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Prologue

In my early twenties, I was approached to write a book about my life as a dancer. I thought, “Ridiculous! I haven’t lived yet.” However, over the next fifty years, I kept diaries, collected materials, and occasionally dabbled, writing little essays of an autobiographical nature. Ingredients were being stored for future use.

In 1999, I took close to seven months off to backpack the length of the Appalachian Trail with my son George. It was an exhilarating adventure. The first six weeks (Maine and New Hampshire) were brutal, but soon we became walking machines, easily knocking off twenty miles a day, while lugging a backpack up and down the rocky terrain. From north to south, through the fourteen states we traversed, and staged forty dance events. I invented an Appalachian hiking dance for those events, teaching more than fifteen thousand people. During the more than five million steps it takes to hike the Appalachian Trail, I spent a lot of time listening to voices in my head. A recurring one urged, “Jacques, stop delaying! Finish your hike and finish your book! It’s ready to be baked!” Well, it took over a decade to prepare and serve these pages.

Anecdotal and episodic, this book is a buffet of stories about the experiences and relationships that shaped me as a person, dancer, and teacher. Seasoned with tales of friendships and collaborations with great artists, celebrities, and individuals, these stories weave a tapestry. I trust you will read them and as a result come to believe, as I do, in the importance of the arts and their value to the development of our humanity and culture. Who am I? I’m a man, an American, a father, a teacher, but most of all, I am a person who knows how the arts can change lives, because they transformed mine. I was a dancer.



I Was a Dancer




        The Boss

        My father would tell us, “She thinks she’s Sarah Bernhardt, the queen of the theater, putting on airs.” My mother relished the comparison, ignoring the slur Pop intended. She did resemble photographs of the great actress, and acted the part as well. “She’s so bossy, we should call her the Boss!” The family agreed and adopted the nickname, but soon transformed it into a term of affection. When
            that happened, my father went back to calling her Georgiana.

        Christened Georgiana d’Amboise, she grew up to be a determined woman—tiny (four foot nine), sturdy, shapely, and volcanic with energy. Her hair was thick, chocolate brown, and her matching eyes danced. “Oh, I had such hair,” she boasted, “hanging down below my knees!” I imagined her as a young girl in Canada with her mother and four sisters singing French Canadian folk songs, lined up in a row as they rhythmically combed one
            another’s hair—the feminine version of a line of paddling canoers.

        Pop claimed 1900 as the year of his birth. My mother claimed the same year, though when asked, she declared, with her irrefutable logic, “Your father’s a year older than me.”

        Georgiana’s father, David Bergeron d’Amboise, married Marie Pelletier, and I believe that out of the children born to them, nine survived. Their farm was in Île Vert, in the province of Quebec.

        In Canada, winters were brutal. One of my mother’s chores sent her out into the freezing cold with an ice pick to chip frozen herring from the barrels stored outside their farmhouse. “Those fish kept us alive,” she would announce dramatically. After chores were done, the family played board games, and Marie read to them by the light of oil lamps and the fireplace. “We read them all, the French books—Victor Hugo, Alexandre Dumas,
            Voltaire—Camille! Oh, how I loved Camille!—and books describing the life of the French court, l’histoire de France, and Château d’Amboise!” They read stories from the Bible and tales from the lives of saints, wallowing in the gory deaths of Christian martyrs, replete with miracles and sacrifices. Nothing subtle about the way my mother retold and embellished her favorites: “Oh, poor Saint Bernadette Soubirous,1 she had tuberculosis of the knees and was in agony, but she crawled on her poor knees every day to wash the feet of the sick and minister to the dying in hospice. She was so good, the Virgin came for her!” I never knew what that meant, “the Virgin came for
            her,” but it sounded impressive. “When Bernadette died, she went directly to heaven, and her body smelled of perfume. But Henry the Eighth and King Herod of Judea had horrible deaths for their sins! They both died the same way—eaten from the inside out!” Then the punch line, “They say that when Henry the Eighth was dying, he smelled so bad, no one could go near him.”2

        
            [image: ]
        

        
            My mother, Georgiana d’Amboise, ca. 1918
            (image credit 1.1)
        

        The high point of drear midwinter was the joy of Réveillon! Before Mass on Christmas Eve, families would bundle into sleighs to visit one another’s homes, bearing gifts of food and drink—a pot of beans, smoked fish, preserves, jellies, baked goodies, and wine (Clos des Mouches was a favorite of the d’Amboises). Then everyone gathered for Midnight Mass and
            Communion, and since it was the custom to fast before receiving Communion, when the final “Ite, missa est”3 was sung, the congregation, their stomachs growling with anticipation, dashed to various people’s homes for an orgy of eating and drinking. Laughter, joy, and bonhomie resounded into the wee hours.
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            Family farm in Île Verte, in the province of Quebec
            (image credit 1.2)
        

        A family farm in Île Verte, Province of Quebec, meant short summers, and endless labor. David would work the farm, get Marie pregnant, bring in the harvest, and then disappear into the woods for the winter, to work with a crew of lumberjacks, cutting trees, trimming logs and sliding them down to rest on top of the frozen river. When spring came, the ice would break, the logs would fall into the water, and the lumberjacks would shepherd them down
            to the mills. The most dangerous part of the job was breaking up logjams; in those days, the average life span of a lumberjack was forty years. Overwhelming was the relief and joy of the family when David returned in the spring. At home, he would likely soon find a new baby along with the spring buds, and the cycle would start again, declaring, as the Chilean poet Pablo Neruda put it, “I want
            to do with you what spring does with the cherry trees.”

