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I became an All My Children fan when Erica Kane was on her first marriage. In the early seventies when I was doing my variety show, I scheduled my lunch break around the time it would air (because there were no VCRs at the time). Unfortunately, when Friday rolled around, there was no way to watch what was going on in Pine Valley because that was our show day…so what did I do? During the question-and-answer segment at the beginning of our taping, I simply asked if anyone in the audience had seen the episode that day and if they could bring me up-to-date. It made for some interesting and often hilarious explanations. I was absolutely thrilled later when Agnes Nixon got in touch to offer me a role! And it was a doozy. I was to be “Verla Grubbs,” the illegitimate daughter of a carnival con man and snake charmer, who comes to Pine Valley in search of her biological father. Verla looked and dressed exactly like her name (I’ll leave that description to the reader’s imagination). I returned as the character a few more times, and loved every minute of it.

I was thrilled once more when Agnes sent me her book, asking me to write the foreword. I read it in one fell swoop. The book includes detailed descriptions of the daytime dramas she created, the casting processes, and so much more, which are fascinating to those of us who were hooked on her fabulous storytelling abilities. Moreover, Agnes’s own story is as compelling as those in her dramas. She tells us about her parents’ on-again, off-again love/hate relationship, and the effect it had on her as a young child who yearned for a normal, loving home. We live through the heartbreak of her first love. We experience her volatile and erratic relationship with her father (who never believed in her writing talent), which makes us admire her drive to succeed all the more. She found the perfect man, married, and juggled her career while successfully raising four children. But her career wasn’t easy to come by. The “glass ceiling” was extremely evident in the days when she tried to break through as a writer, being thwarted at every turn. Of course, we know she won…but the story of her ups and downs makes this book a true page-turner.

—Carol Burnett

P.S.: I was as sad and mad as everyone else when AMC was canceled. It could’ve gone on forty-two more years! Agnes, you are a wonder.
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The Emmys, 1981. I was sitting in the backstage area in the Waldorf-Astoria grand ballroom, waiting for my cue. I was the recipient of the Trustees Award for excellence in production, and I was greatly disturbed.

My insecurities plagued me: I didn’t deserve this award. Voices from the past confirmed my fears. My father: You, a writer? That’s a joke. The head of Procter & Gamble: Frankly, Agnes, we just don’t think you’re a writer. The director of The Edge of Night: Sweetie, you don’t get how to plot a serial.

Barbara Walters stepped onstage. The destructive voices increased in volume: That’s a joke; you’re not a writer; you don’t get it.

Barbara stepped up to the podium, and the noises in my head subsided. She addressed the tables crowded with bright lights of the industry and a television audience of millions. “This is a very special occasion with the Emmys and the Trustees Award. I will tell you about the big one. The Academy of Television Arts and Sciences Trustees Award recognizes achievement in television so extraordinary that it is rarely presented. Previous winners include General David Sarnoff, William Paley, Leonard Goldenson, and Edward R. Murrow, so you can see what kind of award it is.

“Today marks a number of firsts for this prestigious award. It is the first time it has been presented to someone in the daytime area, it is the first time it has been presented to a writer, and it is the first time in the history of this award that it has been presented to a woman. I feel like saying with you all, ‘Right on.’

“The recipient today is the creator of One Life to Live, All My Children, and the cocreator of Search for Tomorrow and As the World Turns. By now you know I can only be talking about Agnes Nixon.”

I felt a little push on my shoulder. The backstage manager said, “Agnes, that was your cue. Go join Barbara.”

As I walked across the stage through a thunderous standing ovation, the applause mounted. Barbara took my hand and said, “One of your shows has been on the air every weekday for the past thirty years. How did you do it?”

Rather than answering her question directly, I began by thanking the academy for the honor. Then I said, “I honestly don’t think I deserve it. But if I do, it’s because of all the people through the years who have helped me. My Irish family, around whose hearth I learned as a child to love a story. The late, great Irna Phillips, who gave me my first job and taught me the form of the daytime serial, and that every individual’s life has a soap opera in it.”

I went on to thank the network executives and the producers, directors, actors, and writers, as well as our wonderful All My Children family and especially the viewers. I also acknowledged my children and granddaughter for enriching my life beyond measure. Finally, I thanked my husband, Bob: “Long before the voice of women’s lib was heard, a little over thirty years ago, he said to me, ‘I understand that writing is an intrinsic part of your life. And of course you can marry me, have children, and also have a career, because I will support and help you.’ And he always has.”

