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“I feel that I have done everything, absolutely everything wrong, but perhaps something nice will happen anyway.”


—Jane Bowles, in a letter to Libby Holman,
Out in the World: Selected Letters of
Jane Bowles 1935–1970


















Chapter 1



How to Toast a Cheerio


The movers left less than twenty-four hours ago, so it’s not until I go to toast my Trader-Joe’s-brand Cheerios, Joe’s O’s—perhaps a classy acknowledgment of the fact that they’re blatantly ripping off Cheerios, right down to the bold yellow, oversize cereal box—that I remember I’d decided to put off cleaning out the refrigerator at our old apartment until tomorrow, and so the butter I need is sitting in our butter tray on the other side of town.


Not willing to give up so easily, I search through the previous day’s takeout bag and find eight individually wrapped packets of Darigold butter. I tear back the foil and pop the contents of one unit into the frying pan, turn the burner to low, and watch the molded fleur-de-lis dissolve.


Toasted Cheerios in butter is one of the few snacks I remember my mom preparing for my brother and me when we were kids. I’d all but forgotten about them until a few weeks before, when I was surprised to hear her toasting the O’s as we spoke on the phone; I’d assumed they were a treat she made only for us.


I’m making them now for the first time in my life, partly because I’m hungry for a snack, but mostly because my life is in boxes; because I’ve never handled transitions well; and I’d love a moment of food-induced nostalgic clarity—something like what Proust’s narrator experiences after tasting the infamous lime-blossom-tea-soaked madeleine, during which “the other states of consciousness faded away.”


I add a solid layer of Joe’s O’s to the melted butter and begin to stir. After a few minutes, I’ve avoided burning them, but they’re not even toasting. I leave the heat on low and stir and wait. I stir and wait some more, and slowly but surely, a familiar nutty, buttery smell begins wafting up from the stove.


Within just a few more minutes, I find that my off-brand Cheerios have toasted up nicely. I slide them into a bowl and hold one between my thumb and forefinger. I pop it into my mouth, followed by another and another. I sort of remember the taste. But that’s not how I would have eaten them as a child. I pour out an entire handful and throw back my head as I raise my hand to my mouth. And that’s when the nostalgia hits me.


With a mouth full of buttered, toasted oats, I’m five years old, dressed in a loose-fitting unitard-esque pajama outfit. My mom is in a somewhat similar get-up—matching gray sweatpants and sweatshirt. Her short, dark blonde hair is pulled into the tiniest of ponytails with one of her colored cotton hair ties as she stands at the stove, stirring Cheerios in a hot pan. It’s a strangely quiet, calming memory. My older brother, Billy, isn’t anywhere around. My dad’s not there either. It’s just me and Mom, which is the exact opposite of another, much more dominant memory from that same year.


To recall that memory, I don’t need any food.


In that one, I’ve swapped the unitard for a leotard. It’s navy blue and paired with opaque navy-blue tights. And if my white blonde hair hadn’t been sticking out of my headgear in Beetlejuician tufts or I hadn’t been wearing my older brother’s hand-me-down wrestling shoes, which are a few sizes too big for me, you would think I might be on my way to ballet class, or maybe a Halloween party. But the video makes it quite clear: I’m at a wrestling tournament.


Yes, I guess it helps that I have this specific memory recorded on an ancient VHS tape labeled “Wrestling 1987 (Amy wrestling),” which I recently went to the trouble of transferring to DVD in order to watch it for the first time as an adult, curious to see firsthand what had become nothing more to me than an occasional dinner-party anecdote.


But watching myself wrestle twenty-five years after the fact isn’t as fun as I thought it was going to be. Right before the match, I’m issued a red Velcro anklet, which the referee uses to direct points to the proper wrestler (e.g., two points, red). A green one goes on the ankle of my opponent, a little boy in a black singlet with red trim. Once the anklet is on, my five-year-old, round, pink face wears the expression of a little girl just now realizing what she’s gotten herself into.


A woman whose face we can’t see and whose gravelly voice and unrushed manner of speaking brings to mind so much of my rural Pennsylvanian hometown actually says to my dad: “Your daughter doesn’t look too enthused.”


My dad, perhaps suddenly realizing the same thing, calls out to me cheerfully, “Honey Bun!”


I turn and look at him/the camera with impatience, my young face telegraphing, “What do you want now, Dad?”


Dad. To describe him as “a wrestling fanatic with a day job as an obstetrician/gynecologist” doesn’t quite cut it. His brand of fanaticism went so much further than the relatively passive act of attending matches and collecting memorabilia. No, Dad’s love for wrestling required endeavors such as buying us a regulation mat for our basement, draining—via syringe—my brother’s teammates’ cauliflower ears in our kitchen, and journeying by train and rented van (Dad doesn’t fly) to Seattle, Washington, from our home in western Pennsylvania in order to attend—as spectators—the wrestling portion of the Goodwill Games held there in 1990.


The tape cuts away so that in the next scene, I’m standing on the mat facing my competitor. The referee blows his whistle and within five seconds, the little boy has taken me down. In another few seconds, I’m on my back.


