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Chapter One: Broken Home 

It is nothing short of miraculous I had the opportunity to attend college let 

alone earn a degree. Coming from a low-income, working-class, single-mother 

home in the 1960s-70s didn’t set me on a path to college success. The educational 

system back then was not setup to allow persons like me to obtain a degree. Even 

now, only 11 percent of all PhD earners started at a community college,1 as I did. 

Without community college, my chances of any college degree were more like zero 

percent. 

Mom, a “secretary,” now commonly known as an “administrative assistant” or 

“clerical worker,” was my original connection to the community college. She died August 

21, 2018, and in the bottom drawer of my nightstand is the smooth, gold clock she 

received after thirty years of service at Michigan’s Henry Ford Community College 

(HFCC). The clock is large, larger than what my thirty years-of-service community 

college colleagues receive nowadays, anyway (budget cuts and dried-up funding, you 

know). And the clock is inscribed with her name and the year 1997. A few years before 

her death, I asked her why she kept the clock. “I thought you didn’t like your job?” And 

she said something about not really knowing why she kept it, and she gave me the 

clock. Or rather, she watched while I extracted it from her shelf and placed it in my 

suitcase to return home to Michigan from Florida. So I took her thirty-year clock and 

placed it on my home office bookshelf for a while, above where I typed away at a 

master’s thesis, dissertation, and several articles and books. The thirty-years-of-service 

clock face looked over me after I got a job teaching at a community college. It watched 
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me grade papers. And then after some years, I put the clock in a drawer with her estate 

papers. My actions and her actions mean something, but I don’t know what, yet. I mean, 

I know I can’t stop time by hiding it in a drawer. 

“Well, you’ll just have to come to work with me.” 

My mom sighed out the words, a little disgusted and a lot frazzled. Yippee, I 

thought. Inside, my stomach clenched in a happy and anticipatory way. Going to work 

with mom was always a favorite. I would get to peck away on a typewriter, make copies 

on the ditto machine, and have lunch with mom and her women friends (other 

secretaries) in the cafeteria. I was seven years old when I first spent a work day with 

mom. Babysitter arrangements must have fallen through. I had dozens of babysitters 

after my parents divorced in 1966. While mom had worked in various typist jobs since I 

was two, the babysitter pool grew huge after dad left. When my parents were together, 

they could afford to have me in nursery school, which I enjoyed. At the Dearborn “Real 

Life” nursery school, on the playground, they had a real army tank and a real plane that 

we could climb on. With my two parents and my routine of nursery school, rarely did I 

have a babysitter. My home on Juniper Street was a place I felt safe, and I was sure 

things would always be like that for me. Home was a safe space. After dad left, that 

changed.  

Some weeks, as documented in my 1971 diary, I spent more waking hours at 

babysitters’ houses than I did at mom’s house. Mom’s work-friend Betty babysat me 

when mom worked nights during college registration. Back then registration was on 

tables in the college gymnasium. The Lorys, O’Malleys, and Flaubert families were 
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regular babysitters who watched me for hours, days, and weeks. A neighborhood girl, 

Maggie, and my grandma also watched me regularly. But lots of additional babysitters 

peppered my life. During the 1967 Detroit riots, which occurred less than a year after 

dad left, mom dropped me at Flaubert’s Dexter farm where I stayed until the violence 

was over. Army tanks roamed the Detroit streets.   

Mom and my Juniper Street house were situated near the corner of Southfield 

Freeway and Outer Drive, at the edge of Dearborn near Allen Park and Dearborn 

Heights. The planes heading to Detroit Metro did their landing circles over our house. 

One learned to wait for the plane to pass to continue a telephone conversation. On 

Juniper Street we fell asleep to the sound of expressway traffic if it was warm enough to 

have our windows open. Train whistles as well were a regular sound. And once a year 

we listened for a week to muzzle loaders fire off during Greenfield Village’s muzzle 

loading festival. 

He wore white business shirts with stiff collars. Dad. He worked in an office and 

wore a tie. His shirts came back from the drycleaners on metal hangers with a 

cardboard strip under the collar, the shirt covered in a thin, filmy plastic bag. When he 

left for good, I was six, it was thundering, and he packed one bag and left, in his white 

starched shirt and tie. Dad walked out the door into torrential rain, and I knew what it felt 

like to be gut-punched. My home crumbled like an old brick wall. I wondered how I had 

fallen short as a human. How had I not entertained him, or achieved enough, to make 

him want to stay? What had mom done to him to force him out? I wasn’t good enough to 

make him want to stay, and I had that sick, tight, feeling in my stomach when he walked 
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out. I cried for him leaving. But I also cried because I felt unsafe with just a mom in 

charge of me. As he walked out, she held me in her lap on the nubby olive green living 

room couch. I tried to push her away so I could chase after dad, but I wasn’t strong 

enough. The thunder cracked, shook the house down in its roots, and it sounded like 

the house would cave in from the pouring on of rain. Problem was mom couldn’t comfort 

me, because she was as lost as I was. We were freshly wounded and hemorrhaging. I 

knew my home was gone and our house would wash away in a torrent, sending mom, 

me, and the olive nubby couch into the never-after land. I would be swallowed up by 

black nothingness.  

Dad left me with this now slightly disheveled, brunette woman. Mom. She threw 

her body into the sobbing; sitting on her lap was like riding a bucking bronco. This very 

needy woman who seemed to want me, at age six, to comfort her. I didn’t feel fully safe 

with mom because she seemed to be two people – person one was a woman who 

presented herself as highly dedicated, calm, and competent to dad, to family, to 

strangers at the grocery store. Person two was the distracted woman who didn’t have 

time for my silly questions and my incessant “whining,” as she let me know.  

“Stop your whining!” 

I was lost. I wanted daddy. Dad was the fun one, the one who let me help wash 

his car, who carried me on his shoulders, who kept me safe, who let me draw on his 

back with oil crayons while he watched hockey or basketball on the tube. Mom was 

present in the house, I know she was. Mom routinely picked me up from nursery school 

on her way home from work. But then, with me in the car, she got in a horrible car 
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accident when she tried to make a left turn in front of oncoming traffic in torrential rain. 

Our Chevy spun around and around in the intersection after the collision. I remember 

seeing a set of headlights, a set of tail lights, a set of headlights, as if I was on a horror-

show merry-go-round. Mother was unconscious and strangers lifted me out of the car 

and took me back to nursery school where I waited until after dark for someone to 

retrieve me. So mom, it had already had been proved to my immature mind, was not a 

person to keep me safe.  

When father filed for divorce, it was one more in an increasing series of life 

challenges my mother didn’t plan on. She didn’t plan on me, she shared with me in later 

years. I was an accident (Dad was stationed at the US installation in Bamberg, 

Germany when I was conceived. Neither parent wanted to walk to the dresser to get the 

condom because it was an icy-cold German night). Yes, I was a horrible accident. It’s 

true. Mom didn’t plan on being a “single parent” and raising a daughter in a “broken 

home.” On mom’s side of the family, divorce was taboo; they didn’t even utter the “D” 

word.  

Mother’s family had worked very hard for a place in the middle-class. Grandma 

was a nurse, and grandpa, while only having an eighth-grade education, became the 

Vice President of Traffic at Detroit, Toledo, & Ironton Railroad. The women on mom’s 

side of the family had solid working-class or lower-middle-class careers – they were 

secretaries or clerks or nurses. They were married to the same man their whole life (no 

matter how miserable), or, they never married (i.e., “old-maids”). The women on mom’s 

side of the family didn’t get divorced. So my mother’s life did not turn out as she had 
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planned. In 1966, she was stuck with a kid and no man to help. How terrified, how 

humiliated she must have been. 

If circumstances of a divorce can be low, the circumstances of my parents’ 

divorce were the pits. When I was in my thirties, I realized that the 1966 appearance of 

dad’s new wife’s baby bump, and my parents’ divorce, was simultaneous. I guess we 

humans can’t know things until we want to know them. Dad, it turns out, had gotten 

another woman pregnant while he was married to mom. A petite blonde who I 

remember as sweet to me. She was sure to check her highly teased hair and perfectly 

applied make-up in the rearview mirror whenever dad stepped away. For decades, I had 

brilliant and recurring, intrusive memories of Karen’s pregnancy and of that day with 

mom, in the rain, on the olive nubby couch, when dad left. These two events happened 

at the same time in my memory. But, I feel like an idiot sometimes that no one told me 

that my dad got someone else pregnant while he was with mom. It seems a bit germane 

to my self-understanding, and while the information was right in front of my face for 

years and years. I didn’t figure out the story until I was in my thirties and it just came to 

me one day, like a revelation. I am the daughter of a philanderer.  

While it’s common now, back in 1966 divorce was still super-stigmatized. In the 

paper "Broken Home and Social Isolation in Attempted Suicides of Adolescents,” 

published in 1967 in the International Journal of Social Psychiatry,2 the authors studied 

how “broken homes” led to teen suicide, by progressively isolating teens from 

“meaningful social relationships.” On October 22, 1965, poet James Merrill’s sonnet 

sequence, “The Broken Home,” was published in The New Yorker. Early literature 
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linked broken homes and juvenile delinquency3. According to the US Census Bureau, 

between 1960 and 2016, the percent of children living with only their mom went from 8 

percent to 23 percent. In 1967, when dad divorced mom, the number of households in 

the US with single-parent moms was around 10 percent. Even today, in 2019, the vast 

majority of children live in a household with two parents. But as divorce became more 

common in the 1970s and onward, gradually the stigma and negative connotations of 

divorce were debunked. 

In the 1960s public service announcements on TV warned viewers against the 

dangers of creating a “broken home.” The potential damage to children was 

emphasized. Research on the metaphorical models of public service announcements 

(PSA) by Terskikha and Malenovaa4 point out that an emotional response is sought by 

PSAs. They argue that PSAs can create a sort of mass consciousness by changing the 

viewers’ values and ideals. One-parent families and other childhood problems have 

always been fair game for PSAs. Even fifty plus years later, I can relive the darkness of 

the shame I felt after seeing a PSA on the horror of broken homes. When my parents 

divorced, I was embarrassed at the mention of it. My hands and stomach clenched and I 

felt nauseated knowing I came from the bottom of the barrel, the scrapings of the barrel 

bottom – the broken home.  

Mom seemed to believe negative portrayals of divorce as well. 1967. Therapy 

was just starting to be popularized through movies like The Three Faces of Eve and 

books like I Never Promised You a Rose Garden, One Flew Over the Cuckoo Nest, The 

Bell Jar, and Sybil. The 1970s offered psychotherapy to everyday people, and so the 
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use of psychotherapy became very popular.5  

To live with herself, to stay alive, to cope, mom visited a psychiatrist, covered by 

her excellent employer-based HFCC health insurance. I went in tow to her visits and 

spent the hour alone in the burgundy-tone waiting-room rolling a large plastic dump 

truck down a dark hallway, leafing through Highlights magazine, and pacing the room 

circumference to get views from different windows. The psychiatrist was in Birmingham. 

We didn’t talk to others about mom’s visits. My father exited our lives and avoided 

having to deal with an ex-wife and kid from a former marriage, the pain that might 

cause, the aggravation. Disappearing is still today a commonly used coping strategy. 

Neither parent was at peace with the divorce. 

At age six and on, I was deeply ashamed my parents were divorced, and terrified 

teachers and fellow students would find out my embarrassing plight. During awkward 

moments at school, like when we were asked to discuss our parents, or required to 

create the dreaded “family tree,” I simply avoided being outed as the child of a “broken 

home” by discussing my parents with absolutely no reference to the fact they were 

divorced. I guess it was a lie I told, a lie of sorts, but my terror of public humiliation gave 

me the courage to publically pretend my parents were still together. In my diary, I told 

the truth about my terrible secret. 

January 24, 1971: Dear Diary, today when I got up I was playing the piano 
and listening to records. After that we went to our friends for dinner. There 
are two children named Emily and Jacob and Ann Frances, their mother 
who is 34. Ann Frances is also divorced like my mom. 

 

And the empty house I came home to each afternoon (mom was at work at HFCC) 
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slapped me in the face with the truth. At bedtime our two beds contained only mother 

and me. Father was off in Texas somewhere with a Sandra Dee-like wife and their 

family they created from scratch. I figured I didn’t exist for dad, like I never existed. I 

was in danger of becoming invisible. 

“Martine Rachel, don’t dawdle.” 

When mom was being stern she always called me by my first and middle name. 

My first name was my grandma’s name, and my middle name was my great-

grandmother’s name. Mother called to me as she, with still-wet shower-hair, grabbed 

her Lucky Strikes, threw them in her purse, and yelled out, have you seen my keys? 

Nope, I hadn’t seen her keys. I tried to help her look. She found them eventually on the 

back of the stove and ran to the car. I followed as quick as I could, and watched from 

the front passenger seat in amazement as my mom, going seventy-five mph down 

Southfield freeway, opened the window to let the wind “blow-dry” her hair  while 

intermittently applying mascara and lipstick in the rearview mirror. We were on the way 

to mom’s work at HFCC. I loved going to work with mom. 

June 25, 1971: Dear Diary, Today I went to work with my mom. I had fun. 
When I came home I went swimming with Vera my girlfriend. I just got 
home. 
 

I grew up on and around, surrounded by the campus and employees of a 

Michigan community college. Fortunately for me, my childhood occurred before the 

college enforced any “children in the workplace” policies. It was fortunate because a 

cast of characters emerged at the community college where mother worked. The cast 

functioned as a community for me, a cast of unintended supporting characters in my 
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early life. My interaction with the various community college employees provided lots of 

role models to choose from as I grew older. While mother’s divorced, single-parent 

status wasn’t something she planned for, she couldn’t have done a better job lining up 

the community college employee examples if she had purposely organized it. I can’t say 

whether it was fate or luck that let me have the community college as a child-into-adult 

backdrop. Maybe things happen for a reason, or maybe things happen, and then we 

rationalize a reason for them. I won’t venture to have a clear answer on that 

philosophical question. 

“Martine, don’t be like me.” 

The most significant though unstated promise between mom and me grew to be 

that I wouldn’t be like her, which was the continued advice she gave. The promise grew 

as fat as the puffball mushrooms I find from time-to-time out in my pasture. The puffball 

gets fatter and fatter and then so fat it bursts, sending brown, dust-like spores into the 

universe. The promise between mom and me, like the puffball, is a fruiting body. 

Mom didn’t finish college. She said it was unjust circumstances: “I had no 

chance. I could either have been a nurse or a teacher, and I didn’t want to be either of 

those things. So now I am in this shit job (she liked to say “shit job”), as a Clerk Typist 

II.” In mom’s defense, and in defense of her job, the notion of dead-end or “shit jobs” 

was a popular trope in the 70s. 1970s New York Times journalist Paul Hamill argued the 

“working-class white man” was in revolt against a number of oppressive systems, 

including “joyless work”.6 Wixom Ford Plant Employee Dewey Burton was used by The 

New York Times as an example of a typical 1970s disgruntled worker. The Times 
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followed him over the 70s. In disgruntled-worker-speak Dewey reported: “I hate my job, 

I hate the people I work for . . .  It’s kind of stupid to work so hard and achieve so little”7. 

He went on to say, “Suddenly I realized that I’m at a dead-end and I’ll probably be 

hacking on the line for 30 years”.8 1970s workers were supposed to get personal 

satisfaction from their jobs, and reach their potential as human beings. So mom fell into 

the disgruntled worker trope of the times. 

She liked to refer to her formal job title with open sarcasm: “Clerk Typist II.” 

That’s what her labor contract said and as the years went by and she gained self-

confidence and became involved in the “women’s movement,” she was happy to freely 

share that the job duties of a Clerk Typist II “do not include making coffee.”  

“Clerk Typist II” mom always carefully enunciated. Mom told me not to end up in 

a dead-end job like her. Do not be like me, she said, taking another drag of her cigarette 

and following it up with either a sip of Cutty Sark or black coffee, depending on the time 

of day. The ashes of her filterless cigarette grew into a long gray cylinder of smashed 

speckles, until she’d flick it off in one of those ceramic D,T & I ashtrays we had around 

the house. Later, in my teens, I would steal the less smoked butts, like if my mom 

couldn’t finish her cigarette because she was almost late for work, or the paper boy 

came to the door to collect, distracting mom, or putting her into hiding because she 

didn’t have the funds to pay him. I’d steal the longer butts from the ashtrays to smoke 

with girlfriends in a backyard, while parents were off at work. 

Now, I am a community college teacher, an English professor, and I don’t smoke. 

I am the daughter and only child of a community college social science 
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department secretary, who was really a “Clerk Typist II.” During my years of interaction 

with mom’s work, 1966 to 1980, including two years from 1978 to 1980 when I was an 

HFCC student and also on work-study, the Social Science Department contained over 

100 faculty. I know this because mom reminded me often that she was the only 

secretary for over 100 faculty. This was back in the days before word processors. So 

she was the department typist back before most faculty typed their own documents.  

Mom typed blazing fast. I literally couldn’t see her fingers moving because it was 

a blur. I recall something like 180 wpm being thrown around, but that might have been 

an exaggeration. There actually is information on what is the fastest recorded typing – if 

one wants to google it. In the 1960s, employees could still smoke in their offices on 

campus, so mom sat at her desk typing so fast the individual key clicks came together 

in one long staccato song, with the cigarette burning down in the black plastic ashtray 

on her desk. (I always told her she could have been a concert pianist but she denied it, 

explaining that she was in fact “tone deaf” and had been directed to “please mouth the 

words only” when performing in her childhood Lutheran church choir). Mom also did 

book orders and worked registration, and of course answered the phone and took 

messages for the various professors. This was part of the fun of going to work with her, 

because I got to deliver the phone messages, which were paper and in triplicate, to 

mailboxes or faculty offices. The full-time professors had offices. Part-time professors 

didn’t. The community college experience taught me about class and hierarchy, and my 

place in the societal pecking order. I learned what I would need to do in order to move 

up the pecking order, if I so desired. As an undergraduate at HFCC I took sociology, but 
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I learned a more powerful lesson from what I experienced first-hand as a child around 

the community college, long before I was a student. 

Full-time professors had offices, part-time faculty had no office. Mother didn’t 

have an office. The social science offices were configured in a U-shape. At the top of 

the U was a main double door opening off the liberal arts building lobby. Mother’s desk 

was at the bottom of the U, where there was also a counter with kitchen facilities, and a 

ditto machine, until in later years there was a copy machine. Well, at first individual 

departments didn’t get copy machines, because they were too expensive, so, when the 

ditto machine became archaic, there was a shared copy machine in the cafeteria 

building that I would use to make copies for mom.  

Later, the Social Science Department had its own copy machine and it was next 

to mom’s desk. There was also a large floor-to-ceiling window, which later on when 

there was some slight remodeling of the U-bottom, where mother’s desk was, she 

mentioned to me that they moved her desk in front of the window and she felt that she 

worked in a fishbowl. There was other seating too at the U-bottom, mom’s workspace, 

for a stray adjunct faculty or student worker she was able to obtain in later years, and 

there were a lot of mushroom-colored, heavy and unmovable metal file cabinets with 

documents crammed into them. I don’t recall anyone ever accessing documents stuffed 

in those file cabinets. Faculty mail boxes were in the U-bottom as well. Like I said, mom 

didn’t have an office, like with a door or whatever. She had a workspace. Her desk was 

located in a faculty congregating area. Faculty crossed paths, and discussed or debated 

issues back there in-between classes. Unassuming students would wander in seeking 
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directions or assistance. 

Even though mother didn’t have an office, she never articulated to me that she 

thought she should. This isn’t something that even crossed her mind. And even though 

mom complained about her “dead-end” job, she took a lot of pride in her work. My 

mother was really fussy about copies. She would write the number of copies needed in 

the upper right hand corner on the page back, in light pencil (to be neatly erased later). 

And I was to make the exact number of copies. And the different pages had to be cross-

stacked. If there was a multipage document, this was before common copy machines 

collated and stapled, she taught me how to lay all the pages out on a long table, with a 

stapler at the end. Then we would do a round robin configuration with whoever was 

around, each person taking the first page, then the next and the next, and then at the 

end stapling it. We had those rubber fingers too, we could use. I always thought those 

were funny. Instead of licking one’s finger to get traction in the collation and stapling 

project, one could use a rubber finger to pick up paper. The rubber finger looked like a 

finger, and it slipped over the index finger, and had little bumps on the finger flat part for 

traction, and on the upper portion of the rubber finger were tiny holes for ventilation. The 

rubber of the rubber finger was translucent and a bit stretchy, and they smelled like new 

office supplies. The foxglove in my garden, the tubular foxglove flowers, are the exact 

shape of rubber fingers. When I was small, I would take all my mom’s rubber fingers 

from her desk drawer, and put them on all my fingers, and say, look mom! Sometimes 

she would laugh. It was one thing I could do to lighten up her day, since she was the 

solitary clerk typist for over 100 faculty, faculty who couldn’t type. I tried. I did. 
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My mom was fussy about the stapling too in any collation projects.  

“Martine, don’t be so sloppy with the staple. It has to be all the way through all 
the pages, and it should be exactly like this.” 

 

She would then show me her example. Her example didn’t look all that distinguished to 

my young eyes. Like what?? I wondered. I never cared about how the staple looked, 

and didn’t understand why she did. Wasn’t her job a “shit job”? The contrast between 

her great care about her work performance, and the fact that she endlessly complained 

(in private and at home) to me about her job, presented a problematic juxtaposition in 

my child-mind. Like I mentioned, mom was two people. One person smiled often, was 

polite and even appeasing to the faculty and students, and cared deeply about the 

quality of her work. The other person, who came out when the two of us were alone at 

home, thought her job was beneath her abilities and was a dead-end job. This second, 

secret person, who only I saw, expressed her frustration in sudden, angry outbursts.  

If there was something I could do to make mom happier, I would try it. 

Mom kept a reference book next to her typewriter at work, A Manual for Writers 

by Kate L. Turabian, and she really cared a lot about punctuation and spacing and all 

that. I never understood why she cared so much about all those surface issues. My 

seven-year-old mind silently asked, who cares about how many spaces are after a 

period? Who cares if the margin is 1 inch or 1.5 inches? Seems trivial, I thought, 

although at age seven I don’t think I knew the word “trivial” yet. I might have thought 

“stupid” instead. Or “asinine” as mom would say. 

My mother impatiently (as in not with that much joy I don’t think) showed me how 
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to work the ditto machine, which sat on a wooden table near the entrance to her 

workspace. Before we had copy machines, we had carbon paper and ditto machines. 

With ditto machines, there was some special inked master paper the typist typed on, 

and the ink would be transposed onto a white sheet (a “master”) that was then placed 

on the ditto machine drum. The drum had a catch for the paper, and a crank. The ink 

was blackish-blue purple, deep purple, the purple-blue of Arrowwood Viburnum berries, 

drooping in loose clusters each fall (drooping drupes), on shrubs situated in my yard for 

the thirty years I have lived here. The attractive berries are either very poisonous or 

edible, depending on the species, and the stems are said to have been used by ancient 

humans to make arrows (thus the name).9  

After the master sheet was clipped on the drum, a crank was turned and the 

drum allowed each paper sheet to be covered in a solvent which when coming in 

contact with the master, caused fresh ink to attach to the sheet. Sheets of blank paper 

were covered with solvent, printed on, and pulled under the drum and out the other side. 

Each new sheet would contain the typing from the master in an exact reproduction, with 

fresh ink and solvent. The more copies were made, the lighter the copy was, until the 

time when a new master was needed. The printing smell was a mix of floral and 

pungent, and each sheet of paper was slightly damp from the process.  

As a college student, when fresh ditto copies were distributed in class, I would 

take the sheet by its upper corner and hold it like a bedsheet drying on the line, just 

above my upturned face, and feel the cool humidity and heavenly smell coming from the 

paper and the ditto ink. Sometimes as a young work-study office worker, I would create 
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some kind of silly drawing on the ditto master paper, and roll out of few copies just to 

see how it all worked. My mother would scold me though if I was found out, because 

she said it was a waste of paper and ink that didn’t belong to us. 

A day at work with mom was for me mostly no work at all, and extremely fun, like 

when I got a bit older and was allowed to wonder the campus and go to the library. The 

library had a fountain indoors, and I could throw in a penny and make a wish. Plus, 

mom knew the librarians. I spent hours in the HFCC library listening to audio books and 

bringing home stacks of books every time. 

April 13, 1971: Dear Diary, Today I went to work with my mom, her friend’s 
daughter was there and me and her typed and went to the library. I went 
to ballet.  
 
April 14, 1971: Dear Diary, Today I went to work with my mom. I typed a 
lot of things. Here is a piece of tinfoil from Easter candy. Tomorrow Dawn 
is coming over at 8:00. I had to make up a ballet class tonight. 

