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For my family


“I wrote my way out.”

—“HURRICANE,” HAMILTON



Hungry Heart

The other day, I was walking from the hair salon to pick up my eight-year-old after school. It was a beautiful February afternoon, unseasonably sunny and springlike, with a sweet breeze rummaging in the tree branches that were just starting to bud.

Also, my hair looked spectacular.

I was feeling really good. I’d put in a solid morning writing; then I’d done a spinning class, where, according to the computerized rankings that I obsessively checked, I hadn’t finished last. I was wearing my favorite jeans, which are dark-rinsed, straight-legged, stretchy and forgiving, and the Eileen Fisher cashmere sweater that I’d snagged for 70 percent off at the cash-only sale. With my UGG boots on my feet and my purse, with its furry purse-charm, slung over my shoulder, I strode confidently down Lombard Street, feeling like I was on top of things, like this was a day when I had it all figured out.

And then I fell.

My toe must have caught a crack in the pavement as I hurried to cross Twenty-Fifth Street before the light changed. I felt myself leave the ground, saw my arms flailing, then heard myself shout in pain after I smacked down on the pavement, landing on my knees and the heels of my hands. This was not a cute stumble, not the dainty little stutter-step you’d see in a ZZ Top video right before the band launched into a paean to the high-heel-wearing, miniskirted heroine’s legs. This was a full-on pratfall, a wind-knocked-out-of-you, flat-out, oh-my-God, people-running-over-to-see-if-you’re-okay face-plant.

I think I lay there whimpering for a minute before I hauled myself to my feet, assured my fellow pedestrians that I was fine, staggered through the school gate, and inspected the damage. There was dirt and grit and gravel ground into my palms. My jeans were torn. Both of my knees were bruised and bleeding.

“Mommy, are you okay?” asked Phoebe moments later when she came out of the classroom and found me holding a paper napkin to my knee.

“Yeah, I’ll be fine,” I muttered. I limped outside, where we waited for an Uber—no way was I walking home in this condition—and I realized that this was not just a trip, not just a stumble; it was a metaphor for my life, maybe for every woman’s life.

You fall, you get hurt, you get up again.

•  •  •

Last summer, the New York Times wrote a profile of the author Judy Blume, in which she described herself and her work. “I’m a storyteller—you know what I mean—an inventor of people,” Blume said. “And their relationships. It’s not that I love the words—that’s not the kind of writer I am. So I’m not”—she made a furious scribbling motion with her right hand—“I’m not a great writer. But maybe I’m a really good storyteller.”

I don’t think I’ve ever identified so completely with a description, or the way it plays into the seemingly endless debate over what qualifies as literature. I, too, am a storyteller; I, too, eschew the furious-scribbling-motion kind of writing. I care about language and structure and pace, but I care about plot and characters more. I know I’m not the kind of writer who wins prizes and a place on the ninth-grade summer reading list, the kind of writer who gets called “great.” And, lucky me, if I was ever in danger of forgetting precisely where on the literary food chain I reside, there are people lined up on the Internet to remind me.

But “great writer” was never my ambition . . . and I suspect was never within the realm of possibility. I believe that, through education and inclination, through temperament and history, all authors grow up to be a particular kind of writer, to tell a specific type of story. We could no more change the kind of work we do—the voice in which we write, the characters that call to us—than we could our own blood type.

I am the proud and happy writer of popular fiction, and I would never argue that it matters as much as the award-winning, breathtaking, life-changing meditations on love and humanity and the Way We Live Now. I would also note that critics still stumble over the gender divide, where a man’s dissection of a marriage or a family is seen as important and literary, whereas a woman’s book about the same topic is dismissed as precious and jewel-like, domestic and small. Double standards persist, and in general, men’s books are still perceived as more meaningful, more important, more desirable. Last summer, a writer for the feminist website Jezebel revealed that querying six literary agents under a male name netted her five responses (including three requests to see the manuscript) within twenty-four hours, while the exact same letter, sent fifty times under her own name, had gotten a total of just two invitations to send her manuscript. “The judgments about my work that had seemed as solid as the walls of my house had turned out to be meaningless,” she wrote. “My novel wasn’t the problem, it was me—Catherine.”

Clearly, there is progress to be made in terms of how we regard women’s work . . . and being the one who points out the problem does not earn you the Miss Congeniality sash. Particularly when your insistence on fair play and a level playing field is interpreted as a form of delusion about the kind of books you write and the kind of attention you deserve.

She thinks she’s as good as Jonathan Franzen, my critics sneer. She thinks her stuff belongs in the New Yorker. Not true! As a lifelong reader of both literary and popular fiction, I am completely equipped to tell the difference, and I know what belongs where. What I believe is that popular fiction by and for women deserves the same regard as popular fiction by and for men. I believe that if the New York Times is going to review mysteries and thrillers and science fiction, it should also review romance—which remains by far the bestselling genre of all literature—and everything that comes under the catch-all umbrella of “commercial women’s fiction.” Maybe books like mine won’t win the National Book Award, but that doesn’t mean they don’t matter at all. Nor does it mean that the women who read them deserve to be ignored or erased. Women’s stories matter, the stories we write, the stories we read—the big-deal winners of literary prizes, and Harlequin romances, and documentaries, and soap operas, and PBS investigations, and Lifetime movies of the week. Women’s stories matter. They tell us who we are, they give us places to explore our problems, to try on identities and imagine happy endings. They entertain us, they divert us, they comfort us when we’re lonely or alone. Women’s stories matter. And women matter, too.

•  •  •

You fall down. You get hurt. You get up again.

In my own life, I can trace the ups and downs, the things that have gone spectacularly wrong, and the things that have gone right beyond any imagining. There has been heartache. There has been embarrassment. There was that time I had to read about my father’s scrotum in the newspaper. (Fear not; we’ll get there.)

But I’ve realized my childhood dream of becoming a published author and a contributing writer for the New York Times. I have a beautiful home in a city I love, and friends who’ve stood by me, and a wonderful, loving, crazy family that’s come with me for the ride.

I’ve lived through a divorce and a miscarriage. I’ve seen my books become successful in a way few books do. I’ve taken stands, and taken heat, and—I hope—seen the world change, a little bit, because I spoke up.

I had a father who left me. I have girls whom I will never leave. I had a marriage end. I have a man I hope will love me forever.

You fall down. You get hurt. You get up again.

•  •  •

These are stories about hunger, that thing that women are taught to ignore or endure. They’re about wanting something from a world that instructs women that appetites are unattractive, that we should never push, should never demand, and should never, ever raise our voices. But we all want something from the world—love, approval, a boyfriend, a partner, a sense of belonging, a way of doing some good. We all desire, we all yearn, we all dream that if only I had this or lost that, if I could live in that house, marry that man, get that promotion, lose those thirty pounds, then my life would be perfect. As we get older we all learn that there isn’t a finish line . . . or maybe there is, but it keeps moving. It’s a rare moment where we look around, sigh with satisfaction, pull our spouse or kids or pets or parents closer, and say, This is perfect, or Now I have everything. Wanting is the human condition. It’s what led us to invent fire and the wheel and Instagram. There’s nothing wrong with desire, but just like every self-help book, bumper sticker, and issue of O magazine insists, it’s not the destination that matters, but the journey; not the summit but the climb.

I know I’ll never get every single thing I dreamed of. I’ll never be thin. I’ll never win a Pulitzer or even, probably, the pie-baking contest at the Agriculture Fair in Truro every August (because I think the judges are biased against summer people, but that’s another story). I will never get a do-over on my first marriage, or on my older daughter’s infancy; I’ll never get to not be divorced. I will never give birth again, and neither of my births were what I’d hoped for. I’ll never get my father back; never get to ask him why he left and whether he was sorry and whether he ever found what he was looking for. But, dammit, I got this far, and I got some stories along the way, and maybe that was the point, the point of the whole thing, the point all along.

