














Praise for Bright Lights, Prairie Dust


“Karen Grassle’s new memoir is breathtaking. Here is an authentic and unvarnished account of the life of an actor—the good, the bad, and the ugly. Karen encapsulates both the joys found and the sacrifices made in the name of our beloved craft. I will happily recommend the book to all the women I care about.”


—BETTY BUCKLEY, actress and singer


“I’ve always loved Karen Grassle. My respect and admiration for her are even better informed now, thanks to her excellent new book. Karen shares a joyous, searching, and sometimes devastating personal and artistic life driven by her commitment to artistic excellence. As we all witnessed for ourselves on TV, Karen’s craft transformed her turmoil into touchstones of serenity and strength that audiences have always adored.”


—DEAN BUTLER, actor and producer


“Bravo to my fellow TV mom! What a fascinating journey. The book is so well written . . . I couldn’t put it down.”


—MARION ROSS, actor


“Karen weaves a fascinating story of her life and of her experiences, first as a developing artist in the theatre and later as a star in in Hollywood. This book strikes me as a work of courage and hard-earned wisdom as she artfully bares her soul with eyes wide open.”


—DIRK BLOCKER, actor


“In this unique portrait of an artist, Karen Grassle details the good, the bad, and the ugly aspects of her life in theatre, television, and film. From a scrappy beginning in the theatre in ’60s New York to the not-so-pretty behind-the-scenes of a favorite American show, Karen shares her experience, strength, and hope with us in her battle with alcoholism and showbiz with courageous honesty.”


—JEAN LOUISA KELLY, actress (Uncle Buck, Mr. Holland’s Opus, Top Gun 2)


“A touching, honest, and powerful memoir. By the end, we feel great affection and respect for Karen Grassle, the person—a role she struggled with through much of her life but eventually fulfilled in fine style. She found acting and feminism at Berkeley in the ‘60s, and they never let her down.”


—PETER GLAZER, playwright, director, associate professor, TDPS, UC Berkeley


“I started to read this book as a favor to my friend Karen, and soon realized that the favor came from her to me! This is a story about a woman who has shared her heart, soul, and humor. It is a beautiful story from childhood to stardom. I couldn’t put it down.”


—MICHAEL LEARNED, Emmy Award–winning actress (The Waltons)


“Behind the ‘Ma’ we adored on our screens lies a gritty story of perseverance and heartache—both on and off the prairie. Karen’s book will surprise the Little House fan in all of us.”


—WENDI LOU LEE, author and actress on Little House on the Prairie


“If you think you know Karen Grassle, you don’t. If you think she’s simply ‘Ma,’ she isn’t. I was fascinated and intrigued and astonished reading this book. I couldn’t put it down. Do yourself a favor and go on her life journey with her. It will make yours better!”


—DEE WALLACE, actress


“Karen Grassle’s brilliant, painful, and passionate memoir is both heartbreaking and downright fun. Fans of her beloved, iconic ‘Caroline Ingalls’ from Little House on the Prairie will be thrilled with the personal and private backstage details, though I’d recommend the book to anyone looking for an entertaining and immersive read.”


—BETH GRANT, actress (Rain Man, No Country for Old Men, Little Miss Sunshine, Speed)


“Karen has lived a fascinating life which she recounts with heartbreaking honesty. I’m so proud of my TV ‘Ma’ for her take on our Little House adventure and so much more!”


—MELISSA ANDERSON, Emmy Award–winning actress and author


“Part coming-of-age story, part Hollywood tell-all, part chronicle of American history, part guidebook to being a great actor, all told with warmth and humor and brutal honesty, Karen Grassle’s Bright Lights, Prairie Dust is a thrilling memoir of a life both extraordinary in its adventures and achievements and ordinary in its commonality with the experiences of women everywhere.”


—RINNE B. GROFF, playwright


“As a Religious Science Minister, I read everything through my metaphysical filter in order to better serve my spiritual community and the world. Karen’s transparent sharing of her life left me moved—I laughed, cried, and felt my own heart and mind shift and expand. I am grateful!


—REV. DR. RAYMONT ANDERSON, Sr. Minister, CSL, Greater Baltimore


“Brace yourselves! She is nothing like Ma! Hear it all from the woman behind the petticoats.”


—ALISON ARNGRIM, actor and New York Times best-selling author Confessions of a Prairie Bitch


“Karen Grassle’s arresting memoir is a gift to the millions of fans of Little House. She shares an ongoing spiritual journey as she dedicates herself to a life in the theatre while untangling the knots along the way. It’s a highly honest, detailed, and fast-paced voyage that’s sure to make a proper prairie woman blush! Be swept away reading about the radical ’60s of Berkeley, Broadway, and Hollywood, and of becoming the iconic ‘Ma Ingalls’ while always being committed to women’s rights. This is a brave book; I was truly enthralled.”


—LUCY LEE FLIPPEN, actress


“Karen Grassle’s transformation from edgy Good Girl into formidable Big Girl, in her own voice: ‘a chance to make a difference revved my motor.’ It’s all here—navigating ruthless Little House contract negotiations, debating the ERA with Phyllis Shlafly, helping build a battered women’s shelters network . . . while relentlessly pursuing the most demanding lover of all: her acting Muse.”


—MARGIE ADAM, feminist singer-songwriter


“Every beginning actor should read this book. Karen’s journey intimately guides the reader both through immersive actor training and the professional industry and what it takes to be an actor. Fearlessly and rigorously authentic, Karen’s memoir makes you feel your own heartbeat, see your own shadow, and begin to rediscover what it is that makes life, with all its ache and glory, worth living.”


—LAUREN ENGLISH, casting director and performance coach


“Karen is beloved by Little House fans for her portrayal of Ma, strong matriarch of a family beginning a difficult journey to a new life. Reading about her life before she was my TV Ma shows how that strength and resiliency developed. It gives us a look into a rich life and the struggles that shape us, beyond what America saw each week watching TV’s favorite family.”


—MATTHEW LABYORTEAUX, actor


“An absorbing and compelling memoir that traces a true hero’s journey from growing up in an alcoholic home through the terrain of mental illness and addiction to hard-won recovery. Karen gives us a master class in acting, an intimate glimpse behind the scenes of a successful television series, and a clarion call from the frontlines of the fight for women’s rights. All told with a storyteller’s gift, and the authentic voice of a close and reliable friend.”


