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For my sister—
Her support gave me my freedom.
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January 1971
South Windsor, Connecticut


I slipped the floor-length dress I’d sewn from a purple Indian-print bedspread over my head and pulled it down to cover the two pairs of long pants, three sweaters, and four pairs of underwear I’d put on moments before—then realized how huge my waist looked. If I didn’t wear my coat to cover these clothes, my mother would realize something was wrong. I yanked my dress sleeves over all my other sleeves. If anything showed, I’d be screwed.


While stuffing a pair of jeans and my fake suede jacket with a peace sign on the shoulder into a paper bag, I scanned the closet for my sandals. I’d need sandals in Southern California. I was certain it would be hot there, even in January.


With my meager belongings stashed for my journey, I took a last brief look at my room—the room in which I’d spent twelve of my sixteen years living in—and wondered how I could abandon all my things: the FM radio that my parents had given me for Christmas three weeks earlier, the guitar I had begged for when I was twelve, my notebooks full of poetry I’d written over the last four years. Above my twin-size bed was a poster I’d made with magic markers the previous spring, flowers and peace signs forming a border around large decorative letters that read, “War is Not Healthy for Children and Other Living Things.”


“Don’t get hung up on it,” I coached myself. “It’s only stuff.”


I crammed my arms into the sleeves of my brown corduroy winter coat and could barely bend them. Grabbing the paper bag and my schoolbooks, I dashed toward the kitchen, knowing my mother was waiting there to say good-bye before I left for school. I took a deep breath.


“You’re wearing your new dress.” She sounded suspicious; I avoided eye contact. “I didn’t realize you had finished making it.”


“Yeah, I finished it last night. I’m late for the bus. I have to go.” I dove past her.


“What’s in that bag?”


“Gym clothes,” I shot back without turning around.


“It’s awful big for gym clothes.”


“I’ve got to run, okay? Bye.”


I bolted out the side door and let it shut behind me, not looking back to see my mother for what might have been the last time in my life. But I couldn’t think about that. If I did, I couldn’t leave, and I had to leave. This was my only opportunity.


I knew she was standing by the door, following me with her eyes, that worried frown cemented on her lined, sad face.


While closing the chain link gate behind me at the end of our driveway, I recalled the dreams I’d had throughout my childhood where I tried to escape through this gate. I was always running with legs of lead that made me move in slow motion, trying desperately to run faster as long arms reached out to drag me back. I never knew what I was running from in those dreams, but I always awoke before escaping. I couldn’t let that happen now.


Dirty snow lined the road, remnants of yesterday’s storm. I snickered at it. Sunny California, here I come, I thought. Only one last ride on the school bus. My heart raced, making me almost dizzy.
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The warning bell rang, signaling that homeroom was about to begin. I scanned the nearby students walking through the hall, looking for friends with cars. I needed to find someone willing to skip out of school after they took attendance in homeroom and drive me to Hartford, twenty minutes away.


I spotted Dixie and suffered a moment of guilt knowing all the money from the profits of the underground newspaper we’d worked on together were stuffed in my coat pocket. Dixie had written the last issue’s cover story on a Black Studies group at our school, typed the mimeograph sheets, and endured insults from our journalism teacher right alongside me. It was my creation, though, I rationalized, stuffing down my guilt. All that mattered now was that Dixie was a junior, a grade ahead of me, and had friends with driver’s licenses.


I cornered her near the wall and spoke quietly. “Dixie, I need a ride to Hartford right away. I did it. I’m leaving home today and going to California with my sister. I can’t live like this anymore, hiding my whole life from my parents.”


Her eyes grew wide, reminding me of Liza Minelli, that same elfish dark hair framing her face. “Oh my God! Far out! How are you going to get there?”


“Anne bought a car yesterday for fifty dollars, even though she can’t drive. Eddie’s going to drive it.” I balanced my oversize paper bag and books awkwardly in my arms; I hadn’t made it to my locker yet.


Dixie cocked her head to the side and frowned. “I thought you and Eddie broke up when that chick from California moved in with him.”


“We did.” I nodded. “It’s a long story. I can’t tell you now because I have to get out of here or they’ll leave without me. Anne wouldn’t, but I can’t trust Eddie and he’s driving. He tried to get her to move to Boston yesterday, but I convinced her to go to California instead, like we were planning to do in the spring.”


“What a shit! Your own sister?” Dixie glanced around. “Don’t worry. I can help you. Meet me in the girls’ lav by the cafeteria right after homeroom.”


“Thanks, Dixie. I’ll never forget this.” I turned to hurry off before the bell rang.


“Think of me when you’re sitting under a palm tree smoking a joint,” she called out, and I turned and smiled back at her before darting away.
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I didn’t know the two friends of Dixie’s who drove me to the city, but I had seen them around school. I followed them to the student parking lot, not turning around to avoid looking suspicious. Once in the car, I watched out the rear window for anyone who might have noticed us. My jaw ached from clenching it all morning. I wished I still prayed, so I could pray that I made it to Hartford before Eddie and Anne took off. Nine o’clock was his deadline, and it was eight thirty-five. Luckily, Dixie’s friend was a fast driver.


