





[image: Cover: Framing a Life, Building the Space to Be Me by Roberta S. Kuriloff]








Praise for Framing a Life


“On days when I despair that nothing much is going right, I look to Roberta and her courage, perseverance, and optimism. Her story could have been the story of a bitter woman, beaten down by life and loss—it is anything but. It is a shining light held aloft for any woman struggling to find that place within that is whole, complete, and at peace.”


—Cathleen O’Connor, PhD, author of High Heels on the HamsterWheel, The Everything Law of Attraction Dream Dictionary,and The Collection: Flash Fiction for Flash Memory


“Framing A Life is about the search for home, family, and love—yet is so much more. This story examines the grief of losing all we human beings long for in this world, but still moving forward with faith, love, and tenacity. You will smile. You will cry. Best of all, you will cheer on Roberta as she learns that home is not necessarily a place; it is embedded in your core, your heart, and your soul.”


—Laura L. Engel, author of You’ll Forget This Ever Happened:Secrets, Shame, and Adoption in the 1960s


“Kuriloff tells her amazing story of resilience. This is the journey of her survival, her intense drive to succeed, and the later death of her partner—a woman she loved. Finding the surprising depths of her spiritual side, she not only relearns how to love, she also relearns how to live. It is an intensely personal yet very relatable work.”


—Linda Bergman, screenwriter, producer, and author ofSo You Think Your Life’s A Movie: The Sequel


“Roberta’s memoir is honest, poignant, and shares with grace how she overcame her life’s tragedies. Her courage, optimism, and the ways she found and built her true home—in the deepest sense of the word—will uplift and inspire many readers.”


—Rivvy Neshama, author of Recipes for a Sacred Life:True Stories and a Few Miracles


“Rarely have I read a memoir that was so captivating. Roberta Kuriloff’s resilience and tenacity in the face of adversity is inspiring. Through her work as a lawyer and her interactions with family and friends, she demonstrates what it means to be a compassionate feminist and a joyful, spiritual person.”


—Patricia Ould, PhD, coauthor of Same-Sex Marriage, Context,and Lesbian Identity: Wedded but Not Always a Wife


“In Framing a Life, Roberta S. Kuriloff constructs—from fragments of past scenes, journal entries, night dreams, changing states of being, and reflections—a textual home for herself and the reader to reside in, inside the territory of a culturally evolving America. This narrative is a timely permission to illuminate the manifold pieces of one’s own life and reassemble them into a compassionate definition of oneself, alive at a certain moment, in a certain place, in human history.”


—Marj Hahne, writer, editor, and teacher
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To BerniceWithout whose love, support, and patience this book might not have been written.


And toMy mother, Eva, who died too young, and my father, Abraham, who chose to die.









“Your Book of Life doesn’t begin today, on Rosh Hashanah. It began when you were born. Some of the chapters were written by other people: your parents, siblings, and teachers. Parts of your book were crafted out of experiences you had because of other people’s decisions: where you lived, what schools you went to, what your homes were like. But the message of Rosh Hashanah, the anniversary of the creation of the world, is that everything can be made new again, that much of your book is written every day—by the choices you make. The book is not written and sealed; you get to edit it, decide what parts you want to emphasize and remember, and maybe even which parts you want to leave behind. Shanah tovah means both a good year and a good change. Today you can change the rest of your life. It is never too late.”


—Laura Geller, Rabbi Emerita, Temple Emanuel of Beverly HillsMishkan Hanefesh: Machzor for the Days of Awe













Chapter 1

Collapse









Our soul is an abode. And by remembering “houses” and “rooms,” we learn to “abide within ourselves.”


—From the Introduction of The Poetics of Space by Gaston Bachelard





I inherited my mother’s engagement and wedding rings after she died. Well, not right after. A six-year-old couldn’t be expected to take care of such precious objects—such precious memories. My father saved them for me, symbols of devastating loss, commitment, and dreams for the future. That is how I had always thought of them.


My fingers slid over the curve of her gold wedding band on my pinky finger as I walked through the door of my Connecticut home for the last time. Of all the meanings imbued in a wedding band, the one I had carried in my heart had been promise. In my mother’s rings, I saw the promise of the life I could create, the love I could have, and, most importantly, the realization of permanence: the home and hearth that would bind me to the land, to the earth and soil, sinking roots strong enough, and deep enough, that they could withstand life’s whirlwind.


What was I thinking? At age thirty-nine, having lived my life mainly in cities, I chose to move to the woods of Maine—alone. On a blustery March day in 1984, I stood at the edge of the land in Maine purchased with my former partner, Mary Ann. My hands tingled from the cold as I held a couple of wood stakes marking off exactly where my new house would stand. I was excited. Anxious. My throat spasmed as waves of fear moved through me.


It was no longer our land, no longer our dream—just mine. Mary Ann and I had been seven years as a couple; it was my first truly meaningful relationship. A year earlier, for my birthday, we’d held a party at our home. Between dancing and talking, I’d noticed Mary Ann and Donna being unusually friendly, sometimes speaking in a whisper. Donna was attractive: tall and thin, with curly black shoulder-length hair, and smartly dressed. For the next few weeks, my communication with Mary Ann was disjointed, words like leaves scattered on a stormy day.


