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“Using translation of languages as a metaphor to search for the meaning of family relationships, Linda Murphy Marshall takes the readers on a journey of recollection and compassion to understand her parents. Ultimately, Ivy Lodge is a story of self-discovery through the language of love, written in elegant prose. It is an extraordinary book.”


—Allison Hong Merrill,


author of Ninety-Nine Fire Hoops: A Memoir


“With carefully crafted narrative, Linda Murphy Marshall has written the next great memoir about her painful and still-mysterious childhood. After both parents’ deaths, she returns to the family home, Ivy Lodge—a grand façade that shrouds the emptiness inside. She moves from room to room, examining distressing memories that stem from her emotionally detached parents. A multi-linguist, Murphy-Marshall applies her considerable language skills to translate the dialogue that still echoes, ultimately accepting that some languages may be too intricate to understand. I highly recommend this first-time author and look forward to her next release!”


—Donna Koros Stramella, author of Coffee Killed My Mother


“A comfortably white middle class American family living in the Midwest: what could go wrong? No poverty or alcoholism, no racial discrimination or physical abuse: how could someone raised in such favorable circumstances emerge so wounded? Linda Murphy Marshall’s memoir takes us deep into the dys-function of one such family. In intriguing detail, she examines how seemingly ideal conditions can result in a lifelong attempt to ‘translate’ parents’ actions into meaning. Many will relate to the lives it describes, prevalent and arguably influential in shaping our country’s social fabric as they are.”
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Ivy Lodge
















prologue






My memories of that day remain sketchy. A foggy lens held at a great distance with unsteady hands. A scrim of years obscures the first time I saw Ivy Lodge the winter of 1959–1960. Like a movie you watched so long ago that you only remember liking it or not, not details of the plot.


Accompanied that day by my parents, my two older brothers, and my little sister, we had a mission to fulfill. Our father wanted to buy Ivy Lodge, wanted us to see it—wanted our mother to see it—although I doubt our opinions of the property impacted his final decision.


In this memory I’m nine years old, in fourth grade, short for my age—all six of us were. Janet was four, not yet in school. She looked like a mini-me, a smaller version with the same dark eyes, chin-length dark hair, Dutch-girl bangs. Steve stood several inches taller than me, in seventh grade, with dark features similar to Janet’s and mine, features our uncle referred to as “Black Irish.” My friends routinely had crushes on Steve because of his movie star looks, his charismatic personality. Sam, the eldest, in ninth grade, took after our mother with his lighter brown hair, blue eyes, more reserved personality. Steve, Janet, and I resembled our swarthy father.


Our parents met in college, marrying in 1942 at the height of World War II. More than ten years separated their eldest and youngest children, Sam and Janet, but moving into Ivy Lodge would create a chasm that made that age difference pale in comparison. The move would ultimately lay waste to our family of six, almost as though the home had been dropped on top of our little three-dimensional, six-sided cube, our personal Rubik’s puzzle—our family—shattering it in the process.


We didn’t go inside Ivy Lodge that day, so I never took off my coat, but if I had, my outfit wouldn’t have featured black. According to my mother, “fast” women wore black, women who had questionable morals, who tried to seduce men, whatever that meant. My mother forbade me to wear black until years later, high school. Even then I owned a single black jumper with nickel-sized gold buttons and a faux insignia. The buttons ran down the middle of my jumper. I balanced the black of the jumper with a white Peter Pan blouse underneath; the outfit made me look more nun-like than wanton woman. My mother needn’t have worried; I knew far less than my friends about boys. I didn’t learn about the “birds and the bees” until well into the eighth grade.


Even though only a few blocks separated Ivy Lodge from our home on Gill Avenue, I’d never driven past Ivy Lodge with my parents. It wasn’t on the way to or from anywhere in my limited world: not on the way to my grade school or the junior high or high school, not on the way to the shops in downtown Kirkwood, nor to downtown St. Louis. Nor en route to my grandparents’ home or any of my aunts’ or uncles’ homes. Besides, at only nine years old, I hadn’t ventured too far from Gill Avenue.


Seeing the words “IVY LODGE” etched into the corner pillars that first day, I may have wondered about living in a house that had such a fancy name, not to mention two sets of pillars. I’d been to Wilderness Lodge and Trout Lodge, both just outside St. Louis, but they were large resorts, open to the public. Why would someone’s private home be called a lodge? Weren’t lodges where men hunted, where deer antlers, bear heads, and game fish had been mounted on paneled walls? It made no sense, especially in Kirkwood, Missouri.


From my vantage point that day, I would have looked at the seemingly enormous home, much larger than the one on Gill that we would move out of, just three blocks away, and been puzzled. Maybe I deemed it too big for the six of us, thought it looked more like a hotel than a home, at least from the outside.


Long before I became a translator, an aficionado of words, my favorite word was “cozy.” Nothing about Ivy Lodge evoked that image for me. Cozy meant hugs and smiles, crowding onto a couch with a bowl of popcorn along with people who loved you, snuggled with you. With my active imagination, I might have thought this large, dark house would swallow us alive, that it had nothing to do with being cozy. I’d have wondered how the six of us would manage to find each other once we moved inside such a cavernous-looking place.


I split away from everyone, wandering around through the life-sized stone planters and giant trees, thinking it felt more like a graveyard or a cemetery than someone’s home. I saw no swing set, no climbing trees with lower branches I could reach. No evidence kids had ever lived here. All I saw were statues, sky-high trees that loomed over me, fancy carved pillars, as well as a fountain with two basins, and two empty sky-blue pots on either side of the front door.


