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To everyone I love.
You’re in these pages.
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Author’s Note

 

 

There’s a reality substrate here, of course, but this is my story. I’m writing from my own experiences and perceptions. I’ve portrayed events and dialogue from careful diaries, but I’ve had no corroboration of these recollections. Memories are subjective. And I’ve lived a long time with these memories.

All names and places are changed, including my own, to protect relationships I care about.


“It is a joy to be hidden and a disaster not to be found.”

—D. W. Winnicott


Just Us

 

 

My seven-years-younger brother and I perch high up on the rock ledge, above this heaven-sized New England lake, looking out over the family vacation cottage—a modest brown dwelling on the water’s edge—that my parents built as their second home just after I left at eighteen.

Steve and I haven’t known each other as adults. It’s not that we never commiserated on occasion, but all the family confusion back in 1962 separated us and we lost touch. Just being here now—I’m here to escape the ongoing storm of my miserable divorce, following a thirty-year marriage—is an act of reorientation and surrender.

I can’t stop falling, Alice-like, through deepest time into the old, luxurious feeling of our family past, the glory of which might be something of my own creation. It happened so long ago. The first-born child gets the youngest and—if lucky—most wondrous-feeling parents. They’re your introduction to basic everything: colors, sounds, tastes, smells. Sun, sky, house, summer, road, pond, spoon, dog, bird—first astonishments to hold forever. They are first life, first love.

“This feels like sitting in a ship,” I had exclaimed to my folks and Steve earlier when we were all out on the deck and I was swimming in the fairy-tale feeling I once had had, when we had only one small home and my parents were beautiful and strong. I was imagining “just us,” forty years ago—the reflection of our four ghosts lavished out upon the water by reach of this extended deck. Dad, in probably his finest engineering feat—after my era in the family—somehow managed to cantilever this platform off the living room.

Dad has remained long and lean. Mum has grown comfortably frumpy-dumpy. She still has her pretty face and her hair has turned a glowing white; it sweeps like an angel’s wing. They’re getting old. Steve, middle-aged, as I am, has remained young and good-looking like my father—tall, with sandy hair and sky-blue eyes. We are again that once good-natured lot—just us four, laughing the way we did long ago. It feels as if I’m stealing something I thought I’d outgrown, but didn’t get enough of before it ended too soon. I reflect how it was this, the best of our parents, that nourished our beginnings—no matter what happened beyond that.

My folks always cherished child imaginations. They took seriously my wish when I was three to follow what I’d called a “shunder flower” and find the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. One Sunday afternoon, my young parents set out in the car, with tiny me in the backseat, to find that impossible rainbow’s end.

At an outdoor carnival, around that same time, they were both so really there with me when I lost my first balloon. We shared one broken heart—all three of us cheek-to-cheek, watching, as that balloon lifted out of reach for a slow, defiant length of time and eventually became a speck. We spoke not a word, recognizing this primary lesson in loss—that you can never get back something you just had in your hand a minute ago. What was happening to me was happening to them.

An even earlier memory hangs on: when I was a toddler and my two parents stood waist-deep in Lake Crockett and threw me back and forth between them, making me scream with delight. They were young then and caught me well, each turning me in mid-flight to face the other with arms outstretched, their exuberant faces—mirroring my own—full of anticipation, to dip, but never drop, me. That experience taught me trust.

Steve joined this bubble of enchantment when I was seven, and glad for the end of being an only child in a lonely place.

We had simple travels and adventures then. My folks took my brother and me to “Indian places” in the wild, maintaining that this country and all of nature—anywhere we went, everything we could see (the soil, the land, every rock, tree, and leaf)—belonged to the actual natives, the real Americans, the Wampanoags. Somewhere within I’m forever sliding down flat, water-smoothed rocks in a long, winding waterway through Willard Brook Park, an old-soul forest that my parents found. I felt their pleasure in sharing the love of a place, watching our joyous expressions, joining in our happiness, all of us together in the glory of that moment. Steve was delirious. “What a puppy day,” he said.

For five years, “just us” was that family of four. Battles over money were not the blind rages that came later over the looming monthly mortgage or “owing our lifeblood” to Sears for the washer and dryer.

Steve and I were magical children, and our parents sometimes, on weekends, let us turn them into magical children, too. Here, today, we can recall the richness when we lived back on Eden Avenue and our paternal grandparents and sometimes-caretakers lived upstairs. On Saturday mornings, we got Mum and Dad to put on Indian headdresses and war paint and we all carried homemade tomahawks and explored our immediate part of the planet: the small wooded quarter-acre across the road. We practiced walking on dry leaves and twigs without making a sound, and anyone who did was “It.” We sat on a giant boulder passing our make-believe peace pipe back and forth, making up stories and wondering about life in a silly language with expressions like “How now” and “Thunderthud” and other phrases we invented. We didn’t have books, and TV was new. Anything wrong then was roundly ignored. Our “make-believes” were freedom and fun.

On our way out to our powwow in the woods one day, Mum forgot her feathered headdress as we headed out the door. When I reminded her, she quickly reached for the nearby lampshade and placed it on her head. It was a joke, of course, and Steve laughed so hard he peed his pants. Swarmed by these memories now, I want to feel we are back to that old way of being, having a return to glorious times. Just us: two young adults and two children—I’m nine and Steve is two—on one of those treasured weekends after my folks’ long workweeks at the Watch Factory that “wore out their nerves.”

Here I came knocking, amazed that they’d found their way to owning this second home.

“You just missed the cat,” my mother said as she greeted me with a warm embrace. “She died.”

“I’ve missed you too, Mummy,” I hugged her back.

My father stepped forward and embraced me. “She doesn’t know our cat, Lorraine. Is that the first thing you say?”

“I know that, Horace,” my mother said, “I mention it because it just happened Tuesday.”

