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For Denis






I’VE TRIED BEING NICE

As soon as I sent the manuscript of my first book to my agent, I plunged into a downward spiral of shame and regret. Why had I sent it? The writing was awful. What was I thinking? When my agent finished reading it, he sent me a letter mentioning the parts of the book he enjoyed and highlighting the areas that needed improvement. The main problem, according to him, wasn’t the writing. It was the protagonist.

“I just wish the narrator were more likeable,” he said.

“I know,” I wrote back. “I do too. I’ve been working on that all my life, ha ha ha!” Because the thing is, my first book, An Innocent, a Broad, was a memoir; I was the narrator.

“I’d like to see the growth you experienced,” he said. “It would help if the narrative followed a trajectory showing what you were like before, and how you came out on the other side of this experience a better person.”

“But I think I came out of the experience worse,” I wrote back.

The book was about the premature birth of our first son, Jack. He was born in the wrong month, in the wrong country, on the wrong end of our economic “trajectory.” The dead-broke end.

“I was lessened by the experience,” I went on to say, “if anything. I came out of it a defeated, depressed, empty husk of a person.”

People must not have known as much about PTSD or postpartum depression in those days, because he replied, “I think if you do some serious reflection, you’ll be able to recall how you were changed for the better by it all, and that would be very rewarding for the reader.”

My agent was somehow able to sell the manuscript, despite its narrator’s shortcomings. Later, my editor seemed to grasp the way this experience might diminish a person, but she wanted me to compare the feeble, struggling character I’d depicted in the pages to the strong, self-sufficient person I must have been before the whole crazy, fish-out-of-water birth story took place.

She wrote, “If we’ve seen you be strong and in charge of your life in the past, we’ll feel more sympathy when we see you shattered.”

I thoroughly examined the pre-motherhood part of my life, searching for any examples of character, strength, or fortitude, and all I had to offer as an excuse for finding none was this: I was young. I was in my twenties—just a few years out of college. Had I been more mature, I’m sure I would have had more to offer as a protagonist.

And after that, I wrote novels, because in my case, it’s easier to create a likeable protagonist than to be one.

The strangest thing about discovering that I’m not the most sympathetic character in my own life story is that for most of my life, I was an inveterate “people pleaser,” often going overboard trying to be nice. It’s not that I needed everybody to like me. I needed them to love me. And not just my family and friends—I was the least nice to them. After all, they already knew I wasn’t perfect. I needed the love and approval of complete strangers.

My desperation to please others became even more of an issue when my husband, Denis, became famous. He’s an actor, Denis. He’s Denis Leary. He was on the series Rescue Me and oh, a bunch of movies, but we met in college when he was an open-mic guy in comedy clubs. Maybe you’ve seen the movie The Ref? The Thomas Crown Affair? (This is something I do when I’m asked about my husband. I offer up a bit of his résumé because sometimes people confuse him with other actors. Years ago, I was doing a live radio interview about a novel I had written. Toward the end, the interviewer asked what it was like having Dennis Miller mouthing off around the house all the time. I said that I imagined it would be a living hell. Then I said, of course, I could only venture a guess, as I’ve never met Dennis Miller. The poor radio host had just spent twenty minutes thinking he was interviewing Dennis Miller’s wife. He began stammering his apologies when it became clear that he had no idea whose wife it was that he was interviewing, and I felt so sorry for him that I ended up repeatedly apologizing to him for not being Dennis Miller’s wife. When I got home, I told Denis—my Denis, Denis Leary—about it. He insisted that I had met Dennis Miller, and I said that wasn’t Dennis Miller, it was Jay Mohr, and Denis became very annoyed because I never know who anyone is.)



