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For John, John, and Jack—the J Team


Tom & Helene for their unwavering support


Oh yeah, and Ralph, Beau, and Danielle (because they’re our kids)


Oh wait—also Jodi, our “new sister” who came into our lives to see to it that we told our story without screwing it up. Thank you, Jodi, we couldn’t have done this without you!


Plus all the others who have so faithfully supported us We treasure all of you.















FOREWORD







My journey with these three sisters—whose infectious enthusiasm, creativity, and, let’s face it, booze transformed my pastry production kitchen into a realm of joy, laughter, and liquor-pumping fun—has been a delightful one. I was at that time a pastry chef-operator, product developer, wedding cake maker, and fellow dreamer, in addition to wearing many other hats, and I had the pleasure of witnessing and working in the whirlwind of excitement that Carole, Sue, and Kathy brought with them whenever they graced our doors.


Their arrival was always accompanied by an aura of spontaneity and a touch of disarray, yet amidst the chaos there gleamed a glimmer of unwavering determination and a shared vision for their dream cake business. It was this passion that fueled our collaboration and spurred me to pour my heart and soul into crafting confections that exceeded their expectations. Balancing the demands of quality and efficiency was no small feat, but with dedication and a sprinkle of ingenuity, we embarked on our quest to make their cake dreams a reality. Together, we navigated the intricate dance of flavors and textures, striving to strike the perfect harmony between delectable taste, seamless execution, and growth spurts.


Through countless trials and triumphs, Carole, Sue, and Kathy proved to be not only delightful companions but also resilient and steadfast allies in our pursuit of pastry perfection. Their zest for life and unwavering commitment served as a constant reminder of the profound joy that comes from pursuing one’s passions with unflagging fervor. It is with a sense of pride and nostalgia that we honor the cherished memories we created together—and what better way to celebrate this enduring bond than with this sweet account of our shared journey.


So here’s to Carole, Sue, and Kathy, whose indomitable spirits and infectious laughter are a continuing inspiration to us all. May their story serve as a reminder that life is indeed a “cake walk,” especially when accompanied by a generous serving of Amaretto cake. Indulge in and savor the sweetness of this heartwarming tale, for it is a testament to the timeless joy that comes from following your dreams and believing in the power of pastry.


Sweet Regards, Chad A. Durkin Owner of Porco’s Porchetteria, Small Oven Pastry Shop, and Breezy’s Deli
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FIRST THINGS FIRST





Once again, while sipping martinis and enjoying bites of our fabulous amaretto liqueur-infused cake, we sit around the table trying to decide the best way to tell our story. Should we take turns narrating? Should we bounce back and forth in time? Should we be really honest? Should we swear? Then my two sisters—partners, troublemakers, and comedians, they are—just start launching stories from the bottomless pits of creativity that are their brains. The stories roll out easily—starting with our often preposterous childhood—then move through romantic joys and foibles and march right into the cake years, those glorious cake years that keep coming. And I type. This pretty much describes our process. These two tell me I’m a decent writer, and I believe them. In fact, tepid as the compliment is, I grab and eat this praise as if it’s the last piece of limoncello cake and there are four hungry football players just a fork away. It cements my role as the one who will do most of the writing work. They applaud this decision loudly and regularly.


Looking at our lives from three different perspectives—but for most of this book from one melded perspective—will help us explain not only our differences but how genuinely alike we are. I’m Sue, your narrator (for now). I’m three years younger than Carole and three years older than Kathy, so my perspective on, well, everything related to this clan has something of a mediating, moderating, middle-ish flavor to it. For most of my life, Kathy and Carole have been my dearest friends and mentors, and together we’ve woven this tale of our beginnings, our big ideas, our failures, and our countless hours spent laughing. The other two will jump in as narrators to let you look into their closets, if you will, and then for the rest of the book, I’ll tell the tales. But be assured it’s three brains, one keyboard. And as is the case when we craft a recipe, we’re going to load this book with all the best ingredients. We want this story to be as delicious as a slice of our obscenely moist amaretto cake flipped on one side, then the other, in a frying pan shiny with dancing hot butter.


This is the story of three sisters who crawled through the rubble of a wildly unstable childhood, stood up straight, and learned to fly.
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CHAPTER ONE







Our beginnings were a bit of a circus, so let’s start with the ring leaders. Bill Yoder, the person who would eventually become our dad, was a handsome, charismatic, self-centered man who stood about six foot four and dazzled the ladies with his thick head of brown hair. And his warm brown eyes that drew females in at first glance. He grew up the favorite child of his Irish mother, our Grandma Yoder, who was a generally unhealthy woman. She had a weak heart due to a bout of rheumatic fever during her childhood and remained sickly into the early years of her marriage, which relegated her to a lot of bed rest and therefore a chronic cluelessness about what was going on in her own house.


The eldest of four, Bill was a skilled manipulator who often blamed his mishaps on his younger siblings. He was the kind of guy who would break a milk glass, then point the finger at a younger brother who would be punished for it. I’m guessing the younger kids grew up thinking their big brother was a colossal shithead. But maybe that’s just me insinuating myself (and so soon!).


“Tell them how we know all this,” interrupts Carole.


“Yeah,” says Kathy, “you want to be a reliable narrator, don’t you?”


