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Giana, high school graduation, 1998








Chapter One


Your First Day: January 21, 1980.


Your due date was Super Bowl Sunday. I don’t remember who was playing. I do remember sitting on the sofa with Dad, not very interested in the game, waiting. Waiting for you. You know, back then we didn’t have ultrasound photos. We didn’t have the tests that reveal abnormalities or gender. I wonder now if there was a little nugget inside you, something that would burst into heartache later. I didn’t know whom I was waiting for.


I can’t remember what the other kids were doing, but I’m sure I was up and down from that sofa numerous times. I remember how enormous I was, and how low I was carrying you. I had gained over forty pounds and wasn’t very comfortable. One of Dad’s friends stopped by with some cute young girl he was dating. I just remember she was thin, and I was not happy to see her.


At three in the morning, I woke with mild contractions. We timed them and called the hospital, and they said to get in there. But it was the middle of the night, and I didn’t want to leave the other kids alone. Around six, we called Dad’s parents, and they said they’d come by eight. Then the contractions were stronger, and we decided that we’d better go. So we woke your brother up and told him to hold down the fort until Nannie and Pop-Pop got there. I put out cereal and milk. Dad finally remembered a camera, and the first picture is of me pacing while I’m talking to your siblings on the phone. Not pacing far, because I was speaking from a landline.


I remember absolutely nothing about the labor and delivery except that I was vomiting, as usual, and didn’t feel the need for any anesthesia. Dad took pictures, which I have seen, of course, but have not looked at since you died. Can’t look at them, don’t know if I’ll ever be able to look at them.


And then by noon, there you were, completely well and beautiful, with a shock of black hair that stood up like a porcupine’s quills. I think Dad was a bit surprised by another girl. I was happy and felt great. An hour or so after you were born, I was taking a shower. You were cozy in a bassinet by my bed, a real sleepyhead. I had to wake you up to nurse.


I wanted to get home. I didn’t want to be separated from the other kids. Maybe that was a sign, a bad sign. Maybe I should have been content to have a few days just with you.
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Your Last Day: January 3, 2014.


It was already January 4 in Philadelphia, not that long after midnight. That Christmas, I had put a cathedral bells ringtone on my phone. It blasted me awake. As soon as I saw a Colorado number I didn’t recognize, I was afraid.


It was The Rose House therapist. There must have been a greeting, but I don’t recall it. “Giana died tonight.” That was what he said.


I replied, loudly I think, “What are you saying?”


“Giana died tonight,” he repeated.


I was not fully able to comprehend. Auntie Dina was in the next bedroom, sleeping. I rushed in and shoved the phone at her. “He says Giana’s dead, he says Giana’s dead.” I have no memory of the minutes that she spoke to him, only a vague recollection of her writing things down. I think I was standing in the middle of the bedroom, rocking from side to side.


We had been warned. I knew, at least intellectually, that there was a risk. There had been endless talk and worksheets in rehab about relapse. Your psychiatrist once told you while I was there that the average life of a heroin user is five years from the start of regular use. But I never really thought that you would die, or maybe I couldn’t think it. Everything else seemed possible—that you would remain sick, that you would never be able to have a relationship that actually sustained you, that you would lose the career you loved, that you would be sad for the rest of your life. But die? No. Does any parent accept a child’s death before the fact, and even then . . . ?


I remember very little about that night or the day after. I called Dad. He was in Florida with his girlfriend and said he was going to start driving right then, in the middle of the night. I called your sister in Colorado who had spent the day with you, that very day. She kept telling me no, it wasn’t right, wasn’t possible. I said I would get on a plane and go to Colorado, but she said no. I tried to call the other kids, but I don’t think I got through right away. I can’t remember. My friend James came. I wanted us all to lie down together, with Jade, your dog. Somehow sitting up was impossible. But I kept getting up and going into the bathroom because I was vomiting. I didn’t sleep at all.


