














Advance Praise for Saturday’s Child


“In her searingly honest memoir, Deborah Burns unpacks what it means to be the daughter of a mistaken-for-a-movie-star mother who refuses to be defeated by life, no matter its disappointments. At once painful and uplifting, and rich with period detail; you will fall in love with both generations.”


—Sally Koslow, international best-selling author of Another Side of Paradise


“Riveting and affecting; timeless and timely—a stunning debut.”


—Bethany Ball, author of What to Do About the Solomons


“A beautifully written love letter to a fascinating mother. I was immediately drawn in by both the prose and the mysteries at the heart of this unique mother-daughter relationship.”


—Andrea Jarrell, author of National Book Critics Circle Award nominee I’m the One Who Got Away


“Mesmerizing. A must-read for any daughter who’s ever tried to figure out where her mother ends and she begins.”


—Lynnda Pollio, author of Trusting the Currents


“A poignant, candid exploration of the bond between mother and daughter. In allowing herself to see her mother as a real person, flaws and all, Burns not only sets herself free—she shows the rest of us how to do the same.”


—Gayle Brandeis, author of The Art of Misdiagnosis: Surviving My Mother’s Suicide


“A heartfelt tale of love, honor, and becoming . . . wise and wonderful.”


—Agapi Stassinopoulos, author of Wake Up to the Joy of You


“In this captivating memoir, the relationship between an unconventional and fiercely independent mother and the daughter who idolized her is revealed in all its complexity. A story of identity, self-discovery, and forgiveness.”


—Jennifer Kitses, author of Small Hours


“Deborah Burns fearlessly reveals the hidden truths of a compelling and challenging mother-daughter relationship. Vividly written and thoroughly rewarding!”


—Barbara Novack, Writer-in-Residence, Molloy College, author of Pulitzer Prize-nominated J.W. Valentine


“With a journalist’s eye and a poet’s hand, the author unveils the unique texture of her glamorous mother’s elusive love. Heartbreaking and hopeful, searing and soulful, Saturday’s Child is unputdownable—this generation’s Terms of Endearment.”


—Meghann Foye, author of Meternity


“A cinematic memoir that reads like fiction, with lush, elegant prose that belies a raw, honest narrative of a daughter coming to terms with the narcissistic mother whom she idealized. An unforgettable journey of discovery, understanding, and self-love.”


—Lisa Anselmo, author of My (Part-Time) Paris Life: How Running Away Brought Me Home
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Dedicated to Elizabeth, who sparked the journey
and to Dorothy, who was the flame.




Every Mother contains her daughter in herself and every daughter her mother and every mother extends backwards into her mother and forwards into her daughter.


—Carl Jung




London Dawn
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The dream. Again. I shot up at 3:30 a.m. in a London hotel room, my heart full of remorse and racing with panic. The nightmare hadn’t surfaced for years but was now breaking through the veil once or twice a week. Nearly two decades after my mother’s death, the recurring illusion unfolded anew—that she was really alive and somehow, I hadn’t called her in months. A notion that could not have been more absurd.


How could I be such a terrible daughter? So ungrateful? She was sick and alone. I’d been absent when she needed me most. Sharp metal prongs were pulling me under, drowning me in murky water, my mouth open, arms flailing. How could I possibly have forgotten to call for so long? But I couldn’t call. Because in the dream I had forgotten something else—her phone number. The frantic search began again. What was it? Back in my childhood apartment, it was missing from the center of the rotary dial. In a frenzy, I dug into address books, through paper fragments, pocketbooks, and closets. Through strange new rooms, unfurnished and dim, their low doorways making me crouch and crawl. Aaahh! A guttural sound, equal parts frustration and fury. Where was that number? If only I could find it, I would get to her, make everything all right once more. But despite my mad scrabbling for clues, I could never once make the call.


When she was alive, I had always been in chasing mode, in longing pursuit of something fleeting. In death, my mother continued to elude and haunt me, holding fiercely on to answers that only she could offer.


Now fully awake, I slid slowly out of bed and glanced at my sleeping daughter. Elizabeth had conceived of and planned the entire trip, a carefully timed one-week respite from her job.


“Let’s go to London, just you and me,” she suggested.


It was an easy yes, and off we went to steep ourselves in the British history she loved. What she couldn’t have fully realized was just how perfectly timed this escape was for me.


The dreams weren’t my only upset. Lately, the waking world had me white-knuckled as well, reaching for something just beyond my grasp while I felt a familiar slipping away. The women’s magazines I worked for were collapsing—they had looked their digital future in the eye and didn’t know what to say next. I could read the cards, and it was just a matter of time before my role as Chief Innovation Officer imploded, taking my livelihood and professional realm with it. Secretly, part of me welcomed a change. I’d had enough of corporate life to know how it hardened you, constantly forcing you to cut back on what was to make way for a newer, smaller what is.


