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PART ONE

NAMELESS PAIN

I should be happy with my lot:

A wife and mother—is it not

Enough for me to be content?

What other blessing could be sent?

A quiet house, and homely ways,

That make each day like other days;

I only see Time’s shadow now

Darken the hair on baby’s brow!

No world’s work ever comes to me,

No beggar brings his misery;

I have no power, no healing art

With bruisèd soul or broken heart.

I read the poets of an age,

’Tis lotus-eating in a cage;

I study Art, but Art is dead

To one who clamors to be fed

With milk from Nature’s rugged breast,

Who longs for Labor’s lusty rest.

O foolish wish! I still should pine

If any other lot were mine.

—Elizabeth Drew Barstow Stoddard
(1823-1902)



CHAPTER 1

ON AN AUGUST MORNING IN 1986, I stepped down the aisle to “Here Comes the Bride” and walked the plank. Instead of a sword against my back, prodding me to take the plunge, it was my father at my side, gripping my elbow as I clutched a bouquet of white roses, rouged cheeks pulled taut, a perma-smile tacked across my face.

A few hours earlier, I had performed cunnilingus on one of my bridesmaids, Cathy. On the eve of my wedding, she and I had spent the night in Great Neck, in the house where I’d grown up, sharing my girlhood bedroom decorated with 1970s yellow plastic furniture, A Chorus Line posters, and hand-painted ceramic cats. While Cathy was in a sleeping bag on the cherry-red shag carpeting, I tossed and turned in my bed. At dawn, I stripped naked, slid beside her, and parted the strawberry-blond-haired lips of her vagina. Lifting her head from her pillow, she looked at me lynx-eyed. “Better get it out of your system now,” she said, grinning.

That was my last gasp of freedom before taking my vows. I wasn’t a lesbian or bisexual—I preferred cock to cooch. I was simply experimenting. I didn’t know who I was, only that, as a twenty-five-year-old woman, I was just beginning to develop a taste for adventure. Trying out new opportunities and testing my limits. Now, with the arrival of The Big Day, I was supposed to gladly put that research and curiosity behind me. Instead, it felt like the start of a very long long prison sentence.

My mother stood at the end of the aisle under a white lattice canopy woven with pink gerberas and spider lilies. I could always count on her to save me, but not now. Today she was acting the Jewish ur-mother, eyes brimming, hand patting her fluttering heart. My two younger brothers, Warren, twenty-three, and Andrew, twenty-two, flanked her, looking uncomfortable, their rented black-and-gray morning suits stiff like plaster body casts. I had one more year of graduate school to go, not a bit too young to get married. My mother had told me the best time to find a man was in college. After that, a girl’s chances dried up. It didn’t matter that my mother also confessed she wished she hadn’t married so young, at twenty-three. A greater loss would be to pass up a young man like Charlie.

“We’re all smitten with him,” she said. “He’s real and he treats you well, better than all the others we’ve seen.”

My friends were more understanding about my reluctance. Andee, my best friend from Great Neck, was a photographer’s stylist who had gotten married two months before me and moved into a West Broadway loft with her new husband. All my life I envied her. We were the same age and had grown up a mile apart. While I had always been on the puny side, my grandmother called her “a tall drink of water.” By the time Andee was thirteen, she had nearly reached her full height of five foot ten, with legs so long they came up to my waist and a rack to rival a Playmate of the Year’s. After five minutes in the sun, her skin was as brown as a bottle of Hawaiian Tropic Oil. Honey blond and coy, she attracted a flock of boys who circled her like vultures. I, on the other hand—flat, freckled, and brunette—was told I talked too much.

Andee’s husband, Paul, was now in business school. At her bridal shower, she and I had sneaked into the bathroom so she could smoke a Marlboro Light. She plunked down on the edge of the bathtub, her head in her hands.

“I don’t want to get married,” she confessed. “That’s why I’ve been engaged for a year and a half. I’m, like, not ready. I was content with my life the way it was, working freelance, going from boyfriend to boyfriend, living in my own apartment on Grove Street. In my heart, I don’t want to do this, but I think I’m supposed to. My mother is, like, encouraging it. Paul is the most substantial guy I’ve met, and he loves me.”

Now I, too, was about to marry a decent Jewish guy with a promising future who also loved me. My mother was filled with pride, and, in anticipation of her day of glory as the mother-of-the-bride, had undergone a face-lift. She had also been on a starvation diet so she would fit into her new, size 6, Emanuel Ungaro raspberry silk dress, which revealed not only her nipped waistline but plenty of cleavage as well. I barely recognized her. Normally she dressed like a rumpled artist in a paint-splattered work shirt.

The groom’s parents stood glumly on the opposite side of the canopy. Charlie’s father was a Westchester accountant renowned for his ability to concoct tax shelters. He had socked away enough money to afford a new car every two years and provide his wife with a fur wardrobe—minks, foxes, and a spectacular chinchilla—as well as enough jewelry to make the windows of Fortunoff look as if they’d been looted. But the finery was just for show. At heart, Charlie’s parents were budget-minded and simple. Nothing made them happier than receiving a greeting card on Groundhog Day.

I got the sense that Charlie’s parents didn’t like me. Perhaps they thought I would pressure their son to provide me with a lifestyle beyond his means. His mother would look me up and down and I would imagine her thinking: Pretty fancy girl wearing Kenzo and not even out of grad school. It felt like a dig every time they ticked off their other daughter-in-law’s achievements: Law degree! Master’s in international relations! In-house counsel at a national shipping company! Stock options!

A wedding was supposed to be the happiest moment of a girl’s life, the day she dreams of since her first bridal Barbie. But that August morning, nothing was turning out right. The sky was a noxious shade of gray-green, and the clouds rumbled with thunder as an electrical storm brewed. A makeup artist caked my face with alabaster foundation, painted my lips crimson, and applied a thick coat of black liquid liner to my lids. I looked like a geisha.

In preparation for taking my vows, I had taken a squirt of Binaca peppermint breath spray but, because my hand was jittery, missed my mouth and instead spritzed my eyeball. My eye felt as if it had been doused with lighter fluid and started watering uncontrollably. My geisha face was now running down my neck. A blushing bride I was not.

I was no longer on speaking terms with Andee. I had asked her to be my maid of honor and wear a Betsey Johnson pink lace dress, the color of Pepto-Bismol, like my other bridesmaids. She refused, or rather her mother did, convincing her daughter it was a waste to spend money—$350 to be exact, plus another $75 for a crinoline—on a shade she would never wear again. She was willing to buy the dress but only in white, which her mother insisted would be more versatile. I said no dice. Only the bride could be in white. If Andee didn’t agree to wear pink, she couldn’t be in the wedding party. Fine, she huffed. Then she went ahead, bought the dress in white, and wore it to my wedding out of spite.

