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Preface


October 1998
Framingham, Massachusetts





First things first. You have to meet my mother. You have to meet the Mumzy in the morning, sitting with her old tree root legs, stunted and worn, dangling off the edge of the king-size bed she shares with my father. In front of her is a purple walker, reminiscent of a racing bicycle with four wheels, its wire basket stuffed with socks, notebooks, a Kleenex or two. She looks up at the clock that sings a different bird song every hour on the hour and announces to my father, who is reading in a chair, “Monty, it is eight forty-five.” She holds up three fingers to indicate the number of ounces of gin she wants in her drink. My father leaves the room, and I study my mother’s face, the folds in her skin collapsed around bones and things she cannot express. I pat her shoulder and follow my father into the other room to watch him make my mother a drink—one of his many chores since Mother broke her shoulder a few years earlier.


In the kitchen an old wooden chest of my grandfather’s stores booze and nuts and crackers. My father flips open the top, reaches into its belly to pull out a half-gallon jug of Tanqueray, and pours it into a jigger twice. There is something disconnected about his movements, but he says nothing. The only sounds come from the clinking of glass and ice and the pouring of spirits.


I am following my father around my childhood home now—watching, studying—because the doctors recently found the reason that he has been losing weight and, in the last few weeks, has found it difficult to swallow: He has a tumor in his stomach. They do not know if it is malignant or not, which is why I study him so vigilantly; I am trying to decipher our future.


Dad reaches into the fridge and grabs a handful of fresh mint, and from a cabinet, a few plastic straws, and stuffs the bunch into the glass. He knows I watch him so he completes this maneuver with a self-conscious flair. “Take that!”


My father and I deliver Mother’s drink and sit silently. I lie back on the lavender carpet and stretch my back, sneaking peeks at both of them. My mother, sitting on the edge of the bed, stares out the French doors into the field and my father goes back to his paperback thriller. The black pancake face of their little dog, Inky, peeks out from under the bed, and while I pat her, I pull at an odd tumor, a sac of skin, that hangs off her neck. Mom looks at Dad and then at me sadly, her expression asking, Now what do we do? I smile at her, trying to be reassuring, as I am thinking Dunno. Dunno. Dunno.


Three days earlier, on a bright autumn morning, Mom and Pop call with the news.


“But the test says no cancer?” I say into the phone. “That’s good, isn’t it?”


“Partly sunny, partly cloudy,” Dad says. “It’s the same damn thing. There’s still a tumor there.”


According to my father, they can’t identify the tumor because “the asshole” on the other end of the scope can’t get a piece of the thing to analyze. When he says this, all I can think about is the doctor. I had known his daughter in kindergarten. I remember her especially well because I had adored her mother, particularly how she made tuna sandwiches. I’d never seen anyone do anything so mundane with such care. She used Miracle Whip, not mayonnaise, and toasted the bread, cutting off the crusts, and slicing the beautiful remainder into tiny triangles.


“Please come,” Mother says from the other extension.


“What is she going to do, Barbara?” my father says.


“You need support.”


“I DO NOT need support.”


“I do, then,” she says.


“I need the kids available if I have to have surgery,” my father says. “There’s no point…”


“Fuck it,” I finally say. “I’m coming.”


“Jesus,” my father says. “Your language is awful. You take after your mother.”


“Go to hell,” my mother says.


Dad says nothing, but hell is where I’m headed. I climb on a plane and fly east, back to Framingham and my parents’ home.
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Lunatics




Framingham, Massachusetts



Of all the years I live with my parents, my mother is sober for only one. It is 1969, the year of Woodstock. The year the men first walk on the moon. For our family, it is the year Mother dresses up in miniskirts and white go-go boots and smokes Kools. She wears false eyelashes the size of carpet remnants and drinks Tab by the case. She cuts her bleached blond hair in the style that Twiggy has made popular, and brings crazy people home from the back wards of the state mental hospital where she is a volunteer.


