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HEALED by HORSES








Introduction



FOLLOWING THE EVENTS of September 11 in 2001, President George W. Bush and First Lady Laura Bush toured the burn unit at Washington Hospital Center.


Dr. Robert Lowery, who accompanied the president, would later describe how “one of the burn patients, breathing through a tube connected to a ventilator, was swathed in gauze, like a mummy, with only eyes, lips, fingers, and toes visible. The odor of burns, dressings, and body fluids was strong. Even before the president went into the first patient’s room, he was visibly shaken.… When he turned my way, I saw a man different from the man who greeted us.”


Dr. Lowery’s words were set down in the winter 2001 issue of Burn Support News, a national newsletter published by the Phoenix Society for Burn Survivors. The phoenix was the mythical bird that would live for centuries, allow itself to be consumed by fire, and then rise, restored and renewed, from the ashes.


Carole Fletcher knows all about rising from ashes and the smell of burn units; a stained-glass window depicting a phoenix is among her most prized possessions. On November 22, 1975, she was helping friends rebuild an engine in the basement of her house in New Jersey when the pilot light on a water heater ignited gasoline fumes. On that day, at the age of twenty-eight, she joined a large, mostly silent group. Each year, some 2.4 million burn injuries are reported in America, with 42 percent of cases resulting in substantial or permanent disabilities. This grim accounting includes more than 20,000 men, women, and children who suffer life-threatening burns—from car crashes, industrial explosions, mishaps with fireplaces and grills, encounters with stoves and boiling water.


Carole Fletcher can talk—almost with equanimity—about the long and torturous road from disabled and disfigured burn victim to what she is now: an internationally prominent trick-horse trainer and performer. At her farm in Florida, she and I went through a drawer full of photographs. Some families arrange pictures in neat albums, the images dated and captioned and tucked behind plastic sleeves. The horse people I know—spotless though their barns and tack rooms may be—have no time for organizing photo albums. (Tack rooms house saddles, bridles, blankets, and other riding gear.) Carole Fletcher’s entire life, before and after the accident, lay willynilly in that deep wide drawer.


Two images stayed with me long afterward. One, a professionally shot eight-and-a-half-by-eleven portrait in black and white, shows a striking young woman in a 1960s beehive, elegantly dressed as if for an evening out. She seems a tad serious, but the eyes are bright and luminous, the lashes long, the lips sculpted, the skin flawless. She is eighteen and looks a little like Audrey Hepburn; no, prettier. My Fair Lady indeed. Carole Fletcher was a classically trained pianist, a charm school graduate, a prom queen.


Another image, this one a family snapshot with a curious sepia tone, like a blend of blood and brandy, shows Carole in the burn unit. Hackensack Medical Center in New Jersey was a place she would call home for seven consecutive months; other surgeries, at Massachusetts General in Boston, would eventually bump her total time in the hospital to three years. In the photograph, Carole has pulled the sheets over her ravaged mouth, so the focus is all on the eyes. Eyes that so sparkled in the other photograph now convey loss and anger, hurt from what she has already endured and worry over what else the surgeons have in store. There is fatigue in those eyes, and they are vaguely accusatory (“Why me?” they ask), but I see gritty determination there too. As for the pain—and I mean here the pure physical pain and not all the other kinds, emotional, psychological, spiritual, that then assailed her unrelievedly—it is beyond my imagining. It struck me how matter-of-fact she sometimes was in her recounting of events, like a veteran shielding a young listener from the truth of war. You had to coax a little, and then it came.


Seeking to fathom her experience, I tried for a foothold. I told Carole that as a fair-skinned child, a red-haired, freckled boy of Irish descent, I suffered severe sunburns on my arms and neck and shoulders, burns that would erupt into tapioca-sized blisters. My skin was so fair I would burn through the cotton of a shirt. At night, I would set up bookbinders—the zippered cases pupils then used to haul notes and textbooks—on either side of my bed. The makeshift rig was meant to protect me against the chill without the sheet touching my skin.


“Because of the pain of touch,” said Carole.


“Yes,” I replied. “Because of the pain,” one I can conjure now, more than four decades later.


“Now imagine having no skin,” she said. “Imagine the pain of any kind of touch.” Imagine, she was saying, the small hurt of a sunburn, then magnify it. Make it grow into a mountain.


