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FOREWORD




“I would say that each of us has only one thing to gain from the feminist movement: Our whole humanity, because gender has wrongly told us that some things are masculine, and some things are feminine … which is bullshit.”


—GLORIA STEINEM, author and activist





When I was five, I wanted to die. I was lying on the plastic-covered living room couch. It was a sixties thing—wrapping couches and chairs entirely in plastic to prevent the furniture below from showing signs of wear. It also blocked any feelings of warmth or comfort emanating from the soft fabric inside.


It was a hot, sweaty summer day. No air conditioners were allowed in the Brooklyn, New York, public housing complex where my parents, my older brother, and I shared a small two-bedroom apartment. One large gray fan stood in the middle of the living room, circulating warm air in one direction. Still, I wrapped my entire body in a blanket. It felt somewhat safer inside a cocoon-like covering; encased, protected. While watching a cartoon on the black-and-white television set a few feet away, I stopped breathing. I did not move or call out for help, however. Finally, peace, I thought. I gently closed my eyes.


The terrorist I lived with was standing no more than ten feet away, in the kitchen. As a father, his temper flared almost daily and spontaneously. My only warning sign was a behavior that was very confusing to others, but for my mother, brother, and me, it was all too familiar. He would stick out his tongue just far enough to protrude outside his mouth, immediately roll it underneath into a ball, and then harshly bite down on it with his upper teeth. Instantaneously, I responded by turning my back to him in hopes of lessening the pain from the physical blows that followed. He always used his right hand, his fist landing mostly on the left side of my head.


My father must have found me lying alone on the couch that day, not breathing. I don’t know how, exactly, since I had fallen unconscious, and reopened my eyes to find him with me in the back seat of a taxi taking us to the closest hospital. I was ultimately diagnosed with bronchial pneumonia, remaining in the hospital for eight days. Once the x-rays showed that the pneumonia cleared my lungs, I returned home … to his home. The hospital, which had served as a safe respite, now faded from view.


The blows I suffered from my father were never warranted. Truly, how could any parent hitting a child ever be warranted, since it always has more to do with the abuser than the young and innocent victim? But he always found a reason that made sense only to him, whether it was because I spoke too loudly, cried too deeply, or breathed incorrectly. “Stop breathing with your stomach going in and out instead of up and down, or else you’ll get a fat stomach!” he’d yell. A strong man, a “macho” man, who was compared by many who knew him to Jack LaLanne, the American fitness, exercise, and motivational speaker often referred to as the First Fitness Superhero of the 1960s and ’70s, my father was also named Jack, and often referred to as a “hero” and “legend” by friends and neighbors. He was admired for his ability to run and complete marathons until the age of sixty-five, yet our family superhero was also paralyzed by the most mundane things—unwilling or unable to drive a car, correctly dial a rotary telephone, or properly use a paper clip. These lapses, which reflected basic abilities for most, kept him guarded and scared. His fear of being exposed and humiliated compelled him to control those closest to him by abusing and belittling us, all to help reduce his inner feelings of insecurity and shame.


Patriarchy not only befitted him, it engulfed him, providing the ultimate mask to conceal his failings, while justifying his violent outbursts to keep those closest to him diminished. Females, he believed, were secondary citizens, alive only to serve as his punching bag, his doormat. It was a belief my older brother, Kevin, learned from him all too well. It is not uncommon for physical aggression and antisocial behavior to occur among childhood victims of physical abuse, since they learn to view such behavior as an appropriate means of resolving conflict. So, my brother projected his failures—mounting ones at school and in sports—onto me as well. But he used his left hand as well as his right, pushing me into tables, doors, and chairs; anything with a sharp edge.


My mother sometimes came to my rescue, but only slightly and temporarily. Handing me a handkerchief filled with ice cubes to place over the ensuing swelling appearing just above my eyes, she made me remove it before my father returned home from work. “Don’t let your father see,” she warned me. Her first priority was to protect my brother. This is common for wives of domestic abusers who have internalized their misogyny, protecting the (often male) abuser over the (often female) victim.


