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AUTHOR’S NOTE


To write this work of nonfiction, I have relied on my memory of the many places I have lived and all the accompanying details and perceptions that are uniquely mine. I have done my best to be honest, true, and faithful to the retelling of my life as it has unfolded. The names of many individuals in this book have been changed in order to protect their privacy. Other family members were consulted to preserve authenticity and add clarity.


I’ve altered the names of some places and other distinguishing features. My personal journals as well as my mother’s diaries and travel journals have added some valuable perspectives to much of my life story.





A letter to my grandchildren



Dear Cate and Ems,


Open the door to your imagination as you observe the world around you!


Did you see the Olympic Mountains today from your living room window?


In the morning as the sun rises in the east, slowly shining on those mountains to the west,


They might look like ice cream cones with chocolate sauce dripping down.


Pay close attention to what’s happening in your world.


If good things are happening, embrace them and be grateful.


If bad things are happening, try to make them better.


Believe in all the possibilities of all the tomorrows, that better days will come.


Never lose your capacity for wonder, and when you feel inspired, write down your thoughts.


They light the pathway to who you once were, who you are now, who you will be.


Like breadcrumbs in the dark, they offer clues to the “Whys?” of things.


Celebrate yourselves and the world around you!


That, my dear ones, is what matters the most to me.


For I love you to the moon and back.


—Bela




There is a cry deeper than all sound
whose serrated edges cut the heart
as we break open to the place inside
which is unbreakable and whole,
while learning to sing.


From “The Unbroken” by Rashani Réa1
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Preface:
GOING HOME


September 2009


“Marilea, don’t go home yet. I’ve barely seen you.” Mother wore a wide smile, trying to conceal her neediness, as she gripped my hand.


Mama, let go … let go … let go …


Refusing to release my hand, she pressed on, “Do you really believe it, that there’s life after death?”


“Oh, Mother, of course there is!” I lectured, straightening my spine. “What would Grammy think if she knew all those years of going to church had come to this?” I laughed, trying to make light of her fears.


Catching myself, I softened my tone. Growing old and knowing that each day could be your last must be the loneliest place in the world. I felt sympathetic toward the woman who had done her best for her family. Pay attention and take notes, Marilea. You’ll be on that bed someday, I thought, glancing at my reflection in her mirror.


Laughing with me now—she had the most dazzling smile—she relaxed her grip on my hand as I turned to leave the nursing home.


I was tired and had no desire in that naked moment to continue talking about life after death. My mother, more than anything, was afraid. Just as I had learned in recent years to let go of the things I couldn’t control, I wished for her that she would be able to let go of her grip on life and die peacefully.


“Sorry, I’ve got to run now,” I said as I scanned the room for my purse, “but I’ll come to say goodbye before going back to Virginia. Eat your dinner tonight. It’s sole, your favorite,” I instructed, warmly embracing her on the bed. As I hurried into the hall, anxious to get behind the wheel of my car, I called out over my shoulder, “I love you!”


“Bye, baby. I love you too!”


I didn’t dare to linger, didn’t dare to crush her frail body with all the forgiveness and love a daughter could feel. I had done my best to make peace with her years before, and we simply enjoyed each other at this point in our lives. But how I wished I could make her passing easier.


Perhaps I already had; perhaps our discussions helped her harness her faith, the faith she had found at St. Ann’s on Long Island nearly a century before.


Mother was ninety-nine years old with terminal lung cancer, a particularly harsh sentence for a person who had only smoked an occasional cigarette. As the mass continued to grow in her lung, she often struggled to breathe. Hospice had recently been brought in, and the staff was authorized to put some crushed morphine under her tongue when she panicked and called for assistance. It worked well to calm and relax her. Usually she fell asleep.


Would this be the last ten-hour car trip up to Massachusetts I’d make to see her? This was the ever-present question in my mind. Every year since 1991 when I’d returned from overseas with my children, I made annual summer visits to see her and the rest of my family. After retiring, a year before she died, I was able to visit her much more frequently, and I’m grateful for that.


At the nursing home the next day, my mother was sitting up in her chair waiting for me with another Rosamunde Pilcher book on her lap.


“You really enjoy this author, don’t you?” I kissed her, taking the book out of her lap to look at.


