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Praise for A Smoke and a Song


“Earthy and magical, A Smoke and a Song is a woman’s anthem. With the heart of a mother and the soul of a warrior, Sherry Sidoti takes us on her unwavering quest toward self-agency, braiding music, poetry, art, culture, and mysticism with grounded spirituality and a wry New York City ‘edge.’ This story is steeped in healing tools from the author’s decades of study and teaching, without being pushy or prescriptive. Sidoti trusts her readers to mine the raw ore from her story and polish it into gold for their own.”


—ANITA KOPACZ,author of Shallow Waters


“I discovered the poet Stanley Kunitz while I was a college student at NYU and his words saved my life; still do. All these years later, his granddaughter’s words are saving my life, and if that isn’t magic I dare you to tell me what is. By sharing her story, Sherry Sidoti invites us to remember what it is to love deeply and then to go out into the world with that knowing so that we can live big, beautiful, and messy lives.”


—JENNIFER PASTILOFF,author of On Being Human


“Sherry Sidoti beautifully weaves together a deeply moving memoir that captures the many complexities of love and our relationship with the ones we care about the most. I came away moved and inspired by her willingness to be so transparent and authentic.”


—PAUL SAMUEL DOLMAN,author of Hitchhiking with Larry Davidand host of the What Matters Most podcast


“A seeker’s story of healing intergenerational trauma. In her unwavering commitment to heal, with body-informed awareness, the author alchemizes inherited history to rewrite her own narrative breath by breath, beat by beat. Every broken family system has a healer. Sherry Sidoti is one.”


—SHALOM HARLOW,model, actress, and yoga teacher


“A Smoke and a Song makes me feel like I’ve stumbled upon a beautiful explorer’s locked diary and picked the lock. The narrative is both delicious and filled with disaster, careening at breakneck pace through a life fully engaged in raw, sensual, and inspiringly elevated consciousness. You’ll be completely riveted by Sidoti’s story—this book will help you see and digest the deepest questions and twists of your own life and relationships. It’s a book you will thrill to read and one you’ll keep close for a long time to come.”


—SUSAN MADDEN-COX, host of 3 Crones podcastand owner of the Ocean Earth Wind Fire yoga studio
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For Miles, your future children,and all those who came before who made us.


And for my mother, Babette,and all the mothers of time, who have donethe best they could, with what theywere working with.
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Author’s Note





Many personal and creative choices were made in writing these pages that feel important to mention. Some names and identifying details were changed to honor the privacy of certain individuals. In several instances, people and particulars were omitted from scenes to not distract from the larger storyline. In some chapters, time was compressed or stretched for storytelling momentum, clarity, and flow. Otherwise, these pages contain (some of) my experiences, as I remember them, written in present tense from the understanding I had at the time they happened.


Memory, by its very nature, is complex and often fallible. As I try to layer throughout this book, what and how we remember is subject to both the lens at which we look through (individual biases, belief systems, survival strategies, coping mechanisms, traumas, triumphs, spiritual practices, to name only a few) and how memory shapeshifts over time (informed by what we have learned since the experience and, equally, what we have forgotten). My memory is not a finite timeline of events, and neither is my memoir.


I touch on pain to remember I have healed, so you can do the same.


I touch on tender spots to remember my strength, so you can do the same.


I touch on loneliness to remember I belong, so you can do the same.


I touch on loss to remember I am love, so you can do the same.


Love,


Sherry









“You either walk inside your story and own itor you stand outside your story andhustle for your worthiness.”


—BRENÉ BROWN
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Kitchen Window






“Coffee,” she says, her voice cracking, still in a post-anesthesia daze.


“Of course, coffee,” I say.


I take off her shoes and help her into bed. I can practically lift her with one arm. She’s so tiny, swallowed by her oversized sweater. This normal force of a woman, with the drive of a tiger and the determination of a mountain goat, now beaten. She looks like a toddler in her California King bed.


“I’ll be right back with a cup.”


I walk from Mom’s room toward the front of the loft, down the long hallway with the stinky kitty-litter nook and the wall of family photos, past the row of plants, and into the kitchen.


The kitchen feels smaller, darker. Out the window I see the skeleton—drapes of black netting over metal beams, sheets of plaster, and two large cranes. The new high-rise going up on Sixth Avenue is directly in front of our kitchen window, with an illuminated billboard practically screaming:




10,000 SQUARE FEET OF MODERN DUPLEXES! THE BEST VIEWS OF DOWNTOWN NYC! FOR ONLY $12,000 A MONTH!





As if New York City, in the middle of a pandemic, needs another high-rise.


Hasn’t everyone already left the city? Didn’t anyone with this kind of money flee last spring to purchase a quaint country home, sight-unseen, in the Hamptons, or the Berkshires, or Martha’s Vineyard?


Now a construction site is blocking our beloved kitchen-window view. The windowsill where our cat, Bri, slept sideways in the splashes of sunlight—two paws on the street side and two paws on the kitchen side, threatening to fall the eight stories down but thank God never did—is covered in construction dust.


