper and moved in closer, I stopped telling Annie this was all her fault and told her instead that we are in this together so that if some barely person, coyote, wolf, panther, bear steps into this game trail a few yards ahead of us, I don’t want you pulling loose and running your scared horse’s ass off into the woods to leave me here all alone, I expect you to stick with me so we can face the danger together.

As they say, if horses could laugh …

Eventually I stopped walking. This is ridiculous, I decided. The hour must be closing in on midnight by now. I know the neighbors who live along the road, Big Branch, where our farm is located but I don’t know anyone who lives behind us, in the mountains, in the woods, in the uncharted wilderness where I and Annie were now lost—so where was I going? My wife and friends would be worried. Search parties would be organized. But no one’s going to be foolish enough to launch a search in these mountains in the middle of the night. The weather was warm, they would let me spend the night in the woods and then come looking for me at dawn. I tried shouting a few times and then listening hard for a reply … like shouting in outer space.

An old piece of woodsman advice is to follow a waterway down-stream because eventually that creek will join another creek that will find a river—and along a river, people live. But Annie and I had been at the bottom of several ravines that were dry. Apparently, woodsman’s advice is predicated on finding a waterway. Annie and I had found nothing but mountains and trees. So. The thing to do, I thought, Annie and I will stay here in these woods until morning and not keep wandering around to risk breaking our legs falling off a mountain in the dark.

I wasn’t going to be able to hold on to the belt all night long, however, and if I let go I figured she’d wander off and then regardless of when I was rescued in the morning, we’d all have to go out again to find the damn horse. If I had a rope, I could tie her to a tree. If I had bacon and eggs, I could have supper … if I had a frying pan and a fire.

I was standing there trying to figure out how to secure Annie for the night when I heard a cow. This was good news. People don’t turn their cattle loose into the mountains. A cow meant a pasture, which meant a farm.

I re-gripped the belt and led Annie toward the sound of the cow. She smelled them as we approached. I don’t know if she thought these were our cows and she was home or if she was scared or what, but she became antsy and prancy and I was having the devil’s own time controlling her with nothing but a dress belt looped around her neck.

Before, when we were lost in the deep forest, she had been a model of decorum, walking carefully and bumping against me for reassurance. But now she was nervous, snorting.

We found cows wandering through some open areas along a creek. With the tree canopy broken, the night sky offered light enough we could see to follow first the creek and then the cow trails away from the creek.

My best hope was to come to a pasture next to a road, find a gate and get on that road, and hope someone comes by who will tell me where I am. I’ll ask that person to call my wife.

My worst fear, soon realized, was coming to a farmhouse. It would be bad enough, dangerous enough, to find yourself at midnight coming to an isolated farmhouse from the road, from the front—but walking up to that house in the middle of the night from the back, from the mountains and woods, that’s trespassing and it can get someone, like me, shot. During the day, it’s not unknown for strangers to come to a farmhouse from the road—delivering a package, lost and asking for directions, even trying to sell something. But, day or night, no one comes from behind you, walking out from your own property, already trespassing. How’d they get back there and why are they sneaking up on you? The fact it was past midnight made matters all the worse, which I believe is one of life’s truths, that matters become worse after midnight.

So there’s this farmhouse. No lights on, of course, not at this hour. And I’m standing there with a horse, we’re well behind the house, back in the barnyard. Thank God I had the horse, at least she gave me an excuse—I got lost looking for my horse, I could tell the suspicious farmer, see … this horse right here.

I stood a long while trying to figure out what to do, how to do it. Could I just walk right past the house and down the lane and out to whatever main road the lane connected to? What if the farmer heard us and looked out his window and saw someone in his yard in the middle of the night? It’s not like living in the city where people might be walking by your house at odd hours. Being in a farmer’s yard, uninvited, after midnight was the equivalent of being in a city dweller’s living room—with one serious difference. If you live in the city and see someone in your living room, you call 911. If you’re on a farm and see someone in your yard after midnight, you call on Mr. Colt. I could be shot from a window and then, during the investigation of the shooting, when it came out that I was just a poor lost slob leading a lost horse, people would say what a shame, such an unfortunate mistake, but no one would blame the farmer for shooting me.

