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CHRISTMAS 1984  

 

Chapter One 

 

 This particular story starts in October of 1984. My mom’s cousin 

Johnny died one morning in his backyard. I think he was picking apples or 

something like that. Growing up in Michigan my grandfather had apple and 

pear trees in his back yard. His cousin Johnny, who lived less than a mile 

away from him, also had them. Johnny also had a wife named Rose and two 

daughters, Joanne and Diane. And while I have memories of all of them, 

Rose stand out as the most memorable. This stands for a couple of very 

significant reasons. First, she worked at Sanders, an ice cream parlor known 

for their hot fudge and chocolate candies. To this day, I can close my eyes 

and totally recall Sanders white chocolate Easter bunnies. A solid bunny-

shaped confection as creamy and decadent as the finest French dessert I’ve 

ever had- and I’ve had them in very respected bistros in Paris. I love that 

that preceding statement is true! Sanders also made cakes and pastries, the 

best being their Bumpy Cake, which is a chocolate cake covered in a 

chocolate ganache that was rippled across the top like little chocolate waves, 

hence the name bumpy, but what was so special about this cake was that 

these ripples were filled with a buttercream frosting that was like the middle 

of a Twinkie, light and airy and just perfectly sweet. This same cream was 

also jammed into their cream puffs, which was choux pastry baked into a 

round shell that was cut in half and then filled with cream, it was then 

topped with ice cream and their famous hot fudge. Anyway, I also remember 

Rose because she had the strangest accent I’ve ever heard. I have no idea 

where she was from. I’ve heard Romania, Czechoslovakia, Germany, and I 

always thought she was from Transylvania. But wherever she was from, her 

muddled accent was a strange concoction of all of the above. Finally, I 
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remember Rose because it was she who would spill a family secret over her 

husband’s dead body- literally- and change my life forever.  

 As I said, it was October 1984, and Johnny died picking apples in his 

backyard. He was in his sixties and the opposite of health. He had bleeding 

ulcers, gout, cancer, and heart trouble. All of which could be connected, 

according to Rose, to his diet. The man ate and ate and ate. He ate so much 

he died of it. He ate himself to death.  Stories of his appetite were legendary 

in the family, and in fact nearly every story told at his funeral about him had 

something to do with food. I have a very early memory of Johnny on 

Christmas, holding out some kind of baked good, and me running to him to 

get it. Mom says I took my first steps to Johnny who was dangling chocolate 

in front of me. I’d call it genetic, but I’m getting to that. Johnny was the first 

dead body I had ever seen. I was eight-years-old so probably not too far 

behind the rest of the world when it came to life experiences. But I have to 

think that the experience of my first funeral was somewhat different than 

the average persons, if for no other reason than the fact that it was at 

Johnny’s funeral that my mother found out she had been adopted.  

 I use the term “adopted” loosely. Like how one could say West Side 

Story is an “adaptation” of Romeo or Juliet.  Or saying that the New 

Testament is more than just fan fiction. My mother was given away at birth. 

Her biological mother gave her to an aunt who was in her forties and unable 

to have children of her own. The aunt she was given to, Larane, lived in a 

different state, far enough away from the rest of the family that my 

maternal grandmother wouldn’t have to see my mother ever again. And she 

didn’t. That is, until the day after Christmas 1984. How did all this come 

out? Well, apparently Rose had promised her husband Johnny that she 

would never tell my mom the truth. He literally hadn’t been dead a week 

before Rose let it slip. My mom, who was twenty-eight at the time, 

processed this information pretty much the way you’d think a twenty-eight-
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year old mother of three would. She broke down. Something to know about 

mom, she doesn’t keep things to herself. Ever. I was eight, as I said, and 

the night Rose told my mother this shocking news, I was informed of it. My 

whole family was. My mother came home and told us the whole story of how 

Rose spilled the beans. It was shocking to me, mostly to discover that the 

man I called puppa, wasn’t my actual grandfather. I have since come to 

understand that genetics have very little to do with who your real family is. 

But that comes later.  

 At the age I was, the information was immediately processed as 

something that wasn’t about me. It would take me decades before I would 

understand the psychological toll this took. But at the time, I thought it was 

something that was really only happening to my mom. After all, she was the 

one who was given away. She was the one who had to deal with the feelings 

of abandonment and the questions about why her birth mother would give 

her away. I didn’t have these questions. I didn’t want to know the woman 

who gave my mother away. As I said, my mom didn’t keep things to herself. 