A month later, at a weekend breakfast, Mary Ann rubbed her hands together, her gaze disconnected. She choked out the words, “I’m having an affair with Donna; it just started.” She squirmed in her chair, tears falling. I tried to control my tears but failed. She added, confusingly, “I don’t want our relationship to end. I don’t want to lose all we have together.” In a fog, I responded, “Neither do I.” We talked through the night, sometimes cuddling, sometimes holding hands, my body exhausted from tears and an empty stomach. I wanted to be angry, to scream, but I couldn’t.


A year later, holding the stakes to mark the foundation of my new house, I was still numb, fighting against images of our relationship; we had a life together, now uprooted. Frank, a builder I had hired to clear the land and do the groundwork for my home, explained the land clearing. As we walked, I envisioned the foundation I was creating—my first true home. Even though it was still months until my move, staking the lot marked the beginning of my new life in a new place. I told Frank, as I told my housebuilder, Sue, that I wanted the house to face south so it welcomed the warmth of the sun on chilly winter days.


The foundation of my first home with my parents collapsed before I barely understood the meaning of home. I dreaded that might happen again. When I was six years old, I lived in an apartment in Brooklyn, New York, with my parents and two-year-old brother, Fred. I had a family. I was safe and secure—an innocent child until my mother’s death.


I trembled with the memory of my last day with her. Standing on my tiptoes, I barely recognized my mother in bed under a white canopy hanging down from the bedposts, her eyes half closed, her face pale, her long wavy hair now short and thin. I knew she could see me. I asked, “Daddy, can I go on the bed with Mommy?” My mother nodded her head, and my father lifted me. I cuddled into her right arm; smelled her warmth; breathed in the scent of lilac on her neck. My father’s face was haggard, his eyes disheartened, as he hovered by the bed concerned I might upset her. He wanted her to return to the hospital. She chose not to. She knew there was no cure. He whispered a word I didn’t understand—cancer. They spoke in low voices, my father helpless in managing her pain. I wanted to stay there, tight against her body forever, even though she no longer danced with me in the living room or rubbed me dry after a bath. A few days later, the bed was empty. When I asked my father where she was, he murmured, “In the hospital.” I never saw her again.


As Frank finished staking the lot, I set aside the echoes of my past. We reviewed the blueprint I designed and the model of the house an architect friend made for me. Based on the blueprint, Frank sprayed orange paint on the dirt and wild grass to outline the borders of the foundation so I’d have a true feeling of the size, which was wider than the temporary posts in the ground. I struggled to listen, nodding as he spoke.


Plans—so many plans I worked on this past year—alone. Moving to Maine was our dream, mine and Mary Ann’s. Instead, I was living alone in the cute, small house we bought together in a friendly neighborhood in Connecticut. Mary Ann was living with her new partner, and I’d soon be moving far away from family and friends, starting over.


While getting ready to meet Frank, I came across my confirmation for a three-week women-only housebuilding workshop. The teacher, Sue, a thin woman, about five feet, three inches, was an experienced builder with a no-nonsense approach to life and grooming, her long hair tied in the back so as not to get in the way when she worked. I met her before registering for the course and asked her how she got into construction.


“Like you, I came here from the city. I built my own house and, in the process, fell in love with construction and working with my hands.” Smiling, she reached into her briefcase and pulled out pictures of small, colorful houses. “As a child I was fascinated with building—then it was dollhouses. Now it’s dog houses that sell well, and homes for people.”


I admired her—a woman in a man’s world, succeeding at something she loved to do. I hoped some of that Maine I-can-do-this attitude would rub off on me.


I strode back with Frank to where we parked, and we made plans to meet again the next morning. As he drove away, I turned to look at my building lot, the wood stakes barely visible. My legs shook as I numbly stared at the ground. Perhaps it was only restlessness, but I suspected it was more.













Chapter 2

Hope







In moments of meditative thought, I asked myself whether I defined home or if it was defined for me by childhood circumstances over which I had no control—circumstances that also changed the meaning of family. Did my need for a permanent home control my life choices? These questions challenged me in therapy—a healthy challenge I accepted, though one that didn’t allow me to evade memories of my move at age six to my aunt’s farm after my mother’s death and, a year later, another life-altering move to an orphanage. These were chilling recollections that continued to haunt me in my dreams.


After my mother’s death, my father took me and my brother to live with his sister, Nora, and her husband, Morris, on their farm in Flanders, New Jersey. He still worked in the city and came “home” to the farm on weekends. I missed him but loved the farm.


My aunt had a round, warm face, with a smile like the Mona Lisa, making it difficult to know whether she was pleased with me or not. She was much older than my mother and never mentioned her. I was afraid to speak up, frightened I’d cry. Somehow I knew I had to be strong so as not to upset my father.


My uncle was tall and a little hunched over, a serious farmer with wrinkled skin from the sun and hard work. He taught me how to feed the chickens and milk the cows, and he called me “Rivka,” my Jewish name. I learned to corral the cows, especially when they wandered into the backyard. Walking them to the pasture, I tolerated more than one poke in my bottom from a bull. I fed the chickens and rode a neighbor’s horse. My nose adjusted to the pungent smells of horse and cow manure. After work, there was play on a swing my dad and uncle made, secured to a large tree overlooking the river that flowed through the grazing land.