—DIANA GOULD, producer, screenwriter, and author of award-winning Coldwater


“Karen Grassle’s memoir, written with passion and candor, is a delightful, intimate portrait of an actor’s life. I think it is a valuable book for students preparing for a career in theater, film, or television. Karen has practical advice about auditions, rehearsals, and working on a television set. An inspiration!”


—CHRISTINE ADAIRE, Head of Voice, American Conservatory Theatre, and Linklater Voice Teacher
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For my son, Zach


And for my mother, Frae Ella Grassle
And my father, Gene F. Grassle




“Tell him . . . tell him you saw me and that . . . that you saw me. You’re sure you saw me, you won’t come and tell me tomorrow that you never saw me!”


—Waiting for Godot, Samuel Beckett


“You take everything in your life, you put it into your work, and it transcends and transforms.”


—Cyndi Lauper: A Memoir, Cyndi Lauper
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SMILING AND SIGNING, NODDING AND SIGNING, smiling again; escaping now from the crowd, one more public appearance, one more drop-off exhausted at some airport—Where the heck am I anyway? A telethon in Tennessee? A mall in Missouri? Why? This has nothing to do with acting. I traveled after work Friday night, worked through Sunday, then boarded a flight back to California to film on Monday. God, I need a drink! Careful, can’t miss my plane to San Francisco. There I would catch my ride to the location.


In first class, the stewardesses were pouring the wine before takeoff. My polite “Oh just a little please” kept me humming after what I gulped down at the airport. Sitting in the rear aisle next to some guy, I reached for my cigarettes before the No Smoking light blinked off. He lit my cigarette. Banalities about the beauty of San Francisco. Staying long? No, just one night. All was dark and shadowy, but the next thing I knew my new friend and I were making out while the other passengers watched a movie or slept. He invited me to his apartment for the night. I agreed.


Stuffed my swollen feet back into high heels. We deplaned together. In the hallway after baggage claim, bright lights smacked me awake. What am I doing? Oh no. Think fast: there—a ladies’ room. He started for the men’s. I dashed in, made a U, looked out—no guy—and ran crazily for the curb. There—a taxi. Bouncing my heavy bag against my thigh, I jumped in and gave the driver the name of the hotel. He wouldn’t take my traveler’s check and insulted my—what? my hair? It needed washing. I was belligerent, knew I was a mess. I hid my shame by calling him provincial, scrawled a check, scrammed. Tried to stand tall at the desk—just give me the key, if I can just get to the room. Hold on. Solitude soon. But when I closed the door, loneliness whacked like a wall of ice. Hungry. No food. Just bathe and get to bed.


Gasp. Splash. Oh. Fell asleep in the tub. The water tepid, I dragged the body out and into bed, called someone, someone who cared, soothed. I didn’t tell about the guy on the plane, just the mean cabbie. Rambling . . . keeping the black hole at bay, telephone receiver growing heavy. I knew to ask for two wake-up calls and set the travel clock across the room. Gathering darkness of unconsciousness, slack-jawed, I held the small rag doll I called Sunny in the hollow by my shoulder . . . and out.


Morning. Oh God, this is bad. I struggled to standing, got into my jeans and warm sweater for the trip to Sonora. Coming up: winter scenes. I was sick. Entire bloodstream felt poisoned. My usually cast-iron stomach queasy. Couldn’t make it down the hall for ice to cool the hot, red coals that were my eyes. Splashed cold water on my face to revive. I retrieved yesterday’s celebrity outfit from the chair and the floor, grabbed panty hose, packed heels, then tucked the little doll into my suitcase. The guy! Adrenaline shot to my fingertips. Almost didn’t make it here. Close call. How did I get like this?


Gary was fresh and ready for the journey. The Gold Country would be a welcome change from the office at Paramount, where he crunched the numbers. Breakfast? No. No time. He’d eaten. I swallowed my need. As we crossed the Bay Bridge, my head twisted toward Berkeley, dear birthplace—I discovered my calling and awakened as a citizen there. I lamented silently my losses: idealism, Shakespeare, like-minded friends, aspirations to make a difference. What happened? I had been so dedicated. My love of work I thought would protect me. Bankrupt. To distract myself from myself, I asked Gary questions about the economy—What makes it work? It seemed it ran on faith. Faith that people believed it was working made it work. Interesting notion. Long time since I felt any faith.


We passed Sonora and climbed up the steep mountain to the snowy location. I greeted everybody, and they were glad to see me. Freezing air was a welcome tonic. Deep breath. I got a coffee and trudged to the makeup trailer, where Larry and Whitey put me back together, and I emerged from their caring cocoon with the head of Ma. Then the wool skirt and Ma’s boots and I’d be back in the saddle. Playing strength of character, integrity, kindness, fortitude. Acting.




Part One


Growing Up
Absurd


“This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine.”
—“This Little Light of Mine,”
HARRY DIXON LOES
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“But the real things haven’t changed. It is still best to be honest and truthful; to make the most of what we have; to be happy with simple pleasures and to be cheerful and have courage when things go wrong.”


—The Selected Letters of Laura Ingalls Wilder,
WILLIAM ANDERSON, EDITOR


FROM 1973 THROUGH 1984, I WAS IN my thirties, playing Ma in Little House on the Prairie. I based Ma’s character as much on my own mother as I did on the actual Caroline Ingalls. I grew up with the living embodiment of the kind of strength, devotion, and intelligence Laura Ingalls Wilder described in her books. Like Caroline, my mother, Frae Ella Berry, rode barefoot on horseback to school, worked as a one-room-schoolhouse teacher, and, like Caroline, chose a husband who was a devoted partner but whose restlessness also challenged all her strength.


My mother was born in 1909, and when she was still a baby, her sharecropper father, Charles Berry, and housekeeper mother, Winifred, fled the hopelessness of Oklahoma for a new start in Idaho. Like Pa, my grandfather was looking for “greener pastures.” My grandmother “couldn’t settle for Oklahoma.” The Berrys had ambitions to make a better life.
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I CAN STILL SEE MY MAMA on Saturday mornings—the way she strode into the bedroom I shared with my little sister, Janey. She would open the curtains energetically.


“Rise ’n’ shine! Rise ’n’ shine!” but unlike Mary and Laura in Little House, Janey and I did not spring into smiling obedience. The sun seemed too bright. Her voice too loud. We barely stirred.


“C’mon, you slug-a-beds, I’ve already done a load of wash. I need these sheets next—” and we could hear that machine chugging underneath us in the basement.


