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PRAISE FOR JEANNE SAFER’S

Death Benefits

“Safer offers . . . helpful exercises for adult children to begin to heal from emotional wounds inflicted by their parents. . . . [Those] seeking to free themselves from ties that have bound too tightly will welcome Safer’s message: there’s no need to feel guilty about a sense of freedom and finding one’s true self after a parent’s death.”

—Publishers Weekly



 


“This is an extraordinarily helpful book, exploring a long-neglected aspect of parent-child relationships.”

—Dr. Arthur Caliandro, Senior Minister, Marble Collegiate Church


 


“Safer has brought off the hard task of casting a cold eye on the feelings of relief that so often follow upon losing a parent in one’s own adulthood, acknowledging that the death of a parent—any parent—can set us free and offering practical suggestions for acting on that insight.”

—Commentary



 


“In the months and years that followed her mother’s death [Safer] began to confront in herself, and to recall from the accounts of many patients, something unexpected, a ‘shocking—almost acrilegious’ truth: The death of your parents can be the best thing that ever happens to you.”

—Los Angeles Times



 


“Safer is forging a new frontier . . . and shatters a long-standing social taboo.”

—Maclean’s







OTHER BOOKS BY JEANNE SAFER

The Normal One:
 Life with a Difficult or Damaged Sibling

Forgiving and Not Forgiving:
 Why Sometimes It’s Better Not to Forgive

Beyond Motherhood:
 Choosing a Life without Children
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For Linda Marshall






Perhaps nobody is completely grown-up until both his parents are dead.


 


—AUBERON WAUGH, Will This Do? (1991)






AUTHOR’S NOTE

The names and identifying information of everyone interviewed in this book have been changed.






INTRODUCTION

Life After Death

[image: 002]

The death of your parents can be the best thing that ever happens to you.

I know it sounds shocking—almost sacrilegious—to assert that one of the most devastating losses you suffer in adulthood could turn out to be your greatest gain. What about the Fifth Commandment, “Honor Thy Father and Thy Mother”? What about common decency and respect for the dead?

What about devotion?

Losing a parent almost always causes pain and sorrow; these are the wages of love. Their deaths sever the first and deepest ties of our lives and make us uncomfortably mindful that we’re next in line. The world seems impoverished when a beloved parent, however flawed, no longer inhabits it; part of us dies with him or her. If the parent suffered or the child was burdened with caretaking responsibilities at the end, relief mingles with grief, and anyone who had a truly terrible mother or father—one who was brutal,  neglectful, or hateful—naturally feels liberated finally to be out of harm’s way. Still, even in these cases death hardly seems cause for celebration.

But the premise of this book is exactly that: I have found that the death of a parent—any parent—can set us free. It offers us our last, best chance to become our truest, deepest selves. It creates unique opportunities for growth—possibilities unimaginable before and not available by any other means. Nothing else in adult life has so much unrecognized potential to help us become more fulfilled human beings—wiser, more mature, more open, less afraid.
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Parent loss is the most potent catalyst for change in middle age, the time in life at which most people undergo it. Although 5 percent of the population loses a mother or father every year, few of us are psychologically prepared for the experience. Death Benefits  is the handbook for exploring the uncharted territory we enter when a parent leaves us, in both senses, alone—and on the verge of previously inconceivable positive changes in every aspect of our lives.

I know about death benefits because I have experienced them. I have also witnessed remarkable changes in my patients who have lost their parents. Though I am a trained psychotherapist who has been in practice for thirty-five years, and who has spent many years in psychotherapy myself, only my mother’s death opened my eyes and allowed me to heal certain wounds. Then I was able to understand and to alter ways of thinking and feeling I never believed I could change. My intention is to illuminate the process I went through, to document and interpret the thoughts  and feelings, memories, dreams, and insights I had as I struggled to understand my relationship with this formidable woman, who died three years ago at the age of ninety-two—and who took everything in my power to comprehend. I hope that my discoveries provide a new, systematic, and comprehensive model for others to follow.

