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ABSTRACT
PERSISTENCE: “MY GRANDMOTHER'’S EYES' AND OTHER MEMORE
Christine Fede Williams

Persistence: "My Grandmother’s Eyes” and Other Memasiescollection of five essays

based on the author’s life. “My Grandmother’s Eyes” depicts the difficult, but loving,
communication between the author and her grandmother, who speaks Italian daraytiesge.
“Christmas: A Journey” compares and contrasts the celebration of Clyistitinee author’s
Italian-American family and her celebration of Christmas as an adultmiRodly Heart”
describes the events leading up to a decision to adopt a child. “Renamingl@sentze”
follows three threads: the author’s relationship toMle@opolygame; the author’s study of the
Japanese language and culture; and the difficulties and joys of intercigtatianships. “Four
Faces of Joy” is a series of meditations in which four stressful situatimscaimed as joyful.

Themes include multiculturalism, family, Christmas, adoption, friendshtp, &nd joy.
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INTRODUCTION

| come from a family of storytellers. Dad would entertain my sistemy; and me with
colorful stories of his childhood escapades in Little Italy on the lower iel@sbEManhattan
near Chinatown. | was in my teens before | understood that Dad had grown up poor biscause
tales were lively and suffused with love of family. Dad enjoyed tellimpngand me his
childhood stories and also inventing narratives. | have a vivid memory of waitirg Maih
conducted business at a stodgy, marble-veneered bank near our home, long before ATMs
eliminated time-consuming lines for simple deposits and withdrawals. Aplyafdoim’s wait
took longer than Ginny and | could endure, so Dad took us aside and began pointing out
strangers and fictionalizing their lives, beginning with plausible plots, but sesmgeo the
absurd. | have to wonder now if he was amused by how far he could push the limits oftour trus

and youthful gullibility.

My mother also told my sister and me stories. Mom was less adventurous than Dad, but
she still had a large arsenal of vignettes about her childhood, her work atnNiéstam, her
courtship and marriage to Dad, and Ginny’s and my childhood. While Dad’s storest alewer
ended with a moral, Mom’s almost always did, even the funny tales. By thewaseih
college, | had heard enough family history and asked Mom to stop. But, when | dastmy
child play gleefully in a laundry basket full of clean, dry cloth diapers, tosserg in the air
with belly-shaking laughter, | better understood my mother’'s memory, precitwes,tof me at
two-years-old imagining an empty bureau drawer as a ship at sea, @ah ltbéong for Mom’s
stories. Now | ask her about her childhood and her parents, and | request to hear lter yarns

amuse us both, so | can better understand who she is. | am glad that | did rod Vot



Despite the atmosphere of storytelling in my formative yearsnedany undergraduate
degree in English, concentrating in literature, on reading the stories of o#ttlees,than on
writing my own. Later, when | was raising my children, | often regalech thvéth the tales that
my parents told me, plus events from my children’s childhoods, and some of the stories that a
the basis for the following memoirs and essays. After my children were gibeiicient, |
began my graduate degree in English. By then, | had matured to an attitudegingt | had
left unattempted. | do not know if | just felt a freedom from worry about gradeseeriding
more than twenty years of encouraging my children, other family member&jends to
persevere finally made sense in my own life, but | became determinddridtfé gaps in my
formal education in English, which included registering for at least one coursgiingun
creative nonfiction. Two writing courses followed the first, a creativeicioorh workshop and a

fiction workshop. However, | have focused on creative nonfiction.

In writing my thesis, because | have written not just about myself but aebeabout
my family and friends, | have tried to heed Annie Dillard’s warning in “Tshian a Text”: “I
tried,” she wrote, “to leave out anything that might trouble my family” (344).dddaware of
my dilemma of wanting to write honestly, yet not willing to embarrass my loved onegveral
occasions after a good night’s sleep, | immediately softened or removedyestivord, a
sentence, a paragraph. My work, without a relationship with my famiyrands, would be
pointless. My writing is meant to encourage and strengthen others. To tear down aoatte

be counterproductive.

The best part about writing creative nonfiction is | do not have to justify eveyytat

happened. As Mary McCarthy writes in Memories of a Catholic Girlladmmlit her own family,

“Luckily, I am writing a memoir and not a work of fiction, and therefore | do not tmeecount
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for my grandmother’s unpleasing character and look for the Oedipal fixattbe thaumatic
experience which would give her that clinical authenticity that is nowastagiesirable in
portraiture” (33). Thankfully, my memories of my grandmothers are much happier tha
McCarthy’s, but my view is the same as McCarthy’s: the following ewdidteappen and this is

how | remember them. That is enough.

Overall, my writing has been the result of layers upon layers of text l&edpainting
in a jar. Although the basis for each finished work had its origin in one of two welasges
related to creative nonfiction, numerous pages of additions over a period of a ytearrasailts
of life happening, as | experienced similar events. For example, the descoifpsnow falling in
“Joy in Nature” was augmented by a lovely snowfall while | pedaled catiarstry bicycle at
the gym in December 2010, at least three years after the snowy day that gnowoéssay.
Likewise, | spent time rewriting sections about my grumblings on one of mhaglsnow days

late in 2010.

My essays have required a great deal of research, and | have includetiitfiorfrom
frequent consultations with those who were present during an event. My mothermdikbéee
the Ghost of Christmas Past, a considerable help in jogging my memory about petstashri
Eves, my grandparents, and my father. The results contributed to “ChristmasngyJa@und
“My Grandmother’s Eyes.” In addition, | have quoted in “Renaming Orientahé&/epart of
an actual conversation that my mother and | had one year or so ago. | andelded to my
husband. Jim generously allowed me to draw on his memories, especially whenewritasg

“Christmas: A Journey” and “Room in My Heart.”



My research has taken other forms, too. For “Renaming Oriental Avenued these
internet to research tidonopolygame. In addition, | referred to my copious notes from my
diverse reading when | studied the Japanese language and culture. Latemibyntagao visit
my sister and her family, my mother, my husband, Jim, and my son Paul visited titalOrie
Avenue area of Atlantic City, where | photographed Tony Boloney’'s, Absdaghithbuse, and
environs. These reference photographs were extremely helpful in desdnb@géntal Avenue
area. Because | planned to use “Renaming Oriental Avenue” in my créesig, it took notes in
addition to photographs. The conversation at Tony Boloney’s is almost verbatime lasrot

rapidly and surreptitiously as | could.

As | have found, one of the most difficult aspects of a creative work is decitiaigtov
include and what to omit, in text and in form. In “To Fashion a Text,” Annie Dillard svrite
“The best memoirs, | think, forge their own forms. The writer of any work, andplarly any

nonfiction work, must decide two crucial points: what to put in and what to leave out” (338).

My research for “Room in My Heart” required that | reread an actual apiplicthat |
had written in the course of the adoption process. | chose to be selective about quastions th
would best reflect my state of mind when | pursued adoption. Although most of the questions a
quoted directly from the application, | expanded on almost all of the answers; noaappl
was followed by interviews, and through the interviews and as time has passed, | have
comprehended better my thinking back then. In addition, | kept the form of the applicat
portion of the essay similar to the actual application, as if the readerasmbvgorker evaluating

my application.



Deciding what to include and what to omit also extends to which truths need to be told.
Although “Christmas: A Journey” is centered upon the pivotal first Christmagitheny, whom
| married later, joined my family, it is a compilation of many ChristmasHvat | spent with
my father’s family. As such, my grandmother was not actually presegedrd turned sixteen,
but had passed away about ten months before. However, my grandmother is so fidnty fixe

my Christmas memories that | chose to include her without explanatiom withmemoir.

Of the two creative nonfiction graduate writing courses that | have compledefi st
course was “Technology Multimedia Creative Nonfiction: Creative With Multimedia
Narrative (Nonfiction).” The course melded the development of a website, usita dig
photography, short digital films, and text in the form of creative nonfiction. ggyes
“Christmas: A Journey” began as Dr. Anthony Viola’s in-class assignment oinsthevening.
The assignment was: “Take a simple fact from your family history and ie plaragraphs,
elaborate . ...” Since the course began in January, Christmas was still on my miva,céed
a paragraph and one-half that, later in the course, | developed into an eleven4page me
Although I have since taken out several pages of extraneous material and adelédthmten
pages, the basic concept of the contrast between the Sicilian-Americaatoehedi Christmas
of my childhood and my Christmases in West Virginia as an adult began to take shage d
that first evening class. Although the essay began as a text memoir higivisinfluenced by

growing in a technology class.

Writing in a technology course is much like athletic cross-training. Athtedd in ways
other than their primary sport to improve overall effectiveness. Writing, whdesing and
cropping photographs, planning photographic layouts, and framing video shots, was a type of

artistic cross-training: visual art affected written art. For exafigiave consciously constructed
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the piece with the flow of a chronological plot describing the Christmas whag $ixteen
versus my Christmas as an adult. However, in both the early section and the secotakpart,
the reader aside, as if clicking on a link in a website. | introduce the readeiotsswvaembers
of my family through brief tales that capture the essence of an individuahpétg: Aunt
Margie referees, while Aunt Pat cracks nuts, and Aunt Millie luxuriousigspan apple.
Dabbling in making a short film also influenced this memoir in a variety of groygongg-shots
and close-ups as it were. For example, in a long shot, my family enters sl riea
grandparents’ apartment, but in a close-up, | explain to Jimmy how to eat a.l8lsstewriter, |
switch between the views. Although the essay is clearly from my point of viewe limauded
stories from before | was born, flashbacks that delineate my family’s devBboexample,
when my cousin tussled with her parochial school's nuns over the existence of Sastar¢/i

dad left work to champion her cause.

In addition to the influences of technology, several memoirs and essays informed
“Christmas: A Journey.” In “The Landscape of Creative Nonfiction,” JocBhartkevicus
discusses one of the issues concerning creative nonfiction, and asks if recoréaetstisethe

same as presenting the truth. She writes of a discussion with friends htlayoparty:

We reached common ground in the end, I think, because we shifted both
our working notion of genre and our view of “the person.” When my friends
claimed that nonfiction could work only with the aid of a tape recorder, their
concept of the person was external, the person as captured by a machine. They
had shared the assumption, arrived at by habit, that nonfiction was restricted t
objectivity and reporting, that incongruity must be reasoned away. Fact, as

Virginia Woolf points out, is not necessarily the same as truth . . . . “Nonfiction”



is not a synonym for “recorded surface.” It has the range to sweep inw&od, fol
the path of the mind, add layers of contemporaneous imagination, memory, and

dream to the observable events of the present moment. (332)

| have included many visible facts in my essay and many elementshane dietail. The food,
the Christmas tree, and the laughter are all recordable. In fact, bmantiovie camera was
rolling for Santa Claus’s appearance; there are recordings of thesg. &wntvithout the sense
of love and fellowship, without the sense of emotional glow that is not fact, mywssld/be
dry as dust, an archeological report rather than a praise of home, familgjtandie theme
that | developed in this essay, the fulfillment of human warmth and closenasmsi need.
Several of my classmates mentioned that they would like to have a familyitike Irwish they
were so blessed, too. But | do hint throughout the essay at the frailties and weakNesone in
the essay is perfect—rather each individual is having a very good day. Love andeatar
with the foibles of others and, ultimately, brings out the best in each one, whose sitany

cannot be recorded.

Two other essays influenced “Christmas: A Journey,” including “Sibamicing,” by
Judith Ortiz Cofer. Although Cofer's memoir details events in a Puerto Ragaityftwo
decades before the memoir of my family, | seriously considered her treaihggowing up
biculturally. Rather than make a reader feel excluded, | have tried to drawre@attes much as
my grandparents tried to welcome me into their world. While | have notdatadstvery word or
phrase, | have grouped together similar items, like seafood, so that ttedeas not feel
completely lost. Also, Cofer's memaoir gives a tangible feeling oflfatngetherness; even as
she describes events that she did not understand as a child, her family showsastckloytlty.

| have tried to reflect the closeness in my family, even in differencegioion. The two brief,
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and annually recurring, arguments between my grandparents did not dampen rfioénelssenf

the evening.

“Toward a Definition of Creative Nonfiction,” by Bret Lott, was anothevagsthat
influenced “Christmas: A Journey.” After warning the writer to examineséifror herself

carefully, Lott continues:

Which brings me to another major point on our way toward a definition: creative
nonfiction cannot at any time be self-serving. There is no room here for
grandstanding of oneself. To my way of thinking—and this is me speaking as a
follower of Christ, and therefore one well aware of my transgressions, my
iniquities, my falling short of the glory of God—ninety-nine times out of a
hundred the answer to the question, Is this wisdom, or is this folly? is, Folly.

Hands down. (395)

Although Lott was primarily addressing the problem of pride and cautioned aigameting
one’s image when writing creative nonfiction, | had a related problem wheitimgw

“Christmas: A Journey.” In my earliest draft, | alternated time peribeiscribing a piece of my
youth and then a part of my adulthood experience. As | attempted to augment my,rhem
spent a considerable amount of time trying to force the pattern to work. Howfeveods not

fall into neat parallels. | stubbornly separated the memaoir into two straddsiated them out

in consecutive order, attempting to alternate the past and present. Again, | iubfaded until

| had an epiphany: my approach, which | had observed in numerous published memoirs and
essays, would not work for this particular piece. There are several reasdres for t

unmanageability. Simply, as Dr. Mary Moore had warned me about a researcthpapemrtte



in her class, my argument was too complicated to flow easily with thisisgu@nce | admitted
my folly, the memoir proceeded more easily. Two strands did not give the eepagyer
understanding of migeforeto comprehend mafter. The context was missing. After | made the
decision to write one chronological thread, many insights became clear thatllecekaled

me, and my writing flowed more quickly.

Later in that first creative nonfiction course, Dr. Viola assigned a prigjetdvelop a
hypertext around a word describing an emotion. The resulting essay is “Fesrdfdoy.”
There are several reasons why | chose to explore the emotion of joy. Riistim@s, a season of
joy, had just passed and the dark and cold of winter had settled in, incentive enough to seek joy.
Another reason was that | had recently received word of a close friendjglstwith cancer. |
had lost family and friends to cancer and knew the disease to be a joy-sappemndtooasite
about my search for joy in sorrow was part of my coping mechanism. Finallgh#dd and into
my undergraduate years, although | laughed frequently, | more ofteedcarsense of gloom.
During that time, Jim told me once that | could find a gray cloud around any silvey. li
carried too many problems that were not mine. After | became a Christiag duyi
undergraduate years (and for many years since) the light of hope and pesabeokan through
to me as | read my Bible and prayed. As a result my essay “Four Famg oan be seen as a

series of meditations in which | explore a stressful situation and find myoway.t

In my original essay, | produced about eight pages, including a definition of joyjansect
on creating joy, and numerous quotes about joy. For my thesis, | cut those parts, and focused on
my four related sections on joy in nature, in another’s triumph, in work, and in sorrow.
Originally, I had not planned to include my essay on joy in my thesis.ntexksougher than my

other essays and needed a great deal of additional material; the drafidroourse seemed
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unfinished to me. Most heartbreaking to me, about eight months before | began my tbstsis
the friend who is the cause of my sorrow in my essay. Thankfully, when | begatngWloy
in Sorrow” toward the end of the semester, | had healed more. | am not soinyvdsadble to

persevere.

The second writing class that | completed, “Creative Writing: Nonfictialsd was
offered as a technology class. | had already planned to write a creasige $loel developed my
memoirs and essays in this course as much as possible with my thesis in mind, hofatey that
could polish the pieces further. The first assignment was to look ktahepolygame board
that Dr. Viola arranged in the classroom, and write about how the game, a game piexperty
or other aspect of the game had influenced my life. When | ambled over to the gamfewt had
thoughts on how | would approach the assignment. | had not pldgeopolyin many years.
However, when my eyes fell on Oriental Avenue, | giggled. One year bedpriéd to
Marshall University’s graduate program, | earned six college erbglistudying Japanese, and
thus fulfilled the graduate program’s language requirement. My faanilyl have other ties to
Asia, some of which are described within the essay “Renaming Orieveal&.” | developed
my minor project “Renaming Oriental Avenue” while concurrently developing mgrrpeoject
for that class, “To Begin,” the title being a translation of the JapanestngréHajimemashite
“To Begin” is a multimedia Powerpoint presentation that contains numerous photognaphs
illustrations and carefully timed background music, the Yosida Brotherstit§fan a
Journey.” Working on an essay for a multimedia project affected the writingeshibiat | made
at that time. My writing and visuals had to complement each other. | sevetely egi essay to
legibly fit on each slide. When | started to rewrite “To Begin” as adualfjth essay, | developed

text by describing visuals from the Powerpoint presentation, but | also framedday with a
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story about coming to terms with the Oriental/Asian controversy while | oeatec a bedroom
as an Asian-themed guestroom. The more | wrote, the more the essay toole ah isslibwn.
My four- to six-page text from my Powerpoint presentation morphed into a foyréegn-
cultural criticism and plea for love and kindness to others. Tolerance is, bftecla¢ap

replacement for love.

My primary influence in writing “Renaming Oriental Avenue” was John MePh& he
Search for Marvin Gardens.” Although McPhee’s essay contains only two briabnseot
Oriental Avenue, McPhee alternates his record of an ddmabpolygame in which he
participated with the history dflonopolyand descriptions of actual places for whidbnopoly
properties are named. While | chose not to payopoly | included a reminiscence of my sister
and me playingMonopoly information about the game in general and more specifically the
history of Oriental Avenue. Also, | have spent considerable space exploringsteenB&/estern
relationship through my understanding of the Japanese culture. My understandingaktensi

between the cultures is informed by my experiences as a Sicilian-@smeri

McPhees’s research method also influenced my approach to “Renaming|Orienta
Avenue.” McPhee visited and described various places that are namedvontipolyboard. |
was impressed by his detailed descriptions. For example, McPhee desclilce&\Baue: “The
glass crunches underfoot like coarse sand” (190). Later, he sets a dismal‘Btanecant lot
on Tennessee is a white Ford station wagon stripped to the chassis. The wincdimashed. A
plastic Clorox bottle sits on the driver’'s seat. The wind has pressed newspaipst #ne chain-
link fence around the lot” (192). | knew that if | strolled Oriental Avenue, my obsemgat
would add vibrancy to my essay, so | took that opportunity when | visited my sister, wdo live

outside of Atlantic City, two summers before | began work on my thesis. While th@gtlescr
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of Tony Boloney’s added sensory details to my essay, the conversation thditdavden the
restaurant was a turning point in the development of my essay. At that point, mgtepgeyl

being a nice memoir and moved to gritty cultural criticism.