Get a load of those two. I’m not two paragraphs in, and already they start peanut gallery-ing. Okay, fair enough. We pieced together this history of our parents, those messed-up, star-crossed “lovers,” with help from Aunt Diggie, who might have been helped by vodka—a terrific truth serum.


Shall I continue?


“I’ll allow it,” says Carole.


“Proceed,” says Kathy.


Do you see what I deal with?


Bill was an enterprising hustler, who made the most of being his mother’s pet, and she smothered him with unearned adoration, probably because it beat focusing on her marriage to a philandering drinker. Her husband, the person who would eventually become our grandfather, wasn’t even sneaky about the philandering part. When he could be bothered to show up for his family, he’d take his side piece to family functions and introduce her as his “friend.”


Well, as is often the case, the son learned from the father. Apparently, young Bill grew to understand that most if not all married men had female “friends.” And his mother did little to redirect the burgeoning morality of her boy. Because some people interpret silence as acceptance, young Bill apparently internalized the idea that wives are generally okay with this setup. So the cheating man example provided by his father plus the “Number One Son, you can do no wrong” training provided by his mother worked in concert to create a young man so overflowing with misogyny and entitlement he saw no reason not to become a philanderer himself.


But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Before our father could cheat on our mother, they had to meet.


Anne, our mother, was a beautiful, brown-eyed, shapely girl with wavy black hair and a flawless complexion. She was the daughter of a large, bossy Italian woman and a medium-sized Italian man who never told his wife to “zip it.” Mom’s mom, whom we called “Nana,” was the drill sergeant of the family, and as you know if you have military experience or have watched An Officer and a Gentleman, if you talk back to a drill sergeant, your life is going to soon include very unsavory meals, unpleasant sleeping quarters, and extra sit-ups. Also, with Nana there was a lot of hitting. She espoused many classic parenting platitudes of the day, like “Children should be seen, not heard” and “I’ll give you something to cry about.”


Nana’s children weren’t the only unlucky recipients of her soldier ways. She also treated her husband as if he were her underling, barking orders for how to clean and cook. The man was a trained chef, for God’s sake, but Nana probably sucked all the joy out of his time in the kitchen. He didn’t speak much—muttered mostly. Nana didn’t mind smacking him on the back of the head either. But in her defense, Nana worked in a factory as an auto parts assembler, and how much fun could that have been?


So no, our mom didn’t have an easy childhood, and from those parents she certainly didn’t learn about healthy relationships or the idea that she had the right to expect respect or affection from a marriage. She was the youngest of four and had been the Cinderella of her household, assigned the tasks of mopping floors, folding laundry, washing dishes—that kind of crazy, girl hood fun. And she was constantly being manipulated by her older siblings, who ordered her to do their chores as well as hers.


Anne read a lot of fairy tales to help her forget about her lousy life, and as a product of such fantasy literature, she spent a lot of time dreaming of the day she’d find a Prince Charming who would whisk her away to a better place. She genuinely believed a man was the answer, the escape, the road to some semblance of happiness for the first time in her life.


Sigh. This is by no means the only part of our parents’ histories that weighs heavily on our hearts. It really hurts to learn that during Mom’s childhood, nobody was on her side, in her own home. Oh, how it hurts that we can’t go back and help her, can’t teach her how to stand up for herself and craft a future that isn’t dependent on a man. Alas, we cannot. So, for now, let’s see what there is to be learned from her journey.


Cut to a stereotypical East Coast high school, circa 1947. Bill, both a very popular basketball player and his school’s very handsome prom king, had all the ladies batting their eyelashes and bending over just so to pick up a dropped book whenever he was near. One day, the beautiful Italian gal, Anne Cimino, caught Bill’s eye as she sashayed into the local high school hangout, the soda shop/burger joint where the Norristown High School kids gathered after class. Even though Bill had already graduated, he still paid plenty of attention to the girls at that local hangout; several of them would be graduating the following year, which meant before long, the market would be flooded with lots more sweet young things of legal age. Or close enough.


Ugh, does that remind anybody else of Matt McConaughey in Dazed and Confused? He plays that creepy, twenty-something guy who long ago graduated from the local high school but keeps smarming around to leer at teenaged girls.


“Who could forget?” says Kathy.


“‘That’s what I love about these high school girls, man,’” Carole mimics. “‘I get older—they stay the same age.’ Ewww.”


All right, all right, all right—let’s move on.


Bill’s movie star looks and cheesy-movie-dialogue charm—and surely his letter sweater, which he wore regularly to attract the younger set—captivated Anne, the girl who spent inordinate amounts of time daydreaming about running off with a handsome cowboy . . . or duke . . . or earl . . . or who knows—some good-looking guy on a horse. And here he was, right there in the flesh, looking just like the guys she’d been dreaming about. This Bill guy was going to be the prince, the happily-ever-after she longed for! He was going to be her ticket out of a life of misery and servitude! Now she just needed to lock this thing down.


Their romance began in secret, with most “dates” consisting of back-seat sex and a milkshake, always at least one town over so Bill’s other prospects wouldn’t think he was off the market. Also, Bill’s Irish mother would never have approved of her golden seed of male perfection lowering himself to consort with some broad from the House of Swarthy Italians. God, no. Just imagine the strange words that would emanate from such a house, the dark traditions, the murky food smells!


