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a note to the reader

Telling my true story brings in many people associated with me at different periods. The identities of some of them, such as people with whom I was hospitalized and patients in my practice, I consider it unethical to reveal. Other identities I’ve simply thought it wise to conceal. Where patients in my practice are mentioned, I refer to composites of experiences with several people. As a result, numerous names and identities in this book are fictional. My rule has been to eliminate, wherever possible, any pain from exposure. There are, however, people whose names could not be changed: my sisters, cousins, children, and first husband. I hope that this telling of my story will not cause them hardship. Not telling it would have been damaging to me.


To all those whose emotional struggle still keeps them silent.



foreword

In my dining room there is a beautiful bowl of purple glass. I bought it in Venice the first time I went there with Rudy, my second husband. Because of how perfectly it symbolizes Italy, that bowl made me love it at first sight. Its thick glass is amethyst in color but frosted on the outside with a thin, splotchy white-gray crusting that makes it look rugged and weathered like a mountain misted with ash. Near the middle of its sloping sides, a crude river of darker purple suggests molten lava or deep cool water varying wildly in breadth. Beckoning one, as it seems, to richness buried or swirling through space, that river refutes fragility.

In sunlight these blended purples evoke a multitude of reflections: of beautiful old Italy with its mists, mountains, and chapel-studded countryside; of how deeply in love I was at the time; and of the man who has since shattered and vanished from my life. I still remember leaving St. Domenico with him early that August morning to catch our flight home from Milan. Looking up at the mountain lit by a single star in the fading night sky, we found its peak already white with the first snow. I felt terribly sad that dawn because our trip was nearly finished and I feared the relationship might be, too. Recently I’ve been sadder still.

But beyond that memory, this bowl embodies feelings I was once denied but have come to recognize as the very essence of my being: conflict, choice, and struggling between the two; the strain to discern clarity from confusion and to bear the inextricableness of beauty and brutality, strength and delicacy, sweetness and sadness.

Today when I focus on these feelings, in my habit of striving for self-understanding, I never know what will happen. Sometimes there is nostalgia for the sweetness of feeling loved best of all by Father. Or Rudy. Sometimes there’s aching sadness from knowing the impossibility of such wishes. Surprising images and, occasionally, brainstorms, can come to mind, whereas once I didn’t dare to be so open. Because then I was afraid to see–the truth, perhaps, or some forgotten pain. But growing older has weathered me in a way that’s no longer burdened by apprehension. It allows me to look and look and to occasionally have the delicious experience of seeing for the first time something remarkable that’s always been there. I do this with everything now–dreams, music, patients, works of art, and friends, as well as myself. I call this being alive.


He who knows not, and knows not that he
knows not, he is a fool. Shun him.

He who knows not, and knows that he
knows not, he is a child. Teach him.

He who knows, and knows not that
he knows, he is asleep. Wake him.

He who knows, and knows that he
knows, he is a wise man. Follow him.

– Arabic Apothegm



chapter one

THEN AND NOW

My earliest memory is of snow. Bibba, my nine-year-old half sister, pointed at the white feathers from the window, claiming them as one more piece of her own hocus-pocus. She opened the front door so I could reach out and catch the cold tingling flakes in my hand. Twenty months old, I was truly mystified, swirled up in that sea of white myself and wondering if this–like our new house–was yet another permanent alteration of the world in which I existed. I felt delighted and uneasy all at once, because Bibba had a way of exulting over things that turned out to be forbidden by the adults.

That was the day in December 1935, when Mommy brought Adelaide, my new baby sister, home from the hospital. In celebration, our black nurse, Bea, had dressed me in the lavender gingham dress that was Mommy’s favorite. I liked that dress too. It was familiar, and I liked looking ways that made Mommy happy. That morning splotches of wet from the snow made some of the gingham checks darker than others.

Another strong recollection from that morning is of the empty, helpless feeling of having lost my voice. Like the snow, it was a change that had taken place overnight. My voice had been there at supper, asking Bea for cookies; it was gone when I woke that morning and tried to say the name of the as-yet-unseen baby. And this loss was particularly disturbing because my voice and my growing capacity to shape it into words was a relatively new and treasured possession.

Bibba’s explanation for the problem was as puzzling as her announcement of snow. She said I had a frog in my throat that was making me hoarse. I will never forget climbing up on the sink in the front hall lavatory to peer into the mirror in search of that frog. I stretched my mouth wide to look into the black cavern of my throat, and the fact that I couldn’t see the frog was little help. Bibba could do all kinds of magic, and “invisible” was something she accomplished routinely. I don’t recall how that ever got settled. Maybe my voice just came back. Maybe Mommy and the baby arrived and distracted me. But what I most remember from that day is the snow they would be arriving in, the snow that was swallowing the world I knew.

Memories of Adelaide herself begin with her walking. Halfway through her first year I had my second eye surgery, which could have been traumatic enough to erase anything. But probably Adelaide was even more devastating to my sense of personal importance. As the first baby after me, she required all the time and attention of adults who didn’t have enough for either of us. Pain about her that I do remember from later makes me suspect that at first ignoring her felt essential for survival.

But I have one early recollection of myself in her presence before my bed was moved to what had been Mommy’s sewing room. Lost and searching were the feelings. In the pitch-dark nursery where Adelaide had the crib and I slept in a sideless bed, I struggled with all my strength to jiggle and pull out the huge bottom drawer of the bureau so I could climb in and have a crib too. And those needing feelings are still stronger in another recollection from a little later, one of those middle-of-the-night times when we both were taken to the toilet. Father carried Adelaide and I stumbled behind, holding my arms up and begging Mommy to carry me. “No,” Father scolded. “You are big enough to walk,” in that deep echoing voice so worshipped in our household. His warm and wonderful face scowled. Glancing up at Adelaide whose chubby little arm securely circled his neck, I hated her and wished she would die, but also knew how wicked I was to wish that. Then, straining to not cry lest I be scolded for that, too, I longed for magic like Bibba’s to make me a lovable child who wasn’t greedy.

Hurts like that intensified my sense of being lost. And lostness–that sick feeling of blurred worthlessness that, by then, I already knew too well–was both unacceptable and uncalled for in a family and house as perfect as ours.

Nor were those despairing tears ever completely staunched. The only changes would, in time, be in their intensity and, eventually, in my ability to see my misery, as now, from the outside. Lostness has been the river of my life, slamming me now desperately, now determinedly, in time hopefully, in pursuit of myself. And, yes, also, in pursuit of my voice.

But consciousness of this feeling of lostness was never constant. That’s what caused me shame and sometimes a blown-away sensation. I had been born cross-eyed. And Mommy, who took this personally, did everything she could to correct it. However, there was a period–before the War and first grade–when on the rare occasions that I left our yard, unfamiliar children would whisper, “What’s wrong with your eyes?!” Then the horror in their voices would engulf me with the realization that something was terribly, terribly wrong with me.