When Denis first became “famous,” our kids were babies, and I wasn’t really paying attention to what was going on with him. Dealing with his fans wasn’t an issue because I didn’t know he had any fans. He was still doing stand-up and he was also doing this one-man show he wrote called “No Cure for Cancer,” at the Actors’ Playhouse in downtown Manhattan, and I remember that he got some very nice reviews, but I was yukking it up on the Upper West Side “Mommy and Me” circuit—tumbling and clapping and rolling on the floor of libraries and gyms with my toddlers. Then he was on MTV quite a bit, but I was trying to get our kids into preschool, and it seemed we were always at the pediatrician. One night, Denis and I were invited to our first Manhattan movie premiere. When we walked in front of a long line of photographers, they suddenly shouted, “DENIS! DENIS LEARY! OVER HERE!” and the world went white from the lights of their cameras. My first thought was that he’d committed a crime.

“What is it? What do they want?” I asked, clutching Denis’s wrist. “How do they know your name?”

“I’ve told you again and again. I’m fucking famous,” he grumbled. Then I remembered that he had mentioned it.

I still never really know how to interact with Denis’s fans. Denis spends a lot of time in New York and Los Angeles. He meets and converses with people daily. I spend most of my time in the country, in a little town where people pretty much ignore us. So when I’m out with Denis in the city, or when we’re traveling, I still get very excited when people recognize him. We’ll be walking along a sidewalk in Manhattan and another couple will pass. The man will say something like, “Hey! Denis Leary!”

Denis nods and smiles and keeps walking along, but I turn and wave and smile at the guy and his girlfriend, which prompts one of them to say, “We loved Rescue Me!”

I then interrupt Denis to say, “Oh my God, honey, those people loved your show.”

Denis turns and says, “Thanks,” then he tries to continue, but I’m still shouting to the people: “Wow, thanks, guys! That’s SO nice.”

We are now half a block away from these strangers, but my obvious interest in maintaining a conversation will prompt one of them to shout, “MY SISTER-IN-LAW GREW UP IN WORCESTER!” Well, that’s quite a coincidence—Denis grew up in Worcester. So, I tug on his sleeve and say, “Denis, Denis, Denis—their sister-in-law grew up in Worcester.” He shoots me a look of extreme annoyance and hollers back, “GREAT!” and drags me off. It’s weird. The people are speaking English, but I feel compelled to repeat everything they say to Denis, like a translator, and then I often answer the people for him as if he is unable to speak.

I could offer many examples of the confusion and sometimes even injuries that resulted from my attempts to be the nicest person everybody ever met, but here’s just one. We were at the US Open women’s tennis finals years ago. Somebody invited us to sit up in their very fancy corporate box and watch the match, and we brought our teenaged kids and had a great time. You take an elevator down from the boxes, and when the match is over, everybody crowds around these elevators and shoves their way in.

We were riding down, packed in like sardines. Denis was staring up at the floor numbers that were ticking away, and I was staring into the face of a woman whose toes were touching mine. She was with a guy who was grinning shyly at Denis.

The woman smiled and said, “We’re big fans,” and I did the whole “Babe, babe, these people are big fans of yours” thing.

Then the woman said, “You guys must have people saying stuff like this to you all the time,” and I smiled and said, “Yes, we do,” and for some reason, both the woman and her boyfriend suddenly frowned and looked away. This caused me to mentally rewind and replay her words, and I realized that she had said, “You guys must hate people saying stuff like this to you all the time,” AND I HAD SMILED AND SAID, “YES, WE DO!”

The elevator doors opened, and the people started to stomp off into the crowded pavilion, but I chased them through the crowd, saying, “No, wait… excuse me… I thought you said…,” but they were not interested in anything I had to say at that point. When I returned to my family, the kids were dying of embarrassment. Jack kept saying, “Why were you so mean to those people?”

“I didn’t understand them; I was just trying to be nice,” I said.

Denis grumbled, “Listen, I’ve said it again and again. Leave. The people. Alone.”

You hear the term “people pleaser” in twelve-step recovery rooms a lot. Being a people pleaser in the recovery, or any therapeutic world isn’t a compliment—it’s a character defect. I’ve dabbled in recovery and therapy for most of my adult life, yet I’ve spent too much of that time trying to make everybody love me.

