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“Every person you meet is a creative artist

who takes the events of life and, over time,

creates a very personal way of seeing the world.”

~David Brooks

What motivates someone to write a memoir about “Other People”? For me, the answer starts with just one person, a psychopath and sexual predator whom I encountered when I was sixteen. Prior to this, I believed my world was entirely safe and supportive. Then I learned about the deeply dark side of the world.

Oddly, though, that encounter eventually enriched my life, leading me to a career and a way of living that have been full of love, compassion, and caring. I built that life with the help of many other people, along with places and animals that have deep meaning for me. I call those locations places of grace; the people and animals, grace-givers. This is the story of how these “others” have helped me assemble and redesign the puzzle of my life.

As I started writing about the other people in my life, I began to more fully comprehend the intricate and winding path we take to creatively assemble and understand our lives. It is a slow, lifelong process, and the journey is more important than the end result. As Rabbi Lawrence Kushner rightly pointed out in his 1977 book Honey from the Rock,​[1] all our lives are like an unfinished jigsaw puzzle. The people and places that held pieces of my puzzle are what this memoir is about.

I pieced together the puzzle of my existence with the help of family members, friends, colleagues, dogs, natural places, and quite a few strangers. It is a wildly diverse group of extraordinary individuals. Many of them are well-known, and you might recognize their names. Their stories may even have inspired you to find your own puzzle pieces. However, most of the people who have significantly contributed to my life’s puzzle are not renowned. They led admirable lives outside the public eye. But each possessed a unique and precious wisdom that I have repeatedly drawn upon throughout my life’s journey. Whether they know it or not, it was through listening to and spending time with them that I have gradually discovered my true self, my core beliefs, and my own creative way of seeing the world.

And I continue to look for more pieces to my evolving puzzle.

One significant person in my life, whom I have never met, is author and commentator David Brooks. Some pieces that have helped me add to my life puzzle, especially in recent years, have come from his writings. His most recent book, How to Know a Person: The Art of Seeing Others Deeply and Being Deeply Seen,​[2] helped me understand that the artistry of my life has incorporated much that I have learned from other people. This knowledge gives me hope that I have been able to help others find their unique and creative perspectives on the world as well.

When you look at someone else’s life, it is like looking at reflections on the surface of a lake. You only see the shimmering surface highlights. You are not seeing the depths they might have struggled with, or the waves of emotions generated in them by past events. I hope to take you along with me on a deeper journey.

This memoir is primarily a collection of stories—actual events that have held significance for me and, I believe, may resonate with others. It is an exploration of the things I love and why I love them. I love the wind singing in the fir trees, the melodies of mountain streams, the interplay of storm clouds and sunbeams. I love meeting strangers who tell an interesting story with skilled turns of phrase and humor that fosters understanding. I love dogs, music, and friends who challenge and encourage me. And I love the doing of good deeds and the comfort and warmth of just being with my family.

As I write about other people, I have realized that my portrayal of them might differ from their self-perceptions, or they might remember events differently or attach their own unique meanings to them. To help ensure accuracy, I have sought independent evidence through documents, photographs, and, when possible, by speaking with the individuals involved. To respect other people’s privacy, I have altered or omitted some names and have left certain locations ambiguous. The essential meaning and genuineness of the stories are, I feel, unaffected.

While the book is about people, the natural world has also figured prominently in my puzzle-making. I will share stories and thoughts about places, animals, trees—and even stones—that have been important to me. The world of nature is full of wise connections, ancient experience, and knowledge that hold valuable keys to the puzzle of human existence.

Reflecting on a variety of “others” has become a valuable tool for nurturing and broadening my habits of appreciation. Scientific research underscores the significance of expressing gratitude as a potent method for boosting resilience.​[3] It puts you into a constructive frame of mind, significantly enhancing your overall happiness. However, this is not as easy as it seems. Achieving this impact requires a consistent effort to make appreciation a habit; an ongoing way of creatively living your life.

I also distinguish between appreciation and gratitude. Both are valuable, but appreciation is more active and forward-looking. It is easy to be grateful simply by sitting peacefully in a room. However, I can be more intentionally appreciative by looking around, identifying all the elements that I appreciate, and figuring out their ongoing meaning in my life. Artistically shaping a life requires such intentionality. These habits give life meaning and transcendence.

There are multiple ways to cultivate gratitude and appreciation as part of your creative life story: prayer, mindful meditation, writing letters, telephone calls, telling stories, acts of kindness, or volunteering.

