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      For my Family,

      the Ones still here I get to have

      and the Ones who have left us, I long to hold…
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      Elizabeth Marie Talbot was born in 1918 and raised in Washington Heights on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. She grew up during the roaring 20s, never getting old enough to roar, and only mewed her way into the 30s depression. She would soon be ‘Lizzy’, playing hopscotch and later just ‘Liz’, attending school at Barnard College, studying liberal arts, majoring in English Literature. “It’s just down the road,” her father, Randall, would kid her about choosing a college so close. “Why don’t you go out and see the world?” he would tease. Her father came from money and, ironically, hated to do all the traveling his parents had done and offered him.

      The money from which he came was the fortune of Edward “Ned” Talbot (his father) and Edward’s brother, Charles (his uncle), who had built the Talbot Metal Company in St. Louis from the ground up. Besides the manufacture of sheet metal, metal pipe, pig iron, and wire rope, the Talbots were on the cutting edge of bringing lead into their products. In the early 1900s, lead was called “the useful metal” or even “the miracle metal”. It was affordable and easily adapted into alloys used in lead plumbing and lead glass. And soon into lead paint. It made the paint much more durable. On the walls, it could be cleaned and wiped, and it lasted for years. They worked hard, but it wasn’t until they sold the business to Dutch Boy Paint in 1913 that their ship came in.

      With a million-dollar windfall, the brothers retired together, building mansions in Ogunquit, a tiny fishing village in Maine. Between the rocky coast to the north and the cliffs to the south, a sandbar had created a break from the crashing waves that pounded the rocks and cliffs on either side. A sandy beach had formed at the mouth of a tidal river there, and not 50 yards above this, the Talbots laid foundations and stamped their influence on the quaint village. They summered there under azure skies or ones with great billowing cumulus over a busy sea, always with the sound of the ocean beneath their contemplations. With live-in maids and chefs, food and housekeeping did not bother their meditations. Come winter, they moved and lolled in their second residences in Jacksonville, FL., when both entire households would move south.

      

      In the ‘20s, Lizzy and her two older sisters, Tessa and Rose, spent glorious summers in Ogunquit with their parents, guests of their aging grandparents. Lizzy’s father was a medical doctor with a successful practice in Manhattan. Her mother, Jacqueline, was an actress, but one who had never had a part. She had the look, though, and could be stunning in a sheer evening dress. And charming with shoulder-length wavy brown hair, often tamed with a jeweled headband, eyes that glistened, and a suggestive pout on command. She was also self-taught at the piano, and her tinkering would often fill the house with pleasant sounds. One time when they were kids, the sisters were out on the balcony of the apartment in NY during a winter storm, catching snowflakes on their tongues and giggling as the huge wet flakes would more often land on their noses and cheeks. They could hear Mom playing piano, a haunting pianissimo through the closed balcony doors. Liz became enraptured by her mother’s unknowing accompaniment to the scene outside. She went in and asked,

      “Mommy, what are you playing? It’s so pretty, like the snowflakes.”

      Jacqueline replied, “Well then, darling, I’ll call it Fairy Snow, so that I think of you whenever I play it.”
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      Liz turned thirteen just before the last summer they would spend in Ogunquit. It was a long day on the train from New York, first to Boston and then two more hours by a car that Grandad Ned would send for them. The shiny new Pierce-Arrow sedan was waiting for them this time. Seemed like a fancy new car was around every summer. After the roomy train, the girls crammed in the sedan’s backseat, fighting to sit by the windows, which always left Liz in the middle. Their mom was up front with the driver, and dad would arrive in a week after preparing his office for his extended absence. The hissy breath of the steam engine and clacks of the rails were replaced by horns and motor noises as they headed north and out of Boston’s mayhem.

