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To my mother, who created me and I love more than anything,
and my husband, who saved me from myself











Celebrity is a mask that eats into the face.


JOHN UPDIKE


I’d like to thank my terrible childhood and the Academy, in that order.


ROBERT DOWNEY JR.


I should note that the only advantage for a child in having an alcoholic parent is that you acquire, prematurely, quite a bit of valuable data.


GORE VIDAL












PROLOGUE


I am the only child of a once-famous woman. How famous she was in her heyday I would argue is actually kind of irrelevant. Fame, like alcoholism, rings a bell in you that can never be unrung. My mother was famous, and it changed the makeup of her cells like a smoker who gets lung cancer, or an addict who gets so hooked on heroin that she is never freed and has to go on methadone forever and ever—even after she’s forgotten what the high of heroin was.


To say my mother and I are close doesn’t really express the full magnitude of the relationship. We are painfully, inexorably, chronically close, the way magnets are. Sometimes when I lie in bed at night, staring at the ceiling, I’m not even sure I exist without her. She created me and I enabled her. But there is a paradox at the heart of our relationship. As close as we were—are—there has always been, between us, an unbridgeable distance. My relationship with her has always been wildly conflicted. I know that she loved me. But I also know that she never really seemed particularly interested in me. She always told me she wanted me, desperately wanted me. But I spent most of my school breaks in a trailer park in Tampa with my nanny.


And as much as I love my mother, I’ve often found myself regarding her with feelings that are somewhat closer to the opposite of love. My relationship with her is split right down the middle. I admire her, but I pity her. I revere her—no, I worship her—but I am mortified by her. I’d always thought that there would be a time when I would finally be able to reconcile all these insane contradictory feelings, but not long ago, my mom started disappearing, began dissolving into the whiteness of the background, like a line on a shaken Etch A Sketch.


Now I have to write an obnoxious paragraph where I brag about who my mother is, or was. My mother is the writer Erica Jong. She is a novelist, essayist, and poet. She has published twenty-seven books, the most famous of which is her autobiographical novel Fear of Flying. It came out in 1973, five years before I was born, and is considered, in some corners at least, a landmark of feminist literature. Its candid depiction of women’s sexual desires was extremely shocking at the time. It has sold over twenty million copies, and John Updike compared it to The Catcher in the Rye and Portnoy’s Complaint. She created terms that are still part of our language. Fear of Flying made her very famous, for a writer. She was a guest on The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson. She was on the cover of Newsweek. Gore Vidal and Henry Miller were friends. I’m not here to brag about my mother’s friendships with dead writers. But a lot of younger people have no idea who she is.


My mother coined an expression for casual sex: the “zipless fuck.”


Now think about being the offspring of the person who wrote that sentence. And pour one out for me.


I grew up with her everywhere—on television, in the crossword puzzle, in the newspaper. Mom was a kind of second-wave feminist, a white feminist, and an (highly educated, wildly affluent, Jewish, and somewhat out-of-touch) everywoman. But she wasn’t an actual everywoman, of course; she was too famous for that. Too famous, and too special. She was famous for that book, and then later she was famous for being famous, and then eventually she wasn’t famous anymore. Because fame, like youth, is fleeting, it deserts you when you least expect it. The wheel of fortune is always spinning.


My mother never got over being famous. Even years after people stopped coming up to us in stores, even years after she slipped from the public consciousness, the virus of fame had already made her someone different. Becoming normal like the rest of us, the journey to unfamousness, was for her an event so strange and stressful, so damaging to her ego, that she was never able to process it.


My grandfather, the writer (and Communist) Howard Fast—his most famous novel was Spartacus, adapted into an even more famous movie directed by Stanley Kubrick and starring my grandfather’s nemesis Kirk Douglas—had the curse, too: he was unable to become unfamous, to slip back into the world the rest of us occupy, the world of emptying the dishwasher and picking up your prescriptions, and the world of not having people stop you on the street to tell you every detail of their lives. My grandfather was a bestselling author who published over eighty books, but now no one—other than a very narrow subset of the elderly—has heard of him. I never knew my mother or grandfather at the height of their respective fames, but I did know them at the end, when they were desperately trying to claw fame back from the writers who, they believed, had taken it from them. Watching my mother’s failed metamorphosis back to normal made me a sort of fame hobbyist, like a bird-watcher without the birds.


