
 

  

 
FLYING WITHOUT WINGS: 

 
A Memoir 

 
 

Chapter 1: Marianne 
 

I turn thirteen on the last day of May, 1956. This is a fact. 

The rest is what I remember vividly, or have misremembered just as vividly all these years, 

accepting it as fact.   

 On the fifteenth day of July, a gorgeous green Sunday in Louisville, with nothing to do and 

twenty-five or thirty cents in my pocket—a windfall for me in those days—I ask Mom if I can walk 

to the Uptown Theater for a movie. She surprises me by agreeing, but when Ginger, my seven-year-

old sister, asks if she can also go, Mom tells me to take her with me. I don’t mind. Ginger and I get 

along. Mom gives me enough money to cover my sister and drops an extra quarter into my hand.  

 We walk the mile-and-a-half from Lydia Street to the Uptown near Eastern Parkway and 

Bardstown Road. The movie, The Country Girl with Grace Kelly, I like in an odd kind of way, 

though I don’t understand it completely. But we have enough change from the matinee prices to buy 

Cokes and popcorn, and the cartoon and previews are always fun, so we are content. 

 The walk back home is uneventful for most of the way. When we are a few front yards from 

our California bungalow, Kathy, at five the youngest in the family, comes running up to us, 

babbling incoherently. Ginger translates. There’s been a car wreck. Marianne is hurt. Mom’s gone 

to the hospital and our aunt May G is staying with us till Mom gets back. 

 I hurry into the house. Allen, my oldest sibling, is slouched on the couch, curled in a strange 

cocoon-like configuration in the dark living room. Without looking up at me, he says, “Marianne’s 

been in a car accident. She’s in the hospital. It’s really bad.”  



                                                                                                             

 I’m afraid to ask how bad.  

 May G appears from somewhere. “Hi, honey. You doing okay?” She looks stricken, her 

deep-set eyes darker than usual, puffy. 

 I nod and ease down the hallway to my bedroom, closing the door behind me. My room’s a 

mess. I straighten the covers on my bed, fluff the pillow, throw the dirty clothes into a single pile. I 

have no idea what to do or how to think about this. There’s a crucifix on the wall above my bed and 

I study it: Christ, dying, leans out, the sinews of his arms bulging like ropes, drops of blood at his 

hands and feet, a crown of thorns atop his head.   

 I look away and wonder why Mom doesn’t call. Then I wonder if there’s anything I can do 

that might keep my sister safe. A prayer? But I feel foolish, as if I’m on stage and everything is an 

act for someone to watch. I wonder if God is watching. If God is watching, maybe I should make a 

vow, maybe promise to become a priest, which is something God would find pleasing according to 

the nuns at school, who keep urging us boys to consider the priesthood. You might have a vocation, 

they say. It would be a sin to deny it. But how can I have a vocation, liking girls the way I do, 

loving the kissing games at parties, playing doctors with girls down the street on a few occasions? 

Priests take a vow of celibacy, and I know what that means, and it doesn’t sound reasonable. It 

occurs to me that I can’t fool God, that even if I make a promise God would know it’s bogus, and 

I'm 

embarrassed for considering a con game with the Creator. I feel like a carnival huckster with some 

worthless trinket to sell. Kneeling beside my bed, I begin a Hail Mary. 

 May G knocks and opens my door and stands beside me. I’ve been caught praying and feel a 

blush climbing up my neck. When she speaks, my aunt’s words convey a darkness, her implication 

being that this is real, something a prayer cannot diminish. I don’t quite know how to think about 

what she says. When she turns to leave, I finish my prayer, just in case. 



                                                                                                             

 The afternoon drags on. When Mom returns that evening, she leans on Uncle Harry’s arm as 

if she’s forgotten how to walk. She doesn’t acknowledge anyone as she limps past us in the living 

room. Ginger tries to go to her, but Mrs. Finck, the next-door neighbor who has brought over a pot 

of chicken soup, says, “Not now, honey. Your mother needs to rest.” I want to tell her to get out of 

our house but don’t have the courage. 

 I still don’t know how badly Marianne is hurt, but there’s a terrible heaviness to the air. 

When Allen turns for the front door, I rush after him. Where has he been all this time? The porch is 

shadowy; beyond, the crickets are singing from their hiding places. “Allen?” I say, but can’t say 

anything more. 

 “Marianne’s dead,” he says in a voice so empty of life it frightens me. 

 I wonder how he discovered this but I cannot ask. I’m relieved to finally know, and I’m 

surprised by the bizarre, heady excitement that surges through me. It seems wrong. Childish and 

stupid. A chill falls on me like a sudden breeze and I can't stop shaking. 

“Nothing’s ever going to be the same,” I say to my brother, who at eighteen seems almost a 

man to me. I know why I say those words to him and know how I want him to respond. 

 “Of course it won’t be the same,” he says, staring at me as if I’ve lost my mind. “Not ever.” 

He glides down the steps like an airy ghost. I follow his form with my eyes until it vanishes 

as he turns on the sidewalk toward the parkway. I look out into the neighborhood. Lights glimmer in 

the windows across the street as if everything in the world is as it should be, as it has always been. 

Fathers are home, mothers have cooked supper for their families, television screens flicker light and 

dark against living-room walls, and somewhere down the block, there's laughter from people sitting 

on their front porch, enjoying a perfect summer night. 

In the yard, lightning bugs rise from the grass, their neon bodies pulsing in a whitish-green. 

A week ago I chased these creatures, captured them in a pickle jar with holes punched into the lid. It 



                                                                                                             

seems like years. I feel old, and I wonder about my part in this death. Have I failed my sister and 

my family by not trading my happiness for Marianne's life as I tried to pray in my room? Surely not. 

Ridiculous, I decide. But a quiet voice, persistent, niggling, suggests it’s possible, suggests that I 

should have made the trade. Maybe you could have made a difference, the voice whispers. 

 Almost all of what I learn about the accident comes from the newspaper the next morning. 

There’s a picture of my sister, the caption saying something about “fatally injured.” I’ve always 

confused critically and fatally, but that will never happen again. The story explains how the four 

teenagers on a double date decided to go to a private swim club in Shelby County, a drive of twenty  

miles or so, and were turned away at the gate because they were not members. Refused entrance, 

Bobby, Marianne’s date, gunned his Chevy down the long gravel road leading away from the club, 

raising a dust storm. As the car rumbled over the loose gravel it began sliding out of control. At a 

slight curve the car rolled several times and came to rest on its side. Three teens emerged through 

the open windows on the driver’s side. Marianne was pinned beneath the car. The teens, with the 

help of adults from the club, rolled the car upright, and minutes later an ambulance arrived. 

Marianne was pronounced dead when she arrived at the small county hospital. 

 There were some bruises and sprains suffered by the surviving teens, but no broken bones. 

Bobby, the driver, escaped unscathed. 

 

At Marianne’s funeral, flowers in red and yellow and pink cover the floor of the big room where the 

casket stands. Bobby's family has sent a spray of fifty white roses that covers the closed lower 

portion of the casket. A titter rises from one side of the room and I see Bobby holding court with a 

cluster of his friends. Something resembling a smile on his face makes me bristle. Uncle Ray drapes 

an arm around my shoulders and walks with me to the casket. There I stare at my sister, wondering 

if I dare touch her hands, which are wrapped in a beautiful rosary that I've always thought was one 



                                                                                                             

that she had made as an eighth grader at St. Elizabeth Parochial School. I study Marianne's long, 

thin fingers, so incredibly still, and I’m bothered by quietness of her face, not a flutter of an eyelash, 

not the twitch of a muscle at her mouth. I want to see her smile again. Uncle Ray’s body trembles 

next to mine and when he cries I worry that I’m not crying too. I glance over my shoulder again at 

Bobby, who suddenly seems like a kid to me, not a sixteen-year-old with a driver’s license. Mom is 

gliding toward him; she tiptoes to his ear and whispers something. Bobby’s handsome face morphs 

into an unhappy mask. Good. The son of a bitch. Tall and athletic, he towers above her, but she 

takes his hand like he’s a child and they approach the casket together. I twist out of Uncle Ray’s 

arm to find a place to hide. 

 

The Friday night following the funeral Mom astonishes me with an announcement.  

 “I want you all home and cleaned up and dressed nicely tomorrow night at five thirty,” she 

says to all of us that evening. “Bobby’s going to join us for dinner. I'm thinking about fried chicken. 

How does that sound?” 

 “Why'd you ask him to join us?” I say.  

 She looks at me sharply. “Do I need your approval? Are you suddenly the man of the 

house?”  

 “I just don’t understand it.” A thought flits through my brain: There are four of us whose 

lives Bobby can still destroy. I want to say it to Mom, but I can’t. I search for language that will 

explain what I mean, that will let my mother know how I feel. “It would be nice if you had asked us 

if we wanted him over,” I finally say, and look at Allen and Ginger and Kathy.  

Allen shrugs his shoulders, his eyes never leaving the television. Ginger says, “Yum. Fried 

chicken, my favorite.” Kathy says, “Bobby gives good shoulder rides,” and claps her hands. 

Mom’s stare is unrelenting. “I’ve sent you to Catholic school all these years. Haven’t you 



                                                                                                             

learned how to forgive?”  

“Why should I forgive the creep? He was smiling at the funeral home. How could he have 

done that?” My eyes sting when I look up at my mother and she reaches for me, but I back away 

and head for my bedroom. 

The next morning when Mom’s at the grocery I make some phone calls and arrange a three-

on-three football game with Packy and Chico and some other buddies. The place, a sandlot a few 

blocks away. We’ll meet at four thirty. I might get in trouble, but I’m not interested in breaking 

bread with Bobby. 

The game is fun, the score swinging back and forth. We’re all friends on this vibrant green 

field, and though we play tackle, we never try to hurt each other. My side has elected me 

quarterback. I’m just average size for my age, but I’m pretty elusive and can throw an accurate 

spiral. We’re in the process of marching down the field for the tying touchdown when I hear, “Joe, 

your mom wants you home right now.” 

At the side of the sandlot stands Bobby, all six feet two of him. How has he found me? 

“We’re in the middle of a game here,” I yell. 

“C’mon, man, your mom asked me to bring you home. Ginger squealed on you, so I didn’t 

have a way to beg off.”  

He strides across the grass and puts a hand on my shoulder, but I jerk away. “Get off the 

field,” I tell him. “We’ll be finished in a little while.” 

“Help me out here,” he pleads, and I almost smile as I turn back into a huddle. 

Bobby grabs me on both sides of my belt line, lifts me up, ducks under my legs, and plops 

me down on his shoulders as he rises to his full height. His strength astonishes me. I’m a rag doll 

stuffed with cotton to him. 

“Let me down!” I explode, but he has my legs pinned with his arms. “Bobby, goddamnit, 



                                                                                                             

put me down right now.” Lurching, I consider pummeling away at his face, biting his ear, gouging 

out his eyes. My heart hammers and I can feel the reverberations at the top of my head. I clench my 

fists, but Bobby is a head taller than I am and I don’t know what he’s capable of. In a word, I’m 

scared. Afraid of an ass-kicking, I do nothing, and I’m ashamed of it. I know my buddies are 

watching me and I can’t meet their eyes. 

His hands clamped around my ankles, Bobby heads for Lydia Street. He chats with me as if 

we’re pals as he saunters down the sidewalk, but I don’t answer him. He talks about stupid stuff, 

how nice the weather is, how good the chicken smells at my house. I search for a response that will 

wound him but find nothing. The back of my throat sours with vomit. 

By the time we arrive at my front yard I can’t speak. My hands shake, my legs tremble. I try 

to take in a breath but can’t seem to find enough air. At the bottom step leading up to the porch, 

Bobby leans down and I slide from his shoulders. 

Waiting there for our return, Mom looks pleased. “Got a free ride, did you?” she says to me 

before beaming at Bobby. She places a hand on his arm. “Thanks,” she says. “That was sweet.” 

Bobby smiles. 

I hear my voice and marvel at its boldness, its clarity. “There was nothing sweet about it,” 

the voice says. “Bobby was showing off, the same damn way he was showing off when he killed 

Marianne.” 

Mom flinches as if smacked. There’s a moment of silence before she finds her words. “Joe, 

that’s horrible! Apologize this instant.” 

I’m exhilarated by the crimson blush rising in Bobby’s cheeks. No, there will be no apology.   

Never, I think as I climb the steps. Never. 

  

Chapter 2: Fighting 



                                                                                                             

I am playing in the back yard of a sometimes friend. Paul is nine, a year younger than I am,   but he 

stands about even with me. His hair is so blond it’s almost white, and his upper teeth p hard against 

the inside of his lips. Paul seldom smiles. 

We are building a kid-size clubhouse with wood and hammer and nails, and a disagreement 

is fermenting in the summer sun. Finally he pushes me away from our project in disgust. I push him 

back, but I’m sorry I do because he starts screaming at me and picks up the hammer. I don’t know 

what to expect from Paul, but surely, I think, he’s not going use it as a weapon. When he flings the 

tool at my head, I duck, and I know it hasn’t missed me by much. I crash into him, knocking him 

against the flimsy construct, sending both the boy and his building topsy-turvy. Then I turn and run. 

At home I brood over the incident for a few minutes. I am thinking Paul might be crazy, but 

I’m not sure because I’ve never really known a crazy person. My reasoning goes something like 

this: If that hammer had hit me in the head, I might be in the hospital right now. I might be dead. 

Who tries to kill somebody over a stupid disagreement? Who, that is, besides someone who is crazy.  

Paul is pretty famous around the neighborhood for his temper, so maybe he’s not actually 

crazy, maybe he just has a really bad temper, but there seems to be some kind of connection 

between the two. I can’t figure it out, though, and I soon forget about the incident.                        

 The phone call comes shortly after Mom gets home from work. Two longs and a short 

signals our ring. I can overhear one side of the conversation from the divan in the living room, and 

Mom sounds unhappy. “I’ll talk to him, Myrtle,” she says. “I’m so sorry about this.”  

“Joe, get in here this instant,” she calls, and points to a chair across from where she’s sitting 

at the dining-room window seat by the phone. “Why on earth did you start a fight with Paul?”  

 So the little puke has told his mother I started it. I can’t think of anything to say but the 

obvious. “It’s a lie, Mom. He pushed me and I pushed him back. And then he threw a hammer at 

me, so I knocked him down.” 



                                                                                                             

“You are not allowed to fight. I don’t care what anyone does to you, you just walk away 

from it. Fighting is off limits.” 

“He threw a hammer at my head.  Jeeeez, what was I supposed to do?”    

“Watch your tone, young man. I just told you, and I’ve told you before. Walk away. I want 

you to go over and apologize to Mrs. Berkimer.” 

“For what?” 

“For hurting her son, who’s a year younger than you are.” 

“No.” 

“I beg your pardon?” 

“I’m not going to apologize. He started it. I didn’t do anything wrong.” 

Mom is surprised. She sits there looking at me with a strange expression on her face. “Well, 

we’ll see about that, son of mine,” she says at last. “Go to your room and think about it. I don’t 

expect to see your face until you change your mind. No dinner, no TV, no nothing until you decide 

that I’m in charge around here, not you. March.” 

“Mom,” I moan, “that’s not fair.” 

“Now.” Her forefinger points the way. She follows me to the steps going upstairs, opens the 

door, and then she makes sure the door is shut firmly behind me. 

After a little while I smell chicken frying in the kitchen and know that there will be rice and 

gravy and green beans, and probably some canned cranberry sauce, too. My favorite meal of all 

time. Then I think about the shows on TV that I’ll miss. It’s Tuesday, the best night of the week: 

first Gene Autrey at eight, then Red Skelton at eight thirty. I ponder this for fifteen or twenty 

minutes. Maybe more. I’m hoping I can wait her out, that she’ll change her mind. I hear Marianne 

setting the table in the dining room. It’s her job every evening, and the way she does it—singing 

some tune from the radio’s Top 40 or chatting with whoever is passing through the room—makes 



                                                                                                             

me think she likes doing it. The knives and forks rattle against the chipped china plates. If it was any 

other night, I think. But it’s not. 

I creep down the stairs and turn into the kitchen. “Okay, I’ll do it,” I tell my mother. 

“Do what?” she says, turning from the stove, though I know she knows exactly what I mean. 

In one hand she holds a spatula; the other rests on her hip as she stares with her sternest gaze. 

“Apologize.” I’m barely able to say the word. 

“And I expect you to mean it, young man. Don’t think you’re going to get away with 

anything, because when you get back I’m going to call Myrtle and see how it went. Any funny 

business and you’re right back in your room.” 

She has me and she knows it. I know it too.  

I also know there’s nothing fair about life, but I’ve known that ever since my dad died three 

years ago. This is just the latest proof. 

 

Chapter 3: At the Facility 

“I was sitting in the sunroom when this orderly, this big black shit of a guy, says, ‘Take that 

University of Kentucky sweatshirt off right now. I got a Louisville Cardinals sweat I’ll give you.’” 

Spittle sprays from Allen’s lips as he describes the encounter to me. “What I should’ve done was 

give him the finger.” His hands shake, his voice rises. “I should’ve said, ‘Fuck you, you asshole.’” 

He stabs the middle finger of his functioning right hand into the air.  

It’s 2011. My brother is 73, five years my senior. I’ve seen him agitated any number of 

times over the years, but never like this. His words sound racist, but I can't recall that he has ever 

before subscribed to that liturgy or worn that pointed white hood of prejudice.  

 The nurses’ station in this rehab/nursing facility is just beyond the open door of his room, 

and I want to hush him. I know his words are being overheard and I am embarrassed for him, for the 



                                                                                                             

employees, for myself. Why this latter feeling, I’m not sure, other than the fact that he is my 

brother. I believe he has related the orderly’s words honestly but hasn’t understood the man’s 

intentions. The guy had to have been joking, a playful, edgy repartee that often takes place between 

fans of these intrastate rivals, and I consider explaining this to Allen. I pause, wondering if an 

explanation would be seen by him as an invitation to continue his tirade. I decide to change the 

subject. 

 “Do you have your coins ready to go?” I ask.       

He does. He points to four small boxes, one atop the other on the floor, coins he has ordered 

and collected since entering the Facility: proof sets, silver commemorative coins, rolls of 

uncirculated quarters and dollar coins, a half-ounce gold coin. It’s a continuation of a lifelong 

hobby. In his mid-twenties, he owned a 1793 U. S. flowing-hair half cent in good condition, 

purchased for $100, but that particular piece he sold long ago at a profit, so it is gone, as is, it 

seems, his entire collection from his pre-stroke days, especially gold and silver coins, apparently 

having been divided among Allen’s two grown daughters. Gone also is his house, sold several 

months after his stroke for substantially less than market value, thus erasing most of the equity. Any 

money left, one of the daughters suggested, has gone for cleaning and clearing-out expenses. A 

lifetime of possessions have disappeared in a blink. Now Allen has begun to fret over his new mail-

order coin collection, worrying that it too will disappear. I place the boxes next to him on the bed, 

where he sits, his back against the inclined mattress.  

“I’ve made a list of everything,” he says as he picks up a spiral notebook and starts paging 

through it fast, as if he is in some sort of race to find the list before it also disappears. “Where the 

hell is it?” 

 I suggest that he slow down, that there’s no need to rush. 

 He ignores me and finishes a once-through but does not locate the list. “Shit.” 



                                                                                                             

 I offer to help, but he pages through the notebook again, from the front, and this time finds 

what he’s looking for. “I’m going to make another copy. You take one and I’ll keep one. You’re 

sure the coins will be safe?” 

 I doubt that anyone could discover where I plan to put them and tell him so. 

 “Don’t hide this with the coins,” he instructs, waving the sheet he’s writing on. 

 Wondering why he would say the obvious, I have to work at not becoming irritated. He 

finishes the extra list and I put the boxes and one of the lists into a tote bag I’ve brought along. He 

seems satisfied. Then he nods to a package at the foot of the bed. “You might want to take a look at 

that.” 

 It’s a book entitled Free Money. I ask him if it’s something he bought. 

 “It wasn’t much,” he tells me, some defensiveness dripping into his words. “Thought maybe 

you’d want to take it and make some money for the both of us.” 

 “Probably something of a scam,” I say. “I’ve never experienced free money. Well, I found a 

quarter once on the sidewalk. I suppose that would qualify.” 

 He isn’t amused. “The author guarantees results.”  

 “Everyone’s not as honest as you are. Sometimes people promise but don’t deliver.” 

 “By God, you’re right about that. Lots of promises. Lots of thieves, too. This place breeds 

them. Never in my life have I seen anything like it. I showed you my lockbox, didn’t I?” His eyes 

dart toward the door, as if someone is lurking just out of sight, eavesdropping.” 

 I nod. The metal box had been pried with a screwdriver, essentially destroyed, though the 

lock had not given. 

 “Well, that was just the start of it. I’m missing something new from my room every week. 

What’s this world coming to? I think the Lord should just send the Angel of Death down and take 

us all.” 



                                                                                                             

 “I’m not ready to go anywhere,” I tell him, determined to remain calm. Why do I let myself 

become engaged by this kind of nonsense? “And I don’t believe my grandkids are, either. Or your 

two daughters.” 

 “Send him down, Lord. Send the Angel of Death down for all of us except for Joe. The rest 

of us are ready, Lord. Joe can stay here by himself.”  

 I grab the bag of coins. “You’re being silly. I’m leaving. Your coins will be fine.” I walk 

through the door. There is no thank you or goodbye as I turn down the hall to make my escape. 

Sometimes there is, but I certainly can't be expecting any today.       

At home I think about what has happened. I decide I did the right thing by not interacting 

any further with my brother given his surly mood. I’m sure I’ve saved myself some heartache. But 

as I sit down to a ham, cheese, and tomato sandwich, my stomach grinds and a raw ingot of lead 

settles there.  

 I do some deep breathing and try to relax, but it's not working. 

“Got a headache,” I tell my wife. “I’m going to lie down for a while.” I climb the stairs and 

plop down on the king-size in our bedroom, switch on the overhead fan, turn off the light, close my 

eyes. 

 

Ten days later Susan and I are driving on I-65. We’re on our way to our son's wedding on the 

Indiana University campus in Bloomington. Fifty miles north of Louisville my cell phone rings and 

I dig it out of a pocket and hand it to Sue.  

 She flips it open. “I’m his wife,” she says after a moment. “He’s driving right now, but I’ll 

be happy to take a message.” She’s mostly silent for a minute or two, interjecting an occasional “I 

understand,” and I’m fairly certain it’s a call from Allen’s rehab facility in Louisville. I hope he 

hasn’t had another stroke. Sue says, “Thank you, I’ll tell my husband,” and snaps the phone shut.  



                                                                                                             

 “Allen wheeled himself out to the nurses’ station and demanded to see the doctor last 

weekend. When they told him he’d have to wait until Monday, he knocked a vase to the floor and 

started cursing. The lady on the phone said the glass shards went everywhere. He’s been through 

some therapy sessions this week and the woman—I think it was a staff social worker—said he 

apologized and promised it wouldn’t happen again.”       

 Allen’s behavior is getting worse. I wonder what’s going on with him. I file away the 

information about my brother, determined to enjoy the wedding. And we do. 

 

On Tuesday of the after-wedding weekend I’m at a late lunch with my writing group when my cell 

phone rings. “Hey,” Allen says. “Do you know the story ‘Gandhi at the Bat’? I’ve been looking for 

it everywhere but can’t find it.” 

 Allen is a reader. If there’s a short story—his favorite genre along with children’s books and 

YA novels—that I haven’t read, he wants to tell me about it. I rise from my seat at the booth in the 

restaurant and step to an empty adjacent room. “I’m at lunch, Al. Can I call you back?” 

 “Sure. That’s okay.” 

 “Do you remember the author?” I ask. 

 “Chet Richardson.” 

 “Got it. I’ll try to get a copy for you.” 

 “Thanks, Joe. Love you. Bye.” 

 He hangs up before I can respond. I’m certain I can find some Chet Richardson for my 

brother and decide to give it a shot. This weekend, I think. Carmichael’s Bookstore should be able 

to run it down. But before very long I get busy with my three writing classes and the student papers 

that demand to be graded, and I put it off. 

* 



                                                                                                             

I get a phone call on a Friday evening several weeks later from Allen’s facility. I believe it’s the 

same woman who made the call while we were on our way to Chris’s wedding. She says that Allen 

has been sent that morning to a Peace Center at a downtown location. “He threatened the doctors 

and nurses and aides. He told one of the aides that if things didn’t get better, he was going to go 

postal on some people. He actually used those words. Of course that’s a huge red flag, so we’ve 

sent him off for a complete physical and psychological evaluation. Since you’re his power of 

attorney, we need to get your okay before we can treat him.” 

 “Yes, that’s fine. Do what you need to do,” I tell her. “But please look at his meds. The last 

time I checked, Allen was taking two anti-psychotic drugs. That can’t be good. I’ve read that they 

sometimes interact badly. Can’t they create a psychotic episode?” 

 The woman doesn’t answer this question, but she assures me that she’s made a note of it.  

Will I give my permission for treatment while another person listens? 

 “How long will he be at Peace?” I ask. 

“Probably four days to a week.” She pauses. “I’m going to have a nurse listen for your 

permission. Is that okay?” 

The nurse listens in, I give my consent, and hang up. I have to wonder if my brother is 

losing his mind. What do I know about such things? Nothing, really, but I think he knows exactly 

what he is doing, and even if he hasn’t figured out why, I think I might know. 

A day later, I get a list of Allen’s medications and show it to my wife Susan.  She’s 

appalled, but not surprised. A licensed nutritionist who has always been interested in pharmacology, 

she explains it is not at all unusual for older residents of rehab facilities and nursing homes to be 

given many of the same medications on this list. Allen’s daily meds include Depakote, for manic 

depression associated with bipolar disorder; another unnamed mood stabilizer and anti-psychotic 

drug; Plavix, a blood thinner; Proscar, for symptoms of benign prostatic hyperplasia; Metoprolol for 



                                                                                                             

high blood pressure; Benicar for high blood pressure; Protonix for acid reflux; Trazodone, a sleep 

aid; and PRNs (pro re nata), a variety of drugs on an as-needed basis. 

I’m unhapy. Who could survive this mix of medications, much less benefit from them? 

 

Chapter 4: A New Buick 

My mother makes a habit of sitting in the rocker-recliner by the front door in her house. Her view 

carries across the carpeted floor to the small eat-in kitchen, where the old rotary phone still hangs 

on the wall; I’m always amazed that it’s the only phone in the house. From Mom's chair, if she turns 

her head to the right, she can see into the hallway, the one bathroom in the house midway down the 

hall on the left. At the end of the hall, to either side, are the doors to two medium-sized bedrooms. 

The once-white walls of the living room where Mom sits are yellowed with nicotine stains, but the 

place is all hers now, and she’s proud of it. Among other things, I imagine the home has served as a 

refuge from her memories of our last year on Lydia Street.       

  

I live across the Ohio River in a small Indiana community, and I teach at a high school 

adjacent to the University of Louisville, a few minutes from downtown, so I look in on my 82-year-

old mother once or twice a week. Over the weekend I have purchased a new '94 Buick Regal, a 

handsome automobile that the bank and I now own—mainly the bank—but I worked out a deal and 

want to show the car to my mom. 

 The month is May, a beautiful spring afternoon with the end of school approaching, and I’m 

feeling fine about the motley parts of my life, the most important of which are my wife of six years 

and our four kids and two cats. The youngest daughter is mine, but we have already begun calling 

all of them “ours.” Mom’s front door is open, the screen door locked, as usual, she in her chair 



                                                                                                             

reading as smoke curls up to the ceiling from a long gray ash on the Basic Menthol Light that’s 

precariously perched on the lip of a side-table ashtray. I knock gently so as not to startle her. 

 “Joseph Wagner,” she says, full of cheer, choosing the German pronunciation for my middle 

name. It has become obvious to me over the years that she heard it said that way to her father, my 

namesake, as she grew up on Sixth Street in the part of town now known as Old Louisville, a place 

full of Victorian homes currently in various stages of repair, but many fully restored.  

“Leona Mary Wagner,” I answer, my pronunciation anglicized. 

She unlocks the door and we chat for a while. Yes, she’s feeling okay except for her 

arthritis, which has been acting up. Yes, I can empty the waste basket under the sink and roll the big 

Rubbermaid garbage can out to the front for tomorrow morning’s pickup. 

In the midst of my kitchen duty, I check Mom’s refrigerator for items that need to be 

pitched: wrinkled tomatoes, moldy cheese, wilted lettuce, a year-out-of-date mayonnaise, limp 

carrots and celery, luncheon meat with the odor of death, a pint of chocolate almond ice cream in 

her freezer that has been there for as long as I can remember. I decide to trash it all without asking.  

 When I finish my chores I ask her if she’d like to take a ride in my new Regal.  

 “Another new car?” The question is thick with accusation, as if the word car has 

transformed in the chamber of her inner ear to speeding ticket or affair or capital crime. “I don’t 

understand you. Who are you trying to impress? Because if it is I, young man, I can tell you it’s not 

working at all.” 

 I immediately think about Mom’s battered old ’78 Ford sitting in the driveway. That she still 

takes it out on the road frightens me, but it’s her own personal declaration of independence and she 

loves the thing. Years ago, as a young man teaching in Cleveland, I decided to buy my mother a 

nice car, but a divorce with an enormous child-support settlement—and the realities of a teacher’s 

salary—have prevented that from happening. I’ve always felt sheepish about my failure to keep that 



                                                                                                             

promise to myself. 

 It’s true that I’ve had several cars over the past five years or so, but all were used, and I 

thought I’d share this small piece of personal pleasure with my mother, and I tell her so. “I have a 

question for you,” I say. “Did your parents do this to you? Every time you had something fun or 

exciting or pleasant to tell them, did they fuss with you for trying to impress them?” 

 I expect a flippant answer. Mom is a master of the glib reply. But she tilts her head ever so 

slightly, as if actually thinking about my query. Introspection is not one of her strong suits, so I  

don’t know what she might be thinking. “They were nice to me,” she finally says. There is wonder 

in her words.          

“So,” I say, and hesitate. I’m not trying to wound my mother; I’d simply like to know why 

she does this kind of thing so often.  

 “Oh, Joe, don’t be so serious all the time. You’re too sensitive.”  

She decides she’ll take a rain check on the ride. I leave a few minutes later.  

On the drive home I wonder if I’m subconsciously setting myself up when I visit my mother, 

but I have no answer and know that I’ll continue to visit until one of us dies. 

 

Chapter 5: Snake Creek 

“Hey, little brother, I’m looking at a piece of land in Marion County. It’s about 85 miles from 

Louisville. You interested in going in with me?” 

I’m living in Cleveland, having received my MAT from John Carroll University in 1966.  

I’m surprised to find I’m still here after four years, but the city is big and bustling and ethnic, unlike 

Louisville at the time, and I’m fascinated. Besides, I have a girlfriend and a new job as English 

Department Chair at a junior high on the near west side, and at the moment I’m content to stay 

where I am.  



                                                                                                             

Allen’s call comes on a chilly fall evening.       

A piece of land. “Maybe,” I say, though I’m still trying to recover financially from my two 

months in Europe this past summer with two teaching buddies. “Give me some details.” 

 “A hundred and thirty acres, all wooded, in a horseshoe-shaped hollow, steep hills rising up 

on the sides and back end. A little wet-weather creek going down the lowest part, pretty much in the 

center of the property. They want $4500 for the place.” 

 “For 130 acres? Zounds.” I’ve recently discovered the meaning of this word and use it for 

fun whenever I can. 

 He pauses. I wonder if he’s going to ask about the word, but it seems he has something else 

on his mind. I’m never sure with Allen. He doesn’t like to acknowledge that I know something he 

doesn’t know. I suppose I get that. As he sometimes reminds me, I’m younger than he is. “There’s a 

negative to it, Joe,” he says. “It’s being timbered as we speak.” 

 I ask if the place is being clear cut. 

 “I wouldn’t be calling if it was.” There’s an edge to his voice that surprises me, but then he 

softens, says that they can’t cut anything less than 16 inches in diameter, chest high, that any trees 

smaller than that will stay, and he estimates 70 percent of the trees won’t be touched. 

 I’m interested but I have no cash to speak of, no savings at the moment. I ask if he can find a 

bank in Kentucky that will finance this venture. 

 He says he’ll get back to me on that issue. He can afford a pretty nice down payment and 

thinks a bank might give us a loan for the rest. 

 

During Christmas break I head down I-71 to Louisville, a drive of a little more than six hours since 

the new interstates have been connected. At Mom’s house, a smallish Cape Cod bought for $9000 

with the insurance money a year after Marianne’s death, I meet up with Allen, who has moved into 



                                                                                                             

his own apartment. He's in his early thirties and has a solid job as an assistant manager at a blueprint 

shop.             

“I found a place that might approve a loan for the land,” he says first thing. “A tiny bank in 

Marion County. Ever heard of Bradfordsville?” 

 I shake my head. 

 “Not too far down the road from Gravel Switch.” 

 I don’t know if he’s pulling my leg and shoot him a dubious glance. 

 He laughs. “Swear to God.” He shakes my shoulders with both hands in his excitement. 

“Course you’ll want to see the place before we do any final negotiating, but I think you’ll love it.” 

 Mom walks into the living room and I give her a hug. I ask if my two sisters are going to be 

around while I’m here. 

 Mom assures me that Ginger will stop by—she sees her once a week—but Kathy's husband 

is stationed in Marietta, Georgia, and they can’t make it.       

I’ve missed my siblings and my city. Nice to be home for a week. I’m glad I’ll get to see 

Ginger but I’ll miss Kathy, who married Charlie last summer at 19 while I was in Europe. She’s my 

baby sister, a sweet girl, and I wonder when we’ll both be on the same schedule. 

 The next day, a Sunday, it's a balmy fifty degrees, very nice for Louisville in December, and 

Allen and I decide to drive to Marion County. We set out after a late breakfast, heading down I-65 

south for the first part of the trip. The drive is 85 miles and takes us about two hours. 

 As we draw very close to our destination, we turn down a tiny road that runs over a wide, 

shallow creek. There’s no bridge; instead, a slightly raised slab of concrete serves the two or three 

families living back in this dead-end section of the county.  

 “Lord willin’ and the creek don’t rise,” my brother says as we drive across, the water barely 

over the top of the slab. “Ever hear that one before?” 



                                                                                                             

 “I have, but I never really knew what it meant till now.”     

 The property line begins several hundred feet back from the gravel road, and we must walk 

through someone’s side yard—a small field, actually—to get to it. We’re not in Appalachian eastern 

Kentucky or West Virginia, but we might as well be. A small frame house lists to the left on its 

foundation stones, a defunct washing machine decorating the right side of the rough-sawed wooden 

porch as if to help balance the whole affair. 

 “How in the world did you find this place?” I say. “Good Lord, are we safe?” I’m not 

entirely sure if I’m serious or joking as I nod at the .22 caliber pistol in a holster on his hip. It’s a 

recent purchase and I know he wants to try it out. 

 “Realtor rode out with me when I met him in Lebanon. He introduced me to the owner of 

the house. Nice fella, about sixty. Said we could come by whenever we wanted.” 

 We walk the land for several hours, all the way to the back line and up both sides from the 

middle. Most of the leaves have fallen, so we get a good view of the topography. There are two 

major lumber roads that have been bulldozed along both side hills, fallen branches and treetops 

everywhere, but the lumbering looks to be completed and lots of decent-size trees remain. To our 

dismay, though, a dozen huge beech trees have been cut and left where they’ve fallen, every one of 

them hollow four to six feet up from the cut. I bemoan the beeches and the deep scars ripped across 

the two hillsides. 

“How long before the land heals from all this trauma?” I ask. 

 “The land has a way of coming back,” he says. “I hate all this mess, too, but if the place 

hadn’t been lumbered we wouldn’t be able to afford it.” He looks around, slowly turning in a three-

sixty, taking it all in. “We’ll help it come back. The state sells seedling white pines for almost 

nothing. Five hundred for ten bucks, something crazy like that. Let’s plant a thousand.” He pauses. 

“Two thousand.” 



                                                                                                             

 I suppose he’s right, and I like the idea of planting the pines, but the careless waste of it all 

offends me. I look at a movement in the swatch of sky above me: a red-tailed hawk floating on 

some up-currents. A handful of crows caw from the treetops to each other, obstreperous as ever. 

Allen takes a step and they lift off. The silence that settles on our heads is thick as a morning mist. 

I’ve never been anywhere so quiet in all my days.  

 I’m hooked and tell my brother that I’m in if I can get a loan. 

 He smiles grandly. “I’ve always wanted a piece of land like this. We’ll get the loan. I know 

we’ll get the loan. I’ll call the bank next week.” 

 On our way back to the car, we hear a distinct rattle coming from the fallen leaves just off 

the path. Allen pulls the semi-automatic .22 out of the holster on his hip and fires off five rounds in 

a few seconds. The shots echo back to us from the surrounding hills and ring in my ears.  

 “Rattler,” he says. 

 “Damn. All this and rattlesnakes too?” 

 He smiles again.           

 Al secures the loan and sends me papers from the bank to sign in January. I can afford the 

payments—sixty-something dollars a month—if I’m careful. We’re the new owners of 130 acres of 

woods replete with residents: squirrel and deer and rabbit and fox. Skunk and groundhog. Tiny 

tarantulas under rotten logs. Dozens of species of birds. And rattlesnakes.  

Allen dubs our new place Snake Creek. 

 

Chapter 6: If You Are Not Catholic 

I am in the second grade at St. Elizabeth Parochial School. A nun is explaining to my class during a 

catechism lesson that everyone in this room is very lucky, very blessed, because we are Catholics 

and the gates of Heaven are open to us, and isn't the rest of the world unfortunate. The message, 



                                                                                                             

straightforward and unapologetic: If you are not Catholic—non-Catholic is the term Sister uses—

you do not get to Heaven, and immediately I know my teacher, Sister Mary Mathias, is wrong. 

Though too shy to tell her so, I understand she is not speaking the truth. Of this there is no doubt. 

She’s simply wrong. My father died last year. He had been a non-Catholic, a Presbyterian, and a 

great dad, a good and gentle and patient man who loved me, and I loved him, and how could it be 

possible that he is not in Heaven, because if he isn’t, there is no such thing as Heaven, it doesn’t 

exist, it is make-believe and no one, no one, is there.  

