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To my dearest Mommy
while we were apart


And to my greatest love,
Arthur Saint Bleick
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And did you get what                     
you wanted from this life, even so?


— RAYMOND CARVER,
“LATE FRAGMENT,” A NEW PATH
TO THE WATERFALL
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I don’t hate hardly ever, and when I love, I love for miles and miles. A love so big it should either be outlawed or it should have a capital and its own currency.


—CARRIE FISHER, SHOCKAHOLIC


[image: illustration]


Let me begin again.


—OCEAN VUONG,
ON EARTH WE’RE BRIEFLY GORGEOUS










Prologue



IN THE FALL OF 2002, I saw a tarot reader in Los Angeles. I had just been cast in a movie that was about to film in Prague for six months. I was thirty years old, anxious and searching. My mind was a void, and I wanted someone to fill it. I wanted to hear the story of who I would become, what signs I should seek along the way. I wanted an outline, if not an epiphany. After all, that’s why we open our checkbooks to fortune-tellers. Tell us a tale. Make it wild. Make it entertaining. But make it our own.


The reader was named T—, and she looked a bit like a Berkeley professor, very thin, very intellectual. Large eyes framed by black bangs falling straight across her forehead. She kept a hankie tucked in one palm. Her breath smelled of Altoids. A skinny black cat curled up at her feet. As we spoke, I learned that T— used to be a lawyer, a profession she left to fully utilize her gifts. In all ways, she seemed like a good captain to have on this metaphysical journey, the right person to relay the drama of my life.


T— was not my first intuitive. For much of my life, I’d sought out such stories from mystics and chakra healers, mediums and numerologists, past-life therapists and astrologers. My fascination goes way back to when I was a child growing up in Southfield, Michigan. At a birthday party in second grade, my friend Melissa Stern’s glamorous mother dressed up as a fortune-teller, a sparkling vision in a headscarf and layers of necklaces and bracelets. Melissa’s mom was beautiful and lived in a giant house, which felt like evidence enough that she could see into the future, or at the very least that her words must have some merit. When it was my turn, she stared into a crystal ball, traced the lines on both my palms, closed her eyes, held my little hands, and told me that when I grew up, I was going to be a beautiful actress.


“There will be so many boys throughout your life that there will be a line,” Mrs. Stern said as she swept the air with her finger to indicate a long queue of men waiting to swoop me off my feet. Seven-year-old me couldn’t imagine why on earth she thought this. I had heavy eyebrows and stringy hair and did not believe myself to be an especially attractive child. And though I was prone to dramatic outbursts, the idea of performing in front of an audience terrified me. But I wanted so desperately to believe it. So convinced was I by Mrs. Stern’s future-predicting abilities that I internalized every word. I couldn’t wait to tell my mother, who would delight in the news.


As soon as my mom drove up in her navy blue 1979 Corvette, the Evita soundtrack blaring, I climbed into the back. Our cute neighbor Todd, a little older than I was, settled into the white leather bucket seat that was tinged yellow from cigarette smoke. I wanted them both to know what was predicted for me, so I spilled it all. “Mrs. Stern read my fortune and she said I’m going to be a beautiful actress,” I bragged. I wanted my mother to be impressed. I wanted Todd to notice me. Even at age seven I knew beauty was a rare prize.


“Yeah, right,” Todd scoffed.


“That’s ridiculous,” my mother said as she pulled out of the Sterns’ long driveway. Once we were safely out of view, she took a drag off her Vantage cigarette. She exhaled against the dashboard, filling the car with curls of smoke. “Why would she tell you that? Besides. If you do grow up to be beautiful”—emphasis on the “if ”—“and tall”—emphasis on the “and”—“you’ll be a model. Or you’ll marry an oilman and spend your days on his yacht.” That settled it. My mother’s word was gospel. End of discussion. I looked out the window.


As it happened, Mrs. Stern’s prediction for me came true, at least in part: I was an actress. And by this point, I’d gone through my fair share of men. Even an oilman, whom I eventually found lacking. But I was still searching, still unsatisfied, still restless and stuck, still desperate to please, still prone to periods of overwhelming despair. Still binge drinking when I couldn’t make sense of what to do next or needed to escape my body. I wanted clues, signs, good fortune. I wanted someone to tell me how the story unfolded. I wanted someone to spell out what came next.


Now, many years and many seers later, here I was again. T— studied the cards for a long time and then stacked them up in a neat deck. She tented her fingers, her unpolished nails touching, and said with the kind of conviction that one expects from a tarot reader: “Your life is going to change in Prague.” The cat at her feet looked up at me as if in agreement.


I smiled. There it was: my life was going to change in Prague. She went on to say that I would meet a little man who would become important to me and that the true meaning of my life would be revealed. This, too, sounded fine. In fact, this whole visit was turning out to be much better than the last psychic I’d seen, who informed me that in my past life I’d been held captive by my own father and locked in a cement tomb in the woods, where I was burned alive, unknown by anyone.


I was going to Prague to shoot the movie Hellboy, in which I’d been cast as Liz Sherman, a pyro-telekinetic who, in a rage, accidentally burned her family to death and now must learn to control her powers. The director, Guillermo del Toro, had seen me in an indie film called Storytelling and thought my face held great loss. Loss was at the pit of Liz, he said. She couldn’t touch anyone. Any feeling made her burn. It was a fitting role for me because, for years of my life beginning in my twenties, I often had the sensation that my arms were on fire. The feeling would come and go inexplicably: a tingle all the way down to my fingertips like tiny electric shocks, then a burning so intense I felt I might combust, then gone. Though it nagged at me, I never said anything about this to anyone, not even my mother. It was just one more mystery about my body that I didn’t understand.