Anne was happy to play in the shadows if it meant she got to be the handpicked filly who was to be seen (if only in semi-secret) on the arm of a yummy Gary Cooper meets John Wayne meets Henry Fonda. Wide-eyed and gullible, she was willing to do anything this prince asked of her, including “parking,” during which outings she’d perform all the sex things he pushed for, even when she thought doing so was wrong and might jeopardize her reputation. This was a guy who’d been taught to treat women like property, and Anne was a girl who’d been taught that only a man could save her from a miserable future. They were a match made in hell.


Well, one backseat romp led to another, and Voila! Anne found herself pregnant just one year after graduating from high school. Despite surely being a mortified basket case of panic, she rationalized that the pregnancy wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. This guy told me I’m the love of his life, she surely thought. This might be okay! We’re going to be married! Right? We’re going to be married. Right?


Anne broke the big news to Bill, and he responded with a quick, “I’m leaving for the navy in two months. What do you want me to do?” (Don’t see much of that kind of dialogue in ye olde fairy tales, do we ladies?)


Of course, Anne knew Bill had been planning to become a navy man. She also knew two months was plenty of time to whip up a little old wedding. But rather than get down on one knee and continue his pledges of true love, he simply offered to send her some meager amount of money now and then “for the kid.”


When it was almost time for Bill to shove off, he and Anne knew they’d have to tell their parents what was, um, cooking. To no one’s surprise, the news of an impending O’Bambino wasn’t met with a hallelujah chorus. All four parents made it clear that no kids of theirs were going to be the source of community embarrassment. Both the Italian and Irish camps decreed that these two screwups were going to tie the knot and tie it tight. So with that romantic stroke of fate, Anne got her wish—a husband. And one in a naval uniform, no less!


We three sisters—only a percentage of the loving children who eventually sprang from that charmed union—have often reflected on our mother’s choice to marry a guy who couldn’t be bothered, even during their courtship, to keep his hands on her alone. If the granting of our wish wouldn’t warrant us nonexistent, we’d wish for our mother something far better than marriage to that brand of “prince.” Like maybe a pony or a new Edsel. Or steak knives.


Despite a lot of family moaning and pearl clutching, the young parents-to-be were married in a full-blown Italian/Irish Catholic wedding with all the trimmings and traditions, including standard American wedding fare, like $1 dances, which bought the male guests the right to three minutes of pawing the bride; a garter belt slid down the bridal leg and tossed into a sweaty mob of single guys; and of course, the bouquet toss for the hopeful single gals!


By the way, I’d love to know who came up with that one. You, the bride, turn your back to a crowd of young, pretty, happy females, heave the bouquet backward over your head, then turn around fast to watch them lunge and claw as they try to snatch a bunch of flowers in a gesture symbolizing that being the next to call yourself “Mrs.” is worth knocking some of your best friends off their party heels.


The bride wore a magnificent, flowing, satin-and-silk wedding gown dusted with tiny pearl beads, and her bridesmaids wore pink. Bill and his groomsmen were dapper in their black tuxedos with ruffled shirts and pink bowties. Anne considered it a fairy-tale wedding.


The newlyweds skipped right over the honeymoon (surprise!) and moved into the drafty, third-floor bedroom of Bill’s child hood home, a bedroom almost as cold as the reception Anne received from her in-laws. It was a dingy, dark space filled with old family junk and the ghosts of shitty relationships. For Anne, it was like being relegated to an attic in a Brontë novel. Bill’s punitive mother, who apparently missed the lecture about how babies are made, spent her days slinking around with a surly expression, paying almost no attention to the little guinea harlot who had immaculately conceived using Bill’s sperm.


Only two weeks after their nuptials, Bill took off for the navy, and Anne was left essentially alone in a loveless house, much like the one she’d just escaped. She spent her days writing letters to her new husband and dreaming of his homecoming when they could start their life together. But Bill rarely wrote back. And any money he earned from the navy he sent to his mother to pay for Anne’s room and board instead of to Anne to build their nest egg.


While Bill traveled the world and played basketball for the navy, Anne did her best to survive in the dismal, third-floor bedroom, suffering through aching loneliness and countless first-time pregnancy fears. She even had to carry buckets of water up three flights to bathe and clean her tiny excuse for a room.


When I think of our mother in that horrible situation, I feel immense sadness. When I was a teenager, she told me stories of how she spent most nights crying and wondering why her life was so tortured.


In my imagination, she’s small and frail in a tiny room “decorated” with old wooden furniture that splinters and creaks. I picture her as lonely as a person has ever felt, and if I think about it too long, I can feel my blood pressure start to rise.


Carole, Kathy, and I have often thought about traveling back in time and shaking her sane. We want to teach her about independence and women’s rights and self-respect. We want her to benefit from all the extraordinary progress made for women in the decades that followed her girlhood. We want her free. But that would involve all kinds of tinkering with the time/space continuum and, well, we’re pretty busy, you know, with the cake business and all. And again, such an intervention would lead to our not existing. Crap.


Anne kept believing Bill would soon come home and save her, that it was only a matter of time before he’d be stateside and thus they would begin their happy love story. While she waited, our mother received her little miracle: Michael, her first son. She gave birth feeling quite alone in a small, local hospital and shortly afterward returned to the sad place she called home. But at least now she had a companion.