I was surprised to see Steve—here from the West Coast—sitting out on the deck against the blue. I’ve hardly known my brother for decades. I was puzzled to learn that he comes here often.

Steve retired at forty-seven from his real estate law practice in Los Angeles, and he’s had at least a semi-resolution with Joanne, his partner of some fifteen years. Though he praises her wit and intelligence with some frequency, she never joins him in coming to the lake house. He and I speak on the phone sometimes and he tells me about the family. He recently gave me good financial advice. Occasionally, he emails photos of something he’s just prepared for his dinner: a ceviche in a cut-glass goblet set out beside a glass of Riesling, or a deep dish brimming with feijoada. He prides himself on his cooking. Like me—but seven years later—he became an educated citizen of the world, a savvy gourmet with refined tastes. Since his early retirement, it seems, he’s spent every September and May here on the lake. My parents come for long weekends then. The cottage is rented out in summer, when the region becomes tourist-filled and noisy, and it sits empty in winter, when the rugged dirt road is iced and forbidding.

Stepping into this house is like entering the lake itself. One long glass wall faces out on vast water. That afternoon, it framed the deck, my brother, and the sky.

Following the sweet commotion of embraces, Steve waved us out to join him. We all sat down and toasted one another with glasses of homemade lemonade. My parents seemed to have once again become the decent people they once were. I found myself basking in the long-ago warmth. It’s okay, I thought, I’ve been a wife and mother myself, I’m a well-analyzed therapist, I can afford an irrational dip into the past. Who is ever free from longing?

I wasn’t expecting to return to the Cowabunga tribe now. There was much to catch up on. My divorce after thirty years. But my folks went on mourning their cat. Her empty bowls were stacked beside us. I had entered their world, their continuous present. So I joined in.

The cat, they said, had traveled the country many winters with them in their Wally-Byam-Trailer-Club days, after my father retired.

“She took us all the way from middle age to this,” my mother said, glancing with surprise at my aging father, as if she hadn’t noticed him for a while. She tossed her chin toward the potbellied boulder that anchored the shore. “She’s there now, still with us. We’re always looking at her. The rock was already there. Now Snowy is there too.”

A respectful silence naturally followed.

Even mourning the cat, I could see that my parents suffer comfortably and matter-of-factly. Their friends are dying. They said: “Oh, poor Shirley, finally got to do all that traveling, then drowned right in her own bathtub. It was her heart. So sad to see Shirl go.”

“Yes, we miss Jilda too. Oh my, yes. She was a good egg. Such a good egg.”

“Yeah, we’re droppin’ like flies.”

“It’s the way it is,” said Mum.

“Nuttin’ you can do,” added Dad.

That put those feelings, all neatly folded, in place. Then they went about setting the table and reading aloud from the local want ads.

“Someone’s selling a rotary saw for $10,” Dad said. “It’s a Dewalt. Hand me the phone, Lorraine. I gutta call this guy.”

We could have been sitting again with our picnic basket on the spit of beach at Bussa’s Pond, on Dad’s US Navy blanket, made of the real wool that moths prize. One sun-kissed day, two-year-old Steve motored around the blanket with the pure energy of a budding boy. Dad took off his watch and headed into the water, smiling. I—wearing war paint and a feather in my crown—followed in to see him make one of his fabulous dives, leaving a still spot where he’d knifed in and disappeared. There he was—a tall man on the raft—and then he was not there, leaving not a ruffle on the water.

My father had set the underwater record in the Navy when “trying out” for World War II. He held his breath for a minute and twenty-six seconds—the reason he subsequently found himself in a submarine under attack off the Philippine Coast, and sorry to be there.

I waited for that “creature from the black lagoon.”

Sure enough, a subaqueous creature was at my toes; fingers shoveled under and flipped me backward in a splash of glee. We dripped our way back up to the blanket, where my mother handed out bologna sandwiches, deviled eggs, and Twinkies.

As soon as my father sat down, Steve flew and landed on his back, making noises of a stinging bee. Dad’s watch lay facedown next to the picnic basket. Not much was required of us, a plain family—just us—that didn’t think to want anything we didn’t have, sitting quietly in a bowl of contentment, taking in the pond. The reeds on the far rim of the pond appeared etched on the sky; comfortable clouds drifted past.

With little knowledge of a world beyond us, and no sense of anything to come, everything was all right. Not much bothered us in my hometown, where my father’s parents had located themselves. We never saw anyone better or richer. Not much happened in the way of accomplishment, except in sports. No one valued or thought about being smart. My father did talk about a place where people were “very smart.” They were all geniuses in a place called MIT, a world sufficiently far away that we were safe. Here in the familiar, we were cozy. No demands. Just us; just here.

For the longest time, I clung to my glorified vision of us three, then us four. Just us. How we were. I chose to remember the tranquil times. Our family had its “royal period” then, when my mother—despite her migraines and spells—set spots of visual pleasure all around. A smoky rose carpet printed with ballroom swirls of 1940s dancerly plant shapes spanned the living room. Her prize gardenia, in its mossy Italianate stone pot, reigned over all on a tiny round table, so operatic and splendid it was a pleasure to have to walk around it. I thought of its thick, sensual fragrance as essence of “Mummy.” We had an upright piano then, and Mum played by ear the beginnings of Chopin’s most famous polonaise and Strauss’s “Blue Danube Waltz.” These were her ways of being with us.