For the addictive personality, the junkie-itch from coming off celebrity can never ever be cured, not with all the adoration in the world. Mom was never a normal person again. My stepfather tried to keep her in the style to which she was accustomed, tried to treat her like a queen. Maybe it worked? I don’t know. I never knew her when she was unfamous. She would always say that I was everything to her. She would always tell anyone who listened that I was her greatest accomplishment in life. I always knew that wasn’t the truth.


I wondered if other people had the same connection issue with her that I did. I found her disinterested. Impossible to connect with. I always just assumed this was some personal failing on my part, just assumed the problem was me, but maybe other people felt the same way—they also assumed they were the problem. It would have been helpful to have a sibling to commiserate with, but I was my mother’s only child. Everyone told me she loved me so much, but I never felt all that loved. Later on, I realized that I never felt that anyone loved me.


The pandemic broke my mom. When it started, she was her normal alcoholic self, not a hundred percent but she would do things and go places. By the end she was lying in bed all day drinking a bottle or two of wine. My stepfather was taking care of her, but he couldn’t walk and was incontinent. They had a housekeeper who couldn’t really help them, there were aides, but they were over their heads. I kept trying to help but they wouldn’t let me. At some point I realized this was all my responsibility, at some point I realized that my mother had devolved into someone who was no longer in there. At some point I realized I was going to have to move them out of their house into a place. At some point I found poop in my mom’s bed. At some point I realized that the center would not hold. At some point I knew I had to intervene.


It was like the Yeats poem:




Turning and turning in the widening gyre


The falcon cannot hear the falconer;


Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;


Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,


The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere


The ceremony of innocence is drowned;


The best lack all conviction, while the worst


Are full of passionate intensity.





I have always lacked all conviction; it wasn’t until my forties that it occurred to me that I could possibly be right about things. Does this make me one of the best? Probably not, but it spared me from being one of the worst.


So it was the poop in the bed that made me know it was time. It was the poop in the bed that convinced me.


My mother is just a body now. She has dementia. She has breath and hair and pretty blue eyes but Erica Jong the person has left the planet.


My grandmother, my mother’s mother, also had dementia and died at the exceptionally advanced age of a hundred plus, running through her money with a nurse who she thought was some kind of family member or friend. But that nurse had her own family.


I wasn’t good about visiting Grandma. I was one of nine grandchildren and I used that as an excuse—diffusing the responsibility—but the truth was I just hated the idea of my grandma sitting in that bed, in a state between living and dead. Or maybe I was just a bad, selfish person? Or maybe I just didn’t like old people, the reminder that death was around the corner, inching toward us. Grandma died, then Mom will die, and then I will. That’s the best-case scenario. The worstcase scenario is that these things are out of order.


Like my grandmother, my mother will likely continue on for the next twenty-five years in a state of dreamy, distracted unreality. She will become increasingly unreachable. I recently gave an interview to NPR about my mother. The interviewer and I spoke in that weird, slightly halting NPR way. I kept flipping from the current to the past tense: “she was”; “she is.” I couldn’t quite agree with myself about if she was still on this planet or already gone.


I was a bad daughter. I am a bad daughter.


The horrible irony is that she has always seemed a bit demented. Maybe not demented, exactly, but distracted: dreamy, head-in-the-clouds, and detached. When I was a little redhaired girl—like Little Orphan Annie, but fat—I would yell at my mother for “spacing out.” I used to beg her to focus, to pay attention to me. “Where did you go?” I’d ask her as she stared into space. My mother has these very glassy blue eyes. I would look into them and wonder if she saw me at all. Sometimes I’d wonder if I was real. Years later I would interview a journalist about Elon Musk and the journalist would tell me that there was evidence to support the supposition that Elon Musk believed he was in a simulation. The journalist continued, “A lot of rich and famous people believe that the world is a simulation for their benefit, because otherwise how could things have worked out so well for them?” I’ve been thinking a lot about this idea, that the entire world is just a simulation for your benefit.


