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Praise for Stephanie Cassatly’s Notice of Release

Stephanie Cassatly’s redemptive memoir is a great gift to humanity. Chronicling her mother’s life and death and the progression of her own forgiving heart, the book moves from capsizing grief to a place of hope, healing and strength. This compelling transformative narrative is important reading for anyone seeking to make meaning out of trauma, deal with unresolved pain or simply better understand the healing power of forgiveness.

—Marina Catacuzino
Founder of The Forgiveness Project
Author of Stories for a Vengeful Age

Notice of Release explores the boundaries of grief—and, just as importantly, forgiveness—ultimately finding common ground between the two. Cassatly untangles the threads of the actions of the man who killed her mother, revealing connections to family dynamics, culture, class, and identity. Any good book about death is a memento mori, reminding the reader about the nature of mortality. Notice of Release combines the certainty of death with the uncertainty of forgiveness. Cassatly travels a great emotional distance to find empathy, and her journey is all the more powerful for that. This is a beautiful, very human book.

—Sue William Silverman
Author, The Pat Boone Fan Club:
My Life as a White Anglo-Saxon Jew

Who can ever be prepared for a no-cause/no-reason murder of a mother (or anyone, for that matter)? The thought makes reason stare. But Stephanie Cassatly takes her reader, step-by-step, through the painful process of forgiveness. In doing so, she opens the door for those wanting to enlarge their understanding and, maybe, their heart.

Phyllis Barber
Author, To The Mountain
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God’s grace is a breeze that blows continuously.
We simply have to set our sail to catch it.

~ Swami Prabhavanda

 

 



Prologue
(2015)

Twenty-four years after my mother was killed, I went to Louisiana State Penitentiary, better known as Angola, to visit the place her killer served his life sentence and died. It was a bleak and cloudy day when I arrived at the imposing gates of the maximum-security prison, 900 miles from my home in Florida. As a writer and a victim, I’d arranged a tour of the prison, including his grave in “Point Look Out Cemetery,” a tranquil plot of land on the rural prison farm at the foot of the Tunica hills. The serene name of this burial ground implied a final place from where to reflect upon one’s life. And there was much to reflect upon in both his life and mine. Although I’d come feeling uncertain of my emotions, there was an unexpected peace that washed over me at the end of the tour, as I walked through the arched trellis entrance conjoining a white picket fence surrounding rows of hundreds of small white concrete crosses. I thought that by coming here I had orchestrated the perfect ending to my story.

My mother’s death changed every predetermined notion I had about the world and what it meant to feel safe. It informed everything thereafter, including intimate relationships, motherhood, career, and friendships. Before she died, I’d always thought that murder was something that happened in the news, in far away places, to other people, and that I was somehow immune to such ugly things. I was mistaken.

To this day, I cannot visit New Orleans without feeling the weight of losing my mother. She is in the scent of every flowering magnolia, the moist air that drapes the city, the soulful jazz of the French Quarter, the rich taste of red beans and rice and the steady current of the Mississippi River. She is everywhere, yet nowhere, an illusive shadow.

Like living on two different continents, my life before and my life after her death bore no resemblance to each other, and it has taken me most of my life to adjust to living in the second. In my forties, I realized that in order to continue the life I was trying to create with my husband and two daughters, I had to go back and unearth my mother and father’s stories, as well as the story of my mother’s killer, in order to understand what had happened and why. Years of avoiding the topic of her death, even her killer’s name, had not abated my nightmares and anxiety. Although satisfied that justice had been served, I wondered how much had been gained. Still in so much pain, there was no way to fill the crater that her death had left in my life and nowhere to turn for peace. Just before her killer died in prison in 2000, in an act almost as difficult and mysterious as her death, I reached out and forgave him. It was then that I realized that I had been as much of a prisoner as he was.

Although I did not understand anything about the universal and transformative nature of forgiveness until many years later, long after her killer died and when I began writing my story, the words of a global peacemaker, Archbishop Desmond Tutu, have clarified much for me. A friend gave me a small book of his, The Book of Forgiving. In it, he shares the African concept of Ubuntu, “I am me, because you are you,” stressing our interconnected humanity, the truths on both sides of a story and how after violence and pain, only forgiveness enables people to fully move forward. He also says, “there is no future without forgiveness,” which only now do I realize was true for me.

