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CHAPTER 1


THE PICKPOCKET


THE FLOORBOARDS GROANED. THE NOISE CRACKED IN THE SILENCE BETWEEN MY father’s wheezing snores. I froze on all fours, in full view of Dad’s mountainous form, my panic rising. Other kids might learn how to knit, or hunt, or cook, whether by family tradition or necessity; at eleven, I learned to steal from my father—and I was damn good at it.


With each step, the worn slats shifted, but the noise didn’t wake him fully. He rolled over, restless, before his alcoholic gurgle resumed. My stomach tightened. Covered in blankets against the chill of a Buffalo winter, he was like a great hibernating bear and, for the moment, was sleeping like one. When I could breathe again, I crawled toward his sharp-creased suit pants hanging on the end of the bed. One pocket held bills folded into his money clip—the objects of my desire.


He had stumbled in the door as usual at 3 a.m. I heard him lumber up the seventeen stairs to my parents’ bedroom. My mother sometimes slept elsewhere when he came in especially late, and that was the case on this particular night. She had her choice of rooms. There were plenty in the Victorian-era pile my parents had bought in 1964, four years earlier, for twenty-two dollars down and a handshake. The house on Anderson Place was our escape from the low-income housing projects where we’d languished despite Dad’s management position at the American Red Cross.


A former rooming house, the home was in solid shape when we moved in. That didn’t last. My mother used to say my university-educated father didn’t know what end of a hammer to pick up. If something broke, he wouldn’t know how to fix it and he was too cheap to pay anyone else. With six children living in the house, the structure soon showed signs of wear and tear. A hole gaped in the hallway wall from an errant elbow. Paint peeled outside. Plaster crumbled, and light fixtures drooped. Dad’s drinking made him care less and less.


Worse, though, was how Mom worried about the bills. Money was scarce for even small things. Dad kept an iron grip on his paycheck and doled out money reluctantly. Mom had to plead with him for what little he gave her.


That’s where I came in.


If Dad wouldn’t give Mom the money she needed, I would simply steal it.


So, I crept around my parents’ bedroom, measuring the pace of my father’s heavy breathing. I reached the end of the antique sleigh bed and, ever so gently, lifted his pants from the footboard and lowered them to the floor. I felt around for the money clip and pulled it out.


$48—more than usual.


Here is where judgment came in. I had to take just enough to help Mom, but not so much that he would notice that the money was missing. Fourteen dollars seemed reasonable. I counted out the bills, then hesitated, barely breathing, feeling the weight of the coins in his pocket. Surely, he wouldn’t miss some of those; what were the chances he counted his change before lurching to his car? It was worth the risk, I calculated. I counted out two dollars in coins, hung the pants up, and dropped in the money clip and coins.


Perhaps my hands were sweaty, or I wasn’t as practiced at stealing loose change. But half the nickels, dimes, and pennies missed the pocket and scattered across the floor, breaking the silence between snores.


Dad woke up instantly.


“What the hell?” he growled.


Unable to see, he fumbled for his glasses, then reached for his pants. I slipped into the room I shared with Ellen. Her bed had been empty for more than a week. I dove under the covers and lay paralyzed, eyes clamped shut, heart hammering, as Dad came roaring down the hall.


“Who stole my money?”


He flung open the door to my room.


“Huh?” I said, pretending to wake up.


He ran down the hall looking in every bedroom, opening and shutting doors, awakening my bewildered siblings.


My mother was downstairs. She shouted up from the front hallway.


“Jesus, Casey, what on Earth is the matter?”


“Someone stole my money!” he bellowed. He stamped down the stairs to face my mother in the hallway. I crept out to watch the confrontation. Peering between the bannisters beside the stairs, I had a clear view of the front hall, eighteen feet below. She looked apprehensive, then she stiffened. She got angry, too.


“We’re stealing your money? Fat chance. You must have spent more than you realized on your girlfriend last night,” she said.


Each stared at the other, the silence between them hissed like a snake—long, menacing, and poisonous.


