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Dedicated to


all mothers and fathers everywhere.












PREFACE
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The specific spark for writing about this part of my life came from an Overeaters Anonymous meeting. I was a speaker only once, and I went for broke: I confessed I did not have custody of my sons. In that era, a mother without custody was assumed to be unfit—either a drug addict, too ambitious, or mentally unstable. Until then, I had hidden my shame and, when possible, stayed vague; my story seemed too complicated to explain to non-veterans.


After the OA meeting, four women came up to me to say they, too, did not have custody of their children and they never talked about it to anyone. We each carried the shame of the culture as a private burden. That incident was the first time I realized I had company, and gave me the idea to write my story.


I lived through these years in a fog of war, putting one foot in front of the other, fighting for my survival. Like many people who have survived trauma, I had fragments of facts and recollections but no sense of the whole. I had outrage and pain, but no ability to describe a coherent sequence of events. All I had were anecdotes that existed almost in isolation. Mostly, what I had was a physical sense of dread, fear, and seemingly unending tears.


I needed to understand what had happened. How did a marriage that began with such hope go awry? How did we bring this on ourselves? Who did what? How did it escalate to such catastrophic proportions? Could I have prevented any of it? Tempered it? Changed it?


There are no villains in this memoir, even though at one time I believed there were. We are all flawed people, using each other to smooth our rough edges, like pebbles in a stream. In the great mystery of life, very little is personal, yet each of us is responsible.


I waited nearly twenty years from our last court hearing before starting to write this story in 1999, but I quickly learned that twenty years was not enough. I was still too raw, and at every writing session, I dissolved in tears. The trauma of the years-long custody fight not only replicated but also reinforced the trauma of my childhood. For decades, both remained undigested in my body.


Three months into my initial writing, I had a dream, which condensed and illustrated my experience of having custody of my sons taken from me.




There is a big room, like a school gymnasium, with a lot of people in it. Two children are brought to the door and invited in. Everyone at the entry treats them well and makes it seem like this is a wonderful place to be, but I know it is all fake. The children are told how they will be fed and have a lot of things to play with. But I know the truth . . . once they are inside, they will be ignored and be starved to death. I know that this is really a maximum-security prison.





I put the memoir aside. I needed to find my fragmented selves, my little ones and my young-mother ones, and bring them all to safety and wholeness. To do that, I needed professional help. I sought out and found skilled and compassionate practitioners to accompany me as I opened Pandora’s box and digested my untold fear, grief, and fury. Eighteen years after my first attempts at writing, I dove in again in 2017 and spent five years researching, writing, revising, and healing.


Preparing for publication opened more layers of previously dormant distress. Emotional PTSD flashbacks put me in a tizzy, and my usual clear thinking became anxious, circular, and filled with doubt. I needed more rounds of help, more evolution, and as always, more tears.


I have needed a quarter of a century to get this book written, edited, and published. I hereby declare this story documented, integrated, and still evolving.












PROLOGUE
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December 1941


I—a gestating fetus—am marinating in bourbon and smoke. Old Crow and Lucky Strike are my mother’s brands of choice. Maybe it is the fact of me that pushes her to drink. I am an unplanned third pregnancy soon after my two older sisters. My father’s sperm penetrating my mother’s egg destined her to three children under the age of three. More Old Crow, please.


I feel the tremor of Pearl Harbor even though I am only a dividing zygote. How could I not? The world changed on its axis. Twenty-five hundred dead, twelve hundred wounded, all in one day. No barrier can protect me from that kind of shock; it shapes who my mother is, and who I am becoming.


The anxiety of war seeps into my cells. The menfolk disappear to faraway places—places with no meaning in the Aggies town of Fort Collins, Colorado. Places whose names might have meant adventure in another era now only ring of dread and danger. Rangoon means one more young farmer felled.


The women carry on. They run the farms, using ever-younger hands who should be in school. The women feed their babies but worry where the food will come from. The Longmont farm women—my mother’s in-laws—reach out to her, but prickly and haughty, she rejects their embrace. She doesn’t need solace. My father, a one-eyed surgeon, cannot go off to war. His homebound presence reassures her of her superiority.


At twenty-three, she’d married the most desirable bachelor in Fort Collins—a thirty-five-year-old doctor—and she expected a life of ease.


The stability my mother imagined evaporates as I grow in her twenty-seven-year-old belly.


The war permeates mundane chores of daily life. Like all householders, she saves scraps of aluminum foil. The Japanese air invasion might begin at any minute so at night, we pull the drapes, turn off lights, and hide inside our houses. Any light escaping to the skies might reveal our whereabouts to the enemy, an enemy who, by its very otherness, invades the amygdala—lurking, growing in everyone’s imagination. Neither the shining sun nor a carpet of snow on the fallow fields brings relief from the oppressive blanket of shapeless fear.


A new surge of cortisol surrounds my fragile heart when my mother learns of her father’s death, seven weeks before I’m due. The adrenaline makes me uncomfortable, restless, and agitated. It does not abate. I am the reason she is unable to travel to his funeral to say goodbye. She fulfills her obligations while her hormones run wildly inside us, igniting only the first of her resentments that will last my lifetime.