“Get off your back, Honey Bun!” my dad yells. And I’m trying, but there’s something very sluggish about my movements. I seem dazed. This isn’t how it went when I’d practiced at home on our regulation mat.


For most of the struggle, the referee is thankfully blocking the camera, but for a brief moment, he moves out of the way and you can see my face. I’m still on my back, attempting to bridge by shoving my chin into my chest, my face all scrunched up and red. I’m on the verge of tears. My expression doesn’t say athlete, but rather a child thinking: This is annoying. Get this kid off me! And within a few more seconds, he will be. Because I’m pinned. The match is over.


I wish the story ended here, but it was a wrestling tournament, and for those of you who aren’t familiar with the sport, most tournaments are double-elimination. So, I have to lose one more time before I can hang up my leotard.


When I step out on the mat for my second match, there’s something notably different in my demeanor, in the way I hold myself. I know what I’m in for this time. This time, after I shake hands with a little boy in orange and before the whistle blows, I squat down as low as I can, my butt inches from the mat, a position that makes it harder for my opponent to take me down. And this time, I don’t get taken down. Well, not immediately. This time, my opponent and I battle like true wrestlers, heads and arms interlocked, and instead of calling at me to get off my back, my dad is shouting, “Crossface! Crossface, Amy!” When I don’t seem to get it, he tries to be more specific: “Cross his face!”


In this match, my dad isn’t alone in his coaching. There’s another man, a stranger, shouting advice at me. My brother’s voice is there too, and at one point, he calls out, “Peterson roll!” with a laugh. A Peterson roll is an advanced move where, starting in the bottom position, you manage not only to sit up and roll out from underneath your opponent, but grab his leg in the process and wind up on top, getting back points. My dad laughs a little too. Of course, I can’t hear these laughs at the time, but as I watch now it’s clear that they’re making fun of my rudimentary mastery of the sport.


The match is a tight one. With time running out in the third and final period, I’m just one point behind. “Get mean, Amy! Get mean!” my dad starts yelling.


But I don’t. I lose 3–2, though it was so close that I don’t realize this until we’ve shaken hands and the referee raises the arm of the other kid. Once again, you can see it on my face. Wha? I lost?


I do well enough that my present-day self momentarily wonders why it is that I quit. But we often underestimate what kids can pick up on. Even at age five, I had the sense that it was silly for me to wrestle. And beyond that, that even if I did well, I would never be able to compete with my brother, whose budding talent would consume the family. (Eight years later, when Billy threw his competitor to the mat in a move that took him to a fourth place finish at the 1995 state championships, I jumped up with such excitement that I slammed my shin into the seat in front of me, giving myself a nasty bruise that would take weeks to go away, which is all to say: I was deeply invested in my brother’s wrestling career.)


After my second match, the tape cuts to one of Billy’s from that same tournament. And as early as the age of seven, you can tell he’s a natural. He’s smart, self-confident, and at ease on the mat. He’s also constantly looking up at the camera, at his coach, for advice—for approval.


And as I watch, for the first time I notice the electronic date in the bottom left-hand corner of the screen: 2-13-87.


It’s jarring. It suddenly dawns on me that in five short months, reality will hit me with a much bigger blow than the fact that I’m not a very good young lady wrestler.
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People say you’ll understand when you’re older.


And for the most part, it’s true. Take the classic film Dirty Dancing, which I first saw as a kid. When I watched it again in my twenties, I suddenly realized that what Penny wants is an abortion, and on top of that, there is this whole class-war element to it, e.g., Penny doesn’t have the money to pay for the abortion, and guess who is not going to help with that? Robbie, the Yale-bound waiter, who casually says, “Some people matter, some people don’t.” I also realize the amazing conflict that’s set up between Baby and her dad, who, in theory, is brimming with pride for his youngest, left-leaning, prospective Peace Corps–joining daughter, until her open mind and open heart are turned toward Johnny, the blue-collar dance instructor, at which point, he is basically disgusted. (Also, though it may go without saying, adult me is surprised to realize that Patrick Swayze looks very good in his fitted black T-shirt and that I would definitely volunteer to practice the lift in a shallow lake with him, if, you know, I had to help the Kellerman dance staff out of a jam.)


[image: image]


People say you’ll understand when you’re older.


But sometimes, you won’t.


In July 1987, five months after my wrestling debut, my dad’s mistress, Dolly, gave birth to my half sister, Margaret.


At the time, my parents were living in separate houses, though they weren’t yet divorced. They were also still working together in the same medical office in Meadville, our small town in western Pennsylvania; Dad as one of the two ob-gyns in town and Mom as one of the two pediatricians. In other words, if you gave birth to a baby at the local hospital—the Meadville Medical Center—my mom was going to know about it, one way or another.


But my mom didn’t find out about Margaret’s birth because my dad and Dolly decided to have the baby at home.


If you ask my dad about it, he will expound on the benefits of a home birth, especially if you have a licensed obstetrician-gynecologist there with you. But my dad was on call when Dolly went into labor—in fact, he was at the hospital delivering someone else’s baby. So, instead of a licensed obstetrician-gynecologist, my soon-to-be stepmom called her neighbor friend over, and Dad came home in time to clean up. (“The placenta and umbilical cord were still attached,” he tells me years later.)