My memories of the day we actually moved into Ivy Lodge are more vivid. Since nothing had been unpacked or set up, my paternal grandmother brought over a big casserole dish of spaghetti for us. It tasted all right, but I didn’t like how the noodles felt, stuck in my throat before they slid down to my stomach, like still-alive worms that had been dug up in our new backyard. They didn’t taste right; nothing felt right in this dark house.


The Essex family originally built Ivy Lodge in in the 1860s. Captain Lorraine Jones bought the home in 1881 for his wife and seven children. In 1939 they had the enormous home razed and rebuilt it using the same stones and material from the original home in the same location, but with a somewhat smaller footprint.


My parents bought the Tudor-style home from the Jones family in 1960. Mr. Jones, a fifty-year-old bachelor, had lived there for years with his mother. That year, 1960, marked one hundred years since the original home had been built. Jones’s descendants still lived across the street from Ivy Lodge as well as catty-corner in homes built on the grounds of the former large estate.


Ivy Lodge had been the manor home of the estate, but developers eventually carved up acre lots and sold them to homeowners following the home’s smaller reconstitution in the 1940s. Some homes still retained the original feel of that estate, though. A home across from Ivy Lodge—on the Bodley side of Ivy Lodge’s corner lot—had once been a barn on the estate. It still resembled a barn. Another home a few houses away had been the site of the stable, with a small “IVY LODGE” stone marker located to the side of its driveway.


Although I didn’t know much of the story back then, I sometimes overheard my father talking to my mother after we moved in about what a “deal” Ivy Lodge had been. Why? To convince her because perhaps she didn’t like the house? Because he needed to brag about the deal he’d made? I didn’t know. But I overheard him tell her that the seller—Mr. Jones—had been angry, “insulted,” according to my father, because of the low offer my father had made, one Mr. Jones had finally accepted.


Kirkwood had been experiencing the effects of “white flight” following the 1954 Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education in which the Supreme Court ruled racial segregation in schools unconstitutional. Lucrative real estate deals could be made in the wake of that controversial decision. I learned later that “white flight,” with its resultant diminishing real estate prices, had been behind my father’s decision to buy Ivy Lodge, a good investment. My grade school and eventual junior high school (seventh through ninth grades) had already been integrated but became the first schools in the Kirkwood school district to receive a large influx of additional African American students from the nearby all-black neighborhood in Kirkwood, so homes in our area became “bargains” in the eyes of some people.


The funereal atmosphere I sensed back in 1960 soon permeated all corners of Ivy Lodge, including those of us living inside the home, like shadows overtaking the light. Missing was whatever lightheartedness we’d shared in our former house on Gill Avenue, any closeness, spontaneity, casualness, any genuine sense of family. We’d been plucked out of a more homespun world, thrown into a new one where we played certain roles. The gloomy atmosphere of Ivy Lodge saturated all of us, a gradual yet unrelenting metamorphosis.


In a sense, we all became prisoners of Ivy Lodge: prisoners of the opulent façade it portrayed, prisoners of the dark atmosphere both inside and out, prisoners of our parents’ plans for our lives in that home. Even after forty years, with the addition of a mountain’s worth of belongings, it still retains the somber spirit I felt that first day. Maybe chemistry played a role. Ivy Lodge plus the six of us created cracks in our foundation that no one could fix.
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IVY LODGE







Kirkwood, Missouri February 2000


The weather fits my mood: a dreary, overcast, wintry day in a suburb of St. Louis. I’m outside my parents’ home in the aftermath of their deaths, waiting for my three siblings to arrive so we can go through it, room by room, object by object, memory by memory; decide what to keep, what to discard. Stepping out of my rental car, part of me feels like a trespasser now, while another part feels like I never left.


I look up at the vacant windows of my former childhood bedroom on the second story. I have no memories of my father tucking me in at night, here or at the home on Gill Avenue where we lived before, or even a time when he initiated a hug. The norm consisted of me hurling myself at him octopus-style or, as I grew older, taking the first step to embrace him in greeting or farewell. Nor did he take my hand to cross a busy street. Any type of touching was rare.


Our family moved into Ivy Lodge in February exactly forty years ago, February to February, winter to winter. In 1960, much of our furniture would have been delivered through the back door. In the not-so-distant future, it would all come out again. For everything there is a season, I guess.


It seems like decades since my father lay in a small clinic in Barcelona, stricken with strokes during our family’s Mediterranean cruise, but it has only been a year. After we got him back to St. Louis, he made progress, then had setbacks, then made more progress, then more setbacks, until he fell into a coma, dying in June of 1998. My mother’s death followed a year and a half later. During the periods both parents became ill, I came back from the East Coast as much as I could and had been at Ivy Lodge less than a month ago for my mother’s funeral. Aside from my brother transporting valuables to his home for safekeeping, nothing inside has changed much since I last stayed here, the innards—furniture, dishes, knickknacks, clothes, art— like orphans waiting to see if they’ll be adopted. But a sense of loss bubbles up beyond my parents’ deaths, a foreign substance seeping in, unbidden.


Ivy Lodge sits on an acre corner lot of a tree-lined street, a regal-looking Tudor home with oversized limestones and diamond casement windows. Several spans of private sidewalks intersect the lawn. In only a few short months it will belong to someone else, another family beginning its own memory-making. The walls will begin to absorb the scenes of new lives. As I look up at the limestones, the arched Gothic entrance, the gabled windows, the oversized trees, the small stone porch off my brothers’ former room, the larger L-shaped porch at the back of the house, the small pillars marking the entrance of both the side and front driveways, powerful memories surface. My parents can no longer interpret my life for me; that’s my job now.