I want out of this toxic stew of hormones, cigarettes, and whiskey. I push my way out six weeks early, only fourteen months after my older sister made her way into the world. The only preparation made for me had already been made for the two previous births; we each were to have been named John Alsop Cooper Jr., after my mother’s brother, whose name she selfishly snatched from her barren sister-in-law before my aunt could use it for her own adopted son. I breathe in my mother’s disappointment at my gender. I know it is my job to soothe her, to make her happy. I spend my life trying. Instead of “John,” I am given my mother’s name as my first name, but I am called by my middle name “Kay,” named after the wife of my father’s good friend, a woman my mother doesn’t like.


I find life outside the womb no better than life inside. My existence seems to be a curse; my father’s father dies six weeks after my birth. My introduction to life: I am guilty for being a girl, I absorb their grief over losing their parents, and I ingest the fear of bombs from the sky.


What in other families might be a bright spot turns deadly for me: my father likes me.


On first holding me, he says, “She’s a cuddler. We can stop now.”


My need to cuddle sets me up for a lifetime of triangles, exclusion, and pain. I did not know then that because my father likes me, my mother will dislike me. He will invest fantasies in me that should be placed in her. Her jealousy will worm into me, making me hide my light, fearful that any escaping beam may bring on the enemy air invasion.


At six weeks old, my sensitive eyes are not made for the bright, August sunshine. Frantic, my arms and legs flail, not by any agency on my part, but as a release from tormenting hunger. While I’m in the side yard, my mother has entrusted my care to Putsch, our Dalmatian, who will not let anyone near me, including the mailman.


My mother, who herself has only a tenuous hold on life, imposes order on her distressed world by putting me on a feeding schedule. To ease her life and to make me independent, she puts me outside and props my bottle so she can be productive at more pressing chores. For me, that means starvation. I can’t stay latched on. My head jerks from side to side in frustration. I am not capable of coordinating a purposeful movement.


No one wants to feed, comfort, or hold me.


I need more. More food. More touch. More loving sounds to surround me. I need a face to gaze into mine. I need a world where someone other than Putsch believes I am more than a bother.


I always need more.


My not-yet-developed eyes open to search for a face that will help me regulate my nervous system. Only Putsch is there.


Even though braying with colic, I feel like a ghost child.


As I grow, my mother and father continue teaching me to disrespect and to be angry at my body.


When I’m little, my father and his brother, Uncle Don, play catch with me in the back yard. Every few successful catches, my father takes a step backward, lengthening the distance between himself and my uncle. In the home movies, they’re smiling, obviously enjoying themselves. Two or three people stand around, watching.


Uncle Don tosses me to my father, the tight ball of my infant body making an arc over the eight feet between them. My father reaches out toward me, his hands grasping my body. His hands know about catching—he was “Twinkletoes Harrington,” the star quarterback on the 1924 state championship University of Colorado football team. Once I’m in his hands, he lowers his arms to soften the impact of my momentum.


He laughs at his success and skill and at the same time, takes a step back, increasing both the challenge and the risk of dropping me. He then tosses me back to Uncle Don.


As the space between them lengthens, the trajectory of my body lowers. They can’t throw me as high if they have to throw me a greater distance. Each step back increases the force they must use to make me—their ball—reach its goal.


The women, seemingly passive, look on. No one dares to question the men who bring home the bacon. No one dares to question the wisdom of throwing an infant around. No one knows to think about the consequences to the baby’s brain, jiggling in the brain cavity and then suddenly being thrust against the side of the hard skull. Maybe they think I like it.


The silent home movies offer no audible clues.


My father and his brother make my mother the object of a cruel game; they can delight in her anxiety and yet also, by making her a witness and therefore a participant, make her collude in using her newborn as a football.


It was unthinkable that she could stop the game.












CHAPTER 1
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March 1972


A virgin when I married, I never imagined I would be fleeing to my former gynecologist to get an IUD inserted. I never imagined I’d have the need for an IUD, since my husband had a vasectomy two years ago. After eight years of marriage, I never imagined I would contemplate cheating on him, preparing to commit adultery. I was not a cheating kind of girl.


But as I drove for over an hour to my appointment through the East Bay tunnel, over the Bay Bridge, through San Francisco, down Highway 101, to Palo Alto—all those congested miles alone with my thoughts—I had to confront this new reality, this challenge to my good girl identity: I was planning to sleep with someone else. I wanted to be desired, to be touched, to talk to someone who was interested in talking to me. I was twenty-nine, healthy, smart, and lonely. I had sons—five and three years old. I left them with a babysitter so I could undertake this nefarious deed. I did not want to get pregnant from an affair.


I made the appointment with the doctor I no longer had a relationship with. If I had made this request of my current gynecologist, I’d have to confront my shame every time I went for a Pap smear. I hoped sixty miles would put distance between me and this act, allowing my decision to exist in a parallel life.


At the doctor’s office, I put away my early memories of Walter, my husband.


Dr. Baker greeted me warmly. He had delivered my older son five years ago, and I had great affection for him.


“I want to get an IUD inserted.” I was nervous, and my voice sounded small, tight, like a little girl.


