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Prologue
I wasn’t kidnapped as a child, never abused, abandoned, beaten, or sold to the highest bidder. My parents didn’t lock me in the basement. The cults never got hold of me—not counting a pretty wacky Bible camp. I wasn’t transgendered, interracial, or multinational. No president denied that I was his love child. No aliens abducted me (although sometimes I wished they would). I wasn’t blind, deaf, mute, epileptic, dyspeptic, or unable to digest milk. I wasn’t an altruistic autistic. No one in my family was a psychopath or a sociopath, but a few of my cousins definitely went down the wrong path. My worst disease was mumps, and the closest I came to physical tragedy was a bee sting on the lip.
I’m not a celebrity or related to one or sleeping with one.
I breathe air, drink water, eat food.
But on a Tuesday afternoon in fourth grade, I realized for the first time that I was only “mostly normal.”
* * *
I was singing with my classmates in music class. My voice was years away from changing, high, sweet, and boyish. I would never make the Vienna Boys’ Choir, but I wasn’t awful.
Halfway through the class, the school secretary came into the room and whispered mysteriously to Mrs. Claudio, my music teacher.
Mrs. Claudio then pointed toward several spots around the classroom. “I need you and you and you and you and you to please go to the speech therapy room near the main office.” She pointed quickly as if conducting a more talented class of singers, and her slightly crooked index finger left in doubt exactly which students she had singled out among my mumbling classmates.
After a moment, a few kids ventured forward with their heads down. All of them spent most of their school day in what at the time was called “special education”—“special-ed” for short or “sped” if you wanted to be cruel. They were mildly retarded or had pretty serious versions of what we now call “learning disabilities” and only joined the rest of us for lunch, recess, gym, and music. And they each spoke with a speech impediment—convenient ammunition for the jerky kids who liked to tease them—so the school had recently hired a part-time speech therapist.
After these kids dutifully gathered at the front of the classroom, Mrs. Claudio said, “John, please join them. Do you know where the room is?”
I nodded.
“Good,” she continued. “Then you can take them there.”
This was a very proud moment. Mrs. Claudio had appointed me to show the less advanced students where they needed to go for speech therapy. Clearly, she recognized my leadership potential and responsible nature and entrusted me to escort these kids to their speech therapy session. So I led the way, feeling very pleased with my new role as “teacher’s assistant”—not “teacher’s pet,” a label that would have doomed me for a decade to come.
I walked the other kids to their assigned room, made grown-up sounding small talk along the way, and then pointed them to the door. Helping these kids was a pleasure. I liked them and was glad I could contribute in my own small way to their education. Speech therapy might help them fit in better and feel less isolated.
Beaming with accomplishment, I walked back to music class and returned to my place among my friends.
Mrs. Claudio, inexplicably, stared at me. “John,” she said, not hiding her impatience, “why are you here?”
“I took them to the room like you said,” I replied, confused. This was no way for her to speak to her new assistant.
“No, John,” she said, striding over to take me by the elbow and hustle me toward the door. “You were supposed to stay there with them. You need speech therapy too!”
“Too, too, too . . .”
Her words echoed around me as I staggered into the empty hallway.
“Thpeech therapy?” I said to myself, stunned. “Thee thays I need thpeech therapy too.”
From that day on, I missed an hour of fourth grade music class each Tuesday afternoon to attend speech therapy. The drills with the therapist eventually helped me learn to stop substituting “th” sounds for my “s” sounds—a problem I didn’t know I had until then. And I learned an even more important lesson that first day of speech therapy: it hurts to be singled out because someone thought I didn’t belong with everyone else in school.
I never again used the word “sped” . . . or “thped.”
* * *
Missing so much music class that year might have adversely affected my singing ability. If there had been treatment centers for the singing-impaired, I would have been sent to one. Dad and I were by far the worst singers in church, back when I still went to church. My sisters rolled their eyes when we sang, then asked if I sang badly on purpose. In a way, I guess I did because I decided as soon as I hit puberty that I had a very deep voice. I dipped my chin into my collarbone and lowered my voice as much as I could, trying to sound like my naive perception of a very talented opera singer. Instead of praise for my rich tones, all I earned was a sore throat from the strain.
When my class chorus sang at our sixth grade graduation ceremonies, I was one of a handful of kids not allowed to sing with the group. Ironically, the only other people banned from singing were my fourth grade speech therapy friends. We sat in the audience while our classmates stood on stage and sang some dopey song about how we were all “blossoming” into young adults.
Mom asked me after the ceremony why I sat with, “those, um, kids, um, you know, the ‘slow’ bunch.” I didn’t really mind not singing with everyone else. Instead, I enjoyed the reunion with my speech therapy friends. We reminisced about our year of Tuesday afternoons and joked about how I thought I was just escorting them to therapy.
“The look on your face when you came back . . .” one of the kids said. I made that face for them again—an expression of overwhelming disappointment. We all laughed. Then we watched our miserable classmates up on stage as they muddled their way through dreadful practice sessions.
Maybe we couldn’t always talk and sing as well as everyone else in our class, but we were certainly happy to be spared from taking part in that stupid blossoming song.
CHAPTER 1
Where I’m Going
I haven’t called it home for a long time.
Not long before Christmas in 2002, one of my colleagues at Asnuntuck Community College saw me in the hallway and asked, “Are you going anywhere for the holidays?”
“Yes,” I replied.
After a moment while we stared at each other, she asked the obvious follow-up question: “Uhhh . . . where?”
This is not an easy question. On the one hand, I plan to drive 450 miles to a specific location. My destination is Wills Mountain in the Laurel Highlands of the Allegheny Foothills of the Appalachian Mountain Range of southwest central Pennsylvania. On the other hand, there’s more to consider than geological formations on a topographical map or lines on the dog-eared atlas under the driver’s seat of my car.
This is the place where I grew up, but is it “home”?
* * *
I was born in the Bedford County Memorial Hospital in Everett, Pennsylvania, in the wee hours of May 17, 1961. Until I went away to college at age eighteen, I lived in a farmhouse in southern Bedford County in the village of Madley on Pennsylvania State Route 96. Going south on Route 96 at fifty-five miles per hour, you’ll see the “Village of Madley” sign. If you count to five and look in the rearview mirror, you’ll see the “Village of Madley” sign for northbound traffic. As the saying goes, you’ll miss it if you blink.
To be fair, it’s not really that small. If you turn west from Route 96 onto Madley Hollow Road, this paved but unlined road goes for several miles with dozens of houses, farms, trailers, barns, sheds, outhouses, cats, dogs, chickens on porches, kids playing in mud, and cars up on blocks in the front yard. That’s all part of Madley.
If you turn east at Madley onto the dirt road that runs toward Wills Mountain rising a thousand feet from the valley floor, you’ll pass a couple of two-story houses on your immediate right and left. About fifty yards beyond these houses is a third—my childhood home—a large white farmhouse with several small outbuildings and a barn. The only other building on the dirt road that loops about half a mile back around to Route 96 is a cabin a few hundred yards beyond the farmhouse.
I’m going to that cabin for the holidays.
Look up and to the east on Wills Mountain and you’ll see a stone quarry, a reddish-tan rock scar marking the top of the ridge. Until the early 1950s, quarry workers mined Lancaster Limestone to be pulverized for making cement. The official topographical map of the area simply refers to this feature as a “sand pit.” Historical documents reveal the actual name as Ganister Rock Quarry. In my youth, everyone simply called it “the quarry.”
I plan to climb all the way up there too.
* * *
Janet and Fred now own the farm of my youth where they raise llamas, of all things. In 1985, Mom sold the farm to a woman named Miranda, one of my sisters’ best friends. Miranda began to renovate the house but sold to Janet and Fred in 1988 when her marriage couldn’t be renovated enough to avoid divorce.
The farm features the small cabin that we called simply “the log house.” When I was young, I only knew that the log house was built in 1812 and that we rented it every fall to deer hunters from New Hampshire. I had no idea then why half a dozen men came all the way from that far north to rent an old, dank cabin in the middle of nowhere, but they always came and always hung their trophy deer on hooks outside the cabin for everyone to see.
During the Christmas season in 1999, I visited my sister Tam and her husband Dale at their home in Watsontown, Pennsylvania. Tam told me that Janet and Fred had started renting out the cabin to people other than hunters on a regular basis.
“You’re kidding,” I said. Long ago, our family “roughed it” overnight at the cabin once or twice each summer. To me, the place seemed tiny and old and dirty. I remembered that it had basic electricity and a wood-burning cook stove but no indoor plumbing. The water sources were an unreliable indoor pump and a pipe that Dad and I had suspended from a spring fifteen feet high on the steep bank of the little stream that flowed near the cabin.
“Who would want to stay there besides deer hunters?” I asked Tam.