There is a schizophrenic drummer, a millionaire paranoid depressive, and a manic-depressive from the CIA, who, comparatively speaking, is a relief. I am twelve that summer, and honing my cooking skills, so I make lunch while Mother drives to pick up the lunatics. I usually make hamburgers with Swiss cheese, sliced purple onion, sweet pickles and corn relish, and chocolate milkshakes. We serve them in the dining room on paper plates. I try to make conversation while I watch the crazy people eat. Everything about them is strange, but to my mind, crazy people are thrilling, even slightly glamorous—like my mother.


The schizophrenic drummer ate too much LSD in Vietnam. When he talks, he mumbles into his chest. The millionaire is too depressed to talk. He is fat and his eyes are scarily weird. He wears his hair in a mental-patient crew cut, his pants hang around his hips, and he shuffles along looking at the floor. But the CIA guy, who apparently lost it after hearing about a plot to kill someone he knew and even loved, is enthusiastic as hell, like a Labrador retriever. He babbles incessantly about everything. He is six feet tall, a handsome dandy who likes horses. He dresses in tweed with leather elbow patches, jodhpurs, and jodhpur boots, and talks in a faux British accent, as if he has marbles in his mouth. For a short time, these are our friends.


[image: space]


It isn’t Mother’s idea to get sober. It’s a decision that results from something that happened the previous year, the year of Johnny Mathis. He had recently come out with a new album, Up Up and Away. My mother loved to stay up all night and drink gin martinis and sing along with Johnny Mathis. She wrote down the lyrics in spiral-lined notebooks and practiced the melodies for days, recording them into a professional reel-to-reel tape recorder, pretending she was Judy Garland.


One morning after she has stayed up all night with Johnny Mathis, I find her passed out in a pool of blood in the downstairs bathroom, her eye bloody and swollen. At least that’s where I think I find her, but when I try to picture my mother lying on the bathroom floor, the image dissolves. It’s Jezebel the mink who throws me off. Jezebel was a gift from a neighboring mink farmer, a skinny fellow who has spindly teeth and resembles a mink himself. Her cage was in the bathroom, and I am now not sure there was enough room for both the cage and my mother on the floor. Maybe she isn’t fully on the floor but curled around the toilet or I might have made it up. Maybe I find her on the living room floor. My mother’s amnesiac cloud permeates me, too; life from these years remains hazy.


Though I am now unclear on physical details, at the time I am oddly excited. The drama of a real accident! Suddenly, all the chaos that has defined my world has something concrete to attach to. Her fall confirms a reality that is only occasionally acknowledged. Mother is a drunk, but a drunk who dreams about traveling with Johnny Mathis makes the truth more palatable: At least she is glamorous.


My father wraps her up and takes her to the emergency room at the local hospital. When they return later that morning, Mother’s head is bandaged and angry voices bellow from behind the closed doors of the kitchen. It must be summer because my older brother Bob is home from college. He and Dad corner her. Get sober or we’re taking you away. Where? Westborough State Hospital. An incredible insult. An undeniable kick in the teeth. We all know anybody who is anybody would be packed off to McLean’s, where it was rumored the real rich paid more than $1000 a day. We aren’t the real rich. We are the once sort of rich a long time ago, which, according to Mother, is better.


My mother corroborates my version of the event, referring to it for years as the time she went up, up and away in Johnny’s beautiful balloon and crashed. She laughs as she says it. My father laughs, too. Ha! He laughs! She laughs! I laugh with them. My older sister, Lael, shakes her head and says, “Oh, brother.” Bob screws up his face and says, “Jesus Christ.”


There is a saying that my father begins to use around this time: “For Christ’s sakes, Barbara, do you have to be such a horse’s ass?”


And Mother? What does she say? “You tell ’em horse shit, you’ve been on the road.”


 


Besides our new friends and the miniskirts, at first everything stays the same. Dad, still an engineer salesman with the cumbersome title of “manufacturers representative,” spends his days driving up and down Route 128, selling widgets to the aerospace industry. Lael, only twenty-one, married a Navy ensign the year before and is living on a Navy base in Athens, Georgia. Bob is in his second year at the Rhode Island School of Design, which leaves me, the youngest at twelve, home, alone, riding my pony Happy Birthday around in circles, watching this mysterious woman who claims to be my mother click around in go-go boots towing a band of loonies.


