










Praise for Who Do You Think You Are?


“Here’s a book so honest it won’t let you off the hook. You may not realize it during the early pages but it’s a book about love. Indeed, it’s a story where love is redefined, and even though it traces the sometimes unbearable relationship of mother and daughter, there are insights here for all of us. And—the writing is masterly: taut, honest, and strangely satisfying.”


—Frank McCourt, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Angela’s Ashes, ’Tis, and Teacher Man


“Alyse Myers candidly illuminates how challenging it sometimes is to love those closest to us, but how necessary it is to love them, if only so that we may know what love is.”


—Esmeralda Santiago, author of When I Was Puerto Rican, Almost a Woman, and The Turkish Lover


“A compelling read…Popular memoirs are peopled now with sadists and victims, but Alyse Myers has put real people in her story. She’s written a wonderful book. Completely genuine, and yet artfully done.”


—Benjamin Cheever, author of Selling Ben Cheever, The Plagiarist, and Strides: Running Through History with an Unlikely Athlete


“This is a book about determination and will and ambition, the laserlike focus of a young girl driven to survive her not-so-nice Jewish family and grow up to be a different kind of parent. Her success is gratifying but bittersweet, like that of a lone climber coming back down the mountain alive. Myers holds back nothing in the retelling of her story, and we are with her through the whole of it—the honesty, the pain, and the hard-won love waiting for her at the journey’s end. I loved this book.”


—Laura Zigman, author of Animal Husbandry and Piece of Work


“By the end, I felt like I’d been listening to a friend who could not lie, talking about a life she could not escape, and showing me all the wisdom she’d gained in the process of making the trip from despair to peace.”


—Roland Merullo, author of The Italian Summer and Golfing with God


“Alyse Myers’s unflinching memoir conveys the wounds of her childhood with blunt force, tempered by reconciliation. She touches nerves central to every human life.”


—Julie Salamon, author of Hospital, The Net of Dreams, and The Devil’s Candy


“It is still possible to write a good book about an unhappy childhood, and Alyse Myers has done just that with Who Do You Think You Are? The unself-conscious simplicity with which Myers tells her tale conceals no small amount of artfulness.”


—Terry Teachout, CommentaryMagazine.com
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This work is a memoir. It reflects the author’s present recollections of her experiences over a period of years.
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FOR OLIVIA,
the daughter I always hoped I would have.


AND FOR MARC.
My life, my love. Always for Marc.
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PROLOGUE







I DIDN’T LIKE MY MOTHER, and I certainly didn’t love her. The only time we actually had anything in common was when I had my own daughter—but by then it was too late, since my mother was to die before we really could compare notes.


I know she didn’t like me either. I can’t say whether she loved me, as I don’t remember her ever telling me so. But her dislike was more about not understanding the monster she created, as she would say, the person who wanted so much more than she expected—or was able—to give. Or wanted to give. To me. To my sisters. And to herself.


My mother married my father when she was nineteen and was a widow at thirty-three. She told me that he was the only man she had ever been with, both before they married and after he died. Even when I was a child, I knew that theirs was a complicated marriage. I wanted to believe they were destined to be together, that their bitter fights had to do with his illness and her inability to cope with it. I didn’t want to believe that my parents—childhood sweethearts—could end up hating each other with a passion that still frightens and saddens me to this day.


A week after her funeral in 1993, my two sisters and I were in her apartment in Queens, New York, arguing over who would get her things. I was thirty-seven and my sisters would soon be thirty-five and thirty-four. She didn’t have much, and I knew we were fighting over who would get more for herself and not for who would have more of her. Who would get the ugly blue and white crystal bowl that a neighbor’s daughter had given my mother after a trip to Germany as thanks for looking in on her elderly mother? Or the Lladró porcelain statue of a milkmaid that came from Spain, a gift from that same neighbor’s daughter? Or the framed painting of a Moorish castle that she bought at a Greenwich Village art show and was so proud that it perfectly matched the green and gold motif of her living room?


