
BOXING DAY

It was December 26th, 1951, six weeks before Mama’s due date. An orange sun 
was just cresting the horizon where farms not yet awakened by the sound of 
crowing roosters or lowing dairy cows lay blanketed under five inches of freshly 
fallen snow. Mama, her ex-boyfriend, who shall remain nameless, and Gramma 
were sneaking out of town. It was a pitiful, three grown-ups tiptoe-ing around the 
car in dawn’s lengthening shadows. I ought to know. I was there. Though I wasn’t 
born yet.

Mama must have flung the rear passenger door open too hard and 
plunked herself heavily into the back seat of his car. It jostled me inside her 
womb and knowing me, I probably kicked in protest. Besides, I heard the man 
bark, “Hey, watch it! You almost took the door off its hinges.”

“Well, I didn’t, so quit your complaining.”
“Would’ve helped you…”
“I’d have asked.”
The car was a brand new ’52 four-door Chevy Deluxe Bel Air, a gift the 

man’s father had given him as a graduation present from college. A top-of-the-
line hardtop coupe, screaming LOOK AT ME, I bet Mama neither cared for the 
two tone paint job, nor any of the other flashy accessories it boasted.

“It’s a bit over the top if you ask me, but then nobody’s askin’, so I guess I’ll 
keep my mouth shut.” Mama snorted as she slid across the leather seat.. 
Apparently, standard cloth was too ordinary for her college-graduate-ex-honey.. 
She had to concede, though, the leather did smell pretty good - even in her 
delicate condition. I kinda liked it, too. 

“Good idea, Missy, about keepin’ your trap shut,” warned Gramma. “I’ll 
hear no nonsense today.” Mama probably sat and stared out the split glass 
windshield, deliberately ignoring how her once-upon-a-time-beau, now ex, fussed 
over her mother. His ceremoniously getting her settled in the front seat, tucking 
her heavy woolen skirt and coat in and around her, gently shutting the heavy 
door with a soft thud and then loading the suitcases into the trunk were all simply 
a means to avoid eye contact with Mama. I’m guessing she made darn sure she 



was in his direct line of sight in the rearview mirror She could smirk and scowl 
and make him as uncomfortable as possible throughout the journey.

Gramma probably stared straight ahead, too. Knees pressed tightly 
together under wintertime layers, lips pursed, she probably clutched on her lap a 
small pocket book with both gloved hands. Mother and daughter, one in the front 
and one in the back, both clenching their teeth, neither uttering a word. I kept 
quiet, too.

A drowsy sort of snowfall began to dapple the windows while rays of 
sunshine reached into the interior to glint off the metal dash board. Dust motes 
swirled in the bright beam of light creating an evangelical tableau of 
righteousness inside the car where Mama, pregnant and unmarried, was 
spotlighted as an unrepentant sinner. Looming over the two eyes of the split 
windshield an awning, looking every bit like a giant uni-eyebrow gave the car’s 
countenance the same scowling expression as Mama’s. Typical, she thought, 
this after-market awning option is all about making a statement; a dumb, 
snobbish and ugly one. What did I ever see in this self-important show-off? 

“He’s got dollars, but not much sense,” she whispered to me as he climbed 
behind the steering wheel. When he reversed too aggressively out the snow-
packed driveway, Mama grabbed the hand rail and glowered at him in the mirror. 
I could feel her bracing her feet wide apart in order to better balance me in her 
womb, which no doubt weighed heavily in her lap. I could tell neither of us was 
comfortable. I stayed quiet and didn’t complain, following her example.

In those days it would have taken six hours to make the journey to Chicago 
as Eisenhower’s federal highway system had yet to be built. On two lane roads 
through farming hamlets and small towns of no more than a few hundred in 
population, the trip was made all the more painfully slow by the absurd silence 
within that Chevy. It echoed miserably to the snowy stillness outside. Fields of 
pigs and sheep, cattle too, were becoming fewer and fewer as they neared the 
Windy City, Chicago’s apt nickname. Farms, most of them in tidy shape, though 
some dilapidated, boasted tractors now idled by the winter season sat out front. 
And studded sheet metal silos bursting with stored grain were a testament to the 
success and/or wealth of a farmer by how many he had out back. They glinted in 
the white glare of sun on snow. Red barns and loafing sheds dotted the 