Eventually, Mom would answer, but never the question I asked. She always seemed to have a sort of stock answer for even my stupidest, simplest questions, as if she were following her own script. She was always performing. Her father was a performer, too—a drummer in the Catskills before he became an importer, before he started his company, the Seymour Mann Connoisseur Collection, and sold his collectible dolls on QVC. (About him, my mother said in an interview with Charlie Rose, “He had put all of his vaudeville ambitions into me.”) She would run her fingers through my hair and ask me if I knew how much she loved me. Did I know how much she loved me? Did I know how brilliant I was? How talented?


I wish I’d asked her why, if she loved me so much, she didn’t ever want to spend time with me, but there was no way she’d have ever given me a straight answer. And besides, in her view, she did spend time with me—in her head, in her writing, in the world she inhabited. I was there. I may have felt that she was slightly allergic to me, but to her, she was spending time with the most important version of me.


Disassociation has always been her magic trick, her way of remaining in the world but also not. Was it her chronic dreaminess that made it impossible to tell if she was merely distracted, or if she was disappearing?


.   .   .


I’d always hated the idea of writing a book like this. I’ve always hated the idea that the luck of being born into a famous (ish) literary family might undermine anything else I’ve achieved. But this turns out not to be that story. This is the story of what happens when the bottom falls out, when all the tests come back bad, when the doctors tell you there’s nothing more they can do. This is the story of the worst year of my life.


I’ve always been very conflicted about all of it, this book you’re reading, these parents I have, or had, depending on how you see it. I’d written one very autobiographical novel, and then another less autobiographical novel, and I was bored with telling people about my life. Why would anyone care? I didn’t even really care. I’ve made a career for myself as a political writer, and I can say that writing and thinking about politics has been a liberation for me. I don’t have to write about myself or the people around me anymore. I grew up being written about. I know how annoying it is. Also, politics is horrible and fascinating, and my life is largely harmonious, and very dull. Or at least it was.


But I’m a writer, for better or worse. This is what I do. Yes, just like my mother. And it is my job to make sense of the past, of her life, of our relationship. My mother was unattainable, but I tried. I keep trying. Now she is slipping away and our story really is over. Just in time to try and make sense of it. I wrote this book to help people (you have to say that, but it’s actually true), but also because I hoped the act of writing would make me less insane. No, not even insane—just less stuck. When I got sober, I was promised that I’d be able to see how my experience could benefit others. I truly believe this. So this is that.


Sometimes when I was working on this book, I bristled at the whole project of this memoir: a daughter trying to come to terms with the loss of a mother. But I never had Erica Jong. How can you lose something you never had?









1.


For my entire life, random people have come over to “talk” to me about my mom. They wanted me to know how much they loved Fear of Flying. They wanted me to know how important her work was to them. They wanted to talk about her fame, about her inflammatory comments about sex. Sometimes they’d tell me some embarrassing thing she’d said about me on television. Sometimes they’d tell me about some embarrassing thing she’d written about me. But, starting four years ago, when I was writing for The Daily Beast and obsessed with tweeting, things started to change.


People were no longer coming up to me to tell me they had seen her on Charlie Rose or Good Morning America. (And Charlie Rose didn’t have a show anymore; he’d been canceled.) Now people were coming up to me for a different reason, for one of those hard conversations. They would seem almost apologetic. They would pause before they spoke, their voices heavy with a kind of shame, a deep kind of embarrassment. It’s always been hard for me not to find the discomfort of others deeply unpleasant. I’d encourage them to say whatever it was they wanted to—but did I want to hear it?


Their voices would inevitably be hushed and perhaps a bit halting. Sometimes the person would take my hand.


“How is your mother?” they would ask.


And then they would offer up one of the following comments:


“Is your mom . . . okay?”


“Are you sure she’s okay?”


“She seems off.”


“She can’t remember anything.”


“There’s something really wrong with her.”


Everywhere I went in my little neighborhood, I found myself surrounded by people who wanted to talk to me about my mother’s failing memory and her increasingly erratic behavior: at the bookstore, at the hair salon, on the corner. Everywhere I went, my mother’s condition followed me.


