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TO MY BELOVED CHILDREN, JOHN Melick and Jennifer Aniston, with love and gratitude for the gift of motherhood. To Joan, Jean, Linda, and Sally for the gift of sisterhood.








Penelope Savalas Boardman


FOREWORD

NANCY HAS ALWAYS BEEN A part of my life. Ours is a friendship I dearly cherish. I have heard fragments of her story over the years but never the whole. I am extremely proud of Nancy for finding her own voice and not writing as someone’s daughter, wife, ex-wife, or mother. This book compiles Nancy’s reminiscences and reflections expressed from her unique perspective. That may not seem terribly monumental to my generation of women, but it is.


I am considered by those who apply these kinds of categories as a member of Generation X. While I do not place a lot of value on labels, certain generalizations are true; women of my generation tend to take for granted the great strides that our predecessors, Baby Boomer women, made toward advancing women’s opportunities. The choices available to us were unimaginable to Nancy and my own mother. They followed the rules and did what their fathers and husbands expected of them. Nancy and my mother each became divorce statistics in the 1970s. By then feminism was radicalized, and no matter what each felt about the inequities of their lot, they still had children to raise, feed, and educate. They were not emotionally disposed to joining the cause, or raised to necessarily think for themselves or of themselves.


By telling her story, Nancy has come to express her point of view with characteristic sensitivity to others. Her thoughtful explanation of events, and of her feelings and actions, have helped me to come to an understanding of my own mother. This journal of family history will undoubtedly assure appreciation of Nancy by her little grandchild.








PREFACE

THE OFTEN DEBATED VIEW THAT it’s better to parent like a friend began to take hold in our culture when I was raising my two children, Johnny and Jennifer. I didn’t subscribe to this view because I believed that dependent children need “parents” to guide them. At seventeen my son left home to attend college in another state and the tendency to nurture him weaned quite naturally. With my daughter it was entirely different.


A few months after Johnny moved away my husband and I divorced. Jen was only nine years old when half of our family left home and as often happens with a single parent, an especially close bond was forged between us. But by the time she was in her mid-twenties differences in our thinking led to estrangement. I was devastated. I began to write a journal of happy memories to help manage the pain, and in the process I came to realize that our “close” relationship was actually codependent and needed to change. I discovered that the roles of both mother and daughter must give way to a more mutually understanding, nonjudgmental, and respectful relationship that is more akin to what often takes place between good friends.


In recent years life experiences, both our own and those of others, have tended to replace social mores and dictates as the way many people formulate their philosophical approach to life’s challenges. I believe that this tendency is evident in the abundance of support groups and self-improvement books that help us to think our way through emotional pain. I’ve written my story in the fervent hope of making a similar contribution.


Author’s note: Some names have been changed to protect the privacy of certain individuals.
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Chapter 1

“DON’T WORRY, I KNOW IT’S YOUR FIRST INTERVIEW.…”

IT WAS FEBRUARY 1996, AND I still felt the glow from a glorious Christmas with my two children. I had no idea that the rogue tabloid media was about to attack my family.

Unsuspecting, I entered a room at the luxurious Peninsula Hotel in Beverly Hills to tape my first televised interview. Through an agreement I had made with the producers of the show, the interview was to be restricted to the Waldorf method of teaching—it was not to be about my celebrity daughter!

As I checked my hair and makeup in a lavish powder room of marble and mirrored walls, I felt a bit uneasy. I wanted to tell Jen that I had been given this chance to inform people about her old school, but I wasn’t able to reach her. My friend Dodi had suggested that she come with me; I felt a surge of gratitude as I found myself comforted by her effusive support.

“Ms. Aniston, we’re almost ready.”

I climbed over lighting equipment and slipped into the chair facing a young woman who responded to the concern on my face. “Don’t worry, I know it’s your first interview. I will keep our promise and limit my questions to your topic.”

The room flooded with light, and my heart pounded as I held both hands to still the shaking. Would I know the answer to all of her questions? Was I well enough prepared? My mouth went dry “Yes,” I told them, “I’m ready.” More shaking. Calm down, Nancy, I told myself, it’ll soon be over. I was surprised to be that nervous.

When the interviewer asked if there was anything else I wanted to say about the school, I knew it was almost over. There followed a few casual comments about Jennifer’s hair, how I felt about her success on Friends, and when they said, “Let’s wrap,” everyone seemed happy, especially me. I managed to take hold of my nerves and for more than an hour of intelligent, well-formed questions about the school, I had given some pretty insightful answers.

On the drive home I asked Dodi again and again, “Are you sure it was good?” She generously repeated, as many times as I asked, “Are you kidding? It was great!” Dodi then added that she could never be so articulate in front of a camera, and considering it was my first televised interview she was impressed.