All I was really sure of was that I would soon need to reinvent my bewildered self in an uncertain future. The returning dream seemed like one more emotional hijacking, reminding me of how I still yearned for my mother; of how I needed to fully understand all that had been withheld between us. Had she somehow broken my little girl’s heart all those years before, knotting me up in ways that still cried out to be unraveled?


“Are you OK?” Elizabeth asked. That’s the gift of a daughter—she senses, she knows.


“Totally.” A whispered mom lie. “Sorry. Just my morning routine.” My eyes filled at the sound of her voice in the dark.


I reached for the tiny coffeepot that sat under an eighteenth-century gilt-framed landscape, flicked on a low-light at the far side of the room, and unzipped the closeted suitcase. There, the blank journal. I decided that I would finally reflect on this trip about the emotions trapped inside me, about searing loss and something not quite found.


I inhaled, eyes closed, and waited, unsure of how much time had passed before I picked up the pen and wrote:


I just turned the age my mother was when the illness began to take hold of her; when errant cells, undercover and uninvited, began to grow wildly beyond her control.


I stared at the words. Of course, I thought, suddenly hit with the realization. This was the reason for the dreams, the longing, the panic. I am now as she was then.




Country
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My hand started waving as soon as I sensed my mother’s car about to round the last curve before the hotel. I never failed to anticipate her arrival every summer Saturday, not even once, not even by a second. When she stepped out, I threw my arms around her waist, careful to angle my body back a bit so my bathing suit would not dampen her. A half embrace, but we were together again. Even if her hug wasn’t quite as tight as mine, I could tell that she had missed me too.


A quick change into one of her Emilio Pucci–inspired sarongs, and then we would trek to the enormous pool with all the other guests. My towel was already on the hill’s coarse grass from the morning, and she would join me on it for a few moments so I could cover her back with oil. Then I’d watch as she first glossed her face, then her chest and arms and finally her legs, slightly raised to reach her arched feet. Even now, the scent of Bain de Soleil transports me to another time and place.


Back in the water, I kept one eye on my mother as I swam with all of the other children. Always holding a cigarette aloft, she’d laugh with the friends who orbited her, admirers who vied for proximity, seeking some sort of rub-off effect—or so it seemed to me. She seduced the world, and I was no exception.


Once an hour she’d pin up her tumbling red mane, tie a sheer kerchief around it, and come in for a dip. Everyone knew to stop splashing. She slowly submerged up to her shoulders and began to do her sidestroke once around the circumference of the pool. That signature stroke was completely her, effortlessly gliding sideways through life without ever going too deep. After all, leaving the surface would wet her hair.


When I was very young, our pool ritual was both a public and private gift. Before or after the side-stroking—sometimes before and after on a really great day—my mother would press her body down on the rope that separated the children’s side of the pool and slide across. Scooping me up, she’d ease back over to the grown-up side (where it was almost as shallow but still felt as though you were entering a forbidden zone). She would bend her slippery knees so the water just reached her neck and I’d climb on to face her, weightless, my little hands, arms, and feet sliding on her shoulders and legs. A smiling pause to build the anticipation, and then she’d begin her bouncing game. “Bah-dum, bah-dum,” she would singsong, “bah-dum, bah-dum,” as we bobbed and turned round and round together. Her breath, her closeness, her blue eyes on me as the cool water beaded on our skin was like nothing else. If I close my eyes, I can still feel that joy.


The ramshackle little hotel that my father’s family had built was upstate New York’s Italian safe haven. And my mother—Dorothy, a.k.a. Dotty—reigned supreme as its brightest non-Italian star. The grounds of the resort and its cast of characters anchored us both in the country for three months every year. As soon as school was over, I was ready to leave the city, impatient—for once—as if I were some unruly child. I’d roll down the window as we drove and tick off the markers to the almost there stop in throwback Marlboro. The town’s two storefronts were ready to greet us—a bakery and Jack’s Variety Store, which seemed to hold all the plastic and paper mysteries of the universe behind its screen door. We’d emerge with a bag of toy horses, coloring books, crayons, and enough paint-by-numbers sets to last the summer, and a second bag filled solely with connect-the-dot books. My fascination with drawing lines between randomly placed dots to reveal something surprising knew no bounds.


