















Praise for Song of the Plains



“Linda Joy Myers has written a remarkable, heartbreaking, and hopeful story. Song of the Plains is a memoir of fierce longing and a quest to understand the fragile bonds of family. Myers stitches together her past, finding solace in the landscape of the Great Plains and weaving in elements of story like a poet, detective, artist, therapist, mother, daughter, and historian. The fascinating and fractured women in this memoir will continue to whisper their songs for generations to come.”


—MELISSA CISTARO, author of Pieces of My Mother


“Linda Joy Myers, already an established thought leader in the memoir genre, solidifies her legacy with this meditation on ancestry, place, generational pain, healing, and redemption. The author’s consistently braided themes of memoir as art, craft, and psychological process are enhanced by her longstanding career as a marriage and family therapist. The writing is cohesive and evocative, the research impeccable, and the ultimate triumph over both nature and nurture compelling.”


—KATHLEEN ADAMS LPC, Director, Center for Journal Therapy, Inc., author of Journal to the Self, and editor of Expressive Writing: Foundations of Practice


“Song of the Plains is a poetic work of art that deftly weaves an intergenerational tapestry of the author’s ultimate healing and self-redemption. Threads of a child longing for love and the need for a maternal bridge that children need to thrive are woven throughout. Linda Joy Myers’ elegantly crafted memoir gives hope to readers yearning to break the legacy of childhood trauma and it inspires us to undertake necessary work to accept ourselves, own our worthiness, and take our rightful place in the world.”


—DONNA STONEHAM, PHD, author of The Thriver’s Edge: Seven Keys to Transform the Way You Live, Love, and Lead


“Linda Joy Myers is a warrior—a solider with a pen who fights her way through a painful family history to an unexpected place of profound understanding and gratitude. This beautiful memoir is for anyone who wants to cull deep meaning from their past and find peace and healing on the other side.”


—REV. SUSAN SPARKS, author of Laugh Your Way to Grace: Reclaiming the Spiritual Power of Humor


“Linda Joy Myers’s search for continuity in her family history brings to mind E. M. Forster’s quote, ‘Only connect the prose and the passion, and both will be exalted.” Her search for connection deeply resonates in a time when social media makes connections that are broad but shallow. Rooted in place and personal stories, Song of the Plains is an antidote to the superficial and the faux. Myers’s writing plumbs the depths of real experience. This important narrative is crafted to last.”


—SUE WILLIAM SILVERMAN, author of The Pat Boone Fan Club: My Life as a White Anglo-Saxon Jew


“Intelligent, heartfelt, and tenderly observed, Song of the Plains is a memoir about identity, storytelling, and the healing power of telling the truth. Raised in a family haunted by secrets, Linda Joy Myers set out on a journey to discover what the women in her clan were hiding—and why—as a way to untangle the legacy of inherited-but-hidden trauma. As Myers writes, ‘If we hide or don’t tell our stories, part of who we are goes missing.’ If you’ve ever puzzled over your own missing pieces or questioned who you might be without your own secrets, this beautiful book will help light your way.”


—MARK MATOUSEK, author of Sex Death Enlightenment and The Boy He Left Behind


“Song of the Plains is an emotional and captivating read. From the very first page, Linda Myers leads the reader on a journey into the inner landscape of a complex family dynamic that invites curiosity and empathy. Myers is a brilliant storyteller, weaving together well-researched details with answers to plaguing life questions that reveal the reality of ‘home’—turning a preconceived definition on its head. This story touches readers in a way that stirs compassion for the complexity of people and their role in a larger framework known as ‘family.’ It makes one wonder about their own sense of home and what they’ve come to believe about it.”


—TINA M. GAMES, author of Journaling by the Moonlight: A Mother’s Path to Self Discovery


“The descriptions in Song of the Plains are downright elegiac. I felt I was standing on the red earth in Oklahoma, feeling the wind in my face. This next volume of Myers’s quest for understanding and forgiveness of her foremothers and family will inspire anyone seeking to understand their roots.”


—SHARON LIPPINCOTT, author of The Heart and Craft of Lifestory Writing


“We all have stories that change our lives. Sometimes we remain silent, but the silence only gives the story more power. In Song of the Plains, memoir expert Linda Joy Myers goes deeply into her own life story and reveals how she transformed it into a new one that helped her move forward with hope and love. Another moving healing journey related to family relationships from Myers, this book is a must-read for anyone who wants to explore—and heal—the past.”


—NINA AMIR, best-selling author of Creative Visualization for Writers, The Author Training Manual, and How to Blog a Book


“For years, as I considered the mystery of my childhood, I wondered, ‘Who were these people who molded me?’ Song of the Plains asks that question and explores the decades-long saga of the author’s search for answers. Like an ancestral detective, Myers peers into the evidence and follows historical bread crumbs, attempting to make sense of her family’s earlier lives.”


