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For all those who have prayed for me—especially Fr. Paul Marx (that saintly man) and Fr. Richard Neuhaus (his mind is a national treasure).





Foreword

YOU ARE JUST ABOUT TO READ one of the more important autobiographies of the twentieth century. Through its several English editions and its over eight foreign language editions, The Hand of God has been made available to countless millions of readers in the Americas and has been translated into French, German, Polish, Croatian, Lithuanian, Estonian, and Finnish.


The Hand of God ranks with Thomas Merton’s Seven Storey Mountain and Malcolm Muggeridge’s Chronicles of Wasted Time as a book that our descendants, both familial and spiritual, will turn to in order to understand both man’s inhumanity and the possibility of redemption. Merton, Muggeridge, and Nathanson, brilliant intellects all, came from atheistic backgrounds and succumbed to many of the ideological and carnal temptations of their age only to finish, through God’s grace, as converts to the Catholic Church. I am sure that they would agree with Hilaire Belloc’s words: “One thing in the world is different from all others. It has a personality and a force. It is recognized and (when recognized) most violently loved or  hated. It is the Catholic Church. Within that household the human spirit has roof and hearth. Outside it, it is the night.” And it was a dark and frigid night in the twentieth century and continues to be in ours, although there are positive signs.

The power and grace of this book is to be understood in the context of the teaching of the Catholic Church, which has stood—and stands—virtually alone in defense of the sacredness of human life from conception to natural death. In his encyclical Evangelium Vitae, the late Holy Father, Blessed John Paul II, upheld the principle of the dignity of the human person from conception until a natural death in the face of a century of mass slaughter and degradation. The Holy Father was well aware of this book and knew its author personally. Dr. Nathanson’s conversion to the cause of life and to Christianity was indeed highly significant as a witness to the power of scientific evidence, prayer, and the inexorable connection between God and the natural law that He has inscribed in the human mind and heart. As is happening increasingly in the United States and elsewhere, if you acknowledge and follow the natural law, you may very well find God and the Church.

During the late 1970s Dr. Nathanson became a favorite target of the anti-life cultural forces in America, the subject of ridicule and satire in comic strips and news commentary, and the butt of jokes of television comedians for his change of heart and mind regarding the objective reality of abortion, which he came to regard as the taking of innocent human lives, comparable to Hitler’s Dachau, Stalin’s Gulag, or Pol Pot’s Cambodia. After retiring from his medical practice in 1993, Nathanson gave over three dozen lectures throughout the world in defense of the unborn. In 1996, he received a degree in medical bioethics from Vanderbilt University after previous studies at  the Kennedy Institute of Ethics, continuing his professional preparation and better arming himself to defend the cause of human life. He also continued his professional work in providing expert witness testimony in medical cases including abortion.

In 1996 at 7:30 a.m. on Monday, December 8, the solemnity of the Immaculate Conception, in the crypt chapel of the Cathedral of St. Patrick’s in New York City, the City of Man, Dr. Bernard Nathanson became a son of God, incorporated into the Mystical Body of Christ in His One Church. John Cardinal O’Connor administered to him the sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation, and Holy Communion. His godparents were Joan Andrews Bell, a heroine of the pro-life movement who spent years in prison giving witness to the evils of abortion, and John Downing, an attorney, a close Catholic friend of some twenty-six years. His sponsor for Confirmation was Chris Slattery, a man who had left a lucrative career in advertising to dedicate himself wholeheartedly to the cause of life by directing the only pro-life alternative for expectant women in Manhattan, the crisis pregnancy center there. In his homily, Cardinal O’Connor remarked that the lack of respect for life is rooted in a lack of self-respect, and that a lack of self-respect is a consequence of sin. How fitting it was, the Cardinal continued, that Dr. Nathanson should enter the Church on the feast of the new Eve, Mary.