Another author who influenced “Renaming Oriental Avenue” is Shari Caudron.
Caudron’s “Befriending Barbie” impressed me with its candor. Despite hemdfied with
collecting Barbie dolls and with the average perky collector, she doggedly gatedtpeople
and merchandise at a Barbie convention. Cauldron was not quickly won over, and expeesse
many negative thoughts about “this sort of thing, doll collecting” (62). On the lueinel;
Cauldron changed over the course of the essay from a Barbie cynic to a Barbia tisary
bit proud of my new acquisition,” a Malibu Barbie (71). The flow of “Renaming CGaient
Avenue” is similar in that while at the beginning | am puzzled about the Oriesii/A

controversy, through research and meditation | realize a peace about ia ¢oresgpt.

| envisioned “My Grandmother’s Eyes” during my first creative nonfictioning class.
My journal lists four memories that | have of Grandma Cristina: she ga\segtass of water,
she caught me in disobedience, she comforted me when | grieved, and shewagskedaped
to write a memoir about these events, but the requirements of the course assigrmaits
allow for what | had hoped to do. However in the second writing class, Dr. Viotpnadsh
hypertext narrative: “For a subject, pick a theme, item, person, pet, activity, taaly part,
etc.” Grandma was in. By the time | had finished the assignment, | had ¢ednaib®ut eight
pages in five sections. Each section began with an applicable quote and presentezha diffe
memory. My project, as | explained to Dr. Viola and the class during the workshogd| was a
about the text, but | did arrange it as a simple website to fulfill the srgairts of the project.

When | submitted the text to the Maier Writing Award committee in spring 200&s rewarded
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with an Honorable Mention for Graduate Nonfiction Prose. This essay requiredgshe le

rewriting, although | added more details, clarifications, and a sectied thklerry Eyes.” The

essay had appeared increasingly dark, almost morose, when read from beginning to end and did
not accurately reflect my grandmother’s liveliness and sense of humary‘Bges” completes

the essay by separating two emotionally heavy vignettes with a light mhoimes expressing a

better balance of my grandmother’s personality. | had originally deresi adding “Merry

Eyes” as part of “Christmas: A Journey,” but it impeded the flow of events in thetiGas

essay and worked better when the focus was on my grandmother rather than on Christmas

“My Grandmother’s Eyes” was influenced by two essays. Lisa D. Cleeszay,
“Independence Day, Manley Hot Springs, Alaska,” is a taut drama that | dchdhrertly before
writing “My Grandmother’s Eyes.” Her dramatic effects are o#fld in my use of the hope and
innocence of youth clashing with the harsh reality of a situation. Chavez plays yqutigul
optimism at moving to Alaska before she deals with racism. “Everything rieunas me,” she
observes, “and everything is new . . . . | am in my own Alaska, and it is beautiful” (73). In m
writing, | also stress the optimism of youth before facing the crashingdifia sudden death in
my family: “Still, | am very pleased to see them, very glad to have tbatmnber. . . . | do not
guestion the event” (23). Later, when my mother realizes that she has not osezd, fl
write, “A wedding was the only possible reason for flowers . . .” (24). | never coedithex

possibility of a funeral.

In addition, | took inspiration from Chavez’s anchoring her age in her essay. Chavez
notes that she is twelve during the time of the essay. She repeats hereagenses to stress
that she is a child and to build tension. Although I tried to use my age to build tensign in “I

Unexpected Visit,” the technique was ineffective in my case, possibly bebausection is
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much shorter than Chavez’s essay. However, | became more aware of timeedahreggment,
and | strengthened the mentioning of my age in each section to give a bettayfsbrs

progression of my relationship with my grandmother.

“Life in Motion,” by Nicole Lamy, was also a source of inspiration. Lasmiges about
her search for the twelve houses in which she lived that she photographed to givietashermi
mother. While | only visited the past in my mind, both essays are a sequence sflexeate
bound together like Lamy’s photograph album. Each of Lamy’s brief sections radeastae
pieces, but unified by the theme of moving. Similarly, | fashioned “My GrandmsetBges” as
largely individual pieces tied together by communication between my granenastd me that
is mainly a visual rather than verbal connection. Arranging my essay wdkistrengthened
another similarity between the two essays: Lamy’s moving to differenthgives her insight
into her relationship with her mother. By tying my essay together, | drew a ¢tiomieetween

my grandmother, my father, my son, and me.

“Room in My Heart” could be the essay that changed the most as far asodevaan
the original course project. The assignment was: “Choose a myth, fairy tatagowell-known
story and use it as the general motif or plot to reflect on a real-life studtou may elect to
alter, change, or subvert the tale.” In the first class that | took, | cor$eitang a memoir on
adoption. | had a rough and brief outline for a children’s book on adoption, based on concepts
that | have explained to my children, since we are a family touched by addptiemn |

Googled “adoption, fairy tale,” the children’s book The Red Thread: An Adoption Faeybhal

Grace Lin, popped up. The book is a beautifully illustrated story, warm and touchitegrede
to Lin’s story in my original essay and Powerpoint presentation. However, videgah to edit

“Room in My Heatrt,” there were two major problems. First, the referenthd®ed Thread
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seemed awkward and contrived. | was not able to smoothly integrate quotekisrdelightful

book into my essay. Second, the format of my essay was basically flawedn Madga recent
photograph of my family. After Dr. Viola suggested that | might have begun in tregvptace,

that is, at the end of the story, | spent time rethinking my format. “Room in My, Heéaat

“Christmas: A Journey” benefitted from a mostly chronological telimith a few flashbacks, to

build suspense. To improve the quality of the story, | moved the description of a recent
photograph to the end of the memoir and began with an older photograph, one before my
husband and | pursued adoption, one that hangs on a wall in our home. Beginning with the older
photograph anchored my family’s mood before adoption and the structure of the memoir

improved considerably when | framed the essay with descriptions of two photographs.

In addition, “Room in My Heart” was in danger of becoming somewhat sentinaeiota
as Michael Steinberg warns in “Finding the Inner Story in Memoirs andmerisssays,” too

focused on the outer facts and neglectful of the unseen facts. Steinberg writes:

You're probably thinking, here comes another endorsement of those confessional
narratives—the ones that give creative nonfiction a bad name. Actually, one of the
reasons why | think we're seeing too many of those pieces is because a lot of
nonfiction writers are narrating only the literal story of their expericaice

leaving out the “inner story”; that is, the story of their thinking. (438)

The “inner story” is my struggle to mentally and emotionally come to terms,ititoadoption in
general, but with me becoming an adoptive parent. | struggled to answer questiotly teones

prepare for a major life change.
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When | was working through my revision of “Room in My Heart,” Dr. Viola advised me
to read creative nonfiction pieces that dealt with family crises, to gemayatevn ideas of how
to rework my memoir. Happily, two essays detailed family issues and thus influeryce
memoir. The first essay that | read, “The Unwanted Child,” was partigatarthing because
the essay dealt with an unplanned pregnancy. Mary Clearman Blew’s essayamly an
inspiration in that she deals with the weight of family opinion when she decides itauedmer
education during pregnancy, and later while caring for her child. She deswitadaws
increasingly hostile arguments that she should leave college and sedtjelioBlew juxtaposes
their point of view with her mother’s and grandmother’s equally adamant argéonent
continuing college. She weaves in her mother’s struggles to raise her, t@Btelfils
educational and health needs in the years before she entered college. Thratgkxpleration
of the raw emotions of others, | was better able to navigate a portion of myresgagh | deal
with negative reactions from family and friends. As | rewrote my memexpanded on my
passage containing arguments against adoption, but rather than just reportinginanshts, |
answered them. My answers expose the negativity that | faced for wizat itegsentment that |
am choosing a different way than the questioners. Finally, my internaloresatdi conflict

superseded my external responses.

In the essay “My Father Always Said,” Mimi Schwartz revigits conflict of culture
with her father, Arthur, a Holocaust survivor. A family trip to Arthur Schwart@metown in
Germany allows him to tell his story and to rethink his memories while Schisetter
understands how her father lived and what he survived. In a similar way, bguesd learn
about a culture, the culture of adoption, that | thought | understood because | viewed many

adoptive families from the outside. In my essay, | also explore the givialeafetween my
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children and me as we come to an understanding of where we were as arfidribpnwaadding a

genetic stranger would make a difference in our lives. The lessons continue tg.this da

| come from a family of story-tellers. | have heard tales all feyflom my parents, my
aunts and uncles, from neighbors and friends. And | have read narratives most ef frgntif
Nathaniel Hawthorne and Jane Austen, from J. D. Salinger and Ernest HemingiaygAlthe
authors whose works | read were mostly known for their fiction, they drew téaesettings,
and conflicts from life experiences. When | encountered creative nonfictearnkd to relate
actual events with the feel of fiction. But whether composing fiction or nanfiggood writers
strive for a reader to feel he or she has been there. In a letter to hisEatiest Hemingway

wrote:

You see I'm trying in all my stories to get the feeling of the actteablcross—

not just to depict life—or criticize it—but to actually make it alive. So thatnwhe
you have read something by me you actually experience the thing. You can’t do
this without putting in the bad and the ugly as well as the beautiful. Because if it

is all beautiful you can’t believe in it. Things aren’t that way. (1)

And now, | have written some stories. While some sections portray the djffiauiful side of
life, some parts are quite beautiful. | hope that the reader feels she or ivedhasyl stories. For

me, writing them was worth the wait.
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MY GRANDMOTHER'’S EYES
I
PERCEPTIVE EYES
“The eyes are the mirror of the soul.” Yiddish Proverb

It is said of some people that they hold court from a particular chair or placeama
My grandmother benevolently ruled from any chair, any room, any place siheAvany
family gathering, whether or not she intended to be the center of attentiomshe w

What was it about my grandmother that people found attractive? Her eygedpiev
to her. Light blue and framed by curly, dark brown hair, her eyes were thepoecdesf her
face, not because they were unusually beautiful, but because they were mo\extiras any
language.

“Look into my eyes,” she would tell someone in melodic Sicilian. And they would look,
were compelled to look, mesmerized by her blue mirrors, but she would also look back,
searching, weighing, evaluating the expression and words from another persenWayea
child lying or telling the truth? Was an in-law faithful or straying? s\@anerchant resisting her
bargaining skills or bending?

The eyes reflect what is inside someone’s heart and display thoughts am@hstent
others to see. My grandmother was very adept at reading the eyes of athdrsoBld read her

eyes, as well.
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I
COMMUNICATION
“It is better to trust the eyes rather than the ears.” German Proverb

I am four. | run into my grandparents’ kitchen from the dining room, past the ratager
to the large high porcelain sink. | am too small to see into the sink, but | know thamifthé
faucet, | will be rewarded with a cool drink. | reach for a glass in the daddoge the sink,
impossibly far above my head. | know even with my determination, | need helgoAsider
balancing precariously on a kitchen chair, perhaps placing the chair on trenkatble, | hear a
step behind me. | turn. My grandmother, Grandma Cristina, is eying me suspici@uslijer
namesake, although my name—"“Christir@% Americanized. Dad, ambitious for me long
before | was born, would not allow a foreign sounding name to interfere with my.future
Grandma calls me by name and asks me a question, but | do not understand.

“I want a glass of water,” | tell her with childish confidence. Grandma demeeistle.
She says something again, her eyes look confused, but | do not understand her. Why can't |
understand my grandma who loves me?

“Water, Grandma. | want water,” | repeat loudly, pointing to the sink. Grandoid. is
Perhaps she does not hear well.

“Oh. Acqug” she says.

| do not understand, and | do not know what to do.

Grandma points to the refrigeratoLatte?” she asks, her eyes smiling. | am puzzled.
Grandma sees the confusion in my eyes. Her eyes are warm and encouragingn$tieeope
refrigerator and takes out an old-fashion glass milk bottle, a paper cap on toppfbeads

condensation dripping down the sides. She holds the bottle out so that | can see hgr offeri
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When | decide something, | do not change my mind, even if it means drinking plairravhesr
than rich milk.

“No, latte,” | answer, arms akimbo, stamping my little fochcud”

“Oh,” Grandma says, her blue eyes wide, her arm raised imperiously emphasizi
demand, “ndatte! Acqua’ She walks briskly to the sink, obeying my order. | hear Grandma
pour cold tap water into a glass. She bows slightly, in deference to royal commamthd he
glass is in my hand, cool and dripping. | take a deep drink and smack my lips apprgciativel

“Ah. Acqug” | tell her. Her eyes smile, but she suppresses a chuckle.

We were in two different worlds, but my grandmother lovingly invited me into her world,
even if only for a few minutes. We could not communicate well in words, but we could otad ea

other’s eyes.

1
TRANSGRESSION IN THE GARDEN
“An animal will always look for a person’s intentions by looking them right in tles.8y

H. Powers

My grandmother dotes on my grandfather. Papa Peter, my grandfather, dotes on my
grandmother, but his garden is a close second. The garden, in the Bensonhurst section of
Brooklyn, is a much smaller replica of the garden he had as a younger miaa ahd*tountry,”
as people tell me; that is, in Sicily. The garden is “L” shaped, aboutfiféet wide and twenty
feet long. It sits at the bottom of a long, sloped driveway between my grandplaocemsand a
neighbors’ house. The driveway curves around to a two-car garage under my grastpanse

and also to the neighbors’ garage. The garden faces the lower end of the driveway.
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It is summer, and | am eight years old. My sister, Ginny, my cousin Pattlyga into
my grandparents’ backyard to play. We have a ball and a jump rope or we migheayusig,
but we run down the driveway on a warm, sunny day, enjoying the cool air in the shagde of m
grandparents’ home and the breeze we create from running. We stop at the bottom of the
driveway to admire my grandfather’s garden.

The garden is bursting with life from late spring through fall with green geas
pumpkins, tomatoes and eggplants, zucchini and a grape vine that trails luxuriously ovet the ste
chain-link fence that marks the back of Papa Peter’s yard. The most unusyeraaf Papa
Peter’'s garden is a tree, small by tree standards, about twentylf8dtddree is notable
because it is a fig tree. While dried figs are readily available in Brooklymreapeets, fresh figs
are rare, expensive, and often spoiled.

However, Papa Peter’s figs are renowned. The adults speak of his figs in hushed voice
Friends visit in season hoping for one sweet fruit. The figs are a sagiséymnder of Sicily to
those who had left, but still a treat for those who are American-born.

Now that I am grown, | only remember having one fig from Papa Petez’'svtren | was
a senior in high school. The fig might have been a reward because | would geddhatend of
the school year, but | am sure that the fig was ripe in September. Inalisand fresh, the
black-brown skin firm to my teeth, the flesh pale yellow and pink, tender and msltegt, the
small black seeds, crisp. | would have liked another, but | dared not ask.

On that summer day when Ginny, Patty, and I first admire the garden, we stagafir
the concrete driveway, just looking, innocently appreciating, just peeking la¢altey green
plants, the pendulous fruit, the warm and rich scent of loam, the heady smell of vigexaus gr

stalks, the stalks tied with rag ribbons to straight wooden stakes lined up like stlalrgrs
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bumblebees, their pollen baskets full, wend their way from plant to plant in the ndatginvi
garden.

If a weed ever lived in that garden, | never saw it. The mound around each plant is
mulched with hay, but Papa Peter vigorously pulls every intruder as if to dare anothexaio app
in its place.

| do not remember who took the first step into the garden, probably me. My cousin Patty
never did anything wrong. Never. My sister Ginny was not so clean, but often veaited fo
plunge headlong into mischief first.

All three of us place at least one exploratory foot in the garden and point our toes toward
the fig tree. When a window slams open behind us, we turn as one. Grandma leans out of her
bedroom window, and her eyes firmly fix on us. Despite Grandma’s rapid Siciliazh Wihd
not understand, | do not need Patty, who speaks Sicilian fluently, to translate inghEngli
Grandma'’s flashing eyes, forty feet away, convey the message wenaee in deep trouble.

‘Madonné Grandma is mad!” Patty cries, translating rapidly as we fly up thewlay,
knowing there is no place to hide. My grandmother’s eyes follow me in my mind, up the
driveway to the front of the house, warning, warning, warning me. | try to block out theftig
Grandma’s eyes, but they are emblazoned in my mind.

To this day, | can still see them.

| do not remember any punishment resulting from our temptation. My grandmother mus
have told my dad, her eldest and favorite son, about our transgression. | have aarague ah
my dad crouched down and carefully, gently, explaining the sanctity of thengélideeyes

were blue like Grandma’s, firm like Grandma’s, searching mine, like Graadwia never went
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into the garden again unless invited. Never. Grandma’s eyes would not let ustorgedr.

Even when she was not there.

v
UNEXPECTED VISIT
“Tears are nature’s lotion for the eyes. The eyes see better for beimgdnimsthem.”

Christian Nevell Bovee

The day in early June was warm and pleasant. | am almost, but not yet, twelve.

| do not remember how | learned that Grandma Cristina and Papa Peter would have
dinner with us, a rare event. Once, my mother served wine in her treasuredvansiglasses,
wedding gifts from friends. Papa Peter did not toast. He blessed our famitytlwately, to
seal the deal, he slammed the fine goblet on the floor, its gentle tinkle echoingripliked
Papa Peter. However, she did not forget. The crystal glasses remaimetifbetty closed
cabinet doors, like pursed lips, and Grandma and Papa Peter had not been guests since.

Dad is not home from work. A New York City police sergeant, he works shifts, so his
absence at dinner is not unusual. But Dad’s absence makes my grandpares€epegen
odder. Still, I am very pleased to see them, glad to have them to dinner. My grandneytber’'s
glow, delighted to visit Ginny and me. | do not question the event.

We have dinner in the dining room, an occurrence in itself. The dining room was
reserved for adults and only on holidays; at those times my cousins and Ihatdiictien. | feel
grown up and special because | would have dinner under the bright chandelier, on the brocade-
covered, caned chairs. Ginny, my younger sister, and | bustle from thenkitctinee dining
room, setting the table with silver, but with everyday glasses, and trangdoied plate after

plate. We carry dinner plates of pasta and meatballs; sliced Italiath besserole dishes of
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large meatballs stuffed with a hard-cooked egg, salami, and provolone; and bdeppivgy
with homemade sauce. Grandma Cristina’s eyes smile appreciatively. Weveayihning we
need and then some. Mom is a nervous hostess but never a stingy one.

Finally, we are seated around the table, Mom at one end, in front of the china cabinet
with the firmly closed doors. Grandma is to Mom'’s right, Papa Peter next to Graainmy is
next to me and between Mom and me. Although | never remember Mom or Dad giving thanks
for a meal, Papa Peter blesses the food. Grandma closes her eyes revetdmlysaher head.
When Papa Peter’s voice stops, just as | expect Mom to offer Grandma a loadeyiHate]

Mom throws back her hands, exasperated.