—JERRY WAXLER, author of The Memoir Revolution


“Beautiful and lyrical, this memoir is achingly honest. We see the narrator, a strong woman who not only survived her early life—abandonment, rageful attacks, and betrayals—offering us the story of her struggle and ultimate redemption. Through writing her story she shows us a way to find our own, modeling the kind of bravery and grit it takes for us to embark on our own journey.”


—JUDY REEVES, author of Wild Women, Wild Voices and A Writer’s Book of Days


“Myers, a skillful and poetic storyteller, recalls scenes from a childhood spent in the long shadows of her mother and grandmother. We follow her shero’s journey as she attempts to disentangle her spirit from the legacies of the past and finds the lost stories that are the key to freedom.”


—HOLLYE DEXTER, author of The Fire Season
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For my children and grandchildren;
may you know the power of your own history.




The Great Plains is a wonder of contrasts.


The deep-indigo night sky is splashed by a wash of stars scattered across the dome above your small self.


In the white brilliance of daylight, it echoes with lonely notes from meadowlarks and red-winged blackbirds resting on stark tree branches and fence posts, dangerous barbed wire trembling in the wind.


The sounds of the birds and the sense of space, so large you can’t grasp them with your two-dimensional mind, etch the edges of your loneliness, giving it form, making your heart reach out for the simplicity of light and wind, red dirt and birdcall.


In this moment you are at one with All That Is.


You are free.





Introduction



“Home” is a world full of emotion—it’s a place, a house, a land, a landscape, a vision, a refuge. It’s imagination and longing. For some, home is a safe place; for others, standing under the wide-open sky during a storm is safer than the four walls of any house.


As I grew up, the landscape of northern Oklahoma, bisected by the old Chisholm Trail, was home to me. It was a land of emptiness, space everywhere as far as the eye could see, the grasses flattened by the incessant wind. Our version of skyscrapers were the wheat elevators, white towers that rose up at the end of the road, but when you got closer, the elevators were by the railroad tracks, the cars ready to gather up the harvest and ship it east. Long ago, the cattle drives moved north on the Chisholm Trail to the markets in Dodge City.


The history of a place leaves a permanent imprint, though you may not know it. It whispers its secret stories and offers up mysterious landmarks—a deserted cabin, ruts from westward trails, graves marked and unmarked. For as long as I can remember, I tuned in to these whispers—more like vibrations, or a vision caught in the corner of my eye. From a young age, I knew that my family was repeating history, locked into some kind of pattern that separated us. It interrupted the course of love, leaving distance and pain. All my life I’ve tried to understand the heritage I was born into, especially my maternal line—I knew almost nothing of my father’s family. As a child, I picked up on clues about who we were and where we came from as I listened to the adults whisper or laugh at stories around the kitchen table. My great-grandmother Blanche opened up this box of secret tales and set me on my course to search for the truth, and to sense the truths that were covered by lies.


To know things that are not provable by objective means puts you in a category of mystic or crazy or obsessed. I prefer to call it intuitive. All artist types, psychics, healers, and mystics tap into other realms, but many suffer for it. I always felt that if I discovered enough of the stories and dug into the past for information, I’d find out why my grandmother and mother left their daughters when they were little girls, why they shouted and threw things. I wanted to understand why I couldn’t shake the sense of darkness and loss that put its arms around me all my life, as it did them.


When you dig into the past to discover the truth, the world will tell you that you should “get over it”—the past is the past. The world will judge you and ask, “Are you still thinking about all that stuff?” People will look at you as if you’re nuts.


But William Faulkner had it right: “The past is not dead. It’s not even past.”


I’ve been pleased to discover studies about epigenetic DNA research in the field of neuroscience, which prove what psychologists and contemplatives have known: that we are a story-making species. We need to make sense of what has happened to us and what our heritage is so we can become our best selves. The recent epigenetic research affirms that the answers to all our questions are buried deep inside our bodies. It also reveals how trauma may be inherited through DNA and various cell transformations. We carry the DNA of grandparents and great-grandparents. The traumas they suffered mark our genetic patterns and are passed down to us. This research affirms what my body has always told me: I’m a part of everything that’s happened; the darkness that I sensed was not just about me. I wasn’t crazy to follow the thread or to embark upon this quest. In this book, I’ve stepped into the shoes and inhabited the hearts and minds of my mother and my grandmother, and in doing so I’ve come to see them through new eyes—the eyes of compassion and love.


Over the last four decades, my work as an artist, therapist, and memoirist has helped my own healing. Through my teaching, I’ve helped others find the words and images that lead them to a new perspective about themselves, home, and family. In this new memoir, I’m trying to understand the historical, psychological, and genealogical roots of my own family. I realized, as I assembled all the parts of our story, that I’ve been doing this research all my life.


Song of the Plains traces my path from curious child inspired by the power of my great-grandmother’s stories through the forty years of research about my family I felt compelled to do. Through the years, people would look at me askance—the usual raised eyebrow in response to my telling them that I’d yet again gone back to the library microfilms in the village where my mother was born, that I’d roamed through cemeteries and courthouses trying to discover our genealogy long before Ancestry. com existed.