We work hard to make it work. We walk on eggshells. We hold our breath waiting for the other shoe to drop. In the meantime, I spend the year pretending I have a mother who is normal—sort of. She begins to do mother-like things. We spend afternoons picking blueberries. We bake Jordan Marsh muffins and pies with recipes with secret ingredients for flakey piecrusts given to us by our neighbor. We chase Johnny Mathis, me following Mother as she tries to get backstage under a big circus tent next to the first mall in America, Shoppers’World, in Framingham, the town we live in. Mother knits cabled sweaters at startling speeds. We take a plane to see my sister in Georgia. We ride together. My parents take photographs. Mother buys me a fancy Steuben saddle and shows me how to braid my pony’s mane and tail with a needle and thread. All these events seem mundane, normal, like life in an all-American family.


The balloon crash is the only time I remember my father taking a visible stand against Mother’s drinking. Before this year, and after it too, my father silently endures, assuming both parenting roles. He takes me shopping for school clothes and party shoes, ferries me to and from dancing school, and watches me in recitals and class plays. Outside of that year, Mother has the dubious distinction of missing every event of my life, including graduations and my wedding.


So, I’ll always be grateful to Johnny Mathis and his balloon. Nineteen sixty-nine is the sole year I look at my mother and feel something like pride. She is beautiful. She wears long dungaree coats, safari suits, and stylish straw hats. But like all good things, it is short-lived. By the summer of 1970, the lights go out again.
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The Garden




October 1998
Framingham, Massachusetts



One morning, soon after I arrive, Pops and I begin our day of chores by placing salt marsh hay around the raspberry patch. Salt marsh hay is a new idea. Past years it’s been mulched leaves, but today Pops doesn’t have the energy.


“My get up and go got up and went,” he laughs. He holds a Winston between his lips and stomps the hay down with a foot.


In the last year, my father has grown thin. His skin is the color of ash, and he has begun to act tired, like an old man.


“Hey,” he says. “This looks like it will work pretty good.”


I pull a few tiers from the bale and move around the back of the raspberry patch shaking the hay apart. It’s old and wet, so the center is bluish white with mildew, but I like the smell and its moist warmth and examine it closely. I had always imagined salt marsh hay would be different from alfalfa, and though it’s true that salt marsh strands are longer and finer, the mix of colors—burnt brown, gold, and green—is the same. Salt marsh hay always sounded exotic, but does so especially now, because I have spent more than a decade in Southern California, far away from my New England roots. Wandering around now with my father, I cherish our traditions—mulching the garden, the making of whatdayacallits and thingamajigs—as much as I cherish the flattened As of his Boston accent and his mother’s family’s recipes for biscuits and plum pudding sliced with a thread.


All around the garden are Dad’s handmade contraptions. Small, wooden platforms shaped like satellites hold the melons away from the earth. Half-moon domes of chicken wire, Peter Rabbit Keeper-Outers, shelter rows of lettuce from the rabbits and deer. An enormous walk-in chicken wire cage discourages the crows from pigging the blueberries. At the back of the garden, the acorn squash lies in wooden cradles on a sheet of black plastic that keeps the weeds from growing.


“What are those?” I point to some small pieces of wood.


“Those?!” Dad says, delighted I’ve asked. “Those are me squash picker-uppers.” He leans down and picks up a circular plywood platform with legs and hands it to me.


I study my father’s handiwork and smile. He’s a classic Yankee, digging in the dirt and building ingenious devices to master small environmental challenges, to assure a grand harvest, and to pass the time.


We return to our work and when we do, I explore every part of him, trying to gauge the depth of his exhaustion, searching for any indication of the tumor in the top of his stomach.


“The size of a rabbit?” I suggest holding my hands out to indicate a size. I then make them smaller. “A squirrel? Two cardinals?”


He does not laugh but gazes out over the back field, blowing dragon plumes of cigarette smoke, and wiggling his fingers, two of them cut off at the ends by a snow blower.


We work quietly and when all the earth around the raspberry plants is covered, we move on to the asparagus, carefully laying out their new bed, and then back to the raspberries again. He pulls a few berries from the branches, and I follow. We place them into our mouths where they melt.