      Soon, Mom turned around and asked the girls to sing for her. The three teens had pleasant voices, but what they did well was harmonize with each other. It was more like one beautiful voice when they sang together. Jacqueline had led them to it, showing them how to pick out the third, fifth, seventh, or ninth, whichever worked with the melody usually sung by Rose. They mimicked the Egan Sisters and later the Andrews Sisters, whose recordings magically appeared in their NY apartment (thanks to Mom).

      To the beat of the whitewalls on the macadam, the girls sang, taking breaths in unison and nodding to each other for cues. And laughing, sweet laughter. Mom and the driver, who tapped the steering wheel along with the renditions, were gaily joining in whenever a familiar chorus came about. The sun was getting low in the sky, the cumulus clouds billowing deep and side lit, and the ocean smelled close. Harmony was everywhere, and time, by standing still, went by fast. Fieldstone, Ned’s mansion, came into view about a mile away, with the ocean alive with whitecaps spraying against the rocky coast.

      Summer in Maine, paradise with the infinite ocean, had finally arrived.

      During these summers, time was non-existent. A day stopped being identified by anything other than “day”. There was no longer a Monday or Sunday, the 10th or the 23rd. It was more identified by the activity. Let’s go to the beach today. Let’s play croquet on the lawn. One day each summer was a long hike to Mount Agamenticus, about 14 miles round trip. It wasn’t much more than a foothill, but Maine is relatively flat here along the coast, and it beckoned to be conquered. Only the older cousins and local high school and college kids would go.

      This year was Liz’s first adventure with the group, and she was the youngest. And although she began getting blisters inside her saddle strap shoes, she never complained. She studied Tessa mostly. Tessa was 17, city-girl confident and very pretty, so the boys all took turns walking with her. Rose was more subdued, but Liz noticed her garnering more lengthy visits from the older boys. They carried lunches and ate at the top, marveling at the curve of the earth on the horizon, the enormity of the ocean, or the endless sky viewed as they lay resting on the grass. The return hike was long, but the sense of achievement made up for it. The day ended with compliments and admiration from the adults at dinner that night, and food that never tasted so good.

      Randall arrived in early July to join the girls and Jacqueline. The family stayed in a cottage that Grandpa Ned had built for guests, about fifty yards from the Fieldstone mansion, so that the beach was even closer, and the repetitive susurration of the ocean waves was a relaxing meditation. A new but quaint two-story cottage was built on cement piers to keep it above a high-tide storm should it happen. The three sisters slept in the downstairs bedroom. Liz and Rose were in a bunk bed while Tessa, the eldest, got the twin. The upstairs was a master bedroom and bath, and a view that never ended to the horizon.

      Randall was as serious and regimented on vacation as he was at practicing medicine. Every day, you’d find him, portly and dignified, on the beach below the cottage in a chair under an umbrella, fully clothed with a suit coat and fedora. The appearance of a tie was the only thing that changed. Sometimes.

      Now that the girls could fend and find fun for themselves, he spent his days reading the entire newspaper, doing crossword puzzles, and then delving into medical journals, an occasional nap his only respite from business as usual. Jacqueline would join him briefly now and then, wearing a wide-brimmed, straw summer hat with a bright red sash tied around, the ends falling off the back, gently flapping in the salty breeze. And adorned loosely, matching pants and top with flowing, billowing lines of color. Her skin was fair, almost translucent, and though she loved the gaiety of the sun and the freedom of the ocean waves, she could not weather spending much time in its offerings.

      She loved to loll, thumbing Harper’s or Cosmopolitan, in the manor’s summer room or playing the piano in the parlor. There was such freedom here and peace, everyone moving at their own pace. The necessities of life being cared for in such a wonderful fashion. And yet something troubled her spirit, like not quite seeing something in your periphery. Something was stirring there, and the more she tried to see and name what was disturbing her, the more it moved away into the shadows of subconsciousness. Was it just inertia she feared? The fear of stopping, of being nothing, or the fear of silence? Was there some deep truth trying to surface that she did not want to face? She went to the piano, laying her fingers softly on the keys, caressing until the sound touched her ears and erased any thinking. Language without words. This… this made sense to her. Just pure sound and the emotion that welled in her. No words. Please, no words.

