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PRAISE FOR In Her Wake


“In Her Wake is as engaging as a well written novel, with truths and insights that are meaningful to every family.”

—MICHAEL JELLINEK, CHIEF, CHILD PSYCHIATRY SERVICE,
MASSACHUSETTS GENERAL HOSPITAL


 



 


“This inspiring book reaffirms the strength and resiliency of the human spirit.”

—ALVIN F. POUSSAINT, MD, PROFESSOR OF PSYCHIATRY
AT HARVARD MEDICAL SCHOOL AND JUDGE BAKER
CHILDREN’S CENTER; AUTHOR OF Lay My Burden Down



 



 


“In Her Wake is a moving story of mother and daughter, and the intimate echoes of family complications across the generations; as Nancy learns more about the mother she never knew, she also tells the story of her own journey and the story of a troubled but fascinating family, and helps the reader understand the twists and turns that love and loss can take.”

—PERRI KLASS, AUTHOR OF The Mercy Rule



 



 


“In Her Wake speaks to all of us who have lost a loved one to suicide and offers new and healing insights to a survivor’s journey. She helps us better navigate the maze that suicide leaves as its legacy and comforts us with the knowledge that we are not alone in our confusion and grief.”

—CARLA FINE, AUTHOR OF No Time to Say Goodbye
AND Touched by Suicide
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A NOTE TO THE READER

In order to protect the identity of several people in this publication, I have made symbolically equivalent substitutes for aspects of people’s life circumstances and characteristics.






Chapter One
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We shall not cease from exploration
 And the end of all our exploring
 Will be to arrive where we started
 And know the place for the first time.


—T. S. ELIOT, “Little Gidding”


 



 



The day my mother killed herself, she had just finished preparing her house on Marlborough Street for the anticipated return of her children after a fierce custody battle with my father. There were six of us and much to do. My sister Amy, who was 9 at the time, remembers that my mother asked us how we wanted our rooms to be decorated. Amy wanted her room to feel like a ship, and so my mother arranged for recessed shelves and curtains that billowed like sails. My grandmother was coming to live with us too, in a stylish third-floor suite. I do not know where my room was; it might have been the smallest room closest to my mother’s. I was her youngest child, barely 4 years old.

It was a house expecting people—fourteen rooms and five-and-a half baths in a turn-of-the-century townhouse on a tree-lined street near the Boston Public Garden where my mother lived with her new husband, Alex.  In her notes on the renovation, she recorded ideas for tastefully designed purposeful rooms—an octagonal dining room for dinner parties of roast suckling pig; ample bedrooms with fireplaces; a dumbwaiter that might have figured in the escapades of six mischievous children; a butler’s pantry; a spacious kitchen with a sleek Roper gas stove and a space-age intercom system between floors. Every convenience was state-of-the-art in 1963. There were capacious closets, perfect for hide-and-seek, and a graceful stairway winding down to a secluded backyard garden.

On this high-stakes day in September of 1963, Massachusetts Supreme Court Justice Arthur E. Whittemore1 considered my father’s appeal to keep custody of his children, and stayed our anticipated return until the appeal could be heard. We would not be coming home to my mother after all.

My mother and the new husband she had married a few months before would be the only people to fill these rooms. I imagine that when my mother heard Judge Whittemore’s decision, cold dread must have overcome her. In my mind, she was white as powder, her body slack and weighted down, stumbling from one room to the next, overwhelmed by the vacancy.

It is family lore that I am the last person my mother saw before she killed herself. She drove to my father’s house pleading to see the children, but I was the only child at home. My father demanded that she leave. Bee, our housekeeper, hustled me out the door and down the driveway toward my mother who waited desolate on the street. She bent down and caressed my hair—I remember—as she whispered instructions to Bee to watch over us, especially me. And then she left.

She left a suicide note as well as a grocery list—a list in preparation for our arrival that would never happen: Six tangerines. Two boxes of Kleenex (pink is crossed out and replaced by blue). Sugar-free root beer. Blue toilet paper. Four pounds rump roast. Lettuce. Tomatoes. Food for a family....
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I am often asked if I remember my mother. I appreciate that the question is a way to express the hope that my loss has been tempered, at least, by a photograph, a necklace, or her words—anything I might call on to evoke her presence. But I have few mementos and even fewer memories. My mother is defined by her absence.

Yes, some treasures can kindle her presence: a dainty birth announcement on elegant paper stamped with the date of my birth; a tarnished silver baby cup, dented at the rim and inscribed with my name; my worn woolen baby blanket; a pamphlet from my mother’s campaign for the Boston School Committee. I have a few photographs, including a formal portrait of my mother taken by a professional photographer when she was about 30 years old. In it, she looks self-assured, hair cropped fashionably short, a woman in control of her life, secure. She is wearing a dark wool suit with oversized buttons. The jacket is generous at the neck, revealing a strand of large pearls around her throat. She gazes somewhere just above the lens. Perhaps she is bothered by a racing thought. Her distant look gives the portrait a regal quality. When I look at photographs of myself at age 30, I notice a striking resemblance that is at times unnerving.

The pictures, a tatty blanket, a baby’s cup—these objects are all that I have after my mother’s death. When I was young, I thought a fire had destroyed all her belongings. But my father tells me now that “Alex would not turn over anything for the kids.”2


I have our shared name, Nancy. I have one vague memory of traveling by plane with my mother, of coming down the stairs onto the tarmac, sick to my stomach: It is hot, and I am wearing a blue and white sailor dress with a long red ribbon. I have tight braids. Mama is holding my hand and cleaning my face.