Later, but still before starting school, there was another very different but equally disturbing eye experience. Raleigh, North Carolina, was our home then, too, and small enough for strangers to know each other. One day Bea took Adelaide and me on a walk all the way to Pine State Creamery at the corner of Tucker Street and Glenwood Avenue. That was farther than we’d ever walked before; Bea spurred us on with the promise of ice-cream cones. And inside that cool, sweet-smelling shop the lady said, “Oh, my! You have the Daniels eyes! . . . Who’s your father, Frank or Jonathan?” Perhaps you’d call that feeling “found!” or something in between “found out” and “discovered.” Only because she was referring to Adelaide as well as me did I know she wasn’t just talking about my messed-up eyes.

I didn’t understand how anyone could recognize us so many blocks from home, let alone what it was about our eyes. Her recognition seemed to contain a mixture of bad and good, a mixture I grew used to later when people talked about our family’s outspoken newspaper, The News and Observer. In any given situation people might praise and condemn it at once. Many friends and foes called it The Nuisance and Disturber, and Grandfather and Father both declared, “It’s the people who hate us that buy the most newspapers.”

If you were to look for me in Raleigh today, it would be both difficult and easy. Although I live only a few miles from the house we grew up in and from where Pine State Creamery grew huge at its old corner only to close down and be replaced by swinging night clubs, most of “old” Raleigh doesn’t know me or, at best, wonders what caused me to disappear thirty-five years ago after the publication of my second novel. Since that time my identity has been complicated by two husbands and four children, and I made the news most significantly only when I sold my minority share of our family-owned newspaper, The News and Observer, in 1990. Furthermore, I’ve been educated and changed careers. Nowadays I spend most of my time in a consulting room, where, as a psychologist, I help children and adults pursue emotional freedom. I used to do this as Dr. Lucy Inman, still using the name of my children’s father. After becoming a millionaire in 1990, following two years of negotiations with my family for a fair price for my newspaper shares, I used the proceeds from my stock to establish the Lucy Daniels Center for Early Childhood and the Lucy Daniels Foundation, which is dedicated to helping other creative individuals gain freedom from unconscious conflicts. And with this name in the phone book and on the outside of our building, people began to ask, “What is your name? Lucy Inman or Lucy Daniels?” So, finally, to end months of confusion, I took back the name from my childhood which is also my writing name.



chapter two


MOMMY’S HOUSE


Our house at 1540 Caswell Street had the appearance of a citadel. It combined the qualities of church and prison, with exotic grandeur veiling alienation. Its massive red brick and ivy-draped Charlestonian presence dispelled any doubts about the richness inside, even as its high wall, closed gates, and double black-green garage doors made it clear that admission was by invitation only. But for us growing up there, it was simply called “your Mother’s house” and praised as “beautiful” by everyone who visited.

I also knew–from listening to our cook, Eunice, tell Bea in the kitchen–that it had been a misfit from the start, back when even Bibba was too young to know. Unlike any other house in Raleigh, this one had quickly set people talking–from the digging of its red clay foundation, through the completion of its towering brick exterior, and especially with the erection of the awesome wall which ultimately enclosed its grounds. “They all knew it was fo’ Miss Lucy,” Eunice said while I lingered in the doorway to the back stairs. (“Miss Lucy” was my mother.) “She was determin’ to have a fine house, like ev’ythin’ else, to prove she’s not only different, but bettah than otha folks in Raleigh. ‘Specially, y’ know, bettah than Mistah Jonathan’s first wife.”

But that was only part of the truth. Like other stories in our family, it did not give Father his share of responsibility. That house, like their marriage, had come into being to contain the fears and conceal the inadequacies of them both. Mommy probably saw the house as a chance to prove her own worth by embellishing her prominent and affluent husband. But for Father, Mommy and her house were meant both to erase past failure and to provide impregnable protection against future losses. The problem was that this protection also made their marriage an exquisite prison–in which Mommy, straining to be invulnerable and need-free, appeared cold and unlovable; while Father’s sense of deprivation made him angrily exciting and lustful. Only much later did it occur to me that they were probably both depressed. My image of them is mythic: Mommy, as Sisyphus, eternally pushing the stone of her needlessness up the hill; and Father, as Tantalus, locked into hunger due to unconsciously condemning the very aspects of himself that he touted. Each was oblivious to the pain of the other.

And each of us daughters strained to fix this. A woman as pretty as Mommy should have been lovable and happy; a man as powerful as Father should have been generous; and married people are supposed to love each other. Rigidly–unconsciously driven, I’d say now–I was an angel, Adelaide a mess-maker, and Bibba a prankster whose catastrophes kept Mommy and Father at odds. Later Mary Cleves, the last born, also tried to fix things by remaining the baby. But none of this worked. While our efforts to pacify or drown out their pain and seductive neediness distorted us, nothing else changed. Ignored pain was the norm, ensconced in lust and propriety.

Nor was my parents’ the first generation of sufferers. For their forebears, death had been a much more common part of life than it is now. The grandparents, who told me stories about when they were little, each told of one parent who had died in their childhood. My mother’s mother told me sadly of her own mother–the first Lucy–who’d died of tuberculosis when Granny was only sixteen. She also told me story after story about her beloved first-born son, William, who had died at age eight of mastoiditis.

Other deaths were not discussed, however; and these, I now know, cause the most pain. I never knew my mother’s father; he died of a heart attack one month before my birth. Nevertheless, he owned my mother until her death at seventy-four. Granddaddy (as I was taught to call him) had grown up in Charleston, S.C., which my mother always considered a center of gentility second only to Paris. There the perfection her father exacted was practiced with the same daily elegance she would have liked to hold sway in our house. Besides having such an exemplary heritage, he had been educated in Germany and ended up in New York City as a brilliant chemist who invented Wesson Oil. I never heard my Granny, who’d grown up in Montgomery, refer to him as anything but Dr. Cathcart.

My mother told me all her life what a wonderful and astute man Granddaddy had been, and how proud he would have been of me. But at Mommy’s funeral, her first cousin told us that this same man had been a cruel perfectionist who allowed his only daughter no frivolities. Required by him to major in chemistry (which she hated), she flunked out after her first semester in college and never went back. Only in recent years have I become able to see what a tormented and terrified woman my mother was. In Raleigh she flaunted both her Charleston and Montgomery blue-bloodedness and her New York sophistication and upbringing to force others to recognize her worth.