As the story goes, Michael’s birth was no simple event. He showed up twenty-seven inches long, weighing fourteen pounds. Fourteen pounds? For the love of God, that’s a Thanksgiving turkey. Mom was alone in the house when her labor started, nary a helpful mother-in-law in sight, so she called a cab to take her to the hospital. Four hours later, she expelled that enormous infant. Our mother had stood a wee five feet, four inches and weighed around 110 pounds when she got pregnant (but a whopping 170 just before delivery), so we find it shocking that the trauma of her first go at pregnancy and childbirth didn’t convince her to stop producing babies. Nope. She signed up for six more. You’ll see.


The day Michael was born, his father was squeaking around a basketball court far across the world, so the arrival of their first child didn’t lead to the family unity Anne hungered for. But at least now she could focus on the joys of motherhood. In the days that followed Michael’s birth, she passed many hours telling her baby boy fantastical stories of the special times she and Bill had spent together and how he’d promised to save her from her horrible mother and sisters after he finished doing his part for Uncle Sam. Great content for baby stories, am I right? But Anne would also make up other stories for her little boy, stories of princes and princesses who lived in happy splendor inside enormous, beautiful castles. Castles on vast estates soaked in sunlight and surrounded by miles of rolling hills, where they could play and laugh and frolic with the bunnies and deer that lived in the nearby forest. Anne found solace in such stories, and it was during this troubled time she realized she had not only the strength of a Siberian musk ox but the heart of a writer. She filled page after page with poems and short stories about love and galas and all the things she dreamed of, and the writing soothed her weary soul.


By the time Bill came home from the navy and met his son for the first time, little Michael was already eighteen months old. Bill took one look at his frazzled, desperately lonely young wife, then at his toddler son, and said, “He looks just like you, a dumb dago.”


Gifted with an astonishing ability to filter vile remarks from narcissists, Anne wasn’t dissuaded. To prove to her sailor she was worthy of his respect and love, she devised new and creative ways to please him, mostly with sexual favors she’d read about in escapist love stories. (I know, ew.) Apparently, her sexual tricks hit the spot, if you will, because Bill stuck around—more or less—and for a time did seem to enjoy parading his beautiful young wife for his friends. Her long, shiny black hair, which was always styled like a movie star’s, fell perfectly across her narrow shoulders and contrasted beautifully with her ivory skin. With her big brown eyes, she would gaze at him adoringly, and by launching a constant stream of compliments, she’d fluff his paper-thin ego. Anne was very careful to keep her eye on the prize, which wasn’t so much Bill himself as an escape from his creepy mother and that miserable attic.


Around the time Anne convinced Bill they needed to buy and move into their own home, she discovered she was pregnant again. Thanks to training he’d gotten while in the navy, Bill was able to secure a job as a welder, and with financial help from Bill’s Aunt Diggie and Uncle Dixie, Anne and Bill bought a home in Collegeville, a town about twelve miles from her childhood home.


Moving out of her in-laws’ den of despair gave Anne a sense that she was now at the beginning. The beginning of what, though? With this guy for a husband, what could Anne be sure of?


Enter Carole, baby number two. For a while after little Carole was born, Bill doted on his daughter, but he soon became bored and started spending a lot of time in bars, where he acquired a number of girlfriends. And although he didn’t actually flaunt his indiscretions, being married didn’t deter him from having them. So as it turned out, neither the addition of children nor the purchase of a new house offered Anne the feeling of home she wanted more than anything.


Although Anne didn’t make friends easily, she did try to connect with some of the women at the town park where she would take her little ones for fresh air. Those local gals didn’t mind telling her they’d seen her husband on the town with other women, nor did they mind sharing stories of how Anne’s hus band had flirted with each of them. So much for making friends in Collegeville.


When our mother told us about this phase in her life, we winced. Bill knew he was hurting and embarrassing her with his very public affairs, but he kept at it.


We still can’t imagine how, why, how our father rationalized continuing to hurt his wife, the mother of his children. What kind of empty vessel neglects his new family and in the face of his wife’s anguish over his betrayals shows no remorse, no contrition—offers not so much as an “I’m sorry” let alone a sentiment like, “I love you and our family. I’ll change”?


Alas, that’s probably an exploration for a (highly qualified) therapist. As the daughters of this damsel in despair, these stories are difficult to revisit. At the same time, they make us ferocious; we want to snatch that young lady by the collar and drag her into an “I Am Woman, Hear Me Roar” immersion program. But for now, we’re just your storytellers, so we’ll hang back here with you and watch Anne make her own choices.


Each time Anne heard another tawdry tale about her husband, she confronted him with the rumor, and like the seasoned cheater he’d become, he’d bat the ball back using one of a number of diversionary devices, like gaslighting (“You’re imagining this! You need more to occupy your mind.”), false flattery (“You’re a beauty. Why would I need more than you?”), and the ever-tedious envy angle (“Those girls are just jealous because you have the guy they want!”). Seriously, he had the bloated ego of a pop diva multiplied by three Kardashians.