Forgiving my mother’s killer, however, was a complex process, not a quick or tidy proposition. To mistake it for anything less would be akin to giving up an organ or a limb and then regretting it. Offering forgiveness prematurely, or with the wrong understanding, risks deepening a wound and victimizing one further. The process had a life of its own, which I could not control or rush. There were many steps along my journey, and I have tried to give them form in the following words.

Writing this book has been my road map, my true north, and my grace. Through many complicated emotions, worrying about my privacy and that of my family, researching, digging and sometimes obsessing, I realize I am not alone on this journey. Many others carry the weight of violent losses and seemingly deep and irreconcilable hurts. Although it has taken me many years, through many twists and turns, I want to let others know that there is a way out of the darkness. Forgiveness was my way.
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One
Angola
(2004)

Rural Highway 66 stretches endlessly toward the horizon, a blurry wave rising above the hot tar as far as I can see. Dried wheat grass, burnt by the unforgiving sun, lines the edge of this two-lane road running through the Louisiana lowlands. Small towns dot the way: Baton Rouge, Port Hudson, St. Francisville, Tunica. Busy towns give way to rolling pastures of willows and magnolias with cows grazing beneath them. Pecan orchards contour the hills in slightly crooked rows leading up to historic plantation homes. These estates whisper century-old stories of privilege and slavery, love and hatred, of war and peace.

It’s a two-hour drive from New Orleans to Angola. I have an appointment to meet the ghost of Nathan Wolfe, the man who murdered my mother twenty-four years ago. As I drive west, I will myself to focus on the road ahead and not behind, but this road contains my history, where dreams and reflections haunt me, calling my name, luring me beyond comprehension or reason. Reckless, but steadfast. I listen. I follow. I’m under their command.

Running low on gas, I turn into a dilapidated roadside station. When the engine stops, I open the door to the shrill sound of cicadas filling the humid summer air. The attendant, an old, dark-skinned man, tall and with a limp, walks toward me. I can’t tell which leg is damaged.

“How much farther to Angola?” I ask, standing to stretch my legs.

He rubs his cheek, slow in thought. His skin is cracked like a dry riverbed. “Oh, dawlin’ you still got a ways to go. Maybe another hour,” he says. “Where you come from?” 

“New Orleans. This morning,” I say, unwilling to offer up much more.

“Not too far, I guess. A city girl comin’ out to da country, eh?” He laughs. I nod.

He feels familiar to me, his uniform of navy blue pants and light blue shirt with his name imprinted on the pocket, the smell of his corncob pipe filled with cherry tobacco. He feels like my childhood summers spent along the edge of the Mississippi River at my grandparents’ home. My grandfather, Papa Luke, who wore the same uniform and smelled of cherry tobacco, had lighter skin and worked as a janitor at a local school. Papa Luke, an immigrant from Italy, had poor command of English. My mother once confided that he couldn’t read or write, which only endeared him to me more.

I hand the attendant the money, thank him for his help and get back into my car. Gradually, the terrain stretches out into flatland. I settle comfortably into my seat, and relish the ease of a straighter road.

Over the years, I have revisited my mother’s story again and again. If it were just her story, perhaps I could settle on an ending and simply leave it alone. But it’s also my story, as much a part of my identity as the color of my eyes or hair. Whenever someone says, “Tell me about yourself,” I’m always tempted to say that I’m in my early forties, married with two daughters, and my mother was murdered when I was eighteen. But of course I omit the last part with respect to social etiquette. Murder is a grisly subject. It makes people uncomfortable. So it remains the silent part of my identity, except to those who know me well. Still, I haven’t been able to let go of it, no matter how hard I try. I always come back to it. Or it comes back to me. It’s impossible to keep this sort of history at a distance. We are as twined as the strands of a rope. Maybe I keep revisiting the story not in search of an ending, but a different interpretation. Each time I return to it, the story feels slightly changed, and I am a different interpreter.

I’ve never set foot in a prison before. Not an operational one, anyway. Once, when I was a child, my family visited San Francisco where we toured historic Alcatraz. On the ferryboat ride to the island, the prison loomed like a medieval castle. I imagined criminals trying to escape across the cold rough waters of San Francisco Bay. Other prisons I remembered seeing from the car window on family road trips. Large concrete complexes with spiral barbed-wire fences and armed guards in towers. They were mysterious and frightening to me, places I feared I’d end up if I ever stole anything or told a lie.

