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FOR MY MOTHER, MY FIRST FRIEND




Foreword to eBook 


MY NAME IS MARY


Scribner - October 31, 2012


This book was written when a diagnosis of AIDS was a death sentence. The AIDS activist movement in the United States was still growing, fueled by anger, desperation, sickness, and death.


My Name Is Mary was written in 1995, published the following January. It was a time when AIDS deaths were concentrated among young adults who should have been in the proverbial “pink of life.” Most were under forty. And those who were dying in public were predominantly gay men, because, by sheer historic coincidence, the outbreak in the United States began within the gay community. Already suffering stigma and discrimination, often ostracized by family and clinging to employment by the thread of silence, gay men were soon creating their own clinics because mainstream health care was inaccessible. Within months of opening their doors, those same clinics were handing off patients by the thousand to hospices and mortuaries. Some who died carried famous names—Rock Hudson—but most were simply sons and brothers and friends whose obituaries cited “cancer” or “a long illness” as the cause of death; there was grief enough without inviting the agony of more hatred. Families shattered by mourning were unwilling to shoulder the added burden of shame. AIDS, however, despite being a trigger for so much prejudice, was an ironically equal-opportunity illness caused by a virus that only wanted its hosts to be one thing: human.


The presidential campaigns of 1992 coincided with the peak of the American AIDS movement. Practically every acute hemophiliac American was infected or dead, casualties of a tainted blood supply from which they drew “life-sustaining” transfusions. Not until his eighth year in office had President Ronald Reagan said the word “AIDS” in public. President George H. W. Bush’s response in the following four years (1988–92) was personally sympathetic but publicly lame. 


By 1992, the activist organization ACT UP (the Aids Coalition to Unleash Power), founded by playwright Larry Kramer and others, had become a growing, organized, relentless, nothing-to-lose campaign fueled by rage. The evening news frequently showed new protest “actions”—presidential motorcades were slowed by (mostly) dying young men waving pickets, carrying caskets, and throwing loaded condoms. And the noisy protests of ACT UP were answered by counter protests of (mostly) fundamentalist Christians who slithered out of Midwestern churches, took buses to Washington, DC, and stood across the street from ACT UP waving signs that read “God hates fags” and chanting “Die, die, die!” to the young men who were already well on their way to death.


I had been infected with the AIDS virus while married. I was diagnosed in 1991, then a single mother with two preschooler sons. 


After some months of chaos and uncertainty, I had resolved to use whatever years I had left to, somehow, make a difference. In the summer of 1992, between the screaming and the dying and the presidential campaigning—because I’d worked in the White House for President Gerald R. Ford and my father had impeccable Republican credentials—I was invited to speak at the Republican National Convention. And so it happened that, on the sweltering night of August 19, 1992, in Houston, Texas, I spoke for thirteen minutes to an estimated crowd of fifty thousand in the Astrodome and a television audience numbered in the hundreds of millions around the world. My goal was simple: make a difference.


The speech I gave in Houston may be more famous than I am. It has been reprinted in twenty-nine university texts ranging in recent years from the American law school standard  The Most Important Cases, Speeches, Laws & Documents in American History(2010), to Aspen Press’s Reviving the Art of Verbal Persuasion (2011) and Oxford University Press’s  Words of a Century: The Top 100 American Speeches, 1900–1999(2009). Most people who recall that August evening say, “Oh, I remember that . . . what was her name?” Even if my name doesn’t fully register, the speech and its message did. Twenty years later, this message remains just as relevant as it did on the floor of the Astrodome on that night.


Following the speech, I received a deluge of interesting and sometimes amusing opportunities for my life story to be told in TV specials, movies, and books. I declined them all until the late, wonderful Ronald Konecky called to say that Scribner was interested in a memoir. What put Scribner high above the crowd of offers was not a slick marketing plan or financial rewards: it was my conviction that they genuinely and uncommonly understood my purpose.


This has not changed since we first published My Name Is Mary. By inviting me to reissue the book now, in electronic form, Scribner has reconfirmed their status as a publisher with extraordinary integrity. I am indebted to them, again.


Mary Fisher


November 1, 2012
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Mary Fisher
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PROLOGUE



It’s true that I have a virus, and that my virus is deadly. But I am not a “patient” or a “case” for anyone. I do not focus on dying with this virus; I concentrate on living with it. I am, like you, a pilgrim stumbling along the way, a common pilgrim with a common name: Mary.


If I could, tonight, I would offer healing and a cure. I would promise health. I would laugh at the virus and invite you to join in the laughter. But the only healing I have to offer is prayer. The only cure I know is to be surrounded by a family of people full of compassion, ready to love you sick or not, cured or not.


And for all, I share this comfort: God knows us by our names. Once, long ago, early on a Sunday morning, a grieving woman was moving toward a loved one’s borrowed tomb. In the scant light of sunrise, she heard a voice. And then she heard him say, “Mary.” He called her by her name—my name.


Those whom we have lost have not been lost to God. As surely as my children hear me calling them to come to me—“Max! Zack!”—those who’ve gone ahead have heard their Father issue a call to them by name. Those who fear death, who dread illness, who suffer terror in the night: Listen closely, and you will hear Him calling you—by your name.