I remember Dolly handing me the new baby to hold with a soft, “This is your sister.” If we could play back the tape, I think my expression would be very similar to the one I had after losing my second wrestling match: head tilt, confusion. Wha?


At this point in the story, after the addition of this new family member, you would think Dad might be ready to confess that he’s been having an affair, that he’s gotten his mistress pregnant, and that actually, he became a father again just the other day.


But you would be wrong.


Instead, Dad asked Billy and me to keep our new little sister a secret.


The story goes that I lasted six weeks before telling my mom in the middle of one night: “Dad and Dolly have a baby.” My mom woke up Billy to confirm the news. He did.


The divorce was finalized very shortly after.
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This narrative is the one I grew up with: My dad was the bad guy; he didn’t just cheat on my mom, he also had a baby with someone else; then he tried to hide all of this from her, forcing her to find out from her five-year-old daughter.


It doesn’t hit me until very recently—as I am pacing around my living room on the phone with my dad, discussing his course of action (err, inaction) as openly and as matter-of-factly as we’ve ever done—what a weird and horrible plan this was. The moment Dad knew he was having a baby with someone else, why didn’t he tell Mom and/or file for divorce? If not for the sake of Mom or Dolly and their feelings, at least for the sake of simplicity?


And for the first time in my life, I ask my dad what he was thinking: “I mean, you couldn’t have kept Margaret a secret forever.”


“Well, you never know, an asteroid could’ve hit the earth,” he says in a jokey, Steve Martin kind of voice and laughs.


I don’t laugh. I don’t say anything, letting the silence fill the air between us.


I haven’t been to the house he shares with Dolly in more than seven years, but I doubt it’s changed much. I imagine him in his poorly lit, small rectangular office, speaking into the beige rotary phone that sits next to his computer, the screen of which is most likely displaying the current online chess game he’s playing.


And then he adds, quietly, “Plus, I didn’t want to hurt your mom.” There’s a rare sincerity to his voice. I believe him. And then, as I tend to do during most of our phone calls, I feel sorry for him.















Chapter 2



All of Them Had Hair of Gold


I’d always wanted a big, tight-knit family. The kind that might break out singing “We Are Family” on the dance floor at a wedding, or go on Family Feud together, or to Italian restaurants that serve giant family-style meals and then head home to watch a movie on ABC Family before going to bed, safe and sound in the comfort and security that only a cozy house full of family can bring.


My aunt told me I used to walk around with my forearm tightly wrapped around the necks of my dolls saying, “I’m going to have a big family when I grow up!” It was a deep yearning, so embedded that it still comes out from time to time now, most often and most embarrassingly while watching those horrible yet endearing Kardashian sisters on any one of their reality TV shows. Wouldn’t it be nice to have a brood of Armenian daughters?, some part of me wonders.


I believe this desire for a big family originated with Nick at Nite, or specifically their re-airings of old episodes of The Brady Bunch. I particularly enjoyed the iconic one-minute opening sequence that explained in song how this mishmash of boys and girls somehow formed a family. The introduction culminated with your TV screen looking like a side of a Rubik’s Cube, only instead of different-colored squares, the squares were filled with different individuals.




And that’s the way


we all becaaaaame


The Brady Buuunch!
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Have you ever held a puppy in your arms when it realizes that its owner has just pulled into the driveway after a long day at work? The dog is so excited and overwhelmed with emotion that when you go to set her down, her legs are already swimming through the air; she quite literally hits the ground running toward her owner. I imagine that was what I looked like when my mom took us to the Meadville Country Club pool in the summers during those golden, post-divorce years of joint custody.


My three main activities at the pool, ranked from most enjoyable to least enjoyable, were: jumping off the diving board, putting foodlike products from the snack bar (e.g., Strawberry Mentos and Flintstone orange-flavored push pops) on “our tab,” and getting stung on the bottom of my foot by dying-but-not-quite-dead bees that were floating in puddles of water along the edge of the pool, the last of which was made not so bad by one of the young lifeguards who would carry me as a fireman might carry a child out of a burning building to the first-aid station where he or she would then tape up my foot and give me a few more Strawberry Mentos before releasing me back into the fun zone.


Here’s the beautiful secret of joint custody: Nobody really has custody, so nobody’s really in charge, especially when both of your parents are full-time, on-call doctors. Billy and I bounced from school over to Mom’s house, where we were greeted by our nanny, Janice, who let us watch all sorts of television (including the movie Dirty Dancing), back to school, to Dad’s house, or more than likely, to the doctors’ lounge at the hospital, where he would be waiting to deliver a baby and where we would be allowed to watch all sorts of television, back to school, and so on, happy as clams.
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The creators of The Brady Bunch got one thing right: They got rid of the other parents. Mr. Brady is a widower and Mrs. Brady is, uhm, well it’s not clear. In fact, no mention is ever made regarding the circumstances in which her first marriage ended. But guess what? It worked. Because the important thing wasn’t the status or whereabouts of the girls’ biological father. It was that they were now a part of a new family, which consisted of a mom, a dad, six kids, and Alice—the housekeeper.