I have copies of old newspaper articles, which my older sister Judy retrieved from microfilm in the Boston Public Library when we were teenagers. Our curiosity about our mother was clandestine, sisters playing family telephone. The articles give details of my mother’s life, my parents’  marriage, divorce, and custody fights. In the vacuum created by my father’s hesitancy to talk about our mother, the articles allowed us to piece together an incomprehensible, soap-opera version of our history.

 



 



The most haunting article in Judy’s collection was on the front page of a local paper from September 17, 1963. It carried an elegant photo of my mother with a headline so large that four short words took up two lines:


 



SOCIETY WIFE A SUICIDE

 



And underneath,

 



LEFT 2 NOTES: FEARED LOSS OF CHILDREN  
Ends Tangled Life


 



And in detail:

 



Rappaport Custody Row Ends in Wife’s Pill Death

 



The bitter two-year custody fight involving the six children of Atty. Jerome Rappaport and Mrs. Nancy Vahey Rappaport Stanley took a shocking and tragic turn last night when the brilliant young mother died of a massive dose of sleeping pills.

 



Suicide Notes

A family spokesman said the attractive 34-year-old socialite was found by her husband Alexander O. Stanley, a lecturer at the Harvard Business School, in their apartment at 285 Marlborough St., Back Bay, last Tuesday afternoon.

In sealing her doom she dramatically and desperately tried to place the plight of her six children before the public.

Her death act climaxed a day of reversals for her. A custody award made in her favor in Suffolk Probate Court by Judge Edmund V. Keville was in danger of being reversed when the case was ushered into the state’s Supreme Judicial Court.

 



Appeals to the Judge

She had gone to the Quail St., West Roxbury, home of her former lawyer husband early in the day, had made an appeal to see her children and had been refused.

Rejected, she returned to her plush Marlborough St. apartment.

The note to Judge Whittemore was highly critical. In it she made a dying appeal to the judge to put the children in the custody of her present husband, Alexander Stanley, and her mother Mrs. Edith Vahey. This note was signed “Nancy Vahey Stanley.”

The second missive was addressed to Alexander Stanley. It read: “Dearest Alex, This is too much to keep putting you through. You have been more help than I could ever hope to have. Please take care of the children and don’t ask any more of me. I love you. Nancy.”

Under the court decree in July 1963, Mrs. Stanley was to have taken custody of the children Martha, 11, Amelia, 9, Judith Ann, 8, James W., 7, Jerome Jr., 6, and Nancy, 4, last Friday.

Earlier in the week, however, Justice Whittemore took under advisement a petition by Jerome Rappaport for a stay of the order of Probate Court Judge Keville that the children be turned over to their mother.

 



Children with Dad

The “stay” would maintain the status quo and leave the children with their father at least temporarily, until the full bench of the high court could hear arguments on the law involved.

Of his former wife’s death, Atty. Rappaport said, “I am sorry for her. I hope she finds the peace of mind she was seeking. I am very sorry for her husband and mother.” . . . 3




I was in high school around the time I discovered the articles with my sister Judy, and it was around this time that I read and reread Go Ask Alice—the bleak diary of a drug-addicted teenage girl who dies of an overdose.4 I was fascinated and horrified by her self-destruction. I had trouble envisioning a future. I had a premonition that I wouldn’t make it past age 34, my mother’s age when she died. I worried that I too would be struck with depression.

My father eventually told me, when I was about 14, that my mother had attempted suicide two years before her death.5 My sister and I discovered the facts ourselves in our trusted library’s microfilm collection. We found a picture of my mother in the Record American6 looking much younger than she does in her formal portrait. She wears a sporty silk scarf tied casually around her neck. She is spunky with her upturned nose. Takes Three Handfuls of Sleeping Tablets, the caption reads.

The article includes a picture of my father, too, thick hair pressed to the side, conservative horn-rimmed glasses, an immaculate white shirt, and a dark suit. Took Wife to Hospital, it says beneath his grim expression.

My mother sought treatment from a psychoanalyst after her suicide attempt. At that time, psychiatrists and their patients talked about neurosis, a term psychiatrists rarely use today. Popular movies such as The Three Faces of Eve and Splendor in the Grass romanticized the work of analysis, especially the analyst’s ability to interpret childhood conflicts and relieve existential angst. In her diary, my mother reveals that the hard work of therapy was “not helpful at all.... The doctor takes me round and round, and I come out more confused and frightened than when I went into the office.” She is cautious about sharing “the avalanche of unfamiliar feelings . . . the most gruesome secret of my soul”—her secret desire for someone other than my father. In her words, therapy was merely “talking deeply to someone who must be  paid.” My mother’s therapist might have softened her self-recriminations and explored the meaning of her desire, but hindsight is 20/20. With support, she might even have made a strategic exit from her marriage to my father without being “robbed of [her] children.”

I wonder, had she lived, how my mother might have understood my choices. I wonder how it would have been for her to watch me come into my own mothering of my three children, holding them close while making way for the inevitable separations. As a child and adolescent psychiatrist—one of those “listeners who must be paid”—I, too, “take people round and round,” trying to navigate together the agony of unbearable loss, and to fortify their determination to forge ahead, anchored with the comfort that may come from knowing that they are not alone in their sorrow.

