
 

 II. Roger 

 

To understand how and why we behave as we do in a crisis, one needs to understand a bit about 

where we come from, and how our lives have developed up to the time when the crisis hits.  This 

is my story.   

 

I was born in Indianapolis, Indiana, USA, the only child of my unmarried mother, Shirley, who 

was 20.  I don’t know a lot about what happened to her during the years leading up to my birth, 

since it wasn’t talked about much by anyone, at least around me.  I heard, as an aside later from 

my uncle, that “Shirley had a very difficult adolescence, and she was very wild”, but I never 

really knew exactly what that meant.  By the time I started wanting to know more, everyone who 

could provide any information was gone.    

 

My mother was one of four children, three sisters and a brother.  They were a close family, and 

my Grandmother gave mom the middle name “Delight” – Shirley Delight Anderson - since she 

was the youngest, and they were so happy to see her arrive.  I never knew my grandfather.  He 

was diabetic, an illness I inherited from him, and he committed suicide before I was born.  The 

only explanation I ever got about his death was that being diabetic was just too much for him.  It 

was too little an explanation, but I never found out more. 

 

 It was always said that my mother was the great beauty of her family, and her younger pictures 

support this.  She had beautiful, thick dark hair, and was shapely and vivacious.  Her sisters, 
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Dorothy and Miriam (Mimi), plus her brother, Ralph, all had reputations as smart children, but 

mom was also the “spirited” one, who, it was said, no one could control.   My Aunt Dorothy 

married an engineer early in her twenties, and moved to California to raise a family.  My Uncle 

Ralph started a successful photography studio in Indianapolis, married, had a large family, then 

divorced and remarried later in life, having yet another child.   

 

My Aunt Mimi was a bit different than any of her siblings.  She was not unattractive, but 

somewhat plain.  She never married and lived with my Grandmother, in her Indianapolis home,  

for her entire life.  

 

My mother became pregnant with me at 19.  She never married my biological father, but instead, 

shortly after I was born, married the man I came to know as my father. I know nothing today 

about their courtship or early life, or how they came to be together, because the information was 

never offered, and I never asked until it was too late.  I also knew nothing about my real father.  

Later in life I heard a story, from a cousin, that my mother went away somewhere for the entire 

summer before her senior year in high school, and she suspected I might have a sibling 

somewhere.  I am not sure why no one thought it important to ever tell my about this, but it just 

wasn’t done.   

 

My stepfather was a stern, strict disciplinarian, with little tolerance for his inherited child, and no 

warmth.  I was never close to him.   I found out later in life that his father was much the same, 

both in manner, appearance, and in his relationships with his children.  I always called my 
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stepfather by his first name, Morris, never Dad.  I never asked why or even thought about it - it 

was just the way it was and had always been.   

 

I was a smart, difficult, and headstrong child from the beginning, developing a penchant for 

getting in trouble and doing things my own way.  Once, when I was a baby, my grandmother told 

me I crawled out on a second story landing at her house when no one was looking.  I rolled off 

the landing, dropping 10 feet to the ground below, and hitting a piece of concrete with a glancing 

blow to the middle of my forehead.  Grandma said that they were all sure I was dead, but that I 

only looked up, crying, with blood running down my temple, yelling at the top of my lungs.  I 

still have a small scar in the middle of my forehead as a reminder of that event, and which 

appears when I am stressed.  My aunt Mimi always said it was a sign to her hat God had other 

things in store for me, and just wanted to remind us all.  Mimi was always this way – no matter 

what I did, or how bad it was, or what happened to me, or how terribly it came out, she always 

knew it couldn’t possibly be my fault. 

