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“A generous, brave, and powerful sharing of the shadowed part of one woman’s life.”


—PATTIE C. S. BURKE, author of Women and Pedagogy:
Education Through Autobiographical Narrative


“Just as the Sleeping Beauty pricked her finger on a fateful spindle and fell into a cursed hundred years’ sleep, Mary Jo’s suppressed memories of childhood abuse lay dormant for years until awakened. How Mary Jo chronicles her painful process from denial to full consciousness is both raw and delicate, using the woman’s touch with a needle, stitching through pain, to create a searing patchwork and a final understanding of love.”


—KATE FARRELL, Author and Storyteller
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For my parents, Joe and Audrey; my sisters, Jackie and Bonnie; and my children, Jocelyn, Chip, Keith, Polly, and Susan, with profound love and deepest gratitude for each of our days.




Part of the task of composing a life is the artist’s need to find a way to take what is simply ugly and, instead of trying to deny it, to use it in the broader design.


—Mary Catherine Bateson, Composing a Life





Prologue

Bovina Center, New York, October 4, 1991


I snuggle into my favorite chair on this autumn evening, a moonless sky outside my window, and open the latest issue of Newsweek. Relaxed and contented, slowly leafing through pages, I pause to read an article, when sudden tension surges into my body and flows into my right hand. I stare as my fingers transform into a claw, as rigid as the cultivator I use to wrench deep weeds from my garden.


My breathing becomes ragged. My exhalations transform into whimpers. I gasp as the now-frantic energy coursing through my body forces me to jump up and begin pacing back and forth, seemingly endlessly, until, much later, calm gradually returns to me.


As I drop into my chair and stare at my softening fingers through still-flowing tears, I silently wail, What . . . just . . . happened?


The universe remains quiet.


I am forty-nine years old and about to uncover a long, tightly tangled thread that will tug me, one knot after another, back to my childhood.




Part I
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Chapter 1: ONE WEDDING RING

Manhattan and Center Moriches, New York, 1940
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The diamond was stunning, nearly a carat. Surely my mother’s brown eyes sparkled as beautifully as the precious marquise-cut in the sterling setting my father held out to her. “Audrey, will you marry me?”


It was early evening, after work, and they sipped a cocktail in a quiet Manhattan bar. Although some misgiving might have niggled at her belly, my mother, twenty-six, believed this was likely her last chance to marry. She gave him her lovely smile, showing the even white teeth I always admired, and said, “Yes, Joe.” She believed this would work out fine; her lifelong dream, after all, was to become a wife and mother.
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I wonder what my father’s dreams were. Did he look beyond having finally captured this slim, brunette beauty? How did he feel about being a husband? Did he think about having children? What career did he have in mind? Did he even consider these important, practical questions? I’ll never know those answers, yet I do know one fact for certain: they planned to live happily ever after.


My parents worked at 20th Century Fox Studios in early 1940 in New York City, where they met four years earlier. My father, twenty-eight, was a stock person and my mother was a secretary. He asked her for a date when he first met her, but she was still waiting for her best friend’s brother, Shep—the love of her young life—to finish law school. When Shep became engaged to someone else shortly before his graduation, my mother’s heart nearly broke.


Perhaps the Fox grapevine took the news to my father, for he asked her out again. This time she accepted, and they soon dated regularly. Sometimes they went for walks, or for dinner, or to the theater to see Fox films, for it was the golden age of the industry and they were part of it. By all my mother’s fond accounts, those years with Fox were exciting and romantic. I was proud that my parents had been there.
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Yet five decades later, as I write their story in my tiny cabin in the Blue Ridge, I sense silent shadows present during that romantic evening. In truth, while the gorgeous ring sparkled as if brand new, it had previously adorned the hand of my father’s first fiancée, Corinne, who had recently broken their engagement. What was her reason? I muse.


I wonder if my mother’s unrequited love for Shep stole slivers of joy from the special moment for her. Did either think of someone else as he slid the ring onto her finger?


I easily see his charismatic response to her gentle “Yes, Joe,” and her sweet smile. He was slim, handsome, and charming, a few inches taller than her five-foot-four, seemingly attentive and affectionate, his dark hair already thinning and receding, his eyes bright and warm, his smile snaggle-toothed.


“You remind me of Aunt Madeline,” he told her affectionately as they sipped their drinks, his hand holding hers, perhaps looking at the diamond shine between his fingers. My mother liked the comparison, for she was fond of Madeline, his paternal aunt, a petite, wispy-haired dynamo of kindness and caring.


My father grew up in the Bronx, at 1121 Findlay Avenue, and rarely talked about his family: Joe, Sr., short, portly, ostensibly amiable, but often absent from home as he chauffeured for a wealthy Connecticut family; his mother, Josephine Daly, who died when he was thirteen; or his soft-spoken, seemingly pleasant brother, Matt. My mother told me in later years she always felt uneasy with Joe, Sr. I venture to guess now that beneath his seeming charm, she sensed how much he devalued women.


He talked often, though, about his stepmother, Mary, the large-boned, pure-Irish dumpling of a woman with twinkling, Delft-blue eyes whom his father married a few years after Josephine died. Two decades younger than her new husband, Mary, fresh off the boat at Ellis Island, as the family used to say, became a warm and loving presence in the lives of then-sixteen-year-old Joe and fourteen-year-old Matt.
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Ready for a break, I save my computer document, grab my jacket, hurry out the door, and start walking briskly on the path toward the top of my mountain. A third of the way up, I freeze when I see a yellow-and-black garter snake curled on the path. He looks innocent, and I know he won’t hurt me, but I’ve learned that innocent appearances sometimes conceal inner demons.