I was never a bright early morning person. As an adolescent, at night I hid the radio under the covers to listen to the pop music. As a teenager, I read late and slept in on weekends. Once I began to work in the theatre, I was right on schedule. Television was another story; early morning calls a challenge that evolved into a torture once I began to have hangovers. But back then Mama didn’t let us sleep the day away.


She was a tough critic and saw the flaw in anything we did. But she was hardest on herself. Like a pioneer woman, she did it all because she had to. She not only made all our clothes (swearing at the Singer when it didn’t cooperate), she created a garden where we all worked, remodeled our house, and meanwhile earned a real estate license. She was forever improving our lives. She worked out her frustration and anger with Daddy on the house—scouring, polishing, and organizing. When the last task was completed, she protected her pin curls with a plastic shower cap, relished her hot shower, patted herself dry, and puffed powder onto her personal parts. In the fragrant bathroom, she “put on her face.” Dressed in fresh clothes, she poured a cold beer, amber bubbles streaking to the light layer of foam. Finally, feet bare, she sank into her chair, lit up a Kent cigarette, and opened the Ventura Star Free Press. She inhaled.


That’s when the rest of us could finally breathe.


Prompted by a particular food or activity, Mama shared stories of her childhood, her family who lived in Idaho where Charles Berry, my grandfather, worked another man’s fields, and Winnie, my grandmother who she called Mamam, pronounced M’am M’am, kept another woman’s house. But one day Winnie ran, taking her two little girls and boarding a train. Mama and her sister Edith were surprised to be met at the station in California by Mr. Fullerton from the big house. Mamam and her girls settled in an apartment in San Jose. I guess Mr. Fullerton went back to Idaho to take care of business and maybe to get a divorce. And for years my grandfather pursued his family.


Mama’s childhood stories came out in pieces, vivid but disconnected in my mind like the pieces of my grandmother’s quilt, bright hexagons of calico, that lay unfinished on the high shelf in Mama’s closet. Mama told me and Janey how often she and her sister returned from school to find the family trunk packed—their father had been asking around for them. Mamam scooped them up, and they fled up to the Russian River, then to Fort Bragg. I can’t hear the names of these places even now without wondering where they might have landed. They thought their luck had changed when Mamam married the successful Mr. Fullerton from Idaho, and they all moved back there. But soon his behavior became erratic, and when my mother was just thirteen, after her prowling stepfather tried to fondle her, she escaped by moving into the nearby town to work for her board and room. Already a rock, she chose not to say a word for fear of spoiling Mamam’s chance at security. I thought she was very brave.


About the time they were ready for high school, Mamam and the girls returned alone to San Jose, beginning again.


Mama’s big sister, Edith, my aunt, grew into a curvaceous, high-strung blonde. Mama said Edie was “the pretty one” and she was “the smart one,” auburn-haired and the spitting image of her own mother. She worked her way through San Jose State in three years, and at the age of twenty-one, she started teaching in a one-room schoolhouse. Her principal preyed upon her in the cloak room, but she minimized how much it bothered her.


I was lucky that both my parents were storytellers, and Janey and I asked to hear the tale of Daddy and Mama’s first meeting again and again. Frae and her girlfriend were at a take-out stand when her friend noticed a “blond fella” really giving her the “once over.” Frae glanced over, laughed, and she and her friend got their fried chicken, jumped back in her pal’s car, and headed down the two-lane country road between the lettuce fields outside Hollister. The blond and his friend followed in hot pursuit. The girls sped up; the boys did, too. The girls howled and stepped on it. The fellows pulled up alongside and gently edged them onto the grassy shoulder. Gene Grassle introduced himself, his blue eyes full of laughter. He was well-spoken and determined to get Frae’s number. Flattered, she gave it to him. That evening he called for a date. Mama was flattered all over again in remembering and Daddy looked proud of himself, though shaking his head at his bold behavior. I could feel their love, and at that moment it was clear they belonged together. I wanted my life to be exciting and romantic, too.


My father was the youngest of ten children, who grew up on his father’s homestead on the most desirable rolling hill above the little town of Kirksville, Missouri. My grandfather, whom we all called Dad Grassle, had done so well building wagons and buggies that he had retired at fifty, built the first indoor plumbing in the whole town. He was a strict Germanic papa, but by the time my father came along, he’d mellowed. They left Missouri after his mother died—he and his brother Bill finished high school in California where their oldest brother, Harry, had moved. He made us laugh when he described the Ferris wheel the brothers built alongside the pond, situated so that the person in the bottom seat would land under the water.


He had a wonderful dark sense of humor, and moved Mama with his concern over social ills, but there was a dark underside to their life together I would not fully understand until much later. In those days, I just pictured them full of love and optimism as they celebrated their marriage on the boardwalk in Santa Cruz with a small gang of friends and family, dancing joyfully, gracefully to big band music my father adored in the ballroom before heading to their best friends’ apartment for bathtub gin and laughter.


My parents married into the Depression and found their living where they could. My father burned up his fair skin and his idealism growing cotton in the blistering heat of the San Joaquin Valley, only to be docked by the government for his too-successful crop. He remained forever bitter about that. They migrated to Laguna with Dad Grassle and my uncle Harry. My mother turned out chicken pot pies as fast as she could in a little shop. They survived.


Just before World War II, they settled in Berkeley and got jobs, Daddy managing a service station and Mama cooking and running the White Kitchen Café. Chastened by the Depression, all they wanted was to have a family, give their kids a good education, and be able to “tell anyone to go to hell.”


Fulfilling their dream had not been easy. I eventually understood that they had suffered trying to have children. At first, I only heard about the baby, Karl, who had died after twenty-four hours, but when I was about thirteen and Mama’s dear friend lost a baby, I began to learn about the miscarriages Mama had had. Sadness permeated the house, and Mama was softer. During ten years of marriage, there had been four miscarriages, the lost baby boy, endless doctors and lab tests. My mother was ready to give up when they heard about Dr. Penland, who told them he didn’t see any reason my mother couldn’t have a baby.


Mama told me Dr. Penland’s tone was so reassuring, she felt a deep hope rise inside. My father feared the risk to Mama, but Dr. Penland told them it wouldn’t be any worse than what she’d already been through and they decided to try again. He was so different from the many self-important “scientists” they had seen, and his attitude gave them confidence. Nine months later the doctor told them their baby was positioned and ready.