Members of my extended family in Iowa looked at me with some suspicion—perhaps afraid that certain things they wanted to keep hidden would be revealed. I followed the clues, spending long stints on Ancestry.com once I discovered it, trying to find information about my family: dates, addresses, names, ages, even journeys to foreign climes. If we hide or don’t tell our stories, part of who we are goes missing. I knew that if I could weave new fabric into the tapestry of my family, fill in what was missing, I could find redemption in a story that had so much heartache.


The truth can be a difficult muse to court. We will not like everything we find. Some information may be shameful and embarrassing, but ultimately the truth frees us from our mistaken assumptions about who we are—and who we are not. We’re always becoming. We can transform our lives from darkness into light.





Part One
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Time present and time past Are both perhaps present in time future And time future contained in time past.


—T. S. Eliot, Four Quartets





CHAPTER 1


Beauty


It’s more than eyes and hair, the curve of a cheek, the shape of a lip, a smile, a happy temperament. We inherit many things in our genes, but here’s a question: How much is nature, how much is nurture? Science tells us that our cells are marked by what has happened in the past long before we became embodied, and that we carry fragments of our history from ancestors whose names we don’t know. Yet we come into the world with our own story set in the stars, our own fingerprints and personality, our own magic and shine.


As we make our way through life on this planet, we question who we are and where we came from. Hints whisper to us in the darkness—ghosts of our history, the sense of what’s hidden, secrets. I have always wondered, if we search for the secrets and hidden history, can we recover lost years and lost people? Can we repair the lost connections and create new relationships? Is it crazy to try? How do we weave together what was broken?


I suppose you could say I’m obsessed with trying to fit together all the pieces of my fragmented family. I always wanted to know more about them, about the history that kept entering my childhood like a wave that kept rolling toward us. I could feel its unstoppable force.


I was lucky—my curiosity about history was seeded by the stories my great-grandmother Blanche told me as we lay together in her featherbed in Iowa when I was eight years old. As I listened to her tell me about my grandmother as a little girl and my mother as a baby, I’d close my eyes and imagine them small, like I was.


What I learned as I gathered up the threads of our stories is that everyone has a point of view, a particular lens through which they see the world. My grandmother had her version, and Blanche had another. I always yearned for my mother to tell me her story, but instead she acted it out—sometimes screamed it out—and in the end, I was left with fragments about her life. There was so much more I didn’t know. I had to find out what happened to my mother when she was a little girl who had been left behind by her mother, just like I was. What were the stories she couldn’t remember or tell?


Our story is about my search to understand what happened to my mother and her mother, and the legacy of the generations that came before us. I wanted to understand the ways in which we were all marked by loss, the way the wind in the Great Plains bends the trees and lifts the earth in shapes that change the landscape forever.


[image: Images]


Until the recent advent of Ancestry.com and other online resources, you had to learn your history through “direct research.” Your fingers rifle through gritty index cards filed in the dusty archive boxes lining spider-webbed shelves in the backs of libraries and courthouses. You lift up huge leather-bound books from the shelves and flip through hundreds of pages of births and deaths and marriage records, translating calligraphic handwriting in black ink, each name shaped like a poem, each name someone who lived and died and was memorialized in these records.


The books I found in the courthouses in Iowa were stacked to the ceiling, draped with inches of dust, the thick books holding clues to people long forgotten. I wondered if anyone alive had ever heard of the names I saw in them.


Another place to find your kin is in a cemetery. The aroma of fresh grass greets your nostrils, and birds sing on nearby trees. In this bucolic setting, you tramp between the rows of headstones. You see names carved in old stones that are almost unreadable, names lost to the ravages of weather and time. Angels lean inexorably toward the earth, where the ancient loam will absorb the stones.


Looking for people with whom you share DNA is a physical experience of sweat and dust and frustration. But when you find them and brush the powdered leaves off the dimly chiseled names, you notice the severe framing of the person’s life: date of birth to date of death. You can’t help but wonder about your own future stone, how the austere dates of your beginning and ending will one day be marked under your name, and how in, say, one hundred years, no one will remember you. No one will know who you were—unless you leave a story behind. And even then, the trails of your existence will gradually disappear into mist.


Perhaps the current DNA testing, genealogical research, and family stories and memoirs are a popular way to link ourselves to what may seem to be invisible threads to the long arc of time. For as long as I can remember, I have been obsessed with learning about people I’ve never met, especially direct links to my mother’s kin. I had a living father whom I hardly saw, and I lived in a world of women. The family that I could claim and that, for a time, claimed me was my mother’s side. It is their tale I seek.
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I have now found what I can through my genealogical research, which leaves me with even more questions, but I’m content with having many dates and facts from our family story. I want to share these with my daughter, but when we gather during the holidays, we are in the Present. In moments of quiet, during our celebrating and opening stockings and presents, I find myself thinking about the long-ago stories I’ve uncovered, the heritage that is ours. As I look around the room, our DNA legacy is evident in the faces of my daughter and grandchildren—the impressions of five generations, that harks back over 120 years. Such moments reveal the most obvious gifts from the past, in bone and blood and flesh.