In retrospect, I think it strange I never before asked about Nathan Wolfe. It took twenty years for me to even learn his name. The solid expanse of my mother’s absence had left no room for her killer’s identity. His namelessness gave him great power over me, elevating him to a mythical monster, almost a god. Or perhaps I had simply befriended denial as my trusted guardian. Finally, two decades later, when I did ask, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know about him, for fear of what might be unleashed.

My visit to Angola has been inspired by Father La Beauve, a soft-spoken Catholic priest with a Cajun accent, employed by the prison chaplain’s office. He answered a phone call I placed several years ago from my home in Florida -- the first of several calls.

After our last conversation, I decided to visit Angola and conveniently dovetail the trip with a long overdue visit to family. My mother’s three remaining sisters live only two hours away. It has been years since I’ve seen them. Career, children, family, fear – there was always something that kept me from returning to Louisiana, the place of my mother’s birth, and also her untimely death.

Now, as I draw closer to Angola, the radio plays “Amazing Grace,” by Elvis. I know this has significance, like the back music for a movie, the movie of my life. I wonder if I am envisioning the last scene when I pass a sign that reads, “Angola 14 miles.” I straighten up and shift into my journalist mindset. I’ll treat this like one of my job assignments, I think ridiculously.

I’ve done much research in the weeks and months leading up to today, as if it could ever prepare me for this visit. I surfed the Net, contacted the small museum on the outskirts of the prison property and tried to construct Angola in my mind. I needed a picture. Set on 18,000 acres in Northwest Louisiana, this maximum-security prison was once a slave plantation, named after the country in Africa from which the slaves who worked it had come. In the 1930s, prison life here was probably as close to slavery as a person could come. During that time, white-black racial tensions were at a boil. Each year one in every ten inmates was stabbed, and there was at least one murder a month. In the 60s, because of the number of inmate assaults, it was known as the bloodiest prison in the South, a virtual hellhole. Even as late as the 1980s, Angola's conditions were described as medieval, squalid and horrifying, so much so that hardened criminals broke down like babies upon hearing that they were being sent to Angola. There was a time when I couldn’t help feeling satisfied that Nathan was sent to such a place. The documentary, The Farm, and the movies, Dead Man Walking, Monster’s Ball and The Green Mile were all filmed or based on Angola. I’d watched each of them with much more than a passing interest. And how strange that the same Mississippi River running behind my grandfather’s serene farm, over two hundred miles away, borders Angola on three sides, proving to be both a benefit and a burden. While its deadly current provides yet another barrier to contain five thousand of the most toughened criminals, repeated threats of flooding from hurricanes and heavy rains have plagued the prison throughout the years.

Highway 66 abruptly ends at the prison gate, where an overhead sign for Angola appears. Beyond it, a series of low-lying, single-story cement structures emerge from the horizon. With miles of rolled barbed-wire fencing, interspersed with guard towers on both sides of me, the damp and barren chill of outside air suddenly penetrates the inside of the car. I stop at the first checkpoint and give my name and proof of identification. I am on the list. I’m directed to wait in the adjacent parking lot for a man named Gary Young, the assistant warden, who will soon greet me in a prison van. I pull into a parking space, turn off the engine and listen at first to stillness. Through closed windows I silently scan the colorless terrain, when finally my eyes drift to the nearest guard tower. Inside, two uniformed men slowly move about their business. Just another day at work, perched between two extremes of those, like me, who come and go freely, and those who may never leave again. I wonder if Nathan Wolfe thought about this when he passed through this gate over twenty years ago. I wonder if I will be able to leave this place once I go in. I pull my jacket tighter across my body and secure my scarf around my neck. Then, I hear my breath, my heart, until they are deafening. I command my mind to shift from here to there, to yesterday in Florida, with my husband, my two daughters, my work, back to my familiar home and still waters.

 



Two
Phantom Limbs

Before dawn, the day of my departure, I sat at the kitchen table sipping coffee, looking out at the Loxahatchee River, waiting for the tangerine sun to inch its way over the mangroves lining the shoreline. Sitting calmly, meditating in the solitude of early morning, I waited for the alarm clocks to go off, shower doors to slam and the rhythm of the day to be set into motion. These sunrise mornings were not a daily ritual, but during times of stress or change they grounded me, silencing the voice of fear that commanded me for too much of my life.