For school, Aunt Nora washed my short hair and dressed me neatly, not in work pants. The first few days, she walked me the brief distance on the country road, holding my hand as my mother had. Her hand had a farmer’s coarseness, different from the softness of my mother’s hand when we walked the Brooklyn streets to kindergarten, me trying to match the pace of her feet, two steps for her one. I imagined I heard the sound of our laughter.


We passed other houses with farmland, horses, and cows. Sometimes I’d meet kids along the way, and we’d walk together. I smiled at friendly neighbors working outdoors. My brother was too young for school, so he stayed with my aunt. The schoolyard had swings. One day I stood on one, pushed myself higher and higher, and fell. I cried for my mother, but it was my aunt who came to school. I had a bloody bump on my scalp. It healed, leaving a small notch, a permanent reminder of my time on the farm.


Every morning I looked forward to seeing my aunt comb her long gray hair, which, when taken out of her bun, reached her waist. I watched her in the bathroom, brushing and combing, while next to her sat my uncle’s teeth in a bowl of water on the sink. Sometimes she let me comb her hair. I couldn’t braid it the way she did. I helped her cook, set the table, and learned how to stack the food and sort and pack the shelves in the large, cold pantry off the kitchen. Like all children, I wanted to help—wanted to be of use—wanted to be loved enough to stay.


My aunt and uncle had three grown children. We spent time with them when they came home for the holidays, especially for the Jewish Passover, when we held the traditional seder, with prayers, wine, and a table full of food. My uncle narrated the Passover story, of the killing of Hebrews by the Pharaoh in Egypt and how Moses led them out of Egypt to find a permanent home in Israel. I listened to his words and stared at my father’s face across the table, wondering if the farm would be our new home, especially if he moved here permanently. I naïvely believed that God was watching over us now that my mother was gone.


My cousin Aaron was tall and lean in his Army garb. I had a crush on him, especially when he smiled. I usually babbled a lot with too many questions, but when he spoke to me, I melted into an awkward, shy version of myself, almost forgetting how to talk. His sisters, Effie and Diana, were elegant, even in their garden clothes. I wasn’t shy talking with them, their voices being gentle and smooth like my mother’s. I pictured myself looking like them when I grew up, without my chubby cheeks.


One day while my aunt and uncle were away, my father and Cousin Diana, whom we called “Nucie,” sat me down close to them in the living room. Their faces were somber, unsmiling.


Nucie gently held my hands, leaned close to my face, and in a quiet voice shared, “Roberta, Aunt Nora is not well; she’s ill with cancer, like your mother, and will soon die.”


My body shook. I screamed, “She can’t die! She doesn’t look sick. She’s not in bed like Mommy was.”


Beautiful, calm Nucie held me tighter. “I know how you feel, my sweet. She’s my mother, and like you, I don’t want to lose her.”


My father finally spoke. With blurry eyes, he tried to control his words. “Honey, you and Freddy won’t be able to live here anymore. Uncle Morris can’t care for you and the farm.”


I jumped up from the chair, letting go of Nucie’s hands, squealing, “I don’t want to leave! This is our home now. I’m in school and have friends. I can help Uncle Morris with the chores. I’m not afraid of the cows anymore. I milk them and collect the eggs. I can also help clean the house, and . . . and I can take care of Freddy. And, Daddy, when you come on the weekends, you can help too.”


I barely heard my father speak; my face turned ashen. I screamed inside, How can God be so mean to us—again!


“Roberta, Uncle Morris is old and not well. He has to sell the farm.”


I ran from the house, not knowing where to hide or what to do. As quickly as we had arrived, our idyllic year was over. For the second time, the word cancer destroyed my life.


A few months later, my father moved me and my brother to the Israel Orphan Asylum in Far Rockaway, New York.


I learned only too well at that tender age that a home could collapse as quickly as a child’s smile could morph into tears.













Chapter 3

Despair







After my aunt’s death, one might have expected support from our extended family. My father had nine living siblings in America. My mother had five. However, most had their own families, their own life dramas. Taking on another family wasn’t a workable option for them. One of my mother’s brothers and his wife offered to have us live with them, but they had no children and wanted to adopt us. My mother’s sister was willing to take us, but she lived in a distant state. My father wouldn’t accept those options, especially as the offers were not from his side of the family. No one was going to take away his children. So, instead, we moved to an orphanage. In his mind, he was doing the right thing. He maintained control.


My mother’s death took a toll on him. An independent but quiet man who loved to sing, he gave up his dreams. He left the business in which he had worked and started driving a cab, and we went on welfare. He struggled and searched for a temporary, safe, and respectable place for us to live, mournfully groveling before government bureaucrats to get us admitted.


On the day we arrived at the orphanage, we stepped out of the car after a long ride. We held his hands, my fidgety four-and-a-half-year-old brother wearing a white shirt, suit jacket, and matching blue shorts, and I, age seven and a half, in a pink fluffy dress.


Confused, I looked up at my father. “Where are we?”


His face was sad, his hand clammy. He didn’t answer.