Circling well around him, I continue until, panting, I reach the mountaintop. Standing still as my breathing quiets, I turn in a slow circle to look out at the entire mountain range. I inhale the pure air and think of the next chapter I will write, about the weekend my mother took my father home to meet her parents. I see my grandparents relaxing in their cozy living room filled with furniture now passed on to their grandchildren. Grandma Davis sits on the sofa, her hand-crocheted afghan a colorful backdrop behind her, and Grandpa relaxes in his chair by the bay window, pipe smoke rising lazily as he puffs quietly. The serenity and timelessness of that scene, along with the knowledge of having been well cared-for in that place, slowly envelops me until I’m fully anchored in the tableau. One day I will create a quilt with heart-shaped leaves that represent each person who was important in my life. The hearts for my Davis grandparents will be close to each other and prominent.


I exhale and sigh at the sweet memory, then walk slowly down to the cabin. I notice that the snake is gone.
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A few weeks later, my parents took the train from Penn Station after work on a Friday afternoon and arrived in the early evening in Center Moriches, on Long Island’s south shore, bordering Great South Bay, seventy-five miles from Manhattan.


My shy, soft-spoken grandparents, Clarence and Edna Cartright Davis, met them at the railroad station, standing by their car when the squealing train arrived. They hugged my mother when she stepped off the train and smiled at my father. “Hi, Joe,” my grandfather said. “We’re glad to meet you. We’ve heard nice things about you from Audrey.”


My father, also shy, felt uneasy in this first meeting, yet he wanted to make a good first impression. He smiled broadly, extended his hand confidently to each of my grandparents, and said, “It’s nice to meet you both.”


Grandpa nodded and said, in his gentle, deep voice, “Yes. Well, let’s put your bags in the car and get on home.”


My father carried their weekend bags to the black Ford Coupe and stowed them. Four miles later, Grandpa turned into the driveway of a large, stately white home on Lake Avenue, steered the car halfway around the driveway circle, and parked near the huge bed of orange daylilies.


“Come on in,” my grandmother said, smoothing her flowered housedress after the ride. My grandparents, followed by my parents, entered the back mudroom, walked through the low-ceilinged kitchen, passed by the round, claw-foot oak table and chairs in the dining room, and went on into the homey living room, immaculately cared for by my grandmother.
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I slide back to that time before my birth to imagine that welcoming room and hear their nuanced voices. I know the softness of my grandmother Davis’s handmade afghan—its beautiful, lacy squares in primary colors crocheted together with black yarn—smoothed on the back of the overstuffed couch, the centerpiece of her living room.


In front of the couch stood a one-of-a-kind coffee table Grandpa had crafted from a thick slab of white, gray-veined marble, supported by an ornate, cross-shaped, walnut-stained wood base. Grandpa’s overstuffed easy chair was nestled into the bright bay window, with a large padded footrest in front. A tall wooden Zenith floor radio stood to the left, near several built-in wall shelves that held a few books, some knickknacks, and a lamp.


My father lit my mother’s Viceroy filter, then my grandmother’s Old Gold, then his own Lucky Strike while Grandpa filled his pipe, tamped down his tobacco, and ignited it. While the unforgettable sweet scent of Prince Albert permeated the room, they each had a brief respite to think about what to say next.


My mother took the lead as they sought common topics. She chatted about some of Fox’s new releases in 1941: Blood and Sand, with Tyrone Power, Rita Hayworth, and Anthony Quinn; How Green Was My Valley, with Roddy McDowall, Walter Pidgeon, and Maureen O’Hara. Then Grandpa asked my father, “So, Joe, what kind of work do you do at Fox?”


My father cleared his throat. “Well, I . . . work in the stockrooms. I unload the trucks and replenish the supply shelves.”


Grandpa puffed thoughtfully on his pipe for several seconds. Joe broke the silence by adding, “I also attended a semester of college after high school but withdrew because it wasn’t interesting. I wanted to start earning money.”


Grandpa puffed some more. Was he wondering about what I think of now: Since Joe possessed no specialized work skills, how would that affect his and my mother’s future?


My mother and grandmother each lit another cigarette, and my grandfather changed the subject. “Well, Joe, Audrey probably told you I served in the navy after I graduated from high school. Now that Hitler’s escalating this terrible war, will you be enlisting?”


My father again cleared his throat, “Uh, Mr. Davis, since Audrey and I are getting married, I’ve decided not to. I want to be with her.”


Grandpa silently puffed what might have looked like smoke signals and stared far away. Silence reigned until my grandmother invited everyone to the dining room.


With relief, each person rose and followed her to the table, where she served coffee and cake and the conversation easily shifted to how delicious her cinnamon-nutmeg confection was.


The next day, my mother drove my father to Westhampton Beach to show him the stunning homes of movie stars and other wealthy Fire Island residents. Later they walked around the quaint hamlet of Center Moriches and saw the boats docked in the nearby canal, the many roads that led to Great South Bay, and several of the homes my grandfather, a lifelong carpenter, built.


Grandpa’s father, Spicer Davis, also a lifelong carpenter, built a residence for each of his three sons—Archie, Fred, and his youngest, my grandfather, Clarence—as they started their adult lives. The lovely white two-story house that Spicer built for my grandparents, the home my mother and her future husband visited, was where they lived out their entire lives.


On Sunday afternoon, following my grandmother’s delicious every-Sunday pot roast dinner, my mother and father prepared for the train ride home to their respective apartments. As my grandparents said goodbye at the train station, if they had reservations about their daughter’s betrothed, they kept them to themselves.


My parents married on August 10, 1940, in a simple ceremony before a justice of the peace and a few close friends and family members. As my mother’s maid of honor, Alice, and my father’s best man, his more rounded brother, Matt, stood near, my razor-thin father slipped a narrow sterling band on my mother’s left hand.


Amid warm, festive well wishes, they left for a honeymoon camping trip in the Adirondack Mountains, a favorite place where my mother had often vacationed with her friends. The happiest time in their marriage had opened.