landscape, too. These were Mama’s favorites because the earthiness spoke to 
her as it would me when I grew up. What was most curious, though, was how 
man-made boundaries of hedgerows and fencing disappeared under the deep 
snow. Fences, which usually made for dependable distinctions between what’s 
yours and what’s mine, simply disappeared. It was a reminder that not too much 
faith could be put in such artificial delineations. I think Mama must have always 
believed that with fences you actually had more freedom, that you knew your 
place or where you belonged. In a vacuum where everything is erased with 
white, you don’t know where you are, and are trapped by the endless expanse of 
being neither here nor there.I grew up thinking that very same thing. Where else 
would I have come up with such a concept if not Mama?

Occasionally, though, a small Currier & Ives town surprised Mama along 
the way. I could feel her longing because she leaned her forehead against the 
frosted window and sighed wistfully as she looked into those charming houses. 
Picket fences festooned with boughs of fir, front porches decked with garlands of 
holly, mistletoe swaying above so many front doors were all testaments of hope 
and joy. There were families inside gathered around Christmas trees enjoying the 
aftermath of her most favorite holiday, one her family could ill afford. Folks 
enjoying leftovers of turkey sandwiches jammed with white meat, cranberry 
sauce, lettuce and mayo, a fistful of Lay’s potato chips on the side and a cold 
glass of fresh milk to wash it down. She probably captured sight of children 
playing on brightly colored braided rugs with toys delivered by Santa Claus; 
moms and dads reading the Saturday Evening Post while a fire crackled in the 
grate; and puppies or kittens diving into discarded wrapping paper and ribbons.. 
All along the way she watched idyllic Norman Rockwell moments unfold and 
wondered, that’s s’posed to be me in there.

I knew big tears were sliding down her cheeks, hanging first from her nose 
and then her chin. And as each mile of road propelled us unwillingly closer to the 
city where our lives were about to be forever altered, I felt her posture sag, 
turning me into a pretzel. With unblinking eyes forward as if in a trance, and with 
only the slightest movement of her hand back and forth across my bottom, she 
caressed her rounded midriff. I was grateful for the affection. I know I would have 
wanted to transmit it back to her if I could. Weeks earlier, she said goodbye to 



her beau, her college sweetheart, the man who had promised to marry and keep 
her always, after he refused to marry her. Said his parents could never abide a 
shotgun wedding and besides, wives were supposed to be virgins. So she 
willingly withdrew from this moron. But parting with the baby she was keeping 
safe and who kept her warm these past seven months? Me, in other words? That 
was a test she couldn’t fathom enduring. Me neither.

As we entered the outskirts of Chicago from the south side, Mama couldn’t 
bear the silence anymore. “Would it be too much to ask for the radio to be turned 
on?” 

Gramma probably looked over her shoulder at Mama in the back seat with 
a frown of rebuke and Mama probably shrugged her shoulders. Rolling by junk 
yards with endless spans of chain link fencing was just too boring for words.. 
Railroad tracks, side by side and crowded with sooty boxcars full of coal, mooing 
livestock or modern wares were depressing. Factory smoke stacks spewing thick 
chemical fumes and an endless stockyards filled with cargo containers lent a 
foreign cast to the panorama surrounding the car. She became frightened. Even 
frozen Lake Michigan, sparkling under a canopy of snowflakes like a vision in a 
snow globe, couldn’t engage her. There was no hope in that landscape, just an 
ominous chill spreading as far as the eye could see. Skyscrapers looming ahead 
made her feel very small as the city streets morphed into towering cement 
canyons. Up ahead was a grey landscape of steel, concrete, stone and mortar 
confronting them. With a hoar frost spreading its sheet of icy grey across their 
path, even the men and women walking briskly to and fro were grey in 
countenance and dress. So, too, drifts of slush. Grey. This urban jungle was 
home for the next six weeks, and Mama felt decidedly queasy. Adding to her 
misery, she thought if she coughed or sneezed, she might wet her underpants.

“Are we there yet?” she asked petulantly. “It may surprise one of you to 
know that a girl in my condition needs to visit the john more than once on a six-
hour road trip.”

“Almost there,” he said glancing in the rearview mirror. “Sit tight.” And with 
that he turned the radio on.