I watched episode after episode, on a TV anchored to the ceiling from the comfort of one of the doctors’ lounge’s twin beds, eating individually wrapped packages of saltines.


Little did I know that my family would soon be just one kid shy of The Brady Bunch’s six. Only my version would suck.
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In our Brady-Bunch-esque opening sequence, the screen would be split into four rectangles: one for Mom, one for Dad, one for Billy, age nine, and one for me, age six. Billy and I would be smiling. Mom and Dad would look a bit underwhelmed.


Then, a fifth rectangle featuring Dolly would pop in.


And they knew that it was much more than a hunch.


Mom would then start looking at Dolly with a frown. But Dolly would look straight ahead, appearing relatively harmless, polite even.


In would come a sixth screen, newborn baby Margaret. Everyone would look a bit ill at ease. Perhaps we’d hear the screechy sound of a needle being abruptly lifted off a record. Then, Mom’s rectangle would spin right off the screen altogether, like a tossed playing card.


In another moment, two new rectangles would pop up: one for Paul—Dad and Dolly’s second child, born seventeen months after Margaret—and one for Travis, Dolly’s twenty-something son from a previous marriage. I’m not sure if anyone would still be smiling at this point.


We would then have to quickly flash to black before showing a new screen, split between my mom and her new husband, Bruce. Mom would look like she was smiling after a good hard cry. Next, in would pop Billy and me again!


That this group would somehow form a family…


Or, to explain it to those of you who haven’t memorized the theme song: Dad remarried the month after the divorce came through and became a stepdad to Dolly’s son, Travis, while Dolly became stepmom to Billy and me. Soon after, Dad and Dolly had a second child together. And soon after that, Mom met and married a nice man named Bruce and moved back to her hometown of Pittsburgh.


Of course, one thing I really do understand now that I’m older is my mom moving two hours away. As a kid, I didn’t get it. The two-hour car trip felt like a lifetime. Why couldn’t Mom and Bruce live in Meadville or, better yet, in nearby Saegertown, where Dad and Dolly resided? But it makes so much sense to me now. In Pittsburgh, she wouldn’t have to live and work amid the swirling gossip of Dad’s affair-avec-love-child. In Pittsburgh, she could be surrounded by people who loved her—her mom, dad, and new husband. In Pittsburgh, she had a chance at a fresh start.


And as far as fresh starts go, she couldn’t have picked a better second husband. Whereas my dad seemed committed to doing whatever he wanted, no matter who he might hurt in the process, Bruce was focused on doing the right thing, to the best of his abilities, which were top-notch.


Bruce hadn’t just played college baseball and college football at the Naval Academy. He had been drafted by the Baltimore Orioles (he turned them down) and played backup quarterback to Heisman Trophy winner Roger Staubach before becoming first-string quarterback himself in his senior year. And he wasn’t just a Navy pilot, he trained under military instructors I’ve actually heard of, like John McCain, and could perform the kinds of aerial maneuvers I was previously only familiar with from Top Gun. And he didn’t just serve in Vietnam. He went and nearly didn’t come back. On a rescue mission, his helicopter (he could also fly those) was shot down in the jungle near the Laotian border.


He’d imagined a career in the Navy—becoming captain of an aircraft carrier was his dream—but his extensive injuries, which included a broken back, left him incapable of flying again and, therefore, of taking the kinds of jobs within the Academy he was most interested in. So, instead, he followed his faith. In typical Bruce fashion, he didn’t go about this lightly. He received a PhD in theology, writing his doctoral thesis on Puritan preaching. He then worked for the Fellowship of Christian Athletes before pastoring churches of his own in Kansas City as well as Chicago. But to be closer to his ailing parents, he moved to Pittsburgh, where he stumbled into a job managing charitable trusts at a major bank. Of course, he made time for teaching an adult Sunday school class and also occasionally acted as a substitute or interim pastor at the various Protestant churches across town. It was there at one of these churches, the one my mom grew up attending, where he first met my mom.


Thus, the introduction of Bruce into our family brought with it the introduction of Christianity. Whereas Dad and Dolly went off to Canada, just the two of them, to get married in front of a judge, Mom and Bruce had a sizable church ceremony. I was eight and got to wear a puffy peach ball gown and blue eye shadow, and read a passage from the Bible, the one in First Corinthians about how love is patient and love is kind. And though I may have been too young to have cared about the details of Bruce’s illustrious biography, I did know that the wedding was a good thing, that my mom was marrying a good guy.


But with Mom living two hours away, our joint custody schedule would no longer work; we couldn’t bounce between the two houses every other day. Given all of the above information, it seems clear where Billy and I should’ve chosen to live.


Only by the time we sat down in front of a mediator at the courthouse, Billy was eleven—he would start seventh grade in the fall—and I was eight, and all we really knew was that our mom (who seemed to cry an awful lot for a grown woman) was moving far enough away that if we wanted to go with her, we would have to change schools, friends, lives, etc. So, instead, Billy chose Dad, and though I don’t remember, I’m told I said, “Whatever Billy’s doing.” Which makes sense given that I was so obsessed with my big brother, I probably also added, “And if there’s time later, I’d love to talk to you about his wide range of talents. Of course, there’s his wrestling, but have you seen him play Tetris?”