“I don’t have to take this crap,” he finally muttered, then he grabbed his coat and walked out, slamming the door so hard the whole house rattled.


I crept downstairs and stood beside my mother. We both watched my father through the window as he started his car, impatiently brushing off the newly fallen snow from the windshield. He flounced on the driver’s seat and tore off. In silence, I handed my mother the bills and the coins. She took the money, still staring out the window. She said nothing, but her hands shook.




CHAPTER 2


CALLING CADENCE


“MOM, I’M COLD,” I WHINED.


I was four and we were walking from the projects through the snow to the supermarket, a half mile away, while my brothers and sisters were in school. She bent down to me, smiling, took my hands to warm them in her own and began to sing, Che Gelida Manina (“What a Frozen Little Hand”) from La Boheme, her beautiful operatic voice soothing me. Her knowledge of classical music and opera belied her family’s working-class background; Mom had the Army to thank.


When everyone was home and the apartment fairly bulged with the activity of six children, Mom would call cadence when she needed a moment’s peace. As the two youngest, Ellen and I were the most enthusiastic, becoming soldiers in an instant, marching around the living room and trailing one another around furniture as Mom rhythmically chanted out the beat of our footsteps while turning the pages of whatever book she was reading. Counting off as we marched was still effortless for her, twenty years after serving in the Army during World War II. She was a corporal but filled in for drill sergeants at one of the four bases where she served.


The Army introduced Mom to people and places far more diverse than her close-knit, blue-collar neighborhood in South Buffalo, an Irish enclave with a bar or a Catholic Church on every corner. Double-decker houses bookended the grain and steel mills that gave the region both pollution and prosperity. The smell of gas plants and burning ore lingered in the air. Women avoided putting the laundry out to dry when the prevailing wind sent soot their way. Yet, residents welcomed the war-fueled prosperity that finally reversed the economic downturn of the Thirties. Still, the scars from the Depression remained. My mother’s family had lost their home to foreclosure. The tough times that followed, with its uneven meals, may have caused her lifelong heart murmur.


That whisper of heart disease was her father’s justification for bursting into the Army recruiting office and blustering his objections after Mom enlisted in the Women’s Army Corps. He had always been bitter that he had sired four daughters and no sons. But he saw his third daughter’s decision to join the military as an act of defiance. It also meant that he would no longer get a portion of her paycheck from her job at Buffalo’s Curtiss-Wright plant. The sergeant on duty retorted that Mom was old enough to make her own decisions, and that she would leave in three days.


Mom’s decision was motivated by more than patriotism and rebellion. Only months before, she had survived a bout of encephalitis that left her delirious with fever for weeks. When she recovered, she wanted her life to mean something.


The Army became her great adventure. The two years she spent seeing the country shaped her, and in turn, her children. She became pals with members of the Army Band at Fort Oglethorpe in Georgia, who introduced her to classical music. Once out of the Army she used the GI bill to become the first member of her family to attend college, enrolling in the Great Books program at the University of Buffalo. She studied Greek, Latin, and French to read the classics in their original languages.


She took a sculpture course on a whim. While she waited for the teacher to arrive in class the first day, my mother took a lump of clay and in a few minutes created the figure of a woman weeping, her head in her hands. It reflected Mom’s own grief. At the time, she had just lost her own mother and was deep in mourning. When the teacher saw her speedy work, she said she would cast the beautiful figure in lead and place it on a wooden pedestal so Mom could have it always. (It is now on my desk as I write.)


Sculpture, books, and classical music became my mother’s passions. One more passion walked into Cole’s Restaurant on Elmwood Avenue as she had a drink with friends. A black-haired stranger wearing a double-breasted suit, and a broad grin introduced himself. He said they had attended South Park High School together. Unimpressed, Mom said she didn’t remember him at all. That fact would irritate my father for the rest of his life.




CHAPTER 3


PLAY ALL NIGHT, WORK ALL DAY


DAD’S TEETOTALLING GRANDMOTHER WHO LIVED WITH HIS FAMILY KEPT A PITCHER of water ready by her bed, just in case she needed it.