The entire week that followed was filled with festivities related to my Trustees Award. While I appreciated the speeches and parties, my mind was increasingly occupied by Barbara’s question. It was one that I had been asked many times but never really considered—and that I hadn’t quite answered onstage.

As I looked back for the first time, I realized that my journey to the stage that night included almost as many twists and turns as the shows I’d created. It was full of joy and heartbreak, mentors who helped me and rivals who tried to stop me, and lots of wonderful friends and colleagues along the way. I wasn’t quite ready to answer Barbara’s question properly—and I still had the rest of my career in front of me—but I looked forward to the day when I could truly share “how I did it” with friends, family, and all the wonderful fans of my shows. When I did, it would be the story of how I decided, early on, that the life I was given was my life to live—and how that determination helped me become a wife, a mother, and, against all odds, a writer.
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I was named after my mother—my single, working mother who provided for me while we lived with her parents and sisters at a time when most women didn’t work outside of the home. And every time she left for work as a bookkeeper at the Independent Life and Accident Insurance Company, I pitched a fit, inconsolable that she was leaving me behind. Little did I know that I would spend my entire adult life as a working mom. I guess there’s just something about hard work that runs in our Irish blood.

My maternal grandfather, Michael Dalton, left County Tipperary at age twelve in 1863. He crossed the ocean alone to live with his eldest sister, Emma, who worked as a domestic helper in New Orleans. When he arrived, he found that Emma had died from yellow fever, which had ravaged the state. The twelve-year-old boy managed to support himself by working at a bakery. When he turned fourteen, he lied, claiming to be sixteen, so he could enlist in the Union Army. His aim was to punish the British (who were allied with the Confederacy), whom he blamed for the great hunger that caused the death of many of his countrymen, including his beloved parents. Given his preoccupation with food, after the war he owned and operated a grocery store to care for and feed his wife and twelve children.

My mother, Agnes, was the eleventh child of the twelve born to Michael and Katherine Dalton. The Irish Catholic couple lived with their children in a spacious apartment over their grocery store in Nashville. As was typical of the time, my grandmother Katherine Ryan Dalton had married at age sixteen, and her three eldest daughters were assigned the care of the new babies. So it was that my mother’s sister May, who was eighteen years her senior, reared her. When May married and had three children, Agnes thought of the girls as her younger sisters and spent much of her time at her sister’s home.

My mother had a very happy childhood. Most of her time and social life were dictated by her years as an A student at St. Cecilia’s Dominican prep school. She went to secretarial school, and after graduation, she worked as a secretary at several insurance companies, eventually becoming a bookkeeper.

My aunt May told me more about my mother’s life than my mother ever did. Through her, I learned about my parents’ courtship and early marriage. My mother was a beautiful girl with alabaster skin and wavy golden hair that framed her face. According to Aunt May, many young men were infatuated with the beautiful Agnes, but only one interested her: my father, Harry Eckhardt.

Harry’s father, Henry, had lived in Nashville and was always partial to it. However, in his early twenties Henry had moved to Chicago to try to find a better job. He was still in love with Nashville and, because he had several brothers residing there, often returned to visit. On one such visit, Aunt Kate’s friend Maynie Eckhardt introduced her cousin Harry to Kate’s little sister Agnes. My father was instantly infatuated with my mother and began a relentless pursuit that she found flattering. His courtship was very different from the docile wooing of the Southern gentlemen who were attracted to her.

Harry came to Nashville from Chicago for a temporary job and lived with his cousins. Young and brash, my father was full of moneymaking schemes that, according to him, would soon render him a wealthy man. None of my mother’s family liked him, and soon after they began dating, Harry became extremely possessive. His professions of love and total devotion seemed to impress my mother, but he was also intensely jealous of any other young men she knew. This caused many arguments, and Aunt May told her that she should break it off. She had such protective feelings for my mother and never felt that Harry could make her happy. She encouraged my mother to see other men who courted her. But Harry was always able to convince Agnes to forgive him for his outbursts.