I went to a British restaurant for dinner with my husband and a famous poet—which is kind of an oxymoron, I know—and the poet’s wife, a novelist. At the end of the dinner, the wife told me she had something to say that might upset me.


“No, it’s okay,” I said.


Was it okay? Who knows. I’ve always floated around like some kind of Erica Jong Rorschach test. I am a repository for people’s feelings about my mother, about feminism, about the sexual revolution.


And then of course there is the little issue that my mother has never had a filter. She’d always say the worst possible thing. That was one of her trademarks. Sometimes when I’d be sitting at a dinner, or watching her give a talk, a thought would pop into my mind: “What is the worst possible thing she could say?” And, without fail, she’d say it. I remember watching in horror as someone live-tweeted her appearance at a book festival. I couldn’t control what she said, or what people thought about her, but at least I could control one thing: when I was young, I decided not to read her books.


I braced myself for whatever the woman was going to say. She explained that she had posted a photograph of her deceased father on Instagram. She picked up her phone to show me the post. I considered the picture of the woman’s father.


He looked like all deceased fathers: old.


“Your mother posted a comment on the photo,” she said.


“Okay.”


I was so past feeling embarrassed by things my mother said and did. I lived in this kind of perpetual post-embarrassment state. I could take this.


“The comment your mother wrote was ‘Neat.’”


The woman looked as if she were going to cry.


I thought about my mother commenting on a picture of someone’s dead father with the word “neat.” And then it became difficult for me to think about much of anything else.


.   .   .


I called my stepfather, Ken. He had been a divorce lawyer. He was always ready to have a disagreement—not a fight exactly, but a sort of conflict, the kind I always hated.


“Hi, Ken,” I said.


“Moll,” he replied.


He always called me Moll.


“We have to talk about Mom.”


He laughed. It was a pained laugh, an uncomfortable laugh.


“Mom is acting strangely,” I said.


Ken cleared his throat.


“Mom is losing her memory,” I said.


I could hear my mother’s two poodles barking in their apartment. I’ve known Ken since I was eleven years old. I knew the throat-clearing meant that he was getting prepared to lecture me about the thing everyone was telling me was true. Ken was one of those people who became a lawyer because he liked to fight, and he fought with anyone he could find. One of my more crushing childhood memories occurred when he yelled at a waiter because the restaurant didn’t have his preferred mustard brand. He gave the waiter a twenty to go to the nearest deli and buy his stupid mustard. The waiter actually did it. That’s how terrifying Ken was, but he could also be very kind. He often did my friends’ divorces and undercharged them, or didn’t charge them at all. He was never cruel to me. I did, however, feel that he believed he was put on this earth to protect my mother from me.


“Look, Moll, this is a hearing problem,” Ken said. I had spent so many years arguing with him about what reality was and what reality wasn’t, and each time he would tell me my reality was wrong and his was right. I hated arguing. I hated it. “She just needs hearing aids.”


“Ken,” I said. “This has nothing to do with hearing. She has dementia.”


“Ah, Moll,” he said. “You know she’s just thinking of her next book.”


But Mom hadn’t written a book in a long time. The last thing she’d published was a book of poetry with a publisher that seemed like a vanity press. They had asked her for a donation. I’m not an economist or anything, but I think the publisher is supposed to pay the author.


And suddenly I was thirteen again, begging my stepfather to get my mother to stop taking diet pills, or to have her slow down on the drinking. Everyone told me I was crazy in that case, too. They would tell me that my mom didn’t drink too much; she was just tired. She was just passed out on the bed, eye makeup smeared all over her face, lipstick everywhere. She was just working on another book. She was just under a lot of pressure. Ken would inevitably declare, “Once she gets her book done then she’ll be back to normal.” Thirty years later, and I was having the exact same conversation with him. But this time, at forty-four, I finally knew my reality was right and his was wrong.


There was no book. There would never be another book. Her last tycoon, her swan song, was to be an autobiography called Selfie. She had gotten the idea that Selfie was a good title because, at a memorial service for a friend, she had run into David Remnick, the editor in chief of The New Yorker. She had told Remnick the title and she had decided he had liked it. It was not completely clear if this had actually happened, or happened in the way my mom was reporting it, but it didn’t matter. That was her version of the story. It was always her version of the story.