I tried to focus on the future. Everything after today would be perfect, that much I knew. Without my parents telling me what to do, my problems would be over. If it weren’t for them, Eddie would still love me, and we’d still be together. They were ruining my life, just like they’d ruined Anne’s when she was my age, and I couldn’t stand it anymore. I was screaming inside to break free.


Minutes before the deadline, we reached the apartment building where Anne lived with her coworker.


I hopped out, bag of clothes in hand. “Thanks for the ride, you guys. Say good-bye to Dixie for me.”


The driver raised two fingers into the peace sign. “Watch out for The Man, and stay cool.”


I took the stairs to the second floor two at a time and banged on the door. When Anne opened it, she already had her coat on.


“You made it!” She smiled and threw her arms around me, her blue eyes a bit teary, her long brown hair falling against my face. She was my big sister, and even though I had almost caught up to her, she was still taller than me. She whispered close to my face, “Eddie didn’t want to wait. He kept trying to get me to leave without you.”


Her words caused a dull pain in my chest as I looked past her into the room where Eddie was pacing, his hands buried in the pockets of his navy-blue pea coat. I ached at the sight of the familiar brown corduroy bell-bottoms flapping over his square-toed Dingo boots, the way he lurched when he walked, obviously impatient. He glanced at me from the corner of his eye as though afraid to look straight at me, his dark, chin-length hair obscuring much of his face. He pulled at his mustache self-consciously.


“Let’s hit the fucking road,” he growled, turning to grab his bag.


“I’m so glad you made it,” Anne said out loud, looking into my eyes, her mouth quivering. “There’s no way I was going without you.”


“That’s cool for you chicks,” Eddie snapped. “You get caught, the cops send you home to mommy and daddy, but my ass is in the slammer. This is crossing state lines with a minor. It’s a felony. Anne, you’re cool, you’re twenty-one, but Sharon, you’re nothing but jailbait. I don’t know how I got talked into this.”


Even after telling myself I was over Eddie, it stung to hear him speak to me this way. After all, he had been my lover, my first and only. How could he act like that had never happened?


Once outside, we threw our belongings into the backseat of our new ride, a white ’59 Dodge Coronet with winged taillights pointing backwards like a jet airplane’s. Anne sat up front with Eddie and I climbed into the back. It was painful seeing Eddie and Anne sitting together as a couple.


Snow began to fall as we reached Interstate 84 west, and the windows started to fog. I wondered when my mother would figure out I had left. I guessed probably not until I didn’t come home from school, although with her suspicious nature, it could be sooner. My father would be home from work at four o’clock. She would be hysterical by then.


I blocked that image out, forcing myself to think about California and not my parents. Everything was happening so fast, but I knew I had to escape; otherwise, I would drown in their misery.
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1960s
South Windsor, Connecticut


“I wasn’t always like this.” My mother gulped down tears, her eyes red from crying. She looked at me, then away, the white Mallen streak of her hair falling forward onto her face. She felt around and pushed it back into her hair grip as she looked down at me. At seven, I had seen her cry too many times already, and it always caused me pain.


“I was carefree and happy,” she continued through tears. “I ran everywhere. I used to laugh all the time.”


She took my father’s shirt from the clothesline, folded it, and placed it in the wicker basket next to me.


I knew I should be helping her, but I hated going into the basement with her and sorting laundry. It was boring, and there seemed to be no end to it. She almost never asked me or Anne for help, so I didn’t think of helping her until I heard her crying.


“Mother always told me, when you have daughters of your own, they will help you. I had to do everything.” Her crying stopped and she was starting to sound angry. This was a familiar story that she told often. “I had to take care of my baby brother all by myself when I was twelve and Mother had a nervous breakdown. I had to stay home from school, cook for Father, change and wash the diapers, clean the house. No one even thanked me.”


It was as though she wasn’t talking to me anymore, but instead to an invisible person. I took the towel she handed me and folded it as she continued, “Mother said, don’t worry, when you grow up your daughter will help you.” She turned and looked at me in anger. “But you two don’t help me at all. I had to do everything then, and I have to do everything now. When will it be my turn?”


“I would help you if you asked.” I avoided her eyes, feeling ashamed.


Her voice grew louder. “I shouldn’t have to ask. You can see I need help. Someday, when you get married and have children, you will have to do this, so you need to know how.”


I got a bad feeling inside when she said this, thinking how awful that future sounded. Would I cry all the time too?


It wasn’t so bad when Anne and I did jobs together. Then we could talk. But Mummy got mad when we talked. She would complain that we were so busy talking, we weren’t getting the work done.


Mummy handed me a blouse of mine from the clothesline and threw the clothespins into the bag she had made from fabric scraps to hold them. I started to fold the blouse in half.


“Not like that. You’ll put a crease down the middle and it will be harder to iron.” She grabbed it from my hands. “Never mind, I will do it myself. You just make more work for me. Take this other basket with the ones I folded already upstairs and put it in the living room. And don’t let those clothes tip over.”