Chapter 3



A Tale of Two Cities


Dolly was pissed when Billy and I decided not to follow our mom to Pittsburgh. “I didn’t sign up for Stepparenting 101, Bill!” we could hear her shout to our dad from the tiny laundry room she’d set up as an office for herself. I guess she had hoped we would disappear altogether, but I would argue that you kind of do sign up for Stepparenting 101 when you marry someone with kids.


By choosing to live with our dad, we thought we had chosen the path with the least amount of change, but, ironically, everything changed anyway.


Dolly and Dad lived in Saegertown (which had one stoplight and a population hovering around a thousand), and though the new custody agreement stipulated that I remain at the private Catholic school, Dad switched us to the Saegertown public schools anyway.


But most jarring was the new custody schedule. During the school year, we would spend the vast majority of time in Saegertown, only visiting our mom every other weekend. Then, during the summer, we would spend the majority of our time in Pittsburgh, with only two weeks in Saegertown. (Every other weekend, Mom picked us up in Saegertown on Friday after school, and Dad came and got us in Pittsburgh on Sunday after dinner.)


In this way, my life was split in two.


Pittsburgh became summer and Saegertown winter.


Pittsburgh was a standard split-level house in the suburbs—with central air and my own room.


Saegertown was a one-hundred-year-old farmhouse with poor insulation, where, despite the new three-story addition, Billy and I shared a room in the old, alternately sweaty and cold part of the house while toddler Margaret and baby Paul enjoyed rooms of their own—Margaret’s in the renovated and better insulated section.


In Pittsburgh, I biked to the bottom of the street, where I could flip down my kickstand, dash in between two of our neighbors’ houses, and end up in the parking lot of a Togo’s, where I might buy a cherry-flavored Slush Puppie with the one-dollar bill my mom had given me earlier that day for this very scenario.


In Saegertown, we drove. Our house sat on a two-lane country road that connected to Interstate 79. (Everyone drove. And if you weren’t driving, it might be because you were working on your other car, the one you or your friend would drive in the big demolition derby that summer at the county fair.)


In Pittsburgh, we believed in God. The whole family—me, Billy, Mom, Bruce, and Grandma and Grandpa—went to church each Sunday we were in town as well as to Bruce’s Sunday school class.


In Saegertown, religion was for the weak, or so our father made a point of telling us, especially during the long rides home from Pittsburgh every other Sunday night.


In Pittsburgh, cooking dinner and cleaning up afterward were a part of our daily routine.


In Saegertown, cooking and cleaning were chores. I washed the dishes, swept the dining and living room, as well as the front porch, and burned the garbage. That was supposed to have been Billy’s chore, but since he was always at wrestling practice, it fell to me. (Have you ever tried to light a match and keep it lit long enough to catch something on fire in twenty-degree weather? With gloves on, it was impossible to grip the match properly. Without gloves but with frozen fingers, it was impossible to grip the match properly.)


In Pittsburgh, I ate food that I liked until I was full.


In Saegertown, I dodged food I didn’t like and was constantly hungry.


Seemingly overnight, Billy and I had gone from eating our nanny’s beloved Kraft macaroni and cheese and sliced hot dogs, to our stay-at-home stepmom’s thick, white-sauced beef Stroganoff, which always inspired the unspoken question: Shouldn’t beef Stroganoff be at least partially beef-colored? From our working mother’s commendable frozen chicken cordon bleu that came out of the oven bursting with melted cheese, some of which may have even crisped up a bit on the surface of the pan, to our stay-at-home stepmom’s hamburgers she cooked so beyond well-done that when you bit into them, the individual morsels of the ground chuck separated and scattered in your mouth like a thousand little pieces of rubber. (It’s also worth noting that my dad has not eaten chicken since 1971 when he watched a video about how it’s processed in factories, so when Dolly served something she called city chicken, the only thing we knew for sure was that it was not poultry.)


But mostly, Pittsburgh was where I was sure I was wanted.


And Saegertown was where I was sure I was not.


Under the umbrella of Stepparenting 101 fell various tasks Dolly made clear that she hadn’t signed up for either, like doing our laundry, making our school lunches, and/or allowing us to “infiltrate” her kitchen in the morning to make them for ourselves. We worked around these easily enough, though. Every other weekend, we returned from Pittsburgh with clean laundry and my sea foam green Eddie Bauer duffel bag loaded with granola bars, prepackaged Rice Krispies Treats, fruit roll-ups, and Dunkaroos, all of which I stored and often ate in the privacy of my bedroom.


What had Dolly apparently signed up for? Making sure we did our chores properly and that we finished our dinners. She was also on board with reminding Billy and me that she could never have abandoned Margaret and Paul the way our mom had abandoned us, and the occasional and straightforward “You’re never going to amount to anything.”