Chapter 2: THE LONE STAR

Pasadena, Texas, 1941–42
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My parents continued working at Fox, where my mother earned $17 weekly and my father $15. They furnished their apartment on Joralemon Street in Brooklyn with a small, sturdy maple dining table and four chairs, an overstuffed brown sofa, and other modest miscellaneous furniture. In their spare time, they enjoyed cooking, movies, and camping.


Fox strictly mandated that married couples could not both work there. Since my father’s wage was lower, he sought civilian employment at the Brooklyn Navy Yard. Shortly afterward, though, in mid-1941, my mother experienced pervasive morning sickness early in her pregnancy with me and resigned, thus severing their pleasurable connection with that dazzling time in the film industry. Quickly, the horrific attack on Pearl Harbor thrust our country into war, as Joseph Stalin became Time’s Man of the Year, Henry Kaiser preached “full production for full employment,” and Wendell Willkie sought to build relations with Russia. Two months before my birth, the military draft board sought all able-bodied young men.


My father’s wish to avoid the draft had been well-secured by his new job at the Navy Yard. Shortly after Pearl Harbor, though, my father met a man planning to move to work in a Texas defense plant. My father decided he also wanted to. My mother was agreeable, in part because her brother, Gene, was stationed in Texas with the army. As my parents planned their move, my grandparents decided to relocate, too, just until the war was over. So my grandparents and parents drove 1,700 miles from New York to Pasadena, Texas, in four days, arriving three weeks before my birth.


In Pasadena, my grandparents rented a small house for themselves and my parents. My father found factory work making plastic parts used to manufacture war materials. They settled into a new lifestyle in this wartime climate, hugely different from New York State.


I entered into my parents’ story at 10:21 a.m. on February 5, 1942, in Pasadena, Texas, where the weather was recorded as sunny and in the seventies. My mother was so heavily medicated that she did not regain consciousness until the next day. When I was finally placed in her arms, she likely gazed unbelievingly at her new, rosy, eight-pound daughter, a big baby for my one-hundred-pound mother. I imagine her pretty smile when she gently smoothed my sprinkle of dark hair, took hold of every finger and toe, and cooed at how soft and perfect they were. When I grasped and held her finger, she would have alternated laughter with tears of happiness.


Ten days later, my father took us home.


On a warm Texas afternoon, I slept outside in my small black canvas carriage. When my mother came to check on me, she noticed a snake circled around one carriage wheel and called Grandpa. “Pop, come see the pretty snake.” He took one look, ran to get his hoe, and quickly killed it.


Sorrowfully, my mother said, “It was so beautiful.”


He replied gruffly, “Audrey, that was a coral snake. They’re deadly.” My mother grabbed me from the carriage.
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I have studied my mother’s old Kodak photographs of our small family during those Texas months. It’s easy to see that Mom took good care of me. My eyes were large and brown, and she tied a tiny ribbon around a clump of dark hair on top of my head, making a little waterspout. My clothes were clean; my smile was happy.


I look closely at my parents’ smiles and especially into their eyes, those windows into the soul. They look happy. Their smiles do not reflect a deep, glowing happiness, but neither do they appear to be two people pretending to be happy. I see a bond. One or the other holds me, and they stand fairly close to each other.


Yet, along with these sunny photos, other forces frightened my mother and grandmother: the endless numbers of tarantulas both outside and inside the house, the coral snakes and rattlers, and the constant smell and appearance of mold on the furniture, a consequence of 1942’s long, hot summer without air conditioning. Then my mom contracted a mild case of malaria.


“That’s it, Joe,” she told my father. “I don’t want to live in Texas anymore.”


He didn’t argue. In October 1942, eight months after my birth and just as the Manhattan Project was starting to develop the atomic bomb, my family packed up the 1939 Dodge and we moved north. I see now that the reasons my parents left Texas paled in comparison to the troubles that waited ahead.


They never returned to Texas, but all my life I ached to revisit the birth state I could not remember.





Chapter 3: COCOON

Sandy Hook, Connecticut, 1942–45
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We moved 1,700 miles from Texas to Sandy Hook, Connecticut, to live with my father’s aunt Madeline and uncle Henry. Aunt Madeline’s mother, Grandma B., in her eighties, also lived with them in what I remember as a somber, silent house with dark furniture. While Aunt Madeline’s disposition was sunny, my great-grandmother—who sat in an overstuffed chair in the living room most of the day, wearing long, dark dresses, her white hair pinned on top of her head—had ebony-colored, tempestuous eyes. Once, I was crying as I walked past her, and she barked, “You stop crying right now or I’ll give you something to cry about. Be quiet!” I obeyed instantly.


Family are the people who usually comprise the first important circle we enter in life. If we are fortunate, we’re contained in a warm, nurturing vessel where we grow in healthy ways. A few weeks after my great-grandmother slammed me with her fury, I tumbled down her basement steps into total darkness, an event I later saw as a physical manifestation of my accidental stumble that day into my grandmother’s rage, part of a thread of dark undercurrents I’d later find woven throughout my father’s family. Already, though I was physically present in that house, I had silently moved deeper within myself in order to feel safe.


Somehow, that sourness bypassed my sweet aunt Madeline. If she was caring for me while my mother was out and I inadvertently got snared in a situation with Grandma B., she swiftly swooped me up and transformed the next moments into something light and pleasant, like giving me some ice cream or kind words: “There, there, don’t cry now. Everything’s okay.”


I loved my days with Aunt Madeline, who played and giggled with me, while gently reminding me to be quiet and not upset Grandma B. We lived with them briefly while Uncle Henry helped my father find work. Soon after my father started his new factory job, my parents rented an apartment in Sandy Hook. I have no memory of missing that dark house, just Aunt Madeline. Decades later, I would create a quilt for my writing room, one that remarkably resembles the one on this book’s cover. I fashioned a heart-shaped leaf for Aunt Madeline and affectionately attached it to the graceful plant that symbolizes my tree of life.