“Oh yes, I love reading about families,” she said, as if there were a great distance between us. “Do you still have my copy of The Shell Seekers?”


“Yes. Do you want it back? I loved the movie with Angela Lansbury, though the ending was different from the book.”


“Yes, I saw it too. But movies usually have happy endings.” She seemed distracted.


I know what you’re thinking about, but I need to change the subject. We’d hashed to death the subject of our family many times over the years, and there seemed no point in revisiting the topic just then. I’ve accepted the way things were, and for the most part so have you, Mama. There are some things you just have to let go. I hoped she could be grateful for the many blessings in her long life—that she would be able to pass on peacefully with a full heart.


Perhaps the emotion of the moment brought it on, but she started struggling for air, and I went to get the nurse. It was time for some crushed morphine.


I held her hand as she started to relax. Certain that she was asleep, I took my leave for the day. That facility was top-of-the-line, and I was so glad my sister had done all the legwork to secure a place for our mother there. Lucy was determined to see that Mother lived comfortably, and I so appreciate all she did for her. If it was the end of the road for her, then she was in a lovely place.


The next day she was noticeably incoherent, having had two morphine doses by late afternoon. I just sat on her bed for an hour and held her hand as she dozed.


I raised the pillows under her feet to improve her circulation. Then I nestled her hands just below the covers so they wouldn’t feel the chill of the air-conditioning. Finally, I organized the contents of her drawers and rearranged the flowers my sister brought almost daily. None of those simple acts of tidying could prevent the very untidy act that God had in store for her.


“Bye, Ma,” I said as I kissed her forehead. “I’ll see you again soon. I love you.”


“Bye, baby,” she answered, opening her eyes, “I love you too.”


In the nearly twenty years of driving from Virginia to Massachusetts to see my family, that trip was the last where I could look forward to seeing my mother.


Are we ever ready for that phone call, the one from my brother’s wife that Mom had died, the one that changed me from a fatherless child into an orphan? The one telling me she had died peacefully in her sleep, just three weeks after I’d seen her? It’s one of many life passages, a sobering one, assuring me that I am in fact mortal and it was now time for my siblings and me to go to the head of the line.




We have two lives … the life we learn with
and the life we live with after that.


—Bernard Malamud2





I’m living that second life—the one with learned lessons that become stepping stones to follow into the dark where learning happens. For many of us, it never ends: the wish to keep growing in our understanding of the world. I would take that one step further, on a more personal level: my need to transcend myself, to rise above my limitations to be my best in the world.


And in this world, I’ve traveled and lived in many countries, far from New England where I began my life. I’d hoped to find my true self in this country or that culture—as though where I lived could reconcile the tumultuous landscape inside of me. We are a sum of our parts, I’ve learned, yet recognizing those puzzle pieces and putting them together has been a challenge. Chameleonlike, I adapted to my surroundings. But like the lizard, I was usually afraid.


Having lived in more than twenty-five houses, I was never completely at home in any of them. Often disconnected from the communities I lived in, and even more disconnected from myself, I’d used substances in excess since childhood. Living like a gypsy kept me airborne, unable to dig down and plant roots. It became a handy excuse to avoid the mirrors that many communities provide.


What is the meaning of “home” to any of us?


For me, it would be where I’m never lonely, a place where I’ve arrived—where the yearning to be somewhere else vanishes. Home is where the many disparate pieces of me come together and make a whole, a place where I’m happy to stay put—and make room. I’ve been looking for that peaceful place my whole life.


In recent years, I’ve been in recovery from substance use disorder—on an inward journey—learning to accept my life and appreciate all that I have amid the disappointments. How can I, beset by sadness and instability for much of my life, come to revisit it now from another perspective? How can I learn to live beyond my ego? What has enabled me to laugh and see the comedy in things, to finally live well and be happy?


Sorrows have molded me; it’s true. Substance use disorder has shaped me. Tragedies in life will inevitably leave their mark on all of us. But those of us who enjoy recovery—whether it’s from alcoholism, cancer, or financial ruin—have paid some serious dues to the universe. The greater the loss, the greater the capacity for joy, as the poet William Blake reminds us, for they are irretrievably woven together.


