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“In this unflappably honest memoir, Mary Stein takes us on her journey—both inner and literal—around the world . . . as she questions what it means to be a mother, to be monogamous, and to be in love, as well as the conventions of religion and society.”


—ANN HOOD, author of Comfort: A Journey Through Grief and The Knitting Circle


“Mary Stein recounts her personal journey with raw, courageous, and engaging honesty. We swim with her in the uncharted waters of the sexual revolution. We encounter her lovers, her friends, her abusers and her rivals in all of their humanity. . . . This book is a testament to the power of truth-telling, and an inspiration to other women to speak out and name our experiences candidly.”


—MARIANNE BOJER, director of Reos Partners and coauthor of Mapping Dialogue: Essential Tools for Social Change


“Fatherless, Fearless, Female undergirds Stein’s refusal to let circumstances (or men) dictate her path; the story of her self-actualization through deliberate and determined choices provides an inspiring lesson. . . . I was struck by the extortion of a sexual quid pro quo as relevant to the current #MeToo era.”


—EDUARD NIESTEN, global conservation finance consultant
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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I AM A PERSON WHO believes in marriage and family, although those are concepts that have been challenged and changed radically in my lifetime. I am also the daughter of a woman who never married, but single-handedly raised four children, so I did not have a traditional model to follow. How much choice she had in being a single parent I cannot say, but I know it was hard for her, and hard for us, her bastard offspring. So many today face this same challenge, and each must handle it as best he or she can.


What makes today the hardest of times is that change comes apace, and few models exist to guide us along the way. In the twentieth century we have had to adapt to the advent of the automobile, the airplane, telephones, computers, the internet, immense changes that impact where and how we live and how we communicate. This memoir records my struggles to come to terms with personal, social, and political issues of the time, and to adjust my thinking, particularly in matters of human relationships.


However, even in these times of rapid change, some things remain the same: the likelihood of young girls from poor backgrounds being subject to sexual predators—that unfortunately remains a given today as it was when I was growing up. It is my hope that my story will inspire such girls and help them deal with the temptations and injustices they must face.


Some of the names of persons who appear in this memoir have been changed to protect their privacy, but the events narrated herein are based on actual happenings and represent the truth to the best of my knowledge.




“There is no present or future—only the past happening over and over again now.”


—EUGENE O’NEILL, Moon for the Misbegotten





PROLOGUE
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MAMA DIED TODAY. OR YESTERDAY maybe, I don’t know. Flying in from China, I was moving backward in time, arriving in Chicago on August 21st, slightly before the hour when I’d taken off from Beijing on August 22nd, 1998. Hence, the day she died was a day I lived twice. And as I tell this story, that retrograde movement persists.


When I got to the hospital, they’d already moved the body downstairs to what looked like a boiler room. Knowing I was on my way from the other side of the world and would want to see her, they’d kept the corpse there. She was lying on a kind of army cot and looked like she was sleeping. But there’d be no waking her.


My husband, Isaac, and the nurse held back as I knelt by the cot and wept. Later a hospital administrator told me, “Clara wasn’t all alone; a volunteer visitor, a young woman named Priscilla Brown, was with her. If you like, I can arrange a meeting.”


A nurse introduced us to Priscilla, who told me she’d dropped by mother’s room regularly the last few months. “I visit the hospital two, three times a week. The nurse said you were on your way, but she knew the end was near, so I sat beside Clara and held her hand.”


“Thank god, she wasn’t alone. Did she say anything before she died?”


“She was in a coma. I don’t think she was in any pain.” Adding, “I’m an art student. I did a drawing of Clara one day when she dozed off—she often fell asleep toward the end—I thought you might like to have it.” Priscilla reached into her bag and extracted a rolled sheet of paper. Handing me the drawing, she murmured, “I’m so sorry for your loss,” and left.
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I unrolled the portrait and, looking into my mother’s face, rendered lifelike by soft shading with pastel pencils, instantly recalled the last time I’d seen her alive, the previous November. I’d been teaching at the International School of Beijing when I got an urgent message from my mother’s doctor: “Come immediately. Your mother needs another round of chemotherapy, which she may not survive.”


Mother had been fighting leukemia for years and had made good progress after a previous bout of radiation treatments. But when an orderly at the nursing home clumsily tore out the tube attached to her urine sack, an infection developed, which her immune system couldn’t handle. Maybe that’s when she lost her will to live, for I noticed that this once garrulous woman spoke less and less; she never wanted the TV on, nor even the radio. She seemed to be shutting the world out, bit by bit.


Still, the chemotherapy went well, and one afternoon near the end of my visit as I sat beside her, I told her, “You look more and more like Grandma every time I see you.”


“That’s the nicest compliment you could give me,” she said. Then, unexpectedly, she started to tell me a story. She didn’t look at me as she spoke. Her eyes were closed, but for a moment her bony, fragile fingers fluttered on the coverlet. I leaned in closer to hear her.


It was a story that I’d heard bits and pieces of before, but never in such detail, the story of how when she was a college student, she’d been abducted by a young farmer intent on forcing her to marry him.


Now from her toothless mouth came the words. “I told him I had to go to the toilet, so he stopped at a gas station and I went into the ladies’ room. I didn’t have a pen, but I took out my lipstick and wrote on the mirror where he was taking me.”


Lipstick? I’d never in my life seen her wear lipstick. It was hard to imagine, and I realized, There is so much about her I don’t know.


Now I heard her conclude, “The story was at the bottom of the front page of the Chicago Tribune on Easter Sunday.”