Our new home, in Fred and Ella Reiner’s duplex, brought my mother a staunch new friend: Ella. We joined the Catholic Church that year, an event that evolved from Ella’s deep Catholic faith and persuasive skills. When my parents married, my father was—and remained throughout his life—a lapsed Catholic, while my mother had been a lifelong practicing Methodist. Whatever caused them to choose a civil, rather than religious, marriage ceremony in 1940 was remediated in Connecticut three years later, when they wanted to have me baptized. I easily hear the devout Ella saying, “Audrey, you’ve got to join the Church so you don’t raise that child in sin. You’ve got to get her baptized.”


Ella would have called Father William Collins, pastor of her church home, St. Rose of Lima RC Church in Newtown, and invited him to meet my mother and me. I was too young to understand anything about religion, of course, and couldn’t know my future would hold a difficult, guilt-ridden relationship with the Catholic Church following some poor life choices I’d make. Sometimes I have wondered, if Mom hadn’t met Ella, would she would have raised her children in her Methodist faith? Would those Methodist roots have led me on to better pathways? I’ll never know that answer, but I like to think so.
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I learned as a young child that the Catholic Church was the one, real, and true church and grew up feeling sorry for people of other faiths. Did they not know they were doomed to hell? Wouldn’t they convert to Catholicism if they knew?


I memorized my catechism lessons:


Who made the world? God made the world.


Who is God? God is the Creator of Heaven and Earth and all things.


Did God have a beginning? God had no beginning. He has always been and He always will be . . .


Yet memorized knowledge didn’t lead to an awakening of my spirit. That would happen many decades later, in a much different way. As a child, I believed God was a stranger who resided far away and was busy with others who needed Him much more than I. Yet I never doubted that I could trust my parents or the church.


My mother attended church each Sunday, while my father attended with us on occasional Easter Sundays. Through the years, I felt little sense of his being either devout or spiritual, although we never spoke of such substantive matters.


In late 1943, when I was almost two, my parents renewed their marriage vows. I open the Bible that Father Collins inscribed for them and read his words:


To Audrey and Joe, with the sincere hope that God will send them many of His choicest blessings.
—(Rev.) William J. Collins, Feast of the Immaculate Conception, December 8, 1943


Within are tangibles that my mother tucked between the razor-thin pages: a New York Times clipping announced that Father Collins later became vicar-general of the Catholic archdiocese of Hartford, Connecticut, then another notice, of Father Collins’s picture and obituary, on October 16, 1959. I have no recollection of Father Collins, but I know I saw him once, for my baptism certificate holds his signature eleven days after he officiated my parents’ renewed marriage vows. Unsurprisingly, Ella Reiner is listed as my sponsor.


Then I find a paper-thin, pressed clover with three leaves attached; the fourth has broken away to the bottom of the page. A memory stirs, from when I was an early teen and my sister, Jackie, was about nine.


Mom loved hunting for four-leaf clovers. “Jackie, Mary Jo, come over here!” she called out enthusiastically. “They bring good luck,” she reminded us, in case we’d forgotten. But I didn’t remember Mom’s placing them in her Bible until I discover several this day. My heart warms as I sense her belief that they were gifts of grace, worthy of space in her holy book.


And then a Connecticut memory returns and makes me smile.


I sat on Ella Reiner’s back porch steps, as my mother and Ella talked and sipped coffee in the kitchen. Idly, I picked out a clothespin from the nearby basket and dropped it through a space between the step boards, where it softy thumped to the ground. Well, that was fun, I thought, and dropped several more into the invisible darkness.


In a while, Ella and my mother stepped out onto the porch.


“You’ve been a good girl today,” Ella said, smiling widely and handing me a crispy cinnamon-brown Mary Jane cookie.


Ella’s raspy voice intimidated me, but I liked her fading red hair and freckles and Mary Jane cookies.


My mother said, “Tell Ella thank you.” I did.


The next day, clothes hung on the line between the back porch and a big tree in the yard as we approached. Ella smiled at us. “Hello! Did either of you see anybody drop some of my clothespins down through the step?”


Uh-oh. I’ve been bad. I froze, as my mother looked at me sternly. “Did you do that?”


I nodded fearfully and watched Ella closely to see if I was in danger. She stepped outside the door and sat down beside me.


“That’s okay, Mary Jo,” she said gently, in her croaky voice. “Just remember that if you put all my clothespins under the steps, I can’t hang up my laundry. Please don’t do that again. Okay?”


“Okay.” I broke out into a relieved smile.


My mother prompted, “Tell Ella you’re sorry, Mary Jo.”


“I’m sorry, Ella.”


Ella said, “Thank you. You’re a good girl, Mary Jo,” and handed me a cookie. After she and my mother went inside, I picked up a clothespin and pondered, She wouldn’t miss just one more, would she? I looked around to be certain no one watched as I slyly dropped the clothespin into the space. I never did it again.


Ella couldn’t have known how her kindness soothed my soul that day, or that she had shown me a new aspect of a world I rarely experienced in the growing clouds of tension, anger, and fear that floated in the oxygen of our home. I already knew I was a bad girl, yet Ella laced a small golden thread into my dark beliefs that day. Others through the years would pick up her thread and expand it further, until one day I would assimilate that giving kindness whenever possible lightens darkness. Just as Ella didn’t know she gave me a memory I’d never forget, we often never know the impact of our kindness on others. What we are able to know is that we can never err by giving kindness and compassion wherever and whenever we can. Later in life, I would tenderly stitch a heart-leaf for Ella onto my quilt.
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Some weeks later, Ella cared for me for several days, then one morning took me home. Soon my father opened the front door for my mother, who walked inside, carrying a pink bundle the size of a loaf of bread. My mother removed her coat, with Ella’s help, then sat on the couch with me and arranged the baby in her lap.


“Mary Jo, this is your new sister, Jackie.” I was shocked; maybe somebody had told me there would be a new baby, but, if so, I hadn’t understood.