Then fifteen minutes more on the narrow looping roads, up and down hills, past dense trees, and over a little stone bridge. Almost there, almost. A straight patch and then there it was, the grand field with the pool in the distance on my right, the house my grandfather had once lived in on the left, and straight in front of me the three-story hotel he had named the Canzoneri Country Club. Arriving, I felt like I was finally home.


Bought by my father’s brother, Tony Canzoneri—also known as the lightweight boxing champion of the world—it had been, in its 1940s heyday long before me, the Italian destination for anyone who was anyone with a vowel ending their last name. Some of the colorful guests were on the sketchier side; some even signed the check-in register with aliases, parking their families at the hotel for the summer season while they traded sunshine for shady city business during the week. What those men actually did was anybody’s guess. No one dared ask too many questions.


My grandfather, however, must have heard many of their secrets. He was, I learned many years later, also known as “the Sicilian mediator.” Apparently, he resolved underworld disputes from his high-backed chair flanked by one temperamental Great Dane and two Boxers, their long tongues hanging from the sides of their mouths. He ran the hotel for my uncle when it first opened, with help from his other children, including my father, Jay. All summer long, movie-worthy personas dove into the pool, played pickup handball, baseball, and badminton, and later in the day, enjoyed boozing to live music in the smoke-filled cocktail lounge. The lounge’s nicked chestnut bar spanned the room’s length and was the resort’s communal centerpiece. Bordered by maroon leather stools, it was backed by mirrors so the guests could keep a close eye on themselves—and each other. A giant framed sketch of Uncle Tony dominated the center mirror, his cocky grin and gloved fighter’s fists pointing straight at the gold-chained, pinky-ringed crowd. Everyone had been drawn to the hotel by a shared universe of fame and vice and a certain circle-of-understanding that felt familial. And all of the guests were committed to having a blast.


Each day I could be found loitering around a flock of women sporting cropped skinny pants, ruffled midriffs, and beehive hairdos. Theirs was a slow communion, a passive mingling devoted to the endless discussing and dissecting of shared whispers. In contrast, the communion of the men at the resort was always active and loud enough to make you wary, with poker as their pastime of choice. I noticed early on that my mother was the only one who shared in both worlds.


The card room lived off the dining pavilion, which held thirty round and square tables set under massive oak beams. After dinner, some of the men would stretch, grab a scotch, and then retreat to the small side room for a few hours before the bar scene kicked into action. Lined with pine paneling that had been infused with the smoke of a thousand cigars, this high-testosterone province had well-defined borders as if the players had peed along the perimeter to mark their territory. The only estrogen ever permitted in that room and at that poker table was hers.


“Here she is. Have a seat.” Hovering in the doorway, I’d notice how they all sat a chair apart from one another at the outset, hoping that perhaps she’d choose the seat next to them. She would slink into a chair alongside one or another, and whoever it was always looked down as if to conceal a grin that silently announced that he had already won.


“You deal, Dotty.”


“Ante up.” Somehow, she always managed the most professional shuffle despite her long nails. She’d do four or five in a row, each half deck elegantly bent back in her hands, the cards snapping and falling in line as she swiftly moved her fingers.


“Seven-card stud.” It was dealer’s choice, and she announced her game. After the cut, she’d toss the first two cards facedown to each player, then add another faceup for all to see.


“Don’t kill me tonight,” the most recent big loser said to get their easy laughter going.


“I’ll try not to.” My mother smiled.


“Whadya win last night?”


“I never count,” she answered. But I knew she did. And I knew where she secreted away her hauls, stashing bills in velvet pouches deep within drawers, in folded stocking toes and tiny sequined evening bags stacked on closet shelves. I always begged her to tell me how much she’d won when she was done tallying and to teach me how to play. When to raise, call, or check—and when to bluff. Rules, which she adhered to rather loosely in life, were critical to her in poker. They were as strict as she was—meant to be understood, mastered, and followed to the letter. And one was never, ever to play with a joker or a wild card—those silly games were for girls. They would give you away. They would reveal you for who you were, not worthy of being taken seriously. Not a real player.


Sometimes she’d even let me come in and stand behind her chair. “You can watch, Debbie, but don’t you dare let anything show on your face. Whether my hand is good or bad. You understand? Or else that’s it, never again.”


“I promise, Mommy.” I quickly learned to never reveal anything. Missing the chance to see her compete in this world of men felt too important.


They’d play a round, and then another shuffle would open up the conversation. “You should be in Hollywood.” One heavyset man always repeated that line as they watched her, a simple fallback when at a loss for words.


“She could probably run Hollywood,” another growled. “How’d a smart girl like you end up in a place like this?”


“Sometimes I ask myself the same question.” She said it lightly, in a way that didn’t offend them given that they were there too—just a nonchalant acknowledgment of the obvious that made them all nod.


