
[image: Moonlight on Linoleum: A Daughter's Memoir, by Terry Helwig.]


[image: image]


[image: image]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




Moonlight
on Linoleum


[image: image]


[image: image]

Howard Books
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

In consideration of their privacy, the names and identifying details of some people have been changed.

Copyright © 2011 by Teresa Helwig

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof
in any form whatsoever. For information address Howard Books Subsidiary
Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.

First Howard Books hardcover edition October 2011

HOWARD and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For
more information or to book an event, contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers
Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Designed by Davina Mock-Maniscalco

Manufactured in the United States of America

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

Library of Congress Control Number: 2011016818

ISBN 978-1-4516-2847-0
ISBN 978-1-4516-2866-1 (ebook)


For
Carola Jean, my mother,
and Amanda Jean, my daughter



Contents

Foreword

Prologue

Chapter 1: Emerson, Iowa 1950

Chapter 2: Fort Morgan, Colorado

Chapter 3: Glenwood, Iowa

Chapter 4: Elkhart, Kansas

Chapter 5: Amarillo, Texas

Chapter 6: Alvin, Texas

Chapter 7: Ozona, Texas

Chapter 8: Grand Junction, Colorado

Chapter 9: Fort Stockton, Texas

Chapter 10: Ozona, Texas Revisited

Chapter 11: Odessa, Texas

Chapter 12: Grand Junction, Colorado Revisited

Chapter 13: Denver City, Texas

Chapter 14: San Luis Obispo, California

Chapter 15: Odessa, Texas Revisited

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

Q & A with Terry Helwig



Foreword

YEARS AGO, WHILE walking on a South Carolina beach with Terry Helwig, I had what turned out to be a propitious conversation. Close friends for over twenty years, we often walked the corridor of sand on Isle of Palms, talking about our lives and our work. On this October day, we were discussing the peculiar fact that many readers of my then recently published novel, The Secret Life of Bees, sometimes believed the story was based on my own childhood. They assumed that like my fourteen-year-old character, Lily, I had been forced to kneel on grits, had lost my mother when I was four, and had run away with the housekeeper to escape an abusive father. Of course, my childhood was nothing at all like Lily’s.

After listening to my bemusement about this oddity, Terry said, “If I wrote the story of my childhood, it would be just the opposite. The story would be completely true, but no one would believe it.”

We laughed at this little irony.

I knew the saga of Terry’s childhood, which rivaled the sorrow and crazy-making adversity I’d invented for my own fictional Lily. Yet Terry had managed to arrive in adulthood with her soul beautifully intact, without a trace of victimhood, cynicism, or bitterness. Indeed, she was one of the most remarkable, loving, and utterly together persons I’d ever met.

Walking beside Terry that day, marveling at how such a mysterious transaction as that occurs in the human spirit, I almost missed the tacit suggestion in her comment: If I wrote the story of my childhood.

My pace slowed till I was at a standstill. “Have you thought of writing it?”

“I’ve thought of it,” she said. “But—does the world really need another memoir?”

It was just like her to ask that question. It would not occur to Terry to write a memoir just because she could. In her mind, it needed to exist for a larger reason; it needed to be the sort of story that served something worthwhile; it needed to be needed.

“The world needs your story,” I told her.

“I’ll think about that,” she said.

We can all be glad she did.

It soon became apparent that Moonlight on Linoleum had been lying innate, dormant, and fathoms deep inside of Terry for most of her life, waiting for the right culmination of time and realization. For years, I watched from the periphery as she worked on the book, laboring to render her story with unflinching honesty, bringing to it her indomitable humor and humility, and filling it with her deep and luminous vision of life.

The book is both a tender recollection and an unblinking portrayal of a heartbreaking yet heart-stirring childhood, one that unfolds among the little oil towns of the American West. The transience, privation, abandonment, abuse, anguish, and havoc in Terry’s young world is, startlingly enough, met with equal portions of hope, dignity, resilience, ingenuity, funniness, and love.

The story reveals a family hovering on the unraveling edge of life: Carola Jean, a complex and unforgettable mother whom you may want to rage at one moment and hug the next; a good-hearted, oil-drilling stepfather, plus an array of other colorful men held in Carola Jean’s thrall. Terry’s five younger sisters fall under her tutelage, in the formation of an uncommon sisterhood that transmutes suffering into salvation. And at the center of it is Terry, a girl clinging to hope in the face of crushing realities, a girl determined to stay connected to her dreams, determined to save her sisters, as well as herself.

If I were asked to explain the statement I made on the beach that day when I told Terry the world needed her story, I could probably come up with a whole panoply of reasons for why it’s true. But I will simply give you one. . . .

Remember that mysterious transaction in the human spirit that I marveled at where Terry was concerned? The one that allows one person to transcend life’s hardships, becoming stronger, wiser, and larger in spirit, while another person succumbs to life’s injuries, growing hardened, contracted, or stuck? Well, there are no explanations for that, there are only stories. The world needs Moonlight on Linoleum because it is just such a story. It is what redemption looks like.