 

Through my third year of grade school, my mother, Morris and I lived in a small two story house 

in a lower middle class area of Indianapolis.  We lived two blocks from an amusement park 

called Riverside, and we could see the top of the roller coaster and Ferris wheel from the second 

story porch on our house. I went on the roller coaster for the first time when I was six, insisting 

that I be allowed to go by myself, while my mother tore her wallet into shreds waiting for me by 

the ticket booth.  I was absolutely determined to do it alone, without depending on anyone else to 

go with me, and she never forgot the panic she felt as it happened. 
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I remember many times sitting with my mother on our front porch steps, and watching her flip 

cigarettes, which she smoked constantly, through the air and down the walkway of our yard.  It 

fascinated me as they flew like rockets into the night sky.  I loved it, and she loved doing it for 

me.    

 

I have less favorable memories during that time of my stepfather.  I continued my early 

tendencies toward getting in trouble and Morris took the responsibility, on more than one 

occasion, of impressing the error of my ways on me, paddling me viciously with a wooden paint 

stirrer.  Although I undoubtedly deserved it, I remember feeling, even then, that getting hit with a 

piece of wood is not really a great way to build respect for a parent with their child.  It builds 

fear, yes, which was developing inside me in great measure for him, but I don’t recall any 

respect.  I was a pretty sensitive kid, and I began, even then, to be more and more uncomfortable 

and frightened around him. 

 

He had more than a little support from his contemporaries for this particular form of discipline.  

Spanking children was pretty normal in mid-western Indiana in those days.  It was a very 

politically conservative state, so keeping kids in line with a few whacks once in a while was 

quite accepted.  We were “Hoosiers”, which meant we were probably as conservative on any 

topic as you could find anywhere.  I remember overhearing my parents in long conversations 

about politics, about the influence of “liberal communists”, and most children were usually 

quickly indoctrinated in the politics of their parents.   
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There was something different about me, though.  By some freak accident of birth, maybe my 

natural father, it seemed I had been born with a “liberal gene”, and I always argued with 

everyone around me, including adults, about almost anything I could.  This of course put me on 

the wrong side in any discussion remotely political.  I remember asking my parents what the 

signs at Riverside Amusement Park meant that said “Patronage Whites Solicited Only”.  They 

explained to me that “Negros” were not welcome at Riverside, so the park would not have to 

deal with the problems that they brought with them, like having to use the same toilets as white 

people.  I remember being quite upset about this, or as upset as a seven year old can be when 

encountering prejudice in his family for the first time.   “My best friend in school is a Negro”, I 

said, “so does that mean I shouldn’t go into the toilet at school with him? “  

 

I also remember an early incident, in 1956, when my mom and I were temporarily living at my 

grandmother’s house during one of my parents’ many separations.  Republican campaign 

workers came on our school bus to pin Dwight Eisenhower buttons on our shirts during the 

presidential election, and to teach all of us the latest political ditty:  “Eisenhower’s in the White 

House, ready to be elected.  Stevenson’s in the garbage can, ready to be collected.”    I asked my 

grandmother about this when I got home, and she told me that I shouldn’t worry, that “they are 

just trying to make sure a communist was not going to get elected president.”  I ripped the 

campaign button off my shirt and threw it in the trash.  No one was ever going to tell this eight-

year old how to vote or feel, not even his grandmother.  This is a position that has stayed with me 

for the rest of my life. 
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Since we were living at this particular time with my aunt Mimi and my Grandmother, Mimi 

continue her role as my greatest supporter.  She always encouraged me to speak up on every 

issue, saying “he’s the smartest one of us all.”  I loved her, and loved being around her, as one 

can imagine, since that’s heady praise for a child.   I got similar affection from my grandmother.  

They both played endless card games with me, bought me puzzles and games, and supplied me 

with ever more complicated projects, including model airplanes, which I built and hung from the 

ceiling on our porch.  Mimi pushed me to read more, buying me a never-ending supply of new 

books, and introducing me to new authors and new ways of looking at things.  As a result, I 

became a voracious reader before I was nine.  She gave me the greatest gift anyone ever gave me 

in my life, the ability to lose myself in books and stories. 

 

Unknown to me at this time, my mother has begun drinking more and taking prescription drugs 

to help her cope with her marital problems and her “emotional” issues.  Tranquilizers were the 

drug of the day, and she started heavily relying on them.   