Among the concelebrants with Cardinal O’Connor were some of Dr. Nathanson’s friends, all well-known spokesmen for life both nationally and internationally: Father Paul Marx, the founder of Human Life International; Monsignor William Smith, perhaps the Church’s leading moral theologian in the United States; and Father Richard Neuhaus, a former Lutheran  minister who had been received into the Church by Cardinal O’Connor in 1989, and who was editor of one of the most influential religious journals in the United States, First Things. Alas, I am the last still living from among these notable men of God and courageous defenders of life.

Standing out among the various persons—most of them close friends—that Dr. Nathanson had invited was a stranger, a man Dr. Nathanson had never met, Chuck Colson. He traveled a long way to be there, in many senses. He is very well known in the United States as a major figure in the Watergate scandal of the 1970s, for which he spent several years in prison. There he had a conversion to evangelical Christianity and began a pastoral work with incarcerated men. Today he is perhaps the best known evangelical Protestant leader in the United States, with a radio show and many books to his credit. He is also a principal author and signer of the “Evangelicals and Catholics Together” statement, which was an attempt on the part of Catholic and evangelical leaders to highlight what unites them in Christ while at the same time attempting to move toward unity in what still separates them. Progress is being made.

Listen to Colson’s impressions of that movement:
This week I saw fresh and powerful evidence that the Savior born 2,000 years ago in a stable continues to transform the world. Last Monday I was invited to witness a baptism in a chapel in St. Patrick’s cathedral in New York City. The candidate for baptism was none other than Bernard Nathanson, at one time one of the abortion industry’s greatest leaders, a man who personally presided over some 75,000 abortions, including the abortion of his own child…. I watched as Nathanson  walked to the altar. What a moment. Just like the first century—a Jewish convert coming forward in the catacombs to meet Christ. And his sponsor was Joan Andrews. Ironies abound. Joan is one of the pro-life movement’s most outspoken warriors, a woman who spent five years in prison for her pro-life activities. It was a sign that burned into my consciousness, because just above Cardinal O’Connor was a cross…. I looked at the cross and realized again that what the Gospel teaches is true: in Christ is the victory. He has overcome the world, and the gates of hell cannot prevail against his church…. And this is the way the abortion war will be won, through Jesus Christ changing hearts, one by one. No amount of political force, no government, no laws, no army of Planned Parenthood workers can ever stop that. It is the one thing that is absolutely invincible. That simple baptism, held without fanfare in the basement of a great cathedral, is a reminder that a holy Baby, born in a stable twenty centuries ago, defies the wisdom of man. He cannot be defeated.





But what was the reaction of Dr. Nathanson himself as he received the Sacraments of Initiation into his new life as a Christian? “It was a very difficult moment. I was in a real whirlpool of emotion. And then there was this healing, cooling water on me, and soft voices, and an inexpressible sense of peace. I had found a safe place…. For so many years I was agitated, nervous, intense. My emotional metabolism was way up. Now I’ve achieved a sense of peace.” At the end of the Mass, Cardinal O’Connor, in a comment that brought gentle laughter to the congregation, said to him, “There, now you’re as  Catholic as I am!”After the ceremony Dr. Nathanson’s reaction, understandably, was one of gratitude: “I can’t tell you how grateful I am, what an unrequitable debt I have, to those who prayed for me all those years when I was publicly announcing my atheism and lack of faith. They stubbornly, lovingly, prayed for me. I am convinced beyond any doubt that those prayers were heard.” It brought tears to my eyes.

On the prayer card handed out at the Mass of his reception, Dr. Nathanson had one quote from Sacred Scripture, “God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with which he loved us, … made us live together with Christ”—the very same phrase that Blessed John Paul II used as the title for his encyclical on God the Father, Dives in Misericordia. It certainly reflected Dr. Nathanson’s attitude toward his new life as a Catholic: “I’m confident about the future, whatever it may hold, because I’ve turned my life over to Christ. I don’t have control anymore, and I don’t want control. I made a mess of it; nobody could do worse than I did. I’m just in God’s hands.”

Several years after his Baptism, Dr. Nathanson retired from his flourishing medical practice in order to dedicate himself more fully to the cause of life. He intensified his pro-life work throughout the world by means of writings, lectures, and expert witness testimony in court and in legislatures both here and abroad. But he did not restrict himself to fighting the continuing tragedy of legal abortion.