I used to stare out of this window every morning. Minutes before leaving for school, waiting for my bagel to brown, I’d watch the street vendors raise the shaky metal gates of their hole-in-the-wall storefronts on Fourteenth Street. The empty street would quickly transform into a cheap-goods marketplace. Bins of small electronics that went beep and bonk and clank, scrunchies, and knockoff Gucci purses, taking the sidewalk hostage before I even finished cream-cheesing my bagel.


Back in the day, if you stepped over Bri’s food bowl and ducked under the rack of dusty pans above our tiled kitchen island, you could stick your head way out, look to the left, just far enough, as I did about ten times a day, and get a view down Sixth Avenue to the red-bricked Jefferson Market Library. You’d see a Venetian Gothic landmark with an enormous clock on its steeple.


That library clock served as a compass for those of us who lived in the West Village. That clock was the neighborhood watch. Especially in our loft, where our digital clocks blinked different times of the day, depending on what room you were in. It told me when I was on time for school or late for my curfew. It told me when Mom would get off work—especially in our loft, when I waited and waited for Mom to come home.


On Christmas, Mom had a “7:00 a.m. rule.” She’d say, “Girls, please, not a minute before.” We’d grab our stockings from under the tree and set them down on the island while we made her coffee, because nothing happened in our loft before Mom had her coffee, not even Christmas. I’d stand on my tippy toes and lean out the window to the clock, doing my math in the air, going backward from the twelve to the big hand. Then, I’d shout out the countdown—“Twelve more minutes!”—while my oldest sister, Lisa, poured the beans into the grinder, and my middle sister, Maddy, watched water heat in the same pot we used to hard-boil eggs.


The last time the four of us were together at the window was four years ago, on Mom’s eightieth. In the afternoon before the big birthday bash, complete with caterers, a bar, a band, all her people, and our own kids and friends, I led the four of us through a circle blessing.


We went around the candlelit circle, sharing our wishes for our mother. We wished that she would slow down, enjoy her grandkids, stop doing so much, and start being. We wished she’d be more vulnerable with us, call us when she wasn’t feeling great, let us help her now that she was getting “up there.” Mom listened but shrugged us off, waving her bangle-adorned arm, her gray ringlets bouncing with animation.


“I’m fine, girls! Don’t put me underground yet! I still have plans!”


Afterward, I gave each of us sisters a little piece of rice paper, and we wrote down resentments that we had toward our mother, the ones we were ready to release. One by one, my sisters and I went to the kitchen, set the papers on fire, and let them go out the kitchen window.


Lisa went first.


“I let go of you not lovin’ me in the way I needed to be loved,” she shouted out loud to the street in her thick Brooklyn accent.


Maddy went second. Her long legs stretched higher than the windowsill, she looked back at Mom, laughed awkwardly, and spoke into her paper.


“I let go of all the fighting.”


I went last. There were so many things I wanted to say. I could have stood at that window for hours. Instead, I said the only words I could think of that summed up what mattered the most.


“I forgive you.”


The rice paper looked like little lanterns floating above the open city sky.


Last spring, during the early months of COVID-19 stay-at-home orders, Mom called me nightly from the yellow phone with the extra-long, curly cord, which lives on the wall next to the kitchen window. She would stick the phone out, so I could hear the cheering, pot banging, bell ringing, and clapping from my front porch back home.


“I miss New York!” I’d say.


“I miss hugs!” she’d say.


I’d ask, “How is your heart and spirit today, Mother?”


She would tell me about her schedule. Even during lockdown, that woman found places to be. And I’d listen. I’d suck it up and be right there with open ears, as I always do when Mom talks at me.


I’d say to myself, Be patient, just breathe. Listening helps her feel less alone.


I suppose it helped me too.


Now, I look at an eyesore, an ugly steel twenty-five-storied skeletal structure—positioned like a giant middle finger flipping me the bird, right through our kitchen window.


The sun sets through the netting that covers the beams and scaffolding. It is one of those sunsets you only get downtown, the kind when the sun lowers into the Hudson River, right between Hoboken and the West Side Highway, and mixes with New Jersey pollution just perfectly enough to streak fire reds and magenta across the sky.


I imagine all the humans, behind all those windows, in all those buildings living life. Ten months inside cramped New York City apartments. Ten months missing their people, working from home, mourning life lost, but alive.


Is anyone out there standing at their window looking at me? What do they see? Do they see the self-assured, middle-aged, loving daughter who dutifully came to care for her mother? Or are they able to see the impatience that still festers in expectation and obligation, despite decades of therapy, spiritual seeking, and self-study?


It all started a month ago. As the elevator shook, Mom spun. She lost her balance and fell. She called me from the metal floor.


“I’m dizzy,” she said into the phone. “I can’t breathe.”


“Hang up and call an ambulance,” I said.


They admitted her. Every symptom pointed to COVID, but every test came back negative. They ran more tests. Neurologists and cardiologists took blood work and ordered scans. None of us were allowed to go to the hospital—pandemic rules.


I stood watch from home and worried. The thought of her going out like that was unbearable. I always imagined my mother dropping dead in the middle of a concert, or during a headstand in yoga class. Not sick, and certainly not alone in a hospital bed.