The next day, your aunts and uncles and a few friends were here. There was a lot of food, but I don’t think I ate any. My mouth was dry from the rush of anxiety and adrenaline, and I kept gulping water. Dina answered my phone; people had started to call, but I couldn’t talk to them. I don’t think I cried a lot, but I might be wrong. Celeste and your brother came, like lost sheep. I remember your sister-in-law lurching into my arms, sobbing, and I was crying immediately, as if she had given me permission to let go. I remember seeing Dad through the high windows of the door. As soon as he saw me, he broke down, saying that he had been determined not to.


I stared at the tennis on the TV, stuck to James’s side. My brother gave me medication, and sometime that night I went to sleep.
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Giana and her father at the beach, age 2
photo credit: Harvey Finkle








Chapter Two


There are times we remember through a sheen of perfection. Giana’s toddler years were such a time. The house was boisterous, noisy, busy, and harmonious. There were seven of us: the four kids; their dad, Lou; myself; and Lou’s brother, Uncle D, who lived with us off and on for years. The older kids, Celeste and Greg, were not mine by birth, but they were mine in the heart. They lived with us, even before they started school, and no distinction was ever made, to this day, between my biological and nonbiological kids.


We were all very close to Uncle D. He was the funny, slightly naughty uncle who had lifelong ammunition to make fun of Lou in a way that delighted the kids. Occasionally women turned up in his room, but they never stayed. During that time we had what must have been a VHS of the movie Mary Poppins, starring Dick Van Dyke and Julie Andrews, with David Tomlinson and Glynis Johns as Mr. and Mrs. Banks. As toddlers often do, Giana wanted to see the movie again and again, and most of the time she wanted to watch it with Uncle D. Soon the two of them began to march around the house, quoting lines from the movie. The older kids would ask something that they knew would provoke Giana to repeat a line, and then they’d howl with laughter.


“Hey, Giana, is your cereal good? Really good?”


The tiny child would reply with a grin, knowing just what her siblings were waiting for, “It’s supercalifragilisticexpialidocious!”


Whenever there was a spot of chaos, like a boy tossing clean folded clothes all over the place looking for his baseball shirt, or a bowl of spaghetti inadvertently dumped on the floor, either Giana or Uncle D would pipe up with “What’s all this? What’s all this?” as Mr. Banks says when he enters the house and finds Mrs. Banks and his children dancing with Dick Van Dyke and a band of chimney sweeps.


Often you don’t realize until decades later what the best years of your life have been.
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Every summer when the children were young, we went to the beach—or, in Philadelphia parlance, we went “down the shore.” We went to an island community across a series of causeways. At a certain point crossing the bay, a briny smell erupted, conjuring crisp white wine and the bouillabaisse that I made from time to time at the beach. With two other couples, we owned a dilapidated Victorian house a block from the beach. Each family had a few weeks to themselves, and the rest of the time the house was open for any of us who wished to be there. Our families grew during the time we owned the house. When we were all there together, we numbered about fifteen people, with many friends and relatives passing through during the height of the summer. It certainly had a sixties flavor and was great fun for the children, and usually for the adults. I tend to be a bit of a clean freak, and the inevitable mess was sometimes difficult for me.


My memories of those years range from eight-hour incandescent beach days where the babies slept peacefully under an umbrella to fourteen-hour dreary days trying to entertain children in the rain in a place we had deliberately chosen because it was noncommercial. We read constantly, visiting the little island library at least weekly, and in rainy stretches more frequently. It’s hard to imagine now, but we lived there for weeks at a time with no television and no phone. It was, of course, before cell phones and the other electronics we take for granted now. Things improved considerably when my grandmother began renting a house on the bay every summer, all summer, that had a TV, a phone, a dock where we could go crabbing, and occasionally— when my stepfather appeared—a boat! It was a great alternative for the bad-weather days or if someone was sick or if I just needed some adult company.