        My mother often recounted to me vivid stories about her parents, Marie and David, and growing up in Canada.

        DAVID
            D’AMBOISE’S FIGHT WITH THE DEVIL

        “Your grandfather, mon père—his name was David—was riding his calèche4—it’s like a small buggy—from our farmhouse to go to town. It was fall, a cold morning, and a long way, maybe ten miles in the forest, before you came to anything. There were a few farms along the rutted
            dirt track through thickets of trees, a tunnel in the great, dark forest of Canada.

        “He was about halfway there when suddenly his seat jerked back. A big man had leaped from the forest and landed behind him on the calèche. A black man! ‘I’m here to ride with you!’ the man announced. Terrified, mon père struggled with the horse, which was kicking, rearing, and twisting about. Yelling, David ordered, ‘Get off, get off!’ The man threw his arms around David’s neck, choking him, and
            they began a terrible fight, buffeting each other and finally rolling off the back of the calèche onto the ground. The horse fled down the road, leaving the two of them punching and clutching in the dirt.

        “Now, Jacques, remember, your grandfather worked in the woods with ax and saw. He was not tall, but he was powerful and strong. Soon, he began to get the better of the other and managed to wrest himself away from the terrible embrace. Then, he delivered the black man such a wallop that it knocked him down. My father took this opportunity to turn and run down the road as fast as his feet could carry him, imagining he heard pounding footsteps behind him. Sweating
            and panting, he prayed to Our Lady for help. Oh, how happy he was when he saw the horse and calèche waiting for him around a bend in the road. He leaped on and galloped off toward town with seconds to spare, never daring to look back.

        “When he arrived, he gasped out his story, and in minutes, a group of townspeople grabbed their guns and followed him back to deal with the stranger. No one had ever seen a black man before. When they reached the clearing where the fight had taken place, there was no one there! The black man had disappeared without a trace, and no one saw him in the days and weeks that followed.

        “Oh, but your grandfather was the talk of all the province. ‘Have you heard? David d’Amboise had a fight with the DEVIL!’ ”

        LA GROSSE DE CASTONGUEY

        “Now, I will tell you a story of a terrible thing that happened to our family:

        “The French Canadians in Île Verte have a custom. If anyone asks for shelter, we provide it, as it is many miles between farms. In those days, big families and few beds meant no one had their own room, except maybe the Maman and Papa, but a traveler could always count on shelter. A blanket would be placed on the floor near the hearth or stove, and an extra place set at the dinner table. No one was turned away.

        “There was an awful woman named La Grosse de Castonguey. Everyone was afraid of her. She was big—that’s what ‘La Grosse’ means—but how big, nobody knew, because she hid herself under piles of clothes. She wore several dresses, with many petticoats underneath, one on top of the other. Even her mouth was big, and missing teeth. The few she had were big, yellow, and rotten. She never washed, smelled bad, and her greasy hair was
            tangled. And she stole. She had sewn cloth bags or pouches among her petticoats, and if you weren’t watching her every move with a hawk’s eye, she would pick up anything lying around, slip it through a slit in her outside dress, and drop it into one of those bags. No one wanted her in their home, but if she came around, they didn’t dare refuse. La Grosse was most frightening at night.

        “At bedtime, it was the custom for families to kneel together and say the Rosary (five sets of ten Hail Marys each), and during the prayers, La Grosse would screech out her own prayers, her little piggy eyes gleeful when she saw how her words shocked us:

        
            
                THE FAMILY PRAYER
            

            
                Hail Mary, full of grace,
            

            
                The Lord is with thee.
            

            
                Blessed art thou amongst women,
            

            
                And blessed is the fruit
            

            
                Of thy womb, Jesus.
            

        

        
            
                CASTONGUEY’S PRAYER
            

            
                Hail Mary, full of grace,
            

            
                You had a son and
            

            
                So did I,
            

            
                Yours was crucified,
            

            
                Mine was hung.
            

        

        “The families had to listen to this, every Hail Mary, through the entire Rosary!

        “One morning, my father had taken us into town in the calèche, leaving Maman alone at home with my two sisters, Adèle and Emélia. They were young, maybe seven or eight, and were playing down near the gate in front of our house, not far from the dirt road leading into town. Way down that road, they spotted La Grosse coming, and quickly ran into the house to tell Maman, ‘La Grosse de Castonguey! Elle
            revient!’ Oh, my mother was frightened. She did not know what to do. ‘Tell her I’m not here, no one is at home!’ she said. ‘If La Grosse wants a place to stay, tell her she has to go to the next farm.’ Maman shut the door and hid.

        “La Grosse arrived at the gate, all sweaty and hot. Her belongings were wrapped up in pieces of cloth, knotted into bundles, and she had one in each of her hands. Putting them down in front of the gate, she announced to Adèle and Emélia, ‘Tell your mother I’m staying here tonight.’

        “ ‘Maman’s not home,’ Adèle said. (Now, Jacques, they were lying, but sometimes, there is such a thing as a good lie.)

        “ ‘I am tired, and I want to stay here,’ La Grosse demanded.