“It was just a blip.”


“Just a blip,” she kept insisting, after the CAT scan revealed cloudy masses in her lungs and a blood clot that caused a mild stroke in the back of her occipital, near the reptilian brain—the region of the brain that controls the autonomic nervous system. It’s the part that is responsible for blinking, and swallowing, and heart rate, the sympathetic part of the brain that governs our fight-or-flight response.


They kept her there for a week. Unable to figure out the cause of the clouds or the clot, they sent her home with new blood thinners. They scheduled her to return later in the month for a biopsy, which she had today.


The doctor said they are optimistic that they got enough from the two masses in her lungs for staging. If they need more samples, they will go in again through her ribs, just below the left side of her heart, a dangerous procedure for someone her age. They will call within five days with the results.


So, for now, we wait.


I came to distract her. We will get in a couple of walks around the block if it’s not too cold, watch some stand-up comedy. Tiffany Haddish just released season two of They Ready. Mom will love it. I brought my clay face mask and manicure set so we can have an at-home spa day this week.


When she’s not looking, I’ll put things in order: Make a list of her accounts and passwords if I can find them. Call her attorney. Take down the dishes and give them a rinse.


But mostly, I came to be next to her when the doctor calls with the results.


There is no way I’ll let her get that call alone.


The teakettle sings. I pour the boiling water over the grounds that sit in the recycled filter. I open the fridge to get the milk. The fridge light flickers. I take a mental note.


Add to the list of things to do while I’m here: change out the refrigerator bulb.


There is no milk in the refrigerator. Just a half head of endive and a ziplock baggie of goat cheese curds on the third shelf. I can’t find any honey in the cupboard. Where is the honey?


Mom usually gobbles a spoonful straight from the jar. It is her one nighttime sweet treat, the only “goodie,” as she calls it, that she allows herself. Still to this day, at nearly eighty-four and rail thin, she watches her weight.


Task number two: do a big grocery shop for Mom.


I take the coffee to her room and set the mug next to her L’Occitane hand cream and a stack of New Yorkers on her bedside table. Her eyes are closed; her mouth is wide open. Dry lips. Pale, greenish skin. Her face is so wrinkled. For a second, I think, Oh my God, did Mom just die?


I put my face close. She’s not dead. She’s breathing.


I go back to the kitchen. I take a sip of my coffee. I stick my hand into my bag, which is still hanging on my shoulder, and reach for my phone.


I text Miles: “Arrived! Grandma is sleeping.”


Then Jevon: “Ugh, this is hard, my love. Call you later.”


And finally, a group text to Maddy and Lisa: “Sisters, not good. We should Zoom later.”


At the window, I see my reflection staring back at me. I look old, like my mother looked when I was a kid, only fuller. My once-toned body has recently become someone else’s, so I feel. No matter how hard I exercise these days, my body keeps getting bigger. My jawline has been hijacked. It’s triple-chin city over here. My bras no longer fit. My breasts are so engorged, you can see them from behind. Even my old period jeans are too tight on me now.


I think, Maybe we gain weight in menopause because we need a bigger suitcase to carry all the lives we have lived? How else could we carry the stories? Careers. Homes. Lovers. Losses. Friends. Secrets. Children. Empty nesting. Success. Failures. Forgetting. Remembering again. And the cellular imprints, codes gestated from eggs and planted by sperm that lived in my mother and father and their parents before them, and the great-grand ones too.


A carry-on just wouldn’t suffice!


All this living, in the folds of my skin.


Why, despite all the years of letting go, does my body hold on?


I shrug it off. I should make peace with my fifty-year-old body! It’s a small price to pay for the wisdom that comes along with cronehood. So what if the crows have nested by my eyes? These eyes are privileged to see into the souls of so many beautiful humans. I see how they look back at me with hope, approval, and affection. So what if my lips crinkle when I speak? These lips have shared words of advice, comfort, and inspiration. They have kissed the back of many necks. So what if my hands look like a 3D map of veins? These hands have held babies, tended plants, and hugged hard.


I sift through the blue-and-white folder they gave me when I picked up Mom from Mount Sinai, taking mental notes of the medical terms. I’ll have to google them later. Just like I’ve been holding my bag, I realize I have been holding my breath since I got here. I sigh. It is burning hot in the loft. I’m sweating. The radiator beneath the window is steaming like an old-fashioned locomotive. Plus, the hot flashes. Plus, the cat hair. And the discharge papers.


I breathe.


Task number three: vacuum the loft.


I breathe again.


On page twenty-two are pictures of the nodules, the only thing in color in the entire Mount Sinai discharge packet—three thumbnail images of red soft tissue with little brown spots on them, taken from the camera they put down her throat. Under the images, the words you can never quite prepare for, even if you think you have been preparing for them for weeks.


Maybe if I get back in the elevator portal and into my time capsule of a car and drive back on I-95, through Connecticut and Rhode Island to Massachusetts, and jump on the ferry and return to Martha’s Vineyard and into my bed with Jevon, time will reverse and none of this will be real?