I stared at a face smaller than my doll’s. Later, I’d learn Jackie had been a preemie, only four tiny pounds at birth. “You can hold her hand if you want to, but be gentle.”


I reached over to touch. “That’s good, nice and gentle,” my mom said. I touched Jackie’s hand and squeezed a little; she cried out.


“No. Be gentle, Mary Jo,” Mom said firmly, pulling my hand away. As she and Daddy started talking to Ella, I took my sister’s hand and held it again, thinking I was gentler, but Jackie started crying.


Suddenly, my father jumped up and grabbed me by the arm. His dark eyes were mean and scary. I began crying, too. He pulled me to my room and took off his belt. I screamed while he hit me. When he stopped and slid his belt back on, he glared down at me and said angrily, “Don’t ever hurt your sister again, you stupid kid. Do you hear me?”


I froze.


“Now stay here until I tell you to come out!”


I believe on that day, alone in my bedroom, I first spun my cocoon, wrapping it around to hold me in a quiet, gray place where I didn’t feel afraid. I was alone and numb, yes, but I felt safe being there. I don’t remember leaving my room that day, but I know my mom must have come to get me for supper.


Days later, my mother and I were home, as usual, in the living room, where there was now an infant crib. My new sister lay on her back, squalling.


“What’s the matter with her, Mommy?” I asked quietly, staring at my sister’s wispy, dark hair and red, scrunched-up face.


My mother placed her hand on Jackie’s tiny legs, strapped to rigid braces held fast by a bar that kept her feet separated. Spread-eagled on her back, she couldn’t move. “She doesn’t like her brace,” my mother said, as Jackie wailed more loudly, as if in affirmation.


“Why does she have it?” I asked, puzzled.


My mother smoothed Jackie’s hair, saying, “Everything’s okay, Jackie,” but her tense, too-loud words didn’t comfort my sister. I watched her small chin quiver in a rhythm that matched her trembling sobs. I wished she’d shut up for a while. Our house used to be nice and quiet before my parents brought my sister home. Now everybody was upset all the time, and this unhappy baby was apparently the reason.


“Jackie has club feet,” my mother said. “Her feet turn in, and she won’t be able to walk unless we get them straightened with the brace.”


I looked from Jackie back to my mother, who was so thin and had dark circles beneath her eyes. Because we stayed home all the time and didn’t see many people, Jackie was the only baby I remembered ever seeing. I didn’t know anything about babies or club feet. Her legs looked like chicken bones. How would she ever walk on them anyway? And her huge brown eyes looked so gloomy, almost like she already knew her journey through life might be wretched.


“Do they hurt?” I asked.


“No, she just doesn’t like not being able to move her feet,” my mother said sadly. “At least she doesn’t have to wear them at night.”
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Things soon got worse. A few weeks later, I was in the kitchen with my mother, crying about something. She was holding Jackie, who was wailing, too.


“Mary Jo, it seems like you cry all the time now,” my mother said, her words seeming to explode. “I’m going to send you to nursery school so you can have more attention. I just can’t give you enough now.”


What did that mean? Her distressed voice frightened me, and when, a few days later, a dark-haired lady came to visit, she really scared me. My mother introduced us. “Mary Jo, this is Dorothy. She’s going to take you to nursery school tomorrow.”


Dorothy bent onto her knees in front of me, smiled, and said, “Hi, Mary Jo. You’ll have a nice time playing with other kids in nursery school.” Dorothy seemed nice, but I stared down at the floor and didn’t say anything. She talked more with my mother, then said, “Bye, Mary Jo. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


“Did you like her?” my mother asked after Dorothy left.


“No,” I blurted, pouting. “I don’t want to go anywhere with her.”


Yet the next morning, after a loud battle of wills, my mother placed me firmly on Dorothy’s backseat. Dorothy talked nicely to me as she drove, but I was so mad and scared, I didn’t answer. I just wanted to go back home with my mother. When the car stopped and Dorothy opened my door, she reached in and took my hand and we walked toward a white building. Suddenly, I stood paralyzed in a big room with a lot of kids, having no idea this place was an important circle of growth and nurturance for children: school. The kids were noisy, scattered all over, some playing with toys, some laughing, one crying. Nearby, a boy stared at me. I pulled back toward the door, but Dorothy tugged me over to him and said, “Mary Jo, say hello to Charlie.”


I didn’t want to talk to Charlie. When he said hello, I knitted my brows and glowered at him, my lips pursed tight.


Another lady called to Dorothy, who turned and said, “I’ll be right back.” Charlie started talking to another boy, so I looked around and spotted a quiet corner, walked over, sat on the floor, and stared down. I felt better as I quickly wrapped myself in the secret cocoon I’d created when my sister had come home from the hospital. Inside my cocoon, I went to a faraway place where I felt safe, where I wasn’t scared anymore. I had just rejected the environment that might have had a chance to help me grow socially.


I used my cocoon for all the days I was there. I didn’t know how many days that was, probably a lot. When I told my mom every morning that I didn’t want to go, she said, “I’m exhausted, Mary Jo. Jackie has colic; that’s why she cries all the time. You have to go.”


I soon stopped saying I wanted to stay home. It never happened. Sometimes, though, I wished my mother would just smile like she used to. She had such a pretty smile, but the truth was, my nice mom was never the same after Jackie’s birth.


As Jackie grew, my mother worried when Jackie didn’t walk or talk when I had. In the year following her birth, my mother learned Jackie was mentally delayed. Later, as a young adult, she was further diagnosed with mental illness: schizophrenia.


Years later, when I was a young mother, Mom confided in me that when she happily told my father she was expecting Jackie, his face darkened.


“Get rid of it,” he said coldly to her. I never forgot those atrocious four words.


Mom shrieked, “Get an abortion? I would never do that!”


