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“Written in the tradition of Cheaper by the Dozen and in the spirit of Erma Bombeck, Many Hands Make Light Work is a valentine, pure and simple, to the large, boisterous, old-fashioned family from which the author happily hails.”


—Madeleine Blais, Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist and author of To the New Owners


“Part childhood memoir, part parenting manual, and part home-improvement guide, this nostalgic and charming Midwest coming-of-age story makes one yearn for a bygone era. This large and boisterous family, led by a most endearing patriarch, is utterly delightful.”


—Mary Carlomagno, author of Best Friend for Hire


“Try not to be too jealous of a childhood spent with eight siblings, great parents, a Midwestern town that gave kids free-range, and an era that trusted all children to rise to the occasion (even occasions involving real, live lions). Anyone who remembers—and longs for— a free-range childhood will love sinking into Many Hands. A gem of a book.”


—Lenore Skenazy, president of Let Grow and founder of Free-Range Kids


“The 1970s might have been the Me Decade for the rest of the world, but the nine Stritzel kids discover their best and truest selves not as wayward individualists but as a unified team. In the college town of Ames, Iowa, led by their frugal father and hardworking mother, these kids welcome the world with open arms, high spirits, and hard work. Many Hands Make Light Work is the most cheerful childhood memoir you will ever read.”


—Laura Kalpakian, National Endowment for the Arts Fellowship recipient and award-winning author of The Great Pretenders


“Many Hands Make Light Work is the laugh-out-loud tale of a regimented yet happy-go-lucky, large Catholic Midwestern family. Masterfully written, this charming, nostalgic story is a blueprint for the modern family, showing how family bonds can steer each of us to our true north.”


—Colleen Haggerty, finalist for the Indie Excellence Book Award, and author of A Leg to Stand On: An Amputee’s Walk Into Motherhood
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for Dad, to whom nothing was impossible
and
for Mom, who made everything possible




NOTE


This is a true story, more or less. Very few details have been altered, and a handful of names have been changed. Dialogue had to be imagined but remains true to the spirit of what actually happened.


In chapter 23, “King of the Jungle,” know this: everything (aside from names) including details is true.
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prologue


Early on a June morning in 2012, Welch Avenue lay peaceful and serene in slanting sunlight, before the grinding motor of a massive machine roared to life. The backhoe raised its monstrous yellow arm and lofted its great iron claw. The arm poised like a bird of prey over the third-story attic of house number 412. For a second, positioned over the roof corner, the arm paused. For that second, the house stood as it had for a century. Then the backhoe opened the blocky metal teeth of its claw and bit.


Shingles, clapboard, plaster, lumber: it all crumpled, splintered, and heaved inward. The arm reached higher and the claw extended, clutching and crunching into the center of the roof. The claw lifted, then smashed down like a fist. Dust billowed up, rolling outward in a gritty cloud.


The attic of our old house saw daylight. Massive framing joists, their heft as toothpicks against the arm, tumbled down into the house. Wood-framed windows, glass panes wavy from age, exploded as the house buckled, the tinkling fall of their shards muted by the backhoe’s roar.


The yellow backhoe didn’t care about noise or destruction. It maneuvered around the house, doing the job we’d hired it to do. It trundled down the long, broad concrete driveway alongside of what had once been our childhood home, pausing to strike before repositioning to a new spot for a fresh mouthful. The machine’s broad feet, encased in rolling belts of ridged metal, thumped off the driveway onto the backyard, pressing deep tracks through grass into black soil. The yellow arm reached up and pushed at exterior walls. They folded inward like origami.




one


the victorian lady and the baseball team


Early on a June morning in 1969, Welch Avenue lay peaceful and serene in slanting sunlight. Old frame houses lining both sides of the street seemed to be snoozing. Down the street, a man in a bathrobe shuffled out a screen door to retrieve the morning newspaper from the worn floorboards of a broad front porch. Lofty shade trees, fully leafed out in the abundant growth of early summer, formed a Gothic green arch as they met their mates across the street. The lush canopy hid cicadas clinging to the ridged bark of the maples, elms, basswoods, and oaks, but this early in the day, the cicadas’ song was only a soft trill. Even the fraternity house across the street was quiet, its residents moved out for the summer.


Just after seven on that weekday morning, any noise on Welch Avenue emanated from house number 412, a rambling, gold-painted clapboard house with one full-width addition already tacked onto the back and another on the drawing board. The old house kept expanding, just like the family it sheltered. This morning, as every morning, a rushing pack of children and teenagers quickly pattered down number 412’s front and back stairwells, thundered through the little living room, and converged in the sunny kitchen at the rear of the house. We nine siblings, all on time for breakfast—but just barely—slid into our places by our parents around our homemade nine-by-four kitchen table like a whole team of baseball players sliding into home. Breakfast could start.


“Bless us, O Lord, and these Thy gifts,” Dad intoned in one breath as soon as the last of his offspring slid into place.