My sisters and I took turns picking things we wanted. I forget who went first. I put my choices in one corner of the room, and I soon realized the things I chose weren’t really important to me, but I wasn’t willing to say so. I wasn’t going to let my sisters have all of her things.


And then I remembered the box. It was the size of a shoe box, hand-carved brown wood, with a green and red skull and crossbones painted on top. It looked like a pirate’s treasure chest. I don’t know if my father did the painting, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it had been something he made in a grade school shop class. My mother was an A student and my father barely made it through the ninth grade. I could see him doing well in shop class, though. When he showed up, that is.




I knew my father had given the box to my mother before they got married. She told me so many years earlier, when I sat on the floor watching her cleaning out her bedroom closet. Or trying to. The box sat in the middle of a pile of shoes—all colors and many missing a mate—scuffed pumps and loafers, slippers and handbags. I asked her if I could open the box, and she told me no, it was only for her. That there was nothing interesting in it and I should go back to my room.


I tried again. “When can I open it?”


“When you’re older,” she told me. “You’re not old enough now.”


I had turned thirteen the week before. That day she told me I was now officially a grown-up.


“But I’m a grown-up,” I reminded her. “You told me so yourself last week.”


Silence.


“When can I open it?” I repeated.


She paused. “When I’m dead,” she responded. “You can have it when I’m dead. In fact, it will be my present to you.”


 


OVER THE YEARS, whenever my mother wasn’t home, I would take the box out of her closet and turn it around and around, shaking it and wondering what treasures hid inside. I wanted so much to open it, but the box was locked tight, and I couldn’t figure out how to open it without breaking the lock. I once dropped it on the floor—partly by accident but partly hoping the little gold padlock would somehow spring open and whatever was inside would fall out. But the box remained shut and the top corner chipped where it hit the floor. I looked around, afraid she would catch me, even though I knew no one was there. I knew she would kill me if she found me playing with it. So I put it back where I found it and left her room.


From that point on, I wanted to know what was inside. I knew the box was important to her. And at her apartment a few days after her death, I knew that if there was one thing I had to have of hers, it was that. That box would give me the answers to my questions: Who were my parents really? And why did my mother end up with so very little in her life?


As my sisters fought over her fifteen-year-old television set, I walked into her bedroom and over to her closet. The sliding door was off its track, as it always was when she was alive. Never a good housekeeper when my sisters and I were living with her, my mother’s apartment was even more cluttered and messy after we had all moved out. Her clothes were so tightly packed in the closet that it was hard to see what was there. She never threw anything out. I could see the blue dress with the white stitching that she wore to my father’s funeral twenty-six years earlier crammed next to the brown polyester slacks and the brown and white polyester blouse she wore to her chemo treatments. Her shoes were thrown in a pile on the bottom of the floor, size 7½ AAA that she always had such a hard time finding in stores. The home nurse who had taken care of her while she was dying clearly had no interest in keeping the house clean, either. What is the point? she probably had asked herself. She’s going to die, anyway, so why should it matter?


I was glad I brought my largest canvas tote bag that day. I carried it with me from room to room, knowing my sisters would think I was trying to take something they might want. I didn’t care what they thought. Carrying the bag reminded me of when my mother first came to visit me and my husband in our apartment soon after we were married. She kept her handbag with her the entire time she was visiting, tightly over her shoulder, hugging it to her chest. “Ma,” I said when I saw she had her bag with her in the kitchen, the dining area, the bathroom, and then back in the living room, “I promise I won’t steal your money.” She looked at me like I was crazy, and then I touched her bag and told her it was safe for her to leave it in one place. We both laughed, and she told me she didn’t realize that she was carrying it around. I’m not sure I believed her.