I also interviewed sixty insightful and inspiring midlife men and women who discovered death benefits in their own lives—physically, mentally, and spiritually. Some changed in ways so subtle that nobody else noticed, and others literally looked and acted like different people. My goal is to make the metamorphosis I, my patients, and my interview subjects underwent available to others who want to emerge from mourning with enriched lives.

Among the people you will meet whom orphanhood transformed are these:
• A thirty-eight-year-old publicist whose heart belonged to her autocratic and possessive daddy and who finally fell in love and married when he died;

• A forty-nine-year-old repressed teacher who discovered her true vocation as an actress and came to passionate life on stage after she lost her self-involved, demanding mother;

• A fifty-five-year-old historian whose luminous, consoling dream of his dead mother’s loving arms helped him rediscover his childhood religious faith.





Although many midlife adults experience death benefits, too few feel comfortable admitting that they have done so, and even  fewer have any idea how to actively bring them about, let alone plan for them. Don’t leave something so important, precious, and urgent to chance. Death benefits take serious effort to achieve, but with the proper tools they are now available to every adult who loses a parent.

“Profiting” from a parent’s death is not incompatible with grief and loss; in fact, mourning is a prerequisite. Having unfinished business (anger, guilt, disappointment) with that parent—or parent surrogate—need not prevent you from having a better life as a result of their demise; finishing some of that business is one of the biggest positive consequences you can achieve, and one of the most common.

Even though we cannot choose our parents or alter our past relationship with them, we can have conscious input into which aspects of them we embody after they are gone: a task we can only undertake in what I call the Deathspace, the new perspective that opens up in the wake of their loss. We can also go unimpeded for the first time in new directions in love, in work, and in understanding. Here you will find personal and professional guidance for an enterprise that most people undertake haphazardly and without awareness.


Death Benefits is about self-transformation in later life and how to employ critical, even intensely painful life experiences to achieve the insights that make it happen. It challenges the conventional wisdom that fundamental change is only for the young, and that loss must simply be endured, denied, or overcome.

One of the many advantages of the perspective death affords you is being able to see your parent as a person and a peer, often with new empathy and sympathy. You may discover, as many people do, that the posthumous relationship you create with a  parent is more gratifying and three-dimensional than the relationship you had during the parent’s lifetime. And you can start the process at any time; it will unfold and become ever richer as life goes on. Death benefits grow along with you.

Pursuing death benefits can and should be a conscious, systematic process. Much of the psychological work goes on at the deepest levels, but organized, repeated efforts, based on the interlocking series of practices, questions and actions that I followed and that are elaborated in the text, will help you succeed:




Four Practices to Cultivate Death Benefits 


Motivate. Make a conscious decision to address and learn from your parent’s death, investing time and energy in the project.

 




Anticipate. Give yourself permission to seek death benefits and identify your resistance to doing so.

 




Meditate. Cultivate a receptive stance. Think seriously about both the positive and negative impact your parent has had on your life, and the unfinished business between you.

 




Activate. Death benefits are available at any time, and evolve over time. Take these actions periodically to pursue them:
• Construct a narrative of your parent’s history as objectively as possible;

• Conduct an inventory of your parent’s character, determining what to keep and what to discard;

• Seek new experiences and relationships to support the changes you desire.






Four Questions for Conducting Your Psychological Inventory

1. What did you get from your parent that you want to keep?

2. What did your parent have that you didn’t get and that you regret missing?

3. What did you get from your parent that you want to discard?

4. What did you need that your parent couldn’t provide?




Death Benefits conveys a message of hope—that grievous losses can be the basis of insight and wisdom, and that the ultimate shape your life and your character take are to a large extent in your hands. There are always possibilities for growth and change, ever-expanding opportunities to reassess and reconstruct your relationship with deceased parents, and in so doing, with yourself and your world.