 

Then, when I was in the fourth grade, Morris and my mother got back together again.  My mom 

and I left my grandmother’s house to resume a family life in Mooresville, a small town about 

twenty miles from Indianapolis that was to be our new home.  I learned later that Mooresville’s 

claim to fame was that the outlaw John Dillinger was born there, which amused me.  We moved 

to an eight acre farm, on a hilly gravel road, with a barn, tool shed, and two tractors.  My 

stepfather had always dreamed of owning a farm and a horse in the Indiana countryside, even 
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though he was a chemist for pharmaceutical company Eli Lilly, and this gave him the 

opportunity to do so.  On a less positive note, I also remember him taking great pride is showing 

me the new larger paddle he had made the first week we were there, and hanging it in the garage 

on a nail, to remind me of my need for discipline, and what to expect if I forgot. 

 

My grandmother and Mimi were both very uneasy with this move.  They had become less than 

fond of Morris, because of his relationship with my mom, but primarily because they weren’t 

happy with what they saw of his relationship with me.  He was uncomfortable with love or 

compassion for anyone, but particularly me.   

  

For a while, though, we were all a bit happier.  We got two dogs, and also a horse, a large mare, 

named Kate, the first of many horses.  I learned to ride, and also began to learn the 

responsibilities of owing a horse, and the specifics of horse grooming, training, and my less 

favorite task, cleaning manure out of the stalls.   I was a fast study, and I became expert riding 

Kate in a very short time.  I taught her to race bareback from the back of our property to the 

barnyard, at lightning speed, with me clinging to her mane, my legs trailing behind.  I learned 

how to make her rise on her back legs, like I had seen Roy Rogers do on television.   I terrified 

people, much to my delight, when they watched this skinny little boy on this huge horse, who 

would then suddenly go up on her hind legs, seeming to reach to the sky.   I always screamed in 

terror, as if I were scared, then laughed hysterically as I saw the panic on their faces. 
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One day Kate became very stubborn, and wouldn’t move at all for me.  I got frustrated, and 

started kicking her in the side with my heel while on her back, hard, repeatedly.  She just 

wouldn’t move, and I didn’t understand why. I finally gave up. The next morning, I went out to 

feed her and found a new, just born, colt standing by her side, almost nothing but legs.  Kate had 

been pregnant all the time we had her, and none of us knew enough about horses to see it.  She 

had delivered her colt, who we named Dawn, overnight by herself.  

 

The act of birth suddenly became very real to me, and I was horrified and ashamed of myself for 

the abuse I had given her the day before.  I never physically mistreated an animal again, for any 

reason.  My father told me that we needed to find the placenta, or “afterbirth”, wherever she had 

been when she had the delivery, so we could bury it.  This sparked the first, and only, discussion 

we ever had about procreation and the female anatomy, since I had no idea what a placenta was 

and certainly no idea about anything else. 

   

Dawn became my total focus that year.  When she discovered snow for the first time, a couple of 

weeks later, leaping with pleasure, I almost couldn’t breathe for the joy I felt as I watched her 

prancing and playing in it for the first time.  “Finding the afterbirth” became my favorite 

mealtime story for a while, and I used it to shock anyone who would listen, to my mother’s 

horror, and which always incurred my stepfather’s wrath.  Not a bad combination, as far as I was 

concerned - I got my mother’s attention, and I made my father angry – a win on both counts.   

The love for animals that I learned with Kate and Dawn, and our dogs, became lifelong 

characteristics for me.  It was the only place I always found unconditional love. 
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My stepfather had little good to say about or to me.  He had always loved basketball, however, 

and he was determined that I would become a basketball player when I got into high school.  He 

told me that “I will be proud of you if you can make the team”, implying, to me at least, that it 

definitely wouldn’t happen otherwise.  We built a small basketball court in the hayloft of our 

barn, where I would spend hours perfecting a “no arch” jump shot, so I wouldn’t hit the low 

hanging roof of the barn.  That hayloft court, along with riding Kate for hours on end through our 

property, became my constant escape from what was starting to become more difficult times in 

our home. 