But I wasn’t quite ready! I turned around and stayed where it was safe and warm until the February false spring called me forth. Often Berkeley is drenched in rain for days but suddenly, sun warms shoulders, and people shed jackets, and uncertainty. It was then and forever has remained a rapture the way pink petals bloom suddenly on bare branches, and soon after white apple blossoms appear. The fragrance lifts the nose to sniff the scent, like a wild thing that senses dinner on the wind. Daily the show of blossoms increases, like hundreds of Rockettes tap dancing onto the stage: the double cherries so thick with rich pink petals you wonder how the bees—yes! a big bumblebee hovers—can get in. Red plum leaves like tiny mouse ears prick up and, in a crescendo, the brightest yellow smothers old acacias, inviting early daffodils to join the show.


Who could resist? Earth’s miraculous renewal called to me with this song of abundance. A month late, my mother’s labor began. I often wonder if my struggle for punctuality is congenital.


On the way to the hospital, my parents heard a radio report that a factory in San Francisco had been bombed. Just two months earlier, Pearl Harbor had been hit. But they had no time to check reports: They had a baby about to make her entrance, feet first, and the next morning, their “miracle baby” was born, and I don’t suppose any baby has ever been more welcome. They called me their “miracle baby,” and yet, when I was a child, Mama seemed determined to teach me that I was not special. Still, this story of my birth made me feel that maybe I was, and certainly that I was wanted and loved.


Daddy went to work in the shipyards. On the swing shift, he arrived home in the morning while the radio played Strauss waltzes. My earliest memory is of being lifted, swayed and swooped, balanced in his large hands, spinning in the circling force field, gravity-free, my first high: Turning and turning as he waltzed, his Austro- Germanic blood rising like sap in a big tree.


My parents’ optimism persisted, and two and a half years later, the doctor delivered my sister, Jane Ellen, and soon after, my parents managed to swing a down payment on a small house in Oakland. They cleaned and polished the wooden stairs and banister and carried the second baby girl up to the girls’ room. Settled.


My aunt Edith, Mama’s sister, and her husband, Bill Hall, drove up from Gilroy in their new Packard. Doctors had told Bill, the driven money man, if he didn’t cut back on his work, he would die, so Edith pleaded with Daddy to come and manage their booming business. My parents, Mama told me, felt trapped. But to help her sister, they sold our home and moved to Gilroy, a one-horse town adjacent to Steinbeck’s fertile valley full of crops. There was nothing else nearby—no San Francisco, no university, no opportunities—just a main street six blocks long. My father took over the management of Hall’s Levi’s, which made a fortune selling jeans to the itinerant workers who flooded into the Valley and picked crops. Mama took a job teaching fourth grade.


Things did not go well in Gilroy. It seemed to me the house was dark. Baby Janey was sick, couldn’t seem to get better, and my folks were worried. She finally needed a tonsillectomy. With both of them working and a neighbor caring for Janey, they were under pressure, even before Dad Grassle came to live with us, and he had dementia. My job became following him on my trike so if he got lost, I could bring him home. We sometimes had a stolen pleasure when he went to the drugstore fountain and ordered a milkshake and poured some for me in my own glass. We were happy sitting together, sucking up shakes. I cherished him and was proud that he was, at ninety-four, one of the oldest grandparents in my kindergarten.


Mama relied on me more and more to help her. I tried to learn everything so I wouldn’t be a burden, but when I got fed up with her requests, I tried yelling, “Shut up!” and after she gave me a good spanking, I never tried that again.


My Daddy had painful talks with his brothers about putting Dad Grassle in a home, but they accused Daddy of not caring and it was terribly upsetting. Dad Grassle died without anything having been worked out in the family. I was four and sad, and I wanted to go to his funeral, but my parents wouldn’t let me.


They seemed to be worn down, and I felt lonely. I dreamed of a girl named Karen who was sick but if she told anyone she was, she would die. I never told anyone about that dream.


When Daddy’s oldest brother, Uncle Harry, came to visit, there was more laughter and talk in the evenings. He brought three boxes of See’s chocolates—one for Mama, one for me, and one for Janey. I was allowed one piece after dinner—the most divine thing I had ever tasted. After Uncle Harry went home, Mama put the candy boxes in the hall closet and forgot about them. But I didn’t forget. The candy boxes called to me and I went back again and again. Day after day. When I complained to Mama that my bottom hurt, she discovered a bad rash of boils, and when she checked the candy and discovered how much I had eaten, she was shocked.


After that, they hid chocolate from me. I would hear Daddy say, as they were putting the groceries away, “I’m putting the C-A-N-D-Y up high, with the glasses.” My attention was riveted and I quickly learned to spell candy. Years later, I learned that a chocolate addiction often prefigures alcoholism. As a child, though, all I knew was that I wanted more.


At Hall’s Levis, blue jeans were wall-to-wall, stacked to the ceiling. Daddy spoke Spanish to the customers. I thought the fact that he could speak Spanish was impressive, but he said it was only poca, poca, a little bit. He kept things shipshape, monitored inventory, and closed out the register. One day, as he climbed up on a stool to retrieve a special size from a top shelf, the stool tipped, and down he went, breaking his arm. Uncle Bill’s reaction was to point to the fine print in Daddy’s contract. “That’s the thanks we get for leaving everything to help them!” Mother was furious, and they agreed that was the end of Gilroy. When the school year was over, we’d be moving on. But where?


Uncle Harry lived in Ventura. I was excited to take the train overnight with Daddy. We traveled the California train tracks, sitting up, side by side all night. I felt grown-up being able to go with him, and loved leaning against him, falling asleep to the rumble and sway of the train. Then he was lifting me up in the dark early morning, exiting the train, and out of a thick gray fog, Uncle Harry emerged in a rough wool overcoat and hat.


We stayed several days while he and Daddy discussed the options. Uncle Harry criticized me for using too much toilet paper. The Grassle boys had been trained to be thrifty, some would say “tight,” but mostly the visit was a happy one, and the two men decided my father would manage Harry’s real estate office. That year, Daddy moved ahead of the rest of us to Ventura to begin working and find us a house while I finished kindergarten and Mama completed her contract in Gilroy.


Mama was glad to be going. In Gilroy, a place my mother started to hate, a pattern had begun of her dragging me and baby Janey to the bar to tell Daddy to come home. Later, I learned, it was Uncle Bill coming to check the day’s receipts and suggesting to my father to have “just one” across the street at the hotel that precipitated those hours of drinking. When he saw us walk into the bar, my father was, honestly, surprised—and chastened, and said, “Christ, Frae, I’m sorry. I had no idea it was so late.” This had added to the tension in the house, where the mood was already dark. It would be good to leave.
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“Remember well, and bear in mind, a constant friend is hard to find.”