I grabbed the two handles on each end of the wicker laundry basket and headed upstairs, glad to have an excuse to leave.
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The only time my mother seemed happy was when she played the piano. Chopin was her favorite composer. Playing his music, she transported herself back to England—where, I was certain, she longed to be, studying piano as she had before the war.


I was still seven when the piano became part of our lives. My parents spent weeks dragging us from one store to the next, searching for one they could afford. My mother insisted she could find more ways to save money to have one, but I couldn’t imagine how. Already she made all our clothes, saved green stamps to buy furnishings, and grocery shopped with a paper and pencil in hand, adding the prices of her purchases to ensure there was enough money in her purse before she got to the register. She even made my father’s boxer shorts and our winter coats, and knit our hats and mittens. When the ice cream truck drove down our street and the other kids ran out to greet him, I knew better than to ask for any. There was no money for such frivolities.


My father reminded us often that we were not poor, however.


“We have a roof over our head and food on the table. There are a lot of people in the world who don’t,” he told us while we were all eating dinner together one night. “In London during the war, I would see families living in the subway and I would give them the care packages my mother sent. They needed those things a lot more than I did. We are very lucky, having what we do.”


I knew my father had grown up in a poor neighborhood of immigrants in Lawrence, Massachusetts, where his parents had worked all their lives in the woolen mills, speaking only Lithuanian. My father had worked there too before Pearl Harbor was bombed and he was drafted.


He was proud of owning his own house, a dream his VA loan and his job assembling jet engines at Pratt and Whitney Aircraft had made possible. He hated unions, as he blamed them for causing the mills to close and move out of Lawrence. So when the union at Pratt and Whitney went on strike, he’d risked being injured by crossing the picket lines to work. As a result, he’d earned enough money during the strike for a down payment on the house. Then he’d quit smoking two packs of Camel cigarettes a day so he could afford the mortgage.
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The day the piano arrived, I sat beside my mother as she dug out her sheet music from a cracked, worn, brown leather bag that she kept in her steamer trunk with other mysterious treasures from her former life. I was always intrigued by what lay hidden under the trunk’s heavy lid with its clunky, metal buckles.


“Why is this picture of a boat on here?” I asked her, pointing to the partially missing sticker of the bow of a large ship plastered to the side of the trunk. Although I knew the answer from other times I had asked, I loved to hear her repeat the story of her journey to America.


“That’s the ship I came over on from England, the Holland America Line. It was a Dutch ship, see the windmill behind it? They pasted it on the trunk so they would load it on the correct ship. I had to ride out three miles in a tender with my trunk. That made me seasick for the whole six days of sailing.”


“How come you had to ride so far to get on the ship?”


“It was just after the war, and the British weren’t letting Dutch ships land yet. It was difficult getting any ship at all. The only reason I got on that ship was because I was getting married to your father, and he was an American soldier. Otherwise, I would have had to wait longer.”


I knew about The War. My parents talked about it often, and even at seven I was keenly aware of the importance it held in my parents’ lives. It had killed Mummy’s oldest brother, the uncle I would never know, the person she’d loved most in her youth. And it had brought my parents together on a train full of troops as they were both returning to their bases, my mother in the British Signal Corps, my father in the American Army Aircorps. They were two people from different worlds who had nothing in common and would never have met otherwise.
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After the piano arrived, music filled our house: soft, gentle music; sentimental, romantic music; music that spoke of starry nights and green pastures; music that evoked English gardens and Irish eyes; music that caused my mother to sing instead of cry, and occasionally to sing and cry.


I enjoyed sitting nearby and listening to her play. Once, when she was taking a break after singing one of them, she told me, “When I was in the army, the only piano available was in the local pub. I would play songs and all the soldiers would gather around and sing. We had a lovely time, all of us. We could forget about the war for a while. It was great fun.”


Another time, she was playing a difficult Chopin piece and was getting frustrated, replaying the same section over and over, until she finally stopped, looking defeated. “All I ever wanted to be was a concert pianist, but my piano teacher told me I wasn’t strong enough,” she said. She turned her hands to look at them as she spoke. “He said a woman’s hands aren’t big enough, which is why there are no women concert pianists.” She looked at her hands a moment longer before rising from the piano stool. “Besides, I wanted to get married and have a family, and I couldn’t do that if I was a concert pianist, after all,” she said, looking into my eyes.


Anne was twelve then, and my mother offered to teach her to play, but she declined. I didn’t get it. Playing the piano looked like fun. I begged her to teach me, even though I was only seven.


“Sharon, come here!” she called, beckoning me to the piano, one afternoon. “I have a new book of songs for nursery rhymes.”


She opened the cover, pulled out a cardboard foldout, and placed it behind two sets of piano keys, right in the middle of the keyboard. The foldout had different colors that aligned with each piano key, and they had letters on them, A through G.


I turned the page to the first song and was surprised that the musical notes were in all different colors too. In my mother’s music books, they were all black.


“Each of these colors on the keys corresponds to the color of the musical note on the page. When the note is yellow, you hit the key next to yellow, and when the note is orange, you hit the key next to orange.”