“| forgot to order the flowers,” she moans in English, her head dropping to her hand. She
looks tired and harried. As my grandmother pins her eyes on Mom and asks my mother a
guestion in Sicilian, probably an inquiry into my mother’s distress, | perk up. Waitgew
roses, chrysanthemums, Chinese lanterns, four o’clocks, and lilacs in our backyagl, buy
flowers was a luxury beyond imagination.

“Is someone getting married?” | ask, bouncing on my chair, trying to restrai
excitement. A wedding is the only possible reason for flowers, and | hoped rejasnyarried
uncle has found a bride.

“Oh,” says Mom, looking annoyed, looking spent, “you don’t know. Aunt Anita died.”

Shock rocks me. My only previous experience with a death in my family wagdars
earlier. My mom’s mother suffered an agonizing death by cancer, hereyes becoming more
sunken and strained, the whites of her eyes turning more yellow each day that Moy aGd

| stayed with my maternal grandparents.
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Aunt Anita was not my favorite aunt, but she had always been there, not a rock, but a
comfortable chair in the background. My aunt’s death was tragic and quick. She unknowingly
took an over the counter drug that clashed with her prescription medicine. Now slaneas g

| put my head down and sob. My aunt left Uncle Benny, my mom’s younger brother,
with four children under the age of twelve. While my parents went to comfort myamtie
help with the children and the arrangements, my grandparents had come tdrstayny and
me tonight, Mom explains loudly, over my weeping.

As | cry, | hear my grandmother’s voice quiet, but urgent, and my mother aigswerin
undoubtedly explaining why | had collapsed at the table. | lift my head when Gaaadm my
name. She murmurs sweet, gentle words, trying to comfort me from across thi&dableer
part of the world.

| remember her eyes the most, warm and compassionate, yet full ofstidagiw that
she saw death many times, including the loss of her three infant daughters, eloekibag
blonde haired, blue-eyed girls. Mom has told me Grandma’s advice to her whencay ca
stricken grandmother died: “You have to cry until all the tears come out.” Good auhees i
for my stoic mother. Good advice for me, her stoic daughter.

| drew strength from my grandmother’s eyes. She was not a mere survesdnriged,
bursting with good humor and love for her family and friends. For me. | knew her love, not
through words, but through her eyes.

| pull myself together. My family needs my help.
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MERRY EYES
“There is a road from the eye to the heart that does not go through the intellect.”
G. K. Chesterton

On Christmas Eve, | am thirteen years old, just old enough to wander over to the adults at
Grandma’s over-sized dining room table. The table easily sits twelve peoglanbog¢ pressed
into service for more. The table is crowded with my aunts and uncles. | lean orgéhledart-
shaped back of Mom’s chair, as Grandma begins to open her presents. Her children pooled
money to buy the gifts.

The first present is a large box, covered with beautiful foil paper, silver ana greed
velvet bow wraps its ends around the box, like arms wrapped around Grandma. Grandma
murmurs, running her hand over the fine paper, admiring it, and at the same timéniguthent
cost.

“It's too much!” she insists in Sicilian. Her daughters reassure her, hebegreer to
hurry and open the box: the suspense is killing them, they tease. She smiles and laughs. Whe
she opens the box, and parts the tissue paper, she lifts a large black leather puke#)@opgoc
as it was called when people had time for three syllables instead of only oneinSheegreyes
shining, but then, worried about the expense, her eyes dim. My dad, standing to Grandma'’s side,
lifts the bag from his mother’s worn hands and opens the pocketbook wide. He leans over the
table and in an auctioneer’s rapid patter, coaxes everyone at the table to put moa@yrsd
for good luck. He alternates between English and Italian, encouragiggribeous who add

paper bills, reprimanding those who give Grandma only coins.
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“Okay, Jerry! More, more. Good,” Dad approves. “C’'mon, Charlie! What are you
doing? It's Mom! Get out your wallet! Put in some real money,” Dad teases.

At first, Grandma is puzzled, her eyes screwed up. Then, as Dad switchaaro hizd
eyes light up and she chuckles then laughs, the expressions on her familysithoggo her
amusement.

But the fun is not over. When the laughter dies down and the handbag is placed beside
Grandma, Aunt Margie offers Grandma a second box. The second box is also beautifully
wrapped, smaller than the first package, but still inviting. Grandma gingeelg back the
paper, perhaps to save it for a remembrance of the evening, and lifts thbaxhitever. She
lifts the pure white tissue paper, looks inside, and blushes. | have never seenanyoginar
blush, but there it is. She composes herself, her eyes moving rapidly, not exactifatito fix
on. She tries to close the box, while Dad reaches into it and lifts out pantiesrgerpanties.
Grandma closes her eyes and blushes more while Dad holds up the still taggesdigaran
award. But when Dad holds the delicate unmentionables from each hand amgstiet pale
lavender underclothes, exaggerating their girth, even Grandma eruptshtetateprs streaming
down her cheeks.

My grandmother always loved a good joke, even when played on her, and her eyes
sparkled and rolled when she laughed. In addition to teaching us love of family agxt,resp

hospitality and compassion, Grandma gave the gift of laughter.
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VI
FAMILY EYES
“What we learn only through the ears makes less impression upon our minds than what is
presented to the trustworthy eye.” Horace

Grandma is short, but not petite. While her legs, or what shows below her dress) are sl
and shapely, her waist is quite large. The figure fifty inches comes to mkaedQuieen Victoria.
Her doctor told her to throw away her frying pan. But she did not. Although she and Papa Pete
favored fish and fresh pasta, deep frying turned their healthy Meditenrdretanto a coronary
catastrophe.

| am fourteen. It is February. The past year has been awful. My naihés hias been
hospitalized for months. Mom has spent every day at the hospital, coming hgraédate long
train ride from a dangerous part of Brooklyn. Day after day, | have come tocameampty
house after school. It is my sophomore year, yet my first year in SheepshebiigB School,
so | do not know many students. My sister has gone to a friend’s house eachrdsshafie but
| am older. | am old enough to stay by myself, but | am not old enough to like it.

Dad had been angry. He did not like Mom traveling alone into that part of Brooklyn. It
was dangerous. And at night by herself on the subway in that part of Brooklyn. She didejot dr
and he had to work. He could not understand why Mom'’s brothers did not help, why they rarely
visited Grandpa and did not stay long when they did visit, why she alone carrieddés, lthe
responsibility of sitting with my grandfather, of caring for him.

Mom'’s brothers had jobs, too. They could not take off. They visited when they could.
Her brother, Benny, was in Jersey and he was alone with the kids. She didn't haw¥/a job.

could manage for a while. Dinner was late sometimes, but it was on the table gheéry ni
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Then, the problem ended. Grandpa died. But Grandpa was not like Grandma Cristina.
Grandpa had angry eyes. He only loved his wife, and when she died of cancer, no ose met hi
standards.

Grandma Cristina had a heart attack. | do not remember anyone tellihgtnsbd had a
heart attack. She is home from the hospital but not well. Dad wants me to visit.tbwgant do
not want to go. | am afraid. | have lost too many people in too short a time, my Kiatsnad
grandmother, my comfortable aunt, and my angry grandfather. | know | couldrmseéng. |
do not want to go, but | go.

I do not remember the drive to Grandma Cristina and Papa Peter’s house. Dad and | mus
have talked. We always did talk. We are lItalians. Talking is what we do. {dnatl would
turn on “WINS, all news all the time” and play the station softly while wetetiauntil the
financial news.

‘Aspittd Wait a minute. | have to hear the stock market report,” he would interject
urgently, interrupting our conversation and turning up the radio’s volume. | understood the
words “up” and “down,” but little else. | could always tell if the report wasdgnews or bad
news by his exaggerated reaction. Now, | suspect his reaction was fenefit.o

| do not remember the ride to Grandma’s house, a twenty-minute drive from my own
home, too far to walk, and, as | had learned a few years before, a long b cla one of our
more dangerous adventures, Ginny, my younger sister, and | rode to visit Grandavdynarr
circling a half dozen police cars, sheltering a dozen officers with senewolvers drawn and
resting on the patrol cars’ roofs, pointing at the door of a small bank. | overheattdatbere

was a bank robbery in progress, a fact | suspected as we rode past the sceres Tieatinst
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time | saw the risk | had brought on my younger sister with my impetuous rideske life
itself.

When Dad and | enter Grandma’s house, the door unlocked during the day for guests, we
cannot find Grandma at first. She is not in the dining room or the kitchen. We turn back toward
the dining room when we hear Grandma call to us from the living room. Dad goes Jitst)dul
shoulders blocking my view. When | move to his left, | have a clear view of Grandmat | bur
into tears. Her steps are slow. She leans heavily on a cane, dark wood, curvedhiakdle
rubber tip on the bottom. Her eyes tell me everything else: her pain, her worrigsirber. She
would not live to see me graduate from high school. Though the youngest of four disters, s
would not have the joy of family weddings, of the births of great-grandchildren.

Grandma moves toward me, puts her arms around me, and speaks gently. | do not
understand one word, but | see everything in her eyes.

Grandma passes away soon after. Dad is called to her bedside. | only know that she
gravely ill.

| do not remember anyone telling me that Grandma died. No one had to tell me.

When Dad comes home, | am in my room, reading and half-heartedly doing homework.
He plods up the stairs, sounding old, weary. He turns at the top of the stairs, toward h&sroom.
he passes my room, | can see his eyes.

| have never seen my father cry. Men in his generation did not weep. If they began to cr
the weight of their generation’s troubles, the Great Depression, Worldl Vgegjudice against
their kind, would never allow their tears to cease. Some problems are beyond solviag and ¢

only be endured. So | did not see Dad cry.
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But his dear blue eyes are bloodshot and pained. As he passes my room, | dor. | cry
my grandmother, | cry for my dad, and | cry for me.

More than ten years later, my first child is born in joy and in sorrow. Kevin irghy
child and he is healthy, perfect. But Kevin is born one year, almost to the dayadtersudden
death at age fifty-four, the timing both a comfort and a trial.

Despite my dark brown eyes and my husband’s light brown eyes, many members in both
our families have light eyes. Kevin is born with light blue eyes, like my grandmdékesemy
father.

When Kevin was a few months old, one of my aunts hesitated before she spoke. “He
looks like your dad and your dad’s mother. You can see it in the mask around his eyes.”

More than twenty-five years later, my aunt’s observation is still trueylsan’s face, |

see my grandmother’s eyes.
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CHRISTMAS: A JOURNEY

Our Christmas tree is packed away in the garage. My living room is back in good order
cannot bear to take the wreaths off the front doors. Not yet. | will have to seoalntipost
February. A dish of peppermint and spearmint hard candies remains on the kitaheinvdbl
replenish the cheerful red-and-white and green-and-white discs frentditime until the bags
are empty. | need to put aside Christmas and get on with daily living, but | do not tind tha
change easy. | have too much history behind me, too many memories to just steivioféd
feed streaming through my head. Filled with my family and our traditionls,dast and present,
my mind and heart are too full to turn off the past.

Because my husband, Jim, and | come from different traditions, we had to meld our
expectations about how to celebrate Christmas. This reforming of ritual $scachallenge of
most marriages, but we had an extra complication. While | was raised Rothaticda a
boisterous Italian-American family, Jim was raised Jewish and et¢éeb€hanukah with few
family members around in daily life. However, he loved my family’s wagnpdying Christmas,
of enjoying each other, and that love made joining our two families into one muah easie

*

When | was growing up, somewhere between Jackie Kennedy'’s renovation of the
White House and Pat Nixon’s red-coated walk through Beijing, my family cétéeb@hristmas
in an elaborate and energetic way. When | say “Christmas,” | mean ClwiStreaaChristmas
Eve with Dad’s large Italian family was an essential part of my @haistand Christmas was
the highlight of my year. Christmas Eve was like a block party moved inside betdhsecold.
Each year, at least twenty-five family members plus a group of extenddd éaaiclose friends

were packed into my grandparents’ small apartment, the overflow rising ugedher stairs to
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Aunt Margie and Uncle Jerry’s apartment to escape the heat and noiseomantites and to
bring down yet more food. My family welcomed everyone and my cousins often bragsits.g

Unlike my cousins who attended Roman Catholic parochial schools or public schools in
Bensonhurst or other Italian-American areas of New York City, mysSteny, and | attended
public schools in a predominantly Jewish neighborhood. My friends did not celebratgr@kbri
and their families did not allow them to join my family, so Ginny and | never htaiguest
until the Christmas that | was sixteen.

My first guest was the first young man who | da#&dhoy. A young mafifhe tomboy
brought a datel heard murmurs as | moved into my grandparents’ hdiat’s him. That's
Jimmy. He’s so tall! Jimmy. He’s cute. They look good together. JiMynfamily was wide-
eyed and crowded the door more than usual when Dad led the way into Grandma Cristina and
Papa Peter’s apartment. | smiled and hugged my way along the receivingttoeging
Jimmy as | went. Everyone, from Papa Peter who spoke little English, toungest cousin,
who could not speak at all, had to meet Jimmy.

Meeting a guest is vital in my family. Grandma Cristina taught us that@oenwas only
a guest the first time they came to our home. On the second visit, a guest batai@a
family. The line between family and friend was blurred. As a result, outyf&as many life-
long friends. When | was thirteen, for example, | had walked down the receivirigiygeng
each person as | went. | came to a young woman with whom | was not acqudhaidcot
recognized my great-aunt when | was eleven years old and my aunts had gendlyrehitlevas
determined not to make a faux pas again. | knew the young woman was familnpdofrghe
would not be in the room, so | hugged her. She chuckled. “This really is a friendly!fdimil

getting hugged by people | don't even know!” | was told she was my cousin Pinghsl and
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to this day, | do not regret welcoming her. She is still family. And when Jimmg cgmthe
room, he hugged as much as he was embraced. He quickly became integrated intp. tine part
my family, resistance to love really is futile.

Dinner was served once everyone arrived. By a ruling of the Roman Catholiti@hurc
the time, we could not eat meat on Fridays or on holy days of obligation, like Christma¥dve
were fasting, we were sacrificing on this holy night, this vigil remembelesus’ birth. But
somehow my family did not quite absorb the concept of self-denial. We sat down to agyroanin
table of fish, seafood, pasta, and sweets. My family, like most Sicilianiéandiamilies,
celebrated Christmas as the Feast of the Seven Fishes. Although we did not hatyge\adr
sea creature each year, my family surpassed the expected numbé&eunde ithanged.

The first course was linguine piled high with a whole lobster on top. Both the pasta and
shellfish were covered in steaming, homemade marinara sauce. The labbtack eyes and
long antennae still attached, was roasted and red. Everyone had a fikeith@iatould have fed
two people. A 1-to-1-%2-pound lobster was considered optimal. In that size rangdstiee Wwas
old enough to have roe, if female, but not old enough to be tough. Roe added flavor to the tomato
sauce, rich with Papa Peter's home-grown sun-dried tomatoes, onions, basil, and oregano.
Cayenne was added in the kitchen to my grandparents’ taste. The marinanaaspeeect, the
result of loud, frequent consultations in Sicilian between my grandparents aeeddigrAunt
Margie, Dad’s older sister. | did not understand Italian when | was four, aidibstot, so the
voices battling in the kitchen sounded angry and frightened me.

My dad took time to explain the intricacies of my grandparents’ relationshag. “N
Cookie. They're not fighting! They're discussing! They're explaining to each.bthe

understood that it is okay to disagree, even with people that you love. After Da@disatiqi, |
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never worried about my grandparents’ animated discussions. When | was ald#grdtood that
most of the discussion centered around cayenne. While Papa Peter wanted to add more red
pepper to the sauce, Grandma said there was enough.

Age was not a barrier to the meal. Everyone, except for the very youngesthchilcbuld
share a tail with her or his mother, had an entire lobster. At the children’s thbke, immy
and | sat even at the advanced age of sixteen, my young cousins were blanketedstnridyg
napkins, carefully fashioned from Grandma'’s old tablecloths. The napkins waraynfa
floral, striped, and solid damask, richly colored, over-sized, and thick. Mom and Aunt Pdt woul
help the children navigate the difficulties of eating sauce-covered lobstershdhevith a
nutcracker and fork, instructing and cracking shells when help was needed.

Eating the tail is theeasy part| explained to Jimmy, who had never eaten a whole
lobster.Pick up the nutcrackanext to your plate, keeping the napkin close. Cthelobster talil
with the nutcracker several times, bending the base of the tail to remove it from the ipedy. W
your hands. Insert your fork into the tail, opposite the three fins at the tip of the tail, and, if done
right, the tail meat slides out of the shell in one piéctark, and the quick slash of a knife,
moves the sweet, white meat, spicy from tomato sauce and moist from theoplagemiouth.
Mmmm! Alternate bites of lobster with a twirl of saucy linguine, wiping thersteg sauce
from lips and handd/hen the tail is finished, the claws are still full of white lobster, covered by
a pink membrane. Break the claws in several places to remove thébireltlearjuices flow
out.

Somemeat is attached to a thin piece of cartilage that works the “thumb” of the cla
Young children, and some adults, pause at this point to work the claw and watch the thumb

move. There is tolerance and mercy for playing with food, because, aftersaChtistmas.
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When the claw meat is consumed, only the walking legs remain, a challenge aaddafoe the
persistent.

While we ate, Christmas music from a local radio station played in the lbackiyrAfter
initial hunger pangs were eased, there was laughter, peals of laughtest fraim the children’s
table, but from the adult table, too. During a break in the laughter, Dad asked Uniged?aul
toss him a chunk of Italian bread. When Uncle Paulie stood up to throw the crusty brésad Unc
Charlie jumped up to block, feigning a football game that broke out at dinner. Uncle Paulie
dropped back, almost to Grandma Cristina’s china cabinet, the dishes shivermg in fe

“Go long, Paulie! Go long!” Dad shouted to his youngest brother, as my uncled jostle
for position. New peals of laughter broke out. When Uncle Paulie passed the breald theoug
air and Dad received it under his arm, cheers broke out from the adults and tHeysitiad
game was played out on more than one Christmas. We settled down to continue eatimg laughi
about the moment. We never lived a moment once, good or bad, but relived it many times. | do
not think that Papa Peter's homemade red wine was the source of the merrimardajabtst.
There were disagreements, even arguments, but they were few, infrequent, ahdeshor

After the pasta and lobster, my young cousins were hustled to the bathroom to remove
the homemade sauce from face, hands, and hair. While the children were freshessoriga a
seafood and fishes were spread over Grandma’s dining room table—the adult taldearighke
stuffed clams, squid, sea snalil, fried shrimp, steamed mussels, oysters ofighelhdtied
baccalg conch, Alaskan crab legs, and flounder often graced the table.