My more immediate concern, however, was dogs. Every farm has dogs. They’re usually turned loose at night to run off intruders, four-legged and two-legged. As soon as this farm’s dogs get a whiff of me and Annie, there’s going to be a storm of barking, the farmer will wake up and grab his nearest firearm, Annie will run off leaving me with no excuse for being there, and I’m going to get bitten or shot or both.

I’m scared of dogs I don’t know. I’ve had dogs all my life and I’ve written about them in all of my books; I love dogs. But twice when I was growing up in the country I was attacked by dogs I didn’t know, and those attacks left me with a lifelong fear. Once I know a dog, have been introduced to it, then I’m okay, it doesn’t matter if it’s a rottweiler or pit bull.

But I didn’t know this farm and I didn’t know its dogs and I was scared. I gripped the belt around Annie’s neck and briefly considered hoisting myself aboard to ride through the yard bareback, hell-bent and not stopping for dogs with teeth or farmers with guns. But my wife was the equestrian in the family, not me. Without stirrups or reins or a saddle with a horn to hold tightly to, I could see myself getting thrown off and landing in the middle of the pack of snarling killer dogs, as per my midnight imagination.

I considered turning around and walking back into the woods and spending the night, then I could come up to the house in the morning when the farmer might be out and able to hold off his hounds. I just continued standing there, immobile with doubt and fear, appreciating what the phrase “screwing up your courage” really meant, and when I finally got it screwed as tightly as it was going to go, I tugged on Annie and walked toward the house, deciding to announce myself rather than trying to sneak past.

“Hello in the house!” My voice sounded weak. “Hello in the house!”

I braced for dogs.

Hollered again.

Waited for a light to come on.

Nothing. No dogs, no lights.

This was amazing, unexpected, eerie. I lead Annie as quickly as I could past the farmhouse, out a short lane, and onto a country highway. Happy! Now I didn’t care what happened. I was out on a public thoroughfare. I had survived the ghost house without dogs or inhabitants. God knows where I was, one of those haunted areas of West Virginia where farmers long dead still rise at dawn to milk their ghostly cows. A variety of horror stories arrived uninvited in my mind as I waited for someone to drive by on this deserted hardtop road at whatever ungodly hour it had become.

Annie was skittish out on the road so I walked her along the shoulder, which is when I realized a river passed nearby. My God, how lost was I and what river could this be? The Greenbrier River flowed at the end of Big Branch, where our farm was located, but I had spent the night walking away from our farm, away from the Greenbrier. And now we had come to another river? I knew then that Annie and I weren’t going to make it home before dawn. I had gotten us more lost than I had ever dreamed possible.

Here comes a truck. I wave the guy down. I don’t blame him for being reluctant to stop or for giving me the fish eye when he did stop. Here I was, a man walking along a highway at 3 a.m. or whatever time it was, leading a horse with a belt around its neck.

I thanked the driver for stopping. “Been trailing this horse all night, got myself lost in a bad way. What river is this? You ever heard of Big Branch Road? That’s where I live.”

The suspicion in his eyes deepened as if he feared this was the part where I might draw a knife or transfigure into a wolf. “That there is the Greenbrier,” he said, indicating the river on the other side of the road. “And about a hundred yards back is Big Branch.”

He didn’t ask how I could be lost when I was just a hundred yards from the road I live on. He just nodded and left before I could murder him, is what he was probably thinking.

I looked back across the highway at the farm Annie and I had just crept past and saw it for true for the first time tonight, rapidly orienting myself to where I was, everything foreign becoming familiar. The farm was the one my wife and I drove past each time we went to town. The guy who owned it raised cattle on this farm but he and his wife lived in town instead of out here in the country and that’s why the house was empty, no dogs in attendance. I hadn’t recognized the farm because although I drove past the front of it several times a week, I had never visited the farm or seen the farmhouse from behind, which is how Annie and I originally approached.