Ironically, Mother Nature gave her the opportunity to follow his wishes when she started to miscarry at eight weeks. Instead, she became a tigress for her unborn child, getting medical help that enabled her to carry her pregnancy to near term. This all happened, she told me, about the same time she found out my father was seeing another woman. I was so horrified by her disclosure, I never asked for more details. It does seem to me, though, that following Jackie’s birth, our home became a house without laughter.


Deeper truths of my family’s functioning as we journeyed forward in Sandy Hook surfaced as daffodil bulbs do each spring, but they did not bloom into sunny yellow flowers. The dark side of my father’s family revealed itself in seeds I would guess at but would never know for certain until years ahead. The promise of joining the potentially rich, nurturing Catholic church community would not come to be. And while my parents were blessed with two daughters, my mother—who essentially raised us by herself—had strength for Jackie only and often not even enough for her. Yet, despite the darkness, Aunt Madeline and Ella radiated a kindness and caring that would, in time, bloom and flower.





Chapter 4: AIRPLANE

Troy, New York, 1945-46
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When I was three and a half, my father announced he had been hired as a salesman by a man who manufactured aluminum storm doors and windows. Mom began to perceive that my father didn’t hesitate to change jobs if he heard of one that paid better. Thus, we moved once again—217 miles, from Sandy Hook, Connecticut, to Troy, New York.


As with Connecticut, I have few clear memories of our time in Troy. One vivid recollection, however, shows how our family life was evolving into further violence. On a day my father came home for lunch, we sat in three chairs around the maple table, my father in one chair, I in another, and my mother, with Jackie on her lap, in the third, facing my father at the head of the table.


I had eaten half my peanut butter and banana sandwich, then said, “Mommy, I can’t eat anymore.”


My father glared at me. “Don’t be stupid. You eat the rest, or you’ll be sorry.”


I looked away from his mean eyes. “I’m full, Daddy,” I said, in a small, pleading voice.


“Eat it, you stupid brat!” he said more loudly, as he leaned down to take off his brown shoe.


Uh-oh.


Mommy, holding Jackie, shouted, “Stop, Joe!”


I picked up my sandwich and took a small bite, chewed for a long time, then swallowed. The rubbery ball went down reluctantly, but then I gagged and spit it onto my plate. “I can’t,” I said, starting to cry.


He jumped up, grabbed me, and started hitting my bottom with his shoe. Mommy yelled at him to stop. “Shut up!” he yelled back. I wailed until he let me go; then I ran to hide in my room, covering my ears so I couldn’t hear them hollering at each other.


My mother told me when I was older that, as a bride, she believed a wife should never challenge her husband’s decisions, especially in front of their children. But her feelings changed as he became increasingly harsher with Jackie and me. I shiver and protectively wrap my arms around my waist as I remember, still feeling the fear always inside my belly when he was home. And I think of how his heartless parenting skills so deeply affected my little sister.
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My second memory contrasts richly with the first and makes me chuckle. Within the important life circle that holds friends and other social interactions, my mother became friendly with our next-door neighbors Ray, Evva Mae, and their three young daughters. One day, I was playing with the two oldest girls, Rae Ann and Annie Mae, at their house, when Evva Mae said, “I’m going to run over to Audrey’s house for just a minute. Now, you girls be good while I’m gone.” When the back door closed behind her, we looked at each other. We were alone, free from supervision, and could do whatever we wanted—a first for me.


Annie Mae looked at us and said, “What do you want to do?”


Rae Ann didn’t hesitate. “Let’s have some cookies. Mommy hides them up there.” She pointed to a cabinet that went to the ceiling and said, “On the top shelf, in that cabinet.”


“But somebody’s got to climb up on the counter and get them,” Annie Mae said, looking at me.


I stared up at the cabinet. Those cookies might as well be on the moon, for as high as that cabinet was. “Me?”


They both nodded. “You’re the smallest. We’ll help you get up there.”


I hesitated; then, because I wanted them to like me, I said doubtfully, “Well, okay.” Rae Ann and Annie Mae boosted me clumsily onto the counter, as I grabbed the cabinet edge to keep from falling. Then I stood up shakily, held on with a death grip, and opened the cabinet door.


“There they are!” Rae Ann and Annie Mae both shouted. Soon I handed them a package of Oreos. The girls helped me safely off the counter (getting down was easier than up, I learned), and Rae Ann showed me how to twist open my Oreo and lick the delicious icing off each cookie. “They should put more icing inside,” we agreed. I, in fact, would have been happy just to eat icing and forget the wafers altogether.


Rae Ann was just reaching for her third cookie when the back door burst open. Evva Mae looked at us with wide eyes, then said, “You got those cookies down by yourselves from way up there?”


Rae Ann and Annie Mae nodded yes. I owned up to nothing; instead, I braced myself for punishment. As I wondered how bad it would be, Evva Mae extended her hand to Rae Ann, saying firmly, “Well, you’re just lucky no one got hurt climbing up there. Now, give me those cookies; you’ve had enough.”


Rae Ann handed the package back. I began to breathe again and looked at Rae Ann, who grinned back at me, her teeth covered with mushy chocolate cookie. Evva Mae, with her nurturing disposition, showed me, as had Aunt Madeline and Ella Reiner in Connecticut, that within that small circle of kind people, I was safe from severe punishment when I’d done something bad, as opposed to when I was home. I didn’t understand yet that other homes were much different than mine, but I never forgot those rare, unexpected moments of compassion when they happened.


Most days after breakfast, my mother sent me outdoors to play while she took care of Jackie and the house. Our front yard was close to the busy road, so I had to stay in the backyard. There, I created a hideout under the porch, where a lattice ran from the porch floor to the ground. I was a little chubby but managed to wriggle through a small side opening, plunk down cross-legged on the dirt, and play. I liked that I could see out but no one could see me. I was cool in the summer heat and also invisible in what I now see was an alternative cocoon, one of many I would wrap around myself for decades as I became increasingly invisible.


