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“The personal essayist looks for the truths that connect us all in the details of her own history, her experience of gender or loss or travel. The further paradox is that the more idiosyncratic these experiences seem, and the more specific the details of their telling, the more clearly they seem to strike the universal chord.”


—MARION WINIK





My coming out of a deep sleep inspired this collection of essays. There was no Prince Charming to wake me with a kiss. I learned the hard way to examine and challenge the culture that prescribed women’s roles in marriage, motherhood, and work. The awakening began in the early 1960s, though challenging these roles was a long journey culminating in career changes in the 1990s. This book of essays includes the longing of a young girl from Napa, California, a young woman leaving home, a woman marrying at age twenty-seven, the challenge of being the wife of a minister, and the struggles of a new graduate starting a career. Mothering my daughter gave me the courage to stop questioning cultural assumptions for women and take action. Returning to graduate school for a doctorate in sociology gave me the language to speak. Female friendships, Goddess rituals, the women at the writers’ community called Hedgebrook, female partners at clergy retreats, and my daughter encouraged me and continue to support the choices I made.












Dedication






I dedicate my book to my daughter, Monica Bill Barnes. She has been my emotional support from a very young age. She is the one who always has my back. We have been close since the day I gave birth to her. She came out of my womb with a tightly closed fist. I considered that a sign, “Power to Women.”


I also want to acknowledge those writers who have read drafts of my work, especially Brooke Warner who has been my constant reader, offering feedback to make my writing stronger. I have been supported by women writers and friends from my writers’ residencies, Hedgebrook, The Anderson Center, and Ragdale. Monica has believed in me and continually encouraged me to write. She has been invaluable in the editing process, as well as Kayla Hansen who also helped edit my manuscript. Monica believes and has faith in me even when I doubt myself. And there is no limit to the love she gives me.












I Will Send the Police after You






I was sitting on the couch at a right angle to my mother, who sat nearby in her chair. It was June of 1958 in what was then the small town of Napa, California. Mom was knitting wool socks for Dad despite the oppressing summer heat.


Just a few days earlier, I had graduated from high school with honors and a scholarship. Mom, upon reading my letter of acceptance that came in the mail that day from the prestigious University of California at Berkeley, declared, “If you go, I will send the police after you.”


I was hoping for a smooth transition from dependent daughter to independent university freshman. Looking back, I realize I was challenging cultural assumptions embedded in my mother’s perception of women’s place in the world. Her response, after the threat of the police, was, “The only reason women go to college is to get a husband.”


Leaving my small town for a larger world was a dream that was shared by my best friends who were going away to college. This path was blocked by my mother’s expectations of me. Like my two older sisters, she felt free tuition at the local junior college was good enough. She gave me the impression that I was aiming above my station as the third daughter in a working-class Swiss–Italian family. This wasn’t easy for me. I took the only path available, living at home and postponing my entry into university and my plan to leave my small town for a larger world.


In junior college, I aspired to go to medical school. My male counselor said, “My dear, women who go to medical school don’t marry or have children.” At that low point, I was beginning to understand that assumptions about women filtered into other institutions beyond my family.


I resigned myself with regret to forge ahead and take what was “prescribed” for me. I went to school in the morning, worked in the afternoon, and studied late into the night. The president of the Napa Junior College Board of Trustees was a dentist. Because I was an honor student, he bestowed upon me the job of dental assistant. I found the offer insulting. However, the money I earned would help me pay for my future university education, so I took the job.


Like any heroine in her own novel, I secretly plotted my departure by accepting two years of purgatory: earning top grades in college courses, working as a dental assistant, saving money, and forsaking a social life to study late into the night while being impossible to live with. In other words, I was the bitch in the house.


My hard work paid off. In 1962 I graduated from UC San Francisco as a dental hygienist. This was not my preferred vocation, but I enjoyed my independence and the science courses. I especially enjoyed the clinical experience. I did not enjoy the simplistic dental hygiene courses taught by frustrated older unmarried women.