 

When I was very young, nine or so, and was spending a day at work with mom, 

she took me to the “secret tunnels” of the community college. Now this was before, well 

before, Dungeons & Dragons and the story of a college student lost in Michigan State 

University’s steam tunnels.10 Tunnels were just a very rare thing – there was a tunnel to 

Canada which we’d driven through, and there were animal tunnels I’d read about in 

mom’s National Geographic. There was the rabbit tunnel that Alice fell into, and there 

were supposedly, I had been told, salt tunnels (mines) under my house on Juniper 

Street, but there was also the secret tunnel at HFCC. My mom took me to this secret 

tunnel at the college. It wasn’t at all what I imagined a secret tunnel to look like. This 

tunnel was twenty feet across and tiled all the way around, floors, walls, and ceiling. 
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Every so often, there was a fire extinguisher tacked on the wall. The tunnel was 

completely silent. “What is this tunnel for, mom?” I asked and she said flatly and a bit 

distractedly, “I don’t know, probably for heating or something.” We descended into the 

tunnel from one building, and walked a long way. To me it seemed like half a mile, but 

probably it was much shorter, and when we came up out of the tunnel, we were in a 

different campus building. After that, I always wanted to go back into the secret tunnel. I 

memorized the inside of the tunnel, etched it into my mind, but now as an adult, I have 

no idea exactly how we got to the tunnel, from what building. Only once or twice I got to 

go into the tunnel, although I begged mother to take me again. She would reply 

flippantly with a statement like: “Let’s not and say we did.” Bah. When I got older, in my 

teens, and could play with words a bit, I would then say, “Let’s and say we didn’t.” But I 

rarely got her to change her mind when she didn’t want to do something. Rarely, if ever. 

Many, many days in the late 1960s and 1970s I spent on the campus of HFCC. I 

was learning though I wasn’t a college student. The tunnel memory is a sweet one, a bit 

of ecstasy, because it was a discovery she and I had together. I have always enjoyed 

seeing the world from a new perspective – to learn about how the world appears to be 

one way, but suddenly an entirely new dimension or reality opens up. Timothy Leary 

and his theory of Turn On - Tune In - Drop Out, references the importance of achieving 

new revelations in one’s life. He was a character that had an influence on the culture 

that enveloped those of us who lived in the 1960s and 1970s. I don’t think an ecstatic 

revelation needs to be perceived with LSD, as did Leary (I don’t recommend it). But to 

have a revelation, some kind of experience needs to be had that bumps up hard against 
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what one is accustomed to in one’s day-to-day life. Being in the tunnel at HFCC was for 

me, like a sacrament, and the first bright memory I have of seeing the world I knew from 

an entirely new perspective, of finding a treasure that was hiding in plain sight, a reality 

that had been there all along under my feet, but I didn’t know existed until I experienced 

it first-hand. 

So I came from a “broken home,” and the deeply etched groves society had worn 

in the master narrative said broken homes were bad and destructive, and children that 

came from them were outliers sure to be criminals. On top of that, my dad, my central 

male role model, was perceived by my six-year-old-mind to have completely rejected 

me. Thus, I had some “truths” placed on me that I needed to refute. My life was set up 

so that I felt I had to enact a refutation. I needed to prove the opposites were true. But 

little did I know that things were going to get worse, much worse, before I could prove 

anything.11 
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Chapter Two: Question Authority 

Mom got the community college job in 1967. She made friends right away with 

Betty, another secretary. Kay, also a secretary, was Betty’s friend and that’s how mom 

made friends with Kay. Betty and Kay were both ten years older than mom and solidly 

married with kids. Mom, Betty, and Kay had other secretary women in their group. Later, 

mom made friends with secretary Melanie, a woman much younger than her – about 

twenty years younger. More about that later. 

Mom’s relationship with Betty Lory, an intelligent, witty, and often cleverly 

sarcastic woman, was solidified early in mom’s employment at HFCC because of how 

Betty supported mom in the divorce aftermath. I loved Betty. For sure. Not in a huggy, 

soppy way, but in a way of loving deeply from a distance. Unless she drank too much, 

Betty was calm and in control, no matter how deep they were into a game of bridge – no 

matter how many Old Fashioneds she consumed.  

March 19, 1971: Dear Diary, … Later the Lorys, (Betty and Bob) got very, 
very drunck[sic].  . . .Mrs. Lory wanted us to take her home and then Mr. 
Lory said no, because he was drunk so we just left without her. 

 

Betty wasn’t perfect, but she was always good to me. When I was 7, mom 

decided she’d refute the societal notion that children from broken homes were a 

deprived lot by taking me on vacation “Back East,” to New Jersey, where she grew up. 

Mom graduated from Palmyra High School in 1953, and during her youth, each summer 

her family would visit The Shore (Long Beach Island). Mom missed her childhood 

community, and when I was a young adult she lamented that when my dad divorced 

her, she should have packed our bags and moved back to New Jersey. I now thank 
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God or the higher power, fate, predetermination, predestination, and pure chance that 

didn’t happen, but I never figured it out at the level to discuss with mother before she 

passed. When she longed for New Jersey and regretted her decision to stay in 

Michigan, employed at HFCC, I stayed silent. 

Mother wanted to share the Back East experience with me. It was a major event 

to plan our vacation because in 1967 it wasn’t everyday that a freshly divorced woman 

took her young daughter, just the two of them, on a summer vacation. Grandma 

definitely didn’t want mother to take the vacation alone with me. It just was not safe, she 

said. My mother was anxious, but determined not to conform to the typical image of a 

shattered divorced woman. 

The night before we were leaving for the two-day drive Back East, in mother’s 

new nocturne-blue Opel station wagon (advertised as “GM’s lowest-priced car”12) she 

bought with her HFCC paycheck, we spent the night at Betty’s house. Betty lived on 

Outer Drive, only a few blocks from us. Betty and her husband Bob, and her adult kids 

(who regular babysat me), had a sending-off party for us. Betty gave me a huge bag of 

toys to play with in the car, lots of inexpensive puzzles and toys, and I thought it was so 

fun and amazing to have all these activities for the car. At Betty’s house, mom woke me 

up before the sun rose and we snuck off, just the two of us. I had my sleeping bag in the 

back seat to snuggle in. When I got a bit older, mom said she couldn’t afford the trips 

Back East for vacation, so we ended up using Kay’s cottage. Kay and her husband had 

a cottage on Munro Lake near Seashell City, Cheboygan County, and so we started 

spending summer vacations in northern Michigan, rather than Back East.  
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July 11, 1971: Dear Diary, Today we went up to our friend’s cottage that’s 
up north. We took Dawn along but she’s acting like a dope. We are going 
to stay here for a week. I am going to bed now. 

 

And after Kay’s cottage didn’t work out, mom rented a cottage on Black Lake from yet 

another HFCC employee, a sociology professor. Mom and I also stayed for long 

weekends in other professors’ cottages – cottages that were nearer to Juniper Street. 

Back then, it seemed to me all community college professors had both a home and a 

cottage on a lake. 

June 4, 1971: Dear Diary: Today at 7:15 I left for UpNorth to a cottage. We 
are at the cottage and Emily, Jacob, and Ann Frances. Me and my mom 
shared a room and Emily Jacob and Ann Frances shared a room. 

 
June 5, 1971: Dear Diary, Today we went up to the Bay of Saginaw for a 
swim. It was nice but chilly. Emily Claussen wants to stay up like me so 
she can be a big girl like me. 

 
June 6, 1971: Dear Diary, Oh poo, today we had to come home from the 
cottage. I miss the cottage and the lake very much. When I got home I 
didn’t feel too good. I still have a headache. 

 

Betty and her family didn’t have a cottage on a lake, but they shared what they 

had with us. The kindness Betty showed mother and me throughout the years 

resonates. Dad didn’t “see” me, but Betty and her family did. Lots of times when Betty 

and mom were drinking and talking, Betty’s husband Bob, who worked at Ampex until 

he lost his job in the 1970s, would teach me Morse code, or chess, or their oldest son, 

Norbert, showed me how his computer hooked up to a modem by placing an old-style 

telephone handset into a special holder. Norbert had polio and wore metal braces on his 

legs that clinked when he walked. He locked them in place to stand and unlocked the 
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braces to sit. Lorys’ younger son, drafted into the Navy during Vietnam, showed me how 

to develop film in his basement dark room, and mom bought me a camera so he could 

teach me how to improve my photographer skills. He also taught me guitar at a studio 

where he worked part-time. He was a musician. Betty’s family developed a pet name for 

me: “The Kid.” No matter how old I got, I was still “The Kid” to them. I spent hours of my 

childhood at Betty’s house amusing myself, while my mom played bridge and drank, or 

just sat in a circle with other adults and talked. I knew the inside of Betty’s house like I 

knew my own house. Sometimes mom and Betty would leave me at Betty’s and go 

drinking at Kay’s.  

August 7, 1971: Dear Diary: Today I went swimming in Debbie’s pool then  
we played outside. My mom has had too much to drink. 

 

Mom’s relationship with fellow HFCC secretaries Betty and Kay taught me greatly. 

They, like mother, also didn’t have offices. There was a hierarchy at the college, and the 

workers who were slotted at the same level in the hierarchy stuck together for the most 

part. It was also clear, the homes of Betty and Kay were much more similar to my house 

on Juniper Street, than were the homes of the professors I’d get to know in later years. 

But even Betty and Kay, who were married and thus had additional incomes to depend 

on, had bigger houses than mom. They had more and newer furniture, had dependable 

and multiple cars. They just had more stuff then we did. I guess I learned initially, that if 

a person wanted some financial stability, that person should be married. Later of 

course, regardless of media messages about the problems with “broken homes,” I 

learned through life lessons that marriage was not an answer to much. Later, I had to 
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dig deep and remember, how, in many cases, marriage had been the cause of 

problems for the women in my life, not a solution to the problem of financial instability. 

The ultimate lesson for me was that a human needs to be able to support themselves 

financially, because just like what occurred with mother, sometimes our life plans don’t 

turn out how we think they will. It is always good to have a Plan B, and a Plan C, and 

maybe even a Plan D. 

As for drinking, well, I’ll get to that later, but, clearly I learned it was an adult 

behavior, and a sacrament one took in order to enter into adulthood, since drinking was 

forbidden to children. However, I also learned that humans were nonsensical and rather 

ridiculous, and even a bit slovenly when they drank too much. But, on the other hand, 

just because a person got drunk didn’t mean I couldn’t love them. It was like an adult 

was two persons. The sober one who was able to see me and focus even temporarily 

on what I needed, work at the college and complete assigned tasks, and the drunk one 

who generally appeared after the sun went down, after work, and operated off of a 

drunken logic. My mom drank and I was dependent on her. As a survival mechanism I 

had to love her despite her imperfections. Yet, I learned very early to find others to 

depend on, or, to figure it out myself so that I wouldn’t need to depend on anyone, if that 

is even possible. 

Another day I spent at HFCC, age eight, mom met Betty and Kay at the campus 

cafeteria. Back then, as secretaries they were not permitted to use the staff lounge. The 

staff lounge was for faculty and upper administrators only, not secretaries and certainly 

not “Clerk Typist IIs.” Later, when I was a teen, that changed via labor contract 
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negotiations, and we were able to go into the staff lounge for lunch and it was scary and 

special. When mom and I could eat in the staff lounge, it meant the class system that 

the staff lounge had maintained had been eroded. Secretaries were permitted to 

consume food alongside faculty and administrators. I wouldn’t say it was a new day, but 

it was a big change at the time.  

Organizations teach us about who is important and who isn’t. Community 

colleges, whether they intend to or not, are teaching any human who experiences them, 

who is important and who is not, who is in the community, and who isn’t. I’m not talking 

about what one learns in a political science, sociology, or history class. I’m talking about 

the lessons one learns from experiencing the systems and values of the community 

college. Part-time faculty don’t have offices, full-time faculty do. Clerical workers don’t 

have offices; they have workspaces where others gather. Faculty have a dedicated 

lunch room; staff do not. Back then, faculty and staff also had their own restrooms. 

Nowadays, often students and faculty share restrooms. Nowadays, faculty share eating 

spaces with students and staff. Unintended lesson plans have changed over the last 

fifty years. 

But back in 1968 mom was with Betty and Kay and we were eating at a cafeteria 

table amongst the students and “lower level” employees. I had to go to the bathroom. 

Mom told me in a small whisper—don’t forget to put toilet paper down on the seat 

before sitting on it. This is something she asked me to do because she was worried 

about germs. Mom’s sister, my aunt, was a nurse, and my grandma was a nurse, and 

my mom’s best non-work friend, Ann Frances, who we visited with several times each 
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week, was a nurse. So mom heard a lot of horror stories about germs. Anyway, mom 

said that when I came out of the campus cafeteria bathroom, I yelled across the room to 

her, “I put toilet paper down like you asked.” All present students and employees 

stopped chewing and turned to stare. I doubt my proclamation was appetizing. Mom 

pretended like she didn’t know me. Betty and Kay hid their faces and snickered.  

For the rest of my life, mom loved to tell that story. And it certainly shows at age 

8, for me, mom was God and I wasn’t ready to question authority. That would come 

later, like a cyclone. But in 1968 I was an obedient daughter. I not only did exactly what 

mom wanted, but I reported it back to her and anyone else around who would listen. I 

wasn’t just good, I was good and I proved it to the world by my announcement. So what 

they said about children from broken homes: it did not apply to me. Children from 

broken homes probably unwittingly sat on contaminated toilet seats, didn’t they? 

In addition to the secretaries across the college, the faculty in the Social Science 

Department at HFCC were a pretty upstanding bunch: articulate, smart, thoughtful, and 

kind. Whether the college wanted me to or not, more than a decade before I was a 

college student, I learned some of the most important life lessons from college 

employees. 

Prof. Vic was a full-time sociology professor. He stood more than six and a half 

feet tall, and had skin and hair as white as the petals of the Ox-Eye daisy growing along 

the road at my Livingston County, Michigan home. Ox-Eye daisies are actually a 

medicinal plant, according to Lisa M. Rose.13 They are said to treat wounds and work 

wonders on allergies.   
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His hair was white and his eyes were as blue as a clear Michigan summer sky, 

and although he was a massive man, and his colleagues made occasional passing but 

loving remarks about his possible relationship to the Vikings, he had a very soft manner 

of speaking, carefully articulating every word. His hair was straight and the ends landed 

just above the tops of his broad shoulders. I know he was married to the beautiful 

Marjorie, tall, fair, and lovely like him, and the couple had two daughters that were tall 

and thin as daisy stems, who had pale white hair and skin just like his. Prof. Vic’s 

daughters also had his blue-as-summer-sky eyes. 

The family lived in Detroit and my mother and I were invited to their house for 

dinner on more than one occasion. The younger daughter, Lisa, who was close to my 

age -- she was the first white person I ever heard speaking AAVE. Later, much later, in 

graduate school, I learned, acquiring the dialect of one’s neighborhood --  that’s normal. 

For example, presently, I continue to say “me and him,” or “me and her,” or “I seen him,” 

and “I seen her,” because that is most certainly like how me and the other kids talked 

back on Juniper Street in the 1960s and 70s. Until I figured out that a community will 

leave language markers on its members, and that the members will embrace these 

markers in order to be part of the community, I said nothing to mom when she 

continually and publically corrected my grammar. She corrected my grammar for my 

whole life, even after I got my PhD and was in my forties. Then one day I spouted off 

after she corrected me one too many times, and informed her I talked that way because 

it was how folks talked where I grew up, and she was only correcting me because of her 

own insecurities and her concern I might reflect back badly on her. And then she 
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stopped correcting me which I have to say was really, really nice. It is one of the few 

requests I ever made of mom that she was able to honor, and I deeply appreciate that. 

But for Lisa, the first white girl I knew who spoke AAVE, for her, those speech markers 

were part of being in the Detroit neighborhood.  

I think Vic, he had a kind heart, and he took my mother in, because even from my 

childhood view, mom was a bit of a waif, and a lost soul. When I was a young teen, 

mother and I were invited to attend a Detroit Presbyterian church with Prof. Vic and his 

family. The church sat in the heart of downtown Detroit, and the congregation was about 

half African American, and half white (this is noteworthy because the community where I 

lived in Dearborn, in the 1960s and 1970s, was mainly working-class white Polish and 

Irish families, some Italians, but very few African Americans). I became involved in the 

Detroit church – went to Detroit Tiger baseball games for church outings, did church 

sleepovers, worked on the homeless persons’ meal service. When I was age 16 I even 

taught Sunday school. Prof. Vic’s Detroit church provided me with my first formal 

teaching experience, and it was good. 

Mom thought it important that I experience as many different types of persons as 

possible. She wanted me to question authority. I like to think that she intentionally 

brought me along to various social contexts where I could see and interact with persons 

from various races, with various identities, and from all sorts of economic backgrounds. 

On the other hand, maybe it was just mom’s curiosity about people, and her desire to 

combine with people who were greatly different than herself. Or maybe it was the way in 

which mom and I were constantly working to refute the negative stereotypes about 
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broken homes, and the deviant children they produced.  

Upon invitation, mom took me to her Department Chair – Prof. Leventhal – to his 

home (he had a wife and many children) for Hanukah celebration. My parents, by 

contrast, are Roman Catholic on my dad’s side, and Lutheran on my mom’s side, but 

dad had turned and still is, at age eighty-four, an atheist. Mom was more 

interdenominational, but eventually she wasn’t sure if she believed in God (but she did 

eventually believed in a “higher power” via Alcoholics Anonymous). At the hospice 

where mom passed, they put a wooden cross on her chest when she was finally too 

weak to move. I thought it was silly and removed it and put it on the adjustable side 

table, and when I returned from a brief respite, the cross was back on her chest. After 

she passed I retrieved her items from the hospice, and the wooden cross was there, 

and of course I kept it because it is kind of like a sacred object to me now.  

Anyway, back to Prof Leventhal: At age eight I was incredibly impressed because 

his family home was enormous and clean and bright and had wall-to-wall carpeting 

(which was new and a big deal back then – especially if it was “plush”). Prof. 

Leventhal’s many children received presents during the Hanukah celebration. I was told 

they received a present every day for a week, and I thought it sounded better than what 

we did for Christmas. During the Hanukah celebration, there was singing and a 

menorah was lit, and fake ice-cream cones were served. They were mini-cones filled 

with some kind of pastel colored marshmallowy substance, and each dollop of fake ice 

cream was covered in these teeny tiny silver beads that I was shocked to learn were 

edible, although very difficult if not impossible to chew (pretty sure these are still used 
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and I continue to detest them as tooth-breakers). Alas, Prof. Leventhal was only mom’s 

supervisor for a short time. He went to work in another area of the college. He was a 

good guy, a good supervisor, a good human.  

With her Social-Science-Department-influenced goals to help instill in me the 

ability to question the master narrative, mom decided to be an activist, so she took me 

on a Dearborn demonstration march after the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. 

She had developed a keen interest in civil rights, nurtured and fed through the discourse 

of the Social Science Department. In the late 1960s and 70s, the department included 

historians, psychologists, sociologists, political scientists, and criminal justice 

professors.  

At age 8, I was distraught when Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated. I didn’t 

understand why. Mom told me: “Some people prefer white ice-cream and some people 

prefer chocolate ice-cream. It was as if Dr. King preferred chocolate ice-cream, and he 

was killed by someone who preferred white ice-cream and didn’t want anyone to be 

permitted to prefer chocolate ice-cream.” I thought that was a stupid reason for an 

assassination. Asinine. Dopey. It made no sense. I wasn’t just sad, I was grief stricken. 

After my father leaving, when MLK Jr. was killed, that was my second experience with 

real deep sadness, hopelessness, and the endless grappling with trying to understand 

where I might fit in the world and feel safe. I would have to say, that the assassination of 

MLK Jr., caused in me what one might call a revelation. A public tragedy causes one to 

“turn on” and “tune in” to the issues of the event, and “drop out” of focusing on the 

everyday. A public tragedy is a rupture. It is what Timothy Leary might have labeled a 
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“kick.” Foucault, on the other hand, as well as some members of the Dearborn 

community, at least those who wrote letters to the paper, might call it a public 

“punishment” for questioning the status quo.  

Regarding the MLK Jr. Dearborn march, the paper (April 11, 1968) noted the 

march “was the largest civil rights march in Dearborn’s history.”14 The walk was held on 

Michigan Avenue in Dearborn, and all participants gathered in the parking lot to launch. 

Passion and energy infused the air, but the moment was also sad and serious. 

Demonstration participants, including mom and me, were given black armbands to 

wear. According to the Dearborn Historical Museum Society Archives webpage, the vigil 

took place April 8, 1968. The archive introduction to the then Dearborn Press & Guide’s 

newspaper coverage of event confirms what mom and I were well aware of at the time.  

I haven’t lived in Dearborn for 40 years, and I hear things have changed greatly 

in those decades, but in 1968, Dearborn had a “negative reputation in regards to civil 

rights issues”.15 In some of the “Opinions” submitted by 1968 Dearborn readers, a 

different set of social mores was expressed, compared to today’s. In 1968, one reader, 

“Henry,” wrote in his letter to the editor titled “Hubbard for V-P”: “If George Wallace 

would pick Mayor Hubbard as his Vice-Presidential running mate, he would get a lot of 

votes from Michigan and other places.” Another reader, “George,” in his editorial letter 

titled “White Goodness,” states:   

. . . a Detroit inner-city teacher who resides in Dearborn picketed City Hall 
carrying a sign saying, “White Racism Killed Dr. King” . . . I want to say 
how sorry I feel that someone as sick as that is teaching children . . . 
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George’s letter to the editor goes on to share more shocking statements. In 1968, these 

opinions were freely shared with the paper’s readers and included not just the writers’ 

names, but their address. This might indicate how normal and socially acceptable it was 

in 1968, Dearborn, Michigan, to openly state such opinions. 

I am well aware that racism continues to be ever present in 2019. But even back 

in 1968, some white families were trying to evolve and do the right thing. In our small, 

brick, post-World War II track-house bungalow on Juniper Street, Dearborn, Michigan, it 

was just a natural truth my mother imparted to me, that three-time unsuccessful US 

Presidential Candidate and former Senator of Alabama, George Wallace, was not a 

good person. Clearly mom believed he was evil. (Back then, we all knew who George 

Wallace was so mom didn’t include the introduction I have provided here). George 

Wallace grew to national fame by physically standing, as a human blockade, at the 

entrance of University of Alabama, to prevent black students from entering the campus. 

Some information about this event is documented in framed pictures on the third floor of 

the Arts & Sciences building at the community college where I am presently employed, 

lest we forget.  The 1998 New York Times article announcing his death, accurately 

describes Wallace as a “Segregation Symbol.”16 

It was a natural truth in our house on Juniper Street that the “N-word” was the 

absolutely worst word on the planet, worse than any swear word, even the F-word, and 

that it could not be uttered under any circumstances. Ever. Mother, through her actions 

and her words, taught me we do “not judge people on the basis of their skin color.” 

Because it was ingrained into my being from such a young age as the only reality, even 
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today I struggle to wrap my head around the fact that everyone doesn’t share mom’s 

principles. And now, after decades of estrangement, I have gotten to know my then-

absent dad, and he shares the same political beliefs as mom did.  

I’ve heard we get our political views from our parents. But I like to think that we 

also get our political views from our education, and mom, as a low-level but unionized 

community college clerical worker, was educated not in the four walls of a classroom, 

but by being immersed in the discourse of the community college social science 

department. For thirty-plus years she was enveloped in the everyday conversations of 

all those educated and opinionated faculty, the political scientists, the historians, the 

sociologists. It was a rich atmosphere, and one that greatly influenced mom. Over the 

years she became much more socially progressive than her mother (mom’s father 

passed in 1967) or her only sibling-sister. 

My mother was beyond an avid reader. She was obsessive. If she wasn’t at 

work, or drinking alone or with friends, then she had her nose in a book. She read 

everything, but from those days I most remember Effectiveness Training for Women, 

Sybil, My Mother Myself, The Feminine Mystique, I’m OK -- You’re OK, Your Erogenous 

Zones, How to be Your Own Best Friend, and anything by Agatha Christie, Dorothy 

Sayers, or May Sarton. Mother bought me my own copy of Our Bodies, Ourselves, but 

while mom was reading Feminine Mystique, grandma was reading The Total Woman, a 

book on how to keep one’s husband happy, interested, and entertained. According to 

Wikipedia, The Total Woman (1973) was said to be the most successful book of 1974 

based on total copies sold in its first year.17 Mom and grandma didn’t agree about 
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women’s rights.  