She arranged my fingers over the keys, then put her hands over mine and showed me how to move them. Easy!


Within a few days, I could play the songs in the book by myself. And best of all, I could do something that Anne couldn’t, so I was pretty sure Mummy loved me best.


The nursery rhymes got boring after a while. I wanted to play the real music with the black notes like she did. When she decided I was ready, she bought another book where the music was easier at the beginning and got harder as you continued. Over time I progressed through the music, but as it got harder, I practiced less and was less interested in playing.
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When I was nine, the Beatles appeared on the Ed Sullivan Show. After that they were all I cared about, the same as Anne, who was fourteen. The Beatles didn’t play the piano. As a result, I announced I was not going to play the piano either, which made my mother cry again. I thought Anne was so cool, and I wanted her to think I was too. She knew all the neat fashions, hit songs, and trendy dances.


That summer, when the Beach Boys became popular, Anne and I fantasized we were surfer girls with boys dropping at our feet. We pretended we lived on a beach in California where we hung around with surfer boys as we lounged on chairs in the backyard and listened to the transistor radio she’d bought with babysitting money. We put on sunglasses and pretended to be sunbathing, though we were actually sitting in the shade so our pale skin wouldn’t get burned.


This was our secret; we knew we were too old to be playing pretend, but it sure beat real life.
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Throughout our childhood, my mother insisted on raising us both as though we were living in England. American children, she told us, were too loud, rude, and impolite, and she would not have us “behaving like the hooligans” in our neighborhood.


Our neighborhood was full of inexpensive ranch houses in a development carved out of a tobacco field. The neighbors’ children played hopscotch, baseball, and tag in the road, which ended nearby in a cul-de-sac. They circled their bikes and red wagons into groups and congregated until after dark during the summer. But Anne and I were forbidden to play in the road, or with most of the neighborhood children. I had to play hopscotch on my driveway and play in my own yard, unless I was formally invited to some-one’s house.


On balmy summer nights with my window open, I listened to the other kids laughing and screeching to one another outside and, consumed with longing to be out there with them, cried into my pillow.


Anne’s high school reality was quite different from our fantasies. My mother made her wear ankle socks instead of the stockings other girls wore. She was not allowed to wear makeup, and only wore homemade clothes. In winter, my mother made her wear red rubber boots that fit over her shoes, which she removed on the school bus and hid under the seat until the ride home. Already she was the brunt of taunting and private jokes.


At home, she screamed, cried, and argued with my parents, begging for more freedom, nicer clothes, or lipstick, while I watched.


They will not do this to me when I am her age, I thought to myself, seething. When I am a teenager, I will have a life, whether my parents let me or not. But how exactly that would happen, I had no idea.


At school, I made a few friends from other neighborhoods, but because of our rapidly growing town, our neighborhood was frequently redistricted into different schools. That meant leaving behind my new friends and having to start over.


Toward the end of fourth grade, I finally made a friend who lived nearby. Mary Ann came from a large family and her house was always full of children. I was allowed to go to her house when I was invited. When summer came that year, she invited me to play in her pool. I couldn’t swim, but it wasn’t that deep. Kids could stand in it. And maybe I would even learn how to swim! My heart pounded with excitement as I headed home to tell my mother the good news.


“I don’t want you going in her pool,” Mummy replied, her voice full of worries. “Too many children play in there. They may not wash, and they may even pee in there. I don’t want you getting sick.”


I stood immobilized; my summer fun gone in a flash. None of this had ever occurred to me, but I assumed my mother knew best. I wondered how all those other children could be swimming in there and still be alive.


I never went to Mary Ann’s house again, as that summer her friends became the ones willing to join her in the pool.


What my mother knew was fear—a creeping, pervasive kind of fear that reaches out of the dark edges of your soul in ways I didn’t understand. When the airport near us began having night flights, planes occasionally flew over our house on a landing approach, low enough so we could hear the engines roaring overhead. I was startled from my sleep one night when I heard her screaming from her bed. I ran to my parents’ room and found Mummy sitting up with wide, terrified eyes, my father holding her closely.


“She thought it was the Germans,” he explained. “She thought it was a bombing raid and she hadn’t heard the air raid signal.”


I climbed up next to them and hugged her too. When she came out of her daze, she seemed embarrassed. “Those darn planes, they scared me. I’m sorry I woke you.” She cuddled me in her arms, reassuring me that everything was all right, before rising to take me back to my room and tuck me into bed.


There was more fear in her than I could ever understand. I did understand, however, that she needed to protect me and the people she loved because she knew how little it took to lose the most important people in your life.
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1968–1969
South Windsor, Connecticut


It was election season in the fall of 1968. Richard Nixon was running for president of the United States against Hubert Humphrey, while at Timothy Edwards Middle School, Joe was running for class president against Lenny.


Lenny was good looking, popular, a below-average student but an athlete. All the girls were in love with him. Joe was smart, funny, outspoken, wore glasses, and struggled with bad skin. He had plenty of ideas about how to improve our school. His popularity was limited to the nerdy kids in honors classes. He also sat in front of me in my eighth-grade current events class.