My goal is for death benefits to be taboo no longer but rather a part of every adult’s inheritance. We speak of birthrights—let us also speak of deathrights. Although I believe that becoming an orphan is a major loss, no matter what your relationship with a parent was, I also believe that you can turn it into a major gain. I  hope this book, and the stories in it, provide inspiration and guidance to make the years after bereavement the best years of your life.





PART I

 DEATH CHANGES EVERYTHING
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CHAPTER 1

 MY DEATH BENEFIT

(Autobiography)
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Red Is a Neutral 

I feel less alone since my mother died. It is shocking and comforting to realize this. I think of her every day. I use her fifty-year-old KitchenAid coffee grinder and her Italian dishes, hand-painted with mushrooms. Her photograph, handsome and dramatic at age ninety, sits above my chair in my office. I look at the arrangement of paintings and ethnic textiles on my walls, the original way I dress—sometimes I notice the expressions on my face, the phrases or tones of voice I remember her using—and I see her reflection, probably more often than I did when she was alive. I speak of her frequently, usually with admiration; curiously, I never find myself speaking to her, even in dreams. But I have gradually and reluctantly come to know that something awful I was prone to when she was in the world, something utterly at odds with my  forceful, even optimistic, nature is fading: a certain hopeless dread that comes over me, a steep descent into panic when I feel sick or helpless that I can’t remember ever being free of. It would grieve her to be implicated. I know its diminished hold on me has to do with her absence.

Even though I am the person others turn to for sustenance and good advice—I was such a natural at it that I made it my profession—I have always been inconsolable. That I lacked what seems to be other people’s birthright was my most shameful secret. My husband feels none of this, even when he had a cancer that could have been fatal; I’ve been more terrified of a cold. Happily, I could comfort him. No one could comfort me.

Only now, three years after her death at ninety-two, do I know why. I was bound to her by a loyalty so deeply buried that twenty years of therapy did not reveal it. She had to be the sole source of comfort, even though she was wrong for the job. I could not go elsewhere, and so I had to do without. A combination of love and desperation bound me to prop up her notion of herself as a mother. Though she genuinely tried to be one and sometimes succeeded, I had to protect us both from her frequent failures. As a result there was a cliff I could always fall off; there was no psychic safety net for me.

This knowledge has been dawning on me incrementally since she died; the secret was impenetrable before. Keeping it so was part of my unspoken mission, and that mission is accomplished. Her death lifted the information embargo and left me free to explore the sealed archive. Now that there is no one I have to sustain but me, I can let myself see the truth.

All my adult life I had noticed how easily distress can catapult me into bottomless terror, but I had never been able to figure out why, let alone do much about it. A subway stuck in a tunnel, a  ring stuck on my finger, changes in my sensorium (intrusive noise, untoward physical experiences of illness)—things nobody likes but most people take in stride—tormented me and made me feel invaded. A claustrophobia-like sense that I can’t stand to be in my own skin or in the situation another second rapidly sets in. As much as I hated and feared the inner abyss, it still yawned open periodically; this vulnerability was the only aspect of my emotional life where strenuous effort made few inroads. Despite everything else I have overcome, my failure to change the intensity of my reaction to certain kinds of adversity made me feel weak and helpless and fraudulent; a psychoanalyst incapable of penetrating the most wounded part of her own psyche is like an out-of-shape personal trainer.

My mother’s death has done more to alleviate my anxiety than hypnosis, biofeedback, and meditation (all of which I’ve tried) combined. It galvanized me to try again, with a dramatically different attitude. Suddenly I found the will to confront my nightmare state, and this time my goal was nothing less than to limit its power over me. I vowed that I would spare no effort to avoid taking it to my own grave, which I seemed to be approaching at an accelerated rate because she was no longer there to shield me. As soon as she was gone I felt capable of facing the fear and finding its origins, even excited at the prospect. Then meanings and connections rushed to me with the force of revelation.