But then I turned fifty. And then I turned fifty-one. And not long after that I stopped ovulating. If you’re a man, don’t be embarrassed, this is important for you to know. Ovaries rule women’s minds, bodies, and souls. But mostly our minds. I first heard about this ovary-brain connection while touring Vassar College with our daughter, Devin, during her senior year of high school. As we wandered through one of the old dormitories, our guide explained why the hallways were so wide. A theory in the nineteenth century, when the building was constructed, was that educating women could make them sterile. Sitting and studying would somehow force too much blood to rush from their ovaries to their formerly barren little brains to help them try to process information. Extra-wide hallways were constructed so that the hoop-skirted women could exercise by walking and running past each other, up and down the corridors. It all had to do with forcing the blood back down to the ovaries where it belongs. Our group of prospective students and parents were amused by this story.

“That’s so funny,” I laughed, and then my laughing sort of petered out because I realized that the original Vassar designers were onto something. I’d had one ovary removed during a surgery several years prior to visiting Vassar, and since then I had been unable to (a) remember to buy paper towels, (b) watch videos of flash mobs in malls without crying, and (c) understand what was really at stake in Iran.

When I had both ovaries, you should have seen me. I was smart. Though I wasn’t technically a genius, I could hold my own in a conversation that had to do with topics other than dogs or sex. Now that was all I really knew anything about. It was obvious that ever since I’d lost one of my two ovaries, I was working with half a brain.

I visited the Vassar website when we arrived home because I wanted to find out more about this ovary-brain theory. I thought I could work it into the plot of a novel I was writing. Maybe my character would be half-lobotomized like me after she lost an ovary. I didn’t find anything about it on the college website, but I did come across a list of some famous visitors to Vassar. One of these was the writer/philosopher William James, who, in 1896, gave the young women a lecture on “Psychology and Relaxation.” He scolded the Vassar girls for “trying to wear a bright and interested expression all the time” instead of “the stolid expression and cold-fish eye of their European sisters.”

Ah yes, the “cold-fish eye.” I knew it well. I encountered it every time I stepped off an airplane onto foreign soil with my dopey old “bright and interested” expression.

I worked half-heartedly on trying to be more stolid and reserved, but a couple of years later my remaining ovary decided to call it quits, and it became effortless. That’s when I learned why people call menopause “the change.” I’d read and heard that when women go through this change, one of the positive effects is that they stop working so hard at being nice to everyone, but I had thought it would come on gradually. I didn’t know that one day I’d be simpering an apology to a stranger who’d spilled their coffee on me, and the next day I’d march out of my house, cast a cold-fish eye upon all creation and think: Fuck off.

My change coincided with my first introduction to Doodle Lady. I never learned her name, but one of her dogs is a Labradoodle or a Goldendoodle, so I know her as Doodle Lady. We’d just moved from Connecticut to our present home in New York State. Our house is on a quiet dirt road where many people like to walk. One day, as I was pulling out of our driveway, I saw that two women were walking along the side of the road, having a nice chat. I was just about to drive past when I saw a little Jack Russell terrier and a Labradoodle come bounding off the small field on the far side of our house. I slammed on the brakes. We have three dogs, and one isn’t very friendly. Eddie is a rescue who came to us with some issues. He’s not great with strange dogs or strange anything. I’ve worked hard at training our dogs not to go out in the road, but if dogs come on our property, Eddie will try to fight them or chase them off, and all my training will be undone. So, I stopped the car and rolled down the window.

“HI!” I said with a big smile when the women reached my car. I really didn’t know who my neighbors were yet; I wanted to make a good impression.

“Hello!” Doodle Lady replied. “Beautiful day!”

“Isn’t it?” I said, then, still smiling: “Are those your dogs?” The dogs were running down the road away from her.

“Yup!”

“They’re so cute, I love Jacks,” I said. (This is true—I’m crazy about Jack Russells). Then I said: “That’s our field, there, where they were just running.”

“Oh,” she said. “It’s lovely.”

“Thank you so much. You know, it would be better if you didn’t allow the dogs in there. We have dogs who aren’t friendly with others… they’re rescues and—”

“Oh, don’t worry, my dogs get along great with other dogs.”