Their weekends, like mine, were lit by her presence. She always drove up to the hotel alone because by the time I was born, my father preferred to stay in the city on the weekends. Most summers I didn’t see him at all. I was left in the country for three months with my father’s sister, Aunt Lena, and my mother would always visit at the end of each week, staying in room 107—right next door to the one I shared with my aunt, room 105. There would only be an adjoining bathroom between us. That and a different brass key. The hotel rooms were rustic with no air conditioning, but each corner held some dusty magic for me. Twin beds with thin headboards and even thinner chenille quilts; drawers that never quite closed on the wood-knobbed dresser; worn curtains blowing prayer strings on cool nights. My young eyes saw past the run-downness of the place; only a child could see it so purely. For me, it was a faraway kingdom, a storybook land with a beautiful queen and her little princess of the meadow.


Idealizing it—and her—as a child helped me cope with certain uncomfortable truths. That’s the insight of an adult looking back, one who now realizes that my penchant for exaltation served me well when I was young. Those magical wonder years between five and ten remain incredibly vivid, the memories flickering in my mind like scenes from an old film: splices of the swings at the base of the evergreen path that led to the pool, or the porch that spanned nearly the whole length of the hotel’s façade. Its enormous screen walls were held together by flimsy wood trim and a loosely hinged door that groaned open and closed. Under a planked ceiling of forest green lived Ping-Pong and bumper pool, a pinball machine, and small card tables for no-rules games of Go Fish.


Nothing beat being on the porch when the sky darkened from an approaching storm. It was as close to nature as a city child could get—the safest place to experience the thrill of being unsafe, to forget oneself in the face of something larger and uncontrollable. Thunder stomped on the roof and lightning cracked with frightening closeness as the air’s scent turned mossy and earthy. Wind and rain forced through the thousands of tiny holes in the screens, blowing hair and wetting feet as we played on. I spent years perfecting an almost unhittable Ping-Pong serve that still lives on in my muscle memory today. What I don’t have any memory of is my mother watching. But even then, I knew the porch scene was not for her. I understood.


As much as summers in the country were a welcome antidote to my concrete, crowded city life, they did rouse a vague, diffused ache that back then I couldn’t name. A.k.a. maternal longing, a yearning that was ever present in both locales. “A.k.a.”—also known as—was a hallmark of my life with my mother, for almost nothing was as it seemed to be—or perhaps as it should have been. Illusions abounded.


Maybe it was wistful mommy-longing that made the resort’s female guests seem perpetually fascinating with their circle of lounge chairs huddled around the pool. So preoccupied with women and their stories, I’d always swim close to the edge and eavesdrop, a waterlogged sponge for their conversational bits. I loved the warmth of their public privacies, especially when they were out of the earshot of men. Above the row of creaky cabanas, speakers played a never-ending loop of Frank Sinatra, Jerry Vale, Dean Martin, Perry Como, and Vic Damone—a background score that lent a certain gravitas to their observations and opinions.


“I thought it was a tumor. But I was pregnant again, dammit.”


“I think he’s seeing someone else.”


“I’m in love.”


“I told him: ‘When I call, you better answer the phone.’”


“Really? I can’t believe she did that! What was she thinking?”


“Do that again, and he’s putty in your hands, I’m telling you.”


“Listen to me—never, ever say that. He won’t respect you.”


“Oooooh! What a fuuuuuuucccckkkk!”


“Tell his mother to shove it up her ass.”


“I love a parade, but I’m not marching.”


“Do you see how he’s always ready to cop a feel?”


“I lost the baby.”


“It was a helluva ride to go nowhere.”


“I need this like a hole in my head.”


“I looked him straight in the eye and said: ‘You are trouble.’ And then I walked away.”


Pre-dinner every evening, my mother and the other women gathered on the patio, fresh in their outfits and ready for cocktails. “Debbie,” one of them would always call out, tapping the spot beside them, “sit by me.” Then she would maybe offer a story or a revealing insight that clued me into something new. I was always at the edge of my seat, my head swiveling between them to not miss a word. They all were so different and yet so much the same—whether extroverted or introverted, educated or not, funny or more serious, beautiful or not quite. At an early age, I learned to roll with all of them and never once had my fill as I took in everything from the flick of an ash to the twist of a phrase or a hip.