I primed myself for my exploration of my darkest recesses by looking for clues to our relationship in the fragments of my mother’s history that I know; for someone so verbal, she told me surprisingly little about her early life, and I have no contact with the few members of her family who are still alive. When I went through her possessions, I found eloquent artifacts and a few letters she had written and received before I was born—as well as  every one I ever wrote to her, collected in the box where they had been reposing since the 1960s. I also reconsidered my own memories and assumptions. I wanted to see things differently.

The first thing I did was look at her. The photograph in my office displays the quintessential “Esther” as she was in her last years. It is such an arresting physical presence that I find it hard to believe she’s no longer alive. She lounges, her lustrous silver hair swinging over her face, on a tiger-printed throw, stroking the color-coordinated calico cat that became her companion and surrogate daughter. She wears pink cashmere with a long kaleidoscopic silk scarf draped around her neck, gold chains dangling with golden fish, a thrift-shop pink plastic bracelet dotted with rhinestones. Her subtly made-up face is not beautiful—she has a prominent nose and no cheekbones to speak of—but she has an allure more enduring than beauty—wit, instinctive elegance, and a style all her own; self-absorbed but not vain. She has arranged her face in a not entirely believable enigmatic smile, and she isn’t looking at the camera.

My mother’s striking persona, along with her physical magnetism and her inspired eye for personal as well as interior decoration, is the most compelling thing about her. It is also the key to her character, as much for what it conceals as for what it reveals. For sixty years I couldn’t see past it.

Everybody—men, women, dogs—noticed Esther. She was flirtatious but never provocative; repairmen and mechanics were at her feet. The aplomb with which this untutored woman presented herself to the world was her most potent expression of will, her most enduring source of satisfaction. All her life, despite everything that happened to her, she had verve, fervor, and flair, as well as a pair of sensational legs that her daughter did not inherit. Neither breast cancer, nor adultery, nor the death of her son felled her. After my  father died, she went back to work at age sixty-eight, traveled extensively, and lived alone by choice for the next twenty years. The way she moved and threw herself into everything that fascinated her expressed a vitality that not even the ravages of dementia could erode; she died with her personality intact. She danced and swam daily until her late eighties; only cognitive decline and a heart attack slowed her down at the very end. When I bought her sarong pants and three-inch-long beaded earrings for her ninetieth birthday, the saleswoman begged to meet her. Nobody else’s mother looked like mine, and nobody believed she was only 5’2”.

Her three tones of voice are as indelible as her presence: her laugh, her authoritative air, and, on some wretched occasions, her rageful coldness. I can still hear the sound of her laughter (she couldn’t tell a joke, becoming helpless with mirth when she tried) and feel the deadly rejection, the screaming silence, when I disappointed her. But it was her voice of command that really defined her. It impressed me as much as it infuriated me—and this (my patients and my husband inform me) I did inherit. I always took her authoritativeness as gospel, even when I found out later that she had her facts, and often her feelings, wrong. “Remember, Jeanne,” she used to tell me with the intonation she reserved for major pronouncements, as if expounding a Law of Nature, “red is a neutral.” There was nothing whatsoever neutral about her. Nor was I the only one to whom she imparted this sacred principle; at her funeral, all her caretakers wore it in her honor.

For the longest time I felt drab and awkward around her. This was one of the many ways, I now know, that I maintained her in the starring role she needed. Not until my thirties, when I was a naturalized New Yorker, married, and established in my career, was my separate identity finally solid enough for me to incorporate elements of her style into what was becoming my own. Her  signature color began to infiltrate my all-black wardrobe and spilled onto my floors and furniture over the years, first as an occasional accent, later as the avant-garde of a riot of other colors and patterns (we share a penchant for paisleys and animal prints). Like so many things, she turned out to be right about this. I also joined a Renaissance chorus, studied belly dance for years, and at age fifty-eight started working seriously with a swim coach—all variations on things she loved. Now no one would ever mistake me for anybody’s daughter but hers, and I often hear the sweetest words in the English language, words she would be thrilled that I inspire: “Are you in the arts?”