Dad was lean and quick, his face and hard-muscled forearms already tan from outdoor work. Today, he wore a dress shirt and tie for a long day teaching summer classes at Iowa State University. He kept his early receding, salt-and-pepper hair close-cropped to avoid upkeep. At five foot ten and one hundred fifty pounds, he was spare, wiry, and strong. His physical being radiated drive, efficiency, and action: Dad would have had no time or patience for anything as superfluous as an ounce of extra flesh. He seemed to create an invisible force field of forward motion around his body. You couldn’t be near him without getting drawn into that momentum yourself and suddenly finding your own operating speed ramped up several notches.


Now he swiftly continued the prayer, “which we are about to receive.” Dad never wasted a second, and so we didn’t either.


We tented our hands and joined in the prayer, finishing in unison “throughChristourLordAmen”—before our voices splintered into a cacophony of chatter. Mom, neat and trim in Bermuda shorts and a sleeveless, white buttoned blouse, her black hair in natural short curls, had been up well before us prepping the eggs and bacon that lay steaming on the table. Mom radiated calm as powerfully as Dad radiated action. Mom was just as productive as Dad, but without any of his urgency. It was Mom who had crafted the myriad household-chore schedules taped inside kitchen cabinet doors. This morning, as per written schedule, one of us had gotten up early to clear the dishwasher and set the table while Mom made breakfast.


The prayer complete, Dad delivered our work instructions in the staccato manner of a machine gun. Dad was a full-time, yearround professor of agronomy. That was his career. His second job, of much more importance to the nine of us, was running our family business of acquiring, remodeling, and managing old houses, mostly in our Campustown neighborhood, for rental to Iowa State students.


“Denise, I want you to ramrod the show over at 2304,” he began, quickly swallowing the last of a tiny glass of orange juice and nodding at seventeen-year-old Denise, our second-oldest sibling. By “ramrod the show,” Dad meant that Denise would be in charge of us on our construction work site today. Maryanne, age eighteen and the oldest, would stay home today to help Mom with housework.


“2304,” in our family’s parlance, was the tenth and most recent addition to our family’s growing collection of rental houses. We referred to all our houses by street numbers only, which gave rise to a colloquial patois among us; our speech was peppered with references to 410, 420, 535, 508, for example, and now 2304. The last, a once-stately Victorian manse on the corner of Knapp and Lynn streets in our neighborhood, was an ancient, genteel lady that had fallen on hard times. The house was a great bargain. That was why we’d bought it.


A month ago when Mom and Dad had finalized the purchase of 2304, they’d given us kids a tour of the work we’d be doing on it over the summer. That day, Dad had stood on the sagging porch, patted the rotting gingerbread trim on its carved posts, and told us, “This old house just needs love.” From long experience, we suspected this particular Victorian lady needed a good deal more than that.


The number of rental houses our family owned (or, more accurately, were paying on) changed over time as Mom and Dad sold one or bought another. The number of children in the family changed over time too, though they never sold any of us.


Mom and Dad hadn’t planned on running a home-based business of buying old houses, renovating them, and renting them to students. It just started to make sense. College attendance across the country was rising. In 1950, 17 percent of the US population was enrolled in college. By 1960, that number was 22 percent, and by 1970, 33 percent. Burgeoning numbers of students bound for Iowa State University clamored for housing close to campus— where we lived. At the same time, families on Welch began to move out to the edges of Ames, where new houses sprang up in former cornfields. Venerable houses along streets in Campustown sprouted For Sale signs. These old houses, which like 412 dated from the early 1900s, began to look like aging wives. They couldn’t compete with the sweet young things beckoning from the outskirts of town. Neighbors stampeded out to air conditioning, avocado appliances, and concrete patios. The Grand Old Girls of Campustown were left empty, their porches forlorn, their paint flaking down into flower beds where weeds muscled in on peony and iris.


Mom and Dad had no intention of following the crowd—or letting our neighborhood devolve into disrepair. Instead, starting in the early sixties, they began to buy the old houses, both to keep up our area and to provide much-needed housing for students. In the early years, our family had little extra money, so Mom and Dad would get a bank loan or buy on contract with the seller. As thrift and labor fattened their hard-won savings, they could buy houses in our neighborhood with cash. But that was years in the future.


“Take Marla, Greg, Clare, and Cheryl as your crew,” Dad instructed Denise, listing us in descending birth order. We four in the middle, ages sixteen, thirteen, twelve, and ten, constituted the core of what Mom and Dad called their Baseball Team: nine kids born within a span of eleven years.


Dad scraped the last vestiges of scrambled eggs out of the skillet on the table. “Many hands make light work!” he proclaimed as he deposited the eggs on Greg’s plate. Of Dad’s many and varied pithy sayings, this was his favorite.


Mom and Dad hadn’t planned on forging us nine into our own informal wrecking crew and construction company, either. It simply became necessary. For our business to succeed, we had to do everything ourselves—remodeling, maintenance, painting, lawn mowing, shrub trimming, and snow shoveling. Even so, with mortgages, insurance, and taxes, profit margins could be knife-thin. Dad worked on the houses anytime he wasn’t working at the university. Mom worked on them whenever the demands of running our own gigantic household allowed. We kids worked on them every summer day that wasn’t Sunday. By the time each of us was in fourth grade, we knew how to hammer a nail, spackle a wall, prune a shrub.