Grandma, a nurse, came from a working-class family that had made it to the 

middle class. My mother was raised in a bit more privileged environment than I was, or 

was my grandma. Mom had two parents who were present and married, and in New 

Jersey, in the 1930s and 40s, the family had housekeepers and nannies who helped 

raise my mother and her sister.18 Even during the depression, photographs of mom’s 

childhood survive to show new bikes, a new car, and my gramma in her new fur coat.  

The Dearborn Press’s article on the 1968 march, “450 Pay Tribute with 

Peaceable March,” describes the event, and shares a number of photographs: 

Parading single file along Michigan Avenue from Outer Drive to Monroe, 
the quiet marchers met no resistance except for a strong wind that tore 
their signs. Their signs read  

“New Attitudes, New Understanding, New Will”’  

“Martin Luther King, the Way of Suffering Love”  

“White America Repent” and  

“Destroy White Racism.”  

Mom held my hand. We wore black armbands. I marched with the group. John O’Riley, 

Dearborn Police Chief at the time “was there watching” and was reported to have 

“approved” the walk “because it was a ‘religious ceremony’” as opposed to a “protest 

demonstration.” Mrs. James Apsey, wife of a Fordson High School teacher, was in 

attendance with her husband. Mrs. Apsey said the walk was “a tribute particularly 

needed in Dearborn.” Rev. William Ritter, First Methodist Church, was quoted as 

emphasizing the tribute to King was needed “to show another face of Dearborn.”  
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Mr. and Mrs. Charles Stanton marched with three of their five sons 
because they said “we believe what Dr. King preached.”  

Their boys, Gary, Tom and Brian, marched too because they said they 
also wanted to stand up for what they believed. 

 

Rev. Armin Heidmann, Christus Victor Lutheran Church, states he participated because 

“we have too long failed to be where the world needed serving.” Mr. and Mrs. William E. 

Farrington are stated to have participated in the march “as a ‘form of worship,’” and Mrs. 

Farrington is quoted: “If anyone wants to interpret our participation as a way of 

undermining this white bastion reputation of Dearborn, why that’s OK.” 

Mom and I participated in this march. No one else in mom’s family was involved 

in civil rights. They remained silent. My mother’s job in the Social Science Department 

caused her to tune in to acknowledge the world was changing and needed to change. I 

stood with mom and benefited from the community college employment experience as 

well. 

As a child, I couldn’t help but observe the working conditions of faculty. It took me 

a few decades to understand the relevance of the Viking-like Prof. Vic sharing his office 

with adjunct sociology Professor T. Professor T lived in Detroit as well, and was a 

longtime adjunct at mom’s college. He worked at a few other colleges too, and he 

lamented of his status in the adjunct pool. Professor T was divorced. I know because it 

hit him hard and so he shared a lot of his divorce experiences at random times in 

passing conversation.  

Prof. Vic had two desks in his tiny office. Professor T had one desk, and Prof. Vic 
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had the other. They worked out mostly when they would have office hours so that it 

wasn’t too often the two of them were in the office at the same time. The social science 

faculty offices at HFCC were very small, and without exception, they were dark spaces, 

packed with books from floor to ceiling, barely room for a desk, and windowless. The 

offices were more like glorified closets, but when I was a child, I never heard faculty 

complain about their office space. I didn’t even think about it. I just wondered at all the 

books and stacks of papers, and the clearing in each office that barely provided space 

for a desk surface, and the little brass desk lamps turned on even on sunny days, giving 

the feeling that it was always nighttime in the faculty offices in mom’s department. 

When Professor T wasn’t around, to mom I would praise his ability to write a 

play. He talked of it frequently, when he wasn’t talking about his divorce. The play was 

in a six-or-seven-inch stack of papers, rubber-banded together, with odd bits of torn 

edges sticking out here and there from the stack. The play was said to be about the civil 

rights movement of the 1960s, and social activism. Like I said, Professor T was a 

sociology professor. I admired him because he was a college teacher, and because he 

was working on a play. My mom, in her way, she always brought the most realistic, or 

maybe pragmatic perspective to my perceptions. I don’t know if realistic or pragmatic 

are the right words. I guess a nice way to say it is that my mother brought my lofty 

ideals down a few pegs? Maybe she tried to ground me? I don’t know. When I was 

reading and in love with Henry David Thoreau’s Walden’s Pond, mom must have gotten 

tired of listening to me rave about him, and she said to me curtly: “His mother washed 

his underwear. That’s why he had time to write.” Like a cold slap to my hot face, her 
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words. I have never been able to verify what she said, but, I did believe her for years 

and years. It sounds like it might be true, doesn’t it?  

“His mother washed his underwear.” 

But anyway, mother told me that Professor T had been working on this play for at least 

ten years. She made it seem like maybe it was a document that would never be 

finished. And she told me his ex-wife “wore A LOT of make-up,” and that he lived in a 

house “his mother left him.” The implication was that although he came across as being 

down to earth and “all-natural,” he was attracted to a “woman-of-artifice,” and that as 

well, he wasn’t driven enough to figure out how to acquire his own house by his own 

means. He had time to write the play because his mom had earned the house for him, 

but he wasn’t driven enough to finish the play. That’s how I interpreted mom’s sharing. 

My mother and Professor T were definitely drinking buddies. I think they drank a 

lot of scotch together, and communally griped about things at work. Mother took me to 

visit him before he moved into his dead mom’s house, when he was living in a “studio” 

apartment. It was one room, in a Detroit high-rise. I hadn’t seen anything like that before 

so of course I was impressed. It had a couch that folded out into a bed – another 

novelty. While I don’t remember drinking anything myself, as I would have only been 

about 14 or 15 years old, I do remember he and my mom refilling their glasses 

numerous time with an amber liquid. Cutty Sark was mom’s every day choice, but on 

special occasions, she drank Chivas Regal. I cannot not nor have ever been able to 

stand the taste of scotch. It is absolutely not drinkable. My throat is closing up just 

thinking about it. The word that comes to mind when I remember mom’s scotch is 
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“Screech.” Screech is the special whiskey said to be regularly imbibed by those residing 

in Newfoundland (I learn these things because my daughter is now a Canadian). If a 

person can swallow it, and it’s said to be turpentine-like, they make a sound something 

like “scre-e-e-e-ech.” (I made that last part up, but it sounds true? Yes?). That is my 

idea of any scotch. 

I observed the working conditions of faculty and noted differences between those 

of part-time and full-time faculty. My many interactions with employees of the 

community college taught me about stark differences in socioeconomic class. There 

were clear differences between how faculty, whether part-time or full-time, lived off 

campus, and how mom and I lived, in our tiny, basic, tract house, situated deep in a 

working-class neighborhood of auto-factory employees.  

My mother, when I was eleven, befriended an adjunct history professor in her 

department by the name of Alistair. He lived alone over in the Dearborn Ford 

Foundation apartments, which at the time were considered very ritzy. Alistair was 

single, and we visited his apartment on numerous occasions. Sometimes Betty came 

with us. Mom and he drank scotch together but what was more important to me, was 

Alistair’s apartment was where I was first introduced to Pepperidge Farm cookies. I 

think Alistair had the variety box, with cookies that came in small stacks in little white 

accordion paper wrappers. Fancy. Alistair played the piano and had a number of 

ancient piano books he gave me. Books that he no longer wanted. Alistair had some 

furniture, but not a lot and I recall that he had a card-table for a kitchen table. I’m not 

sure why – it was like he was continually moving in to the apartment.  
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He was a white man of medium build, and he always dressed in a black or grey 

business suit, and his hair was pure silver and shiny, like a polished nickel. His skin was 

bluish cream colored, like the color of a chicory flower, but with a lot of white mixed in. 

When I hear the term “blue blood,” I think of him. His veins were visible on his temples, 

and his facial skin looked like it had been powdered with a fine white talc. He talked with 

a very strong Bostonian accent. I want to say about accents, mine is of course 

undetectable to me, but if I had to describe it, I would say it is Midwestern working class. 

Flat and nasally, and I have numerous turns of grammar that are inappropriate for 

English teachers, but which came from my neighborhood and are part of me, and I 

won’t give them up. But Alistair, when he spoke, his pointy chin elevated towards the 

heavens, and his thin, pale pink lips curled in a sort of O shape -- he spoke with utter 

authority, literally looking down the sides of his nose. Alistair’s mannerisms remind me a 

little of Tim Gunn from Project Runway.  

Alistair wrote poetry, and every morning he printed off several copies of his 

“poem-of-the-day,” and distributed the verse to a lucky many in the Social Science 

Department. I was present more than once when he walked by mom’s desk and sent a 

sheet of paper wafting down onto the cluttered surface. For mom, and others, he 

bestowed a daily poem gift he had written. I had read some of his poems, and all I can 

recall now is the phrase: “fallen leaves.” Or maybe it was “fall leaves.” I can’t remember. 

His daily poems fell on mom’s desk like brown, crackly, dead, fallen leaves. I recall once 

when he did this my mother rolling her eyes and sighing loudly, and not looking up from 

her furious typing. After mother and Alistair’s falling out, when she and I were off-
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campus she would make sarcastic remarks about his poetry, and ask me rhetorically, 

“Why does he think I would want to read it?” I think mom felt he was imposing his 

maleness on her, kind of like what we would call “mansplaining” today. I think she felt 

his unrequested poems oppressed her. Like he was putting her in a role of having to 

nurture and encourage him, the way a mom is supposed to do for her son. Mom didn’t 

like it at all. It made her mad. 

My mother and he were very close for years, and then something happened and 

they had a falling out. 

The falling out involved a woman he knew in England. This woman, the English 

Lady, wrote beautiful long letters in gorgeous curlicue cursive, with what looked like a 

real fountain pen dipped in ink. The color of ink was an almost transparent blue like the 

borage petals I planted two summers ago in my flower garden, and the paper was pale 

blue too, paler than the borage petals, more like the pale blue of a robin’s egg. Back in 

1973, there was special paper we used to write “overseas.” I know this because in 

fourth grade I had a pen pal first from India, and then from South Africa, and I still have 

all their letters in a wooden box I keep in my bedroom closet.  

Alistair’s English Lady’s letters sat in stacks on a ledge in Alistair’s ritzy but not 

properly furnished apartment. He adored this woman, or rather idolized her. He spoke 

proudly of their longtime friendship, indicating her English heritage made their friendship 

even more valuable and exotic. At some point, this woman came to the US and Alistair 

introduced her to my mother. After the English Lady returned to England, as was 

reported to me by mother, the English Lady and mom wrote to each other. When Alistair 
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eventually found out, he was furious. That’s all I know. He and mom stopped hanging 

around. Eventually, according to mom, Alistair hooked up with the Athletics professor at 

the college and the two of them retired and moved to Phoenix. That’s the last I heard of 

Alistair. 

Something like this happened with Professor T too, the adjunct sociology 

professor. I don’t mean he wrote to someone in England and then got jealous when my 

mom developed a friendship with this person. I mean, they fell apart. I don’t think they 

exactly had a falling out, but they stopped hanging around. I was older, late teens, and I 

asked my mom about Professor T, since we hadn’t heard from him or visited him in 

quite some time. Her only explanation was that Professor T had applied for a full-time 

faculty position at the college, but when he didn’t get it, he became “bitter.” She also 

said that he kind of “droned on and on” in class. Students had complained about it – 

something like that, and that’s why he didn’t get the job. (The droning on and on I never 

got, because the social science faculty could talk and talk and talk. Not just in class, but 

all the time in mom’s office. They talked and talked. They were the most talking faculty 

I’ve ever encountered. They all had an opinion and were more than happy to share and 

share and share. I’m not kidding.) Mom’s explanation wasn’t satisfying, but I let it go. 

Then I stopped hearing or seeing anything about Professor T. 

Later, the first time I applied for my full-time English faculty job, where I work 

now, I didn’t get the job. I remembered how mom said Professor T had become “bitter.” 

I didn’t want that to happen to me. So, I studied up and tried to become more qualified 

so that next time a full-time job opening came, I might be more likely to get the job. 
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But anyway, back to mom and me attending Prof. Vic’s church. Mother wanted 

me to attend Prof. Vic’s Detroit church because of her interest in civil rights, and 

because then I could see a mixed-race crowd working toward similar goals, together. 

She took me to Prof. Leventhal’s Hanukah celebration so I could see different kinds of 

religious celebrations. Mom tried to present different scenarios for me so that I could 

have some choices, and not end up like her. I’m sure that’s what she thought about it. 

Through her employment at HFCC mother developed her own abilities to 

question authority. This authority ranged from the cultural master narratives about 

broken homes, to status quo beliefs about race relations. From her, and from massive 

media messages we were bombarded with, I learned that questioning authority is what 

one did to work towards social justice. 

Gradually but consistently, as I went out in the world without mom, I developed 

my own identity as a kid not necessarily willing to go along with the status quo, even if 

that meant I encountered resistance or unpleasant challenges. Mom’s employment at 

HFCC and the discourse I was indirectly and directly submersed in, impacted my values 

and behaviors.  

Mother sent me to first-grade with a “Focus: Hope” pin tacked prominently on my 

jacket. My grade school from kindergarten through third grade was a private school at 

Greenfield Village in Dearborn, nearly all white that I recall. The Focus: Hope pin 

contained a yin and yang type image with a white hand on one side, and a black hand 

on the other, and the hands were reaching towards each other. According to their 

website, “Focus-Hope is a non-profit, civil and human rights organization located in 
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Detroit, Michigan” and was founded in 1968 “in the wake of the 1967 Detroit riots.”19 

The pin was mine and I was proud to wear it. But, when I arrived on school grounds, the 

school principal stopped me on the way to chapel (we were picked up by bus in our 

neighborhoods, and dropped off near the Clinton Inn [now Eagle Tavern] at Greenfield 

Village, on a brick-walk which we took to the chapel doors. Each morning before we 

went to our class buildings, we attended Martha-Mary Chapel). The principal, Mr. S, 

stood well over six feet tall. He sported neatly cut and combed short white hair and a 

tastefully-thin pinstriped business suit, not the wide pinstripes like gangsters wear. He 

looked like a stiff paper cut-out doll. When he walked it was like his knees didn’t bend 

properly. To interrupt my daily chapel walk, Mr. S unbendingly stepped in my path. I 

could not proceed. Principal S asked me in a cajoling and yet monotone fashion, what 

the HOPE pin meant. I looked up at him and told him it meant that we hoped white 

people and black people could come together and love each other. Two seconds 

passed and he continued to block my path. My stomach squeezed tight with anxiety. 

Then, with no further comment, he stiffly stepped aside and permitted me to proceed.  

I reported to mom immediately what had occurred with Principal S, and it was 

one of the few times I recall she seemed extremely proud and pleased with my 

behavior. That was my only interaction ever with the kindergarten-to-third-grade private 

school principal, except in first grade when I got in trouble for being “boisterous” on the 

bus. The bus boisterousness trouble is cemented in my memory both because it was an 

emotional event, and because there was a formal typed letter on school letterhead, 

signed by the principal, sent to mother:  
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On Wednesday, October 4 [1967], your daughter, Martine, was put off the 
bus for being boisterous after being warned.20 
 
You may wish to discuss bus conduct with her for if she is put off a second 
time it will be necessary to exclude her from the bus for one week. 

 

I didn’t have more problems with Principal S, but I had another problem with the 

principal in public school, fourth-sixth grade, which I’ll get to shortly.  

Through a number of connections at HFCC, Mom entered a feminism phase that 

lasted her whole life. When I started public school in fourth grade, coming out of the 

permanently closed private school (Greenfield Village Schools), I was way, way ahead 

of my class. Being ahead of the class and being new didn’t make me particularly 

popular, but I was able to cultivate a small group of friends. Otherwise, I was marked. 

When I was in sixth grade, at my mainly-all-white public elementary school in Dearborn, 

I had a report due on my of-choice presidential candidate. With mother’s 

encouragement, since it was also her candidate of choice, I submitted my report on why 

Shirley Chisolm should be president. I presented the report to the class and the 

audience was not receptive. They didn’t throw tomatoes at me, but there was an 

uncomfortable silence following my presentation and my public support for a black 

woman president. My peers were almost too stunned to ask questions, but for those 

that did, I counter-argued the best I could to their insidiousness. My support for Shirley 

Chisolm further marked me among peers as not-quite-normal.  

I had very close girlfriends in school, and always managed to have a boyfriend 

(poor blokes), but, beginning in seventh grade, popular kids (meaning seemingly well-

adjusted sports stars, cheerleaders, homecoming kings and queens, mainly) shunned 
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me. It was difficult to experience at the time, but looking back, I totally get it. I was the 

kid of a single mother at a mainly-all-white school and I really believed Shirley Chisolm 

should be president. Further, I sometimes dressed kind of far out. Mom never paid 

attention to what I wore, so I wore whatever I wanted to school, and was the first girl in 

fourth grade to wear pants to school. We were only allowed to wear pantsuits, but even 

pantsuits were not permitted until after a successful lawsuit. Once we got the OK to 

wear pants, I showed up with the sailor pantsuit I had saved money to purchase. It was 

navy blue with giant bell bottoms, and white strips around the bells and the cuffs. The 

jacket had fake brass buttons with anchors on them.  

Our fourth grade teacher, Miss Lilac, was a petite woman with permed white hair, 

tasteful low-heeled shoes, a powdered-white face, and little black librarian-style glasses. 

The day I wore my first pantsuit to school, navy blue, she was wearing a highly tailored 

lemon yellow skirt suit and matching yellow sensible heels. Once we were seated, after 

I had enjoyed being the center of admiration and attention by the class because of my 

pantsuit, Miss Lilac announced to the class that “young ladies do not act like young 

ladies when they are dressed like men.” She meant me of course.  

Miss Lilac became ill, needed a hysterectomy we were told, and had to take 

three months medical leave. My fellow fourth graders and I had a substitute teacher 

who I found unpleasant if not wicked. But then, my mother acquired oral cancer and had 

to have surgery and be hospitalized for four weeks. I was given a choice to stay with our 

neighbors, the O’Malley’s, while mom was in the hospital, or, go to school on Mondays 

only and pick up my homework, and stay with my aunt in Madison Heights the rest of 
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the week. Of course, I picked my aunt because then I didn’t have to go to school. I was 

already ahead of the class, so missing school ended up having no impact. 

Fortunately, mom had enough sick leave and health insurance to pay for her 

surgery. After a month I was able to go to the hospital and see her. Her mouth had been 

wired shut and she was only permitted to drink from a straw so she had lost about 100 

pounds. Back then, in 1970, the way they did this surgery, she told me, was to cut 

mom’s tongue in half lengthwise and roll one-half of it up to make the surgery easier. 

They also cut a straight line from the right corner of mom’s mouth to her right earlobe, 

and then down from her earlobe to where her neck and shoulder met. In addition to 

removing the tumor, they took other tissue out, so when I saw mom, not only was she 

much thinner than I remembered, but half of her face was sunken in and she had a 

thick, red scar running very visibly across the right side of her face and down her neck. 

Because, she told me, her mouth had been wired shut, she could not open it 

once they unwired it. So, her physical therapy was to insert one tongue depressor into 

her mouth and go about her daily chores to gradually stretch the muscles. Every so 

many days, she would add another tongue depressor to force her mouth to open a bit 

more. In the meantime, she ate through a straw. 

There was a goal for her to have so many tongue depressors slotted in her 

mouth by a certain date, so once she returned to work at the college, she would sit at 

her desk typing away with a small stack of tongue depressors in her mouth. It was 

fortunate that she worked in a place that tolerated her less than perfect physical 

appearance, and her ongoing cancer recovery. At work she made jokes regarding her 
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appearance. She said that when she was done with the tongue depressors, she would 

have one gold plated and framed. But she never did. 

Mom told me that HFCC’s health insurance would pay for “plastic surgery” to 

diminish her facial scar, which quickly faded to the color of a pink-lemonade popsicle. 

But she never did it. I don’t know why. But for sure, mom’s facial scar attracted a lot of 

attention wherever we went. Strangers would come up and ask her what happened. 

People stared, and then looked quickly away if caught. At HFCC of course everyone 

knew what happened with mom and why she had a thick pinkish-reddish mark slashed 

across her face. At work she was pretty much accepted. But elsewhere, mom and I did 

the best we could to ignore stares and whispers when strangers noticed mom’s facial 

scar. In 1971, the year after mom’s cancer, I kept a diary for a whole year. I was 11. Not 

once do I mention mom’s cancer. I suppose it was a coping mechanism of mine, to kind 

of pretend like it didn’t happen. But it did happen. It marked mom and me. After several 

decades, mom’s scar became even lighter, the color of pink grapefruit perhaps, but that 

side of her face was always a bit more sunken in. 

In sixth grade, after the cancer, the pantsuit, and around the Shirley Chisholm for 

president time, I began regularly wearing hotpants to school. I had several pair, my 

favorite being a very short, stretchy, purple pair. I wore them with pantyhose as did 

other sixth grade girls, and in the past had received encouraging attention regarding my 

legs: 

February 19, 1971: Dear Diary, Guess what, today this boy in my class 
said I had sexy legs just because I wore white hose to school. School 
was a normal day. Our room was divided into groups 1, 2, and 3. I am in 
group one which is the highest group of them all. When I got home I was 
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tape recording something. My mom came home we had a steak sandwich 
for dinner. Then she left me at home and went to the store. 
 
February 23, 1971: Dear Diary, Today I got to wear nylons to school 
and all the kids said that I looked COOL! My girlfriend, well not really, a 
matter of fact  dislike her, well any way she said that she liked my best 
friend Lee’s boyfriend, Tom. Today we had conferences and at lunch I 
went to Lee’s house for lunch. We snuck out her little sister’s diary and 
read it. 

 

I was a bit “boy crazy” beginning in around third grade, or maybe earlier. My therapist 

says this is probably because of “absent father syndrome” – something like that. What 

I’m trying to say is that I enjoyed the attention I received when I wore hotpants to school 

in sixth grade. However, in sixth grade my hotpants saw the end of their schooldays. 

The principal, Mr. Zig, stopped me in the hall and said something to me. My shorts were 

a little too short. He informed me my shorts were distracting the boy students. The boys 

couldn’t properly do their schoolwork because of my hotpants. I always thought Mr. Zig 

was a nice man and still do. Mr. Zig was kind. I’m sure he received complaints and 

that’s why he had to have a hotpants “talk” with me. Mom was furious, of course, but 

she went along with the “no hotpants” request. She really hadn’t been paying attention. 

Eventually, the school made a rule that we weren’t allowed to wear hotpants to 

school. Meanwhile, Mr. Zig had me work in his office answering phones and such for an 

hour and a half each school day. I got out of class so that was good with me.  

When I started questioning authority by bumping up against school rules and 

boundaries, they had to figure what to do with me. First I wore the pantsuit, then I took a 

month off of school because mom was sick, then I wore hotpants, then I wanted an 

African American woman for president. After the hotpants interaction with Principal Zig, I 
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didn’t have to talk to the school principal again until the metal shop incident in eighth 

grade. It’s not that I didn’t get in trouble at school, it just never rose to the level of a 

principle-talk, except, like I said, regarding the metal shop incident.  

When I was in junior high, girls took home economics but they were not permitted 

to take metal shop. I probably wouldn’t have cared but my mother did. She and her 

feminist friends had been following a lawsuit. Once the lawsuit ended, girls were 

permitted to take metal shop. I do not recall having any interest in this class but I ended 

up as the first and only girl in the class, at mom’s urging. The teacher was not at all 

happy. I was afraid of the welding torch and had a boy help me with my class project. 

Needless to say, I acted out a bit, spoke out-of-turn, and the metal shop teacher sent 

me to the principal’s office to explain myself. Mom had to leave work and come get me. 

That was the first and only time I was “sent to the principal’s office.” After the metal shop 

incident, I wised up a bit. While I wanted to make mom happy, I was able to better resist 

mother’s attempts to use me as a battering ram for the feminist movement. After the 

metal shop incident, I didn’t enroll in any high school classes unless I wanted to take 

them or was required to. But I never lost my strong interest in civil rights and my 

accompanying treasuring of justice. 

When I was older, 18, and a student at HFCC (1978), mom went through a 

phase where she became fascinated with communism (remember, she was working in 

the Social Science Department). She was questioning the very political foundation of 

the US and developed a friendship with a young woman political science adjunct at 

HFCC: Prof. Remming and her lifelong “partner” Greg. This was the first time I really 
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knew a couple that lived together but weren’t married. Back then, amongst my 

community, living together outside of marriage was still frowned upon. So it was quite 

progressive for Prof. Remming to openly live with a man in a committed relationship, 

with no intention whatsoever of getting married, because she rejected marriage as an 

oppressive institution of the state. Question authority. 