I had been fantasizing about my gown since elementary school, when I would sketch in the margins of my composition books little tiara-topped brides in Cinderella skirts, Empire waists, high Victorian necks, or plunging décolletés. The version that I wound up with—a white silk taffeta confection with pouf sleeves, a bow-trimmed neckline, lace bodice, and six-foot train—was the dress of the moment, a knockoff of Lady Di’s. The Princess of Wales and I were nearly the same age and, although her fairy-tale marriage was already fraying by the time mine came around, when I spotted a copy of her dress at Bergdorf’s it conjured all kinds of romantic fantasies. Charlie was going to be my prince and we would live happily-ever-after in a manse trimmed and tasseled by a professional decorator where we would entertain and breed well. When my mother saw the two-thousand-dollar price tag of the dress, she vetoed it until we saw the design again for half the cost at Kleinfeld, a discount bridal shop in Brooklyn.

The entire wedding was an exercise in cutting corners. I wanted to be married at a swank hotel in Manhattan, like the Plaza or Pierre, even if it meant settling for a bare-bones cocktail party with pigs-in-a-blanket and cheese puffs. My mother wouldn’t have it.

“Think of Aunt Ruth and Uncle Norm,” she said.

They liked ballroom dancing on cruise ships. Uncle Norm dyed his hair shoe-polish black, and Aunt Ruth wore false eyelashes that he glued on for her. How could we ask them to travel all the way from Boca for an affair and not give them a sit-down dinner? But a wedding at the Plaza? Who were we, the Rockefellers? My mother opted for more bang for the buck and chose the Garden City Hotel, the best that Long Island had to offer.

My father was a radiologist but, being on a hospital salary in the Bronx, he wasn’t rolling in dough. Although I was his only daughter, he squabbled with my mother about the cost of my wedding, which resulted in my firsthand knowledge of the expression “Cheap is expensive in the end.”

Take the flowers. My mother and I spent several Saturdays studying arrangements at floral shops on Long Island’s South Shore. We decided on a big name in Cedarhurst, forking over a deposit. Two weeks before the wedding, my mother’s best friend told her she had just been to a bar mitzvah with centerpieces by our florist. They were pathetic, the withered blooms dropping all over the tables. My mother panicked. What would everyone say if my wedding turned out to be a funeral of flowers? My solution? Forfeit the deposit and sign on the florist’s rival. My mother agreed: Better to lose the five hundred dollars than the freesias. We hired the competition but that wasn’t the last of the original contender. He smacked my mother with a lawsuit, and she was eventually forced to pay the balance of the bill. Plus damages.

Then there was the photographer, a woman recommended to me by another Great Neck girl, part of the local stampede to the altar. Since her wedding was tasteful but hardly extravagant, I figured she had found an affordable, yet talented photographer. I gave my mother the go-ahead to hire the woman, but we never bothered to check out her work. Her style turned out to be candid camera: lopsided shots of guests with wind-tunnel expressions and their hands cropped out of the picture, making them seem like amputees. The pictures of me were no better. I appeared to be a stroke victim, with either one eye closed or my pink tongue glistening at the side of my mouth.

One year after I got married, my mother took me to Bachrach Studios in Manhattan where another hairdresser and makeup artist were waiting for me. (The ones who had done me up for my real wedding day were both dead of AIDS by then.) We unpacked my gown from the dry cleaner’s storage box, and I clasped a fresh bouquet of white roses, posing for a new set of pictures, pretending to be a bride-to-be rather than the wife I already was, with my natural flowing brunette hair now cut into a Donna Reed bob, artificially brightened with blond streaks.

The highlight of this circus of appearances was the walk down the aisle itself. My father paused to lift my veil and tenderly kiss me on the cheek before handing me over to the groom. The whole ritual of giving the bride away was a joke. I figured my father was so happy to get rid of me, he’d kick up his heels and dance between the rows of guests, singing, “Heaven, I’m in heaven . . .” During the reception, he pulled a pocket calculator out of his morning coat and took Charlie aside. Punching in several figures, my father showed the tally to my new husband and said, “That’s how much money you’ll save me once she’s off my payroll. Thanks.”

Did I come with a dowry of kitchen appliances, too?

Watching their feudal exchange, I wondered how the hell I’d wound up here. One year earlier, I had entered an art history graduate program at New York University’s Institute of Fine Arts. I roomed with Jessica, a fat banker suffering from severe adult acne, who’d placed an ad in the Village Voice looking for someone to share her railroad studio on York Avenue. I stayed because the rent was affordable—six hundred dollars a month—the maximum my father agreed to.

After my second semester, my parents announced they were cutting the cord, severing me from financial support. I would have to get a job and pay my own rent. Now plenty of students do it but, being from Great Neck where poor was considered a four-letter word, I panicked. Entry-level art world jobs paid minimum wage, and I had at least one more year before completing my master’s—and plenty more if I were to continue for a doctorate. How would I make enough to cover the cost of housing and finish school before memory loss set in?

Let’s face it. I was a turbo-JAP who foresaw the worst: becoming a squatter in Alphabet City living without electricity, spending the next twenty years completing my higher education by candlelight. My parents offered an alternative. I could marry Charlie and, while he was in law school and I grad school, our fathers would split the tab. There would be no worry about creature comforts, let alone the Con Ed bill.

“Did Mom and Dad also tell you you’d have to get a job to pay your rent?” I asked my brother Warren. “Because they told me I have to, otherwise I’ve got to get married.”

Now in his second year of dental school at Boston University, Warren was planning on a maxillofacial surgery residency before continuing on to medical school—a decade of postgraduate studies that my parents had no complaints about funding.

“Maybe they don’t see you going anywhere,” he said with a shrug. “That was a nudge. Get a job. Be an adult. Stop mooching. They’re pushing you out of the nest. What are you going to do with an art history degree anyway?”

He had a point. I had chosen art history because my mother and Charlie encouraged it. My college courses had been inspiring and I could always teach—if it came to that. With the pressure on, I gave Charlie The Ultimatum.

“What am I supposed to do?” he said. “Ask you to marry me?”

Satisfied by that most unromantic of proposals, I said “Yes.”