For all who hear the call of their names, there is the promise of grace and peace. I know this promise, as surely as I know that my name is Mary.


—Adapted from Mary Fisher’s address at an Ecumenical Memorial Service for those lost to AIDS, St. James Catholic Church, Grand Rapids, Michigan, April 22, 1993.





CHAPTER 1


“On a Clear Day”


All my life I’ve wanted to be good. As far back as I can remember, it was not punishment I feared. What I dreaded was simply, purely, not being good. Any act that smacked of naughtiness, any violation of household expectations, mystified and even frightened me.


Children from our Louisville neighborhood once hid behind our backyard wall, hurling insults at us for our Jewishness. An offended cousin responded from our side with a volley of stones lobbed in the direction of the taunting voices. I didn’t like being insulted. But even more, I didn’t like the idea that we weren’t being good. Despite our youth, despite the name-calling, despite any excuse, we absolutely, positively, had to be good.


I tried explaining this concept to my little brother, Phillip, when I was six and he was three. He had attacked my dolls, and I’d gone to their rescue. I sat him down as a six-year-old sits down a three-year-old, and I explained that his behavior—setting aside the question of whether or not it was evil—was simply not possible. He had to be good. It wasn’t an order; it was an explanation. We had to be good, just like we had to keep our noses above water when we swam. It was not about rules and obedience, but about how things are in life. To live, we must breathe; therefore, we keep our noses above water. To live, we must be good; therefore, we keep our hands off other people’s dolls.


The lesson did not take. Phillip answered my earnestly delivered wisdom with a well-aimed kick to my shin.


Neither that kick nor any other delivered in the course of the past four decades has knocked out of me the abiding desire to be good. From earliest adolescence to the dim haze that covered my twenty-year romance with alcohol; from innocent mornings at grade-school bus stops to the stunning discovery, one morning forty years later, that I had acquired the AIDS virus—I cannot remember a time or condition, no matter how public or private, how saintly or sleazy, when I did not long to be good.


The problem, of course, is that I was not always good. As a result, self-loathing came frequently and easily. Since I believed that being good—being perfect, really—was the natural state of things, each time my actions contradicted my belief, I wondered what shame I had brought to my family now. What kind of ungrateful wretch was I, if I could fail my mother and others so? Why couldn’t I just be normal—that is, why couldn’t I just be perfect?


I’ve spent most of my life uncertain about who I am. But always I knew this about myself: I wanted to be good. For my mother, for my fathers, for my teachers, for our family’s dog, Octane—for all of them—I wanted desperately to be the one thing I was sure I was not: a good girl.


 • • • 


My last drink was a margarita. No particular drama was attached to the occasion. My father, my sisters and brother (plus their respective spouses), and I had all gathered near the Betty Ford Center where Mother was riding the fresh wave of recovery in her battle with alcohol. All of us, except Mother, were having dinner together in one of my favorite restaurants, Las Casuelas in Rancho Mirage, California. It was December 10, 1984.


At the bottom of the margarita glass a limp slice of lime slumped over the melting ice cubes. I remember staring into the glass where the drink had been. If my life had been a movie script, this would have been the moment when I’d have taken an emotion-laden vow of abstinence and sealed it by shattering the glass against the wall behind the bar. But I wasn’t on a movie set, and I certainly had no script.


I was dreading the week ahead, the so-called family week in which the Betty Ford Center staff explored the dynamics of a family racked by alcoholism. I imagined our family awkwardly discussing, in front of strangers, things we’d never discussed with one another, even in private. Perhaps I feared what others would say of me. Maybe I wanted to protect Mother from scars left as evidence of wounds inflicted during forgotten moments.


What seemed clear, that night, was that the coming week would be all about Mother. She was “it.” This was her problem, her treatment, her recovery. I was here—we all were here—for her, to help her stop drinking and stop crying. She should have been responsible for herself, but since she hadn’t been, we all needed to pitch in and help.


By contrast, I was also indulging the belief that night that whatever problems I suffered in life were also my mother’s fault or, on a long day, my mother’s and either or both of my fathers’. What I really wanted was my mother, or my parents, to accept responsibility for their own problems, and then also to shoulder the burden of mine. Other children in the family may have enjoyed the same delusion, the liberating and mistaken notion that we were not responsible for ourselves. But before the week had passed, and before I was able to work up a hundred compelling reasons to deny what was becoming obvious even to me, I’d been encouraged to stay on when the family’s week ended. I had become “it,” too.


Some miracles occur so gently that you later wonder how such impressive change could have passed unnoticed. In the months that prefaced the Betty Ford Center, the volume of my own discontent had escalated. I needed a new life; I had begun, almost against my own will, to explore the part of me that had grown up shrunken and shriveled, the malformed child of a gifted but frustrated woman. In the days at Betty Ford, my exploration evoked a shudder that dissolved into tears and finally degenerated into long, low moans. When the grief and self-pity lifted, in the quiet between the southern California mountains, I tried peeling away the layers of my life to find what was buried beneath years of well-developed roles, to locate and get to know me. But it was not in searching that I found Mary; it was in letting go. The act of surrender opened a door for me to the truth.


And the truth was breathtakingly simple. I discovered that I am Mary, and that being Mary is enough—not perfect, of course, but enough. And maybe even good.