Still, my mother did provide me with some hope to have a better life—once I became an adult, that is. In fact, she named me Lori to help ensure I would. My name was meant to bring me luck, but not just any kind of luck, like being born with intelligence, or with a musical, artistic, or athletic talent, or with any other quality that could help me achieve independently in life. No, the only luck my mother could possibly envision for me would come from someone else: a man. Lori was the name of the lead actress in the popular 1950s television series, How to Marry a Millionaire. By naming me Lori, she hoped that I, too, would grow up to marry a wealthy man, since she had not. What she refused to acknowledge, however, was that it wasn’t being married to money that mattered most, but being married to a man who didn’t abide by the patriarchal rules of power and dominance over his wife and children.


The first time I became acutely aware of the extreme gender inequality in our home was when I was seven years old, during the first month of second grade. My teacher recommended to the school principal that I skip second grade and move immediately into third. This would place me in the same grade as my brother. “How would that look?” my father nervously responded, while my mother adamantly refused, warning me, “You’re not going to think you are better than anyone else!” The older I got, the worse it became. Since I didn’t fit neatly into the stereotypical feminine box of playing with dolls, wearing ribbons in my hair, or being “seen and not heard,” I was punished when I brought home good grades at the end of each school year and my brother did not. When I won trophies for my athletic prowess, I was told to hide them. Rather than acting out in protest, however, I hunkered down until I was old enough to move out. And when I finally did, after graduating from college at the early age of twenty, I devoted my career to helping others, particularly women and girls who are also experiencing similar feelings of loneliness and isolation living within the strict confines of an abusive patriarchal society. As a passionate writer, I chose to do so as a journalist, where I could reach many more women and girls, through both my observations and my words.


Writing, after all, had always served as my lifeline throughout those traumatic childhood years. My personal journal, which I wrote in daily, was my one trusted friend, a place where I could express my feelings, hopes, and goals secretively and without judgment. Embarking on a career in journalism, I hoped to serve as a live personal journal whom other women could trust to express themselves freely, and without fear.


And that’s what led me to write this book. In interviewing countless highly accomplished women for over three decades, there have been some common threads, recurring qualities and values that each exhibited, regardless of their chosen fields. Whether it was Gloria Steinem, the iconic feminist, author, and human rights activist; Billie Jean King, the women’s tennis champion once ranked best in the world; Sarah Ferguson, the Duchess of York, who turned oppressive insults about her weight into helping others embrace their bodies at whatever size; or Leymah Gbowee, the 2011 Nobel Peace Laureate and Liberian peace activist—each exhibited warmth, compassion, and humility. Yet, these virtues were not exhibited only behind closed doors. They utilized their tools for success to enable countless others to reach their full potential and even, in some cases, save their lives. That brought me to wonder whether other highly accomplished women possessed the same or similar qualities, and how these qualities had proven helpful to empower and save others as well. Further, could these qualities, if put to work on a grander scale, resolve our world’s most crucial challenges, like preventing or ending war, and eradicating climate change, thereby ensuring a safer, healthier, and more peaceful world for future generations? We are currently living in a pivotal time in history, where the fear of losing long-held patriarchal control is causing members of marginalized groups (including women, the LGBTQ community, people of color, and people with disabilities) to be scapegoated and physically attacked. Further, patriarchy’s refusal to accept glaring facts about climate change is threatening our planet’s long-term survival.


In the pages that follow, you will not only be taken inside the private homes, offices, and classrooms of each of these five women who gave rise to this book, but also twenty-five others who have since been interviewed, including authors, actors, filmmakers, philanthropists, and political leaders, to learn how they are successfully dedicating their work, and their lives, for the greater good of all. They will further demonstrate how being able to freely display values that exist in all of us—empathy, modesty, compassion, warmth, and introspection—will not only free us universally, but will also provide us with what may be our very last chance to save the world.