I continued to smile and said nothing for a moment because profound stupidity can be difficult to deal with. Before Eddie, I’d never had a reactive, fearful, sometimes aggressive dog, but now I do, and I can’t tell you how many numbskulls I’ve come across who somehow don’t believe in the concept of anxious, fear-aggressive dogs. I’ve had people try to pet Eddie, and when I say, “No, please don’t touch him, he’s afraid and might bite,” they become seized with the urge to press their hands and faces as close to my poor dog as possible. I’ve had too many people say, “Don’t worry, dogs love me,” while trying to grope the trembling dog hiding behind my legs.

But I didn’t say, “Do you know nothing about dogs? Have you never heard of territorial behavior? Leash your dogs when walking by my house; I don’t want them in there.” Instead, I chirped something like, “Oh, they’re so cute, I can tell they have great dispositions. It would just be safer if they stayed outside the fence.”

She gushed, “You’re so sweet, but seriously, my dogs love everybody!”

Then she and her friend waved goodbye, and power walked on down the road, her dogs of everlasting love bounding over hedges and in and out of my neighbors’ gardens.

I was slightly annoyed at myself for not being more direct, but that year everything I’d understood about human civility and manners had been challenged. Presidential candidates made fun of one another’s penises during a debate. Nasty trolls were all over Facebook and Twitter. Though my weird, off-kilter hormones ached to get me into every hateful fracas, I still wanted to “go high” whenever possible.

The next time I saw Doodle Lady, it was after a winter storm and half the field was covered with ice. Doodle and Jack were trotting across it like they owned the place. Eddie, our problem dog, doesn’t just have what dog behaviorists call fear-aggression. As a special added bonus, he was born with bilateral congenital elbow dysplasia. Eight thousand dollars in surgery bills and three months of rehab later, he was not supposed to run on slippery surfaces. I had been out next to the field with him just a few moments before; it was sheer luck that we weren’t out when the loose dogs trotted through. This time, when I rolled down the window, I wasn’t quite as friendly.

“Hi,” I said. “I was just outside with my dogs. It would be better if you’d keep your guys off our field.”

This time she said, “But they weren’t on your field.”

This was a blatant lie. I lost my smile and just looked at her and then dropped my gaze to the leashes that hung from her hand. I was pretty sure she got the message, so I drove off.

I saw her a few times after that. Once, I pulled out of the driveway and she was walking up the road again. Doodle and Jack were running down my neighbor’s driveway and were heading for my field. I stopped. I watched her as she called them back to her. She removed the leashes that had been looped around her shoulder, but instead of attaching them to the dogs, she just sort of dangled them. She was going to wait until I drove past, but I held my ground. She was passing my window holding the Doodle’s collar, and I opened it a crack.

“Oh HI!” she said, smiling.

“HI!” I smiled back, then I said, “There’s a leash law in this town.” But I said it sort of under my breath and I don’t think she heard me.

The next time I saw her, Doodle was nowhere to be seen, but Jack was running down from the field. I slammed on the brakes about twenty feet in front of Doodle Lady and took my cell phone from my purse. I lifted it up so she could see it. She fingered the leashes that dangled from her shoulder. We were at a draw. It was a passive-aggressive showdown.

“I’ll do it,” I told her with my cold-fish gaze. “I’ll call the dog officer if you don’t leash them.”

And her casual swinging of the leash said, “You wouldn’t dare.”

And my icy glare said, “Go ahead, make my day.”

And then she made the dogs come to her and waved gaily, and I smiled and waved back and drove off.

But she knew. She knew.

Or so I thought, but the very next day, I was in my kitchen writing, when our dogs went berserk. I thought it was the UPS guy. When I looked out the window, I saw Doodle and Jack bounding down our driveway. I could see their paw prints in the snow.

That did it. I was going to… to… say something to Doodle Lady. Yes, I was finally going to let her have it. But I needed to catch up to her first. She and her friends are power walkers, I couldn’t chase them on foot; I’d never catch them. Plus, I was still in my pajamas. So I threw on a coat, got in my car, and drove right up behind Doodle Lady and her friend. Then I passed them because I had no idea what to say or do. As I reached the end of the road it hit me: I’m not just a “people pleaser” because I want to be liked; and I’m not just one who chooses to take the high road to protest the current nasty cultural and political climate.