As a liberal young couple, Charlie and I arranged to have an unconventional ceremony: a lesbian rabbi would marry us. We assumed she’d be on our wavelength when we said we didn’t want a traditional Jewish wedding with Hebrew prayers and yarmulkes. We wanted to keep it simple and secular, a brief pledge to love each other till death do us part.

Once we were under the canopy, our lefty rabbi turned Lubavitch on us. She started speaking in the language of the Israelites, quoting King Solomon, and explaining the Talmudic symbolism of everything from the canopy to the hair on my head. Suddenly, it seemed as if God had thrown a switch, igniting the electrical storm. Bolts of lightning crackled outside. The stormy weather so inspired the rabbi, she had a spontaneous vision: Our wedding was nothing less than a symbol of Israel’s union with God when the Hebrews received the Torah at Sinai surrounded by fire and flashes of light.

Here we were at the Garden City Hotel, a splashy marble-and-glass four-star property with valet parking, breath mints at the concierge’s desk, and the faint odor of chlorine from the indoor pool wafting through the sanitized air. This the rabbi was comparing to the sacred desert?

Finally, it was time for Charlie to smash the wedding glass. According to custom, the groom was supposed to wrap the goblet in a napkin, place it on the ground, and give it a resounding stamp. Either his timing was off or the glass was at the wrong angle but the thing didn’t break. Instead of cries of “Mazel tov” filling the room, all you could hear was Charlie’s lone voice, “Holy shit.”

Eventually, we said “I do”—at least, I thought that’s what it meant when the rabbi told us to repeat after her in Hebrew. When Charlie and I finally kissed, you could feel the canopy heave as the wedding party breathed a collective sigh of relief. We were husband and wife.

But what I felt was a far cry from release. I had a lump in my throat and was holding back tears. My childhood was over. Great Neck might not have been Mayberry but all I wanted was to turn back time, go home, and give myself a Tinkerbell manicure.

From start to finish, the wedding reception was a complete blur, a moving image of hors d’oeuvre platters, table-hopping, and great-aunts recounting how the last time they saw me, my hair was in pigtails. During the horah, Charlie and I were hoisted into the air on banquet chairs that tipped from side to side, like ships rolling on ocean swells. We gripped the edges for dear life while the mad frenzy of guests circled us. Although Charlie appeared both wide-eyed and delighted by all the attention, I flinched every time the shutter clicked, capturing the Kodak moments.

I was buzzing from the disappearing acts I’d made to the powder room with my bridesmaids to snort toot on the porcelain toilet tank. Squeezed into a single stall, they did their best to pep me up.

“Charlie’s an idealist,” said Cathy. “He makes you laugh. He’s high-spirited and smart.”

I had known Cathy since my junior year at Barnard. We first met in a dorm where she was eating cold peas from a can for breakfast, wearing a metallic blue raincoat, black micro miniskirt, and bronze pumps. She was tiny, smaller than me, but very bosomy. With her flaming red hair, frosted eye makeup, and hurried manner, she appeared a fiery sprite who looked so glamorous, I assumed she’d grown up in “The City,” as we Great Neckers referred to Manhattan. No, she said, Lubbock, where she was raised a Southern Baptist, the youngest of six kids, all of whom played the guitar in church during Sunday hymns, and went to parochial school in a green-and-navy-checked uniform.

During my senior year, I moved to Paris to write my thesis. Cathy was already living there, attending an international business school. When she had a free weekend, we spent it together, a pair of single American girls. One night, we went to see the Béjart Ballet at l’Opéra, met a couple of French guys, got sloshed on red wine, and had a foursome. What a memory—an up-close view of my friend being fucked from behind.

Back in the Garden City Hotel bathroom, another one of my bridesmaids, Susan, offered her support for Charlie. “He’s a really good person,” she said. “He’ll be a good father to your children. You can be proud to be married to such a man. He doesn’t try to change you.”

Susan and I had become friends in graduate school. Auburn-haired, green-eyed, and six feet tall, she was the most composed woman I had ever met, never overreacting, swearing, or sleeping around, though totally nonjudgmental about those who did. I liked her immediately. She dressed up for class—fuchsia lipstick, Yves Saint Laurent jumpsuits, cinch belts around her wasp waist, and four-inch spike heels with ankle straps. We were united in our contempt for a dykey-looking student who wore cat-eye glasses and had a dark, fuzzy upper lip, calling her The Troll, and another with a vertical shaft of black wiry hair whom we named Nefertiti Head.

After the first year, Susan and I were each granted summer travel fellowships and together went to southern France. I was awestruck by everything: the silvery olive trees, the open-air markets, and, no matter how provincial the town, that French women always had great haircuts.

In Cap d’Antibes, Susan and I went midnight skinny-dipping. We were staying in a hotel on the Mediterranean shore where, beneath a full moon, I gave a blow job to the manager, a married Frenchman and Rock Hudson look-alike. When he moaned, “Tu me fais jouir,” I quickly pulled my mouth away, not wanting to swallow frog jism. He caught the spurt in his hand before flinging it out to sea.

None of my bridesmaids was planning on marriage anytime soon, if at all. Their parents had actually discouraged it, only wanting their daughters to be happy and self-sufficient. Cathy’s would refer to her boyfriends as “that Drake,” or “that Nicholas,” like they were some sort of germs. Susan’s mother expected her daughter to remain a virgin indefinitely. My girlfriends never gave a thought to the things that worried me: time running out, the fading of my youthful glow, and every available guy on the planet being taken. With other priorities, Cathy had transferred to Columbia University to finish business school and Susan was heading to Los Angeles to complete her PhD at UCLA.

Looking at them, I had to swallow the resentment rising in my throat. Didn’t I have what every girl really wanted—a husband? If so, then why, on my wedding day, did it feel like they were the ones leaving me behind?

When finally the reception ended and the guests had grabbed the centerpieces on their way out, my bridesmaids said their good-byes. It was time for Charlie’s and my parents to go. I could sense they were lingering. Their gazes were wistful, and I imagined them hearing the words to “Sunrise, Sunset” about how quickly children grow up.

Although the song expressed the parents’ loss, it reflected mine, too. When did I become such an adult? I may have been in my midtwenties with some hard living behind me but I wasn’t yet ready to settle down, run a home, and keep the refrigerator stocked. I wasn’t ready to be a Mrs.

I didn’t want our parents to drive away. Once they were gone, there would be no postponing the inevitable: the honeymoon suite of the Garden City Hotel. There, the sight of the king-size bed covered in a mauve sateen spread, on which my bridesmaids had strewn red rose petals, awaited us. Everyone probably thought that as newlyweds, Charlie and I couldn’t wait to rip off our wedding clothes and consecrate our marriage with scented massage oils and marathon lovemaking.