So, I went to Prague, where I waited for the magical life-changing moment T— predicted. A short man—T— was right about that bit—sought me out, a refugee from the former Yugoslavia, and we spent every night together, drinking slivovitz and champagne in bars. We fought, made up, made out, got drunk, fought, made up, made out, drank more. I felt as if I were living inside a Bukowski novel. In the morning, I woke up wondering who this tiny, tattooed, hot-tempered, blue-eyed man next to me was. Only to realize he was now mine. This wasn’t the change I wanted.


When the film wrapped, I returned to L.A., once again flailing. My life hadn’t transformed in Prague, except that I got even better, and also worse, at drinking, a skill at which I already excelled. In retrospect, I see now that I did learn some things. How to play the part of a woman who was trying to gain control over her own disobedient body. How to distract myself from the pain in my arms when I felt them begin to flare. How to spend long, lonely nights in bars and somehow get through the next day.


But at the time, I felt hopeless.


What I didn’t know then, but what I’m starting to learn now, is that I don’t need a fortune-teller to tell me a story about who I am or where I’m going. I don’t need a psychic to make connections between my past and my present. I know how the story unfolds. I’ve seen how the pieces fit together. And I want to be the one to tell it.










PART I
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SIGNS
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Mean Baby



I’M NOT SURE how to harness my meandering thoughts into words and sentences that make sense. So I’ll start with what I know.


We are all in search of a story that explains who we are.


As Joan Didion wrote, “We tell ourselves stories in order to live.” We are made not only by the stories we tell ourselves but by the tales of others—the stories they tell us, and the stories they tell about us.


The first story I was told about myself—other than the one about how my mother watched as the doctor pulled me out from her insides—is that I was a mean, mean baby.


I came into this world with my mouth pulled into a perpetual snarl. I was born with a glower, my face defined by a heavy brow that adults coveted. But on a child—an infant, no less—my face looked judgmental, scrutinizing. No one knew quite what to make of it.


When I arrived home from the hospital, only one of my three sisters, Katie, who was five, was waiting in our driveway. Mimi, aged twelve, and Lizzie, almost two, were elsewhere. Katie rushed out to meet me, my mother holding me on her lap. Katie asked if I was a baby doll for her. No, I wasn’t, my expression said. A few days later, some of the neighborhood kids came over to meet the new Beitner child. Within minutes, they left screaming, warning anyone who would listen, “Do not go over there. The Beitners have a mean baby.” Can you imagine! Have you ever heard an infant described in this way? What could I have done? I was just days old! An infant with a snarl. I only wanted someone to pick me up, I think. Or put me down! But instead they all went and gossiped. From the very beginning, I was misunderstood.


Nevertheless, the label stuck, as labels are wont to do. What people call you does matter. The words we use hold weight. We say this sometimes, as lip service, but it’s true. It’s like having a sticker affixed to your back that the rest of the world can read but you can’t. Before I could even speak, I was told who and what I was. I was mean.


In my defense, I did not have a proper name for the first few years of my life. My birth certificate reads, simply, “Baby Girl Beitner.” In babyhood, I was given the nickname Baby Bear. My mom said they called me Bear because I had such a furry head that they would have to rub it to make way for my forehead. (I used to feel bad about this bit of my history, until I read that Rene Russo was born with the same affliction.)


Eventually, my family started calling me Blair—after Blair Moody, my mother told me. A U.S. senator and circuit court judge from Michigan whom she admired. This was funny, because I was so moody. (To this I say: Be careful what you name your kid!) I remember being a Blair, because they would all spell it out whenever they talked about me, as though I wouldn’t piece it together. “B-L-A-I-R was mean,” or “B-L-A-I-R wants to come.”


This continued until I was three, when I went to preschool and needed a legal name. My mother decided to name me Selma, after her much-adored friend who died around the time I was born. In the Jewish tradition, babies are never named after a living person, and this seemed like a fitting tribute. The other names in contention were Ethel, Gretel—which I would have liked—Marta, Martha, and Gwyneth. (Gwyneth! To think, I could have been one, too!) There came a point where I loudly proclaimed, “When am I going to get one of those names?” referring to my sisters’ nicknames of Ducky, Precious, and Princess. I wanted a pretty name. But it was not to be. From this point forward, I was Selma Blaire Bear Beitner, though my mother eventually removed the e from “Blaire,” because she said it was “too pretentious.” And there you have it.


For my entire life, I have been both. Selma and Blair. My two names would come to define me, as much as the stories around them.
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As a child, I never took to the name Selma. It seemed to me an old lady’s name, not a name befitting a little girl. When given a choice, I always asked to be called Blair, but I got a real boatload of “Selma” in elementary school. Whenever the teacher did roll call, I was too shy to ask, “Can you call me Blair?” So all day long I was Selma, or Bat Sheva, the Hebrew name used by the teachers at my Jewish day school, and at home I was Blair. Mom was always sorry I didn’t like Selma. A feminine of Saint Anselm, the Benedictine monk. Or a reference to Selma, Alabama. It was a good name, she often reminded me.


When I was five years old, Mom, Dad, and I went on a weekend trip where I struck up a friendship with a family with a baby. As we lounged poolside, the mother asked my name, and I casually replied that it was Lisa—a nice, normal name. As Lisa, I played with that baby for three hours, helping her navigate the hotel pool in her floaties. When the afternoon sun sank low in the sky, the woman approached my mother and told her that her daughter Lisa had been so helpful.


“Lisa!” My mother let out a wail. “Her name’s not Lisa! What a crock! What a liar!”


The woman looked at me as though she were seeing me for the first time. My lovely afternoon had been erased. I was no longer Lisa, and now I was a liar as well.
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My mother nicknamed me Saintly, but it was tongue in cheek. I was no saint. I could sometimes be saintly to my mother, but to everyone else I was a mean baby.


Growing up, I shared a bedroom with my sister Lizzie, since we were closest in age. Our parents let us choose the wallpaper, and since Lizzie didn’t care, I picked a pattern with little pink and blue flowers floating against white. I chose it because it looked similar to what Jessica Lange describes as her childhood wallpaper in the movie Tootsie. Movies, even then, were what gave me ideas and hope.


