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For my two favorite feminists,


Howard and Elliott









Pain reaches the heart with electrical speed,


but truth moves to the heart


as slowly as a glacier.


—Barbara Kingsolver, Animal Dreams













Sonata Form
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Sonata form is the structure often used for single movements of symphonies and other large-scale works of classical music. In this story, as in sonata form, two themes of contrasting character generate the entire work. The narrative divides into three parts. In sonata form, the divisions are called exposition, development, and recapitulation.













Exposition
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The exposition of sonata form presents the two themes in succession. The first theme is usually the more dramatic of the two; in the past, music theorists labeled such themes masculine. In Beethoven’s famous Symphony No. 5, for example, the first theme is a repeated four-note motif that is abrupt, choppy, and restless; the second theme (less than one minute into the work) is smooth and graceful.









FIRST THEME: FATHER FIGURES














Chapter 1: Liberty






“Hey, girls, your mother says it’s time to come down,” Uncle Russell called from the foot of the curved staircase. “Dinner’s almost ready.” He sounded tense and irritable, out of character for our jovial uncle.


Even in Grandmother’s well-built antebellum house, we’d overheard Mother ordering Russell to stop playing his silly tunes and call us to supper. Strains of “In the Mood” and other old songs often floated up from one of the two out-of-tune grand pianos in the parlor, usually the white one, which Russell preferred. With the heating vent open, the sound from the first floor went straight into the spacious upstairs bedroom we shared with Mother. In past years, Melinda and I had eavesdropped on adult conversations through the vent, but now that she was a cool teenager, I had to spy on my own, which wasn’t as much fun.


“Can’t we keep our shorts on just this one day?” I asked. At eleven, I still idolized my fifteen-year-old sister and thought she could solve any problem.


“No, you know we can’t.” Melinda sighed. “We’d better get dressed quickly.”


The midsummer heat, building all day in our grand-mother’s house, peaked in the late afternoon. We’d been playing canasta, sitting close to the fan in the bedroom—even steamier than downstairs, but the only room where shorts were allowed. My grandmother’s rigid ideas about attire for proper young ladies did not include shorts, even in hundred-degree heat. Accepting the inevitable, my sister and I stuffed our sweaty bodies back into hot dresses with wide skirts that were held aloft by starched, scratchy crinolines.


Each summer, Melinda, Mother, and I left our father in Atlanta and took a two-day train ride to Kansas City, Missouri, for a monthlong visit with Grandmother and weird Uncle Russell. They lived in the town of Liberty on Grandmother’s sizable piece of property, known as Forest Hill. Built next to William Jewell College in 1857, exactly one hundred years old that summer, Forest Hill had been an impressive residence, with two large parlors that ran along the front of the house. After three house fires and years of neglect, the paint on the white columns outside was peeling, and many of the red bricks were tinged with black. Although the house looked more decrepit than stately, Grandmother lived in the past, and on the rare occasions when she spoke to us, she recounted stories of parties and of handsome young men from William Jewell who came to call in the afternoons.


I had no interest in the dark wood antiques crowding the rooms or the three sets of bone china in the dining room cabinets, though I liked the deeply colored blue and burgundy glasses we used for iced tea in the late afternoons. Inadequate lighting made the rooms dark, and Grandmother’s refusal to open windows kept the air musty. With no bathroom upstairs and no pajamas allowed downstairs, at night we used a chamber pot. Despite Mother’s constant cleaning, the bathroom was almost as disgusting as the pot. I never imagined how grand the place must have been. To me, the house was simply old and dreary—and in August, very, very hot.


Despite the heat, dresses, and gloomy house, I loved being in Liberty because it meant four whole weeks of my sister’s company. With no other kids around, Melinda deigned to play with me. In the front yard on the edge of the property, a huge maple tree had fallen during one of the many theatrical summer storms. As with most things at Forest Hill, Russell did nothing about it. For years Melinda and I climbed all over it, using it as a horizontal tree house. (We could wear shorts outside, as long as we didn’t leave the property.) That summer, Melinda refused to join me outside, so we played card games and Monopoly, which she always won. Knowing she was stuck with me, I didn’t mind losing.


The only Grandmother-approved activity was performing little concerts for her friends. Arrayed in our best dresses, we sang and acted out songs from Your Hit Parade. For years we’d simply sung the top ten, but in 1957 Elvis topped the charts, so we had to be selective. “Honeycomb” and “That’ll Be the Day” were fine, but not “Jailhouse Rock,” my favorite.


Uncle Russell was the fun, if somewhat zany relative. Unlike our grandmother, who viewed us merely as projects for instilling manners and a rigid dress code, Russell paid attention to Melinda and me. He told lots of jokes and whimsical stories, even played cards with us, the only grown-up who would do that. Instead of saying goodnight, he’d say, “See you in the funny papers,” wiggling his dark, bushy eyebrows with Groucho Marx dexterity. He kept hard candies and bubble gum in his pockets, cautioning us not to let Grandmother catch us sucking or chewing. When I was little, I adored Russell; that summer I found his jokes corny and his behavior a little strange. But unlike Mother, I liked hearing him play the piano.


Russell never went to work. I was surprised when Mother told us he had single-handedly built the small, eight-unit apartment house that sat at the back of the property. Having accomplished that, however, he didn’t bother to keep track of who paid rent, resulting in lots of squatters. Most days, Russell spent hours inventing and constructing gadgets. That summer, Russell made a one-eighth-cup measure with six concentric circles etched inside, marking a tablespoon down to one-eighth teaspoon. He must’ve applied for over a hundred patents, without success. When he wasn’t making gadgets, Russell attended VFW meetings (he’d served in World War II), read newspapers assiduously, and cooked all the meals. I loved Russell’s cooking. He used lots of lard.


Mother cooked that night, a rare exception that may have been the catalyst for what happened. Melinda and I, suitably dressed, came downstairs and walked to the end of the dining room next to the kitchen.


“Russell, put the glasses around,” Mother said. She seemed agitated—abrupt manner, flushed face. If we’d been older, we might’ve sensed the tension between our mother and her older brother.


“How many do we need?” Russell asked.


“Looks like you could figure that out for yourself, but maybe your head’s too full of stupid songs.” Then she muttered something we didn’t hear, something that enraged Russell. He rushed into the kitchen and grabbed the large kitchen knife.


“I’m not putting up with this another week. I’m going to kill you,” he snarled, stopping about ten feet from my mother. The savage look on his face bore no resemblance to the uncle I knew.