Why did my mother kill herself? My memories don’t provide an answer, and I am wary of my father’s account because it’s not my own. But as a psychiatrist, I’m prepared, I hope, to understand. In “The Anatomy of a Suicide,” the clinical researcher Leston Havens writes that suicide is “the final common pathway of diverse circumstances, of an interdependent network, rather than an isolated cause, a knot of circumstances tightening around a single time and place.”7 Suicide demands to be explained by the living as a way to absolve or condemn the survivors. I have tried to create a meaningful narrative to understand what happened, recognizing that the truth is buried with the victim and that questions will always linger.





Chapter Two
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No one ever told me that grief felt so
 like fear. I am not afraid, but the
 sensation is like being afraid. The
 same fluttering in the stomach,
 the same restlessness, the yawning.
 I keep on swallowing.


—C. S. LEWIS, A Grief Observed


 



 



 



My son Cory asked me as a practical 5-year-old whether only my mother’s bones were buried or if her head was buried as well. My daughter Lila, a first-grader then, wanted to know whether my mother was still wearing clothes. I told them somewhat irreverently that she was dirt in a box. I was uncomfortable saying that my mother had gone to heaven and mumbled something about love lasting longer than death. I was not sure how to explain her death to myself, let alone to them.

When Lila was 13, she asked me, clearly scared of what my answer might be: “Would you ever kill yourself ?” I assured her that I would never commit suicide and besides, I told her, giving her a hug, I wanted to stick around to see who she would become. I didn’t want her to hesitate to rely on me whenever she needed to. I didn’t want her to fear that I would leave her. Yet her  intuitive worry was not unfounded; the child of a parent who has committed suicide is five times more likely to kill herself than a child who is not exposed to this loss.1


Psychiatrists have studied what can seem like the Russian roulette of familial suicide, an ominous pattern of suicide occurring from one generation to the next called “intergenerational transmission.” So far, researchers have demonstrated that children who have lost a parent to suicide are at greater risk of killing themselves if they have a mood disorder, engage in substance abuse, are “impulsively aggressive,” or are exposed to intense conflict in the family.2 Still unclear is the mechanism by which a parent’s suicide increases the risk for these children. But losing a parent this way is also not a prophetic death sentence; it takes a lot of damage to lose the will to live.3


 



 



When I met people as I was growing up, all the way to medical school interviews, if I told them that my mother died when I was 4, they were curious about how she died—the question was irresistible. Most people seemed relieved when I said barbiturates, as if death and sleep are siblings. People wanted to know why and what was the cause. Such questions are usually edged with the fear that premature death, especially a self-inflicted death, might somehow be contagious: Why would she kill herself? becomes What does this mean about you? Somehow, confessing that my mother committed suicide felt incriminating: proof that my mother’s life was out of control. I worried that they would mistakenly assume I somehow played a part in that.

Over the years my father and I have had only brief, difficult conversations about my mother’s death. Reluctantly, he offered the occasional explanation. When I was younger, he would imply that my mother became depressed after my birth. “She lost all interest in the children after you were born,” he would say with resignation. I was, after all, their sixth child in eight years.

I was mystified how that might have played out in our family, and I asked my father whether he thought she had post-partum depression (PPD). He  replied that he would not have known what PPD was, and he just noted that she was lethargic after I was born. In his words, “I can’t describe to you what I didn’t understand.”4 PPD, which occurs in 10 percent of new mothers, is not just the “baby blues,” the exhaustion that comes from sleepless nights and a crying baby; rather, this black mood is incapacitating, derailing a mother’s ability to care for her baby or even herself. Some women seem agitated and anxious, while others can barely move. The causes of this debilitating but treatable condition are multiple—changes in brain chemistry and hormones, and emotional upheaval.

My father’s suggestion that my mother was suffering is understandable. Seeing her as depressed and lethargic would justify his efforts to seek and maintain custody. By keeping her away from us, he might even be regarded by his children as the protector. “What if she decided to kill herself and you were all there?” he has asked me. My father’s observation about her comment felt aggressive and hurtful. It left me feeling guilty, as if he were saying that had I not been born, she would not have died.

Yet after my birth, my mother was active in many volunteer projects. She was attentive about my siblings’ education. She bathed and fed us. She threw parties and juggled social engagements. Though it’s possible that she was quite skilled at hiding her depression, my mother’s friends talk about her as someone who was genuinely enthusiastic about her many activities planned right after my birth. Mothers with post-partum depression are often withdrawn.

A secure mother-child bond is created when a mother provides her baby with the comforting rhythms of feeding, sleep, and an organized home.5  Without that gentle sense of order, children may have difficulty managing their emotions, lack self-control, and lose confidence in their likeability.6  Either I have a very active imagination, or my mother must have been able to keep her sadness at bay long enough to nurture me as a baby.

My father has also suggested that my mother took on too many responsibilities, and I suspected as a child that it was this overwhelming combination that somehow killed her. She was, he has said, a woman ahead of her time, balancing children, a public career, and political aspirations. The year before I was born, a local paper reported on my mother’s lead role in community organizations. The reporter depicted a high-energy, focused woman eager to embrace many challenges. As chairman of the United Fund she “supervise [d] 7,000 people and organize[d] an educational program of shows, demonstrative one-act plays about soliciting, training plus making speeches and outlining a routine for the administrative aides within my scope.” My mother revealed that the “secret of her success” was her ability to organize “right to the last minute” and that she took care of a “big, old house, eight big appetites (hers included),” attended five children “with the children born about every year,” the oldest being 6, fulfilled various civic and collegiate organizational jobs, and followed a “demanding but fun” social schedule of “two nights out a week and parties once a month.” She acknowledged her mother’s help and admitted that she was willing to delegate the jobs that she didn’t like (“Mother is a big help, of course, as mothers always are. And I will admit that I have a woman to do housework, which I abhor. However, no one takes over the kitchen. I do the cooking and I administrate all the work, even when it comes to a party for two hundred at holiday time.”)7