Our room had two twin beds and those vinyl shades you needed to tug in order to pull them up or down. Every morning, I got out of bed very, very quickly. I had never been one to linger. (Can you believe it?) I rushed to pull the shade down, so it would snap to attention and rip-roll up loudly, sending the diffused morning sun straight into Lizzie’s eyes.


“Yehi or!” I’d yell at the top of my lungs, quoting from the first lines of Genesis, the Hebrew words for “Let there be light!”


“Blair!” she would croak, rubbing her eyes. “Why do you do this?”


Next I made my way around the room, throwing open the door, turning on the television atop Mom’s childhood maple dresser, her mother’s before her, and flicking on the lights. I needed life, immediately. I needed every bit of everything, every bit of help, anything I could reach in order to cheerlead myself into embracing my day. Even then, I did this.


This was how our days began. I made Lizzie crazy. But she put up with me. Every night, we said good night back and forth until one of us fell asleep. She was always there with me.
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I was three years old and jumping on the bed with Lizzie when I sank my teeth into her back for no good reason I can recall and took out a chunk of flesh, leaving a bluish-reddish dent in her skin. She forgave me for this, too.


When my father’s father, Abraham, died, I stood next to my dad as he accepted condolences at the funeral and punched every man who came near us in the nuts. I was at groin level, and somehow I thought it made sense. (After that I was banned from family functions and made to stay home with our nanny.)


Then there was the time our next-door neighbor Mr. Glen was adjusting his sprinkler with this long metal rod, the water-valve key, and with the fervor of a dog chasing an intruder, I ran over to his yard, grabbed the poker out of his hand, swung it, and hit him squarely in the balls. Bridge instantly burned. He told my parents to “keep that mongrel out of my yard.”


For a moment when I was six, I had a babysitter who was the daughter of a family friend. She had an amputation at the knuckle of her ring finger, chopped off by a paper cutter, she told me after I asked. I would study it as she read Lassie to me, imagining what it must be like to be her.


One afternoon, while we were playing checkers, I decided to make her feel better. I tucked my own ring finger under itself, pretending that part of it was gone. In my misguided way, I was attempting to make a connection. I thought she would believe me and think, “We’re the same!” and that it would bond us. Instead, she reported to my mother that I was making fun of her.


She never came back.


Sometimes, I hung out by myself at the park behind our house after school, practicing my gymnastics. One of my specialties was the cherry drop, in which you hook your knees over a metal bar and swing and swing, then flip yourself over and land on your feet. “That’s impressive,” another kid’s mom would say, to which I’d reply, “Yes, I’m training for the Olympics.” Then I would strike the pose, arms outstretched and aloft, fingers splayed, as if I’d just finished my winning floor routine. As if that weren’t enough, I continued spinning the tale, telling her how my trainer was arriving in a bit.


When I was two or three, on a vacation in Puerto Rico, I found myself separated from my parents in a busy plaza. An older woman found me wandering alone; she approached me and asked, “Are you lost, little girl?” I stared her down with my mean baby face, and when she didn’t go away, I shouted, “Shut up!” When she asked again if I needed help, I screamed, “Get out of here!” Shaken, the kind woman waited until I was reunited with my family, at which point she reported to my mother what a horrid child I was and promptly fled the scene. “Shut up! Get out of here!” became an oft-repeated line in our household for years to come.


In fourth grade, I dared Ilyssa Wolin to swallow a row of staples so I could have her jeans when she died. I vaguely recall her folding the pointy ends inward with her purple-polished nails and swallowing. Even though I wanted those jeans, I must have been relieved when the day continued without her sudden death.


One of my worst recurring mean baby tricks was to pretend I’d lost my earring. As a child, I was always losing earrings while trying on turtlenecks and pulling them off. Somewhere I had learned that this was a consistent way to get the attention I craved. In kindergarten, I’d cry, “Oh my gosh! Oh no! I lost my earring! It just fell out of my ear on the ground!” Like clockwork, everyone stopped whatever they were doing and crawled around searching for my “missing” jewelry, which was never going to be found because it was safely in my pocket.


Once I successfully performed this trick enough times for a familiar audience, I decided to take it on the road. A boy from my old day-care center was having a birthday party, and I was invited. Once again, I told everyone in attendance that I lost my earring. “My mother will kill me if I don’t find it!” I lamented, sending the boy’s poor mother scrambling to locate it. She got down on her hands and knees, scouring the ground for my missing stud, patting under party shoes and brushing aside bits of bubble gum, when she should have been enjoying her son’s party. Everyone spent most of their time searching.


When my mother came to pick me up, the boy’s mom approached her, calmly promising that they would try to find the earring.


“Selma, what on earth!” my mom cried.


“I’m so sorry, Molly,” the woman said to my mother in a hushed tone. “Selma said you have a temper—”


“She didn’t lose her earring! She’s a liar!”


The jig was up.


The boy’s mother had been nothing but kind to me until this point, but in that instant everything shifted. The goody bags were all lined up on a table. I was reaching out for mine, and she looked me in the eye and said, “I don’t think so.” That was a good mom.


Looking back, I think I was jealous of how much that mom loved her son. She put so much effort into throwing her beautiful boy a suitably beautiful party, and I wanted the warm glow of that kind of attention to be lavished on me. I longed to understand how that felt. I thought there needed to be an emergency to get attention, and in the absence of a real emergency I manufactured one.


I didn’t realize that I was wrecking someone else’s party, or that I was taking away from this boy, until it was over. That was just one of my mean baby–isms, a penchant for ruining everyone’s time. I bedeviled people, as my mother said, but I was misunderstood. All I wanted was to be that boy’s friend, and instead I destroyed my chances. I still wonder if anyone knows I’m the same Blair who made everyone search for her earring.