Mike Wallace’s familiar voice invaded our space with the top-of-the-hour 
news. The impending expiration to the Marshall Plan being the headline, all three 



of the grown-ups listened. Unable to fathom what $13.3 billion dollars even 
looked like, Mama, I could tell, yawned with the tedium of it all. She seemed 
annoyed, nonetheless, by so much money going toward rebuilding Europe and 
not America after the war. Who’s gonna rebuild Pearl Harbor? she wondered.. 
Didn’t our boys die saving them from annihilation? Those Japs should be paying 
us! Next was a story about Libya becoming independent from Italy. So what?  
Finally, this: a sailor in Sweden is fined for kissing in public and the court calls his 
actions “obnoxious behavior repulsive to the public moral.” At that Mama rolled 
her eyes and caught her ex’s eye in the mirror. His expression probably revealed, 
wow, good thing I don’t live in Sweden. My sorry ass would be in jail! His 
response was to quickly change the station. Soft strains of Perry Como’s hit, If, 
filled the car with its sentimental lyrics:

If they made me a king
I’d be but a slave to you
If I had everything
I’d still be a slave to you
If I ruled the night…

So much for promises in the heat of the moment. Gramma must have thought so, 
too because she snapped the radio off. “What claptrap! That gobbledygook’s 
what got you two idiots into trouble in the first place! It’s why we’re all sitting here 
now.”

Even I, inside Mama’s womb, could feel Gramma’s anger as it radiated all 
the way into the back seat where we were stretched out across the bench. When 
I think about the grandmother I’d never know today, I don’t blame her, really. How 
she must have been mortified by Mama’s condition. In those days it was so 
taboo. And since the spermatozoid was refusing to marry Mama, claiming he had 
a fiancée waiting back home, I imagine it was all she could do to get my mama 
away from home before my granddaddy found out. But escorting her daughter to 
a home for unwed mothers would have been the last thing she ever would have 
imagined doing. Worse, the very man who got Mama pregnant was doing the 
driving. He insisted the three of them go together.



You know, there’s something wrong with that. Here he abandons my 
mama, and me for that matter, but wants to escort her to Illinois. Why? To make 
sure she goes through with the whole adoption business? Because he doesn’t 
trust her? Because she might run away and hit him up later for child support? 
Because he feels guilty and wants to do the right thing? Is this the right thing? 
Phooey! It stinks and it will always stink! Was money involved? Maybe Daddy-O 
is footing the bill for Junior Sperm Donor’s indiscretion. Here they are, all three of 
them, a very strange trio, sneaking out of town on a false pretext. As for me, I’m 
just tagging along for the ride making it a cosy unwanted little foursome. The 
sham concocted to explain Mama’s phony move to Chicago was that she was 
going to a new job with better pay and greater opportunity. Not until later would 
the non-engagement be called off due to the difficulties of a long-distance 
courtship. So, that’s how things like an out-of-wedlock pregnancy were handled 
in those days. Shame, lies, secrecy culminating in banishment. Cover it up and 
make it all go away. Especially in a quiet mid-western town where a Catholic 
university’s influence ran far and wide. 

“If either of you ever speak of this to anyone, and I do mean anyone,” 
Gramma warned raising her voice, “there will be hell to pay! It will ruin each of 
our family’s names. Do you hear me?” She wagged a finger in sperm donor’s  
face and then turned to inflict the same upon Mama. “Once that baby is born and 
given away, life can continue as if nothing has ever happened.” There was 
silence as she hesitated to consider her next words. “You, young man, can say 
one thousand Hail-Mary’s or whatever you do to be absolved, I don’t give a 
damn. Just don’t go forth once cleansed and do it all over again!” 

Giving a baby away, wasn’t going to make the slate clean, but Gramma 
seemed convinced giving me up for adoption was the right thing, the only thing to 
do. Of course it’s what the sperm donor, the devout Catholic, wanted as well. It 
got him off the hook. I can’t really blame him too much. He was a product of 
those ignorant times also. Nevertheless, Mama and I were stranded, soon to be 
separated, left to cope with a decision ostensibly made by others affecting the 
rest of our lives. Absolution, adoption? Neither would make the anguish of what 
was about to happen go away. Who’s fooling who?