Our current events class was in charge of running the school election so we could learn about the election process. I joined the voting day committee, as did Joe. We appointed ourselves as roving officials, a role that allowed us to wander the halls while talking and laughing together.


At the end of the day, Joe asked for my phone number and I gladly gave it to him. He lost the election to Lenny, but later that night, when he called me, he said he didn’t care anymore, and I knew he meant “because of you.”


A few weeks later, we were going steady.


Like Joe, I was in all honors classes and getting A’s and B’s, except in math. Joe was applying to go to East Catholic High School, a school with a strong academic program where most of the students went on to college. Many others in my honors classes were applying also, and I wanted to be one of them.


“We can’t afford to send you to East Catholic,” my mother replied when I asked about attending. She put aside the shirt she was mending and looked me in the eye. “Besides, they’re all going to college, and we can’t afford to send you to college. And you’ll never get a scholarship. You have to get straight A’s to get a scholarship and you have a C in math.”


“But maybe I could work my way through college,” I pushed on, hoping to find a better answer. I had heard of students doing this.


My mother frowned and gave me a doubtful look. “It’s too hard to work your way through college. You would never make it.” She picked up her mending and continued sewing the frayed seam without looking at me. “Besides, girls don’t need to go to college. I’ve told you that before. They only go there to find husbands, and you don’t need to go to college to do that.”


Her voice had that tone to it that said there would be no arguing with her. She cut the short piece of thread off with scissors, then threaded a new, longer piece through the needle to continue the repair.


“If you learn how to type and take shorthand, you can get a good job as a secretary. I could never do shorthand fast enough, but you could learn, just like Anne did. There is always a demand for secretaries. I don’t know why Anne doesn’t get a job doing shorthand. She could do better at work.”


Mum had a book of shorthand from a business school she had attended in London. It was full of squiggly lines that were supposed to be words or even whole sentences that a secretary would write while the boss was dictating, so that she could type everything out in full at a later time. I could not imagine how anyone could memorize that nonsense. I thought about Anne in her job as a clerk typist at The Travelers Insurance Company. She was bored. She spent her evenings and weekends at home with my parents, having no more fun than she did in high school. After she paid her room and board to my parents to help with expenses, she had just enough money to buy clothes and records and put a few dollars in the bank. What was the point?


“What if I don’t want to be a secretary?” I argued. “What if I want to do something else? I could be a writer! I had that poem published in the Hartford Courant, and I even got fan mail!”


My mother stopped sewing again and sighed, her left hand forming a fist on the armchair, her face twisted with frustration. I could feel as much as hear the impatience in her voice as she said, “If you want to have a career, you can’t get married and have a family. You can’t do both. You have to choose.” She nodded her head for emphasis. “And if you aren’t going to get married, then you shouldn’t be thinking about boys!” She glared at me now. “There is no point in dating if you’re going to be a career girl. It’s a lonely life, if that’s what you want.”


My father, who’d been sitting in the room seeming not to pay attention to our conversation, folded his newspaper and looked at us. He rubbed his brow and shook his bald head. “I’m fifty-seven now and I’ll be forced to retire at sixty-five, before you could finish college. We won’t be able to support you. You’ll need to have a job. Even if you could pay for college, what would you live on?”


My mother, no longer looking at me, talked to my father as though I wasn’t there. “I’ve always said it was a good thing we had girls, because I have no idea how we would have paid for boys to go to college. You know how I always wanted boys because they’re much easier. My brothers never caused my parents any trouble at all, not like these two.”


My father said nothing in response, just returned to reading the Hartford Times. I stormed out of the living room, entered my tiny bedroom, and slammed the door behind me, wanting to scream. I had homework to do, but I didn’t care. No one asked to see my homework anyway, since my parents admitted they didn’t understand it. My father had dropped out of school at sixteen to work in the mill, and my mother had taken nothing but piano lessons after fifteen, since any higher education was not required in England.


What was the point of getting good grades in honors classes if I was going nowhere? Even my C in math was for an advanced-level algebra class. Maybe I would have an A if I were taking eighth-grade math!


I sat on my bed, picked up a magazine a friend had given me, and started reading a short story called “Baby Hip.” It was about a teenage girl who leaves home to live in Greenwich Village and become a hippie.
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It was Christmas Eve. I had the day off from school, but Anne was in bed with the flu. It was boring without her to talk to. I stared at the beige rotary phone sitting on the old maple wood cabinet next to the kitchen table, wishing Joe would call. Normally we talked on the phone every day, but I knew he was busy with his family.


When the phone finally rang, I grabbed it. “Hello?”


“Hi,” my father’s voice said softly. “It’s Dad.”


“Oh, hi.” I was disappointed. I lowered my voice so Mum wouldn’t overhear. “I found out what to get Mum for Christmas.”


I knew he’d been too tired to shop and hadn’t been feeling well. He thought he was getting the flu, but if he called in sick, he wouldn’t get paid for the Christmas holiday. He was determined to make it through the workday.