“Why? Have you stopped using birth control pills?”


“Yes.”


“Were they not working for you?”


“They were okay, but I don’t want to take pills every day.” I offered up a bogus reason, withholding my duplicity.


“Well. There have been some difficulties with the IUD.”


“I know, but I had one before and it worked well for me.” I decided I must be direct. “My husband had a vasectomy two years ago. I’m planning to have sex with another man, and I don’t want to get pregnant.”


Dr. Baker frowned. “Does he know you’re doing this?” A reasonable question, given that it was 1971, the beginning era of the open marriage.


“No.”


“Do you plan to tell him?”


“No.”


He stared at me. I stared back, defiantly, reminding myself I was an adult, free to make my own decisions. I was swimming upstream against everything I’d ever been taught about morality, but I was also trying to be a responsible adult and not get pregnant.


“Well. I certainly do not approve of what you are doing. I’m not willing to insert an IUD under these circumstances. I recommend that you go home and think about this. You’ll be much happier if you change your mind.”


My paper gown fluttered from the air current as he closed the door behind him.


Dismissed. Upbraided, as if he were the priest protecting the catechism, preventing me from becoming a fallen woman.


It was ironic that my intended lover was a priest-to-be.


I wanted to be transported invisibly out of the doctor’s office to avoid seeing or talking to anyone. I feared they’d be able to see through my clothes, to the scarlet “A” Dr. Baker had just pronounced. Slut. Besmirched. Sullying my marriage vows.


Against my will, a tear trickled down my cheek. I knew what I was planning was wrong. And I knew I was going ahead with it anyway.


I stopped to pay the receptionist.


“Dr. Baker said there’s no charge for the visit.” I was grateful for not having to pay money, a transaction I would have to hide from Walt.


When I got in the car, I sobbed, unable to hold back tears of frustration and fear. I was trapped in a high-status marriage that was killing me. Someone else was interested in me. A kind man, a spiritual man of God had offered to touch me.


Three months before I sought out an IUD, I had coffee with Paul, a fellow master’s of social work student. We’d been in classes together for four months and occasionally had coffee together.


On our last coffee date, Paul had said to me, “I would like to sleep with you.” My head jerked up from the menu. I stared at him. The January wind gusted outside.


“Twice. No more. Just twice.”


The blood drained from my face. I was stunned. We were both married to other people. Paul was the theologian in our cohort at school, a deacon in the Episcopal Church working toward his ordination as a priest. Who was this handsome, irreverent man sitting across from me, calmly proposing adultery?


Any frisson between us had been totally unspoken before this moment. I stared at him with a tumult of emotions. I was excited, but I was also a good girl—a married girl, with two young children.


But, unlike my husband, Paul was interested in what I thought. He listened to me. He was radical and athletic; he had a beard and a spiritual life.


“I don’t want to have an affair. I just want to sleep with you twice.”


The whole thing startled me. We were at the coffee house with no name, near the corner of Hearst and Euclid. The high ceilings, spare tables, and uncomfortable wooden chairs made the place feel European. I looked at Paul, swallowed, looked away, swallowed again.


“Why twice?” I finally managed to squeak out.


“I just want things to be even with my wife. She slept with a man twice the year after we were married.”


I glanced at Paul, then looked down at my coffee.


“I’ve been looking for someone for two years. You’re the first person I’ve found that I want to sleep with.”


I looked directly at him. He looked mischievous, then teased, “Besides, I like your breasts.”


I stared at him, glad no one was sitting near us.


“Well . . .” I did not look at him in horror and say, “No. Absolutely not.” I was astonished—and excited—to find my good girl wavering on the edge of a precipice. I considered his offer for weeks; both thrilled and terrified of sex with Paul, I was in the purgatory of indecision. I admired him. I was titillated by him. I was excited to be desired.


Coffee with Paul was no longer innocent. The genie had escaped.


Paul’s confidence had always fascinated me. He was never cowed by authority the way I was. When he told me about his escapades during the Free Speech Movement, I was thrilled. Still tightly bound by my mother’s rules—no white shoes in winter, always wear gloves when going downtown—I lived vicariously through his stories of challenging institutional authority.


My parasympathetic nervous system appeared to have taken over. My thinking abilities became unbundled from the autonomic responses of my body. My heartbeat quickened, my breath became shallower, and blood rushed to my face. My prefrontal neocortex had resigned its executive functions of logical thinking and clear decision-making.


When the coffee arrived, Paul rearranged the silverware to make space for the cups and pastry we were sharing. My hand lingered on the table near his, hoping his finger would lightly brush mine. My hunger to be wanted, to be seen, was dangerously unfulfilled. I yearned for physical connection, no matter how slight.


His hand quietly reached out to envelop mine, a proprietary assertion that he had permission to take hold of my hand, to cross the physical boundary that the law and the Bible admonished was wrong.


I let my hand rest under his. No protest rose from my nervous system. The new excitement of being alive was growing neurons in my cells, building synapses inside my body, just as the synapses of the world outside my body were disintegrating.