My father, instead, had a locally respected heritage. His father, Josephus Daniels, had grown up poor, the second of three sons raised in Wilson, N.C., by their postmistress mother who’d been widowed during the Civil War. Her husband, a carpenter and conscientious objector, had been killed while repairing a Union ship. My father’s mother, Adelaide Worth Bagley, was the granddaughter of Jonathan Worth, North Carolina’s Civil War governor. By the time I was born, her husband, Josephus Daniels, was known worldwide as Woodrow Wilson’s Secretary of the Navy who had taken wine rations away from sailors, and as Ambassador to Mexico under Franklin Roosevelt. He was also the plain-spoken, fighting-for-the-common-man editor of the Raleigh News and Observer. I suspect, but do not know, that his lack of a father and his dedication to his ideals, which included the Methodist Church and Prohibition, made him a somewhat distant and awesome father and husband. I also suspect this contributed to my grandmother’s being excessively close and domineering with her four sons.

As a grand lady who had entertained elegantly in both Washington, D.C. and Mexico City, Adelaide Worth Bagley Daniels was used to being able to control her surroundings and quality of life. Among other things, she wanted all her sons to live close by. My father and two of his brothers, Frank and Joe, built their houses on the adjoining land she gave them. My mother always hated this arrangement and built the high brick wall around our lot to live with it. No matter how respected the Danielses were in Raleigh, Mommy considered them “nouveau riche” and “common” to live in this manner. My father’s brother Worth was the only son who did not work at the newspaper. He became a respected physician in Washington, D.C., and the discoverer of “cat scratch fever.”

Today families like this are called “enmeshed,” and John Bradshaw talks on television about how children in them suffer. But many people didn’t know about that then. The Danielses certainly didn’t. “The family” was a sacred unit that included all of us living on those four connecting lots, as well as Worth and his physician wife, Josie, who lived in Washington, D.C. with their sons, Worth and Derick. The Raleigh components were: Nanny and Grandfather, in their grand but somber stone house in the midst of a few acres; their youngest son, Frank, and his wife, Ruth, with their children, Frank and Patsy, on their lot just northeast of Nanny’s and Grandfather’s; their oldest son, Josephus, with his wife, Evalina, and their adopted son, Edgar, on a lot just north of Frank’s; and their next-to-youngest son, Jonathan (my father), with his wife, Lucy, and their daughters, Lucy, Adelaide, and Mary Cleves, as well as Elizabeth (“Bibba”), who was the daughter of Father’s first marriage, on a lot just north of Nanny’s and Grandfather’s.

Such close quarters easily resulted in strong disagreements about the all-important minutiae of our lives. In that fray Mommy and Josephus’s wife, Evalina, frequently raised objectionably shrill and opposing voices that brought ridicule or silencing from others, which inevitably also escalated their unreasonableness. Frank’s wife, Ruth, in contrast, said little, but over the years she grew fatter and fatter. To a little girl who achingly longed to be worth something, it almost made sense that only male voices were respected–made sense but felt demoralizing.

Furthermore, poorly disguised, unclaimed, often vicious anger bounced about among us all the time, as “the family” strained to show its “respectable” face to the community. In my generation, the third one, the damage from this is mainly evident in mixtures of sadism and masochism pieced together with sufficient blandness to prevent explosions. In other words, we have problems that modern psychology would expect to develop in people pent up and kept destructively dependent. Some of us have worked as adults to change this, but such change is difficult and only possible on an individual basis.

Bibba protested the house’s confinement long before anyone else dared to admit it. “Your mother has such a lovely house,” the ladies would coo when they came to call. “Don’t track mud in you’ Mama’s house,” Bea said on rainy days. “Yeah, this is her house,” Bibba would lash back either way. “Everything in it is hers. Except me!” Then she’d take the chewing gum out of her mouth and stick it on the dining room’s gold leaf mirror. And Bea would yell, “Stop aggravatin’ me, you li’l vixen! You want to fight wid her, you do it! But don’t drag us in fo’ not cleaning up after you!” As a small child I never understood those interchanges as involving anything but Bibba’s anger at Bea and Mommy. I never grasped Bibba’s reference to the fact that she was not Mommy’s daughter.

Bibba seemed free to go anywhere she chose–as long as she asked permission, came back in time for meals, and wasn’t being punished. Whereas I was expected to play in the yard alone most of the day, while Adelaide stayed inside with Bea. The only exception to this was when we went for a walk. On those afternoons, Bea would wear a freshly starched uniform and expected me to comb my hair and put on a clean pinafore while she dressed Adelaide. Then off we’d go, down Caswell to Harvey with Adelaide in the stroller, me straggling behind, and Bea’s maid friend, Callie, and the children she nursed, joining us at the corner. Sometimes we went to the railroad yard, sometimes to the haunted house, sometimes just around one block and then another. But we were always back for baths by five o’clock.

The sharp contrast between life inside the house and outside always puzzled me. Caswell Street’s tarred surface was potholed and dusty. Father liked it that way because it kept down the traffic; Mommy considered this superior to the busier streets the other Daniels houses faced. Only a few scrawny pin oaks shaded its sidewalks. The other houses on the street, though comfortably middle-class, looked flat-footed and unremarkable next to ours, embellished as it was with ornate ironwork balconies and railings and antique carriage lanterns. Seen from the sidewalk across the street, our house’s many polished window panes had the appearance of startled eyes whose green shutter lashes were blinking with dismay at its mundane neighbors. There was so little traffic on Caswell Street that other children frequently played there, making noises that I sometimes heard from inside the wall: “Red Rover! Red Rover!”; “May I take a giant step? . . .” I never played with those children, though. And I believed they wouldn’t like anyone who lived in Mommy’s house.

On the way home from our walks, however, the contrast affected me differently. I could see our house long before we got there, red brick walls and slate roof rising above the trees and the other houses. And from that perspective, it always seemed comforting, a haven where Mommy’s order was so pervasive that it vaccinated us against diseases like diphtheria and smallpox and subjugated the very seasons of the year. I think I knew then, and even in a way accepted, that there was also a formidable price for this order. The very forces in Mommy that imposed such unfailing structure made her unable to hold or comfort a baby. She was allergic to a vast array of foods and fabrics, and unable to tolerate or enjoy many things, including picnics, friends, and sadness.

From the street, our house looked beautiful, rich, and enticing, with ivy traipsing over its brick, and lush green glimpsable through the garden gates. But those heavy gates and the closed garage doors were forbidding as well. Furthermore, in keeping with the Charleston civility my mother loved, the side–not the front–of the house faced the street. And the brick wall, high enough to conceal the downstairs windows, totally excluded outsiders while seeming to hug and protect the house.