—Sue Monk Kidd



Prologue

Riverside Cemetery
1990

I COULD NOT FIND my mother’s grave.

The caretaker thumped a large brown ledger onto his desk. “What’s your mom’s name?”

An easy enough question, except for those five or six marriages. I should know her last name. My face reddened as I stood momentarily speechless in the caretaker’s office at Riverside Cemetery in Fort Morgan, Colorado.

“She might be under Carola Jean Vacha,” I said. I remembered letters spelling THE VACHAS running vertically down a post on the front porch of her marigold-colored house before she died.

The caretaker’s finger ran the length of the page. “Nothing under that name.”

In the fifteen years since Mama’s death, I had not been back. I was unsure what name had been etched onto her headstone. Come to think of it, I couldn’t remember being consulted about a headstone at all.

“What about Carola Jean Simmonds?” I asked.

He shook his head.

“She married a lot,” I offered. “How about Wilton or Redding?”

He raised an eyebrow and continued his search. “Here’s Carola Jean Redding. Died April 29, 1974. Lot 398, Block 10,” he said and flipped the ledger closed.

I followed him as he wound his way through a maze of weathered gravestones variously carved with lilies, roses, and angels. The graves didn’t all look alike to him; he knew about lots and blocks. He reminded me of the ferryman on the river Styx, overseeing the dead.

When he came to a stop in front of a flat cement marker, barely larger than a brick, I was confused. Then I saw it: Mama’s name crudely etched into cement. She had no headstone—only the plain dull marker the county had provided, which had begun to flake and crumble, surrendering to the surrounding grass.

She has a pauper’s grave, I thought as I knelt and laid down the pink rose I had bought. I wrestled a clump of grass, trying to reclaim a corner of the marker. The cement felt cool to my touch. Wiping the smell of grass and dirt onto my jeans, I turned to the caretaker. “I know it’s a little late, but what if I wanted to order a headstone?”

“People do it all the time,” he said. He turned and walked away, leaving me to my thoughts.

*   *   *

I WAS forty years old, the same age my mother had been when she died. I stood at the juncture of the second half of my life, at precisely the place where Mama’s footprints ran out. The years ahead of me would be virgin territory, unexplored by the woman who had ushered me into the world. The only thing I understood with any certainty was just how young Mama had been when she died.

During her graveside service fifteen years earlier, I had gazed up into the branches of a nearby tree, startled to see the juxtaposition of sunlight so near death. The beauty of pink blossoms punctuating the blue sky had taken my breath away. The colors of the world had never looked more vivid, my senses had never been more alive. It was as if death’s razor had cut away the veil separating me from holy mystery, exquisite wonder blazing with sorrow.

Mama’s casket had not yet been covered with earth. I had no idea then, being only twenty-five, what burial entailed. Mama’s funeral was my first. My knees had buckled when I first saw her lying in the casket, her wax-like hands holding a single rose. The ink-blue bruise of ruptured blood vessels on her left temple, resulting from the overdose, had been camouflaged under a layer of caked makeup. Long sleeves hid the thick purple scars on the undersides of her wrists—scars that had been fresh wounds once, bleeding a river of red onto white sheets.

I had wanted to shield my younger sisters from the sight of Mama’s blood that day, to spare them that memory above all others. That’s how I summoned up enough strength to shove the dresser in front of the door, to rip the sheets into bandages, to shoulder the weight of Mama staggering down the hallway. I alone washed Mama’s sticky blood from my hands. I had wanted it that way.

But now that I had a daughter of my own, I understood just how bereft I had been. Picturing myself as a young girl, flipping a crimson-splotched mattress, I wished I could have spared her, too.

FOR THE headstone, I selected a pinkish slab of granite and instructed the stonecutter to cut a single word for her epitaph: Selah.

The word Selah is an enigma, which describes my mother perfectly. Some think Selah refers to a musical instruction, meaning “a pause” or “stopping to listen.” It may also have been used similarly to the word amen. Now that I was the same age as Mama had been when she died, I wanted to stop and listen to what her life had meant; I wanted to say amen to her, as if she had been a prayer.

The next thing to determine was Mama’s last name. Dare I change it to one of her earlier names? After the funeral, her fifth or sixth husband, Lenny, only two years my senior, took all of Mama’s old photographs, because he “loved her so.” Lenny thought his year and four months with Mama trumped all the years my sisters and I had spent with her. I was even more offended when I learned, years later, that Mama’s marriage to Lenny may have been null and void. Mama may not have been legally divorced from Tom. But Mama would have considered this legality nothing more than a pesky technicality, a minor inconvenience that had to be negotiated.

I was my mother’s daughter.

I concluded that the legality of the name on Mama’s headstone was a minor inconvenience that could be negotiated, so I chose the married name that my sisters and I loved best, the once-legal name that had defined Mama the longest, the name that belonged to a man I call Daddy, still to this day.