      Dinners were all-together affairs at either Fieldstone or Beachmere, Charles’ mansion, not a mile away. Usually twenty-five mouths to feed with grandfathers, grandmothers, sons and daughters, and sons-and daughters-in-law, all of their children (who were cousins) and local guests who seemed to be invited every night. A week before the departure from heaven, of the Randall and Liz family, and their return to the hot, humid reality of August in NY, such a dinner gathering was in motion at Fieldstone.

      The dining room was more like a small banquet hall with full windows on both sides, looking inland to the west and the large hill, Agamenticus, and to the east to the dunes, river, and ocean. Wherever you sat, the view was magical. The table was sturdy teak from Asia and long, about twenty feet, with Grandpa Ned’s place, sporting his grizzled mustache, at one end and Grandma Dell at the other. As the family arrived, there were customary hugs (Ned and Dell were huggers) and the commotion of greetings, even though most had seen one another at some point earlier in the day. But the dinners were always special, and the sole requirement of the patriarch during these family visits was to be present. A time to come together and be grateful for this place, the fortune that bequeathed it, and the time to be with family.

      As people gradually took their seats at the table, Tessa asked her dad where Mom was, her seat being unoccupied. Dad replied she had drawn a bath and should be here shortly.

      “But Tessa, why don’t you run down and gather her up, please.”

      She hopped up to do as told, and Lizzy hopped too, saying excitedly, “I’ll go with!”

      Once out of Fieldstone’s impressive front door, Lizzy ran ahead, egging Tessa, “I’ll race you!”

      Tessa, being four years older, almost a high-school senior, stayed her ground in grown-up fashion until Lizzy stopped and came back to her, pouting, “Aw, c’mon.”

      Then Tessa took off and, having Lizzy’s momentum going the wrong way, left her easily behind. It was a fifty-yard dash Tessa won easily. But they were laughing as they entered the cottage, yelling into the house,

      “Maaaahhhmmmm….. Maaaaahhhhmmmm!”

      There was no immediate response, and they both noticed water and a mess of something on the floor of the kitchen, and then looking up, dripping from the ceiling where pieces of soggy plaster were hanging down, revealing the laths above.

      “Maaaahhhmmmm….. Maaaaahhhmmmm!”

      Tessa and Lizzy went upstairs to see what was going on. The master bedroom was huge; the view of the orange, pink, red clouds of sunset over the ocean, magnificent. The door to the master bath was closed - light peeked through the bottom.

      Tessa knocked. “Mom, are you in there?”

      That’s when they heard it. Singing, or was it muttering?

      “Frere Jacques. Frere Jacques. Dormez vous? Dormez vous?”

      “Mom… Mom?” Tessa jiggled the door handle. It was locked.

      “Frere Jacques. Frere Jacques. Dormez vous? Dormez vous?”

      Jiggling and knocking now. “Mom, let us in…now, let us in.”

      “Frere Jacques. Frere Jacques. Dormez vous? Dormez vous?”

      “Lizzy, go get Dad…hurry.”

      Lizzy ran like the wind back up the path, through the front door, down the hall into the dining room, interrupting the goings-on, hysterical,

      “Dad, come quick. Something’s wrong with Mom.”

      Randall excused himself, assuring everyone it would be OK; they’d return shortly.

      He joined Lizzy and Rose, too, now, down the path to the cottage. Lizzy breathlessly tried to explain what she could…

      “There’s ahhh water ahhh on the ahhh floor in the ahhh kitchen. Mom won’t ahhhh open the ahhhh door aahhh to the bath. She’s ahhhhh singing ahhhhh.”

      “She’s what?” Randall uttered as they reached the cottage, not really looking for an answer.