On the Christmas when | was thirteen, Papa Peter had urged me to try a blgickyand
morsel. “What is it?” | had grown up wary of Papa Peter’s culinary tastea yesir or two

before this offer, | had found my pet rabbit, Peter Cottontail, hanging in Papa Betem
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closet— his pelt made into a drawstring bag. And this black and gray item seesngely
familiar.

‘Mangd Mangd” he had coaxed. | had placed the hunk in my mouth and had explored
its taste and texture. The chunk had been chewy and slightly fishy, but almosssaftapa
Peter had smiled and chortled—he had transported me into his corner of the world,af enly f
little while!

“What is it?” | had repeated. My father’s quiet, grim translation: octopliatl $een one
at the New York Aquarium not long before.

When Mom and Dad had spent their first Christmas together in the 1950s with my dad’s
family, my mother had been shocked and overwhelmed by the profusion of ocearesreatur
the table. While Dad’s family, sailors and harbormasters, originated from tsieof&icily,

Mom'’s people emigrated from a hilly agricultural region. Dad and his clan hatete Poor

Mom had eked out aentréefrom canned tuna in olive oil. On a later Christmas, after Mom and
Dad had been married a few years, she would try the bright red, antennaed crastatea
bulging eyes and sweet taste. Still later when | was eighteen, Moredearnook lobsters, but
killing and cleaning the lobsters was left to Dad. Since | was the oldest dgughés given the
job of handing him each lobster and watching as he dressed the creatures.

“Poor things,” Mom moaned, as she covered her eyes.

The fish on Grandma’s table were later replaced with dessert for those whoé@d sa
room. | was sixteen before | could manage a 7-layer rainbow cookie, rich wittygiiaky, and
green layers of almond paste, sandwiching raspberry jam between, and coated tofpand bot
with dark chocolate. | passed on fhignoli cookies,cannoli,torrone,andricotta cheese pie. In

amazement, | watched the adults. | was never hungry enough to crack oper awvloolcut up
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a luscious orange, tangerine, or apple or pop concord grapes into my mouth. | wasthbginat
the way Aunt Pat, Uncle Charlie’s wife, cracked opened the nuts. Her nutcckok@ed on a
walnut, pecan, macadamia nut, or filbert and always broke the shell cleanly ihwiwald not

dare do otherwise. Aunt Millie pared an apple, top to bottom in one long strip, the peel curling
gracefully below the sweet fruit.

Last came strongxpressaoffee, hot and fresh, in demitasse cups as small as a doll's
china tea sefAnisette a liqueur, was splashed gently into the cup, usually Uncle Jerry’s favorite
Christmas chore, served with good cheer and more laughter. When | wasreigleteffered me
expressavith a dash o&nisettefrom the tall bottle filled with the clear, yellow liquid and a long,
leafy branch of anisette. He smiled and chuckled. “You want a little bit, @afstiust a little
bit. In yourexpressd Uncle Jerry and Aunt Margie, his wife, spent most of Christmas Eve
cooking. After dessert, the kitchens were clean and Uncle Jerry wasoaathx and enjoy his
family.

After dessert Papa Peter would reach for a deck of playing cartisailirey at their
condition, hands threatening the air as he spoke. Then he would insist that Grandmagroduce
new deck. After scolding him for holding her responsible for the deck’s appearaaaiways
did find a fresh package. | cannot help but think that this ritual was part of his provisiostas
his gesture of hospitality. A game or two of penny ante poker followed, the smoke dyman
Peter’s pipe, Uncle Charlie’s cigar, and Dad’s cigarette blending lwealble. Good-natured
arguments, teasing about cheating, provided extra entertainment, butbveafor show than
real. Papa Peter’s sons and sons-in-law adored him, as they loved each other. Afahidigd’s

could not be quarrelsome, even in play, for long.
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For anyone not interested in playing cards or watching the game, the lovedin@isri
tree and light conversation drew my family into the living room. Papa Peter wouddaplac
freshly cut pine tree, about five feet tall in a corner of his living room a@shfscent mingling
with a fish aroma. A string of old-fashioned bubble-lights, spread among the branches
illuminated the corner. Every year, | was mesmerized by the popping of theddajoird inside
the pointy tubes. Wax and wooden soldiers, angels, and créches from a five-anu-staree
mingled democratically with expensive and delicate red, blue, and yellowbt@and-glass balls
from Italy. My grandparents had bought the glass balls when they were fiwblitathat was
long ago. Silver tinsel dripped from the tips of every branch. My grandparents t@ototptace
one or two strands of silver tinsel on the tip of each branch the old-fashion wayhathasé
garland. Halfway up the tree, Papa Peter tied two stout ropes. Each rope waa ti@d-inch
hook firmly anchored to each wall. The ugly, taut cords against the lovelypfradree made
an incongruous sight, and the rope seemed excessively thick for the size of thetreedexst
its risk of tumbling. However, Papa Peter loved children and would not take the chance of the
tree dropping on one of his grandchildren. My family’s joke was that only a cadlapeal|
would result in a child being injured by a falling tree! That tree would stand ttermenat
happened. And something always happened.

At about 11:30 PM, the radio station switched to Santa mode and so did we. To the
children, the elaborate meal was secondary to Santa’s arrival at midighast half hour was
a sweet agony of waiting, waiting, waiting. In earlier years, ngrsi§inny, and |, along with
our cousins, eyed the sparse presents under the tree and speculated on who wouldaleceive ea
gift and what was inside. Even my cousin Patty, the good one, the foil to the resbofedin

this important part of the evening. But the year | was sixteen, my sisteny,Jand | sat on the
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sofa and watched my younger cousins’ excitement as they circled thehriséin@, Maryann,
and Marilyn helped each other to find a package tagged with each one’s name. A precious
package helped a child to wait until Santa Claus arrived. But he would come.

Many years before, when my cousin Phyllis had been in third grade, | have laeen tol
many times, a row had developed between her and her teacher, a nun, about the existenc
Santa Claus. Phyllis had been sent to the principal’s office in disgragegtong with a nun and
for lying. My father, the family spokesman, had been called to the school from wahle for
emergency. He had arrived in his New York City Police officer’s uniformamléhat his
favorite niece, my grandparents’ only grandchild for eight years, hacdeith$isit not only did
Santa Claus exist, but that she saw him in her home every Christmas Eve!

“You can say that my niece is a brat, and | would have to agree with you,” Dad had
begun, “but my niece is not a liar. Santa Claus does visit her every Christmghis, Bte story
goes, had been vindicated and had returned to her classroom. Dad’s discussion witlrshe Siste
afterward had been heated and uncomfortable because disagreeing with nuns arthgriest
been dangerous territory in the 1950s.

The true identity of Santa Claus changed every year. Dad had been Santa abdwd w
years old, but Grandma had noticed me eying the distinctive curly black hair on $§jvigibie
below his rolled up sleeves. | have been told she whispered to Mom that he would not be in
costume next year because | had recognized him. When Uncle Paulie, mysyaunuige, was
Santa there was far less pre-Santa noise than usual. Knocking on walls and vieiddtnened
the excitement and Uncle Paulie loved to build suspense. Phyllis became Santa wheshahe
young woman. How the adults explained Santa’s beautiful, light blue eyes andsloeg) tlhat

year, | don’t remember. Several years later, we were low on options. Badt Chrarlie and

40



Uncle Paulie had young children who would want to be near their dad when Santa auiyéd. B
brought along Jimmy. None of my cousins knew him well enough to miss him.

Jimmy. He’s tall. Will he fit? Too skinny. Needs padding. Ask Jimmy. Maytmuld . .
.. Ask him. Ask Jimmyonly heard fragments of conversation, but | feared the worse. | knew
my family’s penchant for practical jokes. My pet rabbit, poor Peter Cottpatéiled in my
home and heart when Uncle Charlie had attempted to tease my dad. My dad liked lanimal
did not want one in our house. Dad complained that the rabbit did not just eat the grass in our
small backyard, but tore out the grass by its roots, killing it. Uncle Chaditabghed at Dad,
and Peter Cottontail had ended up in Papa Peter’s stew pot, apparently not returning to his
mother as | had been promised. Now another family joke was beginning. My hdyfrie
disappeared soon after the whispered conversations.

While Santa prepared, Uncle Tony, Aunt Millie’'s husband, amused us with awful puns
and jokes to help the time pass more quickly.

Uncle Tony: “Why did the chicken cross the road? To get to the other side! What did
one firecracker say to the other firecracker? ‘My Pop is bigger than your Pdyat's/Mlack
and white and read all over? A newspaper!”

To my young cousins, Uncle Tony was as much a legend as Bob Hope, but after a few
minutes, the adults were ready to sing. We sang every Christmas song wankhiewprovised
on the ones we didn’t know—"Jingle Bells,” “Rudolf the Red-Nosed Reindeer,” and, ok¢ours
“Santa Claus Is Coming to Town.” Dad was really in his element for “Szatas Is Coming to
Town.” He stood and acted out the song while singing loudly in his deep voice, throwing in a
few dance steps. He was probably celebrating betsmls®ught Santa Claus. After a few

songs, the mood changed and we moved on to “Away in a Manger” and “Silent Night.”dAs | le
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my younger cousins in songs and Papa Peter prayed, family history was bdmgpstairs in
Santa’s private dressing room.

Shortly before midnight, Papa Peter was prevailed upon to pray for the jolly'sid el
arrival. “Santa Nicholi Santa Nicholi’ he intoned on his knees. He asked that Saint Nicholas
visit his worthy home, because the children had been such good children, a factettzdtofes
strongly doubted was true in our own case. He asked for the honor of the Saint’s s, for
blessing of the Saint’s visit. Shortly afterward, as my stately grdreifatowly rose from his
knees and began patting each of us on the head in blessing, the room suddenly went dark. The
youngest among us screamed and cried, fearing the worst.

My family went to incredible lengths to pull off their Santa Claus ruse. Tmadighe
children from what was actually happening, the adults created multiple st my
grandparents’ apartment. The lights flickered on and off for several minutesjnts flipping
light switches. Loud thumps sounded throughout the house as if the building would explode,
while uncles ran outside and inside the house knocking on windows, doors, and walls. Raps on
outside windows and on inside doors impossibly sounded at once. Perhaps there was some
wisdom in tying up the tree because it sounded like a wall might collapse.

Suddenly, in the midst of fluctuating lights, knocks, and rapidly moving adults, Santa
appeared in the flesh. Four powerful floodlights blazed as a Super 8 camerad¢oeraetion.
Santa was dressed in a red velvet suit with white fur trim, thankfully not from @attentail.

Aunt Margie and Aunt Millie, shrewd shoppers, found the costume at a very good price. White
hair, white beard, and shiny black boots completed the effect. Santa swiftly édspéts, with
help from adults not burdened with reading gift tags through bushy white eyelivbiles my

young cousins greedily examined their loot, handed to them by family who adtoeiytheir
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names, Santa mysteriously slipped into the night, or at least upstairs to Agie’'Mapartment.
The deception was complete. Phyllis’s boyfriends had been Santas beforet bighthahen
Santa was led into the room, Jimmy was our first Jewish Santa Claus. Than@hikve
became part of my family’s history, relived many times.

After Santa departed to remove his costume and the wrapping paper wasaeared
we began to collect our belongings and nuclear families together. Tomoro@hsigtmas, and
we would all spend at least part of the day with in-laws. When we were youngerwiidoh
shuttle my sister Ginny and me off to the bathroom to prepare us for the twenty dninete
home.

“You'll be sorry if you don’t go!” We would obey, the fragrance of Santa and Chiestma
still hanging about us. When | was younger, Mom zippered, tucked, and covered Ginny and me
before we went outdoors. We were two stuffed, happy mummies braving the cold might ai
sixteen, | knew the drill. Jimmy helped me to put on my jacket. We hugged and kissed our way
down the line to the door, while shouts 8iubnNatald Merry Christmas!” echoed in our ears.

Every year, Papa Peter arranged a life-size manger scene in His@mdhwn. Mary,
Joseph, two sheep, and an angel who hung from a rough, open shed made an appearance shortly
before Christmas. Promptly at midnight, after he prayed to Saint Nichofzess Freger slipped out
and placed a statue of the Christ Child in the straw-covered manger raintef the wooden
shed. One year, as we stepped out into the frigid air, several neighbors kneltyaddoefare
the statue of the Infant, believing that my grandfather’s nativity wasadpas solemn and as
worthy as the manger scene at Saint Finbar’s Church.

When | was younger, Mom and Dad bundled Ginny and me into the car, encouraging us

to lie down and rest. The day was a long one. We snuggled in the back seat to keep vearm. “Ar
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you comfy cosy?” Dad would ask, remembering the lyrics to “Sleigh Rider& yAur cheeks
nice and rosy?” Dad would tease. Ginny was often asleep within minutes, bgltehsister,
felt responsible to keep her from sliding off the seat—there were no seat bklthdra

When | was sixteen, Ginny and | shared the backseat with Jimmy. We talked over the
evening and looked forward to tomorrow, Christmas Day.

*

One year, as we drove home, a full moon demanded my attention—first in view, then out
of sight, following outside the back window, then racing us along the side windoworfésm
are like that. We see a piece here, a piece there: a glimpse, a word, ,aadeehd familiar
scent. Yet, when we delve into them, a great deal comes back, racing alongsidesug us,
changing us, helping us to understand who we are because of who we have been. When | was
growing up, Dad’s family was my life, my world. But after my sixtgeChristmas, that began to

change.

For a year or two after Jim and | started dating, we spent Christmas tBvieasi's
family. However, with the addition of more grandchildren and steady boyfriendsarizghis
brothers and sisters decided that “we were getting too big” to practicad together. We began
to eat at home as nuclear families, and then meet together for dessert Sadtauttual.

The first Christmas that Jim and | were married, and for eight Christraétee, we
drove to Brooklyn, New York, for Christmas with our families. The first tlyesgs we drove
from upstate New York, where we were completing our education, and after wd, meview

or drove from West Virginia. The first year we drove home, we were collegensiuddf-way
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through our senior year. We did not have time or money for our own Christmas tree, so we let
my parents’ Christmas tree be our Christmas tree.

The second Christmas that Jim and | were married was less hectic. Wusaelda We
had our degrees. We had time to think. We discussed a live tree versus an amtéicRapa
Peter always bought a live pine tree that smelled woodsy and crisp, butetteegnore
expensive in the long run and the shape was undependable. In the end, we bought dn artificia
tree, eighteen inches high for our three-room apartment. We decorated thighti@slvert string
of round brightly colored light bulbs. | had never seen Christmas tree ligatém, which just
seemed right because we were starting a new family and new traditid®sars, we bought a
package of colored satin balls, red, green, gold, and blue, that were so small, thejtdvad bui
hooks. We could not afford a tree topper, so | made a three-dimensional star out obé piece
cardboard and aluminum foil. While we were exploring Colonie Mall in Albany, Newi,Yve
decided to buy an inexpensive dated ornament for the tree. We found a modest satindzhll print
with scenes by Currier and Ives. Perfect. The idealized snowy hillsides balltiaeere much
like the scenes around the Albany-Troy area each winter, but with horse-sleaghs. On the
way to the cash register, we found a bin of deeply discounted ornaments from tbhesyesair,
when we married. We found a resin dove, molded to look hand carved. We saw it as a symbol of
the peace we had found in our marriage. With the two dozen “Peanuts” ornaments that | had
hand painted in the fall, the tree was densely covered. With the purchase of the dove and the
Currier and Ives ball for our first and second Christmas together, we had begwwmnour
tradition. Each year since, we have bought a Christmas ornament to commemeragsta

during the year.
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The third Christmas that Jim and | were married, we were broke. | worledaitress
at a local pizzeria, my olive skin and dark hair giving the restaurant an aiheh#aity among
the blondes and red-heads. We bought a tree ornament depicting a mouse in a thimble because
we only had a mouse’s thimble full of money. The next year, we moved to West &idien
Jim accepted a job with Union Carbide. As we drove through the mountains of westglamilar
and West Virginia, we knew “we were not in Kansas anymore.”

For the next thirty years, we answered the puzzled questions people we met asked us
“You moved here from Brooklyn? Wasn't that hard?” Yes. Yes, it was. We left much more
behind than an address. We celebrated having a living wage with a six-footaattidéieiand an
ornament of a bear and a cardinal singing from a book of carols. The BlacirBite
Northern Cardinal are West Virginia’s state animal and state bird. Weeag@rsting to West
Virginia.

As we added children to our marriage, we added an ornament for each birth. Kevin’s
ornament was a teddy bear playing a drum; James’ was a baby sittimigckeastroller, the
kind only seen in museums now.

We flew up to Brooklyn each year, when Dad died, when Kevin was three months old,
when James was born, and on.

The year Jim became a Christian, we added a church ornament that held a stmwashri
tree light within. The ornament glowed like a real church in celebration.y€aatwe began our
new tradition of reading the Christmas story from the Gospel of Matthew or thel @bkpke
on Christmas Eve.

When Kevin was six and James was three, Jim and | made the hard decision to have

Christmas at our home in West Virginia. Flying our family of four would be expersut the
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alternative, a twelve-hour winter drive to Brooklyn, would be especially diffigitiit young
children. We had also decided against Santa Claus, and this created soomeviribtfamily
members. We had reached the point where we needed to be our own family for at least one
Christmas.

The Feast of the Seven Fishes was out of the question for Christmas Eve. One cook with
two high-spirited young children would mean one very large mommy meltdown. doowggly
accepted the seriously pared down menu. | decided on lasagna for Christmas Daptéditov
know the children’s preference for Christmas Eve.

“Pizzal” they chorused.

“Pizza?” | asked. | had hoped for fried shrimp, at least.

“Yeah, pepperoni,” Kevin added.