 • • • 


I drank because, when I felt anxious or unsure, alcohol drained my tension and filled me with security. It made me acceptable, especially to myself. It was an old, old pattern in my life: looking for a way to be acceptable—and accepted.


I did not start out as Mary Fisher. I was born Lizabeth Davis Frehling. Weeks later my mother—who’d wanted to name me Elizabeth but had been overruled by my father George—organized a Sunday afternoon temple ceremony in which my name was formally changed to Mary. It was a more acceptable name, having previously belonged to a family matriarch who’d just died.


Four years later, my mother and father George divorced. Within a year, Mother had married Father, Max (Fisher). When their honeymoon ended, Phillip and I were moved from Louisville and its circus of crazy, cavorting relatives to Detroit and a life of more subdued financial security. In Louisville, our family had been in vaudeville and theater; in Detroit, our family was in gas and oil. The only neighborhood I’d known, which had “aunts” in every house lining the street, was gone; in its place were business dinners and country clubs. I went from being my mother’s oldest child, and Phillip’s big sister, to being younger by ten years than my stepsister, Jane, who was then fourteen.


Jane Fisher, Max’s only child from his first marriage, had lost her mother to a slow-paced, degenerative illness. Jane was, naturally, doubly attached to her father. Into, or between, their relationship came my mother, a beautiful and youthful twenty-nine-year-old. It was no wonder that, as a motherless teenager, Jane reacted to our arrival with a mixture of horror and disdain. Nor was it any wonder that, as a transplanted five-year-old, I saw her only as an angry threat to our fragile existence. She reacted with violent adolescent outbursts; I responded by pulling Phillip closer and covering up for anything I imagined my mother had done wrong.


Julie, the first child born to my mother and Max Fisher, arrived in 1955. Two years later, Margie was born. I loved being the big sister and hardly noticed that the household staff grew larger with each addition. But I certainly noticed when we moved from the edge of Detroit to an expansive suburban home overlooking the immaculately groomed links of the Franklin Hills Country Club.


Mother had always been a creative woman with flashing wit and sometimes slashing humor. She was a natural entertainer, the ideal Southern hostess for a successful man’s dinner parties. Dad—as I had come to call, and still think of, my stepfather—was becoming a potent force in national discussions of his one great love: the state of Israel. As Mideast tensions rose and fell, and as Washington’s zeal for Israel waxed and waned, his trips became longer and more frequent. Perhaps it was his absence that Mother was filling with more and more drinks; perhaps it was an absence in herself. I never knew.


In the classroom, meanwhile, I could do no wrong. I pleased my teachers. When sports were available, I pleased my coaches. As socializing became important, I pleased my friends. In high school I was elected freshman class president. Then sophomore class president. Then junior, then senior. I was a student the teachers would describe with smiles as “one of the really good kids,” because I was good at pleasing.


But in the one place where most I wanted to please, at home, I couldn’t. When she wasn’t drinking, Mother was unhappy and generally unpleasable. If she took a drink or two, she would revert to her entertaining self: charming, funny, a joy to be with. But it was a brief transition, a happy but small oasis, between not-drinking and, increasingly, overdrinking. Several drinks later the joyfulness would be gone. As Mother would continue to sip, she’d grow silent. I soon learned I could not please her in this condition either and began experimenting with ways merely to protect her.


The family messages I read most clearly about myself—some given with a subtle look or silent glance, some rendered with clear analyses and prescriptions—had a steady theme: I was unsatisfactory. I was too short. The problem: thyroid. The solution: pills. I was too heavy. The problem: diet. The solution: pills. The pills made me hyperactive, so I couldn’t sleep. The solution: sleeping pills. When these pills left me drowsy in the morning, a new prescription cured me almost back to hyperactivity. By the time I graduated from high school, I was a walking pharmacy. I cleared early hurdles in adulthood—trying a few colleges, a few relationships, and a few careers—filling prescriptions with a joyless sense of duty and a growing edge of self-loathing, wondering if everyone felt like I did and, if not, what were they taking? What made them so acceptable?


Years passed, and I grew busy. If this relationship failed, I’d grab for that one. If this pill didn’t satisfy, they’d prescribe another. I’d throw myself into a school or a job; if it didn’t work out, I’d throw myself somewhere else. I’d staff a public television auction to raise support; I’d produce a live morning show; I’d create a new business, decorate a new apartment, seize a new challenge. First in Detroit, then Ann Arbor, then Birmingham, then New York, then Washington, D.C., then Detroit again, and New York again, and even Paris—nothing lasted, except my capacity to cross the line from busy to frantic, and my conviction that I was not yet acceptable.


Then came December 10, 1984, when I swirled the lime and ice around the bottom of an undistinguished margarita glass and walked into a new future. My former life was over, even before I knew it.


 • • • 


Betty Ford is a person, not merely a name on a masthead, in my life. I knew who she was but did not know her well until I began to work for her husband in the White House. He has always been “the President” for me; she was then “Mrs. Ford.” Friendship—deep friendship—came later. Today, it’s the President and “Betty” who are godparents of my son Max.