Mom and Prof. Remming took me to some kind of communist wine and cheese 

party. Anyway, at the communist party wine-and-cheese meeting, in some dark hall in 

Detroit, I met the party leader, who was a swarthy looking man about forty years of age. 

He was under six feet tall, white, with a prickly looking beard and grey-brown, tangled 

hair worn parted in the middle and straight, past his shoulders. He wore a dark colored 

and untucked flannel shirt, and a pair of baggy jeans that could have used a washing. 

He also had on some type of thick-soled, clunky brown leather boots. He was 

passionate about the cause, certainly. At age eighteen, I thought he was lovely. I could 

smell his passion. I drank a lot of wine that night, and also noticed there were a bunch 

of kids running around. These children ranged in age from about four to fourteen. I am 

not sure exactly what evidence I provided mom, but I do recall she made a point of 

telling me on the drive home, that this party leader was married, and that he had 

something like seven kids, and those were his kids running around. When we arrived 

home, I lost my balance in our bathroom and fell into the bathtub (it was empty). Mother 

laughed at me. That is what I recall about mom’s communist phase. 

As far as I know, mom and I were never blacklisted as communists. Mom’s 

interest in communism definitely was not something I discussed on Juniper Street. Yet, 
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among certain groups in our Dearborn community, we were kind of blacklisted. Mom 

was literally physically marked, but I was marked too. We were self-taught 

nonconformists.  Yet, we still each had a small group of friends that supported us, and 

saw us, who knew us, and could mostly tolerate us.  

Mom was fortunate to be working at a community college and in the Social 

Science Department. It would have been much more challenging for her to be in a job 

where she would have been more harshly judged because of her progressive social 

views, and because of her unquieting physical appearance. But then, mom’s 

progressive social views were in fact a product of her employment. Although she wasn’t 

a professor, she was nonetheless a member of the department, and part of the 

community college system. So in that sense, the college accepted her because it had 

created her, and she was family. 

 
 

.  
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Chapter Three: The Focal Point 

I saw my first naked man, full frontal, when I was 8. The image deeply etched my 

mind – maybe because I eventually identified as a Cis woman, I don’t know—maybe 

that is when I knew I was Cis. It’s difficult to say for sure.  

Another day at work with mom. 1968. We walked from campus location A to 

campus location B. Mom needed a document signed. While walking, mother confessed 

to me her recent community college chemistry exam experience. In one of her many 

unsuccessful college attempts she’d taken chemistry. But after the final exam fear 

overcame her. She didn’t want to see her exam grade. Thus, mom dropped chemistry 

before exam results were published.  

Somehow I knew I was supposed to offer her reassurance, but I couldn’t 

articulate any words to make her feel better about her decision. My abdominal muscles 

twisted as she shared her plight. And then, into my view came an abrupt out-of-place 

vision. A nude man, basking in warm-yellow light, framed by the door, on a midnight-

black background. Like a nude portrait, or the Greek god statue I’d seen at Detroit 

Institute of Arts. With no brothers and no father, I’d never seen a live naked man. At age 

eight, I didn’t even have a remote desire to see a naked man.  He stood perfectly still, 

like a mannequin, with the photographic-like reality of a Renaissance painting. On his 

head, and elsewhere, some curly-brownish-blonde hair sprouted and glimmered in 

streams of light. How very strange, I thought. He was frozen. So still. I froze in the 

hallway and stared. Mom interrupted my concentration. She was like a housefly on 

honey and I wanted to shoe her away. Relentless. She tugged my sleeve. The rhythm 
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of her words accelerated. 

“Martine Rachel. Come away from there. Now.” 

I took a toe-dragging step with one foot, and then the other. She pulled most annoyingly 

at my sleeve, pestering me like a mosquito wanting to suck my blood. My feet moved 

languidly. Eyes stayed focused on Adonis. I felt my stomach invert and a pounding in 

my chest, like a winged demon or those flying monkeys from Wizard of Oz. The ones 

that gave me nightmares. I couldn’t swallow. I stopped breathing. Until, having been 

dragged by mom further down the hall, Greek Adonis disappeared.  

Mom, taking deep, measured breaths, her right hand pressed against her upper 

chest, in a low even monotone, instructed me through clenched teeth, Greek Adonis 

(she didn’t use that term) was a model for a “life drawing” class. (A class which, ten 

years later, I myself took early, very early, in my own community college educational 

pathway).  

For me, the seeing-a-nude-man-rite-of-passage happened on a community 

college campus in a perfectly legal environment. A safe environment. One of the safest 

environments I experienced. The same campus where I scampered like a curious 

country mouse from library to outdoor courtyard, to cafeteria, to bookstore, and up and 

down the disinfectant smelling and echo-y institutional halls.  An unclothed twenty-

something man (I recall him having well-defined abdominal muscles), came to me as an 

artistic vision, framed in a mushroom colored, steel classroom door, an open door rising 

up from an institutional floor of matte-finish fungus-grey one-foot-square linoleum tiles, 

tiles with mottled black infectious streaks designed to hide the natural dirt of heavy foot 
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traffic. The Adonis hallway’s fungus-grey tiles stretched off to an endpoint on the 

horizon that ten years later, I would learn in my first college art class, when studying and 

practicing one point perspective drawing, is called: “the focal point.” But at that moment 

in 1968, Adonis was my focal point. Such was a moment of what Timothy Leary might 

call “ecstatic revelation.” I had a lot of those moments via the community college. 

Moments that coagulated with other moments to create a focal point of meaning and 

self-realization.  

It was 1968, almost the 1970s, a time of transition in the US. A time before 

sweeping institutional bans on children in the workplace. A time of self-discovery for 

many Americans, especially those on college campuses. But my memory of Greek 

Adonis, a naked, golden man, who I now understand was an innocent model in a 

college life-drawing class, is one of those sweet traumatic memories we humans share. 

When our reality shifts and we see all kinds of new possibilities. When we see things 

how they really are. When we realize there is something very promising ahead.  

I had some similarly jarring moments through mother’s relationship with some 

younger women college employees – also secretaries, but earlier in their life journey 

than mom. Melanie and Lorna, a few years apart, needed to stay with mom and me on 

Juniper Street because of family problems arising out of their impending marriages. It 

was mother’s focus to mentor young women who were caught up in problems with the 

cultural “system.” 

Around the time of the Adonis incident, I came home from school as part of my 

normal routine (I was what was once referred to as a latch-key child). After carefully 
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turning my key in the door lock, a key I kept safely hidden in a mitten or shoe, I was 

greeted by a living room filled with suitcases, cardboard boxes, and strange furniture 

stacked and crowded against the nubby olive couch. On top of an upholstered living 

room chair, as the mess’s centerpiece, was a large silver, newspaper-lined wire cage 

containing a small, fluffy yipping dog.  

I had naturally intuited mom’s deep financial insecurity, and had recently lost my 

father to the divorce. He moved with his new wife and baby to Texas. Thus, upon 

seeing that someone else had apparently moved into our house, I panicked, believing 

mom moved away too. Now I was both an orphan and homeless.  

I put my key on the kitchen table, and ran to our neighbors, the O’Malley’s (many 

families in my neighborhood had last names that started with O’). The O’Malley’s were a 

large Irish family who befriended mother and me, and who were available for back-up 

parenting 24/7. It was well-known in the neighborhood that each afternoon I came home 

to an empty house. Mrs. O’Malley called mom at work and handed the phone to me. I 

was sobbing, my chest tight and my stomach in knots. My temples throbbed. But 

hearing mother’s voice was a relief. She was at work, as usual. On the phone, mom 

explained to me that Lorna was going to live with us for a few weeks before her 

wedding. Her mother didn’t like who she was marrying and kicked her out. Mother 

explained Lorna was someone she worked with, another secretary. So, Lorna stayed 

with us for a couple weeks, and married her fiancée Anthony, and they lived happily 

ever after to the best of my knowledge.  

Once I digested the situation my stomach calmed and my headache eased. I got 
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to meet and know Lorna and found her pretty, nice, and kind. Her dog was one of those 

tiny dogs, like a Yorkshire terrier, but back then toy poodles were in style. I’m sure it 

was a toy poodle. It barked a lot, and nipped, so I stayed away from the dog, although I 

am a dog lover and wanted a puppy more than much else, other than my mom to live 

forever. Lorna was blonde and wore her hair in a shoulder-length flip. Her fiancée 

Anthony had black hair and olive skin, and was strikingly handsome. He looked like 

Elvis Presley, I thought. They got married and Lorna quit working at the college. After 

Lorna and Anthony had their first child, they brought the baby back to mom’s house to 

meet us. That is the last I saw of Lorna. 

Later, there was another such situation with a young woman mom befriended at 

work – Melanie – another fellow secretary. Melanie ended up being my first-ever “long-

term” employer (if an entire summer is “long-term”). Melanie was scheduled to marry a 

high school English teacher, Clark, who had a young daughter he was raising alone. 

Mom told me his first wife had died of breast cancer. Melanie stayed with us for two 

weeks before her wedding because she too had a disagreement with her mother about 

her impending marriage. Melanie ended up being mom’s friend for the rest of mom’s 

life, and Melanie is still my friend on Facebook.  

As I mentioned before, mom struggled with managing money. She never had 

enough. Money and mom’s lack of it was a big focus in my childhood. Mom’s wheels 

were always turning on how she herself could make more cash. Through her work at 

HFCC, she interacted with many faculty who were also graduate students working on 

PhDs. When I was ten years old, mom decided that she would make extra cash by 
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typing dissertations for PhD candidates. As mom reminded me time and again, dad 

wasn’t paying child support and she had a hard time making ends meet. But once she 

decided she was going to type dissertations, she really went for it. She took me up to 

the office store on Outer Drive, about a mile from our house, and spoke a long time to 

the proprietor regarding which machine she would purchase. She decided on an IBM 

Selectric, which was a relatively new technology, along with a sturdy but ugly brown and 

black metal office desk, and a swiveling office chair. These items were delivered to our 

home and set up smack dab in the middle of the living room. The IBM Selectric had a 

silver metal ball that moved around against the paper when the keys were pressed. 

That’s how letters were transposed onto paper. By now, correcting tape was as well 

integrated into the typing process. Prior to this, when mom made errors in typing, she 

would have to crank the paper up and paint some “whiteout” on it, and then let it dry. So 

this typewriter she bought for home was top-of-the line.  

Dissertations started coming in. On the home-desk mom kept Turabian’s Manual 

for Writers21 she referred to for all fussy editing elements. Mother was a perfectionist 

when it came to formatting, spelling, neatly erasing, and so on. Along with the reference 

book, mom’s ashtray sat on the home-desk (since smoking in the office had finally been 

banned), and a glass of scotch. She typed deep into the night. For years I fell asleep to 

the sound of typing.  

I always thought it was impressive she could type without looking at the keys. I 

would have loved to be able to do that in my early years in college when I typed my own 

course papers. But when typing was offered in high school, mother didn’t want me 
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taking it. She didn’t have strong opinions on much I did, but she definitely didn’t want 

me to be a typist. Back in the 1970s we didn’t know that the world would be taken over 

by keyboards, and keyboarding, which wasn’t a word in the 70s, would become a life 

skill. When I was in my thirties I bought Mavis Beacon (software) and that’s how I finally 

learned to type without looking at the keys. I used the same software as my kids did – 

we learned keyboarding together. 

 They were all men: the PhD candidates my mom was working with back then. 

Based on what my mom said, a PhD was a big, big deal, and really hard, and the 

“defense of the dissertation” was like the Spanish Inquisition. It was like Daniel being 

thrown into the den of lions. Something to tremble for and to gnash one’s teeth over. 

According to mom, the dissertation defense process was a horror. One of her 

customers died of a heart-attack at his defense, she told me. He was only in his forties, 

she said. That’s how bad it was, according to mom.  

Yet, it was during this moonlighting-dissertation-typing phase that mom became 

convinced she could have, and should have, been the PhD candidate and awardee. 

She should have had a PhD. She should have been a faculty member, not a Clerk 

Typist II. 

“I could have done it, Martine.” 

Mom repeated this to me.  

“I could have done it.” 

It was like a mantra to her. When mother typed men’s dissertations, she made the most 

loathsome corrections in grammar. Mother pointed out to me that these same grammar-
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offenders, that if these men didn’t already outrank her at work they soon would.  

When mother typed at home there was a lot of drama. She fussed over the 

product, and wasn’t shy about vocalizing her concerns regarding the dissertation typing 

process. It was just the two of us at home, so she was more than open with her 

struggles. While she was calm and cordial at work, at home she let loose.  

Back then, there was something called “squeeze type” that one could use on the 

typewriter, like this, and it was used when a mistake was made such as a short word 

accidentally omitted or a word misspelled. Then, several words in a row were squeeze 

typed, so the omitted word fit without messing up the typed line. If the typed line was 

messed up, or went over the margin, it meant the next line was impacted. Depending on 

how the page ended, it might mean mom had to retype the whole page, or even several 

pages. Sometimes mother was able to fix errors with squeeze type, but it was a 

frustratingly tedious process. Mom didn’t like squeeze type either because technically it 

was an “error.” But, if she couldn’t fix her error in such a simple fashion, then, well, the 

home-dissertation-typing-process was where I learned how adeptly mother swore. 

Sometimes, mom’s fingers might be shifted a key to the right, or a key to the left, 

and that meant she typed gibberish. She was so fast a typist, by the time the error was 

discovered, she may have typed an entire line. Making an entire line error is hard to 

correct. If it happened, mom proceeded to say every swear word I knew, and even 

some I didn’t. She clenched the top paper edge in her left hand, and pulled it so hard it 

exited the typewriter with a loud squealing noise (like a stuck pig). With both hands, 

mother rhythmically passed the extracted paper back and forth like a deflated football. 



64 
 
 

 

She violently crumpled the paper into a tiny, pulverized wad, and smacked it down on 

the floor. Mom was a tiny bit scary when she was like that. This was the side of her that 

no one but me saw.  

Her glass of Cutty Sark wobbled dangerously on the desk when she was having 

one of her typing meltdowns. Sometimes mom had similar meltdowns when vacuuming 

or doing the dishes. She’d suddenly started swearing and slamming things. Once she 

smacked my bedroom wall with a push room, yelling at me about something I’d done 

wrong. The broom broke in two. Like I mentioned, it was like mom was two people. She 

was sweet, helpful, and calm at work. Work was safe. The college was safe. At home, 

her mood changed second by second. When mother became volatile, I would hide in 

my room and pretend to be asleep. I learned to become invisible. My bedroom was far 

enough away that her typing was a soft lull helping me to sleep. But if mom was in one 

of her volatile moods, sleep was more challenging. Even now, on some nights I can still 

hear her typing. And swearing. Typing and swearing. 

Yes, mom had circumstances whether imposed from outside or self-imposed, or 

a bit of both, that caused her to struggle financially. It was a focus in our lives back then. 

The dissertation typing business didn’t solve mom’s money problems, and it didn’t last 

long.  

At work, when the company was right, mom wasn’t shy confiding in others her 

financial challenges. She presented herself as a single parent who “did not receive child 

support.” There was a woman faculty member who had a daughter a little older than 

me, and this person, whose name I can’t recall, would regularly send home a huge 
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number of bags and boxes of hand-me-downs. It was very exciting for me because the 

bags and boxes contained a large number of really cute clothes. At the same time, I 

learned a bit of humility because I was very aware of being on the receiving end of this 

gift. The anonymous professor was thoughtful and kind in light of my existence and 

mom’s financial struggles. I was seen and I mattered. That felt good. I had great joy 

going through the bags of clothing and selecting all the items I kept. Whatever I didn’t 

want, mom bagged up with my outgrown clothes, and we would drive it to a children’s 

home in Detroit, for children even less fortunate than me. Mother told me these children 

had no parents. These children were orphans. 

In response to mom’s struggles as a single-parent, at the U-bottom in mom’s 

workspace, money sometimes appeared as a special surprise. More than once, mother 

reported to me that she had found a $20 bill somewhere unusual around her desk, like 

in her top drawer, or under a stack of paper. It was assumed, by what she told me, that 

one of the professors had left some cash for her to tide her over until the next paycheck.   

At Christmas, mom brought home a number of gifts for me that faculty had given 

to her to pass along. I was always so delighted by this. I remember receiving nice 

smelling powder, perfume, books, and even cash. At a young age, I learned over and 

over again that the faculty at the community college were very thoughtful persons. In 

some ways, they kind of took on a God-like stature to me. I think this god-like view of 

faculty was also held by my mom too. But on the other hand, I realized very young that 

my mother thought she should have been a faculty member and not a secretary. Yet, 

mom just didn’t have the self-confidence, especially, to become a faculty member. She 
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blamed the culture and the times for her lack of opportunity.  

Mother was very focused on making sure I could one day be independent, not 

need to “depend on a man,” and she wished as soon as possible to be relieved of the 

unplanned financial burden I caused her (because mom hadn’t planned to raise me on 

one income, and hadn’t even planned to have a child). Mother struggled with money 

management, and as my aunt reminded me in our final casual conversation, 2016, 

shortly before my aunt passed: “It was just terrible how your dad never paid child 

support. Just awful. Your poor mother.” 

So, once I was an early teen, mom made it clear I should have a job, earn my 

own money, and buy my own clothes. I had been babysitting neighborhood kids since I 

was 9. I received 75 cents per babysitting session. Betty occasionally paid me to do odd 

household chores. Like she paid me $2.00 to polish her silver. 

Mom shared with me that the labor union negotiations indicated her job was to go 

from a twelve-month job to a nine-month job. She was panicked. Mom did not have the 

ability to budget for receiving no pay for three months, and back then, the system hadn’t 

yet figured out how to offer employees a lower pay over the whole year instead of not 

paying them for the three months they didn’t work. Mom bought a bunch of canned 

goods and stored them in the basement to get us through the three months when she 

would receive no pay. The nine-month contract eventually worked itself out. I stopped 

hearing about it. In the basement, the canned goods got so old the metal lids popped off 

and spoiled food ran down the side and dried. We never used those canned goods she 

stored. 
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Another factor impacting mom’s finances: she had to solely pay for raising me. 

Mother focused on the fact that my disappeared dad wasn’t regular on his child support. 

When I got home from school mom was stationed in her U-bottom workspace on 

campus. I was required to call her to tell her I was home safe. Her routine was that over 

the phone, she would ask me to check the mail to see if there was a child support 

check. When there wasn’t she would voice her dismay. If there was a check, which was 

rare, she asked me to open it and read her the amount. If it was a small amount, which 

it usually was, she would become very upset (but quietly upset so that others didn’t 

overhear). At least once we got our electricity turned off because, mom said, she forgot 

to pay the bill. The issue of child support and mom’s financial struggles made home feel 

like a less than dependable and safe space.  

Mother tried to resolve the child support issue over the years. Dozens of times 

she called the court. She consulted with an attorney-professor at work. But according to 

mom, she got nowhere resolving the unpaid child support. My dad lived in Texas, and 

according to mom, Michigan could do nothing to enforce child support out-of-state in 

Texas. Even after I was eighteen, mother lamented to me about how much money dad 

owed her for my rearing. Mom’s focus on what dad owed her, and the injustice it was to 

her, impacted my decision to eventually attend law school. I wanted to help right this 

wrong for my mother. 

But of course, as a young child, I was helpless to do anything about mom’s 

financial struggles, other than exist as inexpensively as possible. As soon as I was old 

enough, mom expected me to get and keep a job. Since I wasn’t sixteen yet when this 



68 
 
 

 

need arose, mother used her connections at the community college to line-up jobs for 

me. One job was daily summer babysitting her good friend and fellow secretary’s 

(Melanie) step-daughter. I was dropped off at the couple’s Dearborn home in the 

morning, and driven home each afternoon once Clark was home from his summer job 

as a security guard at Greenfield Village. Once I was sixteen, Clark helped me get a 

summer job in hospitality at Greenfield Village. Later I transferred to maintenance and 

worked at the Village until I was nineteen, when I took a receptionist job at a law firm, 

since I had decided I wanted to be a lawyer. Melanie and Clark’s daughter was fun to 

babysit as she was quite independent. I saved as much money as I could. Secretly. I 

didn’t want mom to know because she might ask me to “borrow” the money. (She’d 

been known to ask me for money when the paperboy came around to collect). Since 

money was a focus, it became important to me to have some kind of financial security, 

even if I had to do it on the down low.  

Another job my mom found for me to stave off her money concerns was with 

HFCC adjunct sociology professor Elvira. Mom and Elvira became close around the 

time I was fifteen. Elvira was Macedonian – it was a huge part of her identity and family 

life. She was married to Lennie. When it was just to two of us, mother enjoyed confiding 

in me about the trials and tribulations of Elvira.  

Elvira was close to mom’s age, and like mom was “heavy,” as grandma would 

say. Mom really obsessed on her own weight. After she died I found a notebook of her 

detailed handwriting. At age eighty-three, she recorded her daily weight. Even at the 

end of her life mom was on a new “diet” -- some kind of mail-order “nutritional menu 



69 
 
 

 

plan.” She even had a special internet-connected scale (for WWW monitoring by the 

diet company). I returned the scale after mom’s death.  

November 4, 1971: Dear Diary: Today my mom had fat club. When she 
came back she asked me if Kim had called [a boy] from our house. She 
was not mad. 

 
December 30, 1971: Dear Diary: Today I just did a few errands with my 
mom. I hope for the sake of my mom she loses some weight. 

 

Anyway, as long as I can remember, mother was overweight, or “fat” as she would say, 

and she tried weight loss strategies over the years including Overeater’s Anonymous, 

Weight Watchers, and TOPS. Mother affectionately labeled her weekly weight-loss 

meetings as “fat club.” Yes, as I mentioned earlier, mother had lost 100 pounds during 

the hospital stay, but she quickly gained it all back, and then some. Each of mom’s “fat 

club” strategies worked at first, but then didn’t. When it was just the two of us at home, 

mom lamented about not having anything to wear, about the limited choice of “fat 

clothes” at stores, about how fat she was, and how her head with its short hair was like 

“a pea on a battleship.” She consistently asked me:  

“Am I as fat as her?” 

This question arose as we pulled in and out of parking spaces, or walked up and down 

grocery store aisles. Mom saw a very large woman shuffling along, and asked me the 

question. I knew I was supposed to say no, of course not. I was to reassure mother and 

tell her “no you are not that fat.” Or I was supposed to say, “Mom – you are not fat.” I 

complied as best I could as long as I could with the reassuring response. 

Mom also complained to me her own mother, my grandma, was critical of mom’s 
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weight. I never sensed any disapproval by grandma of my mother (with respect to 

mom’s weight, but unbeknownst to mom, gramma called me when mom was out and 

asked if I been fed dinner). “When we are eating out, gramma tells me how many 

calories each piece of food is, especially the desserts.” In my grandmother’s defense, I 

want to share that a year before he died, my grandfather had a massive heart attack. 

The doctors tried a new technology on him, a pacemaker, and he lived long enough to 

facilitate my great grandmother’s placement in a nursing home (great-grandmother had 

been living with grandma and grandpa, and was running grandma ragged). Grandpa’s 

heart attack was blamed on his weight, and he lost about 100 pounds that last year, but 

died regardless, in 1967 at the young age of sixty-three. This was another tragic event 

mom didn’t plan. Mom lost her husband and her father within a year’s time. My 

grandmother loved my mom, and since grandma was a nurse, she wanted mom to be 

healthy and live a long life. So, if gramma was critical of mom’s weight, which I never 

intuited or observed, it was probably a health concern rather than a moral judgement, as 

my mother interpreted.  

Mother also reported to me repeatedly that dad left her because she “got fat,” 

and she got fat because of being pregnant with me. I believed my mother. Why wouldn’t 

I? She was like God to me. But in my father’s defense: decades later, in my fifties he 

and I ended our estrangement. I asked him why he left my mom, and it wasn’t because 

she was fat. Plus, when in my forties I did a lot of genealogical research and studied 

family photos and histories. According to the photographic record, mom wasn’t 

overweight after I was born. She didn’t become seriously overweight until after the 
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divorce, her father’s death, and her bout with cancer. The reality mom presented me 

and the reality presented by other evidence conflicted.  

At one point, wanting to clear the air, and having learned basic argumentative 

skills in my community college Introduction to Logic class, I presented mom with 

evidence: she was not fat for years after my birth. I hadn’t caused her weight gain. She 

conceded and remarked what really made her get fat was eating baked goods when 

she and dad were stationed in Bamberg, Germany (1958-1959). That didn’t make sense 

to me either because I was born after Germany, but I let it go. The juxtaposing realities 

are not resolvable. In my community college art class, we learned two diametrical 

realities can be true at the same time. That is what the act of interpretation is all about. 