“’Roni,” added James, for good measure. My childhood slipped further away. Well, after
all, it was Christmas and children should have their way, at least for one dagyanyw

Most of our friends celebrated Christmas with their own families, so we did not have
guests. Just the four of us ate our Christmas Eve dinner, pepperoni pizza, perhaps witll sides a
trimmings, | don’t remember. | had definitely turned another corner in mydiim and | did not
mention this change of menu to most of our family for years. By this time, Kegimli@&nough
to ask about opening one present before going to sleep. Jim and | allowed eachageld dne
package and then it was off to bed. That one precious package helped each child to wait until
morning arrived. Although we had decided not to do Santa, the children still anxiously
anticipated the next day’s surprises and the time we would spend togethesut taity a

package of colorful pajamas for each child to decorate them for the traditional ppbttakan
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in front of the tree on Christmas Day. This new tradition continued until my childnentee
old to be photographed in pajamas.
The next change in tradition began the year Luke was born. For thirteen yearsd Jim a
had sent out about fifty Christmas cards with hand written notes. We knew we could nbedo it t
year we had an infant, two children in school, and church and community activities. \&e. pray
We brain-stormed. We bought an ornament to commemorate Luke’s birth dhad yheerful
bear on a raft made from Crayola crayons, and we planned out a family Chnstvsistter.
This was not a typical Christmas letter, the kind that go straight to the trisigorsh in a pile
until later.
The first newsletter began with the words,
Yes, Virginia, after 13 years of saying, “No newsletters!” we’ve throwthe
towel! After sending Christmas cards that were either too late or too siedre
decided to put the major events in a newsletter form. . . . Having an all-male
chorus for accompaniment
is different. Chris was with Kevin (7), James (4), and Luke (112 days) in a
doctor’s office. A little old lady said, “Oh, how cute, three boys.” Kevin quipped,
“My dad’s favorite show i8y Three Son$ The lady riposted, “I bet Mom’s
glad it wasn’tThe Waltons
Some of our friends collect their families together and read our newsletidr a
laughing all the way. We have had written requests to send a newsletteatotyetr family.
One year a friend wrote a note to us on her newsletter: “You win. Yours is battbeh we
started internet access, we emailed the newsletter to many of our.ftiastigears’ newsletter

was posted to Facebook.
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Our newsletters became more elaborate as time went on. For sevesal estrated
them. For a year or two, Kevin and James’ art work was featured. When Kevin ddweiope
interest in figure drawing, he began drawing composite caricatures, eathrfeember drawn
as if in costume for an event that year. We reduced the drawings and had them phibtotopie
the newsletter. He continued these drawings for seven years, the lasteangifal charcoal
drawing of our family sitting snuggled together in after-Christmas rehoge in a playful
Santa hat. The original drawing is hanging over my desk as | write, adenaf my family and
of Christmas.

Three of my children are old enough to be on their own now, so the time we spend
together is shorter and more valuable. Most years, after pizza, salad, bksadsiil a great deal
of laughter, Jim, Kevin, James, Luke, Paul and | get comfortable in the living roomev@uar s
and one-half foot artificial tree stands before the front windows, holding one dateakcotrfar
every year that Jim and | have been married, plus ornaments that the childremdhade a
“Peanuts” ornaments that | made before they were born. A Michelangel@thapigel is poised
on top. Red stockings and a tree skirt that | made the year Paul was born cdmeplete. \We
hung an ornament of an angel watching over a baby in a cradle that yedrsealotéche sits
nearby on a side table. | chose a wooden manger set even though it is only ninkigiches
because children can handle the pieces, think about what each piece means, andask quest
Jim reads from the Gospel of Matthew or the Gospel of Luke, sometimes blendiag frem
each book together.

This year, Christmas Eve fell on Sunday, so we spent part of the evening at church,
hearing our pastor talk about Christ, giving thanks for the greatest ggfitngiwith many more

voices, all dear friends, than we do at home.
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This year, only Paul was young enough to qualify for a Christmas Eve gifiein before
bed. I left the must-have gifts hidden. Over the years, wagons and sladgatatesystems,
even later external hard drives have remained out of sight until Christmasgidromorrow,
we will wait until everyone, even a guest or two, is awake and take turns opersagtpre
admiring, explaining, thanking, and laughing. There will be pranks—a too big box for a very
small present, a gift left in another room and whisked out at the right timeggfivith awful
puns that hint at the contents. By the time the wrappings are cleared away, Jimldmave a
pancake breakfast ready. We will laugh about the gifts, plan to watch DVDgautass, or put
together a some-assembly-required present. Then, we will enjoy thedlag@mnother.

A few years ago, my pastor and his family visited my family. The nexd&umorning,
he encouraged the congregation to enjoy life, to enjoy each other. He told the comyedgzut
his visit to the Williams’ home. “You can’t get out of the Williams’ house,” he axrpl,
“without a good meal and a lot of laughs.”

| hope that is true, that each person who visits us is an honored guest the first time and
family each time after. | hope that each visitor enjoys his or her meal ggldsyilaughs, and
howls at our stories and awful puns. My family gave me deep roots and showed me a way to
live, a way to love others. Jim and | have appreciated what we were taught éinal ¢oatinue
that atmosphere of love as we raised our own children. Although we are not blegksedcknty
or thirty family members around us at Christmas, and we do not have time to cook thef Feast
the Seven Fishes, even though we skipped Santa, and a life-size manger does nab@tand in
yard, | hope that we have captured the pure joy of loving and being loved and makingaeemori

that connect us, even when we are apart.

50



My cousin Maryann sent me a message by Facebook not long ago. She remembers
Christmas with our extended family well and enjoys reliving the memani@ésvatching the
Super 8 films from long ago. “We were watching some old family movies of thaalyslat Papa
Peter’s house,” she wrote. “Everything seemed so simple and somewhatl inackdhen.”

Yes it did, Maryann.

Indeed it still does.
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ROOM IN MY HEART

| have two family photographs in front of me. One is quite recent, but the other is more
than fifteen years old. In the older photograph, five of us are dressed in holiday céwttiing
grouped together in front of our Christmas tree. My oldest son, Kevin, sits to thieléeltf the
photo, white shirt and red tie peeking out of his bright blue pullover sweater. He is in ftbat of
tree, the ornament from the year that he was born, eleven years befongjng past above and
behind his head. He is beginning to smile, as if about to tell a joke. James, my sec@tdnsls
at the other end of the photo, his white shirt and black-and-white abstract tie bmdlyng out
from his blue-and-black cardigan. He has the mischievous, elfin expression of ysexeid
ready for fun. Son number three, my three-year-old, Luke, is next to Kevin, but sittinglap.m
He has on a black cardigan sweater and white shirt, with a jaunty red-and-green blewstie.
grinning, his cheeks pressing his eyes closed. | have one of my hands wrappedrbghtiyhes
small hands. As often happened when we snapped a family photo, Kevin and Luke were
probably trying to put “rabbit ears” and “moose antlers” behind each other’'s heddsara
silently reminding Luke that this photograph will be sent to family and frieftasnext
snapshot can be the silly one. All three boys look like they know a secret, not sunsethe
photo was taken about a week before Christmas. But, my husband, Jim and I, sandwiched
between Luke and James, do not appear quite so cheerful. Jim’s arms are stretobleithdatl
of us as if to protect us, to hold us together, to keep us close. Perhaps Jim and | gre merel
waiting for the camera’s timer to click and drench us with light fromltdsihfand that may
explain our half smiles. Maybe we are uncomfortable. Jim is kneeling, and |
am sitting on a child’s chair. Maybe we are weary after corralling gl$pirited sons into
position. But, the photo was taken one year after | had been ill. Life was lmegiarook up,

but I still had not completely recovered my strength and our plans for our life had lrexpitedis
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Even when Jim and | were dating, we talked about having four children—two dogs, three
cats, and four kids. Five years after we married, before the children wareMednad two cats.
But one cat, an orange tabby named Watson, died when he was six months old. Our first cat,
Bathsheba, had not liked Watson, a kitten. She had been an “only cat,” a black-and-whit
tuxedoed princess in our home for five years, and she was not interested in gaonmggaion.
She was a petite seven pounds all of her life, except for the six months when Watsavith
us. Sheba gained two pounds, more than twenty-five percent of her weight, during those months.
When Watson died, Bathsheba went down to her normal weight and we gave up the idea of
introducing another pet while Sheba ruled. But we did not give up the idea of a fathifpuvi
children.

The winter after my youngest son, Luke, turned two, | became quite sakghitcan
insignificant cold that developed into a sinus infection. The infection spread to mydadgsy
the next six weeks, my doctor prescribed a series of antibiotics to clearprlehitis that was
alarmingly close to pneumonia. When | was finally better, my doctor adviséo coasult an
allergist. Within a month of my appointment with the allergist, | was on thfesgeat
medications and immunotherapy, in my case, two allergy injections eachMyeKergist
firmly told me that my condition was as serious as someone with diabetes orsemphyand |
needed to take care of my health. Luke was three when | began allergpmgjeanhd, about one
year later, Jim and | weighed the option of a fourth child.

| asked my doctors about another pregnancy. My family doctor looked grave and
discouraged me. My allergist was sure | would miscarry from the gliejgctions. My

obstetrician was adamant. The medication that | required was too risky émborn child. |
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learned the meaning of the word “teratogenic” or “monster causing.” Mycateon was linked
to birth defects. Pregnancy was inadvisable.

| went home, packed up baby clothes, toys, and equipment, and began to give all but the
most sentimental items away to friends, to churches, and to charities.

“What if we have another baby?” Luke asked, as | collected his outgrown clothes.
Although Luke was four, | called him my thirty-five-year-old midget rathan a pre-school
student. | assured him that if we had another baby, the Lord would provide evetlyting
needed. After all, look at how much we have to give away, | explained. Yet bav&mswing
that | would not have another child. | knew that part of my life would end someday, loubhdtha
expected that door to close so soon. Even if having a child was medically adVisasestill
too weak to take on such a tremendous responsibility.

After two years of injections and medication, | began to feel stronger. Thesaygr
treatment that my allergist had implemented improved my health considdrabpregnancy
was still out of the question. | grieved for the child | would never have, not for dagsvbut for
many months. Grieving turned to acceptance; however the longing for another @mtt do
away.

At that time, my friend, Jennifer, and her husband were waiting to adopt, and so my

thoughts turned to adoption. According to the Concise Oxford English Dictidaaigption”

means to “legally take (another’s child) and bring it up as one’s own.” The Naddogtion
Clearinghouse defines adoption as:
The act of lawfullyassuming the parental rights and responsibilities of another
person, usually a child under the age of 18. A legal adoption imposes the same

rights and responsibilities on an adoptive parent as are imposed on and assumed
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by a parent when the child is born to the family. Adoption grants social, emotional
and legal family membership to the person who is adopted.
The definition continues to explain that an older understanding suggests that adopht® e
raising someone else’s child. According to Census 2000, the most recent Uaiésdc8hsus
available, 2.1 million adoptees of all ages live in our country, 1.5 million under 18 years of age.
Some adopted children are step-children. Others are grandchildren or intb@emeay related

to the head of household by blood, but many children join unrelated families.

Both Jim and | had contact with families touched by adoption. My aunt and uncle had
adopted a six-month-old daughter when | was about twelve. Doctors had told my aums that s
could not have more children after her son was born. Although Marilyn came froferartif
background from me, my cousin was one of us. | played with her as | would any other cousin
because, to me, there was no difference. When | married Jim, Marilyn wsig-gear-old
flower girl, sweetly following around Jim’s nephew who was slightly older than he

A few years after Jim and | were married, we met Roger and Jill.% fiaeé an infant
daughter by adoption and added a son by adoption a few years later. Their friendship and
openness helped me to better understand legal adoption. Jill explained her diffitulty
answering questions on an adoption application. How could she know, she asked herself, what
she could accept in a child? Could she accept two missing fingers, but not three?

How could any of us know our emotional strength? | wondered.

Jim and | had been more intimately included in adoption when two of our othds frie

(* Indicates a name changed to protect a friend’s privacy.)
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Bill and Debbie,* planned to adopt a second child. We often prayed with them for anottier chil
and talked about the trials and blessings of adoption. Their son was a close friendhtangevi
James, and all three boys anxiously anticipated a new playmate. Lateiledweitn them when
they took custody of Cecilia,* an eighteen-month-old girl. We learned thaieCead been
physically abused until she was removed from her birth home. | was angry vdvemeisscars,

but Cecilia was safe now, surrounded by loving family and friends.

Jim and | had also seen adoption from the other side when a family membszdelea
child for adoption. Our family mourned the child who was lost to us, but circumstances did not
allow the birth mother to provide a home for the child. Jim and | regretted that weaténea
position to adopt the child, a girl, but we were newly married college students dependent on
scholarships and family help. We could not manage raising an infant, too.

But we were an established family now. After praying and thinking about thibifityss
of adoption for a few days, | broached the subject with Jim. | did not want hiral joréssured
in any way. The commitment was too great. Time and money, opening our lives torstrange
were complications. And then there were the unknowns, the challenges thatedigpesar
commitment is made. Amazingly, Jim had been thinking of adoption too but was worried about
my stamina. | felt stronger each day, and expected to get much better. Therapimutass
would take a while, so he told me to find out how to begin.

Adoption, | knew, involves many choices. There is no one right way to adopt. An
adoption may be arranged four ways: first, privately, with one or two |avageintermediaries
between a birth mother and an adoptive parent or parents; second, through a pnivgte age
third, through a government agency; or finally, internationally. Jim and | hadi$righo have

successfully adopted a child through each of these four paths.
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International adoption was tempting. There were over one hundred and forty million
orphans in the world and many are available for adoption, according to Christigh Wor
Adoption. However after a lengthy discussion, we decided against internatttopdion because
with three children in our family, we could not afford international adoption. Adoptive parent
are often required to spend several weeks in the child’s country of origin, a wonderful
opportunity to travel for those who choose this route, but too costly for us.

Private adoption through a lawyer could be slow, since adoptive parents wait far a chil
from a birth mother who contacts that particular lawyer or an associatied gar state’s public
agency. The social worker kindly answered my many questions. The problem washihdneyn
were in foster care, waiting for the court to permanently release thentteantirth home so
the children could be adopted into a permanent home, referred to as a “forever home.”
Sometimes situations changed and children were reunited with their birtly. f&amhetimes,
they waited for the continuity of a committed family. The wait for a child mvase than two
years. My thoughts wandered to the gestation period of an elephant: two yeayears/
seemed like a very long time when | had only waited nine months for my other chilcaéad
a private agency.

The Children’s Home Society (CHS) has been in operation since 1896. The dayanizat
not only facilitates adoptions, but provides shelter or foster homes for children irtheeed:
neglected, the abused, and the abandoned. | asked the agency to send me an application when
social worker told me that the wait was one to two years.

According to the National Adoption Clearinghouse, from 2002 through 2007, more than

129,000 children were waiting every year to be adopted. Each year, a littlelod@0 children
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are adopted, more than one-third of the children available for a permanent home. ¥ehamor
78,000 children wait for a “forever home” each year.

By the time Jim and | received the paperwork from the Children’s Home Soegety
decided to explain to our children what we were anticipating. My children’sl irgaations to
the news that Jim and | were planning to adopt were encouraging. As the younigess of t
children, Luke had a fondness for anyone younger than him. He offered to share hesxdoom
insisted that we had to make a “blankie” and buy a teddy bear. This is a f@dityoh that Jim
and | began when our first child was born. Pat, a friend, made a soft, cotton blank&tifor K
just the right size for a child in a crib. Jim bought a teddy bear and brought ¥itoiKé¢he
hospital soon after our child was born. Each succeeding child was given a blankéeand a
chosen by the preceding sibling. By tradition, Jim bought the bear, and | made the hilakdet
was adamant about the blanket. He could not sleep without his blanket and could not imagine
inflicting such a trial on another child. | agreed to sew a blanket.

James loved the idea of a new brother or sister. He thought a brother would be cool
because four boys could play together. As an avid soccer player, he thouginttwo soccer
would be fun. On the other hand, he never had a sister before and he thought that might be
interesting.

“After all,” he told me, “girls have babies.” Each day for the nextyears, James
would remind us to pray for “the kid we adopt.” Each time | reminded him that we wegnegora
for his new brother or sister.

Kevin’s view of adoption was more complicated. As the oldest child and an eleven-yea
old, he worried. He had been down the road to a new addition to the family twice before and

knew that another child meant more time, more money, and more sharing. Jim aed idalk
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him alone and with his brothers present, always taking his concern seriouslynatasy @hild
would mean sharing what we had, but no one would be loved less. We do not divide up love.
When we have more people to love, God gives us more love to share. Our God, who multiplied a
few fish and loaves of bread among thousands, could certainly provide us the love wieforeede
all our family and friends.

But our family had a great deal to learn, to mull over, to accept about adoptsoond i
thing to know an adoptive family or to know a child who joined a family by adoption. It i quit
another thing tde an adoptive family. Our family would never be the same. After reading,
thinking, praying, and talking, Jim and | often explained the implications of adoption to our
children. We explained the permanence and intimacy of adoption over a period of andieek a
reinforced our children’s understanding over the next two years.

The application process was at times overwhelming. | had filled out foang in my
life, including applications for college and for jobs, but those mostly dealt vaith féhe
adoption application forms contained soul-searching questions about where | had beeh, where
was now, and where | was going. And | had not realized the extent to which we would expose
our family to others. People sometimes misunderstand adoption costs as buyipgvehizbis
not accurate in the best situations. Although there are court and paperworkdasisial
workers must be paid, much of the cost covers counseling fees for the adoptiyeTamKking
about the questions on the application and thoughtfully answering the social worketisngues
would help us to mentally and emotionally prepare for a child who was not a blood relative.

The application looked something like this through my eyes:
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National Adoption Exchange

Name: Williams Christine

Occupation: Homemaker, mother, Sunday school teacher, one of the go-to
members of my church when a problem needs to be solved.

Religion: Presbyterian, formerly a nominal Roman Catholic. | reaxesr
saw a Bible until | was eighteen years old. Now | know how many
people were on Noah'’s Ark.

Income? Savings? Good. | deeply appreciate that | am able to stay hbmaywit
children. Yes. The children will need scholarships to go to college,
but we will be fine if this money-pit of a house does not bleed us.

Education? Bachelor of Arts in English from SUNY at Albany, and | am
certified to teach English, grades 7-12. | may teach in a classroom
someday, but right now | am focused on my three favorite

students.

Would you accept: male female either
| did not know what sex my first three children would be, but |

learned to love them.

Physical handicaps? No __ YesMild Moderate Severe

We have three children and stairs.

Mental handicaps? No YesMild Moderate Severe
| am a coward.

Behavior problems? No __ YesMild Moderate Severe
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Ditto.

Sexual abuse? __NoYes Mild Moderate Severe

| have three sons. Sexually abused children would create too many

problems.

Race? White? Black? Biracial? Other?

Whatever. | am a product of integrated schools.

Drug issues? No  YedMild Moderate Severe

What is your background?
Parents’ marriage?  Long.
Personal background?
College, marriage, children.

Self-evaluation? Intelligent, creative, tenacious.

Expectations? Another child will mean keeping track of another body and another

“head.” | will need to spend time getting to know my child, who

he/she is, what he/she likes and dislikes, what motivates him/her,

what his/her dreams are. | cannot help a child whom | do not

know.

Analysis of your marriage?

We work through problems, expecting a solution or, at

least, progress toward a solution.