She listened as Dad, then twenty, staggered up the stairs well after midnight after carousing with friends. She thought it was time drinking had more unpleasant consequences beyond a mere hangover. She gave him the gift of a few hours sleep, then walked into his bedroom and poured the icy bath from the pitcher over his inert form.


“If you can play all night, you can work all day. Get up!”


As he stumbled, gasping, out of bed, she handed him a list of chores. Nana helped shape his work ethic, but never successfully curbed his drinking.


My father grew up in South Buffalo, just two miles from my mother’s childhood home, but in a world apart. He lived on a side street off wide, tree-lined McKinley Parkway, one of several sites an ever-penitent Buffalo named for the twenty-fifth president, who was assassinated in the city in 1901.


The Great Depression had no lingering financial impact on his family. His mother Bess was a public-school teacher. Dad’s father, Bill, was a successful steel salesman. The commissions were generous, but the job kept him on the road.


So my father grew up surrounded by women. They alternately nagged and praised him, and cared for him through bouts of childhood asthma. Despite the ailment, he became a champion rower.


While attending the University of Notre Dame in 1943, my father joined the Army, smuggling in what he thought was enough asthma medicine to get through boot camp. He miscalculated. A day before graduation he had a massive asthma attack which sent him to Walter Reed Hospital for two weeks. The Army issued a medical discharge.


Gasping for air may have saved his life. Many of the GIs he had been destined to join died on the beaches of Anzio during the Allied invasion of Italy. Dad, meanwhile, weak and wheezing, caught a train to Arizona with instructions from his parents to stay long enough to regain his health.


The shift from the damp and cold Northeast to the clear desert air revived him like Lazarus. By the time the train crossed into Arizona, he was running up and down the aisles of the train, giddy and shouting, “I can breathe! I can breathe!” When the train rolled into Tucson, Dad hadn’t felt so good in years. Even better: He arrived on St. Patrick’s Day.


He grabbed his suitcase and walked across the street to the nearest tavern, which was mobbed. As Dad squeezed by revelers and inched toward the bar, he heard a female voice shout above the din, “Casey, you moldy son of a bitch!” It was a lively young woman he knew from college. A Tucson native, she had attended the women’s college of St. Mary’s, across the street from Notre Dame. She mischievously entered their names in a dancing contest that very evening. They won, and he stayed in Tucson for two years.


He might have stayed longer, but while visiting family in Buffalo, Dad’s father laid down for a mid-afternoon nap on a snowy January day in 1945 and never woke up. His father’s death set him adrift at the age of twenty-four, and he lingered in Buffalo. Then one day he walked into Cole’s on Elmwood Avenue and saw Jane Murray, whom he remembered from South Park High School. He remained indecisive about a career, but he knew he wanted to be with Jane.


My mother always insisted that she married my father not merely for love, but because he was so persistent. He never gave up pursuing her, even when she dated others, even when his friends and fellow oarsmen in an eight-man shell wanted Dad to join their crew to help them qualify for the 1948 London Olympics. My father always said that he refused because he was afraid Mom would marry someone else while he trained. The crew lost the qualifying race by inches, he claimed. (Later, I found out that the closest any Buffalo crew came to qualifying was not losing by a whisker, but to place third.) In any case, Dad won his own contest. By the end of that year, he and Jane were engaged. He gave her a ring with a 1.5 carat diamond, the last remnant of his family’s nineteenth-century wealth, one of two earbobs once worn by his great-grandmother.


The wedding was modest. The future seemed bright. Dad had a college degree, unusual for the time. The economy was booming. Buffalo in 1950 had 580,000 people. It was one of the most populous cities in the country, bigger than Dallas, with more than five times the population of Phoenix, whose growth was still in the future. The “Queen City of the Lakes” reveled in its importance as a critical shipping hub for goods on the way to the Midwest, as it had for decades. The opening of the St. Lawrence Seaway and its alternate shipping route from the Atlantic Ocean would add a one-two punch to the local economy. But that was still years in the future. At the century’s midpoint, the area’s thriving manufacturing base provided more than half of all city jobs. Factories such as Republic Steel, Pillsbury, General Mills, and the Trico plant struggled to keep up with the pent-up consumer demand after the Great Depression and rationing during World War II.