In addition to Selah, Carola Jean Vacha was etched into stone.
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I Invited the child I once was to have her say in these pages. I am the one who came out on the other side of childhood; she is the one who searched for the door.
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My dad holding Vicki; Mama holding me

Emerson, Iowa 1950

I LEFT YOUR DAD,” Mama told me more than once, “because I didn’t want to kill him.”

She wasn’t kidding.

Mama said she stood at the kitchen counter, her hand touching the smooth wooden handle of a butcher knife. In an argument that grew more heated, Mama felt her fist close around the handle. For a brief moment, she deliberated between slashing our father with the knife or releasing it harmlessly back onto the counter and walking away.

My sister Vicki was ten months old; I was two. Mama was seventeen.

By all accounts, Mama and Dad loved each other, even though Mama lied about her age. Mama told my dad that she had celebrated her eighteenth birthday; Dad, twenty-two, believed her. But the state of Iowa insisted on seeing Mama’s record of birth before granting them a marriage license. Only then did Mama confess her lie. Dad broke down and cried. Mama was fourteen, not eighteen. Still, despite the deceit and age difference, on Wednesday, May 26, 1948, Carola Jean Simmonds and Donald Lee Skinner said, “I do.” Mama’s mother signed her consent.

Mama definitely looked older than fourteen. She had thick black hair that fell around her face, accenting the widow’s peak she inherited from her mother. Her hazel eyes reflected not a shy, timid girl but a womanly gaze that belied her years. Physically, she was curved and full-bosomed. But she was not pregnant. According to my birth certificate, I came along a full eleven months after they married, proving their union sprang from something other than necessity.

Part of Mama’s motivation may have come from her eagerness to leave home. Her older brother, my uncle Gaylen, witnessed the difficult relationship Mama had with their mother.

“This is hard to tell,” he said. “When your mom was just a baby, I remember walking alongside her baby carriage with our mom. I must have been about eight. Carola was crying and crying and Mom got so mad. She stopped the carriage, walked to a nearby tree, and yanked off a switch. She returned to the carriage and whipped your mom for crying. I couldn’t believe she was whipping a baby.”

Uncle Gaylen fumbled for words, attributing his mom’s state of mind to my grandfather Gashum’s infidelity. “I think Mom took out all her frustrations on Carola,” he said.

I wish I could scrub that stain from our family’s history. I wish I could reach back in time, snatch the switch from Grandma’s raised fist, and snap it across my knee. It might have made a difference. Mama’s life might have taken a different turn.

She might not have been so desperate for tenderness.

By the time Mama turned fourteen, she had fallen for my dad. Instead of protesting when Mama asked to marry him, Grandma extolled my father’s family, told Mama she was lucky to have him, and readily signed permission for Mama to marry. With the words “I do” uttered in the sleepy town of Glenwood, Iowa, Mama became the fourteen-year-old wife of a tenant farmer.

Around that time, Mama wrote a couple of jingles and sold them to Burma-Shave as part of its roadside advertising campaign. Mama liked to drive by a particular set of red-and-white signs posted successively along the highway near Glenwood. The words on the signs, which built toward a punch line farther down the road, were Mama’s words, right there in plain daylight, for the whole world to see.

His cheek
Was rough
His chick vamoosed
And now she won’t
Come home to roost
Burma-Shave

It’s impossible to know which jingles Mama wrote, but all her life she loved the word vamoose.

DURING THE first year of their marriage, my parents moved into a house without running water, off County Road L-45 not far from the Waubonsie Church and Cemetery outside Glen-wood. Dad, a farmer, loved the land and spent long hours plowing, planting, and tending the livestock. His mother, my grandma Skinner, lived four miles down the gravel road. Grandma Skinner had raised six children while slopping the pigs, sewing, planting a garden, canning, baking, and putting hearty meals on the table three times a day. I think Dad assumed all women inherited Grandma’s Hestian gene.

But not his child bride, Carola Jean. She could write a jingle, but she knew nothing about cooking, gardening, cleaning, or running a household—not even how to iron.

“Your mom couldn’t keep up with the house or the laundry,” Aunt Dixie, my dad’s sister, said years later. “If she ran out of diapers, she’d pin curtains or dish towels on you, anything she could get her hands on.”

I doubt Mama knew what to do with a screaming colicky baby, either, one who smelled of sour milk and required little sleep. In a house without running water, I must have contributed to a legion of laundry and fatigue. The doctor finally determined that I suffered from a milk allergy and switched me to soy milk, which cured my colic, but not my aversion to sleep.

“In desperation,” Mama recounted many times, “I scooted your crib close enough to the bed to reach my hand through the slats to hold your hand. Finally you’d settle down, but”—Mama would draw in a long breath here—“if I let go, you’d wake up and start crying all over again. You always wanted to be near me. Sometimes I cried, too.”

Without fail, the next part of her story included a comparison between me and my sister Vicki, born fourteen months later.

“Now, Vicki was just the opposite,” Mama marveled. “I’d have to keep thumping her heel just to keep her awake long enough to eat.”

Mama’s retelling of that story during our growing-up years made me feel like thumping Vicki, too, and it had nothing to do with her staying awake. I pictured Vicki sleeping peacefully and wished I had been an easier child. More than once I wanted to shout, I can’t help what I did as a baby! But I held my tongue; I was good at that.