 Perhaps I am, at that particular moment of 1951, the youngest agnostic alive. I know I am 

right, I know Sister Mary Mathias is wrong, and suddenly the whole concept of God and religion 

and Heaven grows dubious to me. Though I feel a little bit sorry for her, I’m also angry because 

she’s an adult, and adults are supposed to know more than I do about things like this. I feel betrayed 

by my pretty teacher, who has always seemed nice to me until now. My eyes sting but I will not cry.  

 I will not cry. 

 

Chapter 7: Wood Art 

My brother has rediscovered the magic of wood. Back in the ’70s and ’80s, he created amazing 

Christmas ornaments by cutting, gluing, and sanding pieces of oak and maple together. I have a 

eight or ten of his geometrical wooden pieces that we hang every year on our tree. Now, early in 

this new century, he is into something a bit different: gathering branches of any tree or shrub, 

cutting the branches into small sections, and then shaping and sanding them. The result is wood art 

that resembles water-smoothed stones. The pieces are silky to the touch, unsullied by any stain or 

shellac. I have bought seven pieces from him, priced anywhere between $25 and $40 per piece, 

depending on the size, beauty, uniqueness, and, I believe, my brother’s mood. He hates being 

separated from his art. 



                                                                                                             

The smallest piece in my collection is three quarters of an inch wide by an inch and a half 

long; the largest, an oval an inch and a quarter wide, two and a half long, a half inch thick. The 

grain patterns are all different, each piece having been made from a different tree. One shows 

concentric circles of beige lines on a medium-brown background, suggesting growth rings. Another, 

resembling a large, dark button, shows blond and vaguely parallel lines and is accented with 

thousands of tiny dots. I’ve never seen anything like them before. They are dazzling.  

 I’m not alone in my admiration for Allen’s wood art. In the early 2000s he began 

volunteering at Bernheim Forest, a 14,000-acre arboretum and research forest thirty miles south of 

Louisville, created through the beneficence of German immigrant Isaac W. Bernheim. My family 

traveled to Bernheim in the 1950s and ’60s for several outings. Allen has always loved the place, so 

when he retired he began volunteering in various capacities: guide, aide, gofer, and maintenance 

guy, something he’s very good at.  

It was during this time he began creating on his wood stones. A year or two later he started 

setting up a weekend display of his pieces in the spanking new Visitor Center, and visitors oohed 

and aahed over them. Suddenly eschewing any shyness that had hampered him at times along his 

road, Allen talked in depth about his artifacts and the process of creating them. More than a few 

visitors have been emotionally touched by my brother’s work. “I’ll never look at a piece of 

firewood in the same way,” one man said. Another told him, “You’ve changed my life.” Allen 

himself has wept quietly on several occasions when telling me about some of these reactions from 

those viewing his display.           

 Allen won Bernheim’s Volunteer of the Year Award in 2007; the plaque hung on his living-

room wall until his house was sold after his stroke.   

                                                                                                                                                                                    

On this particular October morning of 2008 my brother is looking for a smallish branch of a smoke 



                                                                                                             

tree, something two or three inches in diameter. My wife’s sister and her husband have a smoke tree 

in their front yard in the eastern suburbs of Louisville, and I check with them to see if they are 

willing to part with a branch that might need to be pruned back. They invite us out. 

 Not knowing what we might need to haul, we set out from my brother’s place in my pickup. 

I try to figure the best route while maneuvering through this old section, now making something of 

a comeback with young professionals looking for a bargain buy and interesting design. As I 

approach a three-way intersection crossed by a railroad track and punctuated with a stop sign, Al 

says, “You’ve got to stop here.” 

 “I see the sign, Al.” 

 “I’m just telling you because there have been a few accidents here.”    

 Miffed by his backseat driving, something he does from time to time, I decide to continue 

without saying anything else about it. A trifle, I tell myself. Forget it. 

 At my in-laws’ place, we walk around the tree and decide on a branch that needs to be 

culled. It’s an easy cut with the bow saw we’ve brought along and we are heading back five minutes 

later. When we’re close to his place, I miss a short cut that Al showed me a week or two ago. 

“Short-term memory loss?” he asks. “Alzheimer’s?” 

 Why is he doing this? “Jesus, Allen, stop it.” 

 “Not only that, but you took the longest possible fucking route out to your in-laws’ place. 

Like you haven’t lived here most of your life. Good God Almighty!”    

 I’m stunned to silence for a few seconds. When I recover, I play the I-was-trying-to-help-

you-and-this-is-the-thanks-I-get card and am immediately embarrassed by my pitiful lack of brio. I 

don’t know who I’m angrier with, my brother or myself. “Take your branch,” I say as I pull in front 

of his house, “and get the hell out of my truck. I’m sick of your stupid primogeniture bullshit.” 

 He exits, slams the door shut, grabs the limb, and hurries inside, leaving the branch on his 



                                                                                                             

porch. 

 Fuck, I say aloud, and bounce my fist off the padding of the dashboard as I pull away. What 

the hell just happened? 

 

Chapter 8: The Polyglot 

My wife Susan and I are driving to Mom’s house after enjoying an early dinner at The Bristol. It’s 

an unscheduled visit, a surprise drop-in since we are in town. On our way there, for fun, I begin 

trying to say goodbye in different languages. The French au revoir and adieu come first, and then a 

bunch at once: ciao, auf wiedersehen, sayonara, aloha, and the Spanish hasta luego and adios. 

Seven languages in all, counting English. No great accomplishment, I realize, and I’m disappointed 

that I don't know more. We laugh about it as I pull into my mother’s driveway. 

 Mom is sitting on her tiny front stoop in a fold-up chair. She rises and meets us at the foot of 

her three steps and asks if anything is wrong; she seems alarmed by the unexpected visit. Sue 

assures her that all is well and changes the subject. “Leona, do you realize that Joe can speak seven 

languages?” My wife glances at me mischievously.  

 Mom looks stricken. “He does not!” she says. “He most certainly does not.” She turns, goes 

inside and shuts the door. 

 We’re a bit bemused, a bit taken aback, and uncertain about how to respond. We head inside 

and I demonstrate my facility with seven languages. Mom is not amused. 

On the way home Susan says, “Leona was irritated at the prospect that you might know 

more than she does.”  

 Her words have the ring of truth, but I still don’t exactly get it. “Why would it bother her?” I 

ask. “I think it’s fabulous when our kids know something I don’t know.” 



                                                                                                             

 “Your mom has a need to be numero uno. There’s a pecking order in her world and she 

pecks first. She has to be the prettiest, the smartest, the wittiest, the most talented.” 

 I know Sue is right and try to forget about this bothersome episode. 

 

Chapter 9: Christmas Day, 2011 

“I want you to drop me off at Kathy’s,” my wife says, “before you pick up Allen.”   

 I am sometimes troubled that Sue is not fond of my brother, but I remain quiet, remembering 

that sometimes I am not fond of my brother. I agree to swing by my sister’s house first even though 

it will cost me an extra half hour of driving time.  

 I climb the stairs to the fourth floor of Allen’s rehab facility. At the nurses’ station, 

decorated with holly and pine boughs and ornaments, I look for him; he’s usually sitting in his 

wheelchair near the elevator waiting for me. After signing the book to check him out for the 

afternoon, I turn into his room and find him lying awake in bed. “It tires me out when I have to sit 

in my chair for a long time,” he says, and I wonder when he began his wait, and if he is chiding me 

for being ten minutes late. He has a new full beard. How long has it been since I’ve seen him? 

Weeks, surely. Maybe longer. He slowly swings his legs to the side of the bed, sits up, reaches for 

his chair. His right hand and arm and leg are good but nothing works well on his left side. He moans 

and teeters, attempts to raise himself but fails, so I slip my arm under his left side and half guide, 

half carry him into his wheelchair. 

 “Merry Christmas,” I say. 

 Allen’s decline surprises me. Several months ago he was walking, with the help of a three-

pronged cane and some rehab aides, up and down the long hallway on the fourth floor. Now I pause 

and recalculate. It was in late August that my brother threatened to go postal—his words—on the 

employees of this facility. Four months. How many times have I visited him during this period? 



                                                                                                             

God’s truth is . . . not many. Two or three. I can enumerate reasons for my staying away. The 

bottom line, though, is that I haven’t seen him for more than two months. Not acceptable, I tell 

myself. He’s your brother. 

As we wait for the elevator, Allen pulls out a five-by-seven snapshot of his daughter Sarah. 

She’s in a cap and gown, looking over her left shoulder at the camera, a smile on her pretty face. 

I’m not sure of her exact age, though I think she’s twenty-six. (Several days later, I ask Sue if she 

remembers, and she comes up with the same estimate. I decide to call my brother to verify. “I’m 

wondering how old Sarah is,” I say. There’s a two or three second pause. “I don’t know,” he says. 

Now I hesitate, caught off guard. “What year was she born?” I ask. “I don’t know.”  Flustered, I tell 

him to take it easy and assure him that I’ll see him soon. “Okay,” he says, and hangs up.) 

Sarah has just taken her master’s degree from a university in northern Ohio. She is now a 

nurse anesthetist. “She can’t come down for Christmas this year,” Allen says. “She’s studying for 

her boards.” 

Akron can’t be much more than a six-hour drive to Louisville, easy for my niece and her 

husband, but I let it drop. I understand the importance of studying for boards. 

“Eleven people graduated with the same degree, and five of them had straight A’s,” he says. 

“Sarah was one of the five.” 

“She’ll be able to find a job anywhere in the country.” I wonder aloud if she might be 

thinking about moving back to town, but Allen doesn’t know. “You must be proud of her,” I add. 

“I wonder where she got her initiative, her sense of curiosity. I went back to Jefferson 

Community College when she was in elementary school and I’m sure she noticed how hard I 

worked. Maybe she got some of that from me.” 

And maybe not, brother of mine. You haven't exactly been Father of the Year material over 

the years. I say none of those words, though part of me would like to.  



                                                                                                             

When I pull into the driveway at Kathy and Charlie’s house, I don’t know how I’m going to 

get Allen into the back door. There are three steps up into the enclosed back porch and I realize Al 

will have difficulty negotiating the climb. I go inside to look for help. Charlie, who has recently 

been diagnosed with Parkinson’s, volunteers right away, but his strength is compromised and I ask 

Sam, my other sister’s husband, if he’ll also lend a hand. The three of us manage to get Allen 

through the door and seated in his wheelchair.  

He rolls himself into the kitchen, where final Christmas dinner preparations are taking place. 

On seeing his daughter Patience, tall and thin and attractive, he grows quiet, but she bends down. 

“Can I get a hug?” she says. 

He smiles and wraps his good arm around her shoulders. “How are you?”  

They chat for a few moments and Al pulls out the picture of Sarah. “Graduated with 

honors,” he says to everyone within earshot, showing the photo. “Isn’t she beautiful?”  

Sarah is beautiful, but this sudden change of topic gets my wife’s attention. “Yes,” she says,  

“and so is Patience. My God, girl,” Sue says as she turns to our niece, “you’re gorgeous. You could 

be a model.” 

Patience seems to know what has just happened. She is gracious. “Thanks, Aunt Sue.” 

I wander out of the kitchen and speak to everyone I see. In the living room I find Allen, 

sitting alone in his wheelchair with his chin on his chest. He looks up. “Did you see the program on 

TV last week proving that extra-terrestrial aliens are responsible for the pyramids and the binary 

system?” 

The idea of extra-terrestrials is a favorite topic of late. I tell him I didn't see the show and 

settle on an ottoman close by. 

“You know what the binary system is, don’t you?” His eyes gleam with excitement. 

“Not exactly,” I say. “Some kind of numerical paradigm, I assume.” 



                                                                                                             

He begins explaining, using numbers such as 0.0001 and 0.0002. When he pauses, some 

thirty seconds into his mini-lecture, he wants to know what I think about it all. 

“I’m lost,” I tell him. It’s the truth. 

“Well, you’re the literary guy, the language guy. What’s not to understand?” 

A familiar feeling spills over me and I experience a moment of irritation. “Need to use the 

bathroom,” I say, and I’m out of there. 

The sit-down afternoon meal begins. Turkey, rice and giblet gravy, sweet potatoes, 

asparagus casserole, green beans, cranberry sauce, dinner rolls. Two homemade pies: pumpkin and 

pecan, the latter my sister Kathy’s specialty. Eight around the dining-room table, five around the 

kitchen table. Sue and I sit with Ginger and Sam and Charlie in the kitchen. The talk is light, fluffy, 

nothing about politics (Sue and I are the only Democrats in the kitchen) or religion (Sue and I are 

what the Church calls fallen-away Catholics, though I prefer the adjective alienated, much of my 

disenchantment based on what I see as the spiritual hubris of the Church these days) or the 

economy, the blame for which many of our siblings and in-laws heap directly on Barack Obama’s 

back. I am hell-bent on holding my quick tongue, which has created the spark for some fireworks in 

the past. Things are going well. We laugh together from time to time. Sue, a licensed nutritionist, 

goes back for seconds and takes some good-natured ribbing. 

When it’s time for coffee and pie, people get up, stretch, decide on which sin they will 

commit (pumpkin = venial, pecan = mortal), and some find new seats. Allen rolls into the kitchen as 

Sue begins one of her favorite stories about a friend of ours, Bob, who as a freshman at the 

University of Illinois, Chicago campus, decided he didn’t feel like walking to the end of Navy Pier 

for an important final and ended up flunking out. She always smiles when she reports that he 

eventually earned a PhD in law from Northwestern and traveled the world as legal representative for 

Brown and Williamson Tobacco Company. We’re pretty sure he has several million dollars in the 



                                                                                                             

bank. 

The story draws some chuckles and a few comments. Too quickly, Allen begins a tale of his 

own. When he was in college as an adult with a wife and two daughters, he took a Logic 101 class. 

One of the lessons dealt with argumentation fallacies: post hoc ergo propter hoc, begging the 

question, hasty generalization, and the like. One class after the professor had explained the list of 

fallacies, he invited a visiting lecturer to speak about the life of Aristotle. 

Allen continues. “So the guy’s telling us about Aristotle’s writings on logic and rhetoric, 

about what some of the great minds throughout history saw as the clarity of his philosophical 

thinking, but the guest lecturer doesn’t agree. ‘What does a queer like Aristotle know about logic?’ 

he says. ‘What’s he know about philosophical and moral considerations regarding the mind and the 

soul? Why should anyone believe a weirdo homosexual like him?’ I raise my hand and the guy 

ignores me, but my professor calls on me. ‘Haven’t you just given us a false argument?’ I ask the 

guy. ‘Expound on that,’ the guy says. ‘An argument against the man. Argumentum ad hominem,’ I 

tell him. But the guy won’t admit he’s done that, won’t admit he’s wrong. After he finishes his story 

and leaves, my professor says, ‘Great job, Allen.’ ” 

Allen pauses and looks at each of us. “Can you believe that a visiting lecturer would fall into 

one of the fallacies we had just discussed a few days earlier?”  

I've been biting my tongue. This is one of Allen’s favorite stories, a tale I’ve heard three or 

four times over the past few years and one I hope never to hear again. But I’m stuck: I don’t want to 

belittle my brother by leaving the room, but that's exactly what I'd like to do. In the end I’m glad I 

stay because I realize my brother’s memory is growing worse—he tells the story with gusto, as if it 

is a first-ever telling—and this gives me pause. What bothers me the most is, like many of his 

anecdotes, this one revolves around himself. He’s the main character, the protagonist, the guy in the 

white hat. It’s as if he needs approval and recognition as a superior thinker, superior in this 



                                                                                                             

particular case to the intellectual acumen of the guest professor delivering a lecture on Aristotle. 

Why does he find it necessary to take down his “opponent” even as he elevates himself? He would 

be just as elevated without doing his opponent in. More so. Suddenly I think of my mother. 

When Allen first told me this story I suggested to him that the event was staged, set up by 

his regular prof to see if anyone in his class was sharp enough to detect an argumentation fallacy as 

it was being delivered—here an obvious and unseemly case of gay bashing—but Allen wasn't 

having it and adamantly disagreed.  

 A few minutes later presents are distributed in the living room. I have brought candy and 

cookies for Allen, tasty tidbits that will appease his palate at the rehab facility. Since he’s been 

there—it will be two years in January—he has complained often and bitterly about the food. He’ll 

love the licorice. My sister Ginger and her husband Sam give us a tin of homemade chocolate chip 

cookies and a bottle of wine; we have given them a jar of cherry preserves from the Kudzu Bakery 

in Georgetown, South Carolina, and some assorted candies. Kathy and Charlie have already 

received my gift, a check I feel certain has covered the cost of the meal. 

When I next look around, Allen is exiting the back door, Sam on one arm and Charlie on the 

other. Why hasn’t he told me he is ready to leave? I say a word to Susan, who is actually gathering 

things, preparing to depart, and in a few minutes we join my brother, who sits stolidly in the front 

passenger seat. I have gathered his presents in a sack and put them at his feet. Sue sits in the back.  

The fifteen-minute ride to Allen’s facility is quiet. Sue says nothing while I attempt to chit-

chat with my brother. He answers in monosyllables. At his building I pull into the Emergency 

Parking Only zone; Sue and I get him into his wheelchair and push him into the lobby. The elevator 

door is open, the arrow pointing up. We roll him in while someone holds the door, Sue sets the bag 

of presents on his lap, I hand him his walker that he has brought along—why, I cannot fathom—and 

we bid him a Merry Christmas. He nods. We back out of the elevator, the door swishes shut, and we 



                                                                                                             

make our escape. 

In the car, feeling a fuzzy sense of guilt over our hasty departure on this Christmas evening, 

I turn to Sue. “Jesus. What a day. I’m exhausted.”  

She nods in agreement.  

 

Chapter 10: Check the Yellow Pages  

Mom has been at Christopher East Health Care Center for the past two months during early fall of 

2001. Upon my visit this weekend morning I'm notified by one of the staff that her Medicare 

coverage will be running out soon (I didn’t know it could run out), that I need to look for another 

facility that can offer long-term care, and that I should apply for Medicaid if she is not financially 

able to pay her own way. She is not able, this much I understand, for I have already looked into the 

cost of private-care facilities. Emphatically not able. I know little about Medicaid and ask the clerk 

who has supplied me with this information if she has any suggestions about where to start, what to 

do first. She is vague, noting that she can’t recommend one facility over another. I ask if there’s a 

list of places that accept Medicaid. “Check the Yellow Pages,” she tells me. 

Mom’s health seems to be growing more fragile with each passing month, even as she gets 

what I believe to be attentive care at her facility. Her urinary-tract infections scare the bejesus out of 

me: they are coming too often, twice this month, and they push her beyond the edge of lucidity. On 

this particular morning she addresses me as Ray, her deceased older brother.  

“It’s Joe,” I say. “Mom, I’m Joe.” She cocks her head at me and grins wryly, as if fully 

aware that Ray is trying to play a trick on her. 

As I drive home, an unexpected surge of panic splashes through me willy-nilly. I have three 

siblings and want to understand why I feel abandoned by them. Ginger lives in Tennessee, so I 

suppose it’s unreasonable to expect much help from her, but, in spite of this, I find that I still want 



                                                                                                             

something from her. Kathy has more stress than she needs with her MS and a husband whose job 

seems to be on the skids. Allen is able bodied at this time, but unable to help. (“I don’t know how 

you do it,” he says, and I’m aggravated that he might be trying to flatter me while shirking what I 

view as a family obligation. Is he unable or unwilling?) He and I have already had a confrontation 

over his old bedroom in Mom’s house because it’s filled floor-to-ceiling with boxes of books and 

tools, photos and darkroom equipment, and other odds and ends which I've asked him to move so I 

can finish painting before the house goes up for sale. “Where would I put the stuff?” he asks. 

“Figure it out,” I tell him. We practically square off, for I have blocked his car in the drive so he 

can't leave before addressing the situation. “I'll try,” he says, but makes no promises.  

Mom has always been self-reliant. But now it looks as if she won’t be returning home. With 

little money in the bank but with a small Cape Cod free and clear, she has always been pleased that 

she will be able to leave us the house. I learn that if this is to happen, she needs to sign it over to her 

children immediately. 

I’m still pondering the situation late that night. I turn from one side to the other while trying 

not to bother Susan as she sleeps quietly beside me. A steel rod punches at my stomach.  Then, out 

of nowhere, the words come: Where’s Marianne when you need her? I have no idea if the question 

shapes itself mutely in my brain or if it whispers forth on the air, but I’m dumbfounded that I am 

calling upon my sister for help. Not being of this world, she has transcended its temporal rules and 

has aged right along with me, still my older sister. Occasionally, when silence is surrounding me, I 

want to hear her melody and see her smile again, but this is the first time I've felt the need to be  

guided by her wisdom. 

 

Chapter 11: Poetry, God, and Ethnic Slurs 

I pick Allen up at his Facility and we decide to have lunch at O’Shea’s on this gorgeous fall 



                                                                                                             

afternoon of 2011. We sit on their tree-shaded patio. My brother begins talking philosophy, as he is 

wont to do from time to time, castigating the hoi polloi for their ignorance, their myopic vision of 

the world. He sits in his wheelchair at the round table and cocks his head at me. At times like these I 

need to bite my tongue and listen, though sometimes I ignore my own best advice. 

 “Have you ever read Wendell Berry’s poetry?” he asks. 

 “I like his stuff. Very nice.” 

 “Better than nice. You know the piece called “Manifesto: The Mad Farmer Liberation 

Front”?  

 I don’t recall that particular piece. 

 “Well.” He pauses, looks somewhere over my shoulder, and begins. “ ‘So, friends, every 

day do something / that won’t compute. Love the Lord. / Love the world. Work for nothing. / Take 

all that you have and be poor. / Love someone who does not deserve it. / Denounce the government 

and embrace / the flag. Hope to live in that free / republic for which it stands. / Give your approval 

to all you cannot / understand. Praise ignorance, for what man / has not encountered he has not 

destroyed.’ ” He pauses again.  

 “Nice,” I say. The admonition to “praise ignorance” gets my attention, though. That's 

something Allen doesn't do. Nor do I. 

 But he’s not finished.  “ ‘Ask the questions that have no answers. / Invest in the millennium. 

Plant sequoias.’ ” He continues for perhaps ten more lines. 

 I’m impressed. Amazed, actually. I know intuitively he has given me the poet’s very words. 

Allen has never before recited like this to me. A few lines, yes, but nothing approaching this length. 

“How’d you happen to memorize this?” I ask, and as I do I think of the pine trees he and I planted 

years ago at Snake Creek. Was that event a catalyst that prompted him to learn Berry’s poem?  

 “I never actually tried to memorize it. I just read it over and over again because I love it so 



                                                                                                             

much. It stuck with me, I suppose.” 

 I can barely imagine such a thing. Memory work such as that evades me. Yet I believe him.  

But during the recitation I experience a moment of dread; it comes in the second line of Al’s 

recitation: “Love the Lord.” Is this going to be a step back into my brother’s born-again days? 

  

In the 1980s, Allen placed himself into the deceptively blissful eye of a religious storm. He stopped 

strangers on corners to explain the many ways God loves them. He proselytized to family and 

friends whenever the opportunity presented itself, and often when it did not. He gave his $150 

goose-down jacket to a homeless man he encountered in downtown Louisville one frigid winter 

evening, and though I admire this in an abstract, philosophical way, I have always questioned his 

motives. Did he assume it would open the gates of heaven to him? All this while he remained calm, 

self-possessed, sure of himself to the point of being smug—at least from my perspective. He 

seemed unaware of, or uninterested in, the turbulence he created around him. 

 At one of my mother’s Thanksgiving gatherings from that period, the family is milling about 

in the living room and kitchen of Mom’s small house. My siblings and their spouses and children, 

our aunt May G—our deceased father’s sister—and her husband Harry. I am there alone, between 

wives, my first having recently found someone else whose company she preferred. Mom has 

cooked a feast, and when it’s time to eat, all the adults are shoehorned into the kitchen, the kids 

around a coffee table and card table in the living room. Allen asks if he may say the blessing. It’s 

pleasant and simple. I am relieved. Mom behaves herself in the presence of May G and Harry. 

 After dinner, some of the guests need to leave for other destinations, and at one point, Allen 

and I are alone in the kitchen. He begins something of a mild rant, surprising me because he has 

appeared so mellow through the mild chaos of the meal. His specific point evades me now, but it’s 

religious in topic and scope, which always puts me on guard. In the middle of his monologue he 



                                                                                                             

mentions “people who keep trying to Jew you down,” and I, already on edge, jump him for this 

discriminatory phrase. 

 “You know what I mean by that,” he asserts. 

 I might know, but I'm really not sure. Who knows exactly what is meant by ethnic and racial 

comments? Are they slips, lazy clichés, or slurs? In any case, I have no interest in hearing that 

language and tell him so. He’s offended, says I’m making a mountain out of a molehill. Perhaps. 

But his self-righteousness annoys me, raising my hackles like few other things can. 

 I turn to join the others in the front room. Allen remains in the kitchen, a scowl on his face. 

 

Chapter 12: The Highest Mountain 

The memories of my brother's born-again days startle me. I return to my Roman Catholic youth, and 

from there back to my present-day take on this institution that has been a formative influence in my 

life, whether I want to admit it or not. To this day I refer to myself, if someone inquires, as a 

“recovering Catholic.” No, I was not abused physically by a priest or nun. But abuse comes in 

various sizes and shapes and exerts its subtle damage when we least expect it.  

In Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, James Joyce’s Stephen Dedalus, when asked by a 

university friend if he’d ever considered freeing himself by throwing over his Catholicism for 

Protestantism, answers this way: “What kind of liberation would that be to forsake an absurdity 

which is logical and coherent and to embrace one which is illogical and incoherent?” Early on, in 

my teens and twenties, I might have agreed with Dedalus’s opinion, but no longer. These days I 

consider all man-made, for-profit religious institutions both illogical and incoherent—Christian and 

non-Christian alike. A maxim comes to mind: “Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts 

absolutely.” I believe man-made religions are fatally flawed. 

During my senior retreat at St. Xavier High School, a gun-for-hire priest spews scalding 



                                                                                                             

hellfire-and-brimstone propaganda to a gathering of testosterone-driven eighteen-year-old males. 

Cotton Mather and Jonathan Edwards could take lessons from the man, who is explaining to us the 

consequence of mortal sin: namely, the eternal perdition that follows this most egregious offense 

against God. The priest’s last lecture is a masterpiece of scare tactics. 

Picture, he exhorts, a dove flying over the highest mountain on earth once every thousand 

years. On that one day, its wing brushes against the mountain top. In another thousand years, the 

dove returns and again its wing brushes against the hard rock of the mountain. Now the man 

pauses and peers into my soul—and, I have always assumed, into the souls of every other young 

man at that assembly. I wonder if he knows my sins. By the time the dove has worn the mountain 

down to sea level, countless eons have passed, but for the soul suffering eternal damnation in hell, 

all those eons represent less than a single second of an endless lifetime full of unmitigated pain.  

I would be surprised if this priest and his colleagues didn’t share a good laugh when 

discussing his more gruesome methods of verbal persuasion. Do they trade stories about their most 

effective presentations? Was this man a legend throughout many an archdiocese, a recognized star 

on the soul-saving circuit whose raison d’etre was to scare the hell out of teenage boys? I don’t 

know. What I do know is this: the man did not turn me into a better person in any way, did not teach 

me how to live a thoughtful and charitable life, did not save my soul. What did he accomplish? He 

bullied me with a dazzling array of spiritual ordnance until I became, as a young man, dreadfully 

afraid of his angry God.  

At my present place in life, considering all that has come to pass in the last decade or so 

with the charges of sexual abuse against so many priests of the Church, I can only shake my head. I 

feel no satisfaction, no superiority, only sadness and anger over what I see as the Church’s fall from 

grace. Perhaps a more serious fall—devastating, maybe, but nothing more than what’s deserved—

might erase the smirk of spiritual hubris from the face of this institution I once loved. 



                                                                                                             

Chapter 13: Who Knew? 

I’ve been sitting next to Allen’s bed in the rehab facility for five minutes when an attractive woman 

in her mid to late forties enters. She slows when she sees me but continues into the room. I rise. 

 “Hi, I’m Allen’s brother. Joe.” 

 She smiles. “Maggie. Where do I know you from?” She hesitates. “Do you teach at Indiana 

University Southeast?” 

 “I do.” 

 “I thought so. I’m there also.”  

I’m certain I’ve never met her, and I’m about to ask what department she’s in when she 

turns to my brother and asks if he remembers her. 

 “Yes,” he says, but it seems he’s feeling iffy. “I’ve forgotten where we met, though.” 

 “We volunteered together. At Bernheim Forest. I used to love watching you with your wood 

pieces, listen to you explain your sanding methods to your fans. I was thinking about that and 

decided to visit. How are you doing?” 

 “Not too bad,” Allen says, and just like that I’m a third thumb at this clasping of two hands. 

 A minute later I make my excuses. Walking to my car, I smile. Who knew? I ask myself. 

 

Chapter 14: The Unexamined Life 

I’m reading a New Yorker article when I come across the phrase “the unexamined life,” as in “the 

unexamined life is not worth living.” My first thought is of my mother, and in an instant I 

understand why. Mom would have argued against that philosophical stance to her death. She would 

have agreed wholeheartedly with the panel of men who condemned Socrates, would have counseled 

the great thinker to retire from his musings and suggest to him, in no uncertain terms, that the 

examined life is not worth living. Countless the times she told all five of her children that we 



                                                                                                             

worried too much, that the world did not revolve around us, that everything would be okay if we 

simply stopped thinking about ourselves so often.  

 In 1957, a year after Marianne’s death, Mom attends a function—a music recital, I believe—

where she visits for a short time with Cathleen, who'd been one of Marianne’s closest girlfriends. 

That evening she discusses the event around our dinner table. Cathleen looked so pretty, she tells us. 

The seventeen-year-old inquired after Ginger and Kathy, my little sisters. Mom turns to Allen. “She 

particularly wanted to know how you are doing.” She waits for his response. Allen looks at his plate 

of food. She becomes impatient and drums her fingers on the tabletop. “What should I tell her next 

time I see her?” 

 Dinner has always been a time of contention in the home of my youth. I know in my gut that 

Allen will not answer Mom, and so I ask, “Did Cathleen say anything about me?”  

 I ask the question because I truly want to know. I have always liked Cathleen, maybe even 

entertained a crush on her, and she has mentioned the rest of my siblings. I feel left out. But I think 

there is also another motivation. The third of five children and often caught in the middle of a 

conflict, I sometimes try to smooth the bumpy road. Maybe Mom will let Allen out of the hot seat if 

I can change the direction of the conversation. 

 Mom smiles at me in a way I don’t understand. “As a matter of fact,” Mom says, “Cathleen 

did mention you. She said she can’t wait to see you again, that she wants to make mad, passionate 

love to you the next time the two of you get together.”  

 Her smile evaporates. She stares at me. 

 I return Mom’s stare for a moment before I infer the meaning in her tone, the blank look on 

her face. Mockery. I leave the table, heat rising in my cheeks, and climb to the hot solitude of my 

bedroom upstairs.  

 The event baffles me to this day. I believe my mother loved me. What would prompt a 



                                                                                                             

mother to say such a thing to a son she loved? 

 It is about this time, the late 1950s, that Mom begins to rewrite history. Marianne evolves, in 

Mom’s memory (and thus in the Myths and Legends of the Peacock Family), into the brightest and 

the best, a coterie to which my sister actually might have belonged, though I never heard my mother 

acknowledge it to my sister when Marianne was alive. In fact, Mom went out of her way to find 

fault, and one of those sticking points was Marianne’s friendship with Cathleen, whom Mom 

obviously disliked. On several occasions, Mom’s caustic remarks brought tears to my sister's eyes, 

and Marianne did not cry easily. 

 When Ginger and Kathy become teens in the 1960s, Mom harasses them with stories of 

Marianne’s perfection, the implication being that my two remaining sisters are not measuring up. 

They don’t have any notion of how to deal with this, how to fight this canonization of their big 

sister whom they adored. I squirm as I listen to mean-spirited comparisons hurled at them. 

 One evening during dinner—who knows what has pushed Mom past her tipping point—she 

glares at them. “She always kept her room picked up when she was your age. Your room’s a pig 

sty.” Several days later, at dinnertime again: “I never had to get after Marianne about her 

homework; straight A’s. The best you can do is C’s and B’s.”  

Occasionally they try to defend themselves. “But—” one or the other begins. Mom cuts into 

the protest. “And that’s another thing: Marianne never sassed.” 

 I cannot help myself. “If Marianne was so perfect,” I say to my mother, “why did you fuss at 

her so much?” 

 Mom glares. “I never did any such thing.” 

 “You made her cry all the time.” It’s a small exaggeration, but I feel justified. 

 “That’s a lie.” 

 “You didn’t like Cathleen, Mom. We all knew that. You would make fun of her clothes and 



                                                                                                             

how she pronounced some of her words and the makeup she wore. You said she thought she was 

better than other people—‘Little Miss Hoity-toity,’ you called her. Cathleen was one of Marianne’s 

best friends, and you knew that, and all that stuff you said about her made Marianne cry.” This is 

entirely true. 

 “That’s a damn lie,” Mom says, and she swings a roundhouse slap at my face.  

   

Chapter 15: The Small Things 

In December of 2004, a week after we have buried my mother, Sue and I are at The Bristol in the 

Highlands having dinner with our friends Mary and Fred. Mary, an elementary school teacher and 

inveterate optimist—her smile dissolves only when discussing topics that allow no smiles—

suggests that she’d like to hear some happy memories of my mom, if I’m willing.  

I look at her for a moment that grows long and uncomfortable. “I’m not sure I can come up 

with anything,” I say. 

Mary’s face wrinkles into incredulity. “Oh, just any little thing. Doesn’t have to be 

momentous. The small things are sometimes the best.”  

I raise my palms upward, as if inviting a memory to descend into my hands, but it does not 

happen.  

How can this be? I’m unhappy with my lack of a response. My God, Leona has been my 

mother for over sixty years and has just barely departed this world. What kind of ungrateful son am 

I? I feel like a curmudgeon of the lowest order, a malcontent and spoiled brat, not being able to 

recall an anecdote or two. 

Sue intervenes. “Mary, if you had known Leona, you would understand.” 

I silently thank her for these words but still feel uneasy. Sue tells Mary about the time we 

informed Leona that I was a polyglot who speaks seven languages and about Mom’s ensuing anger. 



                                                                                                             

Mary doesn’t quite know how to respond, and we move on to a different topic.  

Now, long after that dinner with Mary and Fred, I am determined to recall something.  

I remember my mother's attention and concern after I hurt my hand at the sandlot football 

game the summer before I entered eighth grade.  

After that injury, I worried that Mom wouldn't let me join St. Elizabeth's football team, but 

she did. It turned out to be fabulous fun, a great time with the guys on the team. I loved it.  

I'll always remember Spring Mill State Park, how I constantly shouted for my mother to 

watch me dive from the raft. That must have been irritating, but I wanted to show off for her and 

was pleased when she turned my way. 

And there's the time Mom gave me a dollar so I could join some friends at Frisch's Big Boy 

for a burger and fries. It was the first time she ever gave me money for something so frivolous, but 

it was important to me and I had a ball. 

Though I never told her this, I was delighted that Mom brought the whole family to 

Cleveland when I received my Master's of Arts in Teaching degree. I could tell she was proud of 

me. That was sweet. It invited me to feel proud of myself.  

The best visit I ever had with Mom was when, in her eighties, she told me stories of her 

youth: the dances, dance cards, and favorite partners; a detailed story about the bet with her best 

friend Irma concerning who would have the most dates in May of 1931; and how she dated my 

father and almost lost him. During that hour in her living room, she forgot I was her son and spoke 

to me as an adult. I can see her sparkling eyes as she reminisced. That was special. For Mom, and 

for me. 

 

Small things, all, but just as Mary suggested, small does not mean unimportant.  

 



                                                                                                             

Chapter 16: A Change of Heart 

A year after Allen asked me to store his coin collection for him, he calls me from his room in the  

Facility and asks me to bring his coins back. “I miss them,” he says. 

 I wonder if it’s a good idea but don’t say anything during the phone conversation. Things 

do, in fact, disappear in places like this. It’s a fact his lockbox was destroyed when someone tried to 

jimmy it open. But it’s impossible to know how much has truly disappeared as opposed to having 

been misplaced by Allen, who, like many of us in our sixties and seventies—he’ll be 75 in April—

can have something in hand one minute and be looking for it the next. 

 Allen has told me about missing his wood pieces. His drawstring bag containing twenty-five 

or so finished pieces cannot be found. They were in his home at the time of his stroke, and now all 

his possessions have been scattered, sold, given away, or misplaced by his ex-wife and their two 

daughters. I don’t know how to feel about this. On the one hand, I believe they could have wished 

for his full recovery and stored his most cherished items for him. I do understand, however, that 

Sarah, his oldest daughter to whom Allen originally granted his power of attorney, lives far out-of-

town and felt she needed to make some immediate decisions, and I get it that his ex-wife is and 

always will be his ex-wife. Should I offer him one or two of the pieces I bought from him five years 

ago? It would be a kind gesture, but I don’t much want to part with them. I’m ashamed of my 

selfishness. Sometimes I wish there were someone to yell at. 

 I visit a friend and discuss the coin-collection situation with him. How can Allen store his 

coins, or anything, for that matter, in a lockbox at his facility and still have access to it? Would 

anyone be accountable if items went missing? Might someone claim that Allen cleaned out the 

contents of the box and never returned the items? The bookkeeping for this situation seems 

untenable, and my friend suggests that I talk to my brother and explain that storing his valuable 

collection at this facility would be unwise. What he says makes sense to me. 



                                                                                                             

Allen is surprised to see me. I drop in on him without calling and find him chatting with a 

buddy, a man I recognize. Frank and my brother first met at Bernheim Forest when Allen was 

showing his wood pieces there. I can’t recall how long ago that was and I’m irritated that I’m losing 

count of things. Allen tells me that Frank visited his daughter Patience the week before, that visit 

coming after Allen explained that he, Allen, couldn’t get in touch with Patience, that he wanted his 

wood pieces, and that he was certain that Patience had them. 