For Dr. Nathanson was not just an activist; he was a prophet.

In 1988—before he was a theist, much less a Catholic—Dr. Nathanson gave the keynote speech at an important Symposium on the twentieth anniversary of the encyclical Humanae Vitae held at Princeton University. To a rapt and somewhat  astonished audience, he spoke of what was soon to come as a result of the misuse of science and lack of respect for the sacredness of human life: genetic manipulation, sex selection, surrogate motherhood, frozen embryos, cloning, stem cell research, and the sale and use of body parts. All of his predictions have been borne out as the struggle between the Cultures of Life and Death continues. No one at that Princeton conference would have imagined that only ten years later the university’s prize chair of bioethics would be held by Dr. Peter Singer, an advocate of all the above and much worse.

Dr. Nathanson describes his early life in this book, but of course he does not write about his end. He died on February 21, 2011 in New York City, after a long battle with cancer, in the company of his loving and talented wife, Christine. His funeral took place on February 28, with Archbishop Timothy Dolan presiding at St. Patrick’s Cathedral. A powerful homily was delivered by Dr. Nathanson’s spiritual caregiver, Fr. Gerald Murray of New York.

Those of us left behind can pray, sure that Dr. Nathanson, a true prophet, intercedes from above to defend the sacredness of human life from conception until natural death.


Rev. C. John McCloskey III 
Research Fellow, Faith and Reason Institute 
Washington, D.C. 
January 22, 2012, 39th anniversary of 
Supreme Court Decision Roe v. Wade in 1973







CHAPTER 1

The Monster

I PERFORMED MY LAST ABORTION in late 1978 or early 1979. I was doing only a few abortions in those years, and those only for what I deemed compelling medical reasons. The years that have passed since I routinely performed abortions have been for me a remarkable odyssey—medically; ethically; and, finally, spiritually. I will probably fumble through some of the words when we get to the spiritual end of my journey.

This book will be semi-autobiographical, using myself as a paradigm for the study of the systematic fission and demise of one system of morality, no matter how fragmented, fatuous, and odious, and the painful acquisition of another more coherent, more reliable, and less atomistic one.

The backdrop will be the issue of abortion. I know the Holocaust well, having studied it intensively and having lost relatives to it. I also have conventional knowledge of Marxism and its bloody legacy. But I know the abortion issue as perhaps no one else does.

I know every facet of abortion. I was one of its accoucheurs; I helped nurture the creature in its infancy by feeding it great draughts of blood and money; I guided it through its adolescence as it grew fecklessly out of control. It is said that if we grew at the same rate during our entire gestation as we do in the first two weeks of life we would each weigh twenty-eight thousand pounds at birth. Abortion is now a monster so unimaginably gargantuan that even to think of stuffing it back into its cage (having fattened it on the bodies of thirty million humans) is ludicrous beyond words. Yet that is our charge—a herculean endeavor.

At the conclusion of many of my lectures, I am often taken aside and asked: Isn’t abortion at the root of all our problems? Hasn’t the abortion mentality infiltrated our culture so extensively that it has contaminated every social institution touching upon our lives: education, family, sex, politics, economics? And if abortion were to be recriminalized, would not our moribund society come bounding off its ventilator in robust good health?

The answers are no, yes, and no. The abortion mentality, for lack of a better word, has steadily metastasized throughout our society so subtly and so aggressively that even if it were miraculously recriminalized it is extremely doubtful if such allied plagues as child abuse, pornography, violence against women, and genocide (I have my annual physical check-up scheduled with Dr. Kevorkian next week) would all magically vanish.

We live in an age of fulsome nihilism; an age of death; an age in which, as author Walker Percy (a fellow physician, a pathologist who specialized in autopsying Western civilization) argued, “compassion leads to the gas chamber,” or the abortion clinic, or the euthanist’s office.We live in an age of defining personhood upward so that fewer and fewer of us make the cut, an  age of virtual abjuring of moral values, so that we can treat people like objects—and, yes, abortion has helped us learn to do that; and an age of cracking the pillars of certainty—churches, schools, and political institutions—so that everything, including your life, my friend, is up for discussion... the methodical suffocation of authority and the hopeless balkanization of normative ethics. How delightful and endless our choices!—to kill, to die, to use until no longer useful, all without ever being judged, even by our selves. (Our what?) It is as Alisdair MacIntyre so aptly put it: The barbarians are not waiting beyond the frontiers; they have been governing us for some time.