I stayed suspended in the moment, hardly breathing. Deep inside my body, I knew I was irrevocably moving toward touch, toward life, toward what had been absent for eight years of marriage. His palm sent warmth throughout my body. His masculine assertion of privilege, his assumption of my acquiescence excited me.


Paul and I had coffee again, and again. We touched, we talked, we debated the morality and immorality of our impending decision. We talked about psychopathology, about R. D. Laing and the genesis of schizophrenia. We sought the privacy of my car, finally daring to kiss, and kiss, then kiss some more.


My duplicity put the foundation of my life at risk—Walt would divorce me immediately—but that didn’t stop my foolhardy movement toward Paul. I made the appointment for the IUD.


My double life started building itself, brick by brick.












CHAPTER 2
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August 1964


At the precipice of marriage to Walt, I was ready to be initiated, ready to invite penetration. Chaste for the three years we had spent apart, but aroused by Walt’s hands all over me, I wanted more.


The first time Walt and I petted was after several months of dating, when we were in his family’s mothballed vacation home in Ben Lomond in the Santa Cruz mountains. The place had a musty, dense air—a spookiness waiting to envelop guilty trespassers. We hadn’t planned on taking my blouse off—it just happened, startling both of us. We were like two eight-year-olds who had done something deliciously naughty, and this hot, secret knowledge formed a new bond.


Now, three years later, in anticipation of our marriage in three weeks, I’d already started the newly developed birth control pill. I was safely infertile. With his erection pressing against me, I knew he wanted more, too. Still a virgin, I offered myself to him.


“Let’s make love.”


The couch in his parents’ sitting room looked out over the whole Bay Area, with Alcatraz directly westward. Further west, two red beacons marking the Golden Gate Bridge blinked in unison. His parents were soundly asleep upstairs.


He kissed me again, arousing me further, and I felt safe to give in to our desires.


“Let’s make love,” I whispered again, my passion allowing the girl who was raised to be meek and virginal to melt away.


“I think we should wait,” he replied, continuing to kiss me.


“Why?” I whispered as he burrowed into my neck.


“It’s only a few weeks.”


I pulled my head back and looked directly at him. I hesitated.


“I want to wait,” he answered definitively, as if this decision were a law school case. He then presented the final, conclusive evidence. “I think you’d feel better, too.”


We continued kissing, but shame tugged at me and pulled me into a dark cave. I was embarrassed to have been so forward and to have offered myself to him. I was humiliated that he rejected me. I felt vulnerable and alone, with no safety net. I felt no anger, only shame.


I didn’t know it yet, but we had just agreed on the rules for our marriage: he knew best. He was authorized to declare what I felt, just as my mother always had.


By choosing to marry immediately after graduating, I had transferred my care directly from my parents to Walt, without awareness of doing so. Instead of finding a job and renting an apartment as my girlfriends were, I squandered my opportunity to test my wings in the wider world.


Plenty of red flags alerted me to difficulties connecting with Walt, even before we married. But I was intimidated by both Walt and my mother. Yes, I had clues but not clues I could see. As I drove from the doctor’s, I remembered another drive through Rocky Mountain National Park, when Walt came for my sister Laurel’s wedding, three years after we’d become a couple. He was visiting me after I had been in Spain for a year with Sarah, my other sister, when I was a sophomore in college.


The only way for Walt and me to have private time together was to take a drive.


I’d been home only two weeks. In Spain, I’d discovered Spaniards lived in the present tense, always ready to make daily life festive. They were open, big-hearted, free. My tight corset of obligation began loosening there. I became fluent in Spanish, slowly melting into the language a looser, happier, more musical me, less worried about being proper. I fell in step with the sensuality of drinking sangria, eating turron at Christmas, and savoring roasted chestnuts from street vendor braziers.


I scarcely knew Walt, but the idea of him tethered me to safety. Through our letters, we consolidated our commitment to each other. After a year’s absence, I was filled with excitement to see Walter, tell him all about my Spanish adventures, hear about his first year at Harvard Law School, and dream about our life together.


But the light-hearted love chatter I had imagined didn’t materialize. Being alone in the car with him turned out to be excruciating. We had nothing to say to each other. My body hugged the passenger door. Every topic that came into my mind escaped into the ether.


The silence grew oppressive, constricting my innards like a washrag twisted dry. I knew it was the girl’s job to keep a conversation going. I tried my best, but I failed. I wanted time to swallow me up, spit me out.


When Walt and I had met, he was a senior and I was a freshman. He was “chief of staff” to the student body president and wielded power in university decisions. I was turned on by his knowledge even though the way he paraded it made me feel inferior. I’d had many beaus, but I had not put any on a pedestal the way I did Walt. I was still starstruck by Walt as he competently maneuvered the curvy road across the Continental Divide.


After a year of longing, I’d imagined we would touch, talk tenderly, and risk whispering tentative ideas about our future together. Once face to face with him, I was too tightly bound to initiate such intimacy. Some lurking part of me did not trust Walt to welcome my overtures.


Never having met him, my mother wanted me to marry Walt, and thus, marry into his wealthy family. Although my mother’s family was of modest means, her maternal side had descended from Governor Spotswood, the last colonial governor of Virginia1; my mother believed herself to be part of the upper-upper crust. She coveted status and already savored her reflected glory through my marriage. She pushed for my engagement; it didn’t matter that I was still a teenager.