I still worried. “But will Jen be impressed?”

“Why shouldn’t she be? Of course she’ll be. Not everyone gets a chance to plug something they care about on prime-time TV.”

“Their offer to plug the school was tempting. But it doesn’t make sense that they would be that anxious just to get the first interview with me. I can’t shake this uneasy feeling. I should have followed my instinct to decline.”

Dodi became a little impatient. “You know that people have always loved to see the parents of celebrities and I heard the producer tell you that their audience would be very interested in hearing about the school.”

I began to feel better. Yes, I had furthered a cause I believed in since the late sixties. Now more parents would know about a teaching system that is a positive force in our crumbling society. I hoped I had made it clear that Waldorf graduates are often productive, well-balanced young people, who can make positive contributions—important factors for the future of our country.

“You should feel good about yourself,” Dodi said.

“I do. So, thanks for talking me into doing it, Dodi.”

“And you’ll thank me again in four days when it airs.”

The four days dragged by. Jen still hadn’t returned my calls. I wanted to tell Jen to watch the show but her hectic schedule made reaching her next to impossible. I told myself it really didn’t matter because by now interviews are not a big deal to her. It was enough to know that my sisters and a few friends would be watching. I was nervous and excited.

When the show aired and my segment ended I couldn’t believe what I had seen. They had deleted the entire portion about the school! All that aired were those few innocuous comments about Jennifer, spliced intermittently with some clips from a rather silly videotape of Jen and some friends from high school behaving like typical teenagers—a tape I didn’t even know existed! There were more empty comments from me about a mother’s pride and more silly tape. Not one mention of the school! My sole purpose for doing the interview had been deleted. I sat there stunned. I felt stupidly naive. I was livid! Clearly I’d been deceived in order to get an interview about Jen.

Dodi called and said, “See? Weren’t you terrific?”

“No! There wasn’t one word about the school! Don’t you see they tricked me? And that friendly young woman even hugged me good-bye. How embarrassing.”

“Why? You were charming and I must say, you looked great.”

“Don’t you see what they’ve done?”

“But people love to see celebrities’ mothers. You just made a few nice comments about your daughter. What’s wrong with that? I know you’ll feel better tomorrow.”

Dodi didn’t understand why I was so upset. And my sister Joan failed to see the problem when she called a few hours later. But I couldn’t forget the betrayal. I went to bed early, wanting to disappear into sleep. Pulling the pillow over my head, I hoped Jen hadn’t seen it.

After tossing and turning for more than an hour, I flew out of bed when the telephone rang. It was Jen, but her voice was so distorted by rage I didn’t recognize it at first. Stunned by her angry words and accusations, I hardly spoke. Then I just stood there, reeling from her abrupt hang-up. Jen was very angry that I had appeared on the show and said she would never forgive me! Despite the deals I’d made with God the one thing I feared had happened. I’d lost my daughter. In an instant my life was reduced to irrelevance.

I wandered through the dark searching for a concept, a thought, anything to hang onto. What was so terrible about being on that show? Did Jen actually believe that I would knowingly hurt her? Did she honestly think I would risk alienating the one person who had been the focus of my deepest concern for more than twenty-six years? It was tearing me apart that Jennifer, of all people, didn’t realize that it was I who had been betrayed.

In the long night that followed I moved from room to room, dazed by those terrible words, “I’ll never forgive you!” NEVER echoed loud in my head. Dropping the heavy load of disbelief into a chair, I wondered what had happened to the trust we had built through years of pulling together to bear a reality neither of us wanted.

How long might NEVER be? The prospect of my daughter in that black hole of estrangement filled the night with ghosts from the past. Hadn’t it been me she’d always depended on? In its second year now, with the popularity of Friends catapulting her to fame, phone calls became more scarce, but I was always there if she needed help or when bouts of anxiety proved overwhelming. With agents, managers, lawyers, publicists, business managers, and even a few friends all vying for a piece of her success, who would protect her? With me gone anyone or anything could slip into that void.

The thought of being shut out now with that wall of people forming around her chilled me to the bone. Would hangers-on, motivated by self-interest, gain from our separation? Were they encouraging her to become distanced from me?

More pacing. I found myself remembering Jen as a newborn baby and her occasional bouts of crying that no one could calm but me. I sat in the misery of that night, picturing my baby’s grin breaking through her sobs as I patted the shrieking bundle until calm and confidence returned. For a moment I forgot the sharp sound of her words as my heart warmed with remembered joy. In a Kafkaesque moment I felt joy and pain at the same time.

But soon, recalling the fear she experienced as a child only added to my concern. It stirred a protective tendency that had grown even stronger during my years of single parenting. How would I bear this loss? How could I stand never knowing if she’s safe or well? Never. NEVER?