What I had done was, I had walked in a wide and all-night circle. You might’ve read about this phenomenon, how people who are lost in the woods and believe they are walking a straight line sometimes will keep veering off in one direction and eventually walk in a circle that brings them very close to where they started. (One theory is that a dominant leg takes a slightly longer stride which gradually, step-by-step, turns the hiker in a circle.)

I led Annie to Big Branch Road where I met several people who had been called to join the growing crowd at our farmhouse, the searchers gathering there to figure out what to do, where to go, when to strike out looking for me. Someone had a halter, which I put on Annie and then connected a lead rope. A friend asked if I wanted a ride in a truck for the last mile home and let someone else lead the horse. Absolutely not. I’ve walked this horse all night, I’m walking her home.

At the house, my wife asked, “What happened to you?” She put her arms around me.

“I got lost going after your horse.”

She kissed me, wept softly, was happy.

Great stories were told during what was left of that night, large gins were drunk. I said to people over and over, “I thought I was getting more and more lost with each step I took but, turns out, each step was bringing me closer to home.”

Between Easter and Christmas of 2003, I lost everything—my marriage, my money, my health, my career, my home, and most terrifying of all, my sanity. The beast that took everything from me was not alcohol or drugs, it was life itself, a potent combination of bad decisions, rotten luck, a debilitating lawsuit, and outlandish adultery … eventually involving gunplay, law enforcement, divorce, cancer, and at least one dramatic rush to the emergency room. At a distance of five years, I’m still trying to make sense of what happened. But I know this: the journey of those five years has brought me to a place—where I am now, the people I’m with, what I do, how I view life—that is peace enough and serenity enough to call home. Five years ago I was absolutely convinced that peace and serenity were lost to me forever, but it turns out I was just walking a five-year circle to get home. 
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PART I

The Things We Push and Pull Through Life 

Whatever mental problems afflicted this homeless guy caused him to engage in bizarre hoarding behavior with two shopping carts. He toured the area around the office where I worked in D.C., pushing one shopping cart, pulling the other, keeping them both filled. I don’t mean he filled them the way you might fill a grocery cart in preparation for Thanksgiving, I mean he filled them higher than your head. And stuffed things underneath. And hung bulging plastic bags all around the sides. The carts were as tip-pingly overfilled as two cartoon carts. Everything relatively neat, though. All the cardboard stuffed under one cart had been folded and stacked with sides aligned. The plastic bags that hung off the sides of the carts had been neatly tied. He had old suitcases and backpacks, brooms and mops, coats, shoes, hats, umbrellas. The stuff was broken, stained, and for the most part unusable, but each item was nonetheless neatly accorded its place on one of the carts.

He was the hardest-working street person I had ever seen. Always packing stuff into, under, onto his two carts. His efforts to move those carts were heartbreaking. Too much stuff. Too heavy. Too top-heavy. He’d trudge down the sidewalk, pushing one cart in front of him and pulling the other behind. The wheels would go screwy and he’d have to stop and align them. Or one of the carts would get stuck in a sidewalk crack. These carts and their wheels were meant for the smooth floors of supermarkets, not sidewalks and curbs. When the double burden became too much, he’d push one cart half a block ahead, then walk back for the second, then push the first another half block. Sometimes stuff would spill and he’d have to repack. Sometimes he’d spot a new treasure—a crate, a piece of plastic—that he would gather up, finding a place for it on the heaps, moving on.

Most tragic of all was watching him cross a busy street. He wouldn’t let you help; no one was allowed to touch those carts. But he wanted to get both carts across the street together, afraid I suppose of a light changing and isolating him from one of his carts, half of his possessions on the far side of a busy street. So he’d try to get the carts across in one frantic effort, pushing one, pulling the other, a nervous eye on the traffic light, reaching the curb but then unable to get the carts up the ramp and onto the sidewalk. It wasn’t funny. Your heart went out to him and the constant struggle he had arranged for himself with the things he carried and pushed and pulled.

You wanted to ask him, Why are you making all this work for yourself? Or, more cruelly, you might think, if he put that much effort into a real job, he wouldn’t be homeless.