I am one of those who helped usher in this barbaric age. I worked hard to make abortion legal, affordable, and available on demand. In 1968, I was one of the three founders of the National Abortion Rights Action League. I ran the largest abortion clinic in the United States, and as its director I oversaw tens of thousands of abortions. I have performed thousands myself. How could this have happened? How could I have done this? To understand, you must know something about my father and his gods.

In the past I did not feel fully able to tell this story. In 1979, when I published a semi-autobiographical book called Aborting America, my father, whom I loved deeply and loathed equally deeply, was still alive, and I suppressed many of my reminiscences, feelings, and memories in deference to my love and indebtedness to him. But this is 1996 (he died in 1990 at the Homeric age of ninety-four), and it is time to speak the whole truth: He was a formidable, dominant force in my life and in many ways forged the ruthless, nihilistic, pagan attitudes and beliefs that finally drove me to unleash—with a handful of co-conspirators—the abortion monster.

My father was a remarkable man. He was born in New York City in 1895 to an immigrant German-Jewish pharmacist and his devoted German-Jewish immigrant wife. He was the last of four children of that union. Like most recent immigrants, the family lived in two rooms on the lower east side of Manhattan. My grandfather, the pharmacist, eked out a living helping the local apothecary while my grandmother took in sewing to supplement the bare-bones budget.

When my father was one year old, the pharmacist was afflicted with tuberculosis—in those days the most feared affliction imaginable, the AIDS of its time—and the extended family made a decision to send him to a sanitarium in Colorado. The working theory was that the pure fresh mountain air would so soothe the afflicted lungs that healing could then begin. But it was expensive to maintain him there, even though a number of aunts and uncles contributed their pittance to his upkeep each month (they were all recent immigrants and as impoverished as he). No social or medical safety nets then; it was work or starve. The pharmacist, who was not perceptibly improving at the sanitarium, somehow got word that his wife and children were in a state of near starvation, owing to the allocation of most of the available funds to his stay in Colorado; very shortly thereafter, he hanged himself in his closet, the better to divert the funds into food for his children.To his last conscious day my father would weep each time he told me this pitiful tale; of my sister’s suicide (she was my only sibling) at the age of forty-nine he would not speak at all. She was divorced and had three children; no one ever divined a reason for her suicide. (In 1979, I could write these lines with the detachment of a Camus character; now I twist with pain and pray for the anodyne of prayer.)

The family then suffered a paralyzing fission; my grandmother was matched with a widower who lived in Ottawa, Canada. The widower was a shochut, the ritual slaughterer who would slaughter chickens and cows in the prescribed Old Testament manner so as to render them kosher. With five children of his own, he made it clear to my grandmother that he could accept only one of hers—the others would have to be placed with other members of the family, all of whom were as poor and laden with children as my grandmother, or placed in orphanages. A Sophie’s Choice. She chose to bring little Joey, my father, then two years old, with her to Canada. The children left behind did indeed go to orphanages. They were, in their individual ways, scarred for life. So was my father.

Ottawa is the capital of Canada, but it was essentially a small one-business (government) town with a tiny Jewish community of perhaps fifty families. The community was so small and so poor—there was no work in the government for those exotic-looking Jews with their long black coats and beaver hats and payesses (the sideburns which are never to be cut and hang down, conspicuously curled, in front of the ears)—that it could not afford the upkeep of a rabbi. The shochut, then, was the reigning monarch of the Orthodox Jewish community and as such presided over weddings, funerals, bar mitzvahs, and the high holy days. Thus was my father raised in the most Orthodox Jewish community imaginable. It was said that when the founder of the Manischewitz Wine Company would take to the road to sell his product, he was such an observing Jew that he would never stay at a hotel, but would stay with the most Orthodox family in any community in which he happened to land that night. In Ottawa, that was my father’s home. Such was the religious rigidity in which my father was raised.