But who am I kidding? I do not contain that type of witchy force. No matter how many times I meditate, or how many ceremonies I’ve been to, or how many years I’ve practiced and taught yoga, I do not hold any mystical powers to turn back time.


I look at the paper again, hoping that maybe the words have since rearranged themselves into a more cheerful diagnosis.


But no. It still says on page twenty-two, “Highly suspicious for malignancy.”












ONE
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Worn Soles






I can always hear the rattle, rattle, thump of the elevator long before the door opens. It lasts a good five seconds at least. Five seconds of steel cables spinning and pulleys pausing, while the elevator does its very best to land level with doorjamb number eight, where we live, on Fifteenth Street.


Those five seconds are just enough time for my body to prepare.


Take a big breath in, sit up, squeeze muscle toward bone.


It is what I do when my insides are flooded with that zingy mixture of relief and anxiety. Relieved that she is finally home, anxious to find out what mood she’ll be in—like some odd cocktail of sweet with a splash of spicy flooded into the marrow of my ten-year-old bones.


Rattle, rattle, thump!


It is as if the elevator is on my side, sending me a warning signal, a friend tapping me on my shoulder from behind the kitchen island where I sit doing my homework.


Attention! Be alert! Mom’s home!


The elevator opens. Mom bursts in, her long, graying ringlets covering half of her sculpted, makeup-less cheek, black leather purse draped diagonally across her jean jacket, like a pageant winner. Her other bags—the crochet tote she takes with her daily, although she has little time to crochet, and the messenger bag she uses to carry her books—are hanging on her narrow hips. She throws her keys down on the dining table. They make a loud clank before sliding across the wood tabletop and bumping into the clump of dirty laundry one of us daughters had placed there earlier but forgot to put into the washer.


In her exasperated, raspy growl, skipping over a hello, Mom greets us. “God dammit, girls!”


It is as if that dining table, which is placed directly in front of the elevator door, is some reminder of all that has gone wrong in her world. Just seeing it triggers whatever she has bottled up today, shoved deep into her tiny five-foot-two body, swallowed into the bit of her bloated belly, to erupt on us like verbal vomit.


“Could you girls clean up this goddamn fucking table for once?”


Who can blame her? The dining table is a mess. It is forever cluttered with undone homework, unsigned permission slips, underwear, and a bowl of water for Bri, our enormously overweight cat, who only drinks water from the bowl if it’s on the table, never from the one on the floor, as cats are supposed to do. The table has wheels that never lock quite right, so whenever Bri musters the umph to jump up on it, it slides sideways. More often than not, it stays that way, crooked on the floor for weeks at a time.


It’s late, after eight. Mom works from seven in the morning to noon at a nursing home in Queens. Afternoons she runs errands for some rich guy named Richard who lives on the Upper West Side. On Tuesday and Wednesday evenings, she gives sessions at the therapy clinic down on Greenwich Avenue. And some nights, like tonight, she is in school getting her master of social work.


The second she’s home, she’s on edge—high-strung, agitated, dodgy like a chihuahua, small and nonintimidating but with a loud bark. I can’t understand why Mom instigates arguments, especially as soon as she walks in the door. And even more so, because she always loses them. Who in their right mind would choose to start their nights like this, every night? A simple “How was your day?” first could go a long way. But not Mom. Nope. Always “God dammit, girls.”


My sisters are quick to fight back, words waiting on the tip of their tongue, already formed into spiteful sentences. Lisa, the oldest, speaks up first.


“Well, if you had one motherly bone in your body to actually cook us a meal ever, maybe we would have a reason to clear the table.”


Maddy, the middle, says, “Do it yourself. I’m your daughter, not your maid!”


I, the baby of the trio, close my eyes and squeeze in, while Mom and my sisters yell at each other some more. And more. And more. Mom walks to the kitchen to make her coffee.


Coffee is always the second thing she does after getting home. I make a habit of preparing it for her before she gets here. I grab her favorite mug from the cabinet, the white supersized one with elephants walking in a ring around the rim, one trunk stuck into the butt of the next—coffee-cup porno. I put the mug on the orange Formica counter. I take out the brown bag from Porto Rico Imports from the refrigerator, grind the beans, and pour the soil-smelling grounds into the paper filter. So all Mom has to do is boil some water, pour it over, and take a sip. A small gesture, it is always worth the try—my attempt to prevent a full-out war between her and my sisters. Because, well, Mom always seems to shift for the better with a cup of coffee in hand.


Mom takes a big gulp of steamy brew and says, “Ah, thank God for you!” and scurries to the back of the loft to hide in her room.


I am not sure if she is referring to me or the coffee, but either way, it works, so I let it be.


“She’s fucking nuts!” Lisa says. “The lady is sick. I just can’t with her and her hyperactive ways!”


Maddy chimes in, “I know; she’s psychotic.”


I join in with Lisa and Maddy to poke fun at our mom behind her back. “Yeah. Yeah. She’s crazy.”