Five who gave rise to this book:
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SARAH FERGUSON, DUCHESS OF YORK




“I learn as much from others as they learn from me.”


—SARAH FERGUSON, Duchess of York





It is the stuff of fairytales. A girl born into a family of modest means grows up to marry a real prince. He proposes by presenting her with an extravagant engagement ring: custom-designed with a Burma ruby (to match her red hair), surrounded by ten drop diamonds. Just two months later, they marry in a palatial wedding at London’s Westminster Abbey, one of the most historic and monumental buildings in the world. They exchange wedding rings, crafted from Welsh gold, in tradition with his royal family’s supreme lineage. The wedding cake, rum-soaked and made of marzipan, stands over five feet tall. There are two, in fact, just in case one gets damaged as it’s transported to the wedding reception, where two thousand friends and family members await their arrival. An additional five hundred million people from around the world tune in to watch Prince Andrew, Duke of York, marry Sarah Ferguson in 1986, witnessing the bride’s vow to “love, cherish, and obey” her husband. She stands at the altar, shrouded in purity and conviction, in an elaborately designed white silk wedding dress, a seventeen-foot train, and a twenty-foot-long veil. A diamond tiara, gifted to her just minutes earlier by her soon-to-be mother-in-law, Queen Elizabeth, sits stiffly atop her head. “I had to quickly lose twenty-four pounds just to fit into that dress,” Sarah was quoted as saying at the time.


It was now 2004, eight years after the royal couple’s divorce, when I interviewed Sarah Ferguson. She was serving as the ambassador and national spokesperson for Weight Watchers, the global weight-loss company hailed not only for helping people shed unwanted pounds, but also for encouraging healthy eating. Perhaps Sarah took on this role because she had been cruelly and relentlessly labeled the “Duchess of Pork” and “Fat Frumpy Fergie” by the tabloids when she was unable to lose the weight she gained after giving birth to each of her two daughters. Or perhaps it was because she wanted to take her weight control goals into her own hands rather than to be incessantly victimized by the British press and others. I suspect it was both.


As the founder and publisher of Work Life Matters magazine, a national publication I launched in 2002 to advocate for flexibility, diversity, and wellness in the workplace, I was offered a personal interview with Sarah. It was just a few weeks after I had interviewed New York University Medical Center’s senior human resources staff for a feature article about their pioneering dedication to the health and wellness of their employees. Including information about Sarah Ferguson’s upcoming appearance at the medical center to discuss her successful weight loss through Weight Watchers, a program the medical center also offered to its employees, would augment their article nicely, they suggested when they pitched me the idea. I agreed.


Sarah spoke on stage to a packed auditorium of hundreds of employees who were also Weight Watchers’ clients. Demonstrating her compassion and empathy for the similar struggles of others, she shared stories about her previous dieting disasters, including once tipping the scale at over two hundred pounds, only to lose the added weight and then balloon up again by finding solace in a mixture of “sausages and mayonnaise,” she confided on stage. After finishing her speech, she devoted the remaining time to questions from the audience. Those who stepped up to the microphone did not ask questions, however. Instead they all revealed their own weight loss struggles and triumphs, some of them expressing their sublimated fears of reverting back to dangerous eating habits. Tears were shed amid spontaneous rounds of applause for the courage each displayed in sharing their intimate stories. “I learn as much from others as they learn from me,” Sarah told me later during our interview.


After she stepped off stage, we rode the elevator together up to a private room to conduct her interview. Once the security guard closed the door behind us, she, her bodyguard, and I sat down around a circular white table. A small plate of food was placed before her. “Do you mind if I eat while we talk,” she asked me, “I haven’t eaten all day.”