The two gates on either side of the garage doors contributed to this disdainful demeanor. Facing the house, the gate on the right opened into the little “back” courtyard, with its garbage cans, clothesline, and mint bed. That was the way black people, children, deliverymen, and workmen entered. There was very little grass and no trees; you could sometimes smell the garbage. The other gate led into what we called the “front yard,” which surrounded the house except at the southwest corner. Inside that gate, following the brick walk bordered by periwinkle, the impression was one of sacred serenity. This area was rich with expansive green lawn and stately sheltering crepe myrtle, sycamore, and oak trees.

On the “back” side of the house (but still in the “front yard”), away from the walk and the front door, were three other contributors to the grandeur that alienated Raleigh: a border of formal flower beds; a wide expanse of rectangular brick terrace, formalized by French doors opening out onto it at either end, and ascetically uncomfortable in its unprotected exposure to rain, insects, and baking sun; and, above this, a charming wrought-iron balcony suitable for Shakespeare’s Juliet, but otherwise cramped and utterly impractical. In time the espaliered pear tree was added to this list. Mommy tacked it to the wall separating the front yard from the back soon after Adelaide started walking.

The front door at the end of the walk also looked rich but formidable–dark green double doors punctuated by polished brass knocker and door knobs. For those who entered, the contrast with the world outside the wall was even sharper. High-ceilinged rooms and halls, elaborate wallpaper, oriental rugs, gold-leaf mirrors. The mingled scents of camphor, floor wax, and sherry made the house seem remarkable in its exoticness. There were larger, richer houses in Raleigh, but none with such apparent devotion to being extraordinary. Circular staircase, astutely flawless hardwood floors, elaborate moldings, and wall sconces. People who had been inside talked with awe about these and other details. So did others who had not. Grandfather was quoted as saying he thought it was wonderful that his son Jonathan had married a woman who could help him learn to enjoy such finery, but that he himself was too accustomed to being ordinary to fully appreciate it.

Eunice described being “full o’ buttahflies” when she first came to see Mommy about a cooking job. “She tol’ me to come to the back through that l’il dusty yard with the clothesline. I did. An’ I won’t surprised fo’ her to be pretty with her black hair piled up or about that queen ice way of hers. But I was spooked by the pitifulness under it, that nobody hain’t mentioned. She nevah did show me the house that day. Jus’ aftah we talk heah at the table, she ask me fo’ ‘reference’ and say I’ll heah in a few days.” In the end both Eunice and her middle daughter, Bea, had been hired at $15.00 a week instead of Raleigh’s usual $13.00, because “Miss Lucy was expectin’ quality service.”

The most glorious time in Mommy’s house was winter with its smells of wet wool and wood fires. Those scents have ever since evoked memories of the huge glistening tree at Christmas and jingling ancient sleigh bells tied to the front door with red ribbon. But fall was the time when order was most obvious. Then the wooden floors were waxed in preparation for oriental rugs to be brought back from storage. Door knobs were shined, too; and the secure smells of brass and floor polish permeated every room. Then, especially, Bea would remind us not to track in mud.

With floors, brass, and windows shining, Mommy’s house glistened with hospitality that I realized only much later was as intimidating as it was inviting. Yet, long before I had the words to say it, my thoughts strained to decipher and obey the subtleties of that contrast. And inside the house, these two came together in a simple directive: substantial perfection that was off limits. Like it or not, the priorities were clear and dependable–the house and its furnishings first, the food served there second, the people last. Adelaide disregarded these, leaving messes in her wake, screaming when she was supposed to be silent, refusing food. Bibba ridiculed and defied them. But for me these priorities were venerable facts of life, like such others as being run over by cars or drowned by water if you weren’t careful; facts that, if heeded, could also be counted on to make one feel a little more in control.

Some of Mommy’s most inviolable canons had to do with which people were allowed in which rooms when. The living room was closed off most of the time, and only used on Christmas and Thanksgiving or when Mommy had a dinner party. With the exception of Christmas Eve, children had to be dressed up to enter it. But even on Christmas Eve I dreaded the living room because most entries there involved having to kiss the ladies.

Though Mommy and Father went everywhere, most of the house–aside from the kitchen, children’s bedrooms, and back stairs–was off limits to children and servants. The main difference between these classifications was that, when doors were closed or locked, servants were expected to knock, whereas children were not even allowed to do that.

Mommy and Father spent their days in the library with typewriters clicking and the door bolted. (While Father wrote, Mommy copied his manuscripts.) The servants rarely knocked there, and children were most strictly forbidden to. Bibba liked that because it made it easier for her to do what she wanted behind Mommy’s back. Adelaide didn’t care; if she got loose, she’d run and kick that door or lie down and scream through the crack. Then they’d get mad at Bea or me while only laughing at her, and joking “That’s Adelaide for you!” I was expected to be “reliable Lucy,” however. The one time I did knock, Father yelled, “You thoughtless brat!” while Mommy alternated between, “Now, Jonathan–” and “Lucy, you’re big enough to know better.” After that I mainly stayed away from the front hall, or if I did sneak there to eavesdrop, I was careful not to make a sound or touch the knob.

During the day we had to use the back stairs so as to not disturb Father. But we were allowed in the library during drinks and required in the dining room at suppertime. The logic of these rules was never explained, but it seemed pretty clearly to be a way of putting up with children who were difficult to have around. There was very little sense, aside from our not being allowed coffee and Coca-Cola and being nursed when sick, of children requiring particular caretaking. Rather, the predominant focus was on protecting house and parents from our intrusions and destructiveness.

One of the strangest things, I only realized much later while raising my own children, was how, in contrast to the library, our parents’ bedroom door was never closed. Nor was there any protection for us there against the assault of their naked bodies. In the mornings when Adelaide and I traipsed in and out to get our shoes tied or hair unsnarled, they walked about naked, referring to their room as a “goldfish bowl,” but seemingly oblivious to a child’s need for them to be clothed.

As a little girl I saw nothing wrong with that, of course; only something wrong with me for being squeamish, the same as when Father pulled out his penis and peed without closing the bathroom door. The best defense was to not look, but even though my bad eye could automatically slip to the side, my good one usually caught a glimpse. And it was in those stunned moments that my first theories of sexuality took shape. Disgust was the feeling, I think, and horror. The sight of Father’s ugly penis in its nest of scrotum and pubic hair made everything in me go away. “Let me be wrong,” the somber whisper inside me pleaded. Whether seeing it there or listening to him urinate with the lavatory door wide open despite Mommy’s scolding, I would go lightheaded with unconsciously imposed distance, and wonder how she could love anyone with that awful floppy snake attached to him. Sometimes that snake was still inside my head at breakfast.

But in a way, Mommy was worse. I could shun Father and cross my heart and hope to die as extra insurance. But I knew that her grotesque flopping breasts and crinkly, crawling hair were doomed to overtake me. “Yeah, you’ll be a lady, too,” Bibba declared. And when I asked Bea if I would be like Mommy when I grew up, she said, “Prob’ly. Prob’ly be the spittin’ image.” Disgust and horror!