For a few seconds, we all froze, motionless except for the pendulum of the grandfather clock. Mother recovered first.


“Melinda, call the police.” Mother’s voice sounded urgent but controlled. “The number’s in the front of the phone book.”


Instead, Melinda stepped between Mother and Russell and shouted, “Don’t hurt my mother!” Russell went around her and lunged at Mother, cutting a deep gash in her right arm.


Again, no one moved, as blood dripped onto the dark wooden floor. After several seconds Russell dropped the knife, dashed out of the room, and ran into his bedroom, slamming the door behind him.


“Go to our bedroom right now,” Mother ordered. Melinda and I hurried up the stairs, terrified.


“Get a towel, I’ve cut myself,” we heard Mother say to Grandmother, who’d entered the kitchen unaware of what happened. Ten minutes later Mother came upstairs, her arm wrapped in a threadbare blue towel. She didn’t bother shutting the door and seemed unconcerned about her arm, though I could see blood beginning to seep through.


“Are we going to call the police?” Melinda asked.


“No,” Mother said firmly. “We’re not going to tell anyone about this.”


“Can we leave early, maybe tomorrow?” I asked, unaware of the added expense.


“Of course not. Russell will settle down.” Mother sounded more irritated than scared. Then she turned to face us, making sure she had our full attention. Raising her voice, she said sternly, “And you will not tell your father about any of this, either in a letter or when we get home.” Mother seemed more concerned about Daddy finding out than about Russell attacking again.


“But what about your arm?” I asked.


“Yes,” Melinda added, “shouldn’t you see Doctor Goodson?” The physician and longtime family friend lived a few houses down the street.


“No!” Mother almost yelled. “We won’t tell anyone what happened. I’ll take care of my arm.” We never ate supper that night; no one wanted to go back into the kitchen.


The remaining week of the visit, though strained, was uneventful, except that Russell’s teasing, upbeat persona disappeared completely, leaving a distant, disinterested uncle, much like our grandmother.


When my father picked us up at the train station, Mother wore a long-sleeved blouse, despite the Atlanta heat. I heard her tell Daddy she’d cut herself while fixing dinner—hard to imagine, since she was right-handed. The incident was never mentioned. If not for the large scar on Mother’s arm, I might’ve thought I’d imagined the whole thing. But the visit left me with lots of questions. Why couldn’t we tell our father what happened? Why was Mother more afraid of Daddy than of Russell? Why had Daddy never come with us to Missouri? And more disturbingly, how could the fun-loving uncle turn into the monster who attacked Mother?


For weeks afterward I tried to listen in on conversations between my parents. When they talked about Grandmother and Russell, I could tell by the tension in my father’s voice that he disliked Russell. At some point, I found out my father sent them a monthly check. Given Daddy’s anxiety about money, that alone would have caused friction. Russell’s refusal or inability to hold a steady job no doubt infuriated Daddy. In the past year or so, I’d seen more of the harsh, judgmental side of my father.


We didn’t return to Liberty after that summer, and Mother never again spoke to us about her brother or mother, other than to inform us, many years later, that her mother had died. She made a quick trip to Liberty for the funeral. When Russell died shortly after that, she did not attend his funeral.


Uncle Russell’s attack on Mother haunted me for a long time and forced me to rethink my simplistic views of Russell and, more importantly, my father. I also learned a lot about my mother: her composure in a crisis, her refusal to talk about anything upsetting, a penchant for secrecy, and—the trait I struggled with most—her cynical view of men. Each of these traits lay hidden beneath a sweet, calm demeanor.


Melinda and I sometimes talked about Russell, trying to figure out why he attacked Mother. The one positive thing Mother told us about him—said with more jealousy than admiration—was that, despite his refusal to take lessons, Russell was a facile pianist who could play anything by ear, from jazz pieces to popular songs to operatic arias. His musical talent, like his other abilities, remained undeveloped. After a few years in the military, which he never spoke about, Russell’s life consisted of failed projects and taking care of his mother in her childhood home until she died at age ninety-six. Did Russell begrudge Mother for escaping Liberty? Or, did he resent having his sister and nieces in his mother’s house for a whole month? Did Mother communicate with Russell or Grandmother after that summer, other than to send checks? These questions remained; Melinda and I knew if we’d asked, Mother would not have answered.


My memory of the attack got one major detail wrong. Recounting the story decades later, my sister corrected me: when Mother yelled at her to call the police, Melinda just stood there, as stunned and incapable of movement as I was. Mother despised her older sibling; I cast mine as the heroine.














Chapter 2: My Sister’s Shadow






“The Naughty Lady of Shady Lane,” I sang, swinging up to the treetops and rocking the old, green metal frame with each apex. Gripping the bumpy chains, I belted out songs from Your Hit Parade, accompanied by the rhythmic squeak of the swing.


When I was two and three years old, my mother claimed, I woke up from naps singing. I don’t remember that, but I do remember many blissful hours singing and swinging in the secluded backyard of our house on Andrew Circle. We moved into the neighborhood of rental housing for Emory University faculty in 1948, when I was two, and stayed for fourteen years.


Andrew Circle was a great place for kids. The grassy field in the center of the circle, a hundred yards or so in diameter, served as a large playground. The end farthest from our house was the kickball/softball field, with worn places in the grass for bases. Younger girls occupied the other half of the field, making daisy chains, looking for four-leaf clovers, or simply talking. I remember my excitement when I was finally old enough to join the games, though my feeble kicks sent the ball wobbling straight to the pitcher, who easily tagged me for an out. Melinda wasn’t as good as the boys, but her kicks earned her at least one base, often two; kickball was one of countless things Melinda did much better than I. By the time I was big enough to kick the ball successfully, Melinda had outgrown kickball.


With the field for pickup games, big magnolia trees to climb, and woods to explore behind the houses, kids in the neighborhood grew up with a sense of freedom and expansiveness. On summer days, we played into the evening, mixing kickball with dodgeball, tag, and improvised games. Each family had a unique whistle call to summon us for supper. Ours was short-short-long-short. With the K-12 school next to Andrew Circle, everything we needed was within walking distance. No carpools, no buses. Just a safe, boringly homogeneous neighborhood.