The place named for her, the Betty Ford Center, is a tidy complex of buildings in Rancho Mirage, California, surrounded by lush private lawns and golf courses. The environment, within the center and outside, speaks softly of serenity. Beyond the watered green is the desert, where Santa Ana winds push away the encroaching smog from the Los Angeles basin, baking the desert floor hard and dry. Framing the desert are mountainsides, a tangle of greens and yellows and oranges and browns, sometimes snow crested and sometimes fog shrouded. Late afternoon, listening to winds move sand around cactus, wondering if a rattlesnake can muster the energy to chase down a passing pack rat, the desert is forlorn and abandoned. But life and color constantly flow off the mountains.


Fresh as I was from a world of synthetic busyness, I was slowed and quieted by the sheer majesty of this place. The “Mary” who’d always failed at being good began to fade here; in her place rose a new Mary—me. I had always needed to be in charge. But here I learned the confession that I was not in charge, that I could live only by the grace of (in the words of Alcoholics Anonymous) “a Higher Power.” If I were not in charge, there would be room and work for God. And if God would kindly take charge, I could be free to be myself.


All this came clear during early-morning walks when the desert air was still crisp. Wrapped in a sweater, clutching it tightly, I would repeat to myself as a prayer and a plea: “God grant me the serenity . . . the courage . . . the wisdom . . . ” I did not claim a particular religion or write an enduring dogma. But I did realize that something, Someone, was at work in my life. I sensed God holding me, cradling me, hugging me, enabling me to know, and to be, myself.


I remember the morning that, turning back toward the center, I caught sight of the rising sun as it filled the mountain basin with a warm apricot glow. It was a single moment in a longer process, but it was also the instant in which God said to me most clearly, “Mary, I’m in control.” It came as a drenching comfort, an overwhelming release, like that of a lost child being swept up into a mother’s arms and wrapped in serenity, free to sob at last because she has been found. I have never, since that morning, seriously doubted that life has purpose—or that I, even when I have not been good, have a place within that purpose.


 • • • 


I left the protective life of the Betty Ford Center in March 1985. I had only begun to know myself. Hard questions had been asked and not answered. Uncertain where to go next, on advice of the center’s staff I agreed to spend a few months in an “aftercare” program at Parkside Lodge in Florence, Colorado.


The days spent at Betty Ford and Parkside were uneven. I lived a roller-coaster existence. One moment I’d celebrate a new insight, the next I’d pick at old wounds. My journal from that time spins and whirls between the brave new me, soaring to new promises, and the familiar old me, plummeting into a hole of self-hatred so deep and dark I feared I’d never climb out.


Monday, April 15: “Decided I’m making it big.”


Tuesday, April 16: “Sad, crying, confused—don’t know what the hell I’m doing here—feel lonely, feel overwhelmed. . . . ”


Wednesday, April 17: “Felt so much better today . . . I’m willing to take liberties, be spontaneous, be nurturing of myself. I enjoyed today—didn’t feel teary, felt closer to people.”


Thursday, April 18: “Feeling my anger . . . ”


It was a period of tremendous intensity and introspection that careened between self-doubt and self-discovery. After only a few days at Parkside, I sent a telegram to my family that was terse and exactly what my counselors wanted to hear: “I’m resigning the position of problem child.” The term “problem child” was the language counselors wanted me to use, so I used it. In fact, the only sense in which I had been the “problem child” was that I’d always tried to fix everyone else’s problems. My demon hadn’t been naughtiness; it had been attempted goodness. And I was still at it, still trying to please the authority figures by being what I thought they wanted me to be.


After two months, preparing to leave Parkside, I wrote a much longer letter to my parents that included another declaration of resignation: “Most of my life has been spent living through you and others, . . . seeking the approval of others and especially you. I am resigning from that line of work.” The search for approval had haunted me, but what I was not yet saying—perhaps not yet thinking—was that I wanted to feel loved. It was a long, one-step-at-a-time journey.


Reading again through my journal from Parkside, I see that a new theme began to emerge there: I was experimenting with the belief that we can be loved totally and unconditionally. There are pages of poetry laced with spiritual conversations. I wrote of an “endless emptiness” now “filled by God.” I offered the prayer that


If I could but Your Abby (my counselor) be


And have You, Father, within me


Reveal my mission


Show Your truth


Like a butterfly I’d be set free . . . .


When I left Parkside, I took with me not only a knowledge of who Mary is psychologically, but also a conviction about who Mary is spiritually. I am God’s—never perfect, but always God’s.


Perhaps it was seeing the Master Artist at work in the mountains; perhaps it was merely awakening what had too long been sedated first by pills and then by alcohol—whatever the explanation, on April 10, 1985, sitting on a porch at Parkside with a bit of charcoal and a drawing pad, I drew a crude sketch of a table set between some trees in the fence-enclosed backyard and patio. Even in the painfully simple lines of a picnic table and a leafless aspen, there was symmetry and shading and texture. My art therapist had been saying, “Mary, you’re an artist.” And I’d been saying, “Not possible.” Creative, maybe; some “art instincts.” Although I’d been actively, daily offering the prayer “Reveal my mission,” I could not, would not, accept the identity of artist. Until April 10, when for the first time I looked down and said, “Maybe I am an artist.” And I recorded in my journal, “I am God’s creation.”
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The next day—April 11, 1985—my brother Phillip wrote “to tell you that I love you and [to] give you the circumstances of your nephew’s birth.” My little brother, Phillip, had become a father. As early as I could remember, I’d wanted to be a mother. I’m sure I startled many of the men I dated by announcing my intention to produce a brood of children. In listening to Phillip describe the euphoria of parenthood, I wondered how long it would be before I would become a mother. And I recorded in my journal, “Thy will be done.”