And writing a memoir. I hope this one holds a few puzzle pieces for you.

A Note to Trauma Survivors and Their Loved Ones

If you decide to share your trauma story, be aware that people may hastily attempt to offer explanations for your experiences, whether accurate or not. While these reactions can be helpful in pushing you to accept the pain and seek its meaning, remember that as a person who has experienced trauma, that experience does not have to define you forever. You can, instead, turn the tables and redefine the experience.

The consequences of trauma can vary widely from person to person and over time. It is crucial to avoid using trauma to categorize individuals or groups of people. As Ibram X Kendi points out, it is one thing to say a person experienced trauma, and quite another thing to say the person lives as a traumatized person.​[4] Each individual’s story of trauma is unique, personal and private. No one has the right to insist on hearing all the details of your traumatic experience. That story is yours and yours alone. You owe only as much information as you are comfortable sharing.

On the other hand, it is understandable for someone close to you to ask at some point what is going on. It is an appropriate and powerful question; one my wife asked me. Her thoughtful and caring inquiry led me to discover new meaning that has enriched my life and deepened the beauty of our shared existence. Sharing the story more widely with family and close friends has also been both challenging and exceptionally rewarding and uplifting. Only you can fully define the meaning of your experience. But if you recognize appropriate boundaries and timing, by sharing your story, other people can be your creative partners in discovering that meaning.

If you are the partner of a survivor, ask that question out of love, but remember that only the trauma survivor can decide when, how, where, whether, and to whom further information can be safely disclosed. Sometimes it can happen soon, sometimes not for decades, and sometimes never. Regardless, by expressing your sympathy and concern along with your question, you can help create a safe space for the person to move forward at his or her own pace.

The second chapter discusses a violent incident. I have tried to portray this as gently as possible without ignoring the reality. In this part of my story, I have intentionally kept the writing short regarding that event, as I believe the more important information lies in how trauma can be dealt with. This memoir does not intend to dwell extensively on trauma but focuses more intensively on practical and proven ways to manage trauma and change its meaning.

If you feel even a brief discussion of a violent incident might be too disturbing or act as a trigger, you can skip that chapter. The rest of the work can still enrich your understanding.

Be good to yourself and do what is right for you.
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Puzzle Pieces
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By Rabbi Lawrence Kushner
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Each lifetime is the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle.

For some there are more pieces.

For others the puzzle is more difficult to assemble.

Some seem to be born with a nearly completed puzzle.

And so it goes.

Souls going this way and that.

Trying to assemble the myriad parts.

But know this. No one has within themselves

All the pieces to their puzzle.

Like before the days when they used to seal

jigsaw puzzles in cellophane. Insuring that

All the pieces were there.

Everyone carries with them at least one and probably

Many pieces to someone else's puzzle.

Sometimes they know it.

Sometimes they don't.

And when you present your piece

Which is worthless to you,

To another, whether you know it or not,

Whether they know it or not,

You are a messenger from the Most High.
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​​The Culture of Family and Hometown
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“Your friends would honor you for doing it; your children to all generations would honor you for doing it; and every good and honest man would say, you had done right!”

~ Charles Langston, 1858
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My family has a strong storytelling tradition. My grandparents, parents, brothers Tom and David, and I have always shared humorous and poignant stories of shared experiences, usually with a hidden lesson behind the narrative. As our family members have aged and, unfortunately, sometimes passed away, we have repeatedly revisited these stories because they hold more significance than mere narratives. They have served as profound explanations for the individuals we have become today and want to be tomorrow. 

The stories were often hilarious, and frequently repeated, but they were also a way of giving puzzle pieces to my brothers and me, a transmission of culture, beliefs, and ways of living. These transmissions were not heavy-handed, but they were impactful. Stories shaped our beliefs and commitments to ways of being in the world. Each of us took these and composed our own artistic puzzles. However differently we led our lives, all three of us had built-in beliefs about kindness, compassion, and a sense of humor. ​​​​​​
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The Piraino Family; Kindness, Good Humor, and Respect for Others

Vincenzina Allia Piraino, my paternal Grandmother, was born in Sicily in 1891. She and my grandfather arrived in the United States in 1910. But Grandma never gave up her Sicilian heritage, including food, her heavy Sicilian accent, sense of humor, and a relaxed but observant attitude toward life. She had a tremendous influence on me and my brothers through her deep human understanding of other people and her ability to see humor and poignancy in everyday life.

