







Cheers for

Girls Only

“Wickedly funny and poignant…An utter delight, Girls Only is tea at the Stanhope in the raucous, irreverent, and ultimately delicious company of those who know you best and love you most.”

—BOOKPAGE

“In Girls Only, Alex Witchel’s beat is her own family. What a good reporter she is! Her book is sweet and tough-minded, funny and serious.”

—SUSAN ISAACS

“Wickedly observant…Ms. Witchel is sardonic, mournful, and hilarious, sometimes all at once…In an era of mom-bashing, it’s refreshing to read about a passionate mother-lover.”

THE NEW YORK TIMES

“My mother will wish Alex Witchel was her daughter. This loving, witty, and wise book is a tribute to life with Mother. It’s not for girls only, it’s for anyone who loves his or her family.”

—WENDY WASSERSTEIN





[image: image]





ALSO BY ALEX WITCHEL

Me Times Three

The Spare Wife













	[image: image]
	Touchstone

A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020



Copyright © 1996 by Alex Witchel

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Touchstone Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

TOUCHSTONE and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.

ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-5376-2

ISBN-10: 1-4165-5376-2

Visit us on the World Wide Web:

http://www.SimonSays.com





For Frank, Sam, Greg,

Emmett, Nat and Simon—

who stayed home.





Acknowledgments



I would like to thank first and foremost the editor of Girls Only, Peter Gethers, who’s incredibly smart—for a boy; my agent, Kathy Robbins, who saw a book long before I did—and did something about it; John Montorio, my editor at The New York Times, who makes my life there worth living; June Havoc, for letting me use her life to examine my own; Barbara Denner, whose capacity for my kvetching is nothing short of heroic; Cynthia LaBorde, who works harder than anyone I know and is always my inspiration; Dr. Stephen J. Nicholas at Lenox Hill Hospital, whose expertise and great patience have brought high heels back into my life; Ben Cheever, whose shoulder is the most absorbent in town; my mom, Barbara Witchel, for letting me share her with the rest of the world; my sister, Phoebe Witchel, for letting me share my mom.

And most of all, my husband, Frank Rich, the true gift of my life.








Introduction



I am the oldest child, and even though I have a sister and two brothers, I have always considered myself the only child.

Surprised? Don’t be. There isn’t an eldest child alive who doesn’t secretly think the same thing, and though I can’t speak from experience, I suspect the babies of the family feel the same way. It’s those middle children who would object, but the poor things have no choice. They’ve got to do something to get attention.

My family has its own unique configuration, which goes like this:

First, there is me. First child, first grandchild, eyewitness to the tiny apartment before the first house—not to mention all those long-gone relatives the rest only know from home movies, the ones with the red lipstick and flabby upper arms, which never stopped them from wearing the latest in strapless taffeta.

Three years after me came Greg. I have promised to leave him out of this tale as much as possible since, as a classic middle child, his way of getting attention is to demand none.

But here ’s where it gets interesting. In a marked departure from her early sixties’ peers, my mom decided, after she had two children, to renounce Donna Reed as a role model and earn her doctorate in educational psychology. So until I was ten the only intruder in my world was Greg. But, alas, my father, Sam, who works on Wall Street—though you could pay me a million dollars and I still couldn’t explain what he does—always felt it was his personal mission to remedy the Holocaust by being fruitful and multiplying. So, when my mom finished her degree, she went back to work and back to babies.

Phoebe was next. I came home from the fourth grade for lunch one day and there she was in her brand-new crib. Bright red and screaming so hard that all the cords in her newborn neck stood out. And you know what? She wasn’t making a sound. None at all. Which tells you everything you need to know about being a middle child, with the added indignity of being the second middle child.

Emmett came three years later, on New Year’s Eve. I was thirteen by then and more concerned that the color of my choker match my bell-bottoms than about an occurrence as mundane as the arrival of a new baby had become in our house. The most attention I paid him was being the only one with the grace to faint dead away at his circumcision, which, quaintly enough, was held in our Scarsdale living room, right in front of the grandfather clock. I couldn’t help but think of the prayer that Orthodox Jewish men say, in which they thank God they were not born women. Fools!

Anyway, now the lineup was even: two girls and my mom, two boys and my dad. One family of a girl and a boy, then a second one ten years later. But almost from the start, it seems, we broke on gender lines rather than age. The boys raked leaves, shoveled snow and threw softballs. They learned to talk about the stock market and where to gas up the car for less. The girls set the table, cleaned up and went shopping. We learned to talk about feelings and which department store had the best Clinique bonus. The only politically correct thing in our house was being a Democrat.

The boys meant business, in our family, and my father was the CEO:

What did you get on your report card?

How much is your allowance and why do you need more?

Who won the War of 1812?