He had the misfortune to be the brightest and the best of the six children in the household, and although he was the youngest, he was early singled out for training to enter that holiest of holy sodalities, the rabbinate. He attended Hebrew school daily. The curriculum was heavily weighted toward intensive analysis of the Talmud, thirty-five books of weighty words on the Jewish law. Toward the end of his life he would describe to me how he and his fellow yeshivabuchers (students of the Bible and Talmud) would spend hours on end in pilpel, hair-splitting discourse on the meaning of a single word in the Talmud. Torah and Talmud study would occupy his mornings; less pressing secular matters such as mathematics, Canadian history, French, and English literature would be presented to the semi-obtunded students after the lunch hour. At the age of thirteen he underwent the obligatory bar mitzvah; his most prized gift (gift-giving on this occasion dwarfed that of birthdays and Chanukah) was a pair of thick woolen socks his mother had knitted especially for him, to keep his feet warm during the frigid Canadian winter.

Then it was time to enter high school. There were two different paths a student could choose to follow at this juncture: the vocational high school—in which one would learn to be a mechanic, a bookkeeper, or a farmer, and pay no tuition—or, if one were determined to pursue an academic future, Collegiate—a high school devoted to only secular studies. He had, from his earliest memory, a vocation: to be a doctor. Unfortunately, Collegiate was not free; one needed the tuition and the intelligence to enter Collegiate. The tuition was ten dollars annually. His stepfather, who was paid twenty-five cents for the kosher slaughtering of a chicken and fifty cents for bestowing the identical favor upon a cow, demurred; he could not afford  the ten dollars, even though it meant that Joey would have to defer his dream of becoming a doctor to the indefinite future. No other relative would volunteer the money, and so Joey spent a distressing, frustrating year learning to be a bookkeeper. (After his death, as one of his executors, I went over his accounts and checkbooks. Although he died an extremely wealthy man, his financial record keeping was a fiasco. I doubt that the man ever troubled himself to balance his various checkbooks, keeping most of his financial records in his head.)

Ultimately, Joey’s grandmother provided the necessary ten dollars each year in order for him to attend the Collegiate. He graduated with honors in that fateful year, 1914; was excused from service in the Canadian army during the First World War owing to his bad eyesight; and entered McGill University Medical College in the autumn of that year.

Still, he was grindingly poor. He trudged through the Montreal winters in a threadbare coat lined with newspapers; newspapers substituted for new soles in his shoes. His daily diet consisted of two slices of white bread and a cup of cocoa; on Saturday evenings he would splurge and have two eggs and two slices of toast at a restaurant on St. Catherine Street, the main drag of Montreal in that era. Within a year he developed a clinically recognizable case of hyponutrition: anemia (lack of sufficient red blood cells), hypoproteinemia (insufficient protein in his bloodstream to protect him from infection and to allow him to attain his genetically predetermined height), etc. The University Health Service recommended that he be discharged from school as physically unfit to carry out the demanding schedule and duties of a medical student, although he was—at the end of his first year—ranked second in his class academically, surpassed only by a black man from the West Indies named  Philip Savory, who was working his way through McGill by performing the duties of a redcap at the Windsor train station in Montreal every night. Just as my father was about to be discharged, a kindly professor of medicine, who had taken a liking to this determined, plucky little fellow (he was five feet, four inches tall and weighed one hundred five pounds—including the wispy little mustache he affected), began asking him to his residence each Friday night, to eat with his family. He would fill up my father with huge slices of red meat, liver, and spinach; whatever was left over would be packed into a brown paper bag to take back to his room to be rationed out each night for the next week. Gradually his anemia improved, his proteins increased, and he even gained three pounds in the next year. In his later life, when he had become wildly successful beyond even his own dreams, he could never speak of Professor LaFleur without his eyes misting over. (He was the most soft-hearted and sentimental of men—and the most ruthless, unforgiving, hard-shelled operator imaginable. But more of that later.)