—Childhood Poem, LAURA INGALLS WILDER


DESPITE THE FACT THAT ONCE IN Ventura Mama looked up and down Prospect Street, muttered about “Okies,” and called our little stucco house a “cracker box,” and despite my seeing, even at five, how that pained Daddy, I was excited about our move. The neighborhood was full of kids, and Janey, whose health had improved and was full of spunk, and I joined those kids who spilled out onto the streets to play.


Thanks to the California public school system, we also both had opportunities for music lessons and I joined the Brownies. In summer the Red Cross gave free swimming lessons, and the city Recreation Department kept the school playgrounds open for supervised play, sports, and crafts. I liked everything.


On my first day of first grade in Ventura, I experienced my first moment of stage fright. I wore a brand-new, dark cotton print dress Mama made special for this day, and when my teacher asked, “Does anyone know ‘School Days,’” my hand shot up. I knew it because Mama sang that song to me many times. When the teacher told me to stand in front of the class and sing it, I went to the front where she was standing and looked out at the faces staring at me and froze. The teacher helped me to begin and I sang it, but quite timidly I think, and when it was over, suddenly, I felt hot, sat down, and told myself not to do that again. Before too long, I forgot my fright and my embarrassment and, eager to show off what I knew, would throw up my arm, wiggle my hand, volunteer to read out loud, perform in the play, dance in the assembly—that was Karen.


Our neighbors, Ella Mae and Freddy, invited us to go with them to Sunday school. Their parents were driving. That sounded good to me, and I loved the Bible stories—Jesus letting the little children come unto him—and songs and prayers promising peace. I didn’t need any convincing about original sin. I felt it.


One day I came home and told my parents I’d been saved. I had found my first answer. Jesus could fix anything. It didn’t take long before I began to wake in the night, screaming. Mama rushed to me, and I told her “Jesus doesn’t love me and I am going to hell.” She sat with me, calmed me and I slept again. What I didn’t know then was that she made a visit to the First Baptist Church and gave them a piece of her mind for scaring little children.


Still, I was hooked on Jesus and when Daddy came home “tight” from Harry’s office, and when dinner hour was thickly silent, I comforted myself knowing I could turn to Jesus. I didn’t know then that our family already was living in hell—the hell of alcoholism—and it would take me years to understand what that even meant.


One summer afternoon, I walked over to my friend Kay’s house to see if she wanted to play, only to find a sign on the fence: “Quarantine. Keep Out.” It was polio, a plague that crippled children, closed the swimming pool, and hung in the air all around us that summer, like an imminent storm. I knew it was “catching,” and you could die, and at night I prayed for Kay. When she recovered with no lasting paralysis, I thanked Jesus. Life went on. Polio was still there. And that tension in the house.


Janey and I were crazy about our daddy. He was fun. He could wiggle his ears, draw funny looking cows, and tell jokes. Mama didn’t swim and didn’t like the beach (too sandy!), but Daddy loved it. He carried me on his shoulders into the surf. Janey and I became capable swimmers and spent countless hours riding the waves. At six feet two, with his spontaneous guffaw, his patience seemed endless, and I was proud when relatives said I took after him.


When I was seven, in 1950, I met Toni, who would forever be an important part of my life. We met at Brownie Day Camp in the summer. She became my hero. We were chasing butterflies and putting them in a wire cage. She showed me how that would kill them, their fine white powder damaged by the wires. She was so wise. And she also looked like no one else I’d ever known. She had long brown braids, soulful dark eyes, and she dressed like a boy in jeans and a shirt. She seemed less gawky than I felt. When we hiked together, she showed me lichen on the oaks. Toni seemed to know everything about nature. And she respected me because when she told me we were killing the butterflies, I was the one who insisted the counselor make us stop, and we freed them.


But Toni lived in a different part of town from our family, and on the last day of camp, I felt forlorn and panicky. I only knew to tell her I hoped I would see her the next summer because I knew something important had happened to me. Playdates were not common, and Mama had no car to drive us around, so we could only say goodbye.
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MAYBE A YEAR LATER, DADDY WAS excited about a new house listing—“Helluva nice duplex on Main Street, lotta potential, good price, too,” he said, as Mama washed dishes and he polished two pairs of white little girls’ shoes and set them to air on the window sill. The next day we went to see the place. Two rows of tall skinny palms stood like exclamation points on either side of Main Street. I liked it at once. And my church was somewhere close by. We stopped at a solid duplex with a double front porch, a front yard, a big backyard, a garden, and a little ivy-covered cottage. We looked all around, and Daddy drove us by the Lincoln School, only two blocks up Main. I could see Mama’s wheels turning: With the money they had saved and the two rentals to help pay the mortgage, they could do it. That decade was a decade of optimism in America, and no one was more optimistic than my folks. They would work hard as a team and be honest and fulfill their dream of sending us kids to college. Ventura County was booming—its population would grow by 75 percent by the time I graduated from high school ten years later.


On Main Street the town opened up for us—the soft rolling hills, like a cape around the shoulders of Ventura, were only two blocks from our house. The white sand beaches were but a swift bike ride away. I could walk to the big Victorian Library set back by a green lawn where shelves promised endless other worlds, and there I read especially biographies of brave young women like Clara Barton, and I read Little Women over and over. The Taylor Ranch at the northwest end of town spread wide with green grass. Only occasionally did the wind blow those manure fumes straight down Main and own us all.


Our lives became a rhythm of school and work, rounded out by family dinners and long summers at home—the busiest time in the real estate business since families had to get settled before school started. As a small-town Realtor, Daddy was the first person many people encountered in Ventura, and he’d drive them up to the cross on the hill and from there he enthusiastically laid out the neighborhoods and assets of his town, from the oil fields inland to the pier to the developing east end, where the orange groves were rapidly being overtaken by homes. He was American through and through. His enthusiasm for Ventura never waned—even on gray days, he’d grin and exclaim, “Isn’t that fog great?”


The end of summer was marked by Labor Day, so we packed all the fun we could into that long weekend, riding waves with unrestrained vigor, getting sunburned again—preposterously as if this time would be different—and the family picnic on Monday. The night before, Mama fried up her chicken and chilled it in the ice box, whipped up potato salad and chopped the pimentos and black olives into the macaroni salad. And Monday off we went for a hot day at Camp Comfort, with its little creek that danced with water spiders and pollywogs. On our hikes we knew to be on the lookout for rattlers, and Daddy showed us how to play horseshoes that thudded in the soft dirt. At the end of that weekend, on the way home, we sang “Down by the old mill streeeam . . .” and I eagerly anticipated the first day of school.