—

AFTER TWELVE YEARS of pursuit, she agreed to marry him and moved with him to Chicago. My mother’s early letters to my aunt from Chicago conveyed a happy, yet busy, tone. She took a position as secretary to a lawyer, and the marriage seemed felicitous. But after a few months, there was a worrisome change. She became pregnant and wrote that Harry was disappointed at the new responsibility. But she believed he would be overjoyed when the baby arrived.

When I was born, I weighed seven and a half pounds, but three weeks later, I had lost four pounds—more than half my weight. I had pyloric stenosis, a gastric ailment that made me spit up any nourishment I received. In a panic, my mother called Aunt May, who immediately got on a train to Chicago. Fortunately, my mother insisted on taking me to a pediatrician, who prescribed a formula. My health improved, but the same couldn’t be said for the state of my parents’ marriage. Although my mother tried to hide the discord, Aunt May could hear their arguments through the thin bedroom walls. When May boarded the train back to Nashville, my mother went with her, holding me in her arms. My father’s furious attempts to keep us with him had finally fallen on deaf ears.

Back in Nashville, the household consisted of my mother, my grandmother, my grandfather, and my four unmarried aunts—Emma, Catharine, Albertha, and Rose. Out of kindness and concern for me, the three elder sisters decided that, together, they would support us for the first year so that my mother wouldn’t have to work. However, it wasn’t long before she took a job at the Independent Life and Accident Insurance Company. As my mother dressed for work, I would begin to cry. My whimpers crescendoed into screams until my grandmother entered, hustling Mother out of the room, warning her that she couldn’t be late. Grandma would then close the bedroom door to shut out my screams, leaving me in agony until I fell asleep, exhausted.

A dollar store now fills the lot at 713 Russell Street where my grandmother’s home once stood, so I can’t be sure that the house was as cavernous as it seemed when I first toddled across its wide-planked floors. During my first five years, I became accustomed to my mother’s daily departures, but I was still lonely. I was left with my grandma Dalton, but after rearing twelve children of her own, she didn’t relish the idea of babysitting another small child. She made sure I was fed lunch, took my cod-liver oil, and had a daily nap, but her exchanges with me were limited to a few aphorisms, such as “Children should be seen and not heard,” and “You’re eating your white bread now.” The latter meant that I was spoiled. As a result of Grandma’s pronouncements, I rarely spoke in her presence, and to this day I prefer dark bread to white.

The backyard of the Russell Street home was unusually large. Deep flower beds were dominated by purple irises, Tennessee’s state flower. Tall trees with low-hanging branches offered shade from the relentless summer heat. In the rear, bordering a dirt-and-gravel alley, was the chicken yard. Its occupants furnished eggs all week long, and every Sunday dinner was provided by two hens smothered in dumplings and revoltingly thick gravy.

Saturday was judgment day, with Grandma as the Grim Reaper. I was convinced that the chickens knew when it was Saturday and what Grandma’s mission was when she approached the pen. Running in terrified circles, the chickens began a deafening cackle. Grandma used only her hands to accomplish her ghastly task. She grasped an innocent victim by the neck and wrung it around and around until its head came off. Then the body continued to whirl about wildly, seeming to be searching for its missing head. I was appalled but also fascinated by this weekly drama. From the safety of an upstairs window, watching Grandma perform her danse macabre, I wondered if one day she’d eliminate me as efficiently as she did those chickens.

After the Saturday massacre, I always sought the comfort of my cherished paper dolls. These were not the conventional paper dolls from a booklet containing clothes to be cut out. The source of my dolls was the daily comics, or “funny papers,” which I much preferred to the commercial kind because of their lifelike mobility. Cutting the characters out of the newspaper’s small squares was tedious work for a four-year-old who only had dull, blunt-tipped scissors. But I had a lot of time on my hands.

When I was a little older, I devised a complicated filing system for my dolls. I took several of my grandmother’s discarded telephone books and began cataloging my dolls by the names I’d given them. A separate phone book formed a subfile according to the clothes they wore and their physical positions—standing, sitting, walking, and running, even dancing, if the comic-strip artist drew such a figure. Every Sunday, I couldn’t wait to start cutting out the characters in the funnies, an activity that would preoccupy me all week long. When my beloved aunt Emma read the comics to me, I didn’t find the stories very absorbing. But sometimes she offered what she thought the characters in the strips might do or become, and those ideas caught fire with me.