To add insult to injury, I also told all the kids at the birthday party that the hot dogs—tiny party franks—resembled my dad’s wiener. My mom turned to me in the parking lot as soon as we were out of earshot.


“Selma, when did you ever see your dad’s penis?” she asked.


“I didn’t,” I told her. In fact, I had never seen it. It just seemed like something to say. Something funny.


My mother burst out laughing, so tickled was she that all the kids now thought my dad was equipped with a pig in a blanket. When we arrived home, she made me recount the story so my father would know how I’d slandered him. I don’t think he particularly cared, though I’m sure he wouldn’t have chosen that narrative.


Over and over, my impulses only cemented me as an evil, awful, but cute and determined bad seed. It felt . . . not so great. And I felt guilty and ashamed about all of it, horrible even, once I realized what I had done. But with no real plan to change who I was. What my label said. Mean baby. I didn’t know how to make it better. I didn’t understand how to be empathic. Or patient. The truth is, I wasn’t wicked; I was merely a child who didn’t plan her actions well. But it was no matter. I lived up to my name.


I was a mean baby. As if I’d ever had a choice.
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Birth Stories



MY THREE SISTERS and I were all born at 8:45 on a Friday morning, purposefully scheduled so my mother would have the weekend to recover, as she tells it, and get back to work on Monday. My mom packed a punch with this story, whether or not it was accurate. My sister Katie says this story is a myth, that my mother stayed home for a standard maternity leave of about six weeks. But I like my mom’s version better, because it seems like a more accurate reflection of her. The version of herself that she wanted to show off. Strong, resolute, remarkable, formidable—which was certainly the impression she wanted among her colleagues. (And I think, by the time I arrived, she was such a pro that she might have in fact returned to work in three days.)


I came into this world on June 23, 1972, at Sinai Hospital in Detroit. The doctor who delivered me was named Dr. Liptschitz, a fact I’ve always found very amusing (so does my son). As with much of my folklore, I discovered this tidbit from reading about it later, in a baby book I found in the basement. With its pink quilted taffeta cover that was water-stained from one of the basement floods, it looked old, even when I first stumbled across it as a child, the pages molded out and watermarked, the ink already turning colors. There’s a picture of me as a newborn, and underneath it my mother had written, “Her eyes are so blue, and everybody says she looks just like mommy!”


These words thrilled me then and still do now. I wished to be like my mother since the second I was born.


The truly amazing thing about my birth was that my mother, who had never watched one of her C-sections before, told the nurses, “This is my last chance. I want to watch.” So, she sat, propped up on her elbows, and observed as they cut into her belly. She loved to tell me this story, usually after dinner, once she’d had a couple glasses of wine. I was proud of my birth story. Proud that my mother was a witness and chose to be.


“Selma, it was wild! They actually took my intestines out,” she told me, “and put them on the table!”


“Did it hurt?” I asked.


“No, no real pain,” she said. “It just felt like people poking around. I was so thrilled I was going to see my baby!”


She reminded me that the nurses all cried—I loved this part, too—because they had never seen a mother so engaged with the experience of seeing herself be cut open and watching them lift out the fully cooked baby.


“Then they pulled you out, and I said, ‘Oh, she’s beautiful!’ ”









Family


SOME PEOPLE LOOK to their family to discover the origin of physical traits. What have they inherited from the past? Do they have their aunt Jean’s nose? Their uncle Fred’s eyes?


I look to my family for signs of illness, for evidence of sadness. I look to my history to trace where my maladies come from and whether they can be conquered. I also look to them for signs of resilience, for evidence of strength.


To understand the course of any cycle, we must trace it back to the beginning. Before me, there was my mother, Molly. And before her, there was her father, James Cooke, the man I knew as PopPop. When I open the door to the past to try to understand who I am, my maternal grandfather is the first one I see. I am my mother’s daughter, fashioned in her image, and she was her father’s, fashioned in his. As soon as I close my mind’s eye, there he is, neatly pressed and fresh in his bow tie, with that same sideways smile I inherited.


PopPop was born Jewish in Kiev, where his father owned a successful tailoring business, known for his exquisite eye for dressmaking. When the pogroms began in the early twentieth century, his father brought the family to America. PopPop was only two years old. The family was always careful to say that they traveled in second class to Ellis Island. No steerage for them! Appearances mattered to my relatives, even when they were escaping persecution.


The family settled in Philadelphia and drifted away from Judaism in order to assimilate—to become American—though I recently learned that PopPop spoke fluent Yiddish. He was, in fact, a member of the Kohanim, descendants of the biblical Aaron who are conferred special privileges in synagogue. They are chosen beyond chosen. Still, he thought of himself as an ethnic Jew, not a religious one. And an American first and foremost.


My grandfather was one of eleven siblings, and as a child he worked with his older brother Sam, selling peas on Dock Street in Philadelphia. I learned about the pea selling only recently, from my cousin Joanna. “Wait, PopPop had a vegetable cart?” My elegant, worldly PopPop. I couldn’t believe it. “It’s like My Fair Lady, in Yiddish!” I was charmed by this detail.


When PopPop was a teenager, his brother Paul was out walking with their father and didn’t see the trolley car barreling toward them. Their father looked up just in time to shove Paul out of the trolley’s path before he was struck and killed instantly. I’m told my great-grandmother screamed and wailed as her husband’s casket was lowered into the ground. She was alone, in a foreign country, with eleven children to feed. The grief was written on her face for the rest of her life. Paul and some of the younger children were sent to live in an orphanage, while PopPop was deemed old enough to live on his own.


PopPop and his brother Sam went on to become successful owners of a national chain of supermarkets called Penn Fruit. As a wealthy man, PopPop reinvented himself. He moved near the posh Main Line of Philadelphia and adopted the WASP uniform of tweed and seersucker.