But the girls meant home. They were the ones who asked:

How did you sleep?

What did you dream?

Can I borrow your pearls?

What I learned from my father was the boys’ lesson of dealing in the world—trust no one and win the first time.

What I learned from my mother was the girls’ lesson—trust no one and win the first time, but just in case you don’t, come home, eat something, talk about it, have a drink, cry a little, then go back out there and try again.

What can I say? I enjoyed being a girl.

So that’s how it happened, with no conscious decision on anyone’s part, really, that as the years went by, my mom, my sister and I formed our own family within the family.

Girls Only.







Girls Only






chapter one

The Green Couch




Once I was married, things changed.

I guess I should have known they would. Everyone says change is good and healthy and part of life, but I hate it. Even when it’s for the better.

Don’t get me wrong, I like being married. There are just fewer nights to hang out with Mom and Phoebe and stage our comfort marathons.

The day I got married, actually, was the last time we really were together. It was a Sunday, the ceremony wasn’t until six, and they came to my apartment around noon. For my last meal, so to speak, I had requested Mom’s tuna-fish casserole (heaven on earth) that she brought along with an armload of her potential outfits. This was because I was having a wedding that she didn’t understand, meaning there was no aisle, no orchestra and no chopped liver.

What I had wanted instead of a hotel ballroom with a bandleader, third cousins from Brooklyn and a Viennese table, was a grand total of sixty people at Alison on Dominick Street, a small restaurant in SoHo, where there would be a rabbi and frisée all in one room. I was not wearing white (after years of using Mom’s wedding dress to play fairy princesses on Halloween, I couldn’t take it seriously, so I chose an antique pink lace, quite lovely, thank you) and the dress didn’t even touch my ankles. Insurrection!

Which was why Mom had brought everything from ballgowns to business suits with her in the hopes that before the wedding began she might not only identify but even rationalize what this event was going to be. This was her particular form of schizophrenia at work: after breaking enough barriers to brand herself a career woman in spite of being a mother, she felt compelled to indulge these guilty retro lapses where she had to conform or die. So, in the middle of writing her doctoral thesis, she would suddenly start baking pies from scratch. Then she would be so exhausted and irritated at how much time she had spent not doing her actual work that her mood would shift again and the dining-room table would become invisible under piles of papers and she wouldn’t pick her head up for days.

This means that, in theory, if I had chosen a mountaintop in Tibet for the wedding, she would, as a forward-thinking woman, applaud my novelty, but when it came right down to the nuts and bolts of her Bronx-born Jewish-mother checklist, I was nothing short of a disaster—starting with my age, thirty-three, which she considered wizened (she had been married at twenty-three), and ending with my insistence on keeping my own name. She absolutely detested the notion that the doorman or the butcher might not realize that I had indeed crossed the finish line and become a bona fide Mrs.

So, on this day when the skies were as gray as my long-gone bunny blanket, which everyone said I would walk down the aisle with because I loved it so much, but couldn’t because my beloved parents had dumped it when I was twelve on the grounds of conduct unbecoming a preteen and I was still resenting it, I devoured containers of tuna-fish casserole, cold. I couldn’t even wait the five minutes it would have taken to heat it up. I was starved, because I hadn’t eaten all week, convinced I would look fat in my dress. But I knew I had to wise up now or I would faint dead away in the middle of the ceremony.

When I was finished, I managed to do my own hair and worry a pimple to death with seventeen layers of foundation. Somehow, the indignity of being an old maid breaking out on her wedding day was more than I could bear.

“Look at this!” I wailed to Mom.

“Where? I don’t see anything,” she said.

“Here, look, right next to my mouth. It’s disgusting. I can’t possibly be married with this on my face. He’s going to take one look at me and leave.”

“Alex, please, it’s a little thing. You’re the only one who knows it’s there. You look stunning.”

I watched her watch me. I was her daughter, it was my wedding day and she absolutely believed what she was saying. To her, I was always beautiful. And smart. Perfect. It occurred to me that I should marry her instead.

Phoebe was calm. Even though she has always wanted the kind of traditional wedding my mother was hoping, with three hours to go, that I still might have, she had no trouble adapting to my variation. Phoebe, ten years my junior, is a freethinking girl, as long as nothing gets in the way of what she wants for herself. I like Phoebe, actually. It’s hard not to, since she loves me with all the genuine affection, admiration and abject terror any little sister has for one who’s so much older. Like me and like Mom, she can be tough in the outside world, but she can also be warm, loyal and endlessly supportive even though we’re completely different in so many ways. Including the physical. I am short, blonde and small. She is tall, dark and statuesque. This is a girl who’s never shortened a sleeve in her life.