Though the rooms in our narrow house were small, we had a den as well as separate dining and living rooms. The back end of the house, away from the road, featured a wide, screened-in porch. Due to the steep pitch of the yard, the porch floor was higher than the top of the swings, like a second floor. Underneath it was a small, unfinished basement containing a filthy coal furnace. A flight of rickety wooden steps with one splintery railing led from the porch to the ground. We were warned to stay off the rotting steps. Of course, we ignored that.


The wooded area behind the house led downhill to a set of railroad tracks. When we heard a train coming, we’d run to the tracks for bubble gum and occasional baseball cards the caboose-man tossed us. My childhood memories are punctuated by the haunting sound of train whistles. When I couldn’t sleep, I heard the eleven o’clock night train. The train whistle evoked a feeling I later identified as melancholy, but it also comforted me. Still does.


My happiest childhood memories date from the early years in that house, and the scenes I treasure most are those with my father. When Daddy interacted with young kids, he was playful and imaginative, a side of him adults seldom saw. As a little girl, I relished the rare treat of my father’s company. I loved the bedtime stories he made up about Rufus, a redheaded adventurous boy with ears even bigger than my father’s. In my earliest memory of Daddy, he’s sitting in his big, brown corduroy armchair, and I’m standing beside the chair as I attempt to put Mother’s curlers in his silky, straight black hair. Daddy repeatedly pushes my hand away, somehow conveying affection even as he’s telling me to stop. It’s a striking memory, given how rarely my father and I had any physical contact. I don’t remember ever sitting in his lap, much less any horsing around.


Melinda and I shared a bedroom until she turned thirteen. It was so small that if you opened the closet door very wide, it banged into the foot of my bed. The iron frames of our twin beds had thick, curved bars on both ends. When I was little, I’d put a pillow over the bar to make a saddle and loop the ends of my bathrobe sash to create stirrups. Then I’d wrap a belt around the closet doorknob for reins and gallop away on my gorgeous palomino horse. I hated the two pictures mounted on one wall of the bedroom, situated so you faced them when you were in bed. They were scenes of ships on stormy seas, all browns and grays. The gray radiator was also ugly, though more interesting after I left a box of crayons on it.


My untroubled worldview changed when I was six, beginning one summer evening shortly after we’d returned from Liberty. I’d taken a bath while Melinda played outside, and as I was drying off, I heard Mother shout.


“Then for our fifteenth wedding anniversary, we can just get a divorce,” she said as she stomped out of the den. A moment later, the front door slammed. My stomach plummeted and my legs turned to jelly as I sank to the bathroom floor. I’d never heard Mother shout at Daddy or anyone else. Wrapped in a towel, I started shivering even though it was a hot night. Sometime later—it could’ve been two minutes or twenty—my sister barged into the bathroom.


“What are you doing on the floor?” Melinda asked, then looked at me more closely. “Were you crying?”


“I guess so,” I said, dazed.


“Well, put on your pajamas and get out of here so I can use the bathroom.” Her gentle tone softened the harshness of the words.


After Mother said a terse goodnight, I waited impatiently for Melinda’s bedtime. As soon as she appeared, I told her what I’d heard.


“What’s going to happen?” I asked, imagining the two of us in an orphanage.


“Nothing. Don’t worry about it,” Melinda said. “I’ve heard them say things like that before. It doesn’t mean anything.”


“You mean you’ve heard them talking about divorce before?” I asked, afraid of the answer.


“Maybe not those exact words, but they’ve certainly argued.”


“Isn’t their anniversary soon?”


“Yes, today’s August twelfth, so four days from now.”


“Will Mother change her mind before then?”


“Sure, she will. Look, I told you, Mother didn’t mean it. For Pete’s sake, don’t take everything so seriously. Now go to sleep.”


I lay awake for a long time, trying to believe Melinda. She always knew what was going on, but it upset me that Mother had yelled at Daddy. How could Melinda be so dismissive when Mother had threatened divorce? In the dim light cast from the streetlamp outside the window, I stared at the gloomy pictures on the wall.


Melinda, as always, was right. On their anniversary, Daddy gave Mother what he always gave her, a box of Russell Stover candy wrapped in flowery paper by the store clerk. Despite the reassuring kiss my parents shared when Daddy presented the candy, I wondered how long it would be before they had another argument. But for the next few months, they seemed fine. My anxiety gradually subsided, and by late fall I’d forgotten all about it.
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Every Thanksgiving we got together with the Bullocks, a family of four who lived in Tucker, about thirty miles from our house. We got to know them because my mother and Eleanor Bullock were best friends in college. I loved visiting the Bullocks. I had a crush on the older son, who was Melinda’s age, but I didn’t care for the boy my age. The father, Charles, had an administrative position with Southern Railroad. I was about eleven when I figured out why those visits were so much fun: Charles wasn’t an Emory colleague. Instead of collegial one-upmanship, Daddy and Charles traded stories, and they were both hilarious storytellers.


That year it was our turn to host, and Daddy devised an elaborate joke to play on Charles. He made a gizmo consisting of a small inflatable disc with a long tube that was connected to a bulb. He placed the disc under the turkey platter, ran the tube under the tablecloth, and hid the bulb in his lap. During dinner Daddy occasionally squeezed the bulb to make the turkey platter jump—not much, but enough to be noticeable. Everyone except Charles was in on the joke.


“Did you see that?” Charles asked.


“What?” Daddy said.


“The turkey, I thought it moved,” Charles said, bewildered.


“The turkey? What do you mean it moved?” my father asked.


“Well, it just sort of jumped up,” Charles said.


“Did anyone else see it?” Daddy asked.


We shook our heads. I concentrated hard on keeping a straight face. Daddy waited a while before he squeezed the bulb again. Eventually, Charles noticed that every time the turkey jumped, my father had only one hand above the table, and he figured it out.


I love that memory because it epitomizes the fun times, which were rare, and most of them were with the Bullocks. Even Mother, who’d had the pressure of cooking the big meal, was happy. Other than those dinners, I remember very few times we laughed—or even relaxed completely—as a family.


As a kid, I thought of Daddy as the funny parent, Mother the grumpy one. Her grumpiness peaked early in the day or late in the afternoon. After breakfast I often saw her grimace when she looked at Daddy’s plate, a cigarette butt squashed into the egg yolk residue.
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“Damn!” I heard Mother say a few days after Thanksgiving. I could tell she was trying to stifle her voice so I wouldn’t hear. It shocked me. Though I’d heard Mother threaten divorce, I’d never heard her swear. Even my father rarely did that. Then there was a sound I couldn’t identify, a sort of soft crunch.