Joyfulness is a song of the angels. Let me tell you how I’ve learned to sing.





Part One



SLEEPWALKING


[image: Image]




Oh, the Places You’ll Go!


—Dr. Seuss3








PHOTOGRAPHS


My desk looks out over Saratoga Passage, a narrow body of water between Camano Island and Whidbey Island, two of the many landmasses dotting Puget Sound in the Pacific Northwest.


A table lamp stands between two framed eight-by-ten photographs: on the left side, a color portrait of my three children taken at JCPenney’s one Christmas in Miami in 1984; on the right side, a black-and-white 1951 photograph of my aunt Dodie and uncle Geo’s triumphant walk down the wedding aisle. She was my father’s middle sister, and she had the most stunning smile. In the foreground of the picture, there I was at the end of a pew, three years old, wearing tiny white gloves, my eyes as big as saucers, wondering how I was going to get out of there.


After the ceremony, I anxiously looked around for my brother. Bill was my one comfort—Bill and all our cats and dogs. They tell me he doted on me. Family photos in my albums confirm this. In one, I’m a toddler in a bathing suit next to my brother at a beach on Long Island. We’re all smiles as we strain to see the camera, the hot summer sun in our faces. What fun we were having building castles in the sand! Ten years older than me, he would go away to boarding school before I was five.


More black-and-white snapshots call out to me, one with 1950 written at the top. It shows me at two years old on Christmas morning nestled in Bill’s lap, cooing over my new doll. Our sister, Lucy, sits next to him, also holding a doll, looking at us.


Another black-and-white picture speaks to me. It’s a lovely portrait of my family before I came along—Mother and Daddy, Bill at eight, and Lucy at three. Mother is a stunning woman, smiling next to Daddy, himself a handsome charmer. My sister sports lots of bouncy waves on her head to match her happy mood in that picture.


When I was born two years later, there were no more formal family portraits.


There were fulfilling family occasions recorded on film, and I’m glad to have them in a faded, grainy archive: weddings, holidays, graduations, and other milestones.


But the photographs are revealing. In my family, people didn’t talk about feelings; that’s just the way we were. These picture albums help me recall events and my feelings attached to them.





WALLS


“Mary, go outside and play. I need to lie down for a while,” Mother pleaded, on the verge of tears. Click went the door latch as I approached her bedroom, the red light telling me to stop, turn around, and look elsewhere for attention. Bill was gone except for summers and holidays. Lucy was out with her friends or at ballet practice. Daddy, as usual, was in the basement. I was eight years old and lonely.


Much of the time that house felt like a vacuum after an implosion, with people pretending that everything was fine. On holidays, grown-ups walked around with drinks in their hands. I remember a big, strange-looking bottle with red lines near the kitchen sink. But the rest of the year, though I didn’t see it sitting there, I didn’t think things were fine.


Shut out again from being with my mother, I stopped off in the kitchen for some of her delicious apple pie and a glass of milk on my way to Daddy’s basement.





SPIDERS


“Daddy, can I come down and help you?” I called to him in the basement, my plaintive tone echoing off the basement’s damp walls.


Sure, come on down. You can help me glue these parts together, I imagined he’d say. I floated down the steps until his harsh tone startled me.


Halfway down the stairs, my heart sank.


“Not now. Go check on your mother.” He sounded tense and angry, in no mood for an intrusion. That’s what I felt like in his and in my whole family’s life—an intrusion.


“She’s in bed. Told me to go outside,” I responded, the wind knocked out of me by a man who preferred to be doing something else.


“Do what your mother told you,” he barked, uninterested in haggling with me.


What was he doing down there all the time? Why wasn’t I welcome to join him? I could smell the mustiness on the old cement walls. Some of the boulders that protruded were moss covered, with spiders lurking in dark corners.


I longed to be closer to my father, often stationing myself on the stairs leading into the cellar, hoping to catch him on the way up. Perched, little bird that I was, with a broken wing.


Daddy, I wanted to call out, I broke my wing. Can you help me?


Sometimes my imaginary friend and I played tic-tac-toe on those dusty stairs, and even kicked pebbles down, but nothing worked to get his attention.