My brothers and sister have no desire to buy the home from the estate. My parents didn’t believe in throwing things out, adding to the size of our job. Forty years is a long time to live in the same place, or to keep returning to the same place as I have done: home base.


In addition to the physical aspects of the work, I’m here to recreate my own personal story, my own narrative. For years—a lifetime, really—when I thought about my life, I saw it through the lens of other people, usually my parents, sometimes my siblings. If they told me I was this, that, or the other type of person, I usually took their words at face value, even when the descriptions sounded negative, even when I fought their pronouncements. But translation is all about making decisions, hundreds, even thousands of decisions. Maybe a new way exists to look at myself, at my life. At long last, I’ll take those same words and events to come up with different meanings, different interpretations, ones I’ve reached on my own, stripping away others’ interpretations of who I am.




WALKABOUT



Heading across the back of the house to the front yard, I want to keep moving until my siblings arrive. I’m reminded how impressive my former home looks. It’s beautiful when viewed from this vantage point, even in February—from the outside as well as from a distance. This might have been my parents’ goal when they commissioned a well-known illustrator, Walter DuBois Richards, to create a lithograph of it. A time before people had artists paint their homes, mansions or not. A time when such paintings or sketches were featured in art museums or in the mansions themselves, when they hung in gilded frames above oversized fireplaces. Paintings done for the well-to-do featured large estates owned by oil magnates or bank presidents or CEOs or movie stars or British royalty, not ambitious families in solidly middle-class Kirkwood, Missouri. But maybe in my parents’ eyes, the lithograph illustrated how successful they’d been. Maybe part of the appeal of living in such a grand home lay in showing people they had money, that they mattered. After all, perception is reality. You can dress up a house or a person or words to give off a different impression than what lies beneath that surface glimpse.


Many of my parents’ friends—fellow alumni from Washington University in the late 1930s and early 1940s—lived in up-scale St. Louis suburbs with zip codes reflecting opulence. Ladue and Frontenac are such places where wealthy people live. It’s like wearing a Tiffany bracelet. All you have to see is the blue on the box to know what lies inside. Similarly, you know what’s inside a Ladue home without looking. An imposing home on a fair amount of land with a sweeping driveway and sky-high trees meant inside you’d find plush carpets, Waterford crystal, sterling silver tea services, kitchens with the latest modern conveniences, dark-paneled studies, solid wood heirloom furniture, spacious bedrooms.


“Ah. You say you live in Ladue? Nice.” Nothing else needed to be said. Ladue is fairly homogeneous in that regard. Not so with Kirkwood, with its pockets of affluence averaged out by more modest—even poor—sections. It’s an ambiguous area. Follow-up questions have to be asked. “Where, exactly, in Kirkwood did you say you live?”


Following my parents’ deaths, I dug a copy of the lithograph out of my dresser drawer to reexamine. Our parents gave my siblings and me several copies. Sometimes clichés are too fitting to avoid, especially since they capture the essence of a situation. In this case, a picture is worth a thousand words. If these walls of my childhood home could communicate, what stories they would tell, each room in the house with memories, mementos of our lives together, forty years of family history. The closed-in walls of the small breakfast nook would tell of time spent eating our meals together, my father’s voice dominating the five other voices. Even the cramped walls of the second-story bathroom my parents, sister, and I all shared contain secrets, not to mention the walls of my parents’ bedroom, where they spoke in hushed tones, shutting the door so we couldn’t hear.


The years we lived in Ivy Lodge formed part of a glorious façade, the lithograph coming to life. We made up the façade, the four children raised here, two boys, two girls, perfect even in our symmetry. By the time the four of us had grown up, left home behind, we had earned eight college degrees among us, and each had a successful career. We all looked good on paper, just like the house featured in the lithograph. But, like the paper on which the artist created the lithograph, the house in which we lived represented a thin veneer of respectability, a surface hiding darker realities just below the surface: cavernous unfinished areas juxtaposed with silver- and crystal-studded rooms; credentialed, successful family members hiding secrets.


I catch myself wondering if my siblings and their spouses went out to lunch together before convening at our parents’ home. I know this isn’t a productive way to spend my time, but since I’ve moved out of the area, I often have the feeling I’m missing something. A piece of news, a lunch date, a family celebration, a niece or nephew’s play/graduation/dinner, a confidentiality, even a phone call.


I feel like an outlier, or at least some kind of “out.” I’m out of touch, out of step, out of bounds. In fairness, all four of us probably always felt like outliers in our own way. We each tried to devise our own way of surviving. For Janet, it meant being loyal to our mother, from an early age promising never to leave the area, to stay nearby. For Steve, it meant excelling all through school, beginning in elementary school when he won a national speech competition, traveling to Washington, DC, as part of his prize. He also skillfully navigated our father’s moods. For Sam, it translated into being the rebel, the trailblazer.