She was preparing dinner, so I tiptoed toward the kitchen to see what she was doing. Her foot rested on a flattened egg carton, apparently an empty one, since no cracked eggs were seeping out.


“Damn, damn, damn!” she fumed, as she reached for another egg carton. More angry foot stomping, another flattened egg carton.


Did she keep empty egg cartons just so she could stomp on them? I wondered. She turned to the stove and resumed cooking, a deep scowl on her face. She hadn’t raised her voice, but she looked really mad, and I wondered what I’d done wrong. It happened several times before I connected the episodes with dinnertime. I continued to think it was my fault: she was stuck at home with two kids, so she had to cook, which she hated.


Mother’s threat of divorce and her egg carton stomping occurred at the end of what I came to think of as The Good Daddy Years. Gradually, Daddy the fun parent disappeared, replaced by a harsh, judgmental father whom I always disappointed. Much of the change in my father was prompted by the change in me: I was losing my cute-little-girl status. Melinda had outgrown that phase long ago, but she maintained Daddy’s attention by being brilliant at everything she did.
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As far back as I can remember, I thought everything about Melinda was perfect. When we were little and took baths together, I scrubbed my arms and legs incessantly to get them as clean and white as Melinda’s. But she had fairer skin. Later, I slept in uncomfortable curlers, hoping to transform my straight brown hair into Melinda’s lovely auburn curls. I couldn’t do much about my brown eyes, other than wish they were hazel, like hers. The natural tendency to look up to an older sibling was compounded by my father’s preference for her. Daddy often complimented her on schoolwork and listened carefully when she talked. He didn’t seem to enjoy my company as much and often ignored my comments. I thought if I looked more like Melinda, and could be as good at things as she was, Daddy might find me interesting too.


My sister naturally preferred the company of kids her age, but on rainy days she occasionally played with me, though games were one-sided, even those that depended on chance. Melinda managed to win every time by baiting me into doing something stupid. Playing rummy, she might hint that she had only low-score cards, leading me to slough off a face card, which she then picked up for a meld. She liked to push me past the breaking point, then run to Mother, complaining I had bitten her. (I had.)


In first grade, following in Melinda’s footsteps, I began both piano and ballet lessons. Mother enjoyed chauffeuring us because she liked both dance and classical music, interests my father didn’t share. I liked ballet better because Melinda had quit after one year, so I didn’t have to compete with the perfect role model. Like most young dancers, getting my first pair of toe shoes was one of the highlights of my short ballet career. At age twelve, my pointe work was good enough to earn me a solo part in the end-of-year recital. The theme for the program was seasons and weather; our class depicted storm clouds and sunshine, and I was the first ray of sunshine to come on stage and chase the clouds away. But I got mixed up and bourréed onto the stage several measures early, where the music sounded almost the same as it did for my entrance. Realizing my mistake, I simply bourréed across the stage and waited backstage until the right moment, when I entered again, this time with a red face.


I was mortified, but Mother consoled me.


“You just made the first ray of sun peek out briefly from behind a cloud,” she said, “and later it came all the way out, like it often does after storms.”


The pep talk worked. I didn’t give it another thought.


With piano, unlike ballet, sibling comparisons were inevitable. Our secondhand, upright piano sat against a wall in the den, the center of our small house. Melinda always got to practice first. After she’d worked through the intricacies of Bach and Schubert, I plunked out short pieces with stupid titles—“Wee Willy Will,” “Sleep Baby Sleep,” “My Little Wigwam.”


The staid piano teacher, Mrs. Siefkin, wore straight skirts, silk blouses, and white-framed, cat-eye glasses that dangled from a gold chain around her neck. She taught in a strict, no-nonsense manner, sitting with perfect posture on a straight-backed chair to our right, never beside us on the piano bench. Lessons were joyless, practicing worse. After I’d studied for a couple of years and was playing pieces with sixteenth notes, the titles were better, but I couldn’t get the runs as fast as Melinda played hers. And my father noticed.


“You’ve got a long way to go if you ever want to catch up to Melinda,” my father said with a chuckle one day. He’d heard me struggling with a run. Whenever Daddy compared me to Melinda, piano comments bothered me the most, because he showed little interest in music other than to contrast our achievements. I tried to avoid practicing when Daddy was home, but even when he wasn’t there, I often got so frustrated and angry—at both myself and the piano—that I thought of the Bible verse: “If thy right hand offend thee, cut it off.”


The nadir came during my fifth-grade year, when I played Debussy’s “Clair de Lune” in a Christmas recital. Mrs. Siefkin had transformed her living room into a small recital space; a large tree decorated with lovely homemade ornaments shared the stage with the grand piano. I felt calm while the first five students played their pieces. Then the person before me, an eighth grader, sat down to play. From her dress, hairstyle, and demeanor, she appeared even more poised and grown-up than Melinda, who was a year older. Miss Utmost Confidence performed one of Bach’s Two-Part Inventions flawlessly, which delighted the audience.


By the time I sat down to play, my knees felt wobbly and my hands shook. Despite this, the first part of the piece went well. Then my mind went blank. I stopped abruptly. “Damn” tumbled out of my mouth. Shocking language from a well-bred southern girl—and in front of my parents’ friends. After what seemed like hours of silence, Mrs. Siefkin spoke from the darkness of her living room.


“Just start over,” she said stiffly.


The second time, the piece went well, but that didn’t lessen the shame. I felt disgraced, as if I’d stripped in front of everyone. Melinda never forgot a piece, much less swore in front of an audience. At the post-recital reception, I stood by myself, my cheeks flaming, too upset to eat the fancy cookies. In the car ride home, no one said a word.


Mrs. Siefkin greeted me coolly at the first lesson after Christmas. My awful blunder at the recital had destroyed any shred of positive connection between us. Every few days I begged Mother to let me quit piano. She wanted me to finish out the year; I wanted to avoid the May recital. In mid-March, after five years of playing in the same recitals as my accomplished sister, I got permission to stop taking lessons on the condition I tell Mrs. Siefkin in person, an unpleasant but satisfying task.


I was second-best in everything, not just piano. Melinda set impossibly high standards, both socially and academically. When she was in the seventh grade, four boys each gave her a box of Valentine candy.


“Maybe it’s your auburn curls those boys like so much,” Mother said, making me wonder if any boy would ever like my straight, lank hair. At twelve, Melinda was already the pretty teenager she would become. In the third grade, my Buster Brown haircut accentuated a too-round face, and my new front teeth looked like they belonged to a giant beaver.