When we entered the room, we pulled back the drapes to check out the view over the parking lot. Then, exhausted, we collapsed into a pair of tufted armchairs. He was still wearing his wing-collared shirt and gray-and-black-striped foulard, while I had on my gown and garter. We ordered room service. The performance of the white-gloved waiter lifting the silver-plated lids off our filet mignon dinners while we remained formally dressed made us feel like we were on Robin Leach’s Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous.

We ate our dinner watching TV, afterward raiding the mini bar for Toblerone chocolate and Diet Cokes, gossiping about who did and didn’t do what at the wedding. We showered separately, using the sample-size Crabtree & Evelyn bath products. It was midnight before we finally forced ourselves to pull back the bedcovers. Neither of us said a word. We just lay there in silence with the lights out until I finally got up the nerve to whisper, “Now what?”



CHAPTER 2

I HAD NEVER QUESTIONED WHETHER I’d get married or even when. It was what was expected. Like earning a high school diploma. Sometime in my midtwenties, after college and around the time of graduate school, I’d have a husband. Until then, I’d be in a state of suspended animation.

Growing up, I imagined the man I married to be handsome, rich, and gallant. He would know a lot about literature and Europe. Together we would discover and create a life of sophistication, though he would naturally be the one to get things done and make the right decisions for both of us. He would make me feel safe; he’d understand my needs without me ever having to voice them. My faith in his character would give him the determination to succeed. Helping him to become a provider was part of the package. Our wedlock would promote self-sustaining harmony and contentment. We would kiss in front of the kids and sleep like spoons.

I didn’t expect togetherness to be such a struggle. I didn’t anticipate that in moving forward in marriage, there would be so much waiting—to talk, to fuck, to return to that preternatural wonderment that inspired you to become a couple in the first place. I never dreamed marriage would be not just defining, but in fact restrictive, requiring you to squelch your own desires for the sake of a presumably greater good: commitment. I had no idea that, by and large, wives bear the emotional weight of the relationship and are more likely to become depressed and sick than their husbands.

I naively believed that signing a marriage license would silence the erotic utterances in my head and perfidious urges in my body. I could not have guessed how much I would chafe under a contract enunciating, for better or for worse, that marriage equals monogamy. I had no idea that, statistically, women initiate two-thirds of all divorces, though I would eventually understand why.

One thing I thought for certain: My future would be different from my parents’. I attributed their problems to an original clash of personalities, not to the institution of marriage itself. Had I known better, I might not have gotten married at all.

When I was a girl and the magnolia tree bloomed on our front lawn in May, my mother would perform an annual ritual—walking around our property with her orange shears, clipping armfuls of yellow forsythias, tulips, and daffodils. She would arrange the radiant bouquets in glass vases around the house and open the windows. The fresh air would blow cool and forceful off the Sound, sweeping the scent of cut flowers throughout the rooms. It was the smell of a happy home. I didn’t know just how happy it was until the spring of 1972, at the age of eleven, when the magnolia shed its pink-tipped white petals, carpeting the new grass with what appeared to be tatters of silk lingerie while the vases remained oddly empty. That was the year my mother attempted suicide.

We had moved to the house in 1966 when I was five and my brothers, Warren and Andrew, were three and two. Located in Kings Point, the gold coast of Great Neck, we had a 1950s brick-and-redwood ranch with wide-open rooms covered in either terra-cotta tiles or rust carpeting. It was filled with Scandinavian modern furniture, Vasarely op art, and Robert Indiana LOVE posters.

Bobby Vinton, the pop star who sang “Roses Are Red” and “Blue Velvet,” lived up the street. His house was similar except it had a basement rehearsal studio where he practiced with his backup dancers. But ours had twice as many windows, skylights, and glass doors—114 in all. The house felt so light and airy, it might as well have been filled with helium. When the weather was warm, my mother liked to sit in a white lounge chair planted on the grassy pasture of our backyard, smoking a Kent, marveling at the lush wedge of land shaded by weeping willows and Norway maples. “This is my backyard,” she would say in disbelief. “I have a backyard.”

She had grown up in Flatbush, Brooklyn, on Albemarle Road, in a two-bedroom apartment where the furniture was frayed and the only greenery was a tree-lined sidewalk in front of the building. Her father—an Eastern European immigrant who gained passage to this country with a pocketful of gold coins and later made several million dollars—put off redecorating because he always planned on moving. Every Sunday, he got dressed up in a dark suit, gray fedora, and diamond pinkie ring to go to Manhattan to look at real estate. He had enough money to buy an entire block. But my mother’s mother, my grandmother, said no. She told him he lacked the class and his accent embarrassed her. In truth, there was another reason.

“What will I do without Sam Popkin, my butcher?” she said to her sister in secret. Could he and my grandmother have been having an affair? Or was his brisket really that good?

My grandmother was twenty years younger than my grandfather and very beautiful. Blond, blue-eyed, with milky skin, she looked like a shiksa, a gentile girl, which was to her advantage growing up in Minooka, Pennsylvania. It was a coal-mining town populated by Jew-hating Poles who liked to beat up her kind at the local dairy.

One day in 1935, my grandmother accompanied her brother, a lamp salesman, to New York City on a business trip. They took his car, a light blue Packard, and when he stopped to see a vendor on the Bowery, my grandmother waited for him in the passenger seat. At that moment, a black Cadillac backed into the car. It belonged to a man who owned a neighborhood furniture factory. At the sight of my grandmother, he fell head over heels and quickly made her his wife.

Born in Bialystok, my grandfather studied the Talmud before coming to America in his twenties. Partnering with a guy named Benny, my grandfather became a successful manufacturer of upholstered furniture, owning multiple plants. When television advertising appeared in the 1940s, he dismissed it as a fad. However, after Bernadette Castro, the four-year-old daughter of Bernard Castro, made her TV debut in 1948, demonstrating how easy it was to convert one of her father’s sofas into a bed, Castro Convertibles presented serious competition, causing my grandfather’s business to slip. Benny took it hard and jumped out of a second-story window of his home in Kingston, New York. He lived, though never as well as my grandfather, who, all along, had been investing in the stock market. He was quite a wiz.

My grandfather had no idea that despite her beauty, my grandmother was out of her mind, a total crackpot—paranoid, schizophrenic, obsessive-compulsive, mean, and prone to hallucinations. She had only an eighth-grade education, lapsed into a phony Gaelic brogue, thinking she was from a made-up town in Ireland, “Largalacia.” She called herself Timothea McTaggert, not realizing the last name was Scottish. But that was beside the point. Her real name was Alice Tamres.