My favorite teacher—other than my mother—was always Annette. I would angle to be next to her on the patio, just as I dove under the water to swim closer whenever she shimmied down the steps in her white bikini. Annette was the knockout daughter of a guest who had become the owner of the resort when my family sold it. She was thirteen years younger than my mother, who was her idol, and thirteen years older than me, her worshipper. Annette sat between us literally and figuratively, a go-between in whom I could see my mother’s influence. She held her cigarette just like her and tossed her head back the same way my mother did when she laughed. I saw myself in Annette, and not just because she also revered my mother. It was because she seemed within reach, someone I could actually grow up to be like.


When the dinner bell rang, we all poured into the dining room. Surrounded by oversized windows, our special Canzoneri table had a complete view of the expanse, a place of honor. I always sat beside my mother, soaking up her presence. Once in our seats, we’d put our pinky fingers together—a private gesture, as close to a secret handshake as we would ever get, and proof positive, I felt, that something about us was the same. She’d soon turn to play her starring role at dinners that were always lively and long, with guests hopping tables and mingling between courses like a wedding reception without the bride and groom. She was the only one who didn’t move, though, since everyone came to her.


Every year in that dining room, my mother and I would celebrate our birthdays together. In this instance, what was mine was hers—I was born on July sixteenth and she on the seventeenth, which, in my mind, clearly anointed us as star-crossed, connected, and meant to be together. More pinky-like evidence collected in a slim folder. If only I had been able to quietly wait for another twelve hours, I used to reprimand myself, I could have actually appeared on her day—but it was still close enough to be considered the same by all. Our birthdays also came with an extra gift: my mother got into the routine of taking a whole week of vacation around our celebration, and I reveled in the bounty of additional togetherness.


On the night of the birthday bash, after the slightly tipsy guests had toasted us, our giant cake was everyone’s dessert. My mother would bend down to help blow out our candles, her hair parted on the left so it flowed in waves over her right shoulder as she pursed her lips. How she shimmered above me, bronzed and radiant. I could only field a few candles, but she took over like some mythical wind goddess who could blow new promise into motionless sails. Everyone clapped once she had conquered all the tiny flames.


Next, I would read her a sentimental card that I had created on the screened-in porch during the week. Each year’s version rephrased the same message reminding her that she was the best, most wonderful mommy in the world and of how lucky I was. The other women got misty hearing the sweet words of a young, devoted heart, and my mother would beam. Then I’d open her card to me, signed with love in flourished script, and reach for her gift, turning it over and over in my hands, trying to guess what it was. But the thrill was about more than just what was inside; it was about the fact that she had chosen something special for me. A bracelet or necklace or doll would be unwrapped, and while everyone watched, I’d reach up to kiss her.


Afterward, as with every other night, the lemminglike drift into the cocktail lounge would begin. The crowd would move past the lobby’s corner reception desk, past the armless chairs grouped for idle talk, and past the rough-hewn white stone fireplace. Set with thick black mortar, the fireplace was startling, an uneven contrast between light and dark. Then we arrived at the low-lit lounge. Before you walked through the galvanized door, the live music hit you—a trio of guitar, drums, and accordion trying valiantly to sound like more than they were. The pack of us entered, our arms raised and laughing, and immediately hit the dance floor to start Lindy-ing and Mambo-ing the night away.


A jukebox was there to fill any moments when the musicians were on break, and we children were in charge of the music then. We pushed E45, A16, N60, B24—never a slow dance in a bingo of pop songs funded by the grown-ups. Children were welcome, and we all were good dancers, taught carefully by adults who believed that knowing the steps was sacrosanct, almost like the rules of card games. My mother never exercised, but she certainly did dance. Sometimes while she was getting dressed for the night ahead, she’d call me into her overheated room if the bathroom doors between us were open. She’d hike up her half-slip to just cover her cleavage (and barely everything else), and we’d squeeze in a minute of practice, both of us on our toes, hands lightly touching.


“Like this, Debbie. One, two. One, two, three.”


“Cha-cha. Cha-cha-cha. I got it!”


“Now twirl around while you do the same three steps. There! See?”


I circled her, then floated back to be eye-to-eye, both of us smiling. She was free when she danced and so, I discovered, was I. Breaking down the steps and knowing the rules helped me to maneuver around them. Once I had the rhythm and routine down, I loved to improvise, to make it my own and shine. And to make my mother nod if I caught her eye.


When she wasn’t dancing with one of her chosen partners, my mother held court at the first bar stool near the entrance. Since my father wasn’t there, whenever she danced, it was with someone else’s husband, but they all knew each other so well from summers past and present that none of the wives ever minded. There was no risk—she never flirted, and the men knew that chasing the unattainable would have been an embarrassing waste of time.


Black plastic ashtrays dotted the bar’s length, and my mother’s lipsticked stubs filled her own private one. With a scotch sour or a Manhattan in hand, she was the person to talk to, and when it was time for the most fun part of every night—the group singalong—she was the siren who serenaded the audience.