It was impossible to accept that a misunderstanding over something so innocent, so well-intended, caused this life-altering reaction. It simply couldn’t be that Jen had misinterpreted my motives as something so terrible that I was never to be forgiven. NEVER!

It went on like that throughout the long sleepless night. The severity of those words simply wouldn’t sink into my brain. My daughter’s implied lack of trust reduced my reasoning to shards of doubt. Had something else come between us without my knowledge? It’s true, I had been grumbling about how she was allowing too many people to make important decisions, and we were bickering at times. But isn’t it a mother’s job to caution against parasites who might feed on her child’s success?

“Mom, you don’t trust anyone!”

And wasn’t I right to say it was foolish to hire a manager after the efforts of a wonderful agent had already garnered success and fame? Why would she simply hand over another percentage?

“Mom, it’s the nineties; things have changed since you were in the business.”

Okay. I backed off. Or did I? Spasms of self-doubt and self-loathing were gnawing at my faith in the past. Had she seen through my efforts and felt uncomfortable? Or had I lost her long before this deceptive interview?

That question hit with such a force that my breathing seemed to stop. I was shivering with cold as the first faint light of morning peeked through the kitchen window. When had I ceased to be a safe place, the one she could count on? Or was that just another incorrect assumption an my part?

My imagination was running wild. I reached for the coffee tin, placed grounds in the pot, and watched the dark liquid run out. The muscles in my face hurt from crying. Pull yourself together, Nancy, I thought to myself, you’ll sort it out. It will make sense. Hasn’t everything always worked out for the best?

As the sun came up my terrifying thoughts began to fade in the light. Look, hadn’t Jenny once told me that I was the only person she knew who would always tell her the truth? Of course. She’ll phone and say she overreacted. We’ll talk it over and this nightmare will end.

I buried my burning face in cold water. The telephone rang and my heart nearly stopped. Please be Jen. I grabbed for the receiver and though it turned out to be one of her friends, I welcomed it as a chance to have someone intercede with my true intentions. But I soon realized that the caller just wanted to restate hurtful accusations as he insisted that I should have known better than to appear on a tabloid TV show. I’m embarrassed every time I remember my futile attempts to explain that I was merely trying to plug a good cause, and that I had been betrayed. But the caller repeatedly twisted my meaning and my efforts were wasted on ears that only listened for a word that would yield some preconceived advantage. My plea for understanding had gone on too long and when the phone abruptly went dead I was devastated.

I knew on some level that I had lost Jen forever. If a friend of hers was allowed to speak to me that way, something was terribly wrong. I sat on the kitchen stool trying to hold myself together. What began with her birth and had grown strong through the years was gone. “Thrice I trembled to the depths of my being.” Demeter’s words upon discovering that her beloved daughter Persephone was lost to a distant world could not convey more pain than what I was feeling. My daughter, like Demeter’s, was lost to a world where I didn’t belong.

I’m not sure exactly how many days passed before I called my son, Johnny, for support or possibly to ask him to intervene on my behalf. I wasn’t sure what. I knew how much he loved us both and when he didn’t return my call, I respected his silence as a wish to stay neutral. Johnny had married his lovely Shannon the previous summer, and with a baby on the way, I refused to let my problems detract from their joy. I decided to wait for him to call me. But the one loss I had prayed to be spared could not be borne alone. I turned for help to a few dedicated, carefully chosen friends, and I also found that weekly counseling sessions at church strengthened the glue that held my shattered life together.

I had been seeing a doctor who specializes in Chinese herbs and often imparts great truths and words of wisdom to his patients. Sometimes we just talked and his understanding lent added support. He explained that in Buddhism they say that our children are the source of life’s greatest joy as well as its greatest pain. That’s true, I thought, my children have been a source of infinite joy and there was no denying that the threat of losing Jennifer was causing the worst pain I’d ever known. Doctor Kang softly explained that my child had left the nest and I must let her go.

As a young woman I had read a wise man’s words about children: “For their souls dwell in the house of tomorrow, which you cannot visit, not even in your dreams.” The wisdom of Kahlil Gibran was more appealing to me as a romantic twenty-year-old than now, when its true meaning was threatening a reality too terrible to imagine.

How could I let go when I believed deep inside that she still needed me and still depended on me to be there? I thought of the time, shortly after her birth, when the first signs of fear surfaced. Two friends had come by to pay a call on me and my husband, John, and to meet our new baby girl. Jen surprised us all by greeting their unfamiliar faces with an outburst of hysterical crying. Our peaceful baby wailed on and on until it became obvious that if I was ever to calm her down, I must do it alone in the quiet of my bedroom. We soon discovered that those two friends were not going to be the only people to receive such a greeting. Even her daddy encountered a few. We never knew when to expect another outburst. With certain people our baby girl seemed to experience something quite terrifying.