Giana joined us at the beach for the first time the summer she was six months old. I was teaching then, and not working during the summers. Lou would come down on weekends from the city. This period, the seventies and eighties, rocked from the reverberations of the sixties, except that now we were feeling them as adults with families and careers. Which career got prioritized and who took primary responsibility for the kids was a central question for us and for many of our friends. Our family was not as progressive as some others, partly because of financial reality—a lawyer’s salary versus a nursery school teacher’s salary—and partly due to family and cultural legacy. Generally I did the childcare, laundry, shopping, cleaning, and errands. The cooking became more shared as time went on. Was this an amicable division of labor? Not always, and as my career prospects grew, it became less so.


It wasn’t lost on me that having a gaggle of kids alone at the beach for weeks at a time was not a vacation, especially when it came time to organize that group to get to the beach without another adult present. I remember being atop a dune, Giana in my arms, older kids dragging coolers, sand toys, towels, books, when three-year-old Louisa dropped to her knees and proclaimed, “My feet are too little.” Even on the weekends, when Lou showed up, I was primarily in charge. But at least there was someone to send to the fish store, maybe with one or even two of the older kids in tow, someone who might keep an eye on a sleeping baby while I bathed the other kids or took them to the playground, and someone to help drag our endless supplies to the beach. But during the years when Lou was working in California, he was at the beach very little, if at all.


Thank God Giana was such an easy baby. Although she didn’t sleep through the night, usually she only woke once and was easy to comfort and get back to sleep. She was a good napper. The rest of the time, she was happy to be carried around or to sit and play. She was small and wiry, not much for me to carry, nor much for her to carry, so she was an early crawler and by the end of the first summer was cruising around. The other kids treated her like a toy, which was fine with her. She found these little people who could walk fascinating and funny. I have a picture of her brother, Greg, tossing her in the air while she’s wearing a Superman onesie—he called it “playing Superbaby.” As a baby she was a pleasure on the beach and didn’t do what her older siblings and friends’ little ones had done to torture us: she didn’t fuss, didn’t eat sand, didn’t yank off her hat, didn’t crawl to other people’s blankets and go through their food, didn’t cry when the water lapped up over her legs when we sat her down beside us at low tide. As a toddler and preschooler, she loved the beach. She was cautious about the water but not afraid, and she played happily for hours creating sand and water worlds at low tide. When it got too hot, we would sit under the umbrella and sing and read books. When the sky was bright blue, the water refreshing but warm, and the sea breeze gently swaying the flaps of the umbrella, it felt like we were in paradise. But paradise is always an illusion.


People who have spent time at the Jersey shore understand what a very hot and humid summer feels like when you are facing the ocean on one side and the bay on the other. Backdropped by the whine of insects, the day begins with heavy, still air and a morning haze that burns off to a blazing sun. By eleven, the temperature is ninety, matched by the humidity. Everything is damp; the sheets are clammy, the salt sweats, and any box of cereal or bag of pretzels that isn’t firmly sealed and refrigerated will be soggy in an hour. There’s no remedy but to head for the beach. On happy days, a sea breeze hits you as you cross the dunes, and the temperature drops ten degrees. On unhappy days, the breeze is off the bay and brings with it little black flies that bite, meaning you must stay in the water up to your chin. At some point in the late afternoon, the sun gradually vanishes behind a mackerel sky, the breeze stills, and the humidity seems to rise even higher. The thunderstorm can take hours to build, and by the time it breaks, the air is so heavy with the coming rain that you feel as if you are slogging through molasses. Afterward, instead of relief, the warm air is almost mist.


There is one thing that prospers and propagates in this weather: mold. In an old house like ours, with plaster walls and fraying wallpaper, it bloomed everywhere. And as she grew older, so did Giana’s allergy to mold. The closest hospital was on the mainland, a thirty- to forty-five-minute drive depending on the traffic. We had already made a number of trips to the emergency room there: our ungovernable son, who rode his bike without shoes and needed stitches; a child screaming from an ear infection. By the time Giana was six or seven, we were making regular trips there as her asthma spiraled out of control in response to the mold. This was before the days when doctors gave you a nebulizer to take home and the drugs to go in it. We had several different inhalers on top of the oral medication she took, but we learned to tell when the line had been crossed and we had to get into the car and go quickly.