At age forty-six, I returned to UC San Francisco and earned a PhD in Sociology in 1992. I immediately secured my dream job as senior lecturer at California State University, Hayward, now called East Bay, teaching women’s studies from 1992 to 2008. Some of the students shared experiences remarkably similarities to mine. For example, one student was told she should not study computer science because it was “a man’s field.” Even worse, she would be reducing her chance of marriage. Older female students found their families were not supportive of their returning to school and leaving a secretarial or dental hygienist job. One returning student sent her announcement that she was graduating from UC Berkeley. She added, “Dr. Barnes, you were the only person who believed in me.”












Growing up Is Hard






Growing up is hard. And I didn’t make it any easier for myself. Not that I rebelled in an overt, screaming-meanie way. I had watched my eldest sister do that with repeated failure. Her rebellion was about when she could get her driver’s license or how late she could stay out on a date or other issues I was not privy to.


I took on a different issue, and a different tactic from my sister. My journey of resistance was to the culturally assumed woman’s role. In my own determined and less confrontational manner, I rejected the cultural assumption of the woman’s exclusive role as housewife in the pre-feminist era of the late forties into the early sixties. This battle had not been fought yet. My journey of challenging woman’s place was uncharted, without the benefit of parental advice or the necessary skills that would have helped.


When I was growing up, my mother was the iconic example of the woman’s culturally prescribed role. She had a high school education, as some education was acceptable, just not too much. She was nineteen when she married my dad, within the expected age range; much past age twenty-one she would have been labeled an “old maid.” Mom and Dad had four children, three girls and one boy, within ten years. I was the third daughter, followed five years later by my brother.


My mom excelled at her job when a woman’s full-time work was mothering and running the home, with all the chores that involved. She was always there when I arrived home from school and had a hot meal ready when Dad came home from work. She made all our clothes, dressing her three girls in matching coats, dresses, and pajamas, and knitting our sweaters, hats, and mittens. For my doll, she made matching pajamas, sweaters, and blankets. She also made socks and sweaters for Dad and later for my brother. Dad’s socks always had a detailed design, such as a golf cart or a baseball and bat, on the side.


Mom crocheted tablecloths, knitted blankets and afghans, and designed and made beautiful dresses for herself. Her three knitted dresses were in rose, yellow, and green yarn, and she complemented them with matching pillbox hats with the same-colored veil. She helped maintain a garden, cooked everything from scratch, and had a stellar reputation for her cakes. At the Napa County Fair, Mom won prizes for her handiwork.


An added cultural weight and barrier to my challenging a woman’s place was that my family was of Swiss–Italian heritage on both sides. The traditional roles of marriage, homemaker, and motherhood were seldom, if ever, questioned.


The one exception was my maternal grandmother, Nana. She had divorced her husband when my mom was young, maybe five or six years old. They moved to Napa from Lake County, just north of Napa, and Nana started her own laundry business. That evidently folded, but she continued to work at Green’s or Sheldon’s Dry Cleaners in Napa and Vallejo until she retired.


Nana might have been my ally in my journey. She lived with us until I was five or six. I have no knowledge of why Mom and Nana did not get along, or why she was asked or told to move out. I was sad when this happened, but too frightened to take Nana’s side against my mother.


Even after Nana’s death, I hesitated to confront Mom about what caused this separation, though I was thirty-two and eight months pregnant. Becoming a mother had the effect of bringing Mom and me to a more cordial relationship. It seemed too risky to disrupt our newly found common ground of motherhood in order to learn more of my family history.


Nana clearly took the road less traveled for women in the 1920s. As her granddaughter, I surely must have learned that some women could write their own destiny. However, divorce and disharmony with family was not my chosen path to liberation.