[image: space]


After lunch, we pull the dahlias and morning glories from their netting, place the huge tangled vines in the garden cart, and haul them through the garden gate down to the back of the field. A bay gelding and a Shetland pony follow us. Dad walks beside me as I pull the cart, and though we are silent, we are aware of our new roles. He has been the cart puller for all of time; him always the stronger of the two, but each year he has grown smaller. His dungaree shorts and his Lands End polo shirts fold around him now like loose skin.


“What the hell did you kids do with the other cart?” He turns; smiles, and I see our old cart in my mind, the Mercedes-Benz of wheelbarrows, light spearmint green, a four-wheeler instead of the traditional one-wheeler that often tipped.


“Ruined it hauling rocks,” Pop says, answering his own question.


“Rocks? Yes,” I say, remembering the grinding of a broken bearing and the oh-shit-my-father-will-


kill-me sinking feeling.


“Messed with the bearing, I guess,” he says.


“Yep,” I say.


“Never did work after that,” my father smiles, and I brace myself for what’s coming.


“And then of course, you put kerosene in that car…”


“The Heavy Chevy,” I add, finishing his sentence. “And my dear father, it ran!”


He hoots, a sweet combination of a laugh and a humph!


“The damnedest thing,” he says. “I never understood it.”


“And you, old Daddy-o, you put your fingers in the snow blower and chopped them off.”


He holds them up for me—the index and middle finger are shorter than the others. “That was pretty dumb, wasn’t it?”


“Sometimes, Dad, I don’t think you’re so bright.” I poke him in the ribs with a finger.


He hoots again. This is what he told me as a girl when I did dumb things, which, according to him, bordered on plenty.


At the bottom of the field, the post-and-rail fence ends, opening to a three-tiered wire fence that separates a meadow from the woods. Somewhere directly behind the fence a defunct well remains buried. When I was a child, I loved to dig away the moss and the grass and pull up the rotten boards to see the stinky water, and though I have the same urge now, I don’t start digging. Everything has changed in the twenty years I’ve been gone. All the old markers have disappeared and, under the new growth, I no longer know where to look.


We pull the vines from the cart and throw them over the fence in a tangled pile, far enough away so the horses can’t eat them and get sick. Pop stops to rest and turns to look at the back of the house and barn, monuments to his hard work over the past forty-five years: the red clapboards and white trim of the house, the ash-colored shingles of a century-old cow barn that stands three stories tall. The crest of the barn’s roof is dotted with lightning rods, their twisted steel cables fall to the ground like giants’ braids.


In the distance, Mother’s bleached-blond head bobs out of the glass doors that lead to a large wooden deck and a pool. She wears her Vermont Country Store white cotton bloomers, droopy at the crotch, and the Mount Hood T-shirt I bought her at the Portland, Oregon, airport. She leaves her high-tech purple walker, hobbles down the steps into the steaming turquoise water that is kept at ninety-four degrees so she can swim despite a broken shoulder and pelvis, which never fully healed. Stoyan, her twenty-five-year-old caretaker from Bulgaria, follows, carrying a tumbler of martinis that he places at pool’s edge. A clarinetist, Stoyan, or The Kid as my father calls him, plays jazz in Boston by night and works for my mother during the day—making drinks and escorting her to and from the pool. It is 1:30 or 2:00 in the afternoon and this is the Pooltini. Mother’s first drink of the day, the one my father made earlier at 8:45, was the Gin Minty: a tall glass of gin with a fistful of fresh homegrown mint stuffed alongside her signature red-and-white striped straw.
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My father’s illness is our, his children’s, worst nightmare.


We are friendly but far-flung, strewn across the world, making parental caretaking difficult at best. I have just moved to Oregon with my husband Tom after twelve years in Los Angeles. Lael and her husband, Jon, live in San Diego. Bob and his wife, Susan, live in the North End of Boston. An engineer, Bob often works abroad, and Susan works around the clock as a partner in a fancy law firm. None of us has children. And if asked, I don’t know that anyone would know offhand how long it’s been since we’ve shared a family meal or a holiday. Fifteen years? A family vacation? More than thirty. I visit from the West Coast once a year. Lael isn’t much better. And even though Bob and Susan live in Boston, they pop by for quick visits on Thanksgiving and Christmas Eves on their way to Susan’s family’s festivities in Connecticut. It’s not what we want, but it’s what has come to be.