Even now, though, I’m the only female member of my family who works full-time, left the area, got a divorce: a trifecta of defects, at least in my mind. Odd [wo]man out. Self-proclaimed black sheep. Even though I lived in Kirkwood until I was thirty-five, whenever I come back, a sibling will imply that it’s no longer my town, my home. My mother sometimes told people after I left the area, “She made her bed …” her voice trailing off to let people finish the sentence for themselves. Not being an active part of the family is the price I pay, my neediness poking through any façade I hoped to have created. In fairness, though, I realize what I want is to be part of both worlds. I want my siblings to warmly welcome me whenever I’m back in Kirkwood, but I’m equally drawn to the East Coast where I have a fulfilling career as a translator. I’m a multi-linguist working in over a dozen languages: Spanish, Portuguese, French, German, Russian, along with a handful of African languages: Xhosa, Sotho, Shona, Amharic, Zulu, and Swahili. I lead a completely different life than people close to me probably expected. Maybe my siblings’ message—as well as my parents’ before their deaths—signified that my choices have consequences. I can’t have it both ways.


Looking at the lithograph the week before returning to Kirkwood, I notice more details about the house than I ever had growing up. A few of these details lie in the gabled windows on the second story. Using a magnifying glass, I could appreciate the way the artist depicted the narrow, stained glass windows on either side of the front door, windows with elaborate metal lattice work framing the oversized domed front entrance, not to mention a large bay window that extends off the dining room. French doors lead from the formal dining room to the large, L-shaped porch, features not visible in the lithograph. A small, elevated stone porch is visible off one of the two first-floor bedrooms, all adding to the stately appearance of the large home. Even interior details held no appeal for me growing up, such as the hand-hammered brass doorknobs in various rooms, delicate crystal doorknobs in others, the ornate crystal chandelier in the dining room, the knotty pine paneling in the finished portion of the basement, the eight-tone doorbell.


The L-shaped porch is where my sister and I made command performances during our parents’ cocktail hour. We’d each try on outfits our mother had purchased for us on shopping trips to the Helen Wolff boutique in Clayton, or at Saks Fifth Avenue, Famous Barr, or Stix Baer Fuller. One at a time we’d model our outfits, twirling in place to show our father, careful to thank him for our beautiful clothes. We were performers in a show.


Our father nodded politely, briefly looking up from his newspaper or stopping his conversation with our mother to make a positive comment. Janet would sometimes return after the end of the fashion show to eat the coveted maraschino cherries at the bottom of our parents’ old-fashioned cocktails.


Living in Ivy Lodge always made me feel different than my classmates; the house seemed like a living, breathing person. Yet the lithograph contradicted what lay inside. My friends saw me as rich, but this was a false front, like one of those towns you see on movie sets, a Potemkin village. I didn’t know how to counter the false image, especially since friends seldom entered my home. My parents only entertained occasionally, but when they did, guests remained in the front of the house, certainly not venturing upstairs. I have no memory of Steve or Sam having friends overnight and, since Janet and I shared a room until I reached my teenage years, also sharing a bathroom with our parents, neither of us had overnight guests for years.


I continue to wander outside my parents’ home to wait for my siblings. A hodgepodge of memories of my years living here flood my mind: playing hotbox in the yard, practicing cartwheels for cheerleading tryouts, playing tag with the large Catholic family across the street on summer evenings, half a dozen boys pouring into our yard at dusk to see if we wanted to play.


A less pleasant memory rises up, unbidden. Visiting my parents once in the 1990s, long after I’d moved out, I sat on the L-shaped screened-in porch at the back of the house with my father. I decided to broach the subject of the clutter in their home.


My father looked handsome, had been especially good-looking in his youth, swarthy, with dark brown eyes that sparkled when he laughed, but could just as easily blaze a hole in you when he became angry. His dark hair, even in his sixties, prompted friends to joke that he must be dying it with a cheap drugstore product known as Grecian Formula. Additionally, although he stood at only about five feet seven inches or so, he had such an imposing, larger-than-life personality you soon forgot his lack of height when you were with him.


Waiting for a pause in the conversation that day on my parents’ porch, I asked my father if he thought he and my mother might want to put a dent in tossing out or donating a portion of their things, at least the things they didn’t seem to use anymore, particularly those in their giant basement or in the massive unfinished section of the second story, the so-called “attic.” Both areas—“attic” and basement—had become dumping grounds for everything model train-related (in the case of the basement) or not deemed worthy of being in the public areas of the home (in the case of the attic). Tripping over my string of softening words, I said, “Do you think you might want to maybe think about going through your things to downsize a little? You have so much in the attic alone. I think it’s becoming a fire hazard. Don’t you think?”


Shaking his head, he leaned forward in the wrought iron porch chair, taking his time to place his cocktail on the wooden table at his side. “We’re not doing that. I’ll tell you why,” he snapped. “This will be your problem to sort out when we’re gone, not ours.” Thinking about it now, I wonder if he thought any clutter or excesses constituted payback for having borne the financial and physical burden of four children for more than four decades, children who no doubt exhibited varying degrees of gratitude.


I said nothing more, changed the subject, my pulse racing. But at the time I thought what a mess it would be—sorting through everything in a large home with many oversized rooms filled to the brim with random things—at least to me.


The translator in me—always at work, even in English— wants to understand the intent of his words. This is where the meaning must lie, right? With the filters turned off, the translator’s mind is unfettered by others’ words, actions, or opinions, or even by their mere presence.


Now, catching a glimpse of the porch where this conversation took place, I anticipate a mausoleum of memories, long-abandoned paraphernalia from various hobbies, a mountain of who-knows-what. The house has a lot to say to me, through what has been left behind. I’ll need to translate it all, though, create meaning from the mountain of objects and their attached memories.


I have always been a translator, seeking meaning from fragments of language, sounds, experiences. Whether it’s words spoken, whispered, or shouted at me, the actions of those around me, or even the objects the people I love have surrounded themselves with, I believe they all contain a kernel of truth, if only I can decipher it, find the meaning.