•  •  •

I know how lucky I am for this simple reason: I remember being six years old and telling anyone who asked that I wanted to be a writer. And now here I am—I got to be the thing I wanted to be when I grew up. How many people get to say that? (Besides every fireman and ballerina.)

I knew I wanted to write, and I knew what kind of writer I wanted to be and who I was there for. To the extent that there was choice involved, I wanted to write novels for the girls like me, the ones who never got to see themselves on TV or in the movies, the ones who learned to flip quickly past the fashion spreads in Elle and Vogue because nothing in those pictures would ever fit, the ones who learned to turn away from mirrors and hurry past their reflections and instantly unfocus their eyes when confronted with their own image. I wanted to say to those girls and women, I see you. You matter. I wanted to give them stories like life rafts, or cozy blankets on cold nights, or a friend who’d sit next to you and tell you that whatever was happening, it was going to be okay. I wanted to tell them what I wish someone had told me when I was young and my own father said that no one would want me, that I’d never be worth much: to hang on and believe in yourself and fight for your own happy ending. I wanted to tell them that you can find friends who become like your sisters, that you can build a family that will cherish and support you, that you can find partners who will see your beauty, that you can find work that you love, that you can make a place for yourself in the world.

These are my stories about hunger and satisfaction, about falling down and getting up and moving on. They’re stories about learning, slowly but surely, that the grace isn’t in the happily-ever-after but in the fall, and the pain, the bruised knees and bloody palms, and then the sheepish scramble back onto your feet.

And now here they are for you.



The Outsiders

They fuck you up, your mum and dad.

It is a truth universally acknowledged among writers that an unhappy childhood is the greatest gift a parent can provide. What’s less discussed is how many of us would return that gift, if only we could.

Philip Larkin’s “This Be the Verse” is everyone’s go-to poem, universally beloved because it’s universally true. There’s no one who doesn’t feel wronged by her parents; no one who, when the time comes and if she’s honest, can’t imagine that she’ll cause her own children pain.

But when I think about my parents, the poem that comes to mind is “I Go Back to May 1937,” by Sharon Olds. The poem begins with the narrator watching her parents, who are young and beautiful, in college, as they fall in love:

They are about to graduate, they are about to get married

they are kids, they are dumb, all they know is they are

innocent, they would never hurt anybody.

But then they do.

I want to go up to them and say Stop,

don’t do it—she’s the wrong woman,

he’s the wrong man, you are going to do things

you cannot imagine you would ever do,

you are going to do bad things to children

you are going to suffer in ways you have not heard of,

you are going to want to die.

Stop. Don’t do it. She’s the wrong woman. He’s the wrong man.

My parents met in college, and the story of how was always one of my favorites.

It is, I imagine, a beautiful, crisp fall morning in Ann Arbor, Michigan, in September 1961. Coeds are streaming through campus, carrying their books, pushing their bicycles. It’s bicycle registration day, and everyone who’s got a bike has to sign it up.

My mother—blond and blue-eyed, five foot eight, a tennis and basketball and field hockey standout, broad-shouldered and big-handed and strong—is waiting in line with her blue Schwinn ten-speed. My father—barrel-chested, short and stocky, with curly black hair, deep-set dark brown eyes, an aggressive beak of a nose, and thick horn-rimmed plastic glasses—is walking along a glass-lined corridor called the Fishbowl. He looks down and spots my mother.

“All of the other girls were crouching down, or lying on their backs, trying to see the number underneath the seat,” he would tell me and my sister and my brothers as we sat, enthralled. “And your mom just lifted her bike over her head.” He would demonstrate, lifting one arm up as fast as if he were holding feathers, and smile with nostalgic approval.

He must have imagined that she was some Nordic goddess, a shiksa, the ultimate forbidden fruit for a Jewish boy who’d gone to an Orthodox yeshiva all through elementary school, and fed himself canned foods on paper plates because his parents refused to keep kosher. He must have been disappointed to learn not only that Frances Lynn Frumin was Jewish, but that his family and hers were practically neighbors, and that his father and her uncle had been friends, and their mothers played mah-jongg together.

My mother’s father, Herman, came to America when he was twelve, sailing to Ellis Island from a shtetl that Google tells me is called Krychyl’s’k, in the Ukraine. His parents had left him in the old country with his maternal grandparents while they got settled and, eventually, had another son, an English-speaking American boy who must have been bewildering to my grandfather when he finally arrived. He was smart enough for college, and he’d dreamed of law school, but the Great Depression changed his plans. He finished high school, stayed in college for a year, and went to work, eventually in the furniture business, starting off with an assistant and a cart, going to apartments where there’d been a death or a divorce to make an offer on the furniture. My Nanna finished high school, spent a summer learning to be a key-punch operator, but couldn’t find a job and went to work at Kresge’s, a five-and-dime on the corner, where she managed a counter of yarn and thread and notions.

Faye met her future husband when she was sixteen. For New Year’s in 1931, Nanna was supposed to have gone to Grand Rapids to meet a boy, spending the week with her aunt and uncle and New Year’s Eve with him, but a snowstorm kept her in Detroit. Her best friend Edith’s boyfriend, Leonard, said, “I have a fella—he’s very nice and very shy, and will you go?” Nanna went. “Your grandfather was the handsomest man there. Dressed beautifully. I told him I’d go with him, but that I wouldn’t go seriously. I said, ‘I’m not getting serious until I’m twenty-one.’ ” She kept her word, dating other people, living first in Detroit with her older sister Sophie and Sophie’s husband, Max, then moving in with her parents, who’d gone to Flint after the bakery in Detroit where her father worked had closed and he’d been offered a job there. “Herman always came to visit. Every Sunday. I knew I was going to marry him.” When she was twenty-one, she did.

They honeymooned in Atlantic City, making the trip by car and bringing Nanna’s little brother Freddy, who’d never seen the ocean, along for the ride. Then they settled in Detroit and eventually had two daughters, my aunt Marlene, born in 1941, and my mother, Frances, who arrived two years later.

Marlene was the good girl: blond, feminine, an academic standout who skipped a grade and finished college at nineteen. Frances sounds like a precursor to my sister, Molly, with a twist of my older daughter, Lucy—willful and smart and stubborn, determined to get her way and willing to throw terrible tantrums to make it happen.

“Oh, yes, she was a handful,” says Nanna, her voice clear and vibrant on the phone. Nanna celebrated her hundredth birthday six months ago. Her mind is still sharp, and her memories of her younger daughter still make her sound both rueful and amused.

“She was the exact opposite of Marlene. She was fun but hard to handle. She wanted her way, and that was it!”

Fran’s lackey and worshipful sycophant was her cousin Sharon, Nanna’s brother’s daughter. Freddy had come home from the war with a Purple Heart and courted and married Ruth, a war widow with a young daughter. He’d adopted Sharon, who was a year younger than my mother and who, according to Nanna, would have done anything for Fran’s approval.

“Your mother would tell Sharon, ‘We’re going fishing. But you have to get up early to get the fish.’ So Sharon would get up at four in the morning, and we’d hear her in the kitchen, making Frances her cheese sandwiches . . . and then your mother would make her go outside and dig the worms!”