This elegant era took place in a stage Mummy set while she was still slim and pretty herself. The living room was a kept place, a testimony to belief in order and respect. There were doilies on side tables. The most unforgettable objects were a pair of chrome ashtrays on the coffee table that reflected in the glowing mahogany veneer. Each had a round, gleaming chrome-plate base, and from the center of each one sprouted two crossed, mirror-image, graceful chrome extensions vaguely resembling herons’ beaks, or parted elegant fingers, headed in opposite directions, as if taking coordinated flight from one another. These artful shapes conjured plants, birds, shapely driftwood. They could be larks rising “at the break of day.” Their parted “beaks” captured the essence of receptivity; their lengthiness was sheer movement—like throats reaching; their purpose to bear forward, like a torch, the pausing cigarette, probably with a chevron of lipstick at its tip. Mum was the beautiful smoker then. But she cast it all aside (the smoking, too) when life became pressing.

My mother was shut off in many ways. I assumed she had her reasons—an innocent person afflicted with life. She refused to feel difficult emotions and gained further traction in that with Dad, who would follow her anywhere. She gave of herself in the ways she could. The lace curtains over the living room windows were always in motion, as if at her behest; something about the way they breezed into the room, fluttering with outdoor freshness in that burnished light, was pure Mummy. Every December an elaborate Christmas tree, with Italian bubble lights that could thrill a child forever, reached to the ceiling. Then she spent money maniacally, with Dad groaning and begging in her wake but the two of them relishing the pleasure of giving Steve and me everything we wanted, including bikes and puppies. Christmas was how she made up for being mean, we said, how she made up for the rest of the year.

Christmas over, we needed extra magic. Mum was spent from holiday effort and heavy debt, and when she exploded and disappeared behind her slammed bedroom door, Steve and I produced our spring-loaded Pez dispensers to save the day. Dad would pronounce that Mummy was “all nerved up again.” The gardenia, robust and undisturbed, maintained its royal station in the middle of everything, and Steve and I surrounded the plant to mock-shoot each other with Pez candies and then die rambunctiously, twitching on the floor. This allowed Mum a grace period until we all returned to our tranquil state.

My father’s heart visibly lifted when Mum emerged from their room to cook dinner. And soon we were all seated at the kitchen table, with Dad making wisecracks and pouring salt on our food.

All was made well for two weeks every summer, when Dad got his vacation. We went to North Truro with Aunt Sunday and Uncle Pye (Pierre), where Cousin Claude and I chased each other over the Cape Cod sand dunes. We traveled the Mohawk Trail in western Massachusetts, where I climbed up and embraced the bronze statue of the handsome young Mohawk brave in sun salute and could not come down and end that moment, no matter how my father pleaded (I felt a need to stay riveted there, as if I’d connected with a past life). We once camped on Lake George in the Adirondacks and explored Fort Ticonderoga and Fort William Henry. Those happy experiences comprise a permanent investment in the coffers of my well-being.

Then, somewhere in time, Mum began a living room renovation that involved ripping the wallpaper and plaster off the walls and exposing the studs and lath, leaving dust and peeling paint everywhere. She became a tornado, tearing the house down with the promise to begin anew. It gave her moods an outlet. She planned plumb walls and handsome wallpaper, an elegant new carpet and a new couch. But her plans went astray and all was interrupted when the glory fell out of our existence and we entered the land of nitty-gritty.

“You’re having a three-headed baby?” I asked on a summer day in 1957, when my mother stopped me in the kitchen in our first and only home in our modest Rhode Island mill town. She was so hugely pregnant, she’d had to stop driving and couldn’t go anywhere.

She’d just told me that “the doctor’s X-rays showed three heads.” At my quizzical response, she became stern: “There’ll be no complaints from you. Don’t even try to be funny.” She said there would soon be triplets born to this family—sent by God. “We can’t take care of you anymore.”

I thought I had to be dreaming.

She said I’d have to get a job.

“But I’m only twelve.”

“You can still sleep in your bed,” she continued. “You can still eat at our table. But you’ll have to pay for your clothes and movies with your friends.” One of her pin curls had escaped the field of tight hair circles bobby-pinned in rows all over her head, and that errant blond tendril shook—strangely, comically, as if to mark her words. My eyes flew to the cobalt blue Fiestaware teapot on the windowsill that Mummy and I both loved. We sometimes sang the “Little Teapot” song and do-si-doed around. That day, her bursting belly leaned forward and eclipsed the teapot, causing me a siege of panic until she swayed again and that happy touchstone came back into view.

Teapot, a voice said inside my head, anchoring me, as Mum explained in the voice of a stranger the work she had lined up while her motion made the teapot appear and disappear. She wore one of my father’s tent-sized T-shirts, which hung like scaffolding over the pregnancy. I silently criticized this “around-the-house” outfit she’d adopted, as if to announce defiantly that we were entering into a ragamuffin life. She’d replaced decent slacks and makeup with baggy, paint-stained pedal-pushers, discolored white ankle socks, and ugly wedge shoes; her pale mouth clamped a lit cigarette in one crisp corner.

Table, my inner voice continued, while my heart clanked away and my voice uttered sounds of protest out loud.

My fingers traveled along the table when our conversation was done. Doorknob. I continued my way into the front hall as if my hands were all that was left of me. I knew, with certainty, that my life, my family, and all that was familiar was about to change, and like someone blind I felt my way toward the front door, touching the walls and descending the front steps. One step. Two step. Three step. Six. Grass. Cement. Step. Road.

Standing in the road—that trail of hot, sun-softened tar where few cars ever came—my noonday shadow reduced me to a point far away beneath my feet. Our house looked like a white fort—its windows and doors sealed with tight black trim—and it seemed to have risen away up an imaginary hill. I tried to pull my nerves from that box with its once-friendly upper-story dormers like two sleepy eyelids, to withdraw all my faith and my trust. But I was forever nailed to that moment. My mother’s words made me think I was a grown-up now. Look at me, I thought with unbearable shame. I’m twelve years old, and I still need my mother.

I was suddenly charging around town with my best friend, Darlene, every afternoon, pushing Mrs. Sorilla’s six-month-old Baby Ed in a carriage in front of us, harmonizing “Let It Be Me,” and looking for out-of-town boys driving by. They’d stop and talk, but we couldn’t go with them with a baby in a carriage, so we’d all make promises to meet again. All we have to do is dream, we sang about those thrilling stranger-boys.