“Not now,” he interrupted in a hoarse voice. “Tell your mother I have the flu, and I’m coming home. I have to go to medical to get a pass first.”


Three hours later he still wasn’t home, and he only worked twenty minutes away. When the phone rang again, Mum answered it and listened silently for a long while.


“Is there anything I can do?” she finally asked. “Should I go to the hospital?”


She listened again.


“Okay. I’ll wait for the doctor to call.”


My mother slowly replaced the receiver on its cradle, then turned toward me. Her eyes were watery, and her mouth was quivering.


“That was Medical at Pratt and Whitney. They said he doesn’t have the flu, he’s having a heart attack.” She gulped before continuing. “They took him to Manchester Hospital in an ambulance. I have to wait for the doctor there to call me. She said it may be awhile and I should wait here.” She stared at me.


I stared back at her, stunned. Then I felt tears pour from my eyes, and my mother started to cry too. I walked over to where she was standing and put my arms around her, feeling her warm, soft body shake. She reached her arms around me too and we stood together, sobbing.


I couldn’t believe this was happening. It was Christmas Eve; we should all be sitting by the tree together. If I didn’t think too hard, I could pretend my father was still at work, as he always was during the day, and not in an ambulance racing along for his life.


Hours passed. Anne was still sleeping, and Mum didn’t want to wake her since she was sick. It grew dark as the two of us sat together in the kitchen, discussing how this could have happened and what would have happened if he had come home instead of going to Medical. We would not have known to call an ambulance.


Anne finally awoke and staggered into the kitchen. When Mum told her what had happened, she started crying along with us, but we kept our distance from her, not wanting to catch her flu. The hospital called once to tell us they were admitting my father, and that the doctor would call back with more details later. We waited. The evening lingered on. Anne finally grew too feverish to stay awake and crawled back to bed with more aspirin. Mum realized we hadn’t eaten and made a bologna sandwich for us to split; we both nibbled on our halves, but my mouth didn’t seem capable of chewing. After a while, my mother sent me to bed, saying she would wake me as soon as she knew anything.


I couldn’t sleep. I lay in bed, thinking of all the sleepless Christmas Eves I had spent trying to hear reindeer hoofs on the roof or imagining the gifts that would be under my tree in the morning. It all seemed stupid now. How could I have ever thought that mattered? I tried to imagine life without my father. I prayed the Our Father, several Hail Marys, and the Our Father again. I offered deals to God, promising never to want anything for Christmas again, just as long as he let my father stay alive. I clung to the clear blue rosary beads I had recently received for my Catholic Confirmation, hoping God could hear me better that way.


Much later, I heard the phone ring. I listened to my mother’s calm voice from my bed. When she finished, her footsteps approached my room, and I held my breath. She left my bedroom light off, so only the light from the hallway came in as she opened the door. The springs of my bed squeaked as she sat on its edge.


She reached out and stroked my hair away from my face. “Your father’s alive, but he’s in intensive care. Apparently, his heart stopped for two minutes and they used electric paddles to restart it, but he’s out of danger now.” Her voice choked out the words. “The priest was there and gave him last rites.”


Last rites! They had thought he was going to die! My mother and I wept and held each other, then she suggested we say a prayer together. We folded our hands and said another Our Father. It made me think of when I was little, and we knelt by my bed as we said my bedtime prayers together. I remembered the two of us praying: Now I lay me down to sleep. I pray the Lord my soul to keep. If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.


Please don’t take my father’s soul tonight, I prayed silently that night. Please keep him alive.


[image: Images]


Christmas morning, we didn’t open our presents. We stayed out of the living room and didn’t look at our tree. Anne was still sick, so Mum and I went to the hospital to see my father without her.


I’d never been in a hospital. The receptionist gave my mother directions to the intensive care unit, and we wound our way through the halls and took the elevator up three floors. The nurse there informed us we could each go in alone for five minutes and we couldn’t get close to him.


I waited outside the room while my mother went in first. Then it was my turn.


The room was full of tubes and machines that were attached to a frail old man who I realized, with a jolt, was my father. He lay in the bed, his eyes straining to open, unable to speak because of the tube down his throat. I knew I should speak, but would he even hear me? He scared me, this ghostly shadow of my father whose breath I could hear long and slow, in and out, in and out. I took his hand and was surprised at how cold it was. He gave me a weak squeeze. I knew I mustn’t cry. That would make him feel worse, wouldn’t it?


“I love you, Dad. Get better soon.”


His breath went in and out faster and I heard the beep, beep, beep of the heart monitor accelerating.


The nurse walked over to my side. “Time to go now, dear. He needs his sleep.”
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The presents stayed under the tree until my father came home three weeks later. Each day, Mum and I—and later Anne, when she was well—went to the hospital to visit him as he gradually improved.


I was miserable during school vacation. I grew depressed, bitter, and angry. I needed a reason for this, so I blamed my father’s job. I believed if he didn’t have to work so hard, standing and lifting all day in the heat, cold, and noise of the plant, this would never have happened.