Fran loved lemon meringue pie and taking big biographies out of the library. She hated to clean. “She never hung anything up. Not one thing. It was all either on her bed or on the floor. I wouldn’t clean in there, and I told Margie, the girl who cleaned for us, not to go in there either. I said, ‘She knows where everything is.’ And then,” Nanna says, pausing dramatically for the punch line, “at camp she got a blue ribbon for the neatest bunk. I never got over it. A blue ribbon!”

Nanna’s favorite Fran story unfolded in New York. Nanna and Pappa had gone on vacation with Freddy and Ruth and Sharon and Marlene and a seven- or eight-year-old Fran. “We stayed at the Waldorf, and money wasn’t that great back then. They wanted dessert, and I said, ‘We’ll order a piece of pie for every two people, and we’ll share.’ Well, your mother wouldn’t have it. She wanted her own slice! Sharon said, ‘I won’t have any. Frances can have mine.’ She was so crazy about Frances that she’d let her have anything. But your mother insisted. She had to have her own piece. So we got her her own piece.”

Girls weren’t allowed to wear pants to school back then. Fran didn’t care. “I can’t tell you how many times I got called to school to come in and talk about her—about her clothes, or that she was annoying people. I’d tell them, ‘I’m sorry, I can’t do a thing about it. She refuses to wear a dress.’ ” She and Pappa considered private school, “but that didn’t appeal at all. There was nothing we could do but get her through to college.”

Now that I have girls myself—one of them a tomboy who’d rather have her nails pulled out than have her hair blown dry, who’d rather give up her iPhone than put on a dress—I can imagine what my mother must have been like, the fights over clothes and shoes and hair, the negotiations and threats and bribes. In the Fran and Sharon stories, I hear echoes of my daughters—willful, stubborn Lucy, demanding to have things her way, and sweet, placating Phoebe, saying, in her piping little voice, “It is okay. She can have mine.” I can imagine how Nanna must have decided when to fight and when she’d just let little Franny ride off on her bike, dressed in a checked shirt and cowgirl boots and pants.

When my mother was seven, her parents decided that she was old enough to spend her summers at Camp Tanuga, a sleepaway camp in northern Michigan. My mother loved camp—loved the freedom, loved the outdoors, loved paddling a canoe and learning to play tennis. She and her sister went for ten summers, each going from camper to counselor. Marlene eventually met her husband there.

At Mumford High in Detroit, Fran was a three-sport athlete, and ran for student council with the slogan “NO B.S.*,” in big letters, with an asterisk below attached to the words “BETTER SECRETARY,” in smaller type. She followed Marlene to the University of Michigan, where, if she’d been like most girls, she would have been expected to find a husband and to choose between the two available, acceptable careers—teacher or nurse.

My father’s childhood was more complicated. His father, Abe, was a contractor, an enormous, jovial man who weighed three hundred pounds when he died at age fifty-three. Abe loved a party, loved to play cards, and had a sharp sense of humor. Visiting a potential client’s house, he’d survey the kitchen or bathroom they wanted renovated, discuss his proposal and his price, then smile. “Sound good?” he’d ask . . . and, when the homeowner would politely agree, he’d say, “Then let’s get started,” and lift a sledgehammer over his shoulder, bringing it down to smash a bathtub or a countertop, thus ensuring that he, and not another contractor, would be hired to fix the damage and do the job. I wonder about that story a lot; about the way that my dad looked when he told it. What message were we supposed to take? What moral were we meant to draw from his smirk, his raised eyebrows, his pleased expression? When we grew up, would we be rewarded for sliding around the rules like that?

His mother, like my mother’s mom, had been born with the name Fanny, and again, like my mom’s mom, had changed it to Faye. She was Canadian, and one of my father’s earliest memories was learning the roster of American presidents, helping her study for the citizenship test. Faye was always well dressed and proper, her hair sprayed and set in a bouffant, in lipstick and crisp dresses with narrow leather belts. She liked things tidy and quiet and clean, but she’d married a man who liked noise and tumult, liquor and cigarettes, a man who chose to be out of the house a lot, leaving her alone with her children. For adult companionship, she had her husband’s two sisters, Ann and Alice, who both eventually ended up institutionalized—Ann for schizophrenia and manic spending sprees, Alice for intransigent depression. They were both given electroshock therapy and, at one point, they were both in the same facility, where Alice refused to speak to Ann, even when they were wheeled past each other on their way to the treatment room.

Like my mother, my father had a single sibling, a sister, nine years younger, named Renay, spelled phonetically to ensure it would always be pronounced correctly. When Larry was left in charge of his sister, he’d roll her up so tightly in a quilt that she couldn’t move, then abandon her. Or he’d tell her that John Beresford Tipton, the titular star of The Millionaire, had stopped by while she was in the bathroom, and that he’d had a check, but when my dad said Renay was unavailable, he’d headed off to another little girl’s house.

Like my mom, my father went to public elementary schools, but then he attended an Orthodox yeshiva after school, traveling from his suburb to Detroit’s old Jewish neighborhood because, he said, the yeshiva bus stopped on his corner, and so his parents put him on it. It was a strange way to grow up, trying to observe the dietary laws and religious rituals that his parents had abandoned. His only friends were his cousins. Ann and Alice had both given their sons the same name, although one was Allen and the other was Allyn, always called “Zissl,” which was his middle name. For his ninth birthday, my father used to tell us, his parents bought him a bicycle . . . only he wasn’t allowed to ride it. Too dangerous. Besides, his mother was already thinking about medical school, and surgeons had to protect their hands. My father was allowed to go visit his bike, to look at it in the window of the hardware store, but not ride it, not once. Not ever.

He, too, attended Mumford High, but never met my mom, until he spied her that morning from the Fishbowl and vowed that she would be his.

So he orchestrated an introduction and invited my mom to come over and watch Adlai Stevenson discussing the Cuban Missile Crisis.

Larry ushered Fran into a slovenly off-campus apartment. (“Socks,” my mother recalls. “I remember dirty black socks. Everywhere.”) He served her canned Franco-American SpaghettiOs and regaled her with his thoughts on politics. Somehow, all of this led to a second date, and then they became a casual couple for a few months. The romance sputtered after my dad invited my mother to celebrate New Year’s Eve at a fancy restaurant. He ordered lobster, the most expensive and, coincidentally, the least kosher thing on the menu, and spent the night throwing up in the bathroom.

“We broke up after that,” my mother reports. But six months later, my dad was back, standing at her off-campus apartment door, with a cigar clenched between his teeth. “Want to go to the track?” he asked. She went. They were married in June 1967, the big, fancy synagogue wedding and sit-down dinner that my mom didn’t want. “Just send me an invitation, and I’ll show up,” my mother told her mother . . . and that is exactly what she did.

So Frannie Frumin became Fran Weiner, and my father became Captain Weiner. The two of them drove cross-country from Detroit to Louisiana, and my father reported for duty at Fort Polk, hoping desperately not to be sent to Vietnam. They lived in an army-issued trailer, in a town that still hosted the occasional Klan rally. On the night of March 27, 1970, Fran went into labor, and Larry, a physician, freaked out. Arriving at the base hospital, he tried to open a locked door, refusing to give up, insisting that he knew the way in, that his door was the right one, even when my mother toted the suitcase she’d packed around to the back, found the correct, unlocked door, checked herself in, and gave birth the next morning.

They named me Jennifer Agnes—Jennifer, because they liked the song “Jennifer Juniper” and, isolated as they were, had no idea how popular the name was becoming; Agnes was in memory of Abe, my father’s father, and because they’d seen an Italian movie where one of the characters was a prostitute named Agnesia.

I was, according to Fran, an easy baby, relaxed and good-natured and given to spending my early morning hours staring quietly at my mobile or my hand. I was the kind of baby who left her parents with the impression that they were excellent, competent nurturers who could easily handle additions to their family. God laughed. Fifteen months later, they had my sister, Molly, who was born faceup and screaming, and has not stopped screaming since.