I’m a coward. I’m terrified of making people angry. I have been all my life.

I turned the car around. As I drove back toward them, I saw Doodle Lady stop walking and call frantically to her dogs. I realized that this circling back and approaching them head-on looked like some kind of strategy on my part. Doodle Lady knew my car. She had seen me pass, then slowly turn around. That’s sort of scary. When I reached them, I stopped the car, rolled down my window, and smiled, as I had so many other times. She smiled back. Then I said, in case she mistook me for all the other women who drive around in pajamas, “Hi, I live up the road. You know, the place with the unfriendly dog.”

“Yes!” She beamed. “Hello there!”

“Look,” I said, “I’ve tried being nice…”

And I stopped smiling. I just wanted to let those words hang in the air for a minute because I was quite impressed that they’d come from my lips. Doodle Lady removed the leashes from around her neck and reached for the Doodle’s collar. Her hand was trembling. It turns out that saying “I’ve tried being nice” is like the cocking of a pistol or the snorting of a bull. It’s not really a challenge—more of a warning. It’s like the phrase, “No offense but…” It causes one on the receiving end to brace oneself because what follows is going to hurt.

At that moment I was Walter White from Breaking Bad; I was Sir from To Sir, with Love; I was young Jane Eyre. Why do we love those characters so much? Because they tried being nice. Then they stopped.

“I don’t want to see your dogs on my property ever again,” I growled.

“Okay, I’m really, really sorry, but I don’t think they were on your property.” See, she’s only in her forties, Doodle Lady. She still thinks she must be nice to everybody.

“My dogs almost went through the window when your dogs were in our driveway a few minutes ago. We have rescues, one isn’t friendly…”

“I know, that’s why I always call them to come back to the road.”

“And if he attacks your dogs, or you, you could be harmed, and my dog might have to be destroyed because you were so fucking careless that you provoked an attack…”

This is what happens when people pleasers stop pleasing. It’s not okay.

“I get it,” she said. “Trust me, the last place I want my dogs to be is on your property.”

“So. Put. Them. On. Their. Leashes,” I said. And then I said the words that catapulted me from my prime to my golden years: “AND STAY OFF MY PROPERTY!”






STATES OF MIND

Why am I like this?

Who hasn’t asked this of oneself at some point or another? My mother, that’s who. She doesn’t believe in navel-gazing, and she’s right not to—it’s usually a stupid waste of time. Most members of my family of origin haven’t tried therapy, we’re more of a cocktail people, but before I was of an age where I found the apparent solution to my problems (cocktails), my frazzled mother presented the following conundrum to us, her children, on a regular basis: Why can’t you be like normal kids?

To be honest, I think she mostly asked this of me, because I went through a rough patch that started around age six and ended when I found marijuana and alcohol in high school. Before I began self-medicating, I was somehow both chronically lazy and hyperactive. By the time I entered college, I was an alcoholic. Soon after college, I stopped drinking and entered the world of treatment and recovery, and I’ve spent the subsequent decades in and out of therapy, plumbing my navel to dangerous depths.

I’ve been fortunate to have found excellent therapy, but if I see an online quiz called “What Kind of Friend Am I?” or “Am I a Psychopath?” I take it. I always think this new quiz will unearth something those clinicians with PhDs overlooked. A few years ago, I came upon a quiz that promised to reveal where I lie on something called the “Self-Monitoring Scale.” I ticked off the answers and realized that the quiz was about how well one gets along with others.

A statement like: Even if I’m not enjoying myself, I often pretend to be having a good time, was simple for me to respond with “always.” Because I’m not a psychopath.

Or: I find it hard to imitate the behavior of other people. Another easy one—not me. I’m very good at imitating others’ funny quirks, but don’t worry, I’d never mimic you to your face. That wouldn’t be nice.