        “ ‘Go away, go away! Go to the next house,’ Adèle and Emélia chorused.

        “La Grosse seized the gate and shook it. ‘No, it is too far, and it is late. I want to stay here, so let me in!’ Feisty Adèle, she was tiny, but she was brave and mischievous. She started to dance and wiggle her behind, mocking La Grosse, and she made up a song right on the spot, ‘Go away, Castonguey, plein poux, plein poux [lots of lice], take your poux, and go away, Castonguey, Castonguey!’

        “Emélia, who was generally shy and frightened, got caught up in the game too. As they wiggled their po-pos and sang Adèle’s song, they picked up dirt and stones, and ran to the gate to hurl them at La Grosse.

        “Oh, she roared with rage and began to run her hands through her hair and fling them at the girls, making strange movements with her fingers, ‘You vers de terre!’ she screeched, ‘you say to me, “plein poux,” but it is YOU who are plein poux, and I say it to you!’ She directed her strange movements to the girls and began making awful sounds and words, words they had never heard before. And then,
            she seized her bundles and strode off angrily down the road. You could hear her bellowing, even after she had disappeared. Adèle and Emélia stood at the gate, laughing and mocking her, silly girls.

        “Adèle and Emélia could not wait for the rest of the family to come home so they could regale us with tales of their adventure. That night, around the table, they told us over and over again, about La Grosse at the gate and how brave they were, chasing her off, and how Maman was hiding behind the door. Oh, they acted it all out! Adèle especially loved performing all the roles, mimicking La Grosse, and we all laughed as she tried to recreate
            the strange sounds and movements La Grosse had made. At bedtime, reciting the Rosary, we all thanked the good little Jesus that La Grosse de Castonguey was not kneeling next to us.

        “In the wee hours of the morning, we were awakened by Adèle and Emélia, wailing and crying, screeching and scratching. When Maman looked to see what was wrong, she found their bodies covered in bites. It wasn’t until she looked under the folds in the seams of their nightshirts that she discovered the culprits. Rows and rows of lice and fleas, bibbits—poux!—crawling there. Now, my Maman hated dirt and vermin! She kept a
            spotless house scrubbing all the time, washing everything. She ordered the whole family to search their bedclothes and mattresses. Everything was shaken out and the whole house searched for bibbits. But only Adèle and Emélia had been infested.

        “Maman scrubbed and cleaned Adèle and Emélia, and she put the infested nightshirts in a pot of hot soap and water to soak. At last, we all went back to bed to try to sleep, Adèle and Emélia wearing a pair of clean nightshirts—my mother always had a few extra. No sooner had we gone to sleep than it happened again! Adèle and Emélia awoke, scratching and crying, and there, all along the seams of their new nightshirts
            were the poux, thick and fat. Mysteriously, they were the only ones being tormented; nobody else in the family had one poux!

        “How frightened we were! We all assembled near the stove in the kitchen. Maman threw the infested nightshirts in the fire to burn and wrapped Adèle and Emélia in blankets. Then we all knelt and began saying the Rosary over and over again, until dawn. We were so tired.

        “The sun had barely come up when we heard clatter and the clanging of bells from the outside. We rushed out, to see a man known throughout the county pulling up to the gate. Everyone recognized the sound of his bell and knew it was shopping time when they heard it. Every month or so, he came around, a thin bony man with a black beard. He was le propriéteur of a store that moved on wheels. His poor, tired horses pulled an enormous
            wagon—every inch, inside and out, covered and stuffed with things to buy. You could get everything!—needles, thread, bolts of cloth, pots, pans, skillets, assorted tools. He had herbs and different elixirs and medicine to cure anything that made you sick. There were oils for cooking, as well as perfumes, colognes, soaps, kerosene, vinegar, and you could buy beans and peas, grains, powders, dried mushrooms, and fruits such as prunes, apricots, and raisins.

        “We dashed to his wagon and started telling him about the curse on Adèle and Emélia, and what an awful night we had had. ‘What can we do? What can we do?’ It’s like today, Jacques, when you have bronchitis and you go to see the man at the drugstore and ask him, ‘Have you anything to stop this coughing?’

        “Well, sure enough, the peddler said, ‘Ahhhh, I know exactly what to do,’ and slowly he got off his wagon. He wore big leather boots, without socks, even in winter, and Maman never could understand why, as his wagon was well stocked with all sorts of woolies. But we gathered around to listen to him. ‘You must follow my directions perfectly, or it will be very bad for you.’ We were quiet as mice.

        “ ‘There are three things you must do.’ We were all ears. ‘First, you must take your biggest pot, fill it with kerosene, and then throw into it every needle, scissors, knife, pin, razor—all the sharp things, the cutting things you have. Leave out only your big fork and biggest knife. Second,’ he paused, we held our breath, ‘you must put the pot on the fire and bring it to a boil. When it is
            bubbling and hot, you are ready for the third. Now! The third is this,’ at this point none of us dared blink, ‘stand over the pot and stab into the hot kerosene with the big fork, then slice into it with the big knife, stabbing and slicing, stabbing and slicing, over and over again, in every direction, fork and knife, fork and knife. And as you do this, you must say exactly: “LA GROSSE DE CASTONGUEY, COME AND GET YOUR
            POUX!” ’

        “ ‘Say this over and over as you stab and cut. Do not stop or rest for anything! It could be hours, it could be all through the day, maybe even through the night, but you must never stop. She will come. I promise you, she will come.’