And even though she had not had a boyfriend in years, she was firmly committed to nuptials on the scale of Prince Charles and Lady Diana. What did she care that I chose an event of such modesty it wouldn’t even qualify as her shower? She had bought a perfect dinner suit for the occasion, pink with black trim, and in her capacity as maid of honor and entire wedding party, was now fooling with the calla lilies I was going to carry in memory of Grandma, my mother’s mother, who had carried them at her own wedding.

Mom started modeling her wardrobe. “How about this?” she asked brightly, trying on a skirt and blazer.

“Mom, it’s a wedding, not a parent-teacher night,” I said. “And don’t even think about trying that,” I added, pointing to a coral evening gown with a matching chiffon scarf. “May I point out that it is already three in the afternoon and you still don’t know what to wear? Why is this so difficult for you?”

Her mouth got tight, which is never a good sign. “This is not so difficult for me,” she snapped. “I’m just not sure what you would be happy with.”

Oh, please. What would have made me happy, when Frank and I went to get the license was to have walked across the hallway and done the ceremony right there. But New York has a most inconvenient twenty-four-hour waiting period and it ended up being easier to go through with our original plans than to get all the way downtown again.

So, I admit that on the blushing-bride front I had not been cooperative. I gave myself a one-day limit to find the dress. I did. I agreed to use Rabbi Grauer, my parents’ rabbi, but only because he is exceptionally cool. Frank and I met him for a drink near The New York Times, where we both work, and when he discovered that Frank didn’t have a Hebrew name, gave him one right there in the bar. (Okay, so it’s not partying with Mick Jagger, but for an Orthodox rabbi, it qualifies.)

Then we insisted that only immediate family and close friends (ours, not our parents’) be invited. There went the neighborhood. “What will I tell them all?” my mother demanded. “They invited us to their daughter’s wedding.”

“Okay, Mom. Tell them I’m a horrible person who had the nerve to grow up and want something different than you.”

This merited a tight mouth supreme. Her lips totally disappeared.

All of which explained this little costume parade on Wedding Day, her not-so-silent protest. She had wanted that bandleader to play “Hava Nagila,” she had wanted the third cousins from Brooklyn to fight over who took the centerpiece home, she had wanted the little matchbooks that said FRANK AND ALEX so she could leave them lying around the house as a tangible reminder that finally (thank God!) I was actually someone’s wife, part one of my manifest destiny completed. And I was depriving her.

Phoebe sorted through the pile of clothes; eventually we all agreed on a lavender cocktail dress that looked wonderful with pearls. Very mother-of-the-bride. And once that was accomplished, we all just sat. The apartment was in complete disarray (I was moving, after all), and, sitting in my slip, I went through checklists of details I had managed to write down on the backs of envelopes. This is not the way I thought it would be. For years, my half-baked fantasy of the day I got married was set at a place like Elizabeth Arden. The three of us, surrounded by white wicker furniture, would have our temples massaged and our toenails buffed as we sipped iced tea through straws, careful not to disrupt our lipstick.

Oh, well. I took two aspirin and lit a cigarette.

But I did get my wish in one way. I never wanted to walk down an aisle and I didn’t. I walked through a freezer.

Before the ceremony, Phoebe and I were sequestered in the basement of the restaurant, in the owner’s office—no windows, no air—while up above the noise of the arriving guests grew increasingly louder. I went to the bathroom for the hundredth time.

“Come with me, will you?” I asked Phoebe, and she did, straightening my dress, fussing with the veil, practically clucking. Even though she is my little sister, we both know how to take turns being Mommy when Mommy’s not there. (Mommy made the wise choice of staying upstairs to greet the guests and belt a few vodkas.) But a fleet of Mommies couldn’t help me now.

“I can’t breathe,” I said, panicked. I realized it must be the veil. I had it dyed the same shade as my dress and now it was poisoning me. My God! After all these years being convinced I would never fall in love, never get married, I finally do and I’m dying. My veil is murdering me and will be buried with me. (It should be buried with me, actually. The damn thing cost enough.)

“What time is it? What’s taking so long?” I asked Phoebe. I didn’t tell her I was dying. It might ruin the party. “What if we just left?”

“Everything is fine,” she said. “It’s almost six-fifteen, they’re all sitting down, it’s going to start any minute.”

“No! It can’t! I have to go to the bathroom!”

Finally, it was time. Phoebe took me by the hand, a strong, warm hand, and led me up the back stairs to the kitchen. I followed her feet, looking down, trying to concentrate on breathing. I began to notice it was cold. We had stopped in the freezer, waiting while the crowd up front was fine-tuning the chuppa. (That’s the cloth attached to four poles that is held over the couple’s heads to signify that they will always have shelter. With better insulation, I hope.)