It was all those burn-unit smells—the primary one of rank, infected flesh and the indescribable tang of newly grafted skin, the head-back bracing smell of iodine and Betadine and other antiseptic solutions, the pungent smell of alcohol foretelling needles, the familiar, tiresome whiff from catheters and bedpans—that made Carole yearn for other smells. The ones she associated with the barn where her horse was stabled. The aroma of sweet-smelling hay gathered in a barn or, even better, fresh-cut grass in a pasture. The musky smell of leather, especially oiled leather, in a tack room. The smell of molasses, in sweet feed or drizzled on bran mash. The perfume of pine shavings. The liberating smells of dust and dirt and horse manure. The smell of a wet horse, as pure as rain. And that earthy scent you get when you press your head into a horse’s mane. At the time of the accident, horses were merely a hobby for Carole Fletcher, like tennis or sailing. That would change. If the burn unit smelled of loss and despair, the barn would come to offer the fresh and unmistakable scent of hope.


During all those months that Carole Fletcher spent in the burn unit, “in airless hospital rooms invariably painted yellow or green,” she kept conjuring the barn, where the sound of birds filtered in, the wind riffled through the trees, and crickets called to one another in the surrounding fields. The barn would become not just a source of sensory pleasure but a refuge, a world apart.


*  *  *


We were to meet at baggage pickup in the Orlando airport, and though I had seen pictures of Carole, I managed not to recognize her. It was only when I saw the scar tissue on the backs of her legs that I was emboldened to ask, “Carole Fletcher?”


The pictures I had seen showed her on her trick horse, Night Train, him pawing the air like Trigger and Carole dolled up like Dale Evans. Carole has written a book and produced a video series on trick-horse training, given clinics all over the country, and performed in thousands of shows. In my mind’s eye, she was raven-haired and tall in every way. “Dale Evans on a mission,” as she once described herself.


But the woman at the airport was tiny as a bird, five feet, two inches tall with the skinny bird legs of a killdeer. She is fifty-five, but her whole bearing is that of a much younger woman. Her strawberry blond hair is gathered in a ponytail, and she has a kind of whirligig walk—her short legs shuffle, her elbows are cocked and busy, her gaze is straight ahead in the style of the marathon walker. The eyes are blue, bright, and alert. The My Fair Lady sparkle is there yet.


Transportation is a 1995 Ford F350 Turbo Diesel with 128,000 miles on it, most of them from hauling horses all over the country. The Fletchers have a car, but it’s an aged Oldsmobile, and they don’t trust it very much. Carole capably handles the big white truck (horsemen call these double-axle trucks duallies), though in it she looks like a child on a draft horse’s back.


Carole would drive me back to the same airport a week later, by which time two truths had become abundantly clear. One, here was an extraordinary woman with uncommon optimism and energy and appetite for life. To call her a morning person fails to capture her carpe diem up-and-at-’em philosophy; she rises at 5:00 A.M., saying “I can’t wait to get up in the morning, to get out there at first light and feed my horses, to chat with them in that quiet time and begin working with them.” As for the “bird” legs, Carole’s husband Gary sets me straight. “She has short legs and thunder thighs,” he jokes. All that work around horses, riding, hauling hay, has made her deceptively strong.


Second, it is no vague or romantic notion to suggest that horses—Bailey first, then Dial, then the several hundred horses who came after them, horses named Angel Eyes and Cheyenne Spring and Night Train and all the rest—saved her life. Giving riding lessons, training young horses for riding and “trickonometry” (trick-horse training), performing with her horses at shows and clinics, building up vast reservoirs of patience and perseverance—all this revived her. A life built around horses quite literally brought Carole Fletcher back from the brink.


*  *  *


Marion County calls itself “the horse capital of the world,” with more horses and ponies than any other county in the nation—and perhaps any other region on earth. Of Florida’s seven hundred Thoroughbred farms and training centers, three-quarters are set in the rolling country around Ocala, where thirty-five thousand Thoroughbreds are registered. The wealth, the economic impact on Ocala, of purebred horses is measured in the billions.