By seventeen, I’d cared for the children of numerous families who worked in the mill. I’d worked in the Town Diner, the Five-and-Ten, and several departments of the ribbon company, too. I felt my work was due to disastrous necessity, and I didn’t protest. But I felt dislocated, outside everything—my school, my family, my town.

Mum didn’t go on with her remodeling. The living room remained in that “unfinished” condition for the rest of my time at home. She said we should get used to the mess, there was no point in improving things now. A new odor prevailed: dirty diapers and the souring baby food that was trapped in the slots of the triple-seated baby butler my father built. I spent Saturday mornings—stuck home babysitting anyway—scraping gunk from those hard-to-reach places. I became the self-appointed mess-keeper. Everything seemed hopelessly out of control. The chrome ashtrays disappeared, the piano went to the cellar, and the gardenia evaporated.

My eighteen-year-old self escaped from my family and my town—leaving Darlene and my classmates behind—and I’ve been post-eighteen ever since. I found my way to Boston and got jobs and a degree in English literature from Northeastern University. I barely got accepted, given my sparse college prep and poor SATs, but they liked my personal essay. A ten-year rift with my parents followed my departure, as they refused both financial and emotional support for my aspirations. Then something of a reunion followed, after I married. My marriage still has a wild-animal hold on me—even while I’m back here in my past, reclaiming my youngest parents and my life.

Before my folks and Steve and I could begin catching up, another car came clattering and tumbling down the driveway and this little hour got taken over by the very phenomenon that ended our family as it was. The “second family” kept emerging from the car like a troop of circus clowns and soon came squealing out on the deck in full force. The three arrived in the same manner of chaos by which—at birth—they assumed central place in the family forever.

Not that they weren’t thrilling new surprise babies. In 1957, I couldn’t resist holding and kissing each sweet little miracle. But I soon complained. Bassinets and bathinettes took over our four small rooms, and every inch of space became occupied by baby clutter. A full chorus of infant wailing carried on, and my parents were up—running around in the middle of the night, bumping into each other like Moe and Curly, making formula and changing diapers—while Steve and I, in our bedroom off the kitchen, beat our fists and cried into our pillows.

In my childhood home, where I had always complained that “nothing happens”—“nobody, nowhere, nothing, nohow” was my refrain—something had certainly happened. At twelve, I could only feel bewildered. It was impossible not to feel the god in new life. The three dewy babies had miraculous tiny lips and fingers, huge eyes, and tender dispositions. I couldn’t resist their baby breath and smells, their murmurs and mouth shapes. They were innocence and newness. Margo and Marisol were mirror images, with shocking Jean Harlow hair. The whole town lined up to see them. Max was a redhead—a serious, sober baby—but not “identical,” and therefore less noticed. This caused that little boy to withdraw and retreat from the gaudy publicity.

“They’ve put this town on the map,” Lois Wishinsky, the bakery owner, pronounced. It was a moment of glory for the down-and-out denizens living all around the dozen-acre, brick bastion that was once the prosperous wool mill. The wool industry had moved south, leaving a ghost complex inhabited primarily by weeds and briars and now and then by short-lived small businesses. Triplets were rare then, a celebrity event. News photographers from Providence clustered on the scabbed road outside. Our German shepherd—our female Rina-Tina-Tina—could no longer nap on that sun-warmed stretch of tar in the morning.

Max—a middle-aged, slightly balding man now—stood, silent, staring and unaffected, on the deck, like Kaw-Liga (rhymes with Elijah), the wooden cigar-store Indian of the Hank Williams song. But the two adult sisters had arms full of bowls and baking dishes and bags with handles and were wailing again. I tried to be generous, noticing how these two identical platinum blonds were still as gorgeous as when they were children. But they were coming at us from every angle, forcing a banquet and demanding our attention. Food and praises to God were being pushed at us unmercifully. “Do you want some pandoody? Apples from heaven.” “Pineapple yogurt flume.” “There’s lamb hanks with punilla. Eat. God loves you.” “Squash with prunes and tomatoes, the love of Jesus, and alabaster pie.” “This is salad nisseewissee. Have some now. But first we owe thanks to the Lord.”

“No. Chill the salad first,” shrieked Margo.

“Chill the Lord,” asserted Steve.

“You start the moment of silence,” screamed Marisol. “I’ll put the salad in the refrigerator. Everyone join hands.”

The two invoked God in prayer and squabbled about whether He was here in this house or out over the lake, looking down, while we original four sat open-mouthed, as if we were being conquered. Max remained stationary while the two sisters argued without stop. Steve and I refused to join hands and pray to anything.

“Stop the music!” my mother’s voice soared.

The moment hung. Then a plastic bowl of pudding plopped facedown on the kitchen floor and the squawking resumed.

“You kids stop this fighting!” Mom demanded. “Right now! I’m putting my foot down. Everyone be quiet. Cut it out and shut up!”

But the noise had risen, and soon I noticed my father—looking paler than the Arctic sun—blubbering in his metal rocker at the far corner of the deck.

“Stop that, Dad,” I barked reflexively. “What’s the matter with you?”

“I just want everyone to get along and love each other,” he said.

“Be a grown-up, Dad,” I snapped, putting my longings aside.

Just after my mother announced the “three heads,” my father flew off the road on a crazy midnight drive and stopped just short of the river, his car crumpled in the arms of a grand sycamore. He spent weeks in the VA hospital, uncertain whether he’d lose his leg. Instead he lost his mind.