In the photograph accompanying this article, my mother is kneeling on the floor, wearing a tweed suit, and knitting on circular needles. She has a telephone cradled on her shoulder and papers organized in neat stacks on the floor—she is an idealized portrait of the changing status of women. The article, I realized when I first found it, could have been an early publicity effort in advance of her campaign for the Boston School Committee. Even though this picture captures the outward appearance of a productive multitasking woman, I am still left wondering if she also had an underlying vulnerability to sadness.

During the 1950s, my mother was unusual—an upper-class woman who had six children and worked outside of the home.8 The prevailing cultural expectation was for women to tend to the home, not orchestrate campaigns. My mother had enough resources to hire support to care for her brood so that she could conduct a career also. Because she had grown up as the daughter and granddaughter of Massachusetts politicians, she was enamored with politics. In the decade after the end of World War II, twenty-one  women were elected to Congress, nineteen of them on their own merit (only two were political widows). Many pundits of that time, however, were disparaging about women in public life.9 In 1956, Life magazine published interviews with five prominent male psychiatrists who blamed the rising divorce rate on the “fatal error that feminism propagated.”10 They warned that women were neglecting their “maternal instincts, competing with their husbands, and causing psychological damage to their children.”

My father never shared the views of those who discouraged female ambition although he continues to believe that my mother was overextended, exhausted from her monumental juggling effort. And yet, there is something puzzling about this explanation from a man who is himself an accomplished lawyer, philanthropist, real estate developer, gentleman farmer, and father or stepfather to thirteen. He, in fact, has always been able to do it all. And even if my mother had been hanging on by a thread amid all that frantic activity, depressed and managing to hold it all in, what, as doctors like me want to know, was the “precipitating event”? What pushed her over the edge: Was it really the custody battle?
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I had no knowledge about my mother’s relationship with her parents until my brother told me four years ago that he had met a man who was a confidante of my grandmother. This man, Ed English, was about to retire as a justice of the peace from a local city hall and I decided to contact him. I called him at 4 P.M. on my forty-fifth birthday and when I introduced myself, he said warmly, “I have been waiting for this phone call for forty years.” He was eager to tell me details about my past. I listened in the fall light as he drew me back in time.

In 1916, my grandmother, Edith Fern Wyant, packed her bags and loaded them into the Jordan roadster of Captain Franklyn Floete and drove east to Boston from a cattle ranch in South Dakota. Edith was the oldest daughter of a rancher and the great-granddaughter of a Sioux woman. Franklyn Floete was from a wealthy family from Presho, South Dakota. He was coming east  to pursue his studies at the Harvard Business School. Edith, his fiancée, was to accompany him and attend a finishing school. They married a year later. Edith had a dominating spirit beneath her fine clothes, high cheekbones, and catlike eyes. She was not afraid to make her own way in the world. She was dainty with tiny dancing legs. Small but regal. Her sister wrote in a diary that Edith used to send her sexy, stylish dresses and silk underwear. Edith had a taste for lovely things, but she could have a caustic bite. Especially when she was drinking. By some accounts, Edith could drink with the best of them. Born in the gay ’90s, in the era of “bathtub gin,” she traveled on drinking cruises.

When her marriage to Floete failed, Edith Wyant defied prevailing social convention and got herself a divorce. She started seeing “Young Jim” (James) Vahey, a Boston politician who loved steak and Italian food. She adored her Jimmy.

Young Jim was born into a large “two-toilet” Irish family, distinct from Boston’s Irish working class. He was the oldest son of James H. Vahey Jr. and his wife, Margaret White. A distinguished trial lawyer and two-time candidate for governor, James was the youngest graduate from Boston Law School in his time—an attorney who loved a crusade. In a riveting 1904 court drama, he made one of the most “brilliant attempts in criminal history”11 to prevent Charles Tucker from being sentenced to death for the bizarre and brutal murder of 40-year-old Mabel Page. In another high-profile criminal case—the famous Sacco and Vanzetti trial—James unsuccessfully defended Bartolomi Vanzetti, an Italian immigrant, fish peddler, and self-proclaimed anarchist.12


Young Jim joined his father’s law firm and became a well-respected labor lawyer in his own right. When Young Jim fell for Edith Wyant, his family frowned on his choice of a woman who was a divorcée and a non-Catholic. But he courted the rancher’s daughter, and they married in 1928. My mother was born soon after.

In 1949, when my mother was 20, Jim became chair of the Democratic State Committee. A news story offers a profile of my mother’s father as “an omnivorous reader of pretty nearly everything from the Congressional  Record to reports from local committees or from heavy historical works to the latest and most spine-twisting detective yarn.” He had a “gift for uniting feuding party factions behind a common cause.” He was a movie fan who “liked to go to the movies with his daughter, Nancy,” and the reporter notes that they were “great pals, perhaps more than the average father and daughter.”13 I like to picture my mother and her father going to the movies, affectionate and close. Maybe he was more protective of my mother because his other daughter Judy—with ringlets in her hair and bright eyes and an adventurous spirit—had drowned when she was only 4.