By the time she was eight, going to the beach had become dangerous.
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According to her pediatrician, the first sign that Giana might have allergies was the eczema she’d had as an infant. He had prescribed cortisone ointments and cautioned us to be alert. The winter she turned one, we went to visit some friends in Washington. Giana was an early walker and very active, but as the weekend progressed, she became more and more lethargic. Eventually, we realized that she was having trouble breathing. I called the pediatrician, but she began to improve on our drive home. The doctor put it together for us: our friends had a long-haired dog, and likely she was having an asthmatic reaction to the dog hair. We were referred to an allergist, who became a very important figure in Giana’s childhood.


Giana’s first set of tests, at about age two, revealed allergies to a wide variety of things: virtually all types of animal hair and dander, many plants and trees, and dust. I remember tearing up at the long line of pricks down her little back, and the many that blossomed red and inflamed. In addition, she had recurrent ear infections. Within a week of coming off an antibiotic for an ear infection, she would have another. She was prescribed inhalers, ear tubes, prophylactic antibiotics, and a time release medication that woke her up every night of her childhood at four in the morning and caused frequent vomiting. She got so used to vomiting in the car that she would pipe up quietly, “Pull over,” and we all knew what that meant. I got used to my car smelling like bleach. There were countless visits to the allergist and the emergency room, where they gave her the epinephrine that cleared her airways but always caused vomiting. We had to pull up all our rugs, get rid of stuffed animals and house plants, and monitor visits to other people’s homes—no cats or dogs. Once a wellmeaning volunteer at nursery school handed her a guinea pig to hold; she was covered with hives and gasping for breath within minutes, the EMTs on the way.


The illnesses did not subside, but she learned to cope and rarely complained. On February 2, 1988, just after her eighth birthday, Giana wrote in her journal: “I get sick a lot. But my mom helps me get better. I have ear akcs [sic], head akcs, and other stuff. But I always get better!”


Physical activity usually resulted in wheezing. Her doctor recommended swimming, which is often an alternative exercise for asthmatics because the warm moist air in a pool area is easier to breathe during exercise than cool dry air outside. Later her doctor tried taking her off antibiotics, and she began getting ear infections that came on so quickly her eardrums burst and scarred. Back on the antibiotics, she was sent for audiology tests, which showed a slight hearing loss in her worst ear. But she almost never missed school or swim practice. She swam with inhalers next to her water bottle at the end of her lane.


At about age eight or nine, her doctor decided to try allergy shots. Every Monday night for years we went to the doctor’s office for the shot, waiting for thirty minutes afterward to make sure there was no reaction. We read and did homework and talked. I have a memory of her lying across several chairs, her head in my lap, as we chatted and waited. I remember a nurse complimenting us, saying we seemed so happy and close that the time spent waiting didn’t seem to matter. And it was true. It was our special time alone, away from the other kids and the busyness of our schedules. Years later, those shots paid off when she got a dog and, years after that, went into a veterinary nursing program. She used inhalers all her life and still struggled with eczema, but most of the time she could work around animals without debilitating effects.


When she became ill with anorexia and later with substance use disorder, I wondered about all the attention she had gotten, particularly from me, because of her illnesses. I often talked with her about that, and told her not to act like a victim or cling to being sick because it caused people to give her attention. She recognized the possible connection herself.