By the time Vicki joined our household, we lived in a former rural schoolhouse near Emerson, Iowa. It was here that Mama broke.

She was sixteen.

No matter how you do the math, the equation always comes out the same: Mama was little more than a child herself. The rigors of marriage, farm life, and two girls under the age of two finally came crashing down on her.

Mama had adopted a kitten, much to my delight and my dad’s dismay. Dad did not want animals in the house. But Mama stood her ground; the kitten stayed. Mama loved watching it pounce on a string and lap milk from a bowl. She loved hearing it purr and worked with me to be gentle with it.

One afternoon, in the driveway, Dad ran over the kitten. Mama could not stop crying.

“He said it was an accident and he was sorry,” Mama told me years later. “But I never believed him.” She jutted out her jaw. “He didn’t want that kitten in the house.”

I find it unlikely that my dad intentionally ran over a kitten. He had a reputation for being soft when it came to killing animals, even to put food on the table. But I do believe some part of their marriage died with that kitten.

When Mama found herself clutching the butcher knife, she said she thought about me and Vicki, what using the knife would mean, how it would carve a different course for each of us. I’ll be forever grateful that Mama fast-forwarded to the consequences. She released her grip on the handle and chose divorce over murder.

I have only a single flash of memory of leaving Iowa.

I’m sitting on the plush seat of a train, the nappy brocade scratching my thighs. I’m not afraid, because I’m pressed against Mama’s arm; I can feel the warmth of her against my side as she rocks rhythmically. She holds Vicki (who no doubt was sleeping). I repeatedly click my black patent shoes together and apart, together and apart, noticing the folded lace tops of my anklets hanging just over the edge of the cushion. The world is a blur passing by the train window. Clickety-clack. Clickety-clack. Watch your back. We are headed west to Fort Morgan, Colorado.
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Vicki, me, and Mama

Fort Morgan, Colorado

WHY CAN’T I ask for money?” I asked. I was three at the time.

“Because it’s not polite,” Mama answered.

“Nancy does,” I countered.

“I know,” Mama said, “but only when Aunt Eunice is around.”

Mama seemed to think this explanation made some kind of sense.

Much to my chagrin, whenever Mama and her sister, my aunt Eunice, had friends over, especially men friends, my cousin Nancy fetched her piggy bank. She sidled up to her marks, balanced her bank on one of their knees, batted her eyes, and asked if they wanted to drop some money into it, as if she were offering them a rare opportunity. Invariably they laughed at her spunk, dug deep into their pockets, and pulled out most of their spare change.

I knew a good thing when I saw it, which had prompted me to ask for a piggy bank, too. Mama’s admonition that I couldn’t ask for money seemed highly unfair. Why could Nancy ask? It aggravated me even more when Nancy shook her bank next to my ear so I could hear how rich she was.

I was five months older than Nancy. Neither of us had a daddy who lived with us anymore. Part of the reason Mama had headed west on the train to Fort Morgan was to be near her sister, Eunice. Mama’s mother had also moved to Fort Morgan with her second husband.

Grandma could not have been thrilled with the prospect of her two divorced daughters and their children moving in with her and her husband. Maybe that’s why Mama and Aunt Eunice rented the three-room, faux-brick, asphalt-sided house near the railroad tracks in town.

Turning the one-bedroom rental into two bedrooms required nothing more than Mama’s nailing a white sheet to the wall and ceiling to block off one end of the living room. I envied Aunt Eunice and Nancy for being the lucky ones to sleep in the tent bedroom, while Mama, Vicki, and I shared the back bedroom. I liked when Aunt Eunice did not come home for days at a time because Mama let me sleep in the tent bedroom with Nancy to keep her company.

I remember a knock on the front door one morning. I followed Mama to see who was there and leaned against her leg. A man, whiskered and wearing clothes that looked too big, asked if we had any food to spare. I looked up at Mama to take my cue.

“Just a minute,” she said and closed the door.

I followed her into the kitchen. “Mama, who’s the man?”

“A hobo. Someone who rides the trains and doesn’t have a home.”

“Why doesn’t he have a home?”

She opened the refrigerator door, hunched over, and pondered the empty shelves. Looking over her shoulder, she asked, “Should we fix him a mayonnaise sandwich, or a butter and sugar sandwich?”

I voted for the sugar and butter. One of my recent discoveries had been the sugar bowl, sitting smack-dab in the center of the kitchen table. If left alone, I fished a spoon from the silverware drawer, climbed onto one of the chrome-legged chairs, and pulled the sugar bowl toward me. I loved how the grains of sugar exploded into a thousand pellets of sweetness on my tongue.

Definitely a sugar and butter sandwich, sprinkled with a bit of cinnamon.

Mama made two sandwiches and stuffed them into a crackling paper bag. She started for the door and turned back to the counter. After a moment’s hesitation, she grabbed the last orange out of a bowl on the counter and tucked it inside the bag, too.