Several times a year, I visit my daughter, Amanda, her husband, Frank, and their two children, Miles and Zoe, in San Diego. It is in them that I notice the hints of what Louis, my grandmother’s father, left us. He died at twenty-one in 1894, two months after his wedding to Blanche, my great-grandmother, most likely unaware he had fathered a daughter. I think of him as the boy who offered us his beauty before he died. He gifted my grandmother her good looks, looks passed on to my mother and me, mixed with other DNA. Again, I see him in the curve of cheeks, the lips and eyes, of my daughter and her children.


My daughter gave my granddaughter, Zoe Joy, my middle name. She’s lanky as a colt, with long blond hair and a no-nonsense approach to life I wish I’d had when I was her age. And I love how she loves to read—I like to think it’s a passion that runs through the generations. My grandson Miles takes after his father, with his Italian looks and bent for art and creativity. My daughter’s dark eyes and face remind me of my mother in a heart-tugging way that honors the heritage of genetics. My daughter grasps my hand and puts it by hers, saying how much they look alike.


Her hands remind me of my mother’s and grandmother’s: slim hands that are strong, hands that work and soothe, hands that echo the women she never knew but who are deeply embedded in my psyche and our history. As I hold her hand, I’m reminded of how much I loved my mother’s hands, too. It’s been twenty years since she died and that part of our story ended. It was a rocky ending to a struggle to be loved, to try to understand her. We were both abandoned daughters, both partially raised by her mother, my grandmother, which left many holes in our family story. By now the stings of the past have smoothed into “that’s what happened then; that’s only part of my story.” I’m aware how much the past has formed and shaped me. There were so many pieces that were missing, too many unanswered questions about why and when the fractures in our family happened. But my search has offered new ground to stand on, a deeper understanding than I had when I was young.


Aware of my fragmented past, my daughter understands the importance of family for me. By now, we’ve worked out some of the rough periods our relationship endured. When she was a teen, there were times of disconnect and discord, but when she entered her twenties, we experienced a gradual walking toward each other. A deeper healing came when she married Frank; this was a time when past issues with my ex-husband, her father, were put to rest.


What a difference it makes to forgive and let go. You’re free to enjoy life and even laugh at your old self, tenderly and with compassion. I wish the family I grew up with had been able to find that kind of resolution. Amanda and I sit together, watching her children play. They are innocent of the darker history my daughter and I know about. We know that we’ve created a new pattern for her children. We’re the first mother-and-daughter friends in four generations, passing on the gift of love and a new story for those who will come after us.





CHAPTER 2


Etched


When I was a child, I watched and looked for clues to the drama unfolding between my mother and grandmother. They were beautiful women, soft of cheek, with dark hair and eyes that promised glamour and dreams. From my beginnings, I was cast in a drama that had started before my birth. My mother, Josephine, was left behind by her mother as a young child, and my grandmother grew up most of her life with her grandmother. Gram’s mother, Blanche, was a tough farm woman who worked hard and knew too well the pains and sorrows of life. The sharp winds of fate—ancient, deep patterns of heartache and struggle and love—were etched on our bodies and souls, all of us, as surely as we were carved from the blood and bones of our ancestors. Genetic patterns are carried from generation to generation in ways that are unconscious, yet they whisper to us the hints that can save us.


The landscape of the Midwest shaped our family, the everlasting sky and prairies of the Great Plains, where my body clicks awake with a cellular awareness that I’ve returned to the land of my origins. A place where the winds stir dirt and bone and memory. Where the clouds reach to the heavens.


This—the landscape of home—would lure me back with its winds and desperate clouds and endless expanse even when there was no house to return to and everyone had died. All family stories are made of fragments, moments in time, and these linger in our minds as long as we are alive. Each fragment is a piece of the family puzzle, and woven into each fragment is a nugget of wisdom. Each is composed of dark and light reflections of our journey through time, through the arc of our lives on Earth.


My story and the stories I’ve discovered about the generations on my mother’s side of the family have taken place over 160 years—not a long span of time in history. But the United States is a young country, only 240 years old, so, as you can see, my family story is embedded within most of the history of America. Not that there are heroes to write about, or heroines, or famous figures. But what moves me is trying to discover the truth in the lives of my mother and grandmother, women I loved. Their story, dramatic as it was, ultimately shaped me into a writer, a therapist, and a historian. I wanted to know the forces that shaped them, all the things they never told me—because we spent years apart. I yearned to understand the mysterious world of the adults, people who cried and shouted, who took fast trains, who smoked and churned out letters in cursive and, in the end, became lost in their own dramas. I wanted to understand where things went wrong for them, what path they might have taken to achieve different outcomes. Maybe there could have been fewer tears and fewer fights. “What if . . .” became my watchwords, as I tried to imagine alternative outcomes. In the end of my searching for answers, I would find out that your imagination can go only so far, but it can also save you.
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I was four years old when our family history began to etch my life and psyche in ways that I remember. Clouds of smoke billowed into the air around the heads of my mother and grandmother as their voices ratcheted to a crescendo in the small house in Wichita where Gram had invited us to live a few weeks earlier. My mother paced back and forth across wooden floors, heels click-clicking. “I’m going back to Chicago,” she announced with conviction in her voice, alerting me to danger.