I knew PopPop only as an unusually urbane and sophisticated American man, a lover of Shakespeare and Saul Bellow, well-heeled and dapperly dressed, with bow ties to match his adorable bowlegs. He was a doting grandfather who signed his letters to me “Oceans of Love, PopPop.” For me, those words held all possibilities. An ocean of love. These words are the opposite of feeling unwanted. The promise of something exotic and grand. It’s such a beautiful phrase. I still use it sparingly, for the best people.
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Growing up, my beautiful mother, Molly, was definitely a daddy’s girl. She was PopPop’s pride and joy, but like so many relationships it was complicated. He had a lock on her insecurities and could be critical. When I was ten or eleven, they had a terrible fight, after which their relationship was never the same. It started when he commented that her face was damp with sweat, an insult that deeply offended my mother, who took meticulous care in her appearance. “Lock him up!” my mother cried. I heard her on the phone, griping about this “dig” to a friend. “I never, ever sweat,” she said. “My father of all people should know this.” This was true, so far as I could tell. My mother’s face was always matte, her skin perfectly powdered. No evidence of perspiration, ever, just as there were no signs of weakness.


PopPop died a few years later, when I was in ninth grade. We made the drive from Michigan to Pennsylvania to bury him; my sister Lizzie stuck a candy cane up my nose, and the blood came down bright and rich where it cut. My mother looked in the backseat to see what had happened. I was careful not to complain. Her father was dead. I knew how much she loved him, in spite of it all.


When we put the dirt on his coffin, my mother cried, wailed into the bleak winter day. “Daddy. My daddy.”


There is always one person who gets under our skin, who knows our weak spots and neuroses and can’t help but go in for the kill. They are the people who wound us the most, because we care so much about what they think.


For my mother, that person was PopPop.


For me, that person is my mother.
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Was my mother a daddy’s girl because her mother didn’t like her? Or did her mother dislike her because of her devotion to Pop-Pop? I was always told that my grandmother Goggy was sadistic toward my mother, but the details remain unclear. I’ll never know if there was one event or just a long series of slights and insults that accumulated over time. No one in my family seems to remember exactly what happened, only that Lillian always favored my aunt Sally, and PopPop favored my mother.


According to Cooke family lore, the first thing PopPop noticed about Lillian Minor were her legs. “Who is the lady with the gorgeous gams?” he inquired about the pretty new gal working as a cashier in the grocery store that he managed. He was sixteen; she was fifteen. They married soon after and had two daughters.


My mother was named after an aunt of Lillian’s who died of complications from an abortion—a tragic story that was not sugarcoated and had the intended consequence of making me terrified of having sex and getting pregnant.


Like PopPop, Lillian was the child of first-generation immigrants, and her brother James died of rheumatic fever at thirteen. When the embalmer came to prepare the body for burial, she watched as her brother’s blood was drained into a bucket. She developed a lifelong fear of blood, which she passed on to my mother. (Now my son has this aversion, too. A stubbed toe or scraped knee is enough to make him lose his breath.)


Over the years, Lillian grew heavy and unhappy; I’m not sure which came first. Eventually PopPop, who judged women harshly for their weight, lost interest in her. Their marriage floundered, and they became estranged and then divorced.
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When I was little, Lillian lived alone in a luxurious apartment building not far from our house in Southfield, Michigan, and she would invite her granddaughters—Katie, Lizzie, and me—to stay overnight. (Mimi was both too loyal to PopPop and too old for sleepovers by then.) But the three of us loved it. She doted on us in a way our mother did not. She let us have candy, she took us to see The Wiz, we played Parcheesi. I quite liked her. Still, I always steeled myself for the day when she would embarrass me or hurt me, because my mother said that was what Goggy did.


I waited. It never came to pass.


I loved my mother and I loved my grandmother. I wanted to understand what had happened between them, in part because I didn’t want the same thing to happen between my mother and me. So, one Saturday night in bed with Goggy, I asked her, “Do you think you were a good mother?”


She paused, considering it, then said, “Yes. I tried to be. Why?”


I admitted, “My mother said you weren’t.”


She didn’t say anything, and we went to sleep.


On the way home the next day, my sister Lizzie reported what I’d said back to my mother. We were never allowed to visit Goggy’s apartment again. We hardly ever saw Goggy after that, except at extended family gatherings at aunt Sally’s house with uncle Jim and the cousins. Our allegiance was with our mother.


When Lillian was in her final years in a nursing home, she and my mother did reconcile. Enough. My mother was a moderate drinker by then, and for Christmas she would drop off cases of alcohol for Goggy—enough for a sizable wedding. “There, that should last Goggy for a year,” she’d say. She literally drove her own mother to drink. But my mother might have meant it as a sign of love. Alcohol was the greatest salve she knew.
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When my mother was a teenager, she became ill with a life-threatening viral infection, and Lillian sent her away to an institution to convalesce. My mother became so sick that her family was told to prepare for her death. She recovered, but it caused her to lose all her hair. One night she’d gone to bed with a full head of dark hair, and when she woke up, every strand was on her pillow. Her hair grew back, damaged and thin. It, and my mother, were never quite the same.


This was a period in her life that she seldom talked about. She even gave herself a different name during that time: Roseanne. She wanted to pretend the entire episode had happened to someone else.


I only learned about this when I found a drawing nestled among her keepsakes. The signature read, “Roseanne.”


“This is really good, Mom. Who made this?” I asked.


And she said, “Oh, I did, after high school.”


“But the name says ‘Roseanne.’ ” I tilted my head. “Who is Roseanne?”


My mother explained it as if it were a perfectly normal thing to do. She was attempting to create a separate self, almost like a character she had performed in a play. That was all she said. Away into her drawer it went, never to be opened again.