When Joe called, I didn’t want to talk to him. What did he know about this? His father worked in an office where he sat at a desk. He didn’t have to see his father come home in dirty work clothes with slivers of sheet metal clinging to them. I couldn’t talk to Joe about what I was feeling, because I was sure people like his family looked down on people like my family. I hated Joe because he could afford to go to East Catholic, and to college. He would never know how it felt to be trapped in a lifetime of scrimping and saving, having nothing, wanting everything, and knowing the future offered nothing better.


When I went back to school in January, I gave Joe his bubble gum machine ring back and told him I didn’t want to go steady anymore.


A few months later, we had to enroll in our high school classes. I refused to take math, which wasn’t required at the time. My parents agreed that algebra was useless, said they didn’t see the point in learning it.


I enrolled in art, typing, and home economics. I made sure I didn’t take any honors classes. My parents thought I was making good choices in deciding to learn practical skills. I hoped the school would place me in classes with kids like me—kids who didn’t care about college.
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August 1970
Connecticut


Sharon, look!” Anne alerted me in a loud whisper as we started crossing Main Street in downtown Hartford. “Check out these guys.”


Two men with long, dark hair, mustaches, and bell-bottom jeans, one in a tie-dyed T-shirt, the other in a plain white T-shirt with Woodstock Festival written across the top and a picture of a dove sitting on a guitar handle below it, were crossing the other way. They were several yards away, but they looked straight at us.


I was feeling bold on this August Saturday, a few days before my sophomore year of high school was due to begin. Anne had just turned twenty-one; I wouldn’t be sixteen until November. We’d taken the bus to downtown Hartford for the day—“to go shopping” is what we’d told our parents, but our real goal was to look for excitement. I was wearing my new woven headband, and around my neck were several strands of beads I’d strung together. Anne wore large, round, rose-colored sunglasses.


“Keep staring,” Anne encouraged me as the two of us continued across the busy downtown road.


Instead of turning away, we looked straight at them as they passed, and their eyes stayed latched onto ours. Finally, we spun forward, giggling wildly to each other over our brazen behavior.


As we reached the sidewalk, I glanced back to see if they were still watching us.


“They turned around!” I gasped. “They’re following us!”


“Really?” Anne’s eyes went wide with surprise, and her cheeks flushed pink. “Walk slow,” she muttered through clenched teeth.


We calmed our pace to a nervous crawl, unsure of how close they were. They caught up with little effort and, after a moment’s hesitating, one of them spoke.


“Where you chicks heading?” Woodstock T-shirt asked. “Going to the park?”


“No, we’re on our way to have lunch,” Anne answered.


There was a small restaurant in Hartford that had become a ritual for us to dine at ever since Anne started working and she could treat me. We both looked forward to it.


“You don’t want to go to lunch. Let’s take a walk to the park, see what’s happening.”


“Actually, we do want to go to lunch,” Anne said. “In fact, we’re here now.” We’d arrived at the restaurant, a small breakfast and lunch spot with prices Anne could afford. “Do you want to join us?”


I heard the nervous excitement in her voice.


“Yeah, I guess we could get a cup of coffee,” Woodstock T-shirt replied. He held the door open for us while we walked into the dinette.


We settled into a booth for four, Anne and me on one side and the two of them on the other, next to a silver jukebox on the wall. I was sitting across from the one in the tie-dyed T-shirt, who had thin hair to his shoulders, no smile, and droopy eyes that made me wonder if he’d recently woken up. Anne and I took the menus from the metal stand on the table while the guy across from Anne did all the talking.


I was awestruck over the presence of these real hippies, particularly the one across from Anne. He had long, thick, chin-length dark hair, dark brown eyes, and an olive complexion. He had a dimple in his chin and a thick mustache. Italian, I thought. I hoped he couldn’t tell how young I was. Anne often told me I could pass for seventeen.


“So what’s your names?” he asked. “I’m Eddie. This is Gene.”


Gene nodded in our direction.


“I’m Anne, and this is my sister, Sharon.”


“Sisters, huh? All right.” He nudged Gene, who pulled out a pack of cigarettes and offered each of us one.


We declined.


“Gimme one of those,” Eddie said, taking one from the pack. They both lit them from Gene’s lighter, then turned their attention back to us.


“Did you go to Woodstock?” Anne nodded toward Eddie’s T-shirt.


“Sure. It was far fucking out. Hey, you chicks seen the Woodstock movie yet?” Eddie smoothed down the ends of his mustache with his thumb and index finger, almost hiding the tiny dimples to the side of his facial hair. His devilish smile sent strange shivers through me.


“No, but we have the album,” Anne told him. “We’ve been playing it nonstop since June.”


“You ought to go see it. It’s playing right up the road at Cinerama. They got quadraphonic stereo and a huge wide screen. No other movie theater like it.” Eddie flicked the ashes of his cigarette into the ashtray on the table, then turned his face upward and blew smoke through his lips.


The waitress arrived to take our order.


“Just coffee for me,” Eddie told her.