One Sunday morning, my wife Carin and I picked Grandma up to take her to church. She got in the car with a big smile on her face, settled herself in the seat, and started laughing uproariously. We asked her, “What’s so funny?” She restrained her laughter long enough to explain, in her heavily accented but melodic English, “That-a woman-na; she died!” And the laughter came on again. 

Of course, we asked her what was so funny about that. She again stifled her laughter and explained that the woman had married a much older man, thinking he would die first and she would get all his money. But then she died before him. We could tell that her laughter was a gentle way of saying the woman got her comeuppance. 

But her humor was never mean. Grandma had an inherent and compassionate understanding of human nature. Growing up in Sicily, she and her sister had worked in their parents’ grocery store. Grandma would smile when she told us that her sister did not understand how to deal with the patrons. A customer would request a pound of pasta, and Grandma’s sister would pour pasta onto the scale, but always too much. So she would frown and take some away. Which the customers didn’t like. Grandma, on the other hand, always started with too little pasta on the scale. Then she could make a show of adding more to it, along with a big smile. The customers got the same amount of pasta either way, but Grandma’s way made them feel better. She understood human nature. 

Grandma was consistently cheerful yet also had an innate understanding of the unhappy aspects of life. One day, she was walking in town and came across a family who seemed troubled. The kids were misbehaving, and the parents were exasperated. Grandma approached them and offered a solution. “You wanna somma spaghetti?” And she invited them to her apartment for pasta. She remained friendly with that family for years. 

That was Grandma’s way of influencing people; not by trying to influence them outright, but by radiating her genuine self toward them, using her beautifully cadenced Sicilian accent and conveying her firm belief in other people by showing her infectious smile. 

Grandma’s love of her homeland was clear in her vivid descriptions. When she reminisced, her eyes would widen and her voice was awe-struck as she described the fragrance of the flowering orange trees, the olive trees full of ripe fruit, and the many “frutti di mare” (fruits of the sea). When Carin and I visited relatives in Sicily years later, we quickly understood the allure of the place. All the sensory elements Grandma had described were there: the surrounding sea, the grey-green leaves of the olive trees, and the flowery fragrances in the air. The family was also just what we might have expected; laid-back but with a robust sense of humor, energetic in conversation, and proud of their island home. They spoke only a little English, but fortunately I could speak to them in Italian.

One sunny afternoon, we sat with my relative, Piero Napoli, enjoying a granita break in a busy piazza in Messina. I asked him if he would ever consider living somewhere else. He responded with fervor, throwing his arms open, embracing the bustling scene around us, and exclaiming, “Perché dovrei voler vivere altrove?” (why would I want to live anywhere else?). He explained that people in other parts of Italy would look down on them as Sicilians. They would probably assume Piero was a mafioso. 

Grandma had once mentioned the mafia. She described the Norman conquest of Sicily, a prolonged and tumultuous affair that ended in 1194. But the Sicilian distrust of the Normans remained strong even into Grandma’s childhood. With a mischievous smile, she told us how the predecessors of the mafia would eliminate Norman descendants. They would ask the suspected Norman to pronounce the Italian word “ceci,” meaning garbanzo beans. “Iffa they canna pronounce,” Grandma explained as she drew a finger across her throat, “click!” It was such a Sicilian way to describe getting your throat cut. 

Another relative, Cousin Frank, hosted us for lunch—a leisurely four-hour affair in Sicily. During the meal, a young woman served the food. She was obviously Frank’s special friend. At one point, Frank and his son had a heated argument about what constitutes beauty in women. They seemed to be furious with each other. Frank finally summoned the young woman over and dramatically swept his hands around her, highlighting the shape and features he found appealing. The argument concluded with laughter and, of course, more food. 

Carin and I enjoyed the laid-back Sicilian lifestyle, except for the dreaded motorways. We were riding in Piero’s impressive—and fast—BMW, heading to his villa. Carin was sitting with Piero’s wife in the back. As the speedometer soared past 100 miles per hour, we flew into a tunnel. The lights blurred past us, and in the back seat, Teresa tightly clutched Carin’s hand. As we zoomed out of the tunnel, Piero turned to me and calmly asked, “Mike, Ti piace mia macchina?” (you like my car?). Of course, I answered with an enthusiastic “Si!”

