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 The Start
of It All

I am Mary’s mother. Her story starts in Worcester,
Massachusetts, 1937, when I was six years old. I was a direct
in-line child of mystics; almost everyone in the family was deeply
religious. Angels, saints, dream analysis, odd occurrences, were
part of the daily routine. My acceptance of other-world experiences
in those early years had direct impact on the miracles that were
far in the future. I learned at that young age the “super” natural
was natural - miracles are events that happen just as you need
them. They’re a gift and perfectly timed.

In my family we didn’t see these supernatural events
as “miracles,” it was just “things that happen,” and we always gave
thanks in our daily, copious prayers.

At six years old, Mother enrolled me in a public
school, a sad, red brick, two-story box with dark, dismal
classrooms. My room had one single light bulb dangling on a wire
from the center of the ceiling. Since I had never been in a
classroom before, I assumed this was the normal arrangement,
nothing of interest to me.

But, when I walked in to class, I barely glanced at
the bleak room, my eyes focused on her - the most beautiful thing I
had ever seen - a gypsy! She had on a red sari decorated in
spangles, bangles - anything that sparkled or shone. The
floor-length skirt flowed around her like a deep red cloud with
flashing strips of gold bands. She wore a long, floating red veil
and she had a red mark in the center of her forehead - I was
besotted.

I remember nothing of my first day of school except
that vision in the red and gold cloud with a red dot on her
forehead.

The same day, our phone had just been installed, up
high, on the kitchen wall. This was quite an occasion - to have a
phone and, also, my first day in school.

My Aunt Rose, the matriarch, called. Aunt Rose was
formidable, the perfect matron, head of the tight-knit family - a
class act. She never raised her voice, didn’t need to; she was the
iron fist in the velvet glove. “Carolyn, how was school today?”

I stood on my tip toes to reach the speaker, “I got
to sit next to a gypsy!”

A moment of silence. Aunt Rose asked to speak to my
mother.

Catholicism 101

Our family, devout Catholics, immigrated from Naples,
Italy, 1898. The family settled in Fitchburg, Massachusetts next
door to St. Anthony Catholic Church. The church bells rang
relentless every Sunday from 6:00 a.m. ’til high mass at noon, and,
every morning, starting at 6:00, there were the church bells. The
ringing became a part of the bucolic scenery.

It was an all-Italian neighborhood. When you wanted
someone to come home, you opened the window and yelled out, “Rosa!
You come home now!” “Angelina! Time to com’ on in!” “Gina!
Vieni’qua!”

My grandmother, Pasqualina, went to early mass on
Sunday (- and Monday, Tuesday, Wed…), then came home and started on
the Sunday dinner, usually ravioli stuffed with ricotta. Once in a
blue moon it was a roast beef or fried chicken. There was early
mass on Sunday; they attended any and all required Holy Days of
Obligation to lessen their stay in Purgatory. We had a small shrine
in the dining room to ward off lightning strikes from Massachusetts
rain storms.

You may laugh, but we were never struck by
lightening!

Goodbye Sari

Therefore, after I told Aunt Rose I sat next to a
gypsy, and, Aunt Rose “spoke” with mother, the next morning I found
myself entering another formidable, two-story brick building where
humorless, stern-faced women in ominous black gowns and black veils
floated on stairs and hallways - no gypsies, no red saris in
evidence. It was St. Paul’s Catholic School across from St. Paul’s
Cathedral on High Street in Worcester - I was pinned in.

Everyday, Monday to Friday, 8:00 a.m. prayers (on
your knees), salute to the flag, smelly cod fish stew at lunch,
more prayers after lunch (on your knees) and also prayers before
leaving at the end of the school day (on your knees). Then
mercifully let out of school at 4:00 p.m.

Saturday’s schedule was Catechism class promptly at
8:00 a.m. After that it was time for confession.You were herded
into an ominous tall, narrow box with a small door and a very
uncomfortable board to kneel on. It was in this smothering room I
was to make my confession, tell all my sins to the voice inside the
box.

Saturdays at confession I dutifully recited the list
of 8 sins the nun gave us. At number 7, when I rolled out the empty
statement, “I did bad things,” the priest, in his rich Irish
brogue, would explode, “You dirty thing!! You dirty thing!!” - I’d
get a stiff penance that took much of the afternoon.

I always wondered why I was a “dirty thing” when I
had a bath every Saturday night – and I was first in the family
tub.

Children’s mass Sunday, 8:00 a.m. More kneeling. I
hated mass. I didn’t understand the Latin words. What does the
ringing bell mean? My knees screamed in pain from kneeling,
when the ache in my back became unbearable, we got to leave.

To occupy my mind during the ritual, I’d study the
huge, stained glass windows where saints in 3-D, spilled deep red
blood on flowing blue robes, their anguished faces distorted in
agony as they raised their hands to God in adoration.

They scared me. I was terrified someday God would
make me be a saint and I didn’t want to live like that. I didn’t
want to be holy. I prayed with all my heart, “Please, God, don’t
make me be a saint.” I’ve since learned God does listen to prayers
– I’m not a saint.