Home on crutches, Dad was a washed-out figment, paler and whiter than his worst imaginings. (Dad thought us all too pale-skinned and seemed to fear we could vanish into “thin air.”) His hair stood on end and his eyes bulged; he didn’t smile and he seemed to look right through you. Later in my life, when my husband heard the story, he speculated that my father might have had passive intentions of ending it all, that he’d “had a nervous breakdown, but kept right on going.”

Dad went back to work for a while, but he became alarmed about money when the deluge of infants arrived. He began taking home piecework from the machine shop where he worked by day and stayed up past midnight in our cellar, grinding and polishing metal parts for oil rigs on his lathe, drill press, and milling machine.

It’s a mystery to me why he might have panicked and lost his grip, as he’d had enormous good fortune finding work in the machine shop. He must have thought we wouldn’t have enough. Just before my brother was born in 1952—when I was almost seven—my parents were laid off after years working in the Waltham Watch Factory and then at Raytheon. Until then I’d been left in the care of my grandparents by day. My mother didn’t look for work after Steve was born. But my father’s search, during a serious stretch without money, yielded a serendipitous experience.

He was interviewed by two young MIT graduates, just starting their own business outside Providence. JW was a vibrant young Irish American and Viki a reserved and taciturn Japanese American. (We didn’t know about the internment of Japanese in World War II, but that could have explained Viki, who didn’t socialize and never came to office parties.) The pair recognized my father’s mathematical and mechanical talent, despite his lack of higher education, and offered him a job in their new machine shop if he’d attend a two-year college program on weeknights—at company expense—attain an associate’s degree in mechanical engineering, and remain with the firm for ten years.

“Daddy’s a genius!” my mother exclaimed when my father came through the back door that day looking like he’d just stumbled out of the forest, lost no more. He stood there with dignity and a disbelieving smile, occasionally searching overhead as if dollars might start raining down.

But his leg wasn’t healing. He’d developed osteomyelitis (an infection of the bone marrow) and had to have a steel rod inserted with a drain hole for pus. Soon, he had to stop working in the shop by day. His gray work outfit developed rents and grew threadbare, and he looked ghostly as he stumped along on crutches—a sound that lobs around in my head to this day.

Even in this state—home all day—he managed to “hand-build” that triple baby butler, since no such thing could be found on Earth, and a glow of contentment burst through when he fed the three babies all in a row in the morning with a single bowl and spoon. “Here comes the happy-pappy zpoom,” he chanted in a singsong voice. “It’s the zoom-boom-goody-guppy-puppy-zpoom.” All three mouths flew open like baby birds’; they were angelic and trusting, and it was impossible not to sigh. Dad’s own mouth opened wide with each extended spoonful. A nurturing man in a perfect state of empathy.

These three babies—the towheaded identical girls and the little redheaded boy—had newspaper staffs pleading for help in naming. Slews of letters arrived, as did enough cloth diapers for a small country (Pampers didn’t exist then); potties and playpens added to the clutter of our home until there was no room to walk. Photographers still clustered on that scrap of road.

“Are you the sister?” a pad of paper and ready pencil was shoved under my nose as I waded through.

“No,” I answered. “I’m a stranger.”

“Have ya gut names for ’em yet?” asked another.

“Yeah. They’re Be, Bop, and Lula,” I threw at them and ran up the back steps.

There was a universal assumption that all three names had to begin with the same first letter, and no other thought about it. We had hundreds of responses to choose from: Pamela, Patricia, Patrick; Sarah, Sandra, and Samuel. My parents didn’t know Marisol was a Spanish name, or perhaps it simply didn’t matter—they liked it. The package suggestion was Marisol, Maritza, and Manuel.

It took three months to name the triplets, during which time Margo, Marisol, and Maxwell were called A, B and C, in the order of their birth.

My mother told me that we lacked health insurance because it was unaffordable, and now, given the accident, the births, and three incubators for premature three-pound babies, we were about to become poor. I was thoroughly alarmed. But when someone from the shop came to our door one day with a baseball cap brimming with two hundred one-dollar bills, I was one mortified twelve-year-old. Mum, at her most stern, informed me that the shop had “just saved us losing our home.”

Now, here, Steve was scolding Max about the boat. Max stared into space as if nothing was happening and seemed not to speak—but Max makes his presence felt in other ways.

Max has let the family rowboat sink by the dock—outboard motor and all—three Septembers in a row, and each time Steve has rescued it from the bottom of the lake. Last September, he warned Max that he wouldn’t rescue it again. And Max left the boat out anyway. Rain filled it, the boat went under, winter came, and the lake froze over.

“You’re fucking forty-two years old,” Steve said, as if that should be convincing.

The lake itself grew agitated. That’s when I slipped out the door and climbed the rock face behind the house, to sit high up and face the mystery of the ancient water.


My Mother’s Other Children

 

 

But some part of my parents enjoyed this spotlight. From birth, “the babies” became their sole focus and source of angst and pride.

“Yeah, they got their fifteen minutes of fame,” says Steve after he too escapes the melee and heads up the steep path behind the cottage. We’ve left the squabbling and pleading to mount this rock face above the lake, where we can see them all out on the deck. Except for Max. Max has retreated inside to stare at the ceiling.

We agree our parents should have won the “stupid prize” in family planning. Three babies were just too many to comprehend, when I was twelve and Steve was five, in a family of four that was barely doing okay. We—the two oldest—were far apart enough to have had few of the advantages of siblings, and when our mother, at thirty-six, delivered this unexpected litter, our two lives changed so much that we lost touch. Our parents mishandled that whole whopping change.

“They were the worst,” I reflect. “But look. They couldn’t possibly have planned it. Most families weren’t planned then anyway. I was the unplanned pregnancy that forced their marriage in the first place. ‘Choice’ wasn’t a concept. What saved them was their decision to pronounce the three a blessing. Mum got religion and Dad went along.” We are settled on our precipice, facing out on the sweep of water, above the resounding cottage.