The newspaper report in 1936 of the accidental death noted that a 4-year-old girl fell through an open spring hole and that the young girl’s family had moved only two weeks before the drowning. The child “disappeared while both parents were away from the home.” The “tracks first went around the pond, then crossed it in the direction of the home and stopped near the open hole in the ice, through which a long hooked pole was placed to locate the body. The body was found three hours after the hunt started when the girl was reported missing.”14


The police reports note that Edith left home sometime after lunch—although it doesn’t say where she went. When she came back after dark, at around 5:30, Judy was gone. Jim was in upstate Maine on a hunting trip and didn’t get back until the next day.

 



 



Over the years, I have investigated the life history of my mother, looking for any clue to figure out more about who she was. I found a report card that my mother saved from first grade, in which the teacher’s comments portray a boisterous, bright, popular, and sometimes exasperating child:Nancy knows a good many words and has a good accent, but is sometimes too sure of herself and does not listen carefully. . . . She has a marvelous fund of general information, a real interest, and an insatiable desire to find out more about the subject she is interested in. . . . Nancy’s idea of a grand time is to start some  kind of an argument with her friends. I have tried every method I can think of to give her another point of view. The most successful has been to give her responsibility. She is then very polite and thoughtful. . . . She is an unusually gifted child and intellectually she will be able to do very fine work.15





I found a picture of her at about 7 years of age with her arm hung casually around little Judy’s shoulder. The sisters are standing on brick steps in front of a large house. My mother is a good foot taller than Judy and looks protective and self-assured. They are pressed against each other with a casual intimacy and smiling in a conspiratorial way, as if they are used to getting into mischief together. It is the only photograph I have that shows them together and I stare at it with morbid fascination, knowing something they were unaware of when this picture was snapped: that they will be abruptly, brutally separated.

A year later, over the winter, her sister drowned. There are no other school reports to reveal how this might have dampened my mother’s spirit.
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I can only imagine how my mother reacted to her sister’s death. Indeed, we often wish we could uncover the deep feelings of a family member who cannot share the memories. At the time of my aunt’s drowning, Edith was reported to be in town socializing or, more likely, drinking. My mother may have been the only witness to her sister’s drowning—although no one has told me where she was at the time. I wonder if my mother was taking a nap while her sister wandered outside to explore her new home. Once my mother realized that a police search was under way, I can only imagine how much she hoped they would find Judy somewhere safe and how terrified she felt when they did not. I hope that she had her eyes covered when the police recovered her dead sister’s limp body. I wonder who comforted her. When a child dies accidentally, usually someone feels blamed. Did my mother feel terrible that she did not hear her sister’s cry for help?

When I learned about Judy’s death, I began to wonder how this may have influenced my grandmother as well. Ed English, the justice of the peace, told me that my grandmother’s best friend Sylvia Fox Finn—who played Scrabble with her every night until two in the morning for fifteen years—was still alive. I tracked her down. Eighty-nine years old at the time we met, Sylvia told me that Edith never said anything about Judy’s drowning during all those long nights of Scrabble. Her mourning had no words and Sylvia didn’t pry. Yet my grandmother’s dying wish was to be buried next to her dead baby rather than with her other daughter, my mother, who had killed herself. Sylvia noted that Edith and my mother never socialized together in my mother’s adult years, and that they did not share any “mother-daughter warmth.” Sylvia thought that Judy’s death “colored Nancy’s life,” that “Nancy always felt that she herself was to blame,” and that Jim and Edith “ignored Nancy and wallowed in their own grief.” I believe that when my mother lost her sister, she was forced to grieve the absence of a distracted mother as well, and never learned how to cope with overwhelming sadness. She absorbed her mother’s grief.

Did my mother and I both grow up with the same pervasive sense of guilt that we should have saved someone close to us? My mother’s friend Patsy Goldfine told me that my grandmother blamed my mother for Judy’s death and would lament, “Why couldn’t it have been you?”

“What kind of a mother would say this to her daughter?” Patsy asked indignantly. But I know from the families I have seen in my work that there is no escape from the torment brought on by the death of a child. Many parents are not able to return to normal life, and they become clinically depressed regardless of whether there is a reasonable connection between a child’s death and parental care.16 Parents feel responsible; they will distort facts to punish themselves and, sometimes, those around them as well.

My mother left only a cryptic adult journal entry about growing up with her mother. Her reticence is curious to me:I hadn’t tried to talk to my mother since I asked her to point out the road to school the day I went to the first grade. We had always lived together as intimate strangers. We knew all about  each other’s activities and food and entertainment preferences but never talked to one another about anything [that] either considered important. We had never trusted each other, we did not even particularly like each other. Now when I was in trouble, she could not try for a new solace in a relationship that existed only by habit. No one could explain my mother’s antagonism.




My mother sounds resigned, accustomed to not expecting much comfort from an “intimate stranger.” Perhaps her precocious cocky reassurance was a cover for feeling so forlorn. She would need to find her own way.

Edith drank throughout my mother’s childhood and early adulthood. She was a surreptitious alcoholic—sneaking drinks whenever possible. And as soon as my mother walked into Edith’s house, she could tell that her mother had been drinking, as children of alcoholics can always tell. According to my father, my mother would fly into a rage, digging behind couches to find hidden vodka bottles.