Another aspect of life on the Sicilian roads was hilarious. We were driving along the north coast on a route that frequently crossed the railroad tracks. Guards who staffed some of these crossings would come out of their little guard shack and assertively lower the crossing gate when a train was expected. It didn’t matter if the train was late; the gate would stay closed. We stopped at the first of these closed crossings and watched half a dozen Sicilian men who were out of their cars smoking and talking animatedly. As soon as the train passed, they all jumped into their cars and zoomed off. We continued at our more leisurely pace and quickly came to another closed crossing. And there were the same Sicilian drivers, out of their cars smoking again. We enjoyed these lessons in Grandma Piraino’s culture.

* * *
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My paternal grandfather, Francesco Piraino, first arrived at Ellis Island from Sicily in 1906. Sicily at the time was in the throes of its great emigration wave, driven by extreme poverty, overpopulation, and limited job opportunities in rural areas. Landowners and other powerful people wielded oppressive control, so the freedom of “L’America” exerted a powerful pull on younger Sicilian men. But it must have been a tough decision to leave. The woman he would marry was only 14 years old at the time, and the arrangement was that Francesco would return for the wedding once he had established himself.

After arriving in Cleveland, Ohio, Francesco, now known as Frank, embarked on a 30-mile walk to find work in a steel plant. He got the job, but had to live in company-owned housing, which greatly reduced his earnings. The workday during that era was 12 hours long. At some point, unions claimed the steel company had imported European immigrants because they were more obedient. Anti-immigrant resentment was rampant. So, Grandpa quit his job and returned to Cleveland. There, he spent some time as a water-boy on the railroad, sold newspapers in the city, and even somehow met John D. Rockefeller. Ultimately, Grandpa successfully established himself as a tailor. In 1910, he returned to Sicily to marry my grandmother, and they then embarked together on a long journey back to the United States.

The ten-to-fourteen-day voyage would have been challenging. They travelled in steerage, deep in the bowels of the ship, where the air was stale with the smell of livestock and coal smoke. They would have slept on straw mattresses shared with bugs. But whenever Grandma recalled the voyage, she would laugh at the conditions onboard the ship, even though she was seasick much of the time. The story of their emigration tells me Grandma and Grandpa must have been deeply in love.

But I did not know Grandpa Piraino very well. For much of the time I was growing up, he was ill and in bed because of a stroke. I do, however, have a glimmer of him sitting in our living room on the day my brother David was born. What I remember is a very dignified and calm presence. One of my favorite stories about him, though, has to do with attending the opera. Grandma and Grandpa had dressed in their finest and were about to leave the house when Grandma coughed.

“No!” Grandpa said firmly, “we canna go.” You cannot cough while at the opera. It would be disrespectful to the performers and the audience. I always admired this idea of respecting other people, even if it comes at some personal cost.

Grandpa’s tailoring business produced clothing for wholesale. One morning, he discovered that someone had stolen his entire inventory overnight. Later that day, two men in dark suits appeared at Grandpa’s workshop. They said they knew who had committed the theft and would be pleased to take care of it. Thankfully, Grandpa was wise enough to say no thanks. The men were, of course, representatives from the mafia.

People have always known our family for our humor and laughter. When Grandma Piraino passed away, we took a break from the viewing hours to have lunch together. Naturally, the stories about Grandma started flowing, and the laughter echoed through the restaurant. A smiling waiter approached us and asked if we were celebrating a wedding. “No,” we replied enthusiastically, “It’s a funeral.” The waiter seemed a bit taken aback by our response, which only made us laugh even harder. 

The stories from the Piraino side of our family instilled in me a profound belief that people will act ethically if treated fairly and with respect. We believed that a significant part of our life’s purpose was to assist others in reclaiming their lost happiness. Grandma’s stories and actions taught us that even small favors and acts of kindness could be powerful tools in achieving this goal.
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The Stephens Family; Connecting to Wild Places

My maternal grandparents also had a big impact on me, even though they lived 2,400 miles away in the small town of Granite Falls, Washington. We regularly travelled by train to spend much of the summer with them in the North Cascades or meet them somewhere else out west. This side of the family had been in the United States a long time. The earliest record we have is of a relative who was discharged from the army in 1838. My grandfather, Edmund F. Stephens, was born in Iowa in 1898, but his family moved to a homestead in South Dakota. 

Life was tough for homesteaders in the Dakotas at that time. The Dakotas were still mostly frontier territory, and homesteads were isolated, the conditions harsh, the work physically demanding, and the farming risky. Grandpa’s family had chosen a homestead where the surrounding landscape had ominous names: Ash Creek, Bad River, War Creek, Skeleton Creek, Camp Crook. These names were fitting; fewer than half of the homesteaders in that area would succeed. 