Despite the postwar prosperity, Dad drifted from job to job. The loss of his father had shaken his confidence. He sold insurance, and at one point sold cemetery plots on commission. The pressing need to support a wife, two boys, and four girls (babies that arrived almost every year) undermined the detached approach a good salesman cultivates.


“You can’t make sales when you need the money,” Dad said years later. “You lose all sense of timing. You push too soon. Customers can smell desperation. And they almost always walk away.”




CHAPTER 4


THE PROJECTS: FIGHTING THE ENVIRONMENT


THE PROJECTS, A CLUSTER OF SEVEN-STORY, DARK BRICK BUILDINGS, LOOMED over an area with no other apartment buildings. The edifices didn’t have a neon sign blinking Low-Income Housing, but they may as well have. We lived there for more than five years.


Surrounded by empty fields, the buildings and vacant expanse came with a cost. The price was the shattered hopes of Black and Brown people segregated by redlining, financial discrimination, and tradition on the East Side. City planners defended razing minority neighborhoods as the price of progress, calling it “urban renewal.” They justified destroying the beautiful, two-hundred-foot-wide Humboldt Parkway, lined with elms and sycamores, for a six-lane highway that became Route 33 to help speed traffic from the airport and fuel suburban growth.


The projects overlooked the highway. The move wiped out part of Frederick Law Olmstead’s plan for the city and devastated the lives of people with little power to object. When they protested, the city ignored them. The fields we played upon were made of bulldozed dreams. Each summer, the ice cream truck rolled through the neighborhood, with its tinkling jingle over and over, serving children on a street lined with projects, but devoid of homes or small shops that once stood there.


In the late fifties, the projects were not the graffiti-covered, trash-strewn slums they later became. But they were bad enough. Mom loathed the constant smell of onions and other fried foods from neighbors’ apartments in the afternoon. She also hated the sound of neighbors’ arguments in nearby apartments, the requirement that she mop the long hallway outside our living quarters as part of the rent, and the lack of access to a garden.


My father never told his co-workers where he lived. When my mother let that information slip at his office Christmas party, he was furious with her. She hadn’t realized that he was keeping it a secret, but Mom, too, hated the fact that they lived in apartments for poor people.


While Mom was a night owl, rarely going to bed before midnight, Dad never needed more than five hours of sleep and was a classic lark, awakening early and cheerfully. To wake us up, he would jog down the hallway yelling, “Up tails! Up tails, all!” cribbing a line of poetry from Kenneth Grahame’s The Wind in the Willows.


He would announce breakfast in stentorian tones, proclaiming, “Mother’s Oats, made by father! Come and get it!” Mom gave baths, scrubbed floors, washed mountains of laundry, and cleaned. Dad rarely helped with housework. But it wasn’t unusual for him to pitch in with an occasional meal and he always helped cook big holiday dinners.


My father, the morning optimist, was a storyteller; my mother, who must have been exhausted having had so many children in so short a period of time, had a rapier wit. She had a temper, but she rarely showed it and almost never lost control.


Mom had a long fuse, but when she finally gave into rage, legends were born. One grew out of an incident when my parents had only three kids. Dad found himself unemployed—again—and Mom reluctantly turned to her father, who allowed the family to move into his house to save money.


But Tom Murray was no genial patriarch. When he wasn’t working on his prized rose garden in the backyard, he was drinking. When he wasn’t drinking, he went out of his way to consume food and milk intended for the children. He delighted in needling my brothers, turning them against one another and inciting fights, which he then sat back and watched with a satisfied smile. My mom asked him to stop, but he sneered and refused, which sent her into an all-consuming rage.


Her thoughts turned to murder.