I looked at Phoebe. Over her shoulder sat rows and rows of pale guinea hens with the same clammy goose bumps I had. “Oh, my God,” I said.

She squeezed my hand. “Everything is fine,” she told me soothingly. I didn’t believe her. What if we got locked in here? It would be like that Lucy episode when she came out covered in icicles. I would die with icicles and pimples. Life is never fair.

“You look beautiful and you’re in love,” Phoebe said. “Come on.” She led me past chefs in white jackets who all smiled, though they seemed terribly far away, and into the room where I saw my two incipient stepsons, Nat and Simon, who were then eleven and seven.

“Hi, you guys,” I said, so calmly I almost looked behind me to see who it was.

Then it began. I still couldn’t breathe. I sort of saw Mom on the outskirts of the chuppa, which was held by Dad and Greg (Emmett was taking finals at Stanford and couldn’t come) and Frank’s father and stepfather. I felt myself sway. But, lucky for me, I was not Rabbi Grauer’s first swaying bride. He locked eyes with me, willing me to look only at him. And he knew! Without saying a word he lifted my veil, dispersing the poisonous gases and suddenly, it felt ten degrees cooler. Then I got to kiss my husband, and he stepped on the glass and I can honestly say I hardly remember anything else. Except relief. Exquisite relief. I could breathe!

 

More than a year passed. I was happy, but as I said, this marriage thing did get in the way of our Girls Only nights. The full family saw each other often, but it wasn’t the same.

Then, one day, right before Christmas, I was talking to Mom on the phone about nothing in particular and she started to cry.

I was taken aback. She is not a crier.

“Mommy, what’s wrong?” I asked, panicked.

“Oh, nothing,” she said, trying to backtrack.

“Nothing? Are you kidding? Why are you crying?”

And she very reluctantly started to tell me about her stomach, which always gives her problems, precisely because she’s not a crier and makes it a matter of pride to keep a stiff upper lip and persevere while others fall around her. But after some perseverance of my own, she finally relented and spilled the details.

This particular year, it seemed, money was tight, and she and my father hadn’t taken a summer vacation, which is crucial for her. She works as a college professor and administrator, she’s always been on a school schedule and summer is her favorite season. She loves the sun and the beach and she hadn’t had it, so she was worn out. And to top it off, it was the Christmas season, which just stinks intrinsically, no matter how many halls you deck. Even with menorahs.

I tried regaling her with tales of holiday cheer.

“There’s a Clinique bonus at Bloomingdale’s!” I announced. Barely a murmur in response.

“The Red Shoes is on at midnight.” A faint “Oh?”

“I saw that woman from temple on Madison Avenue and you’d never believe it, but she had her face lifted again.” When all that got was a halfhearted “Really?” I knew the trouble was deep.

Here’s where being the eldest separates the men from the boys, as it were. As we know, the oldest child is the most responsible child. We are the ones who are old enough to know better. We are the ones who show good judgment and keep our parents proud. We are the fixit, cure-all, surrogate parent of our parents.

Oh, they deny it. They say that only they are the grown-ups, the responsible ones. But I’ve never met an eldest child who, sooner or later, didn’t face a parent staring back at him or her in a frantic search for answers. Ever hear the saying that people in show business will listen to anybody? Same with parents. And when they’re fed up with Aunt Minnie, Dr. Spock or the lady next door, the one they look to is you. Now what?

I tried to think, conjuring solutions. Of course, in my rush to mother my mother, I didn’t stop to ask myself what I was doing. Or why. I was grown up now, married and a stepmother. I had a whole other family to take care of. Why was I still running to fix things for Mom? Because I always have? Yes. What power! When a parent, your ultimate authority figure, says, “Can you help me?” and you can, is there a bigger rush? Talk about being taken seriously. And so here I was, hearing that call the way a dog hears a whistle in the next county. After all, I told myself, it’s only fair. Parents help their children all the time, which is okay because children are supposed to need help. Parents are supposed to magically know how to do everything, but, as I’m finding out myself, parents (and stepparents) are only children who got older. No one really has a clue.

When I was about four, I made up a list of my skills and went door-to-door in our neighborhood looking for buyers. I’m not sure what else I offered, but I do remember that “problem solving” cost two cents. No one took me up on it but Mom. And I’ve been doing it ever since, free of charge.

As she rallied now and made small talk, embarrassed by her outburst, I kept thinking: what would make her feel better? A vacation. Well, I didn’t have that much time. How about a weekend? What would she like? A spa, probably, though who had the money? Florence? Paris? Sure, why not. She loves museums. Museums! Ah. The Stanhope appeared like a dream.