Something momentous overcame my father in his first year of medical school. In a growing disenchantment with Judaic Orthodoxy that—according to him—was brought on by a liberal (no pun intended) dose of post-mature Enlightenment education, he rebelled against virtually all things Jewish at the end of his first year of medical school and broke his devoted mother’s heart by renouncing the entire corpus of Jewish law, most importantly the dietary laws. He announced, not without an elegiac prelude, that henceforth (this adolescent mise-en-scène played itself out in the summer of 1915) he would mix meat and milk at the same meal; he would eat pork and pork products (the Sepoy mutiny in reverse); and he would eat  seafood such as shrimp and lobster—and on and on, in a theatrical piece so poignant and juicy that it would have made Lawrence Olivier sick with envy. His justification of this earth-shattering religious volte-face was that in his first-year medical studies, he found not a shred of empirical evidence to support the constraints and restrictions imposed upon observing Orthodox Jews by the dietary laws. His mother wept bitter tears at his apostasy. Yet the truth is that he never ate pork products or seafood (two of the more unforgivable transgressions of the Talmud) until he watched me eat them when I was an adolescent; not only was I not struck dead on the spot, but I actually seemed to be enjoying them. Henceforth, he ventured into that goyische swampland seemingly without a care—although on occasion, while he ate bacon with his eggs, I would note him furtively looking about with ears cocked, all antennae at the alert, the better I suppose to apprehend the sudden manifestation of the dreaded moloch-hamovis (angel of death). Like James Joyce he had renounced his religion, but it remained the hinge of his life and work all his days. No one, absolutely no one, could tell a Yiddish joke like my father; he would reduce rabbis to choking, quivering masses of jelly telling his jokes.

In his final (fifth) year of medical school (college and medical school were then combined into one entity) he met my mother. She was a tall, raw-boned, horsey woman, the eldest of six children born to John Dover, an Orthodox Jew and a wholesale dealer in farm produce; sacks of potatoes were piled behind the couch in their parlor, and the family sat on crates of onions at mealtime. Needless to say, the family was as poor as my father’s. Harriet Dover was three years older than Joey Nathanson—she was twenty-eight when he met her at a Jewish “social,” and the family had already consigned her to spinsterhood. She was the  eldest of six children and had dropped out of school in the sixth grade.What she and my father could have found in common to talk about, to laugh about, to romance about—that has eluded me all my adult life. Perhaps he was looking for another mother. Or perhaps I am indulging myself in pure psychobabble.

In any case, they became “engaged.” Now, in the Jewish Orthodox community this is a very serious, generally irretrievable step—short of one or the other of the parties dying or committing suicide. It was also a financially complex and remarkably mercenary enterprise; the bride’s father would sign a paper promising the groom a dowry, a substantial reward for having taken the unmarried daughter off his hands. In my mother’s case, the agreed-upon sum was five hundred dollars, to be paid off within a year of the marriage.

My father had, upon finishing medical school, spent a year as an intern at the Ottawa Civic Hospital, then a leading medical teaching institution in the capital. He then took a residency training year at Bellevue Hospital in New York City. During that year, he tried desperately to break the engagement with my mother; she retaliated by threatening suicide and promising that the entire Jewish community in Ottawa would be apprised in painful detail of why she had taken her life, and who precisely was responsible for the act. It would create an irreparable schande (scandal), and any chance he would have to build a medical practice in that city would be doomed. Even his own mother and his stepfather, the shochut, whose opinions on matters of ethics and morality he valued, took offense at his attempts to end the relationship and counseled him accordingly.