Not long before, we had lived, she and I, in an apartment in Chicago—my parents had split up before I was a year old. My mother sang to me as she fed me applesauce in my toddler chair; she helped me get dressed in my seersucker sunsuit to go to the park. I wore a babushka, she called it, to keep my fine blond hair from blowing in my eyes, a frequent hazard in that windy city. Then a train ride across big spaces of fields, the blur of trees as they went by. As the train rushed us through the Great Plains, she told me the names of things I’d never seen before. “Horses, cows, barns, birds, weeping willow trees.”


Then we met my grandmother in Wichita, where she’d made a cozy apartment for us in the basement of her house, with pretty blond furniture and a colorful rug. As soon as we arrived, my mother and Gram began arguing, their voices tense, bodies stiff, gritting their teeth, pacing, smoking. But when Gram smiled at me, her dark eyes were warm, her smile just like my mother’s.


Then, too soon, came my mother’s announcement that she was leaving. My stomach felt empty; my heart pounded with dread. No, she can’t go. She can’t. I’m not sure when she left, exactly; it’s a blank in my memory. The train took her away. She told me not to cry.


I was living happily with Gram when the Visitors came: a tall, toothy woman with beady eyes, and her sharp-nosed husband, trailed by four lanky kids—three boys and a girl. Gram said the man was her cousin. The boys, a tall one about twelve and his two younger brothers, picked up my dolls and looked under their skirts, waving the dolls, whom I considered my friends, back and forth wildly with bucktoothed glee. They circled me like raptors while their sister whined. I kept glancing into the living room to see what the adults were doing. They seemed to be laughing like old friends, Gram talking in her funny accent, her cigarette in a cigarette holder. Finally, the Visitors left.


Afterward, I tried to comfort my dolls. I had gotten several new dolls and a new buggy for my fifth birthday, after my mother left. I loved my dolls, but when they were bad, I spanked them with a spoon. I’d feel remorseful, hold them and cry, “Sorry. I’m sorry I spanked you so hard.” I was not sure how many apologies would make things okay again or who was really bad—they or I.


I played with the neighborhood kids and once asked to sleep overnight at the house next door. That night, a terrible panic welled up in me in the dark. I began to cry and couldn’t stop. I felt alone in the universe, adrift without anyone, though Gram was next door. I was afraid the adults would get mad, but I finally woke up the mother and asked her to call Gram. When I saw her kind face, relief poured over me. She wrapped me in her arms and told me everything was fine. She settled me under the covers of my bed. I felt safe, but shaken by what had happened, by the power of feelings I didn’t understand.


Later, though I don’t know how long—perhaps a few months, or it might have been weeks—Gram came into my room, looking upset. She’d just gotten off the phone with my mother. Tears streaked her makeup, and her eyes drooped with sorrow, “I’m sorry, Sugar Pie, but your parents want you to live with those people.” I knew she was talking about the Visitors. I could see she didn’t want to tell me this.


I felt hollow again, as a wind was blowing through our house, through me. I begged, “Please don’t send me away. I’ll be good. I’ll eat all my prunes. I’ll . . .”


She cried so hard, I had to quit begging. “Your parents have custody of you, and they want you to live with people who have children.”


For the next week, I followed her around, telling her I didn’t want to go. She cried and washed my clothes, carefully placing them in a small suitcase. I couldn’t understand why she had to do this when she didn’t want to. It seemed to me that adults did whatever they wanted. I kept hoping something would change, but the people came one afternoon and swept me away, and after that, nothing would be the same again. I wonder now, was it just my own fears that were squeezing me breathless, or was I also feeling what had happened to my mother when she was young?


The first evening, the mother called me to the front porch. She told me I had to brush my teeth every day and I had to mind her. I nodded. She narrowed her eyes at me. “Now that you live here, I am your mother. Call me Mother.”


I stared at her as she rocked in a chair, smiling with all those white teeth. I couldn’t believe what she had asked of me.


“You have to mind me. Say it now.”


I stiffened my knees. I could find no way to utter the words. The standoff continued as early evening moved into darkness. Cicadas. Crickets. Porch lights snapped on. Trains spoke with their lonely whistles. I saw my own mother’s face, her lovely face, with soft cheeks and perfect lipsticked lips and dark eyes. I could still feel the softness of her fingers on my face. I knew who my mother was. My knees were shaking after standing for so long.


“We can stay here as long as you want.” The woman grinned again. “But you won’t go to bed until you say it.”