Melinda’s academic record was equally intimidating—not simply all As but perfect scores on most of her tests. In both junior high and high school, my sister and I had many of the same teachers. When they called me Melinda, I might’ve taken it as a compliment—she was, after all, an extraordinary student. Instead, I felt erased—not merely in my sister’s shadow but obliterated by it.


As the burden of comparison increased, however, I stumbled upon an escape route.














Chapter 3: Music Teachers






A defining period in my life began in the most ordinary way—a desire to please my classmate Anne, the most sophisticated eleven-year-old I knew. At an age when most girls barely thought about hair, Anne wore her black hair short and stylishly cut, with a natural, dramatic white streak in front. I envied her sharp wit, easy self-confidence, and, especially, her position in the clique of popular girls. When she suggested we join the junior high band and play the flute, I went along, hoping to get closer to Anne’s inner circle.


Right away I felt a personal connection with the flute, a sharp contrast to my adversarial struggle with the piano. Instead of hitting keys, I made the sound with my breath. That felt magical, as if my breath transformed the flute into an extension of my body. And unlike a piano, it was portable. With the music stand squeezed into my bedroom, I had to angle the flute carefully to avoid hitting the walls, but it was worth it to practice away from my father’s critical presence.


Although the secondhand flute was a bit tarnished, the blue velvet lining of the case worn in spots, it was mine, and playing the flute was my skill, a skill my sister never had. Following Anne’s suggestion didn’t raise my popularity status, but I spent less time comparing myself to Melinda. The fact that Daddy didn’t care about my interest in the flute didn’t matter; I met surrogate father figures who did care.


A cute, olive-skinned man with an engaging grin, the junior high band director had a knack for striking just the right balance between disciplined learning and good humor. Mr. Barron seemed to relish both band music and interacting with sixth and seventh graders. I loved the sound of his soft, deep laugh, and like everyone else in the band, I thought he was the epitome of cool.


Meeting Mr. Barron was my first encounter with a warm-hearted, encouraging man. I don’t know which I liked more—the flute, or the thrill of Mr. Barron’s undivided attention when I played solo flute parts. In addition to directing the band, Mr. Barron owned a music store just off the square in Decatur. Anne and I invented reasons for stopping by to see him in the late afternoons. We worried he’d wonder why we kept losing our camphor and cork grease, but he was probably used to junior high girls inventing excuses to come into his store. Despite our frequent visits and unconvincing excuses, he always seemed pleased to see us.


The first year of band coincided with the opening of Fernbank, the new elementary school built when baby boomers overcrowded the K-12 school next to our house. Because Fernbank had no band room, we rehearsed every day on the stage of the auditorium, surrounded by gleaming, light-colored wood and dark red velvet curtains.


Other than developing a crush on Mr. Barron, all I remember from the first year of band is the Christmas concert. Mr. Barron asked me to play “White Christmas” as a solo, which was a little scary because I’d be standing in front of the band, performing from memory, in an auditorium packed with parents. The five years of piano recitals were for audiences of only about thirty. There were twice that many just in the band. And it was exactly one year since the piano recital when I forgot my piece. My stomach churned every time I thought about that recital.


When the night of the band concert arrived and I walked to the front of the stage, I did indeed feel exposed, trapped between two large groups—the band seated behind me on the brightly-lit stage and the audience facing me in the big, dark hall. My heart raced as I wondered how many eyes were focused on me. Probably hundreds. But only briefly—one verse of “White Christmas” goes by quickly. Though nerve-racking, my first public flute solo went well—one short but satisfying minute.


A few months after joining the band, I began daydreaming about Mr. Barron. I remember my favorite fantasy with such clarity, it’s as if I dreamed it last night: Mr. Barron finds me after I’ve fallen down the flight of concrete stairs outside the band room. He carries me back up the stairs, my head resting against his broad chest, and … that was as far as I got.


I’d been fascinated by a similar passage in Gone with the Wind, where Rhett Butler grabs Scarlett and carries her up a winding staircase. The summer before, I read that passage over and over, trying to figure out what happened when they reached the top of the stairs. I probably sensed it was about sex, but at that age I neither understood nor thought about sex. Like many daughters of distant fathers, what I yearned for was not sex but affection, and the part that fascinated me was Scarlett leaning her head against Rhett’s chest. (That Rhett grabbed Scarlett against her will didn’t occur to me.) Fantasies about a cute band director are pretty normal for preteen girls. My longing to have an older man care about me, however, persisted.
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“Ernestine,” Mother called from the kitchen one night while I was practicing, “what’s the name of that piece you’re playing? It sounds so familiar.”


I was in my bedroom, about fifteen feet from the kitchen. Three weeks before, Mother had purchased Everybody’s Favorite Flute Solos, a collection of tunes ranging in difficulty from simple to intermediate.


“It’s ‘Ah, So Pure’ by Von Flotow,” I said.


“Why don’t you practice in here? I can listen while I wash dishes.”


I brought the music stand into the dingy kitchen, turned one of the chairs to face the stand, and sat down. The room was dominated by a square, light green wooden table my father had made. It was a bit wobbly, due to the unevenness of the rust-colored linoleum floor. The only place with enough room was the side of the kitchen table by the front door. The flute stretched out about two feet to my right, a few inches from the door.


“Are you sure that melody isn’t from an opera?” Mother asked.


I looked more closely at the title. “It says ‘Martha’ underneath the title.”


“Oh yes, though it would be pronounced ‘Marta’ in German.”


That she knew the name of the opera didn’t surprise me. My parents used to listen to the Saturday afternoon broadcast of the Metropolitan Opera, following librettos they borrowed from the Emory University library that had the original language on one page, with an English translation on the facing page. My mother’s knowledge of German pronunciation, however, puzzled me.


“I thought you studied French at Duke,” I said. She sometimes helped Melinda with high school French assignments.


“My master’s degree was in Romance languages,” she explained, “and even though German isn’t a Romance language, I learned some things about German from studying French, Spanish, and Italian. And from listening to German operas.”


I knew it had been my mother’s idea to listen to the opera broadcasts. It saddened me to remember they stopped listening to the Met because Daddy decided he’d rather watch college football on Saturday afternoons.