        “We, all of us, rushed to collect the ingredients, but he stopped us.

        “ ‘Wait! There is more!’

        “ ‘When she comes, do not let her enter the doorway of the house! Make her stay outside and do not stop stabbing and slicing. She will beg you to stop, she will cry for mercy. Now, you must change the words you say. You must begin to say:

        “ ‘ “Take back your poux, take back your poux!” ’

        “ ‘She will stand at the doorway and beg you to let her in. DO NOT GIVE IN! Keep stabbing, cutting, and saying “TAKE BACK YOUR POUX.” ’

        “ ‘Soon she will cry out, “I take it back, I take it back!” Only then can you stop. The spell will be broken, but there is still danger. Make her go away! Threaten to kill her, she must leave. Do not let her enter your house! Not one step can she take across your threshold or everything will be lost, and it will be very bad for you.’

        “We did exactly as he said.

        “When the kerosene was boiling, Maman started slicing and jabbing with the big fork and knife, all of us sitting around, chanting with her: ‘La Grosse de Castonguey, come and get your poux! La Grosse de Castonguey, come and get your poux!’

        “Before the hour was up, Maman was exhausted. My father took over without breaking the rhythm, and so it continued. When one would tire, the other would take over.

        “It could have gone on all night and longer, but a little after midday, coming from way down the road, you could hear her howling, ‘Stop it, you’re killing me, stop it!’

        “It was Maman’s turn at the pot, but she never looked up, just clenched her jaw and kept stabbing and slicing.

        “La Grosse burst through our gate. Her clothes were a mess, and she was panting and red-faced. She came up to our doorway. Her cheeks were twitching and her awful mouth grimaced. ‘Stop cutting me, stop cutting me, you’re hurting me! Mercy, mercy! Let me in, let me in!’ We stood frozen and couldn’t move our feet. Even my father, as strong as he was, was afraid to move.

        “But Maman never looked up from the pot. Stabbing and slashing, she changed her words, and said,

        “ ‘Take back your poux, take back your poux!’

        “ ‘Let me in first, and I’ll do what you say!’ La Grosse whined.

        “We were so frightened, we thought we would faint. But Marie Pelletier d’Amboise never faltered, stabbing and slicing until she finally heard La Grosse scream out, ‘Stop, all right! I take it back, I take it back!’

        “It was like the end of a storm. Black clouds blew away and our legs were free to move. In a second, our fears were stilled. La Grosse seemed different, smaller, like a pricked balloon. She stood with tears streaming down her face, bitter, her head bent. My father, shotgun in hand, said to her, ‘Va-t’en! Go away! Never let your shadow cross our door. If I see you, I will kill you!’ ”

        In the late nineteenth century, conditions must have been dreadful in northeast Canada, as masses of French Canadians migrated to the U.S. To this day, French Canadian names pepper the states of northern New England.

        Around 1908, my mother’s family left their little farm in Île Verte and joined a group emigrating to Lewiston, Maine. My mother was eight years old. She told me that all the boys in the family had already left home by then; when they reached twelve or thirteen years old, they found work as bonded laborers on more prosperous farms.

        David and Marie must have migrated to Lewiston with just the girls—Alexina, Emélia, Adèle, Georgiana, and Jeanne. (“You would have loved our sister Jeanne. She was the best of all of us—but she died young.”) The girls’ lives were knit together. They grew up, married, and clustered in Lewiston, which was 90 percent French Canadian. I had relatives all over town.

        I never knew David, but I remember my grandmother Marie as an old lady, lying ill in a bedroom on the second floor of Emélia’s house in Lewiston. I toddled up the stairs to peer at her, then, giggling, bounced on my butt back down.

        I knew of my uncles only from snippets of family gossip. One uncle did visit Lewiston from time to time, dapperly dressed, smoking Havana cigars, and driving a Cadillac. He was THE GANGSTER (“Nobody knows what he does. He hangs out with a bad crowd. Someday he’ll die of a bullet!”). Another uncle was THE SAILOR (“Oh, we never see him,
            he’s always at sea! He could be drowned, and we’d never know it!”). Then there was THE SOLDIER (“Oh, our poor brother, his lungs were scarred by mustard gas in World War I. That awful army! They took everything from him, even his breath!”). The last of the quartet, THE ORDINARY, escaped the hyperbole (“He lives in Massachusetts somewhere with his family. You have
            cousins there”).

        LOVE AND INCOMPATIBILITY

        My mother did not finish elementary school. At twelve, she started working in the shoe factories of Maine, and later found employment as a cleaning girl in the fancy hotels in the White Mountains of New Hampshire, or at bed-and-breakfasts on the coast of Maine. She was never without work.

        
            [image: ]
        

        
            Boss on a rock while hiking in the White Mountains in New Hampshire, 1917
            (image credit 1.3)
        

        My father, Andrew Patrick Ahearn, was born in Boston of Irish immigrants from Loughrea, Galway. His father, Joseph Ahearn, worked as a hostler,5 a cabbie, picking up fares with a horse and carriage. His mother’s name was Mary Gavin, and that’s all I know about either of them. My father told me nothing. He spoke as if his life
            started after high school, when he found employment with the Associated Press as a telegraph operator. Soon, he was assigned to the Lewiston Journal in Maine.