When mother nodded off to sleep, I took the elevated down to the main branch of the Chicago Public Library. With a librarian’s help, I figured out that the date must have been April 16, 1933. Searching old microfiche, we found the following article, and she printed it out for me:




EDWARD IS ROUGH OLD KNIGHT IN HIS LOVE TACTICS


In every respect save one Edward Van Epstine is the modern representative of the rough old knights whose custom it was to seize an unwilling maiden, toss her across a saddle bow, haul her to the marriage altar and compel her to say “I do.” The point of difference is that Edward didn’t get away with it.


For some months Edward, who is 21 years old and resides at Omro, Wis., had been keeping company with Miss Clara Kneip, 20 years old, of Weyauwega Wis., a co-ed at the Oshkosh Teachers college.


Last Tuesday Miss Kneip informed him he was no longer her fiancé.


On Thursday she returned home from college. She was met at the station by Edward who said he would drive her home and told her she must marry him.


She finally pretended to agree to marry him and they set out for Waukegan.


On the way Miss Kneip dropped a note in a filling station, telling the situation. The couple were before County Clerk L. A. Hendee inWaukegan when Deputy Sheriff Fredelich appeared and halted the wedding preparations. Miss Kneip was sent home and Van Epstine was released after he agreed not to molest Miss Kneip further.





I read and reread the article as I rode back to the nursing home, growing ever more indignant. “Knight” indeed! I thought. Why was his bad behavior being couched in that language?
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Thoroughly incensed to see my mother’s trauma passed off as an amusing human-interest story, I knew how bad the reporting was. Although it was long before the media started talking about “spin,” I knew the story had been distorted.


There had been no follow up, no checking of facts; it wasn’t reported that the unwilling maiden, my mother, though she stood at the top of her class and was only a month away from graduation, had been forced to withdraw and repeat her senior year due to the scandal. In those difficult Great Depression days, that was no small penalty to pay.


Rocked by the motion of the train, I reflected bitterly on how the incident had impacted her life. She was the oldest child of a solid middle class, small town family. Her father, a man of remarkable integrity, had paid many depositors back out of his own pocket when the Farmers and Merchants’ Bank he managed failed during the Depression. Her mother, Charlotte, a teacher, for more than a decade had dutifully brought her salary home to her father, a real Victorian tyrant; she kept house for him, gave him the absolute obedience he expected, but finally eloped and married.


It was probably at Grandma’s insistence that Mother was sent to college at a time when few women had that opportunity. Despite being forced to withdraw and repeat her senior year, she graduated from Oshkosh Teachers College in 1934 and became a teacher.


As I exited the train and descended the stairs to the street, I recalled her telling me how one day she took an unruly farm boy by his collar and his belt and held him over a stairwell, threatening to drop him if he didn’t stop disrupting her lessons. That action brought her teaching career to an abrupt end, and it must have been then that she left the farmlands of Wisconsin and moved to Chicago.


Soon she found herself pregnant with my older brother, Peter, who was born in December 1937. To hear her tell it, he was just the first step in fulfilling her mission to populate the world with genius, with or without the benefit of clergy. That was the way she presented it to us, but I was always dubious about how much choice figured in her first couple of pregnancies. My skepticism made me such an unsympathetic audience in the theater of her past that she rarely confided in me. And now, as I reentered the nursing home, I couldn’t help wondering, Why had she been so set against marrying? And why was she telling me the story now?





CHAPTER ONE:


B IS FOR BASTARD
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I NEVER MET MY FATHER. My mother told me he came to the hospital the day I was born and said, “She’s not mine; I take no responsibility for her.” I don’t remember how old I was when I found out I was a fatherless child, but it galled.


My mother was named Clara Beatrice, names that suggest she was “brilliant,” and “involved in making someone happy,” so why did she tell me something so cruel? Maybe she just wanted to warn me that men aren’t to be trusted. I got that soon enough, from my own experience, as well as from hers.


Or maybe she was mad at my dad, but telling me he didn’t want me didn’t hurt him. It must have been one of her bad days. Usually she was very positive, putting the best face on everything.


Like why she had four illegitimate children, by four men, none of whom she married. According to her, IQ tests given during her first year of high school showed she was a genius, and she decided then and there it was her duty to procreate. When I was old enough to protest her unconventional bohemian lifestyle, she blithely rejoined that she was a “pioneer.” History has proven it so, but that didn’t make it any easier for her, or for us, her bastard offspring, when we were young.


I was the second step in her great social experiment. By the time I was born in 1939 she had so shamed the family that she was no longer welcome in Wisconsin. Her father had died, mortified, and she was struggling to support herself and her first child in Chicago. She kept working as a hotel maid right up to her lying-in time, which she spent in a home for wayward girls run by United Charities.


Since I was born on December 8th—rather ironically the feast of the Immaculate Conception—I was named Mary Charity. Mother still clung to her Catholic beliefs, and she told me my middle name came from St. Paul’s letter to the Corinthians: “Yea tho I speak with the tongues of men and of angels and have not charity . . ..”


Perhaps my middle name was also a nod to the “home” where she’d found refuge during the last month of her pregnancy. Or maybe she suspected way back then that love might be sadly lacking in my life, as it had been in hers, so with wishful thinking, she made it part of my name. Whatever the reason, there was no way she could explain away a second bastard, nor could she support my brother and me on what she earned, even working round the clock. She started borrowing from Local Loan, sliding deeper and deeper into debt. Then, less than two years later, she gave birth to my younger sister, Clara.


And again, she was left to fend for herself in even more desperate circumstances. Luckily, as the country geared up for World War II, she was able to get a good factory job with Teletype, a subsidiary of AT&T. Working the night shift allowed her to find people who’d look after us for the pittance she could pay. One of my earliest memories was of being pushed into a closet for crying too much and being told “the bears would eat me.”