The snow squeaked and creaked beneath the white walled tires as it came 
to a slow stop outside The Cradle, Home for Unwed Mothers. Two fresh-faced 
thirty-something-year-old women trotted down the snow-dusted stairs to greet us 
curbside. They were twin visions in white with brown fur-lined snow boots pulled 
over their white stockings. Each wore identical starched white pinafores with 
white long-sleeved collared blouses and white cardigans which zipped, instead of 
buttoned, up the front. Toothy smiles of lipsticked lips discharging phony cheer 
made them ghoulish in the fog. I could feel Mama recoil, so I did too.  When 
Spermatozoid leapt out of the Chevy to shake their hands with much too much 
enthusiasm, he slipped and fell to his hands and knees. As he did so with all 
arms and legs spiraling every which way, a fat envelope fell out of his coat pocket 
and skated across the sidewalk. We all froze. 

“Excuse me,” Mama murmured. “Is there a ladies room I can use?” 
“Come, dear. Let’s get you inside. The others can follow,” the one nurse 

said.
Sperm Bupkis, having regained his footing, retrieved the fat envelope, and 

pressed it into the other nurse’s hands saying loud enough for even me to hear,  
“That ought to take care of everything. Lemme know if you need more.” He then 
turned toward the car and motioned my gramma to follow. “Come. We need to 
get going. I don’t want to get home too long after dark.” 

Mama must have stopped on the stairs and turned around when she heard 
the car doors open and clunk closed. Marooned on the slick pavement below 
were her three mismatched suitcases and canvass knitting bag, the needles 
poking out like antennae. She watched with a hate-laced stare as the Bel Air 
pulled away into heavy traffic. A sea of red tail lights glistened on the slushy 
streets as traffic backed up. All too quickly the car carrying the father of her child 
and mother disappeared from view while gusts of steam billowing through 
manholes in the street seemed to swallow them up. Into those grey streets, grey 
slush and grey crowds of grey strangers they disappeared while Mama remained 
rooted under her grey cloud of dread. She turned back towards the front entrance  
and curled her arm under her belly to lift me off her bladder. But it was too late.

“Oh, my!” whispered the nurse standing next to Mama and me. A small 
yellow puddle melted the snow between Mama’s feet. “Come along, Dearie. Let’s 



get you settled.”With neither a word nor a tear, Mama entered the building still 
cradling her belly. Her panties were soaked, her spirits were crushed and me? I 
lay very still.

I can only imagine the isolation Mama must have felt when not just Sperm 
Donor but also her mother of seemingly little compassion, abandoned her on the 
doorstep. Mama’s new home was a cold and austere Victorian building of stone 
and dark recesses. And it was located in a noisy and utterly unfriendly city where 
the terrain was made up of cold, angular surfaces with scarcely any character or 
charm. She was so far from the farmhouse where she grew up amidst geese in 
the front yard and flowering shrubs in colorful disarray crowding around the front 
steps. How suddenly very homesick she must have felt, but she’d never go back 
home now. Not after this. How could she return to a place where all her life she 
believed she was safe but discovered she really wasn’t? That would be counter-
intuitive for anyone’s emotional well-being. I’m pretty sure she must have shut 
down that day, never to speak of this betrayal again. Never to allow herself to feel 
this anguish or any other for as long as she lived. That would be her mantra 
going forward, if there even were a forward. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if a part 
of her heart slammed closed that day. Mine would have, given the same 
circumstances. 

I think Mama might have been pleasantly surprised, though, when she got 
inside the building. The room to which she was assigned for her lying-in at The 
Cradle was actually cosy. She hesitated in the doorway caressing her belly 
where I snoozed. “This room’s kinda pretty,” she whispered to me.”Like a hotel.”

I guess if one were to be hidden away from the world and eventually 
robbed of one’s baby, then the prison cell should be comfy. It was definitely a far 
cry from what she was accustomed. El-shaped, the shorter section was lined on 
two walls with painted white bookshelves and cabinetry underneath. This was 
fashioned into a cosy alcove filled with novels, a Gideon’s Bible and a wide 
assortment of magazines such as Family Circle, The Ladies Home Journal and 
The American Girl. Within this nook was a large, overstuffed armchair of forest 
green twill with a chenille throw of variegated greens, violets and blues tossed 
across the back. Even the foot stool in front matched the chair as did a kidney-
shaped pillow for a pregnant girl’s aching back. 