This is entertaining, but can also be a burden. For instance, I knew 

everything that happened to my mother in her childhood. I knew that Larane 

was abusive. Abusive to the point that I pictured her as Joan Crawford in 

Mommie Dearest! She was a rager. My mom told me she was so volatile and 

terrifying, you never knew at the start of the day if she were going to play 

music and dance all day, or lock you in a closet. Mom says she was 

impulsive in both good and bad moods. One day, she decided to buy a new 

car. My mom remembers going to the dealership, picking it out and proudly 

driving it home. She remembers them surprising my grandfather with it 

when he got home from work, and she remembers my grandfather yelling at 

the top of his voice about how they couldn’t afford it, and how she should 

have asked him. My mom says that Larane just sat there staring as George 

scolded her. Nothing too dramatic. But she was awoken in the middle of the 
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night by the dancing lights on her walls. The lights were a combination of 

flame and firetrucks. Looking out the window, she could see the garage was 

burning. The garage, with the new car inside it. My mom ran downstairs to 

run outside but was stopped short by her own mother, rocking in a rocking 

chair, staring at the blaze with a strange look of calm satisfaction on her 

face. Horrifying. The images of Larane in my head were of a toweringly 

terrifying woman, and then I had to learn that my mom was given to her, 

she didn’t belong to her. Someone put this awful burden on her. I was going 

to hate whoever that was. And I did.  

 About a week after Johnny’s funeral, my mom decided to confront her 

father. I remember she and my dad having talks late into the night, I always 

snuck to their closed door to listen to what they were talking about, and I 

remember the vulnerability and fear in my mom’s voice. She believed her 

dad wouldn’t admit to it, and that he’d stop loving her for even asking. My 

mom had such guilt when it came to her father. I think it has something to 

do with the fact that Larane died when my mom was six, and because she 

was so young, she was terrified she’d lose her dad too. So, like a good 

Catholic (sarcasm) she knew she had to be filled with guilt, lest God was like 

to punish her for not being a good girl. Everything my mother did to rebel 

against her dad caused her guilt. She was certain she would be the reason 

he died. Now she had to confront him, to ask him if he’d lied to her for her 

whole life. She wasn’t sure she could do it. Luckily for her, Rose had the 

same inability to keep anything to herself. Rose must have told my 

grandfather about the talk she had with my mom because not two weeks 

after Johnny’s funeral, my grandfather called my mom. This was 

monumental. My grandfather never called anyone. He had a phone in his 

kitchen, a rotary phone that hung on the wall and had a cord so long you 

could take it into any other room in the house, including halfway down the 

basement steps. My grandfather was the opposite of hip. In my mind, he 
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was born old. He had a huge piece of wire, like an unwrapped hanger 

keeping his refrigerator door closed. It was so old it no longer latched on its 

own. He had canned goods in his cupboards that had expired in the 70s. And 

once, my mom and I found ear drops that had been prescribed to Larane, 

who had been dead at least twenty years. He drank Tang every day, kept his 

spit in an old milk container, and had an old holiday tin on his kitchen table 

that was filled with generic peanut butter sandwich cookies. He sat in his 

fifty-year old rocking chair next to a window. And that’s how I remember 

him. Like Archie Bunker, a contemptuously unhappy, racist man eternally 

grumpy, and forever rocking in his chair. The only other time he had ever 

used the telephone to call my mom was when his Pomeranian, a vicious little 

fucker named Fluffy, had died. Fluffy was an asshole. To this day, I’ve never 

seen another Pomeranian that could snarl the way Fluffy did. He used to 

hide under furniture, just waiting for your feet to get close enough to snip 

at. I remember screaming when I was probably four-years-old because 

Fluffy had attacked my toes at the edge of a bed. My grandfather loved that 

dog, obviously because the dog was the perfect animal version of the 

cantankerous man himself.  

 “He’s going to tell me,” my mom said as soon as she hung up the 

phone. I remember her jumping to her feet, she was filled with an 

anticipatory joy that felt incongruous to me. She was about to have her lack 

of true identity confirmed by the man that had raised her, and she seemed 

to be beaming. Of course, I look at this memory now with the softest of 

criticism. My mother was hopeful in that moment of a discovery that would 

lead her to something she had always wanted- to be wanted. She may be 

closer to discovering a family, to be needed and loved. Her childhood, it 

turns out, was a lie. A lie, populated by a family who all apparently knew the 

truth, they knew she wasn’t one of theirs, and seemed to treat her 

accordingly. Now she stood on the edge of possibility. Love might be 
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genetic. It might be all that’s required. Of course, the person my mother was 

before she answered that phone, was never seen again. Sometimes when 

we’re broken, we have to put ourselves back together. Sadly, my mother 

wasn’t just about to meet a new family, she was about to give them pieces 

of herself she could never get back. I see this moment in my memory and I 

wish I were the age I am now, so I could tell my mom what was about to 

come, and warn her that she must hold onto herself. But alas, she didn’t 

know who she was, literally. For the rest of that day, before she went over 

to see her dad, my mom was in a weird limbo, as if she had no true identity. 

She had been lost in the idea that she was adopted. Then she was partly 

convinced it wasn’t true. Now, she knew what was coming, and so she sat in 

a kind of identity void.  