Each evening, the ad hoc talent show began with guests singing upon request no matter how off-key. Most often they sang as solos, sometimes in pairs or groups swaying with their arms around each other. The first ones to take the microphone were always the regulars, and the other guests shouted them out by name. Each performer had a few minutes in the spotlight as one after another belted out songs that ran the gamut, from ballads to the blues, as the orchestra trio heroically kept pace. By the end of the summer, we had often heard the same people sing the same song fifty times, but it didn’t seem to matter. This was the spirited, spontaneous, slapstick core of each evening, an audience-participation tour de force that tightened everyone’s kinship.


“Dotty, Dotty,” the guests would yell. My mother would make her way to the little step-up stage slowly, drawing out her stride in the same way she stretched the opening lines to “Hey Daddy,” her best bring-down-the-house number. With each verse, she’d raise her arms and gesture with parted fingers to receive all the very best baubles the man in the song was providing.


My hit, on children’s talent nights, was the more wistful classic “Moon River,” infused with dreams and total surrender to the water’s currents.


Aunt Lena would always sing “Till There Was You.” Then more women chimed in, hugging themselves as they sang, “You Made Me Love You,” or “I Put a Spell on You,” or “You Don’t Have to Say You Love Me.” And then came the heavyset Italian matrons, their jellied bodies heaving as they belted out, “Arrivederci Roma,” “Tarantella,” “Volare,” or “Non Dimenticar.”


But one tenor always brought everyone to tears with his renditions of “Malafemmina” and “Mama.” I didn’t understand all the words, but the two opposing songs—equal in majesty—made me almost physically feel his voice, the notes echoing inside me as if I were hollow. My young heart rose and fell as the emotional anthems confirmed the power of both evil women—the literal translation of “Malafemmina”—and motherhood night after night.


In between the singing and dancing, I had access to a continuous supply of orange and grape soda. “Put it on my tab,” was my favorite adult thing to say. Children weren’t allowed to sit at the bar, so we claimed a few square tables against the back wall. Our sit-downs became more fun when some character joined us for a few minutes to tell jokes or do magic tricks. My favorite was the guest who was also an expert illusionist. Beyond his gambling and whatever else he did to earn a living, his métier was card tricks that no one could figure out. We all knew he was pulling a fast one, but the indiscernible how held us rapt.


“Debbie,” he whispered to me one night after a twenty-minute exhibition that left us jumping up and down to know his secrets. “Here’s a birthday present for you. Always remember that what looks normal is often not. Take this deck. It looks ordinary, but it isn’t.” He winked. “There’s something you’re not seeing. And you can’t see it because you don’t know it’s there. You don’t have a clue what you should be looking for. It keeps you guessing. That’s what makes an illusion an illusion.”


“Ohhh,” was all I said, sensing that his words held some truth that I needed to know but didn’t quite understand.


What I could never have guessed then was that the resort was to become a source of disillusionment for both my mother and me. What had once been her gateway to a new world eventually became a limiting yoke, chaining her to a past that no longer served. For me too, the years were unforgiving as the hotel faded along with the glory of those early enchantments. But for a long time, it was my summer solace, the lifeline to my roots and to the women who inspired me. I couldn’t foresee when I was a child how completely it would lose its sheen, then decline and disappear, just as she would.




City
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“Eeeee! Please!” Each night’s plea was to my Aunt Lena (also known as just Eeeee to me). Lena was my bunkmate at the hotel, and when we returned from our summer oasis to my family’s apartment in Queens, New York, she also shared my tiny city bedroom.


“Stay with me,” I begged.


“Debbie, be a big girl. Mommy will be back soon. I have to put the dishes away.”


The door that separated my room from the kitchen was always slightly ajar, and a sliver of pale yellow light cut across the room to the end of my bed. I knew that I was safe. I could hear Aunt Lena puttering and see her shadow as she moved from sink to cabinet. But still. “Eeeee!” I knew not to call for her sister, my Aunt Lilly, who also lived with us. Bedtime was not her job. I needed Aunt Lilly for many other things, but not for this.


“Just a few more minutes,” Aunt Lena answered. “Getting the coffeepot ready for the morning. Mommy will want a cup when she wakes up.”