The next night, I brought the music stand into the kitchen before I started practicing. At the end of my practice, I flipped through the book looking for more melodies to play. When I got to page 139, I froze: an arrangement of Debussy’s “Clair de Lune.” After more than a year, seeing the title still triggered the memory of that awful night. I quickly flipped forward to my favorite piece, Schubert’s “Ave Maria.” Something about the lovely melody made me play with a slightly different tone. Mother noticed right away.


“You sound your best when you play that piece,” she said.


We decided the arrangement worked well—she had something to listen to while she worked in the kitchen; I had an audience and a resonant, flattering place to play. Sometimes Mother would even stop working, sit down, and listen attentively. When she listened, I played more expressively. She never said much, but I loved sharing music with her, knowing she, too, experienced its beauty.


Daddy, on the other hand, had no interest in my flute studies or in classical music. The few times I went to concerts with my parents, my father fidgeted through most of the program, as he did when Mother persuaded him to go to church. Daddy did, however, love musicals.


Each summer Atlanta had a season of shows called “Theater Under the Stars,” presented in the outdoor Chastain Amphitheater and performed by Broadway casts accompanied by musicians from the Atlanta Symphony. My father, always tight with money, splurged on season tickets for several years, beginning when I was ten. He bought LPs of all the musicals we attended, plus others, some quite obscure. I loved going to those shows; they were the only activity we did as a family other than dinners with the Bullocks and the annual Whitman reunions, which were fun for Daddy (verbal sparring with his sisters), boring for the rest of us.


My favorite show was Kismet. Based on music by Alexander Borodin, many of the melodies come from his orchestral piece, “Polovetsian Dances.” When I fell in love in the eighth grade, if I was alone in the house, I walked around singing “And This Is My Beloved” and “Stranger in Paradise.” Dozens of songs from those musicals remain etched into my brain, alongside those from Your Hit Parade.


My father also liked folk singers, especially if they sang funny songs, like Burl Ives singing about an old woman who swallowed a fly. To his credit, he never objected to the Elvis records I bought with my small allowance; he even liked “You Ain’t Nothin’ But a Hound Dog.” A few years later, he liked “Wake Up Little Susie,” which was interesting, given the strict curfews he set for his daughters.


Daddy must’ve had a pretty good ear, because when he whistled—which was often—his pitch was very good. So many memories of my father are scenes when he was angry, but that wasn’t all the time. No one whistles when they’re angry. The song he whistled ad nauseum was “Lara’s Theme” from the movie Doctor Zhivago. I suspect he had a crush on Julie Christie.
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At the end of the seventh grade, our class put on a talent show to celebrate graduating from elementary school. I would play Rimsky-Korsakov’s “Song of India,” with Melinda accompanying me on the piano. I chose the piece because I thought his name sounded impressive, like a serious composer, and the piece had a few fast, flashy runs. Since I’d be performing from memory, I decided to stage a little dress rehearsal the day before the show, with only Mother for an audience. I’d planned to do it before Daddy came home from work, but for some reason he left work early that day. Oh well, I thought, his critical presence will make me nervous, and the public performance the next night will be that much easier.


After tuning to the piano, I played the piece with no mistakes, which was increasingly hard to do because as I played, I noticed Daddy scowling. About halfway through the piece, it hit me: he was looking at the end piece, or foot joint, of the flute. And I knew why.


The previous week, when I was putting the flute away after practicing, the phone rang. In my haste to answer it, I’d bumped my iron bed frame with the end of the flute. It wasn’t a big dent, and it didn’t affect the sound, but those things didn’t matter to my father.


“How did you get that dent in your flute?” he asked, as soon as I stopped playing.


After I explained how it happened, he was furious.


“How could you be so careless?” he yelled as he stood up, his scowl deepening.


The familiar feeling of dread lodged in my stomach. I clammed up, as I always did when he was angry.


“I bought that flute for you less than two years ago,” he said, crossing the room so he was standing right in front of me, his voice deafening.


“I know, I—”


“How could you be so stupid!” In the Whitman household, no epithet was worse than stupid.


“You can’t take care of the one thing of yours that’s valuable,” he continued. “I should just sell it, but you made it harder to sell by putting a dent in it.”


I could tell Mother wanted to say something to soften the blow. As usual she didn’t, but I felt her cringe inside.


“Go to your room. And I don’t want to hear that flute again tonight.”


My chin trembled as I rushed to the bedroom. I felt guilty; my father had paid good money for the flute and I had damaged it. Too upset to sleep that night, I wondered if I would anger Daddy further by forgetting the piece at the concert.


On the way to the concert the next night, no one said a word.


“Don’t worry. You’ll do fine,” Melinda whispered, right before we walked on stage. And that made all the difference.


The place was packed. Looking out into the dark auditorium, I felt a little shaky while Melinda played the brief introduction, but once I started to play, I blocked out everything except the music. Between the applause, the relief at not forgetting the piece, and compliments from people afterward, I felt good about the performance. Mother liked it too. I almost didn’t mind that Daddy said nothing. The ride back to our house was, again, silent.
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After two years in Mr. Barron’s band, my friends and I switched schools and band directors. We returned to the old K-12 school, which was now a large, five-year high school. I was a lowly sub-freshman, and instead of sitting confidently at the head of a row of eight flutists, I sat toward the end of a semicircle of eighteen girls—girls who dressed well, wore makeup, and actually needed bras. I felt like Miss Skinny Little Nobody.


Anne and I mourned the loss of Mr. Barron. We’d traded our cute idol for a strange man named Mr. Little. Oddly, Mr. Little was big—tall and overweight, with a large, round face and straight black hair swept back from his high forehead. His rimless glasses and ill-fitting brown suit did nothing to enhance his awkward appearance. In striking contrast to Mr. Barron, Mr. Little seemed ill at ease with the band. His face registered two expressions: irritated and bored. Our junior high crushes certainly didn’t transfer to this weird man.


As unappealing as the director, the band room in the old high school was dingy, the metal chairs uncomfortable, the gray linoleum floor permanently soiled. The acoustical tiles on the walls, originally white, now matched the gray of the floor. Like many band rooms, it had three tiers. The highest tier, at the back, was for the percussion and some of the brass players. As usual the flutes were in front on the main floor, closest to the front wall that was part corkboard, part blackboard with music staves. Closest to the dorky band director.


During the second week of band, we read through a piece with several flute solos. The first chair flutist was a pretty, curvy senior named Lenore. Right before one of her solos, Mr. Little winked at her, which seemed out of character for this large, awkward man. Listening carefully, I tried to figure out why Mr. Little was so pleased with her playing. Her solos sounded okay, but nothing special.