We walked through a tall black wrought-iron gate to buildings on each side of a gigantic play area; it even had a pool. But it wasn’t Coney Island. I didn’t see Nathan’s Hotdogs or the Cyclone. And it surely wasn’t my aunt’s farm in Flanders.


A strange woman walked toward us. She had a body like a football player. My father let my brother run to play on a small merry-go-round. His thin body pushed off the ground with one foot, gleefully going around and around. I stayed with my father. The woman bent down to my level, her flowery skirt thrust against my pink dress, her hands on my shoulders. I instinctively pulled back from her.


With a rigid smile and wrinkled face, she stared into my eyes, “Hello, I am Miss H. Welcome to the Israel Orphan Asylum.”


I looked up at my father and saw his eyes full of tears. Words knotted in my throat as I asked, “Daddy, what’s an orphan asylum?”


He didn’t answer.


Miss H did. “You and your brother will be living here with us for a while.”


I didn’t understand what a while meant.


My brother threw up on the merry-go-round and ran back to us. My father wiped his face with a handkerchief from his suit pocket, kissed us each on the cheek, and walked away. I turned to watch him leave through the gate, not knowing when I’d see him again. Miss H held my hand; I couldn’t run after him.


Miss H turned us over to two different people. My brother was taken to the young boys’ building across the play area from me. Another woman, younger than Miss H, with a friendly smile, walked me into an old Victorian mansion with a large covered porch and a central staircase. There were several floors. We walked through a labyrinth of odd-shaped rooms, up some steps, and stopped in an enormous room with lots of beds—like the barracks in the pictures my cousin Aaron showed me from when he was in the Army.


My legs weakened as my body trembled, and I couldn’t hold back tears. All I wanted was my father, my aunt, or by that time, any familiar face. But no words came out. The woman sat down on a bed, patted it for me to sit next to her and gave me a tissue to blow my nose. “Roberta, this is where you are going to live for a while.”


I still didn’t know what a while meant.


She smiled. “This is your bed, and see the trunk at the end of the bed? That is yours to hold your belongings. And these pajamas with the birds on them are especially for you.” I looked at the pajamas and wanted the birds to come alive and fly me away with them.


The woman put her arm around my shoulders and pulled me close to her. I backed away. “I don’t want to be here!” I stubbornly demanded, “Where’s my brother?”


“Roberta, I know this is hard for you, but your father can’t take care of you right now. He loves you very much and wants you to be in the best place possible until he can arrange to have you live with him again. Your brother is here too, just in another building. You’ll see him soon.”


As she spoke, I gazed around the room through misty eyes. There were some girls playing together, giggling, and some lying on beds. I noticed them eyeing me, making believe they were just glancing around the room while chatting. The room smelled stuffy, like unwashed laundry.


I was still wearing my pink dress. The woman took my other belongings from my small suitcase and put them in the trunk—underwear, my yellow skirt, two blouses, one of which was my favorite with polka dots, and a few toys my father had included.


“We have a lot of clothes here that are your size, and when you go to bed, we’ll hang up your pink dress and keep it safe for you,” she said. “I’ll show you the closet where you can choose what you want to wear.”


I wanted to run, but my legs were like melted candy, sticky and heavy.


“Let’s go have some lunch.” We walked slow-footed down to the bottom floor of the mansion into a spacious room with long tables, benches, and chairs. The sun flowed through many windows. Some girls were already eating. Others were in line holding trays. The woman sat me in a chair next to her and had someone bring me a tray of food. I drank the milk, ate a small piece of chocolate cake, and pushed the rest away, not hungry. I avoided talking to any of the other kids.


That night, after everyone was asleep, I snuck out of bed and peered through the nearby window, wondering when I’d see my father again. I couldn’t see the building in which my brother was living; the window was too small for a wide view. The light from the full moon made the bushes and the gate visible. I didn’t move away as I felt safe looking into the dark; I was afraid if I turned to see the other beds, the other girls, the counselors, I would forget my outside world. My body shivered in the cold, forcing me to quietly step back into bed under the itchy wool cover. I spoke to my mother in my head, hoping she’d hear me.


Mommy, I don’t want to forget you. Will you be with me while I’m here? Will you take care of Daddy so we can return to him soon? And Freddy—he’s a baby. Who will hold him like you did? Will I be able to play with him? Tease him? Miss H is the housemother. But she’s not you. I can’t cuddle with her. She said she treats us girls equally. I don’t want to be equal; I want to be special. Please visit me in my dreams.


The next morning, a counselor lined us up to pick out the clothes we would wear that day. When it was my turn, she helped me choose blue pants and a white blouse. I enjoyed how the pants fitted, freeing, like a part of my body. I had worn dresses and skirts, except on the farm. I followed instructions, moving through the morning like a robot programmed to behave.


The girls showered together in a big open bathroom. There were no curtains. I’d never seen so many naked bodies in varied shapes and sizes. I blushed with curiosity. I didn’t want to look but couldn’t help it. I saw some girls looking at me. A few girls’ breasts were the size of my mother’s. Tears flowed down my cheeks, blending with the water on my face. I wanted to scream, “I want to go home! It’s not fair!” But I couldn’t. I repeated it in my head until the tears dried up with the ending of the shower. I dressed and walked to breakfast with a counselor by my side. I sat at a long table, next to Josie with the big breasts, Frieda with the braided hair, and Ellen with the rolling stomach. I was an orphan. This was my new “home.”