“Eeeee! Now!” I always tried to be good. I tried to fall asleep by myself. But I just couldn’t unless she was there. Couldn’t let my eyes flutter open to see the ceiling that looked like blood again. Couldn’t recite the prayer that my aunts had taught me one more time. The last two lines—And if I die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take—weren’t calming at all. I couldn’t keep turning my head away from what was hanging above me, then turning back to check it again. That chandelier stared down as I lay there, enormous and menacing and forged from black wrought iron. Each prong’s bulb had a shade like a top hat, and the whole effect was so jarring, I was too afraid to even think about why. But it didn’t matter for long. Aunt Lena couldn’t bear to hear my cries, so she always came to rescue me.


When the summer season ended, we all tripped over each other in a one-bedroom, one-bathroom apartment. Mine was the extra half room, the rental’s dining room—a.k.a. my bedroom. The conversion was not a true one, however, as the space continued to maintain the adult air of its prior incarnation. My early years were spent in this fashion-forward room with a ripe tomato–red ceiling and full-length draperies hiding the one window that faced an alley. Meticulously selected by my mother, the curtains were like a work of art, an intricate pattern of black and red curvy lines dancing all over an ivory background, almost like floating musical notes waiting to be composed into song. The pattern complemented the abstract fabric on the chandelier’s shades but was not the same; my mother viewed too much matchy-matchy-ness as a major decorating faux pas.


The walls still had a pair of Italianate diamond-shaped, gold-flecked mirrors hanging on them, which made my room feel like a Venetian wonderland without young Alice or any other reminder that a child lived within. I realize now—and only now—that some truth about the natural order of things took possession of me then and lingered deep inside. I had to fit into the room rather than the other way around.


A strange parallel universe to the hotel, that apartment was where my family and I coexisted for the other nine months of the year. It was confined, often chokingly so. There were no country freedoms; no fresh air wafting in from the first-floor city windows that remained forever closed; no escape from the tensions and hushed whispers. There was no room to wander; nowhere to breathe. It was a too-small box that one never left unless there was a purpose. Without some specific reason to go out, you remained inside, the walls closing in around you, like a bomb shelter or a safe house that might not live up to its name.


The apartment vibrated with secrets and its own assortment of adults to figure out—four very different grown-ups who were connected by impressionable, only-child me. I had to navigate between quick-tempered and quick-witted Dorothy; my always-striving-for-something father, Jay; and his two unmarried Canzoneri sisters—a.k.a. my substitute mothers. Nurturer Lena and cultured Lilly were as different from each other as they were from the woman who ruled over them. My mother had cleverly created a household that served her needs, one that flipped the 1950s homemaker stereotype upside down, eliminated anything she did not want to do, and allowed her to come and go freely.


After their parents had died and the resort no longer needed them, my aunts had to decamp to different shores. The only daughters among four Sicilian brothers, Lena and Lilly had been raised within traditional walls that strangled their own choices. No suitor was ever good enough for the Canzoneri sisters, and the result was a matched set of two fifty-something virgins with limited prospects. It was inconceivable that they would go out and work, so my mother stepped in with a way around her problem and theirs.


She never so much as washed a glass again once she had turned over every aspect of the home—and my daily care—to her sisters-in-law, from diapers to toilet training, socks to school. The apartment became a convenient, orderly hive that revolved around its queen. My mother breezed in and out like a VIP guest, full of pronouncements and air kisses and balanced by the pair of plump fairy godmothers who constantly fussed over me, the child they would never have.


My mother would rush in on her way back out, her cheeks flushed with some excitement. “My darling girl!” she’d exclaim. “How are you today? Come! Follow me and help me change.”


I’d scamper alongside her, trying not to bump myself on the dining table and chairs that had been placed in the foyer after I commandeered their former space. Like everything else in the apartment, it was a tight squeeze. You could get bruised if you weren’t careful.


“Why are your bangs so short?” Suddenly fully noticed when we reached her room, I could tell my mother was displeased. “Lilly,” she called, “did you cut her hair with a bowl around her head? Why do her bangs look like that?”


Aunt Lena would always scurry on command, but Aunt Lilly moved more slowly, attempting a certain bearing that was difficult to maintain when facing the person who provided the roof that shielded you, the food you ate, and the clothes you wore. I pressed down on my forehead to make my dark brown bangs longer.


“They really aren’t that short, Dotty. It’s humid today, so they just curled up a bit.”


“Well, we all know her hair does that. You have to take that into account when you cut.”


Hair fell into Aunt Lilly’s bucket. My aunts had divided up the domestic labor, and each had specific areas of responsibility and oversight. Lovable, huggable Lena did all the shopping and washing and cooking—once the hotel’s head chef, her culinary talents easily transferred to three meals a day for five people. Our apartment building had the most tempting lobby on the block, and every delicious aroma led right to apartment 1B. Any time of day, any day of the week, we were the source. Maybe that made my mother happy too.