One of the most difficult things for me in early childhood was controlling my tongue so that it didn’t say the wrong thing in the wrong place. Being both very verbal and a curious listener, it was easy for me to hear something startling, to which would quickly be added, “Don’t tell_______.” The two most frequently repeated phrases that I could understand made silence seem essential for survival. “Don’t tell you’ Mama,” Eunice and Bea cautioned regularly. “Now remember,” Mommy extorted, with a dimple tic going in her cheek, “The servants are not to hear this.” Bibba made it equally urgent that I not tell Mommy what she told me. So, from an early age I strained to not repeat the things I heard; but despite this, my occasional failure would set people yelling at each other perilously. Yet, staying silent felt almost as bad because the people I most admired and wanted to be like were Father and Bibba, who seemed to speak freely.

Thus, conversations and efforts to understand the differences among their participants continually preoccupied me. At times, this attention even seemed to be needed for safety or to protect those I loved. Oddly, too, there were some similarities between the library and the kitchen. Eunice and Bea’s way of telling stories and laughing was a little like Father’s. The main differences were that Mommy sat in stern judgment in the library and Father talked louder and less physically than the black people did. In both places, though, much of what was said sounded like a foreign language to me with phrases that were incomprehensible or vaguely disconcerting. Typical of the kitchen were words like “hex,” “vixen,” “weasel,” “two-timing,” “ha’nts.” The black voices saying them were slurred and strident. While in the library I heard Mommy call me her “eyeballs” or her “heartstrings” and talk about Ruth (Frank’s wife) being “in a swivet,” or this woman she’d met being a “grass widow.” And Father used terms like: “wet blanket,” “by the balls,” “fuck,” “crap,” “speakeasy,” “holy roller,” “slewfoot.” Mommy’s voice was cool and persuasive when she was pleased or tearful and terrifying when she was mad and screaming at Bibba for being an “inconsiderate hoodlum.” Father’s voice was deep and rich, hinting at forbidden mysteries even more exciting than his words. The words came faster and louder when he was mad.

Listening in either room often made me feel uneasy and shamefully stupid, yet I was barred from voicing either of these states. Most of what was said in both places was adult conversation, but Father, more than Bea or Eunice, would sometimes speak directly to one of us children. Whenever that happened, it was exciting for the person singled out. Father’s interest was never half-hearted; his energy and clever voice could make you the center of the universe in an instant. And to a little girl who was one of four in a family that typically ignored or banished children, such personal recognition was intensely and positively charged. By the time I was three, however, being noticed or even appreciated by Father also set me quivering with anxiety. I didn’t understand or perhaps even think about why. He was powerful and important, as well as our family’s one source of genuine warmth. I both longed for his affection and felt a shameful sissy for fearing it.

Father had a way of saying things that was pleasing and confusingly painful at once. To me as a preschooler, for instance, he sometimes said, “Lucy, you are a sexless highbrow. All brains and no feelings.” “Sex” and “highbrow” were both words I didn’t understand, but Bibba had told me about “brains” and we were always being admonished to not “hurt so-and-so’s feelings.” I also heard him tell Adelaide that she was “all feelings” and knew that that was what made her a better person. My worry about the difference between being “all feelings and no brains” and “all brains and no feelings” made me feel ashamed of my strengths, as evidence of coldness, just as, I believe now, it made Adelaide feel bad about her feelings and ashamed that her brains were “deficient.” I doubt Father knew the destructiveness of his words.

One of my worst speaking quandaries had to do with Adelaide when I was about three and a half. She’d had her tonsils out a few days earlier. Mommy was having one of her elegant dinner parties during which Adelaide and I were supposed to stay upstairs and leave Eunice and Bea free to serve. Those parties were wondrously rich spectaculars that took days to prepare for because they required all the silver to be polished and all the crystal to be glistening clean. Even from upstairs the parties were mesmerizing experiences due to the mixture of clinking glasses, rumbling male voices, laughter, and female shrillness.

At that point Adelaide and I couldn’t really play together; at two she talked minimally and became oppositional quickly. However, I went into her room (which was then called the “nursery” and where we had to play on rainy days) and found her in the closet.

“Adelaide, what’re you doing?” I asked.

No answer.

“Adelaide . . .”

Her wispy blond-haired head was averted, but when I stepped closer, I saw blood pouring out of her mouth! Gripped by terror, my first thought was to run tell Mommy. But remembering the dinner party and the prohibitions against going downstairs made for a terrifying struggle between letting Adelaide die or having Mommy scream at me for messing up her party. Fear of Adelaide’s dying won out, however. It sent me running downstairs as quietly as possible and into the glittering candlelit dining room full of laughing, talking grown-ups in party clothes.

I whispered in Mommy’s ear and she left the table to take care of Adelaide. To my great relief, she didn’t get mad after all.



chapter three

GOOD VS. EVIL

Adelaide was always being nursed or worried over. Even when well, she continually got into trouble so that she had to be watched, taking all of Bea’s time and, on Bea’s afternoon off, most of Mommy’s. The rest of the week, except when she was bossing Bea and Eunice, Mommy stayed in the library with Father who got mad if he had to write by himself. Bibba was always gone–either to school or to all the other places she went with her friends. So I stayed in the yard alone each morning until lunch and naptime and most afternoons until baths.

On the hottest afternoons I made myself a bed under the crepe myrtle tree. Lying there I could look up and see patches of blue sky through the tangled pink-flower branches–blue sky which made me wonder and try to understand but always end up bewildered instead. Despite envying the children I heard playing together at a distance, I knew, with shame, that I’d never dare join them. Conceptualizing my unacceptableness was, in fact, one of my earliest attempts at problem-solving. It took the form of a straightforward list with causes and effects mixed: a person would only be locked up or out if hateful. Beloved Adelaide and Father weren’t locked out. My weird blue eyes, which, even after operations, black eye patches, and looking at pictures in Mommy’s slide box, still strayed in different directions, were a major mark of wrongness. But being “good” for Mommy and being like her in staying clean and in having her name seemed the worst defect of all. Evidence of this was the excruciating humiliation I felt whenever Mommy praised me.

“Come in, sweetheart,” she would say when she wanted to show me off to a visitor. I always hung back shyly, in a way that I only realized decades later probably aggravated her. “Come on, darling. Speak to Mrs. Jones.”

It was all I could do then to pull my eyes up from the floor, let alone get my voice out.

“Lucy is such a wonderful child,” she’d continue to the visitor. “See how clean she is? She can stay in the yard all afternoon and still be as clean as when she first went out. I wish she’d talk to you. She’s extremely bright and . . . Lucy, please talk to Mrs. Jones.”