 Frank nods during Allen’s remarks and continues the story. “I introduced myself to her and 

said that her dad was looking for his bag of wood pieces.” He pauses to look up at me. “She said, 

Joe, that you had picked them up from her mom’s house not too long ago.”  

 “I picked up a lot of things, filled my truck with Al’s stuff, but that had to be two years ago.”  

Allen wanted me to get what I could before everything was tossed, and Penny was glad for me to 

tidy up part of her garage where she had stored his things. “I did get a box full of unfinished wood. 

None of the beautiful finished pieces, though.” 

 Frank shakes his head. “It didn’t sound right when Patience told me that. It just didn’t sound 

right.” 

 I don’t pretend to understand Allen’s relationship with his daughters. Having written these 

words, I am reconsidering. Maybe I do begin to get it. My brother seems to test everyone’s love for 

him. It gets old very quickly. 

 Allen says nothing, and I have nothing to add about Patience’s equivocations. I change the 

subject and tell him what I think about his coin collection. He agrees, reluctantly. “It's just that I  

miss my coins and my wood art.” 

 In addition, I think he misses his daughters, but he doesn’t say it. I wonder if he’ll ever make 

his peace with them. 

 



                                                                                                             

Chapter 17: Omerta  

I have never told anyone this story. Until now.  

 During the time I am a young grad student in Cleveland, the summer of 1965 through the 

end of the following summer, I make a number of long-weekend drives to Louisville to visit my 

mom and brother and sisters. The drive is manageable, somewhere around seven hours, neither easy 

nor difficult. Never much of a gadabout, I get lonely easily and need the comfort of the familiar, 

though the familiar in this context is often not comfortable. Occasionally I simply show up and let 

myself in. 

 On this particular Friday evening, maybe a half-hour before dusk, I park my ’59 Ford 

convertible in front of the house because there’s a car I don’t recognize in the driveway. It’s late 

May—my birthday a few days away—and the weather is nice. The front door stands open behind 

the screen door.  

“Hello?” I call from the small living room. No answer. No one’s in the kitchen beyond the 

living room and the bath and bedroom doors are open. The house is empty. I figure Ginger and 

Kathy might be out on dates, and Allen, the only one at home with a driver’s license, is out in the 

car. I walk back through the kitchen and out the door to the backyard. Sitting in lawn chairs under 

the big Chinese elm are my mom, in her mid fifties, and a man perhaps ten years younger whom 

I’ve not seen before. Open beer bottles rest on the small lawn table. Mom seems startled to see me, 

her eyes bright like those of a deer caught in a spotlight. “Hey,” I say. 

I walk over to them. Neither rises. “Joe,” she manages. “Where’d you come from?” 

A smart-ass reply quivers on my lips but I bite it back. “I have a long weekend,” I say. 

“Thought I drop by and celebrate my birthday with the family.”  

I’m still waiting for an introduction, but it doesn’t happen. I get the feeling that I’m 

interrupting something. Before the silence becomes too awkward, I turn, thinking I’ll head inside 



                                                                                                             

and crash in my bedroom upstairs. I take a step or two but decide to turn back and introduce myself 

to the man. When I do, his hand is cupping my mother’s breast, underneath, as if the guy is judging 

it for its heft. They both see me seeing them, and my mom emits a slow, primal groan, a lava that 

overflows with humiliation and grief. 

“Well,” the man says, his hand still in place and his eyes going from me to my mother, “he’s 

no kid. He has to know sooner or later.” 

My mother’s head drops.  

I do not know how to react to this . . . this . . . what? I’ve never encountered anything similar 

to this, not in novels, not in candid tales back and forth with my buddies, not in my imagination. 

What language exists to describe or explain such a thing? I think about knocking the guy on his ass, 

but I can’t get beyond the outrageousness of the idea. Or is it that I’m a coward? I want to say 

something harsh, unbearably caustic, but no appropriate words occur to me. Am I an imbecile?  

Back in the house, I walk past my small suitcase in the living room and hurry to my car out 

front. I drive for an hour, cruising some of my old college haunts, and end up at Bauer’s, an upscale 

restaurant on Brownsboro Road where I bartended during my senior year of college. I hope my old 

friend Louie, the blind pianist in the Gazebo Room, is still playing here as I enter the back door. He 

is. He recognizes my voice, which he hasn’t heard for over a year. I’m not surprised; he’s 

something of a genius. We chat for the few minutes that are left of his break, but I cannot talk about 

what has just happened. I order a Seven & Seven from the bar and ask Louie for “Moon River,” one 

of my favorites from his repertoire.  

As I listen to that nostalgic tune I think about what I’ve just witnessed. Who is this guy? 

How much beer had they drunk? Why didn’t Mom push him away or slap his face, or at least say 

something about his crude behavior that would wound him? She has always been a wordsmith. All 

of her children have felt the sting of her verbal wrath. She could have written the curriculum in Oral  



                                                                                                             

Barbs 501—a graduate course. But I’ve noticed she lives separate lives, one as Mother, one as 

Social Butterfly. Unyielding disciplinarian with her sons and daughters, woman-about-town with 

her male and female acquaintances. I don’t know what to make of it. 

When I return home late that evening, the house is quiet. Mom has left a living-room light 

on for me. She is uncharacteristically quiet the next day. She cooks a rice-and-pork-chops casserole 

for my birthday, a favorite of mine. 

My mother and I never discuss this event. There exists a code in my mother’s house and all 

her children are aware of it: If we do not discuss what has happened, the situation loses its power 

over us. It’s as if anything angry or awkward or embarrassing or shitty will dry up and blow away in 

the wind because we have starved it of its sustenance by our silence. I learned this game at my 

mother’s knee, as have, I’m sure, my brother and sisters, and all of us in and of this house have 

played it in spades. Logical, then, that this event has been and remains buried with Mom.  

But it has always bothered me in more than a niggling way, so I have exhumed it. I am not 

looking for an explanation of my mother’s behavior at this late point in my life. I understand she 

was still an attractive woman who had normal physical and emotional needs. My mother’s life 

evolved into something more difficult and unrewarding than she could ever have imagined with the 

early death of her husband, the death of her sixteen-year-old daughter six years later, and her 

downward spiral into anger and alcoholism. Nobody dast blame this woman, I think. But sometimes 

I do blame her.  

We in the Peacock family simply kept our mouths shut. “If you don’t have anything nice to 

say, say nothing at all” was Leona’s mantra, but this was, of course, a dictum she didn't follow.  

I am not suggesting a group confession, the purging of all our sins at a family gathering. Nor 

am I blaming my mother for this particular indiscretion—something that would never have been 

discovered had I announced my intended visit with a timely phone call. But I must finally refuse to 



                                                                                                             

remain a participant of and accomplice to this horrid little game we were expected to play. 

There’s something more. From that moment on, my mother never again takes an attitude of 

moral superiority with me. Critical, yes. Superior, of course. But there is no moral superiority. I 

suppose she knows the unseemly episode has produced some devastating ammunition should I 

choose to use it.  

I never do.  

 

Chapter 18: A Spider’s Web  

Allen and I share the entire unfinished upstairs of our fairly spacious California bungalow on Lydia 

Street once I reach nine or ten. His is the best of the three habitable areas up here, with two dormer 

windows looking out to the street and easy access to the roof that covers the big front porch. My 

area has a single window with a view of our driveway beside the house and a similar single window 

of the second story of the house next door.  

 There’s something cozy about the arrangement. For one thing, we’re by ourselves up there 

for the night, so Mom’s not constantly fussing with us about being too loud or still being awake. 

The dismal truth about these spots we call our bedrooms, though, is this: There are no heating ducts 

running into this partly finished attic. Instead, two or three vents in the ceiling of the main floor 

allow the heat to rise up from that main living area into the entire uninsulated attic space, probably  

six hundred square feet. So when it’s cold outside, it’s frigid in our bedrooms. I often raid the walk-

in closet during the winter to find an armful of old clothes to use as extra blankets. Our one 

bathroom is downstairs in the hallway, so my brother and I pee in pickle jars and empty them out 

the side windows the next day. It’s all we know and we accept it as the norm. 

 In the area across from mine there’s another single window looking out on the house on the 

other side, and in the corner of that room, about eighteen inches from the corner walls, is an 



                                                                                                             

exposed six-inch ventilation pipe that rises from the bathroom beneath us and continues up through 

the ceiling and roof. It’s this cast iron pipe that aids Allen in one of his first artistic triumphs, a feat  

that augurs his creative genius. 

 Allen, I need to say, is not a good student. At the time I don’t get it, for he always seems to 

know the answers to all my questions. What is he? An artistic fiddler. The geometric figures he 

designs at home (when he should be doing homework) and at school (when he should be paying 

attention to a lesson) are intricate and remarkable. Most are done on spiral notebook paper. I don’t 

think any survive for more than a few weeks. 

 One particular spring afternoon—it has to be 1955 or 1956, as we are still living on Lydia—

I am surprised by an incredible string spider’s web that spreads from the pipe in the corner to the 

window wall. Allen invites me over to take a look at it when I come upstairs one afternoon. It's 

unusual for him to call attention to his work, but this work he seems proud of.  

 If I were an artist I would reproduce Allen’s work, though I would have no way of knowing 

how accurate a copy it might be. I can see it in my mind’s eye. Three feet wide, three feet high. No 

simplistic affair, there must have been from thirty spokes emanating from a small middle circle. 

There are at least that many concentric circles, expanding out from the same center, and they are 

interconnected with almost invisible knots to the spokes. It is tidy, but just as in actual spiders’ 

webs, not perfect, and it is these small variations—a gap here, a break in the pattern there—that 

astonish me, that make me believe I'm looking at a genuine web though I realize it is an artifact, a 

word I dislike because it implies artificiality, and this construct is real, a thing of beauty created by 

my brother. The circles are angled a bit when tied to the spokes, so in essence they are polygons 

with tiny angles at each spoke. The ends of the spokes are secured to several main threads above 

and below and at each side of the web, and those threads lead to the pipe and the window wall.  

I’m amazed by the complexity and elegance of the piece. I love his web and tell him so.  



                                                                                                             

A week later it is gone. When I ask Allen about it, he shrugs. “I took it down.” 

I’m stunned. 

  

When I visit my brother in the Facility (more than fifty-five years after he created that work of art), 

I ask him how he came to create the web. He pauses before deciding it was based on a picture he 

saw in an old copy of National Geographic, copies of which our aunt and uncle passed on to us. “I 

thought it would be fun to see if I could duplicate the picture.” 

I ask him, again, why he took it down so quickly, telling him I remember it as an enchanting 

work of art.  

He shakes his head. “I have no idea. That was a very long time ago.” 

  

Chapter 19: The Cincinnati Zoo 

At 15 years of age it occurs to me that I’ve seen very little of the world. I’ve been on a trip to 

Kentucky Lake with my aunt and uncle, May G and Harry, where we stayed in a small cabin for a 

few days. The family has visited Bernheim Forest, perhaps a forty-minute drive away, several 

times, and Spring Mill State Park, ninety minutes north in Indiana, three or four times, but that was 

mainly when Dad was still alive. So when Mom suggests a drive to Cincinnati to visit their zoo—

Louisville does not have one yet—Ginger and Kathy and I are excited. Since Marianne’s death two 

years ago, Allen has been in and out of a blue-black funk, his moods impossible to predict. This 

variable is an important part of our plans, though, because Mom has never gotten her license. Cincy 

is a two-hour drive and Allen is our designated driver. 

 We rise early on a Saturday morning and eat a big breakfast so we won’t get hungry before 

lunchtime. Mom cooks bacon and eggs and toast and for once we eat in peace, chattering about 

what animals we want to see. Ginger and Kathy decide upon the chimpanzees. I’m eager to see the 



                                                                                                             

lions. Allen seems edgy and remains mute. 

 Our car is a 1951 Plymouth, gray, straight stick, a spacious thing inside with plenty of room 

for the five of us. We’re on the road before nine and from that point on, I can clearly recall one 

thing only. 

 Now, in the actual present, I must pause to get in touch with my memories. Kathy, seven at 

the time, recalls that we were supposed to visit the zoo all day and stay at a hotel that evening 

before returning home, but she doesn’t remember arriving at the zoo at all. Ginger, then nine, says 

we went to the zoo but didn’t spend the night. I seem to remember being amazed at the antics of 

some chimps but don’t remember the lions. Allen does his version of an eye roll when I drop in at 

the Facility; he claims to remember nothing about the day. How can that be? He was twenty years 

old and a major player.  

What I remember is this: Somewhere along the line, while in the car after we leave the zoo, 

Allen and Mom get into an argument and my brother heads the car west by southwest toward 

Louisville. Mom pleads with him to stop and reconsider. I plead with him. He says one thing in 

response and nothing else the entire way home. He says to Mom, “I told you to stop telling me how 

to drive or I was taking everybody home.” Not a word more.  

How can my brother and my mother be so fucking unreasonable? I am frustrated and mad as 

hell. We will not stay in a hotel, something that strikes me as exotic, something I’ve never in my 

life experienced. Here we are, and it has all been Mom’s idea, the most exhilarating idea she has 

ever conceived, and she cannot keep her critical mouth shut long enough for her family to enjoy an 

outing together. I am angry with both of them for a week.  

Longer. My head throbs as I type these words. 

 

 



                                                                                                             

Chapter 20: To the Sandlot and Home Again 

The only bicycle I own as a kid has been put together from neighborhood discards that Allen has 

collected. Picture the old standard American Flyers of the 1950s with their wide handlebars and big 

seats. Similar bikes are still around; you can rent them at any beach. Now snatch off the handgrip   

tassels and the fenders, chain guard, mirror, reflectors, and rear basket. Allen has sanded the rust 

from the handlebars and painted the body of the bike black, and I consider it a bona fide hot rod, a 

thing of beauty that fits me perfectly. He presents it to me on my thirteenth birthday, the last day of 

May. I’m absolutely thrilled, though I don’t know how to tell him. 

 In mid August of 1956, I ride my bike over to the sandlot that’s squeezed onto a tenth of an 

acre next to Manual Stadium, a rough concrete-block wall on one side and bushes on the other. The 

game has been planned for a week, and when I pull up on this Saturday a few minutes before noon, 

I park my bike behind the old brick storehouse at one end of the field, along with eight or ten other 

bikes. I survey them: only one fancy thin-wheeled three-speed, most of the others nice single-speeds 

with fenders and tassels. I covet none of them. To my mind I have the best of the lot and merrily 

make my way around the side of the building to the playing ground, where we begin choosing up 

sides as the noon-day bells peal from St. Elizabeth Church two blocks down the street. 

 Sides chosen, we have to decide on two-hand touch or tackle. “Two-hand touch is for 

sissies,” someone blurts, and no one in the group will disagree, so our game defaults to tackle, 

though no one is out for blood. Many of us are friends here on the field. I’m average size with 

average speed, but from some unknown source I’ve acquired a rough-and-tumble attitude toward 

this game I love and am fine with the decision to play tackle. I have secretly decided to talk Mom 

into letting me play for St. Elizabeth’s eighth-grade team in September, even though I know it will 

be a tough sell. In the meantime, I hurl myself about as if I’m invincible. 

 Toward the end of the game, playing defense, I see an end-around developing and race 



                                                                                                             

toward the guy, who has received the lateral and is streaking along next to the wall toward the goal 

line. I’m the only player between him and pay-dirt, but he’s fast and has a step on me, so I throw 

myself through the air toward his legs. I feel the denim of his jeans on my fingertips before my 

outstretched hand crashes into the wall. The guy speeds on and scores amid the shouts of his 

buddies. I rise and look at my bloodied left hand, which has taken a huge hit against the cinder-

block wall. Sucking at the mess, I spit away the blood below the knuckles and finish the game, 

temporarily dismissing the pain. 

 Even those of us on the losing team have enjoyed the game, but I know I need to get home 

because my hand is throbbing. We circle around the building to where our bikes are parked. They 

are all there, exactly where we have left them. Except for one. I look around to see if someone is 

playing a joke on me, if someone has parked my bike in the bushes or on the other side of the 

building. Wishful thinking. My bike is gone. 

 I try to reason it out while walking home. Every other bike in the parking spot was newer, 

better, sounder, and much more valuable than mine. It doesn’t make sense. Why didn’t the thief 

choose the three speed?  

 As I hurry along the parkway toward Lydia, my hand pulsates as if it contains a heart of its 

own. Blood rises up in tiny bubbles between my wrist and knuckles on the back of my hand. Pain 

surges up to my elbow. The closer I get to home, the more it hurts. I don’t know if anyone will be 

there and wonder what I might be able to do to make it feel better, but when I enter the front door 

my mom is cleaning in the living room. She sees my hand and begins to fuss over me, asking if I’m 

all right, walking me to the bathroom in the hallway to help wash the blood away, giving me a hug.  

I burst into tears. The more attentive my mother becomes, the harder I cry. I am sobbing, my 

breath stuttering, tears flooding my cheeks. Unbelievable, I think. What’s going on? I’m amazed 

because I am not a crier. I don’t remember the last time I cried. Maybe it was when I was three and 



                                                                                                             

cried over something now forgotten, and my dad had to carry me out of church, a journey I vaguely 

remember. At any rate, it was a lifetime ago. There were no tears at seven when I finally realized 

my father was dead, that he would not be returning to our house ever again. Or when I was in the 

second grade and my teacher told the class that non-Catholics such as my dad would not be 

accepted by God into Heaven. No crying when I got busted up in a fight with a bigger boy at St. 

Elizabeth’s in the fourth grade. No tears last month at my sister’s funeral.  

I cry like never before, my mother tending to me all the while. 

 

Chapter 21: Visiting, Waiting 

I am sitting on a bench in the center hall of Allen’s nursing home. I’ve reclassified the place 

because at my recent yearly checkup, I inquired about my brother’s residence and my doctor 

suggested that it isn’t considered a rehab facility by the fraternity of doctors in town. The news 

doesn’t surprise me. 

I have said something to the woman at the desk regarding Allen’s stomach pains, which, my 

brother tells me, he has complained about for several days. “They don’t listen to me,” he says, so 

when my visit is over, I want to make sure that someone knows of his discomfort. 

 As I wait for the nurse—“She’ll be with you in a minute,” the aide assures me—I take notice 

of some sights and sounds that I usually hurry past. A woman who looks to be in her thirties sits 

strapped into a wheelchair. She is upright and several people attend to her, but there is no 

expression on her face, no life in her defeated eyes.  

Across from her in the wide hallway there’s another woman, this one in her sixties or 

seventies, also strapped into her chair, but she is protesting, her left arm rising to her head, her hand 

to her hair, and then the arm falling beside the big wheel of the chair as she leans that way, as 

though she has dropped something important on the floor and must retrieve it. All the while she 



                                                                                                             

moans quietly, in an inarticulate, ambiguous way, jabbering about something that is unintelligible to 

the world but, apparently, incredibly significant to her. There’s something admirable about her as 

she repeats the movements, over, and over, and over, raising her voice only once, and that once not 

intemperate given her circumstances. I would like to open up the bars that keep her locked where 

she is; I would like to help her escape, but I know it’s too late for that, too late by years for any 

earthly reprieve. Is it possible there will be a heavenly reprieve? 

I glance at my watch and then at the half-closed door beyond the long nurses’ desk. 

Somewhere inside, if I trust the word of the aide, sits a nurse who has been told that I am waiting 

for her. It has been more than five minutes and I am growing impatient. I find myself angry with the 

nurse, but know this might be unreasonable and question my commitment to my brother. Five 

minutes is nothing. Fidgeting on the bench, I notice fecal odors emanating from a nearby room. 

From a doorway at the end of the hallway, someone calls out. It sounds like a plea for help. 

Several minutes later I rise and head for door to the stairs. I have the access code memorized 

and walk slowly in case the nurse leaves her sanctuary before I punch in the numbers. She does not, 

and I am descending the steps from the fourth floor for the fiftieth time, not terribly angry, but 

frustrated and feeling useless. 

This is Allen’s home, one he is attached to, one he has refused to leave in spite of his 

growing list of complaints. He has been here for more than four years. 

 

Chapter 22: Miracle 

On April 5, 1968, my mother calls me on the telephone. I have been living in Cleveland for almost 

three years now, and when I pick up the phone that evening, I'm surprised to hear Mom great me 

with great ebullience.  

 “Joe, it's a miracle,” she says, almost bubbling over.  



                                                                                                             

 I immediately think about all the games she has invented and the plethora of contests she 

enters. Maybe she has won the Publishers' Clearinghouse top prize of a million dollars or has had  

Parker Brothers accept one of her ideas for a board game. I can't keep from smiling. “What's the 

miracle?” I ask. “Have you struck it rich?” 

 My question deflates her. “Don't you read the papers? Don't you watch the news?” She 

pauses. “Martin Luther King is dead.” 

 I have trouble processing her words for a moment. Then my heart sinks. “You think it's a 

miracle that Dr. King has been murdered? Oh my God, Mom.” I don't know how to continue. 

 When I was a student in the Master of Arts in Teaching program at John Carroll University 

in Cleveland, two of our lead professors suggested that we attend a presentation by Martin Luther 

King at one of the Protestant churches in town. Several friends and I decided to go. When we 

arrived, the crowd was bulging out of the entry doors of the enormous Baptist church. We pushed 

up into the throng and listened as the musical cadences of King's baritone bounced off the walls of 

the church and escaped out the open doors to us on that cold January evening. Often I caught only 

snatches of his words and phrases, occasionally entire sentences, but it was enough. I was stunned. 

 Of course I knew of the man, but I had no idea of his commitment to his cause, of his 

dialectical savvy, of his ability to persuade while leaving no room for doubt regarding the 

righteousness of his message. The urgency, the relevance, the timeliness, the universality of King's 

words overwhelmed me. 

 And now my mother is explaining that King's murderer was doing God's work.  

 “You can't really believe that, Mom.” 

 “I most certainly do,” she says. I can practically see her lower lip jutting out. 

 I grow angry and say awful words to my mother. I accuse her of racism, bigotry, a lack of 

judgment and charity. Hatred. Ignorance. I know this last word on my list will set her off. It does. 



                                                                                                             

 Offended and unrepentant, she says, “You just don't understand” and hangs up on me. 

 Later that night, before I sleep, I recall that when I was a kid, my mother used to rub my 

back, she used to sing me Brahms.  

 There's something important I do not get, now, all these years later. I never once saw my 

mother treat Negroes (Nigras as she called Blacks at that time) badly, though her very 

pronunciation suggests at least a latent prejudice toward an entire race. Mom in my memory had 

always been kind and gracious toward Lola, her ironing lady. She even gave the woman our old 

player piano when we moved from Germantown to the Hikes Point area of town. I recall no 

untoward stories regarding Blacks, no warnings, no anathemas.  

 I cannot explain my mother's words or feelings during our conversation.  

 Another memory: When Marita, one of my Louisville friends, became engaged to Frank, 

one of my Cleveland friends, and they decided to marry in Louisville, I offered to put up Frank's 

pal, a black educator who taught with us in Cleveland, at my mom's house for several evenings to 

ease the burden of hotel expenses. My sisters were both married and Allen had moved out several 

years before. When I told Mom I had made the offer, she paused and said, “How black is he?” 

 “African black, Mom.” 

 She drew in a breath and exhaled slowly. She turned her back to me for several counts 

before she faced me. “He can take Allen's room upstairs.” 

 I never considered at the time how much my request might have rankled her. Or maybe I 

did. Maybe I was trying to rankle her. Was I drawing a line in the sand? Of course my Louisville 

home was, as Mom often liked to remind me, her house, and she got to do what she wanted to do in 

her own house, but I'm convinced that on this occasion she did what I wanted her to do.   

  

 



                                                                                                             

Chapter 23: Leona’s Stories 

When Mom is in her early eighties, she regales me with tales of her youth. Maybe this is her way of 

acknowledging that she is getting old. 

 `“Joe,” she says on one visit, “it can’t be more than a month ago that I was seventeen.” I 

listen cautiously at first, expecting a didactic morality tale or something else I won’t be able to 

stomach. Soon, though, I’m fascinated by my mother’s stories that revisit her life from 1929, the 

year she turned 17 and graduated from high school, to around 1937, the year she married my father. 

 She begins with the dances. Swiss Park and Turner’s and Rose Island Dance Pavilion across 

the Second Street Bridge and down a winding road in Indiana. A night under the stars at Fontaine 

Ferry’s Gypsy Village, a ten-piece orchestra on the bandstand and a warm breeze rising up from the 

banks of the Ohio, carrying with it, she insists, “an excitement that made me tremble.” A ride into    

the country, at the eastern edge of Jefferson County, to the romantic hillside dance hall at Sleepy 

Hollow, a small lake in front of the spacious lodge. 

 “All the beautiful men,” she says and catches my eye. “Your father, one of the most 

handsome.” She nods, as if punctuating the observation with an exclamation mark. “Do you know 

about dance cards?” she asks. 

 I’ve heard of them but don’t quite get it. 

 “My escort,” she explains, “always signed for the first and last dance on my card, and if it 

filled up with names of other young men—some of whom I knew, some total strangers—I didn’t 

see too much of my date for the rest of the night, except for the breaks when I sat with him at a big 

table full of our friends.” She pauses. Her eyes sparkle as she steps into that time all those years 

ago. After a few long moments she smiles at me. “My card was always full twenty minutes after I 

arrived. It was so much fun, Joe. It was”—she searches for the perfect word—“exhilarating.” 

 “What if someone asked to sign your card, but you. . . .”  I stop because now I am searching. 



                                                                                                             

“Let’s say you decided, for whatever reason, you didn’t want to dance with him?”  

 “I can’t think of a reason in the world why I would decline a dance. I don’t think I ever did. 

It would be rude. And I so loved to dance.” 

 She tells me that one of the best dancers ever was a scrawny, weasel-faced young man who 

always wore a smile. He could do it all: waltz, foxtrot, rumba, Lindy hop, Charleston. “The 

orchestra played it,” Mom says, “he could dance it. He was terrific. I loved being his partner on the 

floor.”  

She stubs out a cigarette, for which I am grateful, but less than a minute later she lights 

another. The white walls of her living room have morphed into a sickly yellow. Smoke floats under 

the shade of the lamp next to her chair. 

“Your dad, by the way, was a superb dancer, but he preferred the slower dances.” 

 

That same day Mom tells me about a wager that she and her best girlfriend, Irma, made with each 

other toward the end of April, 1931. They were both 19 and lived at home—Mom in the section 

south of the downtown area now dubbed Old Louisville, which is presently enjoying a renaissance, 

a place full of Victorian mansions built mainly between the 1880s and the 1910s. The bet was fairly 

straightforward: Whoever had the most dates during the month of May would win. The loser, they 

decided, would buy the winner and her beau-of-choice dinner in downtown Louisville at the 

Seelbach Hotel, a lavish beaux arts palace build by the Seelbach brothers in 1905.  

 Small problems arose almost immediately. What constituted a real date? Did an hour over 

coffee and a sandwich with a young man from the office at lunchtime qualify? Attending church 

together? How many dates per day would be accepted? How long did the dates have to last? They 

set down the rules in writing and both signed at the bottom, nodding and laughing the whole time. 

Their girlfriends got involved, some to the point that they made small wagers on the outcome, to be 



                                                                                                             

decided at midnight, May 31. 

 Thinking about the two of them fencing in the social arena makes me smile. Based on an 

album full of pictures, I decide my mother is the prettier of the two, but I have known Irma most of 

my life—they have remained close friends—and I would have to say that Irma is the more 

substantial. They are both smart, both clever, Mom the sassier, Irma the more profound. An 

interesting match. 

According to the story, the last day of May found Mom and Irma tied, each having had at 

least one date on every day of the month. I wonder if this is an exaggeration, for it seems very  

unlikely. The timing feels wrong: it’s the height of the Depression, many men are out of work, 

wages are low. But perhaps that added to the desperate quest for gaiety, whatever the cost. And my 

mother ran with what I would guess was a middle- to upper-middle-class crowd. Her father was sole 

proprietor of his own business, a company that specialized in tin ceilings and roofs, and business 

remained solid for him during those years. The family, according to Mom, wanted for nothing. 

Her eyes fairly twinkle as she continues. “I was hoping to win, even prayed for it at Mass 

that morning, but it looked impossible.” Then, at the last minute, one of Mom’s suitors called and 

asked her out. “It was my second date for the day, and I ended up winning.” She looks at me and 

smiles, something she has been doing often during these tales. 

 

Mom finishes with her tales about Unc. Oliver Uncas Peacock, the man who would become my 

father.  

 Leona and Unc met in late 1935, when he was 24 and she 23; they both worked for the 

Kentucky Retail Grocers Association. Unc was a graduate of Bowling Green Business College, now 

Western Kentucky University; Leona was a graduate of Louisville Girls High School. Upon 

meeting, Leona poked fun at his last name. “Peacock,” she said. “What kind of name is that?” He 



                                                                                                             

stared at her for a brief moment. “It won’t ever be yours, so you’ll never have to worry about it,” he 

said and walked away. 

 After that inauspicious beginning, things became easier between them. Leona may have 

apologized to him, and he seemed to be taken by her moxie, wit, and, in spite of himself, her sharp 

tongue. They began going out on dates—dinner and dancing, mainly—and after a little over a year, 

though irritated by Leona’s dating other men all the while, Unc was smitten. He proposed. 

 Leona checked off his attributes: the man was charming, slender, handsome, intelligent, 

ambitious, a great dancer, and a college graduate earning a nice wage, covering most of the items on 

her list. 

 She rejected his proposal. He wasn’t Catholic. 

 “Why does it matter?” he asked, apparently taken by surprise. 

 “The children,” she said, as if that explained everything. 

 “We’ll have as many as you want,” he promised. Suddenly he seemed to understand her 

stance. “You can raise the girls Catholic. The boys will be Presbyterian.” 

 “Unacceptable,” she told him. 

 He was shaken and proclaimed his love for her, but she was unmoved. “All the children 

would have to be Catholic. All of them. Baptized and raised.” 

 After some long moments, Unc said, “I can’t agree to that.” 

 “Call me if you change your mind,” Leona said, not unkindly. 

 

Mom wears a whimsical expression as she looks up to me. “I loved him, but I had to stand firm on 

that issue.”  

 He didn’t call and she thought she’d lost him, but she kept telling herself he wasn’t the only 

fish in the ocean. She tried to forget about him and went out with whoever asked.  



                                                                                                             

 She lights another cigarette, inhales deeply. “Three months later he called and said, ‘You 

win.’” 

They were married on April 22, 1937, in the vestibule of St. Louis Bertrand Church. The 

front altar was off limits at that time because Unc wasn’t Catholic.  

Allen—Richard Allen Peacock III—was born a year and four days later.  

 

Chapter 24: Why My Brother Married 
 

When Allen is in his early thirties he’s employed as an assistant manager at a blueprint shop, not the 

best-paying job, but decent, and one he likes and is good at. He has finally moved out of Leona’s 

house and has an apartment in a nice complex in St. Matthews. He’s frugal, and he always seems to 

have more money than I. His hobbies: running, free after the price of running shoes; hiking, the 

price of hiking boots; biking, the cost of a decent 12-speed; and photography, which becomes his 

passion. He buys excellent used equipment—exclusively Nikon—and decides in short order that he 

wants his own darkroom. Placing thick dark plastic over the windows of his second bedroom, he 

creates one. I wonder how he can afford this. 

 Allen thrives as the years skip by. He becomes head manager at the shop and begins dating 

around, something he did not do at all as a teenager. In his mid-thirties, he meets Julie, a young 

woman in her twenties who is the single mother of a three-year-old daughter. They begin an 

intimate relationship, something that strikes me as normal and healthy. Allen loves the little girl and 

thinks he is in love with Julie. 

 I have met Julie, have seen them together at gatherings after moving back to Louisville, and 

I like her. They are a good couple, talking and laughing and sharing moments. Wondering about 

how serious he is, I mention her the next time he and I get together.  

 “I’m thinking about breaking up with her,” he says. 



                                                                                                             

 I’m astonished and ask what happened. 

 He shrugs. “Nothing, really.” 

 I tell him I thought they were getting serious, that he might have been thinking about 

marriage. 

 “Can’t do it,” he says. 

  “Why can’t you do it? I know you love her little girl, and it seems to me that you love Julie.  

You two seem perfect for each other.” 

 He looks away but finally meets my eyes. “I do love her and I adore Marnie. But she’s 

divorced, Joe.” 

 I can’t believe what I’m hearing. This is the guy whose default maxim as a troubled teen and 

young adult was “Fuck the world.” The guy who almost never went to church, though he was 

always considering complex religious and philosophical issues. The guy who has spent his late 

teens and early twenties in and out of psychiatric wards, who has received a number of shock-  

therapy treatments, who has fought depression, morbidity, shyness, self-doubt. A guy who would 

accept many of the ideas put forth by Jonathan Edwards in his “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry 

God,” concepts such as “world of misery,” “lake of burning brimstone,” “the wrath of God,” and 

“Hell’s wide gaping mouth” because he has already experienced them on a personal level by his 

eighteenth year. 

 “She’s divorced,” I say. “So what? Love trumps everything.” 

 “Maybe, but I can’t marry her. It would be a sin.” 

 “Let me get this straight. You can screw her, and that’s okay, and you can love her, and 

that's also okay, but you can’t marry her because that would be sinful. Do you hear what you’re 

saying? Do you know how crazy that sounds? Do you?” 

 “It’s God’s law,” he says and turns away. 



                                                                                                             

* 

On a Fourth of July several years later, I invite Allen to a cookout. He pulls a lawn chair next to me 

and says, “I’m getting married.” 

 “You are? Oh my God, did you and Julie get back together? That’s fabulous.” 

 “Not Julie. Penny.” 

 I have met Penny and have always assumed that she and Allen are fellow church-goers and 

friends, nothing more. She’s an interesting woman in her late thirties who married young and has 

children living with their father in another state, all of the kids in their teens. Artistic, intelligent, 

and nice enough, she has the look of an earth mother with a Native American ancestry. 

 “Really?” I say. “I didn’t know you and Penny had a romance in the works.” 

 “Well, I don’t know if we do or not,” Allen says.  

 I have to let that digest for a moment. “But you’re going to marry her.” Something here is 

not computing. “Do you love her?” 

 “It’s not about that.” He bites the end of a shaggy mustache he's wearing these days. “She 

loves me. She told me she loves me.” 

 I have no idea what to say to him other than Yes, fine, but do you love her?  I don’t want to 

be churlish, though. My brother has just told me he's going to get married and he seems happy—

well, at least content—with his decision. “Congratulations,” I offer, hoping the word sounds 

sincere. 

 

Chapter 25: Outings with Dad 

Toward the end of 1948—it’s early evening and already dark, so it must be coming up to winter—

we are driving down Eastern Parkway, Dad and I, in his manual transmission Dodge, a Kentucky-

Cumberland Coal Company car. In my imagination or memory we are going to White Castle on 



                                                                                                             

Preston just off the parkway to pick up a sack of burgers, a treat that doesn’t happen too often. In 

addition, I am my father’s only passenger, riding in the front seat next to him, something else that’s 

rare. I have an older brother and sister and have learned the meaning of pecking order early in life. 

 As we approach the first red light at Burnett, I ask Dad to see if we can slow down but not 

stop completely. He gets this game right away and brakes gently, creeping up to the car in front of 

us, slower, slower, and just as it seems we will have to stop, the light changes and we keep moving. 

 “I reckon we got a little lucky there, son.” His native Mississippi accent is slow and easy. 

 At some point we have to stop, and Dad is apologetic, but I know he has tried hard to win 

this game for me, once nearly bumping into the car ahead of us. I am not disappointed.  

My heart swells with some abstract knowledge that I cannot articulate. I am five. 

 

The next summer Dad and I take a walk to George Rogers Clark Park, just the two of us.  

From my present situation, a few weeks away from seventy, I want to understand how this 

could have happened. There was then a new little sister, Ginger, born in March, four kids in all. I’m 

thinking we are in the month of July or August, a Sunday, Mom at Mass with the other kids, 

showing off the new addition to the family, and Dad begging off. Perhaps not. It could be that 

everyone else is at home and he talks his way out of the house for a respite. Marianne is nine, 

Mom’s helpmate around the house, and maybe Dad tells Mom he wants to take his six-year-old boy 

for a walk, that it’s a nice day and he hasn’t spent enough time with his younger son. Could it be 

that he doesn’t feel well? It’s about fifteen months before his death from cancer. Yes, it’s entirely 

possible he doesn’t feel well.  

Lydia Street to the park is maybe a mile. It’s a beautiful sunny day and we mainly walk in 

silence, Dad holding my hand. I am content in the company of my father. Once in the park, we hike 

the pathway for a while. When we leave the path he asks me to choose a seedling from what seems 



                                                                                                             

a countless number sprouting beneath the big trees, all in full leaf. We look carefully. Finally I point 

to one with tiny leaves and a strong, straight spine that rises above the floor of the woods to a height 

of eight or ten inches. 

Dad pulls out his pocket knife, something he always carries, and digs around the far edges. 

Slow and careful, he digs and pries, and I watch, intrigued. 

“A maple,” he says. “A great choice. We’ll plant it in the back yard. Will you help me?” 

I agree to help him. I’m happy to be included. “Where in the back yard?” 

“We’ll pick a spot together.” 

He cleans the knife with grass, snaps the blade into place, and eases the tiny tree out of the 

earth, its roots dangling and holding firmly to miniscule clods of dirt. He hands it to me for our walk 

home. Midway back, I grow tired, so he picks me up and carries me for a block, but puts me down 

when we reach Lydia. I’m still holding the maple. 

We plant it close to the fence that runs between our yard and the Fincks’ yard. Dad lets me 

water it with the hose and tells me that it’s my chore from now on. “Once a week during the warm 

months,” he says. I tell him I will. 

 As it turns out, I never watered the maple. Well, perhaps once or twice, but that was all, 

though I’m confident I made my commitment in good faith, thinking I would always remember to 

do as my father asked, thinking he would always be around to remind me if I forgot.  

 The maple grew and thrived. 