We were certainly many hands, and that made the work, if not exactly light, at least manageable. From early on, each of us had a paintbrush in our hands and a song in our hearts. We missed the memo on family dysfunction, and actually sang on the job. Somehow, instead of rebelling, we sang as we dipped paint rollers into trays and rolled smooth latex onto old plaster walls. We sang as we wielded flat metal scrapers high on a scaffold, scraping peeling paint off exterior clapboard. We sang as we mopped up after students moved out, as we wiped out moldy refrigerators, as we scrubbed greasy gunk off stoves. We harmonized our way through the sixties and seventies, immersed in our little world of spackle and paint, as the larger world around us careened through those tumultuous decades.


Dad passed a pitcher of milk to Mom while still rapid-firing instructions to us. “Load up the station wagon with crowbars and hammers. All those tools are in 410 garage.”


Most of our rental houses included separate one-car garages, which Dad organized as workshops for different purposes. The garage next door at 410 Welch Avenue was for tool storage, 426’s garage contained reclaimed lumber stacked neatly by type and length, and 535’s ancient garage, which had once been a carriage house, stored used furniture. Every item in every garage was absolutely tidy and organized, every tool meticulously oiled and maintained. Among our network of garages, Dad could locate anything from the right-size nail to a drop cloth within seconds.


Mom took the pitcher of milk and refilled the glasses of our three youngest brothers: eight-year-old twins Paul and Steve, and seven-year-old Mark. We older siblings referred to Paul, Steve, and Mark as a single unit. At first we called them the Three Little Boys. Over time, we shortened that to the Three Littles, then the Three Lids, and finally just the Lids. The Lids, like all of us, knew each of our houses’ numbers by memory.


Dad reached over from the table to the built-in, extra-long kitchen desk and grabbed a pencil and our daily task list, which he’d drafted as usual the evening before. “Denise, you and Marla and Greg should be able to rip up that old carpet on the stairs to the second-story apartment within 2304 and bundle it out to the junk pile.” Though we’d only been on this job a couple of weeks, we had already produced a sizeable junk pile in the driveway of 2304. “Ripping out that carpet won’t take long,” he said as he scribbled another item on The List. “Then join Clare and Cheryl cleaning out the basement.”


Clare shuddered as she buttered her toast. “Not the basement! Imagine the spiders!”


I put down my fork and moaned. “No one’s ever going to live down there! Why do we have to clean it at all? Why can’t we just leave it?” I’d seen the cellar at 2304, a network of damp subterranean rooms crammed with ancient junk. Earlier, we’d lifted its slanted wooden access doors to reveal a short, uneven flight of cement stairs, which led down into that spider-webbed catacomb, filled to its low, raftered ceiling with broken furniture and wringer washers and molding sports equipment and antique canning jars— all left by previous owners. The space was barely lit by daylight struggling through panes of filthy glass in tiny basement windows.


Dad looked up from The List, perplexed. “It won’t hurt you to clear that out. That’s easy work. That part will be done by noon.” Complaining mystified him. He approached every job, no matter how daunting, with gusto. He and Mom had both grown up on farms during the Depression, Dad in Ohio, Mom in Iowa. In his world, it was usual and expected that children work alongside adults in the family business. He didn’t cotton to us holding jobs outside the family, where we might encounter bad influences or rough bosses, but working within the family was fine. He didn’t care one whit that our peers spent their summer days riding bikes, lounging at Carr’s Pool, or going to the movies. Such idleness in teens surely led to delinquency. Instead, in his view, we were getting real work experience and gaining life skills. Anyway, we’d be off duty by five o’clock and had our evenings free after supper. What could we have to complain about?


“Paul, Steve, Mark,” Dad continued without stopping, cutting his single slice of bacon as he addressed the Lids. “You start picking up branches and twigs off the lawns at 410, 412, 420, 426, and 508,” he rattled off. “The lawns need to be cleared before Greg can mow them tomorrow.”


Dad took a bite of bacon, necessitating a millisecond pause for swallowing, before he carried on delivering instructions. “Mark, toss any twigs and sticks on the pile behind 420. Greg and I sharpened all the mower blades yesterday. When you three little boys are done with the twig pickup, move on to the pile of old lumber in front of 426 garage. That needs denailing.”


Denailing was a constant job. Our ceaseless fixing up of houses generated a bottomless pile of cast-off lumber. Dad saw to it that not so much as a splinter was wasted. Using the claw end of a hammer, we’d dig into a two-by-four to wrench out old nails with a metallic screech. We pinged used nails into old coffee cans, sorting them by size. Then we’d stack the denailed lumber in the lumber garage, again sorting by size, leaving ample aisles among orderly stacks. Though tedious, denailing was easy, which meant the Lids did a lot of it. The Lids, who had finished their eggs and bacon and were filling up on whole wheat toast topped with peanut butter and honey, had mouths too full to complain.