These characters were my “open sesame” to a special make-believe world. While preparing the stage, my mind was busy planning scenes involving my characters. Plotting their lives gave me a sense of control. They allowed “little Aggie” to believe her life could change as dramatically as the lives of her dolls—like Little Orphan Annie, who had Daddy Warbucks waiting to rescue her from loneliness. My most frequently used characters were the well-known Etta Kett, Moon Mullins, Blondie, Dagwood, Daddy Warbucks, and sometimes Annie. I created one doll whose father went to work but would be gone for four days. I named that doll “me.” That doll asked me, “Why don’t you have a father?” Then the doll said, “You don’t have a father because he doesn’t love you.”

But my favorite, by far, was Tillie the Toiler. At one point, Fred, my ten-year-old neighbor, mentioned that he had kept the Sunday funnies since he was five and had three years of comics I had never seen. With bated breath I asked him, “Do you have Tillie the Toiler and Etta Kett?” When he said yes, I offered to polish his father’s shoes for ten weeks in exchange for his collection. And while polishing away, I came up with some starring roles for Tillie.

In the Nashville Banner, Tillie was a working girl like my mother and aunts, but that was where the similarity ended. I much preferred my own scenarios for Tillie to those in the funny papers. To me, Tillie was a young, beautiful career woman determined to get what she wanted, and she proved to be smarter than the men in her life. Yet the men seldom resented her. In fact, very often Tillie became the object of their affections. My star paper doll was a femme fatale who got what she wanted—unlike my mother, who slaved away at a nine-to-five job, largely ignored and unappreciated, and with no men in her life.

Only now do I see that my Tillie was the predecessor of Erica Kane.
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Growing up, no one in our house ever said Harry Eckhardt’s name. I had intuited what the word father implied—and that my life was devoid of one. I didn’t feel deprived; I was merely trying to fathom how the situation affected my mother, who was, to me, the most important person in my life. No matter how her lovely smile tried to deny it, I was constantly aware of her unhappiness. We sometimes visited her best friend, Marie, with her husband and four children, who seemed to live in loving unity. On the streetcar ride home, I commented on how busy all those children kept her friend.

Mother smiled and said with a deep yearning in her voice, “Yes, but Marie is very lucky.”

From the time I was young, I believed the main reason God put me on Earth was to make my mother happy. When I was five, I learned, by accident, why my efforts were so important. Grandma kept some of her things in a large oak cabinet in her sitting room. While looking for glue to mend my favorite ball gown for Tillie, I discovered a slim photo album wedged between Lives of the Saints and Glories of the Holy Roman Catholic Church. I took it out, and, to my surprise, there was a picture of my mother, younger and even more beautiful. She wore a Grecian-style, flowing white gown, and her lush golden hair was held by three rows of white satin ribbons. Next to her stood a bland-looking young man. I wondered if this was the man my mother married. Was this my father? I was so absorbed in studying the photographs that I didn’t realize Grandma had entered the room.

“Drat! I told myself you might find that,” she said. “I should have thrown it away. Good riddance to bad rubbish.”

“Is that my father?” I asked.

“More’s the pity,” she snorted.

Despite her scowl, I couldn’t resist asking, “What was he like?”

“Didn’t you hear me say he was total rubbish? I told Agnes that she ought to marry Ivoe Carlton. He was smitten with her, a gentle Southern man. I told her, ‘All you and Harry do is fight. Ivoe would never raise his voice to you.’ Do you know what she said to me?”

I shook my head no.

“She said, ‘I’d rather fight than be bored to death.’ But I reckon she changed her mind, since she left him when you were only three months old.”

Grandma seemed to run out of steam. Tucking the album under her arm, she said, “Well, she can’t say I didn’t warn her.” She was about to leave when Aunt Kate rushed into the room.

“There you are, Mama. Have you heard the news?” she asked.

“What news?” Grandma said. “Why did you leave work so early?”

Aunt Kate replied, “Maynie called me at the office. Henry Eckhardt died last week in Chicago. They sent the body back to Nashville for burial. I came home to take you with me.”

“Take me where?” Grandma demanded.

“To the funeral home for the visitation. It’s from six to nine. You want to change, don’t you?”

“Henry Eckhardt wouldn’t have gone to my visitation, and I’m not going to his.”

“I must go, Mama. Maynie is my best friend, and Henry was her uncle, and besides, he’s little Aggie’s grandfather.”