She clung to me through many such episodes. To ease her anxiety, it took my repeated assurances that people are kind and there was nothing to fear. At last, one day, our three-year-old announced, “Mommy, my favorite word is they’re here.” It was a definite sign of change and a relief to everyone that Jenny’s natural love of people had triumphed over mistrust. But a kind of reticence, bordering on fear, remained. Who would understand that now?

Each day began and ended with the hope that Jen would call. Maybe one of her friends would remind her of my unconditional love. It felt strange that the call didn’t come, yet somehow the hope that it would helped me make it through a most difficult period in my life.

I was grateful for the help of my friends. The few innocuous comments they had viewed on a tape of the tabloid TV show led to the consensus that Jen’s reaction must be rooted in something that happened long ago. My friend Bari urged me to give Jen the space she was seeking. Bari, a classic beauty in her late forties, whose grace radiates from years of spiritual study, offered fruits of wisdom from her own passage into womanhood. When she spoke of her deceased mother, a deep sadness confirmed the depth of understanding she brought to me. Her voice was tender and full of regret as she expressed how she felt misunderstood as a daughter. In a most gentle way she said that if I were ever going to have a good relationship with Jennifer, this separation was necessary. Bari cautioned that it might take a long time to discover the real cause of Jen’s anger and promised to be there for support if I needed to talk. She urged me to call anytime, day or night. In the few short years since we met, I had found Bari to be a wise and devoted friend. I knew she was right; it would take time to discover what had pushed Jenny away. Until then, my first job was to learn how to live without her.

I managed to turn away from the pain and my journey began. I soon discovered that many women suffered from estranged relationships with their grown daughters. Each one was unique but all alike in that they involved misunderstanding, anger, broken bonds, and almost unspeakable pain. The media is saturated with examples of families breaking ties. Like a magnet, similar situations were drawn to my attention, bringing to the surface a host of issues. Surely those women loved their daughters as much as I loved mine. No doubt they tried as hard as I did to be the mother each of us felt we never had. Yet there they were, for millions of people to witness, several successful young actresses admitting to Barbara Walters that they had ended all contact with their mothers. Why? Were these mothers as devastated or as shocked as I? As bewildered and confused? What do they think about during sleepless nights? What magic helps them cope with the loneliness or bear the reality of this drastic change in our cultural view, almost unheard of a generation ago?

In earlier times, to describe a truly despicable person one said, “He’d cheat his own mother.” This reflected a regard for one’s mother that only the worst scoundrel would violate. It was becoming apparent to me that there’s been a shift in our thinking when celebrities, admired by so many, express this contrasting change in values as acceptable. What has brought about this unfortunate change? Had society’s distorted view influenced Jen?

I began feeling helpless, my motives misunderstood. As the weeks passed, one moment I felt defensive, while the next was filled with doubt. Had I failed to give Jen what she needed when divorce forced me to raise her alone? Most women feel a natural protection for their children, and mine strengthened as I watched my nine-year-old daughter, tormented by the abrupt and unexpected departure of her dad, just a few months after her big brother had left home for college. I wanted to fill the void but two empty chairs at our dinner table were a daily reminder that half of our family was gone. All I could do was watch helplessly as sadness invaded Jen, and I simply surrounded her with my love. I took her everywhere with me and in no time we became adoring buddies.

Wasn’t it only natural that, given those circumstances, we developed a closer relationship than would ordinarily have occurred? A mother-daughter dependency was inevitable and we enjoyed it until Jen’s early teens found her rebelling. I gave her more freedom but, as with all normal teenagers, Jen wanted too much and my efforts to counter the rebellion created resentment. I was sure we had made it through those difficult years and had moved on. Was I wrong? Was something unresolved from that period contributing to our current situation?

There were more questions than answers. Had I completely failed as a mother, the job to which I had devoted most of my adult life? Why was I feeling this terrible shame? What causes a mother’s good intentions to be misinterpreted? How had I lost Jen’s trust?

Questions fueled my determination to find answers. I vowed to work with this cruel stroke of destiny rather than against it, and in the process I might also discover what lurked behind society’s negative view of the maternal role.

A comforting concept that I had read many times in books of Rudolf Steiner ran through my mind: “A painful blow of fate can bring inner growth, wisdom, renewed strength, and a heightened ability to love.” Perhaps the loss I’d regarded as too much to bear was necessary. I vowed to find a way to accept what was happening and in the process to discover what it was I needed to learn.








Chapter 2

SWITCHING FOCUS

I HAD LOST CONTACT WITH Jen in early February and it was already April. My resolve to find answers was going nowhere fast. With no word from my kids I was losing ground. If I had gained strength or wisdom from surviving hardship in the past, there wasn’t much to call upon now. Each day I sank deeper into depression.