After darkness fell around us, my knees wobbled and my stomach rumbled. I could see I was in trouble there and I was on my own. I would have to obey her. I thought an apology toward my mother and said the word, hating the woman as much as a five-year-old can. Scared for what would happen in that strange house.
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A year later, after spankings for trying to find extra food, for being “late” walking home from kindergarten, for lying about messing up the mother’s piecrust when her daughter did it but lied; after the boys teased me mercilessly, pointing and making fun of me for what, who knows; after a sixteen-year-old male friend of theirs molested me in the basement; after being blamed for things the other kids did; after listening to the boys being beaten with a belt; after giving up hope I’d ever leave that place; after noticing that my inner light was fading, I found myself dumped at Gram’s so they could have a vacation without a sick child.


I had seen Gram only once, for half a day, since the Visitors had spirited me away. Feverish and confused, I heard the mother, Vera, say they didn’t want me on their vacation. I had been sick a lot that year and punished for it. “You have to stay in your room while we go play in the snow,” she’d say, as if I had planned to be sick, as if I did it to her just to be irritating. Sometimes she spanked me for being sick, and she always shamed me for it.


That day, a day that would change everything, as they left Gram’s house, I lay on the bed, a fuzzy light around me, everything blurry and out of focus. Gram appeared like an angel as she tucked me in, whispering that everything would be all right. I tried to smile when she brought me soup and knelt at my side, murmuring comfort. But I had nothing to say.


As the days passed, Gram appeared worried; parallel lines made grooves between her eyes. She coaxed me to talk to her and brought me applesauce, which used to be a favorite, but I had become a silent child, one who disappeared deep inside. As if observing through mist, I watched her talk to me, using her charm on me, but all I did was rock in the rocking chair that was once my mother’s and hold a doll. Trembling, I waited for the scary people to come back.


One morning, I broke through my silence. I couldn’t bear to eat the egg Gram had fixed for me. It was runny and disgusting, but I was too scared to tell her what was wrong. What if she got mad? What if she punished me? The boys had made fun of me for not eating eggs and thumped my head with their fists while their mother laughed. I sat in front of the messy egg in a bowl and tried not to throw up.


“Please, Sugar Pie, tell me what happened there.” Her eyes were dark with worry, moist with her tears, and soft with love.


She knelt on the floor and begged me to tell her what was wrong. My silence began to break somewhere inside. Perhaps I could trust her; perhaps I began to talk because I just couldn’t hold it all anymore. Between sobs, sentence by sentence, I told her everything except about the boy in the basement—I didn’t have words for that, and besides, I thought it would embarrass her to hear what he had done with that pink thing, how he had tried to put it on my bare body.


She patted me and cried and kept whispering, “Oh, Sugar Pie.”


After we both stopped crying, her eyes flashed with anger. She rushed to the phone to call my parents. She yelled into the black receiver connected to the wall phone in the kitchen. As she talked and paced in jagged circles, telling the tale of my last year with “those people,” its long cord twisted along the doorway. What kind of trouble was I causing everyone now?


First, she confronted my mother in the tense, singsong voice I remembered from before. “They did terrible things. You have custody of her; what are you going to do about this?” A pause, her eyes narrowing, and then an explosion: “Of course she’s telling the truth! You should see her, all skin and bones. She isn’t the same child!”


It was strange to hear her talk about me as if I weren’t there. In my disconnected state, I was secretly glad she was defending me. Usually people did not believe children, which was why you didn’t tell anyone anything, but Gram listened and she seemed to believe me. Skin and bones? All I knew was that when my stomach hurt, I couldn’t eat. I felt wispy, as if I weren’t there at all.


It went on, that long afternoon when Gram fought for me. She called my father and yelled hard words at him, too. I watched from a distance, the words penetrating the mist off and on. The previous year, during a weekend visit, I had seen that my father, accompanied by his smiling new wife, wouldn’t take me away with him if I told him the truth about my life in that house, so I stayed silent. If I told him and he didn’t take me away that day, Vera would beat me. A photograph taken of me that day shows fearful eyes and no smile.


As Gram continued to pace back and forth, fierce and angry, twisting the curly black phone cord, she shouted, “That’s enough! She will stay with me from now on.”


I wondered if she meant it. I was nothing but trouble for everyone, an unwanted burden. I spent the next few days nervous, asking her over and over again if the family would take me even if Gram wouldn’t let them, or if Gram would change her mind. She kept reassuring me, her soft voice and kind eyes inviting me to trust her, but fear had been my companion for too long.
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Finally, the family came back, cheerful and smiling. I hid in the bathroom and listened to Gram tell them I would stay with her, that she had custody now. No one yelled or screamed. I was shaking when I emerged but plastered a smile on my face, trying to pretend I wasn’t terrified. The woman flashed her teeth in her version of a smile, and they all left without me. I stood for a moment in the quiet, trying to test whether this was all real. Gram bustled around, clearing up the coffee cups. I went into my room and sat on the bed. I held my dolls, glad to be reunited with them. Gram came in and gave me a comforting smile. “It’s okay, Sugar Pie. They’re gone, and you will live with me now.”