When my mother was little, my grandmother used to take her to the roof of their building and look over the edge, telling her the trees were beckoning them to jump (probably the reason why my mother suffers from acrophobia to this day). Returning from the butcher, my grandmother would bring back chicken heads and give them to my mother to play with. She never allowed my mother to pick out her own clothes and constantly attacked her appearance, from the bump on her nose to her dark frizzy hair, insisting she Scotch tape her bangs to her forehead at night in order to straighten them. Shopping and grooming were my grandmother’s major pastimes. She would preen on Flatbush Avenue wearing Christian Dior and later Norman Norell, her inch-long nails painted Elizabeth Arden poppy pink.

The fact that my grandmother gave birth to a son with severe Down syndrome didn’t help her mental health. My mother was six at the time and knew her mother was expecting. But after she went to the hospital and returned home empty-handed, my grandmother told my mother that the baby had coughed up green vomit and died. In truth, my grandparents had shipped him off to Letchworth Village—a turn-of-the-century state nuthouse tucked away in Thiells, New York—never expecting him to survive. Upon her father’s death in 1965, my mother, then twenty-eight, discovered she had a brother. When she went to visit, she found him to be a near vegetable in diapers with a propensity for eating newspaper and pebbles. He liked having his back rubbed with baby powder. That was the state in which he lived for sixty years.

As rich as my grandfather was, my mother never had her own bedroom. She had to bunk with Theresa, the maid. My grandparents did indulge my mother’s talent for both music and art. In the evening, when my grandmother stood at the stove in a housedress sautéing onions for a brisket, she allowed my mother to sketch on the apartment walls as if they were a canvas. After work, when my grandfather ate his supper at the kitchen table in an undershirt, he would chew his food, listening to my mother practice Chopin and Tchaikovsky on their baby grand Steinway. When she was a teenager, he sent her to Italy, first on the Queen Elizabeth and then on the Queen Mary, chaperoned by a woman who was hired to show my mother the splendors of Europe. Lacking an education themselves, my mother’s parents enrolled her in fine private schools—Brooklyn’s Ethical Culture and Packer Collegiate—claiming to want the very best for their daughter. In truth, they were breeding her to marry well.

She studied painting at Columbia University where, after completing her bachelor’s degree, she was one of only three women accepted to the school’s graduate program in fine arts. The painter Philip Guston was her teacher. While the male students were each granted their own massive art studios, enabling them to lay their canvases on the floor to create heroic abstract expressionist works, the style of the day, the women had to share a space together, one that was half the size. Although my mother was prone to impassioned slashes of a paint-gobbed brush, she, like the other girls, was expected to control herself, to act like a lady and dab the pigment on her easel painting. But the restrictions didn’t hold her back. In 1959, she was awarded a scholarship to Hans Hofmann’s summer school in Provincetown and, a year later, won Columbia’s purchase prize, for which the university bought one of her paintings, called A Drop of Sunshine, hanging it in the engineering school.

Living in a dorm, my mother and her roommate, a novelist, planned on renting an apartment together in Manhattan after their graduate degrees, a place where one would paint and the other write. My grandfather nixed that possibility. He was from the Old Country where nice Jewish girls didn’t live on their own. An apartment was out of the question.

He decided his daughter should go for another postgraduate degree, this one in medical illustration from Johns Hopkins, which would provide her with opportunities to meet and marry a doctor. After visiting the school—where students were drawing human ears pickled in formaldehyde jars—my mother, who had always been timid and compliant, refused to apply. However, part two of my grandfather’s plan did pan out when she went to a Halloween party and met a twenty-nine-year-old New York Hospital radiology resident.

Neither had attended the party in costume but each thought the other was wearing one. My father had come with another doctor directly from the hospital. Still in their scrubs, they ban-daged up a third guy as if he were a patient, transporting him on a stretcher, the three pretending to be part of a MASH unit. My mother had intended to go as a flapper, wearing a very short skirt, but her father refused to allow her out of the house looking so risqué. He forced her to change into a modest black cocktail dress and pearls. When she arrived at the party, the hostess, a drama student, couldn’t believe her friend, the artist, hadn’t arrived in costume. Wrapping a feather boa around her neck and applying some heavy makeup, the hostess transformed my mother into a prostitute. None of the men at the party was remarkably dressed—an eye patch here, a feather headdress there—so when my mother spotted my father, she was impressed by what she believed was his medical getup. He, in turn, thought she was racy and fun. (Not the virgin she actually was.) Less than a year later, they said “I do.”

My father was raised in Great Neck, the son of lawyers who had grown up in the tenements of the Lower East Side where they were childhood sweethearts. My paternal grandmother had wanted to start her own legal practice but, as a woman, knew she needed a husband’s name attached to it. So she convinced my grandfather, who had become the assistant commissioner to the Boy Scouts of Manhattan, to get a degree from Brooklyn Law School. She scrubbed floors for a nickel a room in order to put herself through Columbia Law, becoming one of the first women to pass the New York State Bar. It was her decision to raise a family in Great Neck, a suburb renowned for its school system.

My paternal grandparents were a cold, hardworking couple—the Jewish intellectual version of Grant Wood’s American Gothic. My father and his younger brother were frequently ignored. Dinner consisted of whatever was in a pressure cooker that their mother filled in the morning before she went to work. Left on their own, my father and uncle became quasi-delinquents, skilled at making explosives and shooting pellet guns. Had they not also been eggheads, they surely would have wound up wearing county stripes.

My father’s IQ was off the charts. In 1947, when he was in high school, he took himself to the Stevens Institute of Technology in New Jersey for an aptitude test and scored higher than 99 percent of the freshman engineering students. Attending Cornell University in the early 1950s on a Merit Scholarship, he invented an automatic transmission nearly identical to one that Buick patented soon after. Among my father’s fraternity brothers, he was known as “Gizmo.”

His personality was actually split: a geek drawn to feats of derring-do. In college, he rode a Triumph motorcycle to class, speeding across a narrow footbridge that swayed over a gorge with a two-hundred-foot drop. At twenty, he zipped around Europe in his red Austin-Healey. With a camera concealed in the bumper, he drove to Vienna—at the time a “four-power” city—and surreptitiously photographed the Soviet soldiers.