And: If a situation calls for it, I can be friendly, even if I really dislike a person. Yes indeed. I tend to be especially friendly in that situation.

I thought I was being tested on whether I’m a conscientious and considerate person. A nice person. When the results revealed that I’m a higher self-monitor than 90 percent of the test’s sample population, my self-esteem soared. Then I read that being a high self-monitor is a sign of low self-esteem. And the test wasn’t about being nice after all. It was about trying too hard to fit in by seeming nice.



I do try to fit in. In my defense, we moved a lot during my childhood. My siblings and I switched schools every few years until I was fourteen. That was the year we moved from Racine, Wisconsin, to Marblehead, Massachusetts. Younger people, or those who have lived their entire lives in one area, might have a hard time appreciating how different the various regions of our country were prior to cable television and the internet. People listened to local radio and watched local television in the mid-1970s. We in the Midwest tended to dress like our peers but didn’t know our hair and clothing styles were about two years behind our peer group’s counterparts on the coasts.

And parenting was different in those days. Now, I think parents usually accompany their children when it’s time to enroll in a new school after a move to a new town. It was late October when Dad dropped my brother, Paul, and me off at the curb on our first day at Marblehead Junior High School. I was in eighth grade, Paul in ninth. Dad gave us a wave and drove off. He didn’t know what time school started, so we were late. The halls were vacant when we entered, but we could sense our bullies stirring like caged lions behind every door. We were new kids again, and this school’s fine young sadists (according to the internet, 8 percent of the general population have sadistic personality disorder and a larger number have sadistic traits) were in for a pleasant surprise that day. I can still hear our footsteps echoing off the metal lockers and concrete floors; I can still smell the universal school aromas of that time—freshly xeroxed paper, glue, Lysol, body odor, stale cigarette smoke from the teacher’s lounge, Irish Spring soap, and Love’s Baby Soft cologne. I was shivering and sweating at the same time. Paul was stoic and silent. We found the guidance counselor’s office, and then were each escorted to the homerooms we’d been assigned.

When I shuffled into my homeroom bearing the guidance counselor’s note, the teacher stopped what he had been saying so that he could read the note aloud to the class:

Ann is a new student who has been assigned to your homeroom. Please ask one of the students to show her to the next class on her schedule.

If I were in a comedy club, my entrance to eighth-grade homeroom would have been something Andy Kaufman would have come up with—I was the kind of comedian you start laughing at before they even open their mouths, due to my dated clothes and hair. When I did finally speak—a Midwestern-twanged reply to a question from the teacher—it was comedy gold.

I gazed out at my audience of laughing eighth graders and let the shame wash over me. I was used to this—a new class, a new clan assessing an odd interloper, but here, there was more open mockery than I’d experienced in previous moves. Marblehead is a small town, and many of the kids had lived there since they were born, as had their parents, grandparents, etc. Salem, where nineteen people were hanged as witches in the 1690s, is the next town over. The region is still teeming with the self-proclaimed kin of those martyrs, but I’ve never met a single person who claimed to be related to the others—the finger-pointers, jurists, or hangmen. I think a few members of my eighth-grade homeroom would have been more likely to find people named Goody Hatecrime or Reverend Slutshame in their family trees than the accused witches, but I’m no genealogist.

Genealogist or not, it was obvious that some of my classmates were either closely or distantly related. There were exceptions, of course, but for the most part, they looked like one another, they smelled like one another, and they sounded like one another. They were preppy. They wore Lacoste shirts and Adidas sneakers. My school in Racine had been more culturally diverse—but a school on a remote Scottish island would have been more diverse than Marblehead Junior High School back then. I was wearing high-waisted, striped polyester pants, a polyester blouse, and platform shoes on that first day of school. In Racine, those clothes were still in style. They were sort of cool. In Marblehead, it looked like I’d hopped on Soul Train two years prior and forgot to get off at my stop.