Relieved to see how informal she was, I responded in kind. “Of course,” I said, as I leaned back in my chair, making myself comfortable. I immediately thought, She feels comfortable enough to eat in front of me. It felt intimate to me, given all that my profession had put her through. This is going to be an engaging and insightful interview.


In person, Sarah appeared much more striking than I had ever seen her in magazine photos, or even on the television screen. Her sparkling blue eyes dominate. Her red hair radiates. But on this day, her dazzling features were juxtaposed against a conservative and understated navy-blue skirt suit, starkly contrasted by a pair of brightly colored turquoise stockings. I wondered about this unusual color choice but dared not mention it. Perhaps it was some kind of new British fashion trend, I thought.


Sarah did not waste any time addressing exactly what I was thinking. “You’re probably wondering why I chose to wear turquoise stockings with this suit,” she asked, her blue eyes now focused more intently. “Well, when I opened the closet door in my hotel room this morning and saw these stockings, I thought, No one would dare wear turquoise stockings with a navy-blue suit, so I did. This shows that I no longer care about what other people think of me,” she said proudly. She then pointed to the black-and-white cowgirl boots I was wearing, offsetting my all-black pantsuit. “You see, you’re wearing this solid black suit, and most women would just wear black shoes to match, but you took a risk by going with those.”


As we carried on, we discovered that defying fashion norms was not the only thing we had in common. In fact, this defiance was actually a reflection of similar experiences as children of parents who did not provide us with unconditional love. Sarah recalled how, when she was eight or nine years old, she cut her hair. “When I showed my mother, she seemed disappointed.” A few days later, when her mother left home to go on a long trip, Sarah thought her mother had left because she was upset about her haircut. Feeling dismissed and rejected, she sought comfort in overeating. “That’s when food first became my friend,” Sarah recounted.


Believing that my parents’ love was conditional, and that it could be spontaneously withdrawn based on the slightest infringement, whether real or perceived, was something I had experienced as a child as well, I told her. “For me, though, food was not my friend; it was my enemy,” I continued. “My father actually used food as a method of control; always prepared, served, and consumed just the way, and only the way, he liked it: unseasoned and tasteless. And I was expected to eat it the same way, every last bit of it.”


Rebelling, I refused to eat most of the food I was given, crying incessantly at the dining room table until, out of frustration and anger, my father would ultimately allow me to leave, shouting, “I don’t care if you eat or not!” Yet even though his yelling caused more tears, I was relieved to finally walk away from that dining room table and his authoritarian control.


I also told Sarah how, in contrast to being condemned for being overweight, I was chastised for being underweight. Barely tipping the scale at one hundred pounds when I graduated from high school at sixteen, I was incessantly ridiculed by family, friends, and even teachers, both openly and publicly. “You got a seventy-eight, the same as your weight,” my high school French teacher announced in front of the entire class while holding up my test paper’s results. I felt humiliated, consumed with shame.


Sarah’s eyes became softer and more compassionate as she listened to my story, reflecting the shared feelings of shame we both felt for being unfairly criticized for our appearance. As women who not only experienced, but also touted, the personal benefits of learning from others, we fell into an easy conversation about our lives.


“How did you overcome your feelings of insecurity?” she asked me. I told her that I underwent many years of psychotherapy, beginning at age twenty-four and, as a result, even returned to school to become a psychologist myself, so I could help others who suffered from similar childhood experiences. Just as Sarah undertook a role as a national spokesperson to help others address and take control of their health challenges, I had wanted to do the same.


In the Fall 2004 edition of Work Life Matters, which featured NYU Medical Center as its cover story, Sarah Ferguson’s personal story of internal courage served as its crowning glory. Entitled “Turquoise Stockings,” this feature article not only paid homage to her sincerity, empathy, and bravery, but to her audacity in ignoring her critics by finding courage solely and completely within herself.
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AMY FERRIS




“No more crumbs.”