Leaving us with such caretakers couldn’t continue, and eventually Grandma Charlotte came to look after us in Chicago, while mother worked a day job, a night job, and part time on weekends. However, Grandma so loathed the city that she soon prevailed on her daughter to let her raise us in our uncles’ homes in rural Wisconsin.


Initially we stayed with my uncle Fritz and his young wife, and I remember that time fondly, but it was very brief. There was just the merest taste of childhood, a run of rural days, fragrant and close to the earth, with the shock of touching newly electrified barbed-wire fences, learning the secret of nettles and the shared work of the farm, shelling peas, shucking corn, threshing hay.


But all too soon the workload brought Lester, the hired hand, a drifter in his early thirties. One Sunday morning, coming around the back of the barn, I found him sitting there in his faded overalls.


“Hey, Lester, what you doing?”


“Restin’,” he replied, leaning back against the wall. “Found me a nice sunny spot here.”


“I’m looking for eggs,” I burst out, full of the importance of my task. “Grandma says the speckled hen moved her nest again. If I find it, I can gather the eggs all by myself. But I have to leave one; it’s called the nest egg.”


“That’s great. You just go along an’ do that. Me, I’m havin’ a smoke.” Lester reached under the bib of his overalls, pulled a pack of Camels out of his shirt pocket, groped in another pocket, and came up with a box of matches.


“Uncle Fritz says no smoking,” I said, shifting from one bare foot to the other.


“Well, he ain’t gonna see me smokin’ down here, is he? An’ you got no cause to tell him, neither. Now git,” he said, lighting up.


I went off into the barn intent on finding the new nest, but to no avail. Half an hour passed, and then Lester slouched up behind me and asked, “Any luck yet?”


“No luck. I looked everywhere—all the places Grandma said.”


Glancing quickly toward the door, he asked, “You look up in the haymow?”


“No. You think a hen could get up there?”


“Sure. Fly up that ladder, couple uh steps at uh time. It’s a good place to hide a nest, ‘cause no one goes up there,” he said. “Come on, I’ll race you.” He started to climb the ladder, then pretended to fall and rolled on the ground. I scurried around him, and clambered up as he sat below, watching.


“I won. I won!” I chortled, and then started a fruitless search, in which he soon joined. After a bit of pawing around in the hay, he lay down, saying, “I’m winded; got to rest up a bit.” Patting the hay beside him, he continued, “Come on. You take a rest, too. Lie down here and I’ll tell you a secret.”


“What secret?” I demanded, plopping down beside him.


“When we were looking for eggs, I found a mouse, a live mouse, and I put him in my pocket.”


“Can I see it?”


“It’s afraid to come out. But we can play a game. If you close your eyes and put your hand in my pocket, you can touch it.”


Squeezing my eyes tight shut, I became aware of the soft cooing of a dove in the rafters above us. I felt the prick of the hay on my bare calf, but I didn’t feel the mouse, though I thrust my little hand deep into Lester’s pocket.


“I don’t feel it. You sure it’s there?”


“Sure,” he said, putting his big paw over my five-year old fingers and moving them around.


There was something down there that seemed alive, but it didn’t feel like a mouse. Gripping my hand more tightly, he started to breathe funny and told me, “It’s there alright; just keep feelin’.”


I didn’t like the strange way he was acting, so I pulled my hand away, and jumping up, ran off to the house.


Later that afternoon I told Grandma about our game, and it was from her shocked reaction, and the urgent, whispered conferences behind half-closed doors that the incident took on importance. Lester left that night, and no one ever mentioned his name, but soon after we started a series of moves from one relative to another.
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First, we moved in to live with my Uncle Ernst and his wife and kids on a neighboring farm. Times were hard, and Uncle Ernst needed the little money Mother was able to send from Chicago to keep a roof over our heads, but she wasn’t very welcome there.


I liked my cousin, Jeanie, who was a little older than I was, but my other cousin, his father’s namesake, Ernie, was a fat bully who liked to push me around when no one was watching. He even tried to pick on my older brother, Peter, and tattled all the time so no one wanted to play with him, but Grandma said we must include him.


For several years we ran wild on that farm. Almost every month mother would make the eight-hour trip from Chicago on the Greyhound bus and walk the five miles from town carrying a shopping bag full of library books. We’d go off into the woods together and she’d read to us until the bats began to flit around the meadow, chasing after woodchips we launched into the air. Then we’d dance back to the house for dinner, and while mother helped Grandma with the cleaning up, we’d play cowboys and Indians in the tall grass under stars that blazed as incessantly as the wooden sticks that served the boys as six shooters.


We were poor, but mother never took any aid or welfare. All I remember of the war was filling gunny sacks full of milkweed pods to be sold at a nickel a sack as a supplement for rubber. We ate lard on our bread, and wore hand-me-down clothes donated by the church ladies.


However, living on a farm, we enjoyed the riches of nature: we fought epic battles out in the swamp, where we dragged old dead branches to outline palaces where we ruled as royals in our untamed imaginations; we leaped from hillock to hillock, wild as goats.


Poor Grandma couldn’t handle the three of us, and when we quarreled with each other or with our cousin Ernie, it was even worse. One day when I was eight, we sneaked into the orchard on an adjacent property that belonged to the county asylum. While an older neighbor boy, Roger, and my brother, Peter, climbed a tree to pick apples, Jeanie and I had the job of lookouts. We did have a real dread of the asylum; according to family legend Cousin Fred had died there. Back in those days, if an inmate acted up, he was subdued by having his head submerged in a bucket of water.