Poking fun at Mom is our connective tissue, the same skin wrapped around our shared sisterly skeletons. They joke about needing to lock her up in a loony bin. I laugh, but in my belly, I feel the truth in my sisters’ claims. Something is certainly off with our mother.


I feel sorry for Mom. We are three against one. And she is so skinny! She has little help with us, no husband to speak of, no child support with money or otherwise, and we are a handful. And Mom has zero control. Lisa smokes pot in the playroom, and Maddy sneaks out to parties. We are more like the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse than we are family, New Testament style: Sword. Famine. Wild Beast. Plague. Each of us on our own mission to somehow survive the palpable angst that lives within the four walls of our loft. A mom and her three daughters, two already bleeding, and the third, me, on the verge of filling a training bra, all under one tin-tiled ceiling.


“This loft is drenched in female pheromones,” Mom often says. “It’s just too much estrogen for one home.”


And she’s right. Even our cat, Bri, is a girl. As a matter of fact, there hasn’t been a boy born in our family since Grandpa Stanley, and he is almost eighty years old.


My mom is one of those fiercely independent New York City broads. Our friends call her “fly,” and adults call her “dynamic” and “magnetic.” Mom buzzes like a bee, she rarely eats, she barely sleeps, and she is wired with both arms raised in the air. When we were babies, she raised her voice for women’s liberation and raised her fist for the Black Panthers. Now, she raises us on occasional food stamps and a whole lot of adrenaline. She’s always on offense for the next thing to fight for, with, or at.


She must have passed the gusto to us through her breast milk, because the three of us are stubborn, strong-willed, and defiant. We love hard; we do. But we fight even harder.


Lisa, five years older than me, is the lion. She loves hugely. She is 80 percent heart and the only one of us who openly cries. She piles up stuffed animals and extra blankets to watch Snoopy’s Halloween special, even as a teen. She is the only one of our family who hugs with both arms. On those 80 percent days, she is the lion in The Wizard of Oz. Cuddly. Harmless. Protecting me as if I am her own cub. She calls me her Baby Bug Out and I even have a shirt to prove it. It is a purple tee with fringe cuffs around the sleeves and white, fuzzy, velour iron-on letters. I wear like it is my security blanket or a badge of honor.


When the other Lisa shows up, the other 20 percent, she has sharp teeth and a temper like a grenade with three-quarters of the pin pulled out. I always know that Lisa is coming by the flair of her nostrils and the gasp of air she takes in and holds right before losing her shit.


I am lucky to be on Lisa’s good side. I know she has my back, and she makes sure everyone knows it. I walk around with an untouchable stride in my step. No one in the neighborhood fucks with me.


“Yo, leave her alone,” they say when I walk by. “That’s Lisa Drapkin’s sister.”


Mom told me the 20 percent Lisa started coming around when Dad left, when Lisa was six. She said Lisa would wait by the front door sobbing, gripping the knob, begging for our father to come back, and when Mom would try to pick her up, Lisa would kick and punch. By ten years old, Lisa’s tantrums had turned into unpredictable outbursts of violence. She’d flip the furniture over, knock the photos off the wall, and throw the frames, breaking the glass.


By thirteen, Lisa had taken up with the wild crowd. She and her friends swallowed pills, swigged beers, spent nights flip-flopping between dance clubs and street fights. Now, it’s rehabs and relapses. Mom tries everything: Interventions with my Grandpa Stanley. Social workers. Nothing works.


Lisa is strong, and she’s bigger than me and Mom and Maddy. Mom is obsessed with Lisa’s body size, always on her case about losing weight. Sometimes I feel as if Lisa eats more just to spite her. I probably would, too, if I were Lisa. She is the only daughter who inherited our absent father’s frame and face. Maybe that is why they have such a rough go at the mother-daughter thing. Maybe every time Mom looks at Lisa, she sees the man who left her in New York City to raise his three daughters alone.


Their fights are terrifying. Lisa pushes; Mom falls, curls her body into a corner, covering her face with her hands. I run in the middle and wrap my arms around Lisa’s waist, risking a punch in the face. I beg her to stop, which usually works.


Except for the times it doesn’t. Like last year, when Lisa came home high and furious, she spun out of control after Mom confronted her.


“Back the fuck up,” she said to Mom. “I’m not playin’!”


But Mom didn’t listen. She charged after her.


Lisa slammed the door. Mom’s fingers got caught. They bent around the doorframe, and there was a whole lot of blood. Lisa kept slamming and slamming.


Mom screamed, “Sherry, call the police!”


So I called the police.


The police came and put Lisa’s fisted hands behind her back, cuffed her, and took her away.


Yeah, that was a rough night.


Maddy, my middle sister, lives in her own world. She’s out most of the time or in her room with the door closed. She takes to her friends’ families and plush Upper East Side apartments as if they are her own. She goes with them on vacations to Jamaica and the Bahamas and spends weekends at their second homes at the beach. She acts as if she belongs to those families, not ours—as if she is better than us.


We are only two years apart, and we are close. It is good for me that I have Maddy to bully me out of my serious side. I’m the kind of person who says no before even considering a yes. She calls me tightly wound.