But, by then, I couldn’t even glance up. My skin would have braced itself against the shrillness of her words as though they were acid or ice water capable of dissolving me on contact. I knew that Mrs. Jones, or whoever, must despise anybody so bragged about, and there seemed no way to save myself. In fact, this felt even worse when the people Mommy extolled me to were family. My sisters knew what I was like, and they knew Mommy only praised me that way, while she tended to complain about Bibba, and later Adelaide, just as vociferously. From very early on, I feared this would make Bibba not like me. Adelaide never did anyway. A complicating factor was that each of us labored, without knowing it, to make what Mommy said true so as to feel less violated by her words. And for me, Mommy’s praise, in addition to its excessiveness, seemed to clutch me to her with a potency that somehow forged me into her image as it drove others away. Eventually this belief that my most heinous wickedness had to do with resembling Mommy grew to a horrible conviction that froze me in manner and word.

This sense of badness became even more malignant as my various attempts to compensate for it failed. One of my earliest efforts was to remodel myself after some loved person. Bibba, for instance, who seemed generous and warmhearted, was allowed to run free, and stayed in conflict with Mommy. And Adelaide’s perpetual naughtiness seemed to make her all the more valuable. However, my attempts at deliberately misbehaving only brought scoldings: “Stop being ugly”; “Start behaving like the big girl you are.” Even when I eked out the rare courage to contradict Mommy, my words tended to be misheard as sweet or instructive so that somehow our alliance was even more sickeningly affirmed.

Consequently, I resigned myself to being a hateful person who had to look good. And though this closed the door on ever being lovable, it also made it clear who I was and how I had to conceal it from others. In the yard I experimented with ways to manage this: only sucking my thumb there and in bed with the covers over my head; learning to take off my underpants and wee-wee behind the fir tree rather than getting yelled at by Father for asking to go inside. One day when the pants got so hopelessly tangled that I feared being caught without them, I speculated about whether his belt against a bare bottom could cause lovableness. I also pondered “inside” and “outside” a lot–the other children laughing and calling to each other in the street, how squirrels could scamper up and over the wall, but rabbits apparently couldn’t. Confined and timid both came to seem shameful evidence of worthlessness.

One afternoon, I discovered some ants moving in a thin trickle from a patch of yellow dust across a short stretch of earth to the wall and up two bricks to where faulty mortaring had left a tiny hole straight through to the other side. Amazed, I knelt down beside the wall to see where they were going and was incredulous to discover an imperfection in Mommy’s wall that allowed this interchange with the outside. And though I could see only a speck of the yard across the street, peering through that crack always made me feel secretly and wonderfully powerful.

Another type of inside-outside capability that fascinated me was that of caterpillars turning into butterflies. I did not buy Bibba’s magical tale which had to do with caterpillars making and sleeping inside cocoons all winter to come out as butterflies in the spring. But doubting this metamorphosis, I nevertheless remained on the lookout for it, sometimes keeping caterpillars in a mayonnaise jar for that purpose. My own theory eliminated the cocoon and saw caterpillars as butterflies in disguise or as captors holding the beautiful filmy flutterers hostage inside their ugly worm-like bodies.

My eyes worried Mommy constantly and were the one wrong thing about me that I couldn’t hide. Besides taking me for ophthalmologist exams every few months, she determinedly put me through the daily regimen of eye exercises he prescribed. There was a certain life-and-death exigency about all this that I know now was fueled by her own guilt and need to feel in control. As a most diligent participant, I “understood” that Mommy’s urgency and anger (which interfered with her being happy and lovable) was due to this perversity in me that I hadn’t learned to master. Thus, each evening when she had me look at pictures in the hand-held stereoscope, I labored to do what would be “right.” My efforts were rarely sufficient, however, because I had no way of knowing whether my eyes were focusing together or not.

“Stop it!” she’d snap at me with no warning as we worked over that slide box. “Stop it! And look at me straight!”

I could see that her dimple was ticking angrily. And though I didn’t know how to “look straight,” I did soon learn that when Mommy asked if I saw one thing or two, the right answer was “one” regardless.

“Now, Lucy, look into the box and tell me what you see . . .”

“A house.”

“Just one?”

“Yes m’am, one.”

Saying that always made peace. On the outside, that is. Mommy’s dimple would stop jutting in and out and before long she would look composed and satisfied. By the time all the slides were run through, she’d be telling me how good I was and how hard I was trying. If I said “one” for a slide that had two different pictures, that error was tiny in comparison, simply something she’d ask me to look at again. But inside I felt guilty and fake, an early experience of something I came to feel constantly later on–that I was a very bad person and much worse than Mommy knew.

In spite of those exercises and learning to give that calming answer, it was a long time before I understood about my eyes. Aside from Mommy’s exasperated sighs and labor to correct them, their defects seemed to be unmentionable at home. But one afternoon, during our walk, Bea and her maid friend Callie talked more openly about this than anyone I’d overheard before. The children Callie nursed were with us–a baby and a boy Adelaide’s age who didn’t talk. I was walking ahead that day, listening.

“What’s wrong with her eyes?” Callie asked.

“They been messed up . . . ever since they brung her from the hospital. Used to be they was both twisted ‘round, cockeyed looking, like in a crazy person. Poor Miss Lucy; they say she like to died, her wantin’ nothin’ that hain’t perfect.”

“Is her head all right?”

“Oh, yeah. She’s as smart as anybody. Dress herself while I’m tendin’ the baby. You min’ how she is when you see her–always clean, always still, like a li’l grown person. An’ her eyes is a heap better. They taken her to this doctor in New York. He operated twic’t, last time since the baby.”

Callie leaned forward to gape at my face. “That what you call cockeyed?” she said more softly to Bea.

“Cross-eye,” Bea corrected.

“They still don’t look right.”

“Yeah, but they better . . . An’ Miss Lucy, she still work on it with this movie box she make her look in. Works an’ works like . . . well, you know how Miss Lucy is . . . an’ poor li’l thing, she don’t da’st say, ‘no.’ Don’t anybody say ‘no’ to Miss Lucy. But I don’t believe all the movie boxes in the world is gonna fix that eye now. I think Miss Lucy jes’ do it to keep from givin’ up hope.”

I remember myself going hollow as they talked and my pinafore ballooning out like a tent. That hollowed-out feeling was a form of lostness that has remained at hand ever since, swallowing me up in any situation where, even if I don’t consciously recognize it, there is something I can’t bear.

In that particular instance it wasn’t just Bea’s saying that my eyes would never be right that swallowed me up. It was hearing about those operations, which brought to mind the terrifying bleeding and, thus, the “two” operations of Adelaide’s tonsillectomy. And the horrible realization that all “that” had been done to me without my having any recollection of it. The most concrete memory I could relate to Bea’s story was having to wear the black patch over my good eye for months after the second surgery.