Now, facing her closet, I bent over and looked on the floor and pushed aside some of her things, but I didn’t see the box. I stood up, stepped back as far as I could go, jumped up a few times to see if the box was on the top shelf. I started to get nervous. I didn’t want my sisters to know what I was doing. They were still looking through her things, her LP records now. I left my bag on the floor by the closet and tiptoed down the short hallway to the kitchen and to the table covered with the orange and yellow checked vinyl tablecloth with old cigarette burns at the place where she used to sit. Feeling like a criminal, I glanced over my shoulder a few times, hoping my sisters wouldn’t notice me. I picked up one of the metal folding chairs and tiptoed back to her bedroom.


I placed the chair in front of the closet, kicked off my shoes, and climbed on top. I saw the box on the shelf, hiding behind the simple blue leather pocketbook I gave her for her fiftieth birthday. I knew she would never use that bag, but I wanted her to have something that wasn’t plastic and didn’t have hundreds of pockets and zippers. I wasn’t surprised when I saw the tag still on it. I pulled it out and shoved it into my tote bag.


Then I reached for the box, pulled it out, put it under my left arm, and climbed down from the chair, keeping my balance by grabbing onto the blue and green and white housedress she wore when playing poker with my grandparents and their friends on Saturday nights. I slipped my shoes back on and put the chair in the corner, next to her bed. There was no one now who would notice it missing from the kitchen. I slipped the box inside my bag and used my sweater to cover it. I walked out of the bedroom and saw my sisters still going through her LPs, arguing over who was going to get Barbra and who was going to get Frank.


“I’m going now,” I said. “I have to get home for dinner.”


“Did you take anything else?” my youngest sister barked. “You didn’t take anything, did you?” I knew she would worry that I had more than she did.


“What would I take?” I asked. “There’s nothing here I want.”


Out in the street, I looked for a taxi to take me home to my apartment in Manhattan. After twenty minutes, I found a driver who was thrilled to go back over the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge. I leaned into the seat, lifted the sweater in the bag, and looked at the box. I thought about when I would open it. And then I thought about my mother and why our relationship was so complicated.


“Why do you want more?” she always asked me and not pleasantly. “Why is my life not good enough for you?”




I closed my eyes as the taxi went over the bridge and didn’t open them until it turned the corner to my building.


When I got back to my apartment, my husband and daughter were sitting in the kitchen, laughing together and eating dinner. I was reminded how lucky I was to have my own family that was so uncomplicated. I gave my husband and daughter a kiss and then walked straight into the bedroom.


“What did you do at your mom’s house?” my husband called after me. “Did you find anything special?”


“Nope,” I said. “Not a thing. She didn’t have a thing I wanted.”


I don’t know why I lied to him. I sat on the bed holding the box, tracing the outline of the skull and crossbones with my fingertip. I toyed with the lock and noticed that it would be easy to pry open. Finally, I would be able to find out what it had been hiding all of these years. All I had to do was get a screwdriver, wedge it under the metal plate, flip open the top, and all of my questions would be answered.


Instead, I walked over to my linen closet, took out a white towel, and wrapped it around the box. I opened my closet door and moved aside my shoes that were neatly stacked in white boxes. I pushed the wooden box far back into my closet, behind my shoes, and closed the door.


I can’t explain why I didn’t open the box that day. And I can’t explain why I didn’t open it until twelve years later. I don’t know what I was afraid of, but all during those twelve years, I would conveniently forget it was in my closet, or when I did notice it was there, would decide I just didn’t have the time to look inside.
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CHAPTER 1







MY MOTHER HAD ONLY one boyfriend—and she married him.


She told me that they had met in school when she was fourteen and he was fifteen. My mother was the former tomboy who lost her baby fat almost overnight, she used to tell me—the good girl from the good family with the bluest of blue eyes. I had always wanted her eyes. They were the kind of eyes everyone would notice and say, “What beautiful blue eyes you have” eyes. Her eyes changed with the light and the clothing she wore. They were a beautiful light blue when she was happy; they darkened to an angry navy when she screamed at me or my sisters or my father. She screamed a lot at my father. I couldn’t understand how such beautiful eyes could have so much hate in them.