I had been told that the elderly man who sometimes stopped by to see me was, indeed, my grandfather. As usual, I took my cue from my mother, to whom her father-in-law meant nothing. However, at the supper table that evening, I found that there was much to learn about the young man I’d seen in the photograph album. Grandma, who’d disliked all Eckhardts from the beginning, commented that, unlike the Daltons, they hadn’t always been Southerners.

Aunt Kate said, “But, Mama, don’t you remember how nice it was visiting back and forth at each other’s houses? Why, that’s how Harry met—” She stopped abruptly, realizing she had gone too far. With the lull in conversation, my mother rose, took my hand, and started out of the kitchen. Aunt Emma followed us down the hall.

She put her hand on my mother’s shoulder and said, “Agnes, I’d be happy to stay with Aggie while you go.”

“Thank you, Emma,” my mother replied. “But I’m taking her with me.”

Aunt Emma frowned. “Are you sure she should go to the funeral home?”

“Quite sure,” said Mother. Her clipped manner made it obvious that there was to be no further discussion.

At the funeral parlor, I was just a bewildered little girl frightened by coming face-to-face with death. My mother handled the introduction to my father well. He, in return, was warm and kind. Later that evening, he persuaded Mother and me to come to the Hermitage Hotel, where he was staying. He was an ideal parent that night. To my delight, in his hotel room, there were toys and pretty dresses for me that he had brought from Chicago.

He also told us about the business he had started after we left him, emphasizing that his motivation was to be worthy of reuniting our family. Harry explained that as a teenager working as an errand boy, he’d dreamed of becoming a doctor. When college, let alone medical school, had proven to be too expensive, he’d taken a full-time job at the mortuary, where he felt the owner made an unjustifiably large profit. Riding in the hearse with the driver had spawned many schemes surrounding the business of death. Years later, my mother told me he wanted to invent an embalming fluid to increase the tranquil appearance of the dearly departed. It was met with little support from the business, especially after a trial mixture exploded in the basement.

To Harry, a nation recovering from a devastating depression presented the perfect opportunity for a unique line of burial garments. America’s financially strapped working class was loath to have the family’s one good suit interred with the departed. The Perfection Burial Garment Company was the answer. Harry had designed a line of clothes that were appealingly inexpensive, and an opening down the back made it easier for the family member or mortuary dresser. In addition, his low-budget feminine creations were of a soft material in flattering shades, with ruffles and lace around the cuffs and neckline. Despite the ultimate destination of these burial garments and an extreme fear of death (about which I learned later), that night in the hotel with us, Harry spoke of his creations as if they would be featured in the next Broadway show.

His return reservation to Chicago had been for the evening following the burial, but he postponed it for a week and spent time pleading with my mother for a reconciliation. She would never have to work again, he promised, and he would build her a beautiful house in Winnetka. I would be sent to a fine school and meet only the best people; the three of us would be a happy family. He seemed so sincere, and I saw my mother beginning to be persuaded. And why not? Although I was only a child, even I could sense that she still loved him. Why wouldn’t she want the life he described? I began to envision the future with lots of friends, pretty clothes, and most of all, a happy mother and father.

Harry had rented a car for the week, and we toured Nashville in it. We fed the ducks in Centennial Park and visited the Grand Ole Opry. On the way to dinner, we passed a toy store that displayed a beautiful life-sized doll. When I admired it, Daddy—as Harry begged me to call him—wanted to buy it for me, but the store was closed.

“Never mind,” he said. “I’ll get you a better one when we get to Chicago.”

We arrived at Klemen’s, a popular Nashville restaurant with reputedly the best apple pie in the South. Daddy remembered how much he’d enjoyed the apple pie from other visits. Mother recalled a time when he ate two orders of pie, and they laughed about it. During dinner, Daddy told us he had become friends with many important casket manufacturers and funeral directors around the country in the last few years.

“In business,” he said, “it’s a major factor to have a pleasing personality. No matter how good your project is, establishing a good relationship with the buyer is what clinches the deal.”

As he elaborated on the amazing success his company had achieved, and as the waitress removed our plates, two men passed our table. They nodded pleasantly to my mother, who returned the simple greeting with a smile. When the waitress left, Harry asked who the men were. Mother explained that they owned the insurance company where she worked. Harry quickly pushed his chair back.

“I want to meet them,” he said.