“Oh sweetheart, if only you could see this place!” she murmured. Against 
the long wall in the adjacent space was a double-sized bed! Not a cot which 
could be folded up and tucked in a corner like the one at home. This had hand-
painted head and foot boards with rounded newel posts at all four corners. A 
pretty laurel-shaped garland of roses adorned the center of each pearl-grey 
panel. The spread was white; a soft chenille with pom-pom trim coaxing a small 
smile from her lips. I know because she let loose a contented sigh as she stroked 
the fabric with her long tapered fingers. On either side of the bed were matching 
night stands and ceramic bedside table lamps with pleated dusty rose shades 
yielding a warm, homey glow. Across from the bed a window, flanked by 
draperies of pink roses on leafy green vines twisting their way from floor to ceiling 
added another layer of extravagance she’d never enjoyed before. When she took 
a peak outside, Mama was grateful her view was of the garden below and not a 
noisy chaotic city street of endless grey.

Mama set about putting her few things away in the closet and dresser. 
When she was almost finished, she found a letter in the bottom of her suitcase. 
The envelope was not addressed, but she knew it was from him.

Dear girl,  

 If you are reading this it means you are unpacked and 

settling in. This is good, very good. 

 I am convinced you are doing the right thing by 

relinquishing the baby. Ours was a licentious passion. It was 

wrong. Lust, to characterize it honestly, is what our relationship 

was all about and what we did was a cardinal sin. I’ve made 

things right by confessing to Father Navin and he has 

graciously bestowed his absolution upon me. Though this has 

not come without a great deal of prayer and church service on 

my part. You are making things right, too.What better way is 

there for you to start over with a clean slate than by giving the 

infant to someone who can love and raise it, someone unable to 



conceive perhaps. This is such an act of charity you will be proud 

of. Maybe not now, but some day, I’m sure. 

 You always knew I was never going to be able to marry 

you. My parents never thought we’d make a good match. Going 

against them would have meant a disinheritance for certain. 

Where would we have been then?  

 Besides, my high school sweetheart, you know, the one I 

promised to marry after I graduated college has been waiting 

patiently all these years. Mom and Dad approve of her pedigree. 

Did I ever tell you she was named Debutante of the Year last 

Christmas and just discovered her great, great, great 

grandfather fought in the Revolutionary War? Not only that, 

she is a devout Catholic and familiar with our customs. 

Remember whenI asked if you’d consider becoming a Catholic 

and you said, ‘No!’? Anyway, that’s water over the dam. It’s high 

time I put a ring on that gal’s finger and enter the family 

business.I’m all grown up now. No more romps for me, although 

it sure was fun. You were the very bestest, my dear, gotta admit 

that. 

Thanks for the memories, kiddo, 

Your Honey-Bear.  

Mama was very still for a long time. Poor Mama, she was never given a 
say. The guy who refused to recognize me and the gramma who colluded in this 
farce of my going poof! never asked Mama what she wanted, because they were 
too afraid of what she’d say. Naturally, Gramma and Sperm Donor insisted that 
carrying the baby to term and giving it - wow, I’m an it - up for adoption was for 
the best. It suited them. But why didn’t Mama stick up for herself? Or me? She 
must have been so hotly ashamed by the fall from upon whatever pedestal she 
once stood, to object. Oh, but there was rancor all right. I could feel it in her 
tensed body, muscles so tight it felt like a vise squeezing the air out of my raisin-



sized lungs. There were restless nights too, when she tossed and turned, flipping 
me like a pancake on a hot griddle. And the silence whenever anyone else was in 
the room with us was deafening. Thank goodness she sang to me whenever we 
were alone. She even read fairy tales to me from her frayed copy of Hans 
Christian Andersen late at night. I breathed the lavender she dabbed behind each 
of her ears after a bath while she stroked my bottom nestled just behind her belly 
button. Everyone else in the house was asleep, so it was just the two of us. That 
was the best. It made me think she really wanted to keep me, or maybe that’s 
just wishful thinking on my part. But honestly, where would she go if she were to 
keep me? Since Sperm Donor wouldn’t marry Mama, and her parents would 
have thrown her out of the house if she kept me, could she live in a flop house 
with a newborn? Hardly. How could she support herself and me if there were no 
one to care for me while she worked? Mama didn’t have a college degree in her 
pocket, nor any personal savings either as she lived at home with her elderly 
parents, supporting them with every penny she earned. 