When my father was discharged from the army, my mom says that they never thought of going back to Michigan. They were ready to see the country, to live somewhere different, to be on their own, unlike their sisters, who both ended up moving blocks away from their parents and the houses where they’d grown up.

My father had offers to finish his training in psychiatry in New York City, in Washington, DC, in Boston, and in Connecticut, at the Institute of Living in West Hartford. As my parents drove over Avon Mountain, with a toddler and a newborn asleep in their car seats, Simsbury, Connecticut, must have looked idyllic, like a movie set: sweet, sleepy, small-town New England. There were farms with red barns and fields like green and gold squares of a patchwork quilt. The First Church of Christ stood at the corner of Hopmeadow Street and Firetown Road, its white spires bright against the blue sky. There was a five-and-dime called Leader’s, and an ice-cream shop called A. C. Peterson’s, and a grocery store called Fitzgerald’s where both of my brothers would eventually work, bagging groceries after school. There were ponds where you could swim in the summer or skate in the winter, a recreation complex with pools and courts for tennis and paddleball. The public high school had a crew team that rowed on the Farmington River, and students at Ethel Walker, a private girls’ boarding school, rode and jumped their horses in a vast, rolling meadow across the street from their tidy brick campus.

Simsbury was eight hundred miles and completely different from Michigan. Simsbury was unfamiliar, un-Jewish, unlike any place they’d lived before. It had an outstanding public school system, and you could get much more house for your money than in neighboring West Hartford, where there were two synagogues and a Jewish Community Center.

Maybe they thought it would be exciting, a challenge, a fresh start. Maybe they didn’t think about being outsiders, or how their kids would grow up in a religious minority . . . or, if they did, maybe they believed that a childhood spent on the margins would teach us resilience. Maybe they just saw how beautiful the town looked, dozing in the light of early summer, and didn’t think of anything at all.

With my mother’s parents’ help, Fran and Larry bought a three-bedroom, single-story ranch house at 9 Simsbury Manor Drive, in a part of town called Weatogue, near the base of Talcott Mountain. There were families with kids our age across the street. Our next-door neighbors had an aboveground pool, where we learned to swim. In our backyard, a cherry tree bloomed exuberantly pink in the spring and grew tart glossy-red fruit in the summer.

My siblings and I grew up in a house full of books. The living-room wall was lined with plank-and-cinder-block shelves that sagged beneath the weight of my father’s medical textbooks and hefty biographies, the books by Jewish authors—Saul Bellow, Philip Roth, Isaac Bashevis Singer—that he and my mother both liked, the novels and contemporary fiction that my mother read for the two book clubs she would eventually join. The two of them were readers, too, of books and magazines and the two papers—three on Sundays—that we got. They wanted to raise kids who were readers, too, which meant limiting television to a scant hour a day of PBS (with occasional dips into network programming for Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom) and throwing their library wide open. The rule was that any child could take any book off the shelf and read it, provided we could give an explanation of the story to Mom or Dad.

In the mornings, my father would put on suits and ties and shiny shoes and go off to work. My mother supervised us, or sent us out to play, or left me alone to read. She’d give us sandwiches for lunch and baked chicken or pasta or steak for dinner, with a scoop of ice cream or three Oreos for dessert. At night, after dinner, my father was the one who clipped our fingernails, lifting each child onto his lap, his hands steady around the tiny manicure scissors, and he was the one who read us our bedtime stories. We’d lie next to him, tucked into my parents’ big bed, and my father would read Grimm’s Fairy Tales or Where the Sidewalk Ends or The Red Balloon. He found abridged versions of Shakespeare and the Aeneid, and collections of classic poems for children. Sometimes he’d make tapes of himself reading “The Charge of the Light Brigade” or “Barbara Frietchie,” and I’d interrupt the poem to ask a pressing question. “Daddy, will you make us French toast tomorrow?” “Sure,” came my father’s deep, soothing voice. “Sure.”

I must have sensed even then that he was quirky, that he had a strange sense of humor, that there was a darkness about him, that he was different from the other dads. He was fastidious about his clothes, and particular about his car, a silver 1976 Corvette with a maroon leather interior—he didn’t like us touching it, or even, it seemed, looking at it for too long. He hated to socialize, and, sometimes, if my mother had invited people over for a dinner party, he’d hide in the closet, once stomping on a bag of potato chips, like a six-year-old throwing a tantrum, to communicate his pique. But he could be funny, too, growing his beard out every October and dressing like Fidel Castro, with his army jacket inside out, his pants tucked into his boots, and a cigar between his teeth. For an anniversary, he found a cement sculpture of a boar and left it in the shower with a note for my mom: “Fifteen years and it’s never been boring.” I don’t remember cruelty. That came later. When I was a little girl, five and six and seven, what I remember was how much he loved me, how he was kind and gentle and endlessly patient, how he made me feel safe, how he praised me for asking good questions or reading big words; how, when we asked him to tell us a story, he never refused.

Molly and I and eventually Jake, who was born in 1973, went to nursery school at the Jewish Community Center in West Hartford three mornings a week. While we painted at easels, wearing our father’s cast-off button-downs as smocks, or ate grapes and graham crackers, or napped, my mother swam in the JCC’s Olympic-size pool, and would come get us with her hair still wet, smelling of chlorine.

Back then, I had a button nose and wavy light brown hair. I was cute in a way I’ve never been since. Molly and I had matching pigtails, and, while my mother’s fashion sense could best be described as “not naked,” our grandparents sent us the occasional ensemble, like our complementary T-shirts—mine said KISS ME and Molly’s said HUG ME.

We lived two blocks from Latimer Lane Elementary School, a new, modern brick building that housed kindergarten through sixth grade. Living that close to the school made me a “walker,” which meant—as unthinkable as it seems now—that when I was five years old and ready for kindergarten, I was allowed to walk, by myself, down Simsbury Manor Drive, then along two blocks of busy Mountain View Road, and across the street to school. I would set off in the mornings, spending the next four hours with Miss Burdick, who’d let me read quietly in a corner—Black Beauty or the Bobbsey Twins, Anne of Green Gables or the Encyclopedia Brown mysteries—while my classmates colored or practiced writing their letters and numbers, and then I would walk home in time for lunch.

Simsbury was one of the first school districts in the state to offer gifted classes, mandatory enrichment for kids whose IQs were over a certain level. When I was five, my father walked with me to Latimer Lane on a Saturday and, bent over to look me in the eye, gravely informed me that I would be taking an important test, and that I should do my best. For the next few hours, I sat in a guidance counselor’s office, re-creating patterns with black-and-white blocks, reciting back series of numbers and, at the tester’s instruction, drawing a picture of a person. My subject was my father, of course, with his curly beard and his tie and his glasses, and I remember that I kept asking for the paper back, to add another detail—the knot of the tie, his ears, a shoelace. I wanted to make it clear to whoever was grading the test that this was someone of great importance, someone specific and special—my father.

I don’t know what my score was, but it was good enough to get me tagged as “gifted.” My teachers would give me extra work, sending me home with math word problems, or more challenging addition and subtraction. Mrs. Palen, my first-grade teacher, would let me stay in from recess and write poems, or stories. I preferred reading and writing in the empty classroom to running around a playground in the company of my peers.

When I was eight years old, we moved across town, into a four-bedroom Colonial on Harvest Hill Road where I’d live until I left for college. My mother was pregnant again, and my father was doing well enough to buy a house with a two-car garage and an inground swimming pool in the backyard so that, in the summertime, my mom could swim laps at home, and we could have pool parties, where Fran would serve barbecued chicken or steak at wooden picnic tables on the deck.