When Mother shook her head no, the expression on Harry’s face started to change.

“Why not? I’m your husband. Let’s go.”

“I just told you,” Mother said. “They’re my bosses. I don’t know them personally.”

“So we’ll get to know them now,” he said, and started to stand again. “They would like to meet someone of my stature. Come on.”

“Harry, sit down.”

“They may be your bosses, but I’m their equal.” He stood up.

“Harry, sit down. I’m not going to introduce you.”

His face started to redden. “Are you ashamed of me?”

“Of course not. It’s just not the proper way to do things.”

“You’re telling me what’s proper?”

“I’m telling you I don’t know them that well,” she insisted.

“You’re lying. What’s the real reason?”

“Harry, stop it.”

Harry’s face got even more choleric. “You’re having an affair with one of them, aren’t you?”

“Harry!”

“Or maybe you’re sleeping with both of them.”

My mother was in shock. “Harry, don’t talk that way in front of Aggie.”

“But you don’t deny it, do you?” He rose from the chair, tossing his napkin on the floor. “I’ll introduce myself.”

My mother grabbed my hand and rushed me out of the restaurant. Harry threw some money on the table and ran after us. The terrible wrangling continued in the car, while I cried in the backseat. Eventually, I must have escaped the awful scene by falling asleep. I awakened to find my mother sitting on the side of my bed, gently rubbing my forehead.

She said, “I’m sorry about last night. He isn’t always like that. He was sorry, too. He wants to come over and see you. Is it all right if he comes?” I shook my head in a definitive no and burrowed beneath the blankets.

Two weeks later, my mother received a long white envelope with his heavy black writing on it. She read the letter to herself and put it into her desk drawer. Putting her arm around me, she said, “Aggie, your father has invited us to come to Chicago on our vacation.”

When I said no, she asked, “Do you mind not having a father?”

Although I was surprised at the question, as always, I tried to give the answer she wanted. “I like the way things are,” I said. But no matter how her smile tried to deny it, her unhappiness was as obvious to me as the blue of her eyes. I was glad we did not go to Chicago because my father made me feel such pain when he was around, and I knew how sad he made my mother feel. I did not see him for four years. Although I wrote him every month because my mother told me to, the only replies I received were from his secretary. She explained that while he enjoyed getting the letters, I must understand that he was too busy with his business to write back.

A few years later, when I was nine years old, my father sued my mother for divorce on grounds of desertion. A family friend who was a lawyer handled it for her. She asked for nothing from Harry except for sole custody of me. In explaining it, she said it was better to have it this way—it meant a clean break with him. Therefore, I was puzzled when she told me that I would have to spend several weeks with Harry in the summertime. I never knew if this request was made through Harry’s lawyer, but I came to wonder if it was a way for her to stay in touch with him.

What I did know is that I dreaded those two weeks a year in Chicago. Harry bought me quite a few clothes, which I liked. But as a consequence, I had to listen to his tirades about my mother and his resentment of every member of the Dalton family. Every night we had dinner at Henrici’s, a popular spot in the heart of downtown Chicago. Sometimes we were joined by a woman he would introduce as an “old friend.”

If we were alone, the main subject was the Daltons, especially Grandma Dalton. My father asked very little about my mother, but he had plenty to say about his dislike of the rest of my family. He ridiculed my grandmother and consigned her to the depths of hell.

“How can you stand to live with that mean old bitch? She’s totally insane. They should have locked her up a long time ago. She’d always say to me, ‘Don’t ye take Agnes out alone in the dark.’ Does she still say ‘ye’ when she means ‘you’? Crazy bitch. God, how I hated her.”

My father’s rants about my grandmother made me feel like I was shriveling inside. I wished my family could get along. It made me think of my mother and how unhappy he had made her. The fact that I couldn’t change the situation made me feel like a terrible failure.

The Chicago days fell into a routine. We had a small breakfast, and at ten a.m., we went to the Perfection Burial Garment factory. The women workers at their sewing machines outdid themselves in praising me and sharing their dreams of the day when I would be a partner with my father in running this wonderful business. Most distasteful to me was having to witness the bereaved families who visited the factory to make selections for their beloved.

I was appalled when Father would say to me, “Isn’t that wonderful!” meaning they were bringing him new business.