I took my last sip of coffee as the first alarm clock sounded. Walking into my eldest daughter Sarah’s room, I pushed the snooze button and climbed into bed with her, hugging her in the spoon position. Between the soft sheets, next to her warm body, I buried my nose in her neck, inhaling her familiar smell, feeling the smoothness of her skin. “Wake up, little Susie,” I whispered.

“I’m not little Susie,” she said groggily and with a little attitude.

“Oops, wrong bed then.”

She tried to roll away from me, but I wouldn’t let her until she opened one eye and groaned. Sarah, thirteen, independent and confident, was not at all interested in my sappy affections. But I still remembered her baby sweetness. Our early morning and late night chats in her bed kept me connected to her adolescent mind. Here in the darkness with just the two of us, the walls of her increasingly separate world disappeared.

When the second alarm sounded, I moved across the hall and climbed in with ten-year old Hannah, still sound asleep. I watched her for a moment, wondering to what far off and magical place she’d traveled. With my finger, I drew pictures on her back, just as my mother had done on mine. Waking her for school had never been simple. She finally turned over and wrapped her arms around me. With early morning cottonmouth she asked, “Is today the day you leave on your trip, Mommy?” I felt a pang. Leaving the girls had never been easy, but the prospect of this trip, in particular, daunted me. “I’ll be back tomorrow night, sweetie, and you know I’ll be calling.” I hadn’t told the girls much about my trip, other than I was writing a piece for work that required me to go to Louisiana. I was not ready to share the story of my mother’s death for fear of worrying them, and not ready to have a convicted murderer enter their consciousness yet. Their innocent and safe world was a ruse, but it was also a gift I wanted them to have, at least for a little while. Eventually I would have to tell them, but not yet. 

In the middle of the kitchen, hair disheveled, still in his boxers and T-shirt, Michael gave me a clumsy kiss, still half asleep. Even after fifteen years, his smooth dark Mediterranean skin and strong muscular build still invited me. “Morning,” he said, reaching for a cup of coffee. After few slow sips, he leaned against the kitchen counter allowing the caffeine to sharpen his consciousness. With his eyes finally lingering on me, realizing that today was the day, I felt his silent lack of understanding, a quiet skepticism. Or perhaps it was my own insecurity. He’d tried to talk me out of this, worried for my safety, perhaps mental more than physical, and by extension the safety of our family. The tenuous symbiosis of marriage with predictable roles and mutual expectations from one another, especially in raising young children, was not foreign to us and perhaps now seemed more at risk than ever. How would this all affect me, and therefore him and the children?

He listened as I began to review the girls’ schedules for the following days. I’d written it all down. Michael, a surgeon with a busy medical practice, had always been reasonable about adjusting his schedule as needed to look after the girls. “…and here’s the number at Aunt Joy’s, where I’ll be tonight. I’m sure it’ll be fine,” I said, reassuring him and myself. “I’ll have my cell with me the whole time.”

After pony tails, lunches, longer-than-usual hugs, kisses, and a few tears from Hannah, they climbed into Michael’s car. I closed the door behind them and let out a sigh. I hated leaving, but was unwilling to drag them into the blurry terrain where I was stepping. I looked at my watch.

 

Half asleep when the plane touched down in New Orleans, I dreamily remembered my annual summer trips to Louisiana as a child. Until the age of thirteen, I’d grown up in South America, living as an expatriate with my family because of my father’s work as an international executive for IBM. Now, as the plane engines roared to a halt, I was transported back to these trips and the moment my mother stepped off the airplane onto the familiar terrain of her childhood. The heat rising from the black tarmac, the thick humid air beading up on our brows, she was instantly transformed into a southern belle, reverting to a deep southern drawl. “Hi y’all. We’re finally he-ah. How y’all do-in’?” She screamed and waved with excitement as she ran into the tight embrace of her parents and three sisters. For her, it seemed an endless year of separation. Suddenly, she was not just my mother, but a celebrated international traveler, a star and the center of attention. My brother and I were happy enough to feel the warmth of her spotlight.

And here they were again. My three aunts, now more delicate in body frames with gentle lines around their eyes, yet impeccably dressed with hair and faces done up, were waiting for me at the gate. What an elegant trio. Aunt Frannie held my face in her hands, smiling through eyes welled up in tears, while Jessie and Joy took my bags. Fawning over me just as they had my mother so long ago, I was the star now, surrounded by their attentions.