I was happy that she was assuring me that everything was fine, but I had no belief that what she said, what any adult said, was true. At any time, adults made decisions you couldn’t do anything about.


For the rest of my childhood, I had nightmares that they would come to steal me away, about the basement where the boy molested me, and about the spankings, which spun out in dream after dream. I’d wake up shouting and then remember that Gram was in the next room. All the years I lived with her, I was grateful that she had saved me, and at the same time I was prepared for a possible rejection. For years, even into adulthood, I would have dreams—nightmares, really—of how to survive on my own if I had to, mentally adding up what to pack: sturdy shoes, warm sweaters, spoons, a can opener, bread, paper and pencil, some good books, coins stolen from Gram’s purse. I would be alone, with no hope of rescue.
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Gram moved us to Enid, Oklahoma, when I was six. I would find out later it was to live near her best friend, Helen, whom she’d met during World War II. All around us, the past made itself known. We lived in the Land of the Red Man, as the name Oklahoma was translated, and as a child, I could feel the history there. Oklahoma glorified the pioneer past: the land rush of 1889, the conquest of the “Indians.” We lived near the Chisholm Trail, renamed Highway 81. Movie theaters, cafés, streets, and towns had Indian names: Cherokee, Osage, Apache, Comanche, Arapahoe, Waukomis. As the cicadas throbbed in hypnotic, sultry rhythms in the summer, I’d peer through my eyelashes across the street from our house, where I saw/imagined Indians riding their horses in the dusty field. Everything was dusty and burnished brown and gold: the shape of the men, the horses whirling gracefully by the gully and under the big old cottonwood tree that feathered our neighborhood with its cotton floss in the spring. It had a thick skin and its branches rose to the sky.


Over time, I learned what happened to the Indians. I felt a squeezing in my body, a sense of loss that we killed them off, wondering at my own silent guilt, even though it happened before I was born. I believed that the land, the dirt, the trees, the sky, and the rocks had witnessed the history of what happened there. The land recorded it; the history of everything that occurred was embedded in every rock and every grain of red dirt. History marked us with invisible particles upon our skin. Later, I would learn that this is true: we inhale the dirt and dust, it becomes part of our bodies—earth to earth, dust to dust—and that history lives in our very cells.


There was always the wind. It whirled and swirled, kicking up dust and revealing, if we cared to look for it, secrets just under the surface, particles of bone and earth that shimmered from the great inland sea that covered mid-America thousands of years ago. The land spreading before me horizon to horizon was wise and eternal, carrying the imprints of the past. I would lean into this wind, eager to learn about the land and absorb its whispering lessons. If I could learn about what came before our time here, perhaps I could understand everything better; maybe I could make sense of my family, too.
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The small house we moved to on Park Street was filled to the brim with things that Gram had brought from her life in Chicago: an oversize satin brocade couch and chair that took up nearly half of the small living room, a huge mahogany desk with inlaid wood edges. Wine-colored Oriental rugs adorned hardwood floors. Gram wanted to create an artistic, European look and supervised decorating the house with “French” wallpaper in a flowery green-and-maroon pattern. Over the couch hung a “copy of a Rembrandt,” she liked to brag, a dark, brooding presence painted in brown and black, filling the house with the history of art and a hint of Europe. Her furnishings proved that Gram was different from everyone else—no one else in that middle-class town had heavy dark furniture or busy French wallpaper. They didn’t use real silver or china, although when we used it, we ate on TV tables. Lace curtains on the windows and bedroom furniture—substantial mahogany twin bed sets—demonstrated that she was different and better, and a higher class than everyone else. That’s what I figured out about her as the years went on.


She’d talk about the importance of fine furniture, clothes, travel, and education, and how the “hoi polloi” lived useless, ugly, and artless lives. I felt embarrassed that she insisted both of us represented a higher status. I wanted to be “normal.” I didn’t want to stand out, but, as I would come to understand, she had something to prove. She appointed me her representative in her desire for status—an uncomfortable fit for me.


In a photograph of my grandmother taken in the early 1950s, just after she took me in, she is wearing a silk shirtdress, her hair coiffed, her hip jutting out. She looks glamorous standing by her new Nash Rambler. She was an attractive, vibrant woman who seemed full of vim and vigor, as they say. I loved watching her sit at her dressing table, carefully applying her makeup, powder, and rouge. Her lips were rich with colors of red and wine, and she always, always dressed up before going out, wearing dresses and suits made of silk, wool, or soft cotton that draped luxuriously around her slim frame. She wore hose, the seam running up the back of her leg and fastened with a garter belt, and expensive shoes. As most little girls do, I loved watching her dress. In those days, her slightly graying hair was tinted blue—all the rage then.