Not surprisingly, the Stephens farm did not prosper, so they packed up and, with their horses, headed north to Canada. When they got to the border, the guard eyed the horses and declared that the animals could not enter Canada. There was no legal justification for this, but my great-grandfather gave the horses to the guard. I was always grateful for their move, though, because by 1920 they were living in Washington State, where my mother was born and raised, and where Carin and I now live. Life in western Washington State in 1920 would have been a blend of frontier ruggedness and growing industries such as logging, fishing, canning and farming. And of course, there was the spectacular scenery.

Unfortunately, we don’t know how my grandmother’s family came to Washington. But my strong personal relationship with the raw beauty of nature began through both grandpa and my grandmother, Irene Stephens. We did not grow up with mountains in our backyard, but if there was a theme to our times out west, it was all about being in nature. This was a landscape of grandeur that profoundly inspired me, and Grandpa knew how to talk about it in a way that transformed our experience of these places. He took us to the summit of Mount Pilchuck, which was practically in his backyard. There, we learned the name was a combination of words meaning “red” and “water,” referring to the reddish color of the iron deposits. We climbed down to Granite Falls and learned how the river started in the high Cascades and flowed over the falls to reach the ocean, where the wind would lift the water up into the clouds to return to the mountains as rain or snow. He took us further afield to Mount Rainier. Once, he pointed to the mountain out the right side of the car and said, “Boys, now, you keep an eye on that mountain. It’s going to move around.” And soon, he was right; the mountain appeared out the left side. 

Another unforgettable drive took us up a challenging dirt road into Washington State’s remote North Cascades. We stopped near the abandoned gold mining town of Monte Cristo, which I vividly recall as a misty and atmospheric place nestled amidst the hills. Afterward, we embarked on a fishing adventure along the South Fork Sauk River. I cherish the memory of that fishing spot as a breathtaking wilderness, full of vibrant colors reflected in the river’s gentle flow. My brothers and I have often reminisced about how Grandpa had an uncanny knack for knowing precisely where to stop and fish. As soon as we cast our lines into the water, the river would reward us with a catch. It felt like a miracle, but there was a logical explanation; Grandpa had worked for the United States Soil Conservation Service, giving him the inside scoop on where and when the river was stocked. We fished just downstream from the release point, capitalizing on the newly abundant fish population.

In recent years, I went looking for that place and finally found it, nestled within the majestic Mt. Baker/Snoqualmie National Forest, near awe-inspiring Glacier Peak. The river is still renowned for its abundant salmon and steelhead. However, my recollection of the fish is faint, superseded by the vivid memories of the sounds, smells, and colors that evoke a wilderness experience of the kind my mother cherished during her childhood. It was an exhilarating moment to connect with Grandpa Stephens through the grace of this place.

Grandpa, a passionate conservationist, would share his knowledge of nature during our drives. As we passed by fields and meadows, he would narrate their stories, teaching us about farming practices, wildlife, flooding, and wildflowers. I remember standing next to him, watching the cows grazing in his pasture, when he began talking about John Muir. He described how, when Muir was president of the Sierra Club, he made a reconnaissance of the wilderness areas of the Olympic Peninsula, which ultimately contributed to the creation of the national park. Grandpa also regaled us with tales of Muir and others climbing Mount Rainier, an expedition that took two grueling weeks. These stories ignited my lifelong interest in Muir’s writings and fueled my desire to become a park ranger, a dream that finally came true in 2017. 

Grandma and Grandpa would occasionally visit us in Ohio, always traveling by train or car. Even in the flatlands of northern Ohio, Grandpa shared his extensive knowledge of the unseen ways of the countryside. His deep appreciation for nature did not just focus on grand landscapes.

One sunny and hot July day, he and I were sitting in our backyard in Oberlin. He retrieved his pocketknife, dug into the grass, and unearthed a clover plant. Pointing to the tiny nodules on its roots, he explained to me that these were the habitat of nitrogen-fixing bacteria, which played a crucial role in maintaining the plant’s robustness. “Sometimes,” Grandpa mused, “the most interesting sights are not off in the distance but right at your feet. It’s important to keep an eye out in all directions.”