After years of our visiting the Metropolitan Museum of Art, I had come to consider the Stanhope Hotel, across the street on Fifth Avenue, an exhibit we would never get in to see. The volunteers at the museum’s information desk always recommend tea at the Stanhope, but after numerous attempts through the years, showing up in the lobby with Mom to find the six—count ’em—six tables perennially filled, I gave up.

Or thought I did. But any time I was in the area, there it was, mocking me, the resourceful New Yorker who couldn’t even master a tea reservation. I started asking friends if they had ever stayed at the Stanhope. None had. Actually, the closest most had come was eating at its highly touted sidewalk café. They hadn’t made it inside either.

But an editor at the Times had asked if I wanted to try reviewing a hotel—usually I write profiles for the Home and Living sections—and this would be the perfect time to do it. Weekends are tight since I became a stepmom; I’m with the kids. But in January, Frank was going to Washington on business for a week and I would be at liberty.

Well, Mom loved the idea. We could go to the Met and we would finally have our tea and drink it too. Of course we’d have to wait a few weeks until after the holidays, which was perfect incentive to live through New Year’s Eve. Problem solved.

When Phoebe heard about our plan, she was livid. “What about me?” she demanded. “I want to go too.”

“But I haven’t had any time with Mommy since I got married,” I protested.

“I haven’t had time with you either,” she countered.

I hadn’t quite thought of that. Actually, I hadn’t thought about Phoebe in a while. Being a decade younger had always meant that there would be long periods when we didn’t see each other, and when we did, we were both focused on getting Mommy’s approval. Or at least I was. As we got older, I realized that Phoebe was also focused on getting my approval. I guess it’s logical. I mean, ten years doesn’t sound like much now, but when I was a freshman in college, she was in third grade. Even then she would write to me asking my advice on her strategy for hooking a boyfriend. And I would give it to her, along with advice on everything else.

Now that we were older, thirty-four and twenty-four, respectively, and she was living around the corner from me, I began to see the possibility of our actually becoming friends, not just assuming she would be the Greek chorus for Mom and me. But I admit that in the midst of getting married and moving and still taking primary responsibility for the psychic care and feeding of Mommy, establishing this friendship did not feel like a pressing priority. It’s like that with family. You just figure they’ll be there when you finally get around to paying attention.

I thought about all of this and decided, okay, she could join us for everything except the sleeping-over part. Still huffy, she accepted.

I booked the weekend package, which included a two-room suite facing Fifth Avenue and free passes to the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Guggenheim. Perfect.

When I arrived late on a Friday afternoon, Mom was already waiting in the lobby. She sat very straight on her chair in the corner, ankles crossed. She’s still such a good girl.

Our suite overlooked Fifth Avenue, with a spectacular view of the museum and Central Park South skyline. The living room was very beige except for a large breakfront filled with books. “You can even take them with you,” the bellman said enthusiastically. “Just mail them back when you’re finished.” A closer look at the shelves revealed Dante’s Purgatory section of The Divine Comedy and Archibald Alison’s History of Europe during the French Revolution. Thanks a lot.

Mom had brought standard postholiday reading: You Can Heal Your Life, a self-help book by Louise L. Hay. I took a peek. “Some Points of My Philosophy” it said. Number one: “We are each 100 percent responsible for all of our experiences.” Well, thank you, Louise. No news there. I also know I’m responsible for everyone else’s experiences. At least Mom’s. At least most of the time. Some of the time?

Forget Dante. This purgatory is mine.

We headed to Gerrard’s for cocktails, an open room at the back of the Stanhope lobby with wood-paneled walls and forest-green sofas. I immediately felt at home here. In Mom’s house there is also a green couch. Granted, it is olive green and corduroy, which sounds hideous, but really isn’t. The green couch in our family is not only a destination, but a state of mind. While other people pine for Bermuda, Phoebe and I pine for the green couch, our emotional respite from the outside world. On the green couch, Mom will rub my feet, light my cigarette, listen to my stories as if Scheherazade were telling them. On the green couch we watch I Love Lucy, eat tuna-fish sandwiches, study the fire in the fireplace.

When all four children are at home there are some pretty ugly moments over who gets to sit on the green couch. Thankfully, the boys don’t come home as much as Phoebe and I do, so we try to share. But what every kid really wants, especially one with siblings, is to have Mommy all to herself.

And here in Gerrard’s I have triumphed. This weekend is a green couch for both of us, a release from routine, a coddle-fest. Mom looked great. Her blonde hair was swept back from her killer cheekbones and perfectly symmetrical jaw. People pay money for this kind of face. (My cheekbones are identical, actually—after a week on diuretics.) Her brown eyes are smart and big, her smile wide. There are the tiniest of lines around her upper lip—from smoking, she warns Phoebe and me. We nod, without listening. Tonight, the other guests smoked freely here, in that European way where no one makes exaggeratedly pained expressions at the first curl of smoke. Those are more appropriate for the bill.