My Guardian Angel at Work

At catechism the priest taught, and we listened; we
were not allowed to ask questions of “why”; you had to take all
teachings and belief on faith. Catholicism is mystical,
other-worldliness. I had no problem accepting mysticism, of course
there were saints, angels, virgin birth, the host at mass was
actually the body of Jesus – why not? 

The nuns said we each had a guardian angel that went
with us everywhere and took care of us. These concepts were told to
us as simple facts and accepted as such. From that early
instruction and the assurance that miracles were readily dispensed
I was secure in walking through the day.

Many times I would have fallen into deep despair
without the strong – physical - support of my guardian
angel. Yes, it was real - not imagination - yes, many
times.

One day, leaving school in the late afternoon, I
started to cross a city street lined with huge elms and charming
colonial homes - a bucolic setting. As my mind was focused on the
beauty around me I stepped into the street between two parked
cars.

Suddenly, a large, strong hand hooked the top of my
head and roughly turned my head to the left. A car was rapidly
bearing down at me, I stepped back and the car passed without
incident.

I was “alone” – no person in evidence, but the hand
that turned my head was real. It was my guardian angel and I
thought no more about it - we became very close friends. Many
times, my guardian angel physically saved me from an untimely trip
to the Other Side.

This acceptance of faith was crucial to bear the
crushing burdens that were to come. God is real, and this fact was
to support me in my hours of crisis.

Does Time Fly?

As a girl at the movies, the film would sometimes
show passing time as pages flying off a calendar so fast they were
blurred. I wondered, does time really fly fast?

Yes, it does.

Child Birth 101

1944, age 13, I was visiting Aunt Rose. Her son Jack,
was studying to be a pediatrician. His textbooks were graphic
medical books on case studies of pathological pregnancies. The
huge, ponderous books, casually spread open on the dining room
table, displayed gruesome scenes of childbirth at its worst. Black
and white photos showed women lying on their backs on white beds;
black blood dripped from them into white basins. Their faces were
contorted in anguish; wide eyes stared blankly at the ceiling.

It was horrible.

The text explained all the mothers (in the textbook)
died in child birth. I was in shock - in my anguish I understood it
to say, ALL mothers died in childbirth. I was too young, too
shocked to understand these cases were exceptional. Horrified, I
decided I’d never have children – I didn’t want to die.

Time Also Flashes By

Time flashed by - December 1950, I was 19, newlywed
and pregnant. I was in deep depression - there was no turning back.
I knew I would die, remember? The textbook said so – all women die
in childbirth.

Some Mothers Live…?

Cautiously, I studied the women around me, many were
mothers - alive! How did that happen? There must be exceptions to
the rule. Maybe some of them actually lived. Mother lived. Aunt
Rose lived.

I took courage. Every afternoon during my pregnancy I
went to church. I sat, alone, in the quiet afternoon, surrounded by
the peaceful darkness of the church, feeling secure in the strength
its four walls and lofty ceiling. I prayed and talked to the Virgin
Mary. I knew she would take care of me - she was a mother. - she
lived! She understood my fear. She’d help me.

When I sat and meditated in the serenity of the
church or when I strolled down the tree-shaded lanes in Redwood
City, I’d have silent discussions with the Virgin Mary. I knew I’d
have a girl, her name would be Melodie and she’d be a musician.
Most of the people in my family were musicians.

I hoped it would rain the night she was born – I love
the rain. But, she was due in August, in California, where it never
rained in summer. I hoped I’d have my hair in braids and have on my
favorite plaid pajamas.

You know, just passing thoughts.

Doctor of What?

In those days prenatal care was casual - pregnancy
was considered a way of life, sort of like when you fall off your
bicycle and bang your knee. You get up, get a bandage and get back
on the bike. Vitamins, supplements, specific exercises for physical
and mental health were yet unknown. Having a baby was considered a
part of life, like losing your first tooth. No one was particularly
interested - especially the medical community.

My husband arranged my first prenatal appointment at
the Palo Alto Clinic. He made the appointment with his doctor. To
me, a doctor was a doctor - you see one, you seen ‘em all. And, at
that time doctors didn’t specialize; they all just took pieces of
you out, or, put pieces in as needed. Medical care was an assembly
line.

At the clinic, at my appointment, in the examination
room, I was stretched out, nude, on an ice cold metal table, legs
in the stirrups, one knee pointing to Maine, the other pointing to
California - a sheet over Canada.

A handsome young doctor walked in, positioned himself
in the center of my hemisphere. Casually, as an afterthought, he
probed and chatted, probed and chatted. He asked what are your
symptoms?

“Well everything I eat comes back up; I can only eat
raw potatoes and tea - that’s all that stays down.”

“Really?” He seemed genuinely concerned.

Then he said, “I’m going to get a colleague for his
opinion - I can’t tell if you’re pregnant or not.”

He disappeared for a moment and returned with another
young, handsome doctor. The two “kids” entered, and stood between
my legs, probing, chatting - I
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