Unsurprisingly, my dad—the guy who put off disclosing the fruits (read: baby) of his affair to my mom until someone else did it for him—stayed out of the majority of these conversations, but on certain occasions, he couldn’t help but react. Like the time I got 99th percentile on my Iowa Tests (of Basic Skills) and Dolly’s response was that she’d gotten 99 pluses when she was a kid. “There’s no such thing, Doll,” I can remember my dad saying as he walked away, laughing to himself. Or the time she said that Paul, age five, had been outside on the rings of the swing set doing iron crosses. As she said it, she held her arms outstretched perpendicularly, demonstrating the positioning of the extremely advanced men’s gymnastics move there was no way a five-year-old could do.


My dad laughed, I think, not just because it was impossible, but because it really was funny the number of ways Dolly found to highlight how Margaret and Paul were special and Billy and I were not.


One of Dolly’s many incongruities is that though she was (to say the least) the opposite of cuddly, her name was Dolly, and she made and sold stuffed dolls. She painted the faces and then dyed the fabric with tea to give them a worn-in, antiquey look, which she emphasized by attaching a little tag with an old-lady name on it: Constance, Prudence, Eleanor, etc. I never loved these dolls, but I remember thinking that she did know how to paint a face. In fact, I told her so during one of the two times our family met with a counselor together. We had to go around the room and say one good thing about each other. “You’re good at drawing faces,” I said.


“You’re good at making Santas,” Billy said. (In the winter, she also made papier-mâché Santa Clauses.)


What she said to us in return is a mystery. I can’t remember; I can’t even summon up a guess.
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After our mom moved to Pittsburgh, I began to understand that the world was more complicated than I’d previously considered. I also began to understand (and believe) that with the good things in life must come an equal number of bad things.


My mom moving away was a bad thing, but school was a good thing. I was on the advanced track in all of my classes, always got As, and Jeremy Mesley—one of the most popular boys—would often ask me to hold his hand at recess.


Having to always get a ride with the Petersons to and from gymnastics because Dolly wouldn’t drive me and because Dad was either working or picking Billy up from wrestling was a bad thing, but gymnastics itself was a good thing. I was one of the top gymnasts on my team, partly because every other weekend I practiced in an actual gymnastics gym in Pittsburgh, not the Meadville YMCA where class took place in the basketball gym, which meant we had to spend the first and last twenty minutes of each session setting up and breaking down the equipment.


As sixth grade turned into seventh turned into eighth turned into ninth, and I entered high school, the junior and senior guys asking for my phone number in the hallways in between classes became the good thing.


But coming home from school was always a bad thing.


A couple of years after the initial family merger, my twenty-three-year-old stepbrother, Travis, found a place of his own and Billy moved into his room, while I stayed alone in the one we’d shared. And when I think of Saegertown now, the first image that comes to mind is my room, and the floral wallpaper and the cobwebbed wooden rafters that paralleled the A-frame ceiling. It was where I spent the majority of my time, especially on the days I didn’t have gymnastics practice. From the moment I got off the bus until dinnertime when Dad and Billy would come home from wrestling practice, the house was nonnegotiably hers. And during that time, Billy’s room and my own were the only hospitable places.


I could only do homework and read for so long. So I entertained myself by wandering into Billy’s room and snooping around in his stuff. He had this book of fatherly wisdom Dad had given him for his birthday. Each page held a quote by someone famous, and Dad had annotated some of the pages with his thoughts: “I’ve found this to be particularly true.” And “I wish my father had told me this.” I was taken aback by the intimacy of it, by Dad’s handwriting itself. He’d never given me anything so personal.


Billy’s room, like mine, was in the old part of the house, and so it had these old details to it like the little rectangular, decorative cast-iron grate in the floor. If you got on your hands and knees, you could see right through it to the kitchen below.


I spent a lot of time there, comparing the way my stepmom talked to Travis to the way she talked to Billy and me. When Dad was around, Dolly smoked only in the laundry room, but during these unencumbered hours, the two of them—mother and son—smoked openly and chatted as she cooked. It was a big farmhouse kitchen where the island in the center held a stovetop across from a wooden bar with room for three stools. So Travis would sit at the bar while she fried up ground chuck. I could tell how much she loved her firstborn, and it felt strange to watch, like seeing a villain in a movie do something kind.


During those afterschool hours is when I began keeping a record of every time I wished I lived with my mom. I knew that I hated living in that house, but I also knew how hard it would be to up and move, to change everything yet again, and I figured that it might help if I had proof of my daily moments of unhappiness. So, in the last page of my diary, I began adding hash marks for every time I thought about it. One for every time I went to bed hungry; one for every time she made me redo a chore I hadn’t done properly; one for every time I woke up in Pittsburgh with a sense of dread on those Sundays Dad was set to pick us up; one for each time I had to wave good-bye to my crying mother from the backseat of Dad’s van; and one for each time I flipped the lights on in my Saegertown bedroom only to find the century-old room still dark and gloomy.


By the end of the school year, the tiny hash marks filled the page.
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Inertia is defined as “a property of matter by which it continues in its existing state of rest or uniform motion in a straight line, unless that state is changed by an external force.” The key words there being external force. We feel we are too old to start over again, so we don’t quit our jobs. We feel we waited too long, so we don’t go back to school. We feel we missed the proper time frame, so we sometimes don’t even buy wedding gifts.


Inertia kept me living in Saegertown for five years.