Ernie was with us, but being too fat to climb, he was just sulking around picking up fallen apples, most of which had worm holes in them. Shoving a bruised and browning apple under my nose, he sneered, “See that? It’s rotten; just like you. No good to anyone!” He chucked the apple away. “My mom says, ‘The apple never falls far from the tree.’ She knows you’re rotten to the core, just like your mom.” Having delivered that parting shot, he plopped down on the grass. Wanting to get back at him, I screamed, “Run, run! The crazy men are coming!”


Ernie clumsily clambered to his feet, ran a few steps. Roger, hearing me, jumped out of the tree, but Peter, with his poor eyesight, missed his footing, fell, and broke his arm.


As soon as Ernie saw there was no one coming, he turned on me, shouting, “I’m going to tell Grandma. Look what you did!”


Sure enough, as soon as we got Peter off to the doctor, Ernie started chanting, “It’s Mary’s fault, it’s Mary’s fault. She said the crazy men were coming.”


Grandma hushed him, but later that evening she took me into her room and asked me if it was true I’d screamed and made Peter fall.


“I did say they were coming, but it was just a joke. I didn’t mean for Peter to fall or get hurt.”


“But they weren’t coming, were they? What were you doing there in the first place? And why did you say something that wasn’t true?”


“We wanted to get some apples, but it wasn’t my idea to go there. That’s where they killed Cousin Fred, so I was afraid they’d catch us.”


“They didn’t kill Cousin Fred; it was an accident,” she corrected me. “Why did you lie?”


“I told you. It was just a joke.”


“Being dishonest is not a joke. It’s acting against God’s commandment: thou shalt not bear false witness.” Shaking her head sadly, she continued, “Now Peter has a broken arm, and how we’ll pay the doctor I don’t know.”


Seeing the sad look on her face, I felt contrite, but I was still angry at my cousin.


“Fatso Ernie was the one who wanted apples in the first place, so how come he says it was all my fault?”


“Don’t call him that; it’s unkind. ‘If you can’t say something nice, don’t say anything at all,’” Grandma intoned the old tenet.


“Why don’t you tell Ernie that?” I challenged. “He says hateful things all the time. He’s always saying Peter and Clara and I are bastards; no one wants us around.”


Grandma looked shocked and. lowering herself slowly onto a chair, said, “Come here, child.”


I went to her, and kneeling beside her, hid my face in her lap. Stroking my hair, she told me, “It’s not true. Your mother loves you very much and wants nothing more than to be with you. And I love you too, all three of you.”


Although she was small, less than five feet tall, and bent over with age, Grandma always seemed strong and fearless to me. With nothing but a broom in her hand I’d seen her drive off the bull when it got into her patch of tiger lilies.


Now she felt thin and frail, but her gentle voice assured me. “Living with your Uncle Ernst and Aunt Viola isn’t easy; they’re so busy with the farm work that they don’t have much time left for anything else. Ernie is young, and he feels left out, so he speaks without thinking.”


“But at least he’s got a father. We don’t. We never will,” I sobbed.


“There, there,” Grandma replied, patting my head. “Ernie doesn’t know it, but when we first moved here, the neighbors up the road offered to take Peter. Your mother wanted to keep you all together, so she said no. That’s when they adopted Roger.”


Forcing the words past a huge obstruction in my throat, I said, “Today in the orchard Ernie picked up a wormy apple and told me, ‘You’re rotten to the core, just like your mom. No one wants you, ‘cause you’re so rotten!”


Grandma drew a deep breath and covered her face with her hands. I thought she might be crying, but then she said in the saddest voice I ever heard, “I can’t do it anymore; I’m just going to walk out to the woods and lie down and die.” She started to rise, and terrified I threw my arms around her, crying, “Don’t go. I’m sorry, Grandma. I promise I’ll be good. Don’t go. Don’t leave us all alone.” And burying my head in her lap, I wept. “Please don’t go. I love you, Grandma.”
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Injustice rankles, and leaves wounds that fester. It wasn’t just at home that I felt its scourge. In fourth grade my first hero was Andrew Brasch, a big, blond eighth-grade boy at Butternut Ridge. He always arrived at school early to light the fire in the pot-bellied stove that heated the classroom for the twenty younger students.


In that innocent time when worship was easy, my third-grade friend Alice and I looked up to him, the fair-haired boy who towered over us. No wonder then one autumn day when he decided to build a clubhouse out of golden-rod and said we’d all work together and then meet there to plan still greater exploits, we were eager to help.


It was one of those days when the sky was brand new blue, and Alice and I were so small the wands of golden rod waved above us, burnishing the bowl of heaven. Andrew said we were too little to cut the golden rod, but we could drag or carry it to where the others were stacking and shaping it into the frame of our clubhouse.


We set to work. For what seemed like hours we struggled along under loads of the scratchy, stiff, almost trunk-like stems, choking on the showers of golden pollen that rained down on us. Then at last the structure was finished, and Alice and I brushed ourselves off and prepared to join our elders in the council circle. As we dashed toward the entrance, Andrew stood there, arms akimbo, blocking our way, and said, “No girls allowed.”


“That’s not fair,” I blurted out. “We helped build—” But we were shut out, and the injustice of it seared its way into my heart.


Two years later, after Butternut Ridge was shut down and we started riding the bus to school in Weyauwega where I was beginning seventh grade, Roger, our adopted neighbor, became the second male to feed my growing distrust. He was already fifteen, two years older than my brother, but he was still part of our group since there were no bigger children living nearby.


After school and weekends, we often played tag racing along the beams in the barn, jumping down into the haystacks or onto the straw, sliding down to the floor and then clambering aloft again. One spring day when I was eleven, Roger and I were alone at our game, as my sister and cousins had gone into town with Grandma, and Peter was up in the house reading. After half an hour of easily evading pursuit, Roger leaped off the beam into the haymow and when I landed beside him, instead of fleeing, he rolled toward me and pinned me down, grasping both my wrists with one hand and throwing his leg over me. I froze.