I was well into my adolescence when I took up my journey of resistance to the culturally assumed woman’s role. Prior to that, I’d had my childhood dreams. My aspiration was to be a singer and have legs like Betty Grable, a film star of the forties and fifties who was known to have the most beautiful legs in Hollywood. When I was seven, she was my idol, but when I was tall enough to look in the dresser mirror and saw my short chubby legs, I abandoned that dream.


My childhood suspicion was that I was African American, and my parents and siblings would not tell me. As a child of five or six, I obviously did not know what this meant, because if I had, I could have looked in a mirror. Growing up in Napa, California, with a small, predominately white population of 22,000, I never saw a person of color. The first African American I encountered in person was in 1960 during my junior year of college when I was twenty. I initially thought he must be one of the most important people at UC San Francisco, because he was constantly being summoned over the public address system. It turned out he was the custodian.


This unfounded suspicion meant that, from a very early age, I knew I was different, even if my family did not recognize it, and that I would take a different path than that prescribed for a girl whose family had emigrated from an Italian canton in Switzerland. Similarly, I abandoned my aspiration of being a movie star like Betty Grable. Eventually, I came to realize my suspicion of being African American was not true. Disappointment can breed innovation and creativity. Thus I began an uncharted journey with passion and perseverance, without my parents’ understanding, and therefore with their resistance rather than their guidance.


I remember as a child the pressure to conform in our family. We were discouraged from speaking Italian. We only heard it once week when my dad spoke it with his father, whom we visited every Sunday afternoon. I loved those visits when Dad and Grandpa sat on the porch drinking Grandpa’s homemade wine, while my sisters and I played hide and seek in his front garden of tall beanstalks and various other vegetables. My mom stayed home with my baby brother.


But we were not allowed to learn Italian growing up. We were told firmly, “We are Americans. We speak English.” Italy, under Mussolini, had allied itself with Hitler and Germany in World War II. There was prejudice against Italians for being on the wrong side of the war, and suspicions about the Mafia hung in the cultural air of my hometown. There were and still remain historical differences between Switzerland, which stayed neutral in war, and Italy’s aggression of Mussolini’s invasion of Libya prior to the buildup of WWII. It was important to our family that we were from the Italian part of Switzerland, and not from Italy. Mom would constantly remind us that we were not Italian but were Swiss–Italian.


The pronunciation of our surname had been Americanized from Brazzi (the Italian pronunciation would be “Bratzzi” with a role of the tongue on the “r”) to Brazzi (with no role of the tongue on the “r” and an emphasized “a”). It served me well when I ran for commissioner of activities in high school and won on the slogan, “Let’s be snazzy, vote for Brazzi.”


I grew up knowing that, like my two elder sisters before me, I was expected to get two years of junior college education after high school, marry, and have children. It was assumed that my full-time job as an adult would be to make a home, support my husband in his work, and raise our children—just like my mom was doing. Mom would remind me to take useful courses in high school, like typing, business, and English, not the foreign language and science classes required for university admission. I can still hear her practical advice: “It’s important to have a skill you can fall back on in case things don’t work out,” implying secretarial skills in the event of divorce or widowhood or another tragic event that might leave a dependent woman helpless. In high school, when I defied her and took college prep classes, she protested, “The only reason women go to college is to get a husband.”


By the time I got to high school, the truth was I didn’t know anything about preparing for or applying to college. The dean of women, who was also my best friend’s mother, Mrs. Bowman, recognized my potential and guided me to enroll in college prep courses, against my mother’s advice. Mrs. Bowman also mentored me through an application to UC Berkeley, her alma mater. I don’t recall if I told my parents I was applying. If I did not, it was for concern that Mom would allege I was aiming too high.


Close to graduation, I received my letter of acceptance to the university. This was a moment of triumph followed by frustration. I had not thought through the cost of college, despite receiving a scholarship from the Business and Professional Women Foundation.


