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C (se) n.  1. The third letter of  the modern English alphabet.  2. Any of  the 

speech sounds represented by this letter.  3. A compilation of  fiction, non-fiction, 

poetry, and artwork produced by students of  Michigan Technological University.

At our predominantly technical school, there are very few 
opportunities to publish student writing and artwork. For years, MTU 
has hosted the Lawrence and Elsie Klein Creative Writing Award 
Contest, choosing a recipient for the $1000 prize. Even this writing, 
judged the best of  the qualified entries, was not published in any of  
our campus publications. We wanted to do something about that. The 
editorial staff  of  C came together to create a new arena for publication 
of  student writing and artwork here at Tech. We wanted to establish 
a home for the Klein winner and a forum for the creativity of  the 
students. What you hold in your hands is the first issue of  the literary 
magazine that we hope will fulfill these roles. 

I’m very proud of  what we have accomplished in the last three 
months. The students, most with no previous publishing experience, 
have advertised and screened submissions, found funding, edited texts, 
designed the magazine, and readied it for publication. C is an excellent 
example of  what the students here are capable of, both in terms of  
design and creativity, and I’m proud that I could be a part of  it.

Thanks to all who helped make this a wonderful success, with 
special thanks to those who made this possible: Jane Nordberg, Bob 
Johnson, Barry Pegg, and to all of  our contributors, without whom 
this publication would not be in your hands.

Published with support from MTU’s Presidential Commission for Diversity.
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Fabricating Gramma
Mandie Danielski

Maureen sits alone at a round table, holding her Virginia Slims cigarette between her 
thick, curled middle and ring fingers, her gaze lost in the party guests arriving and greeting 
each other. 

Good thing for the backyard tent the McEneaney’s rented to celebrate my cousin’s high 
school graduation. It’s 80 degrees on Long Island. It’s June. It’s humid. It’s going to get even 
hotter. For now, it’s calm.

For now, Maureen is calm. 
It’s hard to miss her turquoise blouse scattered with pink, purple and yellow butterflies. 

Except for the smoker’s cough and an extra 30 or so pounds, Maureen, 59, seems like a 
healthy, happy grandmother leading a life with few troubles. 

But I hear all the time how her life has been far from simple. 
Maureen is my grandmother. My mother’s mother. And it is at this gathering of aged, 

aging, and just-borns that I learn things from her, from others, from listening, and talking, 
and yes, watching—I learn those things that make you wish you could return to the kiddy 
table. Alas, I share with you the dirty laundry I call “Fabricating Gramma.”

After a suicide attempt in her mid-20s, Maureen was diagnosed as a borderline 
schizophrenic. She has lived since without treatment, without observation, without drugs. 

In her mind, she’s survived the struggles of the Depression and World War II. She’s 
held jobs without finishing high school. She’s raised three daughters without the help of a 
spouse—ever. (To this day I still don’t understand how the three managed.) She has a life 
worth telling, certainly, but my grandmother likes to tell her own special version. If you 
ask her to tell a story (more like when she volunteers some intimate details of herself to 
you without your asking), every piece of her life and someone else’s must end in tragedy or 
despair.

My gramma’s sisters, some present for this Saturday afternoon party in June, are in 
earshot of her and religiously check Maureen’s stories as she gladly opens up her past. From 
their pensive and wrinkled faces, they don’t seem to trust what’s coming. 

Maureen was born in 1941. Her mother’s name was Margaret Hazel Cousins. Most 
called her Hazel even though she hated the name. Hazel married young to Benjamin 
Barlow, a blue-collar worker whom my grandmother says “gave Hazel every penny he had. 
He worked hard, but he had very little schooling.”

Together Hazel and Ben had ten—yes, ten—children: Walter, Virginia, Dolores, twin 
boys born stillborn, Benjamin, Janet, Ruthann, Maureen and Arlene. Never did the eight 
live together at once. By the time the two youngest daughters moved with their parents to 
a five-room apartment on Sutton Street in Greenpoint, Brooklyn, the two eldest daughters 
were married and starting families. Walter worked odd jobs. Young Benjamin was always in 
trouble and always in prison. 

“He went to jail for stupid reasons—stealing a pie or breaking into an abandoned 
factory,” says Maureen. “He was a kid, but when you were poor you went to jail for nothing.” 
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She points her finger emphatically, a habit she has when discussing anything political or social. 
At age 23, Janet was in a tragic automobile accident that left her in a coma for six months. Doctors 

told Hazel it was best to send Janet to a convalescent home. She lost her motor skills and would suffer 
from brain damage the rest of her life. But Hazel refused to heed the doctors’ recommendation. For 
years Ruthann, Maureen and Arlene helped care for their disabled and bewildered sister. 

Maureen remembers the nights Janet screamed aloud from her bed, “Fucking 40-97!  ” Eventually 
the sisters realized that the number was young Benjamin’s jail number. 

Why did Janet scream the number? 
Benjamin was driving the car. Janet blamed him for the accident. 
“She was sorry,” says Maureen of her mother’s decision to bring Janet home. “It was too much 

caring for a cripple.” (Today Janet lives in a nursing home in Coney Island, Brooklyn, still confined 
to a wheel chair. Maureen and the other sisters see her less and less every year.) 

The White Picket

 Mandie Danielski