—AMY FERRIS, Writer. Author. Speaker. Warrior. Goddess. Badass.
(Facebook profile self-description)





I met Amy Ferris in the Summer of 2017 at an event and panel discussion hosted by Take The Lead Women, an organization whose mission is to establish gender parity in US leadership by 2025. The room was filled with feminists, some wearing name badges, others not. I didn’t recognize anyone when I first walked in, but then I saw a familiar face.


“Has anyone ever told you that you look like Meryl Streep?” I asked a woman as she walked by. I looked down at her name tag: Amy Ferris. It was familiar to me, but I wasn’t sure why. I soon discovered that she had been an original board member of the Women’s Media Center, an organization founded by Gloria Steinem, Jane Fonda, and Robin Morgan. This led us to a further conversation about Gloria. I told Amy I’d written an article about Gloria for the Huffington Post in celebration of her eightieth birthday a few years earlier.


“You wrote that?” Amy replied, with a surprised look on her face. “I printed out that article. I loved it. It was so real.”


Having become a friend of Amy’s over the past two years, I look back on that encounter and realize how important that word—“real”—is to Amy. Being real is something Amy not only admires in others but exudes herself. She is always present, her eyes focused solely and entirely on whomever she is speaking with. This is especially true when she’s with women, and particularly with women whom she sees as needing to embrace their true worth. “No more crumbs,” she is known for often saying and writing in her Facebook posts. “You deserve the whole shebang!”


Amy is an author, writer, editor, activist, screenwriter, playwright, high-school dropout, and self-described ruckus maker. Her memoir, Marrying George Clooney, Confessions from a Midlife Crisis, was adapted into an off-Broadway play in 2012. Her screenplay, Funny Valentines, was nominated for a Best Screenplay award (STARZ/BET) in 2000. She also cowrote the film, Mr. Wonderful, and has edited two anthologies, Dancing at The Shame Prom (2012) and Shades of Blue (2015).


Amy often writes about what and whom she loves, as she did on marryinggeorgeclooney.com, the web site dedicated to her memoir: “I love writing about (all things) women. I love championing and supporting and encouraging and inspiring women, and my fervent wish (and prayer) is that all women awaken to their greatness: using their lives fully, with passion, compassion, determination, hope, self-fullness, humor, truth, authenticity, power, boldness, kindness, and forgiveness. I want women to forgive themselves for all those old antiquated belief systems that were instilled and engraved in their lives by others who just didn’t know any better.”


Amy invited me to interview her for this book in August 2019 at one of her favorite spots, the Hotel Fauchere in Milford, Pennsylvania, the town where she resides. Built in 1852, the building is not only historic but authentic, remaining true to the Relais & Chateaux “5C” motto—character, courtesy, calm, charm, and cuisine. The large brick and white gothic Italian-style building stands on the corner of West Catherine Street, a street filled with quaint and eclectic restaurants, antique shops, and mom-and-pop retail stores.


When I arrive, Amy is seated at a table on the outside deck, just in front of the beautiful, glass-enclosed dining room. It’s a bright and sunny day. Amy greets me in her signature style, by cupping my face in her hands as she places a kiss on my lips. We each order a glass of white wine (her favorite) and salad.


Before we get into the interview, I excuse myself to use the restroom, which is located inside the hotel at the bottom of a mahogany wood staircase. The walls on both sides of the stairs are adorned with signed headshots of honored hotel guests, including former US Presidents Theodore Roosevelt, John F. Kennedy, and Bill Clinton; celebrities like Babe Ruth, Mae West, and Rudolph Valentino; and famous writers like Alistair Cooke, Robert Frost—and Amy Ferris. Her framed headshot hangs between famed film directors Lionel Barrymore and Cecil B. DeMille. While Amy Ferris may not be a household name, to all those who have come to know her, her spot among these luminaries has been well-earned.