        One summer, while eating lunch in a restaurant at Old Orchard Beach on the coast of Maine, Andy, the dashing, six-foot Irishman, espied the tiny, vivacious waitress, Georgiana. He was smitten; so was she. “Your father was so stylish, always dressed well, and he had such beautiful hands, with long, elegant fingers!” As it turned out, stylish clothes and slender fingers were not enough. Boss and Pop were essentially incompatible.

        A brilliant activity director, my mother would tackle a problem by deciding what she and everyone else should do, and without qualms coerced all to execute her commands. Endlessly busy, she disliked seeing anyone unoccupied. “I can do it myself, and I will … but you should be doing it with me. So get up!” Frugal, she would take my father’s paycheck, put aside money for rent and utilities, and then, with the few dollars
            remaining, go to the markets and shop for food bargains, creating menus for a week out of beans, tough cuts of meat, beet tops, and cabbage leaves.

        Looking up past the bloodstained apron of the butcher, she’d charm him, “Oh, those beautiful bones and scraps! Don’t throw them away! Put them here in my shopping bag.” Food most people would discard, my mother turned into wonderful menus. Delicacies streamed from her kitchen—pâtés and preserves and elaborate meals of half a dozen courses. Leftovers were used for stuffing the next day’s entrée. We were never
            hungry and ate magnificently.

        My mother often sang as she worked, French Canadian songs, raucously and off-key. When she did sleep or catnap—which she could do anywhere, at a moment’s notice—the snorts and sounds that issued from her gaping mouth rivaled the groans of the sinking Titanic. First, the crash, a ripping sound, then gushing air snorting out of vents, followed by howls, screams, screeches of panic, the blast of klaxons, splashes of falling
            bodies, and finally, silent, empty calm. Her avalanches of sound, interspersed with acres of dead silence and no breathing, was monumental theater. We would watch her sleeping, wondering, “Is she dead?” Then from her tiny body and the cavern of her mouth would blast an explosion, a pride of maddened lions roaring in their sinuses. Awestruck, we’d burst into laughter, amazed by the magnitude and force of her.

        Our home was spotlessly clean. The laundry, sun-and-wind-dried on outdoor clotheslines, was hand-ironed. She was a superb seamstress, designing and making our clothes. Her handiwork was everywhere—bedspreads, curtains, quilts, rugs, and tablecloths—and her gardens, both flowers and vegetables, were nurtured and pampered in their beds. She knew of plants, herbs, mushrooms, and wild edible things, and had tremendous belief that hard work and determination
            could make all things possible. I always thought that the Boss could take the whole family into the Canadian woods naked in midwinter, and see to it that we all came out by the end of the season fatter and dressed in stylish furs.
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            My father, Staten Island, 1939
            (image credit 1.4)
        

        Pop believed in making a deal, a contract. “Be on time. Work for your employer the eight or ten hours, whatever you agreed on. Avoid overtime. At the end of the day, leave.” If Pop had an hour lunch break and ate in fifteen minutes, he’d boast, “I just go into the men’s room, sit on the toilet, and read the paper for forty-five minutes. Then, I go back to work. Not a minute earlier.” He thought of himself as a hard and honest
            worker, a blue-collar worker, and he took pride in that, because “your ordinary man is the salt of the earth. Do you think Henry the Fifth could have won the Battle of Agincourt without his yeomen?” His philosophy evolved into: “Find a job, not too demanding, with a decent wage. Do your honest best for the agreed-upon hours of work—then relax, read, listen to music, smoke a good cigar, and, most of all, get in a little
            fishing.”
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            French-Canadian Spread recipe—delicious, and fattening
            (image credit 1.5)
        

        His lack of ambition defined the fishing: I never knew him to catch one. Yet the tales! “Why, right next to me, this little old fellow was reeling them in right and left! Those fish were flopping all over the place, and by God! Do you know what the rascal was using for bait? Bagels!”

        What a great storyteller—Pop had the Irish gift for palaver. Among the happiest times of my childhood are memories of my father putting me to bed at sleep time. He would embrace me in his arms and stroke my forehead, as he filled my imagination with his concocted tales. He could make stories up on the spot—a mixture of Irish tales from his own youth, items from the daily newspaper embellished, and, usually, tales with a moral—stories of
            Peck’s Bad Boy (the Dennis the Menace or Bart Simpson of his day). Pop could weave a brilliant yarn. “Your mother told me you didn’t finish your dinner. Reminds me of Peck’s Bad Boy and the stomachache.” Then he would invent such a tale that you’d be tempted not to eat again the next night, claiming stomachache, in hopes of hearing chapter two. He’d end his stories by whispering, “Couche,
            couche,” which roughly translates to cuddle, hide, sort of a way of tucking me in.

        While my mother snored away, he rose at four-thirty or five in the morning to be at work by six, and occasionally, I would wake up to have breakfast with him. “I’m going to make you an Egg Trudy sandwich! It’ll be so good, you’ll be sucking on your teeth the rest of the day.” He would take a piece of white bread, spread it with mayonnaise, press in a slice of raw onion, cover it with a fried egg, top it with another slice of white
            bread, and press it down tight. It was delicious! Every once in a while, on Sundays after Mass, I would have him to myself. “Let’s go get a haircut,” he’d suggest, really an excuse to stop by the local ice cream parlor for hot fudge sundaes. He savored the sundaes as much as I did.