[image: Images]


The final Troy memory is precious and also bittersweet, a time when my father took me flying with him. He’d become friends with a man named Al Reed, who owned a small Piper Cub. Al invited our family to go for a plane ride, but when the big day arrived, my mother stayed home with Jackie. Just my father and I met Al at the grassy regional airport.


I remember small fragments of an exhilarating, sometimes dizzying time in the air. I sat alone in the rear of the plane, staring out my tiny window, while my father and Al schmoozed up front.


I smile with affection at my young, innocent self that day, as I recall feeling like Tinker Bell flying above the Earth. Although the flight gave me an amazing new perspective on my world, I wouldn’t fly again until I was in my fifties. By then, I would have completely forgotten about that day many decades earlier.


After we landed, someone—probably Al—took a picture of my father and me. My father stood behind me, his hands on my shoulders. We both smiled broadly, and our eyes shone. This became a standout moment in my childhood; my father and I had a great adventure together, and he seemed to like being with me that day. He was charming, as he always was around his buddies, and he did not call me stupid even once.
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In her book In the Body of the World, Eve Ensler tells us, “Stupid is a word that gets into you, into your blood and your being. It gets into your cells. It is a violent word, a catastrophic word, a stigma, a scarlet letter S, and sadly it was my father’s favorite word for me.”


Ensler’s words speak with brilliant clarity to all who have been devastated by this particularly insidious label. When “stupid” seeps into our psyche, it poisons our self-respect and causes us to feel not only dumber than a floorboard, but also worthless. Did my father know that his word choice would affect my life for decades? Maybe, but probably not. I share this with you, dear reader, with the hope that you were never a target of the word or that a child you know has never been called stupid. If so, you can know that such language was not your fault, or the child’s, and that neither of you was stupid.


Decades passed before I slowly emerged from the “stupid” snakeskin that smothered me and I could accept I was intelligent. I’ve wondered sometimes how my life would have unfolded if I’d known that fact decades earlier; even today, the word can grip me at unexpected times and make me nauseous with anxiety until I figure out what has happened and self-talk through the situation.


The plane ride, sadly, is the single good childhood memory of my father that I retain.





Chapter 5: BOOKSHELVES

Center Moriches, New York, 1946–47
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Near my fourth birthday, the storm-door-and-window business folded and my father lost his job in Troy. By then, my mother was weary of packing up her family of four to move every year or two.


“Joe, I want to move back to Center Moriches, near Mom and Pop,” she told him. “I need help with the kids, and you’re hardly ever here.”


Grandpa offered to apprentice my father in his carpenter trade and told my parents he would rent them the sizable apartment upstairs in his home. While my mother was elated to move back to Center Moriches to be near her parents, my father—though happy to return to New York, where he’d lived his entire life before moving to Texas—was uneasy with the thought of living and working with his in-laws. From that first day in 1940 when my grandfather had met my father, the awkward moments that resulted from his questions about my father’s work and non-enlistment in the service had, in fact, gelled into a lifelong uncomfortable relationship that would deteriorate progressively over the years.


How did I feel about leaving Troy? I looked through my mother’s photos for that answer and found three small shots outside a house I have no memory of. Mom wrote, “The family preparing to move to Center Moriches” on the back of each. My mother, unsmiling, looks very tired as she holds Jackie. Both Jackie and I stare into the camera, expressionless. My father’s countenance is a mixture of seeming happiness diluted by something I cannot interpret. Pretend happiness, maybe.
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The Dodge transported us—for our final move, my mother hoped—220 miles from Troy back to Center Moriches, where we settled into Grandmother and Grandpa’s apartment. Here, we opened a new, long chapter; in fact, my mother would live out the rest of her life on Long Island.


My grandmother’s mother, Adelaide Cartwright, a widow in her seventies, also lived with my grandparents; my grandmother Davis cared for her. Grandma Cartwright’s dear heart petal is also fastened on my quilt. I remember my mother and grandmother Davis giving me a bath one day in the large porcelain kitchen sink. Grandma Cartwright didn’t help but stood off to the side, talking quietly with my mother and grandmother. I recall feeling embarrassed about being naked, yet it was pleasant to be with these women.


This was the summer of 1946, I was four years old, and they were wondering if I was old enough to enter kindergarten. My mother called the school to inquire.


The office secretary said, “We won’t have a kindergarten class until next year. Your daughter will be five then, just the right age to start. Give her another year; she’s too young for first grade this year.”


My mother was disappointed. She still felt as she had when she’d sent me to nursery school: that she needed others to help care for me. My little sister was, in fact, growing ever more demanding of my mother’s attention.


Unwilling to accept a no, Mom called the school again and asked to talk with the principal. “My daughter is bright, and I know it will work out fine,” I heard her say.


“He’ll think about it and let me know,” she said to my grandmother when she hung up.


Three days later, my mother was ecstatic when the principal told her, reluctantly, that he would try me out in first grade at age four and a half. If he believed it wasn’t working for me, he would send me home to restart the following year. I, of course, had no idea what any of this meant, but I saw that my mother was happy, and because I liked to see her that way, I decided this must be good.


By the tender age of four, I had learned that whenever I couldn’t avoid my father when he was home, he might not hurt me if I used a soft, saccharine voice to please him. I didn’t fear my mother, but I worked hard to please her, too, because she sometimes rewarded my efforts with a smile. I derived some self-worth from the knowledge that I could help her feel happy. And so, at this point in my young life, I slipped into a caretaking role for both my parents, with the occasional reward of feeling as if I had some value, or that I was alive, or real. Yet I had made a high-priced decision, albeit unconscious, to be a caretaker. None of us understood that within me resided a spirit that was uniquely mine, like a tiny diamond that, if nurtured and polished with caring, could sparkle with multiple passions and talents and rich, varied feelings. Instead, that gem would lie dormant within me for five more decades.
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“Mary Jo, look what just came in the mail,” my mother called out happily one day. She opened a package to reveal white fabric with delicate red lines.