“We stayed there,” Tam replied. “You wouldn’t recognize it. Fred and Janet tore out all that crappy old wallpaper downstairs. You can see the original log walls. They rebuilt the porch and added a modern kitchen and bathroom on the back. And remember, it’s got three bedrooms upstairs. It’s roomy and very comfortable. And they put in a hot tub and cable TV.”
So I called Janet a few days later, and she remembered me. Janet grew up a few houses to the north but was closer in age to my older brothers, Ronnie and Norman. I didn’t remember her well because of our age difference. She was intrigued that I worked as a college professor and described her experiences as a substitute teacher over the years. Within ten minutes, we were chatting like old friends.
Janet told me about the cabin. Not only had my sister Tam visited, but my brothers Ronnie and Norman had as well. She said she’d be delighted for me to come down and stay.
Then she told me the price: $80 per night. In my teens, I would have thought this was more money than God could spare for his favorite church. In my twenties, I would have grunted but paid, trying to figure how to afford gas for the trip. By 1999, I had a real job and was making more money than I ever dreamed. Of course, as a community college teacher, I had modest dreams.
Janet apologized for the fee and explained that they charged that much to make up for all they had spent on renovating the cabin.
“In New England,” I told Janet, “A three-bedroom cabin would be a bit more than that. Put a one in front of that eighty.” In fact, if the cabin happened to be in a tourist spot, people would happily pay $280.
I told Janet that I had some time off in January, and I’d call her soon to arrange a weekend stay at the cabin. That mythical time off, as often happens for teachers between terms, went by much too quickly, so I didn’t call Janet back until July of 2002, more than two years later. By then, I had started seeing a wonderful woman named Jenny, and I wanted to go somewhere special with her.
I’d seen Jenny jogging the country road that meanders by my little house in Somers, Connecticut, and we’d sometimes waved and smiled at each other. I wanted her to stop and chat, but she never did. I didn’t want to interrupt her run by offering her a glass of iced tea or something goofy like that. By coincidence, she enrolled in one of my classes that January. After the semester ended, we started e-mailing each other and discovered that she lived less than a mile from my house. We eventually went for ice cream on our first date.
Things have been good between us ever since. We both enjoy nature (Jenny’s passion) and books (my passion). We’re both athletic, artistic, progressive, and active. We both love to eat, at home and out. In fact, our favorite dates usually involve food. I’m glad she’s not the type of woman who eats three bites of lettuce and then declares that she’s gained five pounds.
Her two sons and I share an obsession for basketball that always gives us something to talk about when Jenny’s in the other room. The only problem that might eventually come between us is that I’ve become a Red Sox fan during my years in New England, like Jenny’s sons, her brother, and her father. Jenny, unfortunately, is a member of the “evil empire” of Yankee fans. But we’ll survive.
We’d had a couple of weekends away together without a hint of an argument, so I thought we could risk being together for eight-hour drives to Pennsylvania and back, along with two nights of “roughing it” in the cabin.
We went to the cabin in August 2002 and had a terrific romantic getaway. One of the first things Jenny said when we arrived was, “The boys would love this.” We went back again in December with her sons, Rob, fifteen, and Jim, eight. Instead of cramming ourselves into one of our little cars, we rented a Ford Expedition, a boat of an SUV. I could fit my car, a Geo Tracker, in the back of the thing and still have room for Jenny and the boys—maybe Jenny’s Ford Escort too.
I felt somewhat guilty about the extravagance of the Expedition, but we needed a big reliable car to haul four people and all of our stuff to Pennsylvania and back, and none of us were interested in a minivan. We even brought along a little TV-VCR combination that I got for my office a few years ago. The kids watched videos the whole way down and back while Jenny and I drove and talked. We had a great time at the cabin—hiking, sightseeing, and hanging around the haunts of my youth.
During that wonderful December family visit, I rambled my way through a dozen “old home” stories to Jenny, Rob, and Jim. I was surprised when Jenny said, “You’ve got a lot to say about this place.” I’d always felt odd about my isolated upbringing, even a little ashamed—and I didn’t usually talk about it. But Jenny was right. I had a lot to say.
So I decided to come back alone and write about my experiences. This time, my time between semesters wouldn’t fly away. Jenny and I had no special New Year’s Eve plans, so she suggested I go the week after Christmas. I called Janet, reserved the cabin, and looked forward to three days of solitude, reflection, and writing.
* * *
Since leaving the farm nearly a quarter century ago, I’ve often had to play a strange little game to explain where I grew up. Imagine I’m at a party nursing a diet coke while standing near a potted plant with a curious new friend who wants to have a conversation. The game usually goes like this:
Curious New Friend: “So, John . . . where are you from?”
Me: “Pennsylvania.”
Curious New Friend: “Really, what part?”
Me: “Sort of southwest central.”
Curious New Friend: “Near Philadelphia?”
Me: “No.”
Curious New Friend: “Near Pittsburgh?”
Me: “Not really.”
Curious New Friend: “Near that place where the groundhog looks for his shadow?”
Me: “That’s Punxatauny. I’ve driven through there, but it’s not close to where I’m from.”
Curious New Friend: “Well, what’s the name of the town?”
Me: “There really wasn’t a town.”
Curious New Friend: “What do you mean, no town?”
Me: “It’s kind of in the middle of nowhere.”
Curious New Friend: “Well, what was your mailing address?”
Me: “Rural Route One, Buffalo Mills.”
Curious New Friend: “So you lived in Buffalo Mills, Pennsylvania?”
Me: “No. That’s where the post office was. We were a few miles south of there.”
Curious New Friend: “Did you go to school in Buffalo Mills?”
Me: “No. I went to high school in Hyndman.”
Curious New Friend: “Hymen? What was your nickname, ‘the virgins’? Ha, ha, ha.”
Me: “Hyndman. H-y-n-d-m-a-n. We were the Hyndman ‘Hornets.’ ”
Curious New Friend: “So you lived in Hymen, Pennsylvania?”
Me: “It’s Hyndman, and no, that’s where the high school was. We lived a few miles north.”
Curious New Friend: “Okay, I’m confused. Is this near any big cities?”
Me: “No.”
Curious New Friend: “Big towns? Any place I might have heard of?”
Me: “Have you heard of Bedford?”
Curious New Friend: “No.”
Me: “Have you heard of Altoona?”
Curious New Friend: “No.”
Me: “Have you heard of Johnstown?”
Curious New Friend: “Hey, wait a second. Your name’s ‘John.’ Did you live in ‘John’s’ town?”
Me: “No. Have you heard of Cumberland, Maryland?”
Curious New Friend: “No. I thought you said you were from Pennsylvania.”
Me: “Yes, very far in the south of southwest central Pennsylvania—close to Maryland.”
Curious New Friend: “You know, I think I see someone I know over by the fondue. It’s been nice talking to you John from the middle of nowhere in Pennsylvania.”
* * *
This place is hard to call home, as in “I’m going home for the holidays.”
Not long after I went to college, my twin sister June took over my bedroom. When I came “home” to visit, I slept in the guest room.
The experience was unsettling—sleeping in the guest room of my only home a short time after I’d left. I can’t blame June for moving into my room. All her life, she shared a large bedroom with our sisters Pam and Tam (also twins) who are two years older than June and I. As the only boy at home (my brothers Norman and Ronnie were much older and already out of the house), I had a small bedroom to myself and felt immensely lucky every minute of my formative years because I could close that bedroom door and find solitude from everyone else in the house.
Since I’ve been gone, the house has been sold twice, re-sided, re-roofed, and extensively remodeled. Most of the furniture has been replaced—including the bed I slept in the whole time I lived there. Everything has changed: the people, the things, even my favorite apple tree is gone. How can I call it home now?
Home has been one of the dozens of apartments I’ve lived in over the years. Home is now a little two-bedroom house I rent on a country lane in Somers, Connecticut. When people ask me where I live, I like being able to say the name of a definite town and not have to play any versions of the “where-are-you-from” game.
* * *
So when my colleague at the college asked where I planned to go for the holidays, I replied, “Pennsylvania.”
* * *
My trip begins in darkness at 7:30 a.m. on December 30, 2002, but the sun will be coming up soon. Even in the poor light, I can see blue sky and a few feathery clouds. Snow fell in Connecticut on Christmas and a couple of days afterward, recently enough that there are still patches of white in the fields. The roads are dry and safe, and the snow along the edges has that dirty brown and gray look from the interaction of mud and cars.
One minute into the trip, I realize that I forgot to leave the rent check at the usual place near my front door. I’ll be gone until the evening of January second, and the landlord always comes by on the first to collect the rent. Because it’s a holiday, perhaps he won’t come until the second. Besides, I’ve paid early a few times, so I don’t think an eviction notice will be nailed to the door when I return.