Our new neighborhood, West Simsbury, was fancier than our old one. Everything was bigger—the lawns, the houses, the rooms themselves. The bedroom that I’d share with Molly had wall-to-wall white carpeting, cream-colored wallpaper with a pattern of strawberry vines, twin beds, matching white dressers, and a white bookcase in the center with a foldout desk that neither one of us used. My favorite reading spot was on my belly, on the floor between the beds. Molly’s favorite activity was jumping from bed to bed, chanting, “The quick brown fox jumps OVER the lazy dog, the quick brown fox jumps OVER the lazy dog.” I would ignore her, as my mother had instructed, until I couldn’t take it anymore, and I’d thrust my fist in the air, catching Molly mid-jump in the belly, sending her crashing down on top of me.

With our new home came a new school. Where Latimer Lane was bright and airy, Belden was a hulking brownstone that seemed to huddle away from the street and glower at pedestrians in the shade. At one time it had been the district’s high school, so it was enormous, with endless staircases, echoing bathrooms, and cavernous classrooms that seemed ill suited for little kids. Belden combined its second and third grade into one class, so there were dozens of kids to meet. Amy Smallwood had a loud voice and black hair and big teeth; Christie Kellerman, even at eight, was cool and beautiful, blond and blue-eyed, with feathered hair and a thin navy-blue ribbon around the neck of her pale blue button-down. Brendan Flaherty was squinty and flat-faced and freckled, a boy who couldn’t see a ponytail without yanking it, or pass a water fountain without jamming his thumb over the spigot.

One warm fall morning my first week at Belden, Brendan cornered me in the playground. “You’re Jewish,” he said.

I lifted my chin. “Yes.”

Brendan glared at me. “You killed Jesus.”

I was shocked. I knew that being Jewish meant that my family celebrated different holidays, that our prayers were in a different language, that we went to synagogue instead of church and celebrated Chanukah, not Christmas. But this was the first time I’d been insulted for my religion, the first time I’d ever connected being Jewish with doing something wrong. And as for Jesus, my mother had explained that Jews believed he was “a great teacher,” but not the Messiah, which left me with the vague impression that Jesus was like Miss Burdick or Mrs. Palen, that He’d taught kids like me, maybe in a neighboring district or a different school. I might not have been clear on where He worked, but I was positive no one I knew was responsible for His demise.

Tears prickled the backs of my eyes. “I didn’t kill anyone!”

Brendan shrugged. “Probably your parents did.”

I hit him in the nose. He bled. We both cried, and we both got in trouble. That was the beginning of my unhappy time in Simsbury, which would stretch out for the better part of the next decade.

Ultimately, religion was the least of my problems. Simsbury was a place where good looks mattered, and the preppy aesthetic ruled. With my wardrobe of hand-me-downs from Aunt Marlene’s daughter Rachel and clearance items from Marshalls, with my big nose and dark skin, my Semitic features, and eventually, my ungainly body, I was neither pretty nor preppy. I took up space. I made noise. I was smart and mouthy, cracking jokes my classmates didn’t get, trying out my new vocabulary words in conversation, even if I wasn’t sure I was pronouncing them right. I wanted friends desperately, but I couldn’t understand how the thing that pleased my father the most—my intelligence—could make other kids hate me. So I’d thrust my hand in the air every time I knew an answer, and I would casually drop references to Freud or Isaac Asimov into conversations in the cafeteria, or say things like “Kelly! Have you no couth!” to an undoubtedly befuddled classmate at the bus stop.

On Girl Scout hiking trips, I’d spend my time talking to the troop leader. At away games, the soccer coach would have to assign one of her daughters to be my roommate, because no girl ever volunteered. On the bus to and from school, I would sit by myself; on the playground, during recess, I’d be by myself. After school, I would sometimes join the neighborhood pack that included my siblings and the kids who lived nearby, and I would always have a book to keep me company, but I never had a real friend, a friend who was just mine.

Simsbury, and the people who lived there, looked like an Abercrombie & Fitch ad. I looked like a Lane Bryant outtake that had wandered onto the set. My sister was petite and adorable, my brothers were athletic and handsome, all of them were well liked, but I was large and weird and unlucky. Other kids could, for example, get away with a quick nose-pick, or discreetly pulling their underwear out of their butt crack after it had ridden up during chorus. Not me. I always ended up picking my wedgie in full view of Christie Kellerman, who’d laugh, and point, and call her friends over to join in the mockery.

I’m not sure my parents knew about my social ineptitude or how lonely I was. If they’d known, I’m not sure what they would have done; whether they would have tried to fix it. My guess is that they would have left it alone, saying, This will give you empathy, and stories to tell, or Someday this pain will be useful to you. It was a different time . . . and, soon enough, my parents would be locked in their own battles, their own misery, and my father wouldn’t be a father to us anymore.

In the Sharon Olds poem, the narrator imagines pulling the paper dolls apart, setting her parents on different paths, away from each other. Of course she doesn’t, no more than any of us can or would.

. . . I want to live. I

take them up like the male and female

paper dolls and bang them together

at the hips, like chips of flint, as if to

strike sparks from them, I say

Do what you are going to do, and I will tell about it.

It would be years and years before I could tell about it, before I could take the raw material of all that hurt and embarrassment and spin it into fiction, but even at five or six or seven, I was already taking steps in the right direction. I was always writing—back then, it was poems about the wind and spring flowers, or short stories about lost balloons. With my teachers’ encouragement, I would submit the poems to children’s magazines. One summer day when I was eight or nine, I went to get the mail for my mother, who was probably expecting a new issue of the New Yorker, and was surprised to find an envelope with my name—JENNY WEINER—typed on the front. Inside was a check for twenty-five dollars and a letter, on stationery with a letterhead on top, informing me that my poem “The Sunny Day” was going to be published.

I can remember everything (except strangely the name of the magazine)—the feeling of the envelope in my hands, the slap of my bare feet on the burning pavement as I ran across the street and through the front yard, then the house, and up to the pool, the way my heart jumped when I saw my name, typed out, all official looking, my mother’s delight when I told her. For days I walked around, wrapped in my own invisible robe of happiness. Someone had paid me—had given me money—for words that I’d written! Other people would read those words and would see what I’d wanted them to see and feel the way I’d wanted my words to make them feel!

It was one of the best days I’d ever had, and even though it would be years before anyone else paid me for a piece of writing, I’d been set on the path. Storytelling—taking readers into a place you’d created, just with marks on a page—that was a kind of magic. If I could figure out how to make that magic my life’s work, I would be the luckiest girl in the world.

I wrote whenever I could . . . but my encouraging first-grade teacher gave way to a less indulgent second-grade teacher, who made it clear that I was an aggravation, mostly because I had the bad habit of reading in between words during spelling quizzes, pulling my book out of my desk and into my lap as soon as I’d scribbled down the answer. Mrs. Brooks accused me of cheating; I told her that I was just bored because of her “interminable pauses.” My parents were called in, the principal was consulted, and, together, they all decided that I’d skip third grade. Because, really, what better to do with the chunky, mouthy, socially inept eight-year-old than move her into a different school with strange classmates a year older than she is?

The trend of skipping grades stopped once educators realized that they were creating a generation of social cripples. By then it was too late for me. On my first day of fourth grade, it felt like everyone took turns telling me that I’d gotten off the bus at the wrong school. “No, I’m supposed to be here,” I kept saying. It seemed like my classmates didn’t believe me . . . or that, if they did, they didn’t want it to be true.