I know my mother didn’t intentionally lie to me about the reasons for her weight 

problem. Underneath mom’s public bravado was a very insecure person. It was 

important to mom that she not be viewed by me or anyone as having contributed in any 

way to the fact that dad left her for another woman. She was already judged enough for 

the fact she was a single parent and “couldn’t keep a man.” I won’t continue to belabor 

the point here, other than to say once a memory is created and repeatedly remembered 

(rather than compartmentalized, pushed down, and forgotten), it becomes like groove or 

a tunnel, and the more we travel it, the more defined and permanent it becomes. But, 

like the DJs or turntablists that made scratching popular in the 1970s, a memory can be 

re-remembered. A re-interpretation of a memory is like a vinyl record scratch. It can 

happen but it takes a rupture in routine practice. The reality mom continually shared 

with me about her weight problem was her reality. Once I began exploring mom’s “deep 
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grooves” as an adult, I was able to deconstruct her stories and see things in a more 

logical fashion. Yes, of course. My memories and life understandings are just as fallible 

as the next person’s.  

My mother also complained greatly that it was unfair she was overweight since 

she didn’t eat any more than others. As the years went by and I left home and gained 

some perspective on the situation, I knew that mother’s heaping bowls of ice cream 

topped with pretzels right out of the bag and eaten late-night, missing-in-the-morning 

boxes of cookies and bags of chips, probably didn’t help her weight situation. Her 

sedentary typist job along with her dislike of walking and exercise, also didn’t help. But 

as a child, I really didn’t see anything other than mom both focused on and unhappy 

with her body image. Dad rejected her because of her body, and I was unable to help 

her, the person I loved most in the world.  

Mom’s “overweight problem” is relevant to the discussion of Elvira because as I 

said, Elvira had a weight problem too. As I was saying, mom lined up employment for 

me with sociology professor Elvira because I wasn’t old enough yet to get a real job. 

Elvira was the same height as mom, five foot six inches. She had shiny raven-black hair 

worn in an elaborate shoulder length flip, but teased on top for height. Her hair was big 

and puffy, and didn’t move when her head shook. Prof. Elvira dressed forcefully, usually 

in a lot of sleek black. Her nails were one inch long and painted blood-red. She also 

wore dark-black eye makeup: liner and mascara. At her eyes’ outer corners, the eye-

liner curled upwards, like beebalm flower fronds. Elvira’s lipstick was cardinal-flower-red 

(Wikipedia says the Zunis used cardinal flowers as a poultice for swelling and 
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rheumatism). Her brows were plucked to an arch like Scarlett O’Hara’s and painted 

black to match her hair. Chunky silver bracelets and a large glowing amulet finished her 

outfits.  

When I first met Elvira she was plump, but later, she lost a significant amount of 

weight, over 100 pounds according to mom. Since Elvira taught in the Social Science 

Department, I saw her when I came to work with mom. Elvira’s voice was sultry but she 

spoke in a matter-of-fact manner, saying Oh Honey this and Oh Honey that while 

flapping her hands like blackbirds. Her flapping hands drew attention to her long red 

nails and made her bracelets clink together. But before one saw the dramatic Elvira in 

the U-bottom, one would smell her. Her self-care with Chanel No. 5 was lavish. 

Accompanying Elvira’s presence was a wafting of funeral-flowers and pollen-soaked 

petals. The effect was like the allergy-triggering seven foot ragweed growing out in my 

pasture. I try to eradicate it to no effect. When Elvira was present, I tried not to sneeze. 

Elvira had a lake cottage, not too far up north, and we went and stayed there for 

a weekend, just mom and me. The cottage was weaseled in between other cottages on 

a congested lake where we could hear music from various neighbors. Different music 

genres, country, rock, pop, jazz, jammed together over the lake, and the stay didn’t feel 

like a getaway from suburban life. The cottage interior was a very narrow unaired 

space, filled with musty wooden antique furniture and a dusty doily or two. We only went 

to Elvira’s cottage once. 

Anyway, the job mom got me with adjunct Sociology Professor Elvira was as a 

server or helper at Elvira’s many parties and family gatherings. Before my first job as 
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her party helper, I had to go to Elvira’s house and she instructed me on what she 

wanted me to do. Her house was in an upscale neighborhood -- two stories and white, 

with fake roman-column pillars lining the house front. Inside the house was painted 

white and pale blue with lots of ornate fretwork and glittering chandeliers.  

Upon entering the home, I was greeted by a swirling mahogany staircase on the 

right, and fancy carved tables, marble-like lion statues, and a Persian-style rug on the 

left. I had been instructed to wear all black in order to become invisible. Prof. Elvira 

required me to systematically gather up empty plates and cups, and wash plastic cups 

so they could be instantly reused. When the parties started, rooms became packed with 

visitors. I kept my eyes downcast and worked silently. I became invisible. I did my work 

as instructed, and continued to be invited to help with numerous parties. My work for 

Elvira didn’t last long though because I became old enough for a real job, where I could 

make more consistent money. Additionally, mom and Elvira stopped spending time 

together as Elvira began struggling with some personal issues that mom filled me in on, 

whether I wanted to know or not. 

It seems that, according to mom, Elvira’s husband Lennie, was a “severe 

alcoholic.” I wasn’t sure at all what this meant when mom told me, but by her tone I 

knew it was shameful. “Elvira has also taken a lover that she is obsessed with,” mom 

said. This was mom’s way of telling me that Elvira wasn’t being as attentive to mom as 

she had been. Mother went on to tell me Lennie’s alcoholism was bad, and that even if 

the family goes through the house and takes all his liquor away, he finds mouthwash or 

anything to drink and he drinks all of it, even if it’s poisonous, and then he ends up in 
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the hospital. She told me the family found him walking down Michigan Avenue in a 

delirious state, drunk out of his mind. When I had met Elvira’s husband at their parties, 

he appeared in a black suit and seemed like a perfectly normal man.   

Mom said Elvira had a lover, lost over 100 pounds, and divorced Lennie. And 

then, years went by and mom came home from work one day and announced Elvira 

was dead. She had the flu and was bedridden. Her immobility caused her to develop a 

blood clot in her leg, unbeknownst to anyone, and she suddenly died. Mom assisted in 

the department’s struggles to cover Elvira’s classes. Since then, I have always imagined 

Elvira with her black hair on white satin sheets, in a pale blue bedroom, atop the swirling 

stairway, taking her last breath alone. But Mom never spoke of her again. 

There’s a lot of things I could have easily believed about myself, like society’s 

bigger message that I was from a broken home and thus destined to a life of crime and 

failure. Or that, because I was raised by a single parent in a working-class 

neighborhood, I had a high chance of being a victim of the system. I could have 

believed that a human has no agency in achieving financial security. I could have 

believed that one has no possibility of controlling one’s body image and that it is 

impossible to love and appreciate one’s own imperfect body. I could have believed 

others would love me or reject me solely on my appearance. Like one point perspective 

drawing, I could have accepted the rather sad realities offered to me. These realities 

had the illusion of depth, because they were supported in multiple ways by my 

experiences. But the depth appearing in one point perspective drawing is an illusion. 

None of those one point perspectives ultimately ended up being my adult beliefs, 
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because fortunately for me, my mom worked in a safe environment, where among other 

things, coworkers were kind to her regardless of how she looked.  

Mom’s coworkers, some of them, helped her and helped me. At HFCC I saw 

women with successful careers. Sure, they struggled with personal stuff like we all do, 

but they were able to earn enough money to have some stability. And then in 1978 I 

attended HFCC as a freshman. I was lucky that the campus felt safe and was safe for 

me. Familiar. Safer than mom’s house. Safer than my neighborhood. And the 

community college for me, well, through the classes I took I developed the ability to take 

a step back from my to-date life experiences, and be a sort of observer rather than a 

participant. The choices presented to me during K-12 and in my neighborhood, and 

even via popular culture messages, these weren’t the only choices. The definitions I felt 

had been placed upon me since my parents’ divorce, these weren’t definitions I was 

required to embrace. It would have been much easier to accept things as they were and 

as I was told, but then, at the same time, mom kept telling me not to be like her. I had to 

etch out a different path than she carved for herself. But it would be hard work. For sure. 

I had a lot of help. A lot.  

And even with all mom’s struggles, although she told me time and again not to be 

like her, she helped others when she could – like when she took in Melanie and Lorna. 

Even though mom didn’t have much, she helped others when she could. Her coworkers 

helped her. She helped her coworkers. Mom learned even though she wasn’t 

successful in class.  
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Chapter Four: In Search of Ecstasy 

I don’t know how I lived through the “sex, drugs, and rock and roll” time, the “turn 

on, tune in, and drop out” time of the 1970s. I will never be nostalgic for the 70s. 

Media messages barraged my friends and me: “sex, drugs, rock & roll.” I’d like to 

think of myself, even back then, as a bold independent decision maker. But like the rest 

of us, I am a result of the discourse communities that produced me. PCP wasn’t made 

illegal for human use until 1965.22 LSD wasn’t made illegal in the US until 1968. 23 The 

Controlled Substances Act of 1970 made mescaline illegal. Nonetheless, I, like many 

teens of the 1970s, didn’t have the wherewithal to resist the “pusher man.” My eleven-

year-old innocence would soon be swept away. 

September 14, 1971: Dear Diary, Today a girl friend of mine said my 
babysitter’s sister was on drugs but I don’t believe her. Maggie is 
babysitting for me, my mom is at fat club. 

 

It wasn’t an easy time to raise a child, especially as a single parent. Cowie argues it was 

in the 70s that the working class dissolved, and found no place for itself in the middle 

class. Barriers were in place as well, that for some of us discouraged “good parenting.” 

Drug culture combined with a focus away from good parenting created a risky 

environment for kids of the 70s. 

In the chapter “Satan’s Spawn,” David Frum documents the bombardment of 

1970s American public with messages against having children. 1975 saw the lowest 

birthrate since 1930.24 Cultural messages of the 1970s encouraged folks to focus on 

themselves and their own individual happiness.25 Robert Ringer’s New York Times #1 

bestseller Looking Out for #1 was published in 1977. The book’s introduction instructs: 
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Clear your mind, then. Forget foundationless traditions, forget the “moral” 
standards others have tried to cram down your throat, forget the beliefs 
others may have tried to intimidate you into accepting as “right.” Allow 
your intellect to take control as you read, and, most importantly, think of 
yourself—Number One [emphasis added]—as a unique individual. 

 

While The Bad Seed hit the screens in 1956, in the 70s bad kids were a media theme. 

Children were depicted as downright evil in movies such as Rosemary’s Baby (1968), 

The Exorcist (1973), and The Omen (1976). Frum argues it was women’s preferences 

causing the birthrate to plunge. Most women of the time wanted no children or a very 

small number of children.26  

Through her work in the community college social science department, mom was 

steeped in discourse of the women’s movement (N.O.W.: National Organization of 

Women), gay liberation (“In December 1973, the trustees of the American Psychiatric 

Association deleted homosexuality from their diagnostic manual of mention illnesses”27), 

pop psychology (TA: Transactional Analysis), the anti-war movement (peace – love), 

and racial equality (Focus: Hope). Floor-to-ceiling posters in my room depicted:  Make 

love, not war. War is unhealthy for children and other living things. I loved Goldie Hawn 

from Laugh In, Shirley Temple, and Marilyn Monroe (who developed a cult-following 

among my peers because of Elton John’s 1973 song “Candle in the Wind.”)  

Through mother’s entanglement in the day’s cultural boundary challenges, I was 

scooped up. My peers and I were young enough to still be swept up in Timothy Leary’s 

message: “Turn On, Tune In, Drop Out.”  We didn’t bypass drug culture and its promise 

of a new reality through the “psychedelic experience.” My friends and I built our little 
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Dearborn sub-culture around the music of Led Zeppelin, Frank Zappa and the Mothers 

of Invention, Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, Pink Floyd, Jefferson Airplane, The 

Temptations, Steppenwolf, Marvin Gaye, Curtis Mayfield, Isaac Hayes, Earth, Wind & 

Fire, Kool & The Gang, the Commodores, Jim Croce, The O-Jay’s, the Average White 

Band, Sly and the Family Stone, Patti LaBelle, Donna Summer, and Chaka Khan (to 

name a very few).  

The ways in which music we listened to supported humanistic movements of the 

times, as well as popular drug culture (and the sexual revolution), is worthy of several 

books, and surely has been studied by graduate students across the US. To mark the 

boundaries of our ecstasy seeking community, my friends and I shunned Barry Manilow, 

Donny and Marie Osmond, and the Bee Gees, among other wholesome pop 

performers. Jane gave me Sly and the Family Stone’s Greatest Hits album for my 

fourteenth birthday. The album had been opened. She apologized and said she couldn’t 

help herself. She had to listen to it a few times before giving it up to me.  

Mother had rock opera soundtracks albums from Jesus Christ Superstar and 

Hair. She also gave me an album of Gilbert and Sullivan (wanting me to love opera like 

she did, but I just couldn’t).  

May 29, 1971: Dear Diary: Today my other and I went to the opera to see 
Madame Butterfly. Later we went shopping. I got a new pair of shoes. 

 

No. I didn’t like opera even if the costumes were beautiful. If I had to listen to opera it 

would be the rock operas. Period. Even today I know the lyrics to most songs on both 

Jesus Christ Superstar (1970) and Hair (1968) soundtracks. 
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Lbj took the irt 
Down to 4th Street usa 
When he got there 
What did he see? 
The youth of America on lsd (From “LBJ”, Hair Soundtrack) 
 
He’s a man 
He’s just a man 
And I’ve had so many men before 
In very many ways 
He’s just one more (From Yvonne Elliman singing “I don’t know how to love 
him,” Jesus Christ Superstar) 
 

It was scandalous enough that my mother, a Lutheran, had married and been divorced 

by a philanderer and a former Roman Catholic turned atheist. Mom’s lowly position in 

Juniper Street’s white neighborhood was sealed as she opened all our windows and 

turned her music up full blast: Ray Charles, Diana Ross & the Supremes, along with 

Barbara Streisand and Shirley Bassey. The neighbors did not think it cool for a divorced 

white woman to play African American artists. Mom reported several occasions when a 

neighbor stopped her on the block and said she better change her ways or I was going 

to end up a teen mother, in jail, or both.  

A neighbor woman, shaped like a well-used softball with skinny wooden bats for 

legs, lived on the corner with her husband and many children. He loved to lie in a 

chaise-lounge summer nights, under a tree in their front yard, wearing a stained 

undershirt and boxers, watching TV via an extension cord running out their front door. It 

was a corner lot so there was plenty of room.  

The neighbor woman routinely peddled her single-speed bike up and down, up 

and down Juniper Street in her cheap leopard-skin stretch bathing suit. In a frenzy. Like 
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Margaret Hamilton (Miss Almira Gulch) in opening scenes of Wizard of Oz. Any house 

where humans appeared were game for Mrs. Leopard Skin’s visits. Her ruse was the 

giving away of produce from her overgrown backyard garden (neighbors quickly hid if 

they saw her peddling toward them).  

On one of her searches for live humans, Mrs. Leopard Skin was unintentionally 

sprayed by mother’s lawn sprinkler. In Mrs. Leopard Skin’s opinion, the sprinkler was 

improperly positioned apparently due to mother’s moral lack. Ice cold sprinkler water 

overshot the lawn onto Leopard Skin’s loose, leathery arms and chest. Words were 

exchanged between her and mom, with mom proclaiming that if she wanted to water the 

sidewalk she “damn-well” would. Leopard Skin peddled off looking back over her 

shoulder and yelling in her typical pinched, upper-nasal voice: “Well! We all see why 

your husband left you!” 

In later years, when mom and I attended Prof. Vic’s Detroit Church, I dated 

several African American young men, having met them and their families in church. The 

neighbors watched when the out-of-place visitors arrived at my house. When no adults 

were around to catch them, the adult neighbors across the street yelled “N-lover” at me 

on more than one occasion.  

Mom liked to tell a story about our Juniper Street neighborhood. She said a 

neighbor came in a panic to our door one day, beating on the door with the news that a 

“colored person” had moved onto Juniper Street. This neighbor went up and down the 

block spreading what would have been unusual news back then. Mom loved the 

teaching portion of this story, which was that the “colored person” the neighbor thought 
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had moved in, was actually an African American cleaning woman hired by a white 

family. This was one of mom’s many stories she told to teach me and others how 

backwards the Dearborn neighborhood was. I didn’t feel at home in my home or on my 

street. I couldn’t wait to move away, and as far away as possible. 

Adolescence is a time when children seek ways of independence from their 

family and spend more time with peers. I was no different. My friends and I found each 

other and had entire lives that our parents didn’t know about. My closest girlfriends 

during my most tumultuous years between ages thirteen and sixteen (1973-1976) were 

Jane, who lived with her parents a few blocks from me, and Vera and Dawn. Vera and 

Dawn were both also being raised by single moms. In the 1970s divorce became more 

common, but it still had a stinging stigma to it, so we sought shelter in each other’s 

company. It’s true Jane’s parents were married, but she was an outlier in her own way. 

She was Indian, and when she was in third grade, had immigrated to the US with her 

parents. Jane had the most entertaining stories about transitioning into the culture of 

English-speaking persons.  

Vera and Dawn’s mothers were mainly absent, either working, or otherwise 

occupied. Vera’s divorced mother worked as a hair stylist at a ritzy department store in 

downtown Dearborn, and had a lover named Richie who worked on a ship and would 

sometimes show up at Vera’s house staying for a month at a time. Vera’s younger 

brother totally blew his mind out on drugs. Even after he graduated high school, I saw 

him at his lifelong habit, bike riding along the paved streets, collecting pop and beer 

bottles to be returned for loose change.  Dawn’s mother worked as a medical 
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receptionist. The mother had custody of Dawn and her brothers. The older brother 

physically abused Dawn. I saw him choke her, hit her, and inappropriately grab her. 

Dawn’s mother was mentally checked out. She either did nothing about the abuse 

(which we didn’t know enough back then to label as abuse), or wouldn’t believe Dawn 

since her bother left no marks. Dawn’s recourse was to spend most of her time at my 

house, or with her aunt who lived a few miles away. Dawn reported that her aunt 

lovingly taught her how to shoplift and do drugs. 

As I mentioned previously, mom categorized her job as “dead-end.” David Frum 

outlines the phrase “dead-end” job was a phrase of the time.28 In the 1970s a new work 

ethic emerged in the US, one where workers tied their own identity up in their work. 

Their work, it was thought, should be personally fulfilling and a method of creative self-

expression. The old work ethic valued work for the sake of work. But the 1970s new 

work ethic required personal satisfaction in one’s work in order for the work to be of 

value. 29 Work needed to be interesting. If a job wasn’t interesting but a worker only had 

the uninteresting job available, the work was labeled: dead-end work. Or “shit job,” as 

mother used to say. In reality though, my mother’s job was what she made it. I guess it’s 

true for us all. Mother had many benefits in her work: health insurance, pension plan, 

and a negotiated labor contract protecting job security. Mom also benefited from being 

steeped in the intellectual political and social discussions taking place in the community 

college social science department. Mom’s connections to the community college had 

much to do with how my life was spared. 

Drugs were prevalent in the 1970s, at least in my neighborhood, and I was 
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looking for some kind of a safe home, a place to dwell with friends, a group of people to 

have shared experiences with. Although I tried, I did not find the community I sought via 

drug use. My time for drug experimentation was 1975, a short-lived experience because 

of a tragedy that struck.  

In 1975, my group of friends and I clung together like wet glue. We had a couple 

boys who regularly hung out with us (also being raised by single moms). One of the 

boys was the neighborhood drug dealer. He was the same sweet boy that in fifth grade, 

I had helped with math. He hooked us up with weed and the other drugs we 

experimented with – crystal tea, mescaline, and on a couple occasions, magic 

mushrooms (psilocybin). Our bond in this group was tight as a clenched fist. We 

experimented with drugs to achieve a shared experience. We got high together. We 

talked about the high. We laid on my bedroom floor looking at the ceiling, listening to 

Led Zeppelin, and feeling each bass beat gently reverberate our backs. Playing with 

drugs was a peer bonding activity. It was a rite-of-passage created outside our parents’ 

experience. 

Before the reader judges me too harshly, a word about psilocybin (and by 

extension psychoactive drugs generally). Michael Pollen’s book How to Change Your 

Mind (2018), outlines the expanding legitimate area of psychedelic studies. In 1965 

Timothy Leary30 writes: “I predict that within one generation we will have across the bay 

in Berkeley a department of psychedelic studies. There will probably be a dean of 

LSD.”31 It’s just taken a bit longer than Leary predicted. 

In the 1950s and 60s psychiatrists and the mental health profession saw LSD 
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and psilocybin as new miracle drugs for depression, anxiety, and other ailments.32 My 

partner Rafeeq remembers his mother’s medical reference book provided dosage 

amounts for these drugs (she was a nurse). It is thought that psilocybin has been used 

by people for thousands years. But Richard Nixon espoused Timothy Leary was the 

most dangerous man in America.33 The “drug war” sent Americans into a panic. At least 

in part, Leary’s crazy antics put a stop to psilocybin and LSD medical research. But in 

recent years there’s been a resurgence in interest in legitimate use of these drugs. 

Michael Pollen characterizes his book as a description of psychoactive drug 

renaissance. Renaissance of the study of psychedelic drugs’ impact on the brain, and 

the possibility for future legitimate use of such prohibited drugs in the treatment of 

mental illness. 

Pollen argues the chemicals in LSD and psilocybin had an enormous impact on 

brain studies, as until the 1950s mental illness was thought to be purely psychological. 

But LSD and psilocybin could cause psychosis when ingested in small amounts, it was 

discovered (by Albert Hofmann). From these mystic experiences it was learned that 

brain chemistry could be involved in mental illness.34 Pollen notes one way to study a 

complex system is to smash it apart and watch what happens.35 Psychoactive drugs 

contain brain-disruptive chemicals. They cause a rupture in one’s thinking. 

So, my fifteen-year-old friends and I were causing ruptures in our thinking. It 

doesn’t seem timely looking back, because fifteen-year-olds still have a bit of child-like 

wonder left in them. But as to our 1975 drug experimentation, adults looked the other 

way or claimed ignorance. “College authorities winked at the discreet smoking of 
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marijuana on campus”.36 Although junior high students weren’t permitted to leave the 

building during school days, a group of us walked out the window-lined school front 

every lunch period, walked past rows of tract houses, to the woods across the street, 

where we smoked noon-weed. No one reported us and no one stopped us. 

It was practically like drugs weren’t illegal. In 1973, it was revealed the CIA had 

“experimentally dosed American Citizens with LSD and other psychotropic drugs 

without their knowledge or consent.”37 Frank Olsen, an army scientist dosed by the CIA 

with LSD and under the influence of the drug, jumped out of a hotel window in 1953 and 

killed himself. The event was recently been depicted in the Wormwood miniseries. It 

was estimated some 39,000 Vietnam solders were addicted to heroin.38 Newspapers of 

the time shared that marijuana was being openly smoked on military bases in Germany 

and South Korea.39 “Men who wanted to hint at their sophistication wore sterling silver 

cocaine spoons on chains around their necks”.40 McDonalds eventually stopped using 

tiny plastic spoons for coffee stir sticks because in the 1970s the spoons had become 

popular with cocaine users.41 In the 1970s, headshops sold us our roach-clip earrings, 

and sold our boyfriends pipes, rolling papers, hookahs, and bongs. Headshops took up 

prime real estate on Dearborn’s Michigan Avenue. It was no holds barred on drug use.  

  Mom encouraged my friends to spend time at our Juniper Street house, she said, 

so she could keep her eye on us. I’m not sure to what ends though, because mom 

bought us beer and wine when we were fourteen and fifteen, and we would drink until 

we couldn’t stand. By the time I was fourteen, my eleven-year-old naiveté was in the 

trash bin: 
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November 4, 1971: Dear Diary: Today my mom had fat club. When she 
came back she asked me if Dawn had called Tom Smith from our house, 
she was not mad, she was smiling, I said yes because I had. Tom buys 
wine and hides it in the bush by his house. I don’t know whether I should 
or not. I don’t think I should. 
 

I don’t recall hiding wine (when we got wine, it was Boone’s Farm Strawberry Hill) under 

a bush, but I did take drabs out of mom’s Cutty Sark and add water to make up the 

difference.  She never noticed. (I never took much of mom’s scotch though because as I 

mentioned, I find it disgusting). Or maybe it’s why she bought our beer – to save on 

scotch. 

If mom didn’t buy for us, my girlfriends and I, we’d loiter outside the 

neighborhood party store, in rain if need be, and ask male patrons to buy our beer. 