“I think she’s fine,” Ken said calmly.


One of the interesting things was that you could say anything to my mom and stepdad, like anything, and they wouldn’t get mad at you. Ken did love fighting, but part of the reason he loved it was because he never got really angry.


I told him that this was bordering on insane. I told him that everyone could see what was happening here.


“She wrote ‘neat’ on someone’s Instagram post about her dead father. Like, ‘Gee whiz, that’s so neat that your father died.’”


“Eh,” Ken said.


That was one of the many baffling things about both of them—when presented with evidence that perhaps they were wrong, they would just ignore the evidence and continue on their merry way. This habit of theirs always made me feel insane.


Ken was starting to display early symptoms of Parkinson’s disease. He was in denial about that, too. One big difference between Mom and Ken: when Ken started losing his mind, he knew it. About ten years ago, he had told us. He wanted us to know, because he had a job, which was nominally still being a lawyer, but was really taking care of my mother. He was in his seventies when he started forgetting. Found himself to be less sharp. He started going to doctors. Doctors told him he was fine, but he knew. Soon after, he was diagnosed with Parkinson’s. Then he sort of forgot about the anxiety that he was losing his mind and devoted himself to ignoring his Parkinson’s.


This tactic was a stark contrast to my mom, who was now unable to remember if she’d fed the dogs or if she’d had a phone call. Everyone who talked to Mom knew that there was something deeply wrong with her. I don’t know how many people suspected dementia. Given her dreamy nature, she had never seemed sharp per se, but—slowly, and then all of a sudden—she seemed completely lost. When confronted with this obvious fact, she would cover herself. She had many strategies. I’d misheard her; I had misunderstood her. She’d repeat a story she’d told me five minutes before, and I’d say, “You already told me this, Mom.” Her response might be a defensive “I know”—as if the problem were mine for not appreciating that this story was important enough for her to keep repeating. Or she might try to change the subject by distracting me. Or she might just space out. She had a whole bag of tricks.


I texted my cousin Harold, who’s a doctor. I wanted to know what the symptoms of dementia were. He texted back:




REPETITIVE QUESTIONS OF THINGS DISCUSSED AND ANSWERED


SHORT TERM MEMORY LOSS


LACK ANY DEEP THOUGHT AND THEREFORE QUALITY OF CONVERSATIONS DIMINISHED


FACTS THAT WERE SHARED ON EVENTS ETC BECAME FORGOTTEN





Well, there you go. Check, check, check, check. Confirmed.


One evening a couple months later, I understood that her awareness of her condition had changed. She was sitting at the dining room table, drinking coffee and reading the paper, when I came into the room. “Hey,” I said.


“Hi, darling.”


She got up. Her silk robe was open and you could see her naked body. (She was never good at keeping her robe closed—this was true both metaphorically and literally.) She hugged me, she kissed me, she told me she loved me in an effusive way that was clearly not the way her own cold mean mom did it.


We sat down at the dining room table. I tried not to look at her boob, which was unfortunately somewhat visible. I have always spent way too much time thinking about getting older and about how ruthless the march of time was on the body.


I asked her if she wanted a cappuccino. She said she was okay.


“Mom, guess what?” I asked. “I saw your friend Judy at an event.”


I’d just run into her old pal, the folk singer Judy Collins. Judy looked great—very thin and elegant, and dressed all in black. She smelled great, too. Judy asked me how my mom was, because everyone always asked me how my mom was. I did not want to lie to Judy about my mother’s increasingly demented condition, so I just made a face and said, “Meh.”


“Who? ” Mom asked.


“Your friend Judy. The singer?”


There was a faraway look in her eyes. “Judy,” she said.


“Judy?”


I reminded her that she made Judy sing the Joni Mitchell song “Both Sides, Now” at my wedding. (Judy Collins had a hit with it in 1968.)


“Judy!” Mom declared. “Of course.”


But I could tell she was lying. She had no clue who “Judy” was. Her voice always changed when she lied, became just the slightest bit more tentative.