      Tessa was still pounding on the door and screaming, “Maahhhmmmm open up.”

      “Frere Jacques. Frere Jacques. Dormez vous? Dormez vous?”

      Randall now. “Jacqueline, open this door. Get up and open this door. Now!” he bellowed. “Jacqueline!”

      “Frere Jacques. Frere Jacques. Dormez vous? Dormez vous?”

      Randall put all of his weight into his shoulder as he backed up and came at the door full force. The door cracked at the latch and flew open. Time stopped. A family posed with shocked, macabre faces. The universe snapped. The four of them can never erase from memory what they saw. Or ever fathom the emotion. Words would never reach deep enough.

      Jacqueline was in the tub up to her neck, fully clothed. The water, fully on, overflowing the rounded edge of the clawfoot tub, had created a pond on the floor. The feet were underwater. Her sheer evening dress floated like a jellyfish membrane, pulsing with the flow of water over the edge. Steam was rising from the floor but was dissipating in the air from the open door. Time regained motion. Lizzy started to cry. Rose hugged her and held back her own tears.

      But the hardest thing to process for all four was Jacqueline, Mom. Her unresponsiveness to their concern. Her gaze was far away, her lips forming a vacant smile. Usually flamboyant hair lay in sodden strings down her steam-reddened face. Most frightening and maddening was the repeated singing, droning like a demented mantra. In an eerie, vibrating whisper…

      “Frere Jacques. Frere Jacques. Dormez vous? Dormez vous?”

      Despite the shock, Tessa turned the water off and reached in and pulled the plug. Randall lifted Jacqueline up and out of the tub. “Get some towels,” he demanded of Liz and Rose. He sat her on the toilet seat and started drying her. There was no resistance, and she allowed anything to be done to her. She was humming now. It was all so unreal. She was calm and breathing normally, but she was not there. As if she didn’t know where she was and couldn’t even recognize her family.

      Then she said, as in a dream, breaking the mantra, “Did the blood come out?”

      Randall swiftly, thoroughly, inspected her and responded, “There’s no blood, darling.”

      “Covered in blood… oh yes…. covered…. have to get the blood out.” She moved weakly to get back in the tub.

      “Jacqueline, there is no blood anywhere. Sit and let us get your wet clothes off you.”

      “Must get the blood out…. the blood out.” She muttered herself into a troubled silence, then began humming again as she sat to be undressed, her sodden clothes sticking to her body.

      Horror tensed Lizzy’s cheeks, shortened her breath, and she began wailing. Rose hugged her still.

      Randall, while still tending Jaqueline, said evenly and calmly, as was his nature as a doctor,

      “Girls, I believe your mother is having an acute psychotic episode. She is ill. Let’s try to get her to bed.”

      This intellectualism calmed all three girls, and through their tears, they helped their dad skin the clothes off their mom and, with more towels, helped dry her and give some warmth to her now cooling body. They led her to the four-poster, Rose running ahead to pull back the covers. They sat her down mid-bed and then helped her lie back, comforting her head with the soft down pillows. She looked and acted like a stranger to her own life, knowing nothing of her family or surroundings. Humming became her only connection to the world.
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      I was born in ’54 in Waltham, MA, at the Murphy Army Hospital, where my father served during the Korean War. I was their third try, and a costly one. Liz had had two miscarriages, and complications with my birth meant I’d be an only child. For two currently faithful Catholics, it was devastating. Their perfect life was the expected blessing of four or five children. 

      My dad, Dr. James Williams, was an MD who wanted to specialize in neonatal surgery, and he had such small, steady, delicate hands for the intricate job. But the war summoned, life was put on hold, and he served at Murphy for five years. The closest he got to Korea was Cape Cod on a day off with Liz, which was a good thing. He saw and treated wounds, injuries, and amputations that gave him plenty of war experience. But life was not just on hold for him. His dreams of being a noted surgeon and successful family man were dissolving, and tendrils of darkness began replacing the light in his soul. At four months old, I became ill and began projectile vomiting. This almost put my parents over the edge. But Dad diagnosed my condition to be pyloric stenosis, which the surgeons at Murphy Hospital confirmed. I had the surgery a week later, after my dehydration and electrolytes stabilized. Dad watched the successful surgery from the viewing window, wishing he were the one saving me, criticizing wherever he could.