I’ve learned new lessons since those days, but none more fundamental. I knew then, in the spring of 1985, that Mary matters. I matter to me. I matter to God. The days we are given are always numbered, undeniably finite, but we can make them count for something. If I choose to, I can make a difference.


 • • • 


“The caretaking has to be done,” Mary Catherine Bateson reminds us in Composing a Life. “Somebody’s got to be the mommy.” But I had begun caretaking too early for a little brother, then for an uncertain and depressed mother, and finally for two little half sisters. “Somebody’s got to be the mommy.” But not me. Not, that is, until recovery. When I left Betty Ford and Parkside—and the experience is anchored in both of them—I was ready for adulthood, even for motherhood.


For a while, I was “Miss AA” to all my friends. Some acquaintances fell away; what had bonded us, we soon realized, wasn’t our intellects but our appetites. Once there were no drinks to pour, there was nothing to hold us. I headed back to New York. I reconnected with a man I’d met earlier, Brian Campbell, and we rekindled a friendship that eventually grew into love.


I hadn’t known Brian during his fastest days of dangerous experimenting with drugs and alcohol, although he’d shared enough for me to know how close he’d lived to the edge. When we caught up with each other in New York, he wanted to “get clean and sober.” In his own good time (which is when Brian typically chose to act), he took on his own recovery. But what bonded us most wasn’t recovery; it was art.


Brian was a seasoned artist and designer. He knew techniques I could only admire, and he was willing to teach me. During our early months together, it was his role as mentor, not yet as lover, that made me hold to him so tightly.


Later, at the bar of the Sherry-Netherland Hotel in New York City one night, Brian pulled from his wallet a crumpled piece of paper. He handed it to me so I could read what he had copied onto the paper, words from the sculptor David Smith: “Art is made from dreams and visions, and things not known, and least of all from things that can be said. It comes from the inside of who you are, when you face yourself.” This was the Brian I loved: tender, sensitive, vulnerable, gentle.


Brian always knew why he was an artist. “It’s who I am,” he’d say simply, when asked. For me, it was never that simple. But when I read Anne Truitt’s Daybook: The Journal of an Artist, I felt as if someone had finally understood my soul:


I do not understand why I seem able to make what people call art. For many long years I struggled to learn how to do it, and I don’t even know why I struggled. Then, in 1961, at the age of forty, it became clear to me . . . .


Like Truitt, I’d discovered that I was an artist only because I saw that I was making art. When Brian would show me a new technique, I’d insist that I couldn’t possibly do what he was asking. “I’m not an artist,” I’d explain. I’d never done it before. He’d smile and say, quietly, “Just try.” I did, and it worked. And so I discovered, as Anne Truitt had before me, that “if I’m an artist, being an artist isn’t so fancy because it’s just me.”


By the summer of 1986 Brian and I were together in New York. As our relationship grew, so did our plans. We were two artists in love, both wanting children, neither imagining that a New York City loft was the place to raise them. Mother and Dad were in Florida more months each year, and Mother helped persuade us that her Southern neighborhood was the right place to have her grandchildren. Brian was intent upon giving a child his name, Campbell, and used the word “marriage.” I had chartered The Magic Lady for a winter sail in the Caribbean, which provided an occasion. And so we married at my parents’ Florida home and took our honeymoon aboard The Magic Lady. A month after the honeymoon I received the news: I was pregnant with Max. In the opening page of Max’s journal I note that we received the news on February 12, 1987, and “Dad was happy and I cried with happy, happy tears.”


Someone has said that adult children of alcoholics do not know what “normal” is. I wept at the news of my pregnancy because I had, finally, uncovered normalcy. God had given me sobriety first, and then peace, and then purpose, and now a child. Later, I would weep and wonder again about normalcy when word came that I was HIV-positive.


But the day I received the confirming word that I was pregnant, I wept with gratitude because for once I had it all: a husband, my own family, normalcy, a future. It was—I was—acceptable. And for a deliciously long moment I knew that I had never been better, more full of joy, more conscious of the fact that I was Mary and that being Mary was very, very good.





CHAPTER 2


“The Life and Times of Lizabeth Davis Frehling”


My father died in Houston. His funeral was in Miami. He was buried in Louisville. Everything about George Frehling demanded an explanation. His life was never straightforward, his commitments always subject to revision. Things always became complicated when my father, George, became involved. Even his own dying.


At the end, I was with him. I held his hand. I told him I loved him. I raged at him for not coming back when he promised he would, for never being there when Phillip and I needed him. Dying, he still wasn’t there. He lay in a Houston hospital bed, his heart damaged beyond repair, his body in a coma already leaning into death.


Although he was unable to speak and in all likelihood unable to hear, I tried to communicate love with a touch. Someone described this as “loving with wordless eloquence,” but it did not feel eloquent to me. It felt grim and sorry. Even here, at his deathbed, I wanted to be his good, adoring little girl. I wanted him to be my powerful, loving, forever daddy. And in the middle of my childish wanting, he slipped away, again, for the last time. I can’t recall now if it was before he went or after that I said, as much to myself as to him, “I forgive you, Daddy.”