Motes danced in the sunbeam streaming through a crack in the barn wall above us. As Roger slowly unzipped the side fastener on my jeans, I stared at him, horrified. Was this the boy who’d guided me through the woods, showing me how the maple trees were tapped, and the syrup rendered? Was this the friend who’d raided the apple orchard with us? Was this the orphan who’d been like a brother to me?


Despite the Mediterranean genes that made me seem older and more mature than I was, I wasn’t ready, as the look on my face made clear. Maybe he’d thought I was easy, given my mother’s reputation, but seeing my horrified expression he rezipped the zipper, releasing me. Shaken and too embarrassed to speak, I fled to the house, but there was no one to talk to. As I threw myself down on Grandma’s bed, my eyes were drawn to the words on the big red sign with gilt letters that hung in her room: “He is the unseen guest at every meal.” It made me feel like I was being watched, but not watched over or guided. Grandma had always insisted that we kneel before bed and recite the words:




Now I lay me down to sleep
I pray the Lord my soul to keep,
If I should die before I wake,
I pray the Lord my soul to take.
If I should live another day,
I pray the Lord to guide my way.





Secretly now I also prayed, “Oh, Lord, don’t let me grow up to be like my mother.” I didn’t understand why she was living like she did, why Roger had done what he’d done, but a growing sense of shame spread over me.


Our stay with Uncle Ernst ended soon after. My cousin Jeanie and I loved to play dress-up in the attic, a place littered with boxes of old papers, books, clothes and broken things. We’d found a couple of old flapper type dresses, and some huge shoes with high heels, and we loved to go shuffling around in them, while the boys ransacked the ruins on the other end of the attic. On one such day, the place caught fire.


Ernie said Peter had been playing with matches, but no one really knew what happened, except by the time the fire brigade arrived from town there was no saving the house. I remember my uncle’s soot-blackened face, tears dropping from his smoke-reddened eyes, the despair right there to be seen. He had to give up farming, sell off some of the land, and go to work in a factory to raise money so he could rebuild.


For me and my siblings it meant the start of a series of moves. We stayed for a few months with my uncles, Asa and Ray, on another farm so far from town that mother could no longer visit.


They lived in a ramshackle house with no electricity or running water. Kerosene lamps had blackened the interior walls and ceilings so that the room where we sat down to eat was dark as a cave. The railroad tracks ran so close to the house that it shook when the trains came by.
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In September we left our uncles’ remote farm and moved into a small rented house just down Main Street from the school, and the town kids made me ever more painfully aware of the fact that I was a bastard. I might as well have had a scarlet B branded on my forehead, the way the girls talked to and about me. Still, we went on living in Weyauwega, where everyone knew everything about everyone, as Grandma absolutely refused to move to Chicago. She was on her last legs, but no one realized it, for she never complained.


Looking back now, it was like riding in a swift-moving vehicle: with my eyes focused on the distant horizon, it didn’t seem to be travelling so fast, but when I dropped my eyes to take in an immediate portion of the road, everything blurred in the rush of passing. Still, there were moments, special moments, when some strong emotion cracked existence open. And in such moments, there came a pause, a sense of time suspended:


Daydreaming, sitting outside the church where our catechism class was meeting, I watched big, white, complacent clouds float by in the sky. Squinting my eyes, looking up through the leafy green branches of a huge oak tree, I tried to imagine everything upside down: the lawn a boat becalmed on the sky-blue sea.


Sister Teresa’s sing-song voice lapped the sides in rhythmic prayer: “Our Father who art in heaven . . .”


As the drowsy chorus of the Sunday school class swelled around me, I mouthed the words, my mind empty, drifting.


“Hallowed be Thy name . . .”


“Hallowed?” No meaning there; the whole thing was rather meaningless. If my heavenly father was like my earthly one, there didn’t seem much use in praying to him. All I knew about my real father was what mother told me. His name was David Gonzales, and he was a chef at the Knickerbocker Hotel, where she’d worked as a maid during the late Thirties. Supposedly he’d been raised in a monastery in Spain, and she said he made great Spanish rice.


Knowing when my turn came, if I recited the prayer perfectly, I’d get a pastel picture card, I continued to mouth the words along with the others.


“Thy kingdom come, thy will be done. . . .” On “will” the singsong chant was broken by the sound of a car door slamming. I turned to see my Uncle Ernst striding across the church lawn. That was strange. He never hurried; he usually slouched along, slow-moving as the seasons.


“Excuse me, Sister. See you a minute?” My uncle’s words dropped like anchors into the tranquil waters of that summer day, catching the clouds, the branches, the moment forever. There was a short, whispered exchange and then Sister Teresa turned to face the semicircle of silent children. Her face perfectly expressionless, her white hands fluttering up to hide in the voluminous sleeves of her habit, she spoke: “Mary, dear, run inside and get your things. You’ll be going with your Uncle Ernst now.”


All the way out to the farm, Uncle Ernst drove in stony silence, his jaw clenched, his hands gripping the wheel. Stealing a sideways look at him I saw he was sore, so sore I knew better than to speak.


When we got out of the car, Aunt Viola was waiting in the driveway, and I could see her eyes were red and puffy, and her voice sounded strange, as she said, “Your Grandma’s had a stroke, child. She was just plain tuckered out, caring for you kids, and then your ma goes and—”


“That’ll do, Vi!” Uncle Ernst cut her off. “No need to talk about that now.” Laying a heavy hand on my shoulder, he steered me toward the door of a small room on the first floor, rebuilt after the fire. “Grandma took sick today; she had a stroke so she can’t move and won’t be able to say nothing to you, but you can go in and see her for a minute. But don’t you be doing anything to upset her, hear?” Giving me a warning shake, he stepped back and let me enter.