As I join Amy upstairs at our outdoor table, I ask her when she is planning to host another writing workshop in New York City. I first came to learn about her workshop, “Women Writing/Righting Their Lives,” on Facebook (or “Gracebook,” as she calls it) soon after we first met. She describes it this way online: “The most extraordinary things happen when women get together—when we write/share our stories, write/right our lives—we give each other the courage and inspiration and absolute permission to be huge and audacious, fierce and mighty—to be fucking Goddess/Warriors. Bring your computer, a pen, some paper, and a pad,” it continued. “A story you wanna share, a truth you wanna spill, a secret that you’ve tucked, locked away that needs to be released and sent on its way. This is a safe, sacred space where we get to change our lives.”


I signed up for the workshop even before I read the description in its entirety. And, yes, it did change my life.


Three days before the workshop, Amy sent us three writing prompts: 1) Broken Open, 2) Assisted Loving, and 3) I Pick Me. We could choose one, two, or all three to write about, but they must be read aloud, she warned. “This is how we dig deep. You will not be critiqued or judged, and this workshop is not about craft. It’s about changing our lives, declaring our worth, owning our greatness, standing in our power. This is how we become women of unlimited self-esteem.”


At the start of the workshop, I read this aloud to the group of twelve:




I pick me.


I pick me because no one else can.


I’ve tried. It just never worked.


Looking back, I have always found that I knew the


right thing to do.


And to not do.


But I allowed myself to be persuaded, dissuaded,


due to doubt,


The doubt of others, as well as putting others’ needs


before my own.


While moving all others to the front.


It was the only way I was appreciated.


It became, indeed my identity.


Until one day, that shelf fell, but it didn’t break into


charred pieces.


I was there to catch it, to cradle it.


Finally, I caught myself.





Reading a personal piece aloud, publicly, is an experience like no other. There is a unique freedom and power we experience from the support and acceptance from a room full of strangers. Amy was right. I did feel empowered when I read aloud. As each of the twelve women in the room read their writing, a camaraderie formed, and a sense of community was developed. After the end of four hours of writing and reading, then more writing and reading to a number of different prompts, Amy asked us to do one more thing:


“Write a Dear John or Dear Jane letter to something or someone you no longer need or want in your life; something that has kept you small, invisible, not believing in your own greatness; someone or something that has caused you great pain.”


Mine was a letter to my mother. After we each read our letters aloud, Amy asked us to hand all of them to her. “I will take them home and throw them into a fire,” she said. “No more pain.”


That was the first of four workshops I participated in over the next year and a half, and each time I felt more empowered, respected, and accepted by every one of the women who participated along with me. It therefore seemed logical to bring Amy’s words, and love, to as many other women as possible.


In 2018, I invited her to write a regular column for Women’s eNews, which she named “WRighteous.” Announcing this new column in Women’s eNews, I invited our readers into “Amy’s world, to champion, encourage, and inspire women to awake to their greatness, as only she can, through passion, truth, hope, and humor—along with a heaping side of activism.” She didn’t waste any time getting to it. In her first column, introducing “WRighteous,” she wrote, “I will stand up on a soapbox and remind you that we have unlimited power, untapped power, and that anger is not power. This is the place where I will remind you, as I constantly remind myself, that we have become the women our mothers longed to be, always wanted to be. This is the place where I will demand that we all—each of us—take down the walls that we have built around ourselves, the walls that keep us from being intimate, keep us from sharing our down and dirty, keep us from sharing our truth, keep us from exposing the very stories that move and rattle and shake and, yes, understand another human heart.”


“WRighteous” was just the first of several collaborations between Women’s eNews and Amy Ferris. The other, which Amy named “The Ovary Office,” is a video series that reports on the true qualifications and accomplishments of each female candidate running for public office in 2020. “Rather than her electability or likability, which too often takes precedence in traditional coverage of female politicians,” I wrote in the series’ introduction, “Amy Ferris, with her usual fierceness, will write about each candidate’s expertise, policies, and goals for the future of the US with accuracy, honesty, and transparency.”