I’m leaving a great deal behind on this trip—Jenny most important. We’ve been seeing each other for eight months now, and this is the first time we’re voluntarily going to be apart for more than two days. I’m also leaving my career behind. I still have some class planning to finish before the spring semester, only three weeks away. I’m also leaving behind a massive English department report—a dreadful project that I got stuck with. I promised to pull together a draft for my colleagues when we meet in two weeks. And I’m leaving behind my idea of the perfect vacation: sitting around the house and not going to work—reading, writing, watching TV, napping, hiking, going to the gym—all at my own pace. This is the most restful kind of vacation imaginable, partly because it doesn’t involve a sixteen-hour round-trip drive in my rattling little car.
I’ve packed all kinds of healthy food (bananas, pears, clementines, apples) to eat on the trip, but my first stop is the McDonald’s less than two miles from my house. My window hangs open for two full minutes at the drive-through speaker before anyone takes my order. The morning air is frigid, and my fingers begin to ache on the steering wheel.
A very odd bunch of folks work at this McDonald’s (including a few of my former students), so I’m used to spotty service here. But they always smile and sometimes even give me the correct food and change. I order my usual: two sausage McMuffins (no egg), one hash brown, and one large orange juice. The orange juice is healthy. That’s what I tell myself as I try not to look at the banana pointing a judgmental stem at me from the bag of fruit on the passenger seat.
As I pull back into traffic, the warmth emanating from my fatty treasure begins to fog the windshield.
* * *
I’ve had a lifelong love/hate relationship with food. Mom called me a “snoopy eater” because I didn’t eat everything she put in front of me. She was a great cook, especially considering she prepared nearly every meal for a husband and six kids over the course of almost forty years. But I simply didn’t enjoy some foods. Here’s a partial list of foods that I “hated” back then: liver, shrimp, eggs, seafood (especially anything with a shell or exoskeleton), cooked vegetables of most kinds, and mushrooms.
Sometimes when I hear Jim profess “hate” for a food, I tell him that “hate” is a very strong word and suggest that he only “dislikes” the taste of that food. When he replies, “No, I really hate this,” I’m forced to remember that I didn’t simply “dislike” some foods as a kid. No other word did justice to the “hate” I felt at being required to eat something that tasted repulsive.
Dad got very protective of Mom when it came to food. In the middle of a typical meal, he’d rub his belly and say, “Yum, yum, yum, this is delicious. Anyone who doesn’t like this can go a house farther.” If we were having liver, one of Mom and Dad’s favorites, I looked at my plate and imagined what Margie and Ray, our sweet, retired neighbors in the mythical “house farther” were having for dinner. Our other neighbors, Dorothy and Earl, were a better possibility. Dorothy was a cook at our high school. Whatever she cooked for Earl, even if it might be the school’s infamous “mystery meat,” had to be better than liver.
Of course, my childhood happened before most parents simply took the plate and said, “Okay, you don’t have to eat it,” and let the child be hungry until the “hate” passed. Mom wouldn’t let me leave the table until I had swallowed an appropriate amount of the food I hated. When I learned in school that different parts of the tongue specialized in different tastes, I chewed the offensive food with my front teeth so it touched only the tip of my tongue, hoping that might give it a sweeter flavor. I vaguely remember partial success with this method, but mostly I just bit my tongue.
Whether we liked or disliked or hated the food Mom cooked, Dad always made sure we gave her a kiss on the cheek and said, “That was good,” after every meal. If we forgot and started toward the living room to turn on the TV, Dad called out, “Hold on there! What do you say to your mother?” and we rushed back with a kiss and a compliment.
Dad once announced that President Nixon himself probably didn’t eat food as good as the dinners Mom served, so I secretly wrote a letter to the president and invited him to a meal at our home. I even enclosed a hand-drawn map to help him find our farm. A few weeks later, I got a package from the White House that contained a photo album of the president and his family along with a nice note from an assistant letting me know how much Mr. Nixon appreciated the invitation. Unfortunately, he couldn’t accept because he was too busy planning his upcoming visit to China. The president was looking forward to sampling the native Chinese food, but the assistant assured me that the chief executive would have preferred my mother’s cooking if he had the choice.
One of Mom’s most aggravating habits popped up from time to time at the dinner table. She’d offer me a second helping of something—say, mashed potatoes—and I’d politely decline, having had my fill of mashed potatoes. Then Mom would look me in the eye and ask, “Are you sure?” I’d reply that, yes, I was sure, but she would continue, “Are you certain?” By this time, I couldn’t keep the annoyance out of my voice when I’d tell her that I was, indeed, certain of my lack of desire for more mashed potatoes.
“Are you positive?” she would then ask, lifting the bowl of mashed potatoes from the table and holding it out toward me.
At this point, I almost yelled, “Of course, I’m positive! I’m not so stupid that I need to be asked a simple question four times!” Or I fantasized mumbling in my least intelligent voice, “Duh, gee Mommy, I’m too much of a dumb little baby to know if I want any more potatoes. Duh, golly, please tell me what to do.” Instead, I usually just forced myself to take another blob of mashed potatoes.
When meat was on the table, I always accepted Mom’s generous offer of second helpings. “Carnivorous” was a word I enjoyed learning in school because it described me well. I could eat anything back then and still stay rail thin. I weighed 155 pounds as a six-foot high school senior even though I’d eaten a lifetime supply of red meat by age eighteen. Our freezer was always full of beef, pork, poultry, and venison. A typical week of main courses included steak, ham, fried chicken, and “hash,” three times, a meal mixing ground beef with whatever side dishes were left over from previous meals to form a new main course. Mom had this idea well before the invention of “Hamburger Helper.”
Many meals consisted of actual burgers that Mom managed to make an inch and a half thick and nine inches in diameter. I’ve tried to make them like that as an adult, but they crumble to pieces. Mom fried her burgers in grease, but I can’t in good conscience do that, so I broil mine—with mixed success. Mom spoiled me so much with her burgers that the first time I saw a fast-food burger, I lifted the bun and asked aloud, “Where’s the rest of it?”
Sunday was the best food day of the week. After a big “dinner” (our term for lunch) around noon, Mom took the rest of the day off from cooking. I loved leaving the living room where Dad and I watched football all Sunday afternoon to ask Mom, “What’s for supper?” Her reply always filled me with joy: “Tonight we’re having ‘Get What You Want When You Want It.’ ” My favorite meal!
So I’d open the refrigerator door and stare inside. A week’s worth of leftovers usually stared back at me. Once again, my carnivorous instincts took hold. Nothing in the world tasted better than sinking my teeth into cold fried chicken or putting a slice of cheese atop a cold burger and eating it without a bun. This was before the invention of the microwave, and I had no interest in wasting time reheating anything in the oven, so I developed a real taste for cold meat. I sometimes even walked back into the living room (another Sunday treat—being allowed to eat in front of the TV) with a cold steak in my hand, eating it like a candy bar.
Between farm work, sports, not having my own car, and a teenager’s metabolism, I could eat the way I did and not rise above my 155-pound limit. That all changed in college when I put on twenty pounds the first year, and food has been a source of struggle ever since. I have shoveled amazing amount of food down my gullet over the years. Portion size has always been my problem because I once misheard someone say that a basic portion of food is about the size of your hand. I thought he said the size of your head. For years, my only goal was never to eat anything bigger than my head.
My weight rose to as much as 200 pounds in my twenties, fell to 150 when I had gall bladder surgery, then skyrocketed to 225 a few years after I got married. My late thirties gave way to the “divorce diet,” when I hit 175 from depression and compulsive exercise. I’m back to about 190 now and trying to maintain a healthy balance of fruit and vegetables to go with fish, turkey, and veggie beef and pork substitutes.
Another problem is eating out. When I was a child, we went to restaurants so infrequently that, even now, I get a thrill from nice strangers bringing me food in a quiet, comfortable place. Even the McDonald’s drive-through still strikes me as a miraculous thing from the happy land of dream-come-true.
CHAPTER 2
Wearing a Mask
I’m on the road for barely a minute after McDonald’s when someone crosses over the center line on Route 190 and nearly sideswipes me. I can see him leaning over his steering wheel and squinting through a six-inch viewing portal scratched into the frost on his windshield. His side and back windows are completely iced over, and he has snow piled up on his bumper hiding his brake lights.
As a kid, I had four dream careers for what to be “when I grew up”: basketball player, football player, baseball player, and police officer. Had I fulfilled the fourth dream, I would pull this jerk over and drag him directly to jail.
* * *
Today’s drive should take about eight hours. I’ll go through Hartford, Waterbury, and Danbury, Connecticut, on to southern New York State, then northeast Pennsylvania to Scranton, across the rural heart of Pennsylvania, and, finally, southwest to my destination in Bedford County. I’ve brought along a book on tape: A Walk in the Woods, Bill Bryson’s account of hiking the Appalachian Trail (which my map tells me I’ll cross on this trip somewhere in southern New York).