Horse people here sometimes lament the fire ants, water moccasins, and alligators, the lightning strikes, and summer heat (“You think it’s hot here” reads a religious billboard I saw from the highway, a warning to sinners, apparently signed by God), but the advantages are substantial, Year-round grazing means that horse owners with land never haul hay. Wells are deep; water is pure and plentiful. (It was in Florida that a Spanish conquistador, Juan Ponce de León quested for the fountain of youth.) Limestone in the ground lends nutrients to the grass and helps grow good bone in horses. The list of champion horses bred here is long: Silver Charm, winner of the Kentucky Derby and the Preakness in 1997; Skip Away, the thoroughbred North American Horse of the Year in 1998; Rugged Lark, twice named Super Horse by the American Quarter Horse Association. Finally, Marion County’s majestic live oaks, with their spreading limbs and Spanish moss hanging in the breeze, lend a southern charm, to every paddock that claims one. There is no more beautiful tree in all creation.


Carole Fletcher and her husband Gary came to Reddick, Marion County, in 1997. They left behind a stunning equestrian retreat they had built themselves in the woods of New Hampshire. One winter’s day the weight of snow and ice collapsed their huge indoor riding ring, miraculously sparing the horses in adjoining stalls. Though they are not quitters—far from it—the Fletchers took the calamity as a sign. Carole had been coming to Marion County for years on horse-buying missions, and winterless weather finally proved irresistible.


The sign proclaiming “Singin’ Saddles Ranch” in Florida is the same one that fronted their place in New Hampshire. The white pine slab (Gary cut the immense tree himself on their property) is more than twenty feet wide, several inches thick, and three feet from top to bottom. Blue rope letters routed out of the wood proclaim the ranch’s name to visitors, who will then notice as they leave “Adios, y’all” etched into the sign’s other side. To the right of the word Ranch is a guitar resting on a silver show saddle. Left of the word Singin’ is a spotted brown-and-white paint horse head framed by a silver horseshoe—the points facing upward, of course, lest the luck all run out.


The name Singin’ Saddles fits on several counts. When she was a girl, Carole was obsessed with cowboys—Gene Autry, the Singing Cowboy, for one. Carole would one day learn to play the guitar herself and perform in a bluegrass band. Even the blue of the rope seems right: Carole and Gary Fletcher, two of their dogs, and two of their horses are all blue-eyed. Finally, there is a cheeriness about the name Singin’ Saddles that seems to suit the character of Carole Fletcher, though cheery defiance is perhaps closer to the mark.


As Florida farms go, the Fletcher outfit is modest, at ten acres. Other places around here—their gates resplendent with ornate fountains and bronze equestrian statues—spread over several thousand acres. Among Carole and Gary’s neighbors are Pat Parelli, a luminary in the world of natural horsemanship (or “horse whisperers,” as some call them) and Bruce Davidson, a world-class eventer with an Olympic gold medal on his shelf The ditches around Reddick are twenty-foot-wide grassy lanes on either side of the road, and they are well stamped by horses’ hooves and droppings.


In that aforementioned drawer were many photographs of Carole on horseback. One, taken several years after the fire, has Carole on Dial, her hat raised in the air, striking a note of muted triumph. The half-smile looks forced, the eyes defiant. Years later, another photograph. Carole on Night Train in front of her barn in New Hampshire. The assurance is back now, grimmer perhaps, but back. She looks so at home in the saddle, Night Train’s blue eyes like beacons of light. Finally, a recent photo at the new place in Florida: Carole on the ground with a bowing palomino, her smile as wide as the ocean. The photo says, This is my realm, what I do, and I do it well.


*  *  *


Well back from the road, the Fletcher home is a sprawling ranch house, wide and long, rustic in a way, with Spanish and Mediterranean touches—rounded archways and cool tile floors, wooden beams. Its essential privacy must have appealed to its new owners, whose previous house commanded an imposing view of a solitary wooded valley in New Hampshire. The driveway leading to the house at Reddick passes paddocks on the right and dense forest on the left. Night Train, Carole’s aging but still proud paint stallion, was grazing as I passed that first time. Then came a pond, home to a dozen or so geese and ducks, and full, I would later learn, of catfish. Several peacocks roam the place as peacocks do—like they own it. I would meet the three dogs, Australian shepherds named Dewey and Fancy and Roo; cats named Big Kitty, Katie, and Prince. And the horses, of course, the paints Night Train, Amigo, Angel Eyes, and Playboy.


There are many more horses in the house. There are horses on the kitchen tea towels, horses on the get-along-little-dogie wallpaper in the bathroom; the letter holder is horse-shaped, as is the cookie jar. There are Remington prints on the hallway walls and, in the foyer, a cowboy hat collection. Among Carole’s most precious possessions is a Ted Flowers silver parade saddle, fifty years old and the kind used by the silver-screen cowboys.