It was George Frehling’s absence that made him a figure of great power and mystery and anguish in my life. If I did not idolize him, it was only because I could not. As I grew older, I realized that my mother’s memories and the hard facts both showed a George Frehling who was a seriously flawed man. Since I couldn’t, under such circumstances, idolize him, I did what I could to rehabilitate him. I thought of George as misunderstood. He was absent and so he couldn’t defend himself. But he couldn’t have been that bad, because he loved me. “Maybe,” I thought, “when he comes back, he’ll have done something wonderful. He’ll be a hero. Then everyone will see. . . . ”


Throughout my childhood I improved him. In my mind, George grew into a composite sketch of Ozzie Nelson, Ward Cleaver, and the wise and wonderful Mr. Anderson of “Father Knows Best.” Out of the unreality of fictional TV fathers, a picture of George, my own largely fictional father, emerged. He was gentle, caring, smart, handsome, fair, strong—and gone. I missed him, wherever and whoever he was.


Now, long past my childhood, he was dead. He had gone to Houston because his third wife was undergoing therapy for cancer at the M.D. Anderson Clinic in that Texas city, half a continent away from their Miami home. While there, at age sixty-four, he was stricken with a massive heart attack. In a final irony, his ailing wife outlived him.


At his Miami funeral, George’s family told me I should never doubt how much he loved me. It was reassuring to hear that my years of childish imagination had not been entirely mistaken. But it also fueled a lasting melancholy, a grief not for his dying but for the life we never had, for the daddy I’d always wanted. I felt overwhelming regret—and found it expressed in a blazing flash of anger—that I had been forced to imagine that he loved me, because I never knew. I just never knew.


His final resting place was Louisville, my birthplace and the hometown for both George and my mother. While traveling for the memorial and burial observances, I conjured, as best I could, my childhood memories of George. I remembered mostly the sweet times: vacations and restaurant meals, the small airplane he owned (at least I believed he owned) and called the Merry Mary, in my honor. I remembered how good the pungent aftershave lotion smelled on his skin, how good-looking he was. I remembered how very safe I felt when I was with him and how he made me believe that I was important to him.


Although George may never have been a gambler, he could have been; his ever-present smile had just a hint of riverboat in it. He’d once owned a German shepherd that he loved and Mother hated. One day she issued an ultimatum: either the dog went, or she would. The story became a family legend because, it’s said, George grinned and thought a good while—like a poker master measuring his opponent but not yet showing his cards—before deciding which companion he preferred, his dog or his wife.


I remember the Easter Sunday he and I were to celebrate my fifth birthday with a daddy-daughter dinner at the Brown Hotel, a regal landmark in downtown Louisville. Riding with him to the hotel, I just knew I was the center of the universe. It was going to be a lovely and intimate afternoon. But it wasn’t. It was a party; George had invited all his friends—and George was, whether he intended it or not, the star of the party. I was along as his birthday girl, his little bouncy prop, the token kid worthy to be seen but not heard.


At some point long after his and his mother’s divorce, George stopped sending birthday cards and presents. Because such arrivals had been erratic in the best of times, it took years for me to admit that even his infrequent contact with Phillip and me had finally ground to a halt. By then we had a stepfather whom we loved and who had adopted us. Max Fisher was “Dad.” But George remained the mythical daddy. No longer a seamless part of our life, he became a remnant piece of my heart.


In fact, George was off creating another family in another place. But as a child, I did not know. And so, not knowing, I imagined. When I felt unloved, I imagined that George would love me, if only he knew me, if only I could find him. When I felt abandoned, I imagined that George would come back and sweep me into his arms. When I felt alone, I remembered the smell of him hugging me. When I wept, it was often his name that I called out—not “George,” but “Daddy.”


When I found him at the end, he was comatose and I was an adult already past forty. Across three cities spanning nearly two thousand miles, I kept him company during memorials and eulogies and good-byes. I wanted to be there. Perhaps I needed to be there, both for him and for me.


 • • • 


Louisville is the gateway of the American South. The Ohio River snakes along the city’s northern and western limits, rolling by luxurious neighborhoods and decaying industry, dividing Kentucky from Indiana, the South from the North. Our family was always clear that we were in the South. And we meant for people to know it, with every word we drawled.
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My mother can scarcely remember a time when she wasn’t somehow linked to George Frehling. Their respective grandparents—my great-grandparents—had been friends in Louisville’s tightly knit Jewish community and would often vacation together. The Switow family of my mother’s side and the Matz family of my father’s maternal side had joint dealings in the theater business. Even after their divorce, the links never fell away entirely. Near the end of George’s life we were all together one night, and I caught my mother looking at George with a gaze that spanned the years and melted the cool reserve that characterized their relationship. She was seeing not an old man with a weak heart but a smiling cadet with a jaunty walk, heading off to war, lovable enough to marry.


It was an echo of the days when their Louisville friendship had matured into courtship. “I think he always loved me,” Mother still says today, “at least from the time I was eight.” After teenage dating, as George prepared to join the air force late in World War II, they decided to become husband and wife. “He was going off to war, so we got married,” says Mother. “That was just what you did in those days and under those circumstances. It wasn’t an issue of much deliberation. Our families were friends. We were friends. It was a friendly wedding. Everyone thought it was for the best.”