Dad seized on the momentary lull to make the sign of the cross and lead our post-breakfast Morning Offering: “O Jesus, through the Immaculate Heart of Mary, we offer You our prayers, works, joys, and sufferings of this day.” We shushed instantly, crossed ourselves, and joined, our voices as one, finishing “for all the intentions of the Holy Father, Amen.”


Everyone jumped up, running to brush teeth and use the bathroom before loading our copper-colored ’58 Chevy station wagon, known as Old Betsy, and driving to the work site. Today’s job was barely two blocks away, but we needed the car to transport tools and haul material. We kids were meant to be working by eight o’clock, but on most days, the clock usually ticked close to eight twenty before we were swinging hammers or wielding paintbrushes. On the job, ten o’clock meant break time, and we returned home to demolish an entire watermelon. Then we were back to work until noon, home for lunch, and back to work again. Midafternoon, one of us would whip home to fetch food and drink for all of us siblings on the job, and bring the snacks back to our work site. We’d knock off for twenty minutes then, with homemade cookies and a pitcher of lemonade, kicking back under the dark green shade of the mature oaks and maples lining the street.


We were a motley crew of kids and teens, lithe and lean, tan by early June. Half of us wore glasses; at any given time three or four of us sported orthodontia. We’d dress every summer morning in old, worn work clothes: shorts made from cutoff jeans, with rough edges trailing a ragged fringe; a shapeless T-shirt not fit for anything else; handed-down tennis shoes without socks. We girls also kept a red or blue bandanna tied around our heads to keep long hair from swinging forward.


We wore the same uniform every workday, modifying it only on days when The List specified painting. Then our attire moved even more down-market, each of us donning our special Paint Clothes: spattered cutoffs, and one of Dad’s old white dress shirts with its long sleeves hacked short and shirttails hanging low. We liked these shirts because they were loose and cool against summer’s humidity. Several of us topped off the ensemble with a little paint store hat, which came free with a paint purchase. The hats protected our hair against thousands of specks of paint that flew freely during ceiling painting jobs, and were almost impossible to shampoo out.


Denise steered Old Betsy into 2304’s driveway. Greg, Clare, and I, riding on the open tailgate, hung on as she made the curve. Denise took the responsibility of ramrodding her crew keenly and started in with instructions before she turned off the ignition. “Marla and Greg, bring all crowbars and hammers upstairs. We’ll use what works best to rip off that foul carpet,” she said as she handed out white dust masks, which we snapped over noses and mouths. “Clare-Cheryl, get a move on!” Denise waved us off. Our older siblings occasionally addressed Clare and me, two girls between boys in the family birth order, as one unit. “What are you sitting there for? Get to that basement!”


Denise, Marla, and Greg vanished around the house to the front door as Clare and I heaved open the cellar door, glumly surveying the dank staircase festooned with cobwebs. We gingerly took a few steps down, trying not to breathe. A mountain range of junk lay before us: molding cardboard boxes, listing metal shelves packed full and covered with dust, broken riding toys, a rotting, empty trunk, and piles of newspaper. Broken furniture legs stuck out from the mountain’s flank at odd angles.


“We’ll never get all this cleared out,” I groused. “This is insane! We can’t do it, even if we work till the end of time, even if we work till the universe cools down! What’s the point? No one’s ever going to use this space for anything—it’s too damp!” Overwhelmed at the sight of the job, I wailed into the soft summer morning.


Clare, work gloves on, grabbed a box of canning jars and handed them up to me. “Let’s move what we can. We have to work anyway; we might as well work here.” She carried a rusting broken trike up the stairs and tossed it in an arc atop the junk pile, already more than head high.


Resigned, I waded down into the mess and extricated a wood desk chair with wobbly legs. “Dad can fix this and sell it,” I said, hoofing it up the stairs and placing the chair to the side, away from the junk.


“Help me carry this dresser,” Clare said. “He’ll fix this wonky drawer too.” We squatted on either side, using our legs instead of our backs to lift, as Dad had taught. We maneuvered the bureau up and out, lowering it carefully onto the dry driveway. By midmorning, when Denise, Marla, and Greg joined us, we were making real progress.


Hours later, hands on hips, Denise paused to survey the former contents of the basement, now organized across the side yard into piles of Fix, Keep, Sell, and Throw Away. “Order from chaos,” Denise said in a satisfied tone. By late afternoon, we had emptied the warren of little basement rooms. Sunlight streamed in shafts through newly Windexed windowpanes. Walls of concrete and brick had been broomed clean. Marla and Greg were sweeping the last dirt from rough concrete floors.


I knelt to hold the dustpan for Marla’s broom, gritty cement pressing into my knees. Now that it’s clean, it’s actually kind of a nice space, I thought, though I wasn’t going to admit it aloud after my rant. By summer’s end, before students returned en masse, 2304, like all Stritzel properties, would be clean and neat and fixed, with fresh paint and proper curtains. Everything would work, fit, and shine. Everything would be ready for tenants. Everything would be orderly—even a cellar that no one would ever see but us.