In one corner of the guest bedroom where I slept is a life-size cutout of Dale Evans, a gift from someone whose horse Carole trained. Dale would have admired the rectangle of dark brown cowhide cut neatly into the headboard of the bed and the bold tapestry on the wall above: horses grazing in some ethereal pasture. In the dining room is a coterie of photos depicting Roy Rogers and Trigger (six in all) in one large frame, including one in which horse and rider are seated around a set table and poised to chow down a meal of carrots. The most remarkable shot shows Roy standing over Trigger’s upturned form, the cowboy’s right foot resting on the horse’s left front hoof. (It’s a maneuver only rarely accomplished and one that Carole has perfected with Playboy, her young trick horse in training.)


Sometimes she will talk to her horses in the gushy, simple, cooing language that some of us reserve for much-loved dogs. “What a good boyyyyyyyyyy,” she will say to one—at the paddock fence, or in the course of a schooling session—and then punctuate it with a little hah. “Hold it, hold it, hold it. Yes. You are a prince. Hah. Yes, you are. Hah.”


Playboy may be her prince, but he is also her pal. No, more than a pal. He and the other horses in her life, past and present, are the children Carole never had. She trains them much as she would rear a child—with respect and kindness and “an iron fist in a kid glove,” to quote Glen Randall, a horse trainer she admires.


Horses changed Carole Fletcher’s life. They gave her hope when there was very little to cling to. The story of her life is about the healing power of horses (the notion of animal therapy is one I’ll come back to in the epilogue); it’s also a tale about friendship, Carole has many friends, human and horse, and is sustained by both. The Good Book likewise praises friendship, though the author cannot have had the horse in mind, in the book of Ecclesiastes 6:16: “A faithful friend is the medicine of life.”


—Lawrence Scanlan








1
The Early Years



A FAMILY PHOTO shows me, Carole Ann Rosenberg, at age seven in favored costume: cowboy hat, western dress, steer horn round my neck. I look doe-eyed and awestruck, for beside me are my heroes of the day, Gene Autry and his famous horse Champion-replete with tiny guns on his bit shanks and tack embossed with shining silver.


A neighbor on our street in suburban Teaneck, New Jersey-Claire Primus—was a journalist who had managed to get me backstage at Madison Square Garden to meet the legendary Singing Cowboy. I have a vivid memory of Gene strumming his guitar on his horse in the rodeo ring, Champion losing his balance, and his rider falling off the back end. Gene calmly dusted himself off and got back on while joking to the crowd that there must be an easier way to dismount than this. Afterward I met the Range Rider (Jock Mahoney), his sidekick Dick Jones, and the rodeo clowns who hid from the bulls in barrels, and got everyone’s autograph.


In the evenings, I’d watch Gunsmoke, Bonanza, Have Gun, Will Travel, Bat Masterson, and Rawhide. I’d escape into the books whose horses had captured my heart—My Friend Flicka, Black Beauty, National Velvet, The Black Stallion. For years, I rode the bench in front of the piano. I even kept sugar cubes in my pocket on the off chance that I’d encounter a horse I could befriend.


As a child, I carried my Gene Autry thermos to school every day, along with my Roy Rogers lunchbox. I still have both thermos and lunchbox. They sit on a shelf in the living room, and visitors to our house invariably pick one up and hold it. For most people, the sight of Gene singing to Champion or of Roy with his hand on Trigger’s face brings back memories.


I cannot remember when I did not love horses. Some of my earliest memories are of riding rocking horses for hours on end, and stick horses with yarn manes attached. I rode every carousel horse at fairs for as long as my parents would let me, and every mechanical horse in front of every store.


Starting at age six, I spent entire summers at camps in New York and Pennsylvania, in the Catskill and Pocono mountains, camps such as Camp Lakota, Camp Roosevelt, and Camp-with-a-Wind. I took to camp like a duck to water. I loved the daily horseback riding, waterskiing, and softball, and the camp musicals, in which I often played the lead (Sister Sarah in Guys and Dolls, Ado Annie in Oklahoma, Nellie in South Pacific). Here I was no longer a slave to the piano and the metronome. Here I was in the company of birds, fish, dogs, bam cats, horses. Close to nature, close to God.