But the summer after my freshman year, I was tentatively proactive. I told my mom that I wanted to look into moving in with her full-time just in case.


I spent that summer entirely in Pittsburgh, forgoing the requisite two weeks in Saegertown. That summer, I was fourteen—old enough to begin to see the holes in my original theory that all the good things that happened to you had to equal the bad. I was old enough to see how desperately my mom wanted me to live with her. What if, I began to wonder, you didn’t have to wait for things to happen to you, good or bad? What if all I had to do to live the life I wanted was open the door and step into it?















Chapter 4



Not So Terrific


Moving to Pittsburgh meant that I would attend one of the best high schools in the state as a sophomore. And just in case that’s what I decided to do, at the beginning of the summer, my mom made an appointment for us to meet with the guidance counselor there to plan my class schedule.


And this is when I discovered that excellence in Saegertown translated to mediocrity-at-best in Pittsburgh. As it turned out, at my potentially new school, I would be a year behind the majority of incoming sophomores in both Spanish and science.


It was a bitter pill to swallow. In Saegertown, Billy was in the running for valedictorian (he would eventually graduate that year as salutatorian), and I had assumed I would follow in his footsteps. Unwilling to completely accept my new fate, I got a language tutor, and at the end of the summer, I took a test to skip a year of Spanish. I tried to do the same with science, but ultimately, I couldn’t find a class or teacher willing to go over a year’s worth of biology in two and a half months.


Although I suspected as much, I came to the same realization in terms of my beloved sport: that my high skill level within Meadville’s YMCA gymnastics program equated to nothing special at the private Pittsburgh gym I attended, and a few weeks into the summer, I made the sad decision to retire my leos, or for the layman: quit the sport. This left a time slot open to focus more seriously on tennis, a game my mom loved and one we played often as a family.


Between Spanish tutoring, tennis lessons, the giant backyard trampoline I’d spent my entire life’s savings on the previous summer, and hanging out with my one good friend, Emily, whom I’d met through the aforementioned Pittsburgh gymnastics school, summer flew by.


There was just one more hurdle to get through before I began my new life. I had to tell my dad that I wouldn’t be coming home.
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I waited until the last moment, a few days before school started in Saegertown and Dad was set to pick me up to take me back home to rejoin his family, as well as Billy, who’d spent most of the summer at his girlfriend’s family’s house. And though I knew it would be a difficult conversation to have, I also knew my dad. I knew he wasn’t a fighter.


Or was he?


I don’t think that loving people is an easy thing for my dad. At least it never appeared that way. To hug him is a thing of great awkwardness for all parties involved. His personality is tailor-made for the Internet age—he belongs alone in his office with the computer in front of him, communicating through message board forums on a chess site. He is not a father who calls you to check in. He is not a father who calls you at all. He is simply not someone who has made it a habit to show his emotions in any visible way, though when he does, he really does. I immediately think of a funeral my brother and I went to with him when we were young. It was for an eighteen- or nineteen-year-old kid named Adam who had died in a car accident, whom we all knew through the world of high school wrestling. We went to the funeral, the three of us, and Dad could not stop crying. It was the second time I had ever seen him cry—the first time being at the courthouse when Billy and I met with that mediator—but it made that first time seem like a fluke. This was not a quiet kind of crying. It was loud and unavoidable. People were staring, including me. His face was distorted. His skin was pink; his eyelashes dark black and shiny; his nostrils rounded and flared. “He was just a kid,” he kept saying, over and over.


My announcement that I wasn’t coming home unleashed this version of my father.


In those few days before school began in Saegertown, my dad called nightly and begged me to come home. I don’t remember the exact details of these conversations as well as I remember the setting, the finished basement of our house in Pittsburgh, the so-called game room, where I’d sit on the beige, scratchy, tweedlike couch that Mom had brought from our house in Meadville, and cry.


It’s hard not to do what your father tells you to do, especially when what he’s asking is for you to come home. The only reason I was able to stand firm was because I knew that when I hung up, I would head up the stairs, which opened into the hallway that led to the kitchen, where Mom and Bruce would be sitting, and whose faces resembled what I imagine those of a couple waiting for the verdict from an adoption agency might look like.
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Though school had yet to start in Mt. Lebanon, it had started in Saegertown, so I felt I was in the clear. Inertia was now swinging me toward my new life. So, when my paternal grandma, who also lived in Pittsburgh, called me and wanted to have lunch, I didn’t think too much of it. In fact, I’m pretty sure I happily recommended Burger King, as they had a chicken Parmesan sandwich I really liked at the time.


Even though her age was only a few years shy of my maternal grandma’s—Grandma Felt—Grandma Morris always seemed decades younger. Grandma Morris dyed her hair brown, while Grandma Felt had let hers go gray. Grandma Morris lived in an apartment with mirrored walls and a balcony. Grandma Felt lived in a home that always seemed to be collapsing in on itself. Grandma Morris went to Las Vegas monthly. Grandma Felt went to church weekly.