We’d give them the money. They’d head in the store and buy our beer, delivering it to 

us on the walk out. When my girlfriends and I got a bit older, an of-age boy or young 

man wouldn’t hesitate to provide us with all the alcohol we wanted. This was before the 

police got serious about drunk drivers and cracked down on the selling of alcohol to 

underage kids. It was before MADD and SADD. 

It’s beyond difficult for me, today, to understand how I could subject myself to the 

risks involved in drug experimentation, but I was a product of the culture. It wasn’t just 

the culture that gave me the wherewithal to take such stupid risks with drugs. Recent 

research gives us a clearer picture of the adolescent brain. Portions of the brain which 

respond to peers and peer influence are more active in adolescents compared to 

adults.42 Further, adolescents suffer more than adults do when excluded from peers 

because their lateral prefrontal cortexes, which help negate the impact of peer 
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exclusion, aren’t fully developed.  

 
We have changes in the brain during early adolescence that make teens 
more focused on the rewards of peers and being included in peer 
activities. This increased focus on peers occurs during a time when the 
PFC is not yet ready to assist in mature self-regulation. These factors 
provide a “perfect storm” of opportunities for risky behavior.43 

 

It was not easy being a young teen in 1975 when drug use was part of the peer bonding 

experience. I and my friends succumbed to the perfect storm, a storm of weirded-out 

teen brains and green lights on drug and alcohol experimentation.  

Authors Budd et al. note a 66 percent increase in drug overdose deaths in 1968-

1969 (from the previous year) specifically in Los Angeles County. “This increase may 

reflect the beginning of the drug culture which developed on the college campuses in 

the late 1960s and the early 1970s.” A decrease in the number of drug deaths, 

according to the authors, didn’t begin until 1976-1977.44 According to NCBI (National 

Center for Biotechnology Information), the US experienced an “epidemic of heroin use . 

. .in the late 1960s and early to mid-1970s.”45  

A famous case at time was the one involving Art Linkletter’s 20-year-old daughter 

Diane Linkletter, who the media star claimed had jumped out a window and committed 

suicide while high on LSD. The story was that she thought she could fly. Another 

famous case was of Karen Ann Quinlan who went into persistent vegetative state after 

mixing valium and alcohol.46 Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, and Jim Morrison are some pop 

stars who died young and of a drug overdose at the time. Those were big stories. The 

famous “This Is Your Brain on Drugs” PSA didn’t come out until 1987 and the 
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(ineffective) “Just Say No” catch phrase wasn’t popularized until the 1980s. 

For reasons I cannot explain, my life was spared. In 1975 I abruptly stopped 

doing any kind of drugs. Jane and I were on a church fundraising bike ride traveling 

from Prof. Vic’s Detroit church to Belle Isle. Mom pulled up beside us in her loud and 

proud gold, 1970 four-door Chevy Impala. We disembarked our ten-speeds (with the 

handles that curled under, like ram horns) to greet her, but my stomach tightened 

because it wasn’t normal or expected for mom to show up. She was trying not to 

scream at me but not doing a very good job.  

Mother lectured us: Dawn was in the hospital because she had overdosed on 

street drugs Dawn and I shared the day before. My heart stopped beating. I was going 

to vomit right there in the Detroit street. Mom lectured: Dawn had her “stomach 

pumped,” but would recover. Dawn’s mom had called my mom, and in addition, mom 

said, “Dawn’s mom says that Dawn is a bad influence on you, Martine.” No. I didn’t think 

this was true. I believed I was impervious to outside influences and powerless to 

influence others. At age fifteen, I thought nothing could stop me. That just shows how 

stupid I was. I was a really stupid fifteen-year-old whose life was spared in 1975.  

After mom’s Detroit summer street-lecture, me in my so-cool “Zigzag” T-shirt, 

mother screaming at me that she “didn’t know” I was doing drugs, I saw a new reality. It 

was terrifying. Dawn could have died. I could have died. Mom screamed at me she 

wouldn’t tolerate drugs in the house. I stopped doing drugs. I also never talked to Dawn 

again. That part of it was sad but I didn’t have the social skills to handle the situation. 

When I stopped doing drugs, Jane stopped too. Vera went off and did her own thing. I 
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lost track of her.  

My mother was serious about this new no-drug boundary she constructed, and it 

was OK with me. I accepted it. I pushed and pushed (and pushed) mom until she had 

some reaction. It took a lot of effort for mom to have a reaction to something I did. 

Mainly she was working, drinking, sleeping (she loved to sleep on the olive nubby 

couch), or reading. Her reaction to the knowledge I was doing “hard drugs” was clear. 

No. Mom had never told me no like that before. I had almost no rules in fact. The house 

had no rules. That’s one of the reasons mom was popular with my friends.  

Decades later, as an adult living thousands of miles apart from mom, I became a 

bit miffed at her for not setting appropriate boundaries to protect my life back then. But 

even more decades later, I cut mom some slack because like me, she was a product of 

the cultural messages of her time. She never asked to be divorced, or for a kid. And the 

books I saw sitting around our house contained messages that some might consider 

damaging to the chances of good parenting. In the 1977 My Mother Myself, Nancy 

Friday taught the reader a woman should be herself first, not a mother.47 Wayne Dyer, 

author of best-seller Your Erogenous Zones, shared that children should not be put first 

before one’s own self-fulfillment.48  

Maybe it was part of mom’s commitment to feminism that she left much of my 

care in my own hands or in the hands of others. Psychologist Mary Mattis encouraged 

parents to emphasize to children the parent’s needs.49 Divorced mothers were to be 

more like friends to their children rather than gatekeepers of the children’s morality.50 

“Divorced or married, the parents of the 1970s found it uncomfortable and awkward to 
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exert authority over their children”.51 

Penelope Leach’s late 1970s childrearing book Your Baby & Child: From Birth to 

Age 5, taught the word “no” devastates a child’s development.52 Mom and I learned 

otherwise. Sometimes “no” is necessary. When mother laid down the no drug rule, I 

obeyed. I guess mom saw me this once. Maybe she loved me? 

When I stopped drug experimentation, I was still desperately searching for some 

stability in the 1970s cultural storm, something like a safe harbor or home. My therapist 

says all humans want to be loved. He says we are programmed for it and if we don’t 

have love, we will look. Humans need to be connected to other humans. That’s what he 

says. 

In my search for that human connection back in 1975-76, Ross and I latched 

onto each other. Ross became what I thought of as the sole source of whatever love I 

could find in the world. I loved him for a number of reasons, one of which was that he 

and his family took me in. They were from Tennessee, and that was interesting to me. I 

was a fanatic fan of Mary Hartman, Mary Hartman, and my favorite character was the 

southern singer character Loretta Haggers, played by Mary Kay Place. I sang “Baby 

Boy” to Ross regularly.  

At first Ross’s father didn’t want me in their house. After my initial visit to meet 

Ross’s parents, his father told him “she’s not the type of girl to bring home to mom.” 

Ross defended me, and I was eventually tolerated by his dad, and embraced by his 

mom and sister. Ross’s family presented me with food and values of the deep, white, 

South. I thought it was strange and exotic. For the first time I ate black-eyed peas, 
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cornbread, and raw onion. I learned how to make meals in a pressure cooker. Ross and 

I square-danced with his parents. I sewed my own square-dance dresses. When we 

were first together, things were good and I felt like I had a place to dwell in Ross’ family. 

Little did I know that I had another hard lesson to learn about love and safety. 

In the meantime, the last vacation I took Up North with mom, to yet another 

social-science-faculty-lake-cottage on Black Lake, gave an HFCC visiting professor 

a great opportunity to stay at our house while he and his wife and young son 

searched for a residence. That summer, mother put all her vacation days together 

and rented a Black Lake cottage from a faculty member up north. Since we were 

going to be gone for a solid month, mom offered our house to Prof. Paul Caesar. 

There had been a long search process at HFCC for this professor. It was a special 

position that was for two years, for a researching professor to work teaching at 

HFCC, while he finished his research. Like a post-doc. During the search process, 

mom had become friends with both Paul and his wife, and she wanted them to feel 

welcome when they arrived in Dearborn. So, she offered them our house for the 

month while they got settled and looked for something permanent. Mom didn’t 

charge him a thing of course. They were a young family just getting started. 

We became close with Paul and his wife, and had dinner over at their rented 

East Dearborn house on several occasions. I occasionally babysit their son. Paul 

also invited us to travel with his wife and son when they visited Maryland (where 

they were from). Prof. Paul and his wife and son were to stay the week at their 

friends’ Maryland commune. Mom and I road in Prof. Paul’s car with them to the 
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commune and spent several nights there. During the stay, mother and I took a bus 

to Washington, DC, and spent two days there. We came back to the commune and 

spent another night, then headed home with Prof. Paul.  

The Maryland commune consisted of a wood framed two-story house and 

some outbuildings (a barn, a garage, a woodshed, a chicken house) on sixty rolling 

acres. Prior to arriving with Prof. Cesare and his wife and son, mom had briefed me 

on the living arrangements at the commune. There were two adult men and two 

adult women there, and six shared children, i.e., the children were parented by all 

the adults. Mom didn’t tell me a lot of details, but she did mention that there had 

been jealousies between the adult women and men, but the adults were committed 

to working on their issues.  

The Maryland commune house itself was eerily similar to the house I have 

lived in here in Michigan for 30 years. The commune house, like my current abode, 

was built in the 1800s and added onto, rambling – a big kitchen, and front porch 

with rocking chairs.  

During the commune stay, I wanted to take a shower but there was no 

shower. There was a monstrously deep white claw foot bathtub in a cluttered, 

wooden paneled bathroom – the bathroom was big enough to have been a small 

kitchen. I took a long soaking bath and did get scolded by mom as she reminded 

me others needed to use the bathroom too. Mom and I stayed in the chicken house, 

which had been converted into a cozy guest house. It was quaint, with gingham 

curtains, and a mattress sitting on the floor covered in quilts. I also tasted home-
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ground peanut butter for the first time, which was a treat. While mom visited with the 

adults, I walked the hills behind the house. The commune property was rectangular 

and hilly, with an old barbed wire fence outlining the edge, and wizened black oak 

trees bent but alive in the windbreaks. It was blustery and cold but I tightened the 

scarf around my head and ears and thought to myself it was one of the most 

beautiful places I had visited.  
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Chapter Five: A Place to Dwell 

“That’s a pregnant idea; let’s give birth to it.” 

If mom heard a good idea, that’s what she’d say. I think of it as a metaphor for 

her deep involvement in the 1970s’ women’s movement, and her participation in the 

Washington, D.C., 1978 ERA (Equal Rights Amendment) march. My mother’s self-

identification as a “radical feminist” began in 1970 and lasted the rest of her life. 

  Mother announced to me Prof. Bertram helped her legally change her last name 

from her married name (from marriage to dad), back to her “maiden” or birth name. I 

commented on the futility of this, since she merely switched one man’s name (dad) for 

another (her father’s). Though, she wasn’t asking me. Her name change was a done 

deal. From that point on she and I had different last names which was confusing for the 

K-12 folks. Just one more oddity to chalk up to mom and me.  

Then, mom announced to me and other family members she was gay. In 1975, 

at least in our working-class Dearborn neighborhood, it wasn’t acceptable to be openly 

gay or lesbian, or anything other than Cis, so it wasn’t something mom shared with 

neighbors. Further, there became two sets of mom’s friends, those who weren’t gay, 

and those who were. Mom’s gay community knew about the hetero community, but as 

far as I observed back then, the hetero community failed to see the gay community. A 

community right before their eyes. Hiding in plain sight. 

In his book How We Got Here, David Frum states “between 1970 and 1980 the 

gay rights movement succeeded in promoting homosexuality in the minds of millions of 

liberal Americans to a civil-rights category analogous to race or religion”.53 Mother was 
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right there in the middle of things. Why not? She was surrounded by political scientists, 

sociologists, and psychologists in her job at HFCC. Mom developed her initial 

connection to the gay community through her employment.  

When mom made her announcement I knew little of lesbian life, except what I 

had seen in a movie at HFCC. Back then, the college showed cultural movies on 

various topics, inviting the local community. I recall learning about Stonehenge in 

HFCC’s auditorium. But there was also an art movie fifteen-year-old Jane and I went to 

see at HFCC. In the movie an explicit sex scene (I remember little else) took place 

between two young women, college-age. The naked women were rolling around in a 

nature setting, and if it wasn’t art, I know now, it was porn. The lesbian scene was 

frenetic and accompanied by crazy-intense drumming that shook our auditorium seats. 

Times were different back then. I guess nowadays they say we lived through a 1970s’ 

sexual revolution. 

Criminal Justice Professor Bertram was one of mom’s closest lifelong friends she 

gained through her work at HFCC. Their friendship lasted decades – into retirement and 

to death. When mom died and I went through her papers, she had Bertram’s picture and 

eulogy in the top drawer of her antique secretary desk -- kept as a memento. Professor 

Bertram, in addition to teaching full-time, also maintained a law practice in Dearborn. I 

loved Bertram and thought of him as family. He was like the father I didn’t have, and 

was the role model that inspired me to attend law school. Mom said he thought of me 

like one of his daughters, but I doubt that’s true.  

Bertram and his wife, Gladys, hosted Ross and my wedding reception at their 
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home. (We got married at Prof. Vic’s Detroit church). Later, Professor Bertram did my 

divorce from Ross. Then even later, Prof. Bertram was at my wedding reception when I 

married John. It was Prof. Bertram’s cottage mom and I stayed at back in 1971 when 

my diary recorded my swim in the Bay of Saginaw. 

As a youth I quietly observed, in addition to a wife and kids, Bertram also had a 

permanent partner, Zach, who worked at Hudson’s in downtown Detroit. Zach lived in 

an apartment separate from Gladys and Bertram, but he and Gladys were friends. Both 

Zach and Gladys were at my wedding reception in Bertram’s home. The situation with 

Bertram, Zach, and Gladys wasn’t anything mom ever commented on or judged. Back 

then, the triad of Bertram, Zach, and Gladys was as normal as the daily sunrise. 

Well, let me take that back for a minute. Mom did continually lament how 

emotional and controlling Gladys was, how unfair to Prof. Bertram. These lamentations 

continued sporadically for my childhood, and then I moved out and thousands of mile 

away, and stopped hearing mom’s lamentations on Gladys’ unjust behaviors. But 

decades later, when I was an adult, shortly before mom passed, she made a critical 

remark concerning Gladys’ controlling nature (the topic of Prof. Bertram had arisen). I 

looked at mom; she met my gaze. I replied, “Do you blame her?”  

Mom grew still. Her eyes widened. Two second beat of silence. Then she smiled. 

Mom chuckled and said softly to me, “No . . . I guess not.” Like she never thought of 

that? In that moment, mom knew I understood, and I knew she knew I understood. That 

moment was the closest mother and I ever got to an adult discussion concerning 

“sexual orientation.” Fine. Who wants to talk about that stuff with their mom? Not me.  
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Just to be clear, I don’t have moral judgements regarding the ways in which 

consenting adults chose to combine romantic and life partners. Yes, that stuff is juicy as 

in super-interesting. But I’m cool. As I learned at the Maryland commune, in my HFCC 

Sociology of Sex Roles class, and via experiencing life, when one finite human 

simultaneously has more than one romantic partner, jealousies and other conflicts might 

arise. Right or wrong. It’s something to work on: jealously. Jealousy is something 

humanity needs to work on overcoming, I guess. “Thou shalt not covet.”  

Mom’s friends’ sexual orientation wasn’t something I discussed with anyone, at 

the time. The sexual orientation and lives of these adults was a fact catalogued in a 

confidential folder in my brain. It was a fact I guarded because I wanted no harm to 

come to mom’s other-than-100-percent-hetero friends. But I never needed to be told to 

keep my mouth shut. By the time I was thirteen my code-switching skills had developed 

due to mom’s divorce and the context around it. Plus, as I got older, I gradually created 

my own life separate from mother’s, so I was more focused on my friends and their 

activities, and, who they were hooking up with.  

Back then, before faculty did their own typing, before word processors, it is 

important to remember the department typist was literally immersed in the disciplinary 

conversation of the time, whether she wanted to be or not. While mom could type 

without looking at the keys, it didn’t mean she wasn’t reading those thousands of tests 

and class hand-outs she typed. It didn’t mean she didn’t read the dissertations she 

typed. It didn’t mean she didn’t leaf through the many social science-y books that came 

across her desk. Mom was an avid reader, an obsessive reader. She read materials 
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shared with her, and she heard faculty disciplinary conversations and political debates 

in her U-shaped workspace. It changed my mother. Mom learned. My mom was a 

conduit for the values of a community college social science department. Kind of like a 

Watergate wiretap – but she was right there, hiding in plain sight. She gained 

awareness of the day’s issues, of the civil rights movement, of the women’s movement, 

and she acted. 

In 1972 mom was elected president of the local chapter of NOW (National 

Organization of Women). I didn’t just read Mad Magazine after that, but also mom’s 

copies of Cosmopolitan and Ms. Burt Reynolds’ 1972 centerfold was tacked to my 

bedroom’s wall. 

Pursuant to mom’s involvement in N.O.W., she brought home new friends in 

addition to the regulars from HFCC. Mom put her dissertation-typing office desk and 

typewriter in Juniper Street’s spare first-floor bedroom. The IBM Selectric was now mine 

to use. I moved my room upstairs. When mom had cancer in 1970, her long-time 

friend’s (Ann Francis) parents gave mom a large chunk of money to help in her cancer 

recovery. Mom used the funds to have the house interior redone. We got new kitchen 

cabinets and a dishwasher. We had “plush” olive green carpeting put in the living room. 

Mom picked out all new, and expensive, furniture for the living room, and she bought 

two huge window air conditioners. We were one of the first on the block to have a 

dishwasher and air conditioning. By 1975, the living room was still in decent shape. 

Thus she began using the living room in her role as NOW president to host 

consciousness-raising meetings. These meetings were attended by women only, and it 
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was women of all ages and all kinds of backgrounds. One of Prof. Bertram’s adult 

daughters regularly attended.  

During consciousness-raising meetings, I either left the house (I had a job, a 

driver’s license, and my own junker-car donated by Betty the day I turned sixteen), or 

went upstairs to my room, first jamming bath towels under my door because these 

women smoked. The cigarette smell choked me.  

Consciousness-raising meetings were private, but mom shared with me the 

general gist of conversations. The women, who all knew me, had chatted briefly with me 

at some point, discussed being abused by men. Mom detailed some examples: Darla, a 

tall skinny blonde with a pixie cut, eyelashes that curled up at the corners, and a huge 

smile, was beaten by her police officer husband with the butt of his gun. Kim was raped 

in an elevator. Sue’s husband locked her out of her house with no coat or shoes.  

One needs to remember, in 1975-76, public conversation was not focused on 

“domestic violence.” There was no such legal thing as “sexual harassment.” Yes, adult 

men commented to sixteen-year-old-me at work (when I worked at odd jobs at private 

sector commercial entities), on sexual topics. But that was just how it was. I didn’t 

complain. I mean, I needed my job. I needed to save money for college, and to move 

away, far away. So the adult-man sex-talk to sixteen year-old me at work, I took it. My 

supervisor complained to me and others that would listen, about his adult girlfriend’s 

“gash marks” on the inside of her thighs. (I believe he meant stretch marks). If he saw a 

young woman he thought attractive, he’d make some remark about wanting to take her 

“on a slow boat to China.” Ick. Creepy. Another supervisor I had would ask me things 
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like, “Do you think she’s having sex?” (He was talking about our company receptionist 

who looked about fourteen. He was married with six kids and I knew his wife and kids.) 

He’d whine to me: “Young guys don’t know how lucky they are.” Blech. Slimy. But these 

kinds of behaviors, and worse (which I am too repulsed to outline here), I believed were 

normal because it happened continually to me and to other women. I saw it happen. It 

was just routine. 

And yes, between the ages of sixteen and nineteen, after heavy drinking Ross 

did things like try to strangle me, lock me in a room for hours, punch in mom’s front door 

to break-in and “get me,” smashed various pieces of my furniture, threw a toddler’s 

vacant tricycle onto the sidewalk because it was in his path to me, and jumped on my 

car windshield (mom’s now rust riddled 1970 Impala), shattering it, when I tried to 

escape his violence. I was not safe in my house. 

Yes, a girl living down the block on Juniper Street, a few years older than me, hid 

me from Ross in her basement, and said calmly, “Guys can be such asses, can’t they?” 

I had scrambled from my car, zipped to her backdoor, pounded on it, and cried for her 

family to let me in. Ross in his car followed me. I wasn’t safe on my block.  

It was how things were. My therapist says not all 1970s communities were like 

this. He says not all families were like this. But in my 1970s world, it was considered 

normal for a man to be violent toward a woman. We believed men were just being men. 

I never even dreamed of calling the police on Ross. Mom never seemed to think 

of that either. Once she calmly said to me, “If there were a man living here with us 

Martine, Ross wouldn’t do that.” Mom instructed me something bad was happening in 
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Ross’s family dynamics for him to “act out” like that. She never knew he tried to strangle 

me, because he did that in bar parking lots after becoming jealous. On the hood of a 

truck at a Telegraph Ave. bar parking lot. On the driver’s seat of my silver Mazda at a 

Michigan Ave. bar parking lot. Other men pulled him off me or I’d be dead now. I wasn’t 

safe in my neighborhood. But we never called police. 

Calling the police wasn’t something we did in my neighborhood back then. The 

community I was submersed in did not trust law enforcement (we had one cop on the 

block. He was not popular, not popular at all). Mom’s consciousness-raising meetings 

taught me women were beaten by police. I’d had one interaction with police by the time 

I was 14 and it wasn’t good. Jane and I regularly biked up to the train tracks near 

Michigan Ave. and Military Street, to hang out and meet boys. Some Dearborn police 

confronted us and frisked me in front of my peers. Not something easily forgettable. We 

didn’t return to the train tracks. The only other interaction was, in the time before he left 

for Texas, dad brought me home an hour late from weekly visitation. We’d been 

watching Planet of the Apes. Pops and I were met with a police car with lights-a-flashing 

in the Juniper Street driveway. Mom thought he’d kidnapped me. 1968. My parents just 

couldn’t be at peace with the divorce. 

Frum outlines how the US was going through a huge crime wave in the 1970s. 

“One’s chance of being robbed, raped, assaulted, or murdered nearly tripled between 

1960 and 1980, with the biggest single jump in crime occurring in 1974”.54 Policing had 

diminished although populations grew. “Citizens simply ceased bothering with the 

useless trip to the police station to report” crimes.55 David Frum provides examples of 
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1970s popular movies consistently illustrating “corruption, indifference, or malevolence 

of the police”.56  

When in 1973 Nixon announced, “I am not a crook,” it didn’t muster public trust in 

government. Government corruption revelations spread from the top down to all levels. 

“In 1973, the United States was rocked by three sensational exposes of police 

misconduct”57: Indianapolis, Philadelphia, and New York City. Of course back then, 

police were mainly men. Not until 1973 did federal law prohibit minimum height 

requirements (disqualified many women) for police departments that received federal 

funding.58 After a judicial order, in 1977 New York City allowed women to apply to 

be firefighters.59 

I was really naïve back in 1975-76. I had no knowledge of “domestic violence.” 

Anita Hill’s accusations against Clarence Thomas didn’t happen until 1991. Wow. But, 

there was a lot of work done by a lot of women that provided a path for Anita Hill. The 

consciousness-raising meetings mom had in her Juniper Street living room are just one 

tiny example of how microscopic actions when done systematically over long periods of 

time, can build into something constructive – like current legal protections against 

domestic violence and sexual harassment in the workplace.  

In 1977, mom became close friends with an adjunct sociology professor at the 

college, Bill Davidowitz. I knew something was up because mom was constantly talking 

of Bill, She confided in me her concern his former “girlfriend” wouldn’t stop pestering 

him. Mother complained to me regarding Bill’s old girlfriend even though mom confided 

in me Bill was gay. He was significantly younger than mom, gregarious, even loud. His 
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laugh was so loud and sometimes sudden, it startled. Bill worked out, was fit, and 

showed off his physique with well-fitted and stylish clothing. He drove a hot blue 

Corvette.  

When she and Bill got married, they had a huge wedding and reception at the 

Michigan Athletic Club. It seemed all of HFCC was invited. Mom and Bill were married 

by a Rabbi. Bill had converted from Roman Catholic and changed his last name from 

Smith to Davidowitz. His legal first name as well was changed from Bill to something a 

bit longer and more ethnic-sounding. Bill maintained a wide community of gay male 

friends who regularly visited Juniper Street in small clusters, and mom and he 

entertained guests with dinner and drinks. Bill loved to entertain. He enjoyed cooking 

from scratch, especially quiche with eggs, cheese, spinach, and bacon. Quiche was 

really “in” at the time.  