Beat, we trooped up the uneven cellar stairs, circled around the growing junk pile on the wide gravel driveway, and piled into Old Betsy. Denise’s watch was ticking toward five fifteen. We needed to be home, hands washed, seated in our places around the table, by five thirty. Denise hummed as she turned the ignition. An impromptu songwriter, Denise composed rhyming couplets when the mood struck her, and the day’s work inspired her now.


“You’ve heard us speak of 2304; it’s a name we often use,” Denise began in a singsong tone.


Marla, in the front seat next to her, caught the spirit and continued the tune. “We pour our sweat and blood in there . . .”


We thought. Denise pulled the gearshift on the steering column toward her and shifted into reverse, looking over her shoulder, arm flung along the seat.


Musing, Clare took off the bandanna that had kept spiders out of her hair all day, and then yelled an ending line: “Congratulations we won’t refuse!” She waved her bandanna out the window as if she were a parade queen atop a float.


Old Betsy was rolling home now, windows down, the passing air cooling our sweaty faces. “That’s fun,” Marla said as she shook her hair in the car’s breeze, letting sweat evaporate. “Let’s keep going.”


“OK,” Denise said. She was always game for a song. “Two blocks till home. More verses?”


“Yes!” Marla took up the challenge. “We ripped that house from stem to stern; not a single person grieved,” she started.


“Plaster, lath, and the kitchen sink,” Greg offered from the back seat.


And suddenly a rhyme popped into my head. “Out the window, it was heaved!”


One block to go. One more verse about 2304. A cool summer evening, off work, awaited.


Denise began a third verse: “We tried to keep it quiet, though we worked there every day,” she sang, lifting her foot off the accelerator, slowing the creaking station wagon to give us time to contribute to the rhyme before we turned into our own driveway.


“People soon found out we owned it,” Clare jumped in. Her line supplied Marla with an opening.


“The junk pile gave us away!” Marla was victorious.


“I like it,” Denise said. “Let’s write a whole song about us, like those three verses. We could call it ‘The Baseball Team’ because Dad calls us his Baseball Team. That’d be perfect.” As the station wagon slowed, Denise’s imagination gathered speed. “I know! We could each get our own verse. Maryanne would have to be pitcher, of course. Hmm, how about this for her: The pitcher’s name is Maryanne, she’s really on the ball.”


Denise steered in silence for a moment as our brows furrowed in thought. Maryanne, with her generous hugs and cat-eye glasses, was our perfect big sister. Of the nine of us siblings, Maryanne was kindest, most capable, and—the ultimate compliment in our family— hardest working.


Marla nailed the ending line of the verse. “She helps the whole dang family, best worker of us all!”


That day, Old Betsy swung into our driveway and rolled to a stop, but the years, and we ourselves, did not. On that long-ago summer day, we were still Dad’s Baseball Team, a single entity. We lived and worked as one. The years would roll on, and the world would change around us. We would change too, though we didn’t know it then. That day, we were secure in our sense of ourselves, and our place in the universe.


More verses were to come, but we weren’t thinking about the song anymore. We were done with the first verses. We were hot and sweaty and tired. We were done with the day’s work on the Victorian Lady. We were home, and it was time for dinner.
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Stritzel Family in backyard, 1963
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JULY, 1971
above the fruited plain


Dad was a professor by trade, but a farmer at heart. Though we lived on a city street in Campustown for nearly thirty years, Dad and Mom always thought of themselves as farm folk. They saw the rich Iowa soil in the sixty-by-one-hundred backyard of 412 Welch Avenue as an opportunity to grow food.


The two-thirds of the backyard nearest the house was planted with grass for play and picnics and encircled with fruit trees, including peach, pear, plum, cherry, and apple. The remaining third of the yard, at the rear of the property, was given entirely to food production. Dad’s masterful landscape design included an attractive fence to divide the lawn-and-fruit-tree area from the garden area. This fence bore swags of Concord grapes, dusky purple clusters hanging heavy among leaves bigger than the palm of your hand. The center of the fence featured an opening under a graceful arbor twined with more grapevines curling extravagantly up and over the top, inviting all comers to pass beneath and stroll the center grassy path into the garden. Inside, on both sides of the center path, were three rows of thick, productive red raspberry canes kept upright and in bounds between waist-high wood standards strung with thick wire, which was set so the canes would just nod over it, seeming to offer fruit to passersby. A single, lush rhubarb plant punctuated the end of each row of raspberries. Over the whole scene played a humming orchestra of industrious insects.