The genders suffered no confusion of roles in 1940s Louisville. Men worked. What women did, from making soap to making babies, was not work; it was something else. Men went off to war and became heroes; women stayed home to care for the children, unheralded and unheroic. Decisiveness and creativity were traits admired in men, but women were best when they were feminine: not too quick with mind or tongue. So George and Mother married because “it was just what you did.” Then he went into the military, where he could pursue hopes of heroism. And Mother, an art student, joined in the war effort to draw maps for the U.S. Army Map Service.


Mother had talent. She could design clothing. She could sketch. When she sang, relatives wondered if Broadway was too big a reach. When she wrote, she won praise for her gifted expressions. But Mother was, and is, unconventional. And to freely express ideas that challenged the conventions of the time and place, to creatively exercise her mind as a writer or her hands as a designer—such notions might have been tolerated but were not to be encouraged. She was, after all, a woman, in a time and a society dominated by the whims and egos of men.


Creativity and flair were family traits. The Switows were known as “characters.” Their ideas were unpredictable, their business dealings sometimes shrewd and sometimes comical, and their integrity was unquestioned by all who knew them. Childhood memories are full of Switow relatives—in the house, in the yard, up and down the street, hollering to one another, hoisting plates of aromatic foods, hugging around a piano. Such characters: grandparents, uncles, aunts, cousins, friends—and Lucille, my grandmother’s housekeeper, who kept her heart well concealed beneath a stern and inflexible exterior, at least whenever we children were involved.


The Switows of Louisville were entertainment impresarios by profession, and they took their work home. Evenings and weekends were filled with endless stories and jokes told by a constantly replenished multitude of adults. My grandfather—“Papaharry,” one word—played the piano. My uncles and aunts, all comics, would make up lyrics for silly parodies sung to familiar melodies. When evenings grew late, Papaharry grew bold. Eventually, one of his lyrics would culminate in a dirty word and my grandmother would roar out of the kitchen scolding, first in Yiddish and then louder in English: “Harry, not in front of the children.”


Other elements of life at Papaharry’s house also belonged out of range of the children. Only later did I hear uncles and aunts whisper stories about “bathtub gin” during Prohibition. In an album somewhere I have a picture Papaharry sent to me not long before he died. It’s me, maybe one year old, clutching a Kentucky whiskey jug large enough to lubricate a weekend of parties.


Beyond his zest for life and his love of family, Papaharry had one characteristic that especially distinguished him in his time and place: He believed in the absolute equality of all people. Religion was important, because it shaped one’s values—but each religion had something of value, and deserved respect. Black and white were different colors, not different classes. He despised discrimination of any kind. Flohoney worried that he would say something “dirty” in front of the children, but Papaharry taught his family that any term that demeaned others was truly filthy.


Louisville offered a charmed environment to Phillip and me—we never ran out of playmates, never wondered if we were cherished. And Papaharry’s house sits in the middle of my memories as once it sat in the middle of the neighborhood, host to a little bit of vaudeville, a little bit of burlesque, and a lot of joyful, noisy relatives. It was a madcap house, where a child could hide in the backyard bowers or scamper up a tree next door and come back to a place that felt absolutely like home.


 • • • 


George and Mother moved to Bluefield, West Virginia, after he came home from the war. He took charge of building an outdoor drive-in theater as part of his family’s business. But Mother thought only coal, Bluefield’s commercial lifeblood, belonged in West Virginia. She belonged in Louisville. No child of hers would need to endure the stigma of having “Bluefield” on a birth certificate—not when Louisville stood nearby, glowing with culture and understated Southern charm. Mother moved home to Louisville. There, at high noon on April 6, 1948, I was born in Jewish Hospital: Lizabeth Davis Frehling.


“Lizabeth” was short-lived. My great-grandmother, Mary Davis Matz, died when I was ten weeks old. She had been, according to family legend, a woman universally praised for kindness and wisdom, and her passing occasioned a name change that evidently had been contemplated. On June 27, 1948, my mother entered into my baby book an account of the religious ceremony at which the change of my name was formalized in the name of God. I was Lizabeth no longer. Now my name was Mary.


In a ninth-grade writing project, I focused a surprising amount of attention on my name change and the departed ancestor I scarcely knew. “I do not remember her (Mary Davis Matz) but I am told that she and I used to play together before she became too sick to receive visitors,” I wrote, evidently unaware that she had died before I was old enough to have played with anyone at all. “Everyone loved her and I suppose they hoped I would grow up to be like her. Now when I visit my great-grandfather he always tells me, with tears in his eyes, how much I look like her.” I was at an age where I wanted roots, even if I needed to create them with exaggeration; I wanted to belong to some family.


Mother never truly left Louisville again during her marriage to George. She visited Bluefield, but she lived in Louisville. I have only the vaguest memories of Bluefield; I remember a train trip. And I remember that Mother was not happy. But mostly I remember green: green trees, green grass, green wallpaper in, I think, an apartment. Eventually George moved back as well, taking up temporary residence with us in my grandparents’ home. But there was more that separated Mother and George than taste in geography. By the time Phillip was born, in the summer of 1951, the strain on their marriage was pronounced.