The east wind always seemed to blow in during the night, chasing away fog and cutting out the world in stark relief. The weeds grew crisp. The skinny trunks of the tall palms swayed, their dry fronds rustling, blown clear of dust by desert wind. I recall the pleasure I felt seeing the world tremble with light, beams bouncing every which way. My skin prickled with dry alertness, and static electricity pulled my fine hair out into wild strands. As I walked to school, Janey beside me, I felt like a small boat floating on dazzling air. We both had new dresses Mama sewed on the Singer.


Into the new classroom I walked, and there was a great surprise—Toni in a pretty plaid dress with tiny gold rings in her ears and the same long braids and warm brown eyes. I discovered she lived just a few blocks from us, up the hill. Her parents, Mr. and Mrs. Clark, ran the Ventura Theatre, and they let us jump on the bed in Toni’s room. She and I did scarf dances—skinny kids wafting bright silk scarves into the air, and on Saturdays we helped make the popcorn at the theatre, then hid in the balcony and tried to see who could stuff more Red Hots into her mouth at once.


Toni had a gentle mare called Bobbi, and although I felt nervous as I climbed up on the fence to get on her back while Toni held her, I also found it thrilling. Toni hopped on in front of me and we took off up the hill on a dirt path into what felt like our private wonderland. The sweet brown nag carried us bareback, and the smell of wild weeds tickled. We dismounted to the toasted grass and wildflower stems, and Toni showed me how to crunch and rub their seed pods and save the dried flowers and pods in brown paper bags. Foxtails clinging to my socks, we climbed on Bobbi’s warm back and rode to Toni’s house, where her father, who was fascinated by the natural world, helped her collect caterpillars, and she taught me to let them crawl on my hands. Her father also had built a boat, and sometimes Janey and I joined the family to water-ski up the coast off Santa Barbara.


My father wasn’t like Toni’s father. He had neither time nor money for such pursuits. When friends stayed overnight, he made pancakes, and he was fun, but he was also in a hurry. Whenever he picked us up from a lesson or Sunday School, almost before the car door closed, he was off and running back to the house, with too much to do—on Sundays, helping his wife with the gardening. When churchgoers walked past our front yard, I was mortified they could tell he and Mama didn’t go, seeing him in his sweaty undershirt. I didn’t know it was unusual to work in an undershirt—it was natural to me—and Daddy laughed a brusque snort at my self-consciousness, exclaiming, “Jesus Christ!” while I dead-headed the petunias and kept my head bowed and worried for his soul.


More often than not, the phone rang, and he had to quickly shower and dress in a clean shirt and tie. A bit of tissue often stuck to the spot where he cut himself shaving, but he was rushing again, out the door to meet a client because Sunday was an important day in the real estate business. Everybody liked him.


But those who didn’t live with him didn’t actually know him. Along with his high-performance ebullience came irritability and impatience. He sweated over making money, although he gave me plenty for the collection plate. He sweated from rushing but never slowed down. He sweated from nerves over the development he had put their savings in just before a downturn in the housing market. He had a bad back that caused him agony.


And he drank.


Often Mama joined him for a drink at the end of the day, but other days we waited and waited for him to come home. He forgot about our lessons and everything else. On those days we sat down glumly for dinner without him, nervously anticipating the angry outburst that would erupt when he arrived home lit up and his chagrin when he realized that he had let us down.


Mama’s compulsion for order after her turbulent childhood was frustrated by trying to manage Daddy’s drinking. Family dinners, an absolute ritual, could combust into flames. Sometimes his razor-sharp sarcasm cut into my being, and I’d sit there wondering who he was, what had happened, why he had suddenly changed. When he was soaked with drink, I could see but couldn’t stop the dark pool of his depression overflowing and swamping us all. At those times he conked out in his chair, often his cigarette still burning.


And still, whenever Mama got mad at him, I took his part, silently thinking about how hard he tried and wondering why she couldn’t see that. I sensed how hard he was on himself. Sure, there were skid marks on my heart when his personality changed abruptly; sure, Mama’s neck and shoulders turned to rock worrying, feinting, and parrying to keep it all going; sure, when he didn’t show up for dinner, I was disappointed and worried.


But I always forgave him, and it would be years and years before I understood that the worm of disappointment and hurt and anger was quietly, privately eating at my core, at my ability to trust.


I don’t know how soon Mama began to confide in me, but surely by the time I was nine she began to wonder out loud, to me, if she should leave him. She tried drinking with him. She tried not drinking at all. Nothing helped. She agonized and shared her agony, rationalizing by noting his strong points—he went to work every day, remembered every birthday and holiday, didn’t beat anyone. When I was older and understood that there are many ways of beating someone, I wondered about that. Now I think his shutting down into vodka-steeped silences was punishment. Whether he intended it or not. And holding the blade. The threat—just out of sight.
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AT OUR HOUSE, WE “LIKED IKE” and knew that Communism was bad. The McCarthy hearings on our new television paraded movie stars and famous writers, asking, “Are you now or have you ever been a member of the Communist Party?” I felt loyal to these actors, wondered how it could be possible that all of those accused were Communists. Judy Holliday? Charlie Chaplin? Lucy? Mama’s favorite. But Daddy said, “If you’re innocent, why not answer?” I didn’t know. Just to be accused was to be considered possibly disloyal.


As a young actress, I shared outrage with my friends over the blacklists, the lost careers, the talented who fled the country. I learned later that my own father had been a youthful socialist, full of ideals about sharing the wealth. But he had become disillusioned and by the time they were raising us, he and Mother were both firm Republicans.


At school, we stood dutifully with our classmates, hands on hearts, to recite the Pledge of Allegiance. Often during those early post-war years, the placid atmosphere of our little classroom was ripped apart with a horrific crack when jets flying out of the nearby naval base broke the sound barrier. We were “war babies,” and I understood that all of us had to be vigilant and keep perfecting the stuff of war. My classmates and I all paid close attention to Miss Davis, our sixth-grade teacher, when she led us through air raid drills. She read from the government guidelines: “What to Do in the Event of a Nuclear Attack.”