Marriage to my father was my mother’s liberation. With him, she discovered her appetite for adventure. It was his idea to take a four-week honeymoon island-hopping around the Caribbean in propeller planes. A talented photographer, he had built his own underwater camera to shoot deep-sea fish. He convinced my mother—who was more a wader than a swimmer—to scuba dive without even taking a lesson. They stayed in hotels where lizards and bat-size bugs crawled across the ceiling, conceiving me in one of those places.

In 1961, right after I entered the world, my parents moved to Europe. Fulfilling his military service, my father was stationed at an American air force base in Wiesbaden, Germany. Living overseas gave my mother a sense of accomplishment. She became fluent in German and did one of the many things her father had prohibited—got a driver’s license. As a girl in Brooklyn, she had always felt like an outsider. Now that she actually was one, she felt at home.

In 1963, just before my father’s tour of duty ended, my mother gave birth to Warren at the air force hospital. Our family returned to the United States, where my parents rented a two-bedroom apartment behind the Great Neck railroad station. Less than two years later, Andrew was born.

My mother put her life as an artist on hold to raise us three kids. She single-handedly night-herded us to our beds and rounded us up each morning, wrestling us into our clothes, lassoing my brothers into a double stroller as I kicked at the door to go to the park. Whether from indifference or immunity, she remained unfazed by our constant noise and mess. Housekeepers quit without notice, swearing no children were as unruly as the Hayt kids.

My father agreed, finding his offspring about as enjoyable as mosquitoes on a humid night. Although he never said so, he was actually more frustrated with himself. He had dreamed of becoming an engineer, but his mother had put an end to that. In her mind, the profession did not welcome Jews whereas medicine did. In addition, because of her Depression-era mentality, she believed health came first and there would always be a need for physicians. Following his mother’s orders, my father became a doctor, though the career left him discontented and he became short-tempered at home. While reading, he shut us kids out by corking his ears with his fingers. Watching TV, he blasted the volume to cover the sound of us in the background. If we tried to talk to him, he barked, “Busy!”

Occasionally, though, he shared his devilish side. Taking us with him to work, he strapped us onto an X-ray machine—a fluoroscopy table—as if it were an amusement park ride. Using a remote control, he spun the unit 360 degrees, flipping it upside down and dipping it forward, causing us to shriek with gleeful terror. Afterward, he handed out souvenirs—60cc syringes and sterile gloves—that later served as great squirt guns and water balloons.

My mother was the gentler parent. She would peel open silver maple pods, affix the little green propellers to our noses, and instruct us to make believe we were helicopters. She would stick watermelon seeds to our foreheads like bindi dots. At night, if one of us had a bad dream, we trudged with pillows and blankets into our parents’ bedroom, setting up camp at the foot of my mother’s bed where we could count on comfort, despite the hard floor.

Once Andrew outgrew his crib, my parents bought a house. It was in Kings Point where turn-of-the-century tycoons, including Walter P. Chrysler, William K. Vanderbilt II, Alfred P. Sloan, and Moses Annenberg, had once colonized the idyllic peninsula overlooking the Sound. They constructed rambling estates with separate servants’ quarters, mosaic-tiled bathing pavilions, multicar garages, greenhouses, guesthouses, horse stables, and grounds so vast, they could accommodate a team of polo players. This was a real-life version of Fitzgerald’s West Egg. But after the Second World War, the robber barons departed, parceling out their property to a new breed of plutocrats who moved up in the world by moving in.

These were the Jerry Epsteins, Sol Lefkowitzes, and Alan Weinbergs of the Lower East Side who left behind pushcarts after becoming millionaire merchants on Seventh Avenue or mass producers of trifles, like paper clips. They settled in Kings Point with their wives named Phyllis, or Harriet, or Sylvia, women who wore mink coats over their tennis whites. Right before Labor Day, a collective fashion fever gripped them—not only because the fall arrivals had hit the strip of posh shops on Northern Boulevard known as the Miracle Mile, but also because the High Holy Days were coming. You would think it was a liturgical imperative to buy not one, but two outfits, the first for Rosh Hashanah, the second for Yom Kippur. After all, how could you go to temple and not flaunt a new look as you sized up what the other congregants were wearing?

In contrast to these see-and-be-seen temple types, my family were the social misfits of Great Neck. Other than sitting down to eat at an appointed hour with proper utensils, my brothers and I had no rules and trouble was routine. Cartwheeling around my mother’s Steuben Glass collection and climbing on top of the roof were ordinary activities, which was probably why we were on a first-name basis with the emergency room staff at North Shore Hospital. At five AM on Saturdays, we mounted our bikes to set off firecrackers around Kings Point until the police returned us to our parents, who feigned disapproval before falling back to sleep. Our red-alert reputation made its way to the Nassau County Health Department. Officials in white lab coats appeared at our door after receiving a tip that the Hayt children had foot-and-mouth disease, a virus afflicting cloven-hoofed animals. (We actually had hand, foot, and mouth disease, another illness entirely.)

My father was Captain Disaster. He viewed a blizzard as an opportunity to test his snow tires on unplowed roads and a summer hurricane as an excuse to don his foul-weather gear and set sail on Long Island Sound. When a toilet in our house backed up, he dumped Clobber—a sulfuric acid concentrate used by professional plumbers—into the bowl without first diluting the solution with water, deliberately skipping that step in the instructions for efficiency’s sake. His shortcut resulted in a chemical reaction, releasing a mushroom cloud of heat and gases. To neutralize it, he then added baking soda. The toilet bowl exploded.

In 1969, my father nearly lost a limb when, mowing the lawn with his own tractor, the motor got clogged with wet grass clippings and he reached inside to fix it. He forgot to declutch the moving blades, which sliced off part of his fingers. Hand surgeons at North Shore did their best, enabling my father to return to work. I often wondered what his patients thought when they saw his stubs coming at them with a barium enema.

The older I got, the more aware I became that Great Neck was no place for us. We weren’t members of a country club, my parents didn’t play golf or tennis, and our backyard had no pool. Every expense from hiring a housepainter to taking a vacation caused my parents to fret about finances. Nor were my grandparents to be counted on for handouts. My parents aired their worries at the dinner table, which made me anxious and ashamed: Clearly, we weren’t rich enough to live where we did, yet they vacillated between pretending we were and panicking about it.

The difference between my father and the rest of the men in town was most obvious on Sunday mornings at Tabatchnik’s, a Jewish delicatessen in town, where they lined up in Fila warm-up suits and Tretorns, their hair straight and fluffy from a blow dryer. Kidding one another, the other fathers cut ahead to place their orders.

“Gimme half a pound a whitefish spread!”

“Schmaltz herring!”