In Edith’s later years, my father demanded that she quit if she ever wanted to see her grandchildren again and he paid for her hospitalization. After she stopped drinking, she sold her house and moved in with my parents and her grandchildren. My father says she was helpful with all of us and the Quail Street house was big enough to absorb a helpful mother-in-law.17  According to one of Edith’s close companions, she reformed at age 55. Her drink of choice became dark coffee with two ice cubes.18


My grandfather’s drinking and response to Judy’s death are less clear. Early in his life, Young Jim was a heavy drinker. A family friend tells me that Jim and Edith would lock my mother in their car while they made the rounds of local bars. My sister Amy remembers that my mother told her Jim quit drinking the day Judy drowned. My father says otherwise.

My mother was left to fend for herself when her parents were drinking. In his memoir Dead Reckoning, psychologist David Treadway describes the devastating impact of his alcoholic mother’s suicide and the parallels with the families whom he treats.19 He describes how children learn to steer clear of their intoxicated parents, as they can be explosive and unpredictable.  Children of alcoholics often assume they are the ones responsible for a parent’s drinking and become scared, angry, and confused. He warns that “children survive growing up in an alcoholic family by learning to distrust others, becoming self-sufficient, blocking out their feelings and becoming rigidly attached to roles that give them a sense of their place and identity within the family.”20 Too often, children learn to minimize the damage, a temporary survival skill that can allow them to conceal their anxiety and look disarmingly precocious and self-sufficient. In actuality, however, they may be on constant alert, bracing themselves for their parents’ unexpected oscillations between ephemeral euphoria and brittle temper outbursts. As adaptive heroes, they may fiercely guard their terrible secret and stubbornly learn how to get by on very little support from their parents, resigned to the false idea that they are not entitled to anything better. They may console themselves that when they grow up it will be different because they will escape the chaos, but they may secretly harbor the fear that things will never change.21 Once her sister died, my mother had no one who might keep her company in the car when her parents went drinking; she no longer had another witness or someone for whom she stayed looking invincible even when she was afraid inside.

As addiction research has shown, children of alcoholics are more likely than those of nondrinkers to be addicted themselves and often have underlying illnesses, especially mood disorders. They drink at an early age and quickly escalate how much they drink.22 My mother may not have been an alcoholic, but I have learned that she was addicted to sleeping pills. Addiction ups the ante, increasing people’s susceptibility to suicide because they are more likely to act impulsively.
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Sisters and brothers provide scaffolding for our emerging sense of who we are. Roughhousing, teasing, playing dress-up, feelings of jealousy and affection, and countless negotiations all yield a sense of mastery and confidence. When a sibling dies, brothers and sisters miss sharing their lives and  the security this brings. Many bereaved siblings believe that the death of a brother or sister has irrevocably changed their lives.23 They often feel more vulnerable to illness and experience survivor’s guilt. They are uneasy—unsettled by the disconcerting belief that they should have been the one to die. Surviving brothers and sisters are often melancholy during family celebrations and sometimes have difficulty concentrating. Healing occurs when family members comfort each other, when children are allowed to grieve in their own ways and share memories with their loved ones. Lacking comfort in her parents’ house, my mother as a young girl was alone with her thoughts, her possible guilt, her questions.

I do not want the same kind of distance with my children, the shadow of unexplored grief. Rather than burdening my children with my bereavement, I want to let them see how I deal with the painful longing for lost family without depriving them of my presence. I don’t want to be overly nostalgic about my mother. I don’t want the upheaval from my loss to undermine how I connect with my children; rather, I want to find strength in understanding.

My children have watched me as I have tried to understand who my mother was, knowing that I write “letters to Mama” that are my way of telling my mother who I am and who my children are becoming. I try to penetrate the incomprehensible mystery of her death and to somehow show them our enduring connection to those we love. Cory, ever the concrete thinker, once asked me where I was sending the letters. Lila said that maybe in my dreams my mother would write back.

Sometimes, I peer into an apparent void, a one-way dialogue with too much room for projection. My family history gives me a fragmented and sanitized view of my mother. I often feel as if I am figuratively tugging on her apron strings pleading for something more, starved for a tasty morsel that will satiate my desire to know her in a way that is intimate and familiar.






Chapter Three

[image: 008]

We are time-bound creatures. We experience
life along a time continuum;
things happen sequentially in
our lives, and we need to understand
the causation. But we never really do
understand it until we sit down and
try to tell the story.

—JILL KER CONWAY,
Points of Departure


 



 



Weekends, for my family, offer a freedom from the routine of rushing off to school and to work. One day, a few springs ago, we settled down to eat our favorite breakfast, a sticky treat of popovers and honey. Cory tried to persuade his father and me why we should increase his allowance and Zoe, the youngest, was eager to invite two friends over and wanted us to make a decision immediately. Children come with their competing needs, and as a parent I am often impressed with the constant negotiations. How could my mother have organized six kids? I sometimes wonder if she had stopped to write each of her six children a suicide note whether she would have been daunted by the task and changed her mind.

The phone rang, disturbing our breakfast. I assumed it was a telemarketer with that annoying timing for interruption at the least opportune moment. But the voice belonged to Phyllis, my father’s third wife. In her, my father finally feels, after more than thirty years of marriage, as though he found someone who can help him to be a better parent, grandparent, and person. She is not easily intimidated, and soon after she divorced her first husband and was changing careers, she had approached my father for business advice. She probably got more than she bargained for. Even though she is feisty and sturdy enough to hold her own with my formidable father, by marrying into our complicated blended family that was composed of Dad and Mama’s six children—plus three sons from my first stepmother’s (Barbara’s) first marriage, two children from Barbara and Dad’s ten-year marriage, and adding two children of her own—she has industriously balanced multiple roles.