My mother tells me that, after Phillip’s birth, George grew more distant. He had little to do with the new baby, perhaps because he did not know how to get past my mother’s family and their increasing acceptance of his absence, or past my mother’s conviction that he had too many other places he enjoyed spending his time, too many other things to do.


I, on the other hand, could not get enough of my brother. When he cried, I was the first one at his crib, leaning over, soothing him with, “Don’t cry. Me here.”


 • • • 


I was four when George left. Mother says she asked him to go. I was playing blindman’s bluff in the backyard of my grandparents’ house, probably one of a batch of cousins. I noticed when he began to pack some things in his car. I remember being blindfolded with a handkerchief and cheating, lifting the corner of the cloth, watching my father shuttle between the house and his car.


At first I thought he was just moving some things. But he kept going back for more, carrying out boxes and bags and I couldn’t tell what all. At some unremembered point I must have sensed that this was not an ordinary coming and going. I ripped off the handkerchief and ran to him. “What are you doing? Why are you loading the car?” I cried. “Where are you going?”


“Ask your mother” was all he said. And he kept packing.


I watched him carry out his drawing board and gently lower it into the back of the station wagon. He was working for a design firm at the time, and the drawing board was his professional life line; but his board was more precious to George than his career. His drawing board—I now imagine, having retreated so often to my own studio to take comfort in my own art—was a touch point for his emotions, the “canvas” on which he splashed his heart. This was as close to “home” as George had.


I remember hearing him drive away although I can’t recall seeing it; strange memory. I remember running into the house to find Mother. She was changing Phillip’s diaper. I knew, although I don’t remember how, that she was upset. “Where’s Daddy going?” I wanted to know. “Why is he going?”


She was amazingly calm when she told me: “Well, Daddy’s leaving.”


“Why?” I persisted.


“Because he likes football and I don’t,” she said. And then she told me to be a big girl, so I could take care of her and my baby brother.


I remember Mother crying. Some nights, she would crawl into my bed, wrap me in her arms. I’d hear her sob softly and feel her body heave until finally she would cry herself to sleep. Perhaps I thought it was all my fault. I knew it wasn’t about football. And I certainly took to heart her injunction that I should be a big girl and take care of Phillip and her. I knew my stomach hurt.


Flying from Miami to Louisville for George’s burial, this was the one scene that I replayed. I can recall no other episode from early childhood with such clarity. I was too old to blame anyone by the time George died. I had tried and failed at marriage myself. But I could not shake the sense of lifelong absence that had been created. Even at forty-two I could feel the little girl in me who wanted Daddy to come back, who wanted not to be abandoned.





CHAPTER 3


“Starting Over”


The sun shone lavishly on Papaharry’s big white Louisville home on Village Drive. Every unlocked house along the drive held a relative or someone we knew only as Aunt This or Uncle That. I did not know the difference between neighborhood and extended family; it was for a child’s purposes all the same.


An Italian-style villa with imposing dignity, Papaharry’s home had nothing of the stuffy elegance sometimes associated with such houses. Evenings and weekends the place belonged to the adults, eating and singing and drinking and joking—Papaharry’s cabaret featuring a supporting cast of dozens. Weekdays, it was the children’s domain. A second-floor sunroom was our clubhouse, a playroom that we could make messy as long as we picked up before moving on to another part of the house. It was Lucille’s inflexible rule. Lucille was the plain-looking and plainspoken housekeeper, stern to the edge of meanness. She kept a spotless home. And every day she attended Catholic Mass to rebuild her spiritual strength, which was being constantly sapped by Papaharry and his R-rated songs.


My mother’s parents, Harry and Florence Switow—“Papaharry” and “Flohoney”—adored their grandchildren. I was the first of the brood and therefore first in line for affection. One summer Papaharry built a wading pool in the backyard. While the cement was still wet, he gently pressed my hands and feet into the gooey stuff to leave my prints. I can still feel his strong hands on mine, and the wet cement.


There was no doubt that I belonged here. They fussed over me as a toddler, and I paid for their attention with Shirley Temple curls and curtsies, dancing and singing on cue when the adults were gathered. Because I was the firstborn grandchild, I was the child star, belting out “It’s a Sin to Tell a Lie” and “Down by the Old Mill Stream,” sentimental Switow family favorites in which everyone—including my cousins Johnny and Barby Burkoff—would blend voices on the choruses. The only time I remember the adults being serene was during reverent renditions of Stephen Foster’s “My Old Kentucky Home.” When the final chord was sounded, there were glistening eyes all around. I now suspect that ample drinking helped loosen their emotions. But as a child, such moments seemed to be nearly religious experiences.


Despite the playful and hilarious times, I was growing pensive. George’s leaving had raised grave doubts about security and adult trustworthiness. The rupture in my parents’ relationship had been an emotional earthquake for me; now it was followed by absolute silence. No one would discuss it. And who could I ask? Not Lucille. Not Papaharry and Flohoney, who’d rolled on with life as if my father had never existed. And to ask Mother the hard questions, I quickly learned, was to bring on tears; one or two experiences with that, and a four-year-old takes responsibility for her mother’s tears.
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