She researched methods at the nearby library and thought poison would do the trick. The best way, she decided, was to harness her father’s innate gluttony and make the whole thing look like an accident. If she spoiled crab cakes, then chilled them enough to cover the smell, the greedy old man would see them in the refrigerator and eat them all. Nature would then take its course. Mom daydreamed of her father’s poison-induced cramps, vomiting, convulsions, and fever. He would call out to her for help. She would feign concern. She would promise to contact the doctor, disengage the telephone, and leave with the kids for a day in the park, returning to find his lifeless form.


When she calmly outlined her death-by-crab-cakes plan to my father, he became so frightened that he borrowed money and moved the family within days.


Mom’s heart murmur got worse. Finally, after my birth in 1957, succeeding bouts of pneumonia destroyed part of one lung. Doctors removed most of it, leaving her with a two-foot-long, white scar that snaked from her right shoulder blade down her back, curving underneath her rib cage. The incision and the muscles it tore open took a year for pain to subside. The angry, red scar eventually faded to white against Mom’s freckled Irish skin. It made her so self-conscious she never wore a bathing suit again.


Exhausted after two miscarriages and six children, Mom brought up the subject of birth control. My devout father, knowing the Catholic Church forbade contraception, was dubious.


“We’ll go to hell,” he said.


“I’m in hell now,” Mom replied.


Yet, birth control was not easy to obtain. The government had approved the Pill in 1957, but only to regulate menstruation. Every state had different laws. Some forbade the sale of birth control even to married couples. All the doctors known to Mom in Buffalo were Catholic. She thought it unlikely that they would help. She took a bus seventy-five miles to Rochester, where a friend arranged for her to obtain contraception from a Jewish doctor.


The babies stopped coming, but money remained tight. From time to time, Dad pawned Mom’s engagement ring for ready cash. He always managed to buy it back before the pawn shop sold it to someone else.


After a string of jobs, Dad finally found a career he truly loved: working for the Buffalo Chapter of the American Red Cross. His storytelling, charisma, and outgoing personality enabled him to recruit throngs of volunteers to the organization. His career flourished, but we stayed in the projects, where my three sisters and I shared a bedroom and a mattress on the floor, and my two brothers shared a mattress in another room. My parents slept on a real bed in a third bedroom.


Mom played classical music to fight the environment. She would sing the soaring aria, “One Fine Day,” from Puccini’s Madama Butterfly, enchanting us with the story of Butterfly’s broken heart. Mom scoured used book sales for children’s editions on astronomy, Greek and Roman mythology, poetry, and fairy tales.


Her efforts paid off. Other than Ellen, who was bored by reading and always preferred running, jumping, or any activity over turning the pages of a book, the rest of us read constantly. On his first day of kindergarten, Tim told his teacher she was “obnoxious.” She laughed later, telling our mother about Tim’s use of a startlingly big word, the reason for his ire beside the point. I read the entire first-grade reader the first week of school. My wise teacher slowed me down by giving me a fourth-grade reader.


I lived in a bewildering forest of knees and legs. I was small for my age, and like most other cookie-cutter Caseys, had an Irish turned-up nose, dark eyes, and black hair like our father. Five out of six of us resembled Dad, a ratio that infuriated my mother. She needed no prompting at all to point out that she did all the work of bearing us and never failed to mention that labor, during all six bouts, was the most hideous, horrifying, excruciatingly painful experience of her life, perhaps close to crucifixion but certainly equal to medieval torture.


Our apartment felt like a small train station packed with hundreds of people coming and going all day long. My two brothers, Seamus and Tim, and three sisters, Claudia, Kate, and Ellen, began to refer to me as “the caboose.” When we finally all sat down for dinner around the rough-hewn picnic table that served as our dining room table, I saw that we were only eight. It always surprised me.


As befit my placement in the pecking order, I felt loved, yet powerless. Seamus, as the oldest, took on parental responsibilities when they were out. When babysitting, he made up games that amused him and petrified the rest of us, like turning off all the lights to play haunted house and lunging at us from darkened corridors. He and Tim, who was less than a year younger, taught us to do the Twist, which Ellen and I did until we were dizzy.