Chapter 4

Confidence







Still living in New Haven, I was in Augusta, Maine, for the second week of the three-week housebuilding workshop. We were building an extension on a house for a disabled child who needed an indoor swim lane. It was not easy for my fingers and shoulders to change from typing to banging nails into a roof! I’d rarely used a hammer and had no understanding of construction, especially how to do major work on a house.


There I was, ex-secretary, lawyer, feminist, and political activist with no knowledge of construction, getting ready to build my own home in coastal northern Maine. I was starting over, like the little orphan Roberta, trying to prove herself again. For a few minutes, insecurity whacked me in the face; I was doing something I’d never done, though relieved the class was for women only. I didn’t need to deal with men telling me what to do or not do. I’d had enough of that when I was a secretary.


I worked harder and dirtier than I could ever remember. I climbed and participated in roofing and in framing walls. I painted black, mushy, dripping waterproof sealer onto the outside of the basement walls—and all over myself. It came off only with kerosene! I shoveled gravel, cut Styrofoam, and lifted and carried plywood and wall beams. The sun beat down on my arms, burning my skin. I walked a plank and lost some of my fear of heights. At the end of the day my body was bone-weary but alive—and starving. I hoped I wouldn’t gain back the ten pounds I lost. Thinking of Mary Ann, a sinking emptiness filled me. It was inconceivable that I’d be living in Maine without her.


On the weekends, I visited my land, an hour and half away. I needed to feel a part of it, to belong to its beauty, to be confident of my decision. I climbed a tree to get a wide view, recognizing a lake in the distance. I nibbled on early wild blackberries and raspberries. The land smelled sweet and woody from wild ferns. Through friends, I met women who lived alone in Maine, some in secluded woods, and they managed it well. My anxiety lessened some.


I learned new skills as I’d had to do so many times in my life, and this time wasn’t the most intimidating. That happened when I decided I needed independence from living with my father and brother in Brooklyn. At age twenty-two, I rented an apartment in Manhattan. My dad wasn’t happy but accepted my decision. Fred acted as if he wouldn’t miss me, but I knew better. Oh, how my Jewish guilt hit me! The little girl was doing to them what had been done to her—leaving family.


My brother and I had moved back to live with our father when I was twelve. Now it was time to move on. I didn’t want to continue being the “mother” in the family and feeling the need to care for Fred, who was old enough to care for himself. Once I moved, there would be no more cleaning up after him or worrying nightly about my father until he returned home from driving his cab in the city. I never slept well when he drove at night, tossing and turning until I heard the key in the door. I abruptly cracked a loud, sad laugh because I knew I’d still worry, even if out-of-sight. Dad was also the cook, something beyond my learning. I would miss his dinners.


I found a small fourth-floor walkup on 81st Street in the city, between First and York Avenues. Fred helped me move and put bars on the fire escape window to prevent break-ins. The apartment had a tiny kitchenette with a half-sized refrigerator and a table allowing only two chairs. The five-foot-long hall to the twelve-by-twelve-foot combination living room/bedroom had a closet on one side and the bathroom on the other. It was claustrophobic, especially as my two windows faced the back of other buildings. The outside world at night was lost to me.


While travel to work was easier, I did miss Dad and Fred. How could I not? We were a family absent from each other for those many years in the orphanage. Shouldn’t I have stayed with them? Weekends I worked on my night college courses, but I also looked forward to going back to work in my secretarial job—to being around other people in the medium-sized law firm with others to talk to.


Feeling lonely, I went to an animal shelter and picked out a young beige cat, remembering the pleasure of a cat’s company. When living with Dad and Fred, we had found a stray cat in the alleyway and named her Sasha. We’d bring her upstairs during the day and let her out at night. One day while watching TV, we discovered our small, fluffy, white area rug rolling like waves on the beach. We hadn’t known about fleas! After that we were afraid to have Sasha come in the house and hesitant to hold her. Fred and I fed and played with her outside. A few weeks later she was gone. I asked Dad if he knew where she was. “Yes,” he said, slow to tell me, not looking me in the eye. “I drove her a few streets away and dropped her off on a safe street. Sweetheart, it was so painful for me to see her cry every day and not be able to bring her upstairs.” He never considered that we could still feed her and still care for her outside. My brother and I were stunned and then furious that he didn’t consider our feelings. Instead, he made yet another orphan, little Sasha.


I named my new cat Lilly. Even with the toys I bought her, she was overly active, jumping constantly. Two weeks after living with me, I returned from work to find my small, neat apartment a mess from her clawing and chewing my clothes and bedding. I couldn’t control her. Tears of guilt burned my eyes as I took Lilly back to the shelter in her little box. With every step I relived the confused fear of my seven-year-old self, watching my father release my hand from his and walk away from us in the orphanage, the gate closing after him. I also gained a wiser understanding of his experience when he took Sasha from us—avoid grief. I returned to my empty apartment and dropped on the bed, weeping hysterically, my muddled mind trying to justify my father’s actions as well as my own. Tears turned to anger. I jumped up, washed my face, and took a soda from the fridge. I didn’t want to deal with grief, only tears. I had to be strong. I had to do what I did in the orphanage—survive on dreams.