After lunch, he had arranged for some of his staff’s children to take me to an afternoon movie. He and I had dinner alone, or were invited to the home of a funeral director who was a good friend of his. This man had grandchildren my age, and my father seemed to think that, inevitably, I would have a meaningful friendship with them.

He would ask me on my way back to his apartment, “Didn’t you like them?” and “Wouldn’t you like to see them when you come back next year?” But I just shook my head.

I was always happy to get on the train to Nashville and rejoin my mother, who met me at the station. I knew that after dinner, when we were in our shared bedroom, she would ask me what my father did while I was there. Of course she knew about the pretty clothes I would bring home, but I think the purpose of her questions was to find out if he was seeing other women and if anyone else meant anything to him. Early on, I told my mother that he wasn’t seeing any other women, but eventually I acknowledged that sometimes a woman joined us for dinner. The way she fawned over me indicated she had a special interest in my father. But I never confided that I realized my mother still had feelings for Harry. I knew how it would make her feel if I did.
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My mother continued to be a vital part of my early years, but many other people influenced me as well. I attended a parochial school taught by Dominican nuns for seven years, having skipped from second to third grade. Early in the morning, I waited with the other students for the nuns to arrive and open the doors. Each day, my friend Ruth Ellen and her two brothers were driven to school by her father. The ritual was the same, and their arrival never varied. Ruth Ellen’s father got out of the front door and opened the back door to let his children out, giving each of them an affectionate kiss and a big hug. This, I thought, is what a father does. I knew it was the one thing absent in my life, but I also grew to realize I had something very special that other children did not have. I had my aunt Emma.

Emma Claire Dalton was born with one leg much shorter than the other. As a child, she had to wear a painful leg brace and, later, a hideous extension shoe. Even so, she walked with a limp her entire life. Yet she never complained, and her main motivation was to make other people happy. Of all my eight aunts, she alone would become a successful businesswoman. Combining sheer determination and a superior intellect, she partnered with two men in a retail paper business, and the proof of my family’s affection for her was that none of her sisters resented her success. Rather, they looked up to her as their leader. Whenever some of them were discussing an important situation, one would often say, “Let’s ask Emma what she thinks.”

Aunt Emma was known throughout Nashville for her keen acumen, but she confided in me that her desire, even when she was in her midforties, was to be a writer. In pursuing that goal, she took several correspondence courses in creative writing, spending long hours working on assignments. She never had anything published, but she had grace and good humor about the time and money spent pursuing her goal.

Every summer, Aunt Emma created a “backyard circus” for me. The planning and work that she expended on this project were mind-boggling. She built an elephant and a giraffe out of papier-mâché, created games with prizes, and served wonderful food with ice cream for dessert. Every Christmas, I received the dress-up clothes she made throughout the year for me to play favorite characters from fairy tales. I would be Goldilocks, Little Red Riding Hood, Cinderella, Rapunzel, or Snow White. Aunt Emma instilled in me the belief that I had value and the right to be whatever I wanted.

Aunt Emma even made a suit for my cousin David so he could be Snow White’s favorite dwarf. Much later on, as astonishing as this is, every Christmas my four children eagerly awaited a box of “dress-up” clothes from their beloved great-aunt Emma.

My cousin David has always been like a brother to me. Perhaps it was because his mother, Rose, and mine—the two youngest children of the Dalton clan—were so close. In addition, on March 14, 1933, there was a terrifying tornado, which I was convinced meant the end of the world. The storm blew away David’s house, and they lived with us for several months at my grandmother’s home. A very special bond developed between us during that time that has continued throughout my entire life.

One of the treasures we shared during those months together was Aunt Emma’s stories of our Irish ancestors. Our favorite was the story of our great-grandparents, Grandma Kate’s parents, and how they came together from Ireland to America.

Jamie Ryan and Margret (Peggy) Quinlan fell in love as teenagers at one of the forbidden Hedgerow Schools. In 1860, Protestant Great Britain ruled Ireland and was determined to keep the Irish Catholics a subservient population. A cornerstone of its policy was to outlaw schools, which the locals resisted by holding classes in the fields behind tall hedgerows that hid the classes from the British constabulary. Under such duress, Jamie and Peggy dreamed of moving to America, where life had to be easier and sweeter. When Jamie found an ad in the Tipperary newspaper from a munitions maker in the southern US offering free passage for five years of work, he rushed to Peggy with the news. She was just as excited about the
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