This single garden and the several fruit trees behind our house would have kept most gardeners busy, but we had three more gardens, each as big as or bigger than the first, in the yards of nearby rental houses. The long, skinny garden by 410 Welch grew luxuriant rows of bush-type green beans, green peppers, and sequential varieties of lettuce, which we picked daily. The little garden by 432 Welch was planted with masses of tomatoes. We’d pick the sweet little cherry tomatoes, warm from the sun, and pop them into our mouths on the spot. The big, heavy tomatoes were loaded into baskets and lugged to the kitchen. The huge square garden behind 426 Welch was given entirely to sweet corn. We’d hoe the corn early on, stepping ever so carefully between rows of baby green blades on the wide-open plot of black soil. Two months later, in the same spot, we’d push through shade created by a tight maze of stalks and leaves, well over head-high, topped by feathery yellow tassels.


The nine of us children didn’t know we were living in Eden. We didn’t know we were blessed with an abundant, fresh, local diet. We just knew that, every summer and autumn, we had to pick, snap, clean, husk, press, pit, put up, or otherwise process in some laborious manner, tons of garden produce. We thought it was hard labor.


The cherry trees in our own yard were the worst—or best, depending on your point of view. The pollinating pair of sour cherry trees behind our home was stunningly prolific. The peach, pear, plum, and apple trees that ringed our backyard were all good bearers, thanks to Dad’s expertise, but it was these fifteen-foot Montmorency cherries that dominated the yard and, it seemed, our lives. Their trunks were shiny, dark, and sturdy, with gilded horizontal rings. They burst into lavish bloom every spring, an explosion of pink-tinged white beauty that provided a handy photo background for each of us children as we made our First Communion. This Montmorency variety was uncannily reliable, laden with huge harvests year after year. Never, to our sorrow, did the trees suffer blight or disease or the slightest insect infestation. Not even flocks of descending birds, happily pecking themselves drunk in the upper reaches, could significantly dent their massive harvests. As June waxed warmer and drew to a close, we’d watch the cherries redden and swell, knowing what was coming.


And, sure as the Earth orbits the sun, early every July that day would arrive. Year after productive year, the dreaded Cherry Day unfolded in similar fashion.


“Cherry picking today!” Dad, who loved cherry pies, was cheerful as a cherry himself that day at breakfast. All of us were in our regular places, tucking into pancakes stacked double on our plates, each spread with butter and topped with honey, a single slice of bacon lying adjacent like a sidecar. The two casement windows flanking the big center picture window at the end of our colossal kitchen table were already cranked open, a whisper of breeze wafting through screens, shifting the printed curtains. The morning outside was summer soft, the temperature hovering on the line between cool and warm. Pairs of mourning doves hooted, sending low notes back and forth like avian Valentines. The rising sun backlit the early-morning haze, but the natural beauty of the abundant garden beyond our window was lost on us. All we saw when we looked outside was work.


“Both trees are at peak ripeness today,” Dad said. He’d been checking the cherries every evening after his day of teaching. “Another great harvest ahead, thanks be to God. Maryanne and Denise, Marla and Greg, Clare and Cheryl, and you three little boys, we’ll need the whole Baseball Team picking and pitting today.” Dad passed a little glass pitcher of honey down the table.


“I don’t even like cherries,” Greg said. He slathered his top pancake with butter before picking up the little pitcher and tipping a stream over his stack.


“Make sure you pick every ripe cherry before moving to another branch!” Dad, paying no attention to grumbling, passed one of a pair of tall, shiny aluminum pitchers filled with skim milk so cold the exterior sweated condensation. “You’re picking for maximum efficiency. Strip one branch clean before moving to the next spot.” Dad quickly wiped his mouth, mindful of the class he was due to teach within the hour. “Be methodical in your movement. You only go through the tree once. No going back to get what you missed, because you’re not going to miss any! Think of it as cleaning the tree, not just picking cherries.”


“We all pick together,” Denise said. Our second-oldest sibling was so frequently in charge of our work crew that she often assumed a leadership role. Dad’s view of her as “ramrod” was seeping into her psyche. “We clean both trees, and then come inside together to pit.”


“Except for Maryanne,” Dad said, fine-tuning the order of work and turning to our oldest sibling. “You pick with the crew for the first part of the morning, and then come inside to help Mom set up for indoor processing.”


“The kitchen will be ready for mass pitting before everybody comes in,” Maryanne said. Her dual role was important to streamline the process for everyone, and she took it seriously. “We’ll be prepared, so every pitter can achieve maximum efficiency!”


Clare glanced up from her plate at Maryanne, and then at the wall behind Maryanne’s seat, on which hung two framed linen prints. Each featured a cherry tree rendered in the one-dimensional style and muted avocado greens and blues of the late sixties. Incorporated into the artwork of one print was the saying Patience is a tree whose root is bitter, but its fruit is very sweet. We knew that saying especially appealed to our mother, though we couldn’t imagine why. Incorporated into the other print was In the hum of the market there is money, but under the cherry tree, rest. This particular print got a lot of attention every July.


“Rest, my foot!” Clare scoffed under her breath. “Since when does anyone under a cherry tree rest?”


“It’s inconceivable to link a cherry tree with leisure,” Greg muttered.