 

My mother and my stepfather began arguing again, much more often, and typically the 

arguments grew into loud and abusive mutual shouting.  I plugged my fingers in my ears, and 

shut myself in my room, to try and drown them out.  During one of those arguments, I grabbed 

my BB gun and ran outside.  I had been learning to shoot a gun, as every good Hoosier boy does, 

and had gotten pretty good with it.  This day I started shooting at tin cans, but quickly lost 

interest and decided to go up into the barn hayloft to play some basketball. 

 

There was a sparrow flying around in the hayloft, really irritating me, as I tried to shoot baskets, 

so I started taking shots at the bird with my gun, bouncing BBs off the walls.    I missed, of 

course, since a sparrow can fly a lot better and faster than I could shoot, but I continued, taking 

out all my frustration and aggression, for about 20 minutes, shot after shot.  The sparrow, who 

tried to escape but was unable to find a way out of the barn, finally became exhausted, and flew 
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down right in front of me, landing on a cross beam.  He looked directly at me, without moving. I 

carefully took aim at his head, and shot him.   

 

I was stunned as he fell off the beam, and I just stared at what was left of him. I then screamed 

“no” at the top of my lungs, dropped my gun, and started hysterically, uncontrollably, crying.  I 

picked up the bird, to try and somehow will him back to life.  I was out of my mind with despair.  

What had I done?  How could I have done it?  What about his family? Who will feed them now, 

and what did he do that made me want to kill him?  What about his mother?  What was wrong 

with me, and how could I have done that?  I took his life, for no reason other than sport and 

teenage angst. 

 

I tried to stop crying, but I couldn’t.  I took the dead bird outside and carefully buried him near 

my bedroom window.   His face, and this memory, haunted me for months and years to come.  I 

promised myself, at that moment, to never again take another animal’s life.  I lost all interest in 

guns.  I ran back into my house, to my room, slammed the door, and resumed my sobbing.  My 

parents didn’t notice anything wrong, since they were dealing with their own issues.  To this day, 

that instant with the sparrow is frozen in my mind, as clear to me now as it was at then, over fifty 

years ago.   

 

My parents’ fighting had been escalating, and I also started getting in trouble much more often. 

The more they fought, the more time my stepfather spent outdoors, doing work on the farm, and 

the more he made me help him with that work.  I was a hard worker, but a reluctant assistant, 
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particularly when it involved doing anything directly with him.  I became resentful, and most 

things we talked about, we argued about.  I did what he told me, but I was often surly and 

unpleasant.    

   

My parents’ relationship, and her life, also began to take a greater toll on my mother   She 

seemed unhappy all the time.  I began to notice more when she was drinking, or taking pills, or 

both.  She started slurring her words more often, and sometimes she did not make a lot of sense 

with what she is saying.  She embarrassed herself several times with our neighbors, and I saw 

them look at her with worry. I found her, multiple times, trying to hide a bottle in the sink when I 

came in from outside.  

 

One weekend, when I was twelve, I asked my cousin, Nicky, to stay over with me.  We camped 

on the kitchen floor, wrapped in sleeping bags.  My parents were playing cards in the living 

room with some neighbors, and there was drinking going on.  I suddenly heard a loud argument 

start between my parents, and it escalated into shouting.  I heard the door of my parents room 

slam, and the neighbors left.  My stepfather told Nicky and me that we needed to get up, and that 

we were going to stay at his sister’s house. 

 

“What’s wrong?”, I asked.  I got no reply from my stepfather other than “You both need to come 

with me.  You’ll come home tomorrow.  Don’t argue.  Get in the car - it will only take half an 

hour and I will come back.  Your mother just isn’t feeling well”. 
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Nicky and I grabbed our stuff, and we got into the backseat of one of our cars, lying down on the 

seat, like we had been in the house.  My stepfather came out, got behind the wheel, and started to 

pull out of the driveway.  Nicky suddenly sat up and said “Wait!  Don’t leave!”  I asked him 

“What’s the matter?”  “Don’t leave her here alone!”, he said.   His eyes were huge, and he had 

panic written all over his face.   I said “Nicky, she’ll be OK, she just went to bed.  Morris is 

coming back, and she won’t be alone”.  He looked at me, again with big eyes, and just slid 

slowly back down on the car seat.   