Miss Davis was not afraid to question the guidelines nor was she reluctant to point out that colors that supposedly didn’t “go together” like green and blue looked beautiful together in nature—trees and sky. Toni and I were glad she questioned our assumptions. But we dutifully climbed under our desks and shielded our eyes from the “bright flash of light.” We knew nothing of Hiroshima, zip of Nagasaki. No one talked about nuclear fallout, and we all took war planes and possible atom bomb attacks for granted. We knew we’d better stay alert and felt that the clear blue sky held terrifying possibilities.





[image: Image] 3. Baptism and Blood



“You could buy a suckling pig with it, if you want to. You could raise it, and it would raise a litter of pigs, worth four, five dollars apiece. Or you can trade that half-dollar for lemonade and drink it up. You do as you want, it’s your money.”


—Farmer Boy, LAURA INGALLS WILDER


ALONG WITH THE MOVE TO MAIN STREET when I was eight came the promise of ballet lessons for me and Janey. When my parents told me, I burst into tears of happiness. The new teacher in town, Barbara Brent, had a taut dancer’s body, wore glamorous eye makeup and black leotards and tights set off by a scarlet scarf holding her long black hair. She was like no one else in our town. She had been in vaudeville, had worked in Hollywood, and she taught it all: ballet, tap, Hawaiian, acrobatics.


Barbara Brent’s Spring Shows were big events, with lighting and professional costumes that attracted a full house—everyone, not just the loyal family members of us kids. Barbara also booked us into every local institution that would have us: The Girls’ School (for wayward girls), Camarillo State Hospital for the Mentally Ill, and we even traveled in our parents’ cars to the Troopers’ Club in Hollywood where eccentric old show biz folks lavishly praised our performances. Barbara always arrived looking stunning in royal blue and turquoise that set off her intense blue eyes. At school the next day, if I had traces of lipstick on my lips, I got a secret kick out of an excusable scandal.


Before I was to perform my first solo, I was assaulted by the worst stage fright—far worse than what I felt in front of my class. Mama was working in the wings, and when I looked to her for help, she instructed me to take deep breaths, and she hugged me, and when my cue came, I entered in the dark, and as soon as “Waltz of the Flowers” began, I was dancing and fine. From the audience, I could hear Daddy’s robust cigarette cough, and I was overjoyed because he’d made it, and I knew the surprise that was coming—black light that would make my flower garland glow in neon colors and seem to dance magically in the dark—would make Daddy and everyone else gasp.


Dancing absorbed me completely, gave me a way to express what I couldn’t say out loud. I was the skinny one with lank hair and pointy elbows near the end of the line, but I was dancing with the big girls.


Our tiniest star was Millie, and her mom, Ruby, sewed beautifully. She and Mama became pals. Our mothers made this all work for us. They drove us to Hollywood to the Capezio store for shoes and to the Home Silk Shop for the right color satin. They sewed our elaborate costumes, and although Mama worked backstage at dress rehearsals and performances, she was determined not to be a “stage mother.” When all the girls in their taffeta and tutus thronged around her with needs and questions, she wouldn’t even look at me until I tricked her by saying, “Mrs. Grassle?”


The first time I saw the movie The Red Shoes I became obsessed. In the movie, Moira Shearer plays a ballerina who is to star in a new ballet. In her off-stage life, she falls in love with a young composer who doesn’t want her to keep dancing. While her fiancé is away working, her teacher persuades her to take the starring role in his new ballet, The Red Shoes. When her fiancé returns, he insists she must choose between him or dancing. Broken-hearted and unable to choose, she dances, frenzied, off a balcony to her death.


Every day, after school, I tried to persuade one girlfriend or another to go with me to the library and re-create The Red Shoes. Over and over, I danced the conflict, breaking my own heart, exhausting my passion. The myth of The Red Shoes took root in me and later, in my twenties when I was a struggling actress in New York and beginning to explore my psyche in Jungian analysis, I named my issue—the conflict between love and work—the Red Shoes Complex. Whenever I met women who seemed to do both with ease, I studied them closely, hoping I could learn their secret.
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AT SUNDAY SCHOOL, I LEARNED THERE was a weeklong, sleepaway camp in the summer, but my parents said we couldn’t afford it. But one day, when I came in from school, a cardboard box had come for me. Mama asked me if I knew what it was.


I did. It was my Christmas card samples, and we opened the box while I explained to her that they sent me free samples so I could sell door-to-door to make money for camp.


“Gene F. Grassle, Realtor” was my first customer. Mama was my second. Mama then drove me to the Avenue where I walked up and down pulling my samples in my red wagon. She helped to check my order sheets and took me to the Bank of America to open my own bank account. And year after year, until I was twelve, I made enough money to go to camp where I deepened my commitment to Jesus, swam in the lake, prayed in the pine woods, and flirted with a boy from Texas by the last year. I had proved to myself that I could find a way to get what I wanted.
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ONE MORNING MAMA FOUND BLOOD IN my PJs, and she dressed hurriedly and came to school. She spoke to Miss Davis, and I had to go with her to girls’ room down the hall. I never went there, a dank cement room with high windows, it was like a dungeon. She explained to me that I may have gotten my period. We’d never discussed this. I was still so undeveloped. I knew she had one and sometimes the pain put her to bed for a day.


She steered me into a gray stall to check my panties. No blood. Still, she said, I should wear a pad for today “just in case.” She explained this would be a monthly occurrence. Bleed every month?! Well, I cried and exclaimed this was the worst thing that could happen, why did I have to be a girl, why did we have to bleed every month? It wasn’t fair. She said it was so I could have babies. Oh. Well, I did want to have babies.


“C’mon, let’s get this on so you can get back to class.” Back into the stall. Mama threaded the ends of the pad through the metal clasps of the elastic belt and I was caught, it was on. You couldn’t see it under my full skirt. She was firm now. “Here, wash your face.” Cold water, some of her sweet-smelling powder to cover my blotchy face. “We’ll talk more later,” she said, as I tried to drag out the conversation, dreading returning to the class. But she led me back to the classroom door and left.


That afternoon, she was prepared with a pamphlet that explained it all in straightforward language with fascinating drawings of my insides. I read it over and over and put it in my bedside drawer, where I’d hide my cigarettes later on. My period first came when I was getting ready to go to my first dance convention in Hollywood and stay at a hotel with Millie, her mom, and this boy, Bobby, from our dance class. I was about to spend five full days in leotards and tights dancing with strangers and a boy was to share our quarters. Mama was in her bedroom ironing. With a half-smirk, I walked in and told her the news, and we shared a meaningful shake of the head. She helped to suit me up, and when she dropped me at Ruby and Millie’s, she discreetly filled Ruby in on the developments. I never for a moment considered canceling—it was the event of the year; but all week I was sure everyone could smell that rank, earthy, unmistakably itself smell. From that day on, my “visitor” made a habit of appearing whenever I wanted to be at my best—for swim meets, special dates, and of course, later on, for opening nights.
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FROM EARLY ON I WANTED TO BE baptized, to become a full-fledged member of my church, but Mama and Daddy decided I had to wait until I was thirteen. I wonder if they hoped that by then my passion for the church would wane, and later we laughed about it. But when I turned thirteen and still insisted, they could no longer say no, so I took weeks of classes with two adults, and Pastor Parks prepared us for our day of commitment. He called me his “little theologian.”