After my detour to McDonalds, I go a few miles along the “southern shortcut,” a rural back route from my house leading to Route 91, a major interstate that leads south to Hartford, Connecticut, the state capital. Hartford is a nice but generic city, famous for being the hub of the insurance industry. Less well known is the fact that the poet Wallace Stevens worked for decades in that same Hartford insurance community. After puzzling over Stevens’s poems for a graduate school semester, I have great empathy for my students who hate pondering the mysteries of poetry. Even more obscure is the fact that Mark Twain, a writer more closely associated with southern literature, lived in Hartford from 1871 to 1891. Twain did his most significant writing while a resident of Hartford, including such classics as The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, The Prince and the Pauper, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Life on the Mississippi, and (appropriately) A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. The Twain House still stands and is a first-rate museum and historic landmark.
I’ve gone to plays and concerts in Hartford, given presentations at the city’s several colleges and universities, and watched my favorite sports team, the University of Connecticut’s national-champion women’s basketball team, play in the Civic Center. Hartford is home to the central office of the Connecticut community college system, my employer. Still, I feel no real connection to the city. I mostly drive around or through it to get somewhere else.
In Hartford, I switch from Route 91 South to Route 84 West. A few minutes later, I pass the town of Plainville, where my ex-girlfriend Amy grew up and where her parents still live. They’re wonderful people who always treated me well during the few years of my on-and-off relationship with their daughter after our divorces. Sad as I was about the end of that relationship, losing her parents’ friendship was almost as bad. Even an orphan as old as I am responds to good parenting. I have the urge to get off the exit in Plainville and visit them, but I resist. They’d probably look at me like I was nuts—but then they’d offer me some food. They’re that kind of people.
Route 84 then takes me by Waterbury where I know some terrific people who teach at the community college there. To me, though, this is an ugly city with some ugly people, including a former mayor who is currently jailed and awaiting trial for having sexual relationships with minors. This horrible mess was plastered all over the news a year ago, and has popped up again now as the legal maneuvering continues. Maybe it’s no coincidence that Waterbury’s skyline is dominated by a hideous phallic clock tower.
From there, I’m on to Danbury, the last town in Connecticut on Route 84. A great highway rest area is hidden here, away in the woods with lots of trees and clean, well-maintained facilities. But only travelers entering Connecticut from New York have access, not those heading out. On the way back northeast, I’ll be sure to stop here and jog around in the cold temperature to keep from falling asleep during the last leg of the trip.
* * *
After slightly more than ninety minutes of driving, I’m about an hour north of New York City, the lower part of “upstate” New York. Predictably, I taste my McDonald’s breakfast again, and it’s not as good the second time around. I should have had a couple of bananas instead.
I once made the mistake of stopping at a rest area off Route 84 in this part of New York at night and was propositioned by one man and offered drugs by another. Since then, I hold my bladder for the hour it takes to get through to Pennsylvania. Halfway across, huge prisons loom on both sides of the highway. One section looks like a college campus with a mix of modern and traditional buildings. The prison has a beautiful valley view from its hillside, and I’m sure I’d enjoy teaching there if it really were a college.
* * *
Considering I set foot on exactly one college campus before age twenty-two, I traveled a winding path to become a college teacher. I first had an inkling of the upcoming journey when I arrived at West Virginia Wesleyan College. I remember pulling my head out of a notebook long enough to look up at my teachers and think, Maybe I could do that.
I wasn’t really intrigued by the thought of standing up in front of a room full of people and looking intelligent and respectable. In fact, that part intimidated me a little. Mostly, I liked seeing my professors on campus and having them come up to me and start a conversation. These educated, articulate, likable adults were interested in little old me—a kid barely removed from having dirt under my fingernails and hay in my hair. These people had an impact on my young life. I wanted a career that gave me the potential for that kind of impact on other people’s lives.
My first actual teaching experience occurred a year before college during my senior year in high school. We had a student-teacher “switch day,” and I got assigned one day’s worth of history classes. Mom drove me to school an hour early so that I could hang out in the teacher’s lounge wearing my powder-blue leisure suit and bantering with the day’s other “teachers.”
“Switch day” turned out to be one of the longest of my life. Although the “lectures” I had cribbed straight from the textbooks were nerve-wracking, they went well enough. The discussion parts of the classes, however, were like squeezing blood from a stone. I had very little success getting teenagers to say anything in class. (In fact, that’s still the hardest part of my job—getting teenagers to use their minds and their mouths at the same time.)
A few years later, during my junior year at Wesleyan, I took a senior-level social theory seminar. Halfway through the semester, the professor asked me to organize a study group. I felt flattered and surprised and had no clue how to run a study group, but I couldn’t say no. I walked home to my apartment that day in a fog, wondering what I had agreed to.
To prepare for the weekly study group, I re-read the assigned chapters five times and typed up what I called “big-idea outlines” to give to the group. The whole thing made me so nervous that I showed up an hour before our meetings just to arrange the chairs in our meeting room. I thought the seniors in the class would resent me, but they turned out to be grateful to have someone’s help with the difficult material. We slogged through social theory together, memorizing dozens of German and French names and connecting seemingly unconnected ideas. Then I ran the study group the following year as well. The second time around, I felt like I knew what to do—at least a little.
Then I showed up at Ohio University in Athens, Ohio, to begin a master’s degree in English. The first day of orientation, a Thursday, I was given a textbook and told that I would be teaching my own section of Freshman Composition beginning the following Monday. I didn’t hear a word anyone said for the next half hour. The shock wore off by Friday night, and I spent the entire weekend making careful plans for the unsuspecting students unlucky enough to draw my name at registration—and picking out just the right necktie and sneaker combination to make me seem respectable but relaxed and approachable.
For the first class, I took roll, gave them my meticulous syllabus, showed them the textbook, and sent them home. They gleefully fled the classroom for far more important college pursuits: dorm naps, mating rituals, afternoon trips to the local bars, and pot smoking. When a few of them approached me after class to ask a couple of questions, my brain worked furiously to make up answers that, amazingly, seemed to satisfy them.
By the end of my career at Ohio U., I had taught every writing and literature course that graduate students were allowed to teach. I even took on a few classes at the medium-security prison extension program in Lancaster, Ohio. When I finished my degree, the administration invited me to stay another year as a barely paid adjunct faculty member. With each new class, whether in the prison or on campus, I planned obsessively to combat my anxiety. I couldn’t imagine that they didn’t know what a fraud they’d hired. I wasn’t a college professor—just a farm kid from the middle of nowhere.
Fortunately, no one has figured out my masquerade. After Ohio U., I got a one-year teaching position at Parkersburg Community College in Parkersburg, West Virginia. I taught twelve classes for about $17,000 and drove an eight-hour round trip twice a week to work on a Ph.D. that I could never seem to finish. After Parkersburg, I spent a year as assistant director of the college writing program at Bowling Green State University in Bowling Green, Ohio. My job included supervising graduate students who were teaching their first college class. Not only was I pretending to know what I was doing, but to know what they should be doing as well.
I left that job when I got married and moved to New England. The marriage never seemed to fit and ended after nearly a decade in my mid-thirties. Compounding the mistake, I had left a great job at Bowling Green to move to an area with lots of colleges but very few jobs available during a full-scale economic downturn. I spent several years working in a video store and a movie theater while living in a Mount Holyoke College dorm where my then-wife Stephanie and I served as “head residents,” dorm parents for two hundred college women living in our building. At the same time, I taught part-time at American International College in Springfield, Massachusetts, did whatever odd jobs I could find, and combed the academic want ads looking for a full-time teaching job.
After a while, I got a bad job at a great college, Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts. I edited and proofread every official publication sent out by the college, all the while envying the faculty members who taught five classes per year to honor students. The job was tolerable only because I had my own office and computer. I came in early each morning to print my resume and apply for teaching jobs in the area. In three years, I applied for seventy-five teaching jobs and interviewed twenty different places. Finally, Asnuntuck Community College (which I hadn’t even heard of before I applied for a job teaching there) came to my rescue. I’ve been blissfully happy at this wacky little place with the goofy name ever since. For fun (and for the extra money), I sometimes even teach graduate writing classes at prestigious Wesleyan University, passing myself off not only as a teacher, but as a writer too.
Amazingly, no one has yet pulled the confident professor mask off my face to reveal the bashful farm kid underneath. With luck, I’ll keep the charade going for another twenty years until I’m be eligible to retire into safe obscurity.
Until then, I’ll probably still feel the anxiety that hits me as I walk down the hallway to each new class.
* * *
As I leave the western edge of southern New York State, Route 84 descends to the Delaware River, well north of George Washington’s famous crossing, then passes into Pennsylvania. I’ve always liked the huge “Pennsylvania Welcomes You” sign here at the border. It looks so cheerful and friendly, bright blue and yellow shining in the sun. The license plates here even used to read, “You’ve got a friend in Pennsylvania”—which still feels true.