Luckily, my new school had a dedicated gifted teacher. Every day, I’d skip social studies and science and go to Mrs. Ciabotti’s little classroom, with its glass walls that looked out into the hall (all those missed classes are the reason that I can’t read a map, name the states or their capitals, or explain photosynthesis or why the sky is blue).

Mrs. Ciabotti was a trim woman with iron-gray hair and bright blue eyes. She wore shirtwaist dresses, pink lipstick, and glasses, and she treated education like an all-you-can-eat buffet, where the five of us—me, Louise, Peter, Philip, and Derek, who’d also skipped third grade—were allowed to fill our plates by ourselves, sampling whatever we wanted, gorging on our favorites.

In her classroom, we’d go on deep-dives into the environment or history or human biology. In fifth grade, I won a local science fair with a scale model of the human nervous system, complete with electrical circuits that lit up if viewers followed the taped narration and pulled the switches at the right times. Mrs. Ciabotti would let me spend entire afternoons with a book and a dictionary and a stack of blank paper, working on poems and pieces of stories. She even arranged for one of the high school English teachers to make the trip to Central once a week and read my poetry, which he would do with gravity and care, questioning me about word choice and tone, assigning me Walt Whitman and T. S. Eliot poems to read.

In sixth grade, I wrote a play that the entire grade performed. I took nascent stabs at writing novels that I kept in notebooks and never showed anyone. By the time I made it through the crucible of Henry James Junior High and into Simsbury High, I was writing speculative fiction loosely based on my own life and heavily influenced by Stephen King. (What if the weird, silent diners at the restaurant where our heroine buses tables were actually vampires? What if it turned out that the administrators at the high school our heroine attends were secretly sacrificing and eating students, as a way to stay eternally young?)

I wrote and I watched, telling myself that things would get better and paying attention all the time. I watched other kids and tried to figure out what made me different. Was it their clothes, their expressions, their hair? Was it the TV shows they talked about, the songs they sang, the way they stood with their hands in their pockets and their JanSport backpacks dangling from just one shoulder? How did some girls know, without being told, which boys to talk to and which to avoid? Why was Andrea Freeh, who was very heavy, popular with girls and boys, while Monica Levy, who was just slightly chunky, was derided as fat, with no friends at all?

As hard as I tried to crack the code, or to arm myself with its signifiers—a French braid, ribboned barrettes, an ABBA cassette—I never got it right. Everything would always be the tiniest bit off—too tight, or the wrong brand, or the right brand but the wrong color, or the right color but the wrong cut. I’d save up for Nikes and finally buy a pair and arrive in homeroom only to find out that, at some point during spring break, all the girls in junior high had decided that Tretorns were now the thing; or I’d ask for an alligator shirt and my mom would find an Izod-style shirt at Marshalls, a shirt that would look right until you noticed that the animal on the breast pocket was a tiger instead of an alligator, or that there wasn’t any animal at all.

With adolescence came my growth spurt, which was actually spurts, plural, because it was as if each part of my anatomy decided to embark upon the journey to adulthood at a different time. When I was twelve, my nose and my breasts took off, sprinting for the finish line while the rest of my face and body were much slower out of the gate. In junior high I had a mouth full of braces and a Dorothy Hamill–style wedge haircut. I had wide hips and broad shoulders and double-D-sized breasts that I was constantly trying to hide in baggy shirts and boxy sweaters that only made me look bigger. Nothing worked—not my hair or my clothes, not the makeup I didn’t own and wouldn’t have known how to apply if I’d had it. In every picture that exists from that era, I’m hiding behind someone or something—a parent, a tree, my hands.

The older I got, the more things at home changed. The more outspoken and contrary the four of us became, the more my father shut down, swinging between sullen silences, absences, and terrifying, violent eruptions of rage. He’d always had high standards for everything, including appearances, and if you didn’t meet them, he was not likely to give you a comforting hug and tell you he’d help you do better next time. If I got a ninety-nine on the math quiz, he’d ask what happened to the other point, and if I brought home anything less than an A, he’d thunder, “You want to be a secretary? Because that’s all you’re good for.” When he got angry, he’d yank whatever paperback I was reading out of my hands and tear it into chunks. When I’d ask if a shirt or new dress looked nice, he would eye me slowly up and down, then say, “No.”

My mom loved us, but she was busy and distracted. She had four kids and a life of her own—she took classes, in slow pursuit of the master’s degree she finally finished when I was in college; she read books for her two book clubs. At 9 Simsbury Manor, she turned our basement into a darkroom and became a competent photographer; at 13 Harvest Hill Road, she and a friend launched a mail-order spice business that they ran from our dining-room table. At both houses, she swam a mile every single day. As we got old enough to take care of ourselves, she adopted an attitude that could be kindly described as benign neglect. “I’m not refereeing,” she’d frequently say when we came to her with our disputes and tales of the injustices, or sometimes, our bruises and bloody wounds. We fought violently, with teeth and nails and kicks and punches. Hair was pulled, names were called, blood was drawn. Jake called me fat. I called Jake a male chauvinist pig. We took turns locking poor Joe in the basement, where, we’d told him, a fifth brother named Josh had been buried. This went on until my father left and we united against a common enemy.

Back then, I didn’t understand that what was happening in my house was not happening in everyone’s house at night, when the doors were shut and the blinds were drawn. It took me just as long to sort out my physical self—how to dress in a way that flattered my shape, how to do my hair and makeup (or pay professionals to do it), how to be in a body, in the world. It took time before I could take all that pain and use it; transform all that loneliness and isolation and shame into stories.

But eventually it happened. I went to college, I fell in love, I got a job and found friends and read hundreds of wonderful books. Then wrote my own . . . and the grown-up versions of the girls who were so cruel to me in elementary school and junior high started coming to my readings. In California and New York and San Francisco and Rhode Island, at synagogues and schools and bookstore bathrooms, they appear. They find me on Facebook, they message me on Twitter. They look into my eyes, they reach for my hands, they name one of my heroines—the lonely, smart-mouthed, fat reporter in Good in Bed ; the lonely, sarcastic, plus-size lawyer in In Her Shoes ; the girls without boyfriends, the girls without girlfriends, the girls whose parents were too wrapped up in their own misery to see them or help them, and they say, That was me, too.

Part of me doesn’t believe them. Part of me is angry, still. Part of me wants to say, Where were you in seventh grade, when I’d put my books down on a table in the cafeteria, a table where five other girls had hung their purses from their chairs, and I’d go and get my iceberg lettuce and chickpeas and bacon bits that were not bacon and tasted like gravel on a Styrofoam plate, and when I came back to the table all five purses had disappeared and the girls were sitting somewhere else? Where were you when I was being laughed at, where were you when I was being ignored, where were you during all those bus rides when I sat by myself, all those recesses, years of recess, when I stayed inside because I knew that if I went out I wouldn’t have anyone to play with?

But I don’t do it . . . not any more than Sharon Olds tore up those paper dolls. I smile. I squeeze their hands. I remember that one of the girls who left me alone in the cafeteria in junior high had a mustache, and not a faint, barely noticeable one, either, and that another queen bee spent half of high school hospitalized for anorexia, that even the ones whose lives looked, or look, perfect have suffered, will suffer, are suffering now.

Maybe I was lucky, after all. Maybe the damaged ones, the broken ones, the outcasts and outsiders end up survivors, and successful, and with empathy as their superpower, an extra-sensitivity to other people’s pain, and the ability to spin their own sorrow into something useful. Maybe my parents and Simsbury and all those hard, lonely years did me a favor.

Because now I have stories to tell.