Walt’s now-sober alcoholic mother wanted me to marry her son, even though he, too, was young and inexperienced. She told my mother she didn’t know what she would do if I didn’t marry him; she expected an engagement this week.


I wanted to marry Walt because maybe . . . at last . . . I could please my mother. Maybe I would finally matter.


When Walt finally met my parents, the tension was palpable. I knew my mother found him arrogant. I swallowed the friction radiating from her silent, strained body. Attuned to her moods as if I were a taut guitar string, I automatically resonated to her overtones. She didn’t need to telegraph her dissatisfaction. I already knew.


Seeing Walt through her eyes, I noticed, yet tried ignoring, how he hogged centerstage playing the guitar, instead of ceding the spotlight to my sister, the bride, and her musician groom. I sank in my chair when his attempts at humor fell flat. I quelled my own queasiness at his sarcasm, pretending to myself that he was clever instead of insensitive.


No nuance escaped me. Vigilance was the air I breathed, always trying to calm whatever ephemeral ember might float through the air, hoping I could snuff it out before it sparked into a conflagration.


I reassured myself I’d feel closer to Walt once we had the chance for privacy. I imagined having endless things to say to each other. I’d jabber on about my year in Spain, the Fallas in Valencia, the El Greco Museum in Toledo. I’d hear every detail of his life at Harvard Law, his eating club, Dean Griswold.


Instead, I was tongue-tied. When I started to talk, I dried up like a prune. I wanted to tell him about La Peña del Buen Humor, the singing group in Totana that changed my life. They composed a song about my sister and me, then played it on the local radio station as we drove our green VW bug out of town, departing forever from that cherished, life-giving group.


It didn’t help that I still thought in Spanish. For ten months, I’d lived outside the steel-inspired rules of the Denver Country Club, and once I was back, I missed the people, the language, the music, and the laughter that flowed so easily in Spain. I missed the vibrancy that grew inside the Spanish-speaking me. I wanted to be in Spain, not the proper corset of my upbringing.


The year apart allowed me to create an imaginary husband-to-be, then hang it in Walt’s closet. I ignored the glaring mismatch between my well-developed fantasy and reality. I followed the programming injected into my fascia and nervous system as a child. Walt was a perfect match to my hardwired code.


I was totally unaware that I had no agency. I believed I was choosing.


I wanted to feel close to my intended. I wanted to tell Walt how stiff I felt, but my words evaporated while still on my tongue. In the August heat, he silently stared straight ahead, driving. Not knowing what else to do, I stared straight ahead, too, looking through the increasingly insect-covered windshield.


The hot air blew in through the window. I’d given up trying to keep the hair out of my eyes or trying to bridge the chasm between us.


I tried again to make conversation. “There’s timberline.”












CHAPTER 3
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July 1955


When I was thirteen years old, we temporarily lived in Oahu, Hawaii, where my father filled in during the transition between outgoing and arriving plantation doctors. I’d started menstruating, and I was mortally self-conscious about my developing breasts, already bigger than my sisters’.


I wanted my breasts to disappear. All I knew about them was that no one should touch them and sometimes they hurt. I shared my first kiss with the son of family friends on a moonlit beach in Hawaii—a thoroughly romantic initiation but it was only a kiss.


I felt awkward about my body. My dad wanted to photograph me in a bathing suit while standing in a tree. I was too young to recognize that my father’s admiration of my nubile body—and that taking pinup pictures of me—would cause problems with my mother. I knew I didn’t like doing it, but I was thrilled to have his attention. He didn’t take pictures of my sisters.


“Put your arm under the branch to hold it up a little bit.”


To help me get up into the tree, my father had stirrup-cupped his hands for me to use. I clambered up, pretending my rump did not pass in front of his face.


I adjusted the branch. It was spindly with long, openly spaced needles.


He snapped a picture, then moved back a few steps; I knew enough about photography to know he was reframing the picture. He did another reading with his light meter, then fiddled with his camera. He changed the f-stop, the calculation of which remained a mystery to me even though he had tried to teach me many times. I was the only girl interested in learning photography.


He took another picture. “Now hold that twig in your hands.”


I was already standing with my weight on one leg, the other knee bent, forcing my hip upward. The bark pierced the thin soles of my ballet slippers.


“Hold it lower.”


I readjusted my hands.


“Now look down.”


Obediently, I look down.


He took another picture. He was an orthopedic surgeon and a hobbyist photographer.


I felt fat. My mother regularly told me I had ungainly hips. I tugged at the bottom of my swimsuit, hoping to camouflage my hips, imagining 1/4 inch lower would make them seem smaller. I nearly lost my balance.


“Hold still.”


I froze. I knew film was expensive and precious. I had a Brownie camera and liked taking pictures, too. My mother complained about the cost, so I used my babysitting money.


He took another picture.


Two weeks later, I saw the pictures. I didn’t understand why I didn’t like them. I didn’t understand why my father showed them to his friends. I didn’t understand why my mother quietly pursed her lips disapprovingly.