      I began getting healthy, putting on weight at the correct clip. So much so that my mother described me as a fat squab in her diary. And how it took both of them to clean between the developing rolls of chubbiness. Despite some happiness and lighter times, Dad’s drinking worsened, first to ease the claustrophobia of walls caving in. And then to soften or hide the gnawing dread of his failures.
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      James Williams was the youngest and only boy of four siblings. He was a handsome teen, always the perfect weight without trying, with dark brown hair, short on the sides, parted on the left, and wildly attempting to cover his right ear. He loved sports, street ball, and lot-hockey with neighbor kids, but joined no school teams except once trying out for the swimming squad.

      Living in Queens, the streets were tight. Even the tenements were on top of each other. His father worked in the garment district in Manhattan, managing a sewing shop. He doled out work to nine women who packed into a space for four. Besides organizing the day’s projects and keeping the workforce focused, his job was as much to keep them happy. He was a positive person and was good at the job.

      James’ three sisters coddled and adored him. When James started displaying a remarkable aptitude for schooling, the sisters and the entire family started displaying their hopes that he could be the one to lift them out of poverty. He embraced the idea of saviour-hood and believed he would bring financial comfort to the family. But the weight of responsibility unbalanced him like too many stones on one side of a scale.

      It started in earnest when James was taking the subway daily to Columbia. He was on scholarship after acing the application exams. He was pre-med and a brilliant student. From Queens, the D line into Manhattan and then north to the 116th St. station. Five or six days a week for over five months now, the forty-five-minute ride to the college. Second semester of his first year. After the token rattled down the turnstile slot, he stopped at the bar you pushed down and out of the way. A shallow breath caught in his throat, and he froze. A pressure like you feel underwater engulfed his chest. He didn’t want to go through the gate and down the steps to catch the train.

      From somewhere in the growing line behind him, a voice said, “C’mon, buddy. Move it. I got a train to catch.”

      Embarrassment snapped him out of it, and he pushed the bar down, went through, and made his way to a wall at the side of the stairs to catch his breath, uncaring of the looks of the commuters. A nice person who was further back in the line he created came over and asked if he was ok.

      “Thank you. Yes, I’ll be fine. Thank you,” he replied, exhaling a deep breath.

      The deep breaths helped, and holding tight on the handrail, he slowly went down the dingy concrete steps to the platform that thousands of grimy shoes left greasy. Only a few minutes had transpired, and he and the train arrived simultaneously. When the doors opened, the dense crowd of commuters started silently shuffling like a slow-moving organism with hundreds of feet. James didn’t want to make a scene, but he also wanted to stop and not get on the train. But he was a cell in this subterranean creature and willed himself to relax and breathe. Once on board, the train pulled away, and his breathing settled with the rocking car as it twisted and turned its way to the Upper West Side of Manhattan. When he arrived at Columbia, he felt normal again, and busyness overtook any concern about what had happened.

      The subway incident would repeat itself with its paralyzing dread, but only once every couple of months. One time, at home, his mother had bought him a new shirt, a pullover made of cotton and wool that fit tightly and showed off his young physique. She adored her son and his blossoming into the world. James put it on at her insistence and immediately felt his arms trapped in the long sleeves. He put on a good face to please her, but went to remove it. The fabric clung to him. His breathing quickened.

      “Too tight,” he blurted.

      He tried to pull it over his head, grabbing the lower part at his waist and bringing it up over his head, inside out. It needed to be off of him. Now. But he felt trapped as it gripped his arms and hid his head. He couldn’t breathe.