After two years, my brother entered the Army, and I moved back with my father. I hated to think of him coming home to an empty house.


I told myself that when my house is built, I would be the one coming home to an empty house, but at least I’d have animals for company.


The building course was almost over. At the end of a hot, muggy Wednesday, back in the Augusta motel where I stayed, every muscle in my body hurt—an honorable, proud hurt. I looked down at my smudged hands and clothes, stained with roofing tar even after several cleanings, and felt exhausted but with an exhilarating mood of accomplishment. This project reminded me of the challenge of winning court cases and feeling the positive vibe of helping others. Here we were giving a disabled child a gift—a pool for her to sense the movement of her legs and hopefully become stronger.


I enjoyed the other hardworking women as we chatted about our histories. Most were from out of state, all doing this for the first time. I wasn’t alone with my skittishness. One woman had come from the Midwest to further develop her skills in building a small house on her parents’ hundred acres. She was ready to live alone but close to family.


After a warm shower, I stretched out on my motel bed and mused how interesting it was that people could easily share their lives with strangers, knowing we likely wouldn’t see each other again. Sometimes, it’s easier than opening our hearts to friends.


Maybe moving to Maine and building my own home wasn’t such a crazy undertaking. The little girl in the orphanage toughened up to survive. I drew on her strength now and was ready to put what I learned into practice.













Chapter 5

Mary Ann







I met Mary Ann when working for New Haven Legal Assistance Association (NHLAA) in the Family Law Unit—my first job as an attorney. I liked the people working in the office and observed their dedication to their clients’ struggles. But like my days as a secretary in New York and later in law school in Boston, I connected more with the non-lawyers, especially an open, unconventional woman named Mary Ann, who worked in another unit as a paralegal. We quickly became friends. She had worked for NHLAA for years and explained to me the ins and outs of the agency, as well as its politics and gossip.


She spoke with her hands in a way that made you think she had grown up in New York City, not suburban Massachusetts. She was excitable and sometimes enraged about the politics in this country, especially as it affected poor people. She was admired in the office for her commitment to her clients as well as her strong vocal opinions, which sometimes got her in trouble.


The most beautiful aspect of Mary Ann was her smile—a big cheesy smile that made you automatically trust her as well as feel welcome without reservation. Her smile was pure and almost innocent, with no manipulation behind it. She was inherently natural. Even her short, curly, deep brown hairstyle was natural—it was what it was when she woke up, uncombed. She dressed casually without caring what others thought. I dressed consciously and was concerned with my appearance. That was the “new lawyer” part of me. I dressed the way people expected me to dress as a legal services attorney, clothes somewhat downplayed.


Mary Ann’s eclectic personality enthralled me. Her politics engaged me. I was not yet politically active in the way she was. She was a learning experience for me. When I first arrived in New Haven, before I met her, I immediately got involved in the nascent battered women’s and domestic violence movement and helped organize a conference. I was not out on the streets marching as she easily did for various political issues.


We took long walks getting to know each other. She helped build my confidence in being outwardly political. Slowly, our time together increased in intensity.


One Saturday, a few weeks after we became friends, as we walked on the New Haven Commons, I noticed her wearing a wedding band. I was hesitant to ask about it, but of course I did. “Are you married?” She laughed in surprise. “No, I’m not married! This is my grandmother’s wedding ring.”


She stopped and turned to me. “But I . . . I’m a novice preparing for my first vows to become a nun. I’m not sure it’s what I really want now. My politics and the views of my religious order don’t mesh anymore. I’m not living in the convent. I live with a group of political nuns. It was a tradition in my town for many of the women to become nuns, especially if you wanted to be independent, get an education, and not be pressured to marry.”


I didn’t know what to say; my face flushed. This was beyond my understanding, but fascinating. Embarrassed, I asked, “How come you’re not wearing a habit? When do you have to make a decision about staying or leaving?” I couldn’t picture Mary Ann in a habit, like the old nun on the steamy subway in New York to whom I gave my seat when I was a teenager. I was so proud of my good deed.


We sat down on a bench. “My order responded to the Second Vatican Council in its request for nuns to live a more modern life, so we chose not to wear habits, just a cross. See?” She showed me her cross, worn under her sweater. We continued the discussion, and she answered my many, many questions. I was enthralled with this life that seemed so fanciful to me.


We decided to keep our friendship low-key in the office. I experienced feelings softly rousing, scarily averted. My previous partners had been men. I had never had political discussions with them—never trusted them the way I trusted Mary Ann.


When I moved to New Haven after law school with my two cats and secondhand furniture, I rented a house fifteen minutes from work. This was a new benchmark for me, as I’d never lived in a one-family house. Except for my aunt’s farmhouse, my “homes” had been orphanages and apartments. I discovered garage sales to supplement my minimal furnishings.