She also had the most beautiful hair. Straight and thick. Deep, rich, dark, dark brown. I used to look at old pictures of her and couldn’t believe how long her hair was. She used to tell me her mother would spend hours brushing it, combing it, taking out the knots after she washed it. Pulling it and twisting it into long, snakelike curls that looked beautiful when finished but made her cry all during a process that, thankfully, happened only once a week, she told me. I couldn’t believe hair that beautiful could hurt. When she met my father, she cut her hair. It was much easier to manage, she said. But it was still beautiful. My father used to tell me that he loved to run his fingers through it.


My mother also had long, beautiful fingers, but she never managed to keep her nail polish on without chipping it, and her nails were always cut short and ragged. When she went out with my father for the evening, I would watch her paint her nails with iridescent polish that looked beautiful before she left but was a chipped mess by the next morning. Her jewelry was simple: a yellow gold wedding band on her left hand and a cocktail ring—dark blue sapphires, diamonds, and rubies in a gold swirl—on the right. I don’t know who bought her the cocktail ring. She never wore her engagement ring.


She wasn’t a tall woman—about five feet four inches, she claimed—but I always thought she was much smaller. She never stood up straight. Her shoulders were small and narrow and slightly hunched over. I hated the way she carried herself. She always looked as if she wanted to fold herself into a corner so that no one would see that she was there. “Stand up straight,” I would tell her when I was old enough to notice. “Mind your business,” she would snap back.


She loved bracelets and watches, anything to show off what she thought was her most beautiful feature—her slender wrists.


Her wrists were so tiny that my sisters and I joked that she couldn’t hit us hard when she went after us with a belt or a hanger because she was afraid her hands would break off.


My mother loved her mother and father, and she looked up to her older sister who wanted nothing to do with her. She did her homework and never missed a day of school. She showed me her high school notebooks once, and I was amazed by her perfect handwriting. At night, as a teen, she hung out with the girls and came home when she was supposed to. She spent her summers at a sleepaway camp in upstate New York. Her parents weren’t rich—her father was an immigrant from Austria who owned a fruit stand not too far from where they lived on the Lower East Side—but they wanted her to be able to get away from the heat of the city in the summer. The fans in the apartment where my mother grew up never made the rooms cool enough.


When she graduated from high school, my mother went to work as a secretary for an importer of porcelain figurines. She said she never missed a day of work and was always happy when her boss gave her one of the samples, the ones he couldn’t sell because of an imperfection only he or she could see. I still have one of those figurines. It sits in my daughter’s room on a shelf so high that only my husband can reach it.


My mother’s parents trusted her to do the right thing—whatever that was. And while they didn’t like the fact that she was dating my father, they also knew there was little they could do about the two of them. At least while they were dating. My mother’s parents didn’t want my mother to marry my father. They worried that he wouldn’t be able to take care of their daughter. That he wouldn’t be able to keep a job.















CHAPTER 2







MY FATHER WAS THE third youngest in a family of six—five boys and one girl. He told me he was the one his brothers and sister depended on to keep their family together.


His father had left his mother for another woman right after I was born. My mother once told me everyone knew that his mother—my grandmother—slept with men in their neighborhood to help pay her bills after he left.


Unlike my mother, whose parents worked hard to keep their family in a nice, clean building on the Lower East Side, my father grew up a few blocks away in a tenement on Cannon Street. Years later, his mother moved to a low-income housing project on the edge of New York’s FDR Drive. The project was a jumble of ugly, tall brown buildings, and as a child, when we went to visit, I never could remember which building was hers. They all looked the same. It was hard for me to imagine my father living in one of these buildings. He was so handsome and he dressed so beautifully. He looked so out of place here. It didn’t matter that he didn’t have any money. He always looked like he did.


My mother used to tell me that he was the best-looking boy she had ever seen, and that once they were together, she never ever looked at anyone else.