After the rehearsal, I caught up with Anne.


“Did you see Mr. Little wink at Lenore?” I asked.


“I sure did,” Anne said, “and it was weird. She seems kind of stuck up. You never see her talking to anyone.”


“She’s well-endowed, I’ll give her that.” My entire bra might cover half of her.


“Don’t you think she looks kind of cheap?” Anne asked. “I mean, all that makeup.”


“Yeah, especially the blue eye shadow. And she didn’t even sound that great on her solos.”


“But Mr. Little looked impressed.” Anne sounded puzzled.


“I don’t know why he liked her playing so much. I sure miss Mr. Barron.”


“No kidding, makes you almost wish we were back in seventh grade, just to see him,” Anne said, before we hurried off to our next classes.


Druid Hills was a big high school, at that time supposedly the best of the five public schools in the Atlanta area. I had expected the first chair flutist in the band to be really good. It bothered me that Mr. Little liked her playing so much. I didn’t covet Mr. Little’s attention, but I did covet the solos. In junior high, I’d liked playing the solo parts, hearing my sound soar above the whole band. Now that I’d heard Lenore, I swore I’d earn that first chair spot, well before my senior year.


While Anne and I compared our uncool band director with Mr. Barron, Mother took steps to follow Mr. Barron’s advice. He’d said my flute talent would develop more quickly if I had private flute lessons, and he’d recommended the principal flutist in the Atlanta Symphony, reputed to be the best flutist not only in Atlanta but in the entire South. Unfortunately, the one open time slot was 8:00 a.m. on Saturday.


The first lesson occurred in early fall, when most Atlantans feel a sense of renewed energy after summer’s oppressive heat and humidity. But I was a teenager. I didn’t want to be up at that hour on Saturday in any weather. I sulked all the way to the teacher’s house, sighing noisily in protest. As I opened the car door, Mother turned to me.


“You should probably know this man’s name; it’s Mr. Little,” she said.


“Mother, for Pete’s sake,” I said, almost yelling, “that’s the weird band director. Why didn’t you tell me? I don’t want to take lessons with him. Why can’t I study with Mr. Barron?”


“Well, for one thing, he’s not a flutist. You know that,” she said.


“But he could still teach me a lot.”


“Mr. Barron recommended Mr. Little, said he’s the best flutist in town. He even plays professionally with the symphony.”


“But—”


“Just take one lesson and then we can talk about it. Go on, it’s already eight.”


As I climbed the steps to the front door of Mr. Little’s house, I thought how embarrassing it would be if my friends found out I was studying with the uncool band director. Reluctantly, I rang the doorbell. When he appeared, framed in the doorway, Mr. Little seemed twice as tall and far more imposing than he’d seemed in the band room. I felt a little nervous..


“You must be Ernestine,” he said, somewhat awkwardly.


“Yes,” was all I could think of to say. Even though I didn’t like him, I kind of resented the fact that I’d been in his band for two weeks, yet he had no idea which flutist I was. Another strike against him. As he stepped aside to let me in, I considered backing down the steps.


Mr. Little led me to the back of his small house where a den had been converted into a music room. Two chairs sat side by side, with a music stand in front of one of them. Somehow the room felt inviting, maybe because it was right off the kitchen. It was 8:00 a.m. and I was in an unfamiliar house with a strange man, but at least I recognized the smell of bacon. In the crowded room, a small, faded couch sat against one wall, perpendicular to the chairs. The wall opposite the couch contained bookshelves crammed with untidy stacks of music.


“Did you bring a piece to play?” he asked after we sat down.


“Yes,” I said, putting my book of solos on the music stand. I turned to the fast movement of a Handel sonata, a solo I knew well.


“Okay, go ahead, take whatever tempo you like,” Mr. Little said.


“Very good,” he said, after I finished.


I turned to face him and was astonished to see a big smile on his face, a genuine smile that made his eyes crinkle up. The awkward band director had disappeared, replaced by someone who radiated warmth and reassurance. Despite my previous opinion of him, I wanted to crawl inside the warmth of his remarkable smile.


“So, how about some sight-reading?” Mr. Little asked, opening volume 2 of Voxman’s Selected Duets for Flute.


“Sure.”


I wanted to impress him with my sight-reading ability, but it was hard to focus on the music, because I’d never sat beside such a lovely flute sound. Having heard only fellow band members, I had no idea a flute tone could be beautiful. Mr. Little’s sound had none of the fuzzy, white noise that plagued most band flutists, and it was fuller, even when he was playing softly—as if it was composed of lots of colors. When we stopped, I almost blurted out, “Wow!”


“You’re a good sight-reader,” he said. “There are a couple of books of music I’d like you to purchase, by next week if you can. Did you bring a notebook?”


“Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t,” I said.


“Doesn’t matter. I’ve got some paper here,” he said, reaching for a notebook. His arms looked kind of short and stubby for such a tall man. He ripped a sheet out and started writing on it. “The closest place for you is probably Ritter’s Music Store, in Buckhead.”


“Okay,” I said as he handed me the paper, which listed a scale book and two volumes of Mozart duets.


“Don’t worry,” Mr. Little said, sensing my disappointment that no book of solos was listed. “After another lesson or two, we’ll decide which solos you’ll be studying. For next week, I’d like you to prepare ‘Flight of the Bumblebee’ from the solo book you have. It’s short but very challenging. Don’t go too fast at first, just try to make it clear and even.” He got up from his chair as I finished putting my flute in its case.


“I’m glad you’ve decided to take lessons, Ernestine. I’ll see you next week,” he said, walking me to the door. “Sorry it has to be so early,” he added.


I almost skipped to the car. I wanted to shout, “Hey, I just played duets with the principal flutist of the Atlanta Symphony!”


“Well, how did it go?” Mother asked.


“Much better than I thought,” I admitted.


I called Anne as soon as I got home.


“Anne, you have to take lessons too,” I said.


“You mean with Mr. Little? Are you kidding?” she asked.


“No, really, you should. You’ll be surprised how nice he is.”


“I find that hard to believe,” Anne said. “And besides, I thought you had to take the 8:00 a.m. slot.”


“Well, maybe someone will cancel, or maybe he teaches another day. He’s really different in lessons,” I said.


“You were right,” Anne said two weeks later, after her first lesson. “I guess he just doesn’t like the band.”


“I knew you’d like him. Now, can we switch so my lesson’s on Sunday afternoon?”