Tell me who I am, I’d asked my parents in so many ways. Easier.


Ivy Lodge reminds me of those houses a great aunt lived in —without the lace doilies or the scent of dying roses or stale Chanel No5 perfume. As I walk around the perimeter, I sense decay: in the way the rooms were laid out, in what’s missing, in what was added. It has always been an old person’s home, even when we first moved in. But it’s an old person’s home with model trains—lots of trains—as though a ten-year-old had hidden in the body of an octogenarian.


As I walk, I am transported back to the trees: elm, silver maple (with its helicopter seedpods), oak, a peach tree, an apple tree, an Ohio buckeye, an Osage orange, several black walnut trees, a dogwood, a mulberry tree back in the corner of our property, a sycamore, several snowball bushes, honeysuckle vines, pine trees, others I’ve forgotten. It’s like noticing them for the first time, all except for the elms, of course—victims of Dutch elm disease. I never appreciated them in my chronic homesickness for our previous home on Gill Avenue. Just walking the extensive grounds of Ivy Lodge, my mind takes me where my heart leads, to that earlier home, where I haven’t set foot in forty years.
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GILL AVENUE: BEFORE THE GLITTER







Our home on Gill Avenue, only three blocks south of Ivy Lodge, might as well have been in another town. It had a traditional layout, with a dining room on the north side as you faced it, a living room on the south, a large den off the living room. Up the stairs, which bisected the front of the home, my sister and I shared one room, my brothers shared another, my parents, the third. It felt cozy but not cramped. The kitchen was at the back, and we ate at a small Formica kitchen table or in the dining room. My older brothers sat at the kitchen table, sometimes shoving unwanted mashed potatoes in their blue jeans’ pockets, the potatoes showing up later in the laundry: dried and crusty. I thought my brothers acted bravely, the potato misdeed sure to be discovered later.


The Gill home’s family room had room for a TV, a sizable red faux-leather couch we could sprawl on, comfortable chairs, other furniture. My brothers built forts with lightweight red and white cardboard “bricks” the size of shoe boxes, or they constructed miniature buildings with chunky wooden blocks or with their Lincoln Logs. They wore their moss-green jungle helmets as they crawled around on their hands and knees with their toy metal periscopes, pretending to be guerrilla soldiers.


The room had space for my doll house. I listened to my red plastic record collection on my portable record player. “Hush Little Baby, Don’t You Cry” stood out as my favorite. I’d sing along to the words, all these verses about things “Papa” planned to buy for his daughter. Or I played board games like Candy Land on the floor, or solitaire, or put on puppet shows for my little sister with my Spanish señorita marionette or my gray kitten puppet with the marble eyes. Even though I shared a room with Janet, this family room made it possible to spread out, to avoid feeling trapped in a single space, to spend time with my older brothers, watching The Honeymooners, or Ozzie and Harriet or Bonanza. Once a year we gathered around the TV to watch the annual showing of The Wizard of Oz together.


Weekends on Gill Avenue sometimes included family outings to a local drive-in, either the single-screen 66 Park-In Theatre in nearby Crestwood, or Ronnie’s, also close. The four of us would put our pajamas on and pile into the station wagon, enjoying snacks our mom brought in a tiny beige cosmetic case: red licorice whips, Necco tabs, Cracker Jacks. The staticky speaker hung off the front window of our car where our dad sat. We had blankets and pillows to curl up in when Janet and I inevitably fell asleep. Once we moved to Ivy Lodge, though, those magical evenings ended. Maybe we had outgrown them by then.


At Ivy Lodge, the tiny breakfast nook served as a much smaller stand-in for a family room. The living room didn’t have a TV for years, nor did my brothers’ bedrooms. A more formal atmosphere prevailed. My mother didn’t encourage us to lounge around in the living room, the only communal space available. One look around told you not to spread out games, play with dolls, or put your feet up on the couch. The only exceptions were at Christmas, since the tree went in the living room, or when practicing an hour each day on the Steinway grand piano.


My friends had posters of teen idols on their bedroom walls —the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, Twiggy, the Mamas and the Papas—bulletin boards crammed with swimming badges, party invitations, dried prom corsages, graduation tassels, notes dangling precariously at odd angles.


The bedrooms in Ivy Lodge had a generic look: fancy, impersonal, like showrooms of a model house before it’s occupied, with nothing allowed on the walls. No one told me not to personalize the room I shared with Janet when I moved in at age nine. But I knew not to deface the plaster walls in my bedroom, not to mar the “look” of the house.


At thirteen I moved downstairs from the room I shared with my sister to take over my brother Steve’s room on the first floor; he moved to Sam’s room down the hall when Sam left for college. My mother had a decorator redo my new room: lime green, Kelly green, yellow florals, with white wallpaper covered in delicate green-and-yellow blossoms meandering on vines. It looked a little Japanese to me. Although I liked it, its inspiration had come from an outsider’s perspective. I hadn’t been involved in the selection of the color scheme or the items selected for the room: the wing chair with its little ottoman, the bedspreads with different shades of green vines spreading across the fabric to match the wallpaper.


Sam’s room—eventually it would be Steve’s—at the end of the hall in Ivy Lodge had grown-up looking, black-and-white flocked wallpaper with raised paisley designs. No old license plates or posters of hot rods ever touched the walls. Sam had a plastic horse collection, but it stood on one of the wide bedroom windowsills.