“Listen to them. That’s just Margo and Marisol down there,” says Steve. “It sounds like a massacre. Those echoes travel miles out over the lake.”

“Even up here it’s deafening. Everyone knows they’re here.”

“We’d get a perfect shot,” he quips, making me reflect on our bow-and-arrow period, that brief window in which our childhoods overlapped, when we prowled that wooded quarter-acre across the road with Mum and Dad. Dad had made bows and arrows with cut branches and strings for him and Mum and they used Tupperware for tom-toms. Steve’s and mine were store-bought and seemed like the real thing. The only redemption if you were “It” was to discover a lady slipper. Then you could be Chief Butterscotch or Tincture of Merthiolate or Spark Plug or anything you wanted for the day.

“Oh, give it up and sign the peace treaty, Massasoit,” I say. “The palefaces usurped the land long ago.”

The cottage sits small below.

“Do they all come up here every weekend?” I ask.

“No. They came to see you.”

“But I came to see Mum and Dad. I was pleased to find you here too. But who invited everyone?”

A pine breeze kisses past. We sit here, sun-warmed, perched above it all, and Steve tells me things I didn’t know.

“Sometimes Margo and Marisol come up here together,” he says. “You should see. I’ll be out on the deck just loving the silence. Then they get here and it turns into a barnyard. Those two thrive on crisis and hysteria. They whip each other into a constant frenzy. I can’t hear myself think for the whole weekend, ’til they’re gone.”

I’m watching Margo wade into the lake in a blue bathing suit below. First she stands serene against the blue. Blue against the blue. I think of that blue of Mum’s everlasting teapot and make up an instant jingle—The hour struck three and broke the teapot. It was just a matter of time—as Margo launches herself into an athletic crawl toward the horizon.

“You should see what goes on.” Steve tells me that in the off-season, one of the three will drive up to spend a few days alone on the lake and slop ruin everywhere. Rotting food and dirty dishes are left; spills flood the counters and dribble down the cabinets, off the living room side tables, the coffee table, and the couch to the floor. The refrigerator ends up full of garbage; the bathroom is filthy, drains are clogged with hair, the toilet overflows, used towels are flung around. Steve spends September and May cleaning and cursing.

I become thoughtful. “I remember when they were all three hospitalized and diagnosed back when they were still teenagers. I heard about it then. But it doesn’t explain … I mean, I’ve never experienced the likes of Margo and Marisol’s screaming. And those messes. Maybe we have to understand that they can’t help it.”

“That doesn’t mean it’s okay.”

“I’m just saying it’s probably not about them intending harm.”

“Oh, no? There’s harm to me. I get here and have to clean for days before I can settle in. Every time.”

“It’s easy for me to say they can’t help it. I wasn’t here, I was out of the fray. I never lived with this. They’re so childlike, so infantile.”

“And spoiled. Spoiled since they were born. Margo and Marisol never lifted a finger. Never washed a dish. Never. When we got a dishwasher, those two were supposed to load and empty it. Well, they wouldn’t. They never did. Never. Not once. You should have heard the screaming and fighting. I felt like shooting them all with my BB gun. Ma finally did the dishes. Every single night.”

“No one insisted … ?”

“They did nothing. Ma and Dad both picked up after them and kissed their asses. Every time they screamed they got their way.”

“Why?”

“I dunno. You tell me. Because they’re triplets? And that was so special?”

“I’m thinking it was guilt, that they actually wanted to drown them in the bathtub.”

It seems that the trouble began when Max and Margo both dropped out of state college in their first year. They couldn’t go out into the world, couldn’t leave home. Somehow my parents had managed to send them off to college and to pay for it. They’d even given them cars. I don’t know when their economic situation improved so, or when their values about education changed. But Margo fled the university, threatened by menacing pictures on the walls in her dorm that communicated disturbing things to her, and she talked of suicide. When my mother tried to force her return, Margo started punching her while Mum was driving on the highway, sending the car off the road and down into a roadside marsh. The police intervened and took Margo to a mental hospital.

Then Max was caught hiding in the closet of a woman’s apartment and was arrested, taken to jail and subsequently had a stay in the same hospital as Margo. He was medicated, and later released and mandated to live in my parents’ home. He moved into the little room off the kitchen, which had been mine and Steve’s shared bedroom. Marisol had chosen not to go to college and—right out of high school—married a drunk who beat her; but she had the good sense to leave, though she had a breakdown first.

Thus began the nightmare I was not part of, since by then I was long gone and out on my own. When I left at eighteen, I didn’t look back. Dad signed for my LBJ National Defense education loan, told me he was proud of me, and said bye. Mum and I never spoke during those years. I found friends: a group of fellow “orphans.”

No one knows why all three became derailed in their late teens. An obstetrician friend of mine told me the incidence of brain disorders in multiples increases enormously once there are more than two. Factoring in two-month prematurity, low birth weights, three incubators, and my mother’s age (thirty-six was considered dangerously old to give birth at the time), it’s all the explanation anyone has.

Steve claims that there’s no history of multiples on either side of the family. The triplets were subjects of medical research. Margo and Marisol are from a single zygote that split into two embryos: that made them identical mirror images, right down to their mirrored-handedness (one left, one right) and opposite unequal foot sizes. Identical twins have virtually identical DNA. Max is their fraternal triplet—a separate zygote from the start—just a sibling who inhabited the womb with his two sisters, and the last born. I can see that he has what are called the negative symptoms of schizophrenia—that withdrawn, staring-into-space, blunted manner. No one ever knows what Max is thinking.

“Max was the caboose,” says Steve.

I called them the M&Ms.

Mental illness runs in families, probably most families. We have our share on Mum’s side. Mum’s mother, Mimay, produced six children, then took to bed and locked into a permanent love-gaze with her Infant of Prague statue on the bureau at her feet while her children went out to beg for food. Not to mention some sadder family members. Dad’s are all in Finland and Sweden, where we’ve imagined them quiet and repressed.