We met Phoebe to see the movie Enchanted April, which she had seen already and loved. We did too. Inspired by its Italian setting, we went to Orso, a restaurant in the theater district, near the Times, where we picked up our three-way yakking rhythm without missing a beat and sat for hours, eating, drinking and smoking. The only things missing from our usual nights were the green couch and our nightgowns. When it was finally time to leave, Phoebe went reluctantly home alone, while we headed off to our Fifth Avenue suite. I felt guilty, for all of ten seconds. It was me and Mom now.

At the hotel, she liked having the two rooms to choose from so she didn’t have to smoke in the bedroom. She’s fastidious about that sort of thing, smoking (not to mention entertaining gentlemen callers) in public rooms only. So we flopped on the couches in the living room and talked about, oh, just stuff. I told her about a jerk in the office, and she hated him immediately. I told her that I successfully duplicated her meatloaf recipe and she glowed. Whatever little victory or hurt I have in the world, I can bring back to her lap and she will gladly celebrate or kiss it and make it better. She loves being Mommy.

As I love being a daughter, seeing myself in the Mommy Mirror, asking if I’m the fairest of them all and hearing the resounding “Yes!” As a child, the rules of the mirror are easy. “Mommy, look at the ashtray I made for you in arts and crafts.” Good girl. “Mommy, I spilled Coke on the living-room couch.” Bad girl. As an adult, the Mommy Mirror invariably develops some funhouse distortions:

“Mommy, I want to marry someone who’s not Jewish.”

“Mommy, I want to move to California.”

“Mommy, I’m not sure I want to have kids.”

And you hear that “Yes!” grow less and less resounding.

But no matter. Every adult I know still looks in that mirror, still contorts him-or herself to match that image, to be the fairest of them all. And if not, she takes what she can get. When Grandma died, Mom said forlornly, “Now I have no one to tell when I do something good.” As if no one else could ever look at her and see the same thing her mother could. And no one else could. Losing her mother meant losing the mirror in which my mother could recognize herself.

That mirror is the first place you learn what you look like. And it’s almost impossible to break. As I get older, I notice that most of my conversations with Mom are about me. What I think, how I feel, what I do. I guess they always have been, and as a child I expected them to be. But now there are times I would like a more equal dialogue. She is less comfortable, though, when the tables are turned, so by tacit agreement, we don’t turn them too often. Being a mommy, after all, means total authority—mythically elevated biology. Being a woman with human shortcomings is not nearly as attractive an option. And having an adult daughter with her own (read different) set of criteria about life, who’s not shy to share, doesn’t seem the greatest incentive to her opening up. Sometimes, her reticence bothers me and I push. But she’s a strong girl. She pushes back.

It is actually the superb quality of her listening, though, not the talking, that has been her greatest gift to me. No matter what, at the end of the day I would come home from school and tell her any little thing and she would be endlessly interested, not only in what I was saying but how I was saying it. I could make her laugh or I could make her angry, all by how I described what had happened to me.

It was getting late in our suite. We changed into our nightgowns. Mom looked at mine, sighing. “Didn’t I just buy you three new ones?” she asked, exasperated. “Come here. Which is this?”

Actually, I hadn’t meant to bring this one, which is about ten years old, with a faded blue-and-white print. The hem is frayed and the weave around the shoulders is close to threadbare. This is just one of those female areas I have never succeeded in. Like fingernails. I’d much rather peel them than grow them. Anyway, T-shirts do just fine for sleeping, don’t they? The only sustained interest I have ever seen a man have in lovely lingerie is in removing it as quickly as possible.

Mom, who does not approve of this philosophy, was wearing her customary delightful confection with ribbons and lace around the collar.

She took a closer look at mine. “Honestly, Alex,” she said, which translates into “If you were still living in my house this thing would be sprayed with Endust, wiping windowsills.”

“Well, it’s clean,” I protested.

“That’s something,” she retorted.

In the interest of harmony I decided not to remind her that she once bought a housecoat at B. Altman that came with matching potholders. Potholders! Is that the ultimate Glamour Don’t, or what?

I slid all the way under the covers, obscuring her view of the offending garment. But sleep at the Stanhope proved difficult because the heating system made loud crackling noises. And Mom insisted on keeping the bathroom light on. A year or two ago, she tripped in her flip-flops on the way to the bathroom and fractured a rib. Which neither of us wanted her to do again tonight.

Finally, it was morning. We considered it the height of luxury to skip our makeup and go straight to the dining room for breakfast, as if we lived there. Since breakfast was part of our package, there was no bill, which only heightened the fantasy. Being surrounded by the soothing blue-green murals and Baccarat chandeliers without even picking up a hairbrush was a better high in its own way than getting all dolled up for dinner. And why worry who saw us? Everyone was from someplace else.