Grandma lay on a narrow bed but didn’t turn her head or hold out her arms to me. Her mouth was half open, and looking into her eyes, I knew she wanted to say something. It was all so strange. I’d never seen her lying down before. I moved closer, put my arms around her, and burying my face on her chest whispered, “Grandma, grandma?”


Then I felt my uncle’s hands lifting me and pulling me back out of the room.


Later I was told she’d been taken to a hospital, and shortly thereafter to an old folks’ home where she died.


At the funeral, when I approached the open coffin, what I saw inside was not my Grandma. The garishly rouged cheeks were not hers. It is only when I focused on the gnarled, arthritic hands that I recognized her, and began to wail wildly. Shushed, ushered out, and told such grief was unseemly, I stumbled down to the church basement, looking for a place to be alone. As I stepped through the door, one of the benevolent ladies overseeing the funeral tables wondered aloud to her companion, “Do you think there will be enough potato salad?”


I rushed out and, throwing myself down under the old oak tree, wondered, How could they say such things when Grandma was dead? She was gone, all love and comfort gone.
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That fall, I went back to Chicago to live with my mother. At first, we were all crammed together in a tiny kitchenette apartment on Belden Street: Peter, me, my sister Clara, and mother, when she wasn’t working.


There was no privacy. Peter tried to escape by reading, even though his eyesight was bad, and he wore thick glasses. He used to take a flashlight under the covers on the couch where he slept. One night, mother came home from work early and caught him. She was so angry she pulled the blanket off and bit his leg, crying, “You’ll go blind. I told you over and over, you can’t do that!”


Of course, she was distressed to find him straining his already weak eyes—but really, to bite his leg? She just lost it sometimes.


Although I knew he suffered the lack of a father more than I did, I didn’t give it too much thought. I had troubles of my own. I had skipped a grade in Weyauwega and had entered the eighth grade in a nearby public school. I didn’t have any friends, but I’d joined the Future Teachers of America Club and thus was left in charge of my homeroom class one day when the teacher was late.


Three of the loudest girls came ambling in, still wearing big plastic curlers in their hair. They started removing them and throwing them at each other, and then at Annie, one of the new girls. She was doing her best to ward them off, but the missives coming from several directions at once started to hit her. At this point I warned the troublemakers to stop throwing things or I’d have to report them. They just jeered at me and made me a target as well. As they were still lobbing the curlers around the room when the teacher finally arrived, there wasn’t much need for me to explain the situation. Still, when asked pointblank how long it’d been going on, I didn’t hesitate to say, “A while,” despite the warning looks directed at me by Vickie, who’d started the whole thing. Sent to the principal’s office, she threatened me as she left, “I’ll see you after school.”


I hung around as long as I could, hoping everyone had gone home, but as soon as I stepped out of the school, I saw Vickie with two of her friends. They closed in on me, and I backed into a corner, more because I feared my knees would buckle, than to defend myself. They attacked me verbally and tried to pull me out so they could surround me, but I warded them off, silently flailing and kicking in desperation until they got tired of abusing me or, fearing the faculty might be leaving, sauntered off hurling insults and threats as they went. I waited another half hour, afraid to move until the after-school sports students began to pour out onto the sidewalk. Then I ran home, woke my mom, and after sobbing out the whole story to her, cried, “I hate it here. I want to go back to Weyauwega!”


Later, she sat me down for what she called “an important talk.” She told me, “I was never able to have any of you with me when you were small, because I had to work all the time. I really want to keep this last baby and raise him, but I can’t unless you stay and help out.”


“What baby? What are you talking about?”


“I’m pregnant. I’ve been trying for almost two years. Now I’m going to have a baby in September.”


I looked at her in disbelief. In the loose-fitting dresses she favored, with her buxom, stocky figure, she always looked like she might be with child.


Wondering if this was what Aunt Viola had been alluding to on the day of Grandma’s stroke, I asked, “Are you getting married this time? Is there going to be a father to help?”


“No. Having this baby was my idea. The father is an old friend, but he’s got a family of his own. I told him I’m going to raise the baby.”


“Well, you raise it then,” I shot back. “I’m only twelve. I don’t want to be a mother; I won’t go back to that school next year. I want to go back to Weyauwega!”


And she let me go. She gave me a budget of twenty-five dollars a week, and I rented a room in a boarding house on Main Street, just across from the school. I spent my freshman year of high school there, a total outsider, partially because of my illegitimacy, partially because of my age.


When my female classmates started talking about boys and lipstick, I was still going around to the elementary side of the school and playing hopscotch with former friends. The younger girls were nicer. They didn’t tease me about why my father didn’t show up for parent teacher conferences.


I was very lonely, but I threw myself into my schoolwork. Getting high grades was one way I could show them I was just as good as they were. I made the honor roll, went out for Speech and Debate, and did a ‘non-original declamation’ so well that I made the county finals. I wrote Mother and asked her for some extra money, so I could buy a new dress for the competition.


It was the first piece of clothing I’d ever selected. There wasn’t much choice in the local dry goods store, even if I’d had more money and better taste. I decided on a dramatic looking garment made of black velveteen and white sateen, with a sprinkling of rhinestones around the neckline. I thought I looked splendid until I overheard one of the other finalists whisper to her friend, “Get a load of that girl from Weyauwega, and that dress—she’s such a hick.”