From what Mom told us, the ladies at the park referred to Dad as “the town male-whore.” I’ve never understood the need to add “male” to that moniker, but I digress. It’s difficult to imagine how our mother could have been so gullible—or so needy—that she could have rationalized away the gossip, even sometimes telling herself her husband was the innocent target of lascivious women who simply spread rumors because he’d rejected them. How did she rationalize his utterly flimsy excuses for not coming home to his family? Those mysteries remain unanswered, although I suspect having two little kids and no career had something to do with it. According to Mom, as time went on, he stopped trying to hide his partying and cheating and even explained it was okay for a man to cheat, that it was just the way of the world. Imagine how proud he must have felt for being so honest about his dishonesty. He was dishonest as hell but not too busy to do his part to keep the baby train rolling.
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CHAPTER TWO







Bill was a sports enthusiast, which is what finally led him to build a relationship with little Michael but only after the lad passed his fifth birthday. As Bill taught Michael baseball, basketball, and other sports, Anne began to think that maybe—just maybe—her prince was finally emerging. Maybe her husband was going to embrace fatherhood! So as naïve young women often do, she decided the best way to help a lousy father become a decent father was to give him another kid. Enter child number three, girl number two, Sue!


The next two-plus years went relatively smoothly as Bill appeared to be settling down a bit. He actually came home right after work, shared a cocktail with his wife, and ate dinner with his family. Now and then he’d even take his kids for a piggyback ride or read a bedtime story. But, of course, he soon grew restless again.


Bill also tired of being a helmet-wearing welder who took direction from engineers, so he dedicated himself to working his way up the engineering ladder. He worked hard, read whatever he could about engineering, and was promoted to architectural engineer for a local steel company. For a while, the home life was relatively content as Anne felt Bill was concentrating on his family, so she followed her recipe for family harmony and got herself another bun in the oven. Then Debbie was born. Mom continued to believe that if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it, so eleven months later came Kathy. That’s right. Eleven months later. For those of you readers who knocked out a kid within a year of knocking out a kid, please explain by writing to us at bewilderedsisters@holyhellwerentyoustillsore?.com.


But it gets crazier!


Eighteen months after the arrival of Kathy, the family got itself a Charlotte. What the bloody hell? But wait! There’s more! Ten months later, David showed up. Ten months! Anne was clearly taking the insanity of “performing the same action but expecting a different result” to a new level. She seemed to think she was in some kind of competitive reproduction tournament, and dammit if she wasn’t going to take home the trophy. Maybe she was so tired of being lonely, she decided to create her own crowd. With seven kids under the age of ten, who has time to feel bad about a rotten marriage?


And this should surprise no one: Word is that Bill didn’t show up at the hospital for the arrivals of any of his offspring.


His routine was to drop our contracting mother at the hospital, then make a beeline to the house of the mother-in-law he despised, pick her up, and then dump her at our house to take care of the resident crowd of small people until our sore and exhausted mom came home to resume her duties. Also, it was no surprise that Dad bragged about being the creator of the brood. I can just hear him.


“I did all that. They’re all mine.”


Barf. If you think I’m being hard on him, keep reading.


Mom’s return from the hospital was always met with little fanfare except for some internal cheers from us older siblings who were thrilled to once again be rid of our nana, a frosty taskmaster. We were thrilled to have her gone and our mother back, even though Mom always returned with yet another pink, screaming defecation machine.


With seven children and two adults under one roof, the young family’s once cozy three-bedroom house now felt more bloated than any one of us after the Tropicana’s all-you-can-eat ravioli night. As we grew older, the five girls shared one bedroom that featured one set of bunk beds and a double bed that had to sleep three, kind of Cheaper by the Dozen style. Only Carole and I, the oldest girls, got to sleep alone, each in our own bunk bed. Luxury. The two boys shared the other bedroom, which was actually a closet that fit only one twin bed, which they both slept in—at the same time. That was some real Charles Dickens crap going on there.


In that first house, our family didn’t have a television, so Mom did her best to get a peek at the outside world by reading hand-me-down copies of Life Magazine and occasionally sneaking off to see a movie, the latter requiring that her mother feel generous enough to babysit for a few hours. As you read, Nana wasn’t particularly fond of her grandchildren and probably not too keen on helping her daughter, the baby factory, solve her self-imposed domestic problems. But on occasion she agreed to watch us, probably to piss off her son-in-law. She knew he hated having her in the house. Unfortunately for the health of the growing family, whenever Nana was at the house, Dad would take off to escape the great stresses of family life, and I think we all know that for Daddy-O that didn’t mean a thought-clearing stroll around a lake.


Toxic as my parents’ marriage was and damaged as our family dynamic was by Dad’s affairs, we kids did manage to have a lot of fun. Outside, we played kickball, baseball, hopscotch, and hide-n-seek until the sun went down, sometimes until after it had gone way down. The outdoors was high and wide and gave us a lot more opportunity to breathe, so we spent a lot of time breathing it in, and the games we played took our minds off the cracks and fissures that glared in all those indoor spaces.


The house was a “twin home,” which shared a center wall and looked like two identical houses with a backyard that stretched back about two hundred yards. In the other side of the house lived a sweet old woman named Mrs. Reifsnyder, who often tried to help Mom manage her flock of children. Our back property had seven tall maple trees, which were good for climbing, and a little pond that housed our ducks. Playing in our backyard was like going to a modern-day obstacle course with piles of discarded wood from Dad’s projects that went unfinished because he wasn’t home long enough to finish anything. The other quirky feature of our backyard was that it opened to a swampy wetland we wouldn’t play on because we were sure that after one or two steps in, we’d sink to the depths of muck and be grabbed by the creature from the black lagoon (who, of course, would have been visiting our neighborhood that day). Because we never so much as stuck a toe in that murk, the swamp served as a constant source of mystery and child control. All one of us olders had to say to freak out one of the youngers was, “You see that ripple? That’s him. And he’s hungry.”