  

Chapter 26: Finding Something to Do 

My mother loves word games. She is smart, and though I have always known this, I don’t think I 

ever told her. She excels at crossword puzzles and Scrabble, usually beating me at the latter, even in 

her late years as a resident at her nursing home. The last Scrabble game I play with her, a nip-and-



                                                                                                             

tuck encounter when she is ninety, has a dramatic ending. She uses her last letter, a T, beneath an 

unencumbered E, for et.  

 I challenge. “No non-English words allowed,” I say. “I assume you mean “et” as in “Et tu, 

Brute?”  

 “I know that rule, Joe. I’m using the past tense and past participle of eat. 

 “No way,” I say and chuckle. I hear a supercilious ring to my laughter that doesn’t please 

me, but I’m sure I’m right about this. 

 She pulls out an authorized Scrabble dictionary, her Bible. Et is listed as acceptable dialect 

of eat. She wins the game by three points after she gets two points for her “word,” plus some five or 

six points for my unused letters. Her smile is radiant. 

 

Mom is an active retiree. She stays busy, something she practices as much as she preached it to her 

children. “Find something to do” is another one of her mantras when we are growing up in her 

house. Reading counts, thank goodness. And drawing, playing cards, roller skating outside, and 

cutting the grass, to name a few. 

 As a member of Senior Citizens East—a well-attended social club for active golden-agers in 

the area—Mom finds something to do. She is an important player in the establishment of a senior-

citizens orchestra. Her only musical proficiency is piano, but SCE has none, so her instrument 

becomes a recorder, on which she dutifully practices. She writes for the monthly newsletter and 

creates a new column that features jokes submitted by the members. She organizes dances and 

fashions centerpiece decorations for the tables from plastic containers and scraps of fabric and 

paper. The results are surprisingly festive, bright with color and curlicues, clever to the point of 

appearing professional.  

At home she is constantly inventing gadgets. One that makes us smile is her version of the 



                                                                                                             

spork—a combination of a fork and spoon—years after that dubious creation hit the market; she 

claims she has never encountered the original. More successful is her homemade duster, a simple 

device employing a double-thick piece of cotton material cut and sewn to fit over an elongated  

metal hanger. It is great for dust bunnies and cobwebs in out-of-the-way corners and for underneath 

appliances that don’t want to move. My wife still misses the one that fell to pieces after twenty  

years of use.  

Mom knits and crochets. She has created several quilts, one of which Sue and I use for years 

on our king-size in the master bedroom. Her afghans garner oohs and aahs and an honorable 

mention at the Kentucky State Fair. Four of her large cross-stitch pieces are framed; one hangs on 

my living-room wall. She is a skilled seamstress on her old Singer and has sewn dresses for herself 

and her daughters, and more recently created cases for some throw pillows for Sue and me. Her 

skills on the piano are limited, but that has not kept her from writing lyrics and music for two or 

three original compositions. She loves historical fiction. She also reads poetry, and early on has 

typed out a booklet of her most preferred poems—“inspirational,” she would call them—for her 

firstborn, Allen, titled You’ll Be a Man, My Son. Whimsical poems, anything that involves clever 

wordplay, are also on her list, and she has committed some of them to memory. I’m familiar with 

Ogden Nash because Mom likes his verses. “Candy is dandy, but liquor is quicker” is one of her 

more risqué favorites.  

What Mother really adores, though, are games. She is excited about one she has created and 

thinks Milton Bradley or another similar company will surely purchase the idea from her. She calls 

it Rhyme Time. 

Clues:  homely girl           Answers:   plain Jane 

 a fat simian                              chunky monkey 

 goofy William                  silly Billy  



                                                                                                             

 very small                  itsy- bitsy  

 She has five hundred of them. I find myself pairing clues and answers as I try to fall asleep 

at night. It’s addictive. But Mom’s game has been done before. Seems there’s actually a TV game 

show at least partially based on the same concept. Another grand scheme up in smoke, perhaps, but 

this wordplay has excited her, has kept her involved, has made her smile.  

  

Chapter 27: Allen’s Jobs 

A few years before Allen’s stroke, I make the mistake of saying to him—upon what provocation I 

have no memory—that he is a “jack of all trades, master of none,” a phrase I honestly use as a lazy 

cliché rather than a mean-spirited criticism. I’ve always been pretty much in awe of Allen’s ability 

to do almost anything he puts his mind to. (Have I mentioned that he replaced a water pump in his 

old Datsun, and that he repaired the convertible top mechanism in my 1959 Ford with a ten-cent 

bolt that saved me $109.90? That he “built” a muzzle loader from a kit? That he studied optics and 

created his own telescope for gazing at the stars? That he created a portable “knock-down” table to 

match the one we have in our eat-in kitchen, so we can put them end-to-end for a dinner party of 

ten?) But regarding my comment to him, he takes offense, and I take offense at his taking offense, 

and furious exchanges ensue over the next few days. That drama would be another story if I ever 

decide to write it, mainly foolishness on both our parts, and I eventually apologize, acknowledging 

that I was careless with my language and too casual regarding his feelings. 

 Jobs, Allen has had. When he’s seventeen and eighteen, he ushers at the Iroquois 

Amphitheater during summer evenings, something he ends up loving. He is able to see, and make 

money doing it, musicals he raves about: South Pacific, Carousel, The King and I, Oklahoma. It 

surprises me. I’ve never seen him quite so effusive as he is when talking about that job. “The music 

lifts you off your feet,” he says, “and carries you to another place. It’s so romantic.”  



                                                                                                             

 Right after high school, he pumps gas and cleans windows at a station near Third and 

Eastern Parkway, a job he’s not crazy about, but he does this for perhaps a year. When a family 

acquaintance who works for an employment agency tells him about a job at St. Matthew’s 

Blueprint, Allen applies and is hired on the spot as an assistant-manager-in-training. It’s a job he 

excels at and one he likes very much once he’s given some serious responsibilities. 

 After his tenure at St. Matthew’s Blueprint, maybe fifteen years (during which time he 

became, in essence, the manager), Allen quits and begins a series of odd jobs while attending 

Jefferson Community College, taking nine to twelve hours each semester. “I decided to take the 

subjects I was most afraid of,” he tells me much later. “English literature and composition classes. 

Spanish. Philosophy. That taught me that your greatest strengths lie behind your greatest fears.” 

 I ask if he took any art classes; he says he did and liked them a lot. 

 I hesitate. I don’t want to dampen his enthusiasm over this philosophical epiphany he has 

experienced. I like the sound of it. It’s just that, in Allen’s case, it’s not true. Literature and 

composition and philosophy, though he has learned to love them and has gotten A’s in the classes as 

an adult, are not his greatest strengths. (Spanish, according to his own account during a different 

conversation, kept him from his college degree.) He thinks of himself as an insightful reader and a 

proficient writer and thinker. And he is, to a point. But above all, my brother is an artist. This fact 

is, for anyone who knows Allen well, overwhelmingly obvious. Anytime someone suggests as 

much to him, however, he seems surprised. 

 When Allen is in his late forties, he studies for over a year to become a licensed electrician; 

he quits a few sessions short of attaining that license. In his fifties, he works as a maintenance man 

at St. Joseph’s Church, a job he despises, and in his early to mid sixties, in the same capacity at 

Ursuline-Sacred Heart Campus on Lexington Road, a job he likes pretty well, though the pay is 

awful. There is nothing he encounters on campus that proves too difficult for him. He paints, hangs 



                                                                                                             

doors, replaces windows, changes locks, does electrical work, and generally solves any problem 

served up to him. His second or third year there, he wins their Employee of the Year Award. 

 And yet. And yet, at a time between all this, in his fifties, he has a wife and two children and 

lives in a newly purchased older home. He finds himself out of work and seems unhappy about it. I 

ask Anne, my stepdaughter, a licensed architect and the lead coordinator on a condo development at 

the time, if she knows of any openings.  

 “He can probably work for us,” Anne says after I list Allen’s talents. “I’ll check it out. 

They’ll probably want to interview him.” 

 Allen goes for an interview with the foreman of the crew, who offers him a job on the spot.  

Allen declines. When I discover this, I ask him about it, but he shrugs. It’s obvious he’s not going to 

talk about it. Later, when Anne calls to chat with her mother, Sue asks if she knows what happened. 

 “I just know what the foreman told me,” Anne says. “Apparently Allen took a great 

interview, Mike offered him the job, but Allen said he didn’t think so. Something about not being 

emotionally ready to take on the responsibilities of full-time employment.” 

 Unbelievable. Unacceptable in my world view. Where does he get these ideas? Ready or 

not, you have a family to provide for, brother of mine. I wonder if he is being spiteful by taking the 

interview, being offered the job, and then turning it down. Surely not. But why has he wasted his 

and the foreman’s time? Is this his way of telling me, in no uncertain terms, to butt out? If so, why 

has he lamented his lack of employment in my presence? 

 I can’t make any sense of it, but I figure there’s a lesson here for me. My brother is an adult 

who can make his own decisions. I will not interfere in his affairs again. A sound decision on my 

part, to be sure, but impossible, I discover down the road, to carry out. 

 

At some point along the way, money becomes so scarce that Allen decides to sell Snake Creek, 



                                                                                                             

which he owns outright, having bought my share a decade before. “I hate to do it, but I need the 

money,” he tells me. I understand. 

 I think of Snake Creek often. Long before his stroke, I tell Allen that I'd love to ride down to 

see the land and those white pines we planted all those years ago. “I can't,” he says. I stare at him 

with a question in my eyes. He looks down. “I couldn't bear it. It would hurt me too much.” 

 

Chapter 26: Life with Lew 

Mom meets Lewis McDevitt at Senior Citizens East. A widower, dapper and well spoken, he begins 

courting her, and a year later they decide to marry. They’re both in their late sixties. 

 The wedding takes place at the Church of the Ascension, less than a mile from Mom’s 

house. At my mother’s insistence, there’s a prenuptial agreement: Mom’s not interested in his 

money (fairly significant), Lew’s not interested in hers (minimal); they will live in Mom’s house, 

and neither will inherit anything from the other.  

I secretly smile. Mom has always been adamant about our inheriting her house and sharing 

the profits from the sale. But it seems she may have outsmarted herself this time by turning down a 

share of the new husband’s money, for money is something that has always been limited for her, if 

not downright scarce since the death of my father. It doesn’t matter; most of Mom’s children are 

contributing members of society, working at jobs we like or put up with, but paying our way and 

getting along. The lone exception is Allen, but even he is usually employed.  

Before the wedding I take Mom aside. “What?” she says. 

“Well,” I begin, but stammer before continuing. “Lew’s not exactly a spring chicken.” I 

pause again. “What I’m saying is, be patient with him tonight.” 

Her look is puzzled. It’s as if she doesn’t know whether to laugh or blush, but she does 

neither. “Oh, Joe, it’ll be fine.”  



                                                                                                             

I nod and hurry away. Turns out it’s I who comes close to being embarrassed. Tend to you 

own business, I tell myself. What are you thinking? 

 

Lew is Irish, of course, and very Catholic. What else could a McDevitt from Louisville be? He and 

Mom attend Mass together each Sunday. They seem to get along well most of the time, but now, 

when Mom drinks in the early afternoon—something she has not tried to hide during the 

courtship—Lew talks to her about limiting her intake. Mom has not had a husband in the house for 

thirty years, and she doesn’t take kindly to the unsolicited advice. She scowls. He wrings his hands. 

 Lew’s a nice guy. I like him. After all, he’s doing what I’ve been trying and failing to do for 

much of my life: namely, to get my mother to stop drinking. My secret suspicion from the get-go 

has been that Lew is out to save my mother from the evils of alcohol. He wants to rescue her. Bad 

plan. His venture into this uncharted water puts a damper on their relationship.  

I have never personally overheard any of these exchanges and know about them only 

because, when I drop by and Lew’s not at home, Mom complains about his concerns. What can I 

say to my mother? I can tell her that I’m on Lew’s side, but she already knows this, and I suspect 

she is slyly telling me that she’s going to do whatever the hell she wants to do in her own house, 

something I’ve heard many times while growing up. I end up not saying very much. Mom loves her 

beer and wine and has loved it for as long as I can remember, but, in fairness, I must admit it has 

never kept her from going to work or cooking for her children. She’s as healthy as a Clydesdale, 

and nothing I have said to her about drinking over the years has made one iota of difference. Lew 

knew she was a drinker when he married her, I think. He’s on his own. 

 After four years, Lew’s physical health begins to fail. A doctor’s visit and some tests later, 

we learn he has a melanoma on his leg, one he has ignored for several years, and it has begun 

metastasizing. Six months later, after a few hospital stays and a number of treatments, he is getting 



                                                                                                             

worse and is confined to bed rest at home. Individual hospital-type beds are ordered to allow them 

to sleep in the same bedroom comfortably.  

 One afternoon during Lew’s illness I drop by to say hello. I enter through the open door of 

the bedroom to find Lew awake, propped up and reading one of Mom’s Reader’s Digest condensed 

books. 

 “Hey, Lew, how’s it going?” When he reaches out, I shake his hand gently. 

 “Oooh,” he responds, but he immediately apologizes. “Sorry. Everything hurts.” Then he 

smiles. “But I’m still hoping and praying. Modern medicine is doing some miraculous things. Could 

be there’ll be a breakthrough any day.” 

 “Absolutely,” I say.  

 “What I really miss is being able to take a shower. To sit on a little stool in the tub and let 

the water rain over me. But the tub shower doesn’t work anymore, and we can’t figure out why.” 

 “I’ll take a look at it, Lew. Maybe I can do something.” 

 He thanks me. We chat for a bit longer. When his eyes grow heavy, I bid him goodbye. 

 In the living room, I’m struck by the sudden understanding that Mom has not called a 

plumber to fix the shower. I know nothing about plumbing or things mechanical or electrical and 

dislike messing with them. I feel inept and lacking as a member of species homo sapien masculinus 

whenever I try.  

My first inclination is to be angry with Mom. “Why in the world haven’t you called in a 

plumber to fix the shower?” I say, trying to control the tremble in my voice. 

“Do you have any idea how much plumbers cost these days? They charge forty dollars just 

to come out and look.” 

I turn away and walk into the bathroom. The shower above the bathtub used to work when I 

was a teenager, but sure enough, it won’t issue a dribble. I tinker around for ten seconds before I 



                                                                                                             

realize I have no idea how to fix this problem. I tell Mom how strongly I feel about getting someone 

in to repair it. “Do it for Lew.”  

Almost home—at the time I live in the country, an hour’s drive from Mom’s—I suddenly 

think I know what the problem is, think I remember Mom complaining about a dripping shower 

head years ago, long after I had moved out, and it seems I did something about it. What, though? It 

dawns on me the way a solution to a dilemma squirms its way into the conscious mind during sleep. 

I call Mom as soon as I walk into my house. “I’ll come back tomorrow,” I say. “Don’t call a 

plumber.” 

“I wasn’t even considering it.” 

The next day I fix the shower by opening a hitherto unobserved shut-off valve with a pair of 

pliers. Mom and I go in to tell Lew. 

“It’s a miracle,” he says.  

My eyes get moist. I love this guy. 

 

Lew dies a few months later. Mom seems to be okay at the funeral home, greeting guests, thanking 

them for coming. She is gracious, and I marvel at this, and at her fortitude. Another death in the  

family. I say goodnight at the end of visitation—Allen is there to drive her home—and tell her I’ll 

pick her up in the morning for the requiem Mass at church before heading out to the cemetery. 

“Thanks,” she says. “Be careful driving home.” 

Next morning, when I let myself in, Mom sits slouched in her favorite living-room chair. 

She’s disheveled and looks as if she has just awakened. Fact is, she’s drunk. 

“I’m not going, Joe.” 

“I’ll sit with you. You can do this.” 

“No.” 



                                                                                                             

I haven’t foreseen this and ease down onto the sofa and try to think it through. Recently 

divorced, I decide I’m glad there’s no one else here to witness this turn of events. But I still have to 

figure out what to do. 

“Can I make you a cup of coffee?”  

Mom looks up. “I’d like that.” 

We say little as she drinks the coffee, but she becomes more alert.  

“I want you to go to church with me, Mom. Everyone’s expecting you and they’re going to 

be upset if you’re not there. I can’t leave you here by yourself. You understand that, don’t you?” 

She pulls herself together. She changes clothes, freshens herself, brushes her hair, and we 

go. At Mass, she moans. I put my arm around her. 

“Oh, Joe,” she says. “I don’t know if I can do this again.” 

 

Chapter 29: Photographs 

Perhaps my favorite photograph Allen has taken and printed in his darkroom—of at least several 

hundred he has shared with me during his active years with a camera—is a self-portrait snapped via 

a timer in his living room. 

 Allen sits nude on the floor, his knees propped up, legs open in front of him. An upright 

wooden barrel, 18 or 20 inches high, is situated in front of him between his legs. Allen’s elbows rest 

on his knees and his hands on top of the barrel. He gazes at the floor, head slanted down, a 

contemplative look on his face. The wood grains of the hardwood and the barrel act as foils, 

competing for attention, horizontal versus vertical. He has spent many hours on this shot in the 

darkroom, somehow enhancing the grainy look and even darkening a spot of thinning hair on the 

dome of his head. The picture looks as if it has been drawn in sharp pencil by a master artist. The 

camera lens views all from a tripod about five feet away, he tells me later, and at a height even with 



                                                                                                             

Allen’s head. Black and white and all the shades between, the photo creates a pensive and 

melancholy mood. The effect is breathtaking. 

 In the early 1990s, when Sue’s oldest, Anne, is studying architecture at Tulane, Sue and I 

visit New Orleans three or four times a year. On one occasion we have a few hours to kill before 

meeting her, so we roam the city to see what there is to see—a great deal, by anyone’s measure. At 

the New Orleans Museum of Art we encounter a room full of black and white photographs 

tastefully matted and displayed on the walls. Very nice work. Shots of trees, flowers, birds, and 

buildings, a potpourri of natural and man-made subjects. Most would agree that it’s excellent art. 

 As we are leaving, I turn to Sue. “Allen’s work is better,” I say, though I feel sheepish about 

rating my brother’s work more highly than a hanging show. Am I being objective? 

 “Joe, I was thinking the same thing. Much better.”  

 Allen’s interest in photography begins in his mid twenties. He has met a co-worker at St. 

Matthew’s Blueprint who loves the hobby and the guy shows Allen the ropes. As in everything that 

turns his head, Allen dives into it, subscribing to photo magazines, buying excellent though used 

single lens reflex cameras, and experimenting, sometimes sharing the results of the experiments 

with me. One I recall is his series of shots of a man-sized piece of sculpture, his Nikon on a tripod, 

hand-focused on the subject. The only difference in these shots is the f-stop settings, eight in all, 

and the shutter speeds. 

This is my first lesson in photography, something I now count as a hobby. Those who have 

experience with the older manually focused SLR cameras that required a hand-held light meter will 

no doubt know the result of Allen’s series of pictures. It’s a study of focus. Can everything in the 

shot be clearly seen, or only the object that was focused upon? I find the lesson fascinating, one I 

always remember. With the great majority of digital SLR cameras today, all this is taken care of 

with the selection of an appropriate icon when the auto focus is engaged.  



                                                                                                             

 Allen keeps taking pictures. When in his thirties, he wins an Honorable Mention in the 

Courier-Journal’s photography contest; his black-and-white picture of the columned structure at 

Big Rock in Cherokee Park is printed in the newspaper along with the winners. He is quietly excited 

by the honor and redoubles his efforts. One photo of thin reeds sticking up through ripples on the 

surface of a pond he sends to a friend of Mom’s living in Berea, Ohio. She loves it and shows it to 

an acquaintance who’s an artist, and he asks if he can make a water-color painting of the image. 

Allen is pleased and the artist eventually sends the exquisite painting to him as a gift. 

 One summer evening while out on a shoot, Allen returns to his car to find it has been broken 

into. Nothing is missing other than his portfolio, chock full of many of his finest shots. He still has 

his negatives in his darkroom, of course, and he continues taking pictures, but he is hurt by this 

theft. And negatives or not, most of the fine prints are never reproduced for a number of reasons, 

one being that he has new demands during this period as a new husband and father.  

The self-portrait is one that is never reprinted.  

 

During his time at the nursing facility, Allen orders an off-brand digital SLR camera. Later, almost 

four years into his stay, he asks if I would like to have it, it’s too much for him to handle—he has 

only one working hand, he reminds me—but I’ve recently bought a nice Canon and am in the 

process of learning how to use it, including a tutorial session at the shop where I purchased it. If 

nothing else, the tutorial teaches me that the camera will do things I never dreamed it might, that 

there are settings for a dozen or more situations, and that there’s a manual override that can be 

engaged if one chooses to do so. Complicated, but the potential is practically limitless.  

 So I tell him no. When his demeanor changes to disappointment, I explain my situation and 

suggest that he give the camera to one of his daughters. I can’t tell if he feels better or worse after 

my suggestion.  



                                                                                                             

 

Chapter 30: My First Life              

My first life is a term I use when referring to my life with my first wife, Laura.  

 Laura informs me in May of 1986, after fourteen years of marriage, that she is moving out. 

She has found a man, she says, who truly loves her, and she cannot stay with me. She is going to 

take the girls—Kim, 13, Laura’s daughter from another relationship, and Brandy, 6, our daughter—

as soon as she can find a place to move to. 

 I am not shocked by her announcement; rather, I’m mildly surprised, I suppose, and also  

angry, but there also exists a sense of relief, perhaps because our marriage has often been filled with 

argument, and I know that neither of us has been happy. Further, I worry about the girls, who have 

been forced to witness a seriously dysfunctional relationship between their parents. I have attempted 

on several occasions to leave the relationship myself, but the one time I actually do leave, I am gone 

for a total of only two weeks. My wife calls me and I return, though I suspect that things are not 

going to get better. 

 By the end of May, Laura and the girls are gone. She and I agree that she will bring the girls 

to my place every Saturday morning and I’ll deliver them back to her every Sunday evening. It 

works out reasonably well, except for the intervening Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and 

Friday. I finish my academic year of teaching high school about the same time they depart, and in 

an instant the moderate-sized ranch home five miles from Paoli, Indiana, is vast and empty, and in 

the middle of nowhere. I wonder how to fill my time. 

 Since I have been a dedicated reader since the sixth grade, I think this might provide a time 

to catch up on some classics: All Quiet on the Western Front, The Grapes of Wrath, Anna Karenina, 

and a dozen more that I’ve always felt guilty about skipping along the way. Imagine my surprise 

when I pick up my first book, and then my second and third, and find that I cannot read: after a 



                                                                                                             

paragraph or two, my concentration dissolves into what ifs and what could have beens regarding my 

failed marriage. The story on the page gives way to the story I am living, and I don't know how to 

deal with that.  

 I begin watching movies. Weekday afternoons and evenings find me in front of the 

television. On one occasion I watch three movies recorded on the old-fashioned DVDs, one after 

another, beginning around seven in the evening. I don’t recall the titles of the first two, but the third, 

which I start at eleven p.m., is the four-and-a-half hour Once upon a Time in America. I drag myself 

to bed, benumbed, at three thirty the next morning.  

 Weekends are better because I have the girls with me and need to make their lunches and 

dinners and be the Dad to them that I want to be. If the days are warm, we swim or fish in our 

spring-fed back pond full of bluegill and largemouth bass and channel catfish. Kim is the better 

swimmer, Brandy the better fishergirl. Saturday nights often find us at the Paoli Drive-In Theater if 

the movies are appropriate. I still cannot read. 

 For the first time in my teaching career, I am relieved when summer break ends. I head back 

to Shawnee High in Louisville, a forty-minute drive from my country home. Now I have to read. As 

an English teacher and an aspiring writer myself, I believe in giving my students lots of writing 

assignments. Pretty soon I'm back to grumbling about having 140 essays to grade over the weekend 

while taking care of the girls, and though I have no time for myself, I am pleased that the return to a 

routine has a calming effect. I am doing something I like, something I feel I do well, and it is nice to 

be able to consider myself a successful member of society again. 

 In November the divorce is finalized. It is a low day for me. But it ushers in a new era. 

 

I sometimes wonder how my own upbringing affected my first life as a husband and father. My 

memories of my father are shrouded in the forgiving mist of time. Everything I recall about him is 



                                                                                                             

from the point of view of a boy aged three through seven. The memories are few, but they whisper 

of a man who loved his son, of a gentle and patient man who never raised his voice, who played  

games with me if he had the time, who bought me a doughnut to distract me from my unhappiness.

 My mother fares badly by comparison. I tell myself that a comparison is patently unfair. 

 At times I play the game of What If. What if Dad had not died of lung cancer at the 

ridiculously young age of 39? What if he and Mom had enjoyed a long and happy life together? 

What if my long-lived father turned out to be a patriot of the worst kind, a my-country-right-or-

wrong fanatic, and I the liberal who protested the Vietnam War and marched on Washington, one of 

a million, in 1969? What if, due to my love for him, I volunteered to fight in that war, and had lived, 

a wreck of a man with memories I could not abide? 

 What if my grandfather had agreed to send my mother to college, a place she longed for, a 

place that might have changed her in the best possible ways? What if Dad had not died when he did, 

leaving her with four children and a six-month pregnancy? What if Marianne had not gone on that 

date Mom had insisted upon, and lived? Would Mom still have turned into an impatient, ill-

tempered drinker? Is it possible that her world could have somehow included a close relationship 

with her children and grandchildren? Had that happened, would I remember her so fondly that I 

might have bored my friend Mary with a dozen stories about wonderful memories of Mom when 

Mary requested only one? 

 Would I have been a better husband and father during my first life, or was that match 

doomed to failure because the reasons for it were simply not sound? 

 

Chapter 31: At the Kitchen Table 

We are eating at the kitchen table. Mom has cooked up a pot of chili, everyone’s favorite: red beans, 

Bloemer’s chili base, hamburger meat, chili powder, tomato sauce, chopped onions, green peppers, 



                                                                                                             

and spaghetti. Delicious with saltines and a salad and milk. Enough for everyone. 

 We, at this point, are Mom, Allen, Ginger, Kathy, and Joe. It’s 1959, and I’m sixteen and a 

student at St. Xavier High, the old building at Second and Broadway. Mom is working downtown at 

Addressograph-Multigraph, so dinner after she gets home from work is a treat. I know this, and I 

love Mom’s chili, so I'm trying to sit still at the table as she slips into her Miss Manners role. “Joe, 

sit up straight,” she says. “Ginger, take your elbows off the table.” I sit up straight and Ginger slips 

her arms into her lap. 

 We all have our food and we’re digging in. Kathy, who is eight, starts telling us about 

something that has happened at school, but she still has food in her mouth. “Don’t talk with your 

mouth full, honey,” Mom tells her.  

 “Yeah, Kathryn Uncas,” Allen quips, “no talking with beans in your mouth.”  

 Ginger and I find this hilarious. We’re laughing, practically gagging, trying not to lose the 

chili and crackers we’ve been stuffing ourselves with. When Allen farts, we collapse into hysterics. 

Except for Mom, who raps her knuckles on the Formica table top. “Stop this nonsense,” she says.  

But we can’t stop. Even Allen is laughing, something we hardly ever see anymore.  

“All of you, stop this instant!” We slowly come to attention. “Allen, that was vulgar. You’re 

the man of the family, you should know better than that.” 

Allen says nothing. 

“And what’s so funny, Joe?” When I don’t answer, Mom says, “I asked you a question, 

young man.” She glares. Now she’s looking from one face to the next. We become quiet and know 

that this could get serious.  

“A stranger would think you’re a pack of urchins without a parent to guide you. How many 

times do I have to tell you how to act? I get so tired of saying the same things, over and over. How 

many times . . .” 



                                                                                                             

As Mom continues, on and on as she does so often, I hear her words as a kind of dull, dark 

noise. I don’t decipher the actual words; instead, I hear the tone of voice, the rise and fall, the 

resonance, the pitch and timbre, all of which is demanding and demeaning. Without thinking, 

without planning, I pick up my bowl of chili and toss it across the table, over the heads of Kathy 

and Ginger, and it crashes into the wall above the kitchen sink. I get up from my chair and walk 

quickly out of the kitchen, saying nothing and hearing nothing as I silently climb the stairs to my 

bedroom, where I find a novel that I’m reading for school.  

Throwing that bowl of chili saved my life. Looking back, I realize I had to do something to 

show how pissed off I was with this dysfunctional family—a term I did not know at the time, but 

the essence of which I intuited—led by my mother, a woman so obsessed by the idea of courtesy 

and decorum that she was unable to understand that she abused her children every night at the 

kitchen table. 

I offer no mea culpa.  

 

Chapter 32: Susan 

 Susan listens to an old tape of Buddhist monks chanting the name of God before bed each 

evening; she stretches into Yogic poses as the hypnotic music fills the room. Recently she tells me 

of a waking dream she has had during one of those sessions. She is a newborn and sees—from the 

vantage point of an adult consciousness viewing the scene—her mother and father fawning over 

her, their infant. “They were incredibly happy,” Susan says, a bit of wonder in her words. “They 

were smiling and cooing at me. It was comforting to see them so thrilled.” She hesitates. “I’ve 

always imagined transcendental meditation to be like this.” 

 I’m amazed and impressed by her vision. It’s a vision I will never have. Something like 

envy wiggles inelegantly into the part of my brain where emotions slumber. 



                                                                                                             

  

Chapter 33: Complaints 

My cell phone rings, surprising me.  

 Allen says, “I’ve got a problem,” and launches into a description of that problem. At his first 

long breath, I inform him that I’m in Ireland with Sue, that we have to make this brief. 

 “Oh,” he says, and continues. An aide at his facility has been harsh with him. Allen has 

ordered a ginger ale, which was delivered, but he can’t get the tab popped down completely and is 

dribbling the drink down his chin and onto his chest. He pushes the Call button again and when the 

aide finally returns, she says, “What d’ya want now, Peacock?” When he tells her, she insists that he 

can push the tab the rest of the way by himself.   

 “How do you want to deal with this?” I ask. I’m uncomfortable. Then I get impatient with 

my discomfort. Why is it that I feel I should have the perfect solutions to Allen’s problems? It’s 

ridiculous, I know, but I still feel inept. 

 “I’m thinking about filing a complaint against her,” he says. “She shouldn’t be working at a 

place like this if she doesn’t have any compassion.” 

 “Well, that’s fine, you have a right to do that if you want to,” I say. “But this is a person you 

see every day, isn’t it? All I’m saying is that you need to think about these things. Will a complaint 

make her feel more compassion for you or will it do the opposite?”  

 “I don’t know.” 

 “We’ve talked about looking for a new facility for you. Do you want me to do that?” 

 A long silence. Then, “No.” 

 “Okay. You think about what you want to do and let me know when I get back. Call me next 

Friday. I’ll support your decision.” 

 “Joe, thanks for everything. You’re a good man. I love you.” 



                                                                                                             

 “I love you too,” I tell him.  

It’s the truth. But I feel so flustered, so much at loose ends. 

 

When I visit him a few days after Sue and I return from our vacation, Allen informs me that he has 

come down with a case of shingles. “I feel like I’m going to die,” he says. 

I ask if he has seen a doc. He has. They are treating him, and he thinks he’s a bit better, but 

he still hurts.  

“They tell me to do things I can’t do. They want me to turn over in bed by myself, and 

sometimes I can do that, but it takes me a while. They—” 

“They,” I interrupt. “Who are they?” 

“The aides.” 

“Tell them you’re trying. You say they get impatient with you, and I believe that, but you 

get impatient with them, too.” 

“Well, I’m the guy who had the stroke,” he says, “and they’re supposed to be the caregivers. 

They need to quit and go find a job sawing down trees or something.” 

He has a point, of course. I have no answer for him, but the word he used last week when he 

phoned me in Ireland sounds in my head. Compassion. The word strikes me as a first cousin to 

Sympathy and Pity. Is that what Allen has come to expect from his caregivers? I fear the answer is a 

resounding Yes, and that makes me blue. 

I leave him a bag of candy, something he requests now and then: mini bars of Hershey’s 

milk chocolates, Mounds, some licorice sticks. 

“Thanks,” he says. Lately he’s been saying it more often. 

I tell him that he is welcome, to call me if he needs anything, that I’ll see him soon. I shake 

his foot at the end of the bed and fear that the next time I see him, or the time after that, he won’t be 



                                                                                                             

in the land of the living. 

 

Allen is still with us the next time. Why do I think he will be leaving us very soon? I’m not sure, but 

he looks frail. He’s lost his muscles from lying in bed so much, basically all day and all night. He 

tells me that he has thought about simply getting up and walking to the bathroom, and normally I’d 

be all for that, but I doubt that he is able. I suggest that he exercise his legs, both of them, while he’s 

in bed. My fear is that a bad fall might result in broken ribs or a broken hip. I tell him to be 

cautious. 

I’ve been going through some things I’m storing for him, wondering what to do with all of it 

in the likely event that I outlive him. His coins, gold and silver namely, he wants his daughters to 

share. But there are other things of value, mainly a boxed telescope, a large one for stargazing. I 

wonder why the ex-wife and daughters didn’t take this when they cleaned out his house, and I 

wonder about its value. I Google the information on the box: brand name, series number, and any 

other specifics I can find, and discover that this telescope is valued at between $450 and $550. I 

think I remember some reference he has made a year or two ago to “a very valuable telescope,” 

though, so I ask about this when I see him. 

There was a second scope, he tells me, one of much greater value. 

“Be more specific,” I say. 

“I think I paid around $2000 for it.” 

It doesn’t occur to me to ask why he bought two scopes, but I inquire about what has 

become of the expensive one. 

“I assume the girls have it. Or sold it. I really don’t know.” He unfolds and folds his 

unresponsive left hand with his right as he speaks. “I’ve decided to let go of all those material 

things. No reason to think about them now.” 



                                                                                                             

I recall the handcrafted chair he made, maybe fifteen years ago, from a chunk of a walnut 

tree that washed up on the Indiana side of the Ohio River. When I ask him to tell me more about 

that, he informs me that the piece of walnut was about four feet long and twenty inches in diameter. 

“Of course I couldn’t carry that huge piece out of there, so I took my wedges and maul and 

quartered the chunk, carried each piece out individually up to the truck.” He brought it to my house 

when he finished it for me to see. It was, in addition to being a comfortable and functioning chair, a 

work of great beauty and grace. The curves, some of them asymmetrical, arced gently, like a fly 

fisherman’s line in the air. I ask him how it was held together, and I can see that he knows, he 

remembers, but he experiences some kind of disconnect and he’s unable to tell me. “You could find 

the book I bought to guide me through the project,” he says. “It’s called Make a Chair from a Tree. 

I don’t remember the author. But when I saw that book at Hawley-Cooke, I knew I had to have it. I 

just bought it on the spot.”  

He seems amazed by that. On glimpsing Allen’s awe over that simple event all those years 

ago, I feel in my gut a harsh but realistic message about the passing of time, about how all those 

things we used to do spontaneously, whimsically, will sooner or later be taken from us. I share his 

sense of wonder.  

He believes he gave the chair to his older daughter Sarah a few years before his stroke. 

 “What about your handmade quilt?” I ask. I have always loved that quilt and remember how 

amazed I was the first time he showed it to me. I couldn’t wrap my mind around how he designed it 

and stitched the whole thing together, and tell him so. 

He smiles shyly and tries to pull his body higher on the bed. “Oh. Oh.” He settles back 

down, gently rubs a hurting limb hidden under a light blanket. His younger daughter Patience has 

the quilt, his gift to her. 

Both pieces are exquisite. I hope his girls, women in their mid to late twenties by now, 



                                                                                                             

appreciate these works of art. I ask him what I should do with his telescope. He’s not sure, so I 

suggest donating it to Bernheim Forest—the place that he loved and that loved him in return—in his 

name. 

“That would be nice,” he says. “I’d like that.” He fiddles with his hand some more. 

“Something else I’ve been thinking about. When I die, but before I’m cremated, I’d like to have a 

little service, maybe at the place where we had that service for Mom before she was buried. 

Remember? You read a poem, and Ginger gave a talk about Mom starting her own business and 

getting a driver’s license when she was in her fifties. I’d like for my girls to meet my friends, for 

them to have a place to gather and talk. You think we can do that?” 

I don’t know why we couldn’t and tell him that. 

At home, I mention this to Sue. 

She reminds me that he has agreed to be cremated, that all the arrangements have been made 

by his ex and his daughters, made and paid for with the proceeds from his house and earthly goods. 

“He’d have to be embalmed for him to be laid out for a service. And the room would have to be 

rented. I’m wondering where the extra money would come from.” 

I haven’t thought of that.  

Should I ask Allen if he has the extra money for that? I doubt that he has; the Facility takes 

95 percent of his Social Security money every month. Should I foot the bill? How much could it be? 

Perhaps I’ll visit and discuss the matter with the folks in charge at the cemetery. Like so many ideas 

that involve doing for others, however, this one fades away with the passing of the week. 

 

Chapter 34: Picking up the Six-Pack 

When I’m still a kid, Mom asks me walk to a saloon three blocks away—my memory wants to say 

beer joint because that’s the term we always used—to pick up a six-pack of Falls City beer for her. 



                                                                                                             

It’s 1953 and we don’t have a car, my father’s company car having been returned to Kentucky-

Cumberland Coal Company when he died three years ago. My mother has never had a driver’s 

license and Allen is still too young to drive. 

 Mom writes a note and signs it. She gives me a dollar. The cost of the six-pack is ninety 

cents. “You can get yourself a candy bar. Bring me the nickel change.” 

 “What if they won’t sell it to me? I’m too young to buy beer, aren’t I?” 

 “I’ve taken care of all that,” Mom says. “Give them the note and the money. Wait for the 

change.” 

 It’s a mid-summer Saturday afternoon. I feel self-conscious as I walk into the bar, which has 

five or six customers. It’s not as if I’ve never been in a bar before, but I’ve never walked up and 

ordered beer.  

 The bartender reads the note. He frowns, looks at me again, and walks to the end of the bar 

to share the note with a man sitting on a stool. The man glances at me after he’s read the note and 

nods to the bartender, who pulls a six-pack out of the cooler and slips it into a brown bag. He slaps 

two nickels down next to the beer and I push one back to him. “I’d like a Payday,” I say. 

 “So would I,” he chirps. “A good one.” He chuckles at his cleverness. 