“For Saturday morning? Ha, fat chance.”


At the beginning of each lesson, Mr. Little greeted me warmly and seemed eager to hear me play. I continued to be captivated by his smile—one that enveloped you and conveyed not just friendliness but delight and encouragement. Before long Anne and I had transferred our crushes to Mr. Little. His eccentricities intrigued us. For some of my Saturday morning lessons, Mr. Little wore a rumpled tux, probably from the previous night’s concert. He left his outside Christmas lights up all year, turning them on randomly in April and May. He was both the kindest and the most fascinating man we knew.


Eventually, we met Mrs. Little, a petite, glamorous brunette. Even at 8:00 a.m., she wore bright red lipstick and sheath dresses in solid, vivid colors, a sharp contrast to my mother’s pastel, flowered shirtwaist dresses. Anne and I found Mrs. Little fascinating because she didn’t seem like a housewife. We were right, as we later found out; Jane Little played string bass with the Atlanta Symphony.


“Just think what it would be like,” Anne said one day, “to have Mr. Little as a father.”


“Oh, that would be so great,” I said. “Hey, then Mrs. Little would be our mother. Wouldn’t that be cool? She seems a lot younger than my mother.”


“Well, she probably is, you know. I mean, he looks way younger than our dads.”


“It’s really too bad he doesn’t have any kids,” I said, and Anne agreed.


Thus began our weekly flute lessons and the quick transformation of Mr. Little from strange band director to beloved teacher and father figure.
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By the time I was in the eighth grade, my real father had begun to frighten me. This, too, was part of a transformation, but a gradual one that had begun years earlier, when Daddy compared my piano skills to Melinda’s. After I quit piano, my father found other areas to compare: “Your handwriting isn’t nearly as neat as Melinda’s,” and “Melinda is such a clever conversationalist; why don’t you talk more?” In the past year or so, his disapproval had been mixed with anger. Although my father never resorted to physical violence, his verbal attacks were bad enough.


Melinda coped with Daddy’s outbursts better than I did, standing up to him with anger of her own. Like Mother, I deflected his anger by shrinking into myself, saying nothing. Even when I thought he was wrong, fear made me hesitate to speak up. After he had lashed out at me, the shame lingered—sometimes hours, sometimes days—leaving a residue that never went away.


One Friday night, a couple of months after I’d begun lessons with Mr. Little, my father invited me to come with him to the new Lenox Square shopping mall while he looked for a Christmas present for my mother. We didn’t talk much on the way there, which was fine with me. My father almost never asked me to accompany him; I didn’t want to spoil things by making him angry. Silence was safer.


We saw the bright lights from Lenox Square as soon as we crested a hill two blocks from the mall. The stores were laid out in a large L-shaped pattern, around a huge Christmas tree in the center of the open space. It took me a moment to figure out why everything seemed so bright: the stores featured glass front walls. In addition to the walkway lampposts, much of the light from the stores spilled out into the mall. Although not a recent development, the widespread use of glass walls in stores was, like shopping malls, a new phenomenon in 1959. The number of stores in one space astonished me too. When Daddy let me wander around by myself, I felt quite sophisticated to be on my own in such a cosmopolitan place.


By the time we left, the mall’s parking lot was almost empty, so Daddy drove across the rows of parking spaces, making a diagonal line for the exit. But we seemed to be heading straight for one of the light poles that dotted the parking lot. As we came closer and closer, thoughts raced through my head.


Why is Daddy driving straight toward that post? Can’t he see it? Should I say something and get yelled at?


My heart started pounding. Time seemed to stretch as crucial seconds went by while I struggled to decide whether to risk my father’s anger. The lamppost remained dead center to the windshield.


“STOP!” I yelled, right before the moment of impact.


The dashboard filled my mouth as my head shattered the windshield. A deafening sound of crunching metal was followed by stunned silence. Moments after the initial shock, I noticed blood on my shirt. My head felt bludgeoned, and my tongue found a gaping hole in my mouth; my front upper left tooth was gone.


Daddy appeared to be okay. He asked if I was all right; unable to speak, I just nodded.


“Why didn’t you tell me the lamppost was there? Didn’t you see it?” Even if my mouth hadn’t been bleeding, I couldn’t have answered him. Long after I’d managed to stand up to him in some ways, I still couldn’t tell my father how much his anger terrified me.


A man who saw the accident drove us to Grady Hospital. I remember very little about the hospital visit other than holding gauze on my upper gum. When we got home, my mother called Mr. Little to cancel the next day’s flute lesson.


“Mr. Little is very concerned about you,” Mother said when she came to my room.


I nodded—slowly.


“He said to tell you that you shouldn’t worry, you’ll be able to keep playing the flute, even with a missing tooth.”


Whether I could play the flute was something I hadn’t even considered. But Mr. Little’s words were comforting; knowing he’d thought about me meant a lot to me that night. Daddy, on the other hand, said nothing, either in the taxi ride home or after we arrived. I assumed he was angry because I hadn’t spoken up. The exciting trip to Lenox Square led to a miserable weekend. My mouth hurt, I looked ridiculous, and my father remained angry at me.


Knowing how embarrassed I was to have a missing front tooth, Mother let me stay home from school for a few days. My father arranged a couple of meetings with a dentist at the Emory University School of Dentistry. By the time I returned to school, I had a retainer with a fake tooth. Not too bad as long as I didn’t smile. And Mr. Little was right; I could still play the flute.


Once my mouth healed, I began a series of lengthy, painful dental appointments, preparing for and installing a bridge that had a permanent front tooth. To save on costs, the work was done by a student at the Emory dental school. Unfortunately, the inexperienced student chose a tooth that didn’t match my other front tooth in shape or color. It was, in fact, a worse match than the temporary tooth. I looked like Ollie, the snaggletoothed dragon on the TV show Kukla, Fran and Ollie.


Although Mother explained that they chose the dental student to do the work because it was less expensive, I had other suspicions. Because my father had said nothing, I thought I didn’t deserve better—the mismatched tooth was my scarlet letter, a reminder that the accident was my fault. It was many years before I understood my father’s concern about dental costs; in the early 1960s, faculty salaries at Emory University were modest. I wish he could’ve talked to me about it, maybe expressed regret over the quality of the work. It’s possible the tooth seemed fine to him because he never looked closely at me. As the years passed, I stopped blaming myself for not saying, “Stop,” in time. It took longer to believe I deserved a good-looking front tooth.
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