The other students laughed helplessly whenever I opened my mouth. Not only was my accent wrong; it was almost like I spoke a different language. I learned that my dungarees were called jeans. A sparkling beverage that I had previously called “pop” (pronounced pahp) was called “tonic” here. Not soda—Coke, Tab, 7Up—they were all called “tonic” in Massachusetts back then. Milkshakes were “frappes.” The water fountains in the halls were called “bubblahs.” I never acquired a New England accent, but there were certain words that I unwittingly spoke with the accent because I had never seen them written—water bubbler was one of these, and as a result, I went to college still calling water fountains “bubblahs.” Kids are adaptable, and it was only a matter of days before I’d persuaded my mom to buy me my first Fair Isle sweater and pastel-hued corduroys, and I was saying stuff like “wicked good” and “the balls” like everybody else—like the new “normal” kids.



My brother, Paul, has always had a scientific mind; for Christmas, when we were kids, he asked for chemistry sets, model space rockets, and, one year, an ant farm. I was intrigued by his ant farm. It was a little universe sandwiched between two panes of glass, about the size of an eight-by-ten photo frame, and was filled almost to the top with sand. Paul added ants, which I assume came with the kit, and they scrambled around for a while before zealously launching into their work. They formed little teams and began digging intricate tunnels, bridges, and anterooms in the sand.

I was into pets, so I singled out one ant and made him my own. The ants were pretty much identical to one another in looks and psychological makeup, but I convinced myself that I recognized my ant, “Flicka,” and that he delighted in the gaze of my enormous eyeballs. I loved watching him and his comrades go about their business—burrowing, schlepping grains of sand and food from place to place. I don’t recall a queen ant—they didn’t seem to need one. They just quietly worked their little asses off, designing a civilization with no planning meetings, blueprints—no arguing about who should work with whom; what should go where. Each group focused on a separate tunnel. Sometimes the tunnels would run parallel to one another, sometimes quite close, but never too close, because that would make both tunnels collapse. Everybody knew what they were supposed to do, and they seemed to know what the others were doing.

The problem with an ant farm is that if you move it too abruptly, the sand collapses all the tunnels and chambers, trapping the ants beneath the sand. Once the surviving ants dig their way up to the surface, they’re back at square one. Their world, which had been so carefully designed, is now in chaos. The group they’d been working with has become scattered, and they’re alone among an angry and suspicious swarm of strangers again. They skitter back and forth, touching the glass, the sand, the other ants, with their antennae, but they don’t know who they’re dealing with, so there are some skirmishes and it takes a while to regroup.

Every time our parents told us we were moving, we braced ourselves for something that felt as seismic as the shake-up of an ant farm must feel to the ants. The network of friends we’d so carefully built, the understanding of our environment, the ability to recognize boundaries, stay in our own lanes, not interfere with potentially unhinged bullies, was gone. We had to start constructing a safe social environment from scratch. Again. Each time we moved, the place we’d left seemed perfect in retrospect. I hadn’t appreciated how nice the kids in Racine, Wisconsin, had been until we’d left. When we first moved to Racine, I’d compared my aloof new classmates with the sweet friends we’d left behind in Michigan. And so on.

But there are upsides to moving a lot. I’ve met other childhood nomads—either military brats or the offspring of a wandering, discontented parent, like me, and we agree that there were some benefits to the way we grew up. I knew at an early age that people everywhere are more alike than they are different. Every time we moved, I could immediately identify the most popular, the biggest jock, the geeks, the nice kids, the bullies, and the most bullied. And the funny thing was, each school seemed to think their most popular and most bullied were the only most popular and most bullied on earth. They had no idea they had doppelgangers at every school in the free world.

And I don’t know if I would have become a writer if I had grown up in one place. Sometimes we moved during the summer, and we hadn’t met any of the kids in the neighborhood, so I spent a lot of time in libraries; I read constantly. I only liked books about animals when I was small; I believe the first chapter book I read, in second or third grade, was Black Beauty by Anna Sewell. I read it many times; it was my first experience of escaping to another world through a novel. If you haven’t read Black Beauty, it was written in the nineteenth century and it’s basically David Copperfield if David Copperfield were a horse—a very earnest, honest, beautiful horse, who, like David Copperfield, is thrust into one cruel situation after another, but never loses his kind heart and integrity. I devoured all the Misty of Chincoteague books, the Black Stallion books, Lassie Come Home, Lad a Dog, and then discovered books by Jack London and Rudyard Kipling. John Steinbeck’s The Red Pony was my gateway to novels with human protagonists. And because I loved that story so much, I then read The Grapes of Wrath and most of Steinbeck’s other books.