 


Now that I am here, I remember why. Mother is distant. She wanders the house, frightened, uncomfortable in her skin. She pushes her buggy with her Gin Minty precariously balanced on the ledge. Stoyan follows carrying towels. They swim. They nap. They lunch. In the late afternoons, I hear them play music together in the far room we call the Pine Room. Stoyan plays Mother’s crazy piano or his clarinet as she sings along: Zippity Doo Dah, Zippity Ay…


Bobby and Susan are in Italy on vacation, due home in a few days. But I call Lael obsessively four times a day, even though I know we can only really talk at night when we can be sure Mother sleeps and is not eavesdropping. One evening, when Mom and Dad begin to doze off, I call Lael from the upstairs bedroom. I hang out the window to smoke a cigarette, and as we talk, I imagine her wandering around her kitchen, cooking dinner, picking leaves off her African violets. She is the only person I know besides my mother’s mother, Grandmother Begole, who doesn’t kill them.


“She is druuuuuunk,” I say.


“Shit,” Lael says.


We are silent, but breathe together for a while.


“Blotto. Out of it. Gonzo. Plastered.”


There are clicks on the phone and I’m thinking Mother has picked up the extension.


On the floor. Out of her mind, Under the table.


“Mum?”


“Hi Mother,” Lael says.


“Hi Mother,” I say.


“Should I come?” Lael asks.


No one says anything. We all just hang on the phone and breathe.


 


The next morning, Mother and I swim in the cool morning as the sun hangs in the center of a brilliant blue umbrella sky, illuminating the pink petals on her bathing cap and her large blue eyes, stony and stunned.


“Knockers up,” she says.


She sits on the steps in the turquoise blue and deeply draws her Minty from a straw. “Knockers up,” she says again, lifting herself while trying to swallow. “You bet your bippy.” I laugh. Why the women in my family continue to quote from the television show Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-In almost thirty years later is beyond me, but we do. We not only bet our bippies, but also use the elegant malapropisms of my mother’s mother, Grandmother Begole: we get our legs in the door, and watch Away with the Breeze instead of Gone with the Wind.


Mother stretches out and begins to swim sideways, her strong arm in motion, the other limp. She confides something daring and hopeful: She wants to pee in the pool.


“Go ahead, Mumzydoo,” I say. “Pee!”


But she can’t do it, and this becomes another sad thing.


 


As I watch my mother swim, I remember a story about an old neighbor who placed a secret dye in his pool to detect any pissers. The chemical reacted with urine so that streams of red would issue from between the legs of offending parties. This is one of my father’s stories from long ago. I can still see the shift in his shoulders as he hunkered down in his favorite leather wingback chair, fiddling with something in his hands, to tell me more about this eccentric neighbor who drove around town in an antique Rolls Royce. In the foreground, Mother continues to swim, still complaining that she doesn’t have the courage to pee in her own pool and though I can hear her, I am distant, spinning through time and memories of my father. I land on a bright Saturday morning where I see myself as a nine-year-old girl with my father, a forty-five-year-old man; we are digging fence postholes in the field below. My arms feel the weight of lifting and plunging the long wooden-handled cupped blades into the earth, the exhaustion and sound when we hit another rock. My father stands over me holding the crowbar ready to pry the hidden rocks free of the earth.