“Who could even think up a saying like that?” I was bemused by the connection between markets, money, and cherries. Since the framed linen prints hung in their places beside our kitchen table for decades, I had years to ponder it.


“Quit your bellyaching!” Dad viewed cherry picking as a pleasant and easy way to spend a day. “You’re outdoors in God’s creation, it’s a beautiful day, we’re working for ourselves here! Get a job for a boss in a factory ten hours a day—then you’ll know what real work is. Mark, finish your milk. You’re lucky to have milk left in your glass.” Dad shut down the grousing by launching into our after-meal prayer: “We give Thee thanks, Almighty God for all Thy benefits, Who lives and reigns for ever and ever, world without end, Amen.”


We’d said Amen, but our prayer wasn’t through. Mom and Dad thought it right that we honor those who had gone before us. No one budged. No hands unclasped. “Sacred Heart of Jesus,” Dad continued without missing a beat, “may the souls of the faithful departed, through the mercy of God, rest in peace, Amen.” We tacked this final sentence routinely onto lunch and dinner after-meal prayers, too. It would occasionally flummox a guest, who would break rank after the first Amen, only to have to clap his hands back together as we plowed on into “Sacred Heart of Jesus.”


Decades later, Clare would muse, “What about the souls of the unfaithful departed? Do they get to rest in peace too?” But on this summer morning in the early 1970s, with the sun climbing higher and Dad vanishing out the side door on his way to teach a 400-level class on fertilizer manufacture and its agronomic use, no one was pondering existential questions. We weren’t inclined to seriously challenge the order of our universe, and in any case, we didn’t have time. Instead we all spilled out the side and back doors toward the garage, where the ladders and cherry-picking cans waited.


The summer morning was so lovely, it was infectious: once we were out of the house, our grouchiness evaporated like morning mist. Unbidden, a scrap of song from the musical Oklahoma! popped into my head and, since I lacked any filter of self-consciousness, out of my mouth. “Oh, what a beautiful morning,” I sang as I ambled into the garage. “Oh, what a beautiful day,” I warbled, grabbing the end of a wood six-foot stepladder.


Marla lifted the top of the ladder, joining in with “I’ve got a beautiful feeling, everything’s going my way!” as we maneuvered it out the garage door, across the yard, and under the cherry tree, where we snapped it open.


“We’ve got all the cherry-picking cans,” Denise said as she and Maryanne dropped all nine cans in the shade under the trees. These home-rigged picking receptacles were old metal coffee cans, six inches in diameter. On one side, at the top rim of the can, were punched two little holes an inch or so apart through which a length of twine was threaded. Mom and Dad had rigged the cans years before. Now they were familiar equipment, upside down on their garage shelf for most of the year, clean and awaiting fruit-picking time.


“It doesn’t take much twine to go around your little waist,” said Maryanne, passing the twine around Steve’s middle, knotting the twine in back so the can hung conveniently in front. Paul and Mark, cans tied on securely, scrambled up one of the trees.


“All the cattle are standing like statues,” I sang as I pulled a branch low and stripped fat, full cherries by the fistful and emptied them into the coffee can at my waist. Wearing a cherry can freed both hands for maximum picking efficiency: none of us would waste a free hand holding a receptacle. Occasionally, though, when we came across an especially big cherry, sweetly warmed from the sun, a picking hand might waste a moment as it detoured upward and flicked that cherry into a mouth. Then it was but a moment to expertly extract the pit with the tongue.


Now up in the tree, I spit a pit in an eight-foot arc, then swallowed the cherry before trilling again, “All the cattle are standing like statues.”


“Any song but that!” Clare was up on a stepladder, surrounded by heavy branches laden with fruit, wrists flying between branch and can as she plucked gobs of cherries with both hands. “I’m sick of that song!” During an earlier year at elementary school, right after our class finished the Pledge of Allegiance, my classroom teacher would lead our class of twenty-five youngsters in singing “Oh, What a Beautiful Morning.” Every single morning. And every morning, Clare’s teacher next door would scold her class: “Hear that?” Clare’s teacher would clap her hands. “The younger grade next door is ready to go! Let’s get to work!”


“I detest that song,” Clare continued. “I never want to hear it again.” Her hands flew faster between branch and can.


Marla, pausing atop her ladder, placed one hand at her throat, flung the other hand wide as if she were a performer on stage, and belted the next lyrics even louder: “The corn is as high as an elephant’s eye, and it looks like it’s climbing clear up to the sky!”


“STOP!” Clare left off picking, jabbing one index finger at her own open mouth over and over, as if she were gagging. “No, Marla, don’t stop picking! Stop singing that!” Clare grabbed a branch to steady herself and leaned over to look in Marla’s can, two-thirds full.


“You’re slow. I’ve filled my can twice already,” Clare said as she climbed down the ladder carefully, the weight of her full can making the fraying twine tied around her waist dig into her midsection. Kneeling next to two huge aluminum dishpans on the grass in the shade and bending forward so she didn’t have to untie her can, she gently tumbled cherries into one of them.