So when Grandma Morris picked me up and took me to lunch, she did it in her typical youthful way, whipping around the bends in the road, one hand on the wheel and the other resting on the open window ledge. I ordered my sandwich and should have known that something was up when Grandma didn’t order anything for herself. There’s something about going to lunch with someone who doesn’t order anything that instantly puts the two of you at odds. Suddenly, you’re not communing as equals but self-consciously consuming food while being watched.


And thus began my earliest lesson that just because she goes by the innocuous name of Grandma doesn’t mean she has your best interests at heart. See, Grandma was there on business. Grandma did not understand why I hadn’t returned to Saegertown like I had every other autumn. Yes, she understood I had a poor relationship with my stepmom, and yes, she agreed that I had been treated unfairly. But, did I realize that I was breaking my father’s heart? Did I know that he called her crying last night? Why was I choosing to split up the family like this? And by the way, did I realize that his heart was breaking?


Truth be told, I had sort of felt like I was breaking my dad’s heart. And, when I thought about it for a second, I was going to be starting high school the following week at a place four times the size of my last high school, where I had the sum total of one friend.


And so, at the pay phone stationed right outside of Burger King, with change provided by Grandma, I called my mom at work. The receptionist told me she was seeing a patient and asked if she could call me back. “It’s kind of important,” I said.


When my mom came to the phone, she was a bit out of breath, and I could hear the worry in her voice. “What is it, Sweetie?”


“I think I want to move back with Dad.”


And then I heard something different in her voice, something very desperate. “Just wait until I get home. Just please don’t make any decisions until I get home. OK? We’ll talk about this tonight, OK?” I don’t know what she thought—that I would call Dad and get him to pick me up before she even came home from work? But I did wait.
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That night, once Bruce came home from work, we all discussed it, as a family. And away from Burger King and the dominating presence of my grandmother, the decision was clear. I was staying. School started on Tuesday, and I would be going—all five feet two inches, barely one hundred pounds of me.


Oh, and did I mention that I was a very late bloomer who had just gotten her hair cut boy-length short and who, since then was often mistaken for a young boy? Or, in the words of my homeroom teacher, “Welcome to your new school, Sir!”




[image: image] In my mom’s new life in Pittsburgh, she’d joined a practice with five other partners and was able to work less. This meant that she cooked much more often. And this meant that instead of frozen chicken cordon bleu from a box, she made it the old-fashioned way. She pounded the chicken breasts nice and thin, layered on the cheese and ham, and rolled up each one before breading, frying, and baking it to oozing-Swiss perfection.


It may not be the quickest recipe to prepare (in some ways, for Mom and me, it was years in the making). But it’s completely worth it.


A few notes on the process: When Mom and I made this together recently, by the time she was finished butchering the three chicken breasts, she had six large slices of the breasts along with a couple of smaller (bonus) pieces that had detached themselves in the process, and which made for delicious mini chicken cordon bleus. For the bigger pieces of chicken, if you need to use a toothpick to secure the wrap closed, use it like you would a safety pin (instead of how you would skewer an hors d’oeuvre, which is what I did the first time I made this on my own, and which makes it difficult to pan-fry each side).








MY MOM’S CHICKEN CORDON BLEU


Serves 4




3 to 4 large boneless, skinless chicken breasts (about 1½ pounds total)


Salt and freshly ground black pepper


6 to 8 ounces sliced Swiss cheese (about 6 slices)


4 ounces thinly sliced ham


1 cup all-purpose flour


Pinch of cayenne (optional)


¼ teaspoon  garlic powder (optional)


2 large eggs


2 tablespoons milk


1½ cups panko breadcrumbs


1 tablespoon butter, plus more if needed


2 tablespoons olive oil





If the chicken breasts are large, you probably will want to slice them in half horizontally. In my experience, the thinner the piece of chicken, the easier it is to wrap up and the more delicious it tastes because the ratio of chicken to ham and cheese is almost equal.


Place the chicken between two sheets of plastic wrap, and using a meat mallet or rolling pin, pound each one out to ¼-inch thickness or thinner. You want to get them as thin as possible without tearing them.


Sprinkle each breast with salt and pepper, then top each with a layer of cheese and a slice of ham. Roll the breasts up as tight as possible, starting with the thinner side and working toward the thicker side. If necessary, secure them closed with a toothpick.


Preheat the oven to 350°F.


Place the flour in a shallow dish and season with salt, pepper, the cayenne, if using, and the garlic powder, if using. In another shallow dish, whisk the eggs with the milk and season with salt and pepper. Place the breadcrumbs in a third shallow dish and season with salt and pepper. Dip a rolled-up breast in the flour, shaking off any excess, then dip it into the egg and milk mixture and, finally, in the breadcrumbs. Transfer to a plate. Repeat with the remaining pieces of chicken.


Lightly oil a wire rack set on top of a large rimmed baking sheet.


Melt the butter in the oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Place the chicken roll-ups in the skillet and cook until they’re golden brown on all four sides (it depends on the size of the chicken pieces, but it should take 2 to 4 minutes per side). Then, using tongs, hold each piece of chicken upright to fry each end briefly, 30 seconds to 1 minute.


Transfer the fried pieces of chicken to the wire rack on the baking sheet, place in the oven, and bake until the cheese is melted and bubbly and the chicken is cooked through, 10 to 15 minutes.
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