In June of the following year, 1920, the wedding party assembled for the nuptials at the local (and only) synagogue. According to the negotiations, the first payment of the  five-hundred-dollar dowry was due on the day of the wedding. My mother’s father hurriedly mumbled something to the effect that in the hurly-burly of preparations he had forgotten to bring the money. My father, a profoundly suspicious man by nature, accused his prospective father-in-law of treachery, thievery, and welshing on his debt. It was only on the signing of another promissory note, witnessed by six of the guests at the wedding—three from the bride’s side of the family and three from the groom’s side—that the now-farcical but fatally poisoned ceremony went forward. Regrettably for her, my mother argued her father’s position: that he was somewhat squeezed for cash at the moment but that John Dover was a man of his word and would honor his debts. This asseveration went wholly against the opinion of the tiny, almost incestuous community of Ottawa, which had it that the aforesaid John Dover was a thoroughgoing liar, a scoundrel, and a man sick with desperation trying to marry off his eldest child. That the object of his desperation was a promising, intelligent, young Jewish physician only quickened his pulses and stretched the already attenuated limits of his morality into the reaches of infinity.

My father had been counting on that dowry to finance a year in England training to be an ophthalmologist.When John Dover never made a single payment on the debt, my father was forced to abandon his ambitious plans to become a world-renowned eye doctor and instead had to settle for practicing general medicine for six years in the claustrophobic Ottawa Jewish community before heading south to the United States to specialize in obstetrics and gynecology in New York City in 1926.

My father never forgave my mother for her father’s hugger-muggery about the dowry. (Perversely, he kept all the relevant papers on this tragi-comedy and revealed them to me when I  was fifty years old and he was in his eighties.) A vindictive, unforgiving man, he filed a lawsuit against his father-in-law months after he had married my mother, claiming to have been deceived, misled, and defrauded by Dover. The suit ripened, and several months later, on the eve of the trial, my mother revealed that she intended to testify on her father’s behalf, denying that a dowry had ever been promised, and in fact if there were such a document attesting to the debt, it had been extracted under emotional duress from her father. Her sister Sylvia joined in the resistance. Fortunately a kindly, experienced trial judge persuaded my father to accept what seemed a reasonable compromise, that he would accept 50 percent of what he had been promised in exchange for dropping the suit. The case never came to trial, and my father commenced to nurture a towering hatred for my mother, her family—and Ottawa, Canada. He never forgave my mother; he would never allow her sister to enter his house, and on every appropriate occasion (and some egregiously inappropriate ones), he would loudly curse the entire Dover lineage—and took especially perverse delight in doing so if my mother were present.

Why did he go through with the wedding in the first place? Why did he not divorce her after her shattering revelation that she was siding with her devious, lying father instead of her husband? My father had glib but transparently specious answers to these questions and others, such as why he had two children with this woman he hated so palpably. It is my conceit that despite his superficially brave apostasy from the constricting mores of the Jewish community in Ottawa, he was fearful of public opinion. Not persuaded? I have others: He was pathologically shackled to this woman three years older than him who perhaps represented, in his jumbled perception, his own  devoted mother, who had rescued him from the orphanages; he was single-mindedly dedicated to the form of fathership, to somehow eradicate the lacerating pain of having been left fatherless himself at age two. And so on. And on. (How much psychobabble can you stand?) It remains that he fathered two children with Harriet Dover once they moved themselves to New York City, and that he was a fiercely protective, devoted, tyrannical, and ferociously just father who demanded unquestioning loyalty, submission, and uncritical partisanship.





 CHAPTER 2

 My Father’s House

FROM MY EARLIEST MEMORIES, I am deeply disturbed by the pervasive repetitive paradoxes of my childhood: to be learned in Jewish matters, but not to worship. To be a respectful child, but only to him, the Strindbergian Father. My father traduced me from the age of six with histrionic tales of how my mother and my mother’s family had bilked him, had coaxed and cajoled and promised him, into a tragically sad and sorrowful marriage with a woman older, less intelligent, and less erudite than he. We would take long walks together, he and I, and he would fill my ear with poisonous remarks and revanchist resolutions concerning my mother and her family. (Claudius filled the king’s ear with no more lethal poison than my father filled mine.) My mother, aware of what he was doing, remained serene, civilized, and charitable—generous to a fault, despite my mindless parroting of the contumelies and insults that he had inculcated within me. I remained his weapon, his dummy, until I was almost seventeen years old when I—as he—rebelled  and told him I would no longer function as his robotic surrogate assassin.
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