After much discussion, Mom’s final words on the subject were, “If you go, I will send the police after you.” I was not sure I believed her, but without my parents’ financial support to augment my scholarship, I had to turn down the offer, live at home, and go to the local junior college.


During my two years of self-imposed, moody exile at home, I recalled one summer evening when I was eleven years old that inspired me not to give up hope. I had finished the last sentence of Gone with the Wind, alone in the bedroom I shared with my two sisters. It was evening as I marched through the narrow, darkened kitchen to the larger well-lit living room. I announced to my family, “If I do not mend my ways, I will be just like Scarlett O’Hara.” Mom smiled dismissively, Dad nodded approval, and my siblings looked puzzled, except for my eldest sister who smirked. And then they all returned to their reading or knitting without any further comment. I knew right then that I needed a larger world to explore.


My dramatic announcement to my family was perhaps overstated. What were “my ways” as an eleven-year-old? Being obedient was one, following orders another, and questioning authority, but I was too fearful to act on my revelation.


Unlike Scarlett, I did know that my hometown was not big enough to have a life different from the one expected of me. But like Scarlett, I felt I could learn the skills I needed to pursue my dream. Unlike Scarlett, I did not want to end up divorced. I think the book propelled me to be vigilant and to not let the culturally accepted woman’s role overpower my path of freedom of action.


I always knew Dad supported me. He had a very gentle way of parenting. I don’t recall him ever lecturing me or being demanding. He seldom told me what to do. He did not so much give me advice but by his example of gentle kindness and geniality, he showed me how to live. And though he had only an eight-grade education, he did not stand in my way when I wanted to go to college. I knew if he’d had any knowledge about college, he would have shared it with me.


But what could have helped me was for Dad to challenge my mother’s dominant opinion about women and college. Or to help me figure out why she was so opposed to my going away to school. He could have encouraged me to go to university, like my friends’ parents did. It would have been very supportive to have a reasonable conversation about allowing me to borrow the necessary funds beyond my scholarship for housing and books needed for UC Berkeley. Instead, my mother threatened me with the police if I accepted.


My parents’ lack of support and encouragement released my self-doubts. If I had not been endowed with Betty Grable legs, had I been endowed with the intelligence to succeed beyond my hometown high school and junior college? My dad always said, “When they passed out the brains, Donna was not behind the door.” Meaning I was definitely a recipient. That gave me confidence as a child, but not as a woman coming of age.


During my two years of tuition-free junior college education, I worked and saved what I thought was enough money for my junior and senior years at UC San Francisco. But my money was only enough for one year, despite the fact that I was frugal and worked in the school cafeteria five days a week, making sandwiches before my eight o’clock class. When, in my senior year, the dean of the dental school told me I qualified for funding, I found out just how opposed my parents were to my accepting financial assistance. Instead, they loaned me enough money for my last year, which I paid back with interest two years after I graduated. I believe they were too proud to let another, even an educational institution, finance their daughter’s education.


In adolescence, I had realized that my future would be in the larger world, beyond my hometown. I knew I would challenge my family’s and the culture’s assumptions about women. I did not know, however, that I would be hindered by these assumptions about women, marriage and work, and at times disadvantaged by them. I did not know I would be discouraged from applying to medical school because I was a woman. I did not know I would be paid less than a man for comparable work. I did not know I would be denied a credit card because I was a woman. In the 1960s, when I was entering UC San Francisco, a bank could refuse to issue a credit card to an unmarried woman, and if she were married, her husband was required to cosign. It took the Equal Credit Opportunity Act of 1974 to make these practices illegal. I did not know in 1963, when I made an appointment with a nationally known brokerage firm, that I would be dismissed with a smirk by a stockbroker of my own age and denied my request to open an investment account.