I followed her back to the door to see if the hobo was still there. He was. He smiled when Mama handed him the bag.

“God bless you,” he said.

Such a gesture might well be dangerous today, but in the early fifties, when doors were rarely locked and hopping trains a bit more common, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. What I felt that day had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with love for my mother. It may have been my first awareness of loving her, of seeing her outside of myself, of discovering a facet of who she was beyond being my mother.

Shortly after that night, I caught the flu. Propped on pillows in the back bedroom and old enough to know you did not soil the bed, I was mortified when I had diarrhea so bad I could not get up in time to run to the toilet. To add to my crime, I puked all over the sheets. A putrid smell filled the room as Mama hurriedly pulled off my pajamas and stripped the sheets down to the striped ticking on the mattress. I cried, certain I had angered her, but at a loss as to how to stop doing what I was doing. I could not even sit up without feeling dizzy.

Mama cleaned me up and it happened all over again. Between my gags and with snot running down my lips, I cried, “I didn’t mean to, Mama. I didn’t mean to.”

Mama stopped her scurrying and dropped the linens. She wrapped her arms tightly around my hot body. “Of course you didn’t mean to,” she said. “You’re sick. You can’t help it.”

To be held blameless while lying in diarrhea and vomit, to be treated with such tenderness in the most squalid of circumstances, filled me with euphoria. Mama not only understood; she loved me anyway.

After I got well, Nancy and I perched on a small ledge next to the house. Sitting shoulder to shoulder in our coats, we looked out over the neighborhood and the train tracks. It felt good to be outside again. The vapor of our words swirled around us.

Suddenly, Nancy startled me by crying.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“I miss my mom,” she said, wiping her tears with red knuckles. “I don’t know where she is. Or when she’s coming back.”

It was true. Eunice had not been home. When she went on her drinking sprees, she sometimes disappeared for days, like the time she ended up at the dog races in Nebraska. I had been sleeping with Nancy in the tent bedroom for several days. I draped my bulky arm around Nancy’s shoulder. Not knowing what else to do, I leaned my head against hers. We sat there, head to head, for a long while.

Eventually Aunt Eunice did return, showering Nancy with gifts and coins for her piggy bank. When Mama suggested maybe Nancy shouldn’t ask for money, Aunt Eunice bristled and said, by God, she wasn’t going to find fault with Nancy for passing around a little piggy bank. So it was that Nancy continued to jiggle her bank in front of anyone who came to sit in our living room.

Aunt Eunice and Mama tried to be there for each other, like two sisters adrift at sea, each trying to keep the other from going under. Maybe that explains why Mama did what she did. Maybe Mama was only trying to survive—to make life a little better for herself and for me. Maybe she thought she could still see me from time to time.

How does the conversation go when you offer to give away your older daughter?

Unbeknownst to me, Mama had offered me up to Wilda, a great-aunt by marriage. Wilda and her husband, Lyle, lived in Log Lane Village just outside Fort Morgan.

I have a picture taken at that age.

It is winter. Mama stands in a doorway, propping open a screen door with her left shoulder. Vicki and I stand outside the door on a thin layer of snow and ice. I am not yet three, Vicki is under eighteen months, Mama is close to eighteen years. All three of us wear scarves tied beneath our chins. Vicki’s scarf looks oversized on her; she is without mittens and looks to be teetering, trying to keep her balance. I look in the direction of the camera with a quizzical expression, my bare hands tentatively touching each other in front of my jacket. Mama wears a thin smile and mittens that rest on either side of my shoulders. It’s impossible to determine if Wilda has already said no.

ONE OF Mama’s favorite sayings was “Do not judge others until you have walked a mile in their shoes.”

Putting myself in Mama’s shoes, which were most often white moccasins molded in the shape of her size seven-and-a-half foot, I see an eighteen-year-old girl with two children, one of them still a baby, but a good baby, not much trouble. Her former husband is in Korea, drafted after their divorce; she has a sister who disappears from time to time, leaving yet another child in her care; she has no money, no high school diploma, and a mother unhappy with the inconvenience of helping her out.

Mama may have questioned her ability, even her desire, to raise two young daughters alone. I have no idea if Mama planned to keep Vicki and give away only me. What is fact is that Mama turned to a warm and capable woman, a woman who genuinely seemed to care for her almost three-year-old daughter, a woman who, perhaps, Mama wished had been her own mother.

Would it be so reprehensible to choose Aunt Wilda to be her child’s mother?

This is one of the miles I have walked wearing Mama’s moccasins. I know other conclusions can be drawn, other miles walked. But I believe that Mama’s offer to give me up did not come easily, that it exacted some price from her, that I was more than just a kitten needing a good home.

I wonder, though, if somewhere deep in my bones, I feared Mama might walk out the door like Aunt Eunice and never come back. Mama’s willingness to let me go may have intensified my need to hold on. Most of my life, I clung fiercely to Mama. Grandma said I cried whenever Mama left and stopped only when she returned.