But her many charms—as authentic and memorable as they are—were ultimately more impressive to strangers than to her near relations. She made an impression on everyone, but she never relied on anyone but me.




The Reluctant Mirror 

After I looked at her photograph, I looked at her life, organizing it and laying out the narrative. Like a clinician examining a case history, I tried to see my mother as objectively and compassionately as possible, as I was only able to do when death permanently divided us. Who was she as a daughter, a wife, a mother, a woman? What were her demons, her flaws, her struggles, her triumphs? They were all part of my legacy. My goal was to expand my field of vision; I couldn’t take a meaningful psychological inventory of her character until I understood it. Systematically constructing her biography was the prerequisite and foundation—my most critical tool for reaping death benefits.

My mother was one of four children of Russian Jewish immigrants to Cincinnati, Ohio, the baby by many years. Finances  dictated that she alone of her artistically talented siblings be allowed to finish high school. A natural musician who played the piano by ear, she was offered a scholarship in voice by the local conservatory, which her devout, tyrannical father would not allow her to accept, deeming the vocation unsuitable for a respectable daughter of his. Her mother, whom she always wistfully called “Momma,” did not intervene on her behalf.

I knew my maternal grandmother as an elderly woman, and she made surprisingly little impression on me. Though she must have had a certain fragile beauty in her youth, she seemed passive and beaten by then, in total contrast to her spirited youngest child, whom I had the feeling had always been her designated caretaker and confidante. My mother keenly regretted her own limited formal education and compensated by taking art and humanities courses for years. She would also make sure that I acquired what she was denied: an advanced degree and the economic independence that comes with it.

Families like hers had the aspiration that their boys become doctors and their girls marry one. She fulfilled this goal by finding a wry, introverted anesthesiologist beguiled by her energy and pizzazz, although his parents—two of the few people she never impressed—considered her beneath his station. She threw herself into the roles ordained for her, cooking, baking, entertaining, and having the requisite two babies, while living in a crowded apartment downstairs from the mother-in-law who despised her and refused to speak to her.

My mother’s first child, my brother, Steven, was a major disappointment early on, with serious school and social problems. Out of shame, my father stubbornly refused to take him to a psychiatrist; my mother, repeating her own mother’s pattern, never overrode his edict, and never forgave herself. I don’t remember her as  depressed—it would be difficult to detect in someone so active—but her expression in some of the photographs of her as a young wife shows signs of bewildered distress.

Around the time of Steven’s birth, my father developed severe ulcerative colitis, the first of a lifetime of chronic illnesses that demoralized him and caused him to withdraw. Seven years later, when I was born, he was informed that his heart was so seriously damaged that he would undoubtedly die young—even though he actually survived thirty more years on what had to feel like borrowed time. When I was eleven, he spent three months in the hospital with peritonitis; my mother virtually moved into his room to attend him expertly.

The secure world she thought would be her refuge and the platform for her talents after the strictures of her childhood seemed to be collapsing. She had a son she could not mother (she never ceased alternatively blaming him and herself for the ruins of their relationship, and he died from complications of diabetes a year before she did, estranged from me as well as from her) and a husband terrified about his health and increasingly dissatisfied with his profession and their marriage. She was desperately seeking solace and affirmation, and she turned to me.

I was my mother’s consolation and her prize—her project, her companion, her achievement, her mirror. Determining at my birth that I would be a writer and therefore needed a nom de plume, she gave me the exotic and masculine-sounding name “Gene”; my father, with no such agenda, insisted I be called the more feminine “Jeanne.” She grudgingly admired my strong will and the “determined jaw” I was born with, which she saw as an indication that we were kindred spirits. Every possible talent and ability was lovingly, generously cultivated (including some I actually had, although I didn’t fulfill the prime directive and begin to  write professionally until my late forties). I became, to my mother’s delight and relief, “unusual”—the student every teacher loved, the child upon whom she could lavish all her gifts and all her attention—her second chance.