        As a telegraph operator, Pop was at the top of his trade. Telegraph operators took great pride in their work, and they competed—how fast they could decipher and tap out Morse code. Just as on our phones we recognize a familiar voice, he could recognize the name of the sender on his telegraph from the pattern and style of the clicks received. At family dinners he often tapped on the table as he ate. I wonder today, was he secretly complaining? “Will you sit
            down, woman, and stop talking!” Dot, dot, dot-dash-dot, dot dot. Music was another passion. We had an old Victrola that you would wind up to play records. Delibes’s Coppélia, Gounod’s “Ave Maria,” Strauss waltzes, and various opera arias competed with the radio’s classical music stations. Pop read voraciously, especially newspapers, reading dozens front to back.

        On Sunday mornings, I would share the paper with him: me, sprawled on the floor with the comics, a drawing pad, and crayons, inventing cartoons; him, reading the news with his feet on a stool, a cigar in his mouth, and arias surging from the radio—his idea of heaven. He would announce to the room, “Your mother is lucky to have me. I’m not your ordinary Irishman. I don’t drink, I give my full paycheck to my wife every week, and I’m
            home, not out gallivanting with other women.”

        Boss would walk in, see my father sitting in his chair. “Andy, stop smoking that awful cigar, put down that newspaper, and help me move this table.” Or bed. Or bureau. When she wasn’t managing the household and our lives, she re-choreographed the placement of furniture. It was never-ending. She’d say, “Oh, Andrew, why are you sitting around, stinking up the house with your dirty cigar? Come and help me hang the
            curtains.” He’d say, “Woman, can’t I have a bit of peace and quiet on my one day off?” as he got up to do as he was told.

        THE GREAT DEPRESSION—DEDHAM TO NEW YORK

        In Dedham, Massachusetts, a suburb of Boston, I was born at midnight, July 27, 1934, making a quartet of siblings, in age spaced roughly three years apart. My brother John was the eldest, close to ten years old, followed by Patrick, six, and my sister, Madeleine, about three. We lived in a dollhouse, its garden crammed with flowers. “Traffic stopped when they passed our house!” Boss, boasting, would recall, “People would ooh and ahh, the flowers
            were so beautiful … I was happy there.”

        While our nation struggled through the Great Depression, my father snagged a great job working for a rich man—personal telegraph operator for Old Joe Kennedy, father to John, our future president. To the amazement and envy of out-of-work neighbors, Pop not only had a posh job but owned the brand-new Ford he used for his commute. Pop drove to Cape Cod and the Kennedy
            compound at Hyannis Port, where he received and passed on financial data for Old Joe, dotting and dashing off stock orders from his cubicle in the basement of the main house. Senator Ted Kennedy told me he remembered as a boy the telegraph operators in the basement of their summer home. Come fall, we all piled into the Ford, waved goodbye to the neighbors, and drove off to Florida. While New England froze, my father worked in shirtsleeves at the Kennedys’ Palm Beach haven.
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            Palm Beach, February 1935; my father, my brother Pat, my mother, my sister, and me
            (image credit 1.6)
        

        On these seasonal trips to Florida, my mother, behind the wheel, would put pillows under her bottom to get herself high enough to see over the steering wheel. She would roll down the window, stick out her left elbow, drape her right hand on the wheel, and stretch her toes down to the gas pedal. She tried to avoid having the pedal anywhere else but flat against the floor. My father would sit in the passenger seat next to her, jaws clenched, clutching his seat.
            “For the love of God, slow down! You’ll kill us all.” Rarely, she would allow him to drive. When he did, he would clutch the steering wheel with both hands, holding on for dear life, hunch himself down in the seat, thrust his head forward to stare at the road through the windshield, and try not to blink. If the speed limit said twenty miles an hour, he would go ten. Or five. “Andrew, will you move! Hurry up or it will take us a month to
            get to Palm Beach!” Then, “Slowpoke! We’ll be dead before we get there.”

        My brother John told me about an incident that happened once on the drive from Dedham to Florida.

        THE CAR STORY

        There are sections in the state of Georgia where the land is flat and the earth red. We were driving on a dusty road cutting through this sanguine landscape, traveling south.

        On the far horizon, another road bisected our route. The intersection made a thin, rusty cross on the crust of Georgia. As we barreled along, my father spotted a farmer’s pickup truck approaching the intersection from the east. “Slow down, Georgiana! There’s a truck up ahead.” “I see it,” she answered, stepping harder on the gas pedal. My father approached hysteria. “My God! You’re going to hit
            him! Slow down!” Boss’s jaw jutted. “Woman, for the love of God!” he screamed, “WE’LL ALL BE DEAD!”

        We beat the pickup truck through the intersection by 99 percent of our car’s length, not enough to avoid having our rear bumper caught by the front bumper of the truck. Our car spun several times while somehow continuing, eventually coming to rest in the center of the road some fifty yards south of the intersection. The truck, too, had spun a bit, but, seemingly little affected, came to rest straddling the middle of the intersection, with its front grille facing
            us. My mother, behind the wheel, staring straight ahead, announced to the windshield, “Aw, shucks, that man was going too fast!”