In the two years they were together, mom and Bill spent numerous nights in 

Detroit at bars and clubs where Bill sang. Mom thought it proper for my cultural 

education that I be introduced to gay culture, so she and Bill took me to several Detroit 

gay bars where men-dressed-as-women performed. After she and Bill divorced, mom 

and her women friends took me to Detroit lesbian-only bars.  

Mother later insisted to me she married Bill to get him on her health insurance, 

but I was never convinced. During her relationship with Bill, she had birth control pills 

(for the first, last, and only time). I found them in her purse when looking for a stick of 

Wrigley’s. Mother’s purse interior smelled delicious, like spearmint and fresh tobacco. I 

questioned mom regarding her birth control pills, and she said she didn’t want to talk 
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about it. During mom’s marriage to Bill, she started having lucid nightmares. I knew this 

because at 2:00 and 3:00 am, mother woke me up with her blood-curdling scream. The 

initial 3:00 am scream developed into shorter bursting screams which would become 

more subdued and fizzle out. Then I’d hear muffled voices in mom’s bedroom. 

Screaming became a nightly event.  

One morning mom was already at work and I asked Bill if mom was OK. He said 

in her sleep she recalled events that happened to her when she was a little kid. 

Memories were giving her nightmares. It would come out gradually, over years, ten-

year-old mom was sexually abused by a group of men her family trusted. During 

summers, mom was left in the care of my great-grandmother and great aunt since my 

gramma’ worked as a nurse. My great aunt never married, and she always worked as a 

clerk or typist. The men who abused my mom were, unbeknownst to my mother’s family 

at the time, led by my great aunt’s boyfriend. Initially child-mother developed a close 

friendship with my great aunt’s boyfriend. Then, he exploited their friendship for his 

personal satisfaction. He worked at stables with other men where they cared for 

racehorses. The boyfriend took mother to the stables with him. Mom told me he and his 

friends drank and did cocaine too. So when mom was little, a disgusting criminal nested 

in her family, hiding in plain sight. 

Now as an adult, with some perspective on the situation, I think probably mom’s 

relationship with adjunct sociology professor Bill revived the sexual abuse trauma she 

suffered. Always, all my life, mother shunned “sex conversations.” She refused to read 

or watch anything on TV containing “sex scenes.” My mother seemed to live a life of 
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celibacy which is why the short-term ownership of birth control pills is so memorable.  

But mom was beyond celibate. She was sex-adverse – maybe asexual, which 

according to the Safe Zone training I’ve had at work, at the community college where I 

now work as a professor, is a legitimate sexual identity and is nowadays socially 

acceptable. Back then, being averse to sex wasn’t cool. Such women were labeled 

“frigid.” Back then, the asexual, like the lesbian, was pressured to hide. 

Due to her humanness, mom nonetheless craved close relationships with other 

humans – is my therapist’s theory, which rings true to me. To be in a marriage and 

close relationship with a gay man may have served my mother as a way to have a 

socially acceptable “man-woman” relationship while not having to deal with “sexual 

problems.”   

Until the day she died, my mother emphasized and reminded me that the sexual 

abuse she suffered negatively impacted her “whole life.” She would tell me, “That’s why 

I am the way I am. That is why I never achieved anything.” Looking back on mom’s life, I 

do not agree she didn’t achieve anything. My mother’s first and last name appear four 

times on the pages of Arthur D. Thomas, Jr.’s HFCC history, For the Good of All: A 

Pledge Respected (1988). That must mean something. Mother wasn’t invisible. Her life 

mattered. For me, it is poignant that Thomas included my mom in the history. But I’m 

not going to get all nostalgic. I pride myself as generally being the opposite of a 

nostalgic person, whatever that might be. Pragmatic maybe? Anyway, mother had a lot 

of life challenges and as my sole parent, she struggled mightily.  

In 1978, when I was a new student at HFCC, a fire broke out at Juniper Street. 
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Mom was Up North with her new spouse Bill. I sat on the nubby olive couch downstairs 

in the living room. A crackling sound emerged up the stairs which led to my room. 

Looking up from my book, I saw flames. The flames were the same orange color as 

velvetleaf flowers. Velvetleaf (abutilon theophrasti) is alien in Michigan, but grows wild 

and can be destructive to corn crops. But, the Chinese have cultivated it for centuries 

and the leaves make a good salad. 

After I saw flames, I ran outside over to O’Malley’s. They called the fire 

department. Standing on the front yard grass, I watched flames shooting out of the 

upstairs windows. Bob O’Malley hosed down his house so it didn’t catch fire. Neighbors 

and strangers gathered on our Juniper Street front lawn to watch. I had pajamas on 

because it was a Sunday and after returning from work I’d gotten ready for bed.  

As I stood on the lawn, the firefighters threw drawers and other items out the 

upstairs windows, in hopes of saving them. I learned the next morning, one wooden box 

they threw contained my childhood diaries and international pen pal letters, which I was 

able to retrieve. An unknown neighborhood woman came up to me and gave me $20 

and said to use it however I wanted. I know I used it to buy underwear and one outfit, 

because other than clothes in the basement dryer, all of my clothes and belongings 

were burned up.  

The fire burned the upper story of the house which was solely my bedroom. I lost 

all my stuff. The first floor contained two bedrooms, the living room, the kitchen, and the 

bathroom, but were only smoke damaged. When my mother learned of the fire (this was 

before cell phones so we had to get a message to her), she started back home but 
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didn’t get home until morning. I wasn’t sure what to do so I slept on the damp living 

room couch, the olive nubby, amidst a pungent smell of smoke and burnt fibers. I had 

offers to sleep elsewhere, but was worried about lack of house security. In the morning, 

I checked upstairs, my room. Everything was black and melted and smoldering. My 

alarm clock was melted into a disfigured black lump with only the 1:00 and 2:00 

numerals still visible. The smell of smoke was thick and clingy. Pungent and black. A 

smell that got in your nose hairs and stayed. Like the heavy, trailing smell of pig 

manure.  

After mom got back from Up North, she secured temporary quarters for us at 

Professor Lance Arthur’s parents’ home. History professor Lance Arthur (we always 

called him by his first and last name in one phrase) was a rather small man, five and a 

half feet, with a thin, wiry build. Lance Arthur wore wire-rimmed glasses, had thin steel-

gray hair, and sported well-pressed trousers and tweed jackets with leather patches on 

the elbows. He smoked a pipe which caused his person to emanate a delicious 

smoked-cherry scent. His eyebrows were much too thick for his narrow, lined face, and 

they spouted up at a sharp angle towards his temples. The eyebrows were a mix of grey 

and dark brown jutting hairs. Lance had microscopic hairs sprouting down from his nose 

as well, but not enough to be repelling, just a tasteful, somewhat masculine amount. He 

looked as if he was too busy studying leather-bound volumes of history in his home 

library to closely examine his face in the mirror.  

For such a compact man, Lance Arthur’s voice was incredibly deep and rumbly 

(maybe from pipe smoking). He spoke in an even and measured fashion, which 
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imparted a drug-like calming effect on the listener. Lance was married and had children, 

but my mom didn’t hang around with him. She did speak highly of him, and thought well 

of him, and I did too. He was someone to be admired from afar. Pretty much in a 

different social class and circle than mom and me. Pretty much. 

Anyway, Lance Arthur’s parents couldn’t live in their home any longer. Mom said 

they had become unable to care for themselves and went to live in an “old person’s 

home.” So their house was vacant, and we were able to stay in it for several weeks until 

mom arranged post-fire house insurance so we could rent a place for a longer stay. 

Prof. Arthur’s parents’ house was in an elite area of Dearborn, on a densely tree-lined 

street, and compared to our house, was huge and luxurious. I had not just my own 

room, but my own bathroom. Mother slept in the master bedroom which was bigger than 

our living room. 

Mom quickly worked out an East Dearborn house rental, and her and her adjunct 

sociology professor husband, his dog, my dog, and me, moved into the East Dearborn 

house. We stayed for about two months while the contractors did the fire damage 

recovery work on Juniper Street.  

Like I said, after the fire, Bill and his dog (a crabby, bitey, matt-covered Lhasa 

Apso) moved into the East Dearborn rental with us, but at some point he moved out and 

I never saw him again. Mom announced to me they divorced. After Bill left, mother 

never talked of their relationship, except to mention that his hot blue Corvette had been 

repossessed out of our Juniper Street driveway. This surprised her. When he left, he 

took my piano which upset me. I cried to mom. She told me she had to give it to him to 
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get rid of him.  

Mom was funny. About five years before she died, I mentioned Bill Davidowitz to 

her. Mother took off her reading glasses and stared at me: “You remember him?” She 

said this as if I was being scolded. I said yes, and the conversation ended. Why would 

my mother think I wouldn’t remember a man she married and who lived with us, and 

who “stole” my piano? After mother passed, I happened to mention Prof. Davidowitz to 

my adult kids, and they were shocked as they had never heard of him. When sorting 

through mom’s papers during probate, I noted that in her medical records she 

repeatedly shared with doctors and staff that she was “never married.” Never married? 

Mother’s marriages didn’t work out, caused her much pain, so she compartmentalized 

her memories of them, and archived that compartment deep in her brain. Mom hid the 

memory.  

I never understood why Bill would want to take my ugly, monstrosity of an upright 

piano. Mother allowed me to paint it fire-engine red. We got it as a freebie. The piano 

settled in mom’s spare bedroom like a blood-spattered walrus with broken tusks (some 

of the keys were chipped and didn’t work). I played every day and Bill took my piano. 

Gee whiz. But my piano-less problem was quickly resolved. In the parking lot of HFCC 

(I had a flat tire and he was a security guard), I met the to-be father of my two kids, 

John. He had a piano rebuilt from donated parts he’d hauled into his basement in 

baskets. I had a piano again. It was a good sign: 

And here I am 
I'm back on my feet again (from The Babys, 1979) 
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John and I were a great change from my Ross relationship. My relationship with 

Ross turned volatile and violent shortly after we got together at age sixteen. But even 

so, I was dumb enough to marry Ross after knowing his violent potential. I kept giving 

him another chance, and another. When I was eighteen Ross had, for a full year, 

honored his promise to quit drinking (and thus his violence toward me stopped). We 

were married at Prof. Vic’s church; Prof. Bertram gave me away.  

After Ross and I graduated high school, I had full-time summer work at 

Greenfield Village, and in fall worked part-time as a work-study student in the Social 

Science Department with mom. I started college at HFCC. Ross got a full-time 

janitorial job in Dearborn. His parents gave us money for the down payment on a 

tiny house south of Dearborn and we married. But my attendance at college caused 

serious conflict in the marriage. More than once he taunted me regarding my 

interactions with “college boys.” Ross, who spent his free time lifting weights and 

smoking weed said “college boys” in a high nasal register with a make-fun-of-you 

tone.  

Despite his promise to quit drinking, six months into our marriage he was 

back at it, and the violence against me restarted. I knew I had to make a choice. To 

escape the tiny house, I humored him. He fell into a daytime drunken sleep. I taped 

the dresser handles down so they wouldn’t make a noise and wake him. I loaded 

the dresser drawers containing my clothes into my silver Mazda hatchback. I’d 

already recently lost all my belongings in the fire, so I didn’t have much. Then I 

drove back to mom’s house on Juniper Street. Prof. Bertram filed the divorce which 
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went through fast. I was nineteen and divorced, but still working a part-time job and 

a full-time HFCC honors student. 

Community College was ironically my “drop-out” experience. What I mean is I 

used community college to “drop-out” of life on Juniper Street. In 1978 I graduated 

high school and started at HFCC. Only about one-half of my high school graduating 

peers went on to college. They got jobs or got married or both. I gradually dropped 

out of my friendships with high school peers, even Jane who was an undergraduate 

at U of M.  

Through visits to Jane in Ann Arbor during the first couple years of college, I 

experienced a bitter taste of sorority and fraternity life. During one Ann Arbor visit I 

wore my favorite high-heeled wood and leather clogs. Jane was embarrassed and 

informed me “no one here wears shoes like that.” (She and her sorority sisters were 

wearing pastel polo shirts with embroidered crocodile logos, and ivory-colored boat 

shoes.) I had a brief romantic fling with a fraternity boy who informed me, “No one 

here listens to The Babys.” (I wanted to go to their concert.) These nonchalant 

judgements of my appearance and musical tastes were like stinging slaps in the 

face. I was determined to keep wearing my leather clogs and listen to whatever 

music I wished. Jane and I drifted apart. I stopped returning the fraternity guy’s 

phone calls and he faded away.  

I managed purchasing books at the crowded HFCC bookstore with the money I 

saved from my part-time jobs. I loved my college courses and did well. My second 

HFCC year I had a good advisor who was faculty leader for the honors colloquium. He 
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was a biology teacher and got me interested in science for the first time in my life. I read 

Richard Dawkins’ The Selfish Gene (1976), and later gave my advisor an inscribed copy 

of Eve's Rib: A Revolutionary New View of the Female (1980) by Mariette Nowak.  

During my transition to life as a college student, mom decided to go with a group 

of women to the ERA march on July 9, 1978 to support the ratification of the ERA. Lots 

of ERA buttons were around our house. I know I wore one regularly. The women had 

their hearts set on ERA ratification. There was so much hope in the air then, and 

energy. Mother was happy. She had to wear all white for the ERA march, and she 

couldn’t find white pants that fit her. I sewed. I loved sewing. My gramma sewed and 

she used to make clothes for me when I was small. I measured mom up and we picked 

out material for her pants, and I made the white pants she wore on the ERA march. The 

women’s movement and the women I met through mom, involved in NOW, were good 

people. I dabbled with the notion this was a community in which I fit. But, the ERA was 

not ratified. Mom was devastated and for her, the women’s movement fell apart. I fell in 

love with a man who was a fellow HFCC college student and would become husband 

number two, and my relationship with him took me in another direction.  

Yes, I was nineteen years old and already divorced. But I was still a full-time 

community college student and I was employed. I didn’t drink and I didn’t smoke. In 

my community college years more than any others, my consciousness was raised.  

I’d go so far as to say I experienced a different level of consciousness 

through my interactions with community college, back then. It didn’t happen all at 

once like with a psilocybin trip, not like Paul’s blinding-light epiphany, not like the 
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new reality one faces when their stuff burns up in a house fire, not like your 

neighbors continually saying nasty things but then one emerges and hands you a 

$20 bill, not like a hot slap on a cold cheek, not like the rupture that occurs when a 

human is born and torn from its mother, torn from its deep-sea diving enclosure of 

oneness and smacked into an open-air space fitted with gravity and many-ness, but 

it happened. I saw the world differently than I had when I graduated high school. At 

the community college, I could hide if I wanted to. But I could be in plain sight if I 

chose. It was up to me. I felt safe among the faculty, staff, and the students. I felt 

home. I’m not saying that my community college experience was perfect, or that it 

was utopia, or that there were no challenges in working with different personalities, 

or that no one ever experienced anything bad – I only know my experience. I felt I 

fit. It was a place to dwell, at least temporarily. 
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Chapter Six: Final Performance 

My entire life might be falling apart. I could be in physical and emotional pain, but 

if there was one performance I always delivered, it was my performance as a “good 

student.”  

More than any other identity-shaping and self-esteem gathering activity, my 

participation as a “student” developed into the best fit for me, and was my shelter. 

When, in 1966, my parents divorced and dad vanished, in my role as student I actively 

represented to teachers and peers my parents were happily married. In those early 

years I started honing my skills as a performer of the “perfect student.”  

After transferring from private school to public school at the start of fourth 

grade60, I realized I was academically ahead of my peers. This advanced standing of 

mine had nothing to do with my ability, and everything to do with the difference in 

curriculum between the private and public school. Nonetheless, in fourth grade I 

emerged as an “excellent student,” but it was a hard won spot. Those who work with me 

now will have no surprise at the report card comments of my second and third grade 

teachers: 

 

October, 1967: Too much loud talking and socializing but is improving. 
[age 7] 

 
February, 1968: Martine is still difficult to handle at times but has 
improved. [age 8] 

 
June 13, 1968: I would have enjoyed Martine more if she didn’t always 
interrupt. She has shown great improvement in her work. [age 8] 

 
October, 1968: Martine tends to distract others during her work time and 
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theirs. She needs to learn when she may talk and when not to. [age 8] 
 

I talked because I was bored. Really bored. Mom knew that. (Also, my second-grade 

teacher I found fussy, curt, cross, and prune-ish in appearance). I interrupted because I 

was going to forget my idea if I didn’t. My mind raced. I didn’t think my teacher talked 

fast enough. It drove me crazy. I knew what they would say after they said three words, 

but I was expected to wait for the teacher to finish her sentence. But by the time the 

teacher finished her sentence, my mind was two topics ahead. I didn’t need instructions 

explained slowly and twice. I could hardly sit still in my seat sometimes, waiting for the 

teacher to complete her oration. I hadn’t learned to perform properly yet, but gradually I 

figured out how to better appease the teacher. 

 
June 12, 1969: Martine has been a willing and cooperation pupil. It has 
been a pleasure to teach her. [age 9] 

 

Fortunately, mother never scolded me for the report card remarks because she said as 

a woman “I would get slapped down enough in my adult life.” Like it or not, there were 

different standards for boys’ and girls’ behavior back then. Boys would be boys, so 

mother perceived they had more leeway. But in public school, I was able to leverage a 

label of excellent student (at least grade-wise if not behavior-wise). 

June 1, 1971: Dear Diary, Today in school I was caught chewing gum. I 
had to make a report of gum so I took the school encyclopedia home but I 
left it at my girlfriend’s. 

 

Yes, my behavior issues lingered (if gum chewing can really be deemed a 

“behavior issue”), but I was an excellent student academically. I held onto the “she’s 
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smart” identity with all my might. During my muddiest treks into adulthood, the student 

space was the one space where I found some approval and safety. 

On Juniper Street, the “going to college rule” was never openly discussed. It was 

just presumed I would go to college, and that I would attend HFCC. Mother did not have 

the financial means, time, or interest to take me shopping for a college. We couldn’t 

afford a public four-year or a residential college. I had to work and I had to live at home. 

I knew nothing about applying for college. I didn’t apply anywhere but HFCC. The clock 

was ticking once I started college. Mother only wanted me at community college for two 

years. That was her rule.   

In my first HFCC semester, fall 1978, I took five classes: Preparation for 

Chemistry, Composition I, Principles of Mathematics, Introduction to Political 

Science, and Principles of Sociology.61 In my second semester Spring 1979, I took 

Basic Drawing, Composition II, History of the US from Civil War to Present, and 

Marriage & the Family.62 

At home mother’s IBM Selectric became very special to me. I loved it. I’ll say my 

mother wasn’t perfect, but if it wasn’t for her help typing my final drafts for college 

undergraduate classes, I probably would have gotten lower grades. And students wrote 

so many papers in all our college classes back then. In Introduction to Psychology alone 

I wrote five, five page papers all with footnotes. I drove mom crazy with my horrible 

typing skills. When editing, I scribbled up the typed page’s margins and that absolutely 

disgusted her.  

She complained how sloppy I erased things. When mother erased she had a 



118 
 
 

 

special pale green eraser pencil with a brush on the end, and she erased and brushed 

away the residue. I never did that. I either incompletely erased, or I just crossed things 

out and wrote on top of them. I also typed on top of wet white-out because I was in a 

hurry (evidenced in the papers I retain). That repulsed her. Typing on top of wet white-

out creates an image of letters embedded in what looks like an infected sore – mushy, 

oozing, and greenish, blackish, blue.  

Because my community college teachers gave page limits which I always 

needed to exceed, I would often push extremely on the margins, making the page look 

chaotically crowded.  

“Martine Rachel. You just cannot do that.”  

But then mom, still referencing Turabian’s A Manual for Writers, would type up a final 

perfect copy of the nasty mess of mauled paper pieces I gave her, and all would be 

well. The process wasn’t fun though. She had a new typewriter in one room of the 

house, and I had the Selectric in another room. Mother scolded me repeatedly as she 

churned out the final copy. Often she sent me back to my typewriter to clarify 

something, or to clean it up enough so she could at least have a chance of deciphering. 

No, it wasn’t pleasant. But like I said, I did eventually learn to type properly. Thank God 

for word processing. I still don’t care enough for line-editing copy like I should. I don’t 

care as much as I should, for example, about whether the periods and commas are in 

the right places in MLA formatting. I prefer footnotes.  

In my second year at HFCC I was admitted to the Honors Program and took 

a total of nine classes in fall and spring (I had to work summers): Personal Health, 
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Introduction to Physics, Introduction to Psychology, Sociology of Sex Roles, 

(Honors) Life Drawing, Honors Colloquium, Introduction to Logic, Child Psychology, 

Social Psychology.63    

I learned. I grew. With the help of my community college courses I had my 

consciousness raised. In Psychology 31 I reported on “An Experiment in Instrumental 

Conditioning Teaching Rachel to Lay Down and Roll Over.64” Rachel was my dog. I was 

able to teach the puppy to lie down and roll over “using only affection (not food) as a 

reward” thus supporting my hypothesis. 

Psychology 31 was a course where I exercised my “honors option.” My professor 

was Yager. He was in mom’s department, right around the corner from her desk. (He 

had his own office.) Other Psychology 31 papers I reserve include reviews of Kohler’s 

1970 Gestalt Psychology, Adelaide Bry’s 1975 A Primer of Behavioral Psychology, and 

The Third Force (1970) by Frank G. Goble.  I also retain my report on “famous 

psychologist” Ivan Pavlov. 

Attempting to understand Gestalt psychology in 1979, for me, was a real mystic 

experience. It’s a theory I can only understand for a few minutes at a time, and then I 

don’t understand it again. (I received 100 percent on the five-page typed paper). To 

explain, I would have to braid together the narrative of Pollen’s How to Change your 

Mind, and surmise that probably there is a consciousness that exists independent of 

human bodies, but our brains have access to it if we allow them to. That is the most 

concrete way I can understand Gestalt psychology. It has to do with magic. It has to do 

with the ineffable. And I am a person of the written word. 
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In my “Gestalt Psychology” review paper, I wrote: “The basic principle of German 

oriented Gestalt psychology is that an experience cannot be analyzed into elements 

because the experience of perception equals more than the sum of the sensations 

during an experience.”65 All my papers back then contained footnotes. I love footnotes. 

Always.  

In my Sociology of Sex Roles course I did a field study: “Sexism and Gender 

Role Stereotypes in Rock and Roll Music” (Dec. 21, 1979). My professor was a woman, 

Dr. Howe (in mom’s department). (One of the few women I knew of with a PhD. It was a 

big deal.) In the study I investigate the problem of “sexism against females and gender-

role stereotypes as they appear in the words of Rock and Roll music.” My methodology: 

I listened to and rated songs on the radio to get an updated view on what 
songs are popular now. I listened equally to three Rock and Roll stations 
in the Detroit area . . . I listened for 30 minute spans for a total of 6 hours 
to make sure I was receiving an unbiased representation of the music. 

 

My findings were, after listening to and rating eighty songs, “22.5% were demeaning 

toward women.” Of the bands whose songs were presented in the study, I found ZZ 

Top, Led Zeppelin, and Meat Loaf to have lyrics which most promoted gender-

stereotypes of women. 

In my Social Psychology class, I did my final study on “Measurements of Sex 

Difference in Attitudes toward Self and Others.” In the study I examined “attitudes 

toward the self and others . . .  to show possible difference between the sexes as a 

result of their socialization.” My hypothesis was that “males would have a higher and 

more positive attitude towards themselves and others than would females of the same 
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age.” I used a questionnaire titled “The Self-Others Questionnaire” (authored by 

“Phillips, 1951”).66 I gave the questionnaire to fifty-five HFCC college students. I claim 

the “questionnaire used had satisfactory evidence of reliability.” Responses were 

measured on a Likert scale. I was not able to support my hypothesis in the results: 

Males had a more unfavorable attitude towards themselves than do the 
females. The males also had a more unfavorable attitude towards others 
than females but the difference was slight. The females had more 
unfavorable attitudes towards others than towards themselves . . . 

 

In my report, I go on to qualify my results and look for problems with the sample size or 

the questionnaire (since I didn’t support my hypothesis). I theorize that perhaps females 

in college think more highly of themselves than females in general, which could explain 

my inability to support my hypothesis. I suggest more research is needed. 

Yes, more research is always needed (I learned in graduate school). In my PhD 

study (turned into a monograph published with Southern Illinois University Press), 

decades after community college, I conducted a mixed-methods study which consisted 

of administering a questionnaire to over 300 persons. I also interviewed a handful of 

writers. My community college psychology and sociology courses laid the ground work 

for the research I would do for my dissertation and monograph. I was introduced to 

methodology and had experiential learning about methodology at community college. 