I hate to think how long I would have cried if Aunt Wilda had said yes. As it was, my fate was not to become the youngest of Wilda’s daughters, or to grow up in Fort Morgan. My fate continued to rest with Mama, who found a job making malts and shakes at Yates Drug Store soda fountain on Main Street. Mama’s wages did not afford much in the way of child care, so she left me and Vicki with her mother whenever she could.

One afternoon a young seismic driller, a doodlebugger named Davy from East Texas, walked through the front door of the drugstore. He walked across the black-and-white-checkered floor and eased himself onto one of the bar stools after a long day in the oil fields. Covered in dust, he wanted only to quench his thirst.

I suspect he looked up into the face of a raven-haired, hazel-eyed beauty and, like a duckling attracted to the first thing it sees larger than itself, he was imprinted with an irreversible attraction to Mama over which he had no control. Quite simply, she became north on his compass, the direction from which everything else followed.

Davy became a regular, stopping by each day after he finished work. He was a second-generation Moravian who loved to polka, spoke Czech with a Texas drawl, and yodeled decently. He had a thick shock of hair the color of corn tassels, and eyes the color of the summer sky in which the corn tassels blew. One of his front teeth protruded slightly, more of an asset than a liability because it drew attention to his easy smile. One could not notice him without also noting his muscled and lean physique shaped by the hard labor of working on a drilling rig.

Their courtship was brief. They married in a Moravian church in a sleepy town in East Texas where Davy’s parents lived in a tin-roofed farmhouse.

I have two pictures of Carola Jean and Davy on their wedding day.

On the back of the first picture Mama’s words, written in green ink, read, “Davy, me, and our witnesses in front of the church.” Davy wears a carnation boutonniere and rests his left hand on Mama’s back. He smiles so wide you can almost see his hope for a long, happy life with his new bride. The witnesses stand behind him and Mama on the church steps; they, too, smile widely. The only person not showing teeth is Mama. She looks at the camera pleasantly, her hands interlaced behind her back. She wears a dark-colored suit with a striped scarf around her neck, open-toed shoes, and a light-colored hat. An oversized mum-and-carnation corsage has been pinned onto her right shoulder. While beautiful, she does not appear to be radiant. Something seems to be missing.

On the back of the second photo, also in green ink, “Me at the place we stayed on our honeymoon. They were furnished in Indian design. Real cute.” Mama leans against the back fender of a car, holding on to her purse and white gloves. She looks sophisticated, older than her nineteen years. Behind her stand individual white stuccoed rooms shaped like Native American tepees; awnings extend from the windows. Mama’s corsage has been moved to her left shoulder; maybe she took it off to dance.

No doubt the wedding celebration included kegs of beer and polka dancing. This may have been the time Davy donned Mama’s hat and sashayed around the dance floor throwing imaginary corn to imaginary chickens, calling, “Here, chickie, chickie. Here, chickie, chickie.”

It delighted me to learn that the man I came to love and call Daddy wore a lady’s hat and fed imaginary chickens. I’m sure an eyebrow or two rose that night, not because Daddy wore Mama’s hat but, more likely, because Daddy had married a divorcée from Colorado with two little girls.

Daddy brushed our teeth at night and tucked us into bed; his arms fit naturally around my shoulders and waist. He listened to my stories about wanting to fly and laughed as I flapped my arms and jumped off various chairs. He would say things like “I’ll tell you what, Squirt, if anybody’s going to learn to fly, it’ll sure be you.” If I had any complaint at all, it was simply that our new daddy traveled away from home too often, looking for oil in desolate fields in more states than any of us can remember.

Mama surprised me years later when she told me she didn’t love Daddy when she married him. To her credit, she had paused for a long while after Daddy asked her.

Then she said, “But Davy, I don’t love you.”

Mama said Daddy told her, “That’s okay. I love you enough for both of us.”

Imprinting is irreversible. I should know; Mama had imprinted herself on my soul as well.

Love was not unimportant to Mama; on the contrary, she looked for it the way Daddy looked for oil. But Daddy was Mama’s one-way ticket out of Fort Morgan, a helpmate for her two girls, a good, fun-loving man who loved her fiercely.

Seventeen months after they said “I do,” my sister Patricia Gayle pushed her way into the world in Harlingen, Texas. Patricia inherited Daddy’s corn-silk hair and Mama’s hazel eyes. She was a cheerful baby whom Vicki and I loved to hold, but even Patricia could not satisfy Mama’s growing discontent at Daddy’s long absences. Mama seemed to yearn for something that neither husbands nor babies could satisfy. More and more often, while Daddy worked out of town, Mama found babysitters for us and men for herself.

I realized other men slept in Mama’s bed when I tiptoed into her bedroom one night and shook her awake.

“Mama, I wet the bed,” I whispered.

Two shadowy lumps shifted.

“What?” Mama asked groggily.

“I had to go to the bathroom in my dream. I squatted down beside a tree. When I woke up, I was wetting the bed.”

Only her shadowy lump got up and walked me back to my room.

“Is Daddy home?” I asked.

“No,” she said, layering towels on the wet mattress. “Now go to sleep.”