We drove from the airport, through the French Quarter. The city smelled of trash and urine trapped in thick humidity. A prostitute stood on the corner of Canal and Poydras Streets in broad daylight. My neck stiffened with disdain for this seedy place, even before Hurricane Katrina, which would leave this city in ruins, with little hope for recovery. Even though I spent many summers and my last two years of high school in this city, except for my aunts, I hadn’t missed this place at all.

From the French Quarter, we drove to Elysian Fields, a nicer suburb on the edge of Lake Ponchatrain, to the home of my Aunt Jessie, the oldest of the four sisters. She lived alone in a lovely one-story red brick colonial where I noticed black wrought-iron bars across the windows and gates across the doors.

“Are these new?” I asked as we pulled a few things from the trunk.

“Oh no, honey,” said Aunt Frannie, the second oldest. “We all have them. The crime has gotten worse out here.” My mother, Jeannette, nicknamed Nettie, had been third in line, and then there was Aunt Joy, the baby.

Just inside the door, a strong familiar smell engulfed me. “Mmmm,” I exhaled. “Darlin’, I put up a pot of your favorite,” said Jessie, a wonderful cook. Within minutes, I was seated at the large kitchen table with a bowl of red beans and Andouille sausage over rice. “Now tell me all about Michael and the girls,” insisted Joy. The three of them, my southern Auntie Mames, so similar in appearance and mannerisms to my mother, that even after twenty-four years, I felt her presence like a phantom limb, a vital missing piece from a body that could never be whole again. I looked at them and saw an age-enhanced photograph of who my mother might have been: the soft lines around her eyes, the camouflage of grey hair to golden flax and a shorter style, a more rounded frame, and weathered spotted hands baring the onset of arthritis, yet still finely manicured with red nails. Their voices and fragrances, too, were all subtle suggestions of her unfulfilled physical self.

At sunset, we moved outside to the enclosed red brick, ivy-coated courtyard. Joy and I gently rocked on the old porch swing while sipping sweet tea. Smoke swirled up as they took long slow drags on a cigarette they passed among them, while their reminiscent chatter reconstructed my mother’s early life, before my father, brother and me.

“Joy, do you remember your high school dance, when Nettie gave up her shoes so you could go?” asked Jessie.

“Oh Lord, do I ever,” whispered Frannie, nodding her head.

“What happened?” I asked, almost on cue.

Joy went on to say how poor they were, lucky to even have a pair of saddle oxfords for school. Even those were hand-me-downs. They wore them until they had holes on the bottoms and then my grandmother would get them re-soled. Jessie added that when their shoelaces broke, my grandmother would cut string to replace them, or when their toes started to poke through the front, they’d pass them down the line. Joy continued, “The only other shoes we owned were two pairs of black flats. Remember? We took turns sharing them between the four of us for church.” Fortunately, Frannie and Jessie wore about the same size shoe as did my mother and Joy. On Sundays and other nice occasions, two of them would wear the dress shoes and the other two wore the saddle oxfords.

The cicadas filled the dense night air in perfect concert. The motion of the swing fell in rhythm as Jessie chimed in, “That’s all Mama and Daddy could afford.”

Once my mother and Aunt Joy were both invited to the same dance. They had a problem because they both shared the same pair of dress shoes. And on this occasion, saddle oxfords just wouldn’t do. My mother insisted Joy wear the dress shoes, while she volunteered to work the registration table the entire night so she could at least attend the dance, but keep her saddle oxfords covered under a tablecloth.

“And of course, Joy accepted,” taunted Frannie. “Joy, you certainly didn’t put up much of an argument, as I recall.”

“That’s right. I danced while she watched, bless her heart,” said Joy. “To this day, I feel badly that I didn’t show enough gratitude to your mother. But that’s how she was. The most generous and forgiving of us all.” The conversation faded away momentarily.

“Your mother was a Tomboy when she was young,” said Frannie, lightening it up and kicking off her shoes as she stretched her legs. I had never known this about my mother. “She was always outside helping Daddy with the farm, or sitting by the river with a fishing pole in her hand. She sure loved to fish.”

“She’d come home with all that catfish and Mama would fry it up for dinner.” Jessie leaned over for another sip of her sweet tea.

“She even used to catch crawfish and crabs in the drainage ditch out in front of the house. Mama cooked those too,” said Joy. “We ate it all. I think it made Nettie feel good to know that she was helping out … and she was. Times sure were tight.”

“Or maybe she just felt bad for poor Daddy, with five women in the house,” said Jessie. “Lord knows, he needed a son.”