At Rosenberg family reunions, I befriended my cousin Justine, three years my junior. She had a large pony named Ginger and a less-than-purebred Thoroughbred called Spring Fever. They were kept at the Fox Chase stables, where Caroline Kennedy kept her horse. I would pet or groom Spring Fever for as long as the horse would allow. Justine had the life I longed for but only dreamed of: her own horse, her mother’s blessing. When I was a teenager and warring with my mother, I pleaded with her to let me go live with Uncle Eddie and Aunt Sarah in Short Hills, New Jersey. Surely they’d let me have a horse. My horse.


A suburban kid with a country heart, I had to console myself by living on the range vicariously with my favorite cowboys—Gene and Roy, the Lone Ranger, the Cisco Kid. I could recite the introductions to all their shows, knew their horses and their many tricks. There was Roy and his palomino Trigger, Dale Evans and her buckskin Buttermilk (along with their dog Bullet and jeep Nelliebelle). There was Gene and Champion, the Lone Ranger and his gray Silver (“A fiery horse with the speed of light, a cloud of dust and a hearty ‘Hi-ho Silver.’ Return with us now to those thrilling days of yesteryear. The Lone Ranger rides again!”), Tonto and his paint Scout (Kemosabe, Tonto’s name for his ranger pal, was supposed to mean “trusted scout”). The Cisco Kid rode Diablo; Hoppy rode Topper; Annie Oakley rode Target.


I had a Roy Rogers guitar, a cutout doll book of Roy and Dale, and I knew the year Trigger was born: 1932. (Actually, there were at least five “Triggers” used during tours, movies, the television show, and promotional shots. Each was trained by Glen Randall, a man I would one day come to know, and each had his own special tricks. Gene Autry, similarly, used seven animals known as Champion during his career.)


Roy Rogers, Gene Autry, and the others may have been the stars of those old movies, but it was the cowboys’ (and cowgirls’) sidekick, the horse, that pulled the movie along. The horse would rescue the hero, whinny when trouble was near, untie ropes from wrists, chase the bad guys into a corner, kick guns from villains’ hands or create a diversion when that was called for. The famous horses had their own fan clubs (I was a member of several) and, in some cases, their own comic books. Small wonder that when Roy Rogers signed photos, comics, books, and programs, it was always “Roy Rogers and Trigger.”


The westerns showed me the ways of the West, but they also set down what I took to be moral codes, even commandments. The shows were morality plays that pitted good against evil, good guys in white hats against bad guys in black. I still have my Roy Rogers Rider Club card and thus can list the Roy Rogers Riders’ Rules:


1. Be neat and clean.


2. Be courteous and polite.


3. Always obey your parents.


4. Protect the weak and help them.


5. Be brave but never take chances.


6. Study hard and learn all you can.


7. Be kind to animals and take care of them.


8. Eat all your food and never waste any.


9. Love God, and go to Sunday school regularly.


10. Always respect our flag and our country.


The first commandment posed no hurdle, but that was in part because we had a nanny, Mrs. Simons, who picked up after me and ensured I was neat and clean. She was a hefty woman with ample arms, warm and nurturing. In her fifties, with one grown son, she always wore aprons, bathed and fed me, watched me play, and took me for walks. She also made the best apple pies, and her chocolate cookies weren’t too shabby either. I grew to love this gentle woman, my surrogate mother.


My own mother, Jene, was, and remains, a formidable woman. She was a working woman long before that phrase became fashionable, but as I grew up I increasingly resented her allegiance to her work—a string of women’s wear stores. We were destined to clash, she and I, and we did. Roy Rogers’s rule number three—Always obey your parents—would fall prey to our little war. My father, Irving, tried to keep the peace but was powerless. Bless him, he also made me laugh and let me into that other world, the one I longed for—the world of animals.


It was Roy Rogers rule number seven—Be kind to animals and take care of them—that I sought most to obey and the one that proved hardest to honor. Until I was eight years old and my brother Michael came along, I was an only, lonely child in the iron grip of my mother’s perfumed hand.


Michael Steven was adopted as a newborn, and my welcoming remark was what you might expect from a child facing the prospect of sharing the limelight: “Why couldn’t I have a puppy instead of a baby brother?” Later I would play with him and dress him up—as a cowboy, naturally. But the age gap, along with his physical and mental handicaps, place an insurmountable distance between us.