BEFORE OUR family of five fractured, I have a delicious memory of one rainstorm. Vicki and I had to be quiet while Patricia napped. Mama promised that if we would play quietly, she would make us fudge. I took the opportunity to show Vicki my wing collection.

My desire to fly had reached such a fever pitch that I had taken to catching butterflies and moths in the yard and yanking off their wings, carefully and guiltily storing them in a shoe box under the bed. I pulled out my treasure to share with Vicki.

“When I get enough of them,” I confided, “I’m going to sew them onto my nightgown, so I can fly.”

Vicki looked in my box of disembodied wings, unimpressed. “That’s mean,” she said, “taking their wings.”

Her comment proved how little she understood me or my desire to fly. Did she think that I liked taking their wings? Exasperated, I shoved the box back under the bed. She followed me into the kitchen, where Mama measured sugar, cocoa, and milk into a pan.

After cooking the mixture, Mama dropped a small dab into a cup of water, turning it into a little ball with her finger. She poured in the vanilla, a fragrance that made me want to upend the whole sweet-smelling bottle into my mouth. Finally, Mama wrapped a towel around the pan and began to beat the fudge with the spoon, clinking against the sides of the pan until the liquid thickened into shiny chocolate.

“We might do this every time it rains,” she said as she scraped and smoothed the fudge onto a buttered plate and licked her finger.

Could life get any better than eating fudge every time it rained?

“It needs to set,” Mama said as she scooted the plate out of our reach on the counter.

Thankfully, Mama seemed to understand that waiting for fudge to set was akin to time standing still. She grabbed the chocolate-crusted pan, fished two spoons out of the drawer, and led us to the front stoop.

“You can sit here and lick the pan clean,” she said. “The babysitter will be coming later.” I squeezed Mama around the waist and sat down with Vicki.

The rain had stopped and left shiny pools on the sidewalk. The afternoon sun began to show, and a rainbow arched like a cat across the sky. Vicki and I talked about the pot of gold supposedly at the end of the rainbow and how we would like to find it. But, truth be told, we had our pot of gold right there between us. We painstakingly excavated all remaining chocolate from the sides of the pan.

We had no way of knowing then that three pans of fudge later we would be on our way back to Iowa, leaving Daddy, baby Patricia, and Mama. All Mama said the day she packed our clothes into the car was “You’d better say good-bye to your baby sister; you won’t be seeing her for a while.”

I cannot remember saying good-bye to Daddy. He must have been traveling.

Since it would be a while until Vicki and I saw Patricia again, we took turns holding her hand and running around the front yard; she giggled and tumbled and we all fell down together, rolling in the grass, laughing and cavorting like playful pups. That night, all three of us had red, itchy welts. “Chigger bites,” Mama diagnosed, “from the grass.”

Less than a week later, Mama dropped Vicki and me off in Iowa with our biological father, whom I no longer remembered. When you are six, a while does not sound all that long, unless you are waiting for fudge to set, or for your chigger bites to go away, or for your mom to come back and get you.
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The dresses Mama sent Vicki and me

Glenwood, Iowa

MY HANDS SHOOK as I unpacked the black-and-white Polaroid picture Mama had slipped into a five-and-dime gold frame while packing our clothes. I rubbed my fingers along the smooth metal, studying her face. Her hair had been caught in motion, falling across her shoulders. I could almost smell her scent, a blend of rose water and Evening in Paris.

The photograph had captured the physical trait I loved best about Mama: a slight gap, a diastema, between her two front teeth. The gap reminded me of the space between two piano keys on my toy piano, the one Mama had used to teach me to plink out the notes to “You Are My Sunshine.”

I kissed the Polaroid picture before placing it carefully on the lace doily that adorned the dresser. I nudged the frame a little more to the left, so I could see Mama’s face from the bed, pushed alongside the window next to the maple wardrobe where our clothes had been neatly hung.

“I’ll come back for you,” Mama had said several hours earlier, smiling and waving her hand, “at the end of summer.” Then she jumped into the front seat of the car and the gravel crunched beneath her tires as she sped away. I watched the back of her head disappear into a cloud of choking dust.

A long, awkward silence followed as Vicki and I stood clutching our paper bag of possessions, waiting for a cue from Don, our biological father. The only memory I could conjure up of him involved my hanging from a porch rail and returning his wave from a tractor. That was it. I would have been two.

Once, Mama pointed him out to me in the photo album, in his army uniform, sitting next to me and Vicki and the two long-lashed, pink-cheeked dolls he had given us that stood over a foot tall. As I studied the picture, Mama said, without emotion, “That’s your real dad. He came to visit you girls once in Colorado on his way to Korea.”

At four, I don’t think I fully understood what a real dad was, especially since I already had Daddy Davy. But at six, as I observed my real dad in the flesh, he looked a lot like his picture minus the army uniform. He wore jeans, a plaid shirt rolled up to his elbows, and white socks. His chocolate-brown eyes looked like mine, deep-set and a bit sad, like a cocker spaniel’s. He looked like a giant to me then but, in actuality, he stood only five feet eight inches tall.