I was 19 when my father (at 53) and Phyllis (twenty years his junior) were married. I resented her, as she was a force of nature and I thought of her as an intrusion in my life. Despite my suspicions of her hierarchy of affection, she has been supportive, making a spirited effort to connect, even when confused and frustrated by my ambivalent response. When Phyllis calls, she can speak with an urgency that I find alarming and on this day I braced myself for a calamity.

I couldn’t help but worry that she was calling with bad news about my father. As he settles into his eighties, my father has ceded some territory to aging, or, as he wryly says, “acquired some sophistication,” by allowing his formerly dyed dark hair to transition to its natural silver. Though he is humble now, and more considerate as he recognizes his own vulnerability after a few health scares, he is still strong and intensely curious. As I watch him occasionally pause to dredge up a word or remember names, I know that he is downshifting, and that his power and intellect—forces that I have both admired and feared—are ephemeral. He relies on Phyllis, who is sharp and sure-footed, and he has passed some of his decision-making power to her.

That spring morning, however, Phyllis was not so much urgent as she was careful. She told me that she was taking on a difficult initiative of her  own making, which was to do the right thing, and she wanted to distribute some of my mother’s things to me and my siblings. She suggested that I might be too busy to come over on such short notice. But I had never even seen my mother’s handwriting before. I recruited Lila as my 11-year-old escort and went to meet Phyllis.

When I arrived, Phyllis had a blue trunk with brass hinges open and was meticulously organizing its contents into different boxes for each of my siblings—photographs, drawings, letters, all kinds of materials that my mother had saved. Seeing these objects stunned me. I stood there staring. I was nervous and intrigued about what I would discover, and irritated that Phyllis had taken charge of deciding what would be distributed to each of my brothers and sisters. But I couldn’t help but be relieved that she had called me.

“Where did the trunk come from?” I asked. Phyllis could see how momentous this was for me, but she focused on the task at hand. She explained that my mother’s friend Peggy Melgard had dropped it off at my father’s office several years ago when she moved from Boston to Florida. I learned later from Peggy that for almost forty years Peggy herself had guarded the trunk. Alex, my mother’s new husband at the time of her death, had asked Peggy to keep some of their possessions. But Peggy never heard from Alex again, and she began to have the nagging feeling that my mother’s children would want the trunk. Peggy had known my parents before they were married and they saw each other socially as a couple for many years. After my father and mother divorced, she became an even closer friend of my mother.

Phyllis said that she was disturbed that it had taken so long for Dad to give his children the contents of the trunk and that she had stumbled across the box recently when she was cleaning out a closet at his office and brought it home. She was now, at least in her mind, doing exactly what needed to be done—“honoring” my mother’s memory so as to “spare my father the painful reminders.” Dad later told me he “had enough integrity not to destroy it. I kept it for a couple years and didn’t know what the hell to do with it. I didn’t want to be involved dividing things; God forbid something was missing. I never opened the trunk—and I didn’t know what was in it.”1 


At that moment, apprehension outweighed any sense of appreciation for Phyllis’s act; but looking back on it, I realize that there were lots of other things she could have done with that trunk, and in the end, I am grateful that she made sure she passed on tangible belongings of my mother.

Here was evidence of a life I did not know—small calendars with hand-scrawled appointments, a high-school yearbook, report cards, school awards, newspaper clippings, and chatty letters from her friends. A photo of my mother cradling me as a baby in her arms. A photo of my mother and father, their eyes filled with laughter. Her handwriting—big and full. I sat down on the floor and picked up a letter that Phyllis had placed to the side of the trunk. It was from Peggy.2 
To the Rappaport Children:

 



Your mother cherished these photos, cards, notes, and drawings. I thought you would like to have them. Also, in the trunk, is a novel Nancy was in the process of writing at the time of her death.

 



The notes from those of you old enough to write at the time of her death show how much you loved her. I hope you still hold happy memories of her in your hearts as I certainly do.

 




Fondly,  
Peggy






I looked up at Phyllis. “Where is the novel?” I asked, worried. She burst into tears and confided that she was reading the novel. She wasn’t exactly sure what to do with it, but she thought she would give it to my sister Judy, whom she considered the family historian. Finally, she sighed heavily and trudged up the staircase. I could hear Lila watching reality TV in the other room and let her know we would be leaving soon. A few minutes later, Phyllis came down not only with the novel, which she explained was over 400  typewritten pages on legal paper with my mother’s handwritten corrections in the margins, but also with a few of my mother’s thin journals.

As she handed me four bulky black folders stuffed with legal-sized paper, I sensed that she was relieved. She told me that she had a deep and abiding relationship with my father, and she wanted me never to use the material in any way that would hurt Dad. Not knowing what I was promising, quietly resenting that I was being asked to be honorable, and worried that the novel might be destroyed, I quickly agreed. It was an irresistible chance to know my mother’s mind. At that moment, I would have agreed to almost anything.
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Outside in my garden the daffodils are weighed down by the rain. Armed with a strong cup of coffee, I look warily at the novel that my mother was working on so urgently before she died. Her mammoth tome holds both promise and disappointment as I try to understand her. For several years I had speculated and incessantly asked why she would have left her children. I had confided to an apparent void who I was as a mother, doctor, and wife. And now here I was with her novel. I was reminded of Beckett’s lament: “I don’t know, I’ll never know, in the silence you don’t know, you must go on. I can’t go on. I’ll go on.”3