Michael, we would eventually learn, had a mild form of cerebral palsy that affected his motor skills and hand-eye coordination. As a toddler, he would walk on his toes, unable to place his feet flat on the ground. Doctors at the Mayo Clinic advised that he wear braces to stretch the tendons and muscles. Eventually he did walk properly, and his lazy eye was corrected by glasses. But he would never run and catch a ball like other children. And while my father did all he could to “make a man” of him (even employing a neighborhood boy to teach Michael how to ride a bike and fight those who teased him in the schoolyard), my mother coddled and pampered him. She hired tutors to help him with homework or did it herself. Often, Michael would retreat and bury himself in a comic book. Later it was fantasy and science fiction, Tolkien, Star Trek, and television.


Looking back, I imagine it must have been hard for my brother as a boy to compete with a sister who was an honor roll student, and voted most popular, best-looking, and best-dressed in eighth grade.


My parents’ business—my father worked in the stores as well-eventually did well, prospering so much that we moved “uptown.” Moved, that is, from a mill-town house on a lot so small you could hear your neighbor sneeze to the classy suburbs.


Our custom-made flagstone split-level ranch house was built on a hundred-foot-square lot that boasted a backyard with a small hill I could sled on in winter. The finished basement had a built-in bar and barbecue pit. There were automatic garage door openers, built-in lazy Susan cabinets throughout the kitchen, and a laundry chute that dropped laundry (and my toys) into the basement laundry room. My mother hired an interior decorator who deployed expensive antiques (vintage French) throughout the house.


Private schools, Broadway shows, and weekends in Catskill Mountains hotels were standard fare for our family. There was money, too, for lessons—ballet and tap dancing to the age of six, and piano, of course.


But not just any piano. It was a 1923 Steinway “M” baby grand, and my mother would tell all who cared to listen that it had been tuned by the same man used by Leonard Bernstein. From the age of six to the age of fifteen (when I finally rebelled), I practiced daily at that piano. My mother would time me.


“Tie you?” asked a friend to whom I recently told my tale. He was horrified, but he had misheard. Yet in a way, he heard right. My mother was an opera buff, and she had a notion that her daughter would become a concert pianist. She also dreamed in her youth of becoming a teacher, but that never happened. Instead, she foisted both dreams on me, and I wavered between doing all I could to please my mother and running in the other direction. For all intents and purposes, I was indeed tied to that piano by my mother’s sturdy rope. Not to play would have been ungrateful. My mother had bought me a Steinway, after all, had layered on all that guilt and expectation, and it would have been churlish of me not to play.


My teacher was Grace Harrington, an instructor at the famed Juilliard School of Music and a pianist who had played at Carnegie Hall. I remember her shiny cheeks, the bun in her hair. Her metronome still rings in my ears. I was made to practice an hour daily, and then two hours daily—flowing up and down scales, studying theory, and sight-reading.


When I grew frustrated with this strict regime, as I often did, I would escape to the basement. It was there that my few animals were confined. My mother detested animals, likely because of some long-forgotten incident in her childhood.


As a child, I was not allowed a dog or a cat—despite all my pleas. Pets, my mother informed me, were dirty. They would have soiled her wall-to-wall beige carpeting or, worse, got up on the baby blue upholstered sectional. My animal friends, upstairs anyway, were a huge stuffed frog called Grasshopper and a stuffed chestnut pony who went by the name of Tony Pony. Neither posed a threat to the furniture.


My basement coterie included a turtle called Tomatohead, assorted fish, parakeets, and a parrot named Trixie, whom I taught to climb a toy ladder and follow a mirror. These animals were my best friends, and I’d talk to them and care for them daily. I was intrigued by God’s wondrous creations and wanted to touch them and learn their every movement. I am both sad and grateful about this, but it’s true; my animal friends were the most cherished of my childhood. Though I had friends and was well liked at school, I was lonely at home.


My father once smuggled into the basement a stray kitten I called Pretzel, after my father’s favorite snack. The ruse was soon exposed by a live-in German maid named Ingrid who responded to the creature in her laundry basket with a string of words whose meaning I had no trouble guessing. Pretzel went to neighbors,


Tomatohead and the birds would have to do. Every day when I came home from school, I’d rush down to the basement, clean their cages, put in fresh seeds and nuts, fruit, and vegetables for the birds, and lettuce for the turtle. I’d let Tomatohead out of his cage and watch him crawl around the room from my perch on the sofa. I’d also let the birds out of their cages, taking pleasure in seeing them explore every nook and cranny of the basement. To my mother’s horror, they also explored her coiffed, hair-sprayed, beauty parlor hairdo. I would caress their feathers and teach them how to talk—“Pretty boy” and “Hello” and, to my father’s amusement, “Oh, crap!” (timed to coincide with my mother coming down the stairs to my animal kingdom).