Despite our closeness, there seemed so much I didn’t know about my mother’s life. Had she hidden all this from me? Or had I repressed the memories, my unconscious protecting me from some of the realities of her life? Or maybe she died when I was too young to understand the complexities of a woman. My memories of her were encapsulated in a separate dimension, only understood by youth and therefore irretrievable to me as a woman now. I listened intently to my aunts’ stories, knowing full well they spoke of these times to help me fill in the gaps. I couldn’t help but love these women, as they knit together an intricate shawl of warm memories, which as the evening wore on, they wrapped around me.

Finally, just before I was too tired to ask another question and they were too tired to tell, Aunt Joy asked, “Why are you going to Angola, baby girl? You have your own beautiful family now. Can’t you just let it be? What’s done is done.” 

I hugged her and whispered in her ear. “It’s just something I have to do is all.”



Three
Fire

My mother’s life is a mosaic, created over time by my early memories, stories handed down by family members, old pictures, letters and documents. Each piece blends into another, seemingly sharpening my focus of her, but in truth, her story continues to evolve, even now.

One piece of the mosaic, an old black and white photograph of my mother, given to me by my aunt ten years after my mother was killed, sits plainly on my dresser inside an antique wooden frame. It’s one of the few photographs I possess of her, as she never liked to be center stage. In it, my mother stands faded, but proudly, in her graduation dress, a white taffeta gown, trimmed with lace and covered buttons, sewn by my grandmother. Being photographed in an elegant dress was probably an extravagance for any of the Cutrera girls back then. With one hand gently poised on a railing and the other holding her rolled diploma at her side, she is elegant and serene before the camera, looking into the distance, as if pondering her hopeful future. Now frayed and yellowed, I keep the diploma, among other documents, like her death certificate, in an envelope in the bottom drawer of the same dresser.

Not revealed by the picture are events taking place in the background, beyond the perimeter of the frame, events immediately preceding and following the moment the photograph was taken, events that add a silent, but defining, dimension to everything that followed.

Prior to the graduation, everyone, especially my mother, the star of the evening, was rushing to make it to the auditorium at Promise Land Academy. Between negotiating who would wear which shoes and borrowing jewelry and dresses, the house was in a flurry. The table was set with Annie’s Italian fig cookies laid out on doilies and a pitcher of sweet tea already brewed, all for the small gathering of family and friends who were to pay homage following the ceremony.

Although she was the third Cutrera daughter to complete this rite of passage, it was special nonetheless, as neither my grandmother, Annie, nor my grandfather, Papa Luke, had graduated from high school. In fact, Papa Luke never made it past the second grade. Because only Annie could read and write, she held a position of authority in the family, at least among her four daughters, who mostly feared her. Papa Luke, protector and redeemer, often stood between the girls and Annie, who alternatively used her kitchen spoons for cooking and discipline. “Oh come now, Annie,” he’d try to reason on behalf of whichever daughter had crossed her, “leave the girl alone. She didn’t mean no harm.” Standing well over six feet tall (two feet taller than his petite and feisty wife), Papa Luke could usually talk her down from a snit or a rage and prevent a whooping if he was home. But Annie was her own kind of pillar, too, always making sure her four daughters were well dressed, fed and instilled with pride. “You’re a Cutrera, after all,” she’d say, as if they were the Kennedys.

Despite how poor they were, this was the Deep South, when even the poorest of white families employed black help. Annie had worked out an amicable arrangement with Beatriz (pronounced Be-átriz), a stout black woman who lived just up the river in Point la Hache with Isaac, her husband and a Baptist minister, and their seven children. Beatriz limped because one leg was shorter than the other and had teeth as white as cotton. Although the two families were probably equally poor, the Cutreras were, by Southern standards, better off by the mere color of their skin. Annie was “Miss Annie” to Beatriz, and Beatriz was just “Beatriz” to Annie.

Annie and Beatriz needed each other in practical ways. Beatriz came on Saturdays to help Annie and the girls clean their small two-bedroom house and help with harvesting, canning and pickling all of Papa Luke’s cucumbers, tomatoes and vegetables from the garden. In return, Annie, a skilled seamstress, sewed clothes for Beatriz and her seven children. Her sewing skills kept her own family and Beatriz’s well clothed, while bringing in a few extra dollars through alterations for wealthy women of the parish. If nothing else, Annie could be proud of the way her daughters dressed, particularly on special occasions such as a graduation. She did this for each of them, not only out of pride, but as her own gesture of love, as it wasn’t her nature to show any physical affection or, God forbid, say, “I love you.”