[image: illustration]


Keeping up appearances mattered so much to PopPop, and my mother followed his lead. She was always impeccably dressed: regal in an Ungaro suit and Charles Jourdan four-inch heels, never without a full face of beauty. Only once did I see her wear sneakers—a pair of chic Keds in a style her idol Jackie O might have worn—paired with her signature red lip.


She was truly stunning; she resembled a young Anne Bancroft. She had good height and a nice figure, and she was thin. The rest, she understood, could be made glamorous. She wanted to make an impact.


My sisters and I were not allowed in our parents’ bedroom until our mother was “complete,” meaning fully dressed and made up. She wouldn’t so much as open the bedroom door unless she had styled hair, red lips, a face contoured by Pattie Boyd’s makeup maps, and pink blush. She kept the house lights dim to hide signs of her aging, even removing some of the bulbs. “I look best in low lighting,” she would say. A friend of Mimi’s once said my mom looked crazy because she wore too much blush, and it made me so angry I never spoke to that friend again.


That my mother had lost the thickness of her hair to the virus remained the biggest secret. She always wore a well-done hairpiece mixed in with her own hair, something I found out only accidentally. One day, I was hiding in her bed, under a blanket, when I saw her emerge from the dressing room. At first, I didn’t recognize her; it took me several moments to understand. I was so shocked I couldn’t move. Until that moment, I had no idea that her hair was a wig. I’m not sure if she knew I was there, if she knew I knew her secret. We never discussed it.


Roseanne was bald. Molly was not. Now I’d like to think that wouldn’t have been such a big deal. But she was from a different generation, and a family that equated illness with weakness, and weakness was to risk becoming a victim, and she guarded her facade of strength above all else.


Once, I saw her lying in her bed asleep without her hair and makeup. I was shocked to see her that way, in a cotton nightgown and a terry cloth turban, pale, sans mascara or lipstick. She looked like a pharaoh. She was quite beautiful this way, actually. But it was also frightening, because this wasn’t the mother I knew. How shocking to discover that underneath it all, she just looked like a lovely young woman.
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My mother had the ability to stop people in their tracks. Much like PopPop, she possessed a star quality, an inherent spotlight that followed her wherever she went. She was a sphinx; people thought there was a deep mystery about her because her eyes held fun and sadness. And she was well dressed. My mother understood that presentation is everything. PopPop had his bespoke suits. My mother was always elegantly attired. Unsurprisingly, I too love couture.


If ever we passed a child who was dolled up by their mother, my own mother would take note and say, “That child is loved.” It was my mother’s greatest disappointment whenever I wasn’t turned out well. “Selma, please make yourself beautiful,” she would say. “It means so much.” Once I was capable, I really did try. And I curried favor with her, because nothing was more important than showing off her children. She loved us. And she loved us more when we looked good.


We had very few things, but they were beautiful things. My mom bought me my first Burberry coat when I was twelve. (I remember how the saleswoman’s eyes popped out of her young head at the thousand-dollar price tag when she rang up our purchase at the register. “What a lucky girl you are!” she exclaimed.) My mother even had my name embroidered on the inside, just as she did with her minks and sables and snow foxes. (It was the seventies.)


For my mother, fashion was more than just a wardrobe. It was a character. It was from her that I learned that the right clothes could protect you against a world that wants to tear you down, that people will treat you with more respect when you look cared for. Every day she got dressed to play a role. She was, in many ways, the first great stage actress I saw up close.


As soon as my mother left for work at 5:00 a.m. for the two-hour drive to the capital of Lansing, I’d head right for her immaculate closet. I’d try on her makeup at her vanity sink, examine her silk YSL shirts and Givenchy dresses, slip on her Maud Frizon heels. Everything she owned was quality. She always warned us against trends, telling us only to buy what would still be classic in ten years. She understood the power of a uniform, another lesson she passed down to me. People would ask her, “Why do you stay so skinny?” and she would say, “I can fit more in my closet this way!” A joke I never got until much later in life. But I also came to understand it was part of her frugality. If you’re going to buy expensive clothes, you want to keep them for life. Her philosophy was spend as much as you can afford; then do whatever you must to continue to fit into it. She was very practical in that way.


At the same time, she cautioned against becoming too stuck in one’s ways. If we were out somewhere and she caught sight of someone with a dated look—if our server at the steak house was an old-time broad, with dyed-black hair and cat eyeliner—she made an example out of them. “Careful, girls,” she’d say. “You get your look, but you need to adjust it in time.”


My mother saved her money. When she spent, she did so carefully. She was offended if ever I bought something cheap and trendy. “Why can’t you just spend a little more and make yourself look important, Selma?”


Once when I was in high school, my mom took me to the Chanel counter to buy me a lipstick. I don’t look right with lipstick and I never have. My face doesn’t tolerate it; I look severe, not soft. But my mother always loved a lip on me, and I wanted to make her happy. When the person at the makeup counter said it was twenty dollars, I remember how she carried on. “Twenty dollars?! I like nice things, but twenty dollars!” She bought it anyway. It was hot pink. After all that fuss, it was so perfume-y and tasted so strongly like Chanel lipstick that I never wore it. I wore it just once, on Mackinac Island, with a green suede vest and my hair bleached blond and parted on the side, just the way she liked it.
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My mother had rules. I followed each one to the letter.




“Don’t wear anything you wouldn’t still wear in ten years.”


“Classic is best.”


“Go high drama, make it worth it.”


“A miss is as good as a mile.”


“Never chew gum in public.”


“People who say ‘classy’ have no class.”


“Never drink and drive.”


“People who walk with a lit cigarette have very bad taste . . . It stinks.”


“When you get to the door to leave, take one thing off.”





But the one that I thought of all the time: “A good girl parts her hair on the side.” If ever I parted my hair in the middle, she would say I resembled a renegade from an insane asylum. “Selma. Bad girls part their hair in the middle. Good girls part their hair on the side.”