I’m barely three hours from my departure, but I’d be foolish to celebrate being in my home state. People driving from one end of Pennsylvania to the other have only one word for the state: wide. If I punch a time clock entering the New York side of Pennsylvania, drive the speed limit, then clock out when I reach Ohio on the other end, I’ll have worked a full eight-hour day.
Many places in Pennsylvania sound familiar to the average American. Philadelphia—with the Liberty Bell and the “Founding Fathers” of this nation. Pittsburgh—with its professional football team and steel industry. Harrisburg—home of the Three Mile Island nuclear meltdown. (I was there that day, but it wasn’t my fault. More on that later.) Gettysburg—pivotal battlefield of the Civil War. Lancaster—Amish country. Penn State University—home of the Nittany Lions football team. Titusville—home of the first oil well in the world.
But Pennsylvania is such a big state that my trip won’t take me near any of these landmarks except Penn State, which I’ll miss by a few miles.
I will pass within fifteen miles of the curiously named town of Centralia—not a landmark most people have heard of, but a place that shows how strange our world can get. Centralia is located in eastern Pennsylvania’s anthracite coal region. Anthracite is the hard, long-burning kind of coal, as opposed to the more common, softer bauxite. In 1962, a year after my birth, an underground vein of anthracite ignited due to a fire in a trash dump in Centralia. And here’s the amazing part: It has been burning ever since.
Anthracite coal is very difficult to extinguish once it starts burning. People tried to stop the fire, but nothing worked. So they let it burn, figuring that it couldn’t cause any real problems so deep underground. Then in the late 1970s, people in Centralia noticed that the ground was hot. Then they began smelling vile fumes. Then huge holes started appearing in the town, swallowing chunks of roads and buildings—evacuation time.
Why Centralia is not in every school curriculum in the world, I have no idea. In a way, it’s as stunning an example of how human beings can mess things up in our quest to dominate the environment as the Titanic, Chernobyl, acid rain, ozone, and Challenger. The really fascinating aspect of Centralia is that some people haven’t left. Hard as it is to believe, they still live and walk and breathe (sort of, considering the fumes) atop a forty-year underground fire.
My sister Tam and her husband Dale live only a short drive from Centralia. They actually visited once, and Tam describes it as a place right out of The Twilight Zone. Many of the houses were tall, skinny, hillside row houses popular in working-class Pennsylvania communities. When the sane people left town, their houses were demolished. Some of the houses owned by the people who remain in town are row houses with the rest of their row torn down and missing from around them. Tam says they look like a gaping mouth with only one or two teeth left rising from the gums in a crazy smile. She says an enormous, beautiful Catholic church sits abandoned in the middle of town, streets collapsed around it, shimmering in the fumes.
Two other events in recent Pennsylvania history have made famous a couple of spots that are very close to my destination. Much of America saw the nine trapped Quecreek coal miners. Like me, most people thought they wouldn’t survive, then breathed a soft “I’ll be damned” when they were miraculously, joyfully rescued right there on TV. That happened in Somerset County, about an hour northwest of where I grew up.
And on September 11, 2001, if Flight 93 had stayed in the air on its flight path another five minutes, it might have crashed into the side of Wills Mountain overlooking our little farm.
I don’t mind the inconvenience of explaining where Bedford County is, repeating again and again that my neighbors were not Amish, that I’ve never seen the Liberty Bell or even Punxatauny Phil. That’s much better than hearing, “Oh my god, Flight 93. That’s where you grew up?”
* * *
I enter Pennsylvania just in time for Bill Bryson to inform me that my home state contains what is widely considered the worst section of the Appalachian Trail. He writes in A Walk in the Woods that this part of the trail has no history, features the worst views, and misses the state’s most scenic mountains—including, says Bryson, Tussey Mountain, the next range east of Wills Mountain. For hikers, like drivers, Pennsylvania seems to be one incredibly long and featureless state.
The most distinctive aspect of the Appalachian Trail in Pennsylvania is its felsenmeer, chunks of rock that poke up through the ground everywhere in roughly the size and shape of footballs. It seems Pennsylvania was on the edge of glacial advancement during the last ice age, so the ground here went through a long series of freezing and thawing, over and over again, until much of the rock was crushed and broken into little bits and strewn everywhere.
Dad and I shoveled through thousands of these rocks on our farm to dig fencepost holes. The blisters on my hands left scars that took years to fade. And I tripped over millions of these rocks during my own walks in the woods. Felsenmeer is not the huge erratic boulders or delicate and charming mica of the New England woods. It’s just billions of clunky grayish brown rocks that always seem to be exactly where you want to put your foot for your next step—the place where healthy ankles go to die.
* * *
After an hour or so in Pennsylvania, I approach Scranton, the halfway point of my trip. Here I have to leave Route 84 and catch Route 81 south down the Scranton/Wilkes-Barre corridor for an hour.
Scranton is the setting for Harry Chapin’s song, “Thirty Thousand Pounds of Bananas,” detailing the adventures of a banana-hauling truck crashing into town—easy to imagine considering this is a terrible place to drive. A big electric sign reads, “Accident Ahead” in blinking neon. It has been on every time I’ve driven through here. Maybe it’s always on.
The weather here is bad year round—even when beautiful everywhere else. Within ten miles of Scranton, things always turn ugly. The place is always shrouded in fog, and the roads seem icy even in summer. The signs are confusing, and the highway twists and turns up and down the mountains. More than once, I’ve experienced vertigo from the road hanging out on the edge of a cliff or claustrophobia where it cuts between two towering slabs of rock face.
Route 81 has about ten lanes in some places, with left and right exits and double exits stacked on top of one another. Thousands of trucks and millions of cars are all speeding or going thirty miles an hour under the limit. The huge trucks generate their own gravitational field, nearly sucking my little car under their wheels. And the trucks always do their mysterious light flicking when they pass each other. Does anyone know what this ritual means? I honestly think they’re trying to confuse me.
Back in Connecticut, I live only a few miles from the New England Tractor Trailer Training School in Somers, Connecticut, so I know for a fact that some of the people driving these huge trucks are beginners. That scares me.
* * *
A few miles south of Scranton, a road sign reads, “Ashley Sugarnotch.” One direction from the exit goes to the town of Ashley, the other to Sugarnotch. It’s comforting to know that if I ever have a sex-change operation and then break into the adult entertainment industry, I won’t have to worry about what stage-name I’ll use.
* * *
Thankfully, this treacherous section of Route 81 quickly connects with Route 80—but that’s no picnic to drive either. Many signs on Route 80 read, “Uneven Pavement.” These signs bypass the merely obvious for the incredibly obvious.
Route 80 in Pennsylvania has probably driven more than a few people insane. It spans some three hundred miles from east to west and drones its own characteristic “tha-thunk, tha-thunk, tha-thunk, tha-thunk” that lodges in your brain and stays there. The whole road is one relentless rumblestrip in slow motion.
Tonight in my dreams, I will hear the endless Route 80 tha-thunk soundtrack. Judging by past trips, it won’t go away for a week.
* * *
When Jenny, Rob, Jim, and I came through here a couple of weeks ago, we took a slightly different route. Rather than spending those long hours on Route 80, we kept going south on Route 81 to the Pennsylvania Turnpike. The detour added about half an hour to the drive, so today I’ve decided to save time by staying on Route 80, no matter how aggravating it can be.
Our turnpike drive took us near Harrisburg, the state capital and sight of the famous Three Mile Island nuclear reactor accident of 1979. As we drove by, I had the chance to tell Jenny and the boys that I had visited Harrisburg on the day of the reactor accident.
During my senior year in high school, two of my fellow school newspaper staffers and I got the day off to attend a high school journalism conference at the Harrisburg branch campus of Penn State University. The United States Army sponsored the conference, so the local army recruiter drove us there. He spent the entire trip trying (unsuccessfully) to talk us out of going to college and into joining the army instead.
I don’t remember much about the conference itself, other than the fact that it took place in a gymnasium bigger than our whole high school. I do remember crossing a bridge over the Susquehanna River and seeing the nuclear plant set on a little island off in the distance. When I got home and went to bed that night, I could hear my parents watching television downstairs. Through my drowsiness, I thought I heard the words “Harrisburg” and “evacuate.”
I got out of bed and went downstairs, something I rarely did, surprising my parents.
“What are you doing up?” Dad asked.
“Are they talking about Harrisburg?” I replied, pointing to the television.
“Some kind of problem with the power plant there,” Dad said.
“They don’t know much yet, but it looks like it might be serious,” Mom added.
I stared at the TV as the screen kept cutting from shots of talking heads to the same power plant cooling towers I had seen earlier in the day.