On that cold and windy day, I went back upstairs, found my coat, and stomped out the door, sobbing and indignant.





AIR


Nature was my welcoming refuge. It was all around me and embraced me just as I was. Sometimes nature was dangerous, but I was drawn to it.


Hurricanes had always fascinated me, how they had the power to change the landscape. I felt excited at the end of every summer, wishing the powerful winds would blow the deadwood away and the world would start over fresh and new.


Hurricane Carol swept through southeastern Massachusetts in August of 1954. Ignoring my mother’s warning, I ran out to the street where a huge tree had fallen down and was blocking traffic. Reaching up in the air, I grabbed at leaves the wind had prematurely separated from their branches.


Dancing around the street, I kept wishing the wind would carry me away and put me down, like it had Dorothy, far away from Kansas.





THE WOODS


Whether it was thirty degrees with two feet of snow on the ground or ninety degrees and humid, I learned to fashion a life for myself outdoors, usually in the woods.


Areas hollowed out by the wind became the rooms in my make-believe home fashioned on tree stumps and big granite boulders. Draping an old, tattered sheet over a low horizontal branch, I cut squares in it to make windows. Bits and pieces in the garage that had been left for the dump found new purpose in my imaginary home. Rusty tin cans, smashed under my feet, became ashtrays. An oversized bottle was turned into a lamp. A couple of old crates were repurposed as chairs. A broken old radio left near the brook added a nice touch to the kitchen table, itself a small scrap of plywood. Playing out my fantasies was a favorite pastime.


Inside the house, there was no escape. My family had moved into a converted schoolhouse in Massachusetts when I was six months old. There were four bedrooms upstairs, and since I was just a baby, my parents gave me the littlest one, the size of a large walk-in closet. As I grew, I felt terrible resentment toward my sister, Lucy, not only because she had been awarded the room with a window facing the lake and was a graceful dancing student but also because she was so much closer than I to our father. Still, I tried tagging along with her, though I felt she didn’t want me around.


One day I snuck into her room while Daddy was working in the basement and Mom was napping across the hall. I could do anything! I started by smashing one of her ballerina statues on the floor.


I looked at all her ballet costumes and pretty pink tutus. My sister was such a star, but I wanted attention too. I gazed at the perfumes and talcum powder on her dressing table. Just for a little while, I can be a princess too.


She had a growing collection of Joyce shoes, all carefully lined up in her closet. I just wanted to wear them in her room for a few minutes. I hoped that by putting on her shoes her magic would rub off on me. Maybe my parents would love me as much as they loved her.


I shuffled around, but the shoes were swimming on me as I struggled to keep them on my feet. So I gave up and put them back in her closet. Lucy would be home soon, and my princess time was running out. As I heard her approaching the stairs, I returned to my place in the corners of the house. Lucy went right into her closet.


I hadn’t been careful to put the shoes back where they’d been neatly placed.


Why had I been so careless?


Exploding out of her room, Lucy confronted not me but our mother, who was awake by then, about my latest theft. Tears streaming down her face, she implored:


“Mother, Mary has been in my closet. She took my favorite shoes again. And she smashed my favorite ballerina on the floor. You always let her get away with this. Please do something this time!”


“Lucy, you’re the older of the two of you. You do something.”


What could my sister do? There was no justice to be found in our house.


Hiding in my little room with the door closed, I listened to my mother and sister. Eventually I left and went outside to my home in the woods. There I performed a mock trial.


Using one of my father’s hammers, I banged my pretend gavel on a large granite boulder. “You know why you were bad, Mary,” bellowed the judge. “You went into Lucy’s room without permission. You wore her shoes. And you broke her statue. What do you have to say for yourself?”


“I just wanted to feel special. I thought if I put on her shoes, I’d feel special like she is. And I’m sorry I broke the ballet statue, but I’m so angry. Daddy loves her more than me!”


“That’s not an excuse, Mary. There is no excuse for what you did.”


“But I just wanted to get her attention!” I cried, breaking out in sobs.


The judge thundered back at me, unmoved, “You are guilty of jealousy and theft.” Guilty, guilty, guilty …


Unable to convince the judge of my innocence, I went back inside the house, ran to my room, and slammed the door.


But I wasn’t punished.