PIANO DREAMS



I began taking piano lessons at age seven at a studio in the home of a Gill neighbor. My teacher had recently graduated from Juilliard and worked for Mr. Holscher, who owned the studio and lived in the attached home with his wife. Years before, the boxy-shaped building had been a depot for the streetcar, when it still ran through Kirkwood.


Every Thursday afternoon, I walked with my sheet music out my back door on Gill, up a few steps onto the sidewalk on Fillmore, and past the home of the Hartmanns, good friends. Paul Hartmann, a lifelong bachelor, lived with his elderly mother, who made sock monkeys the way other women knitted. I sometimes stopped by their home after my lesson to see the progress of her latest monkey.


After we moved to Ivy Lodge, though, I no longer walked to the Holschers’ studio; my piano teacher came to our home for my lessons. This meant my mother heard every wrong note, every word I spoke with Mr. Hannon. I pictured her listening, damp dishrag in hand, one of her purchases from regular visits by the door-to-door Fuller Brush salesman. Mr. Hannon rang the eight-tone doorbell of the formal front door of Ivy Lodge where my mother greeted him, but their exchanges were brief, cordial. Above all, they were formal, followed by my mother summoning me to the living room. The soft curls in her brunette hair were the handiwork of weekly visits to Mr. William at Crestwood Plaza. She lightly brushed her bangs out of her eyes, always glamorous, even in the middle of the day with the piano teacher, when no one could witness her beauty except us.


Whenever we spoke, my mother’s eyes met mine, but only for the briefest moment since she avoided eye contact. I longed to meet her eyes, provided she wasn’t angry with me. I wanted to see affection, a connection. But her icy blue eyes looked down at the floor or to either side of me after resting on me a microsecond. Then she would grimace with distaste, as though she sensed an unpleasantness about me. I never knew the origin of her distaste, but she’d assume this expression around me.


From an early age, probably kindergarten, I devised a type of game in response to feeling disconnected from my parents. Sitting on the back stoop of Pitman Elementary School with my best friend, I’d sometimes play a secret game in which I pretended someone—a teacher I admired, a favorite aunt, grandparent, neighbor, babysitter—was watching me, admiring me as I played ball, interacted with friends, played the piano, or raised my hand in class armed with the right answer. Maybe I used the game to compensate, to get the attention I thought I wasn’t receiving at home. Maybe I believed I wasn’t worthy of being looked at, counted, as my home was a world in which I felt invisible.


My need for attention eventually revealed itself in less benign ways. I talked incessantly throughout grade school, middle school, high school, and was frequently disciplined for disrupting class. In this way I announced to everyone, “See how funny I am? How nice? Don’t forget me! I’m here!” Somebody—anybody—had to notice me, consider me special. Whatever it took. In fourth grade, my teacher marked me down for “attentiveness,” in fifth, for “self-discipline.” Talking too much eventually gave way to my goal of being categorized as “sweet,” the word used to describe me the most in high school yearbooks. With this “sweet” label, I thought I’d succeeded in being noticed, liked, maybe even a little popular.


Back when I had my piano lessons at the Holschers’ studio on Gill Avenue, Mr. Hannon sometimes helped me with long division. I disliked math, struggled with it in school, but Mr. Hannon remained patient, pulling the yellow number two pencil from behind his ear to show me how to solve problems. He never made me feel stupid or slow or instructed me to try harder. Nor did he ever reprimand me, tell me he wasn’t my schoolteacher, that we didn’t have time for math, or that it wasn’t his job. After we moved to Ivy Lodge, I no longer asked for his help. My parents wouldn’t have liked it, would have considered it a bad idea, wasteful of the money they spent on lessons. “We’re not paying him to do your homework,” they might have said.


Ten years later, when I was seventeen, Mr. Hannon encouraged me to apply to Juilliard, but my parents balked, even though I had won local competitions, had played on a St. Louis classical radio station. I knew without anyone explicitly stating it that my job involved finding a suitable husband at college. My parents may have thought a pool of appropriate candidates wouldn’t exist at Juilliard, or maybe—a simpler explanation— they didn’t think I had the talent. I never knew.


Playing the piano became my first foreign language. Before I had the words in English to articulate my feelings, I played them on the piano, the eighty-eight keys a surrogate for strong, inexpressible emotions. It’s no coincidence that the majority of the pieces I played tended to be dramatic, flashy selections—Chopin scherzos and polonaises, Beethoven sonatas—ones that gave my pent-up emotions free rein.


Long before I discovered I had an interest in and a gift for languages, I excelled at the piano. What’s more, it represented the only way—in my child’s mind—to garner attention from either parent, make them stop their activities, listen to me, notice me.


A lackluster student till I left for college, if I had applied to Juilliard and been accepted, it would have been a chance to excel, to be above average for once, but it wasn’t to be. No liberal arts colleges wanted to admit a student with a grade point average teetering between C and C+.


Not applying to Juilliard produced a watershed moment in my life. From then on, piano playing took a back seat to other activities I soon deemed more important: hanging onto the fringes of the popular crowd at high school, working on my tan in the summer, devising strategies to date popular boys, trying to look pretty, making it onto my male classmates’ unofficial lists of the Top Ten Pretty Girls, being rail thin. No use killing myself at the piano if I wasn’t particularly talented, I must have reasoned, giving up on what had been a pipe dream at best.