Claudia, as the oldest girl, held sway over the younger three. She gave us written tests on manners before we visited relatives’ houses to remind us to say “please” and “thank you,” put napkins on our laps at dinner, and not to interrupt. I struggled over the questions, frowning in concentration. Claudia usually gave me an A for effort no matter how many questions I got wrong. Ellen would end up with a C, tear up the test, and run out to play. I ran behind her, ever the follower.


Seamus and Tim also taught us to fight, gifting Ellen and me tiny boxing gloves for Christmas when I was five and Ellen seven. I was terrified of violence. Ellen relished in the lessons. She hurtled herself into any conflict within or outside the family and usually threw the first punch. Mom refused to intervene, and responded to shrieks and loud accusations by yelling, “Don’t call me unless there is blood!” When Ellen was eight, a boy shoved her at a nearby sledding hill, causing her to slip and break her wrist. The day after her arm was put in a cast, she sought out her aggressor and used the cast like a baseball bat, pounding him repeatedly.


Our brothers helped us navigate both school and neighborhood thugs like the Appenheimer Gang, so-called after a nearby avenue on which its members lived. But one gang in particular struck terror into the hearts of all the projects children. Its tactics were psychological rather than physical. Known as The Strippers, members threatened to rip off the clothes from any unwary child who walked in their neighborhood without permission, leaving the intruder to skulk home naked. Whether this was an empty threat or cold reality, the legend was effective. We avoided that area without fail.


Other gang members used brute force. My brothers began to get in fights regularly, including one memorable afternoon when several young toughs surrounded Seamus on his way home from school. During the fight that ensued, one slammed Seamus’s head on the sidewalk. He was lucky to get out of the conflict with a concussion instead of a fractured skull. The threat and reality of violence signaled the end of our life in the projects.




CHAPTER 5


MOVING TO ANDERSON PLACE


MOM WROTE LETTERS REGULARLY TO HER AUNT LILLIAN AND WROTE TO HER with a request: “Please pray for us.”


Lillian may well have prayed. But she was a practical woman, and she did more than plead with the Almighty. Within a week, Mom got a certified letter in the mail from Lillian’s address in Gary, Indiana.


“Buy a house,” the letter said.


Inside was a check for $3,000 for a down payment.


Mom and Dad settled on 145 Anderson Place on the west side of Buffalo, three blocks from Children’s Hospital and two blocks from a library. The library sealed the deal for my mother. Yet the closeness of our house to the hospital would soon become vital for Ellen.


The house was just off the corner of Elmwood Avenue, a busy thoroughfare dotted with small shops and restaurants. The traffic became the soundtrack to our lives—a constant cacophony of sirens, screeching brakes, and honking horns. A cathedral arch of towering elms on either side of the street shaded the neighborhood. The trees were eighty feet tall, and each formed a leafy canopy two-thirds as wide. We took them for granted. Buffalo’s grassy parkways and streets were lined with elms, so many that Buffalo was nicknamed the City of Trees. They made the most ordinary neighborhood beautiful, their branches so close together they nearly intertwined, forming a protective roof that cooled us in summer. In winter, the tree branches became the sheltering beams of a snow castle. Within a few years Dutch Elm Disease would kill them all. Beetles the size of grains of rice destroyed ninety thousand of the city’s graceful, giant sentinels. Their destruction left neighborhoods like ours barren.


Ours would become the smallest of three large Irish families on Anderson Place. Two Palestinian families lived a few doors away. An Italian family lived across from the Palestinians. A childless couple from the then-Russian province of Georgia lived next door, crushing my hopes that a girl my age would be our nearest neighbor. The neighborhood stayed white until a Black couple moved in several years later, the closest our block came to being integrated.