“Slice me up some nova but ya betta make it nice and thin!”

Meanwhile, my father silently waited his turn in his 1960s air-force-issue, gray plastic eyeglasses and pressed polo shirt tucked into high-water trousers, his black hair smooth and gleaming like his shoes. Checking his Timex and grinding his teeth, he shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He didn’t like the crowd: businessmen, a crass and shady lot.

Bernie Mandelbaum had a monopoly on the artificial flower business and drove a white Eldorado, one hand on the steering wheel, the other holding a scotch as his chunky, gold ID bracelet spelling BERNIE clinked against the glass. Morty King was a commercial meat dealer with a head of hair plugs, a ballooning gut, and twig-thin legs. Whenever he ran into my father, Morty never tired of repeating the same stupid line. “Hey, Doc, you’re not the only MD around here. I’m an MD, too. A meat dealer!”

My father was the chief of radiology at a North Bronx hospital where the patients were lower-middle-class Italians who never let their bills get past due. Because his position paid better than most, he resigned himself to it grudgingly. The job had none of the prestige of academic medicine that his mother had wanted him to pursue. At that, my mother put her foot down. Teaching and research might be noble but they wouldn’t cover the bills, not to mention summer camp and college tuition.

“Go into private practice,” she had lobbied. “That’s where doctors make the real money.”

My father’s life became one of daily frustration. Leaving the house at seven AM, he drove forty-five minutes to the hospital, a constant reminder his brilliant mind was lying fallow. Every night, he headed home to Great Neck, turning onto Kings Point Road, a wide berth of freshly tarred pavement, sculpted hedges, and rustic stone fences—a landscape of signs indicating we were living beyond our means, a fact he blamed on my mother.

At six sharp, he entered the front door, giving it an angry thud, bellowing, “I’m home”—words that sucked the air from the house. That was my mother’s cue to put the meat loaf, mashed potatoes, and Birdseye June peas on the lazy Susan while my father made a beeline for the rosewood bar, fixing himself the first of many dry martinis with two green olives. Tightly wound, he was quick to raise a hand to my brothers and me if we descended on him too soon. We learned not to utter a peep until the alcohol kicked in and the tendons bulging around his jaw relaxed.

I didn’t dare kiss or hug my father. Not an affectionate man, he had a mean streak stoked by unwanted physical contact. Of course, all physical contact was unwanted. He was capable of punishing our Siamese cat by locking him in the shower or kicking our West Highland white terrier down a flight of steps because the dog was lazy and wouldn’t wait to crap outside. He never used a belt on us kids, but I was prone to spilling things. Just the thought of his reaction was enough to make me lose my grip on a glass of milk.

Despite being fearful, I didn’t hate him. More than anything, he awed and fascinated me. There seemed to be no question he couldn’t answer: “How much is four hundred forty-four times eighty-seven?” “How do you spell onomatopoeia?” “What does the moon have to do with the size of ocean waves?” “How was anti-snake venom discovered?” “Why does a high-pitched sound make glass shatter?” “Exactly how many years was the Hundred Years’ War?”

Once I was able to read, I figured out how to sustain his interest in me. In the mornings during the late 1960s, he started his day with tea and The New York Times. I would come up behind him, inhaling the delicious scent of his freshly laundered white dress shirt, Brylcreem slicking back his hair, and Old Spice on his clean-shaven face, which my mother compared to a movie star’s, Tyrone Power. Looking over his shoulder, I scanned the morning headlines, pumping him for explanations of the Tet offensive and My Lai massacre. Listening to his geopolitical analyses, I pretended to understand everything he said. At six-and-a-half-years old, I had no clue what the man was talking about.

In the evenings after dinner, my father helped me with my homework at the kitchen table. It didn’t matter how late the hour grew or if the rest of the household went to bed; he stayed by my side until I completed all my assignments, including the optional extra-credit ones. His expectations were high and many of his words went over my head, but I didn’t mind. The point was being close to him.

For the most part, my younger brothers bore the brunt of his rage. Out of his three kids, my father could count on me to behave and stay put when, to give my mother a break, he took us with him on Saturdays to Sears.

By the time Donny Osmond became a teen idol (mine), I was old enough to hang out with my girlfriends at La Koo Koo—a knickknack shop filled with mushroom-shaped candles, puzzle rings, and blow-up Bubble Chairs—located on Middle Neck Road, Great Neck’s main drag. I no longer wanted to accompany my father to home appliance stores. He and my brothers were beginning to form a trio bonded by do-it-yourself projects and car talk. Lunching with my mother at Lord & Taylor’s Birdcage restaurant was far more intriguing. She started divulging secrets, and we became a pair.

She was a funny woman, a wonderful storyteller, observing life like a silent comedy and always casting herself as a Charlie Chaplin outsider. Melodrama was the only language she spoke. If she recounted a scene of herself trying on a dress at a store and having trouble getting out of it, you could be sure the garment “lynched” her. My father never puttered but “left a trail of wreckage in his wake.” She had a flawless sense of timing, suckering you in with setups and small laughs before delivering the punch line.

“Do you think one side of my face is aging faster than the other?” she asked me.

Studying her closely, I wasn’t sure what to look for but observed the right side was smoother than the left.

“Maybe it’s because I sleep on that side,” she said. “How long will it be before I wake up with FIELDCREST stamped across my cheek?”

The more time we spent alone together, the more aware I became that my mother was not always in the mood to laugh. Some days, she could barely smile, distracted by a tendril of smoke spiraling from her cigarette, unaware a cylinder of ash had tumbled into her coffee cup. I began to equate these spells with her shaggy appearance. Although she went to the beauty parlor twice a week, her hair refused to hold a set. She bit her nails, and spokes of raspberry lipstick radiated into the smoker’s wrinkles around her mouth. The métier of matching shoes and bags, which came so naturally to Great Neck ladies, eluded my mother. Wearing a new outfit, she either spilled something on it before leaving the house or didn’t realize the price tags were still attached to her clothing.

With us three kids growing up, my mother questioned the way her life was unfolding. Once, she’d been a promising artist, but now she was potting geraniums in the backyard and taking needlepoint lessons. Attempting to find a more commercial venue for her creativity, she painted nursery pictures of ducklings and bunnies, framing them with pastel bows and gingham borders in the hope of selling them at Clothes & Things, a boutique in town. The owner, Suzy, tacked a thirty-five-dollar price tag on each of the pictures, displaying them in the window, alongside a rainbow of Courrèges wool turtlenecks. The merchandise sold out. Not the paintings, the sweaters.