DOG DAYS



After we moved to Ivy Lodge, a new neighbor frightened me one night with his behavior. His actions precipitated nightmares, resulted in childhood prayers. He lived behind us and staggered over one summer night—I must have been ten or eleven—to complain about our German shepherd trespassing on his property. My maternal grandparents, in town from New York, sat on the back porch for cocktail hour. I had joined them when he staggered up to the porch. Even from a distance I smelled alcohol on his breath, wondered why he slurred his words.


“You need to keep your goddamned dog out of my yard or I’m going to get out my shotgun, put a bullet in your dog, then toss its stinking carcass back in your yard. D’ya hear me? I’m sick of it chasing the squirrels in my yard. I’ll put a stop to it if you don’t.” The neighbor pointed his finger at my father in a menacing way.


I sat frozen in my chair, frightened at his words. An image seared my mind of my cherished dog Heidi being riddled with bullets.


My father calmly walked over to the screen door, pointed his finger at the neighbor and used his sternest voice. “You. Keep. Away. From. My. Dog. Understand? If you go near her, you’ll be sorry.” He paused. Deepening his voice, he added, “Now get the hell off my property; we have company.” Although he appeared calm, I knew that was for the benefit of my grandparents. I also knew it would take little for that deceptive calm to turn explosive. I’d seen it happen too many times.


I’m not sure who frightened me more, the drunken neighbor or my potentially explosive father defending our family dog, but from then on, I included a phrase in my nightly prayers to “please keep Heidi away from Mr. Allen.” I recited the prayer for years, even though we never saw or heard from him again. I wonder now if my prayers weren’t also designed to keep my father’s anger at bay, if part of me perhaps suspected I could just as easily have been at the wrong end of his temper that day. I’d seen this side of my father, the sudden outbursts, but my mother had usually been quick to get him to dial back his anger. Not that night, though.


My father admitted to my husband and me decades later that he actually saw a line of red whenever his rage erupted; his feelings were that intense. You never knew what would provoke his wrath and couldn’t prepare for it. Perhaps to downplay his outbursts, he would sometimes remark: “We Murphys aren’t crazy; we’re just mean,” stressing the word mean, as though that was a better label than crazy.








MOTHER’S HELPER



My parents occasionally entertained at Ivy Lodge and hired our “ironing lady,” Marzie, for the evening. She also stayed with us when they traveled, once my father’s real estate business began growing and he could afford to go on trips with my mother. At my parents’ parties, Marzie prepared and passed out fancy hors d’oeuvres on silver trays, wearing a short white apron over a black uniform, her hair piled on top of her head with a white maid’s cap. None of the guests ventured upstairs during these parties, remaining in the front of the house: the foyer, the living room, and the dining room, occasionally leaving coats in the bedroom closest to the kitchen.


One job assigned to me involved sweeping the front walk up from the driveway, along with the wide flagstone terrace outside the front door. A series of broad, shallow steps led from the long sidewalk up to the entryway, the flagstones creating an extensive mosaic of flat stones, graduated pillars flanking both sides. Back and forth, back and forth, I swept, scattering pine needles that rained down from the sky-high pine trees far above the house, the small twigs and leaves that fell onto the pavement. But my mother rarely approved of the job I did, instructing me to do it again, so I would continue to sweep, removing invisible leaves, twigs, pine needles.


“I did sweep it,” I’d mutter under my breath, stomping my foot in frustration when she glanced out the front door to inspect my work, already dressed for her party in a slinky, maroon velvet, knee-length dress, shaking her head in disapproval, her recently styled hair making her look glamorous, the scent of her Chanel N°5 wafting in my direction. She looked like a movie star. “I’ve been out here forever. Can’t you see that? It looks fine,” I argued in vain when she failed to respond, thus living up to my “Last-Word-Linda” reputation. It wasn’t that I’d been asked to do more than my fair share of family chores, but I knew I’d have to do this again—and other tasks as well—to meet her unattainable standards.


Nothing ever seemed good enough, never done to her—or my father’s—liking, but I’d try to anticipate what they wanted. They must have had X-ray vision, seeing imperfections I couldn’t see, I thought, like those special lights they put on hotel bedspreads in documentaries to reveal all the unmentionable bacteria not visible otherwise. Recent evidence of this had occurred at a Thanksgiving family get-together in 1997. Making small talk with various relatives, one family friend had approached my mother and me, remarking how fortunate it had been that I’d been with my parents in Barcelona during my father’s health crisis after our cruise the summer of 1997, that I spoke Spanish and could interpret for both my parents. Pausing just a beat, my mother forced a small smile at the woman. Then, still smiling, she looked over at me while responding to the relative’s remarks, her voice sounding disingenuous. “Yes … so very lucky.” She continued, “Yet you didn’t know the word for catheter in Spanish, did you, Linda?” In that moment, I knew I hadn’t measured up, again, despite the thousands of words I had spoken and translated those long days and nights. That was the pattern: I either fell just short of meeting their expectations or wasn’t even close.


My mother rarely resorted to losing her temper or shouting at any of us in the style of my father; in fact, her voice sounded virtually free of emotions, as though calmly instructing a wayward employee how to behave. She chose the best words to ensure no backlash, but her message arrived loud and clear. “Your friend Patty has such a cute figure, don’t you think?” Or “Did you hear your friend Mary got a perfect score on the SATs? She’s so smart!” Or “Your brother works so hard; I’m so worried about him!”