The streets were our playgrounds. Our neighborhood had little green space aside from a bushy, tree-filled tract at the end of our street called Dale’s Lot, which all the mothers in the neighborhood cautioned us to avoid. The nearest recreational space was two miles away. The kids played on the street, organizing kickball or baseball games, running to bases set up against the curbs. Others would stand in the middle of the street and send spiraling football passes high into the air. One kid would shout, “car!” and we momentarily scattered, seamlessly resuming play once the vehicle had passed.


One side of our house was adjacent to a service alley for a commercial building that housed a restaurant and a market. Traffic was constant from delivery trucks. When they left, rodents arrived, drawn by open barrels of grease from the restaurant and dumpsters overflowing with rotting vegetables just a few feet from our house. We adopted cats to keep the rat population down to manageable levels. The constant onslaught of cars was a death sentence for all but the nimblest feline. Few lived longer than three years.


Although the block crawled with children, I was tongue-tied when it came to making friends. That mattered less because Ellen was my daily playmate. Little did I know that her constant presence and companionship would soon end.




CHAPTER 6


MY ELLEN


“THIS IS MY DAUGHTER, ELLIE. SOMEDAY, SHE WILL BECOME THE FIRST WOMAN president of the United States.”


My mother always said this with a smile when she introduced her fifth child to adults. She was only partly joking. It might have been the 1960s, but Mom knew that her daughter was going places. She was named Elizabeth Ellen, after Mom’s grandmother. But everyone called her Ellie.


I alone addressed her differently. Early on, before the dawn of my own memories, I decided she might be Ellie to the whole wide world, but she was, and would always be, Ellen to me.


Ellen made friends effortlessly, especially with boys. She had no use for frills or dolls. When some misguided relative gave her a doll as a gift, Ellen would later pretend to be a pirate and make the dolls walk the plank or, worse, she would make a noose out of a rope and hang them.


Ellen loved male energy. Guys loved her because she was fearless, competitive, and eager to do what the boys were doing. When she wasn’t playing with me, she shadowed our brothers, especially Seamus. At nine, she could throw a football nearly as far he could at fifteen.


Ellen preferred activity to reading. She was always on the move, and would challenge people to games constantly. Once, after practicing assiduously, she organized spitting contests. Ellen was a champion spitter, who taught me the dark arts of flinging saliva out of my mouth in an arc as far as eight feet, a socially inappropriate talent that I can still summon on command.


Ellen was as quick to cry as to laugh. I loved her, but I also feared her. She had Mom’s temper without the long fuse, and packed a hell of a right hook.


Our squabbles often ended up with Ellen swinging at me. When she connected, as she usually did, my reaction was to hit the deck and shriek for Mom, who would tell Ellen to leave me alone. Most of the time Mom shrugged at fights, figuring that scuffles and the occasional split lip were inevitable. For my part, refusing to fight back was both a strategy and a reflection of my utter cowardice. Ellen was bigger and stronger, so whimpering and curling in a fetal position on the floor seemed a reasonable option. Fighting back never gained me the upper hand except for one occasion, where blind rage overcame my customary timidity.


This occurred when I was eight and Ellen was ten. We got into a shouting match at the top of the third-floor stairs. Ellen pulled back her fist and I reacted by shoving her, hard. She tumbled backwards down the stairs. Unsatisfied, I threw a chair after her. I landed in solitary confinement in our bedroom. My mother ordered me to tell my sister that I loved her and apologize. I didn’t have an ounce of regret and figured the score was 999–1, in favor of Ellen. But I reluctantly complied—the price of getting dinner. Whispered threats from Ellen would make their way to my ears throughout the meal.


But I never doubted that she loved me. When I was in second grade and Ellen in fourth, a big sixth-grade boy began to chase me home for some real or perceived offense. Terrified, I sped past Ellen, who was walking with her friends, a half-block ahead. She turned around, sized up the situation immediately, and timed her next move. As the boy chasing me came near, she slammed her shoulder into him like an offensive lineman and sent him sprawling.


“Leave my sister alone!” she shouted. As the culprit scrambled up, he saw, not just Ellen, but her friends, mostly boys, standing behind her with arms folded, and hurried away.