Analysis of your family life?
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Love, discipline, fun.
Hobbies? Reading, watching movies, walking. WatcHiagnage Mutant
Ninja TurtlesandSesame Streetith my children. | stopped break-
dancing to th&esame Stredteme music after | injured my back.
Pets? Not anymore and unlikely in the future. We had a cat for sixteen
years, but | have severe allergies.
*
| was also required to submit a lengthy self-evaluation. | lingeredtiogerequirement
for several days, writing, scratching out, and rewriting, trying to be honestjduinst. The
original form was meant to be handwritten, but | finally typed the form into my own adum
have greater flexibility and expand upon my situation.
1. What do you remember most about your home life when you were young?
| remember large family gatherings at holidays, birthdays, and gradsiaf\lso,
| was told that | was going to college.
2. Describe your mother and father. Include a description of their marriagenghip.
My mom is an independent, hard-working woman. She worked in her parents’
grocery store whenever she was out of school. After she graduated from high
school, she worked a full-time job and worked in the store for three to four hours
in the evening. She is shy outside of our family circle. My dad was a born leader.
He was well-liked, well-known, and an outspoken man. Mom loved Dad because
he made her feel special. Dad loved Mom because she was determined and tough.

Mom regretted that she had not been able to go to college as a young woman.
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With Dad’s support, she earned an Associate’s degree when she was fity year
old.

3. What person were you closest to as a youngster? Why?
| was closest to my dad because he took the time to answer my questions. He took
time to teach me to work hard and to play hard. Our personalities are similar. We
are both loyal to friends, totally dedicated to pursuing what we believe is right
and outspoken. Dad died thirteen years ago and | often remember his counsel and
his love. | miss him.

4. Describe your relationship with your brothers and sister when you were yaiing a

now (if appropriate).
My only sister, Ginny, is younger than me. Since my mom was the only daughter
in her family (in a culture where that made a difference), she encouraged my
sister and me to be friends. Ginny lives out of state, but we talk by telephone and
my family visits Ginny and her family once a year.

5. What have been your most unhappy experiences?
The most traumatic experience of my life was my father’s deatimd.osy
grandparents and watching my mom struggle with widowhood have been very
painful, too.

6. Describe your family situation, your support system, extended family netwa ke

alternatives they provide in the event of your iliness or death.
In the event of my iliness or death, our friends from church would undoubtedly
help Jim and the children, both practically and emotionally. Our parents would

come down as soon as possible, probably in less than a week. | have confidence in
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Jim’s ability to care for our family in a crisis because | have veat¢him provide

for us in normal circumstances and in emergencies. Also, | believe that God will
provide for all of my needs and my family’s needs “according to His riches in
glory” (Philippians 4:9). We have never lacked what we truly needed.

7. Describe your daily plan for the child, what arrangements you can make for eay car

after school care, weekends.

| am a homemaker, so the child that we adopt will be at home with me, just as my
older children stayed with me. | will care for my child and instruct him or her.
When Jim and | go out in the evening, my children are only left with competent
and loving friends or babysitters. If no one is available, we stay home and enjoy
each other’s company.

8. Describe your spouse’s home life and family.

When | met Jim, | knew that | had a challenge to face. | not only had to pass
inspection with his mom, dad, sister, and brother, but also | needed to befriend his
cute-as-a-button four-year-old nephew and his very jealous Siamese cat. The
humans learned to love me and the cat died! Jim’s family is warm, loving, and
fun-loving. There is often a parade of neighbors in and out of their apartment.

As Jim and | filled out the paperwork, we began to tell family and friends about our plan
Reactions varied considerably. Some loved ones immediately declared &pprbsteadfastly
supported us through the inevitable ups and downs. Many friends prayed for us and encouraged
us, both friends who had adopted and those who had never considered the possibility. Patti and

Ron, friends from church, volunteered to babysit our children while we attenddetag al
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adoption conference in Charleston, West Virginia, a few weeks aftded €aHS. Jennifer and
David were waiting to adopt a second child into their family of eight, five birtdreim and one
child by adoption. Jennifer shepherded me through the application process, encouraged me
through the rough spots, and prodded me into calling the agency when | did not hear from them.
During a very touching moment, our family member who had released a child foloadopny
years earlier told me, “Chrissy, if | knew my child was with people like yalJanmy, | would
sleep better at night.”
Then, we faced the discouragement and disparaging remarks from family add.frie
“Why would you want another kid? You have enough,” said one ffiendugh” is a
relative term | thought.Some people do not want any children, while others have more than ten.
“It's just your hormones. Ignore it,” counseled another fristag/be | thought,but my
head was in on the conspiracy.
“You need to save money for retirement. Never mind more kids,” scolded\zerélati
worthy goal, but retirement would be more fun with four children and their families.
“I don't like every child. | might not like the one you get,” another relativened.| am
raising three likeable people. The world could use another.
“It won't really be yours.” Ouch. That comment really hurt, and, at the samee t
exposed my own ignorance about the adoption prowéssld the child really be mineSoon, |
had some encouragement.
We began to receive an adoption newsletter through CHS in the mail. One issudainclude

an upbeat poem by Cheryl Tillman, a portion of which held special meaning for me.

*
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| Am a Real Mother
| am a real mother, because God has trusted me with the care of a real daughter.
| am a real mother, because when after much concentration she crossed tger finge
for the first time, | made fourteen long-distance phone calls to spreadjthews.
| am a real mother, because when she fell and knocked out her front tooth, | cried long
than she did.
| am a real mother, because | carry 2,428 pictures of her at all times, andyaooonl
willing to explain how | know she is the prettiest, smartest, happiest childbexer . . .
| am a real mother, because when she puts her arms around my neck and says,
‘“Mommy,”

| used to say “hot fudge sundae,” and the joy and love | feel is real.

After reading Ms. Tillman’s poem, | cheered up knowing that someone elsecoliat being
an adoptive parems being a parent.

| tried to answer questions and unkind remarks with reason and grace. Sometimes | just
changed the subject or even walked away, too angry to be reasonable, or too hurt to be kind. The
hardest comments to hear were from family. Our child would need their support anoviei
forever. Sometimes | would hand the phone to Jim. He assured family members natew
pursuing a child together, but | felt like a lightning rod. Many people assumsegdds my
decision. After all, women have babies, not men.

Jim and | began to read books on adoption. | began to understand that my need, in itself,
was not a sufficient reason to adopt. Neither, for that matter, was providing ddraameeedy

child. While infertility and altruism may be part of the driving force behihopéion, my
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motivation had to spring from a very basic and deep desire to have and nurture a child. An
adopted child is family who enters his or her parents’ hearts through a difesnAlthough
birth provides the usual path for a child to enter a family, adoption is, as sociatsveale
another way to build a family. | knew there was room in my heart for a fourth ehthild
unrelated by genetics, but one who would become part of us.

After we submitted the paperwork, the application paperwork changed, and we were
required to rewrite our application in a slightly different format. We took a degphband
rewrote it.

During the first meeting with a social worker, we were given hangneecause we had
three children, we were not eligible for an infant. | hurt to be excluded in thifr@ra having
an infant. | tried to be gracious, but their decision, like a barbed wire fence to myWwapes
further reminder that | could not have a child. In reality, | had not finishesgigg.

In addition, our social worker assured us that she and the agency understood and accepte
our boundaries about what we could and could not accept in a child. Each person who saw our
application had things that they could willingly accept in a child and things thdtlwwe
impossible to accept. Still, | had a difficult time making these choicesvamad. | had seen
friends take on very difficult situations. While most of the children | know areyhapg
healthy, | have seen family or friends have birth children with Down’s Syndromge ited
defects, catastrophic illness. How could | know what | could bear until the unthinkable
happened?

Finally, we were accepted into the roll of prospective adoptive parents, and the home
study began. Jim and | were interviewed, together and separately. Wexasn@ed as

individuals and asked to explain our background, how we met, our courtship, our marriage, our
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present relationship with each other, with our children, with our parents, with our extended
family, and with our friends. At one point, | told one of our series of five social wetkat she
knew more about me than my own mother.

Each of my children was interviewed separately. Although they had been inctuded a
much as possible in discussions about adoption and in the process, one skeptical social worker
did not believe that we could adequately communicate the concept of adoption to such young
children. She told me this just before interviewing my boys. By that time, Keasrtwelve, but
James and Luke were still young. Afterward, she smilingly told me thex wie asked James,
then nine years old, what he thought about having a brother or sister who was atadifiere
than him, he assured her that he did not care if his brother or sister was black or dvbite, re
yellow, as long as he or she was not green. Luke, then five years old, confided to Iner tha
wanted his brother or sister to live with us forever. She was pleased. Tdrerchf a family she
had interviewed a few days before did not understand the process, the complications, or the
permanence of adoption. My children did understand and still, incredibly, embraced it. The
social worker told me that somehow, despite the fact that we had three children and would
usually be ineligible for an infant, she was going to find an adoptable infant fomuandil
found her assurance difficult to believe. Many couples were waiting to adogit @ fsecond
child.

When the paperwork and interviews were finished, we waited. Karen, a friend who had
adopted, advised us not to get a room ready. Good advice. Several times, we thought we found
our child only to have our hopes dashed. Jim and | tried to spare our children the emotional rolle

coaster by saving discussions about our disappointments for when we were alone.
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And we waited. Kevin was learning to play the trumpet at school. He and several other
students formed a Pep Band to play at soccer and basketball games. Theindacterhen
they played Darth Vader’'s theme song frBtar Warsas a referee walked onto the basketball
court.

And we waited. James reminded us each day to pray for the kid we would adopt. |
reminded him that the child would not be just any kid, but his brother or sister. Againnkézlwa
to learn to juggle to amuse his newest sibling, so | found an instructional videotapelmgjugg

And we waited. Luke and | went to a fabric store and considered all possibletblanie
bindings. Because Luke wanted to teach his younger sibling the alphabet, | biaclee with
the alphabet and spotted dogs, and edged it with wide, red binding. When | mentioned that an
infant would need clothes for going home from the hospital, Luke leaned against askeddf
we could use his baseball-cap-covered stretchy, the one-piece garméaethiadtworn on his
trip home from the hospital. We talked about bedroom arrangements. We planned afcinéties
new family member, if our child was four or five years old. Through the AmefRed Cross, |
was teaching a childcare class for babysitters at this timed theepportunity to teach my
children about childcare for infants and young children.

And we waited.

On New Year’'s Day, | was awake before the rest of the family. Jinhlzautifirst talked
about adoption almost two years before. Kevin was thirteen, James was ten, anés$.gke W
was unusual for me to wake up so much earlier than Jim, but | wanted to plan meals to put in the
freezer after Kevin, James, and Luke went back to school. We had been prasheseotlyer
child who was due to be born in mid-January. | tried not to get my hopes up. The unborn child’s

birth mother expressed interest in our family. She knew that she was carbgggand she
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liked the idea of her son having three older brothers. We had requested several children and
several sibling groups, but had been refused because of one complication or another. Also, by
West Virginia law, a birth mother has three days after a child’s birth toyehaer mind about
releasing a child for adoption. However, her interest was not a commitfheriaw allows for a
change of heart. Just in case, | wanted to freeze meals that could justabed.eQaick meals

would be useful even if an infant did not arrive, | reasoned, trying to insulate rimgsel|f

another disappointment.

At nine-thirty AM, the phone rang. My social worker did not mince words. My son had
arrived. When could | come get him?

| stumbled through the next ten minutes asking questions and answering questions,
overwhelmed by shock. He was two weeks early . . . two weeks! Snow stormsrédealiong
the route we would take, and we had to take custody of our son in three days!

The boys and | spent the day rearranging furniture and belongings iméte®ms. We
moved Kevin into the former playroom and Luke into the room that he would share with James.
Our baby would have Luke’s former room, the one closest to my bedroom so | waublihea
infant at night. We did not have time to set up a crib, one of the few baby items thdtepgta
before we left for the hospital. And we hesitated to fully commit to a babgis until we were
sure our child’s birth mother would not change her mind. While the boys and | rearranged
bedrooms, Jim called and emailed everyone we knew to tell them Paul had been born.

*

Six months later, the day after James’ birthday, Jim and | stood before awiithgeur

four children, and formally adopted Paul. We swore under oath to treat him as we weatuld tre

our birth children. Jim and | were legally parents to our fourth child. That Sundédngdiam
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baptized, just as his brothers had been baptized. Paul’'s brothers joined Jim and me inhfgont of t

congregation as we promised to pray with him and for him, as we have prayed for his brothers

He was officially family. That will never change.

The National Adoption Clearinghouse tells about Charlotte Lopez. Miss TeRinUS

1993, Lopez had gone through seven foster care placements before being adopted &tege 17.

spoke about her feelings on adoption.
Clearly,the _ (name of foster family) never understood how important
adoption was to me. They loved us. They wanted to keep us. They felt that was
enough. | believe that their position was based on the notion--shared by many
people involved in foster care--that adoption is pretty much an empty ritual, a
bureaucratic step up from foster care with no deep meaning in and of itself. For
me, nothing could have been further from the truth.

Miss Lopez makes a good point. Rituals are life-changing when someone $&liexeat he or

she is doing, trusts in change that is embraced. The act of legal adoption fengdy tofyether

much as a wedding ceremony creates a new family. Words are not just spok&sg prdraises

are made to another.

| have two family photographs in front of me. While one is more than fifteen years old,

the other is more recent. Our last family photograph is two years old. We decidedloshits

and jeans, clothes all six of us wear comfortably. Kevin, my oldest son toweksaba@t six

feet two inches. He looks remarkably like me around his eyes and in his bone stExatep

for the shadow of his beard, a goatee, and his buzzed hair, his face could be mine. James, my

second son, is to the right of the photo, kneeling behind Jim. James is the slimmer, younger

version of Jim without a moustache. From the time that he was born, family emdbfri
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commented on his deep set eyes and his impish grin, so much like his dad’s. Luke, my third son,
is standing behind me. We were about the same height when we posed for the photograph, but
soon after, he passed me in height, every son’s goal. He is a mixture of Jim, dikd enphoto
from one of those novelty booths in the mall that blend two faces together into one, éforfetas
how a descendant might look. His skin is lighter than mine, but his hair is thick likeFainas
my youngest son. In the photo, he is kneeling next to me; he has grown much tall#hisince
formal photograph was snapped. His dark curly hair is much tighter than my dark Wés/e
skin is darker than my olive complexion, but in summer, Paul and James have about the same
skin tone. Paul’s face is rounder than the rest of the faces in the photo. Five of us have pointy
chins.

Paul is like us and yet different. He sounds like the rest of the family. His saicels
much like his brothers’ when they were younger. He even uses vocabulary words weteiqect
his age, a complication of having three brothers more than six years oldemthdtabl is one
of us, but from a different clan. He is part of us, yet he did not begin with us. Paul joined our

family as an infant, by adoption. And he will always be one of us.
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RENAMING ORIENTAL AVENUE

It is only fair that Parker Brothers reis8d@nopolywith Oriental Avenue replaced by

Asian Avenue.

My oldest son informed me recently that | am no longer to use the word “Ofiental

“I don’t understand, Kevin. ‘Occidental’ refers to the western hemispherent@tris
for the eastern hemisphere.”

Kevin admitted to not quite understanding either, but his Asian-American frierets obj
to the word “Oriental,” so | am now to use the word “Asian” in its place as reglestill be a
sensitive twenty-first century mom and remember to be more consideratdexlihgs of

others.

According to the Concise Oxford English Dictiongfyriental” means “of, from, or

characteristic of the Far East.” However, the COfDns that “oriental” is “often offensive”
and that the term is “old-fashioned and potentially offensive as a term denoting freopthe

Far East.” In the United States, the dictionary advises the word “Assambatter choice.

*

Monopolywas first marketed in 1935. Oriental Avenue is space number six on the
Monopolygame board, between Reading Railroad and Chance. The light blue property is
grouped with Connecticut and Vermont Avenues. The game property costs one hundred dollar
a bargain for any lot of land today never mind a piece of the resort arearicA@ay, New
Jersey. One house costs fifty dollars. Today a tent would cost more. One hityeticlars
plus four houses. The total, four hundred-fifty dollars, is less than two nights irt Juig a

Showboat, a casino and hotel along the shore of Atlantic City.
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Asia is composed of about fifty highly diverse countries. But my initial fiasicin with
things Asian, especially the Japanese culture and language, did not begin whneldnery c

started watching Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtleslong with my children, watched the masked

and belted Turtles fight and right wrongs in television shows and in the movies. And t@admit
knowing the names of all four ninja turtles: Michelangelo (orange mask and belt)eDmnat
(purple), Leonardo (blue), and Raphael (red), plus Master Splinter (a rasangegy April

O’Neill (a reporter and Turtle friend), Casey Jones (a vigilante, Turtleaaddd April’s love
interest), and Shredder (the villain and leader of the Foot Clan). | bought the agires fand
the tee shirts, for the children, not for me, but | had no desire to learn more abopatiesda
culture. Even when my sons began readnamngaand watchinganime | was not really drawn
into Japanese culture, but just expressed a motherly interest.

However, when a family at my church invited a Japanese exchange student, Junko, to
spend one school year at their home, | took notice. As a transplant from BrooklyiY,adewo
southern West Virginia, | could understand the difficulty of adapting to a differ@nof life. |
talked to Junko, a high school student, weekly and tried to make her feel welcome. $he shyl
but kindly, helped me to begin to understand what it means to grow up Japanese. Over eight
years, my family and | invited some of the seven students who followed Junko to our home along
with our friends, the host family. The students enjoyed visiting an Americatyfamd | valued
their surprise at our way of life, many things of which | took for grantdee the size of our
house--Japanese homes are generally smaller than American homese lsize of our family--
Japanese families are usually limited to two children. One exchange stuaett 8 small room

with her brother, so my four children seemed extravagant. | learned from the stbdents

74



Japanese families value presentation of food and use a variety of dish she@@®d discount
stores and found a large green palm leaf-shaped platter, a medium crbapenttsowl, and a
small fish-shaped dish. The plates were a delight to the Japanese studentsdigfadund
dishes, and the students’ enjoyment touched me.

| did not know much about the Japanese culture, and, if | were to make my guests
comfortable, | needed to learn. | began to read about Japan. | dabbled irtrglosisyuides and
exquisite children’s books, looking at lush photographs of downtown areas in very crowded
cities with glowing neon signs in Roman and Japanese lettering. The pastmtayside looked
much like West Virginia but with buildings topped by roofs that curved upwardehéd to
Japanese music, both traditiokato music and contemporary songs like the Yosida Brothers’
“Starting on a Journey.” | moved up to more sophisticated books and began to read about 4,000
years of Japanese history. | read translations of short stories thdataéséic, but | began to
understand the emotional consequences of living with the possibility of earthgsakesyj or
the eruption of Mount Fuji. | read a translation of Baslmalgu. Haikuis a contraction of
“haikai no ky’ meaning “light verse.”Haiku is peaceful and contemplative, poetry that hints at
a season, but is often sad. Buddhism contributes to the thoughtfulieskwpivhile a general
awareness of the frailty of life overshadows the poems. Cherry blossooftearéeatured, a
culturally known symbol of the beauty and brevity of life. While | did not meditate amyche
blossoms, | did write amateur traditiomaliku

Bright sun warms my arms.
Soft sand clings to my browned legs.
Sea water splashes.