I had always believed in a better tomorrow but I couldn’t imagine a future without my daughter. A good sense of humor had helped me through many hard times but there was little to laugh about now. Life’s challenges had always been like climbing mountains that offered a view not seen before, but I doubted that my legs were capable of scaling what seemed to be the highest mountain of all. Johnny and Jennifer were the core of my life and it was hard to live with the fact that I had failed one of them. I felt that years of effort were worth less than nothing. My minister, a family counselor for more than twenty years, said that all children need to break free from their parents and this was merely Jennifer’s way. There was the hint of a suggestion that I needed to break free, too. He added that I was being too hard on myself, and that I must find a way to pull out of this hole.

After endless weeks of swimming in self-pity, I knew I had to do something. My whole life needed reevaluating and I had to find a way to switch focus. Perhaps by retracing the path that led to the spot I was in, I’d find a way out. But in order to embark on a thorough review of the past, I’d have to remember what had been long forgotten. Could I go through all that?

In the midst of my musing the telephone rang. When it turned out to be Jennifer’s secretary my heart nearly stopped. But that sinking feeling returned when the subject was just business. As if nothing had changed, she casually said that they urgently needed to find some documents for Jen or there would be serious tax problems. Since I didn’t have the documents, she asked if I might try to locate them.

I contacted a woman at our bank who had always been friendly and she agreed to help. It was no easy task and there were weeks of phone calls before our efforts succeeded in obtaining photocopies of the much-needed records. Because it was tax time everything was much more difficult and I was impressed by her willingness to work so hard. She said she was just doing her job.

When Jen’s secretary came to pick up the papers she mentioned that everyone, especially the business manager, was grateful, and yes, the woman at the bank would be sent flowers. Hungry for word, I asked how Jenny was feeling and what she was doing. It was a blow to hear the secretary reply, “I don’t want to get in the middle.”

“What middle? I’m her mother. Please understand, I need to know.”

But she repeated the middle thing, gave me a half-hug, then kissed the air next to my cheek, grabbed the large packet of documents, and left.

I had been demoted to stranger by a woman who behaved as if my own daughter needed to be protected from me. Nevertheless it was a source of pride knowing that we had accomplished what Jennifer’s well-paid help couldn’t. But the message was pretty clear: I would have to find a way to live with this paralyzing sadness.

Birds singing near the window reminded me that spring, my favorite time of year, had finally arrived. Yet grief persisted. I was missing Jen, and weeks of heavy rain in sunny California only added to my somber mood. I was engulfed by a loneliness that was reminiscent of the feeling I had when Jen first left home. In 1987, Jen finished high school, and less than two years later she decided that building a career would be easier in California. She left our New York apartment to stay with her father while looking for a place of her own. My home felt brutally empty. The good news was that five years after our 1980 divorce, John had moved back to Los Angeles and would be there for her. I was now feeling the same loneliness as on the day she left. Gloom continued to fall with the rain until a random thought lifted my spirits. It would soon be Mother’s Day, a holiday Jennifer always loved to celebrate. As a child she drew wonderful handmade cards declaring her love and later on, spent hours browsing specialty stores to find just the right verse. I pictured the delight on her face when she saw how deeply I’d been touched. This memory brought a pleasant and unexpected wash of joy.

I tenaciously held onto that joy by returning my thoughts to my favorite Mother’s Day, made possible only by Jennifer’s move to California.

I was still living in our apartment in Manhattan, and one day Jen phoned to say that a special-delivery package would arrive and I must be home to accept it. The urgency in her voice made me suspect that since it was Mother’s Day on Sunday, it could be flowers that might wilt if I wasn’t there to receive them. With great anticipation I waited. In the afternoon my intercom rang to announce a delivery. I buzzed to open the lobby door. In the time it takes to ride the elevator to our high-rise apartment, a knock came and a muffled voice from out in the hall said, “Special delivery.” I opened the door and shrieked to find Jennifer standing there, suitcase in hand, with a big grin announcing, “Happy Mother’s Day, Mom!” After hugs, kisses, and happy tears, she told me that she was mine for the whole weekend and wouldn’t see anyone else. We spent the entire three days together and it was one of the most wonderful times we’ve ever shared.

That glorious memory filled my heart, lifted my mood, and brought renewed hope!

Yes, I thought, in spite of our misunderstanding, I’ll hear from Jen on Mother’s Day. It’s only a few weeks away and there will be a card, flowers, and some contact. That’s all it will take. No need for an apology. The contact will be enough to express her wish to go on with our normal life. No more separation. No more anger. In our usual mother/daughter squabbles we would often move past anger without apologies. Trust, love, and mutual understanding had always been enough. I was definitely feeling better.