“In Harrisburg?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“Today?”
“Yes.” They seemed irritated by my interruption, so I shut up for a few minutes. But I couldn’t stay quiet.
“I was in Harrisburg today.”
Mom and Dad both turned to look at me where I still stood at the bottom of the stairs.
“Are they saying anything about how dangerous it is?” I asked.
“They’re not sure yet,” Dad replied.
“How long were you there?” Mom asked.
“All afternoon,” I said.
As we watched the news reports for an hour or so, I monitored my body closely. I had no idea what radiation sickness might be like. I felt no headache or upset stomach—just sleepy.
Finally, I went to bed. The next morning, I felt fine. The news reports were still vague, but no one in Harrisburg was falling over sick or dead or running around demanding brains to eat like the zombies in the original Living Dead movie filmed a few hours north near Pittsburgh—so I figured I would be okay.
I’ve long ago stopped worrying about whatever I might have been exposed to that afternoon in that college gymnasium listening to presentations about careers in journalism and in the army. I never grew armor plating or burst out of my clothes like the Incredible Hulk. But the experience makes a nice conversation piece on the long drive through Pennsylvania.
Half an hour after I finished telling my story, the boys were asleep in the backseat. So I leaned over toward Jenny and spoke softly.
“There’s one thing I’ve never told anyone about Three Mile Island.”
She leaned toward me, listening intently.
“You know that little tuft of hair on my lower back?” I asked her.
“Uh-huh,” she replied.
“It’s the strangest thing,” I continued. “The morning after Three Mile Island, I noticed that tuft for the first time. I think the radiation made it grow overnight.”
She stared at me for a few seconds before getting my joke. Later when she kissed me goodnight, she grabbed that tuft and gave it a little pull.
CHAPTER 3
Coming to See Me
About a third of the way through Pennsylvania, I drive near my sister Tam’s house. She lives with her husband Dale and their two children in a wonderful old Federal-style house in Watsontown, just off Route 80. I feel slightly guilty that I haven’t told them I’m passing through. I’d like to stop and see them, but I really want to get to the cabin as quickly as I can.
Tam is two years older than I am—twenty-six months, to be exact. Her twin sister is Pam, and my twin sister is June. Early in our lives, June and Pam were more like twins, as were Tam and I. June and Pam did okay in school but were more practical-minded than academic. Tam and I were honor students. I even looked more like Tam as a kid than I did like June.
When Tam was in high school, she spent part of a summer at West Virginia Wesleyan College in Buckhannon, West Virginia, attending a science program used to recruit new students. It must have worked because she enrolled there after graduation. On my first visit, I wanted to enroll too. I didn’t even apply anywhere else. The campus was small and pretty, and all the people seemed attractive and smart and fun—especially compared with my high school classmates.
Sometimes today, people ask me why I went to college in such a backwater place as West Virginia. But Buckhannon had a movie theater, stores, restaurants, even bars. Considering the little farm I came from, it seemed like the big city to me.
At the start of my freshman year, Dad drove Tam and me to college in a huge purple Cadillac he had bought from his brother, my Uncle Glenn. This car was so big that I used it as a clubhouse in the summer, often reading in the comfortable front bucket seats or stretching out for a nap in the back when I had a free half hour away from farm work. And Dad had driven me to my senior prom in that car. The purple Cadillac, my Saturday Night Fever white disco suit, and my Venezuelan exchange student date made me a strange sight.
When I loaded all of my sister’s luggage and belongings for college into the Cadillac, the trunk was full, and only about one foot remained in the backseat. Dad, Mom, and Tam sat in the front while I sat in the back, feet propped up on my one box of supplies as I hugged my single small suitcase.
Even in that cramped space, I spent the three-hour drive to campus quivering with joy. Throughout high school, I knew my life wouldn’t really begin until college. I figured that college people would accept me for myself—a thoughtful but happy young man—not the nerdy farmer brain-boy that my high school classmates saw. From the first day at Wesleyan, as my parents drove away, I knew I was right.
Having an older sister at college was great. We even took a couple of classes together and had friendly competitions to see who could get the best grades. (She usually did, but I caught up by her senior year.) She introduced her shy brother to lots of really wonderful people. In fact, my first girlfriend was a friend of hers . . . also my second . . . and third. Two years passed before I started meeting girls on my own.
Tam liked having me there too. We got together a couple times each week, and she used to call me at my dorm room once in a while. Tam is quite a talker—and that’s not meant as a criticism. I liked talking with her, but sometimes I had other things I needed to do.
About ten minutes into her call, I’d say, “uh-huh” and gently put the phone down on my desk while she continued to talk.
Then I’d clean my room, every now and then leaning down to the phone to say, “uh-huh.”
Then I’d work on a paper, lean down to the phone, and say, “uh-huh.”
Then I’d read a chapter in a textbook for the next day’s class.
“Uh-huh.”
Then I’d go to someone else’s room and call for a pizza.
“Uh-huh.”
Then take a shower.
“Uh-huh.”
Then go to the lobby to pick up the pizza.
“Uh-huh.”
Then grab the phone and say, “I’m sorry Tam, but I really have to go now.”
She’d reply, “I’m so glad I can talk to you. No one listens to me the way you do.”
When I get back to Connecticut, I’ll give Tam a call. I promise I’ll pay attention to every word.
* * *
I drove this same route from New England to Watsontown several times six years ago to see Mom when she lived with Tam and Dale during the last few months of her life.
When Mom sold our farm in 1985, she moved to a senior citizens’ apartment complex in Corning, New York, close to Tam and Dale, who were living in that area then. Mom thrived in her apartment, making lots of new friends and feeling grateful not to have the big old farmhouse with too much upkeep and too many memories. In no time at all, she was one of the leaders in her building, keeping extra keys to help anyone who was locked out and organizing ceramics workshops in the recreation room. She even took a few bus trips with her building-mates to Atlantic City to try her hand at gambling.
Shortly after Tam and Dale moved to Watsontown, Mom moved to another senior citizens’ building in Bedford where my Aunt Ethel (Dad’s sister) lived. Mom renewed lots of old friendships and started many more, living a happy and independent life in her one-bedroom apartment. She even drove into her seventies—which wasn’t as frightening as it might seem. She was such a terrible driver to begin with that she couldn’t get much worse.
As a kid, I always thought Mom was fragile. From my limited perspective, she mostly seemed to sit at the kitchen table in the morning and evening or nap on the couch in the afternoon. Of course, I didn’t know then the incredible toughness it took for her to cook and clean and care for a house full of kids while Dad worked away from home. And I can’t even imagine the strength it took for her to put up with Grandma’s complaints and bossiness all day as they waged their private war to see who was queen of the castle.
Although Dad and I did most of the farm work, Mom certainly did pitch in. She worked especially hard in the garden, weeding row after row of vegetables all summer long in preparation for the harvest. And she’d even drag a few haybales around to feed the cows when she had to.
When she was nearly fifty years old, she shocked me with her ruggedness. The whole family had gone to the state park for a picnic. When we were ready to leave, a summer thunderstorm suddenly blew in, so we packed and rushed toward the car to avoid the rain. My first surprise was seeing Mom run. I had never seen her run before and wasn’t sure she could. But she outran my sisters and me even while carrying a heavy basket of picnic supplies on the way to the car. Her churning legs hypnotized me, so I didn’t even have a chance to call out a warning when she headed straight for a tree root jutting six inches out of the ground.
Her toe caught the root in mid-stride, and she fell. She had built up so much speed that she hit the ground face first and bounced a few times. The picnic basket ended up under her and smashed to pieces, fried chicken, paper plates, and plastic forks scattered across the ground.
I knew Mom was dead. I couldn’t imagine someone her age and frailty surviving that fall. Already picturing the horrors of a motherless life, I ran to her side. The looks on my sisters’ faces told me that they were just as frightened.
When we got to her, she was clearly alive and sitting up and—to our astonishment—laughing.
“Wow! That was fun!” she called out, laughing even more when she saw our terrified little faces. Then Dad helped her to her feet, and they started gathering the shrapnel from the picnic basket explosion, Mom chuckling the whole time.
Eventually, however, nearly sixty years of smoking caught up with her. She went to the doctor with shortness of breath and found a pretty advanced spot on her lung. At about the same time, she developed Parkinson’s Disease and started to have trouble walking. Driving was out of the question. She needed help, so Tam and Dale took her in, converting their family room into Mom’s bedroom.
They took wonderful care of Mom, and she benefited enormously from being around Tam and Dale’s young children. I visited several times in the fall of 1994, sometimes by myself and sometimes with my then-wife Stephanie, who got along well with Mom.