Lilly was in charge of cleaning (except for the kitchen) and all aspects of me. As I grew, she was an adoring built-in tutor, overseeing school and homework and extracurricular activities. We got lost together on rainy afternoons with artsy crafts and arias soaring from the record player. She was a fine soprano, and I always begged her to sing along. I thought she could have been an opera star, but she didn’t agree. Sometimes she wasn’t in the mood to sing, but when Madame Butterfly’s “Un Bel Di” played—full of the longing and sorrow of innocent love—her voice would always rise.


“Debbie, let’s chisel these bars of soap like Renaissance sculptors.” She’d hand me a plastic knife, and although I always tried to make a new shape, it somehow turned out to be the same white blob, its cast-off shavings spread all over the newspaper. But in my mind’s eye, I was always whittling the woman I couldn’t wait to grow up to be.


Even though everyone in our house spoke English, it was as if the three women came from different countries. I had to become trilingual, fluent in each of their distinct dialects to get by. My aunts spoke an ordinary language of food and simple pleasures and chaste propriety. My mother spoke another language entirely—one of parties and people; ideas and independence; adventure and fearlessness. It would have been impossible not to be reeled in by the romance of her language, so it became my mother tongue, uniting my dreams with hers.


The words they each strung together were often contradictory, and all their conversations demanded endless deciphering and interpreting. Like how one would define a woman’s actions as either good or bad, while another would attach a different value entirely. “Oh, Lilly, please, she wasn’t happy, so she left him,” my mother dismissed her sister-in-law with quick certainty. “There’s nothing wrong with that.” I knew Aunt Lilly would never come back at her, but I felt like she might have a good reason to see it another way.


“Lena, Debbie doesn’t need to learn how to cook or clean. It takes too much time away from school. She’ll have to learn to do all that later on,” my mother pronounced.


It was true, I noticed, that Aunt Lena had no time to do anything else. She never read or went out except for her daily walk to the supermarket three blocks away. And yet, she knew how to really do something that could be touched and tasted and felt. A creative skill that made something wonderful from nothing. Aunt Lena always tickled the back of my neck when she leaned down to put the plate in front of me and whispered, “For you.” I knew she really wanted to teach me all the culinary secrets within her, but when I tried to watch, she’d gently shoo me away. “Now, Debbie, Mommy wants you to read instead, not be in here with me. That’s more important. Go find Aunt Lilly.”


And there was one other woman in the mix—not a lead, but part of the supporting cast who also had a role in my upbringing. My grandmother, my mother’s mother, was in charge of my religious education. In stark contrast to her own daughter, my grandmother was full of cautions and admonitions and prayers. Bespectacled and prim, she had short gray hair that stood like a skyscraper defying any style. Her only beauty tool was a black plastic comb. Every now and then, she’d pull it from a stiff, short-handled pocketbook to tend the wiry mass. It was impossible to believe she had birthed such gloriousness, and she was one more person that I struggled to interpret.


“Ma,” my mother would reprimand her. “Don’t tell Debbie that. She’ll grow up afraid of men.” But I still listened to my grandmother. When she walked me to church every Sunday morning, she told me things that sounded right. She seemed to know so much about crossing legs and never being alone with the wrong people. And how you always needed to be on guard. For what, I wasn’t entirely sure.


There were distinct physical languages too. My aunts were affectionate big huggers and kissers—Lena’s pillow chest was the best place for a worried mind; Lilly’s arms went all the way around and never let go first. And my father was as mushy as his sisters. “Squeeze me with your eyes,” he’d tease as he fake-tripped into a hug, always adding as he looked behind him, “Who pushed me?” His physicality was designed to amuse and spread warmth, while my mother’s was cooler, more distant. From on high. It wasn’t her nature to be demonstrative or overly affectionate. Easy to misinterpret, I imagine, even for someone as fluent as me.


My father’s pretend stumbles had real meaning. He seemed a man on unsteady ground. A man who was absent as he tried to earn a living and make his mark, and absent sometimes when he was home as well because he didn’t want to unsettle anyone or interfere with our routine. These dynamics were all unspoken, but they floated in the air strongly enough for me to sniff them out. I’d try to make sense of what he was thinking when he sat some nights with his head in his hands, of the venomous sparring that happened when my parents’ bedroom door was closed, of why they were so often apart. Somehow, I knew early on that he loved her more. It was as if he could only protest the situation up to a certain point, beyond which it could all rip apart. Then everything would dissolve, leaving him eviscerated and alone. How many silent messages and lessons had I absorbed from watching how my mother was with him? And how he was with her? He seemed beholden to a higher power, just like my aunts. And just like me.
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