Mother’s Day came and went without a word. Darkness once again overtook my mood. It was one bumpy ride.

I had heard about daily journals being an effective tool in emotional healing and how the process seemed to be helping many people. It was reported that making a log of the past somehow brought insights that helped heal deep emotional pain. Recalling Jen’s fear as a child, my overprotective response already seemed to contain the hint of a helpful revelation. Maybe if I were to write down sad memories as well as happy ones, I might find what I was looking for. Several years ago I had attempted to write an autobiography but felt I was too young. It was definitely time to give it another try.

Day after day I returned to the word processor and dug deeper into the past—our past. A wealth of memories appeared. There were smiles, laughter, tears, and insights that offered more than I’d ever expected. The activity itself was lifting me out of the “hole,” and for the first time in several months I was moving in a direction of my own choosing.

I began getting my feet wet by dipping them in the stream that belonged to my parents and my first experience with loss….

Like most parents, mine had good intentions that were warped by demons from their youth. The story begins with my paternal grandparents, Francis Dow and Ellen Mclean, who emigrated from Scotland and settled in the coldest part of Maine. They gave birth to my father, Gordon Dow. Grandfather was a direct descendant of the Stuarts, which made Mary, Queen of Scots, our relative. A fierce, cranky man known as a strict disciplinarian, Grandfather Dow insisted that his children be well educated, have impeccable manners, and be gracious to everyone. Gordon grew up to be a charming man who possessed all of those qualities, but there was also a side full of rage. Gordon was only four years old in 1911 when his mother, Ellen, died. He told of climbing onto her bed and hugging her dead body as he pleaded, “Mommy, talk to me.” It was inevitable that the brutality of the life that followed created a lot of anger in that little boy. There were stories of a nameless stepmother who treated him badly and, no doubt, fueled the fire within. The handsome young man who met and married my mother, Louise Grieco, must have been sitting on an emotional powder keg.

Both of my parents came from good families but, like many New Englanders at that time, they had limited access to their feelings, especially when it came to showing affection. My maternal grandfather, Louis Grieco, was a hardworking Italian immigrant who came from Melitto, Italy, around the turn of the century. He soon landed a job as the private barber to John D. Rockefeller himself, no less, but left his employ to become a successful business man on Fisher’s Island in New York.

Grandfather Grieco wanted to be affectionate with his family but was inhibited by Grandmother Grieco, who only expressed feelings through dissatisfaction. Their one daughter, Louise, impressed everyone with her brilliant mind. A private school in New London, Connecticut, awarded her a tuition-free scholarship for high school because she was such a good student. Grandfather didn’t like the idea of gratis tuition. He said they didn’t need charity.

The roar of the twenties was abruptly stilled in 1929 by the stock-market crash and the thirties became a decade of misery for America. In the midst of what came to be known as the Great Depression, Gordon and Louise decided to marry. Millions of people were out of work. In no time Mother was pregnant and-surprised everyone when twins, Jean and Joan, were born. Two years later I arrived, but Father couldn’t find work to provide for our growing family. At times we had to live with my maternal grandparents in the big house where Mother was raised. After the birth of a fourth child, Linda, we moved to government housing in New Britain, Connecticut. World War II had lifted the country out of its financial crisis. The war had created jobs for everyone, including my parents. Both found factory work. Mother worked a night shift that overlapped Father’s day shift for a few hours in the evening. No older than seven, my oldest sister, Joan, was expected to take care of us. Four little girls did a pretty good job staying safe with no adult in the house. We knew that when the air-raid siren howled it was important to either pull down the black shades or turn off all the lights. I was scared that bombs might fall any minute. We sometimes complained that Joan bossed us around, but mostly we had fun playing forbidden games like sliding down the stairs with our raincoats.

Three years after Linda, a fifth child, Little Martha, arrived; she was born with what we now call Down’s syndrome. Joan learned quickly how to make formula and to feed her a bottle and never once complained about changing diapers. When my last sister, Sally, was born, Mother had to stop working and our family knew the kind of poverty that often sent us to bed hungry. Severe poverty beset us once again. Father had the idea that life in California might be easier so one day we all squeezed into the car and he drove our family west. We settled in North Hollywood, a lovely, peaceful section of the San Fernando Valley. Shortly after our arrival in 1945, the end of the war was announced by a loud roar over our house. Nearby, the well-camouflaged Lockheed aircraft plant sent a squadron of P-38s to buzz the city and the noise sent me running outside. I squealed with delight as the sky filled with hundreds of colorful party balloons and neighbors ran out into the street. Everyone was happy and I knew we wouldn’t have to worry that bombs might fall anymore.