This deeply influenced my life’s trajectory. No Doubt. 

After four fall-spring semesters at HFCC, I transferred to U of M Dearborn 

starting fall 1980. I was scared to death to change colleges, but I did it. My mother 

rolled her eyes and sighed at me when I asked her to walk me to my first class at U of 
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M. I was terrified. HFCC was like a second home to me. I had been running around 

campus since I was seven so going to U of M was a huge change.  

It was mother’s rule that after four semesters of community college, I would 

immediately transfer to a four-year and so I did. Time was money. But in spring 1981, 

still longing for the familiarity and safeness of HFCC, I simultaneously took my U of 

M courses along with three last classes at HFCC: Women and the Law, Criminal 

Procedure, and Fundamentals of Speech.67 I earned 61 credits at HFCC with an 

overall GPA of 3.4918.  

I had fantastic teachers in my community college experience. They were good 

influences way before I was old enough to be a college student. But I admit I had one 

isolated bad experience with an art teacher. In high school and before, I had always 

excelled at drawing and art class. Mom purchased me some private drawing lessons for 

a short bit. But in college, this particular art teacher’s expectations were much different 

than anything I encountered before. He gave me a C on a drawing of a woman holding 

a baby I had taken much care with (based on a photograph in Desmond Morris’s The 

Human Zoo). Art teacher’s C grade devastated me. Prior to this, my art grades 

apparently reflected I was a big fish in a small pond. Really, the C crushed me. I went to 

his office to talk with him, and he seemed really angry and impatient with me.  

The man was large. He had a broad wrinkled face, and a bulbous, porcine nose. 

His hair was curly but might have been a perm. Art teacher’s daily countenance was a 

scowl. I sat in his office wearing a shiny blue satin ribbon around my neck as a choker. 

It was tied and had the excess ribbon hanging in front. My eyes grew wide when as this 
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teacher was talking to me in his highly animated and scowlish way, he leaned over and 

took the ribbon ends near my neck into his palm, curled his fingers around them, and 

gently pulled it through his hand to the ribbon’s end. It didn’t hurt or anything, but he had 

crossed a boundary I didn’t even know I had. I wasn’t afraid. I was not traumatized. I 

knew what he had done was wrong. I decided I just needed to get through his class and 

forget him. 

I told my mom of the ribbon incident and she was furious; she wanted his head 

on a silver platter. I tried to calm her down and reminded her I was still a student in his 

class. Simultaneously that semester, I was enrolled in my favorite class of all 

undergraduate courses: Introduction to Logic. I loved the teacher. So everything 

balanced out, ultimately. Yin and Yang.   

My inability to please the art teacher with my art performance was a mild 

inconvenience (I received an A+ in Logic and a B in his art class that semester). I got 

through his class avoiding any additional one-on-one interactions with him. But, I never 

took another college art class, and sadly, I pretty much stopped drawing. It wasn’t the 

ribbon incident that bothered me. It was the B in art. It hurt. I am a very artistic person 

though, and have a lot of ways I express my creativity – like with teaching, writing, 

house remodeling, and especially gardening. I just don’t draw anymore. I don’t mean 

that I refuse to draw, it is just that I have found all these other outlets for my creativity, 

and I have no present reason to take up drawing again.  

Now that I am a community college teacher, having experienced the ribbon 

incident makes me a better teacher. I understand how it feels to get one’s spirit crushed 
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by a grade or a teacher’s attitude. Some of us don’t take these things personally, but 

some of us do. I do. In part because of that grouchy, inappropriate acting art teacher, I 

work hard toward a goal of doing no harm. I am not perfect I know. I’m still learning. 

Once I transferred from HFCC to U of M, I had to declare a major. I chose 

Environmental Science. During my first year at U of M, I met my second husband, John, 

in the parking lot of HFCC. I had parked in HFCC parking lot because in spring 

semester I was taking classes at both HFCC and U of M. That evening I had Speech. 

We had gotten to select what we wanted to do as a final speech and I had just 

completed my performance of the section “somebody almost walked off wid alla my 

stuff” in For Colored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide / When the Rainbow Is Enuf 

by Ntozake Shange. It was my last performance as a student at HFCC. 1980. One of 

the speech students questioned me after my performance. He was an African-American 

guy who asked me during class, why I was performing Shange’s work when I wasn’t a 

person of color. When he asked me this, he did it in a way that was a little tease-y. He 

was playing with me a bit, I thought. But he was serious too, although not in a mean 

way. The question was solid enough and elicited enough emotion from me that I don’t 

forget it even after forty years. I could connect with her work. I felt connected to it. 

 After class it was dark and upon reaching my car I noticed the flat tire. John was 

a security guard, and when he drove up in his community college “police” car to assist 

me with the flat, he recognized me from high school where we graduated together. 

Turned out he was finishing up at HFCC and was transferring to U of M as well, so that 

made my U of M experience much nicer.  
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He and I stayed together with mom at Juniper Street while he finished up his 

undergrad in electrical engineering, and I completed my English bachelors and first year 

of law school at Wayne State. In order to finish my four-year degree within mom’s four 

year limit, I had to switch majors. After I researched which degree I could most easily 

obtain in the shortest amount of time, I changed my major from Environmental Science 

to English. I knew there was not much I could do with an English degree without 

graduate school.  

Because mom was still complaining about the child support dad owed her, 

although I was past the age where she would be receiving anything currently, I decided 

I would go to law school and figure out how to get mom the child support dad owed her. 

This was back before the days when states consistently reciprocated child support 

orders, and back before the paying of child support was meaningfully enforced, back in 

the 1960s and 1970s. Dad lived in Texas. (Later, after a several decades long 

estrangement from my father, I asked him about the child support and he claimed that 

he had paid child support, but that he had gotten behind but not by that much). My law 

school choice also arose because I knew and admired HFCC’s Prof. Bertram, and he 

was a lawyer, so that sealed my fate. Once I was in law school, my entire perspective 

changed though, and I developed some really satisfying self-rewarding reasons why I 

wanted to be a lawyer. Anyway, in 1982 John and I moved to Colorado when he got a 

job offer from a Colorado Springs technology firm via his U of M-D campus interview. I 

transferred and completed law school in Denver.  

As I know I mentioned, I never really knew what mom meant when she 
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repeatedly asked me to not be like her. I guess I’m not like her – I am not sure really. I 

think I have many things in common with her, but I’m not her (I keep telling myself in a 

mantra, and my therapist keeps saying to me: Martine you are not your mother). To my 

mom it mattered a lot that she was a Clerk Typist II and not a professor. That mattered 

a lot to her, and it definitely was not how she thought her life would turn out, and for 

whatever reason, she didn’t feel that she had the power to change her circumstances. 

When I left, really left, the campus of HFCC and my Dearborn home for the 

plains and mountains of Colorado it was a bit poignant. The day John and I backed out 

of the driveway on Juniper Street for good, in an old Delta 88 we bought from Prof. 

Lance Arthur for $200, my mother stood in the driveway sobbing. 

May 8, 1971: Dear Diary, Tonight we went to Henry Ford Community 
College they had a fair. Now Dawn is sleeping over. 
 
October 22, 1971 Dear Diary: Today we went to a planetarium at HFCC 
that’s where my mom works. It was a field trip for our class. 

 

I wonder, do kids today go on annual field trips to their community college? They must, 

but for some reason I don’t see them around campus nowadays. Probably my lack of 

observation skills. Kids are the future “customers”? Yes, I agree that word customers is 

awful. How about, kids are the future patrons of the community college? Yes? One 

would think their presence on campus would be welcomed, and that “children in the 

workplace” policies would reflect that. I mean, Pepsi and Coke have figured out how to 

have vending machines in elementary schools. One would think community colleges 

would have figured out that inculcating youngsters into community college campus life is 

a given. But, I don’t think that’s how it works in most cases. Is it really a liability concern, 
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or is it something else altogether? I want to see an empirical, large-population study that 

shows well-behaved children in the workplace decreases productivity. I mean, 

community colleges already have young people on campus. Well, maybe not as many 

because of declining enrollment. But regardless, part of the product that community 

colleges deliver is created by a disruption caused by young people. Yes? Learning by 

its nature is disruptive. Learning ruptures the amniotic sac of what we already know. 

“That’s a pregnant idea; let’s give birth to it.” 

I hate saying goodbye. I know it’s not politically correct to say the word “hate.” 

What I mean by “hate” is that I dread and am fearful of saying goodbye. Usually it hurts. 

Maybe not right at parting, but later. I don’t care for pain. I’d rather avoid it. So that’s 

what I mean when I say “I hate saying goodbye.”  

 The goodbye when mom stood on the cement driveway, nearer to the brick 

bungalow on Juniper Street than the road, is particularly memorable. Like I said, she 

was crying. Aren’t parents supposed to put on a strong face for their children? I don’t 

know. I don’t think there is a rule like that. Separating from one’s biological mother, 

when one’s biological mother has been the one to raise one, can be difficult. It all starts 

during the birth process, when the infant undergoes a rupture so great, it kind of takes 

the rest of one’s life to overcome it – straddling between once again being consumed by 

the mother, and being totally and forever separated from the mother. With my mother, 

her identity is forever intertwined with the community college. 
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Chapter Seven: Memoir Assignment Chapter 

I wrote this memoir as part of a sabbatical project and have thus promised to 

provide a college-student memoir assignment that can be used cross-disciplinarily. For 

about twenty years, I’ve been using formal and informal memoir assignments in my 

teaching. Probably, in many cases the memoir assignment in a college course will be a 

“mini-memoir,” as my students like to call it. But, it could be that a writing teacher 

especially, might focus an entire semester on writing the pieces that fit together in a 

longer, more in-depth project. I haven’t tried that approach yet, but plan to. For our 

purposes here, I provide a mini-memoir assignment that can be spun to fit any 

discipline. 

The below text has three parts and a discussion. Part I is a brief literature review 

outlining the benefits of using memoir in the classroom. Part II is the mini-memoir 

assignment. Part III is a brief discussion of the assignment. I do invite you to send me 

any suggestions for improvements or changes: (rifem@lcc.edu). I also would love to 

hear from you if you do use memoir in your classroom, in any form. Thanks for your 

time. 

Part I. Brief Literature Review 

For purposes of a college-student assignment, let us define memoir as a focused 

and limited auto-biographical historical accounting and self-study. Mary Roach Smith 

keeps the distinction between autobiography and memoir elementary: An autobiography 

is "one large book about one's entire life," and a memoir instead "focuses on one aspect 

of your life."68 
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Syracuse University Professor Mary Karr offers: "Memoir as a genre has entered 

its heyday, with a massive surge in readership the past twenty years or so."69 All one 

needs to do is checkout the current New York Times Book Review to see that memoirs 

are hugely popular. Sometimes it seems there is a new one published every day. The 

example memoir I wrote in the preceding pages tried to focus on the community 

college's role in shaping my life.  

  Using memoir doesn’t eliminate students’ ability to journey into important social 

or other disciplinary topics of the day. Instead, writing of personal experience can give 

students a starting point from which trajectories can emanate, into important course-

specific topics. Student memoir writing has been used successfully in students' 

transition to college, when teaching multimodality, in general undergraduate settings, 

and in middle school.70 

A student in any program of study can benefit from the self-exploration offered by 

memoir writing. Lucy Balian Rorke-Adams, MD, provides an example of a health 

professional's memoir style:  

My career as a pathologist began at age 4 when, after a heavy rain, I 
would gather angle worms that had crawled from cracks in the sidewalk 
and "dissect" them to see what lay beneath the surface. This curiosity 
about things seen and unseen was the engine that powered my career, 
although there were a few brief detours before I was challenged by the 
largely undetermined field of pediatric neuropathology . . . a major passion 
has been the study of brain tumors in children.71   

 

Steve Simmons, an agronomy and plant genetics professor at the University of 

Minnesota, uses memoir writing with agricultural honors students. Simmons' view is that 

"memoir writing is an overlooked but exceptional pedagogy for fostering reflection and 
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student-centered, transformational learning."72 Simmons' stance is that student memoir 

writing can deepen student learning "within any curricular context."73 He emphasizes, 

"providing opportunities within students' academic programs to explore and write about 

significant places and times are formative experiences and teach critical reflection skills 

that are important for their future personal and professional well-being."74 

When students write memoir, they are creating and preserving history. "Memoir 

can be an opportunity to pass along specific wisdom and life lessons."75 It's a way to 

leave a legacy. Writing memoir can certainly intertwine research, as I demonstrated in 

the sample memoir in the preceding pages. It can also be enjoyable for students to dig 

through their own personal artifacts to enhance their own memoir: childhood diaries, 

school transcripts and papers, photographs, family bibles, religious artifacts, family 

records, and family genealogies. Interviewing others in their families also can retrieve 

memories that might otherwise be lost.  

I tell my students I realize some writers will find it a bit awkward to write an "I" 

paper - but all students find it rewarding. I think it's sort of a gift to be able to write a 

college paper without doing a whole bunch of heavy research. All of us have had 

different and unique life experiences. Write from what you already know. There is 

actually a whole trajectory in writing studies called "Writing to Learn,"76 which 

acknowledges that when we write, it helps our brain figure things out, make 

connections. Writing causes us to learn. Learning has everything to do with making 

connections. Connections are necessary for a piece of writing to make sense to a 

reader. 
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Having students write mini-memoirs can help us know them, and help them to 

better know themselves. It's an assignment every student can complete, and every 

student is the single most expert in. 

Writing memoir has health benefits too. The benefits from writing about personal 

experiences have been extensively explored and documented in literature across the 

disciplines.77 James W. Pennebaker outlines the wide body of research that shows how 

writing personal stories or narratives provides health benefits to the writer.78 

Researchers have found, used as a type of writing therapy, memoir writing can help 

people with PTSD.79 Likewise Dr. Pauline Cooper, an occupational therapist, 

documents the health benefits to writers when using what she calls ''Writing as 

Therapy." In a health care setting, writers disclosed aspects about themselves and their 

lives in their writing and subsequently found symptomatic relief from depression.80 

Besides having students write their own memoirs, using other's memoirs as 

course readings has also been studied and shown beneficial. Canadian researchers 

Taber et al., describe the benefits of having participants read memoirs.81 Areas or 

learning themes/pedagogies that emerged from Taber's research include "learning and 

unlearning," "engaging with others," "social justice," and "reclaiming history.''82 

Additionally, New Jersey City University Writing Professor Giunta Edvige, describes 

how powerful both writing and reading memoirs in the classroom can be. Benefits are 

especially vivid for "all marginalized groups, whether they have been marginalized 

because of their gender, race, ethnicity, sexuality, or class."83 Edvige points out that "as 

working-class students, not only are my students not used to writing about themselves, 
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but they also have little experience reading about themselves, or at least reading about 

their lives in texts that dignify and validate their experiences."84 

For college writing teachers, the personal narrative, literacy autobiography, 

narrative essay, reflection, and personal experience paper, is not just a tradition, but a 

useful learning tool. For example, widely used composition textbooks invariably have a 

chapter on some form of personal writing. Lester Faigley's Backpack Writer (2015, 

Pearson), has a section on "Writing to Reflect." "The Importance of Reflection" is a 

chapter in Chris Anson's textbook, A Guide to College Writing (2016, Pearson). John 

Mauk and John Metz's Composition of Everyday Life (2018, Cengage), has a section on 

"Remembering Who You Were." As many of my writing-teacher colleagues across the 

nation, I find it useful to ground student writing in student experience. To this end, some 

more contemporary composition curriculums, like the first-year undergraduate writing 

experience at Michigan State University, is grounded in the student's own personal 

experience.85 

Part II. The Assignment 

The learning outcomes for your course and/or program/institution should be 

considered when imagining how a mini-memoir assignment will fit and support one or 

more of those learning outcomes.  

Proper timing of the assignment in the schedule of course assignments will be 

achieved by some sort of preceding scaffolding in the course, either through readings, 

discussion, demonstrations, or other pedagogical tools. Often, the mini-memoir works 

well in a course’s start and thus doesn’t need weeks of scaffolding.  
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Like any excellently-written assignment, the mini-memoir assignment might have the 

following elements, not necessarily in this order:  

1. Assignment title 
2. Learning goals or objectives of the assignment clearly stated 
3. Grade value of the assignment in context of all other course assignments 
4. Rubric or method of evaluation for teacher’s grading the assignment 
5. Contact information of teacher 
6. List of tasks needed to be completed in order to complete the assignment 
7. Deliverable to be produced for purposes of the assignment 
8. Method and location to submit the assignment including required file format if 

assignment is to be submitted digitally 
9. Due date. 

I have provided my sample assignment below, but the basic underlying goal is to use an 

assignment of any length to ask students to relate their personal lives or stories to some 

aspect of course content. 
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_____________________________ 
Writing Project One: Mini-memoir 
Name of Course 
Teacher’s Name and Contact 
Due Date: Feb. 6, 2019 
Submission Requirement: Submit in D2L Dropbox, “Assignments” tab 
Acceptable File Formats: word, rtf, pdf 
File Naming Convention: yourlastname_WP1 
Value: 70 points (out of 1000 total for semester) 
Learning Goal: To assist student mastery of Composition I learning outcomes 1, 2, 3, 4, and 
6.86  
Length of paper: 2-3 pages. It can always be longer. It is more important that your writing have 
and be tightly organized around a single main claim than that it is a certain length.  
Format: Double-spaced with margins of approximately one inch, and adhering to the 
convention of your choice. Each convention comes with a set of guidelines for format. Please 
select a convention (APA, MLA, or Chicago Style, for example), study the format guidelines, and 
adhere to them consistently.  
Research: If sources are used (and they are not required for this essay), they must be cited 
using the documentation style of your choice that is appropriate to the purpose. Your 
documentation style choice and your formatting choice must match. 
Thesis: The text must have a main point, claim, argument (= thesis) that you are making within 
your story.  
Helpful Course Resources: Student writing samples, APA and MLA convention examples, 
course readings including “Storytelling, Narration, and the ‘Who I Am’ Story” by Catherine 
Ramsdell (fhttps://writingspaces.org/ramsdell--storytelling-narration), feedback received on your 
proposal. 
Specific Hint: Review the Ramsdell piece and specifically try to employ the steps outlined 
beginning on page 278. 
 

Task: After having considered your introductory discussion board posts, the proposal 
you submitted for this project, relevant course readings, and feedback received from 
peers and teacher, create a text that shows the reader why the topic you have selected 
for the semester, is important to you. Help the reader understand what your personal 
connection is to the topic. 

 
Write in the first person. The text should be your story in the context of your selected 
topic, but with a single main point framing the overall discussion.  

 
  
Example #1: You are going into sports medicine and are also an avid sports participant and 
follower. Additionally, you decided to take this career path because someone in your family 
suffered a sports injury that impacted their life activities. You decide to write your “Who I Am” 
story framing it in the area of “sports” to start building the texts that you will continue working on 
this semester.  
 
Example #2: You have decided to go into the area of juvenile justice because of past life 
experiences you had during high school. You tell this story of what impacted your interest in this 
area.  
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Example #3: Your main identity is as a writer. Whatever topics you explore this semester, they 
will all be about writing. Thus, you decide to use this first paper opportunity to share how you 
emerged as a writer.  
 
Example #4: You have had a negative experience with your child’s school regarding your 
child’s education. You decide this is an area you wish to explore this semester in your writings. 
You begin with this paper where you write about the qualities you possess, and how those 
developed, that made you so concerned about your child’s educational experience.  
 
Example #5: You have been stereotyped throughout your life for some quality or identity that 
you possess (veteran status, sports player status, international resident status, social or 
economic status, geek/nerdishness status, race, gender, religion, and ethnicity issues, and so 
on). This has caused you to become very aware of others who possess this quality, and how 
you can argue for their equal or equitable treatment in work, education, and/or life situations. 
You decide that this is an area you’d like to write about this semester – thus, you begin the 
semester with this first essay outlining your experiences being stereotyped and why that is 
wrong/hurtful, and so on. 
 
How this assignment first with the other major writing assignments in the course: This is 
the first project in the course and should provide a foundation for the rest of your writings in the 
course. By the time this project is due, you will have selected the area where you want to focus 
your writing for the semester. This first project helps define your personal relationship to the 
topic, and the reason for your interest in it. The first project provides scaffolding for the second 
writing project which allows the writer to gain outside perspective on their own topic – 
perspective beyond their personal experience. The first and second writing projects lay the 
foundation for the third writing project. The third writing project allows the writer to take a 
different perspective on the topic or examine the topic from another’s viewpoint. These three 
major writing projects are tied together in the final writing project which asks the writer to look 
back and reflect on what the writer has learned about the writing process, him or herself, and 
the topic. So in that way, all the writing projects are related and are intended to give you the 
writer, an opportunity to take a 360 degree view on the topic that you select. 
 
Rubric: The text will be evaluated by me based on the ENGL121 Writing Standards. From me, 
you will receive written feedback on your writing with my intent being to facilitate the 
improvement of your writing skills and your mastery of the learning outcomes outlines above.   
 
Important Note: Please save all work in your own digital storage space for backup. Note that 
you will need to keep all your writings in this course available to semester’s end because the 
final writing project in our class asks you to incorporate your writing along the semester and 
reflect on your overall growth as a writer.__________________________  
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Part III. Discussion 

While this assignment might be too lengthy for some disciplines, it can be modified 

to appear as a discussion board post assignment or short reflection, wherein the 

student is asked to relate the course topic to some event in the student’s life. Examples: 

1. As a way of introducing yourself to the class, explain in detail how you have 

recently used math, science, philosophy, etc., in a daily activity, or if you can 

recall, describe how you were first introduced to the application of math, science, 

philosophy, etc. in daily life (some examples of daily application in these subjects 

might need to be supplied by the professor). 

2. Do you remember someone in your family or friends, even in the past, who either 

struggled with math, science, etc., or was very skilled at math, science, and so 

on? If so, please explain the details of this person’s interaction with the subject 

matter (when, why, how), and what lesson(s) you might have learned from this. 

3. How do you feel about math, science, philosophy, etc.? What specific instances 

have occurred in your life, or what have you observed occurring, that contribute 

to your feelings? 

In my Composition I class, students start out the semester selecting a topic they 

wish to write about for the semester. Students are gradually led to this topic by some 

scaffolding assignments where they are first asked to introduce themselves to the class 

and described their interests and major. Students are asked to describe their current 

reading and writing habits. These descriptions are required to be written in short 
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paragraphs and posted to the discussion board in D2L, and students are also required 

to provide feedback and additional questions to each other in the discussion board 

forums. Students are asked, based on their interests, to select a topic they wish to write 

about for the semester, and craft a proposal justifying this choice, which they then give 

and receive peer feedback on. Finally, students are asked to actually produce the mini-

memoir where they expand on their proposal as the assignment above outlines.  

So, the mini-memoir assignment can be fashioned to be a short discussion board 

post, and perhaps it is evaluated on simple terms, like whether the student has clearly 

read the assignment and has proofread their writing. My rubric for the proposal 

assignment is very simple: 

PROPOSAL RUBRIC 

1. Writer had obviously read the assignment and our readings. 

2. Writing is clear and writing is free of surface errors. 

The proposal rubric could easily be transformed to a rubric for a mini-memoir discussion 

board assignment.  

At the end of the semester, I do ask students to reflect on what they learned, and 

how their views about themselves and writing may have changed. This strategy can be 

employed in any discipline by, at semester’s end, asking students to go back and reread 

their mini-memoir, and then reflect on whether the learning that has taken place in the 

course has changed their views as offered in the earlier assignment. An example of an 
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end-of-semester mini-memoir II that might allow students to circle back to their original 

personal writing follows:  

Write a 200 word end-of-semester reflection based on first re-reading your 
earlier discussion board post (with a reference to it inserted here so 
students might easily locate the post). Considering what you have learned 
this semester, how you may have struggled or excelled, reflect on how 
your perceptions may have changed from your initial post. Describe 
specific course events, assignments, experiments, discussions, or 
readings that you believe contributed to your changed perceptions about 
the subject matter. If you feel your perceptions about the subject matter 
and your connection to it have not changed, give specific reasons why not, 
as related to course assignments, readings, tests, discussions, and so on. 

Professors across the disciplines who decide to try a mini-memoir in their course, would 

do well to find a memoir or auto-biography of a professional in their field, and perhaps 

offer it or an excerpt of it as an example(s) to the students.  

Of course, the ideas I have outlined above can be spun in many different ways. 

Please let me know your thoughts if you try any of the above described ideas out in your 

class. Thanks. 
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