 I didn’t get to go with her to my grandfather’s. I knew why she was 

going. We all did. But only she and my dad went. We stayed home with my 

Uncle John, who was not an uncle, but a family friend of my mom’s, and 

played a large part of my childhood. We’ll come back to Uncle John.  

 I’m not okay being wrong. I have this terrible character flaw of 

needing to be right. I hate it. I have to tell myself every day of my life, it’s 

okay to be wrong. My mother will argue with everything I say. She’s the 

most argumentative person on the planet. Literally everything. I grew up 

truly believing that if someone thinks something that isn’t correct, there was 

something wrong with them. I don’t want others to think I’m stupid. But it’s 

like pathological. I’ll make enemies as long as they don’t think I’m 

uninformed. This is the thing I am trying the hardest to change in myself. I 

was bullied at school. I was bullied at home. I knew that my intellect was all 

I had. I was gay, fat, and in my mind hideous, but I could be witty and 

smart. That was in my control.  This is relevant to our story. Promise. You 

see, as I set out to write this, I had funny anecdotes, and crazy stories of 

my past to tell. I knew it was rife with drama and the therapeutic effect of 
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writing has always been useful to me. But it has occurred to me, at just this 

most recent moment, that I’m not really writing a story about my mother. 

I’m writing mine. I’m hoping, much like Tennessee Williams, that recreating 

the truth of my own existence, through someone else will allow me to 

comprehend a better version of my own. Twist the facts, bend the truth a 

little, and suddenly the pain that sits in the cracks of my own humanity gets 

filled with humor and light. The truth, as I see it, is only clear when I write 

about others. This is my second greatest flaw: deflection. I can write my 

mom’s story, and I can be the eyewitness to her history, without hitting on 

the effects it had on me. Why would I do this? I just said, it’s a flaw. Let me 

be clear here; I don’t want to write a scathing account of my damaged 

childhood. I don’t want to be one of those people that blames my parents for 

my inability to find happiness. I don’t suffer from some Freudian anhedonia, 

nor do I harbor secret resentment for my parents. I hold the same 

resentment that everyone should have for the people that ever dared to 

think it was a good idea to bring a child into this awful world. Yes, I am an 

optimist.  As I write this, I have come to face the truth that there is no real 

throughline, no thread holding the narrative together. Which is something 

that I spent way too much money in Graduate School learning all about. 

Then I realized it wasn’t just for the sake of the story, but for the man. So, 

to appease narrative structure, and provide myself with what I hope will be a 

psychologically satisfying catharsis, I list the following three thematic 

progressions that I will develop as we move along. First, it is only the 

erroneous mind that can’t admit it’s wrong. Human’s would never have 

adapted without the acknowledgement that someone else’s idea was better. 

People who oppose you aren’t always the enemy. Second, to cut and run 

doesn’t stop the hurt. In fact, it hurts more. And finally, self-awareness is 

not, as my mother says, a way to keep yourself from being happy. Sure, 

sometimes it’s overwhelming how many hours a day we have to spend in 
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our own god-damned heads. But narcissism demands a willing participant, 

and we cannot escape the reality that we are all insanely self-obsessed. We 

can use this power for good. I hadn’t really considered that before. So, the 

combination of fear of fault, cutting out anyone who hurts me, and my 

unwillingness to see either of those things, has led me to more loneliness, 

more isolated heartache than I would have had, had I just opened my mouth 

and said, “I’m flawed, I’m scared, help me.” I was terrified to be myself, 

because I would be rejected, so when I fell in love for the first time, I was 

the human equivalent of saran wrap. It took over a decade to get over that 

one. I pushed everything onto the idea that only another gay man could 

really be deserving of my love because only another gay man could ever not 

reject me in some way. What a crazy person! This meant that my 

encounters with men were intense. Crazy intense. I scared the shit out of 

my second boyfriend. More on that later. This led to many, many encounters 

all with the idea that I was looking for the perfect man. The man who would 

see me and want me, unconditionally. I didn’t want myself, so he would 

have to fill that gap. This ultimately led to my removing my own feelings, as 

I do, completely, and I ended up breaking a nice guy’s heart. Though I do 

credit myself for not extending that one beyond a few months. I could have 

destroyed the guy, and I’m glad to know that my low self-esteem didn’t 

fancy that idea.  

 When mom came home that night, she told me everything her dad had 

told her. She was given to them when she was born by Larane’s niece. A 

woman named Pat. Pat lived in Toledo, Ohio and he thought she had other 

children. It was slightly vague. But it was all true. She was given away. She 

had a “real” family out there somewhere. And now she had a name and a 

location. Oh, yeah and her brother George, he wasn’t theirs either. There 

was so much to talk about. So much to think about. And my little family, 
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that had always been just a handful of us, was about to crack wide open and 

forever change who we were.  

  

 

 