During the Christmas holidays that year, Stephanie and I stopped at Tam and Dale’s for a couple days before driving on to see Stephanie’s family in Ohio. Near midnight the day after Christmas, Dale called Ohio to tell us that Mom had taken a very bad turn and that Tam had driven her to the hospital. We cut short our Ohio visit and headed back to Pennsylvania.
Mom was in good spirits when we got there, but annoyed that this visit to the hospital had interrupted her holidays. The immediate crisis seemed to have passed, but Mom was definitely on an overall downturn. Even though she held little hope that it would work, she decided to try an aggressive regimen of chemotherapy. Stephanie and I stayed a few days, then went back to New England, promising to come back soon.
Mom knew I had always detested her smoking, but she refused to believe that cigarettes were bad for her. When I complained about her smoking once many years ago, she said, “I work hard taking care of you kids and your dad. I like to smoke. Don’t you think I deserve to do something I like?” How could I argue with someone who saw smoking as a reward rather than a health risk? But during our visit at the hospital, she told me, “The doctors say smoking did this to me . . . I don’t know . . . maybe they’re right.” It was the worst thing she ever said about smoking.
Two more visits occurred during the next three weeks, first both Stephanie and me, then just me. Mom was in bad shape on the first of these visits. The chemotherapy had made her even sicker and more fatigued than she felt from the cancer and the Parkinson’s. She slept often, even drifting off in the middle of a sentence, only to rouse five minutes later and laugh about her inability to stay awake. We brought her several silk scarves that she could wear over her head now that her hair had begun falling out. She liked them and told us she felt like a movie star in them. Her sense of humor had always been a comfort to her in hard times, and it hadn’t abandoned her yet.
On the second visit, even her sense of humor didn’t help much. I arrived on a Friday evening to find that nearly all of Mom’s hair was gone. The slippery silk scarves wouldn’t stay on her head, so she had stopped wearing them. She told me she felt like a bald old man, and then she tried to laugh. The laugh turned into a cough that didn’t stop for an hour.
By Saturday, Mom was so weak that her dentures wouldn’t stay in her mouth, so the nurses put them on her bedside table. Without them, she couldn’t talk coherently. She slept for half an hour at a time, woke to see me, mumbled something, and then got frustrated that she wasn’t making any sense. Then she drifted off to sleep again, exhausted by the combination of her diseases and medications, especially the antibiotics.
Mom slept almost all of Sunday, waking only occasionally to look at me while we held hands. Her breathing was so labored that each inhale was a surprise. Every exhale devastated me, torn between wishing she could rest and wanting her to stay. She kept going, little more than sheer stubbornness keeping her alive.
The nurses were having trouble finding veins in her arms to keep the antibiotics flowing. They didn’t say anything, but their faces weren’t hopeful. Before I left on Sunday, I called my brother Ronnie. We had drifted apart and hadn’t spoken for several years. When his wife called out to him that “John” was on the phone, I could hear him in the background ask, “John who?” She replied, “Your brother John.”
I told Ronnie that if he wanted to see Mom, he should come as soon as possible because she had very little time left. My brother Norman arrived at the hospital that day, so I visited with him for a while before I left. Norman wept openly in the hallway while we talked, but I felt numb. After a while, I walked to my car, sat down, locked the doors, cried for an hour, and drove home.
* * *
We’ve all seen the soap operas where a character discovers her “real father.” It turns out that the man who raised her and whom she called “Daddy” all those years is not her real father at all—just some guy who made an “honest woman” out of her mother decades before. Her real father is actually the town drunk or the murderer recently paroled from prison or the town’s richest oil baron or even—uh, oh—that nice older gentleman she started dating last month.
My story is not nearly as dramatic. For most of my life, I had a sneaking suspicion that Mom was not my “real mother.” As a teenager, I had Dad’s eyes and high forehead and muscles and usually calm temperament. Mom sometimes seemed to be an alien creature so much more like my sisters than me. Don’t misunderstand me—she was a wonderful mother, dedicated and kind and generous and funny. But she wasn’t like me. She was softer and rounder, had an unpredictable temper, a lack of patience, and an inability to drive a car effectively.
Dad was definitely Dad, but how could this woman be my real mother?
I understand that the biology behind this fantasy made no sense—not even soap opera sense. Finding out that your Mom is not your real mother is something that happens only in Psycho sequels. Because Mom told so many stories about what a difficult pregnancy and birth I had been, she clearly thought I was her biological son. And I have a twin sister, obviously Mom’s child. The whole thing was beyond my powers of explanation, yet I held tightly to the not-my-real-mother fantasy for much of my life.
It took two unrelated moments in my late-thirties to put away my childish fantasy. One afternoon while I backed my car out of a parking space at the gym, my workout partner chuckled. I asked what was funny, and she told me that I backed the car “like an old lady.” I immediately had a flash of Dad harshly criticizing Mom’s driving. When I pondered that memory later in the day, I realized that I never criticize anybody’s driving. People drive the way they drive—different styles for different drivers. Dad and I may have the same shaped hands, but when it came to criticizing drivers, we took very different roads.
Of course, the relative I resemble in the car is Mom. Her driving used to make me crazy even before I could drive myself. She was well into her forties when she finally got her license. Even at age twelve, I saw that she had very little idea what was going on behind her. She seemed content to travel down the interstate at forty miles per hour, confident that she would never run into anything or anyone. She was right. She never hit a thing with her car, but the drivers screaming past her and shaking their fists were running the risk of head-on collisions. This was a woman who stopped at green lights because she was afraid they would turn yellow. Mom was completely safe—just a terror for everyone else on the road.
I maintain and sometimes even exceed the speed limit when I’m on the highway, so that’s not where the connection is. It’s backing up. Mom inched backward a millimeter at a time, looking frantically over one shoulder, then the other, then back and forth again until she was dizzy. I’m not that bad, but I admit that I always make a tight U-turn in the driveway so my car points headfirst toward the street. And I’ll walk an extra half a mile at the mall to find a “pull-through” parking space that requires no backing to enter or leave.
Not long after the driving revelation, I decided to shave the beard that covered my chin for nearly twenty years. I’d started growing it in my late teens and endured all the jokes about how scraggly it grew. Eventually, the bald spots filled in. People only occasionally ask me what I’m hiding behind my beard. I usually claim that I don’t like shaving or that I’m tired of being a baby face.
The day I shaved it, however, I found what I had been hiding. As I wiped the steam from the bathroom mirror, I saw Mom’s face staring back. I still had Dad’s forehead and eyes and the top half of his nose, but from there down, I was my mother. In my amazement, I uttered a few soft curses and even saw Mom’s words in the shape and movements of my mouth. Good lord, I thought to myself at long last, she is my real mother.
Maybe I don’t back the car quite like an old lady, but I started growing my beard back that same day.
* * *
When I first started dating Stephanie, a black woman, my mother asked me if I cared what other people thought about our interracial relationship.
“Not really,” I told her. “But I am interested in what you think.”
“Well,” she said, studying the floor, “I guess if you’re in love and happy, that’s what’s important.”
Five years later, I picked my mother up at the Columbus, Ohio, airport. I was twenty-eight years old and about to marry Stephanie. We drove ninety minutes to Stephanie’s parents’ home in rural Ohio where the wedding would take place. Mom was talkative as we drove through the darkness on unfamiliar country roads.
“Does Stephanie’s family have many white friends?” she asked.
“Sure,” I replied. “It’s a mostly white town, so they have lots of white friends.”
“I just was worried that I’d be out of place at the wedding,” she said.
I laughed. “Well, if you’re out of place sitting in the audience, imagine how I’ll feel up in front of everybody.”
“Is it strange to be marrying someone so different?”
“Stephanie isn’t really that different,” I said. “We’re a lot more alike than different. She grew up outside a small town and went to a small high school, just like I did. Her parents worked, just like you and Dad. Their family wasn’t rich or poor. She has lots of the same interests as I do. Race is about the only difference, but we’re both human.”
“I guess,” Mom said, and then she was thoughtful for a moment.
Then she asked, “Do you remember your cousin Danielle?”
“The one who’s a kindergarten teacher?”
“She bought a house,” Mom said. She was always fond of telling me mundane information about people I hadn’t seen in at least a decade.
“Uh-huh,” I said.
“She’s not married,” Mom continued.
“Uh-huh,” I repeated.
“She bought the house with a friend of hers who works at another school,” Mom said.
“Her boyfriend?” I asked.
“That’s the funny thing,” Mom said. “It’s another woman. They’re both in their thirties, never been married, no kids.”
I remembered Danielle fondly. She was a great athlete even as an adolescent. We played basketball when she came to visit, and she always beat me even though I was already taller than she was by the time I was nine and she was thirteen.
“Do you think they’re a couple?” I asked.
Mom turned toward me. “What do you mean?”
“You know,” I said. “Are they gay?”
“No!” Mom said, pushing her back against the passenger door. “That’s just gross. I can’t understand that whole thing. It just makes me sick.”