 I’m embarrassed, feeling sure he’s making fun of me, but he slides the candy bar to me and 

wishes me well. I pocket the remaining nickel and get out of there as fast as I can. Some good-

natured laughter follows me out the door. I feel the heat rising up my neck to my ears.   

 Why do I have to pick up beer for my mom? Why can’t Allen or Marianne do it? They’re 

way older than I am. Why does Mom have to drink beer? Each bottle costs three times more than a 

bottle of Coke or Seven-Up or Barq’s root beer.  

When I walk through the front door, Mom’s sitting at the dining-room table with Mr. 

Arthur. They are chatting and I put the bag of beer on the table and turn to leave. 



                                                                                                             

 “Aren’t you forgetting something?” she says. 

 “Oh.” I pull the nickel from my pocket. I actually have forgotten about it. 

 “Before you go, I want you to hear something,” Mom says to me. She nods to Mr. Arthur. 

 “‘Annabel Lee,’ by Edgar Allan Poe,” he says. He gives Mom a smile and continues: 

 It was many and many a year ago, 
 In a kingdom by the sea, 
 That a maiden there lived whom you may know 
 By the name of Annabel Lee; 
 And this maiden she lived with no other thought 
 Than to love and be loved by me. 
 
 The man’s voice is slow and deep. I’ve never heard a poem recited by heart before unless it 

was a nursery rhyme like “Mary, Mary, Quite Contrary” or a favorite like a stanza of “The Night 

before Christmas.” Mr. Arthur—still a relative stranger to me—recites as if he’s telling us a very 

serious story. It’s almost like I’m hearing a sad song, and I’m hanging on every word. I’m horrified 

when the wind comes out of the cloud by night, chilling and killing my Annabel Lee, because by 

now she is my Annabel Lee, as well as the poet’s. The ending brings goose flesh to my neck: 

 For the moon never beams, without bringing me dreams 
 Of the beautiful Annabel Lee; 
 And the stars never rise, but I feel the bright eyes 
 Of the beautiful Annabel Lee; 
 And so, all the night-tide, I lie down by the side 
 Of my darling—my darling—my life and my bride, 
 In her sepulcher there by the sea— 
 In her tomb by the sounding sea. 

 I have been transformed into a Romantic, hooked by the beauty of Poe’s language, the 

melody of his words, the depth of his emotions, and the fabulous rhythmic voice of Mr. Arthur.  

I am eleven years old.  

 

Chapter 35: Sparrow 

As a kid on Lydia Street, I often discover things to do in the back yard. I observe Allen as he creates 



                                                                                                             

slingshots from the branches of bushes that line the back fence. What does he use for the 

ammunition pouch? Guesswork here: a ruined pair of jeans, cut out, folded double, stitched 

together. What about the rubber strips? Almost a memory: a blown inner tube from a car or bicycle 

tire, carefully cut with Mom’s scissors, something we are not supposed to touch. 

 The last slingshot I fashion by myself is surprisingly reliable. The forks are stout and the six-

inch strips of rubber are cut to the perfect width. The pouch holds five or six BBs.  

I practice on the sparrows that gather in the small trees in the yard. On my second shot, a 

sparrow falls from a branch. Rushing to retrieve the bird, I notice that a BB has hit the bird’s eye; 

there’s nothing left but a strange mass of destroyed, gelatinous eyeball. Appalled, I try to comfort 

the bird, to drip water into its mouth, to inject vigor back into its body, but the sparrow is dying in 

my hands.  

I don’t know what to do. Maybe Mom knows how to fix the sparrow. When I carry it into 

the house and tell her what has happened, she suggests that I put it outside under some bushes and 

let it die in peace.  

“I didn’t mean to kill it,” I say. My eyes are wet. 

“Don’t shoot your slingshot at defenseless animals,” she says. “This is what happens.” 

 

About four years later, we move to the Hikes Point area of Louisville. I’m trying to make sense out 

of this huge group of houses in a place called a subdivision, far away from my old home on the edge 

of Germantown. I want to make friends but don’t know how. For the past eight years, my buddies 

were classmates at St. Elizabeth’s. Now I’ll be entering high school in the fall and don’t know a 

soul in this strange new world I’ve been forced to occupy.  

 Several weeks later Mom tells me that she has met a woman down the street, has had a glass 

of iced tea in her kitchen and chatted with her and her son, who is my age. As they talk, Mom and 



                                                                                                             

the woman begin exchanging stories about their kids. About how bright they are. How energetic. 

How sensitive. 

 “I told them that sweet story about how you cried when you killed the sparrow with your 

slingshot.” She smiles, delighted, sure she has trumped her new friend’s tales. 

 Of all the stories she could have chosen, that’s the worst. Crying over a bird. The kid will 

tell all his buddies and I’ll be the laughing stock of the neighborhood. Shit, I want to say to my 

mother. What is wrong with you? Horrified, I ask her why she told that story. 

 She arches an eyebrow in triumph. “And you’re obviously still just as sensitive.” She turns 

and walks away. There’s a happy swagger to her stride. 

 

I spend the summer worrying about the story that should not have been told. I meet the guy, Bill, 

somewhere along the line, but he doesn’t mention the sparrow. It’s just a question of time, I know. 

A week or so before the start of school, Bill and four of his friends ask me if I’ll join them in a 

game of two-hand touch on the street. Three to a side. Sure, I tell them. But during the game I 

worry, waiting for someone to say something about the sparrow. Then comes a run from Bill down 

the edge of the street. He fakes out the defensive guy on my side and is coming my way. He cuts 

toward the middle of the pavement at the last minute and I dive at him. Dive. Why I am I doing 

that? Of course, I know why. I miss him, and he scores, but he comes back and asks me if I’m okay. 

“Helluva try.” He reaches out to help me up. 

The sparrow is never mentioned. 

 

Chapter 36: My Sister’s Devil 

My sister Kathy is diagnosed with multiple sclerosis in 1986. She’s been suffering from something 

for five years, and when her doctor finally calls after a series of tests to give her the news, Kathy 



                                                                                                             

swears she remembers nothing else about the conversation. She is thirty-five at the time with three 

young kids at home. 

 Several months later I am visiting Kathy and Charlie for dinner, and Kathy tells me what 

Allen has said about her illness. “He looked me dead in the eye. ‘You don’t think this was given to 

you by God, do you?’ he said.’” She picks at a flaw in the tablecloth. “How do you answer a 

question like that?”  

 I remain mute, wondering what's coming next. 

 “‘It’s the Devil,’ he said. ‘Most certainly it’s the Devil. Who else could it be?’ I got so mad I 

wanted to spit.”  

Strong emotions from my youngest sibling are unusual. Often when she’s hurt, she says 

little, but now she’s hurt and angry. I’m glad she’s angry, glad she’s talking about it. 

 I search for something to say to her. After a few moments my own annoyance takes over. 

“You know he’s full of crap, don’t you? I hope you don’t believe a word of that nonsense.” A sound 

comes from me that resembles a growl. 

 “When I told him the doctors don’t even know what causes MS, he said the docs need to 

read their Bible.” She is dismayed as she continues the story; it shows in her body language, with 

her shoulders slumped and her eyes cast down, but also in her voice. Her words are injured. They 

spill out in splinters. 

 I ask if she told Allen how she feels about his message. 

 “I didn’t say anything, no. But I think I’ll let it drop. You know how Allen is. He might not 

remember any of it.”  

 I wish she had blasted him on the spot, though I have to admire her fortitude. 

 

One of the effects of Kathy’s MS is a faltering memory. She repeats the Devil tale three or four  



                                                                                                             

times over the next year, each time thinking it to be the first telling, and each new telling goes 

directly to my gut, churning things up. When I hear the story again in the spring of 1987, I decide to  

talk to Allen, see if he knows how he has hurt Kathy, see if he’s willing to quiet the storm he has 

roiled up in our sister’s psyche. 

 I run into Allen at Oxmoor Mall later that week. It’s the kind of blustery April evening that 

makes me wonder if spring will ever return. Goose bumps crawl up my back as rain pelts my   

umbrella. I duck into an entrance, pick up an item I have on order, and see him when I turn for the 

exit. He’s carrying a sack marked Fascinations. We make our way to a table in the center of the 

nearly deserted food court, where he extracts a boxed puzzle and begins explaining the theory and 

complexity of the thing. 

 “It’s the latest in a series,” he says. “Three dimensional, from Japan. Considered by the 

experts to be the most challenging puzzle on the market.” He continues and I try to listen, vaguely 

wondering how one becomes an expert in the area of three-dimensional puzzles. I even study the 

picture of this complicated maze on the box, but not being a science person (“What!  Everyone’s a 

science person!” Allen once responded when I’d offered that feeble disclaimer), I begin to drift. 

The aroma of flavored coffee floats on the warm air. Tired after a full day at work, I fight an 

inclination to nod off. He pauses and beams at the puzzle.  

I jump at the opening. “Allen,” I say, and hesitate. I’m not sure why everything I’d planned 

to say to him about that Devil episode has slipped away. I sit there looking at his amused 

expression. That aggravates me. “Do you remember,” I say, “when you told Kathy that the Devil 

caused her MS?”  

“I know what you’re referring to. That was a long time ago.” 

“She’s still hurt over that.” I expect him to protest. Allen is never happy to hear a bit of news 

that he should have figured out himself. 



                                                                                                             

“She never said anything about it.” His voice is quiet.   

“She mentioned it to me a while back. A couple of times. I think it’s something you need to 

take care of.”  

He cups a hand over his mustache in thought. The seconds tick off in my head. Just as I 

begin to grow uncomfortable, he nods. “Not a problem. I’ll call first chance I get.” 

“Great.” 

“She misunderstood my reference. What I wanted her to realize—”  

I hold up a hand. “Tell Kathy.”  

Replaying our meeting as I drive home, I begin second-guessing myself for cutting him off. 

I wonder what Biblical justifications he might have cited if I’d been willing to listen. It worries me, 

but I tell myself to let it go. I'm pretty sure Allen will say something to Kathy that will help her stop 

reliving the hurtful event. Surely. My fondest hope is that we can all put this episode behind us, that 

Allen will quell this brooding storm that follows Kathy around. 

As I drive along the hills rising above the city, I recall something from my first life. My wife 

and I are entertaining in the backyard of our old country place in the hills of southern Indiana. The 

afternoon is lovely, its breezes carrying the sweetness of old-fashioned honeysuckle to our picnic 

table. Kathy and Charlie have driven out to see the place, a recent purchase, for the first time. Allen 

and his wife Penny have also come, Penny beginning to show in the fifth month of her second 

pregnancy. All of us are watching my daughter Brandy as she tosses fistfuls of ground corn to our 

Rhode Island Reds not far from the chicken coop beyond the back lawn. She squeals in delight as 

the hens peck at the ground around her.  

Allen smiles. “I saw a little boy saved last week. It was the most remarkable thing.”  

Penny puts a hand on his arm. “Maybe this isn’t the right time for that story.” 

For a moment I think Allen will take her advice. I believe he wants to but isn’t quite able. 



                                                                                                             

“But it was so incredible,” he says, almost breathless. “A five-year-old boy walked to the altar and 

declared himself a Christian. He disavowed Satan. It had to be a miracle. He was saved by the Holy 

Spirit.”  

“All the little children are saved,” I say, though I have no interest in a theological debate 

with my brother. Watching my own five-year-old daughter, I'm astonished that anyone could 

possibly disagree, and I suddenly detest this Great Thug of Allen’s who apparently requires a 

perfect wooden salute before accepting you into his club, even if you are already a perfect child. 

Perhaps Allen is surprised by my response. He grows quiet for a few moments before he 

changes the subject. “I dreamed last night that we’re going to have a boy,” he announces with a nod. 

“The Lord told me we’re having a son.” 

“That’s interesting,” I say. “I had a dream last night myself. I dreamed you and Penny are 

having another girl.”   

He frowns. I excuse myself from the table and walk into the house, my nerves tingling. My 

unplanned response to Allen pleases me. I rarely lie, not because of any sense of righteousness, but 

because it strikes me as degrading and foolish. But this lie I savor.  

When Allen’s daughter Patience is born four months later, I am jubilant, though I admit it to 

no one. It takes me a long time before I realize how shallow this miniscule victory is, how much a 

matter of luck, how foolish my celebration.  

 

Susan and I are married in 1988 on January 2. We have bought a lot on a small cul-de-sac in the 

rolling hills of southern Indiana, and by summer of the same year we’ve moved into our newly 

constructed house. Once we’re settled, one of the first things we do is to invite Kathy and Charlie 

over for dinner. 

 Anticipating their arrival, I move Susan’s car from the attached garage, so Kathy will have 



                                                                                                             

only one step up to the hallway that leads into the kitchen. I wonder if my sister will be on her cane 

or her walker. Hopefully not the wheelchair, which might prove difficult. I want the evening to be 

pleasant. 

 They arrive at six on that Sunday evening. Charlie opens the car door for Kathy and fishes 

her cane from the back seat. They move in half steps through the kitchen to the deck, where the four 

of us settle at the round table, a big green umbrella tilted to block the sun. We chat for a while 

before I open a bottle of wine and fire up the grill in the corner. A pleasant breeze pushes the 

humidity away as the sun falls lower in the sky. We eat grilled pork chops and corn—Charlie cuts it 

from the cob for Kathy—and spinach salad with tomatoes. Kathy passes on the wine, but when we 

have finished she asks if we have any Bailey’s Irish Cream to add to the coffee Susan has served up. 

 When we’re on our second Bailey’s, I catch Kathy’s eye. “Have you talked to Allen lately?” 

 She looks to Charley. “When was it that Allen called?”  

 “Let’s see,” he says and thinks for a second. “A week ago last Thursday. Ten days ago.” 

 I wonder how he can remember such a piece of trivia. 

 Kathy wonders how I knew Allen had called and I tell her about asking him to call.  

 “Why?” she says. 

 “I thought he owed you an apology. Figured if he told you he was sorry for upsetting you, 

you could forget about it.” 

 “Well,” she says, and pauses. 

My mind fills with misgivings. What if she thinks I’ve discounted her wishes? Why hasn’t 

that possibility occurred to me before?  

“He called to tell me I didn’t understand what he saying. He started explaining my MS from 

a Biblical point of view.” She reaches for the Bailey’s, adds a generous dollop to her mug, and takes 

a long, slow drink. “He said that the Devil was part of the equation, but he knew I was the victim, 



                                                                                                             

that my illness was created by the demon’s presence in my body.” 

 She looks at me with no animosity, but there is a curiosity. I see it in the slant of her brows, 

the furrows on her forehead, the question in her eyes. “Why didn’t you just let it go?” she says. “I 

asked you to.” 

 The perfect evening has become imperfect. 

 I am incredulous. I come close to damning my brother to hell for all eternity. At the very 

least, I want to smack him in the mouth. I have no idea what to say to Kathy. What he’s done is 

defenseless. What I’ve done is defenseless. I needed to honor my sister’s wishes. Of course. 

Goddamnit. Of course. 

 “Kathy.” I reach over and put my hand on hers. “I am so sorry.”  

 

Chapter 37: No Larger, Grander Thing 

On a Sunday when I am four, I play near the wide and shallow creek at Big Rock in Cherokee Park. 

My father, in his suit and tie—had he attended church with us that morning?—leans toward me 

from a tiny island in the creek. He reaches out and nods. His wish for me: a running leap of joy into 

his outstretched arms. 

 I know I’m almost four, have counted out my years to him on this, my birthday eve, and at 

this moment I understand that there is no larger, grander thing in this green world on a summer 

afternoon than my love for him, than my wish to make him smile at my foot-wide spring across 

these waters separating us. 

 “Jump on three,” my father says, and counts. I almost go, but fail, and I push to leap again 

on that magic number, all tingly nerves and thumping heart, my legs like string unraveling, when an 

invisible hand I cannot comprehend pulls me away and turns me smaller than I am. On his face an 

almost-smile for me, his lesser son.                                      



                                                                                                             

 

Dad, of all the things I wish for from all these years gone by, I wish I’d jumped into your arms that 

day. I wish I had proved to you with a leap across the water that I was stout and brave, that I could 

survive the adversities the world so casually tosses our way, that you did not need to worry about 

your second son when it came time for you to die.  

 I so wanted to make you proud. 

   

Chapter 38: The Blue Suit 

When my mother wakes me early on a cold morning in November with the news that my father has 

passed away, I wrestle with the meaning of passed away. From the expression on Mom’s face, I’m 

afraid to ask. I remember the phrase “passed out” from some Westerns I’ve seen at the movies and 

think that these two terms must mean the same thing. That’s not good, since Dad’s been really sick. 

A few weeks ago the ambulance came to our house and two men carried him out on a stretcher to 

take him to the hospital. I didn’t like the way the neighbors stood around on the sidewalk and 

watched and whispered, with their heads tilted towards each other. The blue light on the ambulance 

kept blinking over and over. I wished that somebody would turn it off. 

Mom brushes the hair away from my eyes with her fingers. “Go back to sleep, honey.” 

 

It’s light outside when I wake up again. I unpin the sticky Vicks cloth from my pajama top, throw it 

on the bed, pull on my blue long-sleeve shirt and brown corduroys and skip through the hallway to 

the kitchen. Mom and Allen are sitting together at the breakfast table, and Mom’s talking to him but 

he isn’t looking at her. I wonder if he’s mad about something, and then I wonder where Marianne is 

because she’s the one I see most of the time sitting here with Mom. Ginger must still be sleeping.  

She’s not even two yet and sleeps a lot. It’s warm in the kitchen. The stove is on and something is 



                                                                                                             

baking and there’s a sweet cinnamon smell that I love, but the linoleum is cold on my bare feet. 

Mom is drinking coffee. The coffee smells nasty to me, bitter, and it ruins the fragrance of the 

cinnamon in the air. 

        “Go put your shoes and socks on,” Mom says. 

        I don’t mind because I know how to tie my own shoelaces. Allen and Marianne have taught 

me. Well, Marianne, really, because Allen always got too impatient, but Marianne just kept showing 

me until I understood. When I return to the kitchen Allen’s gone and Mom motions with her fingers 

for me to come to her. Her eyes are red. It worries me because I don’t know what’s going on. 

“Daddy died last night at the hospital,” she says, and she leans over in her chair and pulls me to her 

in a kind of bear hug.    

        I understand died. But I don’t understand why. It’s all very confusing. I don’t know what to 

say. 

        “He won’t be coming home anymore, Joe.” 

        “I know,” I say. 

       “He’s in heaven.” 

I don’t want him in heaven, I want him here. In my mind I say the most horrible words I can 

think of about heaven, words I’ve heard Allen and the older kids on Lydia Street say that I know are 

nasty. But after I do, I feel mean, and bad, because I know heaven is supposed to be a good place 

where everybody’s happy, and I wonder if I’ll ever be able to get there with Daddy since I’ve said 

those words. 

         I love my daddy a lot and I love his fried chicken. He makes the best fried chicken in the 

world. I pull away  

       “Come back here and have some cereal,” Mom says. 

                                                                                                                               



                                                                                                             

I’m hungry, it’s after lunchtime, but I can’t find Mom. I haven’t seen Marianne all morning and 

wonder if she knows about Daddy. Allen knows, I think, from the frown on his face this morning in 

the kitchen. If I see Marianne, I’ll tell her. Ginger doesn’t understand anything yet.  She doesn’t 

even talk very much, she just babbles stuff that I mainly don't understand. 

        I find bread in the bread box and drag a chair across the floor so I can climb up to the 

kitchen counter to reach the peanut butter. The jelly's in the refrigerator. I make a sandwich, pour 

myself a glass of milk, and eat at the kitchen table. I wonder where everyone is. When Aunt May G   

arrives, she seems fidgety, like a bee buzzing around in the clover, going from one little flower to 

another. She hurries back and forth between the dining room and Mom and Dad’s bedroom. From 

where I’m sitting I can see her shadow moving and crooked across from the window seat in the 

dining room.   

         I finish my lunch and wander into the dining room and watch Aunt May G as she puts a 

little leather suitcase on the dining room table. I go to her and give her a hug around her waist. 

She’s my favorite aunt. She’s daddy’s sister. 

        “How are you doing, sweetie?” she says. 

        I tell her I’m fine and ask her if she knows where Marianne is. 

       “Marianne’s at church. She’s praying for your daddy.” She watches me like she’s trying to 

figure out if I understand. “She’ll be home soon.” 

        Mom comes into the room. I don’t know where she’s been, but she doesn’t say anything to 

me, and when I look back I see that May G is holding Daddy’s suit coat in her hands. She pulls the 

coat to her and pets the sleeve almost like it’s a cat, stopping for a moment to pick away a speck of 

lint before she folds the jacket into the suitcase on the table. 

 “How come you’re taking Daddy’s coat?” I ask. It’s the coat to his dark blue suit, my 

favorite, and I don’t want anything to happen to it. And then, thinking someone has forgotten to tell 



                                                                                                             

my aunt, I say, “Daddy’s dead.” I feel like a grown-up, I feel I’ve told her something important she 

needs to know. 

 May G’s fingers tremble. She looks at me for what seems like a long time without 

answering, and then she sobs, her hand at her forehead, her head bowed like she’s praying.   

        I search my mother’s eyes. Mom reaches to me, her hand on my cheek, but as I drift to her, 

she looks past me, her fingers lift away, and I feel a space between us grow. 

        Another hand jerks my shoulder back, slides to my arm, and I’m surprised to see Allen 

glaring down at me. Where has he come from? He pulls me into the darkness of the hallway, away 

from their eyes, which seem broken, like a saucer that’s been dropped.  He’s not hurting me, but his 

hand is tight around my arm, and now he pushes me hard against the wall near the door of my 

bedroom, like I’m a gangster on television. 

        “What?” I say. “What?” I’ve never seen him like this. It’s like he hates me. 

       “Listen to me,” he says. The deepness of his voice scares me, and I try to look away from 

his stare. He grabs me across my mouth, his thumb on one cheek and his fingers on the other, and 

turns my face toward his.   

        I don’t want to cry but think I’m going to. 

        “Just keep your goddamn mouth shut,” Allen whispers, knocking my head on the wall.  

       I nod.  

        And I do that. Fearful of committing a similar faux pas again, I do not respond when an 

awkward situation calls for a kind word or an empathetic gesture. I struggle with this through high 

school and college. And beyond. 

 

Chapter 39: The Gamer 

Leona is a hit at her new nursing home, which she enters in early spring of 2001. She’s quite the 



                                                                                                             

gamer, according to reports from the staff: a frequent winner at bingo—something that seems to me 

simply a matter of luck—but she also excels at quick recall competitions, spelling bees, name-the-

tune contests, card games, and Scrabble tournaments.  

One of her greatest challenges involves a particular spelling bee that is emceed by an 

administrator at the nursing home. The remaining two competitors in line ahead of Mom are 

stumped by the word minuscule. Leona’s name is called. If she spells the word correctly, she wins; 

if she doesn’t, the emcee goes back to the remaining players with a new word. “Miniscule,” Mom 

says as if a school girl. “M-I-N-I-S-C-U-L-E, miniscule.”  

Her jaw drops when the emcee says, “Incorrect.” 

“Oh, but it’s not incorrect,” Mom replies. 

The woman shows her the word in the book: “M-I-N-U-S-C-U-L-E,” she says, emphasizing 

the first U. 

Mom knows her spelling with the two I's is right, and as soon as the bee is over (she wins it 

anyway with reciprocity), she wheels herself back to her room to check both her Scrabble 

dictionary and her American Heritage. Sure enough, there are two spellings, one with an i and one 

with a u after the first three letters. She announces her discovery at the next spelling bee the 

following week, her proof in hand. The administrator is wowed. Mom adores the vindication. 

Before she tells me this story, I don’t know if I spelled the word with an i or a u, but I 

always spell it with an i these days. Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary Eleventh Edition 

explains that miniscule, with the second I, is a variant of a minuscule, which is etymologically 

related to the word minus. The variant is an acceptable spelling. 

But it’s not all spelling bees and Scrabble at the nursing home. Urinary tract infections keep 

Mom totally out of action for six weeks during that spring. It worries me that she’s not responding 

to the drugs that usually chase UTIs away. Additionally, she begins hallucinating and doesn’t 



                                                                                                             

recognize me while in the throes of these insidious infections. I can never seem to overcome my 

confusion and sense of loss when Mom’s not herself. I would rather that she were consciously and 

cleverly insulting me. That way, at least, I would recognize the person in front of me and know that 

she was recognizing me.  

When she recovers, it doesn’t take long before she begins finding fault with her facility. 

Mom announces that she doesn’t care for the food at the nursing home. This doesn’t surprise me; 

she always thought of herself as a culinary artist. Now she wants her caregivers to feed her on those 

days she’s not feeling well, but they are loath to do it, which infuriates her.  

“They tell me if I can smoke, I can feed myself,” she says, harrumphing at the notion one 

mild day when Sue and I are visiting. We have wheeled her outside, to the only place she’s allowed 

to smoke. The problem is this: She can light up by herself, and does so with aplomb and dexterity 

for the most part, her only difficulty coming when the breezes make the flame of her Zippo dance.  

I ask if she tries to feed herself. 

“Of course. But it’s hard to keep the peas from falling off the fork.”  

I almost suggest that she use a spoon, but I don’t want to start something. She has already 

wounded me on this visit, a beautiful spring day a year after her arrival here. I have shown up 

wearing a white-and-black-striped sport shirt, a recent purchase that she has not yet seen.  

“I didn’t know you found a new job,” Mom says, looking at me deadpan. 

“What do you mean?” I ask. 

“Where’s your whistle?”  

“What are you talking about?” I'm obviously missing something here. 

There’s now a twinkle in Mom’s eyes, a hint of a smile on her lips. I look at Sue to see if she 

understands what is unfolding and notice that her face is struggling to maintain its neutrality. She 

doesn’t want to laugh but she’s having a hard time holding back. I glance back at my mother. 



                                                                                                             

“Get it?” she says, reaching over and pulling at my sleeve. 

Finally, I get it. My mother is laughing at my new shirt, which obviously reminds her of a 

referee’s attire. I nod. 

“Then smile,” she requests, and smiles herself. 

How can I deny her? She’s been subtle and clever. I smile. 

“How’d your teeth get so yellow?” she asks, her brow furrowed. She’s apparently horrified. 

I have a feeling of being played, of taking the part of the straight man to Mom’s comedic 

alter ego. While searching for an appropriate response amid my bruised feelings, I chuckle in spite 

of myself. It’s vintage Leona. It’s my mother and her creative, mean-spirited bon mots—Mom at 

her best . . . or worst.  

I think maybe I shouldn’t take Mom’s jabs personally. I am the sacrificial lamb on this 

particular occasion. If it had not been I, it certainly would have been the next person in line, as long 

as the person happened to be one of her children, for my mother doesn’t pull these kinds of verbal 

stunts on her friends, or on her children’s friends, for that matter. It’s certainly not the first blow 

I’ve taken from her and would bet a buck that it won’t be the last.  

Mom, I finally decide, is too enamored of her own one-liners. It’s almost as if she can’t help 

herself.  

But there's a residue from this visit, and others, that remains. A sadness and disenchantment. 

Less air under my sails. A clipping of my wings. 

 

Chapter 40: Paris 

Around this same time—spring of 2001—Susan and I are discussing a late July trip to Paris. I’ve 

been to Paris before, but it was for only a few days thirty years ago, a time when I toured Europe for 

two months during summer break with two of my teaching biddies. I remember a bit, but I’d love to 



                                                                                                             

go again. Sue is hesitant. “Leona’s health hasn’t been great. What if she gets really sick again? 

What if she dies while we’re in Paris?”  

It’s possible, I suppose, but I seriously doubt it. Mom’s rarely been down with a serious  

illness until recently.  We put off a decision for another week. Sue and I share our thoughts with 

each other and we discuss our tentative plans with Mom, whose UTIs seem to be under control. She  

gives us her blessing when we mention a possible Paris trip. “Let me know when you’re going,” she 

says. Soon she is back at the contests and games she loves, and we know we must order plane 

tickets and make hotel arrangements soon if we are serious about the trip. 

“Let’s go,” I say to Sue. “If something happens, we can decide what we need to do, but I 

really think she’ll be fine.”  

When I tell Mom that we’ve finally decided to go to France, she nods and says, “Have fun. 

Be careful. By the way, parlez vous francais?”  

I wonder what all the fuss was about. 

We order airline tickets and pay extra for cancellation insurance. I go online and search out 

an affordable little hotel in the Latin Quarter and make reservations. When we arrive we visit some 

of Hemingway’s haunts from A Moveable Feast, my favorite Hemingway work. We take the train 

to Giverney for Monet’s house and gardens, and once back in the city, we climb the steps up to 

Montmartre for a stunning view and a wonderful lunch, where I try my French on the owner of the 

restaurant, who smiles and corrects my pronunciation. We walk through this city that presents a new 

architectural wonder around every corner, and we walk more slowly through its museums. At the 

Musee d’Orsay, I see Renoir’s The Ball at the Moulin de la Galette, perhaps my favorite oil 

painting in all the world; goose flesh crawls up the back of my neck as I study it. On our last 

Sunday we drop by Notre Dame Cathedral during a High Mass being sung in French. It’s 

breathtaking.  



                                                                                                             

Sue and I unwind on this trip. We both decide that Paris has been one of our most 

memorable vacations. 

 

I would like to say that I frequently thought of Mom during our eight-day Paris trip, but I can't 

because I didn't. I’m hard pressed to explain it. Am I really that insensitive and selfish? Do I not 

care at all about my mother? 

I do care. Occasionally I wonder if I’m her only child who does. Allen is too busy tending 

his own emotional wounds to pay much attention; Ginger lives and works in Tennessee, a four-hour 

car trip away; and Kathy has scratched Mom off her worry list because Mom has repeatedly 

stressed her out with demanding and demeaning phone calls over the years.  

Mom’s health remains good during our absence. She is all smiles when we visit her upon 

our return. She wants to see our photos. 

 

Chapter 41: Walking Again 

Allen calls me in early September of 2013. Sue and I are waiting for dinner to arrive at a new bistro 

in our area, and I ask if I can call him back in an hour. Sure, he says, but first he wants to tell me 

something important. My reaction is a mix between a smile and a grimace; this is so like my 

brother.  

“I walked today,” he says. “I was sitting in my wheelchair in the hall near the nurses’ desk, 

and I got up and walked over and stood there for a minute.” 

I’m surprised and ask how far he walked. 

“Oh, maybe around ten feet. I didn’t even think about it. I just got up and walked over. 

‘Look at me,’ I said to them. I’ve been dreaming that I could do it.” 

“Allen, that’s exciting. Maybe they’ll start your physical therapy again.” At that point our 



                                                                                                             

waitress arrives with a large round tray. “Our food's here. I'll call you later.”  

“Okay. I just wanted to tell you.” 

 

When I visit the following Monday, I take him another bag of candy. The last time I gave him 

candy, he tried to open the bag, and then an individual Hershey’s bar, but had so much trouble with 

both that I had to help him. This time I remove all the wrappers and drop the Mounds and Hershey’s 

miniatures and Heath bars into an easy-open zip-lock baggie. 

 Allen’s happy to see the candy. “I was hoping you’d bring me some.” 

 “Have you started your therapy again?” 

 “Not yet,” he says. “I’ve told the aides I want to start back on it, but I haven’t heard 

anything.” 

 “Done any more walking?” 

 “They don’t want me to do it by myself,” he says. 

 Allen hasn’t walked by himself for six or eight months, with the exception of the ten-foot 

walk last week. It's a wonder that his muscles haven't atrophied into mush. I’m curious how he 

managed his recent walk and ask him for his thoughts.  

 “Well, I attribute part of it to the candy you’ve been bringing me. I credit the Lord for the 

rest.” 

 His gratitude pleases me. But if he is being cured by the Lord—or even by the miracle-

working chocolate I deliver to him—why would he bother to expend any effort on his own 

recovery? I say none of this to him. We’ve sparred over such spiritual matters too often. 

 “How are you feeling?” I ask.  

 “Not good. My arthritis is acting up. And I've got a weird itch beneath the nail of my right 

thumb.” He doesn’t think he can manage physical therapy right now because he’s too tired and in 



                                                                                                             

too much pain.  

 I want to fuss with him but know I can’t. Instead, I encourage him to talk to the nurses and  

staff members. I hope his small walk doesn’t simply become an event that happened last week, and 

I hope Allen urgently requests a return to physical therapy. He must understand that his walking is 

something special that can change his bed-ridden life. Wanting this event to become a steppingstone 

to an actual recovery, I probably say too much. Allen’s attention begins to wane. 

 When I leave his room, a doom-and-gloom weighs me down. I’m certain Allen will not 

enjoy a recovery. If I believed in the efficacy of prayer, I would pray that I am wrong.  

 Later that evening, during a quiet moment, I pray that I am wrong.  

Very late that night, it occurs to me that Allen might have dreamed he walked. I wonder if I 

should ask him. 

 A few days later I visit again. My pessimism from my previous visit prompts me to stop and 

chat with Marcy, the full-time receptionist, an affable woman in her sixties who has befriended 

Allen. Sometimes when my brother finds the energy to get into his wheelchair and ride the elevator 

to the first floor, they talk. She knows he loves to read—several years ago he passed around a list of 

his must-reads to anyone who would accept it, but Allen has given his last list away. At the top of 

his list, he recalls, is Goodnight, Mr. Tom, a novel read by many elementary school students. In 

second place, The Education of Little Tree. Toward the top are The Alchemist by Paulo Coelho; 

many of Herman Hesse’s novels; the poetry, essays, and novels of Wendell Berry; and Scott Russell 

Sanders’s A Private History of Awe, a memoir so moving to Allen that he sends Mr. Sanders one of 

the beautiful wood pieces he was creating before his stroke. As he tells me of this now-lost list, I’m 

continually surprised by titles such as Consolation of Philosophy by Boethius, The Wizard of Oz, 

Pinocchio, and one he especially urges me to read, Bloodroot: Reflections on Place by Appalachian 

Women Writers. An eclectic assortment, to say the least. And impressive. It dawns on me, again, 



                                                                                                             

that my brother is something of a genius.           

I ask Marcy how I can help Allen realize his wishes to start therapy again, and she assures 

me she will make a phone call. She knows the person to call, and she’ll make this request in my 

name. Then she tells me about her favorite book as a girl, Ishmael, something she always wanted to 

read again and searched for, but could not find. It turns out that Allen, through a friend who visits 

often, was able to come up with a copy and gave it to her some months ago. She has come to love 

him, she explains, and I know by her words and demeanor it’s the love someone feels for a friend. 

   

Chapter 42: Amen 

It is fall of 2004. Blue veined as a hatchling robin curled in her nursing-home bed, Mom moans and 

talks to Sister Mary Margaret, her first-grade teacher at St. Louis Bertrand. “Sister,” she calls to the 

drapes, “I know.” She pokes a yellow arm out from under the sheet and raises a quavering hand full 

of age spots and knuckles. “Sister, call on me.” 

I watch, transfixed. She grins, her chin jutting in that smug way she’s always had. As if in 

answer to a question, she says something I can’t make out. Then, an immaculate smile, and two 

words as clear and bright as the sky beyond the golden leaves outside: “Amen. Amen.”   

                                                                                                   

I visit Allen a week later at his house. He’s eager to talk about Mom. “I asked the Lord,” he says, 

“what I could do for Mom when she was failing so badly a few days ago. He told me to pray.” 

I don’t respond.  

“I sat next to her bed and prayed for an hour. She was mumbling, and I was feeling pretty 

low, so I said, ‘Lord, are my prayers working?’ A few seconds later Mom shouted, ‘Amen!  

Amen!’” He pauses. “A miracle,” he says. His voice is breathless, his eyes bright.  

“Amen,” I say.  



                                                                                                             

He stares at me, his head at a tilt, and smiles. He believes I’m commiserating with him, that 

we are of one mind regarding this, but I am not. Nor am I mocking him. I suppose miracles happen, 

albeit rarely. I don’t much believe in the efficacy of prayer, but admit that I engage in it at times. 

This is not a miracle, or an answered prayer, but I have neither the energy nor the will to tell 

him so.  

Or is it? 

 Could it have been a small mercy extended to my brother in his time of need? 

 

Chapter 43: Inheritance 

 In 1998 Mom invites me over to see her. She’s still living at home, getting around fairly 

well, and she wants to talk about her will. First, she asks if I’ll agree to be co-executor of her will. 

Allen has already agreed. I’m fine with that. Next, she wants Allen to receive $4000 over and above 

what the rest of us get after the house is sold. 

“Why?” I ask. I remind her that Allen has already been promised an extra share from our 

aunt May G's will, and though I don't have a problem with that—Allen was her first-born nephew, 

and she never had children of her own—I’m not ready to make this concession, and I tell her so.   

 “Allen’s had a hard row to hoe,” Mom says. 

 “And the rest of us haven’t?”   

 “Oh, Joe, you know what I mean. Besides, he needs it more than you do.” 

 “Well, maybe, but he’s chosen not to work much lately, and I’m working two jobs. Perhaps 

that’s why he needs it more than I do.” I stop, realizing this is not the point I want to make, so I 

begin again. “It’s not right, Mom. There’s no reason any of us should get more than anyone else. 

It’s not about the money. It’s about love and sharing and fairness. If you wanted me to take an extra 

share, I wouldn’t do it. Don’t you get it? It’s almost a putdown of Allen, like, ‘Poor Allen, can’t 



                                                                                                             

make ends meet, I guess I have to help the poor bastard over the rough spots.’ Either that, or it’s a 

discount of the rest of us. ‘Allen’s my favorite, and my other kids will just have to get over it.’ 

Which one is it?” 

 Mom looks at me for a long time without responding.  

 “Really, Mom, which one is it?” 

 “Okay. I get it. Equal shares.”  

 

I’m grateful Mom has changed her mind, but I feel lousy. It was never my intention to go behind 

Allen’s back; I would have said the same thing to Mom had Allen been standing next to me, of this 

I am sure. The next time I see Allen, I tell him about my encounter with Mom and my response to 

her. He looks at me without responding. 