        You could hear my father’s teeth grinding. Slowly, he opened the passenger door, got out, walked to the back of our car, and stood, staring at our bumper. On one side of our vehicle, it had been ripped loose, but it remained attached on the other, so it stuck out of the rear end of the car like a spear—a shiny steel rod quivering from our backside, aggressive and challenging, like a narwhal’s horn. The truck driver opened the door of his truck and
            climbed down. A beefy monster of a man, his fists clenched, face swollen with the flush of fury, he stomped toward my father. My siblings, watching from our car’s back window, saw big trouble. Oblivious, my father continued to stare at the back of our car. Then, Pop seized the tip of the bumper, dug his feet into the dirt, and bent the steel bar back into its original place. It must have weighed a thousand pounds!!! According to John, the truck driver stopped in his tracks,
            stood for several moments, goggle-eyed, and then, as air vents from a bladder, diminished, he quietly turned around, slipped back into his truck, and drove off. Unaware, Pop returned to the passenger seat, slammed his door shut, sat for several moments in silence, then grunted, “Drive on, Georgiana.”
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            (image credit 1.7)
        

        My mother always said how she loved it down in Florida, with the hot sun and the orange groves. She luxuriated in it, though she always worried about her barefoot children getting bitten by a snake.

        Unfortunately, technology blew in like a South Florida hurricane, bringing telephone and teletype to replace the telegraph. Come winter, back in Dedham, my depressed father joined the unemployed.

        Soon, orders came from Boss. “Andrew, we’re going to New York. That’s where there’s work, and that’s where the arts are.” There was no arguing, so Pop followed her lead; he sold whatever he could (including the Ford), and we packed our belongings and boarded the train to New York City.

        New York is an intimidating, expensive city; we crowded into a few rooms in an awful apartment shared with cockroaches. In the morning, they were using our toothbrushes before us! Pop couldn’t get a job for love or money and walked the streets trying to find one. Boss managed to feed and care for us as she watched our meager savings drip away. When Pop came home and sat down, she would harp, “Go out and see if you can find some work. Around here,
            you’re good for nothing!”

        When he was not around, she never complained about him to us. “Your father is working hard. Your father’s a good man.” On the other hand, he always complained about her to us: “Your mother will never be satisfied. She always wants more! She’s crazy and she’ll drive us all crazy.” I believe he loved her deeply, but he chose to play the patient and long-suffering receiver of abuse. For a man who took such pride in work,
            being unemployed and having to endure a wife who berated him brought him to the edge. Finally, in 1939, we were evicted, deposited on the sidewalk with our baggage. No car, no luck, and no apartment, we found ourselves homeless in New York City. I was five, Madeleine close to eight, Pat was ten, John, thirteen.

        The nuns in a convent just off Washington Square Park gave us shelter. My sister and I slept on army cots in the cellar, straddling the furnace. The cellar door led out to a back alley and a metal fire escape led up one flight to a back-door entrance to the convent. My mother and father, with my two brothers, must have slept upstairs.
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            My cot stage right, my sister’s stage left, the furnace up front center
            (image credit 1.8)
        

        Our homelessness didn’t last too long, a couple of summer months. Then things brightened—a position opened up on Wall Street for a telegraph operator, my father got the job, and we were out of the basement and into the sunlight, out of Manhattan and across the bay to Staten Island, where housing was cheaper and the Boss could have another garden.

        Staten Island is divided by a railroad line that runs through its center like a spine. The terminal at its head is in a town called St. George. Its tail, the end of the line, is in the town of Tottenville. We ended up there, renting a tiny two-story clapboard house. To get to work, my father had a long commute. Mornings, he trained it up the spine to St. George, then took the ferry across to Manhattan’s Wall Street. Nights, the reverse. It was
            some two hours each way.

        A boisterous five-year-old, I loved Staten Island, a place of farmlands and forests, marshlands and beaches. Near Tottenville, there was a creek that was a feeder to the bay. Its waters were full of killies (tadpoles) that I would capture and use as bait for fishing. I’d put a bit of bread in a glass jar and half submerge it sideways in the waters at the edge of the creek. When enough killies went for the bread and collected in the jar, I’d capture them by
            quickly lifting the jar. The creek ran parallel to the railroad tracks, flanked by unkempt hedges of honeysuckle. That’s where I used to go to meet my first love. She was towheaded, tan, barefoot, and wearing a dress of delicate, pale pastels. I think she was four. I would run there and wait till she would wander down, or sometimes, she’d be there waiting for me. We would stand and stare at each other. I never said a word; neither did she. We just stared. She would
            watch me as I went to get the killies in the bottle, and then we would stare some more. Why is it called puppy love? I dreamed of her constantly. Dante had his Beatrice; I had mine.

        Our five-room house had a backyard that opened into a wooded area, wild and overgrown. Some three hundred yards through those woods, hay-covered fields opened up and a dirt path sloped through it, past an old, collapsing barn whose giant doors gaped open on rusty hinges. It was Sunday afternoon after Mass, and I was on my way down the dirt path, following the sound of voices in the distance. My brothers, John and Pat, with their buddies, were playing
            football in an open field at the bottom of the slope. A man came out of the barn and gestured to me, “Hey, come here a minute. I’ve got something for you.” I went over. “You want to make some money?” he said. “I got some pennies for you.” And he backed out of the sun into the shadows of the barn. “Come in here. I got something for you.” I remember the smell of hot hay and the sounds of buzzing insects and birds. Just
            inside the doorway, half in the shadows, half in sunlight, I heard him say, “You’re a good boy. I’ll give you a penny if you touch it.” I had never seen an erection. It was big and red and scary. I squeaked out, “I have to meet my brothers.” He was nervous and agitated. I was terrified. “Ah, come on. I’ll give you a nickel if you touch it.” I ran.