And then she said, “I don’t remember who that is.”


That was the moment I realized she knew she couldn’t cover anymore. She still wouldn’t admit that she had dementia, but she would now occasionally admit that her memory wasn’t what it used to be.


And then she kept slipping away—less and less of her in my life, less and less of her on the page, less and less of her. Soon she would be just a faint fragment of a once-great woman. She had been a force, a powerhouse, and now she was becoming an echo.


But it’s very important for you to understand that Mom is one of those people who is constitutionally incapable of being honest. (She’s been in denial about her drinking since I was born, for example.) Mom couldn’t accept that she had dementia until she was so far gone it was no longer a question. But even then, she remained not convinced. Neither was Ken.


“Well, we just don’t agree,” Ken told me on the phone.


“She’s going to Dr. Devi,” I said. “I’m taking her to the dementia doctor.”


Friends told me that Dr. Devi was one of the best neurologists in the city. I decided that she was going to save my mother. I’d heard stories about people who’d had their dementia paused by doctors, but I already worried that these people weren’t like my mother. They were people who went to family reunions and didn’t get DUIs. They were people who didn’t get deeply drunk and give twenty-five-minute toasts for brides they had never met at weddings they were barely invited to.


Dr. Devi was a beautiful woman who wore long, exotic-looking caftans and the Van Cleef & Arpels clover pendants I’d seen on the very fancy girls I grew up with. She had two gorgeous ancient rescue dogs in her office on Seventy-Sixth Street. She ran tests on my mother. She asked my mother some questions. Some of the questions were easy and some were harder. Some my mom could answer, but there were a lot she couldn’t. I sat on the sofa and watched my mother try to remember the year she was born.


I’ve always had a kind of scrambled brain because of my dyslexia, so I weirdly related to my mother’s half-cooked dementia-brain. Word retrieval has always been a problem for me. Names have caused me problems; words have never looked right. I sometimes think about how much easier life would be if I had one of those normal brains, one that just worked the right way.


Through the window we looked out into a little courtyard. This is it, I thought to myself. This is the moment it ends. This is the end of my relationship with my mom. The relationship I never got is over. The window is closing. Or it’s closed. I will never get her attention now that the window is closed.


“Nineteen forty-two!” my mom answered with triumph.


Mom was right. She was born in 1942.


We all regarded this as a towering victory, like the defeat of the Athenians at Syracuse or Joan of Arc’s conquest over the English.


We left the office and Mom and I stood together on Seventy-Sixth Street. It was a beautiful day in early September. I wore a light jacket. I wanted to enjoy these last minutes with her, but I had a piece due, a college essay to supervise. It was that super-subversive “Cat’s in the Cradle” shit. She’d had her chance, and now I was busy. What can I say? I had to get stuff done. I didn’t have time. She had missed my entire childhood, and I refused to miss my kids’ childhoods for her.


I was so petty, even here, even at the end I was petty.


“Can you get home on your own?” I asked.


We were seven blocks from her building.


“Of course I can get home,” she snapped. “Stop treating me as if there’s something wrong with me.”


I pointed her in the right direction. She looked tentative.


Another day of pretending, pretending she was okay, pretending she could get home alone. I was pretty sure she could get home, but not one hundred percent. I probably should have walked her home but I couldn’t spare the time. I was suddenly seized with the image of my mother wandering the streets with no shoes. What if she got lost? What if I was doing to her what she’d done to me so many times: abandoning her? I thought about my normal life a few blocks uptown. I had worked so hard to pick up the glass shards of my childhood. I had put those shards back together and into something that vaguely resembled a life. I couldn’t lose the life I had built now for my mother.


Mom still had a few friends, but she always had trouble getting along with people who were not men she wanted to seduce. (I probably shouldn’t say that, but it’s true.) She was one of those women who related best to men. Also, she had a pathological need to write about everyone all the time. Writing about people tends to infuriate them. I’d heard that Judy Collins was not at all happy because she apparently believed the protagonist of my mom’s novel Any Woman’s Blues was based on her. Sure, Leila Sand had gotten sober just like Judy Collins had gotten sober. And sure, Leila Sand was a folk singer, but Leila Sand was mostly Erica Jong. It was the supporting characters who were usually real people. I’d thought about explaining that to Judy, but I was already such a weird caretaker / supporting character in my own life, and I didn’t know if I had the authority to tell Judy Collins anything.