“I’m going to make you a dress for the first day of school with this material,” she said, as she unfolded pieces in strange shapes. “It’s precut,” she went on, “so all I have to do is sew these pieces together. When I’m done, you’ll have a new dress.”


“It’s pretty, Mommy,” I said, wondering how this flat material could ever become a dress.


“Ah, here’s the collar,” she said, holding up two white half-ovals. “And this is bias tape to decorate the collar and the red bodice.”


During the days that followed, I stood quietly nearby watching the dress come to life under the guidance of my mother’s fingers and her feet, as they pumped the treadle on her Singer sewing machine. Soon, my dress was done.


“Now, cross your fingers and try it on, Mary Jo,” she said, frowning slightly, her own fingers crossed. She slid the dress over my head, then said, “Stand back and let me see how it looks.”


In a few seconds, she smiled broadly. “It fits beautifully,” she breathed. Again, she was happy, so I was, too.


Although we didn’t exchange conversation or teaching of skills, as my mother constructed my dress, I nevertheless learned that a person could transform fabric into a dress, something I thought was as amazing as a newborn kitten. This was, I now believe, the seed that bloomed into my lifelong pleasure in and love of creating clothing and, later, quilts from all kinds of textiles.


As the first day of school approached, we counted down. Mom was eager, and I was looking forward to wearing my new dress. Finally, the big day arrived: I’d been bathed, shampooed, and dressed in my pretty dress, my reddish-brown, shoulder-length hair was braided, and I held my new red lunch box. My mother posed me outside my grandmother’s back door for a picture of a smiling me. Holding her Brownie box camera, she winked one eye closed and said, “Say cheese, Mary Jo.”


I’ve often studied that old photo. There are few photographs of me that I like; this is one. Yet the expression on my face compels me to study it closely. Half-smiling, lips together, my head tilted slightly downward with skinny pigtails framing my face, I’m most fascinated by my eyes. Looking directly into the camera, with a hint of happiness, they are also distant and reserved. While writing this story, I spent an afternoon looking through a box of family pictures, searching for one of me with a big, broad, spilling-over-with-happiness smile. I didn’t find one, not even in the years before Jackie’s birth. That same reservation was always there, prevalent through the decades. Even today, I see it in some photographs. I no longer feel shame when I see that old expression, though, for now I know its roots.
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I entered a new phase of life: public school. First grade was located at the other end of town, in the huge white Presbyterian church basement. I vividly remember sitting at a desk near the front of the room, my fold-up seat attached to the desk behind me, feeling as strange as I had in nursery school. Why was I here with all these kids whom I didn’t know? However, I quickly learned that our teacher, Mrs. Havens, told us everything we needed to do and when to do it. I wondered if I was in school just for one day or if I’d come back another time. I still wanted to be home with my mother and grandmothers.


I learned those answers in time and got used to school, yet I never lost the feeling of being very different from the kids whom I saw laughing and playing together. As I had in nursery school, I stayed quiet and invisible and hoped nobody would notice me.


Yet there was one part of first grade that absolutely thrilled me. I was learning to read, and I loved reading books. I believe today that the stories my mother read to Jackie and me helped lead me to that moment in school that birthed my lifelong passion for books.


Each morning, Mrs. Havens asked, “Who wants to read to the class today?”


I loved that question! It was the singular moment of each school day when I became alive and assertive. I raised my left hand, held it at the elbow with my right hand, and then shook it vigorously back and forth so Mrs. Havens had to see it. Sometimes I called out, “I do, Mrs. Havens! I do!” I so wanted to read to the class that I burst from my cocoon and let myself be both seen and heard. Mrs. Havens couldn’t have overlooked the fact that reading was deeply meaningful and important to her otherwise-silent student, who in all other ways passively blended in with the walls. She often called on me; in the glorious moment when I heard my name called, I was exhilarated. When she didn’t, I struggled with profound disappointment.


Look, Jane, look. See Spot run. Even now, in my eighth decade, I smile whenever I think of those wonderful first words. They are deeply etched in my memory, sharing space with the blossoming joy I felt in first grade when I finally learned to read.


One day Mrs. Havens handed us each something she called a report card. “Put it in your lunchbox, and give it to your parents tonight,” she told us.


I handed it to my mother, who sat right down and opened the envelope. Glancing down at the paper, she looked up at me and smiled. “You’ve done well, Mary Jo. I’m very proud of you.”


I’m very proud . . .Those words felt as delicious as Thanksgiving pumpkin pie. There was a negative notation that we didn’t talk about because it probably didn’t seem important then. In this first, and in every subsequent, report card in my elementary school years were noted the words emotionally immature. I didn’t know what that meant but intuited it wasn’t good, and felt ashamed. Not until junior high school would I understand the meaning of the term, when it reaffirmed my core belief that I was stupid.


Meanwhile, at home, my father’s apprenticeship with Grandpa Davis and Uncle Gene wasn’t going well. He was miserable, and, worse, Grandpa didn’t like him, nor did Uncle Gene.


One night he yanked open the apartment door and snapped, “Audrey, I can’t take this anymore. I hate working with your father, and I hate carpentry, too. Tomorrow, I’m looking for another job. I’m done!”


In my room, I slid into my cocoon as I heard further words. “And I can’t stand the way he’s so damn cheap with the electricity and the heat,” my father continued. “We’re getting out of here as soon as I get another job!”


My mother said, “But, Joe, I don’t want to move—”


“There are no buts about it, Audrey.” They argued a while longer, and then I heard him stomp down the stairs, slam the front door, and squeal out of the dirt driveway.


When my mother came to my room to hear my prayer, her eyes were red. I knelt by my bed:


Now I lay me down to sleep. I pray the Lord my soul to keep. If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take. Amen.
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