At fourteen, the rich boys from the country club who had never noticed me before started asking me out on dates. My mother also noticed me.


She said, “You’re going to be large busted. Your breasts will sag, so you’ll need special orthopedic bras. I’ve found a store, but they’re expensive.”


I felt both special and guilty.


“The appointment is on Thursday afternoon.”


I was anxious all week, but said nothing to anyone, even my sisters.


When we entered the orthopedic corsetiere, I was discouraged when I saw my future in the old, buxom women customers. Mrs. Szabo, the owner, was an imposing, matronly figure with a thick Hungarian accent.


My mother, as always, took over as my brain, voice, and mouthpiece, and she and Mrs. Szabo talked about my breasts as if I weren’t there. My breasts, Exhibit A, were like a carburetor to a mechanic.


Once I was naked from the waist up, Mrs. Szabo clinically surveyed my chest from all angles and selected a variety of bras for me to try. Each pushed me flat, as if it were a straightjacket for wayward breasts.


Mrs. Szabo announced her verdict. “This fits her best.”


I had not said a word since entering the shop.


“Will this prevent sagging?” my mother asked.


“Vell, it is this vay.” She turned to me, looked me in the eye, and instructed me with severity. “You must not take these bras off except to bathe. You must sleep in them. Do you understand?”


I nodded. I promised myself I would be a responsible owner and wear the bras all the time.


Once I got the new bras, I inspected myself in the bathroom mirror. The bra smushed me up against myself, making me satisfyingly flat.


Throughout adolescence, I tried hiding my breasts, as if I had done something wrong, like fertilizing them too much. For fourteen years, throughout marriage and the bearing of two children, I wore my orthopedic bras morning and night. Thoroughly brainwashed, I bound my own breasts.












CHAPTER 4
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September 1964


My wedding was my mother’s creation. The balcony at the top of the curving staircase at the Denver Country Club provided the perfect Scarlett O’Hara setting from which to throw the wedding bouquet. My green alligator purse and shoes were the pièce de résistance as guests pelted Walt and me with rose petals when we left our wedding reception on September 1, 1964. I was the picture of a young matron, replete with hat, gloves, and a two-piece wool suit whose straight skirt emphasized my nemesis—my hips.


Walt blessed the heckling crowd, “Pax Nobiscum,” with his palm extended toward them, two fingers raised in a pope-like gesture.


My mother’s recent brain surgery for an aneurysm had prompted us to consider downsizing the wedding, but her doctor strongly advised us to go ahead. “She’s living for that wedding.”


While Walt’s father, recovering from eye surgery, wore an eye patch, my mother wore a bad wig.


Post-wedding, Walt and I played the life of grown-ups. My salary as a high school Spanish teacher supported us. Walt used his stock dividends to pay for business school at Stanford. Fully aware of my role as a housewife, I taught myself to cook, making elaborate meals each night. Weekends, I cleaned, shopped, and cooked, often preparing dinner parties for six. Entertaining was an unquestioned part of my role.


In spring, I stopped the Pill. Within four months, I was pregnant.


I quit my job. Walt left business school and started work at a law firm; we bought a house in the East Bay, moved in a sweltering heat wave, and got a dog. Suddenly, I was isolated, with no friends, no job, and no focus except furnishing the house, a job I found intimidating and irritating for it required skills I didn’t possess and knowledge that didn’t interest me.


One afternoon, a sociology student doing a study about gender roles knocked at our door. This concept had never occurred to me before. I was lonely and scared. I ate compulsively and donned a false front to other people. So, I prolonged my talk with this student. I felt like asking her to move in, just to have good company.




When I am seven, if I promised to be careful, I am allowed to use the phonograph with certain 78 rpm records. The only one I listen to is, “The Little Tune That Ran Away.” It resonates with me; I am that tune. I am not valued, and I am played badly. I, too, want to run away.





Seven months into my pregnancy, two months after Walter and I had moved into a new house, I came home from grocery shopping on a crisp October day to find that Mun, our new Brittany spaniel puppy, was missing. Dropping the bagged groceries in the kitchen, I ran up the hillside in our backyard, searching for him.


I laboriously climbed to the back fence where a gate opened to a wide field, often populated by cattle. I walked through the field. No cows to be seen; no Mun either. At thirty-two weeks, the baby wasn’t big, but my center of gravity was off, so I carefully picked my way back down the hill to the house.


My guilt blossomed. I must have overlooked something or done something wrong for Mun to have escaped. I got more frantic by the minute. I called Walt to share my distress, but he was in a meeting. I walked up and down the street, searching for the dog.


I repeated the trek up the hill, then back down, worrying he might have entered the large pipe funneling the creek into the sewer. Could the puppy have drowned? I ignored my need to rest and hiked back up the hill.


Three hours later, the phone rang. A neighbor I knew only slightly asked if I’d lost a puppy. They had him! I was so relieved, I almost started crying.


Mun had spent the last hours entertaining their five children. My fear for Mun was misplaced, but my self-blame did not abate. Walt later deduced the gap under the gate he had built allowed Mun’s escape, but the grooves of guilt were too deeply wired in me to allow myself any redemption.