 

After a short drive, we got to my aunt’s house, and we went to bed, my stepfather leaving to 

return home.  I awoke, I’m not sure how much later, to my aunt shaking me, and she said 

“Roger, Morris needs to talk to you on the phone”.  I went to the phone, and he was sobbing, 

almost unable to talk, something I had never seen before.  He said “Roger, your mom killed 

herself.”   

 

My mother, shortly after we left, had taken some sleeping pills, placed a vacuum cleaner hose in 

the tailpipe of her car, put the other end through the car window, turned on the engine, put her 

head down on the seat, and finally escaped from all her pain, once and for all. She was thirty-two 

years old.   

 

As I hung up the phone, not really understanding, I looked at my aunt and said “I’m sure she’ll 

be OK.  She wouldn’t do that.”  Of course, she would, and she did, but I just couldn’t 

comprehend it. 
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With suicide, there is not a preliminary period of time where you feel death might be imminent, 

like with a disease.  I never really had a chance to anticipate or prepare for her death, because it 

was never even a possibility to me.   I knew she was unhappy, but I could never imagine that I 

would never see her again. 

  

At my mother’s funeral, I was made to look at my mother in her casket, supposedly to say good-

bye, which no child should ever have to do.  I also remember my stepfather loudly sobbing 

throughout the funeral, and me being just furious with him, thinking how incredible it was that 

he was faking an emotion he never once showed when she was alive.   

 

After the funeral, my stepfather walked up to me, accompanied by another man.  “Roger, I want 

you to meet your father”, he said.  I have a faint memory of this meeting, but I recall nothing 

about him – not his name, his face, nor anything else.   I also have little memory of any emotion I 

had at that moment, other than it seemed a little strange to be meeting your father at your 

mother’s funeral. 

 

My mother’s death left me in the care of my stepfather.  My relationship with him had always 

been very difficult, with no affection.  Now, however, he seemed to change.  Suddenly he was 

fixing dinner for me, and taking me out for breakfast on weekends.  We still didn’t talk much, 

but at breakfast one morning, he asked me if I wanted him to adopt me.  Of course, I didn’t really 

understand what this meant, but I knew I was going into the seventh grade next year, and it 
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would be a lot easier if I could stay here, with my friends, than go somewhere else, so I said 

“Sure”.  He didn’t talk with me about any alternatives.  I only learned, at 60, that my real father 

had expressed some interest to him about adopting me, but never followed up.  I don’t remember 

ever talking to anyone else about it, other than some person from the state who came to my 

school one day the following year, and who asked me if I agreed to the adoption.  I said yes, and 

I was then, shortly thereafter, officially adopted by Morris. 

 

My Grandmother and my aunt Mimi were heartbroken about my mother’s suicide.  I know now 

that they also believed it was my stepfather’s fault that she died, but they never let me see or feel 

this emotion from them until much later in my life.    

 

But now a new part of my life began.  Mimi had been critically ill, two years before, with 

Hodgkin’s disease, a type of lymphoma.  Hodgkin’s, at that time, was a fast acting, life 

threatening cancer, and my earliest memories of my early years were bedtime prayers that would 

always end with my mother prompting me to say “Please, God, help Mimi get well”.   When my 

mother died, it was a shock for everyone, made even more so by the fact that it had always been 

Mimi who was expected to die. 

 

Something immediately started to change with Mimi after my mother’s death. She began a slow, 

but steady, comeback from the cancer. Over the course of the next few months, she continued to 

improve, until all detectable traces of the lymphoma had vanished from her body.  She was 

pronounced “cured”, and it was, according to everyone, a miracle. 
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The miracle was really for me.  Mimi made the decision to step up her involvement in my life. 