Now in middle age, Margo and Max—both on disability—live with Mum and Dad. Those four are an enmeshed lot, all of them living at Eden Avenue.

“I’m glad I got out when I did,” I tell Steve. “It had to be awful …”

“Oh, they like mental illness here. I’m telling you, it’s their specialty. Ma would be right in there praying with them if you weren’t here. She went through some kind of conversion, too, and watches some lunatic evangelist on television every Sunday morning. Dad just goes along with anything Ma says. They’re like Holy Rollers. Sometimes I think they’re all wackos and I wonder what the hell I’m doing here. You don’t get loved in this family if you’re not mentally ill.”

“Yet you come here a lot. Having moved clear across the country.”

“It’s the place. I had my best growing-up years here.”

“Oh?”

“You were gone. You wouldn’t know. The family had its best life in this house, on this lake. Ma and Dad had friends; they all went dancing. All the kids grew up together. Those were boating summers.”

A breeze slaps something dry against my cheek. “Ouch!” Startled, I grab a dried-up luna moth, still exquisite, but dead. Another breeze whisks it out of my hand and dances it down the rock face.

How amazing to comprehend that beyond my existence here, Dad earned a better position when the machine shop became a company. Steve was part of both families: just us, the factory workers, and just them, the family with the second home. Mum tells me what they hand-built up here was their dream home.

Steve says that with age, the three have mellowed. Max and Margo may still live with our parents, but Marisol became an LPN, got a job, and moved out at some point. Steve was in college when they all had “nervous breakdowns.” But he knew that our sisters lived in states of pure delusion, accusing every man they saw of assaulting them.

“They reported men all over town,” he says. “The police were their babysitters when they were in their twenties. For years.”

“Did that end?”

“No. But it’s toned down.”

“The least to blame, really,” I say, looking at our feet bracing us against the rock, shuffling in the sand and mica, “are the three.” I gained this perspective in twenty years of psychoanalysis. The point was to get my anger into the right place. It belonged to my parents. I’d left home angry at three babies. Not until I had a baby of my own did I fully understand that it’s not a baby’s intent to trap and tie you down. And with your own, you’ve signed on for the responsibility.

I recall my father’s childhood friend, Olga, just following the triple-header birth, saying, “Horace, you better hang it out to dry.”

Steve, at five, wouldn’t have taken that in.

Someone else, pointing to Dad’s crutches, said, “He heard he was having triplets and he jumped out the window.”

Dad didn’t laugh. Dad had stopped laughing.

But again, in spite of his low point, Dad managed to hand-build a triplet stroller. He welded pipes and metal tubes onto a twin stroller to make a third seat for Max in front of the original two. When Darlene and I, at thirteen—at our most cool in tight black peg pants, mascaraed lashes, and Tangeed lips—tried to push the stroller into town, there proved to be a weighting problem. We had to stop—interrupting our perfect Everly Brothers harmony of “When Will I Be Loved”—to coax and reposition the wheels, but they stuck and turned in every cleft and crack in the road.

When we finally made it to town, people flocked around us and carried on.

“These are the triplets,” the chorus went. “The Ahlenberg triplets.” Their awe increased while I died of embarrassment, moving along these bouncing, squirming products of conspicuous fecundity and the pulsing primal scene. This was altogether too much spectacle and limelight for a teenager. I refused to push the stroller again.

Darl and I were both heady with our dreamed-of womanhood swiftly taking flower, rushing us into our own sexuality (Elvis had appeared and changed our lives)—but I was full of caution as well. Two of my older friends, who were fifteen—Janine and Martha—were already knocked-up young mothers-to-be, about to have baby daughters and name them after me. Though sex was a powerful constant on my mind, I was also excruciatingly aware of the consequences. On top of it all, this picture of me trying to command the impossible stroller cast me as the pathetic servant.

Darlene understood exactly how I felt. In eighth grade, she was the new girl in town. She appeared out of nowhere one day and we felt like long-lost loves. She had blue-black hair and eyes so black that even when she faced the sun and I studied closely, the pupil and the iris were indistinguishable. When I asked where she got her eyes, she said she was Scottish. My eyes, on the other hand, were as light as glass. Darlene said they had rays of yellow behind the blue, and that on different days they looked gray, blue, or green.

Darlene had a funny accent—she’d say she had to “warsh” her hair—which she attributed to having once lived in Baltimore. She had moved to Rhode Island to live with her much older, married sister, her sister’s husband, and her five-year-old niece, Rose. She cleaned house and babysat for Rose on evenings and weekends in exchange for room and board. Darlene’s sister was tall, slender, and blond, with a narrow face—a completely different type. Much later in life, I’d wonder what their connection really was.

Darlene and I were both outsiders in our school. Because we worked, we couldn’t participate in extracurricular activities. Those activities included only sports and Glee Club in our very basic small town. Our class of ninety-two had about fifteen “popular” kids—the cheerleaders and the football, basketball, and field hockey stars. We were below envy. We saw those people as having a superiority we could never understand. It felt awful to think about them, so we didn’t. Other kids forced to work outside school seemed marginal and pathetic, however, and Darl and I shunned them. The rest of the kids we never saw somehow. They came to school and left.

Darlene was the only friend I brought home. One day, when we were upstairs sitting on boxes that held my mother’s S&H Green Stamps booklets, in my grandparents’ unused spare room, Darlene watched through the window as my father walked up the backyard walkway from the car. “He don’t look so happy,” she commented. I was saddened by his troubled look.