Experience is one thing. Knowledge and examination of one’s life is another. Through marriage, work, and motherhood, particularly mothering, I was compelled toward reflection and introspection. My journey led me through readings, spiritual retreats, writers’ residencies, and conversations with women friends. In 1995 at Hedgebrook, a women writers’ residency, I met Theresa. On the first night of my three-week residency, she greeted me with a big hug and a welcome as I walked into the farmhouse kitchen for dinner. As the evening went on with lively talk and jokes, some of which I didn’t understand but laughed anyway—albeit too loudly and with poor timing—I felt intimidated to hold my own in the conversation. I said something stupid that even now I’m embarrassed to admit. I’m not sure exactly what I said, but something asinine like, “One of my best friends is lesbian.” Score zero out of ten on that one. What most added to my feelings of intimidation was that I hid enormous doubts about my abilities as a creative writer.


After dinner, Theresa invited me to go for a walk on the beach. She asked me how I was doing. I said, “What came out of my mouth was dumb, and I didn’t get some of the jokes. I hope I didn’t offend anyone.” I was disappointed in myself and wondered what kind of an impression I had made. Theresa assured me that I was not the only one who felt intimidated.


I said, “I felt like I said some inappropriate things, especially about my best friend being lesbian. I felt I was not myself. I was more guarded. And the lesbian thing I am comfortable with, but I felt like I was perceived as square.”


Theresa said, “It was obvious that you were uncomfortable. On my first night, I went to two of the writers to apologize for something I said.”


As she walked me back to my cottage and hugged me goodnight, I felt better but with mixed feelings. I wrote in my journal that night, “I’m so intense, unsure, and elated.”


As the weeks progressed, Theresa became a dear friend, and I came to treasure each of the other four writers.


Growing up I had an aspiration to be Betty Grable and a suspicion that I was African American. Neither turned out to be possible or true. Looking back with nostalgia peppered with experience, my family’s and cultural expectations gave me the opportunity to become who I am the hard way. In truth, I wasn’t given the skills I needed, but I learned them, often faking it until I could practice them. But isn’t it the best way to own knowledge, by working hard for it rather than having it given to you?


I would have done some things differently, given the chance. I would have run for student body president rather than commissioner of activities, with my winning campaign slogan, “Let’s be snazzy, vote for Brazzi.”


I would have tried harder to find a way to reason with my mom and actively elicit help from my dad. In my own persistent way, I did confront her by breaking the stereotype of women of the fifties and sixties.


I would have believed my math teacher and the dean of student activities, Mr. Fatinos, who wrote in my yearbook, “Without a doubt one of the few outstanding students I’ve had the pleasure of working with. Keep your sights high, Donna. You can be anything you set your mind to. A job well done, in and out of the classroom.”


I would have dismissed my male college counselor’s advice when he said to me, “My dear, women who go to medical school don’t marry and have children.”


I would have set my sights higher and gone to medical school instead of settling for dental hygiene.


I would have asked the young stockbroker in 1963 to explain in detail why I could not open an investment account and hopefully watched him squirm as he ran out of excuses.


I would have learned earlier that money is a resource, not a limitation, and that, within reason, money does not have to dictate choices.


Though I didn’t become a medical doctor, I am a doctor of philosophy. I’ve heard it said that PhD stands for “piled higher and deeper.” And that suits me more than being a medical doctor. The mysteries of how people live their lives and how we are shaped by different cultural assumptions support and hinder us on our life journey. In the twenties and thirties, Mom was a stellar example of what was expected of a woman. And though my experiences in my family starkly confronted what I aspired for myself, she, along with Dad, did provide a physically safe place for me to grow up and taught me values of family loyalty, pride of heritage, and, by necessity, frugality.


I recognize that my family and culture were dominated by assumptions that were very hard to challenge, and that they hindered me. But with passion, determination, and perseverance, I shaped an identity that was different from my family’s and cultural assumptions. And in the ongoing process, I shaped my life.


My experience continues to make me very grateful to women who took their fight public, women like Betty Friedan, Gloria Steinem, Billie Jean King, Anita Hill and many others who challenged female stereotypes and initiated the feminist movement.