She convinced my stepfather to let me spend summers with her and my grandmother in 

Indianapolis.  We slept in adjoining rooms, with a curtain between us.  She played Broadway 

show tunes every night on the record player before we went to sleep. She continued supplying 

me with a never-ending list of books.  Some weeks I would read 2 or 3 complete novels, and she 

would always be there with 4 or 5 more, pushing me to read more, and making sure the reading 

was more difficult, discussing every aspect of every book with me.   

 

Morris was not really sure how to react to this, but I think these summers probably became a 

relief to him.  It probably allowed him to be a bit happier. 

 

The following year, when I was 13, Mimi decided I needed to see New York.  We took a rare, at 

that time, jet from Indianapolis to New York, staying at the Taft Hotel in Times Square.  She 

took me to the Broadway production of the Sound of Music, with Mary Martin, for my first play. 

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.  Here, on stage, was a large family, with a mother who 

died, then this wonderful person comes into their lives and rescues them all.  The father was also 

warm and loving. Could families really be like this, and who really had one like it?   

 

The movie West Side Story had also just been released, and we saw it two nights later, watching 

the Jets and the Sharks sing, and dance, and fight across the screen.  I was mesmerized.  I wanted 

to be a Jet.  I sang and danced down the streets every night after I got home - “The Jets are in 
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tune, their cylinders are clickin……” - for years afterwards.  I decided to find love just like Tony 

did with Maria.  Unfortunately, since I was just about to be fourteen, it was a bit unrealistic to 

find love with an Hispanic girl in Indiana.  When I told Morris about West Side Story, he 

decided to go see it, but came back to tell me he hated it, since he had no interest in a film about 

“juvenile delinquents.” 

 

Mimi started a lifetime love affair for me with Broadway, movies, theatrics, dance, songs, and 

New York.  She continually fueled this passion that she had started, and I was absorbing 

everything.  I remember now, almost 50 years later, how I felt when we walked through Times 

Square back to our hotel. I made a vow at that moment that I had to escape from Indiana.   When 

we got home, she would play song after song for me as I went to sleep, and I would continue my 

dreams of escaping. 

 

Late that year, when I was fourteen, Morris asked me to sit down.  “I want to tell you something” 

he said, “but I don’t want you to think you have anything to say about this.  I am going to get 

married again.  I met a woman at work, Helen, and you’ll have a chance to meet her soon.  She’ll 

be moving in with us as soon as we get married.”   Well, at least he told me, I thought.  I was not 

invited to the wedding, and she moved in shortly thereafter. Luckily for me, Helen was a lovely 

person, and her presence in our lives made my life for me a lot easier.  She became a buffer 

between me and Morris, and she often had to step in to keep us from each other’s throats.     
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One day, when I was fifteen, I skipped school.  I had made a copy of a set of keys to one of our 

cars, and had been driving it since I was fourteen, while Morris and Helen were at work, 

carefully positioning it in the garage when I returned, so they couldn’t tell. This particular day, I 

drove across the local countryside to a store where I could get a Playboy and some cigarettes.  I 

returned home, and was sitting on our back porch, the car still in the driveway, smoking a 

cigarette, and reading the Playboy, when my stepfather walked through the door.  I stood up, and 

without a word he hit me squarely in the face with his fist as hard as he could, a full roundhouse 

punch.  I dropped to the floor, got up, and he hit me again, putting me on the floor again, 

repeating it until I couldn’t get up.  He said years later that he was thankful I didn’t try to fight 

back, because he might have killed me.  When Helen returned that night, she took one look at my 

face, which was a bloody mess, and was furious with him, not speaking to him for several days.  

I, however, was exultant – I had finally gotten the best of him, I thought.  I told everyone else 

that I had been in a fight, but Helen and I both knew the truth.  That was enough for me. 

 

That day was a turning point for me with him.  I lived in fear of him losing his temper, and I 

thought of nothing but getting away from him.  I vowed to never treat one of my children as he 

treated me.   I had to live here for a few more years, but not much longer.  He and I, to my 

memory, never spoke pleasantly again until I left home 2 years later, other than for something he 

needed me to do.   