We went to the Met first, without Phoebe, who decided she wanted to sleep late. Mom’s spirits had been lifting since yesterday and by now she had recovered her schoolteacher exuberance. Field trips make her heart grow fonder. And as long as I could keep her out of the Egyptian exhibit all would be well. Everything the Egyptians ever did is anthropological genius in her book, the mummies, the beaten gold, the linen, the tools. (“No, Mom, I had no idea the Eighth Dynasty was so remarkable! I thought they only killed Jews!”)

Today, I felt like taking a break from ingenuity, mine included. But she forged ahead. Ever notice how those backless marble benches become the most comfortable places in the world when confronted with ancient civilizations? I wanted to go to the Costume Institute. The current exhibit was of Norman Norell dresses donated by Lauren Bacall. If the Egyptians really knew anything, they would have left hieroglyphic instructions on how to break through the glass and get one out.

Phoebe joined us at the Guggenheim, where I got instant vertigo. The floors were connected by a descending spiral. If you started at the top, it was like going down a toilet in slow motion. Circling, circling, the white walls rising up around you. Art? Where?

Finally, it was 2:00 P.M., when the Stanhope began its tea service. We arrived at 2:15, genuinely excited. At last!

When I booked our weekend package I was told that reservations for tea were taken only for parties of six or more. So we came early, to avoid more disappointment. We entered the six-table salon and found no sign of tea, just two men smoking cigarettes and reading the paper. We seated ourselves at a table for four. A waiter appeared. “I’m sorry, madam, but this table is reserved.”

“I thought you only take reservations for six or more,” I said. Nodding, he transferred us to a couch.

Fifteen minutes passed and still no tea. The two men were eating cheeseburgers.

God, they looked good. But I’ve had a weakness for tea sandwiches since my very first lunch at the Bird Cage with Mom. That was the restaurant at Lord & Taylor, where no one knew about cholesterol and the best triangle on the plate was date-nut bread and cream cheese.

“Remember that, Mom?” I asked in reverie. “Those sandwiches they used to call society sandwiches, when we went shopping?”

“This does not bode well,” she said, ignoring me to search for the waiter.

“Will the two of you just chill?” said Phoebe impatiently. “He’ll get here.” She was still put out that she didn’t sleep over, even though she got to sleep late. She ran a hand around her long, dark hair, pushing it away from her face. She’s a beautiful girl, always has been. Her cheekbones are like Mom’s and her nose is absolutely perfect, tilting up a little in profile, as does her upper lip. If she hadn’t been so much younger than me, her looks might have been a problem.

I examined her outfit. I liked the skirt she had on. I always like her skirts and her shoes and everything else she wears. She has that special quality no one else in my family has, “an eye,” which she honed on the Sotheby’s program in London and at the Pace Gallery, where she works as an archivist. This also means she can make drop-dead outfits from the most dejected sales racks and that her apartment looks as if it belongs in a magazine, even though all the stuff in it is secondhand. At that moment I was wearing an old sweater of my husband’s over an old sweater of my mother’s and an old skirt of my own. And that’s just what it looked like.

Her skirt was wine-colored and fell in folds.

“Can I have it?” I asked, feeling the material.

“Please,” she snorted.

Finally, menus appeared and we ordered. Another fifteen minutes passed and the waiter returned with a tray of sandwiches, sodden, ice cold, tasting of the refrigerator. The smoked salmon seemed actually spoiled, though the chicken breast was okay once it thawed. Tomato, watercress and egg tasted identical, which was to say like wet bread.

It took another thirty minutes to be served scones, which were good, though the accompanying Devonshire cream came in a cloudy glass dish. Mom looked distressed. She could probably tell you exactly when that dish was washed last and from the look on her face the news would not be good. We passed on the cream and also skipped the tartlets, which we had seen from a distance. They looked varnished in unnatural colors. And I was starting to get a too-natural headache.

The long-awaited tea was a complete bust. The linchpin in my brilliant plan for Mom’s emotional redemption. Now what?

“We should have had the cheeseburgers,” Phoebe said.

“I know,” I answered. “Maybe we should just go upstairs and rent a video.” I was suddenly exhausted.

“Oh, the two of you,” Mom said impatiently. Feeling a tantrum on the horizon (next we’d be fighting over which tape to rent), she steered us down Fifth Avenue into the Central Park Zoo. Not that either of us particularly loves zoos, but Mom does. Always has. I get the same feeling looking at a monkey sitting all alone, blinking, as I do watching the old men in black coats sitting all alone in the deli on Sunday night eating corned-beef sandwiches with their hats still on. It’s not religion. They just forgot to take them off, and there’s no one around to remind them.