Looking back, I see that my mother was so much like her father. She could be simultaneously affectionate and hurtful; like Pop-Pop, she knew how to wound those she loved with her barbs. Her four daughters were frequent targets.


She made fun of me for my lazy eye, my hideous flanks of cheeks, and what she called my “jolie laide” quality. “How can you be so beautiful from one angle and so ugly full face?” My mother said I looked like Lauren Bacall, but only with my head turned three-quarters—never head-on. “Don’t look at people head-on, Selma, or they’ll know you’re a frying pan.” Always, always three-quarters. That became my mirror face and, eventually, how I would learn to pose.


Unlike other mothers, who told their children they were beautiful without a stitch of makeup on, she just wanted me to look good.


“Put on some makeup, Selma, your eyes look like piss holes in the snow!”


“Selma! You’ve got hair above your lip. But it’s chic. Very European.”


“Oh, Selma, fix your hair. It looks like a plate of worms.”


“Selma, get on the stick. Make yourself presentable, please.”


If someone said I was beautiful, my mother would squint, as if seeing me for the first time. “You really think so? Her lip sticks out kinda far.” But when I fixed myself up, the accolades were so gratifying. The compliments were very few; she doled them out very carefully. I lived for her approval.


She called my feet bear paws, because, though they are flat, I have fallen arches. “Oh, Selma! Walk on your toes!” she called, whenever I got out of a pool. “You’re leaving bear prints! It’s embarrassing!” It was framed as a joke, but I understood that she meant it. I was never easily embarrassed by my mother. Even when she criticized me, in public or in private, I never minded. Still, it all gets in your head. I’m at a point in my life now when I can no longer walk on my toes, and this devastates me.


My mother always carried herself with the air of an aristocrat or stage actress, even though she wasn’t. But she was educated, poised, and worldly.


“To know the rules is to break the rules,” she’d say. I always found that fascinating. She was a judge; she was the rules.


I loved her, and I feared her, in equal measure. Looking back, I can see she designed it that way.


“You’re a witch like me, Selma,” my mother once said. She wasn’t a witch, at least not in practice. She certainly never put a potion together. But she did give me a certain power, by saying that we were alike.
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When it came to storytellers, my mother was the most gifted one of all. She painted the world with self-fulfilling prophecies. Starting when I was around five or six, whenever we had guests over, my mother lined the four of us up, like the von Trapp children, and introduced us.


“Here is Marie, the student,” she said of Mimi.


“Katherine, the overachiever.” This drove Katie wild, and still does. “I can’t believe Mom would call me that!” she’d lament. “It’s really fucking awful. It means you’re not capable, but that you’ve still done shit. Everyone wants to be an underachiever, which is a good, talented person who just hasn’t tapped into it yet.” (Katie, may the record state: you are not an overachiever.)


“This is Lizzie, the popular athlete,” which she sometimes alternated with “Lizzie, the tomboy.”


“And last but not least, Selma, the manic-depressive.”


I always found this funny because there was nothing manic about me. I have only ever been a depressive. But I didn’t dare protest. I considered it my fortune to play the part assigned to me. “Oh, it’s true!” my mom would say, in case anyone harbored any doubt.


Just like that, she cemented us with our own identities.


Sometimes, she said cruel things, too. Once, about happy-go-lucky Lizzie, she said, “You could cover her soul with a dime.” It wasn’t true, of course, but Lizzie internalized it. How could she not?


Because my mother introduced me to her friends as a manic-depressive, she not only convinced herself it was who I was; she convinced me. The part was written for me; she wanted me to play it well, and I wanted to make her proud. Can we ever escape the labels our families bestow upon us?


For my sixth birthday, she brought me to Goldfingers, the very chic boutique jewelry store in Applegate Square, a great eighties shopping center, and picked out a gift—a gold necklace that I still wear. One side featured a girl with a bowl cut and smiley face, the other side, the same girl with a frown.


Does the face inform the personality, or was it the other way around? It’s a chicken-and-egg thing, I think. However it happened, I grew into my fate.


“There, Selma! Now we don’t have to guess,” she said. “You wear the happy side when you’re happy and the frown when you frown.” It became my signature piece, and everyone knew to look for it. Now they could simply scan my necklace, and if they saw a smile, they knew it was safe to approach me.


Years after I received this gift, my sister Katie wrote a poem about the necklace for a college writing class, which I kept in my journal:




Dangling


You twirl one-handed cartwheels


Each limb moves the air flying


You soar beyond others, hopes and dreams


The smiling pendant dangles at your neck


I see you writing at your desk


Your hair just


Past the childish stringy stage


Hides your eyes as you scribble


I think what you write will be worthwhile


Your happiness sudden then subtle


Is a pink pastel mark


Your soiled fingertips move the colors on the page


These few motions make art


The smile fades


A halfhearted leap flips the pendant


Blair where has it all gone?


A stream of dazzlement has dried


A frown now dangles at your heart.
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My mother admired Waspy women well turned out, so I did, too. She especially adored Grace Kelly. In my mind, I built the impression that they were friends, and that vague story led me to admire all things flaxen-haired and athletic, especially if it came along with big white teeth and some generational wealth. That was the thing back then, and it always came with that rarefied air of belonging—something I never felt. I loved thinking my mom was so important that she had a direct line to the world of celebrities. I believed that everyone she knew was really important, though in reality they were nothing more than acquaintances whom she sometimes mentioned.


When Grace Kelly died, my mother was so sad, quite possibly the saddest I’d ever seen her. No one was more revered than Grace, although Natalie Wood was a close second. When Natalie died, I came home and told the horrible joke I’d heard on the bus to school. “What kind of wood doesn’t float?” That was so typical of the 1980s, to tell those types of insensitive jokes without any awareness of how inappropriate they were. Needless to say, it didn’t go over well. My mother was sickened and furious when I repeated what I heard.