. . . and Then There Was Nora

My mother and my Nanna have a handful of anecdotes about me that they never get tired of telling. One of their favorites dates back to 1980, when I was ten years old and spending my summer at Camp Shalom.

“You got off the bus,” my mother begins.

“. . . and you were reading your book,” Nanna continues. “Walking down the stairs and off the bus and reading the entire time.”

“And you got off the bus, and you were barefoot! And we asked, ‘Jenny, where are your shoes?’ ”

“And you just shrugged,” Nanna continues. “You’d managed to lose your shoes.” The two of them finish the story in harmony: “But you’d never lose your book.”

When you’re sad and lonely where you are, it only makes sense that you’d do whatever you could to get someplace else. That was what books were for—my lifeline, my oxygen when I was underwater, my escape. They gave me other worlds that I could inhabit, characters into whose skin I could slip. In book-world, I wasn’t chunky or clumsy, the girl whose overlarge vocabulary was the equivalent of a “kick me” sign taped to my back, the girl with the ugly face, the weird clothes, the complete lack of friends. I was Nancy Drew, zipping around in her roadster, solving mysteries, or Anne of Green Gables, finding her “bosom friend,” or Laura Ingalls, standing in the door of my little house on the prairie and watching Indians on horseback file solemnly by, or Meg Murry, bravely searching the universe for my missing father.

Books were a series of magic carpets, each one with the power to deliver me to another, better place. That was all I wanted—to be brave and beautiful and admired and beloved, to be somewhere other than my hometown, where no one—not my teachers, not my rabbi, not my Girl Scout leader, and definitely not my parents—seemed to notice that I was being eaten alive.

My father set the hook. Every night when I was four, he began reading me and my sister a chapter of Nancy Drew, ending each session with a cliffhanger. One afternoon, after school, only one chapter away from solving The Secret of the Old Clock, Molly and I couldn’t stand it anymore. We snuck the book out of my parents’ bedroom, where it had been waiting on the nightstand, and took it down to the basement playroom, which was the kids’ domain. The playroom was carpeted, equipped with Legos and wooden blocks, a three-note Playskool xylophone, an old couch, and an orange-and-white Fisher-Price record player that we could use to play records from The Jungle Book or Free to Be . . . You and Me. Molly and I sat down, side by side, our backs against the fake-wood paneling, and I opened The Secret of the Old Clock to my father’s bookmark, one slim wedge of pages from the book’s conclusion.

At first, the words looked like cuneiform, random slashes and squiggles. I took a deep breath. There was a story in there, I just had to figure out how to get to it. Molly peered down at the page, then up at my face. “No?” she said.

I kept staring. I knew my letters. I knew which sound each letter made, and most of the sounds in combination. I could recognize dozens of words by sight; I’d been following along with my father for weeks. “N-a-n-c-y” was “Nancy.” “Look-ed” was “looked.” “Nancy look-ed. Nancy looked at her friends.”

Molly clapped her hands with delight as the cuneiform became letters, and the letters became sounds, and the sounds became words, and the words turned into a story. I started to read, first painfully slowly, sounding out each syllable, then gaining confidence and fluency until, with my head aching and my eyes burning, we got to the end of the chapter, to the detective’s arrival and the bad guy’s arrest and Nancy’s joyful reunion with her father. Molly went racing up the stairs, out of the basement and into the kitchen, which always smelled faintly of garlic, probably because Fran kept a desiccating Hebrew National salami hanging from a nail in the doorway, shouting, “Jenny can read!” I was almost five, and the doors of the world had swung open. My imaginary life, the one that sometimes felt more real to me than the real world, had finally begun.

I started my career as a reader with my father’s medical textbooks—mostly because there were pictures of naked people in them. I was curious about boys and, other than glimpses of my brothers in the bathtub, I hadn’t seen much. Each hardcover had thick, glossy pages that smelled of formaldehyde, and each was crowded with tiny type and vivid color pictures—“Plate 1,” “Plate 2”—of various horrific rashes and lesions and tumors. I paged through the book, enthralled and horrified, until I came to pictures of a naked little boy with a black bar over his eyes and, due to some kind of pituitary tumor, the secondary sex characteristics of a grown man. I slammed the book shut at my first glimpse of the boy, and the words (“penis,” “testicles”), looking around anxiously to see if anyone was watching. When it was clear that no one was, I opened the book again and stared until my curiosity was satisfied. What I remember most was not his body hair or the adult heft and size of what he had between his legs, but how his belly curved outward, and the way he stood, slightly pigeon-toed, like every little boy I knew.

My next stop was my mother’s novels. I dipped into The Bell Jar, but had barely made it past the title page and my explanation that it was “by a very sad lady named Saliva Plath,” when my mother decided I’d have to wait a few years. She wasn’t so quick with a book called Widow, by Lynn Caine, about a woman whose husband dies of explicitly described colorectal cancer. That book gave me nightmares, as well as a lingering habit of inspecting the contents of the toilet bowl after I’d used it, certain that I’d see traces of blood and discover that I, too, was dying. I didn’t think anything between two covers could be quite as vivid or disturbing. Then I discovered Erica Jong’s How to Save Your Own Life, with its scene about a couple having uninhibited sex during the woman’s menstrual period. When you’re eight years old and you’ve read about a man chewing on a woman’s used tampon, it gives you a slightly skewed sense of the grown-up world. You start to see it as an odd, not entirely safe place, full of weird corners, strange angles, bad behavior. The adults I was meeting in books felt like oversize children, children who could (and did) have sex, but did not seem any wiser or more reasoned than the kids I knew.

I read voraciously, indiscriminately, gulping down anything that held my interest. My parents’ books were supplemented by the ones I’d borrow from my classrooms, and from my school library, and visits to the Simsbury Free Library, which had been built in 1890, a Colonial Revival–style building with a pillared entryway and imposing windows, three stories high, with a basement for the children’s section. I’d go at least once a week and come back with a brown paper grocery bag full of books—picture books, chapter books, poetry, biographies of presidents and inventors, enough to carry me through a week.

The library was just a few blocks from Belden Elementary, and maybe a mile away from Central Elementary, where I went for fourth through sixth grade. There was a path through the woods, from Central down to Belden. From there, you could follow the sidewalk down to the library. I was allowed to make the trip after school, as long as I promised to stay on the sidewalks. I would walk or skip, sometimes humming to myself, enjoying my freedom. Being at the library felt like spending time in some eccentric aunt’s book-crammed house. The periodicals and nonfiction were on the first floor, fiction was on the second, and there was a young adult section in the small, cramped attic—two rooms, a few tables, the spicy smell of ink and old paper, walls lined with bookshelves, and spinning wire stands of paperbacks stuck wherever there was space.

I read The Citadel by A. J. Cronin, and A Child’s History of the World by V. M. Hillyer. I devoured Judy Blume’s work, especially the library’s single, dog-eared, passed-around copy of Forever . . . that made the rounds through the Henry James cafeteria and would fall open immediately to the sex scenes. When I was twelve, I found Stephen King’s short-story collection Night Shift in the library—this was the paperback with the eyeball-covered hand on its front cover—and made the mistake of reading it during a babysitting gig after the kids were asleep. It left me so terrified that I sprinted the entire length of the street back home.

I read for entertainment and I read for knowledge and for previews of coming attractions. (Boys! Sex! Babies! Divorce! Feminist awakenings! And that was just the first three chapters of The Women’s Room.) I read Ancient Evenings and The Persian Boy and Lace, by Shirley Conran, a racy book about three best friends and the sexual adventures they had in boarding school, a book that spawned an eventual miniseries that I wasn’t allowed to see. I read Isaac Bashevis Singer and Portnoy’s Complaint, which gave me an excellent reason to eschew liver on the rare occasions that my mother prepared it. My neighbor Rosanne McFarland’s mom was into Harlequins, and I would take three or four home and read them, one after the other, and fall asleep dreaming of the prince who would someday come, in the guise of a lonely cowboy or a widowed surgeon or a wounded war hero whom I’d patiently nurse back to health.