Many authors have borrowed liberally from their lives as a source of inspiration for their novels (Charles Dickens in Oliver Twist, Jane Austen in  Pride and Prejudice, and Virginia Woolf in The Waves, to name just a few). Some critics would argue that writers—whether of poetry, fiction, drama, or literary criticism—inevitably impose some aspect of autobiography. Writers cannot escape that the person in charge of organizing a story reveals who she is just by the nature of how she fabricates the narrator’s voice.4


My mother wrote in her notes about her novel, “Is this sheer purgative autobiography or do I want others to see it?” I can understand her trepidation. It is hard to be exposed and feel judged. As a psychiatrist I live in the land of thoughts, and at the risk of over-interpreting I hoped that this  unexpected access to my mother’s mind would reveal how she constructed a narrative of meaning, her personal truth. Perhaps it would illuminate how my mother came to see suicide as an option, or how she came to accept the apparent futility of life. As a daughter who has longed for a connection to my mother, I want to know her inner thoughts, to discover her secret messages to me. I want a good story so I can be proud of her. I want to read as a detective and discern what is autobiographical and what is fiction.

“The End of Freedom” is my mother’s title, and this sounds ominous with the knowledge that the author killed herself. In her preface, my mother outlines how the novel’s plot unfolds; she employs the third-person narrator, providing a panoramic view (“the omniscient narrator”). She explains that Diane, her main character, is “a woman of forty-two, who, for twenty years, has been active in Boston politics, first as a worker, then as a successful candidate for School Committee and the State Senate. She has four growing children and is at the peak of her career.” She goes on: “In fact, the story opens with the first of a series of meetings to prepare her for the nomination (Democratic) for Governor.... She has a tremendous following which she has served well during her ten years in office. However, during this campaign she sees, for the first time, what politics is really all about: the degradation, the cheating, the lying (to oneself and others), the prevalent dishonesty, intellectual and otherwise. Finally, in despair, she turns from her husband, whom she comes to see as the incarnation of all the evils of the political world, to a love affair with a younger man.”

In creating a protagonist who closely resembled herself, my mother wrote what the French refer to as a “roman à clef.” She might have chosen this literary form because she wanted the freedom to explore the scandal of an affair by using the power of a narrator to examine her motivations from a distance. She was writing the novel while engaged in a vitriolic divorce. My father was questioning her competency to take care of us because of her suicide attempt at the time she separated from him. Without the safety of her novel, it might have seemed too dangerous to examine what drove  her to such a desperate act. From that vantage point she could rearrange the mess that she felt her life had become.

The third-person narrator places the main character, Diane, in the center of a long grueling campaign while Diane’s husband orchestrates bribes and strongholds votes so as to win at any cost. She is devastated to realize that he does not believe she can win on her own merits and that his underhanded tactics make her an illegitimate winner. Diane becomes increasingly despondent about the unrelenting demands of public life and a political machine that is not in her control. As her disillusionment grows, she has a “fatal attraction” to her obsequious campaign manager, driven by the desire for reassurance that she is capable and attractive. On the night that Diane makes a sweeping victory for Democratic nomination for governor, she realizes that she is losing her husband to her campaign manager’s wife, and she wants to withdraw from the race. Her husband, Peter, hits her for the first time in their marriage and then, in a fairly unbelievable move, kidnaps her—along with the campaign manager and his wife—and takes all three of them to Bermuda.

Often when I read a novel or a memoir I fantasize what it would be like to meet the main character. My gold standard is whether I would want to go for a cup of coffee with the narrator and have a tête-à-tête. Not so with Diane: Diane annoys me. She is constantly reveling in “her personal magnetism,” enjoying the adrenaline rush that comes from being seen by her adoring constituents, and then soaking for hours in the tub. My mother created a scene in which Diane is confiding to a priest, and he speaks in idealized platitudes that Diane does not challenge. (“I know the tenor of your intellect, and of your selfless struggle for perfection. I have always thought your devotion to the public welfare, with an almost cavalier disregard of your own satisfactions, was almost saintly.”) Who talks like this? I wonder. I get impatient with this long-winded description of campaign politics and corruption and doting fans. But there is something else that draws my interest—a flash of connection and recognition.

I read voyeuristically as I learn intimate details about Diane’s life. I read about how Diane carefully selected her outfits and I wonder if my mother’s description is fashioned after her own sense of style. “She chose her favorite set of underwear, purple and luxurious with a soft lace appliqué slip, panties, bra, and garter-belt. Diane often chose her outfit for the day this way, deciding first on her lingerie, and then matching her street costume to it, rather than the customary reverse. Drinking her orange juice, she stood in front of her open closet, deciding at last upon her most expensive purple suit, a soft pink cashmere sweater, and purple accessories. Easy elegance. Her long pearls, a brief swish at her short, wavy, graying hair with a brush, a dash of lipstick, and Diane was ready to sweep downstairs.”5


I have the warmth of familiarity as my mother describes a house that is essentially the house where I grew up. It is eerie to see it through her eyes: “There rose an almost perpendicular gray rock, through whose primitive beauty a small rutty road had been cut. Beyond the rock the road rose through woods of scraggly maples to the house, perched like the manor house it was, far above the rooftops. It was filled with children, hand-me-down furniture mixed with contemporary, simple in line and extremely comfortable furniture, modern paintings, books, musical instruments, servants. There were three cars in the garage and a dozen acres of woodland surrounding. At this time of the year the lights of the city could be seen clearly from the upper windows and Diane had been staring out at them.”
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