My mother’s staggering lack of self-awareness was what caused her the most problems. When I was in my twenties, there was an annual Valentine’s Day lunch at the home of Judy Licht, a writer and local newscaster. Mom went every year. Sometimes she dragged me along. I watched as my mother delivered a kind of Oscar-style acceptance speech about her career and its many successes. The other attendees were ladies in their sixties, seventies, or eighties (I enjoyed being the youngest person in the room by at least thirty years), and they were all quite a lot better behaved than my mom. Dr. Ruth sat quietly and politely, even though she looked as if she wanted to throttle something or someone. Nora Ephron rolled her eyes. Nora was my mother’s cooler peer, someone who seemed to have a real life with real friends and real relationships. My mom didn’t have that. The grim embarrassment of this particular afternoon is still seared into my brain. I would have rolled my eyes if I could have. But I couldn’t, of course, and I had to sit there like the good daughter I was. I was part of the problem. I was always part of the problem. I was the hostage-taker’s plus-one. And so not only was Nora Ephron rolling her eyes at my mom, but she was also rolling her eyes at me. How many bad decisions did it take to end up in a position like this?


But the thing that made it just like every anxiety dream I’ve ever had was that there was nothing I could do to stop it. I just had to sit there wishing I was a fork.


The other problem with my mother is, well, the drinking. She is one of those “high-functioning” alcoholics. This fact is highly debated in my family. Maybe there are families where people admit their loved one is an alcoholic. This was not my family. Even at the end, even when my grandmother was drinking herself into oblivion, even then no one ever wanted to admit that Grandma was an alcoholic. “She doesn’t really drink anymore” was the refrain offered, but she’d been an alcoholic and her alcoholism had rippled through all our lives like a flesh-eating virus. Excuses were made, as they always are. She had Crohn’s disease. She was sick. She was upset about Grandpa dying. No one ever wants to say anyone is an alcoholic. Alcoholism continues to feel like a moral failing as opposed to a genetic abnormality. There’s always a sense that maybe if the alcoholic could just work a little harder maybe they could get it under control. But when the alcoholic is “high-functioning,” or famous, or was famous, it’s even harder for the family to help them.


I always tell people I’m sober because I feel as if I’m in a position to destigmatize the disease, to show people you can get sober as a teenager and stay sober. But a lot of the time people believe that because I’m sober, I automatically think everyone is an alcoholic. I don’t, but I do think everyone in my family is an alcoholic.


Here is a recurring event from both from my childhood and from later in my adulthood: my mother weeping in her chair, apologizing to me for being an alcoholic. “I’m sorry, darling. I’m sorry.” And in that moment, she always was.


In her clearer moments my mom would tell me she was an alcoholic, and she would then hold forth about my grandmother’s alcoholism. Grandma’s being a drunk was something we sort of talked about. Grandma Eda got drunk at all family events until she got very, very old. Before that, she would get drunk and vomit at all the best Manhattan restaurants. “Grandma is a drunk but so am I,” my mother would say, shamefully.


But about an hour later, she’d be enjoying her huge glass of white wine.


An important caveat is that my mother wasn’t a mean alcoholic like my grandmother (who used to get drunk, and scream at everyone, and pull off her clothes on the crosstown bus). But Mom wasn’t in there when she drank, even when she was in there. My mother wasn’t bad, she was just gone.


I got sober in Hazelden in Center City, Minnesota. I remember my last drink like it wasn’t twenty-five years ago: three vodka cranberries in the lounge, two Klonopin, and then three glasses of white wine on the plane. My mom flew with me, but she left me in the Minneapolis airport with the little old lady who drove me in her station wagon to the rehab center. Mom turned around and flew home, back to cocktail parties and her normal late-nineties New York City life. I often wonder if my mom drank on the flight home. I would have. I absolutely would have.


Mom went back to Dr. Devi for some more tests. A week later, she and I were supposed to go back to the office for the results.