And | wrote contemporarigaiku

The bright sun beats on
my windshield. | see squashed bugs.
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Find the blue Windex.

By that time, | needed to develop a small Japanese vocabulary to understand the agnument
Japanese literature and the culture that produced such beautiful work.

The likelihood of landing on Oriental Avenue is twenty-five in twenty-eight attempts.
What, | wondered, was the likelihood of me learning Japanese?

My language study began innocently enough. | borrowed a children’s langdage vi
from the library. | have never thought of myself as someone who could speak a fangigade.
Although most of my family is bilingual and my parents speak English amahltfiently, |
understand very little Italian. | studied French for four years, but campotseh beyond J'ai
une boite de crayon rouga standing joke between my husband and me. | never did feel
comfortable with the French language either. As an adult, | spent six imesksnformal Greek
class. | learned to use a Greek Lexicon, but that is like hunting and pecking on a kegtiaard r

than touch typing.

My younger sister, Ginny, and | play&bnopolywhen we were growing up, especially
on rainy summer days when we could not swim and were tired of our Barbie dolls. Birth orde
theory proposes that the eldest child in a family tends to be more traditional aniimigre
connected to home. In some ways | am a homebody, more so than my youngétsistger, |
was always the child with a fascination for people and cultures unlike me and masedrawn
to the light blue properties that included Vermont Avenue, Connecticut Avenue, and Oriental

Avenue. While | had visited Vermont and Connecticut, the word “Oriental” sounded mysterious
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and far away to me. | often bought the light blue properties. While Ginny lives inaiseay, a
few hours from where we playé&donopolyon our gray living room carpet, | moved to West
Virginia, away from the Atlantic Ocean, in the Appalachian Mountains, to peofeot$-Irish
descent with customs much different from my Sicilian family.

*

| progressed from the children’s video to audio language tapes. While drivingl alone
would listen to a phrase and repeat it, rewinding the tape many times, until | coutdthe
native speaker exactly.

‘Ohayo gozaimadu “Good morning!” Literally, “It is early!”

‘O genki desu k& “How are you?” O genkihas connotations of politene§esuis
pronounced “des” meaning “are.” The wdaalis a marker denoting a question. This phrase
does not contain a subject; in many Japanese sentences, the subject is not useglimat. is im

| moved on to written language. By that time, my friends were hosting theiheight
Japanese exchange student, a young man named Kentaro. My second son, Jamesl develope
warm relationship with him. On Kentaro’s first visit to our home, he approved of the cadgx
scattered around our house labeling objects with Japanese tabdsmeaning “wall.”

Kagami “mirror.” Denki “lamp.” Daidokorqg “kitchen.” James and | had not learned Japanese
characters yet. We were still limitedrimmaji, Roman letters.
*

Oriental Avenue in Atlantic City was originally named for an Orientalstugp, whose
name is no longer known. Oriental rugs are woven in many countries, from the naflamkeyf
and Cyprus in the west to China and Vietnam in the east, including Middle Eastermnescamdr

India. The resort neighborhood was then composed of middle-class Jewish fartfiliggewi
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requisite kosher delicatessens. About ten blocks long, the avenue once ended at thekboardwal
and Absecon Lighthouse, the tallest beacon along the New Jersey shorelimenAbse
Lighthouse, a 171-foot structure perched at the shore end of Oriental AvenuedahewCoast
Guard to scout for enemy submarines during World War Il.
| wonder if the Japanese editionMbnopolyhas an Oriental Avenue?
*
In Orientalism Edward Said’s foundational book concerning relationships between the
East and the West, Said defines orientalism as,
a style of thought based upon an ontological and epistemological distinction made
between “the Orient” and (most of the time) “the Occident.” Thus a vegg lar
mass of writers, among whom are poets, novelists, philosophers, political
theorists, economists, and imperial administrators, have accepted the basic
distinction between East and West as the starting point for elaborategheorie
epics, novels, social descriptions, and political accounts concerning the Orient, its
people, customs, “mind,” destiny, and so on. (88)
According to Said, this Western understanding of the East is faulty. And simca peoduct of
Western culture, is my interpretation of Eastern culture skewed?
*
On a trip last summer to visit Ginny, who lives outside of Atlantic City, abous thoars
from Brooklyn (where we grew up), my mom, my husband, Jim, my son Paul, and | explored
Oriental Avenue. The Oriental rug shop is long gone. There is not one kosher d&itates
Although the boardwalk is partially in place, Absecon Lighthouse was decomnadsiand

moved inland several blocks to Vermont Avenue, another light blue propévityniapoly Now,
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the pale yellow lighthouse with a black band around its middle serves touriséslingsailors.

For a fee, the lighthouse arranges school field trips, thematic childetissdike “Myths of
Mermaids,” or overnight educational programs. Daniel Scull, the first Abseddhdigse

keeper, might be dismayed to learn that people are paying to sleep in a lighthouse #sat he w
paid to oversee. For a few dollars, tourists can climb the 228-step black spmaysta a

platform at the base of the lens, catch an ocean breeze, and see the chaagiiogCAty

skyline. The neighborhood is far from middle-class now, more working class, butuquite r

down. A new casino, The Ravel, is under construction and a block away from the casino there is
one pizza place on Oriental Avenue.

| visited Tony’s Boloney’s, the full-service pizzeria near Vermont Avehaedven
offers breakfast. The building is non-descript white masonry with beige sidirgging the
outside of the second story, but | prefer locally owned businesses to chain restaspatially
when traveling, so we went in and ordered. While my family and | waited pgtienthur
pepperoni pizza slices, sipping our drinks, listening to the screech of seagulldbreak t
monotonous hum of the refrigerators filled with cold drinks, two African-Americam came in
asking Tony for work.

“We’re not hiring now. But leave your name and phone number because we'’re always
looking. We're waiting for the day when the new casino comes in. So let me knowkitsur s
and we’ll get in touch,” Tony told them. Cheerful goodbyes followed on both sides.

When | was a child, only Italian-Americans worked in pizzerias. Althouglaps&aot an
Italian food, the ingredients are part of traditional Italian cuisinedd®ugh baked crisp,
fragrant tomato sauce, rich mozzarella. Not surprisingly, many KAlmaericans organized

pizza-based businesses and hired family. An African-American man as a chefnas a
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cashier, would have been unthinkable. Back then, the differences between people asl cultur
were seen as much greater than the similarities. However, our nation hasdomgusicultural

and multiracial, more so than most other countries. Yet, Americans have lackaddelr

cultural and racial differences. We have long been told, but not long believed, that we should not
judge other people on the basis of the color of skin. Yet, people of all racial groups tend to pre
judge to the detriment of us all.

And it was sometime after the white flight from cities to suburbs in the 1960s and 1970s,
people on all sides paused and started listening. By the 1980s, when Japan began exporting
quality electronics, | no longer heard harsh comments about World War Il and &aipapeds.
Maybe | just stopped listening, but I think something more is happening. | thirtkéhiamly
fixed divisions that separated people by race and national origin are slolajysoag.

*

After | read about Japan and studied the Japanese language for a yearlhddmdésm
expressed an interest in learning Japanese and becoming a translator. Ha lsadlyewy the
language on his own. | registered him for a class in Japanese languagéted and |
registered myself, too. We completed a year of Japanese, learning to spdaknd write some
very elementary Japanese with Roman letters, one of the four Japanese ygiéngsWe
learnechiraganaandkatakanatwo other Japanese writing systems, and akiawj, or
ideographs, the fourth writing system. Knowledge of ten thoukamgare needed to complete a
bachelor’s degree program in Japan. James went on to earn a Bachelor of #géseséd
through Marshall University’s nascent program, spending his junior year astamggctudent
atKansai GaidaiUniversity in Osaka. He brought back a lovely music box for me that plays

“Sakura Sakurd literally “Cherry Blossoms, Cherry Blossoms,” a haunting, traditiomaé tthat
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speaks to the brevity of life. James is teaching English in Japan this ydaurthisand final
year in that position.

I, sadly, am still an amateur speaker of the Japanese language, althougiowd
enough to bow and sayajimemashitg or “It is good to meet you” (literally, “to begin”),
when introduced to a Japanese citizétajimemashitéhas connotations of embarking on a
relationship, a life-long involvement. In Japan, friendships are not as easily begas, no
carelessly discarded, as sometimes happens in the United States. Tistabilgyaof
connection that challenges our unsteady and more casual friendships. While paar@gda
people are delighted that | have begun to learn their language, some are sh@rkedeeehless
at the idea that an American can speak Japanese at all. More shocking is thierefé¢ionship

outside the Japanese clan.

Japanese society is not like American society. Although the Japanese havatagsam
great deal of western culture--movies, music, clothing, electronics-{theese are not
Americans who live on the other side of the world. Much has been written about thea@meri
experiment of democracy, a trial repeated in other countries. Even moretfagamée
American experience, the polyglot of languages and the patchwork of cultuvesyrmenerican
city and many suburban areas and the ongoing conversation about how to treat eaclimew g
how to share our country with citizens who are different.

Japan is quite the opposite. While not absolutely homogeneous, Japan has a history of
consciously and even fanatically preserving the Japanese languagsdtared dntil the end of
World War Il, “Women with auburn or brownish hair were forced to dye it black. Anydahe w

any non-Japanese-like feature was suspect,” writes Boyé La®etente in The Japanese
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Have a Word for 1{306). Much earlier, in the 1620s through the 1630s, in a fit of xenophobia,

the Japanese government crucified thousands of Christians, Japanese and fomeegnartal
priests,daimyoand peasant, fearing that the government and Buddhism would be usurped. Many
countries have persecuted foreigners and even their own people. However, Japan closed t
outsiders for more than two hundred years, except for a few merchants confined tg one tin
island. Any Japanese who had contact with outsiders without permission from the gaternm
was exiled, and executed if he or she returned to Japan.

Further, De Mente, who spent twenty-five years in Japan, explains that thesapam
“eigo zukdi means “the dangers of speaking English” (87-88). The expression warng agains
exposing one’s self and the country to foreign influence. The reverse wasardgdo be
avoided: teaching foreigners to speak Japanese. To learn a foreign &aongtmtgach Japanese
to gaijin, a foreigner, was anti-Japanese, even traitorous. Although English languihges st
required now and begins as early as kindergarten in Japan, and even though fayaagelan
study is essential to Japan remaining a political and economic world powerntheigo
zukatr is still a derogatory term for a Japanese citizen who speaks Englisithérfur
complication to international understanding is that only someone with a Japanesegarent
become a Japanese citizen. Even those of Korean descent, born and raised in Japan, are not and
cannot become, citizens, unless one parent is Japanese. Being Japanese is metidosatia
When an outsider like me speaks in Japanese, the barrier between us has been Bheached.
mystique of the Japanese culture is somehow unveiled, exposed, in danger.

However, Japan is changing, too. For the first time in Japanese history, grandggarents
having difficulty understanding their grandchildren, not because of generatideahaplogical

gaps, but because Japanese young people have absorbed so many foreign wordlg, especia
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English, just as Americans have integrated Japanese words into English. Sos\éhathave
become part of the Japanese language inclidava(shower)rajio (radio),bideo(video),

beddo(western-style bed), aridraipan (frying pan).

*

Edward Said postulates in Orientalism

| have begun with the assumption that the Orient is not an inert fact of
nature. It is not merelthere just as the Occident itself is not julsereeither. We
must take seriously Vico’s great observation that men make their own history,
that what they can know is what they have made, and extend it to geography: as
both geographical and cultural entities--to say nothing of historical erigieh
locales, regions, geographical sectors as “Orient” and “Occidenthan-made.
Therefore as much as the West itself, the Orient is an idea that has ydnstar
tradition of thought, imagery, and vocabulary that have given it reality and
presence in and for the West. The two geographical entities thus support and to an

extent reflect each other. (89)

Said has a point in that as human beings we have a great deal more in common than we have
differences. One similarity is that it is more natural for us to fear atdigl the other and the
change that she or he may bring than to trust and welcome. Trust takes effodciaus letting

go of what is.

There are three versionsMbnopolyproduced in Japan. The “American” set is partly
bilingual. This set contains Oriental Avenue, for the Occidentals, | suppose. Théei@xing

is in English and in Japanese. Interestingly, the Japanese waddriopolyis written in
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katakanaa writing system that distinguishes Japanese-based words from all wordsgof fore
origin. Even the Japanese language distinguishes between native and foreiJind@mare two
“Japan” sets oMonopoly aJapan-Citiesand alapan-Tokyorersion. In thelapan-Citiesset,
each property is named after a city in Japan.JEpan-Tokyaset, the thirdMonopolygame
manufactured in Japan, is placed in Tokyo rather than in AtlanticNlatyopolysets made
overseas are often reconfigured for the country’s capital city or ano#jer aty. In theJapan-
Tokyoset, Oriental Avenue is renamedifishichq” a lovely name meaning “Silk Thread

Town.”

A few weeks before James was about to leave the States to teach Endéstetday
school students in Japan, | told him my idea.

“James,” | began, “I am planning to turn your room into a guest room.” Hiddce
despite the obvious that his room would be empty of him for at least one year. But no one likes
that “Here’s-your-hat-what’s-your-hurry” feeling, the uncomfortaed#esation of being escorted
out the door before one is quite ready to leave. Regrouping, | added, “What do you think about
an Oriental-themed room?” He smiled broadly and agreed. Thus, we return tacthe/ipdae |
began my essay, my conversation with my eldest son, Kevin, concerning the use ofithe wor

“Oriental” versus the word “Asian.”

| asked Cindy, a friend who is Japanese-American, about the Asian/Oriental’ecsy.

Would she shed light on the issue? “That’s an interesting topic,” she emailed me.

| spoke to some of my friends and “Oriental” is overall an offensive term. It's not

necessarily a racial slur, but it mostly has to do with being outdated and [a]
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Western-centric term. | believe the term was widely used by Westeduring a
time when Asians were mostly thought of as being exotic and backwards. . . . In
the US, the term “Asian” is even further divided into East Asian, South Asian,

Southeast Asian cultures (that's how it was at UCLA).

| did not know that I might be viewed as offensive. | thought | was just being descriptive

*

To amuse me, my mom told me about her changing neighborhood in Brooklyn, the
borough of New York City in which | grew up.

“You know where the Simons used to live on Avenue U? Over the laundromat? Guess
what's there now?” Mom asked.

“I don't know. What?” | replied, wondering where this train of thought was leading.

“A Japanese hair salon!” Mom is very proud that James speaks Japanese and notes any
news related to Japan or the Japanese people. “There are different coloredneandig
Orientals inside.”

“You can't say ‘Oriental,” Mom. You have to say ‘Asian,” | explained.

“Koreans and Japaneaee Orientals . . . .” she pressed.

“I know. | don't really understand either. ‘Oriental’ is offensive to some pedjole.
have to say, ‘Asian’ or you could hurt feelings,” | continued.

“That’s ridiculous.”

“I know, Mom. | have to remember, t00.”

“Well, I'll remember the continent of Asia,” she closed.

*
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| have long been sympathetic to the concept of choosing what one is named. | have not
forgotten my junior high social studies teacher, Mrs. Saltzman, who intentiomaflyonounced
my Italian-American family name. | corrected her, but she pedsistould believe she made an
error, except that she mispronounced my cousin’s different last name, bdspAi@erican. In a
twisted game of intimidation, my teacher lauded it over her young studentsthidoity figure
had ever played so roughly with me when it was so unnecessary. | had some compassion for h
later in the school year when | learned that her husband was very ill. Despite mdnthsadb,
she cried at her desk one day in front of my class when she told us about Mr. Salfzmoan’
health. | forgave all.

| do not know much about all fifty or so Asian nations, but | believe to some Asian ears,
Westerners referring to people as “Orientals” has that same unkind and sangpesssure as |
felt from Mrs. Saltzman. So, | must refer to the guest room as “Asian” nows riorigntal”

and hope that all is forgiven.

The guest room looks great either way. The walls are pale green, remiwispring
leaves. The quilt is a deep brown and displays a bamboo branch. The coordinating sheets and
curtains are sand-colored and scattered with brown bamboo leaves. A navy bllettelwidt a
light blue and pale green design hangs in a chrome frame over the bed. Jamescupedly
sent the tablecloth to me from Japan for Christmas. A clock that hangs over th@guesloset
has a pastoral drawing on its face. What captured my attention was thesékpapeounting
off the hours and minutes. | checked the numel@lsi, san shi, go, roku, shichi hachi kyuy
juu, juuichi, juu ni. | found a Japanese clock in West Virginia! And in a corner hangs a framed

red blouse, silk, a reminder of the Japarieaopolys “Kinshichq” “Silk Thread Town.”

86



It is only fair that Parker Brothers revistnopoly
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FOUR FACES OF JOY

JOY IN NATURE

A few inches of snow fell during the night and iced the streets. Today, the hillesaf W
Virginia are too slippery for school buses to maneuver our country roads, so therenaill be
school for my children or me. | am not happy that mere weather, a collision of clued®res
with my plans for the day. School closings for the state stream acroskettsida screen,
screaming the news: school is closed, closed, closed. | will not go to work, amubl go to the
grocery store until the Johnny-come-lately salt truck clears our roadwiThabt be until at
least 10 AM. Salt has not been so valuable since the Romans conquered the ancient world and
remitted salt for wages. No matter when the salt truck meanders up my lameudh too cold
to let my children play outside. | am not a helicopter mother, hovering over mdyerhibut it is
in the teens and the wind is biting. They will be running through the house like baby edephant
or so | tell them as they thump down the stairs and through the living room, furniturassd g
chattering as if in fear, photographs on the walls askew, when the menageries|pagieMy
children shout the news, “School is closed!” Hurray, I think.

My husband, Jim, is home. Telecommuting is an option for him, even though it is not
possible for me as a teacher. The children will have to stay quiet, while Jinipaéets in
conference calls. And | know how that will be accomplished. Bribery. Mommy itstnd
trains. Daddy bribes. | feel the walls closing in.

| bundle up to shovel the driveway. The thick, fluffy flakes of last evening gay¢owa
light, hard flakes doing an aerial ballet this morning. But maybe the snow vgitatig

disappear from our city if | do something, anything, to move the white stuff alamsg.Kjow

88



that | cannot stay inside any more. Sweater, jacket, scarf, hat, boots, §lil;dsshiver when |
open the door. | hope that the exertion will warm me.