From today’s perspective, however, I do wonder if some of the blown-away sensation of that afternoon wasn’t also due to memories of the surgery experience that my unconscious believed I couldn’t bear. As an adult I’ve learned more about those surgeries–from Mommy and clinical reading–than I ever could have remembered. At that time, in order to prevent crying, parents were not allowed to stay with their child in the hospital. A mother simply deposited her child before the surgery and went back the next day to pick her up. A child regained consciousness after the surgery with eyes bandaged and both hands in sacks tied to her side!

In those early days my automatic reaction to feeling lost or afraid or ashamed or hurt was desperate wishing to become as brave as Bibba. Bibba did say “no” to Mommy and sometimes acted “no.” I’d hear Bibba yell “martyr” and see Mommy bristle in silence in response. I’d also seen Bibba make faces and shriek, “Snob! Social-climbing priss! Too good for everybody!” and watched Mommy’s pretty manicured hand slap her across the mouth. Fear always paralyzed me when Mommy lunged at Bibba and shook her so hard that her head knocked the wall. Fear not only of Mommy’s destroying Bibba, but of me intervening. Two equally awful possibilities loomed–Mommy could turn her rage on me or fall down and die, mortally wounded by my disapproval. Once terror did pull a cry of “Stop! Stop!” right out of my mouth, but usually Mommy and Bibba just came to a screaming stalemate themselves, leaving me feeling weak and bad for not getting them to love each other.

Nevertheless, my wish to be lovable stayed strong. So much so, that getting this and other good feelings dishonestly–as in lying about what I saw in the slide box or sucking my thumb in secret–became an ever-present motive. One good feeling that I came on first quite by accident also had to do with seeing. After the second surgery I never could understand having to wear that black patch over my good eye. But despite the resulting shameful sense of clumsy weakness, I did wear it, even in the yard. Until one day, while wee-weeing behind the fir tree, I pulled it off and was literally thrilled at all I could see. Blades of grass, grains of sand, details of my doll’s face. Such seeing felt wonderfully exciting and powerful. After that I sometimes hid behind that tree to sneak off the patch and look at things even when I didn’t need to pee.

Enterprise and intelligence were characteristics Mommy valued. So were self-sufficiency, originality, and beauty. She took particular pride in using her power to shape such qualities into showpieces of excellence. My best chance to observe this was with the espaliered pear tree. Mommy herself planted it against the segment of wall that separated the large yard in which I was kept from the small dusty kitchen courtyard with its clothesline and garbage cans. I watched some of her tacking of splayed branches into the brick, but wandered away whenever the ticking of her dimple and the air sucking between her teeth intensified.

And from then on that little tree was an object of fascination for me. Something akin to real-life magic–that an ordinary sapling could be made to take on and keep such an unnatural but beautiful form. Mommy clearly took great pride in it, and most of the time after the planting beamed at it instead of sucking her teeth. Since pears were one fruit I liked, it pleased me to think we could grow our own. But therein lay another surprise. The purpose of this trained tree was not to bear fruit but to look beautiful.

There was a hammock for a while when I was three, the only reason I can recall for other children ever coming to our yard. That hammock was green with sufficient width to completely wrap yourself up when being pushed high. It was tied to the trunks of two pecan trees, which Bibba had told me had to be boy and girl in order for the trees to bear nuts. When I was alone in the yard, the hammock just hung there, limp and useless. But when Bibba and her big friends came to use it they’d give me turns, too. Those trees looked very tall to me and were lush with their leaves clumped together like bushes. And the big kids played a game of reaching out to bring leaves back as they took turns pushing each other as high as they could go. The winner was the person who brought back the most “money.” It was scary, but also thrilling. And when I finally worked up the nerve to reach out and grab some leaves, too, I felt as exhilarated as if they really were $1,000 bills!

But that pleasure was short-lived. One morning when Bibba came to the yard alone, I wanted her to stay and play. To humor me while still remaining free to leave, she bargained to push me high in the hammock if I’d swing there and not come after her. I agreed. But once up there, I changed my mind and fell and broke my collarbone. Mommy blamed Bibba and a few days later had one of the pecan trees cut down. She said it was diseased, but Bibba and I both knew better. My guilt over this was multifaceted and enduring. Because of Mommy’s way of using any excuse to do what she wanted, I believed this accident was also the cause of Bibba’s eventually being sent away to boarding school and never again being a regular member of our family.

Besides stealing good feelings wherever I could, I carefully hid from Mommy the more serious ways I did so. Because these had to do with loving Bea and Bibba, when I knew there was an unvoiced rule that I was to love no one but Mommy. Also, Bea and Bibba both did things that Mommy would have called “leading Lucy on.” For instance, sometimes Bibba visited the yard to tell stories or complain about Mommy. During the school year when she was supposed to be doing homework, she’d smuggle me into the house to hide under dirty clothes in her closet while she read Oz books aloud instead. And sometimes Bea would take us to the railroad yard where her laborer brother would give us candy. Or to the Pine State Creamery for ice cream that was also against the rules. Then she’d admonish me (since I was the talker, compared to Adelaide), “Don’ tell Miss Lucy.”

Besides not wanting Mommy to find out about how I loved them, I also wanted to keep Bea and Bibba caring about me even though Mommy was my controller. Bibba’s visits to the yard made me feel temporarily more lovable and wanting to do whatever was needed to keep her liking me. So, besides listening intently to her stories about elves, I strained to see the elves when she pointed at and talked to them. When I later admitted that I couldn’t see them, Bibba said I’d be able to if I believed enough. After that I pretended I did.

My only consistent company in the yard was Hansel, a brown dachshund puppy Mommy’s brother Dick had brought me when I was three. He grew to be a stolid, patient, quiet companion who was perhaps even masochistic in letting me dress him like a baby. Hansel spent most days curled up in shade in summer or sun in winter, just looking up with dark, containing eyes when I touched or spoke to him. And because of how “unfree” I was to really play in those days, he was mainly just a comforting presence.

Often scared at night, I sometimes gave in to the urge to go to Bea’s bed. The servants’ room was far away, but Mommy would have punished Bibba for letting me in hers. We were not allowed in anyone else’s bed, as was well demonstrated by Mommy and Father’s angry shouting the few times Adelaide tried to get in to theirs. So–especially in winter when the dark house was cold–I stealthily picked my way down the hall to the bathroom, then around the corner and along the other long hall to the backstairs. Holding my breath all the while, I listened for snoring from Mommy and Father’s open door, snoring that eased fears of Mommy overhearing the creaking floorboards. Vigilant for the ghosts and boogey men lurking in corners and door jambs, I only relaxed when the sound of Eunice’s louder snoring told me I’d arrived safely. That room had its own distinct smell–a mingling of starch, white shoe polish, and hair grease, an aura of primitive sensuality, magically powerful in the unpredictable extremes of black “badness” and docility. Bea slept in the bed on the right; the lump her body made was smaller than the huge snoring one in Eunice’s bed. When I huddled at the bedside poking Bea’s shoulder and whispering her name, Eunice’s snore would falter and Bea’s heavy breathing would startle to a stop. “What?” Her pigtailed head jerked up. “Who is it?”