When I was twelve and Dad had his car accident and went out of his mind, he walked around in his underwear. His doctors told him to. The point was to keep the wound in his leg dry. He wore BVD underwear that looked like they’d peep open with the slightest move. Every time he entered the kitchen or living room, stumping along on those crutches, I got up and left the room—furious, without knowing why. Dad, in that disturbed state of mind, took my abrupt exits to mean that I hated him and eventually told me, “When you hate, you get hate right back.”

We were at a stalemate. I was relieved when he had to spend time in the hospital again. With a house full of babies and nowhere to put them, of course, we were all at our most displaced.

Somewhere in there, Mum began working nights as a hatcheck girl, and I suppose it fell to me to take care of the babies. When Dad was home from the hospital, it was him, in his underwear, and me on duty all evening.

The underweight babies spent their first two months in incubators, and that left me alone in the house when Mum was visiting them and Dad was also in the hospital. I don’t recall where Steve was. Alone in the house and full of “prurient interests,” as the nuns put it, I prowled through my parents’ bedroom drawers. In among the whites in Dad’s BVD drawer, I found Playboy Magazine (the first issue I’d seen) and a paperback copy of Lolita—a book banned in this country, I knew. Dad otherwise didn’t read anything but Popular Mechanics, so I knew this book must be hot. I sought out the steamy passages.

That experience changed me. I found myself turned on by what I read, yet horrified by Humbert Humbert, a man my father’s age with a girl my age. I became at once sexually obsessed with and repelled by boys (my junior high school classmates) and men. Alone, I learned to know my own body and feel it in my control. I became my own “mistress.” I owned myself. Janine and Martha—married with their two little Janices—were my cautionary tales.

I also fastened on Nabokov’s description of the “nymphette,” whose physique was superior. She was bird-boned and delicate, unlike me. I was almost sorry to be a girl for a while. Then every boss I had and every man who drove me home from babysitting jobs at night had boundaries that felt porous, their attentions more focused than they should be. One gave me gifts to be kept secret from his wife and one turned the light on in his car so we could linger outside and he could show me photographs of his inventions. I didn’t know if I was imagining things, but I was both thrilled and cautious.

Dad and I turned away from each other for a long time—but later, he proved to be my more invested parent. Overall, no one was bad, just bewildered.

Margo’s motion on the horizon is so fluid and seamless, she could be stitching the water to the sky.

“What a good swimmer,” I comment. “Totally in her element.”

“I don’t want to look at her,” Steve grunts.

But Margo’s swimming has started a little eggbeater in my heart. Here, she is royalty to my parents and maybe she was that once to our simple town as well, but to the world—hardly. The public misled the triplets. Even with her superb, purposeful swim strokes, and with my full admiration, Margo is just a speck down there, as alone and vulnerable as anyone over her head in an incomprehensible vastness. I can’t stop myself from feeling the full weight of her complicated life. None of it is their fault. They didn’t ask to be born. They didn’t ask to be three. My balance wobbles as I add up the pain of everyone.

“I feel the aggravation, too,” I agree with Steve. “But think how hard it was. They held the stage as the triplet show. What concepts have they had of ‘I’ and ‘me’? And now think how hard it is for all three, trying to have lives.”

“It’s easy for me,” he responds. “I have no problem. They’re useless and it sucks that we got stuck with them. No problem at all. More trouble than they’re worth.”

My sisters’ beauty is ravaged by their plight. Margo is tall and well proportioned, yet her glorious, thick hair is unkempt, her creamy complexion dulled like that of a smoker, and her mouth a slash of fury. This is due to her illness and the medication she could never dare to be without. How can we understand?

If my anger should have gone to my parents for sacrificing me, I’ve never managed to get it there. Moreover, I fear that letting go of my resentment of the triplets could have me drowning in sorrow.

The setting sun’s rays hit the silver on the ledge, making sparks jump and dance before us as we shuffle our feet. They also cause Margo, wading back to shore, to twinkle like some luminescent water-creature surfacing from the deep.

My empathy juices dry up quickly.

That evening in the lake house is a noisy nightmare. It isn’t just the crowding and chaos of lunacy. My sisters—born-agains—turn everything into a sermon on a Hallmark God. They express horror that we don’t pray to this god who then won’t love us. They plant themselves in the middle of the room and scream, as they’ve done since they were born. All contact, even with myself, is cut off.

Steve wonders how much of this noise is them “being spoiled as all hell,” and how much is mental illness. “Doesn’t mean I have any more tolerance either way,” he’s quick to add.

“Maybe they’re making the world look and sound the way they feel,” I suggest. “A loud, chaotic mess. Turning themselves inside out. And Max? Just makes quiet messes?”

“He’s mixed.” Steve shrugs. “He does a lot of repairs on the property. He’s built all these bluebird boxes and the bird feeders. He knows his birds.”

“So he contributes.”

“He makes messes too. I find the lawn mower sunk in the mud and rusted. Blowtorch in the basement next to an open can of gasoline. Guy runs on about a tenth of a hoof of horsepower. But then we go fishing together. Then I like him.”

Finally, Steve and I both separately tell the M&Ms to shorten their visit and let us have Mum and Dad to ourselves.

“Oh, okay,” is my sisters’ response, as if we’ve suggested something delightful. Childlike, they gather up their bowls and casserole dishes and sweep out the door, blowing kisses and sweet “I love you’s.” Max, meanwhile, disappears without notice. Then, in this clean brown-and-blue setting, we become again that quiet, unassuming family we once were.

I know full well I’m trying to recover impossible losses. I’ve always liked my parents, even when I’ve hated them. I resolve to come back here two weekends a year and repeat these good times, with all of us laughing and enjoying one another.

My father asks about my long drive. What route I took. Not the most important thing about my recent history, but I answer.

“Did you take 287 to 87?”

“Yes.”

“Then 89 all the way.”

“Yes. Yes. Dad, you have a mind full of maps.”

We all agree about Dad’s map-mind and chortle away. My parents seem mildly amused all the time. Dad used to say that
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