After I share that information with my brother, I don’t think of it again until I am writing 

this particular chapter. Those actions of mine now cause me to pause. When I told him my feelings 

about Mom’s intentions all those years ago, was I involved in some kind of brinksmanship with 

him? If so, to what end? A petty mano a mano rivalry has sometimes been part of our interactions, 

but this revelation about Mom’s will was not from that script. I wanted to be up front with him. No 

backstabbing, nothing underhanded, just the truth. 

 What does Allen think about my dissuading Mom from giving him $4000 more than the rest 

of us? He has had years to tell me, but he has never broached the topic. Neither have I. It seems we 

both have put it away. 

But the possibility of some shallowness on my part lingers. It bothers me. I distinctly recall a 

certain air of satisfaction as I told him of Mom’s final decision. 

  

Chapter 44: Almost in Love Again 



                                                                                                             

At some point after Allen's divorce from Penny, my brother tells me he thinks he's in love again. 

Beverly is in her mid forties, five eight to Allen’s six feet, slender, an artist, and a talented singer 

and musician—“she has the voice of an angel,” he claims—and she’s very fond of him. He asks if 

he can bring her out to the house so Sue and I can meet her. 

 “Isn’t she the most beautiful woman you’ve ever seen?” Allen says when I open the front 

door.  

 Beverly is pleasant looking and she seems affable enough. My brother doesn’t often gush 

like this, at least not about a woman. Be nice, I tell myself. Don’t embarrass anyone. Of course 

Beverly is not the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, but I cannot say that, nor do I want to. 

Feeling spotlighted, I come up with something like, “Allen, you certainly have great taste in 

women,” and clap him on the back as we sit in the family room. When Susan joins us a moment 

later, I begin to relax. 

 

A month after their visit, Allen and Beverly are engaged. She has two daughters, one a teen still 

living at home, and Allen is unhappy with how his fiancée treats both of them. He prays over it. 

 “She gets mean with them,” he says. “Enraged over the smallest things. I don’t get it.” 

 Why has he asked this woman to marry him? Should I ask? 

“But I sure do like a whole lot of things about her. We were at my place last week, sitting on 

the sofa, and started messing around a little bit. One thing let to another, and she suddenly sat up 

straight and said, “It’s helpful sometimes to remember that I’m a good Christian woman.”  

I'm unsure what to make of that. Helpful for Allen or for Beverly? Further, I don’t know if 

Allen is bragging or complaining, but I’m happy that this particular anecdote is over.  

Now he asks if I have any ideas about where they can honeymoon for two days.  Something 

fairly close, he says, and not too expensive. 



                                                                                                             

 I think of Chicago, but know it’s wrong in almost every way—expense, distance, frenzy of 

the lifestyle—so I end up suggesting Nashville, Indiana, a tranquil community of artists and 

craftspeople about ninety minutes north of Louisville. Small, friendly shops line the streets. 

Inexpensive restaurants. Reasonable B&Bs and motels. Gorgeous Brown County State Park a few 

miles down the road. Allen loves the idea and makes plans. 

I hear nothing else about Beverly for the next month. We are both busy—he is working full 

time now, and I am swamped with my junior English students at Manual High, so I think nothing 

about it.  

When I see Allen again, several months have passed. I ask him if he and Beverly have set a 

date, if he’s made reservations in the artist community we’ve talked about. 

“I’m rethinking my position,” he says. “I hate the way she treats her kids, Joe. I really do. 

I’ve tried talking to her, but she doesn’t hear me.”   

 Six weeks later Allen dissolves the engagement. There’s something edgy about Beverly, he 

says, a simmering just under the surface that is unsettling; my brother has noticed it time and again 

and finds he’s unable to resolve his unhappiness with this woman he admires in many ways. “I hope 

I haven’t made a mistake,” he says. “I keep waking up at night. My gut feels like it’s tied up in 

knots that won't ever come untied.”  

Does he still mourn the demise of his relationship with Penny, his first wife? I’m unsure, but 

it's possible. I wonder if, in some small, quiet place inside him, he ever considers what might have 

been had he taken the nuptial plunge with his first true love, the divorced Julie and her beautiful 

little girl, in the 1970s. 

 “Don’t ignore what your gut is telling you,” I say. “I think you’ve done the right thing.” 

He hugs me to him. “Thanks, Joe. That means a lot to me.” 

 



                                                                                                             

Chapter 45: Our Children 

When Sue and I marry in 1988, her kids, Anne, Christopher, and Karen, and my kid, Brandy, 

become our kids. In turn, we become “the parents,” Sue and Joe, when they introduce us to their 

friends. We enjoy being the parents. We know we are lucky to have kids who have grown into  

talented and thoughtful and magnanimous adults; that they seem to enjoy hanging out with us at 

times is a bonus. In a memoir Sue is writing about our vacations at Pawleys Island, South Carolina, 

she writes, referring to her relationship with Brandy, “I hope she knows how much I adore her.” 

The line touches me. I hope all of our children know how much both Sue and I adore them. 

 On a gorgeous autumn Sunday in October of 2013, when Sue—on Fall Break from her 

teaching duties at the University of Louisville—is visiting Karen and her husband Chris Owen and 

their two kids in Greensboro, North Carolina, my daughter Brandy invites me over for dinner with 

her family: husband Brian and their three kids, ages nine, almost seven, and four. While there, 

apropos to something in our dinner conversation, I mention the time my mother sent me to the 

tavern when I was ten to pick up a six-pack of beer for her. Brandy is amazed that something like 

that could happen, even all those years ago, and it occurs to me that she might like to see some of 

my work, even though it’s only halfway finished. She declares interest and I email her five short 

chapters, including “Picking up the Six-pack” and “At the Kitchen Table.” 

 She calls after reading the material and we chat for a few minutes. She likes what she has 

read, but it seems she has something on her mind that she’s cautious about voicing. Finally she asks, 

“Have you ever considered that your mom had a lot to do with your love of reading and writing?”  

Does she feel that she needs to defend her grandmother? It makes me wonder if I have 

become the pouty, ungrateful son in my stories about my mother. I assure her that yes, absolutely, 

Leona greatly influenced my love for literature, that she encouraged and praised my writings, such 

as they were when I was young, and was pleased that I'd become a reader, just as she was. It was 



                                                                                                             

Mom who introduced me to one of her favorite rhymes, “The Fool and the Sage,” a piece she loved 

to recite. 

“The fool and the sage / Stood gazing at the Grand Canyon. / Some hole! Said the fool / To 

his silent companion. / It fires me, inspires me and thrills me. / There's no use concealing the feeling 

/ That steals over me as I gaze: / How wonderful, beautiful, marvelous and massive; / Before all this 

splendor I'm silent and passive. / Amazing, astounding, dumbfounding, stupendous, / Enormous, 

prodigious, gigantic, tremendous. / The sage rose, gazed at his gushing companion, / Heaved a sigh 

and shoved him in the canyon.” 

It's one of my favorites, too. I love the playfulness of the rhyme and the rhythm of the piece. 

I wonder who wrote it and do an internet search, but this version does not appear. Is it possible 

Mom wrote this herself? Given her love of words, she could have.   

I don’t want to tell Brandy that her grandmother made it clear to my siblings and me that she 

was not interested in becoming a babysitting service when we started producing offspring. Of 

Mom’s eight grandkids (not counting my step-kids), I know of only one who went out of his way to 

visit her because he enjoyed her company and her sense of humor. One. Not surprisingly, she loved 

him in return and he became her grandchild of choice. I wonder if she ever knew what she was 

missing. She might have had that kind of relationship with all of them. 

Thinking about my own grandparents is not one of my pastimes. I know many people who 

would nominate their grandparents for sainthood, but I am not one of them. In a word, both my 

grandmothers were inaccessible. Grandma Peacock lived the final twenty years or so of her life with 

my aunt and uncle, May G and Harry, Grandma's husband already long dead. She stayed in her 

bedroom, sat in a chair beside the bed all day, and even took most of her meals there. When visiting 

as a child, I was instructed by my aunt to go say hello to my grandmother, who always wore a shy 

smile when I entered her room. “Hi, honey, how are you?” she always said, her Mississippi accent 



                                                                                                             

as thick and sweet as the scent of magnolia blossoms. The exchange was pleasant but brief.  

My maternal grandmother, Grandma Wagner, seemed stern to me. Her husband—Mom's 

father and my namesake—died when I was still a kid. I remember seeing a picture of Grandma 

Wagner when she was smiling but don’t recall seeing her smile in person. We spoke little, not 

knowing one another. The only thing we shared was an awkwardness when in each other’s 

company.    

I think of Joni Mitchell’s “The Circle Game.” The seasons have gone round and round for 

my wife and me, and now Sue and I are the grandparents to our children’s ten kids. Susan is the best 

grandmother I can imagine, the very best in my admittedly limited experience with grandmothers, 

and I try to hold my own as a presence next to her shining light of attention and patience. I watch 

her with admiration. I learn how to be a grandparent from her. 

Am I being too harsh with my mother for her lack of grand-parenting acumen or desire? 

Perhaps. I simply wish she would have taken the time to get to know her grandkids better. 

And her own kids, a quiet voice whispers. And her own kids. 

      

Chapter 46: The Rest of Us 

For a number of years after Marianne's death, Mom seems to drift away from us, her remaining 

kids. Part of that I attribute to alcohol, which becomes her priest and her penance during these 

years. It's embarrassing to see my mother drunk on every holiday and almost every weekend. 

 I am in my early to middle teens during this time and remain unsympathetic to her woes. It's 

not that I don't get it. I do get it: First her husband dies, then her father, and then her daughter. But 

the rest of us kids have also experienced the loss of our father, our grandfather, and our sister, and 

we're floundering. 

 “I'm trying to be both a mother and a father,” she says to us too often, “and 'tain't easy, 



                                                                                                             

McGee.” 

 I'm unimpressed.  

 “Your mother has suffered more than most people do in a whole lifetime,” Mom's adult 

friends tell us. We hear it often.  

 I'm still unimpressed, though I know it's probably true.  

 But when Mom says to me one evening after finishing her third beer since dinner, “You just 

don't know what a struggle it is trying to raise all you kids without a husband, and now my 

Marianne has been taken from me,” I get angry. 

 “What about the rest of us, Mom? You still have four children.” 

 I wish I had added, “And we need your love and your kindness and your help,” but at 

fourteen I did not fully understand what I was trying to say, didn't know what all of us needed. 

 Neither did Mom.  

 

Chapter 47: Dreaming 

In the spring of 2014, my brother calls me one morning at home. His voice is full of tears. “Joe,” he 

says, “I think I’m dying. I really feel like I’m dying. I’m so sorry to leave you. You’re a good man. 

I’m sorry.” 

 It’s about seven and he’s calling from his bed at the Facility. I’m alarmed, but cautious, and 

ask him why he feels this way, what his symptoms are. 

 “I was dreaming that Patience and I were wandering around somewhere trying to get home, 

but we couldn’t find the way. I don’t dream about my girls very much, but Patience and I were lost, 

and when I woke up I had this terrible foreboding that I’m about to die.” 

 I tell Allen that this sounds like a classic stress dream. Allen takes his dreams very seriously. 

He thinks they are predictions of things to come. He and I have talked about dreams more than I 



                                                                                                             

care to remember, but I want to tread carefully here. I reiterate my theory that dreams are metaphors 

and aren’t to be taken literally, and tell him I have stress dreams myself, ridiculous dreams that 

carry me back into my university days, where I show up for class without having prepared my 

presentation, or having forgotten to study for the final, thus fearing I won’t be able to graduate. I 

even have stress dreams about teaching, something I’ve done successfully for more than forty-five 

years. 

 “Really?” he says. His earnestness surprises me. 

 I tell him that Mom used to call me when she was in her mid eighties to complain about her 

convoluted dreams. She would wake up shaking. 

 “She did?” There seems to be relief in his voice. 

 “It’s the way we handle some niggling worry that has wormed its way into our psyche,” I 

say. I am not trying to play the professor; these are things I firmly believe. “Put it away.” I don’t 

know what else to tell him, but I still think about his walking episode and want him to follow up on 

it. “Have you said anything more to the nurses or aides about wanting to start therapy again?” 

 “I’ve already started. Sometime last week, I don’t remember exactly what day.” 

 “Great. Fabulous. I didn’t know. Are you really working at it?” I ask, and then I want to kick 

myself for pushing too hard again. 

 “I am. I’m doing everything they ask me to do. I’m giving it my all.”  

 The receptionist I talked with recently must have made the phone call about Allen's physical 

therapy. I need to thank her. Further, I love that Allen is proud of himself. I tell him to keep up the 

good work and that I will visit tomorrow with a bag of Hershey’s milk chocolate bars, his favorite.  

 “Sometimes I think I’ll die with a Hershey’s bar in my hand,” he says. 

 I laugh and so does he.  

 



                                                                                                             

Chapter 48: Decline 

Mom’s serious decline begins in the spring of 2004. She stops eating the food at the nursing home. 

“I’m not hungry,” she says by way of explanation. “How can someone eat if she's not hungry?” She 

looks at us as if we’re lunatics. 

 Later that week Ginger visits from Tennessee. Mom tells her that she, Mom, has been 

talking to Queen Elizabeth. “Look, there she is right there on the wall.” Ginger, a trained and 

licensed physical-therapist assistant, tells the nurse on the floor that she thinks Mom must be 

battling another urinary tract infection. Ginger’s diagnosis is correct, and Mom’s lucidity declines 

even more.  

 She is transferred to the hospital. Her UTI has not been responding to the meds; the doctor I 

speak to says we also must keep Mom hydrated and make certain she ingests enough calories. She  

is down to about a hundred pounds, her skin wrinkled around her bony arms. He asks if we want to 

insert a feeding tube. I ask him for his best opinion, but he assures me it is a decision that can only 

be made by the family. Sometimes a tube helps a great deal, he suggests, sometimes not so much, 

but he lets us know that it would probably extend her life.  

 Mom is ninety-two. I’m amazed she has lasted this long, given her alcohol and nicotine  

habits. In her hospital room I watch her for a half hour of disturbed sleep and incoherent mumbles. 

When I try to talk to her, she doesn’t wake up. Is real communication with her possible? I share my 

question with my siblings and Allen says, “Let’s try talking to her again. We need to ask her what 

she wants us to tell the doctor. It’s her decision. She has to tell us what to do.” 

 So my brother and I visit the next day. We’re surprised to find Mom awake. Further, she 

recognizes us. I tell her, gently, what the docs have said about her vital need for nutrition and ask if 

she wants a feeding tube inserted. “It’s your best chance for a recovery, Mom,” I say.  

 “Yes,” she says without hesitation. “Of course.” Then she turns on her side and sleeps. 



                                                                                                             

 

 

  Chapter 49: I Hope You Hear My Words  

When I’m a senior English major at Bellarmine University, my seminar professor, Dr. Sheehan, 

asks me to see him for a moment after class. He hands me a paper I’ve recently turned in. Four or 

five black-inked circles catch my attention and my mood drops. At the bottom of the assignment, a 

large D. 

 “This makes me think you sat down at the typewriter and dashed this off without bothering 

with a rough draft,” he says. “What’s going on?” 

 I am studying my errors, most of them careless gaffes a freshman in high school should not 

be making. One gets my special attention. I have incorrectly written roll instead of role. I’m not 

sure what to tell him, though I know the answer to his question. 

 “Is everything okay?” His craggy face, bushy eyebrows, and kind eyes express concern. 

 “I’m working a lot,” I say. “I took a NoDoz tab the night I was writing the paper because I 

was really tired, but after a few minutes I got buzzy and couldn’t concentrate. I’m not a coffee 

drinker, so I guess I shouldn’t have taken that tab. I thought I had toughed it out, though. I can’t 

believe all these errors.” 

 He asks if I’m working more than twenty hours a week, the maximum suggested by the 

University.  

 “Forty,” I say, and realize I’m feeling something between pride and embarrassment, pride at 

being able to take eighteen semester hours while managing my job, and embarrassment over my 

shoddy performance on the assignment. 

 “Why so much?”  

 I explain my situation at home, where money is tight. I’m expected to take care of the 



                                                                                                             

majority of my expenses. 

 He studies me for five long seconds. “Retype the paper, correct the errors, work on the 

organization. Due next class. I expect a paper that’s commensurate to your abilities.” 

 “Thank you, sir,” I say as I turn to leave. 

 “One more thing. Have you seen the bulletin board at the east end of the hallway?” 

 I have a class after this one in the Administration Building and always exit through the west-

end door. 

 “There’s an ad for a master of arts in teaching degree at John Carroll University in 

Cleveland. Nice school, run by the Jesuits. I thought of you and a couple others in our seminar class 

when I read about the program. They’re offering a generous scholarship.” 

 “Thanks, Dr. Sheehan. I’ll check it out.” 

 I find the ad on the bulletin board, apply, and receive a phone call a week later asking if I 

can come to Cleveland for an interview. I fly from Louisville to Cleveland on a Saturday morning, 

my first-ever flight, where I’m met and transported to the university by my mother’s long-time 

friend who now lives in the area. I find the designated room and the interview committee, which 

consists of two white men and a black woman. They explain their new MAT Program and ask me 

questions. It’s a friendly if formal dance as we try to get to know each other. After ten or fifteen 

minutes, Mr. Reichart asks me: “Since the Negro students you’ll be teaching will realize you’re a 

Southerner from your accent, do you think it would be wise the tell them, right up front, that in spite 

of your Southern ties, you carry no prejudice and that you will treat them fairly?” 

 I do not consider myself a Southerner. To me the real South begins at Tennessee and 

continues down to the Gulf of Mexico. Furthermore, I’ve never realized I have an accent. I keep 

these musings to myself.  

“I don’t think that would be a good idea,” I tell the committee. “I think the students would 



                                                                                                             

judge me by my actions, not by something I say to them or the accent they hear.” I say nothing else 

and wait for their response. Two heads nod. 

 Several weeks later I receive an early evening phone call at home offering me a grant and 

assistantship to attend John Carroll. I was hopeful, but still I’m astonished. Have I said that I am 

barely an average student? Above average in English, perhaps, but a C student in most other 

courses.  

My lackadaisical attitude toward my academic work continues in graduate school. Now I 

have no excuses, for I have no outside job. But pretty early in my first semester at John Carroll, one 

of my roommates gets my attention. “If I ignored my studies the way you do,” he says, “my dad 

would kick my ass from here to the state line. You’re smart, but you’re really lazy.”  

His comment startles me. What am I thinking? I can’t wash out of this program. I simply 

cannot. I hunker down and begin to study. I finish my master’s program with a GPA of just under 

3.5, mediocre by grad school standards, but heady stuff for me, whose undergrad average was a 

truly third-rate 2.6. 

 

My current semester, spring of 2014, marks my forty-eighth consecutive year of teaching. This time 

around: Elementary Composition (freshman comp) and Grammar and Usage (for education majors).  

Other college classes I’ve taught include intro to lit, creative writing, and business English. I enjoy 

my classes, but sometimes I yearn for more free time. For what? I ask myself, always cautious 

about shirking work. For writing, reading, yard work, photography. Searching for an agent for my 

children’s story and my novel. Finishing my memoir. Taking field trips with the grandkids, 

wandering the Falls of the Ohio, building a birdhouse for the pileated woodpeckers that visit the 

backyard. Playing golf, cleaning out my office files and closet, both unorganized and overflowing. 

Doing the little things I keep putting off. And maybe, just kicking back, for which the Italians have 



                                                                                                             

a phrase: Il bel far niente. The beauty of doing nothing. 

Suddenly it occurs to me that I never visited my English professor at Bellarmine to thank 

him after I moved back to Louisville in 1972. A graceless omission on my part. I carry the weight of 

this negligence with me still. I had never considered becoming a teacher before my chat with him. 

But there is more. While in my second year of teaching in Cleveland, the Louisville Draft 

Board sends me a “Notice to Report.” Unsure of the implications, I speak to my principal, who 

makes a copy of my notification and says he will see what he can do, explaining that with the 

Vietnam Conflict escalating, there is an increasing teacher shortage. “Someone in the downtown 

office is in charge of this. She’ll request that you receive a teaching deferment.”  

I have often wondered how I would have responded if drafted—fleeing to Canada always 

seemed a desperate, unhappy option—so my principal’s words please me. My deferment arrives 

within a month or two. I should have celebrated. 

In the intervening years between then and now, I become a huge fan of the writer Tim 

O’Brien. I am wowed by In the Lake of the Woods, but even moreso by The Things They Carried, a 

book introduced to me by my wife, who thought I would like it. A review in the Milwaukee Journal 

sums up my feelings: “This is writing so powerful that it steals your breath. . . .” I weep at the 

ending of “On the Rainy River.” Reading other stories in this work, I imagine myself trudging the 

rice paddies and jungles of Vietnam in the shoes of Lieutenant Jimmy Cross, who is hopelessly in 

love with Martha, a junior English major back home; he carries her letters, knowing they are not 

love letters, but he pretends they are. I write an analytical piece on The Things They Carried that 

finds publication in India, and later in a literary magazine in Kentucky. I end up reading most of 

O’Brien’s fiction. 

 When Tim O’Brien comes to speak at Spalding University’s MFA in Writing Program in 

2013, I ask Susan to accompany me. We don’t know what to expect, but we both want to meet the 



                                                                                                             

man. When he enters the room, I’m fascinated. He’s smaller than I imagined, perhaps five feet 

seven, one hundred and forty pounds. He’s wearing his always-present baseball cap, de rigueur 

attire for O’Brien for many years now. But I’m concerned because every preliminary guest has 

caused me to doubt the effectiveness of the speaker system in this big room: I’ve understood 

perhaps 20 percent of their comments. Are we in for more garbled words when the diminutive 

O’Brien approaches the microphone? 

 The writer steps to the podium and studies his audience. The ballroom area is full of his  

fans, now hushed. He leans forward and asks for forgiveness: he’s a storyteller, not a public 

speaker, he tells us.  From that first moment, however, I understand every word. O’Brien speaks 

with confidence and a quiet strength. He begins a story about the events in his life that led to the 

writing of “On the Rainy River”: He received a draft notice and, while waiting to be drafted, 

worked in an Armour meatpacking plant in his hometown in Minnesota, where he removed blood 

clots from pigs that had recently been slaughtered. He stayed there until he suddenly knew he must 

leave, so he jumped in his car and headed north. When he could no longer continue north, he turned 

west along the south shore of the Rainy River, Canada just across the river. He eventually stopped 

at a decrepit fishing resort, the Tip Top Lodge, run by eighty-one-year-old Elroy Berdahl, a quiet 

man and an expert at Scrabble. O’Brien took a room. 

 I turn to my wife. “Oh my God, Sue, everything in that story really happened,” I whisper.  

 O’Brien finishes this story and continues with others, most from The Things They Carried. I 

recognize everything. What is happening here? It’s not until the end of his talk that I get it. O’Brien 

has done this evening exactly what he did with this best-selling book of linked stories. He wants us 

readers to feel what he felt, so he tells us a story that he thinks will accomplish that, facts be 

damned. He wants us, finally, to understand that his fabricated story-truth (O’Brien’s term), is 

truer—more cogent, more moving, more emotionally honest—than the actual happening-truth 



                                                                                                             

(again, the author’s term). I have fallen for it once more, thinking for most of the presentation that I 

was hearing a factual account. I don’t feel gullible or sheepish about it, though. I feel grateful, for I 

have experienced, in a visceral way, some of O’Brien’s thoughts and emotions at that time of crisis 

for him. 

 In Tim O’Brien I see someone like me. He is close to my age, both of us went to small 

liberal arts colleges situated around the Midwest, both of us protested U.S. involvement in the 

Vietnam war. (Susan must have recognized some similarities when she suggested that I read the 

book in the mid 1990s.) Unlike me, O’Brien did not receive a deferment and saw action in the war, 

an experience that has haunted him and influenced his writing ever since.  

 The horror that O’Brien recreated in The Things They Carried has moved me and informed 

my life. I practically tremble when I try to imagine what might have happened to me had I been sent 

to Vietnam. I know I could never have experienced peace and wholeness had I encountered even 

half of the terror O’Brien encountered. The guilt he speaks of in such transcendent language would 

have hung like an amputated ear of the enemy around my neck, visible only to me. My life would 

have ended, either literally or psychologically. This I believe. 

 I was able to avoid the war through the thoughtfulness of a professor for his exhausted 

student—me—in my last semester of college. Before my professor’s suggestion, I had never 

considered becoming a teacher. I wish I could say I took to the profession like a hawk to the sky, 

but there were difficult times early on. A feeling of accomplishment and satisfaction, however, has 

grown slowly and quietly over the years. Now, I feel lucky. More than that. Blessed. 

The grace of my professor’s kindness continues to resonate in my life. I am forever grateful, 

Dr. Sheehan. Through some alchemy I can’t explain or even imagine, I hope you hear my words.  

 

Chapter 50: Searching for Joe 



                                                                                                             

During a birthday party spin-the-bottle episode in the seventh grade, I decided that Pam’s kiss is the 

sweetest thing I’d ever encountered. When I share this secret with a friend, he mocked me, claiming 

Elaine was by far the best kisser at the party. When he spread the news of my bad taste to our 

mutual acquaintances, I changed my story.  

Pam was, to me, the cutest girl present, and she certainly served me up an enchanting 

surprise when her tongue slipped between my lips. Why did I recant? Was I such a coward that I 

denied something I saw as true simply because someone preferred a different truth? What was I 

afraid of? Did I need approval for every opinion I held? Was I afraid of being teased? My denial 

haunted me for years.   

The next year, as a member of the St. Elizabeth football team, I played fullback on offense. I   

got pounded on most plays while being the belly-series blocker for Don Brown, the star halfback, 

and Jay Young, the star quarterback and leader of the team. How many times did I actually get to 

run the ball that season? Maybe five. I scored one extra point on an after-touchdown run. On 

defense, I played safety. There, though not great, I had my share of tackles, and actually had the 

opportunity to intercept one pass, a wobbly floater that came right to me. As I got ready to snare the 

errant ball, Jay, my fellow safety, yelled “Knock it down,” apparently because it was a third-down 

pass and the opponents would have to kick if I batted the ball to the ground. I decided—in the 

micro-second interval between Jay’s authoritative mandate and the arrival of the ball—to grab it, 

and grab it I did and raced down the middle of the field, advancing the ball almost to the point from 

which it had been passed. I knew I’d made the correct play, and now, a lifetime later, savor the 

decision. 

Several years earlier, I’d interceded in a bully’s taunting of another kid and got a smack for 

my troubles, but I felt fine about it because the bullying stopped. At another time, I didn’t like the 

rough recess play of a fellow eighth grader, told him so, and took a punch to the eye for my 



                                                                                                             

temerity. When the kid squared off, I walked away, embarrassed that I was suddenly afraid to fight 

him. The punch hurt for the rest of the day, the pain settling in the back of my head. I have avoided 

fist fights ever since.  

 As a new teacher standing in front of a room full of adolescents, I searched for pedagogical  

methods I could believe in. Slowly, and with many confusing missteps, I began to discover my 

teacher’s voice. It was not loud, but it evolved into something firm. After several uses of a hefty 

paddle—SOP during those days in the mid 1960s that each new teacher be provided a paddle by the 

shop teacher—I listened to the feelings that were calling out to me to put away the oak bludgeon 

that many of my colleagues wielded with pride. I stopped sending kids to the office for light-weight 

or even middle-weight offenses and dealt with them myself. I did not threaten, I cajoled. When I 

spoke privately to offending students, I always included an honest positive point about them after I 

pointed out a negative behavior. I was pleased when this approach started to work.  

 When brother Allen began spreading the Lord’s word, if his words were directed at me, I 

pointed out the meanness of his judgmental testimony or walked away or told him I wasn’t 

interested. When sister Kathy asked me what my salary was as a high-school teacher and hooted 

about the fact that her husband Charlie was making more than I, a cloud descended over our 

relationship until I asked her to stop comparing salaries. Much later, when sister Ginger told me I 

had bungled the job by placing Mom in an inferior nursing home, I explained in detail the many 

reasons why this pissed me off, my main reason being that I had specifically asked her, barely a 

month before, not to become critical because my search for a nice place for Mom had been full of 

mine fields and blind alleys. 

 Why do I remember these events, none particularly riveting, some more trivial than others, 

much of a lifetime later? Perhaps it’s because I have for years been searching for my center, a place 

of comfort, I’ve always imagined, because there I would feel secure. I’ve spent a great amount of 



                                                                                                             

time discovering who I should be, and, more importantly, who I am regardless of other folks' 

notions of who I should be. I have pondered what I believe, those philosophies important to me, 

when to stand up for my opinions, when to defer to someone else's opinion, and when to turn and 

walk away. In my private self-assessment, I see myself as a thoughtful decision maker, but when it 

comes to action, I’m too often the ever-probing Hamlet, whose indecision, I remind myself, 

eventually led to his untimely fall. 

 For years I have had what I call circular dreams, sometimes two or three times a week, 

wherein I loop around a repeating plotline like a toy Lionel train on a miniature track, endlessly 

revisiting vistas I’ve already encountered: the six-inch-high train station and the overpass bridges, 

the factory smokestacks and the mountains in the distance. The journey carries with it no aspect of 

delight because I must reach my destination, it’s a matter of urgency that I do so, for I’m late—as 

the white rabbit in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland keeps reminding her—for a very important 

date, though the date I’m striving to keep stretches far into the realm of the surreal. I eventually 

awaken, later more often than sooner, frustrated and exhausted. Often I resettle and fall back to 

sleep, only to find myself on the same endless track. 

I am seventy. It’s an age that augurs oncoming disasters and forgetfulness and insecurity. 

The disasters will come, of course, because they are bound to come with age. And age, sooner or 

later, begins to play tricks with memory. I can deal with that. But I have no patience with insecurity. 

I want to pluck it from my body, where it clings like a tick, and squash it between my fingers.  

 

Chapter 51: Slings and Arrows, and a Chunk of Gold  

“What do you want, peacocks flying?”  

 “What makes you think you’re so important?” 

 “Stand up straight.” 



                                                                                                             

 “When are you going to learn?” 

 “You’re too serious.” 

 “You’re too sensitive.” 

 “How many times have I told you?” 

 “Take your elbows off the table.” 

 “The world doesn’t revolve around you.” 

 “Don’t be so sarcastic.” 

 “Who’s going to pay for it, Mr. Hotshot?” 

 “Keep eating like that and you’ll be obese by the time you’re twenty.” 

 “When you get older, you’ll understand.” 

 “Get up and do something, damnit.” 

 “Why do you have to question everything?” 

 “How did you get so brilliant in such a short amount of time?” 

 “Over my dead body.”  

 “Keep acting like that and I’m calling the orphanage.” 

 “If you can’t say anything nice, don’t say anything at all.” 

 

 “Go read a book.” 

     

    Chapter 52: No Substantial Improvement 

Several months after Allen’s admission to the Facility in 2009, he is invited to a meeting consisting 

of the head nurse on his floor, a social worker, and a financial officer who will explain how 

payment works. My brother asks me to join him.  

The meeting is a formality, I’m sure. The five of us are sitting around a rectangular table and 



                                                                                                             

the employees are explaining their policies. They probably do this several dozen times a year. They 

are bored, and perhaps that’s understandable, but this is all new to Allen and me, so we’re both 

paying attention. Then I hear the rhythmic tap of fingernails on the tabletop from the social worker. 

Rat-a-tat-tat, over and over. I shoot her a glance, annoyed. She stops, but after a minute she 

resumes her tapping. I try to ignore it. After twenty seconds or so, I turn to her. “Would you please 

stop doing that,” I say. I don’t snap at her, but she certainly knows I’m not pleased. 

This incident nags at me. Fairly or unfairly, I have formed a negative impression concerning 

this place practically from the get-go. As far as I know, Allen never noticed the tapping, and I’ve 

never discussed it with him. At the time he had more important things on his mind. Here was a guy 

who had never before spent the night in a hospital after his early twenties, when he spent time at 

LaGrange. Was he going to recover the use of his left hand and left leg? Would he ever be able to 

walk again or reclaim some semblance of his life? And the ultimate question: Would he eventually 

survive this ugly surprise and die of old age? 

He must have been asking himself some of these questions. Anyone would have. But my 

impression of that Welcome to the Facility meeting is that my brother and I were the only ones 

there truly concerned about my brother’s welfare. 

 

During the fall of 2013, well less than a month into Allen’s return to physical therapy after his 

walking event, the rehab exercises abruptly stop. 

The Facility has a policy. If the patient does not show what they term “substantial 

improvement” after two or three weeks of therapy, it is discontinued. This seems to be the end-

game rationale presented to my brother after every multiple-week physical therapy session is 

terminated. It has happened two or three times every year since Allen has been here. On several 

occasions I have sought out the physical therapist and inquired about Allen’s attitude and progress. 



                                                                                                             

Usually, the report has been satisfactory, and sometimes good. Allen, though not an entirely reliable 

narrator these days, seems to report honestly when I ask him about his cooperation during physical 

therapy. “I was too tired,” he has admitted. “I can’t seem to be able to motivate myself.” Or, “I’m 

trying, but my legs don’t want to respond.”  

When his physical therapy ends this time, I’m surprised. Allen has been positive about it and 

tells me he has been working very hard. When I ask for an explanation from the staff, they say, 

again, that Allen has not shown enough substantial improvement to warrant a continuation. This 

makes me wonder if the PT is little more than an attractive window dressing that looks good but 

stops before anything substantial can be accomplished by the patient. Perhaps, I want to say to 

those who have incorporated this rule into their Profit Bible, perhaps there is NSI because you 

allowed my brother’s strength to dissipate for three months or longer. Then, if he or I insisted, you 

tinkered around, trying to invigorate a complex system of muscles (forty-nine from the buttocks to 

the foot) that went unchallenged for an inordinate amount of time.  

Maybe I'm being paranoid, but this is my brother, damnit, and I keep hoping he can recover.  

 Several years ago, when Allen was experiencing real progress after an especially successful 

physical therapy period, he began asking for help walking up and down his long hallway in the 

early evenings. For a week or so, an aide or orderly would show up to walk with him for five to ten 

minutes. He was making headway and he was proud of it. Then the folks stopped showing up. The 

staff told Allen he could not walk on his own because of safety issues, and the aides had other 

duties.  

“What happened?” I asked my brother at the time, but he didn’t know.  

I cannot help but wonder if he was close to getting his legs back, something that could lead 

to his leaving the Facility and rediscovering, or reinventing, his life.  

 



                                                                                                             

Cjapter 53: The Hospital 
 

“Where's Allen?” I ask my mother. 
 
 It's right before dinnertime. I haven't seen my brother for a day or two, but whenever I ask, 

Mom has given me a vague response that doesn't make sense. 

 I try again. “Where's Allen?” 

 “Allen had to go to the hospital,” Mom says. 

 “How come?” 

 She fidgets. “He was having some problems.” 

 “He seemed fine a couple of days ago.” 

 “Oh, some emotional things came up,” she says. “He'll be gone for a few more days. 

Nothing to worry about. He'll be home before you know it.” 

 But a few more days turns into a week, and then into a second week. I'm concerned, but I 

can't seem to get Mom to tell me anything more.  

 Toward the end of the second week, Mom announces: “We're going to see Allen tomorrow. 

Don't make any other plans. Joe, you'll be driving, of course.” Mom has not gotten her driver's 

license, though she promises she will. I am seventeen and have recently gotten my license. Our car 

is a 1954 six-cylinder Chevrolet. It's an automatic, which makes things easier. 

 The next day, a Saturday, Ginger, Kathy, Mom, and I set out for the hospital. Mom knows 

the route—she's been here before, I can tell—and her directions are good, though rife with 

unnecessary warnings. “Slow down,” she says as we make our way down LaGrange Road. “You'll 

be making a left turn, it's just down the road a little bit, so watch for traffic coming your way.” 

 I make the turn without killing us all and proceed along a narrow, winding road. We pass a 

lake and come to a parking area. Inside, we wait. Then we're escorted to a room where we wait 

some more, this time for Allen. When he enters, he looks thin, even thinner than his normal thin.  



                                                                                                             

His eyes wander. He seems jittery. He's in a robe without a belt and I wonder why.  

 When it's my turn to talk to him, I ask, “Where's the belt to your robe?” 

 “They won't let me have it,” he says. 

 I can't imagine such a thing. “Why?” 

 “Some people use the belts to hang themselves,” he says.  

 I'm astonished and can't think of any response. 

 Mom shoots a scathing glance my way and asks him how the food is, if he's getting enough 

to eat, how things are going, if he thinks he'll be coming home soon. His responses are brief. The 

food's okay. He supposes things are going along. He doesn't know when he'll be coming home. 

 Another week passes and we drive back to the hospital to bring him home. He looks awful, 

diminished somehow: quieter than usual, dark swollen bags under his eyes, skinny, lethargic. I'm 

afraid to say anything to him, afraid to ask any more questions. 

 

It's probably thirty years after Allen's hospitalization that he talks to me about his stay at Central 

State Hospital in LaGrange. He tells me how he came to end up there. 

 “I went to confession and the priest told me to get some psychiatric help.” 

 “Why on earth did he say that?” 

 “I confessed that I had blasphemed against the Holy Spirit. I think he didn't have any idea 

how to respond to that, so he kept telling me I needed to get some help.” He pauses and looks up at 

me. “You know, Joe, that's exactly why I went to talk to him. I thought maybe he could help me. I 

don't think he ever gave me absolution. He pretty much kicked me out of the confessional.”                   

 I wonder how a person blasphemes the Holy Spirit. Then I recall Allen's default response 

during his late teens and early twenties when something got under his skin: Fuck the world.  

 Though he doesn't explain the blasphemy in detail, I imagine the worst. 



                                                                                                             

 

Chapter 54: Raking Miss Hannah’s Leaves 
 
When I am twelve, my mother tells me to run down to Miss Hannah’s house. “See if she wants her 

front yard raked, Joe.” 

 It’s a late October Saturday just after breakfast. This is unexpected, out of the blue. I still 

enjoy my Saturday morning cartoons. It's also a good day for a football game. “Aw, Mom,” I say.  

 Eyebrows raised, she shoots me an I-mean-it look before I can utter another word. “Take the 

rake with you. Knock on the door, hard, so she’ll hear you. Her doorbell doesn’t work. Don’t come 

back and tell me she’s not at home.” 