I was just starting to experience the rich communication possible between human and animal.








2
On the Home Front



IF MY FIRST MEMORY is of being picked up as an infant by Lil Simons, the nanny we had the first few years of my life, my second is of being picked up and held by my father. Irving Rosenberg had blue eyes, Maxfield Parrish blue, with a twinkle, the kindest eyes in the world.


My father taught me to ride a bike, steer a boat, catch a fish, and ride a horse. He took me everywhere with him—to buy lumber, to get ice cream, skiing, skating, fishing, golfing. I called him, with affection, Big Foot—for his wide (triple -E) and troubled feet, a legacy of the war. In the frigid waters off Newfoundland, his ship had been torpedoed. He and eleven survivors clung to a raft, and he would spend almost a year recovering in a naval hospital. Phlebitis—a blood circulation problem—would plague him, and his wide feet, all his life.


I remember him in long-sleeved shirts—button-down khakis with the sleeves rolled up—and green pants. He loved his Buicks, his ginger ale and Canadian Club, his cigars and cigarettes (Camel at first, then Kent), and beer and steak and lobster; in his later years he grew thick at the waist. The cigarettes stained his fingers yellow and lent a little rasp to his voice, but its timbre remained soft.


He was about five feet, eight inches tall, of medium build. Though his smile was as wide as the stern of his boat, his back was a constant source of pain: boards under his mattress, sleeping on the floor, and Epsom salts baths were his various therapies. The smell of Bengay medicated ointment brings him back to me in a heartbeat; he would always leave the tube around, and one time I came home late and brushed my teeth with it. He used Vital is in his wavy brown hair, worn flat against his head and parted on the left near the middle. I would tousle his hair and tease him about using the tonic long after it was fashionable.


He enjoyed telling jokes or leaving funny notes: on the fridge, on my pillow, in my lunchbox, in my drawer. He was a clown and a tease, and that twinkle in his eye meant he was either up to something or about to tell a joke. Fun (or was it pun?) was my father’s middle name. “Seven days without laughing,” he would say, “makes one weak.” He would pass on to me his delight in puns, the worse the better. Pop was so easygoing, it was hard to make him angry; when he did get angry, you knew he was hurt. It was as easy for him to cry as it was for him to laugh.


Given his past, it was surprising that he was so nimble and cheery. He was the sixth of nine children in the home of Charles and Anna Truegerman Rosenberg. (Jewish tradition has it that a child be named after the deceased, and my name borrows from both Charles and Anna; thus, Carole Ann.) My grandparents had emigrated from a part of Russia then known as Bessarabia to escape the persecution of the Jews. Charles, a furrier, died in 1917 of a cerebral hemorrhage when my father was eight; Anna died of pneumonia when he was thirteen. My father and his four young brothers were suddenly orphans.


The oldest daughter, Sara, though she had three children of her own, took them in; her husband Phil—a boat painter and fisherman—became a surrogate and loving father. But the family of ten would have to be fed, and my father was put to work. He sold knishes (pastries filled with potatoes), hot dogs, and ice cream on the boardwalk at Coney Island. He had a newspaper route, worked as pin boy at a local bowling alley, and caddied at the golf course. He also worked with Phil on Phil’s boat, and I would inherit both my father’s work ethic and his passion for the ocean.


After his stint in the navy, my father met my mother, Jennie Weiss, at a dance, and after a year-long romance, they married. On February 24, 1947, when Jennie was thirty-one, she gave birth to a six-pound, six-ounce baby girl.


*    *    *


My mother tried to feminize me by including me in her modeling shows and making me wear pinafores, lacy dresses, and Mary Janes. But there was something of the tomboy in me; I preferred jeans, sneakers, and sweaters to learning what fork to use at the table. Dad and I would appear at dinner in shirts that reeked of fish and bait, or of ponies, my riding boots still proudly clumped with manure. This irked my mother (which was a bonus; irking my mother was always a bonus) and brought me closer to my father.
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