The baptismal font was above the choir loft, its height appropriate to my aspirations for redemption and ascension to the spiritual life. It was like a big bathtub hidden on a small stage. The congregation was singing as we walked to the back of the choir loft and, in privacy, took off our clothes and put on white robes. The choir hummed as we climbed the narrow steps to the entrance of the font. I was last because I was youngest. The first of our group reappeared, dripping. I stepped up one step. The second person I heard say, “I do.” A splash, and he bobbed out, blinking. I stepped down into the water. Pastor Parks, whom I idolized, opened his arms and smiled, and as rehearsed, I turned around and crossed my arms over my chest. He asked me if I believed in the Lord Jesus Christ as my personal savior. I answered meekly, “I do,” held my breath, leaned into his arms, and he submerged me in the water. Lifted me up again. I felt nothing special. Was I supposed to? I walked back down to the spot where the kind women handed us towels, and we changed back into our clothes. I had done what I felt compelled to do.


Mrs. Parks came over and whispered to me my folks had gone forward. This was an amazing surprise, and I wondered if I had helped to “save” them? I was sure all I needed was faith, that now Dad’s drinking, his “going on the wagon,” raising our hopes only to fall off and crush them, again and again was going to stop.


Just at this time, Barbara announced ballroom classes on Friday nights. She made it into a social event, with etiquette and punch and cookies. Although I knew the Baptists didn’t approve of dancing, I hung on, practicing separation of church and dance. I knew I wasn’t going to sacrifice dancing with boys on the Baptist altar.
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EVERY SUMMER, JUST BEFORE SCHOOL WAS to start, Mama and Daddy checked the bank account. When escrows had closed, clients were settled, and there was a little surplus, we took our Labor Day trip. Mama and Daddy liked Las Vegas best: Nice rooms were cheap, the lavish brunch at the Riviera was a dollar a person, and they liked to gamble. During the day, Janey and I swam and worked on our tans and in the evenings, we all went to a show together. Mama played the slot machines, and sometimes even managed to pay for the trip with her winnings. Daddy’s game was craps. More exciting. And drinks in the casino were free.


The years they could afford these trips, we usually took off at the end of the day, so they could work all day. We packed a cooler full of tuna sandwiches, hard boiled eggs, and milk in the backseat with me and Janey, and we drove through the desert in the cool night air. The road to Las Vegas was a two-lane blacktop through the desert with nothing to see for miles and miles but the occasional Burma Shave signs or the steadily larger and more outrageous postings for “The Thing!” a roadside-shack freak show they wouldn’t let us see. Janey and I loved the roller-coaster swoop of the road.


Daddy always seemed proud when he surreptitiously slipped a big bill to the doorman at the Folies Bergere, and he escorted us to a good table. One night we saw Eartha Kitt and afterwards went back to the room to get ready for bed. Mama had made her stash and she was ready for bed too, but Daddy went out to gamble a little more, and the next morning when we woke, there was no Daddy. Mama, worried and furious, sat us down for breakfast while she went to look for him. When she brought him back, his eyes were ringed with red, and he was shame-faced. I gave him a sympathetic glance. I hated seeing him look so beaten.


This time Mama drove, and Daddy sat with his hand grasping a silver dollar, all he had left.
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BY THEN, AND FOR A LONG time, I had understood that alcohol was the problem. I thought billboards advertising whiskey were messages from the devil and wondered why God allowed them. But my father’s ups and downs on the alcohol merry-go-round tested my faith. As the years passed, I became more and more angry. I swallowed that anger, and sugar lows and a tight stomach played havoc with my appetite. When my parents offered me sherry to get me to eat more, I asked about the drinking, and they turned their anger on me. Why did I keep bringing it up? Why did I have to be so dramatic? These turns usually happened at the dinner table, and the world tilted as my favorite person, Daddy, betrayed me. If I corrected Janey or showed off, Daddy cut me down. “You think you’re so smart. You don’t know anything,” he’d begin, and once begun, all bets were off. If I defended myself, his fury escalated until I fled the table, tears spouting, ran to my room and slammed the door. Once I threw my doll against the wall and broke her foot and felt guilty about that. It wasn’t his words so much as the deprecating tone soaked in disdain that caused me to collapse. Mother had a handy way with words, but they were nothing compared to the scalding critique that rumbled out of Dad’s mean mouth.
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“Maybe I just haven’t tried hard enough.”


—“Four Eyes,” Little House on the Prairie, B.W. SANDEFUR


CABRILLO JUNIOR HIGH SEEMED HUGE. An odd assortment of old and new buildings flung onto a big lot with a flock of Quonset huts set on bare ground in the middle as construction crews banged away. Toni and I were suddenly mixed in with kids from the other grammar schools and separated from each other. Mrs. Christiansen, my seventh-grade homeroom teacher, was tall and thin, adorned with a dramatic French twist and bright red lipstick. Dressed in a slim brown suit, she smelled strongly of perfume (to hide the smell of her cigarettes). The fact that so many of us had the same name—three Karens, three Jimmys—prompted her to designate us as Mr. and Miss.


As part of our training in democracy, we elected student officers. Karen Ewing was elected president, and I was elected program chairman. I wondered about Karen Ewing dressed in her sedate cream rayon blouse with the embroidered collar and her abundant wavy brown hair held by a barrette. All the kids automatically turned to her, and right from the start, I felt the need to compete with her. She had a quiet self-containment I envied, and one day I confessed my jealousy to Mama. She told me to look for what it was I liked about this other Karen, and I took her advice, never dreaming that by admiring her intelligence, I could transform my jealousy into deep admiration and love.


Every other Friday it was my job to provide some kind of diversion or entertainment. Often, I wasn’t prepared with a little sketch or play or plan for the class, and I’d resort to a spelling bee. I thought it a good fallback since everyone could be included, at least at the beginning. And I was a good speller.
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