With everything she gave me, my mother asked a great deal back, while denying she asked anything at all. The most taxing of her demands was paradoxical: I was to fulfill all her potential as well as my own, but we must always remain the center of each other’s universe; I could do anything I wanted but leave. She protested repeatedly that she was too sophisticated for her conventional Midwestern hometown but felt betrayed when I eventually moved to New York City for good, though she clearly groomed me to do so. I never imagined, any more than she did, how much I sustained her. Her exterior belied it; my unspoken responsibility was to make sure nothing interfered with that image for either one of us.

In most situations my mother took charge with her red-is-a-neutral authority, but on close inspection I see there were gigantic gaps, which I noiselessly filled for her. She was a superb woman in a crisis, as long as it didn’t threaten her inconsolable core. In times of calamity the delicate balance between my needs and my mother’s collapsed. Then she had to obliterate me. At these moments—there were only a handful, but they were life-defining—I lost her completely as the guardian of my security.

The way my mother dealt with her miserable living situation, which with the rest of her travails must have pushed her endurance to the breaking point, was the first time this happened, and it shocks me still. Unable to insist that they move away from her in-laws’ aegis to a home of their own, she made a suicide threat in front of me (I was six at the time) that had the effect of persuading my father to take action. I didn’t find out until my twenties when she confessed to me that she considered it her only  recourse; clearly I’d had to forget because the implications were so disturbing.

The problem, then and later, was not that she ignored my feelings or the impact of her actions on me when she felt trapped, but rather that she failed to consider me as a separate person altogether. I became her instrument and her prop, her ultimate accessory, without feelings of my own. That it might harm me to be used in this way could not enter her mind because our needs were identical; you can’t damage your own reflection. As I got older I was expected to do far more than simply be there; I became her witness. If I protested or refused to do what she required of me, this fault line in my mother’s character made her turn on me like a Fury, and I became her enemy. Because she couldn’t bear to think of herself as failing me (unlike her own mother, she had to be a perfect one), she ended up accusing me of failing her.

My solution was to implement a form of evasive action so elegant that I never knew I was doing anything: I instinctively started protecting her by asserting emotional self-sufficiency precisely in the areas where she was wanting. I tried to give her no more chances to let me down. I stopped waking her when I had a nightmare, sometimes after a lengthy internal debate. I refused to have babysitters, claiming that I was capable of taking care of myself. These actions made me proud and brought out the best in her; it was a mutually convincing facsimile of being grown up. My intention was to shield her from anxiety so completely that she could never again have an occasion to doubt herself; to accomplish this I became anxious for two. It ended up making me an unusually empathic therapist, but it swamped me with emotions I had no resources to metabolize. The purpose and the price went unnoticed until the day she died, when I no longer needed to pay it.

For the longest time I had an intimation that something in my past didn’t compute. Was she as strong as she looked? If I was actually so secure, so adored (in between the bad episodes), why had anxiety that felt incapacitating plagued me my whole life? If she and I were so close, why did I feel so alone? Was I somehow to blame? How did I come to choose my vocation as a therapist at the age of ten (I have the letter I wrote her from camp to prove it)? These are the kinds of questions I’ve asked my patients for thirty-five years but never have adequately answered for myself before.

My mother stimulated me, encouraged me, and admired me, but she could never soothe me. Well before I had words to understand my experience, I never felt secure in her arms or confident that she could figure out how to make me comfortable without taking my discomfort as a sign of her inadequacy. The boundary, always too permeable between us, disintegrated under stress. Then I would become the mirror that reflected back not her best face but rather its unbearable underside—a dangerous thing for either one of us to see. So I learned to fit in, to feign comfort I didn’t feel, not to need what she couldn’t provide. The result was a silent despair that anyone would ever be attuned to me, and it had the effect of magnifying inborn sensitivities that neither one of us could handle. She recounted to me more than once, with ironic pride, that when I ran into something at age five and passed out in front of her, she fainted dead away and had to be revived herself. She took it as natural, even as a sign of laudable maternal instinct, that my anxiety made her intolerably anxious. I could only conclude there was no help for me.