She gave him a disdainful look. “There’s a three-dollar minimum at lunch time. If you don’t want to eat, you’ll have to leave.”


Eddie and Gene looked at each other and, shaking their heads, rose to leave. “This place sucks. Let’s get out of here. See you chicks around, okay?”


“Okay,” Anne replied. I was disappointed that they couldn’t stay.


We ordered club sandwiches and Cokes, then burst into a flood of conversation once we were alone.


“Oh my God!” Anne blurted out. “Do you think Eddie liked me?”


“Yeah,” I said, “he kept looking at you the whole time. He was really cute. Maybe we should have left with them.”


“We’ll walk around after lunch. Maybe we can run into them again.”


I wished I was old enough for Eddie to like me but knew he probably thought I was a kid. Anne put a quarter in the jukebox at our table and “Mama Told Me Not to Come” by Three Dog Night began to play.


We didn’t run into Eddie and Gene after lunch, and although we talked about Eddie for days after, I never expected to see him again.
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Two months later, in mid-October, a political rally was held in downtown Hartford at which Senator McCarthy was to speak in support of Joseph Duffy, a peace candidate running for Senate in Connecticut. Although McCarthy had been defeated in the democratic presidential primary in 1968, he was still actively outspoken against the Vietnam War and remained a huge draw. The event would take place during lunch hour on a Thursday, and any student at South Windsor High with parental permission was allowed to leave school to attend.


After I swore to my mother that practically the whole school was going, and that I could ride the city bus downtown, she wrote me a permission slip. I forged two more for my friends Carolyn and Joanne, and Anne and I made arrangements to meet when she was on her lunch break.


Carolyn, Joanne, and I arrived downtown early. We were walking around when I recognized the hippie walking toward us as Eddie. A few days prior, Anne had reported spotting him downtown for the first time since that chance encounter two months earlier.


“Bring him with you when you meet me at lunch,” she had joked that morning, and we’d both laughed over that daydream. Now the daydream approached as I rapidly filled in my friends.


“Carolyn, that’s him! The guy I told you about. He is so far out!”


“He’s cute,” Carolyn acknowledged. “Do you think he remembers you? You should talk to him.”


As he approached, I scanned his face—that same familiar face I had memorized in the restaurant—for signs of recognition. He wasn’t much taller than me. His hands were buried deep in the pockets of his unbuttoned navy pea coat, and his wide-wale corduroy bell-bottoms swayed with each step.


He slowed to a stop as we grew near. “Any of you chicks have a light?” He smiled as he placed an unlit cigarette between his lips.


“I think I do,” Carolyn answered, smiling back. I could tell she liked his attention as she searched the contents of her fringed tote bag. She produced a book of matches and lit one; he cupped his hands around hers to block the wind.


“Is your name Eddie?” I asked, already knowing the answer.


“Yeah, where do I know you from?” He turned his eyes toward me as he raised his head to exhale smoke into the air above him.


I was elated to think he might remember me.


“My sister and I met you last summer, on our way to eat right over there at that restaurant.” I nodded in the direction of the building, which sat just a block away. “Do you remember?”


“Oh yeah, I remember that.” He smiled at me as though this meant we were old friends, and I was thrilled all his attention had shifted to me. “Where are you chicks going? You skipping school?”


“We’re walking around until the rally starts on the plaza,” I explained.


“Mind if I come with you?”


“Sure,” I agreed, giddy with excitement, wondering if I could convince him to stick around long enough to meet Anne with me at lunch. She will die, I thought to myself as we rounded the corner to Union Place.


We stopped first in a dimly lit head shop cluttered with clothing racks of flag print shirts and flowering bell bottoms, wall posters illuminated by neon black lights, and drug paraphernalia. Eddie monopolized the conversation, telling me how he had recently returned from Florida, where he’d jammed with the Allman Brothers, and had been at Columbia University during the student strike two years earlier. I was impressed by how much he had done.


As we all walked back toward the rally, he surprised me by reaching over to hold my hand, an action I felt was warranted: it would keep me from flying up into the clouds. When Eddie wasn’t looking, Carolyn winked at me, and then she and Joanne started walking ahead of us.


I explained to Eddie about meeting my sister for lunch, and he agreed to wait for her with me. When we reached the building where Anne worked, Carolyn and Joanne promised to meet me at the city bus stop at two thirty, in time to get back for the school bus ride home, and left for the rally.


We leaned against the wall of the Travelers Insurance Company, watching the clean-cut men and women leaving the building for their lunch break. Some looked over at us and grimaced. I loved it. Let them eat their hearts out, wishing they were free like us, I thought. Eddie put his arm around my shoulders and leaned in close to my ear, making small talk.


After about ten minutes, Anne came out through the doorway. When she spotted us—Eddie’s arm around me and his face near mine—her face froze in a look of shock.


“Look who I ran into,” I announced, gloating in my accomplishment of capturing the prize. “He wants to come with us to the rally.”


“Sure,” she answered, not looking at me or Eddie as she led the way to the plaza. I had expected her to be excited but instead I could see she was hurt, and I regretted gloating.
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