“Just try it, Sherry,” she says. “Don’t be so stuck.”


Maddy forces me to be free, at least freer than I am without her. With her, I feel like I am given a VIP invitation into some special place called Maddyland. We toss Glad bags of cat poop out of our eighth-story window, just missing the people walking by. In late spring, we skip school and sunbathe on the roof, slathering ourselves with her homemade concoction of Coca-Cola and baby oil. Maddy pushes what little furniture we have in the loft out of the way, so we can practice roller skating backward before going to the Roxy Rink.


Over the opening horn section of Michael Jackson’s “Don’t Stop ’Til You Get Enough,” she shouts, “Keep your left leg straight, and roll your right in a figure eight! Now jump! Who cares if you fall?”


At Dad’s, when we were still going to see him during those mid-1970s summers, we’d go into the woods and invent magic royal kingdoms. Maddy always played the queen, and I always played her slave.


Mom bends over backward for Maddy. She glues dollhouses for her at Christmas. She writes Maddy’s school papers and folds her clothes in neat stacks and places them on her unmade bed. She never does that for Lisa or me. When either Lisa or I am nearby, Mom pretends to get stern for a minute to put Maddy in her place. But Maddy has mastered the art of argument. Man, can she spin a web of facts proving without a doubt that she is forever right about everything. She can always bulldoze Mom into getting her way.


“No, Mom . . . you do it,” she says.


And Mom does it.


I am jealous of the special privileges Maddy gets. But I am even more jealous of her carefree “I don’t give a flying eff about anyone but myself” attitude. Not to mention Maddy got the long legs and straight, reddish-brown hair I always wanted.


When I say it’s not fair, Mom says to me, “Now, now. Don’t be bratty about it, Snaps, your sister needs extra.” Maddy is oblivious to her own special treatment. She acts like she is the center of the universe, and Mom arranges the planets and stars to orbit her.


“I guess the whole world revolves around Maddy!” Lisa says, slamming her door. But under the masquerade of bossing around, twirling in circles, and living the high life, Maddy is insecure and anxious. All four of us are. She’s somewhat helpless when it comes to problem-solving. She can only make it halfway through just about any real-life task before she gives up, so I also take it upon myself to carry her to the finish line. She needs me. At least this is what I tell myself. I summarize the how-to instructions of her games. I am the one to alphabetize her baseball card collection and rub cream over her eyes when she burns them on her tanning lamp.


If I were more like Maddy, I would probably be more relaxed, or more focused on myself instead of taking on everyone else’s problems. But at the same time, if I were more like Maddy, I never would have learned to budget my allowance.


All four of us got the voice—the raspy, scratchy, comes-from-deep-in-the-throat voice. It is a strong voice. A voice that makes it sound like what we are saying must be true, even if most of the time we have no idea what we are talking about. A voice you can recognize from the other side of the diner. A voice that wins arguments. Except when we argue with each other, because then the separate voices muddle into one rolling thunder roar that just gets louder and deeper, and everyone sounds the same.


I am told the voice belonged to my great-grandmother Alice Asher, but I imagine it belonged to the mothers that came before her too. Alice was only granted thirty-five years to speak with it before she died of breast cancer, when my Grandma Elise was only eight years old. Grandma Elise uses it to sing jazz while she paints or puts on lipstick in the star-shaped mirror that hangs in her foyer, or to weave fables of her technicolor life that keep me on the edge of my seat.


Grandma Elise gave the voice to Mom, who uses it to counsel her therapy patients during the day, argue with my sisters during the evening, then cry to me at night. Mom passed it to us. On good days, Lisa uses her voice for cracking jokes and making everyone laugh, and Maddy always uses hers to be the boss. I sometimes use my voice to practice the vocabulary words I’ve memorized so I may sound like the grown-up I feel I’m forced to be in this loft. But mostly I use my voice to circle up Mom and my sisters for the come-to-Jesus make-up sessions I need to mediate after the raging fistfights.


Each generation was born with an octave lower than the one we inherited it from. All of us love to sing, but this voice can’t hold a note for the life of it.


Music is our glue. Lisa throws an album onto the record player, the Sugarhill Gang’s Rapper’s Delight or the Rolling Stones’s Sticky Fingers, and turns up the volume to a nine. The four of us break out in song, roll up the rug, and dance our asses off. Lisa leads. We try to match her moves.


Lisa can do the Bus Stop like it is nobody’s business; her hands clap to the rhythm, her feet stamp front to back. She has a way with her hips, as if she is born to sway them side to side, so the Bump comes naturally for her. And during “How Low Can You Go,” Lisa’s ass hovers just inches from the floor.


That girl knows how to “get the shit off, burn one down,” and “get the boogie on”—Lisa-isms for dancing. Lisa holds my hands and pulls me in, spinning me under her arms and flinging me down into a low dip. Maddy and Mom synchronize steps to “The Hustle.”


The good moments are great.