      He cried, “Help me. Help me.” Demanding.

      His mother took the bottom of the shirt and yanked hard, and the shirt came off over his head, the collar barely able to slide over his skull. When he was young, he used to love it when Mom removed his top when he was getting ready for bed. “Skin the rabbit,” she would exclaim as she pulled his shirt off. And they would laugh. But those were loose-fitting. Never had he felt so constrained, so tortured.

      “What happened, darling?” his mother said, full of worry.

      “I’m not sure, Mom. It was just too tight, is all. It didn’t feel right. But I’m fine.”

      Somewhere in the universe, a rug lifted, and the sound of sweeping accompanied his reassurance.

      Before med-school in ’41 (by immediately beginning med-school, he maintained his college deferment and wasn’t called to serve in WWII) and still living at home, James started carrying a flask of vodka and would take a nip before heading down to the subway. It eased his breathing, and the heat warming his throat seemed to calm his nerves. He drank as much to avoid the embarrassment at the scene he would make as to allay the fear that could bring him to a quivering stop. He felt so pathetic and couldn’t identify where or when this issue would surface. He thought, how was he to become a doctor for Christ’s sake when he couldn’t even diagnose himself.

      Some diseases are hand-me-downs. An errant gene, duplicated. One molecule of genetic memory eliminates the possibility of beginning with a blank slate. Not that everyone born with a bad gene is doomed. “Hell,” James thought, “after studying medicine for a few years now, I’m thinking we’re all doomed right from our first breath.” The environment might beckon forth one’s demise, urging the genetic anomaly to take hold like a seed, watering to coax it to fruition. But it’s often the choices we make in how we live that can grease the path for genetic disease to surface. A slippery slope of choices that seem innocent are easily rationalized as harmless, even beneficial. James’ nips eased his discomfort at the time, but avoiding the light of recognition, a dark beast stirred and yawned and awakened.
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      I don’t remember Bedford, MA, but we lived there for the first four years of my life. Mom stayed at home, and after my unnourished beginnings from the stenosis, she made sure I was amply fed. After the operation, the weight accumulated quickly, and I became a rather chubby three-year-old who actively tested my mother’s attention as I tried to sneak up the stairs or scale the living room bookshelf. With my sickish start to life, zest had finally replaced my languor.

      While I was gaining pounds, Dad saw his life becoming less and less. Depression awaited James like a beggar at every street light. Feeling he had missed his moment to become a neonatal surgeon and the accomplishment and recognition that would bring him, he could see his life only as a series of dead ends. The sterility of military service offered nothing that challenged him. Sure, you could rise the ranks if you made no waves and did your job efficiently, but there was little impetus to be creative and impactful for the cause of modern medicine. As pie-eyed as that sounded, that was his vision when he graduated near the top of his class at Columbia. He had always believed his superior intelligence would lead him to grand things in life.

      But he was feeling trapped again, like going down into the subway, and life had become an unconscious fending off of those dire feelings. And he began drinking again, but this time with no subway in sight. When he learned of a job opening in upstate NY, he applied for it and had the complete backing of Liz. She could see how he was slowly dying inside, losing his ambition to reap even the slightest fruit from a job that had long since become barren. A change of scenery would do him good, would do us good, she thought. And when Richie gets older, I want to start a career of my own.

      In August 1959, Oneida Limited hired Dr. James Williams as the in-house physician. He would not just treat job-related injuries on site but maintain all health services for the 2,000 employees, most of whom worked in the factory that manufactured silverware. We moved into an old house about 10 miles away, outside of what had once been the small hamlet of Verona Mills, which was just a rural intersection of country roads.