        Fled—to my brothers—and blurted out about the Big Red Thing. In seconds, John and his whole football team dashed to the barn. The man was gone. I felt guilty and embarrassed, as if I’d done something wrong, and silently said prayers of thanks that he had escaped a beating, imagining what my brother and his gang would have done had they found him.

        Still, in my memory, Staten Island was idyllic. My sister whispered ghost stories in the dark from her bed in the room we shared. Fabulous thunderstorms barreled through, punctuated by stunning cracks of lightning. I used to sit on the floor with my feet stuck out of the kitchen door, soaking them in the pouring rain, and marvel at the ferocity of storms. Inside the doorway, the dry part of me would be slurping the most delicious beefsteak tomatoes, their red juices
            dripping down my chin. While Boss cooked supper, I played with pots and pans in a makeshift tent she had constructed with sheets draped over the kitchen table. After dinner, when Boss finished cleaning up, she would reverse the oilcloth that covered the table to reveal an elaborate, colorful game map she’d drawn on the underside. It was her invention, a version of Monopoly before the game existed. Rolling dice, we played with varied colored buttons for pieces. Our recreation
            was the radio, and the Boss’s game.

        When I was six, she enrolled my sister, Madeleine, in ballet classes, supposedly for her health, as she had almost died from a bout of typhus fever that year. Boss had sniffed out a Miss Jones, who taught dance in St. George, and every Saturday we would take the train, me in the front car gazing out the rounded window and dreaming of how thrilling my father’s commute must be. It was over an hour from Tottenville to St. George, one way. Lucky
            Pop got to do this every morning! Plus, the ferry ride to Wall Street! Then the whole thing back again at night!

        While my sister was doing her pliés, the Boss would seize the opportunity to go shopping in the Big City of St. George. A ball of restless energy, she ran from one shop to the other, dragging me along, looking for bargains. A buzzing blender of thrift and industry, she made and sold hats and clothes for other people, did their laundry for a fee—and socked away the cash. By the end of two years of steady work and careful saving, we had a nest egg and even
            had wheels—a secondhand car—a Studebaker.

        Old Joe Kennedy had been several years ahead of Wall Street, but the big firms caught up and phased out their telegraph operators. Uh-oh. Out of work again. Poor Pop!

        Boss saw the whole thing as an opportunity. We would move “back to Manhattan, where the arts are.”

        So, “Goodbye clapboard house and Tottenville, hello again, Manhattan!”

        We packed up, took the ferry in, and settled in a grungy, tiny apartment in Washington Heights. My father sought any kind of employment. He repaired watches for a while, even picked up work as a gravedigger—but there was never enough money. Our funds depleted, we sold the Studebaker. My sister and I enrolled at the nearest Catholic school—Incarnation, on 175th Street. The
            nuns had a punishment for disruptive boys: “Take your books and go sit with the girls on their side of the room!”—it was meant to humiliate the boys. I loved it! The girls were nicer, smarter, and passed me the answers to test questions. I spent a lot of time there. I discovered my first fan club when the nuns called on me to recite a poem, “Barbara Frietchie,” by
            John Greenleaf Whittier, in front of the class. Standing, trembling and eager, I squawked out the poem:

        
            
                Up from the meadows, rich with corn,
            

            
                Clear in the cool September morn,
            

            
                The clustered spires of Frederick stand,
            

            
                Green-walled by the hills of Maryland …
            

        

        Due to the applause of the clique of girls around me, I won first prize, and became a lifelong lover of poetry (and women).

        Hooray! Pop nabbed a job as an elevator operator at Columbia Presbyterian Hospital. A full-time job within walking distance! Confident we were on an upward track, we moved to a more spacious apartment on 163rd Street and St. Nicholas Avenue. A five-block walk to work for Pop, and one block for me to the nearest elementary school, Saint Rose of Lima, at 164th Street.

        We lived at 1061 St. Nicholas Avenue, in a six-story building, and called our fourth-floor apartment “the Railroad,” its six rooms coupling like cars of a train along one side of the building’s central court. The building looked optimistic, receiving a great deal of sunlight on its white-and-pink stone façade.
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FRENCH-CANADIAN SPREAD

CRETON RECIPE

1% Ibs ground lean pork 1 teaspoon of salc
11b ground veal 1 pinch of pepper
Y21 of geound panne. In English 1 bay leave
its call Leaflard Y% teaspoon of clove:
% cup of water Y teaspoon of cinnamon
5 good size onions
Mix pork, veal and panne. 2 hours stirring off and on,
Ground once more all together. then add clove, cinnamon.
In a large kettle, add water and the Cook slowly for 10 or 15 minutes.
mix meat all mix with the leaflard.  Have small bowls and 6l them, let
Add bay leave stirring well on high cool. Then keep in the ice box,
flame until it is boiling. Lower the uniil it is cold.
me sell stirring. It will keep for months. Put a cover
Add onions, sal, pepper on che bowls.

chen lower the heat on a slow heat.  (Good luck)
Cook until well done, something like
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