This is where my passion lies. Passion does not always drive us to do the easy thing. What was not given to me I learned by observation and with unexpected help from people like Mrs. Bowman and Mr. Fatinos. I grew up the hard way because I went against expectations. Not every door was open, and some were slammed in my face. Today, I can claim my knowledge as my own. It was not given or handed down to me. I had to fight for it as an adolescent and a young woman. I had to figure out things out for myself. But by so doing, I am able to claim it and pass it on.












Moonglow






Jim is sitting at a picnic table with a crowd of guffawing male classmates at the noonday barbecue, the last of three days of my fiftieth high school reunion. I sit next to Sam at the opposite side of our host and classmate’s backyard. Holding a bottle of lukewarm water, I feign interest in burial options for my husband and me with Sam, owner of the local funeral home. What I really want to do is talk to Jim.


Closing my eyes behind my sunglasses, I let my head rest on the back of my chair, lifting my face to the afternoon sun. The summer air smells of grilled meats mingled with the slight odor of dust that settles on the field where my childhood friend Carol and I parked our cars. We had come back to our hometown for the reunion without our husbands. Mine was working weekends; hers had been eager to come but was not invited. The aromas are pleasant except for the faint stench of the cows grazing in the meadows beyond the redwood fence.


My lingering question is not how and where my husband and I will be buried, but why, after two dates, Jim never asked me out again. In the 1950s, I didn’t ask such a question, as it would have revealed that I cared. Back then, part of my puzzlement had to do with why Jim continued to flirt with me at Student Council meetings and school dances when we were both going steady with other people. Once, at a school dance, while walking past me and my boyfriend, Jim, escorting his steady, leaned close enough to whisper for my ears only, “I love my wife, but oh, you kid.” The comment was the title of an old song my parents danced to about regret for lost love and a potentially two-timing husband. I remember thinking, Am I encouraging this comment? And what, for heaven’s sake, does he mean by this?


In high school, it was this type of perplexity that I would confide in Carol. She suggested, “Jim prefers blondes. And besides, you and Steve are so cute together. And he’s smarter than Jim, and an upperclassman.”


“But he’s not as good-looking as Jim, or an athlete, unless you count golf,” I said. We agreed, except for the golf part, as her mom was a golfer of some repute.


At the time, I wondered why Jim still flirted with me. But when Carol reminded me that there was a bigger world out there after high school, I was more intrigued than puzzled. Carol had lived in Europe in the fifth grade, the year before we became best friends. I knew she was worldlier than I. The farthest I had traveled was with my parents to Uncle Jim’s ranch some ninety miles north over two mountains on a narrow, switchback road.


I knew this barbecue would be my last chance to talk with Jim that weekend. I had seen him the night before at a private cocktail party for the elite athletic classmates and their wives. Carol and I were the exceptions.


Jasmine infused the air as nightfall pursued dusk. A holly hedge surrounded the outdoor area, dwarfing the juniper and maple trees, except for one mature oak. A grape arbor, installed with a mist cooling system, partly shaded the flagstone patio. The lawn, without a hint of dandelions, looked as if it had been rolled out that day. A Mahoney bar was set with long-stemmed wine glasses, bowl-shaped for red wine, and tulip-shaped for white. An ice bucket filled with bottles offered the promise of chilled wine.


Our host, John, the former star quarterback, was still handsome and youthful looking, having kept his muscular physique and his full head of hair, unusual in this crowd of former football stars. His home, on what had once been a chicken farm, was of redwood and natural stone from the area and worthy of a spread in Architectural Digest. The potential article would be complete with a photo of his second wife, thin, beautiful, and twenty years younger, who was impeccably dressed in a short, chocolate-brown linen dress.


With our glasses of chilled pinot grigio, Carol and I joined Jim and half a dozen former jocks. They were teasing him about being named “Mr. Hometown” in a recent article in the city’s newspaper.
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