Only three years old—my very first memory—I am flooded with guilt and shame.


Rosella—our beloved maid, cook, house manager, and mother substitute—had visited her family elsewhere. My mother, one sister, and I pick her up at Union Pacific Station when she arrives in Denver.


Excited that she’s returned, I run to her embrace. I’m the first girl to reach her.


“I only have one rose, and I promised I would give it to the first girl I saw.”


As she hands me the rose, I bloom inside, filled by her love. I admire the rose and savor being special, casting aside any self-doubt by holding on to the visible evidence. I proudly show my mother my new treasure.


“I was the first girl she saw!” I nearly burst at the seams.


With my sister in tears at her side, my mother grimaces at me. “That’s not fair. You have to share the rose with Sarah.”


Like milk in coffee, shame and guilt merge, flooding my red blood cells and stopping any joy from circulating in my system. Tricked and dejected, I am ashamed of myself for wanting, I hand over the rose, choking back my own tears. I learn it is not okay to desire.





The next afternoon, my contractions start six weeks early. I held my secret fear deep in my heart. Did I start a false labor by my overexertion?


The doctor told me to come to the hospital, just to be safe. I called Walt in San Francisco; we decided to meet at his parents’ house in Oakland. I drove there through contractions.


Walt’s father greeted me with, “This baby can’t be born today. This weekend is the opening of duck season!”


John’s announcement was unnecessary; I knew Friday opened duck season, which dictated the rhythm of our lives every fall. Opening weekend was a long-standing tradition in the Morgan family. I didn’t know how to answer John, so I stayed quiet. Walt said nothing.


Walt and I drove to the hospital in Palo Alto. He had not yet seen me with my “cramps” but quickly figured things out as we drove. If I held on until a slow count of twenty-two, the contraction would subside.


I gripped the ribbing of the ’64 Impala convertible when a contraction hit, transmuting my silent screams into the metal. I hung on, counting thirteen . . . fourteen . . . trying to breathe . . . sixteen . . . seventeen.


Walt spoke words of encouragement. “Only five more counts to go.”


I endured until twenty-two. If the pattern held, I would have ten minutes of relief until the next round of agony.


It was Tuesday, 6:10 p.m. on October 18. The baby’s due date of December 6 should not have interfered with duck season. I tried being chipper and conversational in my allotted gap of ten minutes.


“At this rate, we only have five more to go till we get there. I can do that.”


Silence.


“It’s lucky the contractions weren’t this painful when I was driving to Oakland to meet you.” I tried entertaining him.


“Yeah,” he replied.


At the hospital, it became clear these contractions were not going away. Dr. Baker arrived, examined me, and gave orders to have me prepped. Good girl to the end, I was socially correct and pleasant with the nurse as she chatted me up while shaving my pubic hair, giving me news reports from the nether regions about the latest swipe and lack of hair. She stayed cheery as she told me it was going to itch like hell as it grew back in.


“Don’t worry, dearie. You can’t have sex for a while anyway, and by then it won’t bristle as much.”


Time moved slowly, and the pain got worse. Natural childbirth was rare in 1966. I was dilated but not much. I wanted drugs. I begged for drugs.


But drugs would slow the labor and could be dangerous to the baby. Finally, around 11 p.m., they gave me an epidural, and I felt nothing below my waist.


“Okay, let’s move her,” Dr. Baker instructed the nurse.


They lifted me onto a gurney, rolled me into an operating room, and then lifted me onto the operating table. Bright lights filled the room. I felt nothing, but Dr. Baker was active between my legs, giving instructions to nurses. The baby was coming.


We approached midnight. With only three minutes to go, the doctor asked me, “Do you want the birth date to be October 18 or 19? We can probably do it either way.”


“I don’t know.” I sort of liked the even number better. I was scared, not fully present while my body did its thing. I felt nothing, even when he performed an episiotomy.


“The head is crowning. Looks like it’s going to be the eighteenth.”


The delivery room got quiet as the nurses and doctors concentrated on getting the baby born. They’d called in the pediatric residents to attend to the baby.


“You have a boy.”


I waited for the squall. Silence. I held my breath. They were all at my feet. I felt the intensity and concentration emanating from their active hands and brains. No sound. What were they doing? They gave shorthand directions quietly to each other. They were a fluid unit at my crotch, and I no longer existed for them. What was wrong? Why wasn’t the baby crying?












CHAPTER 5
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October 1966


Finally, after what seemed like hours, an infant wailed. I started breathing again. My baby was alive. They put him on my chest. He looked scrunched and round and red. He had a halo of blond angel hair. I was surprised. I hadn’t necessarily thought my baby wouldn’t have blond hair, but I never thought it would be so white. It startled me. His face was full of cheeks, like Mr. Magoo.


“Because he’s so small, we need to take him to the pediatric nursery right away,” the doctor gently informed me. “It is not unusual for babies to lose weight after birth, but we want to observe him.”


I was ecstatic. He was alive, crying. I would see him soon.


“Do you want him circumcised?”