 Miss Hannah is aged and frail and lives alone in a full-porched bungalow three doors down 

from us. Her yard is dominated by a gigantic tree. Allen once told me it was a red maple, and 

though I am never sure how he knows that kind of stuff, I’m pretty sure he is right. The maple has 

to be a hundred years old. Has to be. Three feet across. Huge roots curling up from the ground. 

Leaves are falling like crazy outside our kitchen window, and my guess is that some of them are 

from Miss Hannah’s red maple. As quietly and politely as I can, I ask, “Can Allen help me?”  

 “Allen’s busy this morning.” 

 “Dag.” 

 “I beg your pardon?” 

 “Nothing.” 

How can I handle this? What if I go to the house and stand there for a minute and pretend to 

knock hard at Old Lady Hannah’s front door? That’s stupid, Joe, I tell myself. Obviously that won’t 

work because Mom has already figured out I might try something like that. That’s why she told me 

to knock hard. There has to be a way out, I keep thinking, as I gather my dilapidated work gloves 

from the garage at the end of our driveway. I look for the leaf rake but only find the steel-tined 



                                                                                                             

garden rake. Maybe this is a stroke of good luck. 

“Mom, where’s the leaf rake?” 

“The leaf rake disappeared last year. Use the other rake. It’s in the garage.” 

What is she thinking? “That won’t work on leaves,” I say.  

 “Make it work.” She puts her hand on her hip and stares at me as if she’s been mad at me for 

a week. 

 Two minutes later, I drop the rake and gloves in Miss Hannah’s yard next to the red maple 

and climb quietly up five gray-painted concrete steps to her front porch, an old swing moving a 

little bit in the breeze and making a rusty-chain kind of squeak up near the ceiling. I turn to check 

out the tree. Its branches reach over to the driveway on one side and the neighbor’s yard on the 

other, to the sidewalk out front and the porch where I stand. Even as I watch, a million leaves float 

down from its branches. A wind funnel, like a miniature tornado, skips across the yard, spinning red 

and yellow leaves along. They look alive and playful, almost prancing, like they’re stepping to a 

magical little dance before moving on again, and the leaves finally drop topsy-turvy in a scattered 

pile near the driveway. What’s wrong with leaving the leaves where they fall? I wonder.  

 At the door I raise my fist, knuckles forward, ready for a real or fake knock, unsure of which 

it will be, not wanting to do this chore but not wanting to lie to Mom, either, which is always risky. 

Discouraged about my choices, I pause, and at that instant the door opens and there’s Miss Hannah, 

ancient, hunched at the shoulders, bent a little at the waist, white haired, wrinkled, in a blue and 

yellow flower-print dress that reaches almost to her ankles, her two stick-like legs shrouded in 

sagging brown hose. Covering her arms and chest and shoulders, buttoned from hips to neck, a pink 

cardigan sweater, a size too large, fending off any possible chill. Wire-framed spectacles have 

slipped to the end of her nose. An odor—can it be oldness?—rises from the old lady’s hair.  



                                                                                                             

“Why, hello there, Joe,” she says, adjusting her glasses. I have waved to her from time to 

time as I passed down the sidewalk in front of her house in the summertime, when she likes to sit on 

her porch swing and knit. She’s always given me a little wave back but has never said a word. I 

wonder how she knows my name. “What can I do for you on this fine fall morning?” she adds. 

 I consider her question, and for a second think about saying, You can tell me that your lawn 

doesn’t need to be raked, that I can reach a light bulb on the top shelf of the kitchen cabinet for you, 

that your garbage can needs to be emptied or your water hose carried to the garage. Anything, just 

as long as your lawn is fine. I have heard my mom’s Disrespectful Lecture a couple of times in the 

past month, though, so I can’t go there. “My mom is wondering,” I say, understanding there is a 

question of integrity here but nevertheless searching for the right words, ambiguous words, “if you  

. . . if you might have any jobs around the house . . . or the yard . . . that you need help with.”  

Miss Hannah peers at her yard like it’s the first time she has seen it in a long time. She 

shuffles out to the top step to gaze up at the maple. I notice lots of leaves that have blown onto the 

porch. They're everywhere. She shakes her head. I can’t believe it. She's shaking her head back and 

forth. A definite NO in any language. 

“This place is getting to be a tad too much for me anymore,” she says, her head still shaking. 

“A few years ago I could rake this yard in twenty minutes.” 

I have never seen Miss Hannah raking her front yard.  

“Why, yes, the front yard does need raking, doesn’t it,” she says, her eyes on mine. 

Yes? Yes? I stare at her. 

She pulls a yellowed handkerchief from the sleeve of her sweater and blows fiercely. 

Turning the hanky and wiping away the residue under her nose, she waits for my reply. 

When I nod, she says, “Thank you, Joe. And thank your mother for me. It’s a lovely offer.” 

She turns to her door but pauses. “Oh, be sure to knock when you’re finished.” She checks her 



                                                                                                             

mailbox next to the door before she vanishes into the darkness of her living room.  

I look at the sea of leaves on the front lawn. Where should I start? I drag myself down the 

steps, lift the rake, and begin to imagine scenarios that will allow me a reprieve. I think about a 

sprained ankle, but there is no swelling. Maybe a fit of sneezing from an allergy and a killer 

headache, but I’ve never had an allergy. Mom would see right through that kind of stupid stuff and 

send me back to finish the job.  

I take a halfhearted swipe with the rake, and the leaves get stuck between the inflexible 

metal tines. “Damnit,” I say under my breath. Finally, I glare at the leaves and advance against 

them, wielding my rake like a weapon. I'm a knight on a quest. My goal? A raked front yard. My 

mother’s approval. I'll get to burn the leaves I'm piling at the edge of the street. Maybe a dollar, if I 

do a good job. I can’t remember ever having an entire dollar to myself. Well, Uncle Ray, Mom’s 

brother, gives each of us a silver dollar for Christmas, but I've never earned a dollar for a job. 

About halfway through the raking—I've learned that if I turn the rake upside down the tines 

don't get clogged or stuck in the grass—my muscles are burning and my impatience with this task is  

thrumming through my head. I hear the honking of migrating Canada geese overhead and watch 

their shifting, imperfect V-shaped flight until they vanish in the great distance of the sky. I want to 

take wing and join them. The squirrels and jays are fussing at each other in treetops, and I hear the 

cries of kids jumping rope and playing catch and hopscotch down toward the end of the street. The 

intoxicating smell of burning leaves halfway down the block drifts on the breeze, an older man 

tending. A few moments later jubilant shouts rise in the air from some sandlot football game 

nearby, probably Kosair Hospital’s grassy area just a block over. I imagine a great play, a long 

touchdown pass or a razzle-dazzle run involving a last-second lateral. That’s when I almost quit.  

When I finally get all the leaves out into the street gutter, I drop the rake and gloves on one 

end of the long pile and hurry across the lawn, jumping two steps at a time up to the porch, where I 



                                                                                                             

knock at Miss Hannah’s door. I look through the little glass window beside the door—the living 

room, all shadows and lace, is deserted—and knock again. Hard. What if she has gone somewhere 

while I was raking? But I would have seen her, wouldn’t I? Maybe I need to check for her in the 

back yard. Oh, God, what if she has died? I knock harder. The idea of all this work for nothing 

terrifies me. If nothing else, I figure I’ll get to burn the leaves out along the curb. More seconds, 

five, ten, fifteen—eternally long and silent—and finally the leather heels of her slippers slap the 

living-room floor. “Coming,” Miss Hannah calls. “Hold your horses.” 

 An inside deadbolt clicks open and there she is, a smile crinkling her cheeks. She steps over 

the threshold, pushes her spectacles closer, and looks out to the front lawn. “Lovely, just lovely.”  

 My eyes follow her gaze. It is lovely. The grass, still a healthy green, spreads out before us, 

only a few new-fallen leaves scattered about. “I guess, if you could give me some matches,” I say, 

“I’ll go ahead and burn the leaves for you.” 

 “Oh, Joe,” she says, “I couldn’t possibly let you do that. Why, your mother would have a fit. 

I’d never hear the end of that, no sir, if I let a child burn my leaves out in the street.” 

 I look around. What child? Then I realize she's talking about me. For a moment I feel stupid, 

but an instant later several different feelings take over. “I’ll be careful,” I end up saying.  “I’ve 

helped my brother before.” I hate the whine in my voice. 

 “Here, honey, take this and buy yourself some nice candies.” She pushes a thin silver dime, 

moist and warm, into my hand.  

 Two hours of hard labor and a blister that’s stinging like Listerine on an open sore will get 

me a dime’s worth of Mary Janes, licorice babies, and root beer barrels. More than anything else, 

though, is that I don't get to burn the leaves, something I've always wanted to do by myself.   

 At home I complain to my mother about the dime. “She didn't have to pay you anything, 

now did she?” Mom says. 



                                                                                                             

 I want to curse, to say something bad, shocking, but know I can't. Instead, I walk to the dime 

store, thinking that someday I'll buy myself a real leaf rake and be the keeper of the burning leaves.                      

Chapter 55: Dearest Darling 
 
After my mother’s death in 2004, I am going through boxes of old letters and cards Mom has saved 

for decades. I find some of my own letters to her from the late Sixties, when I was living in 

Cleveland. Most fascinating, though, is the following letter, typed and dated exactly one month 

before my father’s death. 

         Oct. 4, 1950 
 
Dearest darling, 
 
 How are you feeling this morning?  I hope you rested comfortably—perhaps you did since 
your bed is more pleasant than your previous sleeper.  I was lying on it a minute last night to write 
to you and I do believe the floor would have been better.  No wonder you have a sore on the back! 
 I don’t believe I’ll come to the hospital today—you seem to “vant to be alone.”  I hope that 
feeling passes soon, darling, because I know you must feel wretched.  You must keep your spirits 
up, though.  (Think how tough it’ll be on me if you don’t!)  Seriously, honey, be a brave boy—it 
isn’t as long as it has been.  Each passing day brings you closer to the day you’ll be well.  So, give 
me a big smile, will ya, huh? 
 Joe sold chances for the Mission Crusade Party last night and he did real well.  I coached 
him on a sales talk before we went out and he practiced on me.  He was terribly cute.   
 How did you like their letters?  Allen started one, too, but got bogged down per usual.  Joe’s 
was horribly original, wasn’t it? 
 Well, sugar pie, be sweet, and I’ll see you when I think you want me to come.  Don’t make 
it too long, though, because I miss you terribly.  But like Dr. S. says, “You can get used to 
anything.” 
 Love and kisses. 
 
         Your “wif” 
 
 The letter breaks my heart as I reread it on this frigid day in January, 2014. I weep for my 

mother, who, despite her brave front and noble intentions, is pregnant with her fifth child when she 

wrote the letter and cannot help but be terrified for herself and her kids. I weep for my father, too 

soon dead by half a lifetime, who was not allowed to see his children grow up.  I weep for myself, 

loving and missing them both. 

 



                                                                                                             

Chapter 56: What I’ve Seen 

On a recent visit to the Facility, in January of 2014, I push into Allen’s room through a half-closed 

door. Allen is lying on the bed clad only in a pair of adult diapers, euphemistically called pull-ups 

by the patients and aides. He looks cold and fragile, but resigned. An aide is preparing to replace the 

diaper. I turn away before anyone sees me and disappear into a large room at the end of the hallway 

where a flat-screen TV is airing a popular game show. A few patients nod sleepily at the hypnotic 

drone. After a ten-minute wait, I try again. 

 I’m shaken by what I’ve seen, and by what I’ve not seen, but imagined.  

  

Many years ago, twenty-five or thirty, Allen surprised me with several revelations. First, he told me 

how angry he felt that Dad had not said goodbye to him before he died. 

 Good Lord, I think, the man was dying. What was he supposed to say? “Do you think Dad 

knew he was going to die?” I asked my brother at the time. 

 “I think he had a pretty good idea.” 

 “Why? Did he tell you that?” 

 “No.” 

 “Well, then . . .” I waited for some further explanation.  

But Allen said nothing more about it. 

I wanted to shake him. I wanted to ask him exactly what Dad could have said to make it all 

okay. I wanted to tell him how crazy his anger seemed to me now that he was an adult, but I did not 

do that. 

On a separate occasion, Allen described Mom’s care of him when he was in the cradle: “If I 

was crying, she let me cry.” 

I asked him how he knew that. 



                                                                                                             

“She told me. She told me she went by the book. Dr. Spock advised that new mothers 

shouldn’t pick their babies up every time they cried. Everything had to be on a schedule, she said. 

So she let me cry.” He paused. “I can almost remember it.” 

Now, as I think about it, the timing feels wrong. I Google Benjamin Spock and discover that 

his bestselling book, Baby and Child Care, was published in 1946, eight years after Allen was born. 

Either my brother has misremembered Mom’s words, or Mom was very confused when Allen asked 

her about his first few years of life. 

He still believes Mom’s account. I don’t know if I should inform him that there’s a problem 

with the story.  

Now I realize there’s another story that must be told. 

During the first year of Allen’s stroke, he made remarkable progress. His full clarity of 

speech returned within a month or two. His memory and social awareness improved. His ex-wife 

Penny visited him frequently, as did both his daughters, at least early on. After Allen’s first year, 

Penny, who has worked in emotional-care facilities for some years, noticed things about the Facility  

that bothered her (as did Ginger, my sister, a physical therapist’s certified aide). Importantly, Allen 

himself begins complaining about the food, the lack of consistent therapy, the attitudes of the aides 

and medical staff. In light of everyone’s concerns, Penny suggests that Allen transfer to another 

facility about which she has heard lots of glowing reports. 

She tells me about the place and puts the ball in my hand. “Allen’s getting too attached to 

me, to my visits. He’s calling me his angel of mercy. Time I bowed out,” she explains. 

I try to make arrangements to take Allen out for an interview at the facility recommended by 

Penny, but there’s a large spindle of red tape. He needs a viable driver’s license from the state of 

Kentucky, but the one in his wallet has expired. After some weeks of working on this—Allen must 

appear in person at the license branch for an up-to-date photo—we receive the new license. Now I 



                                                                                                             

fill out all the paperwork for the proposed nursing home. I pick Allen up and we head out to the new 

place for a tour of the rooms, the cafeteria, the recreational areas. Everything looks very nice to me, 

though Allen, it seems, is in a funk. The interview, which I’m allowed to sit in on, comes last.  

“Do you have any particular food restrictions?” the lady asks him. 

“If the food isn’t a lot better than the stuff they feed me where I’m staying now, I’d be very 

disappointed.” 

Why is he being so petulant? “Allen is on a low-salt diet because of his stroke,” I tell her. 

The woman makes a note on her chart. “How do the rooms look to you?” 

“Okay,” Allen says. 

The rooms are lovely. I begin to squirm, wondering what is happening. 

“Can you manage to transfer yourself from your bed to a wheelchair so you can take care of 

your bathroom needs without help?” 

Allen has been doing this at his Facility for several months. “I don’t know,” he says. “I’ve 

been having some trouble transferring lately.” 

After several more rounds of Q & A, which Allen responds to with casual disinterest, the 

meeting ends. On the way back to his facility, I’m tempted to jump him. Instead, I ask him what 

caused his negative attitude. 

“What negative attitude? I just told the truth.” 

Several weeks later, Allen receives notice that his application has been rejected. Of course, I 

tell myself. What I didn’t understand, though, is why Allen sabotaged the entire effort.  

Now I find myself thinking my brother is content to be taken care of in his Facility, to have 

his meals brought to him, to have his diapers changed, to be babied, this latter being something he is 

convinced he didn’t receive from his mother when he needed it most. 

Is this possible? I hope not. I hope I’m missing a piece of a more complicated puzzle.  



                                                                                                             

 

Chapter 57: The Light 

During the late spring, summer, and fall of 2004, Mom goes through lots of stages. Early on, she 

alternates between friendly and cranky, but even in the spring she is bound to her bed like never 

before. She sleeps a lot. Most often, quiet and restful sleep, it seems. If she doesn’t awaken when I 

put my hand to her shoulder and call “Mom” several times, I back away and take a seat for ten  

minutes or so, thinking, remembering.  

 

I hope that when I walk into her room this time my mom will brighten and ask, in that sassy way 

she has, “Hey, Joseph Wagner, what do you have to say for yourself?” But she's asleep in a 

reclining chair, her head listing at an awkward angle, propped by a pillow but slipping still, almost 

as if she’s sailing on a gentle sea. I readjust the pillow under her head and watch her as she dreams. 

Studying her face that’s cut with wrinkles—I know what plows have burrowed there—I realize that 

I would not know her if she were somewhere else: her sunken cheeks (dentures on the table), white 

and wispy hair asunder, and silent, so very silent, I would not know her name. 

As I watch I’m waiting for a memory from my time with her that I can recall with joy. I’m 

searching for a memory that will touch my cheek, sing my name, nod and smile with understanding. 

 

In May Mom is awake, sitting up in her bed and reading the newspaper when I enter her room. 

 “Well, hello, prodigal son of mine.” 

 “Prodigal wasteful or prodigal returning after an absence?” I ask. She smiles, and I suspect 

she likes this spontaneous little word game. 

 “Both!” she cries in triumph. 

 “You were sleeping the last two times I visited,” I tell her. 



                                                                                                             

 “Give me a little shake. It doesn’t take much to wake me up.” 

 Not true, lately, but I don't tell her so. 

 “You’re not planning on going back to North Carolina this summer, are you?” she asks. 

 “South Carolina, Mom. Pawleys Island, South Carolina.” Sue and I have been spending a 

week on the island for the past four summers. 

 “Well,” she says, disdaining the difference between the north and south of these two states, 

“there are terrorists working out of the Carolinas,” and here she shakes the newspaper a bit and 

pauses to let her verbal dexterity work to its full potential. “So, plan on staying home this year.” 

 I’ve never known if Mom truly realizes how much this kind of authoritarian mandate makes 

me see red. Then I tell myself, Of course she knows. That’s part of the reason—maybe the main 

reason—she does it. The end result is that I’m gored by both horns of this bull: my anger at her for 

speaking to me as if I’m a teenager, and my anger at myself for letting her hook me after all these 

years. 

 I respond quietly. “We have reservations on the island. The first week of June.” 

 “Cancel them. You’re not going.” She looks at me as if I must be crazy. 

 “Mom,” I say, and then I pause, searching for some words to remind this usually rational 

woman that I will be sixty years old at the end of this month, to remind her that I’ve held a job rife 

with difficulties and responsibilities for over thirty-five years, that my wife and I have raised four 

kids of our own. “Mom,” I begin again. “Sue and I will be fine. I don’t really think there are any 

terrorists on Pawleys Island. We’ve put money down for the realty company to hold the house for 

us.” 

 Mom is glaring at me. “I don’t care how much money you’ve given them, you’re not going, 

and that’s final.” 

 I stand. “You’re being ridiculous about this. Maybe you’ll be in a better mood next time I 



                                                                                                             

visit.” I make a turn for the door. 

 “Joe,” she says, “don’t go.” I see a mournful look has replaced her glare. “Please don’t go.” 

 I don’t know if she means that she doesn’t want me to leave right now, or she doesn’t want 

me to go to the island in June, but I really don’t care. The buttons Mom has so ingeniously pushed 

don’t disengage so easily. “I’ll see you next time,” I tell her. 

 As I stride across the room toward the door, Mom says, “Joe, thanks for everything. I love 

you.” 

 I walk through the door without responding.  

 

Chapter 58: Flying Without Wings 

I have always thought of myself as a typical kid. Usually well behaved. Mainly told the truth. 

Worked hard at school most of the time, and generally did what I was supposed to do.  

 Usually, mainly. But those modifiers suggest lots of stories left to be told. 

 At five, I climb out of the kitchen window, the lower sill about seven feet above the 

driveway. I have reconnoitered and think that I can hang from the sill and steady myself on the 

outdoor water faucet two feet from the ground. I have not calculated correctly and dangle, uncertain 

about what comes next. Someone sees me, shouts the alarm, and Allen, ten, is sent out to rescue me. 

He's furious and fusses with me. I’m pissed, insisting I could have made it by myself.  

 At six, I decide I don’t want anything to do with kindergarten. I'm surly when Mom leaves 

me with the teacher and shuts the classroom door behind her. I sulk all morning. During a break, a 

fellow kindergartner approaches with a smile. “Hi,” she says. “My name’s Anne Broadhurst. 

What’s your name?” 

 I want to yell at her. Why is she so happy and outgoing? I kick her in the shin and she cries 

out in pain, looking at me like I’m a crazy boy. 



                                                                                                             

 Mom is called in for a conference the next day. The teacher (or principal or counselor) 

decides I’m not socially ready for kindergarten and suggests to my mother that I should not return. I 

have been expelled from kindergarten after a single day. Mom is most unhappy with me. 

 At seven, I commit the terrible blunder of making May G cry when she is folding Daddy’s 

blue suit into a small suitcase to take to the funeral home. Allen hates me for it, and I hate myself. 

Furthermore, I am struggling with first grade. I’m a great counter—Marianne has helped me learn 

how to count all the way to a thousand if I need to—but I struggle with the “th-” words. I just don’t 

get how to sound them out, words like the, they, there, them, those, this, that. It’s driving me crazy 

until, somewhere toward the end of the school year, I understand, all in a rush. There has been talk 

of holding me back, of having me retake first grade all over again, something I seriously hope to 

avoid. I squeak by, pretty much entering second grade on probation.  

 At eight, I begin to enjoy school. My reading improves and I start making friends. Early in 

the year, I get a buzz cut and am proud to show it off in the classroom. When a kid tells me he likes 

my haircut, I kiss him on the cheek. Sister Margaret sees this and is apparently mortified, for me, 

for the kid I kiss, for the entire class who she thinks has seen this small token of my gratitude. An 

example must be made, she decides, and she forces the boy and me to stand in front of the class, 

with all eyes on us, while I kiss him on the cheek fifty times, counting out each number after each 

kiss. It seems to last forever. I feel bad for the boy. He didn’t ask for any of this. It wasn’t his fault. 

What is wrong with Sister Margaret?  

 At nine, irate over some real or imagined insult or mockery or grievance, I hurl furniture in 

various stages of dilapidation from the storage area of the attic into the stairwell, filling it halfway 

to the top of the landing. To this day I have no idea what set me off, but off I go, and end up paying 

the price of my wrath: I must climb through the logjam of chair backs and legs, old table tops, sets  

of metal springs for single beds, worthless lamps with ruined shades, two sagging mattresses, a 



                                                                                                             

falling-apart bookcase, and more, to get to the main floor to eat and pee and go on with my life. I 

must squeeze my way back up each night because my bedroom is located upstairs. I’m surprised 

that Allen is not terminally pissed with me because he, too, sleeps upstairs, but I recall a certain 

exhilaration from both of us. This mess becomes our own personal jungle gym, and we have fun 

figuring out different routes through the maze, and even time ourselves to see who can maneuver 

through more quickly. Eventually I have to disentangle the mess and store each piece back where it 

came from. Allen helps me. 

 At ten, something I’m ashamed to admit to this day. It is summer, Mom is working—I have 

no memory of where, nor do my siblings—and Lola, a black maid used twice a month by May G 

and maybe once a month, for ironing, by Mom, is here. Ginger is four, Kathy two. I say something 

to my sisters about not wanting to go into the kitchen in my underwear because I don’t want that 

nigger to see me without my long pants on. I specifically use the N-word, something I've heard from 

the older guys on my block, and I remember thinking I was very cool for doing so. Ginger promptly 

tells Lola what I have said, unbeknownst to me, and Lola, sweet soul that she is, tells me how 

disappointed she is with me when I finally enter the kitchen fully clothed to get myself some cereal. 

I’m humiliated, but I've done it to myself. It's the last time I ever say that word. 

 At eleven, after parking cars in our front yard for those who are attending the huge three-day 

picnic and carnival at Kosair Hospital on Eastern Parkway, I hop my back fence and wander 

through the crowd. I have several dollars in my pocket, a small fortune, and I try to decide how to 

spend it. I’m fascinated by the sports booth, where ping-pong balls inscribed with the numbers 1 

through 60 pop up and down in a machine. I squeeze up to the popular booth and watch the goings-

on. A hand reaches in and grabs a ball, pulls it out and announces the number. Damn. The number is 

right in front of me on the counter. And I see the number between the guy’s fingers before he looks 

at it and calls the winning number into the microphone. I get a nickel ready and watch for another 



                                                                                                             

minute. To my amazement I see another number as it’s being pulled, and again it is close to me. I 

quickly slip a nickel down before the number is called. My heart is racing. Seventeen! comes the 

call. We have a winner, a worker cries before sweeping all bets into the coin gutter. What’ll it be, 

young man? I finally decide on a hunting knife in a leather scabbard. It’s a beauty, and it cost me a 

single nickel. I’m quietly pleased with my craftiness. However, when I show Mom what I have 

won, she makes me take it back and trade it. For what? I must have asked. For something you can’t 

kill yourself with, she must have answered. I did what she insisted upon because I had to, but I carry 

some disappointment with me for a long time. Though I try, I can’t remember what replacement 

prize I chose. Obviously, something entirely forgettable, something not in the same ballpark of cool 

as a hunting knife. The whole experience has been a victory of sorts for a boy of eleven, perhaps, 

but dark and unsatisfactory in the long run.   

 At twelve, I become a fan of mass-produced slingshots and buy one for ten cents at the dime 

store two blocks away on Clark's Lane. It’s made of plastic and stout rubber pieces and a supple 

pouch for the ammunition, usually BBs. I get it home and shoot it two or three times at bushes and a 

tin can. On the next pull, one of the plastic arms snaps. It’s totally worthless. I think about gluing or 

taping it together but know intuitively that it can’t possibly work. What now? I decide that maybe 

the owner of the dime store will refund my money or give me a new slingshot. I make the walk, 

explain the situation, but the man declines my request. Unhappy, I leave, and as I am walking home 

I’m also plotting my next move. A few days later, I return, buy a few penny candies, and then walk 

down the aisle that holds the slingshots. When another customer walks in, I slip a new slingshot 

under my shirt and casually walk out of the store. Theft? I suppose so, but at the time I feel totally 

justified. I have no memory of ever mentioning the slingshot during my monthly confessions. What 

I have done feels more like righting a wrong. 

 At thirteen, I learn how to make a matchstick gun. This gizmo is created by reversing some 



                                                                                                             

parts of a spring-type clothespin and cutting a new groove into the back of one of the two wooden 

pieces. Stick the head of a matchstick between the two wooden sections, cock the spring back into 

the newly cut groove, and fire by depressing the spring. Out flies a burning matchstick. It is a very 

clever invention, I decide, something I learn from one of my buddies at school, and I begin 

wondering how I can use it to its greatest potential. I hop on my birthday gift from Allen, my black 

hot rod of a bike, and ride. Three or four blocks west of Lydia I notice a half-acre field with knee-

high grass baking in the early August sun. I’m tempted to stop there and load up, but that strikes me 

as foolhardy, so I keep pedaling for several more blocks, where I pull off the street and stop on the 

sidewalk. I make a great show of tying both shoelaces, and in the process I load and cock my 

matchstick gun so no one can see what I’m doing, and hop back onto my bike, holding my gun 

beneath the right handlebar grip. Circling back several streets, I approach the small field again and 

stop pedaling. Will this work? Will the match actually ignite the dry grass? What if I get caught?  I 

get a surge of something through my veins that I confuse with courage. As I pedal next to the field, 

I depress the spring and a flaring matchstick shoots toward the grass. I continue riding, eyes straight 

ahead, for three full blocks before I slow down and turn around on the same street, making sure my 

firearm is hidden deep in my back pocket. I see nothing at all for the first thirty seconds of my ride, 

but about halfway back I see smoke, and then I smell it, and then I come upon a serious field fire, a 

fire I have caused, and I slow my bike.  

“Hey, you,” an older man calls, and he’s looking directly at me. I brake and straddle my 

bike. “Did you do this? I seen you ridin’ down the street a few minutes ago. Is this your doin’?” 

“No sir, I don’t know what you mean,” I say, and can’t think of any other words. I’m afraid. 

I want to erase my actions. Why did you do this? I ask myself. What’s wrong with you? 

 The man nods as if he’s heard my thoughts. “Get on outta here, and don’t let me catch you 

around here again.” I’m pretty sure he knows the truth, but he’s letting me go. Incredible. 



                                                                                                             

 I pedal away. What’s wrong with you? I ask myself again, but the answer to my question is a 

very long time in coming.  

 That year I survive my sister's death, my stolen bicycle, a fist fight where I took a beating, 

my mother’s drinking and her maudlin reminiscences of Marianne, my suddenly perfect sister.  

 At fourteen, I enter St. Xavier High School. Though I don’t realize it at the time, the difficult 

work and high expectations are exactly what I need. I settle down because I must in order to make 

my grades. Now those character traits I casually claimed as a youngster become a reality. Well 

behaved. Told the truth, worked hard at school, did what I was supposed to do.  

 Before St. X, the growing pains were, well, painful. 

 

 Looking back to those early days, both before and after the deaths of my father and my 

sister, I wonder if I was flying without wings. Perhaps everyone in the family was. It gets my 

attention because it's as if those rudderless, wingless flights became the norm for me. It wasn't then, 

and it's still not, after all these years, an altogether comfortable feeling.  

 On the other hand, flying is flying. Going where the breeze carries you can be exciting and 

sometimes downright delightful. Elegant, with a little luck. 

  

Chapter 59: Bad News/Good News 

On May 13, 2014 

Dear Friends, 
 
Right to the point. Early in April of this year my yearly physical indicated a possible problem, 
which turned out to be a cancerous kidney. That’s the bad news. 
 
The good news is that my docs think the cancer is completely contained within the walls of the 
kidney. Removal of the diseased organ, they believe, will take care of the problem. No chemo or 
radiation. Of course I hope they are correct. 
 



                                                                                                             

My surgery is tomorrow.  As much as I value your friendship, I’m requesting no visitors, please, 
and especially no flowers, which energize my allergies. The first week’s recuperation period is a bit 
untidy, but I hope to be up and about by the end of that first week. At the end of the second week 
plus a few days, I will be chairing an MFA alumni writing workshop for two hours each day on 
May 30 and 31, and I look forward to seeing and/or talking with all of you at some point after that 
weekend. 
 
Most affectionately, 
 
Joe 
 

 
                                                                                                                                                                

I wasn’t expecting this. My wife and I eat well—Sue's a certified nutritionist and college professor 

who teaches courses in nutrition. We engage in meaningful exercise daily, and we live a relatively 

stress-free life. Our house is paid for and our grown children are happy and thriving. The clichés 

begin filling my head. From out of left field, Like a bombshell, The shock of my life, and the old 

standby, I never thought this would happen to me. And then there are the ironies. My youngest 

sister, Kathy, 63, has been hobbled by multiple sclerosis for twenty years now. She handles it 

bravely and with much stoicism. “It is what it is,” she says. My other sister, Ginger, 65, has not 

been faring much better, fighting depression, a terrible and lingering case of shingles, debilitating 

gall-bladder pain, and a recurring clogged tear duct which causes the most ghastly eye infection I 

have ever seen. And just days before my scheduled surgery, my brother Allen, 76, is hit with 

another stroke, which sends him to the hospital for observation and analysis. His prognosis is not 

good: both carotids are 95 percent clogged and surgery has been ruled out; his doctor emphasizes 

the need for a radically altered diet, which calls for a feeding tube.  

When I visit the hospital, checking in first at the nurses’ desk, three or four pairs of eyes are 

on me, and the questions, not unkind but urgent, begin. 

 “Your brother is acting wild. Is this usual behavior for him?” 

 “I think he has a urinary tract infection,” I say.  



                                                                                                             

 Allen told me several days earlier, when I saw him at his facility, that he was having 

hallucinations. If his behavior is wild, I get it; it’s exactly the way Mom reacted to UTIs. 

 “He threw himself from his bed and ripped off his gown and urinated on the floor,” another 

RN tells me. 

 “I think he has a UTI,” I repeat. 

 “Maybe you can calm him down,” the first nurse says. 

 I tell them I’ll do my best and head for his room. As my steps echo down the hallway, Walt 

Whitman’s lament from Leaves of Grass fills my head. 

  Oh me! Oh life! of the questions of these recurring, 
  Of the endless trains of the faithless, of cities fill’d with the foolish . . . 
  The question, O me! so sad, recurring—What good amid these, O me, O life? 
 
Before I turn into Allen’s room, I remember Whitman’s answer. 
 
  That you are here—that life exists and identity, 
  That the powerful play goes on, and you may contribute a verse. 
 
 Allen is calm and lucid, and very quiet, when I enter. 

 

I have been going right along with only a few stumbles on the way, nothing, really, compared to the 

setbacks suffered by my siblings. I look good, my friends tell me. Healthy. I don’t look anywhere 

near seventy, the owner of the bike shop in Louisville exclaims to me last year, a guy who has 

guessed my age at shy of sixty. Well, I tell myself, I do take care of myself. Actions have 

consequences, and my actions have been smart. Suddenly I wonder if I’ve been guilty of hubris, 

something I charge others with from time to time. It seems I may have reaped the reward the 

universe often bestows on those who suffer from this condition, in this case a running-start-from-

Kansas kick in the ass that has sent me sprawling, that has placed me on the seriously injured 

reserve list for a month now and that still has the potential—although the prognosis remains 



                                                                                                             

cautiously optimistic—of ending my life prematurely, if that word may be used by a man of 

seventy-one.  

  

When my wife calls her sister, an MD whose specialty is internal medicine, to tell her about my 

condition, Cathy says, “Oh, Susie, I’ve had a bunch of patients who have had that same surgery. It’s 

a piece of cake. Nothing to worry over. Pretty soon he’ll be good as new.” 

 I'm a bit peeved at her cavalier attitude, but secretly I’m pleased to hear Cathy's message. I 

decide I’ll be back to my old self in a couple of weeks. 

 Then I go to my pre-op meeting with my urologist/surgeon. Susan needs to be at work for an 

important meeting, so I ask Brandy, our youngest at thirty-five, to accompany me. She’s smart and 

remembers everything, and I want to have my facts straight so I can share them with my wife. The 

session begins well enough, with the doctor, around forty-five or fifty, discussing what seems to be 

the situation based on, first, an ultra sound, and then an MRI. I have a growth the size of a chicken's 

egg embedded in my left kidney. From all indications, it has not breached the walls of the kidney, 

so the plan is to go in and take the entire kidney, hoping that removal of the organ also removes all 

of the cancer.  

The physician assures me several times that I’m going to be all right. And then, for some 

reason, he casually mentions another possibility. “If the cancer has gone to your lungs,” he says, 

“there’s nothing we can do.” It’s the only sentence he has uttered during this twenty-minute meeting 

that I remember verbatim. Brandy asks some questions about the surgery, recovery period, and 

other practical matters while I sit. Before we leave the guy again assures me that I’m going to be 

okay. 

Several days later, I discover that this same sentence also got my daughter's attention. 

Neither she nor I mentions it after we leave the doc’s office, but she discusses it with Susan on the 



                                                                                                             

phone, and Susan passes her concern on to me. I think Brandy didn’t want me to know how much it 

alarmed her. I understand, for I’ve remained silent for the same reason, lest she begin to worry, for 

she, like me, has been known to be a worrier at times.  

Later, thinking about this turn of events, I become cynical, and then angry. “Why,” I ask my 

wife, “would the guy couch this eventuality in the way he did? If I were a doc, I’d say something 

like, ‘Right now we think the cancer is confined to the kidney and that we’ll be able to get it out 

entirely. If something else develops during or after the surgery, we’ll deal with it at that time, but 

we have every reason to think that everything’s going to be fine.’” 

I wonder if he was covering his backside, giving me both the best-case scenario and the 

worst. Obviously doctors need to discuss things fully with their patients, especially in light of our 

litigious world, but wasn’t there a kinder, gentler way for him to accomplish that? 

 

I see the surgeon about forty-six hours after the Wednesday operation. I am sitting in a chair in my 

hospital room, I-V bound, my son-in-law’s robe draped over me, my wife slowly reading across the 

room. We’ve walked a partial loop around the hospital wing on Thursday, twice, and one full loop 

on Friday. Susan and I are hoping for an early afternoon visit and release from the surgeon. I’m 

exhausted and achy, and sleeping in my own bed sounds like Nirvana.  

 At three in the afternoon he breezes in, impeccably pressed in an expensive suit and tie, and 

without any preliminaries he begins talking about his post-op plan: an aggressive series of CT 

scans, the initial one three months from now, and then three more, at three-month intervals, during 

the first year.  

 “Oh my God,” Susan says, “that’s one hundred millisieverts of radiation.”  

She is appalled, so I take notice. I’ve never heard the word millisievert before this moment, 

but of course I understand its contextual usage. From this point on the discussion becomes, to me, 



                                                                                                             

something out of Twilight Zone, completely inappropriate and absolutely eerie. I mention the 

possibility of MRIs replacing some of the CT scans since an MRI involves no radiation. The doctor 

slides smoothly into a controlled mini-rant regarding the deplorable state of modern American 

medicine, citing the fact that CT scans cost $200 each compared to $2500 for an MRI. Susan 

continues to question the doctor. He seems to resent her attitude, and I say, “Susan,” but nothing 

else. She looks at me and quietens, surprising me because she is, well, who she is, a confident, 

assertive woman.  

What is happening here? I can barely believe it. My stress level has escalated, along with, no 

doubt, my blood pressure. Susan settles and tries to call a truce, smiling and touching the doctor's 

arm, but he continues his polemic, reminding my wife about time spans in relation to radiation 

doses, all of which flies above my level of comprehension. He ends with, “Well, the second year, 

we’ll only do two CT scans,” and smiles.  

He then says something about my drain tube needing to be removed, assuring me that I can 

be released as soon as that is done, and exits the room abruptly, surprising both Susan and me. But 

it turns out he forgets to order the removal of the drain, and the nurse, upon discovering that he has 

disappeared, begins paging him. Her hands are tied, she explains, until she gets a written or verbal 

order from him. She is irritated, and so are we. She continues to page him every fifteen minutes. An 

hour and a half later, she hears from him. Ten minutes later my tube is removed and I am released 

from the hospital.  