Siblings are siblings, and we three eldest were shits to the younger kids, even during game time, and there was one game of hide-n-seek that nicely illustrates our shitheadery.


“Okay, guys!” shouted Carole like a summer camp counselor trying to fire up a bunch of bored kids tired of playing dumb camp games. “Hands over your eyes and count to twenty-five. Nice and slow to give us time to hide out here!”


I thought it was a nice touch adding the “out here.” Sly.


The four little ones gathered in a circle like puppies around a bowl of kibble and started to count out loud.


“Slower!” yelled Carole. “You smarties are way too fast for us!” Then the three of us thrashed shrubs and crunched over gravel to make our little siblings think we were scurrying off to hide behind trees or under bushes, then we hustled through the side doorway and up to the girls’ bedroom where we stationed ourselves at the edge of the window to watch. Down on the lawn, the kids finished counting, flung their hands from their faces, and took off in four directions toward every bush or car or piece of big country junk on the property. Up in the bedroom, we giggled like idiots as we watched them dash around like ants on pavement.


About three minutes into the giggle fest, Kathy and Debbie ran into the house, and about three minutes after that, Mom came storming through the bedroom door.


“You’re supposed to be watching them, not torturing them!” she shrieked. “Get back downstairs and take care of your brothers and sisters!” Then she stormed out.


Mike waited until her footsteps had faded and said, “Let’s go play paratrooper.”


“Okay,” we said, then scrambled down the stairs and out the front door.


Playing paratrooper was one of our favorite warm-weather activities. It involved climbing high into trees, then dropping ourselves to the ground like paratroopers as we screamed commands like, “Take the hill!” or “They’re not getting me alive!” In the early days of paratrooper, we jumped while holding bedsheets or umbrellas, Mary Poppins style, over our heads, but those accessories never once delayed the inevitable thump on the ground, so we switched to jumping commando—using no gear of any kind, just a naked leap to the ground. We kept this up, jump after jump, climbing and dropping from higher and higher, until one of us sprained the hell out of an ankle or ripped a tendon, which halted our paramilitary games until we forgot about the consequences and started climbing again.


Our house sat on the edge of a small street that served as a throughway between two towns, so the traffic was usually pretty heavy. The cars whizzed by so fast you’d have thought the drivers were headed to the lottery office clutching a ten-million-dollar winner. One summer afternoon, a big red truck raced down the street and blew a tire that flew across the yard and hit our front porch.


Mom ran to the trucker and screamed, “You could have killed one of my children! You need to slow the hell down!”


Our mother didn’t usually yell at anyone but her kids, so a bunch of us watched from the window and cheered as the driver faced the wrath of Anne Yoder. Can’t say we ever saw that red truck on our road again.


Along the backside of the house was the door to the basement, and in front of the door was an open cesspool.


For those who have never seen nor perhaps even heard of such a thing, let me help. A cesspool is like a septic tank in that it collects all the foul, disgusting fluids and solids that flow from inside humans into sinks and toilets. This slimy, fetid stew lives in an enormous soup can—a container about six feet across and five feet down—that gradually lets all the putrid glop, which smells like the inside of a rotting hippo’s lower intestine, leach out into the land all around it.


It’s actually not strange that we had one of these swill tanks in our backyard—houses all around our town disposed of their inner sewage the same way; what’s strange is that ours didn’t have a lid. Because children don’t tend to question the what’s what relative to things like plumbing, electricity, sewage disposal, etc., none of us asked what the deal was with the gaping hole in the backyard, which was clearly the portal to Satan’s outhouse. But why our parents didn’t mind a potentially deadly in-ground cylinder full of terrifying crud-slime to sit uncovered just outside the door to the home of their seven children is a question for the ages. We kids simply steered clear of it.


In our backyard, there were no swings or jungle gyms or other play structures, which motivated us to wander off the property. To prevent such roaming, Mom had to be creative, as she was with her infamous clothesline strategy. She tied a rope around each of our waists (not Prince Mike’s of course), and looped each rope on the clothesline. Then, like spaniels on a dog run, all six tethered kids ran up and down the yard without Mom having to worry about us straying into the street. By today’s standards, this safety device might be deemed . . . um . . . inappropriate? Abusive? Illegal? Hey, I don’t blame her; it was seven against one. Crafty as Mom was, she wasn’t clever enough to restrain notorious escapist Carole, who one day disconnected her rope from its tether and, still roped, sprinted across the yard. Apparently, the kid was so focused on what she was escaping, she didn’t notice where she was headed. Her blind run for freedom was precisely in the direction of that gigantic, unsealed can of human waste.


Thrilled to have escaped the dog run, Carole ran and ran, again and again looking back over her shoulder—probably to confirm no one was after her, and then sure as shit, sploosh—in she went!