Guilty, guilty, guilty … those words buried themselves in a pocket next to my heart. And there they remained, like a ship’s anchor, weighing me down for the rest of my life.


Mother busied herself making dinner, and my sister remained in her room. Invisible walls, unaddressed resentments, perpetual isolation.


From a very early age, I learned a terrible lesson: I could get away with things. If I were sneaky enough, or had enough enablers around me, my behaviors might yield no consequences. With no one slapping my wrist, the naughtiness continued. And my frustration and anger continued to chip away at my self-confidence and cloak itself in chronic depression.


I wasn’t always a brat, though. Mother wrote in a diary entry dated 2/26/56:




L and M quarreled, and I smacked them both. L stayed in her room and sulked. After a while M went into the kitchen, got out a plate of cookies, and poured a glass of milk. She carried up the cookies and on the way said to me, “I’m going to take these cookies up to Lucy and make her feel better.”








STUFFING


Hugo, our mixed breed German shepherd, was warmhearted but not too bright. He acted like cats were dogs and slept with them in the big rocker on the side porch. One spring, our overbreeding cat, Herkimer, had just had her umpteenth litter, and the kittens were all nursing on the rocker. I came downstairs in the morning and couldn’t wait to check on my new playmates. Two of them were flattened like pancakes. It was a frightful sight, and, as if to wipe it from my mind, I carried them out to the meadow to bury with a trowel.


Herkimer didn’t seem to notice.


I had nowhere to go with my feelings. There was no place to express them safely in my family. But Mom liked it when we appreciated her cooking.


It was time for breakfast. Trying to escape from the horror I had just witnessed, I dug my hand into the big red cookie jar and wolfed down a bunch of her Toll House cookies. While she was making bacon and eggs, I returned to the meadow and made a cross out of twigs to put on the grave.


Herkimer and my mother had a lot in common. Both of them were overburdened by their circumstances and probably had too many children. Mom wasn’t particularly sympathetic about Herkie’s dead babies either.


“Oh, she’ll have another litter next spring, Mary. You can be sure of that,” she assured me, serving breakfast as I came inside, wiping my eyes. “Come sit down. Your eggs will get cold.”





BLUEBERRIES


Our neighbor Sophie made the most mouthwatering blueberry pie. The crust was to die for, the way she sprinkled sugar into it as it baked. There was a blueberry meadow between our properties, and she lived on the lakeside in a large three-story house.


Sophie and her daughter, Martha, were alone at home, just the two of them. Sophie’s husband was a doctor and was almost never home. He seemed like such a phantom to me. I remember seeing his car in the driveway once, but he was gone before I had a chance to pop in and get a look at him.


Someone told me that Sophie had had a stillborn son after Martha was born, and then there were no more children. Martha, who was my age, needed a playmate.


I spent a great deal of time with Martha there. We watched television on the sunporch facing the lake. Sometimes we played with dolls or we played board games. Martha was not an outdoorsy girl, so we always played inside. And I slept over often. Martha and I had the third floor all to ourselves. They really welcomed me into their family, and I relished being appreciated by them.


My mother didn’t like the arrangement at all. She was jealous of the other family that had seduced me away from her. She didn’t forbid me from going, but I remember the set of her jaw and her coldness toward me every time I did.


Sophie and her family were Jewish. She made Ashkenazi dishes often, and not just during the Jewish holidays. I raved to Mom once about Sophie’s tasty matzo, or knaidel, balls, and she snapped, “I don’t want to hear about Sophie’s cooking anymore, Mary. Aren’t I a good enough cook for you?”


But I didn’t discriminate. I ate anything and everything that was put in front of me.





FAMILY TIES


Keeping animals in rural areas was easy. Dogs were allowed to go outside without a leash. One day, however, Hugo didn’t come back. In addition to being pretty dumb, he was, apparently, gullible. That faithful, loving pet never would have run away on his own; I felt sure that he had been lured into a truck by dog snatchers, though my sister told me he’d been shot for pestering a female in heat up the road.


Teddy was another one of our dogs; he was bitten by a timber rattlesnake and died. We should have had Herkimer fixed; she had a litter just about every year until she was so worn out one day she just didn’t wake up.