“Do you have any idea what my fucking life is like?” my mother would later scream at my father after she thought we children were asleep. “You know, I could walk right out of this house and leave you and never come back and then what would you do? You’d be on your own, pal. I hate it here.”

Great Neck was torture for her. On Monday mornings at Gristedes, she would run into Dina Lowenstein, a part-time UJA fund-raiser, blinding in her eighteen-karat-gold chains dripping with diamond pavé Chai pendants.

“Did you hear the news?” Dina asked, her head in profile so that her new bunny-slope nose was on full view. “My Seth is playing in the East Coast Junior Tennis Championship this year! Could you die?

“. . . We’re having his bar mitzvah at Leonards,” she continued, referring to Great Neck’s banquet hall beveled and marbled in high-Liberace style. “Kids, they have to have what everyone else has. You’re taking yours south for a spring vacation, aren’t you?”

More and more, my mother wondered on what planet she had landed and who the real extraterrestrials were. Women like Dina weren’t doing anything interesting with their lives, yet they seemed mindlessly content. My mother wasn’t doing anything interesting, either, but at least she knew it. If her own unhappiness wasn’t bad enough, she also had her mother’s to deal with.

After my mother’s father died of a heart attack, my grandmother moved to Great Neck to an apartment off Middle Neck Road. Wandering the town like a vagrant, she spent hours at the railroad station, watching the trains. Unable to drive, she often took a taxi to our house to rail at my mother for abandoning her.

Despite the anguish my grandmother caused, I thought she was wonderful. Entering our front door in a gale of Joy perfume, she’d let out a mad shriek when she saw my brothers and me. My mother would rush to make her comfortable, installing her in our living room on a low, gold velvet love seat. Parceling out supersize Hershey’s chocolate bars and twenty-dollar bills to us kids, my grandmother would launch into a series of dirty jokes about popes and rabbis.

She liked to take me shopping at Bonwit’s on the Miracle Mile. Entering the store, she would introduce herself to a saleswoman as Timothea McTaggert. The minute I heard that brogue—the tip-off a spending delirium was about to set in—I knew I was getting one of everything in an assortment of colors.

It burned my mother up that my grandmother could win over us children so easily. Candy, money, and clothing. How could we not realize that by delighting in my grandmother’s ribaldry, we were siding with the enemy?

More unbearable was the latest development. My grandmother had started dating my father’s father—my other grandfather, the lawyer, who was now a widower. (My paternal grandmother died in 1963.) He still lived in Great Neck and, like many men, fell for my crazy grandmother’s looks.

“Guess what?” she said to my mother. “Your husband’s father wants to marry me. That would make my son-in-law my stepson and your stepbrother!”

My mother’s mother demanded my father’s father buy her a diamond ring if he wanted to marry her. When he wouldn’t, she turned down his proposal. Soon after, he had a stroke, leaving him partially paralyzed. His infirmity erased any of my grandmother’s lingering doubts about her rejection of him. The last thing she wanted was an invalid for a husband. Still, she carped about him constantly to my mother.

“I can’t stand another minute of this,” my mother shrieked at my father from their bedroom, which was down the hall from my brothers’ and mine. “I’m on the verge of a nervous breakdown! I need a vacation!”

“Goddamn it!” my father finally exploded. “I can’t keep up with the bills—Macrae’s fruit and Jimmy, the butcher. You’re going to cut coupons. And you’d better stop spending so much on Elizabeth!”

My mother spoiled me rotten. For my brothers’ birthdays, a Carvel ice cream cake, cardboard hats, and pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey were enough but, for me, the parties were all-out pageants. Created around different themes, like Cinderella or Snow White, she transformed our backyard into a wonderland of streamers, balloons, sparklers, banners, paper crowns, and goody bags. One year, she rented out Eloise’s room at the Plaza, anointing me as Eloise herself.

My mother opened a charge account in my name at Wormrath’s, a bookstore in town, where I was allowed to fill a shopping bag with as many Nancy Drew mysteries as I could carry. She took me to whichever Lincoln Center ballets and Broadway shows I wanted, as well as ones she thought would be good for me. She signed me up for lessons every day of the week: piano, figure skating, tennis, horseback riding, and dance.

At the age of six, I had entered Madame Bartova’s School of Ballet in Great Neck, and after several years I begged my mother to let me audition at the School of American Ballet in Manhattan. Although she didn’t believe a smart girl should waste her mind by becoming a ballerina, my mother relented, if only to let me figure out for myself that I was not going to be the next Suzanne Farrell. I didn’t even make it through the barre exercises before the instructors gave me the boot: I had no sense of rhythm. My mother felt so bad for her rejected daughter that she took me to Bloomingdale’s, where she bought me a diamond heart pendant.

While she showered me with presents, my father never voluntarily bought me a thing, let alone a gift for her. In fact, I never saw my parents share any tenderness. They slept in twin beds, didn’t touch, didn’t hold hands, didn’t kiss, didn’t go to bed early, didn’t get up late, didn’t take vacations without us kids, and didn’t laugh behind closed doors. The only sounds we heard coming from their bedroom at night were Walter Cronkite on the evening news or them fighting.

I tried to picture my parents as newlyweds: carefree, young, exploring a foreign country, full of hope and adventure. But it was hard to believe there ever existed a time when they weren’t arguing over the bills or were happy just being a family.

Perhaps it was an omen that after a particularly harsh winter, new shoots of grass were slow to sprout in the spring of 1972 when I was eleven.

My mother was spending a lot of time in bed. When the boys and I came home from school, she was usually in the kitchen, having a cup of coffee. Instead, we now found her in her room with the drapes drawn, staring up at the ceiling, chain-smoking.

“Is Mom okay?” we asked my father when he came home from work early one day.

“Don’t worry,” he snapped, sliding four Swanson turkey TV dinners into the oven.

We did worry. With good reason. The next afternoon, when we came home, my mother wasn’t there at all. My grandmother was. We knew this was a last resort, signaling a real emergency.

Late that night, after we were in bed, the slamming of the front door awakened us. My father had returned, my mother with him.

Busting from our rooms, we wanted to find out what had happened but, upon seeing her, were afraid to ask. She was leaning against my father, who guided her down the hallway to her bedroom. They were taking baby steps because her legs were wobbly. Her pale skin seemed especially translucent and her big blue eyes—ordinarily as luminous as marbles—were dull and sleepy.

“Your mother’s been at the hospital for back surgery,” my father said curtly.


OEBPS/images/ImNoSaint-cover.jpg
" Elizabeth Hayt