But our family dance time is sparse, and although Mom works more than she does not, so are our finances. As the third daughter of a single mother, I am used to walking in my sister’s shoes. Lisa leans heavy on the heels, and Maddy has an instep that eats up the arches. By the time they get to my feet, the shoes are always worn way down to the sole.
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Among the Plants






After the fights, Mom and my sisters go into their rooms to do whatever it is they do in there. I finish my lo mein, alone at the dining table doing my schoolwork. I like having homework to do. I like to get lost in whatever assignment I am working on.


I keep great care of my notebooks. I rewrite my notes from class, so that every word lands perfectly on the lined pages and every homework assignment is put in order by date in the folder sleeves of its correlating subject matter. Even though I keep my room messy, organizing homework, whether it is the long-division equations I lay out on the page like poems or penciling punctuation marks for my English class essays, fills me with worth and purpose. It’s the perfect antidote to whatever chaos is happening at the loft.


Next to my schoolbooks is a wicker basket filled with a stack of take-out menus clumped together by a leaky packet of sweet-and-sour sauce. I sit so I look out toward the rest of our open loft, like a mobster. Never put your back to the door.


Our loft is one long space with a high ceiling, lots of windows, and barely any walls. The furniture tells you what room you are in.




Couch + TV = living roomBooks + desk = studyBeanbag chairs + chalkboard = kids’ playroom





All of it is covered in cat hair.


Between the kitchen and the couch, there is a long row of plants where I have my sit spot. Waxy green leaves in clay pots filled with dark earth are huddled together. All taller and wider than me, they make creepy shadows on the brick wall at night. I climb through the plants as if I am roaming the forest. I nestle myself amid them, to give myself a minute—the thing I do when I need to shut things out. Turn the switch off. Pretend that whatever just happened, didn’t. Pretend that whatever just happened, didn’t. I pretend I am a family-less fairy, free and sheltered from the loft-storms.


I sit among the plants and breathe and hum.


“Hummm, hummm, hummm. Hummm hummm hummm . . .”


I have been humming this tune my whole short life, on instinct. Like the time I tripped over my favorite stuffed animal Lammy’s blanket and went tumbling down the stairs when I was four and ended up in the hospital with thirteen stitches across my bottom lip. Or the summer when I got attacked by bees upstate and got so many stings I was swollen until September.


Among the plants, I taught myself to pray. I am not sure if God is a thing. We weren’t raised as believers. We have no book to tell us when we sin. We do not light candles on the menorah, nor do we go to church or synagogue, like my friends do. But I pray anyway. I know there must be something more than I can see with my eyes. I feel it inside.


I use my body as a prayer stick and my humming as prayer. I lower to my knees, eye level with the soil, and place my palms together at my chest. There, I speak with the God I feel in my body. From the altar of my hands, I open them apart like they are the Bible, and I pray for my sisters to be less mean to Mom. I pray for Mom to get some balls, or better friends, so I don’t have to be the one to rescue her from my sisters’ wrath. I pray for somewhere else to be, somewhere other than the loft, or school, or my homework. Somewhere quiet where I can just be me.


“Hummm, hummm, hummm. Hummm hummm hummm . . .”


Inside the plants, it smells like Prospect Park. It smells like puddles in the morning after rainfall. Inside the plants, it smells like my dad’s.


We used to take the Greyhound two and a half hours upstate to see him. Three sisters crammed in two seats, each with our own bag of candy. Lisa and I always finished our candy way before the bus pulled out of the Port Authority, but not Maddy. Maddy would make one lollipop last the entire ride, taunting us with each lick.


Dad would pick us up in his rusty white pickup and drive us the long way home, down hills with vast views, farmed Christmas trees, and curves that made me carsick. I sat on Lisa’s lap sideways, smelling Lammy’s soft fur, with my back pressing on the window, facing Dad. Maddy sat in the middle. I would look at our father down and up: His thick-soled, brown boot pressing on the gas pedal, jeans torn by the knee, T-shirt tight around his beer belly. His hands calloused and hairy, at a quarter to three on the steering wheel. His shoulders waved in figure eights as he took each turn, like a dare. The same face each summer, seasoned a year. Deeper laugh lines, looser curls, bushier beard. Country looked right on him. Much better than the black suit, rimmed glasses, and short hair he wore in the photograph of when he and Mom were together in Brooklyn.


Dad would ask a few questions. “How was the bus ride?”


“Good,” we’d answer.


“How’s school?”


“Good.”


“How’s your mother?”


“Good.”


The rest of the ride we’d sit in silence, shedding off New York City, mile by mile. By sundown, we’d arrive at the bumpy dirt road with the wooden gate that was never closed. Behind the wooden gate was his red cabin with the porch that was bigger than the cabin itself. Behind the porch were the deep, dark woods—birch and pine, bramble, willows, and oaks, and under the trees, the trailer where he made the three of us sleep.


It was an old metal trailer, kind of like an Airstream, but not as cool. It was more like a walk-in refrigerator. There were no lights, no windows, and one door. Just three mattresses on the floor, a deck of cards, and a few raggedy board games. At night, my sisters and I played Monopoly by flashlight with only one die on a board that was warped and peeling from being left out in the rain a few too many times. We heard insects and animals crunching leaves and sticks outside the trailer, through the metal siding, even when the door was closed.