I was ten and eleven, respectively, when Lael and Bob left for college. During those days, in addition to drinking gin, Mother’s life was about saving horses. Both activities began at seven A.M., early enough that by the time I came home from school in the afternoon, Mother was usually bombed and on the phone. The phone was dirty and red, and hung on the wall in the corner of the dining room, its short cord making it impossible to sit anywhere comfortably while talking on it. Most afternoons, I found Mother cradling the receiver between her cheek and shoulder, the cord pulled tight, sitting in a Revolutionary War era Windsor chair with broken spindles. She sat at the end of the dining room, smoking menthol cigarettes, drinking gin out of a flower vase through a gaggle of plastic straws. She was surrounded by cardboard boxes on the table and floor, boxes that were full of her paraphernalia: correspondence and fan mail; newspaper stories and photographs of her dressed up in jodhpurs and riding jackets, galloping around on a horse; her research articles about respiratory problems in horses, and the horse feed called New Hope that she developed to cure emphysema (called heaves) in horses; and a professional quality reel-to-reel tape recorder, which she would talk or sing into.


 


My father and I spend our lives together doing chores. We dig in the earth and move mountains of horse manure. We plant postholes for post-and-rail fences. We pull wood across fields. We play goofy rhyme games, spending Saturday mornings mastering projects and running errands.


What’s your name?


Puddintane.


Where do you live?


Down the lane.


Throughout our lives, we rarely talk about Mother, but rather move around the topic silently, building dining room tables out of found wood, spending our winter months constructing tongue-and-groove stalls. I don’t know that we consciously avoid the discussion as much as there isn’t a lot we can say to change anything. We reserve the conversations about what to do about Mother to Johnny Mathis–like emergencies only: when we find her on the bathroom floor, or when she falls off of balconies, or when she threatens to off herself. In those days we assemble around the dining room table. Lael and Dad do the talking, but go in circles and ultimately land in the same place. According to Dad, we cannot commit her to a mental hospital because you need a doctor’s signature and her doctor will not sign. But I don’t know that he ever asked. Instead, we wait for things to improve, and they do, until they don’t. Again. And around and around we go until the next time.


When I grow up and move away, Dad and I stay connected by conducting our projects on the phone. We repair chairs, hang window frames, plant tomatoes and corn, roof barns, wire phones and electricity, remove banisters, and install French doors with thousands of miles of distance between us. We engineer projects into eternity, and while we work together over the phone, my father hoots and humphs as he shares tricks of the trade.


One afternoon, soon after I arrive that October, Pop and I sit in my parents’ bedroom, me on the arm of his easy chair, and plan the door for the cellar bulkhead my husband Tom and I will build for our new home in Portland. “It’s not hard,” he says. “The challenge, I think, Lee, is sinking those holes.”


I smile, trying to visualize exactly what he is saying.


“Holes? Where? In the side of the cement?” I ask.


He smirks and takes a breath as if to say, exactly how is it that you could be so dumb?


I walk outside following a path of sky-colored slate stones to the bulkhead my father built forty years before and study his strategy. There is a damp, musty smell of autumn and, to my right, the lawn of the side yard is still fertile. I spent an afternoon on that lawn as a child watching my father’s mother—at seventy—crawl in circles under the lilac, patiently poking through blades of grass with a finger, hunting for four-leaf clovers.


I measure the boards, drawing a picture of the door’s framework, and then go back in to my place on the arm of my father’s easy chair. He tells me about the beauty of lag bolts and insists that I will need a bore. I know nothing of lag bolts and bores, so he draws me a picture. We do this, drawing pictures of boards—one-by-fours, two-by-tens, and the little quarter-by-quarter boards that will help the water stream down and away. My father, a lefty, draws with his hand bent in the shape of a horseshoe above the page.


I am thickheaded when it comes to spatial decisions and I do not understand this concept of boring a hole, nor the benefit of a lag bolt, so my father says, “Come on, kid,” groaning a little as he pushes the footrest of his easy chair to the floor.


We walk though the breezeway and into the barn, down the hollow wooden steps, to another door that leads into the stable and its walls of stone, past smells of hay, to another door that leads to his workshop, where his lovely stubby fingers pluck a fat bolt with a shiny knob from a drawer full of such things.


“This is a lag bolt,” he says holding it out in the palm of his hand. I take it between my fingers and examine it.


“It needs a jacket,” he continues, taking it back and turning it around in his hand. “You drill the hole, put in the jacket, and then screw in the bolt.”


I listen to his breath, cherishing each inhalation and exhalation, and the smell of him, of cigarettes in hard red boxes and Old Spice.