      Three of the corners there had old houses, only one still being lived in - the other two had fallen apart long ago, shells of a former time. The northeast corner of Mill Road and Kitka Road had several shells, but these buildings once gave the village its name. A cider mill once stood and was the hub of more than apples. Farmers and quilters, blacksmiths and house builders met to share and shop their skills in the market out in front of the cider mill. Horse-drawn carts loaded with apples were once a common sight from mid-August to early November, as were carts loaded with cider on their way out. The long-time locals would tell you how they loved the mill in the Fall when they were kids, the sweet smell of crushed apples. You’d get a free sample every time, and it was fresh and sweet. If you get them talking, they’ll tell you that the apple vapors shellacked all the wood, and you can still smell the sweetness if you drive by real slow. Because of its industry and social importance, Verona Mills earned hamlet status in the mid-1800s, but it was now only a couple of crooked street signs.

      Our house was a mile down Mill Road from the intersection, a two-story, dark-green, clapboard-sided, 1840 farmhouse that needed work. The foundation for the walls was once a carefully stacked 2-foot-high rock wall that now had several holes where some rocks had succumbed to the years of shifting and fallen into useless piles. The walls still spanned the holes, but one had to wonder how long before the house finally leaned or toppled. And fresh paint was needed. The painted clapboards had dried and peels of old dried paint curled like wood shavings from a plane.

      It sat on two acres of fenced-in land that had become mostly weeds. In August, the grass, burdocks, and nettles were going brown and brittle, three feet high, and walking through the field was not pleasant or recommended. And the heat lay unmoving, like an electric blanket turned up too high. Corn fields surrounded the acreage on three sides; perfect rows of 5-foot-tall stalks already with waving tassels and bulging ears displaying their silk.

      The front side of the house faced the road, a barely two-lane black-topped country road where tar bubbles rose in the summer heat. Some patches had been made, but more had not been. Opposite the house on the other side of the road was an electric fence, a single wire, waist-high to my dad, with the telltale white insulators standing the wire out from the wooden posts. The fencing around our yard was three levels of barbed wire, but I guess that wouldn’t have kept the cows and bulls from wandering like the electricity would. Behind the wire in a healthy field of clover and grass were the cows, heads down, munching with little movement but for the tails that swatted big black flies; an unending, unsuccessful attempt for comfort against the bites and heat. They were dairy cows, Holsteins, the black and white blotches on their hide like foreign world maps, the black being the land masses with the white depicting the ocean in between. The neighbor’s barn and farmhouse were just down the road a quarter mile, the silo already with a conveyor belt structure leaning to an opening near the top.

      I had just turned five last May, but I could sense adventure brewing in this place. A small dirt pile near the driveway (just a gravel pull-off from the road) beckoned me. Mom set me down there with some of my recent birthday trucks and army men. Glee rose with the mountains I made for the trucks to climb and the foxholes for the attacking soldiers. Elated and dirty, I’m sure I thought they had brought me to heaven.

      We entered the house from the side near the driveway, climbing six wooden steps into a screened-in porch and then through another door, which opened into the kitchen. A modest-sized wooden table left by the previous owners sat in a large room, probably twice the Bedford kitchen. Liz smiled at the thought. Through a wide opening, the rest of the house beckoned. Ahead was a country-style dining area. Abutting the stairs was a hallway going back to a living room. Upstairs were four bedrooms and what would become a family room. To the Williams, the house was old, yes, but huge! Not only was it unconfining outside (they were not in a line of houses with tiny yards like Bedford), but inside, potential filled the space. Happiness hung in the air like the muggy heat, surrounding James and Liz like their arms as they hugged.

      “I think we can make this work”, Liz whispered in James’ ear. She knew by his surrendered embrace, his deep breath and sigh, and familiar nestle in her neck, that he agreed.

      James began working the following week, getting familiar with the office and the nurse, who would be the entirety of his all-important medical staff. A secretary was also assigned to help run the office paperwork, for which James was extremely grateful. Oneida Limited was the biggest employer from Utica to Syracuse. James wasn’t sure of the extent of the workload, and was so glad to have help, learning the office ropes from Nurse Miller, who had been working with the now-retired Dr. McCauley for the last ten years.