Corky was a beautiful Irish setter we got after Hugo disappeared. Arriving home from school one afternoon in fourth grade, I walked into the kitchen and found my mother sobbing at the kitchen table. This surprised me, if only because she usually hid her tears and sadness behind her closed bedroom door.


“Mommy, what’s the matter?” I asked, approaching her and more afraid than usual when I saw her slip into that dark place.


“Oh, Mary!” she cried out, reaching for my hand. “I had to put Corky down this morning. He had a terrible ear infection, and there was nothing more the vet could do; the antibiotics weren’t working. I just can’t believe it. Such a waste of a beautiful dog.”


“Oh no, Mommy!” I took her hand, looking around in vain for a sign of our dog, and burst into tears. Hugging each other then, we sobbed into each other’s shoulders. Mother didn’t steal away to her bedroom to cry, and I didn’t go outdoors to be alone in the woods.


With perfect timing, Daddy came home from work early. He put his arms around my mother, genuinely sorry about Corky.


“Oh, Sid, I’m so glad you’re home!” she cried, sobbing and falling into his arms.


For one afternoon, we gave up our isolation from one another. Losing Corky united us. Otherwise, it was an ordinary day for a family struggling under the hidden presence of alcoholism.





THE OLD MAN NEXT DOOR


An old man lived on the other side of our house through a thick grove of trees. His name was Mr. Schultz, and his wife had died. I walked by his house every day on my way to school and hoped to see him out front on his screened-in porch. Once, when I had seen him sitting there and waved, he got up and went back inside.


“Hi, Mr. Schultz,” I called to him the next day as I walked past his house. The inside door closed behind him as he was about to sit in his rocker. But as soon as I called out to him, he turned around and went back inside.


Feeling rebuffed, I continued walking home. I was just trying to make a friend with someone close by. He seemed like a lonely old man, and I was lonely too. Maybe we could get together somehow. Maybe he could invite me in for cookies and milk on my way home.


But, as with my sister, my feelings of frustration quickly turned to anger.


One day I passed his house and before turning into my driveway, I opened his mailbox and took out the mail. The contents of one envelope looked like a check. I ripped it up and threw it in the brook across the street from our houses. Feeling no remorse, I was sure I would get away with it.


Weeks later, I found out Mr. Schultz had died. And I remember thinking, It’s my fault because I took his money away.





COMET


Bill and I sailed on Lake Wampanoag, an old iron mine that had been filled in as a reservoir two hundred years before we lived near it. Sailing was my brother’s great love, and he became an expert sailor. At first Bill had a Comet, a sixteen-foot sloop with a distinctively large mainsail. That worked well on a lake with winds that were shifty. Later he had a big wooden Town Class we named Wind Song. That wooden boat required a great deal of maintenance work every year. I helped with the scraping and painting; it was a real labor of love and one of the few opportunities I had to do something with him.


We had brought Wind Song over to the end of the lake near our house to work on it.


“Mary, I need you to go home and get the clean brushes I left near the back door. And ask Mom to find some rags and the jar of turpentine near them. Hurry up because it’s getting late and I want us to finish this side today.”


Running home from the lake, I tripped and fell, badly scraping my knees. I didn’t care; I would have done anything to please my brother.


Tabor Academy in Sippican Harbor was on Buzzards Bay, where Bill could indulge his passion for sailing. Until vacations and summer, when he came home, I sat on his bed in his empty room, looking for the piece of me that wasn’t there anymore.


Ultimately, he joined the rest of the family members in shaking their heads, passing sorry looks all around, their hands up in the air, wondering what to do as I grew more and more troubled.


But my animals, whichever ones were left, still wagged their tails and were loyal.


Children in alcoholic families sometimes band together and support each other against a common enemy. But in other cases the children live in bubbles, isolated from one another, making their own way in life. Bill moved away, married, had a family, and I became a footnote, dutiful birthday cards sent in January.





SPONGE


Every summer our family spent time at the local yacht club where Bill’s boat was moored near a swimming area.


One day I was hanging around the beach and became transfixed by profuse blood dripping from below a woman’s knees. She was looking for a stick to pry bloodsuckers from her legs. One by one, they made a shriveled mess at her feet.