The massive oak trees surrounding my house have a covering of snow—black branches
coated with a line as white and straight as perfect teeth grinning atove.those trees.

When | was growing up in Brooklyn, New York, | did not have a tree in my backyard,
just an old woody bush two stories tall that | would climb to see beyond my backygabhd
weather, | would take a book up into the sturdy bush and read for hours, my sanctuary from the
24]7 activity of city life. Our church’s bell would chime three times a dayl tmember the
noon chimes the best because | was often in my bush. Later, in college, | bought a ok, a s

volume, called A Reverence for Waothrough it, author Eric Sloane taught me an appreciation

for trees themselves, their shapes and their bark colors and textures, andhéautiyehat
comes from them, their grains, strengths, and uses. | hoped back then that sonedayhave
my own trees. Now | do.

While | shovel, the wind blows from time to time, and unceremoniously dumps a pile of
snow from the high branches to the ground beneath. The hillside is dappled—qgray, brown, white
gray rock pressed into brown clay with patches of dark green grass pee&imghtharlayer of
clean, feathery snow. | was raised near the ocean in the Sheepshead Bay sBotioklyf, not
far from Flatbush. The operative word is “flat.” |1 do not remember even sadiiguntil | was
about twelve. Mom and Dad took our family on vacation to a camp in the Adirondack Mountains
near Tannersville, New York. Now I live on a hill, I drive on hilly roads, and hsee hills in
the distance.

| catch my breath as | survey my surroundings. Despite my original discoritieihev

weather, | relax and enjoy living on the edge of the woods, far from a majavigityak trees
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are the beginning of a wooded area that extends about twenty-five miledésinily has
been treated to sightings of browsing deer, pink-nosed rabbits, and scampgmmgndts. In
Brooklyn, | saw an occasional scolding squirrel. And the birds that we see in WastaV¥irg
A robin pair nests every year in my neighbor’s oak tree and serenades us mach wa
morning with their sweet song. | have observed cardinals, blue jays, woodpeckersichimd |
in addition to the sparrows that | learned to identify when | was growing tjenl feear turkeys
during the day and owls at night. Apparently, my home is on a migration route foregre€th
fall, flocks of about seventy-five grackles land in my backyard, rest, comgplgreat deal, and
move on for the next flock to alight on my lawn. This annual pattern lasts for a whole day.
A pond that we often pass hosts egrets and ospreys. | identified them in my worn copy of

The Audubon Society Field Guide of North American Bildace when the children and | were

driving up our hill on the way home from school, | heard a neighbor scream, a blood-curdling
sound of terror. A large bird with a three-foot wingspan rose above her house aerdthéhad
never seen such a large bird before. As soon as | was in my home, | ran to myidfield had
seen a turkey vulture.

My eyes drift down to the patch of snow at my feet. Odd hieroglyphics are sprinkled
across the once blank slate. Bird prints. A picture of a dozen chirping robins snateuing d
summer berries from my neighbor’s bushes flits through my brain. But the robilusgrgone.
There are other prints, too. Perhaps a chipmunk? A lively fellow investigated our Wwetepi
other day, his squeaky voice scolding, his tail slicing through the air like stnaiadaton. | had
giggled when | had watched him from inside my home, as | sipped my morning cueoteme
This morning, the chipmunk might have scurried to this side of the house for a better \new of t

birds.
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The sky lightens and clears and so does my mood. Outside, despite the frigid aspmnd cr
wind, it is difficult to feel melancholy after savoring this view. The sunegéiton the blanket of
snow, cheerful although not at all that warm. Reveling in the beauty of nature bubbles up in
pleasure, relishing the sights, sounds, and feel of creation’s delights.

I have finished shoveling the porch and driveway. Despite the cold, | am relactgnt

back inside. There is healing and joy in nature.

JOY IN ANOTHER’S TRIUMPH

| do not even know the man’s name. His son is on the same team as my son, Paul.

“That was beautiful! The way Paul played. Just beautiful'” The man hasndas eyes
and a rapt expression. Paul played an exceptional soccer game. It wat ganie of the
season as a four-years-old.

| was not surprised that Paul had an advantage over his soccer teammatéise Firom
Paul was four months old, I shuttled his older brother, James, to and from soccergaactice
games, infant in tow. When Paul learned to walk, he began to kick around a much smaller
version of James’ soccer ball. | have a favorite photograph in which Paul, abodays old at
the time, is looking up at me, size-one soccer ball at his feet, as if to ask, EGaaywnow?”
On his first team, at three years of age, Paul aimed for the goal—andg ssoafld. Now, at
four, he stole the ball, dribbled in an erratic pattern to avoid other baffled players, agdlihom
on the goal while other children collected dandelions and spun in lazy circles with arm
outstretched and faces upturned toward the sun. His teammates were merelyhdoifogimw

year-olds are expected to do.
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Now, another player’s dad stands praising Paul’'s moves. | am happy; | &ifrechor
Paul plays well, but what do | say to the other parent?

“Sam did well, too,” I offer. This is my lame attempt to return a compliment.

“Ha! 1 don’t think he knows there’s a game on!” | cringe. It's true. Raihm is a
dandelion-picker. But he is only four. | am uncomfortable with the comparisons. | am
uncomfortable because the other children may be hurt by their parents’ pchibe anevitable,
“Why can’t you play like Paul?”

Can we just play? | wonder.

Each year Paul has becomes a more proficient soccer player. Herhed feach from
watching older players. He has added headers, fake-out footwork, goals shoidfaid mvith
a powerful kick. By the time he is ten years old, Paul scores while playing.giozdin hardly
believe my eyes—almost a fifty yard kick.

“Outstanding!” announces a soccer grandmom, as she dons a soccer ball costume to
celebrate the goal, her custom since her grandson began playing soeeeyedrs old.
“Outstanding!”

| cringe. Her grandson chose a trip to the circus over playing soccer onga$atwan
see his point.

But, | have found joy in my discomfort. | cheer on Paul’'s teammates.

“Good teamwork!” | yell. “Nice kick! Go Red Lightening!”

The turning point for our team comes at a terrible game when the childrealveerteten
years old. Three referees preside rather than the usual two, a bad sign. \Waiag bt the
parents of the other team curse and denigrate our team. Their behavior is inajgpirone

least, but actually quite cruel. | am fuming. This is youth soccer, not the World Cup!
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The parents of Paul’'s team are angry and want to retaliate in kind. After gllstweant
our kids to have fun. | scheme with a few of our team’s parents. We get even—byghbeerin
our teamandthe opposition. The parents of the other team are confused and persist. Our team’s
parents continue to make our point. We will not criticize their children. We will agtipt their
rules. We could have chosen to retaliate, but the children would have suffered—ours and the
children on the other team—and so would we, the parents.

There is joy in celebrating the successes of others when you allow [fthegaleasure.

JOY IN WORK

It has been a rough day. One hundred and seventy-three hormone-crazed sevesth grader
would rather bait, tease, talk, and goof off than do the work that their teacher tafm.
Middle school is the bane of many teachers, but | aubatituteeacher, so students are
sometimes less inclined to work when | am in their classroom. My husband once zgabtogi
me for his behavior in seventh grade toward substitute teachers. If only wevaligifaster.

At home, | shake my head and lace up my sneakers. | need a walk. | rush out of my house
into the cool, but sunny afternoon, beating a tattoo on the blacktop. At first, | just lebughts
wander. Could | have been more effective? Do | need to be more forceful? What shakéd | m
for dinner? Questions, answers, and fragments of thoughts swirl through my head like dust
devils on an arid day. | needed to explain sooner that their teacher assignedihbeaneiore, |
am merely conveying her message. Seventh graders should grasp the concepstiatises but
do not. In one middle school, a classroom teacher encouraged me to send to the office any
student who was a problem. “That will make a big impression,” she wrote, “and you will not

have any more trouble. We do not allow our students to torture substitute teactstrstildl
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have thrown out Hailey for talking—ejecting Kimberly and Myna was not enough. | €nsw
group from last year and one feeds on the energy of the other. My thoughts breakl tifirand
about dinner again. Chicken. | will make Lemon Pepper Chicken for dinner. With rice and
veggies, we’re good.

My mind begins to focus more. As my thoughts slow down so does my stride.
Realistically, | can only change the situation so much in one day. The facultgrandsdration
of this middle school are supportive, so | return periodically. | know that disciglgtudents
will result in behavioral changes. By sending rowdy students to the school ofBagiag
lunch detentions, and leaving a long, detailed note to a classroom teacher who trusts me,
eventually students will grasp the point that | really am a teacher, not someoneawdered
into the room.

| work to bring my thoughts under better control. | know that there is a better way to
handle challenges. | pray for the students who valiantly tried to do their workhmay t
persevere. And | pray for the students who will spend their next lunch hour in detention: may
they change their ways. | pray for the teachers who feel guilthéar$tudents’ lack of self-
control: may they place responsibility squarely on the students. | pray foritiecgoal who is

trying to turn around a struggling, city school: may he win.

And then, there are the lovely times. | am the receiver of hugs from etesnsahool
students even when | return to their classroom later in the year. | enjoyabimess of middle
school students who welcome me. Lexi left a note on my desk: “Look under the desk!” On the
floor under the desk lay a pink sheet of paper. In purple crayon, she had written, “FraBsMrs.
Homebase for Mrs. Williams.” On the flip side, each student had signed his or hemrame i

variety of crayon colors, including “Drew O. (the crayon-thrower).” Andlll aWvays
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remember my two weeks as a high school history teacher. When | turned to witebaartd,
the girls stood up next to their desks and began singing a cheerful song in Spanish and dancing
their skirts twirling. The boys looked on in amazement.

“Okay . . . that was different,” was all | managed to say as the girls satatahquietly
returned to work.

But, the best times are when a student has a flash of recognition—about tti@ mate
covered, about how to better learn—but more importantly about themselves, about how to live,
to conduct themselves, and to treat others, about how to think and choose the best in life rather
than the lesser and poorer choices.

There is a joy in doing difficult, but meaningful, work. There is joy in making a
difference in others’ lives. There is joy in watching the slow, steady stegmnge for another’s
good.

JOY IN SORROW

One Saturday afternoon, the jangling of the telephone disturbs the peace of our home.
Jim, my husband, lifts the phone from its cradle and talks quietly for a while, sounding
distressed. He hangs up, sighs, and reluctantly moves towards me. He plops down ae}i to m
our navy blue sofa. | know it is bad news before he says a word. A dear friend heas $hac
could not tell me herself, so her husband told my husband who tells me, like a horrible version of
the old children’s game, telephone. | cry. Jim wants to visit and would like me ®0.go t

“l can’t,” | plead.

| have a mental list of the things that | did not want to do: lose my grandpareat@nlos
aunt, lose a close friend from high school, lose my dad, lose my mother-in-law, lostheny fa

in-law eighteen months later. The key word is “lose.” And | am not a good loser, /e

95



been, and this scenario is too close to losing someone that | love. After talkingaiodJim
praying with him, | am composed, a little numb, but calmer. We leave for thertimtte
drive.

When Jim and | arrive, Ron, Patti’s husband, answers the door, but when Patti realizes
that it is us, she rushes past Ron and hugs me before we finish greeting hiemdPltiold each
other for a long time, sobbing and gasping for breath. If only we could hold the ones we love so
tightly that we could keep them from harm and keep them from the inevitable. Much tsas,pas
or so it seems. The men are quiet, and until we sit down, | do not realize that our paste is
room.

Patti and | alternately talk and cry. Patti explains her symptoms, &etaptions, and
prognosis. | probe, searching for good news—for hope. | ask questions that have not lsken aske
and cannot be answered. Ron and Patti did not think to ask many things because the diagnosis
was a terrible shock. Unhappily, this is Patti’'s second occurrence of cancer. &@tist
information and concerns. Patti and | pass a tissue box back and forth, touching the other’s ar
each making sure the other is still there. Her mother died from cancerabordars ago. The
memory brings fresh tears for both of us.

After a long while, after trying to comfort each other, we shift toedlabncerns. How
will this affect her children? Her father?

“Does Donna know?” | ask. We both know that Donna will be hit hard by the news. A
cancer survivor, she loves Patti and knows more intimately what Patti is.fReittis
recurrence will inevitably stir up in Donna painful memories.

“No. Please tell her. | can't!” More tears. Donna, Patti, and | have knostmoglaer for

more than ten years. We live far from our extended families and have becoitye The three
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of us have shared thoughts, prayers, and birthday lunches, holidays, church picnics, family
dinners. We have shared a great deal, but we are greedy. It is not enough, not erungit tim
enough fun, not enough of each other. We want more. Patti and | talk about the past and the
present, but avoid the future. We remember when Ron’s mother moved in with the family. |
helped Patti paint an unused room for her daughter, Anna. A few days later, Donna and Patti
painted Anna’s previous room for Ron’s mother.

When Jim and | met Ron and Patti, Anna was two or so and still in a high chair. Now, she
is a young woman. When Jim and | met Ron and Patti, they had just moved from the
Washington, D.C. area. Jim and | were looking for another church after ngya#isues
prevented me from entering our own church’s building.

A long time would pass before the oddity of our relationship struck me. Ron and Patti
had deep ancestral roots in America. Both friends descended from Americaw@iabldiers
and Patti had kin in the American Revolution. Jim and | were two kids from Brooklyn. We knew
our ancestors, the immigrants from the old country; we had heard our ancestor’smmagéds
and knew their foreign cultures.

Yet the differences between our two families paled next to our similaRtesand Patti
had five children; Jim and I had four. Both Patti and | were devoted stay-at-hotimersy only
working after our children were ready for that change. Ron and Pattewtnesiastic home-
schoolers; Jim and | had occasionally home-schooled some of our brood when circisnstance
required. Patti and | were avid readers and often exchanged books that one of us thought the
other would enjoy. We were only a few years apart in age, close enough to stgelks

relationship.
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However, these similarities were superficial. The glue that bound the foutagetber
was our faith. We held the conviction that how we live on earth makes a difference ang how
prepare ourselves for the day we die, whether soon or in many yearshas alétcan carry with
us.

On that awful Saturday, Patti and | talk about our faith, reminding each otlweipbdie
that we have memorized, those promises kept, and of the difficulties through which we have
already persevered. By this time, we had each lost a parent and we both kneentioauld not
have more children, our pasts and our futures disrupted. We remind each other of our friendship
and the love and concern of the rest of our church.

“How do you want us to tell the congregation? They will want to know,” | ask. THey wi
want to encourage Patti and Ron and to provide practical help. Patti asks that Jimreplai
situation to the congregation on Sunday morning. | will take Donna aside and talk to her
beforehand. She will need privacy and time to absorb the news.

Our pastor, Ron and Patti, Jim and | pray together and say our goodbyes. lnhihsdeee
grievous hours. Yet, even in this great sorrow, there is joy: joy for our frigndsHijoy in our
hope.

But sorrow is a heavy burden, not easily carried. | am at heart a pésgniaspires to
optimism. My analysis may seem absurd, but consider the advantage. | expemisthéuwt |
look for, hope for, the best. When a storm threatens, | check my supply of batteries,dmdy nee
groceries, and charge my cell phone. | pray that my electricity &jtlat, that power lines that
run through miles of tree-covered hills will bear up under the wind, snow, fallen branches, or
occasional ice. However, a power outage is only an annoyance compared to the trotelds in |

prepare for the weightier problems in life more thoroughly.
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Before | had major surgery about ten years ago, | had planned simple mdais tior
cook for our family of six. | tidied the house and explained to the children what to erdect a
how they would need to help. When | described my preparations to Patti, she cdninentath
a single question: “Have you mentally prepared yourself for surgery®d Guestion. | had
been so wrapped up in caring for myself physically and my family physeadl mentally, that |
had forgotten about my own emotional needs. The need to arrange my thoughts and éeelings f
what | was about to face, to steady myself as if for a battle. In trgtroggreparations had
been incomplete.

After Patti was diagnosed with a fourth and final occurrence of cancer, lomeshtio her
a C. S. Lewis quote that | had run across. | do not remember how the excerpt came up in our
conversation, but it struck her, as it touched me as very true, very practicalneeuyaging.
Patti asked me to send her a link to screen wallpaper with the quote, and of cemtsétb her.

In God in the DockLewis wrote, “If you think of this world as a place intended simply for our

happiness, you find it quite intolerable: think of it as a place of training and ttonraad it's
not so bad” (52). The quote was part of my mental preparation for losing my friemin&we

more than a year later, it is my wallpaper.

When Patti was handed her fourth diagnosis of cancer, she was advised to commit to
chemotherapy rather than just surgery. | had supported other family and thenadgh their
chemotherapy treatments, so | understood the problems and hoped for benefits. Somehow,
though both Patti and Donna tried to tell me that she was losing her battle,tedersis
attributing Patti’s loss of energy to chemotherapy. | should have seen, but |.didasoit the
Lord God or my mind that continued to prepare me, gently reminding me of another friend, Judy

who fought cancer for ten years, before she succumbed? | remember pushimggheson
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away, pushing the thoughts away, but there it was. Finally, a friend told me frartkRattiavas
dying. After | sobbed uncontrollably, | thanked her for her kindness and assurbdthsdre had

done the right thing.

That night, the last time that | saw Patti, she was too weak to sit up in bedn@&bra
Jim and | chatted for a long time, the telephone game put aside, factsXteetalking for a
while, she tired, and | moved to go. Ever the southern lady, she did not want me tchieg! rus
out. “I will be right in the next room,” | told her as | left her bedroom to join hedyaand mine
in the living room. “If you feel like talking, | will come back.” But she did nolyand less
than two weeks later, she was gone.

Grief is pain, a searing of a heart. None of us wants the pain of grief.dt{ swellen
eyes, sobbing and choking on our own tears, tears dripping out the nose. However, the
alternative is a cold, hard spirit that does not dare to love or cannot love, a heairt wit
impassable firewall refusing to be infected by the viruses of love andiafffelct The Four
Loves C. S Lewis wrote of the human heart. “Lock it up safe in the casket or coffin of your
selfishness. But in that casket—safe, dark, motionless, airless—it willehiamgll not be
broken; it will become unbreakable, impenetrable, irredeemable. To love is to be vefherabl
(121).

To love is to risk grief and sorrow.

However, | had great joy in knowing Patti. And | do not regret the pain | sufi@rédue
joy of loving a kind, and spirited friend. And | have joy in trusting that | gk Patti again, that
when | told her that | would be in the next room, | spoke a great deal of truth.

And there will come a day when | will have joy in seeing her again.
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