I conjure the scene just prior to the graduation and the photograph. “Hurry up y’all. We’re gonna be late for the ceremony,” Frannie hollered, while Jessie rummaged through their shared closet for a slip to wear. “We had to share everything, but we didn’t mind. That’s just how it was,” my mother once told me. All four girls slept in the same room on a double sized bed, “spoon style … when one turned over, we all had to turn over.” Additionally, they had no bathroom in the house, just an outhouse, which at night, always involved one sister keeping watch on the porch, while the other tiptoed lightly in her pajamas across the crushed shell drive, trying not to feel the sharp, broken edges against tender skin not yet hardened. “Are you watching me, are you watching me?” the one in the outhouse whispered loudly and fearfully into the darkness, while the other affirmed her watchful presence, until they were both safely back in the house – an outhouse buddy system. Between the pitch black of country night, the screeching cicadas, the rattlers and pythons my grandfather sometimes killed with his shovel, they had a well-substantiated fear of what lurked out there in the Bayou.

Joy stood in front of the small hallway mirror doing her hair, while my mother, humming, ironed her beautiful graduation dress in the kitchen. Jessie and Frannie continued dressing, while Annie, ready and in the yard, sealed the shed from those blasted raccoons that had on more than one occasion entered and knocked over her jars of preserved fruits and vegetables. Papa Luke was sitting behind the wheel of Bessie, their old Chevrolet, with the engine running … just trying, as usual, to stay out of the way. 

The sisters eventually hurried down the stairs and into the car. My mother, like a young bride rushing to the church, was the last to pull the door of the house shut behind her. In the typical chaos of a family of six trying to make it to an event on time, one provident detail was forgotten. The iron. No one realized, especially my mother, that she forgot to turn it off and that this would shape not only her life, but also all of her family’s for years to come.

By the end of the graduation ceremony, Wallace, a family friend and the local sheriff in Braithwaite, stood at the back of the auditorium looking for my grandfather, who hovered about a foot taller than everyone else. Finally spotting him, Wallace waved for him to come quickly, as my proud mother slipped off with her diploma to take the picture that would forever capture the event. My grandfather, grandmother, Jessie and Frannie rushed back to the house with Wallace, while Joy stayed back to wait for Nettie, happily unaware of their unfolding nightmare. At the click of the camera shutter, the family house was ablaze, with flames devouring and spewing their lives into the night. The photograph captured my mother’s rite of passage from youthful naiveté into womanhood, permanently imprinting the event for posterity. It was the only picture salvaged and one of my few keepsakes from that time in her life.

When the family returned home, they were brought to their knees in front of the smoldering rubble. Nearly everything was destroyed except a few charred items covered in soot, one of which was a miniature porcelain tea set that belonged to my mother and now me. To make matters worse, my old world grandfather didn’t believe in banks and stored all the family money under the mattress. So devastating was this fire that the family had to separate and live with different relatives for nearly a year.

Sometime after the fire, a terrible word surfaced. Electroshock. Following the fire, my mother fell into a deep depression. Although no one overtly blamed her, the fact remained that she had been the cause of the devastation and she could not forgive herself. Perhaps it would have been easier to hear outward accusations of her being so absentminded and thoughtless, rather than the family’s silence. When she walked into a room where one or another family member was discussing any one of the hundred problems arising from the fire, they would change the subject or become silent. Although they may have been trying to spare her guilt, she inadvertently became the outsider. Of course on some level, they must have been silently angry and blamed her, but they also loved her. No amount of love could alleviate the weight of this guilt as it bore down on her, shackling her like a prisoner in her own mind. Had it been one of her sisters who left the iron on, bringing the family to ruin, she could have forgiven them immediately, but forgiving herself was another matter entirely. How easily she could forgive others, even her own murderer, as I later divined. But when it came to herself, she simply could not. For months, unable to eat or sleep, she barely spoke a word and cried constantly. The crisis of the fire then shifted to the crisis of Nettie unraveling. Day by day she grew worse, more gaunt and lifeless, almost zombie like. They were all exhausted from their loss, and no one knew what to do for her.

“Things were different back then, honey,” my Aunt Joy told me years later on one of my visits as I looked at her wide-eyed across her kitchen table at first mention of the word. I had seen One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, which ranked among the
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