Mom and Mike heard the rest of us screaming, then came running out of the house and made a beeline for that shit soup with a Carole crouton. Thanks to Mom, Carole was already rigged and ready to yank, so Mom and Mike grabbed the part of the rope that lay on the ground, dug their feet in, leaned back, and pulled like two champions in a tug-o-war to the death.


Carole had never been a particularly tidy kid. She rarely brushed her hair and would wear the same clothes for days, plus all our goofing around the backyard usually led to every one of us ending the day smeared and smelly. But when that girl was hoisted out of the in-ground poop pot, it was an astonishing thing to witness. The five of us who remained tethered watched in awe as they pulled what looked like some kind of feral forest nymph from the decrepit cave of muck where she’d been eating dragon carcasses all her unwashed life. She was covered in sludge from face to feet, and even from ten feet away, we could smell her. She stank worse than the backside of a buffalo on a bean diet. There were big lumpy chunks of feces in her hair, and she was such a complete walking poop smear we couldn’t even tell what color her clothes had been.


Each time she discovered another piece of poop hanging from her clothes or hair, she shrieked, “I’m full of shit! Get it off!” The five of us who remained fastened to the dog cable stood transfixed, alternating between astonished silence and squeals of joyous disbelief.


The most fun of all was watching Michael hose Carole down with an icy-cold jet spray that pretty much knocked her to the ground, where she wriggled and writhed until, like magic, she began to resemble a human child again.


To this day that girl won’t step within ten yards of a Porta-Potty.


Tell them about Collegeville,” says Kathy, as she wistfully watches the swaying branches of the maple trees out the window of the dining room where we’ve come together to record more of our story. “Tell them about its Norman Rockwell-ness. Tell them about all the cute little one-story shops and Dewane’s—remember—buying a pop for five cents and getting a penny back when we returned the bottle. And what about Mr. Ludwig in his grocery store, cruising back and forth along the shelves on that rolling ladder? How Norman Rockwell is that? What about Lutz’s and that other drugstore for vanilla and root beer floats? Oh man, I want one of those right now. And tell them about all the American flags made at Collegeville Flag Company.”


“Anything else?” I ask her.


“That we were always called the Collegeville Goofy Seven,” she adds, “because we were always seen together.”


“Yes, I know why we were called that. Anything else?”


“The creek. Of course. The creek.”


“Yes, I’ll tell them about the creek.”


Carole says, “Like that time, remember at the creek that time when the thing happened?”


“Yes, Carole,” I reply. “I’ll tell them about that time and the thing.”


What would I do without these two raconteurs by my side? The “thing” is the time we were all ice skating and playing hockey on the creek.


Our only puck went flying to the lower edge and big brother Mike sent Carole to retrieve it. Carole skated over to it and heard the ice crackling.


“Hey!” she yelled. “I can’t reach it, and the ice is cracking here!”


Mike yelled back, “Don’t be a baby! Use your stick and drag it back. Hurry up!”


Carole kept going, grabbed the puck, and then plunged through the ice and started thrashing and screaming. Yes, once again Carole had plunged into something she shouldn’t have.We all skated as close to her as we could, and soon everybody was screaming.


Mike yelled, “Calm down! Grab my stick!”


Within seconds, we realized the water at the creek’s edge was only about a foot deep, so we all erupted into laughter. And so were the days of our childhood.


Anyway, as Kathy already rambled . . . er . . . illustrated, all in all, Collegeville was a dreamy place for kids to grow up. We spent countless summer hours in fields and parks and floating on or jumping in some body of water. On winter days, we built snow forts with walls big enough to protect the seven of us during neighborhood snowball fights. We built tunnels through to the back of the fort so we could escape if we were losing a battle.


When we weren’t sledding or ice skating on neighborhood ponds, we were playing on the big beautiful Perkiomen Creek. Not sure whose idea it was to call it a creek rather than a river—it was thirty-eight miles long and wide enough for an army of canoes to cruise it side by side. But creek, river, or whatever it was, it was plenty deep enough, fast enough, and wild enough to serve as the site of many our youthful adventures, like swinging out over the water holding a rope we’d tied to a thick tree branch or sitting in the water in front of the creek’s dam and watching an arch of water soar over our heads.


As we kids busied ourselves with kid things, our parents’ relationship—if it could be called that—was unraveling. Dad disappeared for days, even months at a time.


“Mom, where’s Dad?” I often asked, surely articulating the confusion of seven kids.”Why doesn’t he live here very much?”


“Your father is away on business,” Mom would answer.


“Why is he gone so much?”


Mom usually sighed. “Because his business calls for it.”


“What’s his business?”


“Wash your hands for dinner.”


Those kinds of answers must have been confusing for the younger ones, but Mike, Carole, and I were beginning to understand there was a dark cloud hovering above our home. We often heard our mother crying on the other side of a closed door.


A crying mother is a very painful thing for a child.


As far as we kids knew, couples in our little town didn’t split up. Most everybody’s family had a mother and a father, and most of the fathers were easy to spot—showing up at baseball games or taking their families to dinner in town. We knew our family was different from those households, but we couldn’t yet piece together what that meant. We just accepted that our family ran as it ran, and we tried our best to make our mother’s life easier by obeying and being helpful around the house. Whenever Dad disappeared for days, we all prayed he’d come home and make Mom smile again.