I was talking with a friend from work about this guy when the friend said, “I carry around as much stuff as that homeless guy does, except you can’t see the things I deal with wherever I go. And if people could see what I carry around, they wouldn’t have anything to do with me. You wouldn’t be here at lunch with me. The foundation wouldn’t employ me. Every day, David. Every place I go. All this stuff I carry and push and pull.”

He had it right. Some of us, Christ, we’re burdened with these goddamn shopping carts so full of stuff it’s amazing we can get through the day. All around you, right now, people are pushing and pulling stuff that threatens to tip over and spill at any moment—stuff we have to maneuver across dangerous streets while traffic lights tick down how much time we have left. Stuff that got put in our shopping carts during childhood or by a trauma or by the bad luck of brain chemistry.

In preparation for this book, I talked with people who push and pull a lot of stuff through life: fears, disappointments, self-recriminations. Some of these people are successful with important jobs and major accomplishments—all the more admirable when you consider the stuff they’re carrying around while achieving those accomplishments and holding down those jobs. Other people I talked with haven’t been so fortunate with their shopping carts, and sometimes they just can’t get across the street.

Until I lost everything, I didn’t realize how tough life was for so many people. I was arrogant, with little patience for whiners. Suck it up and carry on was my philosophy. But after I got laid low and from the perspective of the dining room floor where I lay sobbing and insane, I eventually realized that some of us can carry a lot and some of us not so much. And it changes at different times of our lives. If your shopping cart is too full, is more than you can maneuver through life, then it’s not my place or anyone else’s place to say you should’ve been stronger, been able to carry more.

Something else I discovered: there’s a beast out and about and capable of loping into your life, getting you on the ground, and ravaging you. Your beast might be bad luck or cancer or bankruptcy, it might be abandonment by a spouse, the death of a child. People who have not yet encountered the beast are indifferent to its existence, as arrogant as I once was. For them, going to work and dealing with disappointment is as easy as skipping unburdened across a street. Not so easy for others of us who are trying to escape the beast while also pushing and pulling full shopping carts. That’s who I’m writing this book for—those of us whose names the beast knows. 



1

KIDNAPPED!

YOU WOULDN’T know this if you’ve never had alcoholic blackouts but sometimes you snap out of the blackout and come to in the middle of an adventure. Maybe it’s the fear and adrenaline that kicks your ass out of the blackout and suggests maybe you want to start paying attention. Richard Pryor did a comedy routine on this, coming out of a blackout in the middle of the freeway, driving a hundred miles an hour, suddenly conscious and scared shitless.

My life’s first memory begins like that. I remember nothing before the moment that I suddenly acquire memory in the middle of an adventure. It’s like tuning in to a radio drama already in progress. I’m in the backseat with my sister, Linda. Linda was two years younger so if I was six, she was four. Mom was driving. She was kidnapping us.

I don’t know what issue set off this particular bout of insanity, but as with most of my mother’s craziness, the incident was rich with religion. Something about Satan. Something about saving us from hell. I was so young that I don’t remember being frightened as much as curious. What the hell was going on? Mom was driving across yards. Cars, including police cars, were following us.

I believe this kidnapping occurred shortly after my younger sister, Nancy, was born. I have two younger sisters. Linda, who died in 1996, and Nancy, who is six years younger than I am. My brother Eric is sixteen years younger than I am, and because I left home when he was still a baby, he and I don’t have many shared memories of family life. When our mother kidnapped Linda and me, I remember Nancy being a tiny baby who was left with a grandmother, my father’s mother. This was Granite City, Illinois, where my father and his father worked in the steel mills and where I was born and where I, too, would eventually work in those mills.

We’re speeding along, the police following at a discreet, non-siren, non-flashing-lights distance, which I know because I occasionally get on my knees and look out the back window—until my mother takes a severe corner and rolls Linda and me along the backseat like two melons out the top of a grocery sack.

Mom eventually pulled across the lawn of a church (I remember the deep gouges the tires left in the grass and thinking someone is going to get in serious trouble) and parked right up against the church building. People appeared. Police stood at a distance, waiting I believe, for the family or the minister to take control of the situation. I think the police mentality was different then. I think back then they didn’t feel a need to dominate each situation but sometimes were willing to watch and wait and intervene only as a last measure.