“It’s me. Lucy. I want to get in bed with you.”

Rolling over, Bea held the covers out for me. “Jus’ hesh,” she whispered. “Don’t let you’ ma know . . . Don’t make no fuss fo’ you’ ma to hear.” And almost immediately, long before I was fully settled against her big warm body, Bea was snoring again. I’d lie there wide-eyed, breathing her smell, harkening to the night noises and creakings, alert for clues like Mommy’s slippers in the hall, dreading what could happen if I heard them, until daylight was at the windows and Bea was nudging me. “Get up, Lucy,” she would whisper. “Get on back now ‘fore you’ ma find out.” So I would. And though lying close to Bea remained enticing, the risks involved made for long intervals between those visits.

When I was three and a half, Aunt Evalina and Uncle Joe (Josephus) adopted a child who was older than I was. Many aspects of this were perplexing–why, as Mommy said, they couldn’t have a baby of their own; why this child’s parents would give him away; how he could bear to kiss Aunt Evalina if she wasn’t his real mother. But there was one detail that I understood very well: given the chance to pick their child, Evalina and Joe had chosen a boy. And that, of course, was also what my parents wanted. Our household, which had more children than any of my cousins’ families, was the only one without a son.

Thus, being the boy became my next major means of stealing the love I clearly didn’t deserve. It worked better and longer than any other stratagem, and, in fact, I realize now, involved many intricacies I was unaware of then. It also had many drawbacks. In the first place, even though Mommy and Father wanted a son, they didn’t like real boys. What they wanted was a child who would grow up to be a newspaperman and writer like Father and Grandfather. I didn’t think I’d ever actually be able to be a newspaper reporter. But in the short run, what seemed to be prized was a child who liked to be read to. Which I really was. And since Bibba had outgrown being read to and Adelaide wouldn’t sit still for it, my chance to be the book-loving heir was uncontested. Out of our differences about this, Father, who didn’t seem then to care much what Bibba did, used two more foreign-sounding names for Adelaide and me: “My pagan and my intellectual,” he chortled over his Bourbon.

“Intellectual” sounded “acceptable” to me. But in time I knew it also meant sexless, cold, unfeminine, too smart, and unlovable. Just as “pagan” meant that Adelaide was warm, lovable, misbehaving, uncontrollable, and stupid. Still, despite this puzzling “praise-for-something-negative” mix, Father taking time to consider us and assign these labels felt not only valuable in itself, but also irresistible. The fact that our stereotypes resonated with his commendation drove us to be like he said we were regardless of the consequences.

Today I still ask, how much of this is reversible? What are the chances of reclaiming one’s life?



chapter four

FAMILY WORTH

From earliest childhood the men I most loved and who were most valued in our family were writers. Father wrote in the library with adamant demands for quiet and privacy. Grandfather wrote at the newspaper with the door wide open to visitors. Both published books that proclaimed their knowledge; both wrote editorials with authoritative phrases that other people loved to read and quote. Speaking out with strong voices that declared the truth as they saw it was as dear to Father and Grandfather as life itself. Even though they sometimes disagreed in doing so and often made the lives of those close to them difficult. Nanny declared that she always had to read the paper before going downtown in order to know who would speak to her and who wouldn’t.

Both my ex-husbands are writers as well. Though Tom, my first husband, was a farm boy turned photographer when we married, by the time our second child was born he’d graduated from college Phi Beta Kappa with a degree in English and traded in his camera for a reporter’s notebook. Like Grandfather, he wrote stories and editorials that often kept him away from home and family. My second husband, literature professor Rudy, worked on his book about Trollope for months on end in the upstairs library. And he wanted me to write there with him.

It seemed to me in childhood that the most valuable writing came from machines. In the yard on summer afternoons I could hear the clicking of my parents’ typewriters through the open library windows. Whenever we went to The News and Observer building, there would be several typewriters at once clicking on the second floor, and AP and UP tickertape machines printing out stories that seemed typed by ghosts. The building was on Martin Street then, across from the Palace Theater. To reach its first floor you climbed a steep flight of granite stairs and then entered a revolving door. The newsroom and editorial offices were up yet another flight. That building’s whole inside was dark and dank. The bathrooms were literally tiny, foul-smelling closets whose doors had to be held shut. In winter it was cold, in summer hot and airless. The entire place was dirty and rundown and permeated with the flat, lethargic smell of paste and copypaper. Upstairs, where the reporters worked and the public seldom visited, was infinitely dirtier, with a black dust coating everything. One of the most puzzling contradictions of my early years was how this powerful institution, revered not only by the Daniels family but also by the Democratic Party, the State of North Carolina, and everybody anywhere who believed in freedom of speech and the rights of the oppressed, could be housed in such a dilapidated building.

Years later a new building with air conditioning and elevators was built on McDowell Street to house both The News and Observer and The Raleigh Times, which The N&O bought in the 1950’s. Then Herbert O’Keefe (who had worked for both newspapers but had become editor of The Times) said that in the new building people had to get out of the elevator and jump up and down before they could feel in the right state of mind to work. Part of me still understands that, as the writing machines require a lot of muscle! For a small child, an equally curious feature was the pneumatic tube that literally sucked out of your hand whatever you held up to it. Occasionally I was allowed to send an editorial up the tube to the composing room. I did this cautiously, on guard against being sucked in myself. But more often Adelaide did it, gleefully, held up by some male reporter so she could reach. I envied her for that, too. Not just for being held by the man, but also for not fearing the tube.

Sometimes we followed the copy to the composing room where we could see the type for it being made. Usually, too, the kind man who operated the Linotype machine would stop to make a bar for each of us containing our name. On rare occasions we were taken downtown near midnight to see the newspaper “put to bed.” We all did that together–Mommy and Father, as well as Bibba, at twelve, me, four, and Adelaide, two. This was an excuse to stay up very late, but I secretly found it more terrifying than exciting. As an adult, I’ve watched much larger presses operate behind glass and found the experience nothing in comparison with the roar of those huge rolling monsters churning out the newspapers of my childhood. The clanging thunder of their unstoppable process felt like a train charging down the track to mow us down. Despite also dreading Father’s scolding me for my fear, I typically clung to the too-heavy closed door while Adelaide would be held by a grownup. Afterwards I was always proud I’d been there and glad we didn’t have to go again soon.
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