He wasn’t a tall man—when she wore heels, the two of them were just about the same height—but my mother told me he was the leader of the boys in the neighborhood where they grew up. He had a swagger to his walk that made him seem much taller than he was. Mickey, his friends used to call him when they were first married—after his second love, Mickey Mantle—was the one who always stood out in the crowd, my mother used to tell me. Number 7 was his number, too.


I used to listen to my father tell my mother he could have been a dental technician, compliments of the government. That if he hadn’t skipped so many classes during his service in the army, he wouldn’t have flunked out. But it wasn’t his fault, he would tell her. The stomachaches he had then and all of his life were the reason he wasn’t making more money. If he hadn’t stayed in the army hospital that one day too many, he would be making real money now. He told her he complained it wasn’t fair. He was sick, for chrissakes. It didn’t matter that he was sick, he was told. This is the army. They don’t give you a second chance, he told her. He couldn’t believe he had to leave the army with nothing more than memories of foreign places like Texas and Missouri. Can you believe it? he would ask.


Memories don’t pay the bills, she would tell him.


My father worked for the post office as a clerk. I think it was my grandfather who got him the job. Your job will always be safe, my grandfather would tell him whenever he came to visit. People always had to get mail, he would say.


I know my father didn’t like working at the post office. And he didn’t like the fact that he was a clerk. He always felt that he was smarter than that. He told anyone who would listen that he wasn’t happy that my grandfather made him work there.


I used to hear my father tell my mother that her father had no right to tell him where he should work. “He just wants to make sure we have enough money to live on,” she would tell him. “When you’re better, you can get a job somewhere else,” she would add.


When I was seven or eight years old, my father would take me to visit his mother and youngest brother, who still lived with her in the housing project.


The best thing about those visits was that I was able to be alone with him. I always wanted to spend time with him. He wasn’t home a lot. I would wake up in the morning and see that he was gone, and my mother wouldn’t tell me when he was coming back. I never knew if he was going to be gone for a few hours—or a week. Or longer. Sometimes on Saturdays he would coach basketball to kids in his old neighborhood on the Lower East Side. I always hoped he would take me with him on those early Saturday mornings, but I was never invited along. I hated the boys, who were more important to him than me, but I was afraid to admit I was jealous.


So whenever he would tell me that he was going to visit his mother and that I needed to get dressed immediately if I wanted to come along, of course I got dressed right away. I loved being with him. I loved the way he looked. He always had on a new, clean sweater—wool or velour, which I loved to touch when I thought he wasn’t paying attention. And he always smelled so good. Every Father’s Day, my sisters and I asked my mother to buy him Canoe, the cologne he wore every day. And every day, I would sneak into the medicine cabinet in the bathroom where he kept it, and pat it behind my ears and on my wrists. I never smelled as good as he did, though.


My father was a fastidious man. His clothes were important to him. His shirts and sweaters were always folded just so in his dresser drawers. The hangers in his closet were spaced exactly the same distance apart. My mother told me he was always that way, even when she first met him. It’s important, he would tell me, to dress well and take care of your clothes. People will judge you first by how you look.


My mother, on the other hand, was a slob. Her closet was stuffed with everything she ever owned, and she could never find what she needed when she needed it. She wouldn’t spend a lot of money on her clothes, and that was obvious.


As soon as I was dressed, he would take my hand and lead me to the big forest green car that was always parked in front of our apartment building. He told everyone it was a Cadillac and that he got a great price on it and that it was the best car in the world and that it made him feel rich. I liked the idea of feeling rich.


I never knew how much money we had, but since my parents used to fight about money all the time, I assumed we didn’t have all that much. The strange thing was that I didn’t feel poor. If I needed new clothes, I got them. If I wanted to go to the movies, my mother would give me money for popcorn and soda. We didn’t go on vacations, but every summer we did go to a bungalow colony in the Catskills. It wasn’t the biggest bungalow, but it was big enough for the five of us. My father drove up every Friday and stayed until late Sunday night. My mother told the other mothers that it was the least he could do for her, considering the shit hole he made her live in. Thank God for the summers, she told them. It was bad enough she had to live there the rest of the year.