Why did we move so much? I’m no doctor, but my father has something that might be a combination of FOMO (he had it before fear of missing out was a thing) and a conviction that the grass is greener wherever he isn’t. When he lived with us, he had a pattern of repeatedly finding a perfect new job in a new town and state. He’d get us kids whipped up into a lather of excitement by describing the many ways our future home in Utopia, USA, was superior to the grim wasteland we’d called home for the past year and a half. We’d pack up and move to the new town and there were months—sometimes even a year or two—when he seemed content. We’d finally found a place suitable enough for my father to call “home.” Then some deep-rooted dissatisfaction would return; he’d attribute the source of his discontent to his lousy job or our lousy town, and he’d be on the prowl for a better job and a better place to live.

I googled “grass is always greener psychology” to find out if there’s a clinical name for what my father has, and it turns out that’s exactly what it’s called: “the grass is greener syndrome.” But according to the internet, this syndrome has more to do with people who have trouble committing to intimate relationships with other people. They meet an interesting new person and fantasize about how their life will be perfect with that person. If the person returns their love, there’s a short honeymoon phase when everybody is happy. But soon, Mr. Grass Greener starts to see flaws in Ms. Perfect. She’s gained a few pounds since they met; her laugh, which he once thought charming, is now like nails on a chalkboard. He would be so much happier if he could spend eternity with this amazing new person he’s just met. This new person is perfect. My dad’s need to change places seems to drive him more than his need to replace intimate partners, because he’s in his eighties now and he’s been married only three times, but he’s moved every few years since I was born.

In the addiction/recovery world, people talk about trying “geographical cures.” A “geographical” is when an active alcoholic or addict decides that the reason their life is miserable isn’t because the whole town knows they’re a drunk—it’s because the town, and everyone in it, sucks. People in twelve-step meetings say things like, “I got fired, my girlfriend threw me out, so I decided to take a geographical.” Often followed by: “But wherever I went—there I was.” My father isn’t an alcoholic or an addict, but he has always sought geographical cures for whatever ails him. I used to think it had to do with us. My parents married so young—my father was twenty-three, my mother twenty. My brother was born after a year, and I arrived the year after that. Maybe Dad was unhappy being strapped down with a family at such a young age—after all, wherever he went, there we were. But my parents divorced in the 1970s, and Dad moved many times after that without us.

He and his wife, Terry, now live in Florida. They’ve lived in several towns in Florida over the years. Each town was the best town in Florida when they moved there. Then the honeymoon was over—they were moving on from that hellhole. The new town was perfect for them.

My father says he never imagined retiring in Florida. He first retired to one part of Southern California, then another. Then he and Terry moved to a remote island near Seattle that required over a day of travel for any of his or her children who might want to visit them. They ended up in Florida because my father hates cold weather. Now he seeks constant affirmation that Florida is the best place on earth, so he seems glued to Fox News and the Weather Channel. Whenever there’s a cold snap, Dad calls me and my siblings, unable to suppress his glee.

“Just saw the temperature up there. Ten degrees,” he’ll say on a January morning. “Man-oh-man, that’s cooooold. We’re thinking of you up there.”

“Thanks!” I say, taking up my part in a pointless, decades-long passive-aggressive sparring match from which neither of us can surrender. All he wants is my envy, is that so much to ask? He just wants me to believe he’s happier than me; why can’t I indulge him in this? Instead, I say, “We’re hoping the temperature will stay low enough for the ponds to freeze. Denis loves pond hockey. It’s been too warm, but you know, we love winter.”

“I just saw that it’s below zero up in Vermont,” Dad pivots. My sister, Meg, and her husband, Mark, live in Vermont.
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