But even at our ages, being supervised in a child’s activity by Mom is deeply comforting. To all of us. Phoebe and I don’t have to think. And Mom is once again in charge, her nominally adult daughters redeemed by her indisputably adult surefooted sense of New York and the human spirit. She grew up here. She drives here. She even used to wrap a kitchen knife in a yellow paper napkin and tuck it in her evening bag when we went to the theater at night. Don’t mess with Mom.

So we were all happy now. My weekend started out to save my mother, and then, to preserve the natural order of things, my mother got to save the weekend. And once the weekend ceased being perfect, Phoebe got her revenge for not sleeping over.

We wandered. The polar bears swam laps. The monkeys all had company. The penguins dove and splashed. Our mood lifted.

The zoo was also the ideal break from all our luxury. The catch to vacationing in your own city is that it’s disorienting. Even though you know exactly where you are, your home base is different and so is your focus, so you end up feeling the same uncertainty you do someplace foreign. It makes you tired.

We retreated to our room. Mom and Phoebe lay down on the bed.

“Ha-ha, I’m sleeping here anyway,” Phoebe said, snuggling up to Mom’s shoulder; who smiled and shook her head. I started to eat the Godiva mint chocolate left on the pillow the night before, and after Mom had closed her eyes, stuck my chocolate-covered tongue out at Phoebe.

“You are gross,” she said.

“Stop it, Alex,” Mom said, without opening her eyes.

While they slept, I sat near the window, looking out. It was late afternoon, and a winter twilight streaked the sky pink. The sound of the fountains in front of the museum was faint, but calming. A crowd milled under the big banners and two girls broke away, leaping down the stairs, their coats flying open, laughing. That forgotten teenage elation when it’s almost Saturday night.

As it suddenly was. Phoebe left to go to a party, all scores settled. Mom and I had invited my friend Philip to join us for a room-service dinner. I wanted him to bring his German shepherd, Barney, but he didn’t think the Baccarat crystal in the lobby would survive it. He brought some vodka instead and we ate in the sitting room and watched Saturday Night Live and talked and smoked and had a ball. Mom’s life seemed healed without Louise Hay. At least for now.

After Philip left, Mom went to sleep. “Thank you, sweetheart,” she whispered, before turning out the light. “I’ve had a marvelous time.” And she hugged me, surrounding me with her great Mommy smell, the smell I remember as a child, of Joy perfume and soap and cigarettes and just a touch of Adorn hair spray. There’s nothing better in the world.

I sat in the darkened living room, savoring the silence. It was almost 2:00 A.M. Mission accomplished, problem solved. Even Mom’s stomach had remained dormant for the entire weekend. The ultimate achievement.

But sitting there then, I asked myself how the weekend was for me. Pretty good, actually. Then why did I feel so unsettled? Because I kept wondering what being a grown-up means. Was I one? I didn’t feel like it. As long as my parents are alive, I guess I’ll always be a child. Their child. An adult child—the oxymoron of the century. Aging child is more like it. With the luxury of aging parents, who still eat dinner at six every night, still watch the evening news, still drink their tea after that. I know just where they are at every minute of the day and when I call them I know they will answer.

I had been married for more than a year. Why didn’t I feel different? Mom always called me the original Peter Pan and it’s almost true. I never wanted to grow up, yet I couldn’t wait to grow up. I never wanted to leave my family and I always wanted to leave my family. I wanted to fly away on astonishing journeys and wake up safe in my very own bed.

And it would seem I got my wish, because there I was, married—big life change—and nothing had changed. Mom and I were still here in our nightgowns escaping the boys in our life, and the boy parts of life, the ugly, grown-up, outside world rules and duties.

It flashed, then, the reason why I felt so stalled. I kept waiting to grow up, but at the same time I kept waiting to be a child. Not the oldest, the one who reads a library book a day, wins every spelling bee, shakes hands with adults and curtsies on cue. But another kind of child, one who drips her Popsicle on a clean white shirt, tears her new pants climbing a tree, calls out of turn in class and doesn’t even know the answer. And not only lives to tell the tale but tells it while being unconditionally adored.

I had to laugh. If that was what I was waiting for, I would wait a long time. Like for my next life, maybe. Or the one after that.

Out the window, the museum was glorious in the night. The fountains were off, the pools of water shone. Utter tranquility. The stairs were perfectly stacked cubes of white. Cleaned of crowds, it was like a movie set, a majestic building I suddenly wasn’t sure I had ever really seen before.

I noticed a light then, off to the left of the main entrance. I retraced our path from earlier that morning, trying to visualize where it was coming from.

Of course. Those damned Egyptians. Don’t they ever sleep?
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