Leaving me and Linda in the car, our mother, screaming about Satan, rushed toward the church doors with the minister following close behind her. Linda looked at me as if I might have an answer. What happened? What do we do now? I didn’t know.

Someone took Linda and me into the minister’s house, right there next to the church or actually attached to the church. The buildings were red brick. We were led into the kitchen … the cleanest, brightest kitchen I had ever seen. I didn’t know people kept kitchens like this. I didn’t know kitchens were capable of this level of order and cleanliness and operating room brightness. I marveled at floors, clean, and counters, uncluttered, and sinks empty of dirty dishes.

Linda and I were seated at a table. Curious eyes stayed on us as people (neighbors, the minister’s family, police, I don’t remember, but it seemed a crowd) gathered around to see if we were going to have a breakdown or start speaking in tongues or whatever the spawn of insanity does.

How embarrassed can you be at age six? I remember being absolutely humiliated but resolving not to show any emotion to these gawkers. After a few awkward minutes, everyone was moved out of the kitchen except Linda, me, and the minister’s daughter, who might’ve been nine or ten. She was beautiful. And she was suffused with a saintly empathy for me and my sister, poor little offspring of the crazy woman holed up in the church. Smiling softly, beatifically, the little girl was, I suspect, witnessing for our Lord Jesus Christ. In response to this Christian outpouring, I battened down all my young emotional hatches and let nictitating membranes close over my eyes, determined to show nothing in return for her grace.

She asked if we’d like something to eat. Linda, a bewildered four-year-old, looked again to me for an answer. “No, thank you,” I said. How about something to drink? the minister’s daughter asked. “How about a nice cold root beer?” I remember Linda looking at me and nodding her head vigorously—she had red curls and freckles and she desperately wanted a root beer.

We didn’t have soda in our house, and at age six I’m not sure if I’d ever had a soda, certainly not a root beer, although I had heard tales of just such an elixir: bubbly, sugary, tangy it was rumored to be. Still I declined.

“Are you sure?” the minister’s daughter asked sweetly. “We have a bottle right there in the fridge, it won’t be any trouble at all.”

Linda was now attempting to bypass me, nodding her head at the minister’s daughter and reaching her grubby little hand across the table to accept root beer even if it had to be poured into her open palm.

I took Linda’s wrist and drew her hand back. “No, thank you,” I said on behalf of both of us.

Just about then we heard an ungodly screech and wail. That would be Mom. She either had escaped from the church or had achieved a new level of volume that reached the kitchen. Linda kept looking at me, wondering what we were doing here and when would we be going home and why can’t she have root beer. I remember staring straight ahead … just … waiting … for … it … to … be … over.

If this happened when Nancy was an infant, then our father had not yet moved us to the farm. We moved to the farm when I was eight; Linda, six; Nancy, two; Eric still eight years from being born. It’s important to note the relative date of my first memory of our mother’s psychosis because it became family lore that living out on the farm was what drove her crazy, alone all day with infant Nancy as the older kids went to school and my father worked in the steel mills. My mother grew up in a small town with lots of friends and neighbors close by, and she did not like the country, hated being alone. But as my first memory shows, she was crazy before we got to the farm—although I grant that she grew all the crazier being out there with no neighbors in sight, alone with her thoughts day after day, struggling with whatever beast was ravaging her—whatever shopping carts she was desperately pushing and pulling through life—while the rest of us went on blithely with our lives.

I realize, too, that mental illness such as my mother’s is in certain aspects like any other disease you’re born with, in that my mother did nothing to get it, owes no responsibility for the disease’s effects, and is obviously more the victim than any of us who had to deal with the effects of her disease. Her bizarre behavior was simply the result of the disease she had—like having a liver disease that results in jaundice. Would I blame my mother for having hepatitis and yellow skin? Of course not. So I shouldn’t blame her for being crazy.

Except hepatitis doesn’t cause kidnapping or lead her into my room in the middle of the night when I was twelve years old, waking me with the moon in my window over her shoulder, my mother’s face crazy, her eyes wild, telling me in a middle-of-the-night voice that “Daddy’s going to kill me—go to sleep now, okay?”
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