“That’s what it is. And that there—” He points to a short two-by-four with different-size drill bits and bores standing at organized attention. “—is a bore…”


Everything about my father is now tired and sad, but here in his magnificent shop with its old stone wall foundation, its shelves packed with drawers and small containers full of materials to feed, fix, fertilize, build, repair, and grow, here are the things that have shaped him. And me.
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Fury




1965
Framingham, Massachusetts



Have you ever heard of the television horse named Fury?


Well?


Before I go any further, I have to tell you about Fury.


My mother saved the television horse named Fury. That makes me the daughter of the woman who saved Fury; our family, the family of the woman who saved Fury. In the late fifties and early sixties, Fury has his own television show and is prettier and more famous than Black Beauty. Fury, who lives on a ranch in Southern California, has emphysema. His owner, a guy named Ralph, calls my mother to ask about her research and her horse feed.


California time is different than Boston time and while my father works I watch my mother spend her afternoons on the phone. What she says during these conversations, I don’t remember. But I remember her laugh, and how it always seemed to go on for too long.


Anyway, at one point, Ralph wants Mom to come to California for a visit, but my mother doesn’t like to travel further than the dining room chair. He’s planning on sending a private jet to the Hanscom Air Force Base to pick her up. He and Fury live out in Hollywood, you know.


Ralph isn’t the only person Mother talks to about horses’ breathing problems. As she says, “People call me from all over the country.” They write letters, too. Boxes of them. Because my mother, a crazy, drunk housewife, is considered an expert.


Here’s how it happened: Sometime in the late fifties, before I was born, the Millwood Hunt Club up the road is killing horses because of their breathing problems. Mother reads an article and gets this hunch that this respiratory illness in horses has something to do with allergies. So, she takes the horses before they are shot and walks them the few miles from the hunt club to our stable. She then consults allergists in Boston, creates a research foundation, and messes around with their feed, removing ingredients like oats and hay. She writes articles for horse magazines and all the newspapers come to take pictures of her and the horses. And if the newspapers don’t come, she hires professional photographers to take pictures of her: mixing grain and molasses in the kitchen sink, feeding the horses in the barn, and standing in the field with a stethoscope. I appear in some of the photographs, screaming in her arms or standing in the background wearing little smock dresses with beautiful knit booties climbing around burlap bags full of grain in the barn. I don’t remember much from this time, but I can string together stories from the photographs I find in the cellar and upstairs in the barn. What I do remember is the whine of the backdoor opening and closing as people come and go. There are women who dress in riding outfits with knee-high black leather boots with patent leather tops and spurs. There are people who wear rags and drive Rolls Royces and fancy MGs. There is a minister from a church that is missing its steeple. There is the white-outfitted, white-haired, white-skinned guy who drives the milk truck and looks like a walking glass of milk. The Entenmanns’s bakery deliveryman who looks like a devil dog. The psychotics and depressives that Mother took in during her sober year are small potatoes compared to some of these guys.


The years run together but in fact there are two distinct times: pre-sobriety during the sixties and post-sobriety during the seventies. When I am small, there seem to be a lot of people we don’t know. God knows how they find us, but they do. Mumzy and I spend some afternoons watching perfect strangers stop to pat the horses and then knock on the door. I let them in, and begin the grand tour in the kitchen with the bulletin board, which makes up two walls of thumbtacked newspaper clippings and family Polaroids of horses and skunks and friends, Mother in her gold lamé bikini, motorcycles, MGs, Mom and her father, Grandpa Begole, both wearing blond wigs. And I happily become the smallest assistant in the world’s greatest unknown circus act as Mother pulls out her boxes of tricks: the pet mink, the horses, and the articles about heaves research, about saving the mink from slaughter, the story about being cover girl for Feedbag magazine; the singing, the concerto, the stories of Billie Holiday’s trumpet player in Greenwich Village and of Yale Drama School. It is dramatic and exciting, a Hollywood musical gone off the tracks: Anne Sexton meets Julie Andrews. Long Day’s Journey into Night meets Mary Poppins, The Sound of Music, and All About Eve.
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