“What?” I asked.
“Two women together—that’s just sickening,” she said.
“Well,” I continued, “there are people who think it’s sickening that Stephanie and I are together.”
Mom was quiet.
“In fact, it used to be against the law for me to marry Stephanie. And there are still people in the world who would kill us if they could get away with it, just because we love each other.”
“But they’re two women,” Mom said. “It’s unnatural.”
“There are plenty of men and women together who aren’t very ‘natural.’ Men who hit their wives, women who scream at their husbands—that doesn’t sound very ‘natural.’ ”
“What kind of lives can they have together?” Mom asked. “What do they do with each other?”
I chuckled. “I imagine they do pretty much what every couple does. They worry about the bills and watch TV, sit on the porch at sunset. They argue about stupid little things. When one of them is sick, the other one takes care of her. They go to weddings. They complain about their bosses. Pay the mortgage. Gossip about relatives. They love each other.”
“But when I think about them in bed,” Mom said with a shudder, “it’s sickening.”
I laughed again. “Then don’t think about them in bed. Besides, there are plenty of things that straight couples do in bed that a lot of people think are sickening. But those couples are allowed to do what they want. Suppose somebody told you and Dad that the love you felt for each other and the way you expressed that love was ‘sickening.’ Suppose they told you that you shouldn’t be together, that your love was wrong and evil. How would you feel about that?”
“Grandma felt that way about us,” Mom said.
My dad’s mother had objected to the fact that Mom had a child from her first marriage when she and Dad got married. It didn’t matter to Grandma that Mom was a young widow. To her, it was still a scandal. Mom and Grandma didn’t really become friends until after Dad died.
“How did that make you feel?” I asked.
“I didn’t like it,” Mom said.
We drove a few miles in silence. The wipers ticked away a steady drizzle. After a while, I started wondering about something. “Is she nice?”
“Who?” Mom asked.
“Danielle’s girlfriend.”
Mom laughed. “You know what? She is. She’s funny and smart, and she likes to tease Danielle about her short hair. They seem really happy together.”
The next evening, after the wedding, Mom sat at the kitchen table with Stephanie’s mother and her relatives and friends, all of them women between fifty and seventy-five, half of them black, half white. Mom happily joined in the discussion of pride and disappointment in all their many kids, some of whom were within earshot and rolled their eyes each time their name came up—me included.
Nobody felt out of place at all.
* * *
From a very early age, I thought Mom had trouble remembering my name—especially if I did something that got on her nerves. When she tried to yell at me, she went through every male name in our family to get to mine: “Bill, er, Norman, I mean, Ronnie, ohhh . . . John. I know your name is John! I’m not crazy!” She’d call out, laughing, forgetting what annoyed her in the first place. I started calling these little incidents, “stuttering mothering.”
The last time I visited my sister Tam, she had several episodes of Mom’s “stuttering mothering,” calling me by the names of both her husband and son before she got to mine. As we sat around the dinner table, she looked straight at me and said, “Dale, ahhh, Andrew, oh crap! John.”
I may have inherited some of Mom’s qualities that I hide behind my beard, but Tam got a few of Mom’s quirks as well.
* * *
After I went to college, I sometimes felt awkward around Mom. She had seen me as her “baby” for so many years that I got defensive around her. I wanted to be a full-grown adult from age twelve, and I resented being thought of as her “little boy.” So I didn’t come to visit her as much as she wanted. I even stayed at college to take extra classes and work each summer instead of coming home.
During my senior year, I had reconstructive ankle surgery. Mom came to “take care of me” during my three days in the hospital. She wouldn’t even stay in the motel across the street—she stayed in my room, telling the nurses who objected that she had to take care of her “baby boy.” They looked at her, then at me (the bearded six-footer stretched out in the bed), then shrugged. How could they argue with a woman who thought of a twenty-one-year-old man as a “baby”? Seven years later when I had gall bladder surgery, I didn’t call her until after the operation for fear that she would come and stay in my room again. Once was more than enough.
I never completely shut Mom out of my life, but I didn’t come to visit her as often as she wanted. I only called her once a month or so, not every week as my sisters did. Each time I called, she inevitably asked, “When you coming to see me?” then followed up the question with words that prickled the hair on my neck and made me invent excuses to stay away: “I miss my little baby boy.”
* * *
Throughout the week after I visited Mom in the hospital that second time, I half expected Tam’s call to tell me that Mom had died. She did call on Thursday afternoon, surprising me with the news that Mom had improved enough to be released to a nursing home. In fact, Tam was calling from Mom’s room at the nursing home, and she said Mom wanted to talk to me. I was flabbergasted because the last time I saw Mom, she couldn’t talk at all.
“John?” her voice came strong and almost clear through the phone.
“Mom?” I asked. “How are you feeling?”
“When you coming to see me?” Mom asked, the same question I had heard so many times with slight measures of guilt and dread. This time, however, the answer was easy.
“How’s Saturday? Can you squeeze me into your social calendar?”
“Good,” she replied.
So Stephanie and I packed our overnight bags on Friday and prepared to drive six hours southwest the next morning.
Tam called at about seven Saturday morning to tell us that Mom had died Friday night. The antibiotics that were making her so weak were also keeping her alive. Without them, she had a temporary upswing, but the cancer was then free to run its final, rapid course. In a daze, we added a few extra items to our bags and changed our destination from Watsontown to Madley for Mom’s funeral.
CHAPTER 4
Learning to Swear
When I tell rich city people that I grew up in the country, sometimes they ask me really ignorant things—like whether or not I had sex with farm animals or if I’m an inbred mountain man like the guys in the movie Deliverance.
Although I had a mostly normal rural childhood, the region did contain some very isolated hillbilly areas. People in these places bought cheap house trailers, tore out and sold the oil or gas furnaces, and then built campfires inside. Roving bands of wild dogs were rumored to carry away livestock and disobedient children. And some people were related to one another in a few too many ways—for example, one particular character known as “Uncle Myself.”
At a gas station in central Pennsylvania, I see a set of twin boys who really are dead ringers for the banjo-playing hillbilly kid in Deliverance. I’m reminded that Pennsylvania is a very complex state, with some big, sophisticated cities, as well as lots of farmland and isolated hills that have more in common with the rural American southeast than with nearby New England.
During graduate school at Indiana University of Pennsylvania (in the town Indiana, in the state Pennsylvania), I met the wife of one of my new professors, a high school teacher originally from upstate New York. When she and her husband moved here, she rationalized that Pennsylvania would be okay because it was “next to New York.” But after a few months of teaching Pennsylvania kids, she changed her mind. “Pennsylvania isn’t next to New York,” she lamented. “It’s next to West Virginia.”
As rural Pennsylvanians, the most popular target for our jokes were West Virginians. Even Dad occasionally teased Mom good-naturedly because she was born there, calling her a “hoopie.” But most of the jokes I heard from other people were pretty mean. I guess we felt the need to validate our own sophistication by putting down people we saw as even more deprived than ourselves.
One joke I remember clearly from those days went like this: How can you tell a rich West Virginian from a poor West Virginian? The rich West Virginian has two cars up on blocks outside his trailer. Another one posed this question: Why did the West Virginians build a bridge across the Ohio River? In case it rained, they could swim across under it and not get wet. Despite their nasty tone, those two are just silly. This one is horrible: How do you define a West Virginia virgin? A ten-year-old girl who can outrun her brothers.
Ironically, when I went to college in West Virginia, my first visit home surprised me with how run-down and depressed our farm and the surrounding area looked. West Virginia may not have been exactly cosmopolitan, but we weren’t the center of any universe either.
* * *
When I came home from college for a family reunion, one of my cousins asked me what I was studying.
“Sociology,” I said.
“Well,” he replied, “that there must be some goddamned important shit ‘cause I don’t even know what the hell it is.” He slapped me on the back and grabbed another burger from the grill.
Another cousin asked, “Where’s that college you go to?”
“Buckhannon,” I answered.
“Is that anyplace near Fairmont?” he asked.
“About half an hour away,” I replied.
“I spent a week in jail in Fairmont once,” he told me.
What does someone say to something like that?
“Was it a nice jail?” I asked.
“Wasn’t the worst one I stayed in,” he said.
* * *
I hardly uttered a swear word before I went to college, and I still don’t swear nearly as often as most people I know. But when I turned fifteen, I decided my time had come to say bad words. On the way to becoming a grown-up, I thought I should sound like one.
For privacy, I walked down to our barn and climbed up into the hayloft. To be sure no one could hear me, I situated myself way back in the corner farthest away from our house and from the church just beyond the hill.
I started small, using some words that weren’t really swears but were the closest I came in my everyday language.
“Darn,” I whispered. “Darn it,” I continued, a little louder. Then, in a voice about half my normal volume, “Darn it all to heck!”
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