Soon after we moved to Enid, she found a piano teacher and I began weekly piano lessons. “You need to become someone other people can respect and admire,” she told me. I enjoyed picking out the notes on the white and black keys, though practicing was not fun when the other kids were outside playing. I didn’t know yet that by playing music, I gave her the opportunity to live a life she had never had but secretly desired. Through me, she would have her piano, she would have the recitals and concerts she missed growing up in a poor family in Iowa, and she’d be admired for what she had created—a young self that she never had but that I now embodied. Of course, I knew nothing of this then.
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Gram 1950—with her Nash Rambler


Some afternoons, she’d put on the long-playing records by Tchaikovsky, Beethoven, or Brahms. She’d dance and hum to the music, her face lighting up; she loved classical music and the lifestyle she associated with culture and grace. Gram would let me paw through her closet and caress her silk dresses, evening gowns, and feather boas. I loved touching her gowns and slipping leather shoes, in pale blue and forest green, from the bottom of her closet. Sometimes Gram told the stories connected with the clothes: a voyage by ship that took her to England. A hefty black trunk was perched in the back of the closet; her face lit up as she pulled it out. Eagerly, I unlatched the brass fasteners and opened it, delighted by the miniature hangers and little drawers with leather pulls. The inside was wallpapered with a pink-and-cream pattern, and the outside was stamped with colorful stickers, faraway destinations. As I opened and closed the drawers, I tried to imagine the ships and what it must have been like to cross the huge Atlantic Ocean. When she talked to me about where she had gone, her eyes flickered toward the past, toward another era in her life.


Her hair pouffed around her happy face as she told me about her trip—or was it trips?—to England. “I even got to dine at the captain’s table,” she breathed, her eyes glittering with the honor of it as she savored the memory. I gathered that not everyone was invited. She showed me a photograph of her on the deck of a ship, looking slinky like a movie star as she leaned against a bench behind the captain. She wore the latest-style suit, bearing a fur collar, and a jaunty hat on her head, and she held a cigarette in its ivory holder at a daring angle, looking like an older Lauren Bacall and movie stars from the 1930s.


I can remember the tone of her voice as she breathed, “Oh, England—it’s so beautiful, with its cathedrals and ancient cemeteries. And the castles . . . You could imagine how it was in the sixteenth century.” She grew quiet, then said, “One time, as I stood in one of the castles, I saw myself living there in another time. I’ve always felt I was born in the wrong time.”


There she was, my grandmother with a big imagination, a world traveler. Who she was to me changed in that moment. She was not just my grandmother; she was someone else, a romantic figure of dreams. I could see her then, the young woman who used her middle name, no longer Lulu. It was Frances who traveled across the Atlantic Ocean with her trunk and her silk dresses, far away from her crude Iowa farm origins. Later, I learned that you can leave your origins, you can change your name and your clothes and your hair, but everything you have ever been is a part of you, and you can’t escape that. She tried to get away from her origins, those rough farm people, barefoot, poor, and uneducated. I would find out her whole life was about this escape. And it didn’t quite work.
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When you are away from someone a long time, they become mist and dream. You make them up; they become characters in a fiction story. You begin to wonder what the truth is, but then there’s the advantage in your dream world—you make things happen the way you want them to be. You can dream of good endings, of your mother rushing back from the train, changing her mind, her arms open, her face crumpled with missing you so much she tells you that she can’t live without you. Maybe she’ll say she’s come back to take you with her. In reality, that might not be a great idea. But if you measure that act on the “love scales,” which you keep track of in your body and heart, it would mean everything if she would say it or want it. It would mean you finally matter, that you are the most important thing in her life for a change.


It was a great dream every time, every year, as I counted down the days until my mother’s next visit. It’s not necessary to say here that this dream never happened in real life—she didn’t come back to get me and change her mind about leaving. The reality is another dimension, one that’s made of the color gray and wet tears and socked-in-the-stomach disappointment. There’s a sorrow that seems to flow through the bloodstream, but you learn not to notice it—that’s not the feeling you want to have. I was an eternal optimist. Each time my mother arrived, I had the same dream-illusion—the yearning, waiting for her to descend from the train and look at me. Then the reality.


Now, I wonder if it might have been like that for my mother, too, that yearning, that dreaming, as she replayed her own mother’s visits when she was a little girl and her mother had left her behind. As my mother emerged from the steam billowing around the silver train that rushed toward the station in Perry, Oklahoma. My heart beat heart beat a little faster when I saw her slim form, dressed in a lovely suit, her red hair gleaming in the sun. At that moment, the dream was better than reality. She would smile; she might let me get close to her for a moment, for a cool hug. Then her body would stiffen and her eyes would rise toward her mother for “the glance.” Gram would stand with her hand on one hip, not quite glaring, looking vaguely impatient. And they would begin the silent contest, the one that came before the word battle that would follow in a few hours. I’d lose my mother at that moment to whatever it was between her and her mother, their history, the story they’d already lived and fought about. I didn’t know what those struggles were about yet; I knew only of the breath-holding tension, the lack of enough oxygen to breathe. I remember wanting them just to love each other. Wanting them not to fight. Every. Time.
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