Even though she never swore, the words she used privately with me frequently varied from the ones she used in public with others. Harsher, angrier words, surprising for such a refined person. Her private lexicon was another language for me to master. She referred to certain people as “phonies,” or accused them of “acting cute.” She referred to food I ate and shouldn’t have been eating as “slop,” and outfits I wore that she didn’t like she called “getups.” She’d warn me to “get off your high horse” or “keep your shirt on!” or “get a hold of yourself!” My behavior—or others’—fell into the “disgusting” category. “How revolting!” she’d exclaim when I dared to confide in her, sharing a less-than-flattering fact about myself.


Once I’d begun studying languages, thinking about her behavior reminded me of the different sociolinguistic registers people use. Registers are the particular type of language people use in different settings, for different purposes, ranging from formal on down to intimate. With most people, my mother acted extremely formal, standoffish, using words that reflected that stance, in her almost regal attitude. But with me, it went beyond intimate, beyond the kind of communication style you share with a spouse or a sibling or a parent. It felt as though she had morphed into a completely different person, as though she’d assumed a different persona, identity.


When I didn’t understand the double or triple meanings of what she told me, she’d accuse me of being “thick.” Where did ground truth lie? I always wondered. What constituted the underlying meaning of people’s words, words written or spoken in Spanish or Swahili or German? Perhaps deciphering these other lexicons might better equip me to understand the words of those closest to me, those who had raised me.


But no one ever saw. No one ever heard. She made sure of that. Yet if I dared to raise my voice to her, to muster the courage to speak up, to cobble together a sort of flimsy defense on my behalf, suddenly her loyal entourage would appear out of nowhere to put me in my place: my sister, my father, my brothers, my sisters-in-law, her small army of loyal supporters. After her death, when I read about gaslighting, I wondered if that’s what she’d done. I just happened to be the one singled out in an elaborate psychological game. She enlisted the support of other family members, perhaps telling them lies about me, secret lies, making it impossible for me to defend myself.


Once, a family member stopped speaking to me for two years. An aunt I had a close relationship with asked her why. The family member confided in her that my mother had claimed I’d made an unflattering comment about this family member. Instead of asking me about it, she’d taken it at face value, cut me out of her life until my aunt had defended me. “That doesn’t sound like Linda,” she’d said, prompting her to finally reach out, to ask me point-blank about the incident. Then she apologized for believing my mother. Who knows how common this was with my mother, how many people she poisoned against me? I’ll never know.


In the presence of my cousins, she acted friendly, but behind their backs she’d rip them apart, describing one as “horribly fat, disgusting.” Another one “wasn’t smart at all,” despite an Ivy League pedigree. Three others weren’t that intelligent, either, in her estimation, even though they’d graduated from elite West Coast colleges. Another one, who’d chosen an unconventional profession, was “mediocre at it,” she told me when the cousin’s name came up. My cousins never suspected, as far as I know. It became a competition, though. She couldn’t tolerate others— not even family members—doing better than her own children, putting her in a less favorable light when she measured her worth against her children’s accomplishments, intelligence, looks.


My mother acted in a much more subtle way than my father, her messages cloaked in hidden messages, secret codes, languages I’d never studied yet had to try to decipher. Consequently, I learned to doubt myself, doubt my first instincts, doubt what her words actually meant, rather than question her motivation. I always assumed everyone’s words had double or triple meanings; I overanalyzed everyone’s speech, not just hers.


My parents first met at Washington University where they were both students, my father almost two years older than my mother. Their paths crossed when he was president of the student body. He “sentenced” her in kangaroo court to carrying her books around in a shopping cart for a week, for not wearing her freshman beanie on campus. They married shortly after my mother graduated from college, after my father had earned his law degree. Following a stint in the FBI during World War II, my father practiced law before joining the Missouri legislature in 1950, where he served for eight years, commuting from Kirkwood to Jefferson City. In 1958 he went into private practice, eventually expending his time and energy in commercial real estate, a field he loved. My mother was a stay-at-home wife and mother, as dictated by the times. After we had all left the house, she did part-time work as a coin appraiser, intricate, demanding work. She also pursued numerous hobbies: digging for arrowheads, panning for gold, Egyptology, collecting rare coins.





OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Epigraphs



		Table of Contents



		Prologue



		One. Ivy Lodge



		Two. Gill Avenue: Before the Glitter



		Three. Fountain of Youth



		Four. Animal Instincts



		Five. Stone Soldiers



		Six. Remembering the Alamo



		Seven. The Siblings Arrive



		Eight. Kitchen: The Heart of the Home



		Nine. Breakfast Nook: Stand-In Family Room



		Ten. Rathskeller: Train[ing] Ground



		Eleven. Basement: Working on the Railroad



		Twelve. First-Floor Bathroom: Unwelcome Visitors



		Thirteen. First-Floor Bedroom: The Teenage Years



		Fourteen. Foyer: Making an Entrance



		Fifteen. Attic: Gone and Forgotten



		Sixteen. My Parents’ Bedroom: My Mother



		Seventeen. My Parents’ Bedroom: My Father



		Eighteen. Second-Floor Bedroom



		Nineteen. Dining Room: Diorama of Silver, China, and Crystal



		Twenty. Living Room: The Beginning of the End



		Twenty-One. A Final Translation



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Table of Contents



		Prologue



		One. Ivy Lodge



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		Start to Contents











Pagebreaks of the print version





		Cover Page



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		265



		266



		267



		269











OEBPS/images/9781647423681.jpg
\ vy
' Lodge

A Memotr of
Translation

and Discovery

Linda Murphy Marshall





OEBPS/images/pg5-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg8-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg5-2.jpg
swWp

SHE WRITES PRESS