Elizabeth Taylor did not garner the same esteem, at least not in my mother’s eyes. She said she once saw her in a mall and was not impressed. “She looked like the cleaning lady!” I think she never forgave her for what she did to Debbie Reynolds, another of my mom’s favorites. (I found this especially fascinating in light of the fact that the two women eventually mended their friendship. Elizabeth and Debbie might have been able to forgive, but my mother was not.) My mom also placed such a premium on skinniness and height, and Elizabeth was not known for either, especially in her later years.


I didn’t have many connections to the outer world, our social circle was small, so these tokens from my family came to mean so much. An anecdote meant someone was my mother’s best friend, and a gift or a photo meant we were connected. I had a yellow T-shirt with a photo of Elvis ironed on it, a gift from my aunt Anna when I was five. My sisters all got one, too, so I wore that same shirt, in all the different sizes, throughout my life. I always believed Elvis might secretly be my father, because we looked alike. I told other kids that he might be a close family friend! I sometimes claimed Muhammad Ali was my cousin. I was a total liar for much of my life, but it’s only because I liked a good story. I didn’t mean to lie; I just didn’t do a lot of fact-checking.


Even though we could claim no connection to her, my mother and I both loved Brooke Shields. We had a Scavullo coffee-table book, and I looked at it every day. There was a photo of Brooke without a top on, with that long hair and those eyes. I would gaze at it and think, I wish, I wish, I wish. I knew I could never measure up, but it was no matter. These figures loomed larger than life. To this day, I still can’t get them out of my mind.


[image: illustration]


[image: illustration]


My mother’s love of Waspy women went all the way back to her childhood. She grew up in an enclave with the kinds of blue-blooded women that Grace Kelly or Katharine Hepburn might play in a movie. After her illness, she attended Vassar, but she bristled at authority, so she dropped out after one semester. She married at age twenty, to an aspiring doctor, and was pregnant right away. Her parents put her new husband through medical school, which he thanked them for by abandoning his wife and infant daughter. Soon after the baby, my sister Mimi, was born, when she and Mom were attending Sally’s wedding to Uncle Jimmy, Mom’s husband skipped town for California and never returned. He started a new life with a new family, without ever acknowledging he’d had a family before. By telegram he told her: “Don’t bother coming back for your things. I shipped them to Detroit.” Then he charged her for shipping.


After her first husband left, my mother moved in with her parents, who by then had relocated to Michigan in order to expand PopPop’s grocery store chain into the Midwest. She spent one whole week playing double solitaire, crying, smoking cigarettes, and watching her baby daughter, Mimi, play on the carpet. Then she dried her eyes and decided to up and go to law school. That would be the thing. She would not be vulnerable again.


Even though she didn’t have a college degree, she managed to get herself into the University of Detroit Law School. The day she graduated, her mother, Goggy, gave her a pair of emerald earrings, which are now among my most treasured possessions, and she began her career as an attorney. She was a single working mother, beholden to no one. Powerful, brilliant, fully independent. A few years later, she agreed to marry the first—and, my mother claims, the only—man who would have her, a Jewish lawyer named Elliot Isser Beitner. “What else was I going to do? Who else would have me? I was damaged goods,” she said. Looking back, their relationship was imbalanced from the start: Elliot worshipped his dazzling, ambitious wife, and she merely tolerated him.


Elliot’s nonreligious, Eastern European–born parents, Esther and Abraham, didn’t approve of my mother right away—she was, after all, a “shiksa.” An East Coast gentile divorcée with a toddler— but Molly and Esther eventually warmed up to each other well enough. Esther’s first and only question about Molly was, “But can she drive?” and she was thrilled when the answer was yes. Elliot and Molly married under a chuppah.


What my mother wanted—more than a husband—was a successful career and financial autonomy. She also wanted to stay stylish and beautiful till the end. I used to study her high school yearbook photo for hours, looking for clues about who she was before she became my mother. The picture showed her looking impossibly elegant (to me), her dark, sharp eyes alert and determined. Underneath her photo, it read, “Molly Ann Cooke is a sophisticated gal with a flair for dressing attractively.” I longed for those same words to be written about me.


Elliot adopted Mimi, who was so grateful to have a father figure in her life that it seems she developed a bit of a crush on him at first. One day while sitting poolside together on vacation, she took his hand, squinted, and said, “ ’Haps we kill Mommy?” Elliot found this hilarious and reported the quip back to my mother, who was amused. But Mimi and Dad didn’t become close.


My mother went on to have three more daughters. The four brown-haired Beitner girls. We would’ve given Louisa May Alcott a run for her money.


Molly was not particularly maternal. Usually, when I’d ask what we were having for dinner, she’d say “poison” without skipping a beat. I thought it funny. Poison was the easiest conversation ender. She had a full day of work as a judge and then came home to make dinner. She was a mother at a time when work-life balance wasn’t a goal that women thought about or talked about or strove to achieve. Most of the women in our comfortable Michigan suburb stayed home and raised their children. She could not have known that it was possible to both have a powerful career and be an engaged mother. Life didn’t cater to children and mothers so much then. It was a different generation. She chose her work because she didn’t have a choice. To do both would have been impossible.


As much as I missed her because she worked long hours, I was impressed with her. It was my mother whom I revered and emulated more than anyone. I was mesmerized by her—her smile, her makeup, her clothes, the small grape-sized birthmark on her right calf, her throaty laugh. The way she smoked, sometimes blowing out plumes through her nostrils when Lizzie yelled, “Dragon!” The way she sat behind the wheel of her car, leather-gloved hands turning up the heat in winter. The way she held her martini glass, with her painted red nails, during our parents’ nightly cocktail hour. I was riveted by her. She was my first great love. I wanted every cell of her body to repopulate itself into mine. I wanted to become her. This feeling never faltered. Decades later, when she was suffering from neurological distress, my mother was the person whose approval meant the most to me. Even when she had no idea I was there.
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