He would open the car door to let me in, just like I saw in the movies. We didn’t talk much on the way there. He would smoke his Parliament cigarettes—as soon as he finished one, he flicked it out of the window and lit up another—and I would play with the radio dial. I always looked forward to traffic on the FDR Drive during the thirty-minute trip from our apartment in Long Island City, Queens. I knew that once we got to my grandmother’s house, we wouldn’t stay long and that the ride home would be over in what seemed like a moment.


When we got to my grandmother’s building, we would wonder together if the elevator would be working. He would press the button, and we would wait a few minutes to see if the car would come down. He would look at his watch, sigh, and then take my hand to walk me up the stairs. We would climb the seven flights and then walk toward the far end of the hall. Even if I closed my eyes, I knew I would be able to find her apartment by the smell of camphor. The odor would hit me as soon as we came up the stairs, and as we got closer to the apartment it felt like we were walking right into the round, silver metal cans with the holes that she hung in every closet in her house. No matter the season, she never opened her windows. She was afraid moths would come and eat up her clothing, she used to tell me.


My father’s mother was a skinny little woman with gray hair who had a funny accent and thick green-blue veins that stuck out of her hands. My father told me she was born in Russia. I don’t remember ever seeing her in street clothes. It always looked like she was wearing a nightgown. She called me “girlie” when I came to visit and patted my head hello when I came into the apartment.


I tried to remember not to wear any of my nice clothes when we went to visit, as the camphor smell would linger on me for hours afterward. I always wondered what she had that was so valuable that it had to be protected by that awful smell. My father would laugh when I asked him this. I don’t remember his answering my question, though.


My father was his mother’s favorite. Everyone knew that. He was the one she turned to for everything she needed. When she needed a little extra money, he was the one she called. I used to hear him telling people that he was the brother who was taking care of her. He was the one who loved his mother the most. The problem was he never had the money to give. At least that’s what my mother would tell him.


“You gave that whore money again, didn’t you?” she would scream the minute we walked in the door from my grandmother’s house. “How much money did you give her this time, you fucking asshole?”


I looked up the word “whore” in the giant dictionary that sat in the library at school the first time my mother used it. After reading the definition, I turned the pages so no one would know what word I looked up.


My father would call her a bitch and tell her to shut up. That if his mother needed money to pay her rent, he didn’t have to get permission to give it to her.


“How could you give her money for her rent, goddamn it?” my mother would scream back. “How many times do I have to ask my parents to pay our rent?”


As soon as my father and I returned from his mother’s house, I would go into the bathroom, close the door, lock it, throw my clothes in the always-overstuffed hamper, and then turn on the water in the sink full force. When my sisters banged on the bathroom door telling me to come out, I would tell them I was washing my hair in the sink so it wouldn’t smell like camphor. I would sit on the toilet seat listening to the rush of water, waiting for my parents to stop screaming at each other. When I heard my parents’ bedroom door slam—I knew my mother would go into their room while my father would sit in the kitchen and smoke—I would come out. I always wondered why no one ever noticed that I came out of the bathroom with dry hair.

















CHAPTER 3







MY MOTHER DIDN’T WEAR white at her wedding. She wore an emerald green taffeta cocktail dress with a neckline that showed off her small shoulders. She wore a matching green pillbox hat with a little green veil peeking over her forehead. My father wore a suit her parents bought for him as one of their wedding presents.


I never asked my mother why she didn’t wear a traditional white wedding dress. And I never asked her why she didn’t frame her wedding photo or display it on her bedroom dresser like so many of my friends’ parents did. She kept all of her wedding photos in a plain white envelope that had the photographer’s name printed in gold at the bottom, and she stored it in her top drawer, hidden under her slips, girdles, and panties. When she wasn’t around, I would sneak into her room, take out the envelope, and look at the photographs. My parents looked so happy. She looked so beautiful. He looked so handsome.


There was a photo of my mother’s parents at the wedding in the envelope as well. They didn’t look as happy as the bride and groom.
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