So, leaving Wisconsin wasn’t exactly Paradise Lost, but it certainly marked the end of innocence for me, as it had for my mother. As soon as I finished ninth grade, I moved back to Chicago to live with my sister and my mother. Peter, who was a whiz in math and science, had been accepted at Lane Tech and was living in a rented sleeping room twenty blocks down Addison Street. I don’t know where the baby David, my younger brother, was. I never lived with him.


But it was tough enough, living with my sister, Clara—or Claire, as she now insisted on being called—and my mom. In such close quarters, all the usual problems were exacerbated. I had turned thirteen in December and come fall would start my sophomore year at Lake View High School, one of the largest in the city.


Claire and I shared the only bedroom in my mother’s basement apartment. There was one small window. Looking out at eye level all you could see was a small patch of scraggly grass, the narrow concrete walkway leading to the back alley, and the twisted wire fence that separated the landlord’s property from the next building.


I hated being back in Chicago, I hated the dank room, and I protested to my mother, “It’s so dark in here. We’re actually living underground, like worms.”


“The earth keeps the place cool in summer and warm in winter,” she replied, putting the best face on things as she always did. “If you want some sun, you can go sit out on the front steps.”


We’d lived in some pretty poor conditions in the country, but we could always run outside to play in the woods or the fields. I was appalled by the city. Having lived through the Great Depression, mother was reluctant to throw away even a piece of string. The little back room where the furnace was situated was filled waist high with old racing forms, testament to her years of turning to the ponies, on the chance that gambling might provide a way out of a lifetime of penury.


But it wasn’t just the trash and the close quarters. It was strange, living with her; she was so different from Grandma. She walked around the house stark naked. She never wore underwear. She was loud, jovial, and outspoken.


We didn’t see each other all that much, anyway, because she worked at the factory six days a week from four in the afternoon until midnight, which meant Clara and I were left pretty much to our own devices.


Being a poorly dressed, shy, nerdy type, I had almost no friends at school. Because mother frequently sent me running up to the local supermarket to buy this or that, I often passed a small gas station where a group of boys hung out watching the mechanic, Thomas, work. I got into the habit of stopping there to get a coke from the machine. Each time I went by, I’d spend a little longer drinking in their banter, as I drank my soda. Thomas was like a father to them, and to me, too.


The guys didn’t like my being allowed to hang out there, and come December, Jimmy, the oldest and toughest of them, told me to go jump in the lake. Now Lake Michigan in winter is frigid, but I was so desperate to be accepted that when one of the younger guys bet me a quarter that I wouldn’t do it, I took the challenge.


Without saying anything to Thomas, we got in Jimmy’s car and drove down to the lakeshore. Snow was piled up to the water’s edge, and there was an icy bit at the bottom, so I just slipped into the water without even having time for second thoughts. By the time they managed to drag me out, my legs were so frozen I couldn’t move them, and they had to drag me back to the car.


They drove like mad to the garage and turned to Thomas for help. He carried me upstairs to his apartment, got my wet clothes off, toweled me dry, wrapped me in blankets, chaffed my hands and feet, and gave me a shot of whiskey. I kept my mouth shut about the bet and told him through chattering teeth that I’d just slipped and fallen while we were having a snow fight, hoping the guys would finally accept me.


I thought they had, until the Fourth of July, when Jimmy and two of his friends invited me to join them to celebrate. They had a case of beer and we drove around drinking until it got dark. I thought we’d be going down to the lake to see the fireworks, that’s what Jimmy had said earlier, but now he found an isolated spot under the el tracks and parked the car.


He and his friend sitting in the front got out and went to the trunk. They had more beer back there and a bottle of whiskey, and they helped themselves and then stood talking earnestly just out of earshot. Mike, the youngest guy in the group was still sitting in the backseat with me, and Jimmy’s friend came and handed him the bottle.


He took a swig and offered it to me, but I shook my head, remembering how bitter it had tasted when Thomas gave me some to warm me up.


“No thanks,” I said, “I’ve still got some beer. Hey, when are we going to go down to the lake? The fireworks should start soon.”


“Can’t go to the lake with all this booze. Come on, Mike, help me get the empties out of the trunk.”


Mike got out of the car, but instead of going around to the trunk, Jimmy’s friend steered him over to where Jimmy stood waiting. As the three of them spoke, Mike hung his head and shook it. An argument followed, and Jimmy’s raised voice carried to me:


“If she’s old enough to have boobs like that, she’s old enough . . .”


Still Mike was shaking his head, but they were taunting him, calling him “pussy” and pushing him toward the car. He protested again, but Jimmy growled something about “gang bang,” yanked the door open, and shoved him inside.


By this time, I was scared. I huddled in the far corner of the backseat, and breaking into tears, I wailed to Mike, “I thought you were my friend—”


That did it. He jumped out of the car and walked away. Clearly it was not his idea, and he wanted no part in it. Jimmy followed him, but he pushed him away and kept walking. I sensed the danger had passed.


When they came back to the car, Jimmy was pissed, and drove like a maniac back to Addison Street. He told me to get out ten blocks from my house, and he and the others peeled off toward the lake. I got home before my mother got back from work, and never told her what had happened.


At the time I was still relatively innocent, my grandmother’s influence and ideal vision of the world being closer to me than my mother’s. So, after Independence Day, I stopped hanging out at the garage and joined the Saint Andrew’s Players, a little theater group associated with the neighborhood church.


Two years passed and then one night I woke up and heard rutting noises coming from the living room. When I realized what was going on, I looked over at my sister, to see if she was awake. Her eyes were closed, and her relaxed, regular breathing told me she slept.


Disturbed and angered, knowing there was no way I could escape, I closed my eyes, put the pillow over my head, and pressed my hands against my ears. Eventually the sounds ceased. I heard the bathroom door open and close. Shortly after, the front door opened, and I heard someone leaving.