In order to keep my fathers separate, I decided to call him Dad and to continue calling Davy Daddy. One syllable, some DNA, and a thousand miles separated Dad from Daddy. As it would turn out, Daddy would always be one syllable more present in my life.

Vicki sidled closer to me. I noticed the cedar trees, blowing in the breeze, over Dad’s right shoulder. A large garden flourished inside a chicken-wire fence. An arthritic dog limped up and nuzzled my hand with her wet nose. I stroked her neck, my fingers disappearing into the folds of her thick fur.

“That’s Susie,” Dad offered. He smiled and spoke softly, as if he were trying to calm a skittish calf. Something about his voice, tender and soft, put me at ease. I bent down and Susie licked my cheek. Vicki patted her head.

“Over there”—he pointed to a large elm tree—“I thought maybe I’d make you girls a swing. Would you like that?”

Vicki bobbed her head up and down. “Uh-huh.”

I nodded. Swinging reminded me of flying. I had wanted to fly ever since I first dreamed about gliding effortlessly above the treetops. I had vowed to myself, right in the middle of that dream, to remember it. When I woke the next morning, I climbed onto a chair, spread my arms, and jumped. When that didn’t work, I plucked my first set of wings off a butterfly.

The thought of swinging beneath the elm tree comforted me. I took a deep breath. Maybe there could be some goodness in this foreign landscape, after all, enough to hold us for a couple of months.

I glanced back down the country road. No car in sight. Just me, Vicki, and our real dad.
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This simple truth became Terry Helwig's lifeline
as she was forced to grow up too soon.
Terry grew up the oldest of six girls in the

big-sky country of the American Southwest,

Helwig's stepfather Davy, a good-hearted and
loving man, proudly purchased a mobile home
10 enable his family to move more casily from one
oil town to another, where Davy cked out a living
in the oil fields.

Terry's mother, CarolaJean, awild rosewhose
love often pierced those who tried to claim her,
had little interest in the confines of home and
motherhood. In Davy's absence, she sought com-
panionship in local watering holes—a pastime she
dubbed “visiting Timbuktu.” She repeatedly left
Terry in charge of the household and her five
younger sisters.

Despite Carola Jean's genuine attempts to
“better herself,” her life spiraled ever downward
as Terry struggled to keep the family whole. In
the midst of transience and upheaval, Terry and
her sisters forged an uncommon bond of sister-
hood that withstood the erosion of Davy and
Carola Jean's marriage. But ultimately, to keep
her own dreams alive, Terry had to decide when
10 hold on (o what she loved and when to let go.

Unflinching in its portrayal, yet told with
humor and compassion, Terry Helwigs lumi-
nous memoir, Moorlight on Linoleum, explores a
family’s inner and outer landscapes of hope,
despair, and redemption. Itwill makeyou laugh,

ery, and hunger for more.

TERRY HELWIG, who has a master's degree in
counseling, eredits her interest in psychology to
her childhood family. After 9/11, Helwigs interest
broadened to include her global family. She cre-
ated The Thread Project: One World, One Cloth,

www.threadproject.com, to encourage tolerance
and compassionate community. For years, thou-
sands of threads, sent by people from every
continent, were woven into a diversified whole.
The

Nations and St. Paul

sulting tapestries have hung in the United

hapel, near Ground Zero.
Helwig also cowrote The Thread Narratives, which
debuted in 2007 at The Thread Project exhibition
in Charleston, South Carolina.

Terry and her husband, Jim, divide their time
between the coasts of southwest Florida and South
Carolina. Their daughter, Mandy, an attorney,

worksin Washington, D.C.

Yoo lirs sriebastt evgal

www.terryhelwig.com.

MEET THE AUTHORS, WATCH VIDEOS AND MORE AT
SimonandSchuster.com
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it is what redemption looks like.”
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(6F of Mama's favorite sayings was “Do not judge others until you have
walked a mile in their shoes.”

Puttingmyselfin Mama'sshoes, which were most often white moccasins molded

in the shape of her size d-a-half feet, I see an eighteen-y ld girl with
two children, one of them still a baby, but a good baby, not much trouble. Her former
husband isin Korea, drafled after their divorce; she has a sister who disappears from
time to time, leaving yet another child in her care; she has no money, no high school
diploma, and a mother unhappy with the inconvenience of helping her out.

Mama may have questioned her ability, even her desire, to raise two young
daughters alone. I have no idea if Mama planned to keep my sister Vicki and give
away only me. Whatis fact s that Mama turned to a warm and capable woman, a
woman who genuinely seemed to care for her almost three—year-old daughter,
awoman who, perhaps, Mama wished had been her own mother.

Would it be so reprehensible to choose Aunt Wilda to be her
child’s mother?

This is one of the miles I have walked wearing Mama’s moccasins. I know other

I be drawn, other miles walked. But Ibelieve that Mama’s offer to give

me up did not come easily, that it exacted some price from her, that I was more than

just a itten needing a good home.
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