Universal Pictures studio was near our house and Father was hired as a security guard at the front gate. I often wondered if he had a secret wish to be an actor and was quietly building a dream. But with six children to feed, Father couldn’t afford to dream. Wages were pitifully low in those days, and with six children he was forced to take a second job. But there never seemed to be enough to cover all of our needs. He soon became overtired and easily exploded with anger. People from work or neighbors who knew about our family sent parcels of discarded clothing. It was exciting to rummage through those items to find something that fit, but very disappointing when nothing did.

There wasn’t much laughter in our home, but I found great joy in playing with Litde Martha. She didn’t learn to walk until age three, and although she couldn’t really talk, something about her made me feel happy. She had a sweet smile and she liked to be held. She was often sick but never complained, and that touched my heart more than anything. When she was four years old, a bad cough sent her to the hospital, and I knew real terror. I heaved a sigh of relief when they brought her home, even though she had a big scar and one lung was gone. It was cold in the back bedroom that we shared with Linda and I tried to make sure the little sister I adored stayed warm. I would brush the tangles from her hair and one day she surprised everyone by saying “pretty” because no one thought to teach her any words. Father said she couldn’t learn.

One day after school Jean, the younger twin, ran down to the sidewalk with a strange look on her face and said, “Guess what? Martha died while we were in school today.” Died? I knew she had a bad cold but no one said anything about dying! I ran and hid in the garage because in our family crying was viewed as stupid or bad. I was in there a long time, hugging my knees. When I was called to come in the house, I felt a warm trickle of urine run down my legs.

Mother said we had to go to church and give Little Martha to God. Father told us to be quiet and not to giggle or act silly. We sat in a row on folding chairs in our freshly ironed dresses and no one thought to giggle. I gazed, without moving, into that bed of white satin where my little sister lay. She looked healthy to me and very much alive in a soft pink dress, the only one she’d ever had, and a small bouquet of pink rosebuds in her hands. It appeared as if she were sleeping. Little Martha, get up, let’s go home. When they lowered the top, I didn’t care what anyone said; I couldn’t stop crying. At home everything was different. Nothing ever felt the same again.

My parents said death was a blessing for Little Martha. But we’d left her alone in a box and I couldn’t see how that was a blessing. I would lie on the floor of the linen closet and bury my head in a stack of her folded clothes and cry, “Please, God, let her come home.” I promised to try harder to keep her warm and to even give her my share of ice cream. When it looked like He wouldn’t be sending her back, I told God that she liked to have her hair brushed and to please make a fuss when she says “pretty.”

The last time I went to that closet, all of the clothes with the scent of Little Martha were gone.

The harshness of our life created an atmosphere of tense fighting and bickering. There were just too many kids vying for attention from parents who were too stressed, tired, and damaged by their own upbringing to offer affection. My sisters and I fought fiercely for the scraps of love that fell from a nearly empty table. But we also had fun.

As grown women we often reminisced about the four army cots that lined the small, otherwise bare room where we older girls slept. We laughed to recall how being so close in age (all four of us were born within four years) and all attending grammar school made it hard to fall asleep at bedtime. There was so much to giggle about. When our whispers got too loud, Mother stormed in wielding a hairbrush to firmly swat our behinds, one after the other. She’d leave with a stern warning and close the door. We’d giggle even louder and she’d return immediately, only this time the hairbrush landed harder and sleep was more appealing. Four little girls, with sorely stinging bottoms, didn’t make another sound. Not that night. We remembered that it never stopped us from misbehaving again. We had each other.

Recalling the loss of Little Martha brought a torrent of tears that joined with the present sadness of recognizing how I might have failed my own kids. I wondered if every kid feels that childhood is tough. During a brief walk a joke came to mind: “It might be easier to be a kid if you weren’t so young.” It didn’t help. I returned to resurrect a happy memory.

I tried to recall the special joy a parent experiences when thinking about their children. But when I sat down to begin typing, a stream of random impressions overtook my brain. My head filled with accusations, slights, and rude behavior from the growing number of people in Jen’s world, a world I understood less and less. I started wondering if the door to her world, once such a familiar place, had been closing to me for some time.

It was hard to get started but I refused to give up. I just sat there, staring at the word processor, with little access to controlled thought. Then suddenly, after what seemed to be hours, as if by magic the mental chaos cleared. Lovely details started to surface and I was finally able to rest my attention on a most glorious moment in time.

One night when Jenny was about four years old, I decided to skip the usual bedtime story and tell her about the day we brought her home from the hospital. The telling so delighted her that it became the most frequently requested bedtime story When other kids wanted to hear Dr. Seuss, Ferdinand the Bull, or Winnie the Pooh, mine wanted to hear “that one when you got me from the hospital.”