The following morning I confronted my mother, screaming, “You’ve ruined my life!”


“Don’t be so melodramatic. I have a life of my own to live,” she called after me as I left, slamming the heavy door.


Did I hate her? What kind of life of her own did she have, once she’d chosen to keep her bastard children? It’s so hard to know, to be sure of anything, flailing around in the flotsam and jetsam of the past, trying not to founder. She was my mother, but we were not close. During my entire childhood we never spent longer than those three years together, as I went from tenth to twelfth grade.
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In April of my senior year I took a part time job at Illinois Bell, working nights as a long- distance telephone operator, so I could go to school during the day. As soon as I got my first week’s pay, I rented a sleeping room half a mile down Addison Street and moved out. Even living that close to family, I felt entirely estranged from my siblings and my mother.


No wonder, then, that I began to dream of one day being part of a real family. Coming from that background, it was a quixotic ambition, especially when coupled with an adamant desire to escape poverty. But by that time, I was a weird mix of opposing influences, a grubby little realist decked out in romantic illusions, a female amalgam of Sancho Panza and Don Quixote, and when I set out to achieve my impossible dream, it was in an equally mad manner.





CHAPTER TWO:


THE GARDEN REVISITED
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I WAS A CREATURE OF extremes early on. At the age of sixteen, inspired perhaps by my mother’s muse, Millay, and her haunting question, “Was it for this I uttered prayers?” I composed the following ditty:




I shall rise to the top
like cream or scum,
or as I must,
or as I may,
for mine is not the middle way.





And like a mantra, I kept those words close, breathed my life’s aspirations into them. When I graduated from Lake View High there was no chance of my going to college. Mother had borrowed a thousand dollars from Local Loan the year before to help my older brother, Peter, get started at the University of Chicago, but she couldn’t take on any more debt, so I was lucky to have a job at AT&T.


I couldn’t afford college, but the public library became my chief source of entertainment. A voracious reader, like my mother, I sought to escape the humdrum life I was leading by immersing myself in books. I finally managed to save up enough to start taking part time classes at Roosevelt University, but that only whetted my appetite to be a full-time student.


It was not until the day that I turned twenty-one, after trying for five years to start the climb I’d committed to and continue my education, that I stood shivering on South State Street, clutching an armload of costumes, as Sal, my agent, opened the door of the Paradise Show Lounge.


The smell of smoke and stale beer hit the moment we stepped inside. My nostrils contracted, trying to shut it out, and as my eyes adjusted to the semidarkness, I noticed a good-looking blonde perched provocatively on a stool behind the dice table. Seeing us she froze in mid throw, her face inscrutable, her eyes black-penciled as an Egyptian’s. Beside her stood a massive man. A long, curved bar, set at the foot of the stage, ran the length of the room. At the near end, a squat figure slid down from a barstool, clumsy and threatening, a bloated alligator coming off a riverbank. As he lurched toward us Sal flashed a toothy smile and cried out in a gay falsetto, “Hello, Johnny!”


The man addressed didn’t even bother to acknowledge him. Instead, looking me slowly up and down he asked, “This the new girl?”


“Yes, this is Mary—Uh, what did you say your last name was, honey?” Sal trailed off. Feeling the alligator’s eyes on me, I nervously shifted the costumes I carried so they served to shield me but said nothing. We stood for a moment, taking each other in. He was a grossly fat man, in imminent danger of being swallowed by his own appetite. His face was pudgy, his chins rolled over his collar, his belly overhung his belt. At any moment the last trace of humanity might be engulfed in flab.


Oblivious, Sal blathered on: “Johnny, Mary’s your new dancer. She’s got her records and a change of costume. The gowns she’s getting from me on time, so I’ll be by next Sunday. And hold fifty bucks back from her first week’s salary for union dues. Mary, Johnny here manages the Paradise, so you’ll report to him from now on. Well, good luck,” he said, edging toward the door. It was opened for him by the big man, who’d moved with surprising swiftness from his post beside the blonde.


“Mary, huh? Okay, Mary, this is Nick, the bouncer,” Johnny said, indicating the man by the door with a wave of his hand. “Any trouble with the customers, you just call him.” Steering me toward the bar, deserted now except for a pale young man working behind it, he growled, “Whitey, get over here and sponge me.”


The bartender slouched toward us and stopping in front of Johnny, who’d clambered back up onto a barstool, placed just opposite him a large sponge in the slightly sunken trough that ran along the inner edge of the bar.


“When you see a sponge like that sittin’ in front of someone, stay away from him, understand,” Johnny cautioned me. “It means he’s a friend of mine, a trouble-maker or fuzz, and you keep away. You ever worked a strip joint before?”


“No, this is my first time,” I replied, “but I’ve done a lot of dancing.”


“Dancing! Fu—” he caught himself. “There’s a lot more to it than that. “Nick will put you number four in the line-up tonight, so you can watch before you do your first show.” Addressing the blonde at the dice table he barked, “Get off your can, Crystal, and take Mary downstairs and show her where to put her stuff! Break her in and stay with her awhile. Tonight, she’ll follow Kay. See that she’s ready. I don’t want the goddamn show draggin’!”


With that he turned away, and I followed Crystal around the other end of the bar and down a flight of stairs into the basement. There were two dressing rooms. Crystal poked her head into the first, checking how much space was available. Seated at one end of the row of mirrors that covered the wall was a plump young brunette, wearing nothing but a G string and spike heels. She was intent on fixing a piece of adhesive tape inside a sequined cone that she then placed over her bare nipple. It rode for a moment like a rhino’s horn on the tip of her large breast, then fell with a soft plop onto the table.
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