At home on that Friday night, I continue with the percocet—a combination of oxycodone 

and acetaminophen—for my discomfort, which is maybe a level five or six, and I sleep soundly for 

the first time since the surgery. On Saturday and Sunday night, however, I toss and turn as I rehash 

the details of my last hours in the hospital: my surgeon's quiet but angry rail about millisieverts and 



                                                                                                             

MRIs, the plight of medicine in America, three-month intervals and treatment costs. It's like a 

circular dream: Once it starts I can’t seem to dismiss it. I sleep very little on either night.  

I need to do something about this, so I call my family physician on Monday morning and 

leave a message asking him to get in touch with me when he can. When he calls that afternoon, I 

describe what happened at the hospital, cautious about not embellishing anything and making every 

effort to remain scrupulously honest. 

“Joe,” he says, “you need to be seeing an oncologist at this point. I know someone I think 

you'll like.” My doc is businesslike and professional, but I suspect that he is irritated by the actions 

of my surgeon.  

My wife and I meet with the oncologist the following week. He's a lovely man who listens 

to us when we speak about our concerns. Susan mentions an article she has read in the New England 

Journal of Medicine, and the oncologist nods. “I'm very familiar with that study,” he says. “It has 

informed my thinking about CT scans. Our plan will be one scan in three months, and then, if all 

looks good, another six months later. Sound okay?” 

Susan is elated. I am pleased, I suppose. I do, in fact, like this new guy very much. It's just 

that I'm having a difficult time being elated about any aspect of my health. Articulating this, 

however, makes me acutely aware that I am very happy about not undergoing any chemo or 

radiation treatments at this time. I am very happy about being alive. Count your blessings, I tell 

myself. 

 

Three weeks after my surgery, I begin to feel good, mainly, with only a few minor aches. I start 

walking a half mile on our cul-de-sac seven days after I return home, but after another week I up 

that to a full mile, which I hope to continue until we leave for Pawleys Island, South Carolina, for a 

vacation. We will take our bicycles, something we’ve been doing since we first showed up on the 



                                                                                                             

island fifteen years ago. I will also take my clubs, optimistic though it may be. Susan hopes we can 

play a round or two. So do I. 

 

An epiphany, of sorts. When my good friend was facing a prostatectomy some months ago, I 

offered up a bromide of best wishes and good cheer to him. You’re a healthy guy, I told him. 

You’re going to do fine. I relate to him the tale of a friend of mine who had the same surgery three 

years ago and who has made a fabulous recovery. I include a summarized version of the story his 

wife told Susan and me about their visit to Charleston several months after her husband's surgery. 

“He’s taking a fifth of an erectile dysfunction tablet and making love like he invented it,” she says 

with a mischievous grin. 

 Here’s the rub. In my rush to be the purveyor of good news, I did not do my homework. My 

friend who has enjoyed a complete recovery—a government employee in Washington, D.C., for 

years, now retired—had his surgery performed at Johns Hopkins, one the top hospitals in the 

country for this particular procedure, which, in the hands of their surgeons, often saves the patient 

from both incontinence and impotence. My Louisville friend has not enjoyed that luxury. He has, by 

his own admission, suffered for months with incontinence, during which time he was seriously put 

off by the plastic diapers he was forced to wear. It remains unclear if he is able to perform sexually, 

something that would be a blow to any man, but especially one still in his sixties.                                                   

 This same friend called me recently to invite me to meet him for lunch, so I assume he 

harbors no anger at my foolishness. I’m disappointed with myself, but this is a guy I love like a 

brother, and he must know I meant only to offer my support. It’s something I’ve been hearing from 

my own friends lately, anecdotes of people who have had my same surgery and are now in their 

eighties, stories about people born with only one kidney, and even one story about someone born 

with three kidneys. There was a piece on the national news about a college baseball coach in his 



                                                                                                             

thirties who donated a kidney to one of his players and was back on the field coaching eleven days 

later. Now I know to listen to those stories with a smile and a nod—even though in many cases the 

analogies are faulty, somewhat akin to comparing a head cold to tuberculosis. The bottom line, 

though, is that these tales have been offered to me in the spirit of friendship and love and support, 

just as my tale was offered. But as my friend reminded me when I first offered my anecdote, cancer 

is still cancer.  

 It's certainly something to be reckoned with. 

  

Chapter 60: Pawleys Island 

Close to midnight on Saturday, June 14, 2014, my cell phone sings its pleasant melody. It's Sarah, 

Allen's older daughter. I am at Pawleys Island with Susan, both of us tired after a delay-filled 12 ½ 

hour drive. 

 “Sorry to call so late,” Sarah says. “Dad passed about a half hour ago. I thought I should let 

you know.”  

 I tell Sarah how sorry I am. “I loved your father very much.  

 “I know,” she says. She is calm, almost businesslike. “I don't have any idea right now about 

the wheres and whens of the service, but I'll leave Monday morning for Louisville and make all the 

arrangements. Should I call you?” 

 I tell her to call Brandy, who will want to attend, and give her my daughter's number. I also 

tell her I'm unsure about attending: I'm 670 miles away from home and don't know how I can 

possibly return. As soon as I say this I find myself becoming defensive, not because of anything 

Sarah says, but because, well, because a man is supposed to attend his own brother's funeral 

services. Period. So I tell Sarah to let me know when she has a final schedule for the proceedings.  

 Sue has awakened and turns on a bedside lamp. After giving me a hug, she assures me that 



                                                                                                             

it's okay if I want to fly back home. 

 I hem and haw. 

 “Do you want to go?” she asks. 

 I want to go to my brother's funeral, but I do not want to go. “There's nothing I can do for 

him now.” My words sound hollow. 

 I can't imagine how I can turn around in a few days and make the trip home. I haven't fully 

recovered from my surgery; I don't have a day or time for Allen's funeral; I have no idea about 

flight availability, especially last-minute arrangements at some point next week from the tiny 

Myrtle Beach airport or the larger Charleston airport; I don't want to ruin Sue's holiday, though I 

know she would be okay without me. I make a tentative decision to stay where I am. 

 Allen knew I loved him. I started telling him every time I visited during the past six months. 

And he returned the sentiment. He even left me a message on my phone three or four weeks earlier:  

“Joe, I just want to tell you that you're a good man. You're about the only person I can depend on 

and I want you to know how much I appreciate everything you do for me. Oh, can you bring me 

another bag of Cheetos next time you visit? Thanks. Love you. Bye.” 

 Allen has recently discovered how much he likes Cheetos and often discusses the nutritional 

value of the cheese and the corn contents of this salty treat. I choose not to disagree with him.  

 

This Saturday night I don't sleep much. My brother has just died, and although I felt fairly certain he 

was in his last weeks or months of life before we left for this vacation to Pawleys, that does not 

alleviate the surprise, the loss.  

 Sunday morning is quiet. Sue and I make a pot of coffee and walk the beach. It's early, 

around seven, the locals sleeping in, perhaps, or preparing for church, and the beach is almost 

empty. Sue and I talk about the possibility of my flying home for Allen's service, but my energy 



                                                                                                             

remains low and I'm still thinking I probably won't. I know Sue is not interested, though I also know 

that if I ask her to return with me, she would. She did not know my brother before religion 

compromised his vision and personality, and she had little patience with him. I've always 

understood that. But my vision of Allen includes the entire picture, from my first memories at four 

or five until my last visit, six days ago.  

 After about a half-mile on the beach, I peel off and head back to the house, telling Sue to 

continue with her walk. When she returns, a quick drive across the south causeway takes us to the 

Food Lion for milk and bread and a few other essentials. We find a Sunday New York Times. Back 

in the rental, we have a breakfast of cereal and blueberries, read the Times, talk about our day. 

 The lazy morning ambles on. Around ten Susan says, “How about a bike ride? Do you feel 

up to it?” 

 We ride for a while through an off-island neighborhood, a beautiful development of 

moderate-sized homes with gorgeous landscaping. When we exit, we cross the south causeway road 

and turn into an older area, pausing occasionally to check out the live oaks bespangled with Spanish 

moss and a few of the expansive mansions on an acre of ground. The ride feels nice, mostly flat, 

easy with my seven-speed, though I'm tuckered when we return to the house.  

 Once back, I pick up the Times again but can't concentrate. I look up at my wife and wish 

out loud that Allen had grabbed the brass ring when he'd had the chance during his first few years at 

his Facility. It's an old topic that I've flayed to shreds, and Sue reminds me that it was Allen's life to 

live as he chose. She's right, of course, but I wish I could understand his choices better. Having 

gone through a health crisis of my own has mellowed me, though, has invited me to realize there are 

decisions others make that I will never understand. 

 At noon, hungry, we drive south on Highway 17 to Georgetown, where we walk down Front 

Street, both sides, looking for good food. Along the way we're amazed by the half-block of century-



                                                                                                             

plus-old buildings that a massive fire destroyed in September of 2013. We find a new restaurant 

with inviting tables under some trees and decide to give it a try. There's a mild breeze blowing, and 

it turns the warm day into a pleasant one. We talk about our kids and grandchildren and about 

Allen's girls, Sarah and Patience, who have not been—it seems to us—especially close to their dad 

during his years of failing health.   

 “Well,” Susan says, “Sarah lives in Georgia and Patience doesn't drive, so it had to be 

difficult for them to visit regularly.” 

 “You're right,” I say. “I get that.” Enough, I tell myself. Don't be critical. Allen must have 

been a challenge for his kids. I change the subject. “Do you know when Dean and Rita get home?”  

 “Tomorrow. You want to see if they can come to our place tomorrow night?” 

 “Let's do it,” I say. “I've been missing them.” 

 After eating we pick up some Carolina Gold rice for our friends Rick and Corie back home. 

 

Susan and I are out on the beach at seven thirty on Monday morning. I walk a bit longer than on 

Sunday before turning back. Sue finishes her walk to the south end of the island and out to the far 

point, where the creek empties into the ocean. When she returns she sends a text message to Dean 

and Rita, asking if they'll join us this evening for wine and dessert, sevenish.  

 YES! Rita answers. 

 The evening is fun. We munch on two kinds of decadent cookies and drink wine and catch 

up. I tell them about the death of my brother, whom they'd never met, and about my tentative 

decision not to fly home for the funeral. They commiserate and inquire about my health. We talk 

politics and their latest travels and the state of the world. We laugh a lot. 

 On Tuesday morning Sarah calls. There will be a gathering at Highlands Funeral Home in 

Louisville on Wednesday evening from four to eight. On Thursday there will be a brief graveside 



                                                                                                             

ceremony involving the inurnment of ashes into our sister's plot.  

 “I thought it was going to be a thirty-minute service,” I tell Sarah.  

 “I changed my mind while I was driving in,” she says. 

 “Sounds very nice. I wish the timing were different. I don't think I can make it back for the 

proceedings.” 

 She pauses. “That's okay. I understand.”  

 I call Brandy, who has already gotten the details from Sarah. I ask Brandy if she will attend 

the gathering at the funeral home. She will. But she's afraid she might not be able to be at the 

cemetery on the following day. I tell her not to worry. She has three kids at home who are very 

active with sports and music. I also inform her of my final decision to stay where I am. She hopes 

I'll relax and mend and sends her love to Susan and me. 

 Suddenly, after four or five years of thinking Allen's departure from this earth would involve 

a half-hour gathering of family and close friends at Calvary Cemetery, the event has grown into an 

Event. I'm happy for Allen, for this departing ceremony has developed into something he might 

have dreamed of. But I'm also a little bit miffed. I should be there for an Event.  

 

The next day we golf at the Founders Club on the mainland, a few minutes south on Highway 17. 

The early afternoon is warm and breezy. Sue plays well; I do not, shooting a 108. I'm very tired 

when we finish.  

 On the following day we ride our bikes down the bike path that runs parallel to 17. We turn 

around at the bridge that looks out onto Murrell's Inlet. It's a lovely ride. 

 As we bike, I think about Allen, whose ashes will be buried next to our sister's grave today. 

Allen became, in his twenties and thirties, an avid biker. He would have loved Pawleys; I know it in 

my bones. The one time, early on, that Sue and I invited him to join us, he declined. After that, my 



                                                                                                             

relationship with him wavered as he continued to ask the Lord to guide him when difficult decisions 

needed to be made. What bothered me was not that he asked; rather, it was that he wanted to explain 

the give-and-take of the conversation to me—or anyone else who would listen—in detail. I 

remember thinking that it must be nice for Allen to have the Lord making all the decisions. That 

way, if my brother stepped into a colossal pile of shit, he didn't have to worry about it. The Lord's 

will be done, he would say. 

 The week flies by.  Before we know it, Friday rolls around, so we have to pack our things 

that evening for our move on Saturday morning to a big house on the beach for our second week, 

this time with our kids and grandkids. Fifteen folks, including Susan and me—it would have been 

twenty if Brandy's bunch had been able to come. The group ranges in age from six months to 

seventy-one years. Our rental is a spacious place about a half-mile from the north end of the island. 

We walk out the back door, pass through the screened-in porch, and out onto the decking stairway 

that drops down a total of twenty steps before finally depositing us on the sand.  

 Yes, Allen would have loved it.  

 

When we return to southern Indiana, I still feel guilty about my decision not to fly home. I have to 

put it behind me. And I do.  

 Almost. 

 

Chapter 61: Treasure Trove 

Several weeks after Allen's death, I'm back home in my office, slowly making my way through a 

two-by-two-by-two cardboard box that has been languishing in the back of a closet. I try to tack a 

time onto it. I believe it is part of the tidying-up mandated when the Facility renovated its physical 

space, which included the patients' rooms, hallways, and the employees' areas. The box in question 



                                                                                                             

contains more of Allen's things: sundry art supplies, including some new brushes, a tube of ivory 

black acrylic, a pint of pure powdered graphite, a small bottle of black Sumi ink, a packet of 

graphite transfer paper, a half-finished cross-stitch of a doe standing protectively above a reclining 

fawn, a Dexter mat cutter, some picture-hanging wire, a dozen sharp wood-carving tools, a bag full 

of almost-finished pieces of Allen's wood art, and several packets of sandpaper, grits 80 through 

2000, along with my brother's business card—Woodtouch.  

 Additionally, a signed four-inch high ceramic Madonna draped in navy blue, a homemade  

wooden cross (too rudimentary to have been crafted by Allen), a dozen commercial wire puzzles 

that seem impossible to solve, two magnifying glasses, a six-inch-tall plastic Pinocchio (one of 

Allen's literary heroes from his adulthood) with moving head and arms and legs, a pair of opera 

glasses in a leather case, two large three-bladed Buck pocket knives honed to perfect sharpness, an 

old Barlow knife, and an L. L. Bean knockoff of a Swiss Army knife.  

 Toward the bottom of this box—I'm beginning to think of it as a treasure trove—some of 

Allen's favorite quotes, printed in pencil on notebook pages. I've never before seen any of these.  

 “The Universe is full of magical things patiently waiting for our wits to grow sharper.” 

(Eden Phillpots) 

 “One cannot fix one's eyes on the commonest natural production without finding food for a 

rambling fancy.” (Jane Austen) 

 “Absolute attention is prayer. (Simone Weil) 

 “The pursuit of truth and beauty is a sphere of activity in which we are permitted to remain 

children all our lives.” (Albert Einstein) 

 “If I had influence with the good fairy who is supposed to preside over the Christening of all 

children, I should ask that her gift to each child in the world be a sense of wonder so indestructible 

that it would last throughout life. (Rachel Carson) 



                                                                                                             

 At the very bottom of the box, on numbered index cards, Allen's personal musings.   

 1. The Lord wants us to take pleasure in and love His creation. (He wants us to be whole, 

i.e., complete with nothing missing. Holy means complete with nothing missing.) He wants us to 

take joy in creating beauty as well. 

 2. If there is a part of you that wants to create something beautiful, then that makes you an 

artist. 

 3. Art is not something we create for someone else's approval or rejection. It is something 

we create for our own pleasure. 

 4. If we look at a beautiful painting or sculpture and admire it but say, “I couldn't do that,” 

that's normal and true. We are not supposed to do work like Monet, Rembrandt, O'Keefe, Picasso, 

Pollock, Miro. We're different and we have our own type of artistic talent and way of expression. 

 5. Just because your art doesn't look like someone else's is not a bad thing—it's a good  

thing. You're being creative—you're doing what's inside you—not trying to duplicate another's 

[work].   

 6. Play out your idea to the end. Don't stop because in the process of creating, it doesn't 

look good. Finish it! Work on it until it looks good or until you're convinced it won't work. Then try 

something else! 

 One last index card contains three additional considerations.  

 1. Just because we can't make money in our art (or we don't want to) does not mean our art 

is useless or without purpose. 

 2. God wants us to take pleasure in who we are, our talents, our creativity, and the gifts He 

has given us.  

 3. In liking who and what we are, we have more to give others and more to give God. 

 All classic Allen, so much so that I know these ideas are his. 



                                                                                                             

 Several years before Allen died, I wrote the following obituary for him at his request. Some 

of my copy was abridged for the piece that finally appeared in The Courier-Journal, but Allen liked 

this obituary so much that he phoned me a half dozen times after I wrote it to suggest updates 

regarding authors he had forgotten to include. This, then, is most of the information Allen wanted 

the world to know about him.    

 
PEACOCK, R. Allen, 76, passed away on June 14, 2014. A lifetime Louisville resident, Allen 
graduated from Flaget High School and attended Jefferson Community College, receiving his 
associate’s degree, and the University of Louisville for years into his adulthood, subscribing to the 
philosophy of lifetime learning. His hunger for all things artistic led him in several directions. An 
avid reader, his favorite writers were Saki, James Thurber, Hermann Hesse, Wendell Berry, and 
Scott Russell Sanders. As a young man he produced stunning black and white photography in his 
darkroom, one of his photos winning an Honorable Mention in a contest. About that same time he 
began creating complex wooden Christmas ornaments, many of which he presented to family and 
friends. He also became an accomplished oil painter. In his early sixties Allen discovered what 
would become his artistic passion: shaping chunks of oak, maple, smoke tree, yew, and other trees 
and shrubs into small objects of art that feature meticulously hand-sanded finishes and beautiful 
wood grain patterns. These he displayed, discussed, and sold on weekends at Bernheim Forest, 
another of his great passions. Some of his fans, fascinated by the variety and intricacy of the wood 
pieces, paid Allen generous compliments: “Seeing this has changed my life,” one said; “I’ll never 
look at a piece of firewood in the same way,” said another. In 2008, Allen won Bernheim’s 
Volunteer of the Year Award. 
 Expressions of sympathy can be sent to Bernheim Arboretum & Research Forest, 1701 
Clermont Rd., Shepherdsville, KY 40165, in Allen’s name. 
 
 Allen's daughter Sarah is in charge now, however, and in the obituary that appears in the 
 
newspaper, the “expressions of sympathy” line has been omitted, along with the quoted kudos from 
 
some of Allen's fans at Bernheim. 
 
 In the treasure trove box I also find a typed letter dated December 22, 2008. I believe it 

would please my brother to know I've included it here. 

Allen, 

I wanted to (continue to) thank you again for introducing the beauty of wood and sanding to me. It 
has (made) and continues to make a big difference not only in my life but in the lives of those I 
work with. Three hospice patients (you probably recall I'm a hospice chaplain) have been very 
positively affected by the beauty of wood you taught me to find. One family told me the wood was 
the best part of their experience with us because of how much it meant to their mother-in-law (the 
patient). Another patient, who requesting a second visit from me, referred to me as “the wood man,” 



                                                                                                             

even though she knew my name and title. I have also shared wood with some of my colleagues, and 
as soon as they see it they reach out with “Oohs!”  
 
[A second paragraph goes into detail about the availability of some high-quality sandpaper that the 
writer has discovered and used in the creation of artistic wood pieces of his own.] 
 
Finally, included you will find a small check to say Merry Christmas and thank you. I know you're 
on a fixed income, so maybe this will help buy a new saw blade or sandpaper or whatever you 
might need but haven't been quite able to afford. 
 
Thank you, Allen. 
 
We'll catch up again later in a few weeks or months, I'm sure. I really enjoyed the workshop a few 
weeks ago at Bernheim. It does me a lot of good to hear you share and talk about the artist inside us 
all, as well as helping me slow down and sand each grit level thoroughly. 
 
Peace, 
 
Keith Hedrick 
 
 I do a search for a Keith Hedrick from Louisville, find one name, and make a call. A nice 

man, I conclude, easy to talk with. He does not know Allen has died. He thinks it's probably okay 

for me to include his letter, but he would like to see it first. A week later I get his response: “Please 

use my letter with my blessings. Another thing Allen taught me was to only use dead wood, wood I 

found on the ground. I've included a few photos I made . . . when I was able to spend significant 

time sanding. All of these were possible because I met and learned from Allen.” 

 Keith's twelves photos show gorgeous wood art created from pine, cedar, hackberry, burning 

bush, and maple. They are reminiscent of Allen's pieces, yet unique and creative in their own right. I 

find myself hoping that Allen saw these pieces, or pictures of them, before he died. 

 A final discovery: An official name tag encased in plastic, with Bernheim's logo of nine 

trees joined to form a diamond shape and the forest's full name, Bernheim Arboretum and Research 

Forest. Under that, in bold type, Allen Peacock, Naturalist-in-Training. This is something I knew 

nothing about. I do an internet search for Bernheim and find the category “Volunteer Naturalist.” 

Two sentences catch my attention: “At Bernheim we strive to provide training that is intellectually 



                                                                                                             

and emotionally engaging. So while you will be expected to learn some basic 'hard' science content, 

you will also find ample opportunities to strengthen your own emotional connection with the natural 

world.” 

 Yes, that's part of Allen, the intellectually and emotionally engaging aspect of nature, and it 

started very early in his life. I recall one of my college professors—a man who grew up on the street 

of my childhood, a man a year or two older than Allen—who spoke to me of my brother once after 

class. “He's the only guy I ever knew from my youth,” my prof said, “who could get excited about a 

petrified peach pit.” We both chuckled at the time. 

 I'm going to miss my tormentor and foe, my friend and mentor.   

 Rest in peace, my brother. 

    

Chapter 62: Hospice 

In the fall of 2004, I visit my mother, who is back at the nursing home after having been fitted with 

a feeding tube in the hospital. Staying busy at work and also taking an evening writing class at the 

University, I haven’t seen her for a week. 

She’s asleep when I walk into her room. The pump pushing nutritional gruel through her 

feeding tube produces disturbing, unwholesome noises, something between a gurgle and a slurp. I 

make a mental note to reject a feeding tube for myself, no matter what or when, but almost 

immediately this idea of mine feels disingenuous. We cast our dice in this life blindly, not 

comprehending the significance of the numbers that appear. Mom used to savor her food; perhaps 

something beyond her control has dulled her taste buds. Or did she simply become too exhausted or 

disoriented to feed herself? I wish I had asked before she got to this point: in and out of lucidity 

when she's awake, but asleep more often than awake. 

Two weeks later, I get a call from Hospice. The woman I'm speaking with projects irritation 



                                                                                                             

and condescension. “Where have you been?” she asks. “I'm surprised I haven't seen you at your 

mother's bedside.”  

I become defensive. What does she know about my mother? What does she know about me?  

Has she called my mother's other children? I think not. I think she may not know that they exist. 

Relax, I tell myself. She's only doing her job. That's the good angel speaking. The bad angel 

reminds me that she should be better at her job, that she should be a pro when representing a fine 

organization like Hospice. 

Mom's a trooper, I remind myself. She'll come back from this, the way she has always come 

back. I thank the lady for her phone call with a feigned sincerity, hang up, and fume.  

A few days later, my sister Kathy calls and speaks with Susan, who answers the phone. Sue 

has always been a favorite of Kathy's, perhaps the replacement of the older sister she lost when she 

was five, but still remembers. When I get out of the shower, Susan tells me that Mom has died. 

 

I wish I had been more patient with her. I wish I had been able to laugh about her treatment of me as 

something of a child throughout my adulthood, something I tried to do but was unable. I wish I had 

gotten to the nursing home to say goodbye. I wish I had told her I loved her the last time I had seen 

her. 

Surely she knew. Surely.    

 

Chapter 63: The Rock and the Stream 

“What's the word for a comparison between two unlike things?” Allen asks during a phone call to 

me. It's early 2014 and he doesn't realize it's the third time he has asked in the past few months. 

 “Metaphor,” I say. 

 “That's not the word I'm looking for.” 



                                                                                                             

 “There are lots of words for specific kinds of metaphor,” I tell him. “Some of the other terms 

are symbol, simile, parable, allegory—” 

 “Allegory!” he says. “That's the one I want. Didn't Plato write an allegory?” 

 “He did. 'The Allegory of the Cave,'” I say. 

 “About a guy in a cave that has a candle or a fire in the background, right? The guy can't see 

anything but shadows, but he thinks he sees everything clearly. Do I have that right?” 

 “Pretty much,” I say, and ask him why he's thinking about allegory so much. 

 “I'm not sure,” he says, “but I can never remember the word. I can't seem to keep in in my 

head.” 

 Now, all these months later, I believe I know why it was on his mind. I pull his treasure- 

trove box out of the closet and find the story he wrote several years ago, one he had asked me to 

read and type up for him.  

The Rock and the Stream 

by Allen Peacock 

 Once there was a Rock that lived in a small meadow by a large forest. It has rested there for 

a very long time. 

 The Rock has seen many changes come and go, but before the rock could see, he could only 

faintly hear the sounds around him, for the soil that covered him only slowly washed away. 

 There was a Stream close by and the Rock watched the stream through the seasons and the 

many years. The Rock had never spoken before, but one day he decided to speak to the Stream. 

 “I remember not when first I came here,” he said, “but before the forest came, I was here. 

But I am only a Rock: uninteresting, plain, and dull. I am not like the trees: tall, majestic, and 

graceful. And I am not like the Stream: agile, flowing, and reflecting grandness in new and 

delightful ways. 



                                                                                                             

 “Stream, I have watched you grow from a lovely trickle to a supple course so lively in your 

youth as you danced over stones, yielding and flexible, changing your direction occasionally when 

facing an unyielding obstacle. And I find you exhilarating, inspiring, comic, and seductive. 

 “You must be very wise, for you have been many places,” the Rock continued. “Tell me 

where you have been and what you have seen, for I cannot travel as you.” 

 The Stream began to speak. “In my younger days, when I was smaller, I rushed quickly by 

the fields and forests, the villages and large cities, and I did not observe much that was around me. 

 “Now I have slowed down,” the Stream said. “Now I take time to see the beauty, and the 

plight, around me. I have seen majestic mountains far from here, and lovely valleys full of farms 

and families. Great bridges have crossed over me, and small foot-bridges at my beginnings. 

 “I have seen the glory and hope of man and I have seen wars and hate. Massive ships have I 

floated in my waters . . . and a child's stick-boat. 

 “I have seen you, Rock, on my journey to the sea. You are constant, steadfast, and enduring. 

I can depend on you being there when I pass. You are stable and abiding. I feel a security and peace 

when I see you. 

 “Rock, I have always taken pleasure in seeing you as I pass by. You are firm and fixed, 

something I am not. I am constantly changing and rushing by, flighty, shapeless, inconstant and 

restless. I would like to stop and be still, as you.” 

 Having listened to the Steam's words, the Rock said, “We each seem to want to know one 

another better. Is there some way we can spend our days together?” 

 The Stream said, “My waters slowly evaporate into the heavens and then I descend as rain. 

We can speak softly and share our lives with one another then, since we are now speaking. Also, 

Rock, perhaps you are not aware, but my waters, over time, erode hard objects into sand and soil. 

As you become soil, you and I can, together, give life to many things.” 



                                                                                                             

 “I have been dimly aware,” the Rock said, “that I am changing over time and see things 

differently. You are wearing away my hardness, and even as I become the soil, some of me is also 

carried into your waters.” 

 After speaking to one another, the Rock and the Stream had a new understanding and a new 

love for one another. 

 And the Rock and the Stream were happy. 

 

Chapter 64: Last Call 

It's Tuesday, June 10, 2014, and Sue and I are leaving for Pawleys Island on Saturday of this week. 

Lots of preparations yet unmade. I'm feeling better entering the fourth week after my operation, my 

stomach issues mainly resolved and the pain at an entirely manageable two or three out of ten, but 

I'm still very tired. It seems to me my energy is not returning like it should. I'm exhausted after each 

daily walk of a half mile or so. This can't be right. My friends tell me to be patient, that my recovery 

might take two or three months.  

 I don't much feel like visiting Allen, who is back at his Facility, but I haven't seen him in a 

week and worry that he doesn't have much longer in this world. Several weeks, probably, but no 

more than several months. Why do I quantify like this? I really have no way to judge.  

 Do it, Joe, I tell myself. Visit him today.  

 I don't want to visit. I really don't. But I know I must. 

 Allen is sleeping. The flimsy institutional-issue cotton gown he wears has ridden up to his 

shoulders. His feet stick out beneath the sheet and blanket, wadded and untidy on his body. I 

straighten his covers. His breathing is labored, raspy. On his face something between a half-frown, 

as if he's trying to solve a dilemma, and a look of concentration. Is he dreaming?  

 His arms and hands, always strong, have morphed to skinny and anemic, scaly with whitish 



                                                                                                             

splotches here and there. I place my hand on his arm to see if he will awaken, but he doesn't stir. 

The roughness of his skin upsets me. I would like to wake him up, I have hoped we could talk a bit, 

but when he comes out of a deep sleep like this one he's never quite himself. I hesitate. What should 

I do? I can't just walk out the door. I push to the side of his bed and lean toward his right ear.  

 “I love you, Allen,” I say quietly, but more than a whisper. 

 His eyelids flutter—one, two, three seconds—and then he slips back into an uneasy sleep. I 

hope he's dreaming about showing his wood art at Bernheim, demonstrating his sanding techniques 

and passing out his plastic bags of sandpaper to folks who want to try their hands at creating a work 

of art. I hope he has solved any dilemma he was facing. 

 But more than that, I hope my brother has heard me.  

 I hope my words have filled his heart.   

 

Chapter 65: Reflections 

The rancor I felt toward Bobby when he carried me on his shoulders back to my house after 

Marianne's death has dissipated with the passing of the years, with the personal gains and losses that 

have accompanied me throughout my life.  

 Now? No anger, only a sadness for my family's loss all those years ago. For my mother's 

loss, especially, because Marianne was the down-to-earth spit and gum that helped hold our family 

together, and that death need not have happened. And a sadness for Bobby's loss, so brutal, so 

unexpected, so final. 

 
 

Several years before Allen suffered his first stroke, I visit him at his house on Mulberry. I'm in 

search of another piece of his wood art. As I look at a half dozen pieces he's willing to sell, the topic  

morphs—as it does fairly often—into talk about our mother. After several minutes of discussing 



                                                                                                             

Mom's difficult life and her incredibly bad luck, he tells me something I never knew. The story 

sounds apocryphal, something conjured out of earth and air to complicate an issue already so 

impossibly full of complications. 

 On that July Sunday that our sister died, Marianne told our mother she didn't want to go out 

with Bobby, who had called just before noon to make a date. She tells Bobby she can't go. Allen 

witnessed the entire situation and tries to resurrect it for me.  

 “I've already made plans to spend the day with May G and Harry,” Marianne says when 

Mom asks her why she turned Bobby down. “May G's going to pick me up.” 

 “Oh,” Mom says, “you can do that anytime. Why don't you go with Bobby? It sounds like 

fun.” 

 “I'd rather see May G,” she says. 

 Allen pauses, cups his chin in his hand while he seems to be looking for a way to continue. 

 I'm bewildered. “So why did she go on the date?” 

 “Mom kept after her. I really didn't understand why at first. She kept badgering her, said 

stuff like 'I thought you liked Bobby' and “He's one of the nicest boys you've ever dated.' I 

wondered what was going on until Mom said, 'Doesn't Bobby live on Top Hill Road?' ” 

 “What did that have to do with anything?” 

 “Well, Top Hill Road is in a really nice area. Expensive homes. Pretty streets. I drove over 

there once a few months after Marianne died. Got Bobby's address from the phone book. Just 

wanted to see where he lived.” 

 “Mom sent Marianne out on that date with Bobby because his family was wealthy?” 

 Allen shrugs. “I always noticed how Mom, after that, would ask us to do or not to do 

something and then she'd add, 'But only if you agree.' She did that with me for years.” 

 I pause, trying to remember those words, but she had never said them to me. 



                                                                                                             

 “Oh my God.” I feel like weeping, but there's such enormous disappointment and confusion 

wedged inside me that there's room for nothing else. 

 

 In a 2014 email discussion with Ginger, my sister tells me something I didn't know about the 

rosary around Marianne's fingers at the funeral home.  

 “A nun saw my rosary,” she wrote, “and told me I ought to give it to Marianne so she could 

pray for me from Heaven for the rest of my life. I didn't want to do it, I loved my rosary, but how do 

you say no to a nun when you're seven? I can't begin to explain how that made me feel . . . hurt and 

angry; I had just gotten it and it was so beautiful and it was all mine. This haunted me for years. 

Hurt and angry and then feeling guilty that I was hurt and angry about Marianne having my First 

Communion rosary. Wheeewww. I prayed at my bedside for Marianne to come back. I had a doll 

with movable joints, so I put her in a praying position to help me pray. The pain and loss. . . .” 

 

Chapter 66: Final Outings  

Having fondly remembered outings with Dad, I want to remember a lovely outing with my mother. 

 What I recall is the funeral of a family friend, Rosemary, a close family friend. I drive to 

Louisville from Cleveland for the services. It's a mild Saturday afternoon in early fall, and after 

spending some time at the funeral home, Allen, Mom, and I decide to eat dinner at a steak house on 

Brownsboro Road. 

 At dinner, Allen and I speak kindly of Rosemary. Mom doesn't say much, which I find 

strange. Could it be that Mom is jealous of this woman her children loved? I'm never sure with my 

mother. Our meal is excellent, though, and we're chatting amiably, but I wonder why I have tensed 

up. I consciously try to make myself relax, but I want to put my elbows on the table. Well, at least 

one elbow. I want to speak before I've swallowed every last bit of my food. But I do neither. Mom's 



                                                                                                             

having a wonderful time and I don't want to do anything to ruin it. I'm twenty-six years old, but at 

some point I realize I'm acting like Leona's dutiful son of twelve, which makes me blue.  

 Mom buys the act. She is pleased with the table manners of her adult sons.  

 So I will have to create a delightful afternoon with my mother. Let's begin with a fine spring 

day at Mom's house. She and I are heading for the finish line in a Scrabble match, though on this 

occasion it's not much of a horse race. Mom is far behind, an anomaly, and I'm certain she can't 

catch me. On what turns out to be her last play, however, Mom adds an E to BREATH, ending up at 

the far right side of the board, and to my surprise she continues down the side with the word 

EQUAL. It looks like this:             

                                         BREATHE  
                                  Q  
                                  U 
                                  A 
                                  L 
  
 The Q, with a value of 10, lands on the Double Letter Score, and the L on the Triple Word 

Score at the bottom-right corner of the board. Her points for this play: 72 for the word EQUAL, 

plus 12 more for the new word BREATHE, created from BREATH. It's a staggering one-play total 

of 84 points, a record for Mom, who has whipped some of the best players in town. She's pretty 

happy as she draws out the last letter in the box. 

 But the game's not over yet. I play my last three letters—D, U, and A—on her L at the 

bottom of the board, and since there are no letters left, the value of Mom's remaining three letters—

B, C, and T, totaling 7—comes to me, and the winner is . . . neither of us. We tie. I am pleased, 

since it's rare that Mom doesn't slice me and dice me at Scrabble. Mom is ecstatic about her 84-

point masterpiece. She beams, and I have to compliment her. 

 “Incredible play, Mom,” I say. “Best I've ever seen.”      

 “It was pretty clever, wasn't it?” Her smile is beatific. Then she says, “You played a 



                                                                                                             

fabulous game, Joe. I had to pull out all the stops to even have a chance. You're pretty clever 

yourself.”  

 At that point I figure she's going to take credit for teaching me everything I know, a fairly 

standard line from her. Instead, she smiles. It's deep and real. In her smile I see her love for me. 

 

I have enjoyed lots of outings with my brother, but the most recent one that we enjoyed took place 

at Joe Creason Park in Louisville shortly before Allen's first stroke in 2009. A late-summer 

afternoon and we are walking the paths and across open spaces. Allen is happy because I'm asking 

about two types of trees I can't identify, and he's explaining significant features of both, talking 

about leaf patterns and bark configurations of what he names as ash and elm. He smiles as he talks, 

in pleasure and contentment. He loves sharing his knowledge. 

 Allen was a born teacher and artist. He tried substitute teaching on several occasions but 

gave it up when the students would not stop misbehaving. If he had become an art teacher, though, I 

think the combination would have worked. I think he would have figured out the behavior-

management problem. I think he would have made a difference in lots of students' lives. He always 

got excited when he was speaking about art. 

 So this memory is bittersweet for me.  

 Let me concoct one, as I did with Mom. 

 Allen and I are sitting on the front porch of the cabin we have built at Snake Creek. The sun 

is beginning to settle behind one of the big hills that rises up from the hollow and we relax, our legs 

propped on the split railings that enclose the porch. At 91, my brother is still energetic and active, 

though he sports a bit of belly now. I'm 86 and can barely keep up with him. 

 We watch a hawk glide in the gloaming of the sky and listen to a distant screech from a 

second hawk we cannot see. The hawk we're watching disappears over the tops of the white pines 



                                                                                                             

we planted almost sixty years ago. Do hawks mate for life? I hope so. I hope his wings are carrying 

him to his lifelong mate. Without knowing why, I think of my brother's long-in-coming college 

degree. 

 “Allen,” I say, “what made you go back to school to get your art degree when you were in 

your seventies? I love that you did, but what prompted you?” 

 “I don't know,” he says. “I kept thinking about how much I loved the wood-art classes I 

taught at Bernheim. A voice kept telling me to go back and finish my degree.” 

 Allen hasn't spoken much of the Lord in fifteen years, but I'm afraid he's about to. He bites 

on a length of licorice he's been twirling and chews thoughtfully.  

 Something compels me to ask, “Whose voice?” Immediately I worry about my question. 

 He looks up to show some playfulness around his mouth. His eyes shine. “Mine.” 

 “Hallelujah!” I cry. 

 We laugh softly at each other, and at ourselves. 

# # # 