Our dad’s Aunt Diggie and his sister, Aunt Mary Louise, were like guardian angels who did their best to watch over our family. They brought meals and treats to the house, directed us toward household chores, and tried to distract us from our mother’s misery. As much as we loved being around our aunties, we older kids knew that when they were around a lot, it was a bad sign. By the time I was ten, Mom would stay in her room for hours, and Mike, Carole, and I had a pretty good idea that the stress of a seven-kid house along with the pain caused by our father’s cheating, drinking, and disappearing was destroying our exhausted mother.


One horrible summer evening a tall, husky man banged on our front door and yelled, “Get out here, you bastard! Sleep with my wife—I’ll kick your ass!”


As we kids watched from hidden places, Dad opened the door, the big guy leaped on him, and the two of them fell into the front yard wrestling and punching each other. I couldn’t make out everything the other guy said, but I heard him blurt “wife,” “cheat,” and “scumbag,” along with a lot of curse words. Within a minute or so, Mom ran out on the lawn and tried to pull the guy off our dad while yelling, “Go talk to your wife! You don’t bring this mess around my children!” The guy didn’t let our dad out of a headlock, so Mom screamed, “I’m calling the police!”


That did it. He stood up, brushed himself off, and walked back to his car. There was no follow-up fight between my parents, and neither of them said a word about it to us. Shortly afterward, Dad left for the bar and wasn’t seen again for several weeks. I think that’s when Mom began the fast slide toward her first nervous breakdown.


I remember clearly the day Mom snapped. She just couldn’t get out of bed. As she lay on her side with a blanket pulled over her head, she told Carole and me to keep the younger kids busy, so we grabbed the Candy Land game and tried to amuse our siblings.


Now and then I knocked on Mom’s door. “Mom?” I called softly. No reply. “Mom? What’s going on? We’re getting scared.” No answer.


That’s when Carole and I decided it was time to call the aunts.


Aunt Mary Louise said, “Tell Mike to call an ambulance. I’ll be right there.” She arrived several minutes later, and about a minute after that, a terrifying red ambulance screeched into the driveway. Two big guys in uniforms threw open the back doors of the vehicle and ran into the house. Then we kids stood on the porch in silence as we watched our limp mother carried out on a stretcher and loaded into the ambulance, which then disappeared down the street.


Mike said, “Don’t worry. Everything will be okay.” I couldn’t imagine where he was getting that idea, but I thought I might as well try to trust him.


Soon Aunt Diggie arrived, and our two aunties made us dinner. Aunt Mary Louise said,”Your mom will be home in a couple days. She just needs time to rest.”


That didn’t sound likely to me.


“Your mother has a very bad cold,” said Aunt Mary Louise.


A cold? Seriously? I knew my aunts were doing their best not to let the situation scare the hell out of us, but an ambulance, two paramedics, and a stretcher because of a cold? Even four-year-old Kathy saw the BS in that one.


She said, “Mom didn’t take hankies. How will she blow her nose?”


For the next two weeks, Aunt Mary Louise ran our household, doing her best to keep us clean, fed, and distracted with card games like Go Fish and Old Maid. Every night at bedtime, she kissed each of us goodnight, not only the boys, and every day while we were in school, she visited Mom at the hospital and reported back that Mom missed us and loved us and would be home soon. But she didn’t come home soon.


In the meantime, the aunts tracked down our deadbeat father and convinced him to show up for his family. For about three weeks, he did some of the things decent fathers do, like actually come home every evening. He’d also make us dinner, which consisted of canned tomato soup with stale saltines. To this day, I can’t touch tomato soup, not even if it’s gourmet, not even if it’s being served with a world-class grilled cheese. For me, tomato soup tastes like ambulances and abandonment.


For thirty days Mom was hospitalized, and the only updates we received were from Aunt Mary Louise who told us each night as she tucked us in bed that Mom was thinking of us and would be home soon.


Then one afternoon, Dad called us into the living room and said, “Your mother is feeling better, so she’s coming home tomorrow. You all need to be good, clean your rooms, and not bother her.”


Little Kathy said, “She’s been resting for a while. I think she’ll want to play with us. She misses us, you know.”


He didn’t know what to do with that brand of honesty, so he simply said, “Just don’t get in her way.”


The next day, with Aunt Mary Louise’s arm around her shoulder, Mom ambled through our front door. All seven of us greeted her with hugs and kisses, and nobody asked any questions.


For about a week, we kids tiptoed around her and tried to let her rest as much as she wanted to, but then things started to resemble the old days. Dad went out at night and disappeared for days at a time. Mom cooked dinner, but Carole and I did all the laundry and cleaning without a word of complaint. We were just so grateful to have our mother back.


Since those torn-up years, Kathy, Carole, and I have talked many times about how some of our memories are fuzzy, but that by 1960, it was pretty clear we were fending for ourselves. It’s not uncommon in big families to lean on the older kids for help taking care of the younger ones, but what a rip-off for the three of us who were born first. We weren’t ready to help raise kids. We didn’t want to raise kids. We wanted to be kids. Being asked to bathe, dress, and feed our younger siblings and keep them safe from household dangers like poisons and knives and predators—that was a lot. And it wasn’t fair.


Anyway, hang on—we’re not quite finished telling you about our childhood. Nobody gets out that easily.
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