I read kids’ books, too, Shel Silverstein and the All-of-a-Kind Family, all the Ramona and Beezus books, the Great Brain and Encyclopedia Brown and Roald Dahl—first everything he wrote for children, then the grotesque and twisty stories he wrote for adults. I had a taste for the dark stuff, and there was plenty of it to find. My father had given me a hardcover book, a collection of short stories called something like Eerie Tales. There were classics like “The Tell-Tale Heart” and “The Most Dangerous Game,” and one of Dahl’s lesser-known stories, “Man from the South.” In that one, a hard-core gambler staying at a luxury resort overhears a soldier casually bragging about the excellence of his cigarette lighter. In his accented, sibilant English, the gambler proposes a bet: If the soldier can strike a flame ten times in a row, he’ll give him a brand-new Cadillac. If he fails, he’ll collect the man’s little finger. The soldier accepts, even though his girlfriend begs him not to. As a crowd gathers, and as our narrator is recruited to count each flick, the soldier thumbs the wheel of the lighter and sparks a flame once . . . twice . . . three times. I think he gets all the way to nine before the gambler’s wife storms into the room, grabbing her husband and shaking him, berating him in some foreign language. While the gambler stands, shamefaced, his wife explains to the stunned crowd that the Cadillac wasn’t even the man’s to bet with. It was hers. “I took everything,” she said. “It took me a long, long time, but I got it all in the end.” When the unnamed narrator shakes the wife’s hand, he notices that it feels very strange . . . then he looks down and sees that she has only her index finger and her thumb.

That was a long way from Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. Except that book, too, had a kind of underlying savagery that I, and presumably other children readers, accepted without question. In the books I loved, people were poor, teachers were cruel, fathers lost their jobs, parents died and their children were adopted by horrible, hateful great-aunts who were horrible and hateful just because they disliked children. In one of the Great Brain books, a Jewish merchant starves to death because the Mormons in town don’t patronize his business and he’s too proud to let them know that he can no longer buy food. The Grimm’s Fairy Tales that my father read from wasn’t the redacted, Disneyfied collection of stories, with wasp-waisted, doe-eyed girls drifting about and singing “A Dream Is a Wish Your Heart Makes” while mice and little birds made their beds. In my version, Cinderella’s stepsisters hacked off their heels and sliced away their toes to try to cram their bloody feet into the glass slipper—and then they had their eyes pecked out by Cinderella’s loyal bird companions after they’d failed. When the miller’s daughter guessed Rumpelstiltskin’s name, he flew into a rage that ended only after he tore himself in half, and when the Little Mermaid got her prince and her legs and what was between them, not only did she lose her voice, but with every step she took she felt like she was walking on knives.

This all confirmed my understanding of how things worked. Other kids were mean. They would hate you if you wore the wrong clothes, if you celebrated the wrong holidays, if you looked or sounded different, and the grown-ups either didn’t see or didn’t care.

This vision of the world also fit in with what I saw at home, where all of us tiptoed over the thin ice that lay atop the roiling black water of my father’s temper. Anything could set him off—a wet towel on the floor, a bicycle dumped on its side in the garage instead of parked neatly, a smart mouth, a scrape or bump, real or imagined, of his new Corvette, this one a red 1984 version. In the garage at Harvest Hill Road, he strung old couch cushions together, forming a makeshift bumper that encircled the car. He loved his Corvette unconditionally. As for the rest of us, he loved us when we performed—when Jake scored goals for his soccer team, when I got perfect scores on my tests. When we’d fail to meet his expectations—when we misbehaved or broke the rules or, worst of all, when we embarrassed him—he’d be cold and scornful, dismissive and cruel, the opposite of the gentle, loving father who’d read us stories every night when we were little.

When I was ten, I tried out for and made our town’s travel soccer team, much to my parents’ astonishment, and my own. I wasn’t a very good player—not fast, not coordinated, definitely not liked by my teammates—but I must have had a very good day at the tryouts. At a home game, when I was playing fullback, an opponent fired a shot at the goal. I intercepted it and tried to kick it forward, but the ball spun and bounced backward off my ankle, past our goalie, and into the goal.

“She scored for the WRONG TEAM!” I heard one of my teammates say. People were laughing. Our coach was shaking her head. On the sidelines, my father was staring, not at me, but through me, as if I’d suddenly become invisible. In the car, on the way home, I cried and said, “I want to quit the team.” He stared straight ahead and said, “Maybe you should.”

If he’d been that way all the time, I would have known to avoid him. But sometimes he’d be the father I remembered, the one who’d encouraged me to read, the one who’d say tersely, “Proud of you” when I brought home those good grades, or who’d introduce me to his secretary and his colleagues and beam as he said, “This is Jenny, my oldest.”

There was no predictability, no way of knowing which father you’d get, a suburban version of “The Lady, or the Tiger?” Every night we’d hear the garage door go up and listen to the Corvette rumble to a stop. The door to the house from the garage would open. He’d set down his briefcase and stand there in the hallway. His suit and tie would be as pristine as they’d been when he’d left, shoes polished to a high gloss, watch and wedding ring shining, and the five of us—my mother in the kitchen, the kids upstairs or in the family room watching The Electric Company—would hold our breath. Would he smile, dance into the kitchen, reach for my mother and enfold her in a hug? Or would there be a chilly silence as he swept us with his gaze, his expression stony, his posture defeated, like a man who’d expected to check into a five-star hotel and instead found himself in a squalid shack full of kids and noise and mess?

Home made no sense. Books were much better, even the ones that affirmed the world’s darkness . . . but some of the ones I loved the best offered not confirmation but the fantasy of escape.

•  •  •

When I was twelve, I found Judith Krantz’s sex-and-shopping sagas and became an instant devotee of her stories about beautiful movie stars and the dashing descendants of Russian czars who loved them (Princess Daisy), or three generations of stunning models-turned-businesswomen and the famous artist who loved them (Mistral’s Daughter). In Krantz’s world, being unhappy in high school meant only that, within a chapter or two, you’d start taking flying lessons, and fall in love with your older, dashing war-hero instructor . . . and being overweight and unlovely meant only that transformation was imminent.

My favorite Judith Krantz book, then and now, is Scruples, a fable of an ugly duckling who blossoms into a beautiful, extremely wealthy, and sexually satisfied swan. For the unenlightened, Scruples, and its sequel, Scruples Two, tells the story of Wilhelmina Hunnenwell Winthrop Ikehorn Orsini Elliot, always called Billy, who grew up heavy and lonely, shunned by her wealthy Bostonian peers in a way that felt, to me, devastatingly familiar. I had soccer-team humiliation; Billy had dance class, where, in a fit of nerves and shame, she threw up on herself, and her all-wrong shiny blue satin dress. My physician father could be mean and cold; Billy’s research-scientist father barely knew she existed. Both of us ate to stuff the pain down, and for the pleasure food gave us, neither of us could connect with our classmates. After high school, Billy gathered her courage and a small inheritance from an eccentric aunt and went to Paris. There she perfected her French and dropped ninety pounds (you know it’s fiction when a girl goes to Paris and loses weight). She had unsatisfying sex with her first boyfriend, figured out how to have satisfying sex all by herself, and returned to America to begin her conquest of the world, driven by, among other things, a desire to show up all those snotty Boston girls who’d shunned her.
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