      Besides a small office for Dr. Williams, there was an examination room and two private rooms for sick patients should they need isolation. White Formica countertops built on storage cabinetry butted against two walls of the examination room. Above the counters were cabinets with glass fronts displaying medical equipment and supplies. In the middle of the room was a well-used examination table - the Naugahyde covering creased and worn in a few spots, revealing bits of fraying white fabric coming through.

      Compared to where he had been thus far in his life, this area of upstate NY was certainly going to be a challenge in creating excitement. A cultural event would probably end up being the Friday night bowling club. There wasn’t a lot of money in the air or any pockets. People were pretty dang set in their ways. Farming… dairy and onions, mostly. But despite his intelligence and being from the “City”, James’ impeccable swagger was approachable. He loved bringing out wit in people, so he met them on their level without them knowing he was stooping. He was there to solve medical issues and would do it with curiosity and good nature. Nurse Miller took to him immediately.

      Right next to the factory, close enough to be mistaken for another wing, was the American Legion building, an old house, with a red neon sign in the shape of a Genesee beer bottle cap in one of the front windows. The gutted and renovated house had a large hall-like barroom with a small kitchen and a meeting room. On Friday evening of his first week, James stopped in to become a member of this branch. When they learned he was a veteran of the Korean War and the new doc at the factory, they overlooked his city slickness, welcomed him, and soon missed him if he didn’t stop in every Friday.
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      A year later, when Richie entered first grade and was done with the half days of kindergarten, Liz had the time to return to college, a satellite program of Syracuse University in the nearby city of Rome. There was an uneasy feeling that she couldn’t name, hovering like a shadow in her mind. She sensed and desired a shift in her life. Partly because of James. While they were successful and becoming noticed in the community, he with a great job, she with taking care of her son, which included her rise in the PTA and helping to build a better library, James was preoccupied and drinking more, often coming home late.

      The next two years were busy with intense study and motherhood. She received her teaching degree and quickly became employed at Richie’s elementary school in New Rome as a sixth-grade teacher. There were enough children to have two teachers for every grade, with about thirty pupils each. In the sixth grade, teachers shared in the teaching of different subjects. She taught English and math one year, while the other handled social studies and science. The next year, they would trade subjects. In a subtle preparation for junior and senior high, the kids would switch classrooms during the day, so the teachers could remain in one room, where their curriculum tools were at hand.

      Liz quickly learned that she loved to teach. At her pupils’ crucial age, she felt she could make a difference in how they would move through life. If she could instill in these young, malleable minds the basic love of knowledge, an openness to learning about everything around them, she knew they would lead successful lives. It felt good to have a purpose. For everyone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 7

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The Catholics say that your first communion happens when you have reached the age of reason. In the spring of 1963, I was eight. Not sure how much reason was being calculated in my forming brain, but my mother kept me involved in Christianity, especially of the Catholic ilk. I don’t remember my dad being involved - don’t remember him ever going to church on Sunday, which mom and I did religiously, so to speak. The closest he got to being Catholic was rooting rabidly for the Notre Dame football team. Our Lady of Perpetual Hope Catholic Church - quite a mouthful for such a small town - was one of three churches in New Rome, serving a population of six hundred. It was a quaint building, with freshly painted white clapboard siding highlighting the stained glass windows on either side. A simple steeple rose to a cross. A driveway led from Main St., looped around the entire church (so cars could easily move without having to back out), and exited back on Main. The rectory, with matching siding, was a separate building in the back beyond the driveway.

      It wasn’t bad going to church when I was eight. It was a chance to look across the aisle at other kids from school and try to keep from laughing as the choir, attempting solemnity, belted out hymns with atrocious vibrato that echoed more and more out of tune in the reverberation of the small cathedral. When Mom joined
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