Dad didn’t have a job that I know of, nor many friends. He was a Jewish Brooklyn boy that Mom says “went expat” tucked in the back roads of Accord, New York. A loner, in a cabin with no running water, on two acres he and my mom bought on auction for $3,000 in 1970, the year I was born—the year before they split up.


The first few summers we visited him, Dad took us on truck rides through corn mazes or to the Buddha Hole, the local swimming spot, to cool off. Both my sisters learned to backstroke before I could walk. Dad taught them, back in the days when he took time to be with us. But by my turn, he was already a shell. His arms and legs were with us, yes, but his heart had already left.


I was four when he told me to take off the Styrofoam swimmy bubble. I was wearing the ugly turquoise bathing suit that rode up my crotch when I kicked—the suit that used to be Maddy’s, and before it was hers, it was Lisa’s. I had really wanted the black bathing suit with the rainbow straps I saw while shopping at the A&S before we were sent to Dad’s for the summer. I begged Mom for it. But she said, “Absolutely not. Why would we buy a new one when we have a perfectly good one at home? Anyway, you’re too young to wear black.”


Dad tucked me under one arm and walked waist-deep into the water. “Ready, set, go!” And he threw me in.


No instructions, no encouragement. I remember feeling the cold punch and then sinking straight down to the rocks and squishy bottom. I could see the shapes of my sisters’ legs treading under the murky water and hear splashes and screams of the townies playing. They sounded like Charlie Brown’s teacher. It was a strange and mysterious place down there. I was tingly, the water was silky, like the sheets on Mom’s bed. There was an electrifying zap in my body. At first, I felt like my Olympian Barbie. Then, I dissolved. I became the water. I was the Buddha Hole. I could’ve stayed right there forever. It wasn’t until Dad scooped me up and lifted me into the open air that I felt the shock of not breathing. Then I became afraid. I coughed and spat and cried.


By the time I was five, we were left on our own. Dad gave us an endless routine of chores to do while he was out. I was too young to feed the chickens and pigs, so that was Maddy’s job. My arms were too weak to pump and lift buckets of water from the well. That was on Lisa. My job was to pull the Radio Flyer wagon off the mossy path behind the metal trailer and pick up sticks and pine cones that Dad used as kindling to start the woodstove.


One day, when we were feeling stuck and rebellious, my sisters and I stockpiled our dimes and quarters and set out for a midsummer bike-about to Kerhonkson, the country store, to fill our pockets and fatherless day with gumballs, Swedish Fish, and Mounds bars. As we biked home, high on sugar and candy-less, the chain on Lisa’s bike derailed off the ring.


Lisa and I pulled over to the grass. Maddy continued to ride around in circles on the empty road, up and down, up and down, until she eventually said, “See ya, wouldn’t wanna be ya,” and took off by herself.


As Lisa fixed her chain, I had an impulse to spin her back wheel. I wanted to watch the spokes go from separate lines into a whirling whoosh, like wheels do when they are spun. I put my little hand on the rubber tire and whizzed it around. Lisa’s candy-coated hand got caught in the spokes and they sliced a deep gash in her pointer, middle, and ring fingers.


“Oh my God!” I screamed. “Oh my God, Li, I’m sorry!”


“Get some help!” she cried. “Find somebody. Hurry!”


I ran down the road shouting, “Help!” and looking for a house with someone, anyone. Lisa wailed and tried to stop the bleeding with the sock she took off her foot. But there were no houses anywhere. Just a road with trees and fields and small pine-needled paths that led to streams. No humans in sight.


It took us hours to get back to Dad’s property. Lisa walked in front of me, moaning, drops of blood marking her one-barefooted, one-socked step. I was desperately struggling to keep the two bikes upright, steering the two handlebars with my two small hands, pedals scraping the front of my shins every other step.


We arrived after dark, queasy from August heat and blood. While Dad patched Lisa’s fingers with homemade butterfly stitches cut from masking tape, he gestured for me to come closer, so close that I could hear his teeth click and smell his cigarette breath.


“How could you be so stupid, Sherry?”


“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean—”


“Sherry the stupid, the stupid little girl,” he said.


Lisa’s fingers never did set quite right. Good thing she’s a lefty, like Mom. To this day, both Lisa and I wear the scars from our trip to the Kerhonkson Country Store: Lisa, the scar from the spokes and shoddy butterfly stitch. Me, the scar from being sent to the metal trailer all by myself with no dinner, where I climbed into a ball at the bottom of my brown sleeping bag and hummed myself to sleep—the scar of terror and shame.


But those days are long gone. It has been years since we’ve seen or even heard from him, years since his name, Warren Drapkin, has been spoken out loud in the loft. So I rely on the plants to tell me my story. I lean in and bury my head inside the overgrown, tangled geraniums and dig my fingers into the wet dirt inside the clay pot and smell them. The backwoods of upstate rushes to my nostrils; the scent of ferns and Dad’s breath resurfaces. I am five again, pulling the Radio Flyer over mossy paths.


Oh yeah, my body reminds me. I once had a dad.
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