My mother and I had an unspoken pact that met both our needs: I sustained her so subtly that she thought she was holding me. She couldn’t tolerate and never admitted human weaknesses  in herself, just like she never got sick; she didn’t spend a day in bed all the time I lived at home. I couldn’t turn to anyone else without betraying her and undermining her self-esteem; when I was a teenager she accused me, with real pain and bitterness, of preferring my friends to her.

I had to guarantee that she would never know what I was doing to prop her up, so I thought of the episodes when she revealed her most damaged self as lapses or aberrations, not as glimpses of underpinnings of her personality as integral as her sense of style. My way of protecting her from the devastating knowledge of her intermittent but profound failures was not to acknowledge them myself.
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My parents did eventually design and build their dream house in the suburbs and settled into the trappings of haute-bourgeois contentment. But a deep reservoir of suppressed malaise was already poisoning their genuine mutual affection.

I was fourteen when my mother first discovered signs that my father, unlikely as it seemed from his retiring demeanor, was an adulterer. He denied it, and she chose to believe him, or at least to suspend her disbelief. A year and a half later, when renewed suspicion prompted her to open his mail for the first time in her life, the evidence (bills for a car, furniture, and clothes she hadn’t bought and a rent statement for an apartment at a hitherto unknown address) was inescapable. She showed up at my high school that afternoon with a suitcase full of my clothes and announced that we were moving out of our house and into a hotel.

But she could not stop there. She needed a witness, someone to validate her perception and vindicate her outrage, and it had  to be me. Over my tears and frantic resistance, she insisted that I alone—not her sister who lived in the neighborhood, not a friend—accompany her to that apartment; of course she managed to get the keys from the super. There we had to go together from room to room, noting every detail of an environment (the robin’s-egg-blue Princess phone stands out) entirely devoid of her trademark panache or palette. Afterward, when the only thing I wanted was to rush back home to my own room and bolt the door, she was furious with me. How could I want to desert her when I had a duty to perform?

But she could not stop there. When she moved us back home a week later—he promised to mend his ways—she demanded that the apartment be dismantled and that the ugly furniture, the carpet, and the car be handed over to me; for once she had no trouble giving a direct order, and he complied. She interpreted my angry tears—I hated everything but the car, and wanted no part of the spoils or my role as enforcer—as ingratitude. (A decade later, when she came to New York to help me move out of the apartment I shared with another secretive, unfaithful physician, she did give me a heartfelt apology, precious because it was so rare.)

Things never felt the same after we returned. The house had become a stage set, not a real place with a real family, and I fled, making more and more of myself off-limits and spending as much time as possible in what passed for bohemia in Cincinnati. She didn’t let me go without a fight. I thought she was trying to control me, but now I know she was actually struggling frantically not to drown as her life preserver took on a life of its own and swam away.

It was then that I discovered music. Music had surrounded me my whole life—every member of my family played an instrument, and I spent hours singing folk songs and accompanying myself  on the guitar, but this was another experience entirely. This was music not as a performance or a means of self-expression, but as a different kind of company than I had ever known. Decades before Walkmans and iPods, when stereo was young and tape recorders behemoths, Glenn Gould playing Bach on the piano became the companion of my solitude, transporting me to a world of order, clarity, and resolution, where passion and grief were expressed but manageable, life made sense, and consolation was possible. I didn’t have to do anything or be anything to receive its balm. It has been my lullaby, my refuge in pain and fear, ever since. It took my mother’s place, and it was so private she couldn’t be jealous.
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