The rental soon became a place of ardent discovery for Mary Ann and me. Within a year, our relationship had danced into the unknown—my first same-sex relationship and Mary Ann’s first meaningful relationship. She decided not to take her final vows as a nun. We experienced the excitement of a new relationship, of lovemaking both tender and strong, of sharing and delving into deep emotions—so different from how it had been for me with men.


When my lease was up, we rented an apartment together and made a home for ourselves, telling only our closest friends. As a new family, a twosome, we decorated and combined our meager possessions, shopped at yard sales, and shared our tastes, eliciting a sense of belonging I hadn’t experienced since leaving my father’s apartment in Brooklyn. It was a need fulfilled—a home, family, cats, and community. An added gift was my cousin Ronnie’s family living in the next town with her husband and two young sons. She and I had been close as children. Often my brother and I stayed on weekends at her parents’ home when my father took us out of the orphanage, depending upon his work schedule.


Mary Ann and I were circumspect around the office and decided to have separate phone lines at home. We avoided telling people in the office of our relationship; it was too new for us to figure out and define it.


New Haven, 1976 through 1984, was a city with a burgeoning feminist and lesbian community. We immersed ourselves in it and made supportive friendships while discovering we weren’t alone in our choices. We became more politically active, Mary Ann more outwardly than me. I was still the somewhat “reserved” attorney, not wanting to fall into trouble that could cause me to lose my license. I focused my activism on the developing battered women’s movement.


In 1978 we rode in a bus full of noisy and excited women with handmade signs to march in DC, supporting the extension of the seven-year deadline for ratification of the ERA. This was my first participation in a DC march; it was exciting, but I found myself anxious and walked on the outside of the march. I imagined I could be lost in the crowd and reduced to rubble, a feeling I earlier experienced participating in the first women’s march in New York City. My orphanage experiences converged in my memories. I rarely had privacy. My daily meals were with a crowd of other girls and boys. I showered with other girls in one big shower room. For most of my years there, we lived in a dorm, with beds only a few feet apart.


In 1979, Mary Ann and I helped organize the first New Haven Take Back the Night march, which was part of Stop Violence Against Women Week, designated by the mayor. I lectured in the community, educating groups and the police about abuse of women and its effects on relationships and children. At work, I taught women how to do their own divorce when we weren’t able to help them.


The paraprofessionals at NHLAA organized to be unionized. Mary Ann was one of the leaders. I got involved in organizing the attorneys to unionize. We then helped launch the National Organization of Legal Services Workers. It was a tumultuous time for our relationship as we argued over organizing methods and how to deal with office tensions.


Over the next few years, our time was filled with politics, work, and activism, at the expense of nurturing our love relationship. Soon we were passing in the night, except when involved on the same committees.


Nightmares invaded my dreams. I had to change—knew we had to change—but was it already too late?













Chapter 6

Unraveling







Over the four years I worked at Legal Assistance, I had become friends with another attorney, Barbara, who had her own practice. She and I discovered we shared the same politics and didn’t savor going to stuffy Bar gatherings. Recognizing a need for greater independence in the type of work I did, I joined her practice. We asked another woman, Diane (known as “Cookie”), to join us. Cookie had just finished at Yale Law School and was working part-time at NHLAA. Our new law firm, Levine, Kuriloff & Polan, was the first all-women feminist law firm in New Haven.


As my professional life stabilized, my relationship with Mary Ann settled into a calm, comfortable routine.


We took breaks for travel to Cape Cod and other vacation spots, visiting with her family in Massachusetts and mine in New York. It brought us back to our relationship center, our recognition of our love for each other, until once again, we became caught up in our commitments. Predictably, our outside involvements again diverged.


Initially, we didn’t talk to our parents about our intimate relationship, not yet having the words to explain something we believed they knew nothing about. We were satisfied for them to see it as a friendship. That changed when Mary Ann decided to tell her mother about our relationship and what it meant to her. She chose to come out to her mother at Thanksgiving, with no advance notice to me.


I cooked the dinner, my first attempt at a stuffed turkey. I baked a nontraditional meal, picking a recipe from a magazine for the turkey, wrapping it in cheesecloth after basting it with orange juice and butter, and making the stuffing with matzo instead of bread. I also made sweet potatoes instead of mashed potatoes. I never had a mother substitute to teach me how to cook, nor did I make time to learn.


It was a delicious meal, but not the traditional meal her mother expected. She was irked and cantankerous, especially after Mary Ann explained to her the meaning of our relationship. They argued, her mother stormed out, and they did not speak to each other for many months. I was upset with Mary Ann as I wanted this adorable woman, who was active in the Gray Panthers movement, in our life. I argued with her. “What a stupid move you made! I loved being a part of your family. I don’t want to lose your mother or the time we spend with your other relatives. You could have waited to tell her and not do it when she’s upset with my cooking!” I so wanted our lives to stay intertwined. I was willing to keep our relationship hidden for the sake of the family connection; Mary Ann wanted openness and honesty.


Over time, her mother had a turnaround, and before her death, the three of us were once more on loving terms. Our confidence was buoyed when we visited her in the hospital and she told us, “For Christmas, I bought you an electric blanket that has two separate controls. Roberta, since you get cold easily, your side can be heated, and Mary Ann, you can keep your side cool.” We were shocked, especially as she stated this in a room with another woman patient listening.