I looked around in confusion. I had no idea. I was startled by the suddenness of the question and the need for an immediate answer. No one had told me to prepare, and Walt and I never discussed it. I had grown up with girls; Walt had been my only sexual partner. I looked at Walter, uncertain, hesitant. I didn’t even really know much of what it meant. I experienced unreality, with no sense of authority over this baby or this decision.


The doctor looked at Walt and Walt answered a definitive, “Yes.”


“I’m going to sew you up a little tighter than you were before,” the doctor told me as he smiled and winked at Walt. “You’ll be sore for a few days.”


I felt like a spectator. The power to make decisions about my own baby and my own body swirled in the ether of the room, not available to me.


The four-and-one-half-pound baby was whisked away and put in an incubator in intensive care. I was euphoric . . . and desperately thirsty, but the nurse would not allow me to drink, telling me I would throw up if I drank now. As the anesthetic wore off, the euphoria disappeared, and the pain began. Unlike labor, this was chronic, throbbing pain from the episiotomy. I was unable to get comfortable.


But we had a baby! My thirst and my baby—I could think of nothing else. We didn’t have a name for the baby yet; I hadn’t realized we’d need one that soon. For weeks, I’d tried getting Walter to focus on the name, but he had ignored the question. I even wrote possible names on 3 x 5 cards, putting up a new card each day on his closet door.


The next day, Walt visited the hospital after work. Painfully, I walked with him down to the intensive care nursery. Our baby required mid-level care . . . not the most serious, but then, not the easiest, either. We peered at our yet-to-be-named baby through the window, this tiny creature in an incubator, and we reassured ourselves he was healthy. We looked at the pale and listless babies in the sickest level and felt safer. Our baby had color and got red when he cried. We glanced at the babies in the regular nursery but moved on quickly; they were too plump for us to tolerate.


The nurses fed our baby every two hours, hoping he would suckle one-and-a-half ounces. I wanted to feed him and hold him, but the nurses said it was too dangerous. With my inexperienced care, he might not get enough nourishment. I acquiesced. I was only allowed to stick my hands into the two holes of the incubator, lift him two inches, and then carefully place him down again. The gap between what I wanted and what I was allowed made my heart break.


On day two, with pressure from me, we finally named the baby William Alan, matching Walt’s initials, but not his name. Walt was W. A. M. III; I was grateful Walt did not insist our baby carry around a “IV” for the rest of his life.


Dr. Baker couldn’t explain why Alan came six weeks early—maybe my physical activity the day before searching for our missing puppy or maybe because I, too, was premature. I didn’t talk to anybody about the dark fears of my culpability. Walt and I didn’t talk about the possibility Alan might not leave the hospital, or that he might never be able to use his newly-minted name.


More robust than this tiny creature I birthed, I got discharged Friday morning, leaving Alan behind.


Walt and I drove home, trying to buoy ourselves with the belief the baby was okay. We didn’t have much to say to each other. Walt attempted conversation, musing who would be at the Duck Club this weekend. His monologue faltered. We remained silent, each of us pondering the elephant between us of whether he would go to the opening weekend of duck season in just a few hours.


I finally lanced the tension. “Of course, you should go.” Against my own needs, I advocated for him. He would stay home if I asked, but he would resent it, and I would have to continue pretending I was okay and protect him from my fears and my feelings. I didn’t know how to ask for comfort; he didn’t know how to share the sorrow that our baby might die.


He glanced at me. He knew he shouldn’t, but he wanted to accept my blessing to abandon me.


“Yes, go.” I sent him off to get drunk, pass out cigars, and be proud of his virility for having sired a son.


Once home, he packed up hesitantly. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


We go through the ritual again.


“Yes.” Just get out of here! I need you. I need comfort. I need holding. I need a baby. I need what you don’t know how to give me. So go.


I cried as the door closed. The ragged sobs became yawns. I knew I should eat but didn’t know what food was in the house. The phone rang.


My good friend, Barbara, who had a ten-month-old baby girl, welcomed me home.


“You should not be there alone!” She was appalled to find out Walt had gone hunting.


“I’m fine,” I insisted. There must have been something in my voice that belied my words.


She announced, without consultation or question, “I am bringing the baby and dinner, and I am going to spend the night with you. I will be there in an hour.”


I wept again, grateful for undemanding company, for freely given love.


Over the next few days, the episiotomy bit at me. I hurt when I sat; it was even harder to drive. Even though I had no baby at home, my mother flew out for three days “to help.” I didn’t know how to do anything but pretend to welcome her and participate in the charade. I asked only one thing of her: to be the driver for the two-hour round trip to the hospital to see Alan.


“I don’t like to drive on the bridge,” she said.


So, I drove both of us, only to be able to do nothing more than stick my hands into the incubator to pick up the swaddled baby two inches, then put him down. I couldn’t hold him or feed him.


“He’s too fragile. I’m sorry,” the nurse said with sympathy. “You’re just not experienced enough.”


I didn’t know then that my acquiescence would become a major regret. I wished I had demanded to have a skin-to-skin welcoming to Alan’s body, a physical connection to my heartbeat, a murmuring nurturance. Nor did I know that moment of concession was only the first enactment of what would become a lifelong dilemma. Did my showing up help him or hurt him? This was the first time I was told I was a danger to my son . . . but not the last.
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