In years to come I would miss that instinctive protectiveness. It was based, not just in her affection and loyalty, but in her enormous self-confidence and athleticism. The day would soon come when her self-confidence would wither along with her health.




CHAPTER 7


THE ISLAND


MOM DREAMED OF A PLACE TO GET AWAY FOR A FEW WEEKS THAT HAD ROOM for the kids to roam and places to swim. Buffalo, nestled in northern latitudes between Lake Erie and Lake Ontario, was burdened with gray skies and snowy winters during coldest months. But summer transformed Buffalo into one of the sunniest and driest cities in the Northeast, with more than fifteen hours of daylight. Affordable summer rentals abounded, particularly in nearby Canada.


Dad promised he would look for a summer rental. His “research” took him not to Lake Erie and Canada, but north to Lake Ontario. One night, he got drunk with an acquaintance, Tom Marin, who, in an alcohol-fueled bout of exuberance, told Dad to bring all of us to his summer cottage on East Cliff Island off Newcott, New York.


The next day, my parents drove the forty miles to Newcott. Tom, beer in hand, picked us up in a boat he had won in a poker game—an old, wooden runabout, painted bright yellow, appropriately named The Banana Boat. Smugglers had once used the vessel to transport alcohol across the Great Lakes from Canada during Prohibition. We all fit on board for the short trip to the half-mile-long island. It had no streets for cars, just a crumbling sidewalk that bisected the middle of the island. At one end was a three-acre park, where the Marin cottage stood.


Tom’s wife Peggy went ashen when we all trooped up the stairs from the dock and streamed toward the tiny blue cottage overlooking Lake Ontario. Tom hadn’t bothered telling her that he’d invited an army for the weekend. They had five kids. Our family numbered eight. The cottage had three bedrooms, one bathroom, and a refrigerator which held a bottle of ketchup, three hot dogs, and a case of beer. My parents promptly went back into town, bought groceries, and returned.


We kids swarmed the property, swimming, playing in the grassy swale at the front of the cottage while the sun set over the water behind the small home. Ontario was deserving of its Iroquois language name, which means “Lake of Shining Waters.” Nothing interrupted this vast inland sea. At night we gazed, awestruck, at the cloudy river of the Milky Way. The only sounds were the waves, the croaking of bullfrogs, and the wind in the trees. The experience was a stark contrast from our city home, with its wheezing buses, honking cars, and the incessant slamming and banging of delivery trucks. The air had no hint of engine exhaust or the cloying aroma of rotting produce from the dumpsters in the alley. Instead, the smell of fresh water mingled with the cut grass of neatly mown cottage lawns. At night, the lapping of the lake, the giggling of my sisters, and the sound of adults talking, laughing, and drinking on the porch lulled me to sleep.


In a first-ever extravagance, my father found the money to arrange a month-long rental of a cottage farther down the island from the Marins on the harbor side.


Our rented cottage overlooked the harbor, not the restless waters of Lake Ontario. Instead of the pounding waves, we awoke every morning to the bell-like song of wire halyards clanging against sailboat masts in the breeze. We did not own a boat, but that wasn’t a problem. The Newcott brothers, descendants of the original English immigrant who founded the town, kept an ungainly fleet of mud-brown, large wooden rowboats tied up to the dock of the harbor’s Spinnaker Bar, which they also owned. Anyone could rent a rowboat for $1 a day, or $60 for the summer.


The boats leaked. The oars were heavy. A motor was a luxury and out of the question. But we soon became adept at rowing and accustomed to the callouses on our palms.


Whenever Dad (or anyone else) needed a ride, they would order a beer at the Spinnaker, pick up the bar’s phone and call on the party line to request that one of us row to the mainland and give them a ride to the Island. We became expert at navigating the sometimes-choppy water of the harbor to row the half mile to the Spinnaker. Otherwise, we spent our days fishing, swimming, and reading—borrowing books by the dozen from the small but well-stocked library in town. The cottage had no TV or radio.
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