She canceled that appointment. She told me Dr. Devi said she was fine, that she didn’t really have dementia. I think I knew she was lying when she told me, but I wanted to believe the lie. The truth sucked too much. The reality was that my poor distracted mother was trying to remember if she fed the dogs, but clearly, she didn’t have dementia. What did the doctors know anyway? They were just doctors. That powerful denial that helped Ken deal with Mom’s drinking, the denial that had helped him for so long in work, life, and love, was keeping him from acknowledging the truth. I might say something here about how they both gaslit me, but gaslighting implies they had some belief in the truth, and I don’t think they did. Both my mother and stepfather occupied the same nonexistent world. They had their truth, which I do believe they thought in their hearts was the truth.


But here’s the thing . . . the truth didn’t matter. There is no cure for dementia. There is no treatment. There is nothing to do but sit there and watch the person you love disappear. So maybe his denial once again helped him. Maybe I was the stupid one.


But you can’t be fine from dementia. It’s not over just because you say it’s over.


This is where I need to reiterate that my mother has always been almost entirely without self-reflection. She can’t ever look back at something and take stock of it. It has always been too painful for her to pause and wonder if perhaps she could have done things differently. Not being able to learn from past mistakes makes any kind of forward progress almost impossible. As a sober, I spend a lot of time thinking about the possibility of learning from mistakes. It was entirely in keeping with my mother’s character that she was unable to acknowledge this final, devastating truth about herself.


One afternoon several days later, Dr. Devi called me out of the blue. I had just landed in DC for a twenty-four-hour visit. I was in a red taxi, wearing a mask. I didn’t want to take the call, but I knew I had to.


“Mom said you gave her a very optimistic diagnosis,” I said, trying to sound as cheerful as possible.


“That’s absolutely not what I told her,” Dr. Devi said.


For a moment, I was seized by rage. There were mothers who didn’t always lie to their children. There was a normal world out there filled with normal people who weren’t sociopaths, and none of them would ever be my mother.


“At best, your mother has dementia,” she said. “At worst, Alzheimer’s.”


“Oh,” I said.


I wanted to say something else. I wanted to tell the doctor the bigger truth and explain that I’d never known her, that she’d never known me. That I loved her, that I burned for her, but that none of it was enough. How could I say that? You can never tell anyone the whole truth. As the daughter of Erica Jong, I’d gotten pretty good at whitewashing reality.


I ended the call and felt something that’s very hard to describe. It was the bereft, broken feeling of something ending before it ever got the chance to start.


I checked into my hotel. I did some work. I ate a candy bar from the minibar. I decided that I had to call my stepfather. I hated being my parent’s parent, and I had done mountains of cocaine and had drunk myself to oblivion to free myself of this role. Hadn’t worked. I should have known that sooner or later we all become who our parents make us.


Ken picked up the phone.


I heard myself saying the astonishing words, “Mom has dementia. Or maybe Alzheimer’s.”


Silence from Ken, he knew I was right, but he couldn’t say it, so he said nothing. The barking of their dogs.


Finally, Ken spoke.


“I’m going to let you talk to her,” he said.


He spoke to her offstage. I could hear the muffled sounds of their voices.


And then my mother’s voice, transmitted into the phone two hundred and fifty miles away.


“Hello?” she asked. The voice, so familiar to me, had a different character about it. She sounded hesitant . . . frail almost—two things my mother has never been.


“Dr. Devi called me, Mom,” I said. “She told me you have dementia.”


“Really? But I do remember some things?”


I thought about the things I remembered from my childhood, a scattered tapestry of hotel rooms, sitting alone at lunch tables praying no one would notice me. We all remember some things, I wanted to say. I wanted to tell her I remembered all the times she couldn’t stand to be alone in a room with me and couldn’t wait to flee to her office, or didn’t take me on trips with her, but I’m forty-four years old and twentyfive years sober, and I’m too old and too sober to be an asshole to my aging mother, who tried her best with me, at least when she was aware of my existence.


“You have dementia,” I said again.


A heavy pause.


“I have . . . dementia?” she asked again.


“Yes, Mom,” I said, “you do.”
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