We filled the dishpans over and over, toting them into the house to empty them, as the morning ticked by and the heat index rose.


“Let’s sing ‘This Land Is Your Land,’” Marla suggested amiably.


“Even worse. No!” Greg grumbled from the other tree.


“He’s right—that one’s too singsongy. So unmusical.” Denise, another fast picker, knelt on the grass to upend her full cherry can into a dishpan. She straightened up and surveyed the trees for a more auspicious picking spot.


Marla, picking again, burst into a soldier’s marching song: “Drunk last night, drunk the night before.”


“Gonna get drunk tonight like I’ve never got drunk before!” Every one of us joined in, singing full volume into the now-hot summer morning. “For when I’m drunk, I’m happy as can be.”


The song had a contagious rhythm, and soon our hands were moving in unison, branch to can, branch to can, as we picked to the beat. “For I am a member of the Souse family!” None of us knew who the Souse family was, or how they came to be in this song. It didn’t concern us. We enjoyed the song because of our own family story connected with it.


Years ago, when our oldest sister Maryanne was in a younger grade at Crawford Elementary School, the music teacher, a whiny, pleading sort of dry spinster, one day finished her planned curriculum before class time was up. Youngsters, tired of standing in rows on risers, began to fidget, pinch each other, giggle, and talk. Miss Riggenbach tapped her hands together in a weak attempt to corral attention and begged in a squeaky whimper, “Class, pleeassse . . .”


The clique of class troublemakers ramped up the volume. Hidden by rows of children, one boy’s leg shot out and landed a solid kick on the rear of another.


“Ow!” The victim grabbed his backside and leapt off the riser.


“Children! Pleeeasse . . .” Miss Riggenbach entreated feebly. Distraught, casting her eyes desperately over the wriggling mass of diminutive humanity, she queried, “Would anyone sing a song for us?”


Maryanne, a gentle soul from birth and a perfect pupil who never did anything bad or wrong or even slightly unkind, felt sorry for the poor, reedy music teacher. Miss Riggenbach’s misery distressed her. Plus, she knew a new song; Dad had taught her one just the night before!


“I’ll sing!” she called out. Hands clasped in front of her plaid jumper, smiling above the Peter Pan collar of her pressed white blouse, Maryanne stepped confidently before the group, a performer sure of her material. The class, struck by her bravery, stopped gabbing, and into that moment of silence Maryanne’s sweet soprano rang clearly: “Drunk last night, drunk the night before.”


Mom got a call from school and, so family lore has it, lit into Dad the moment he got home from work. “How could you teach her that song?” She grabbed his shoulders. “That song you learned in the Air Corp barracks! What must they think of this family!” Mom and Dad rarely drank. Very occasionally, they would share a single, cold bottle of Pabst Blue Ribbon beer, poured into two little glasses, as they read the paper in the evening after the Lids were in bed. “And she sang it not just in front of one or two children,” Mom said, beside herself, “but the entire class! Not to mention Miss Riggenbach! And now the principal too!”


We enjoyed the story partly because it was rare for Mom and Dad to argue or disagree, but mostly because Dad, who was always the one disciplining us, got dressed down himself.


Now, in the heat of late morning, the nine of us—festooned across two cherry trees, reaching deeper in, our arms and legs a map of scratches from twigs—carried on singing. “Glo-ri-ous! Glo-ri-ous! One keg o’ beer for the four of us!” It seemed to us that no matter how much we picked, or how often we filled and refilled the huge twin aluminum dishpans, the trees remained resolutely loaded with fruit. We persevered, picking steadily as we soldiered on into the second verse: “Now the Souse family is the best family, That ever came over from old Germany.”


This verse goes on “with the Highland Dutch, and the Lowland Dutch, and the Rotterdam Dutch,” ending with “the goddamned Dutch,” but we never sang or even heard it that way. Dad might have had a lapse in judgment, teaching a drinking song to a tot, but he never swore, no matter how provoked. The worst he ever said was “Son of a buck!” Whenever he rolled out that phrase, in extreme frustration or thunderous fury, it was as if the foundations of the Earth were shaking, and guilty or innocent, we’d scatter like dry leaves before a hurricane.


Today, pegged on ladders or wedged in crooks of the trees, as always we finished the song “the other kind of Dutch.” But our voices were losing oomph. We’d been picking three hours. Maryanne had just gone inside to help Mom ready lunch for all. The day was hotter, the trees scratchier, and the remaining cherries seemingly as abundant as when we began.


“I’m tired! I’m hot! Any cherries left now are bird-bitten,” I said, casting about for a reason to quit, trying to convince my siblings the job was done.


“Cheryl!” Clare shrieked in mock terror. “You’re on the plains! Don’t let yourself be on the plains!” Every one of us knew she was referring to another of Dad’s sayings. He’d heard a 1950s-era politician named Adlai Stevenson use it and adapted it slightly for our benefit. It was long, but we knew it by heart, and once it was brought up, there was no escaping what came next. We had to recite it.
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