An abortion might have been possible by way of a back-alley quack, but 
not only was it illegal and dangerous in those days, but it was also unthinkably 
immoral by many; certainly more controversial then compared to today. Besides, 
it would have been a terrible threat to her health and future pregnancies. So, 
Mama was cornered. 

Though some might have blamed her for her indiscretion, and as a result 
think me an unfortunate victim, I have never felt as sorry for myself as I have for 
her. Throughout my life I’ve always felt truly sad for the mother I’d never know 
growing up. The predicament in which she found herself must have been terrible. 
And I’ve always considered Sperm Donor nothing but a jerk. If he’d not known 
about me, I might have cut him some slack, but he did know. Not only were they 
dating for over a couple of years, which must have misled her into believing 
marriage was in the cards, but he also deserted her. Once she was no longer 
useful as the “willing” other girl while he was away at college, bye-bye. And there 
was nothing gallant about the Sperm Donor escorting her to The Cradle in 
Chicago. Maybe my gramma thought it kind, but as far as I am concerned that 
charade of chivalry was purely a self-righteous penitence foisted upon a girl left 



vulnerable. He, I’m certain, just wanted to make sure she didn’t skip out and have 
me in secret leaving him exposed to financial responsibility.

It’s been said the fifties was the plastic generation. A time when conformity 
to social norms made for a rather unimaginative and pedestrian ho-hum daily 
existence. A decade when most external influences such as television, radio, 
comics and the movies were sanitized to reflect the rise in evangelical 
Christianity or a return to social decorum after the war. In truth, this was a time 
when teenagers were setting themselves apart from their parents and demanding 
new images, symbols and role models; ones with more edge and rebelliousness. 
Teenagers, a term rarely used until the fifties, were no longer interested in the 
happy-go-lucky examples of cheerful conformity or boring respect for familial 
authority. Youth was beginning to see themselves as a distinct group. Their 
attempts to forge an identity separate from adults was rapidly taking hold. This 
change in attitude was brought about in large part by America’s increased 
affluence of post World War II. Before the war many young people worked full-
time straight out of high school in order to support their families, but in the fifties 
more and more wanted to go away to college and get out into the world. Young 
women, if they were not college-bound sought marriage as a means to escape 
the parental scene. Adults or parents struggled to understand this collective shift 
of youth, but only if and when they even saw it as such. Perhaps, this 
phenomenon was inspired by returning G.I.’s who had a lot of wild oats to sow, 
and the kids of the fifties wanted to emulate that defiant, devil-may-care, freer 
pattern of behavior. Whatever the causes, by 1955 Time magazine published a 
special issue entitled “Teenagers on the Rampage”  while thirteen states banned 
comic books for supposedly causing not only delinquency, but dyslexia, too. 
Psychologist Robert Linder claimed, “The youth today is touched with madness, 
literally sick with an aberrant condition of the mind.” It’s important to make the 
distinction, however, that youthful rebellion in those days, as opposed to later in 
the mid-sixties, was aimed at parents and the confines of daily life, not at society 
or government as a whole. 

Even though the fifties are remembered for the advent of poodle skirts, 
Rock ’n Roll, the Howdy Doody and I Love Lucy shows, slinkies, hula hoops, 
drive-in movies and frozen dinners, this was a time of strife. No one personally 



noticed or understood the social upheaval in which they individually found 
themselves. Not until much later when looking back through the 20/20 lens of the 
social sciences and demography did the view become clearer. A pity, because 
many were hurt by this lack of insight. Mama and her mama. Me, too.

They said I was too young
to be anyone's mother
They never asked me 
what I wanted to do
They said my baby should have
a mother and a father
They never gave me a choice
or helped me see it through
They never mentioned
the wound in my heart
They just said go on with life
and pretend it didn't happen
They never warned me I might grieve
all the years we’d be apart
They never said flesh and blood
would be amputated from me
They said I’d get married and
other children would call me mom
They never said one person
cannot replace another
They said don’t worry
she’ll have a good life
They never listened to how
the pain of not knowing
would cut just like a knife

(Anonymous)