 

My grandmother and Mimi knew nothing of this, since it was during the school year.  That 

following summer, and for the summers thereafter, Mimi’s focus continued on me until I 
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graduated from high school.  The summers were spent with her and my grandmother, and that 

included trips, museums, books, plays, movies, long talks, all aimed at expanding my mind, and 

showing me the start of the things that I hungered to know about in life.  The treatment that she 

had gotten for cancer had made her quite frail, but she went with me everywhere, watching over 

everything I did with proud eyes.   

 

During one of those early years, she took me to visit my other aunt and her family in Los 

Angeles.  After a few days there, a feeling came over me, and I knew, with certainty, that 

California was where I wanted to spend my life.  Just as it happened with my first play, I felt that 

California was my home, and that I would never be really happy until I lived there.   

 

When I was seventeen, during the summer before I left for college, Mimi got sick again.  I 

remember hearing her crying in the middle of the night across the room from me.  I was quite a 

self-absorbed teenager at that time, and I asked her, indifferently, what was wrong.  She told me 

“nothing…..  go back to sleep”, and I just went back to sleep.  A week later, she packed and left 

for the hospital when I was out somewhere.  My grandmother told me that night that “her cancer 

had come back.”    

 

It didn’t really sunk in on me what “her cancer had come back” meant.  I was involved with my 

girlfriend, and my friends, and Mimi had bought a new white Ford Mustang convertible the year 

before.  She had, of course, bought this car for me to drive, not for herself.  I had little spare time 

to see her.  She told my grandmother that she didn’t want anyone to see her in the hospital, and 
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that was all the excuse I needed to not go. In August, I finally went to see her, as her time grew 

short.  She was in terrible condition, suffering from Nitrogen Mustard treatments, which were 

very toxic, and she was vomiting all the time.  I spent less than ten minutes in her room and it 

was the last time I ever saw her.  She died a week later. 

 

Of course, she hadn’t forgotten about me, no matter how indifferent I had been to her during her 

relapse.  My father told me he wouldn’t be paying for any of my college, because it would just 

be a waste of money.  Mimi left me enough money to begin.  She also left me a small trust fund 

that I would get when I was twenty one.  But most of all, she left me a world that was bigger and 

brighter than it could have ever been without her.  There is no excuse for how I behaved that last 

summer, but I know now how much she really did for me, and I pray that she knew that I would 

come to understand.   

 

I believe that Mimi willed herself to survive for me, and that God stepped in to help make it 

happen.  Her life at the time my mother died was bad.  She was in pain, she was not married, she 

had no children, and she had a disease that was killing her.  I believe that being able to fight for 

my life gave her a purpose for her own.  I believe her will made her survive though my 

adolescence.  That she survived only until the time I was ready to leave home is something that I 

can’t begin to understand, and that only God can explain.   Almost every day, as I awake to the 

Pacific outside my window, I wonder how I could have gotten here without her.  When I am in 

London, or Paris, or at the theater, I think of her with me in New York.  When I am overcome 
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with emotion at a movie I see, I think of West Side Story and Mimi.  Whenever I lose myself in a 

book, I think of how she started and nurtured this habit for me. 

 

Now I think back, at this moment in time, about all the things she and my mother taught me.    I 

learned about love and devotion.  I learned about drug and alcohol addiction, and how it harms 

not just the addict, but everyone that they touch. I learned about loss.  I learned about selfishness, 

and selflessness, and how they can both be part of the same person.  I learned how you never let 

a day go by without saying what you feel to the people you love, no matter how inconvenient, 

because you may never see them again. I learned how I did not want to behave as a parent.  I 

learned about true dedication to someone, heart and soul, no matter how, or if, they return the 

commitment.  I learned to be compassionate, and to feel, and to be gentle, and kind. 

 

Finally, most importantly, I learned about the importance of making a choice, when the choice 

needs to be made, and dedicating yourself to that choice with everything you have, no matter 

how difficult the odds, or unlikely the chance for success.   