In her first article, “The Ovary Office: This Is No Time for Polite,” Amy opens by writing: “Women have been told to sit down and keep quiet, to stand off to the side and stay out of view. Polite is a first cousin to nice; both are rooted in fear and worry, preventing us from standing tall, standing up, and standing for whom and what we believe in, allowing others to get ahead at our expense. Polite may give us the shirt off its back, but it will never allow us to stand on it, and it most certainly won’t have ours. Polite will never have our back.”


As we finished our lunch, Amy told me that someone had recently asked her where she learned to love other people the way she does. She told me about an experience she had as a child in response, which she also posted on her blog, “Post Coffee, Pre Wine,” which is also now a podcast.


It went like this:


Where did you learn to love the way you love?


Here’s a taste. The bag sat on my lap, and she told me to hold on to it tight.


“Don’t let it spill open,” she said, while she chain-smoked.


We pulled into a driveway, the car now in park.


A deep breath, a deep sigh, a deep exhale of cigarette smoke combined.


She took the bag off my lap, and I watched as she walked up the stoop and rang the doorbell, and then she disappeared into a split level.


A good forty-five-minute drive from where we lived out on Long Island.


I sat, fidgety, minding my own business and everything else from inside the car.


After what felt like forever in little girl years, she came out of the house cradling her purse. The man stood on the porch and waved to me. I waved back.


I had no idea who he was, but my mother always reminded me to be nice to her friends.


She placed her purse on the seat between us, and while I was concocting a million stories in my head about what happened to the bag that sat on my lap, she lit a cigarette, opened the window a crack, and then motioned for me to open her purse.


And there smack in the middle—as if it were standing at attention—was a ring.


A man’s pinky ring. Two diamond chips on either side of a tiger eye stone set in platinum.


“Where’s your jewelry, Mommy, where?”


“Well, I made a trade, I traded some of my jewelry for this, for Daddy’s birthday. It’s a surprise, a secret, so don’t say anything. Cross your heart.”


I crossed my heart.


“… and hope to die?” I asked.


“No, no … it’s enough to cross your heart,” she replied.


We were broke, struggling, a bad set of circumstances spiraled, setting our lives back, and we were barely eking by. Barely.


She threw him a small dinner party at our house with some of their nearest and dearest, and after he blew out the candles and made a wish, she placed the little black box on the table, and when he opened it his eyes filled, and my mother leaned in and kissed him—long and hard—and in what seemed like a whisper—stuck, lodged in her throat—she wished him a happy birthday and many more, and then he slipped the ring on his pinky, and it felt as if he grew an inch or two taller as he stared at this gift, this unexpected gift filled with so much love.


A little over a year later, while our lives were still on hold, slowly but surely regaining some ground, it was my mom’s birthday. He was taking her out to a favorite restaurant of hers, and even though it would cost him an arm and a leg, he was willing to give up those body parts for her. A giant, gift-wrapped box sat on the dining room table, a card leaning up against it; her name, Bea, written in his impeccable gorgeous handwriting on the envelope. She was dressed to the nines, her hair coiffed, her face made up. Her lipstick matched her dress, magenta. “Mommy, open it open it open it,” I had no idea what it was, but I loved gift-wrapped presents. They were filled with hope. My father stood next to the table as she unwrapped the box—a brand-new leather jewelry box, three drawers thick. She looked up at him, and he nodded and gestured for her to open it. There in the jewelry box were the pieces she had pawned to buy him the ring—her jewelry polished and shiny and ready to wear.


Years later my Dad told me the story. “A little O’Henry-ish,” I said.


“Yes,” he said, smiling. “Yes.” The jeweler, the nice man I waved to, was a good friend of my dad’s. He owned a jewelry store on West 47th Street—the jewelry district—and he held on to my mom’s jewelry, knowing he would give it back to my dad.


“What do I owe you,” my dad asked his friend.
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