Lake Wampanoag was full of those little creatures. I decided to go swimming and stay in the water long enough to get some of my own on my legs. As soon as I came out of the lake, I ran to a spot in the woods for privacy. Counting two bloodsuckers on each calf, I watched them swell up.


Maybe they would suck all the evil out of me.





MANSIONS


Grammy had goldfish in the little pool off of the side porch. I was fascinated watching them—back and forth, back and forth, with nowhere to go.


They had nothing. And missed nothing.


Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Easter. Three holiday meals at Grammy’s on Maplewood Avenue. Sometimes a maid served the meals. I never got her name. She’d already gone home when I hung out in the kitchen after the meal, pigging out from the fridge when no one was looking.


When I wasn’t eating, I loved to play with the intercoms and chase my cousins around the third floor. Grumpy Uncle Ralph, Grammy’s brother, hated all the noise. I peeked into his room once and saw all the empty bottles on the floor.


Sometimes I got to spend weekends there. I had my own room, down the hall from Aunt Pris, who had diabetes. I remember the insulin and the needle lying on her bedside table. I’d always been afraid of needles and admired her for being so brave, giving herself a shot every day.


My father had three sisters who doted on all their nieces and nephews. I loved them all so much, but Pris was special. She had married late and was freer in her twenties and thirties to spend time with her brother’s children. She took me to the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum on the Fenway in Boston, and that’s when I started getting curious about art and music. Aunt Pris nurtured a number of my interests, including sailing. Years later, after she married, she and my uncle would take us sailing with them on their boat every summer.


Once in the middle of the night, I wandered into Aunt Pris’s bedroom. She slept in a single bed, and the room seemed small to me, almost like my bedroom back at my house.


“Aunt Pris, I can’t sleep. Can I stay with you?”


“Let me walk you back to your bed, Mary Lee. You must be sleepwalking.”


“Can I stay here and live with you?”


“Oh no, dear. Your mother and father would miss you terribly!” she responded, warmly hugging me as we reached my room.


“I don’t think so, Aunt Pris,” I argued, climbing back onto my bed. My aunt tucked me in and left right away, closing the door.


I spent the rest of the night staring at the ceiling, dreading the morning birds singing and the sound of my mother’s car in the driveway.





NUT PIE




Wilbur didn’t want food. He wanted love.


—E. B. White4





When I was a baby, I cried from hunger, and someone fed me. Later, when I was able to talk, I asked for food. Craning my neck upward while my mother was cooking at the stove, I fussed, “I’m hungry, Mommy.”


So my mother gave me something to eat.


I escaped from my house by going outdoors all the time, winter or summer. In addition to walking back and forth to school a mile every day, I sledded down the hill behind the Unitarian church, dragging my sled back up. The lake provided ice skating in the winter and swimming in the summer. In spite of all this activity, I grew chubby.


At the end of Lake Wampanoag closest to my house, there were fewer bloodsuckers and there was a food stand on each end of the beach. Stationing myself in the middle, I wouldn’t have to walk very far to eat. And it seemed like I was eating all the time.


But Mom didn’t worry about it until I was a teenager. By then I was already a food addict, and there was very little she could do to control my eating. She could put her finger in the dike here and there, but she had no idea what she was dealing with. Substance use awareness was in its infancy back then.


Mother jotted down this little jingle that she said I wrote when I was five years old:




I have a little nut pie.
Would you like to take it home?
Oh yes, I would, oh yes, I would.
Could I eat it all alone?





Everyone who read it chuckled. “Oh, that’s cute. Mary Lee likes to eat!”


The passage of time, like the panoramic setting on a camera, lends perspective to the events in my life, and I can see more now. Despite her preoccupations, my mother was often remarkably caring and attentive when it came to writing down words I’d said.


Once in the middle of the night, Mother transcribed a bad dream I must have tearfully recounted to her:




2/1/53: “Something disappears and twirls into twinkles. Partly I hear a lot of tiptoes every night, and I hear a little bit of noise on a foot stair. A wolf turns twinkles into her eyebrows. I thought maybe this house was a ghost house because it didn’t look like it was a real family’s house; it looked just like a ghost house. There were a couple of curtains gone, and that looked just like a ghost house or a wolf house.”
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