I usually began with how exciting it was in 1969 for our family because we were going to have a brand-new baby We grew impatient waiting to hear when we could get our baby from the doctor. But on February 11 we were in the hospital for only two hours when our sweet little girl arrived. When Daddy came to take us home, she was sleeping peacefully in the hospital cradle. It was a shame that her big brother, Johnny, who was only eight at the time, had to wait downstairs in the lobby. They didn’t allow children under twelve to visit hospital rooms in those days. We hurried so he didn’t wait too long. They placed the tiny, pink bundle in my arms for the wheelchair ride out. The nurse pushed the chair and Daddy carried the suitcase as the elevator doors opened on the lobby floor. The whole room filled with smiles as a small, blond boy, barely visible behind a huge armload of colorful flowers, struggled to cross the room. When he approached his new baby sister, a wide grin betrayed his awkward attempts to appear casual. He touched her little cheek and handed me the flowers. “Here, Mom,” was all he said.

It was always unspeakable joy to watch Jenny’s face as she imagined her brother and the flowers.

I recalled how she giggled as I told her that when we got to the car, I handed my two-day-old bundle to Daddy but he couldn’t move his arms. Jenny’s tiny size and fragility froze him with fear. When no amount of urging could break that paralysis, the nurse came to the rescue and our new family of four was soon in the car for baby’s first ride home. The California sun was shining brightly on the splendor of that moment.

Jen giggled again when I told her that Daddy crept along at thirty miles an hour on the 101 freeway leading from Hollywood to our home in the Valley and that he came to a complete stop at every on-ramp. Nothing was going to happen to his baby. We crawled at that pace right into the driveway! The safe arrival home must have given Daddy confidence because he was able to carry our baby to the nursery and place her gently in the cradle.

That home was a little fixer-upper we had moved into the previous month. Since remodeling had just begun, little Jennifer spent the first few years of life lulled to sleep by the drone of electric drills and saws. On that first night home from the hospital, we were talked into letting our new baby sleep in her big brother’s room. Johnny was quite convincing when he explained that as the fastest runner in school he could get to me immediately if she cried. With her close by he’d be sure to hear every sound.

That was quite true. Responding to each little noise he was there nudging me awake. Dragging myself out of a much-needed sleep I’d find her still sleeping. I suggested that perhaps he should wait until he heard a good loud cry and then we’d know for certain it was feeding time. I have often pictured little Johnny sitting there all night, eyes glued to the cradle, wondering if it was time.

When it was time, he was there helping, handing me diapers, oil, cotton, a blanket, everything. It was my practice to preface each request with “Honey, please hand me …” and end with “Thank you for helping.” Concerned that the extra words created a lack of brevity, he insisted that we forget the “Honey, please” and “thank you,” since it would take much less time if I just quickly said “bottle” or “diaper” or “oil.” He was very adamant about the new plan. So there we were, mother, big brother, and brand-new baby sister forming a special bond.

In the morning, Johnny went off to school with hair uncombed, teeth not brushed, and worried that I couldn’t handle the job alone. That night was pretty much a repeat of the last. The next morning it was hard not to miss the large, dark circles under his eyes even though he tried to stifle the yawns. It was clear that this little third-grader needed sleep more than school that day. He didn’t argue when I suggested he go back to bed; in fact, he slept most of the day. The third night we moved the bassinet to the nursery and Johnny didn’t say a word.

When I had finished the story Jenny often asked me to tell it “just one more time.”

Once again, remembered joy had overtaken my sadness as I recalled the sweet baby smells and sounds that filled the house. February turned into March and things settled into a routine. Middle-of-the-night feedings became our special time when, except for the soft glow of the night-light, the house was dark. It seemed like the whole world was sleeping. As I nursed my baby in the rocking chair, in the silence it felt like little Jenny and I were one. There were times when we both fell asleep and didn’t wake until she was ready for the next feeding. That tiny, warm bundle, pressed against my body, was moving herself deeply into my heart and soon became the central focus of our lives. By the end of 1969, Neil Armstrong walked on the moon but it paled next to the miracle that was my family. I was more than grateful that my childhood promise to have a close family one day had been fulfilled.

As the day’s journaling ended I was smiling again. It’s wonderful to find that happiness, experienced so long ago, still resides deep within. As the sun sank behind the hills that surround the San Fernando Valley, I switched off the word processor.

But before finishing dinner, like a thick fog the sad thoughts rolled in to spoil my joy. The oppressive density of potential loss had returned. I did the dishes, wondering if this despair would ever end for good.

When it was time to go to bed, I lay there in the dark trying to recapture my earlier success at recalling happy memories, but the sadder ones held more weight. A long roller coaster ride had just begun and though I didn’t believe it then, this bumpy ride would lead the way out.
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