Mary Ann and I decided to buy a house together, the first for each of us. It was a daunting commitment, but we were confident we could handle it. We bought a small two-level with a front porch and small backyard in a diverse area of New Haven, down the street from our previous rental apartment. It became an active home with parties, meetings, and lots of visitors, including my father and Mary Ann’s mother.


As my confidence and activism grew, it again stirred difficulties between us. In addition to work, we were constantly going to demonstrations and board and political meetings, and, after intense training, I was visiting hospice patients. Increasingly, we perceived issues differently. We were loving and sharing, yet numerous times argumentative. Our conversations wrapped more around what was happening in politics and less around what was happening in our relationship.


Together our family grew to include five cats and one black-and-white husky dog, Maya—a full house. We discovered huskies have an independent personality, and some of our disagreements revolved around how we trained her. Maya was the first dog for both of us. She was okay with the cats but was otherwise destructive, thinking our books and artifacts were her play toys. She was fine walking on a leash; off leash, she followed but didn’t listen. We hired a trainer who successfully worked with Maya, but his skills never transferred to us.


Our relationship with Maya mirrored our relationship with each other. We argued more and listened less. We went on vacations that brought us closer, but once home, our relationship again deteriorated.


On one vacation to visit friends in Maine, we decided to buy property there, with the hope of someday moving out of the city. We aspired to build a feminist retreat center for learning and sharing, with a bookstore and coffee house. We chatted about not having to make a good deal of money, just what we needed to live on and wanted to enjoy. It would be a simple life—an optimistic dream we planned together while lying in bed, the place where we most connected.


I cracked my knuckles and tried to ignore a feeling of apprehension, a subtle awareness that this fantasy was likely not to be attained. Yet, we returned to Maine for the real estate closing on the property.


After the purchase, we drove to our friends’ house, and on the way, I stopped the car for Mary Ann to vomit. Both of us were surprised. I became quiet, my legs limp, unable to drive for a few minutes. I flashed back to my brother throwing up on our first day in the orphanage. I held back tears.


Those tears were prescient. Not long afterward, a sledgehammer hit my heart. After seven years, we broke up, like a married couple. I dwelled on the vexing word “wedded”: Wedded to a person, a profession, one’s dreams. Wedded even if not legally married. Wedded even if you know deep down the relationship is over and it’s time to let go.


After she told me about Donna, I had a disturbing dream: A robin sat outside the bathroom window, and as I looked closer at it, it communicated with me in a flirtatious way and then spoke, saying it was weak and couldn’t fly without food. I ran downstairs to get birdseed, chasing the cats out of the bathroom, and returned to feed the bird. But before my fingers removed themselves from the dish, the robin snatched my mother’s wedding band from my finger and swallowed it. I was stunned at first and then accepted it: that’s life, there’s nothing I can do. But on second thought, I decided maybe I could bring the robin to the vet to have it cut open and get my ring back.


I woke up in a full sweat. It was seven in the morning. In the shower, I pondered the dream’s meaning. Was my life falling apart? Was I strong and determined enough to handle these foreboding feelings? Was I exaggerating the dream’s meaning?


I avoided talking with Mary Ann for a week.


As a lawyer, I had explained to divorce clients, “An affair isn’t necessarily the cause of a breakup. It’s a symptom of a relationship that hasn’t worked out for various reasons, and rather than face the issues, it’s easier to blame the affair.” I appreciated that I needed to confront the fears and demons in our relationship and to face this in my own life. For several years, I’d been wearing my mother’s wedding ring on my pinky finger, as a symbol of a deeper connection to Mary Ann. The meaning had now lost its connection. I knew it was time to take it off and put it away, yet I couldn’t do so. If I remove it, will I ever have the desire to wear it again?


I turned to therapy. It had helped me through law school. Hopefully, it would help me through this breakup. I asked myself why I seemed to use the word breakup. Perhaps I was succumbing to acceptance. I knew in my heart a separation was coming.


As weeks passed, we lived together, talking and questioning if we could continue our “marriage.” We both needed to figure out whether the love we had for each other and for our relationship was still there.


In my despondency, I wrote poetry again, a talent with words and creative vocabulary that often got buried in legalese. I doodled, creating drawings in black and white as I had done at NHLAA staff meetings to help me concentrate.


Feeling rootless, I called our Maine friends, Jen and Emma, with whom we had visited multiple times and shared vacations. Both were in disbelief and decided they would be coming to visit us the following weekend. The house was a mess, with cat and dog hair everywhere, dishes in the sink, clothes and towels waiting to be laundered. I cleaned for their visit as I ached with tangled thoughts, pondering our dream of moving to Maine that now seemed unlikely to happen. I had a strong sense that the push for the move was really mine, not Mary Ann’s. She was a dreamer but in fact a city person. I was tired of the bustle of city life and yearned for an open environment, like my year on my aunt’s farm. I avoided telling our friends that Mary Ann was still seeing Donna. I wanted our relationship to continue. I couldn’t imagine it ending; our lives were woven together like roots of a tree that had grown together over time. Was it possible to untangle the roots without killing the tree? I didn’t know.
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