Grandpa once took me to the old train station on the outskirts of Oberlin. I can’t recall why my brothers, Tom and David, weren’t with us. Grandpa and I watched as a small diesel engine pulled two freight cars into the station. As the train came to a stop, Grandpa started talking with the engineer, who asked if “the little guy” would like a brief ride. They lifted me into the engine’s cab, and we embarked on a leisurely journey down the line, returning shortly afterward. The whistle, the engine’s rhythmic rocking, and the diesel’s rumbling sounds fascinated me. I loved it all. Perhaps that was the genesis of my love of trains.  

The last passenger train, called “the Plug,” had left the Oberlin station in 1949, and sadly, all train service ended in 1970. But I am forever grateful for my five-minute ride. The experience imparted a valuable lesson: you never know what exciting adventures might arise from engaging in friendly conversations with strangers. 

My brothers and I learned other lessons about the natural world during our times out West. We learned, for example, about the healing properties of nature. One of our regular summer projects was to harvest cascara bark, which was used to make a laxative. Grandpa would fell a tree and we would strip the bark from the trunk. The cool dampness of the naked tree felt silky smooth as we ran our hands over its newly exposed wood. We dried the bark on the roof, then packed it into big burlap sacks and sold them for twenty-five cents a bag. 

We also helped Grandpa with a family recreational project, clearing a space along a river so we could wade and even float in the peaceful current. But we especially treasured trips to the seashore, where we searched for Japanese glass fishing floats. Grandpa told us how the Japanese deep-sea fishing boats laid out nets many miles long. Floats would often come loose, entering the ocean currents, which brought them on a long, circular trip to land on the North Pacific shore. It was thrilling to think about the vast journey that brought these gems to us.

We were absorbing the grace of nature without realizing it. 

* * *
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From our trips west, I felt there were three mindsets about the United States. During our visits to western Washington, we developed what I would call a Pacific Northwest mindset. This was not the myth of the western frontier as described by Frederick Jackson Turner—the “West” of rugged individuals, the exploitation of the land and its resources, and the massacre and dislocation of native peoples.​[5] Ours was instead a mindset of close intimacy with luxurious nature; the flow of rivers, the birdsong, and the mountain peaks clothed in glaciers. After my mother made her last visit with us in Washington, she said she would always remember me standing beside a cedar tree. They were the trees she loved from her days growing up in the Cascades, and the cedar trees around our house today always make me think of her.

Everywhere else was eastern—and a bit strange. The first section of the east was across the Cascade crest and was simply called “east of the mountains.” I loved that expression because it evoked high-elevation passes in the Cascades and the sudden change of the landscape to dry and almost treeless. East of the mountains extended into Idaho, as far as the western foothills of the Rocky Mountains. The mindset there was primarily about agriculture and living in a harsher climate. Most summers, we would make one trip up to Stevens Pass, at over four thousand feet in the Cascades, but we rarely ventured further east.

Beyond the Rockies was “back east,” which really meant everything east of the Mississippi. The Pacific Northwest mindset was the inverse of the famous 1976 “View of the World from 9th Avenue” New Yorker magazine cover by Saul Steinberg. I could imagine a similar work of art contrasting a wide-open Northwestern mindset with the assumed small-mindedness of the “big people” on the East Coast. 

In many ways, though, we were learning the value of humility over self-importance. One of my favorite stories Mom told about growing up in the Cascades was about the summers when Grandma and Grandpa worked at a lodge there. Grandma played the ukulele on the trains that brought guests to the lodge, and worked the front desk. Grandpa tended the extensive gardens. Mom could play in those gardens but could not go into the lodge. That was reserved, she explained, for “the big people from Everett.” Her parents, Mom said with some pride, were “not fancy people.” When the stock market crash came along, Mom said with a hint of satisfaction, the big people no longer visited, and the lodge closed. 

In Mom’s freshman year at the University of Washington in Seattle, a group of fraternity brothers started teasing her about her small-town upbringing. We learned of this only near the end of her life, but it must have always deeply bothered her. Those frat brothers made a trip to Granite Falls, Mom’s hometown, asking around about her and trying to gather more information to tease her with. She deeply felt this insult from these self-important frat boys from the big city. It must also have affected her feelings about Granite Falls. She often seemed a bit embarrassed about the place. But we loved it. 

There was a subtext in both sides of the family that you should not become so full of pride and self-importance that you no longer respect other people. Honest humility has value. Grandma Piraino also sometimes referred to “bigga people,” and it was no compliment. I loved this aspect of the family ethos. It reminds me of the words to the blues song “Big Boss Man,” which Carin and I heard Koko Taylor sing in 2004: “You ain’t so big. You just tall, that’s all.”
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