In an addiction counseling group note, the counselor wrote: “Giana then shared one of her goals to work on here [at Caron Treatment Center] being her ‘addiction to not being okay,’ further describing pain and chaos as ways she feels ‘unhealthfully happy.’”
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Giana at the beach, age 4








Chapter Three


When Giana was three and a half, we went to Los Angeles for a year so Lou could accept an appointment as a visiting professor. He wanted a change, both of work and location. In addition to his career in criminal defense work, he had been teaching at legal institutes for a long time and was exploring making a change to teaching as his major focus, with trial work as a secondary activity. I had no interest in going to LA and honestly didn’t want to go anywhere. I was very happy in our Philadelphia house with our kids and Uncle D. I was working slightly less than full time at a job I really liked—about thirty hours a week and off most of the summer—as the director of a day care center only six blocks from home. I was also getting my master’s degree in English, a labor of love but, as I later discovered, a boost to my research and writing skills. We were close to my parents and my in-laws, and I had a supportive network of siblings and friends. Lou traveled a lot, and I relied on that network for childcare and companionship. I had no desire whatsoever to go to a place where I knew almost no one.


Nevertheless, after many quarrels, I reluctantly agreed to go, quitting my job and putting our house up for rent. When I finally made the decision, I did it with the attitude that I would make the best of it and try to be cheerful about it, reminding myself that one can do almost anything for a year. Lou and I went out to LA for a week in the spring, rented a house near the beach, and looked at schools for the kids. I had one class to take to complete my master’s coursework, and then exams to pass and a thesis to write. I could do all of it from LA, so that was my plan.


When I was young, I had traveled to India, where I felt more cultural distance than anywhere else I’d ever been. LA came close. Always a winter person, fond of cold and snow, I detested the weather. Arriving in late August, I waited for the autumn that never arrived. What I saw instead was the stripe of yellow smog lining the horizon above the LA bowl. Then a month of rain, followed by six months of drought. It was so dry that my sinuses bled. There was a film of dust on the car every time it wasn’t driven for two or three hours. As Christmas approached, I was stunned to discover something called flocking. All these people who had moved to California to escape winter weather had their Christmas tree mounted on a turntable that revolved while a sticky white substance was sprayed on it to resemble snow. Come April, I longed for the stir of spring in the East, the tease of those first mild days with the smell of soggy soil, then the voluptuous growth.


I found our new neighborhood confounding, each house indistinguishable from the one next door. In the beginning, I couldn’t even tell which one was ours. Despite their cost and proximity to the beach, many of the houses in our new neighborhood were rentals, filled with other transients looking for utopia. There was no sense of a community with distinguishing characteristics. Most of the houses were beige-and-brown stucco, each with its yard of stones and a confining fence. I was disoriented looking out the window at the landscape of beige on beige and the occasional splash of bougainvillea, not nearly enough to satisfy my desire for the green lawns and lush gardens back East. A big topic of conversation among the neighbors was answering machines, a new thing in LA and unheard of back in Philly.
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Giana, do you remember the pool at that house? It was relatively small, surrounded by a tall fence. I was very worried when we rented the house about everybody’s safety—keeping neighborhood kids out, keeping you and Louisa safe, keeping your brother from being too wild. I made a rule that no one could go swimming unless I was there, a rule the older kids argued bitterly with me about. Better safe than sorry, I felt. I could imagine your brother coming home with a friend and roughhousing until one of them got hurt, or dunking Celeste until she couldn’t breathe, or some such thing. He loved to torment Celeste.


I taught you pre-swimming skills in that pool. You learned the basics of floating, holding on to the side and kicking, blowing bubbles with your face in the water. Louisa already knew a rudimentary freestyle and was comfortable cannonballing into the water. You learned to jump into my arms. You were always more cautious. Sometimes we just floated around on inner tubes and sang and told stories to each other.
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Once the year started, it became clear that being a visiting professor takes a lot less time than being a trial lawyer, so Lou had more free time to travel to teaching institutes and to take appellate cases that involved travel to other parts of the country. I felt like he was never there. I recognized without humor the irony that I was the one stuck in LA while he was the one who was elsewhere.


The kids didn’t seem to mind at all that he was absent so much. They were used to him traveling a lot—he always had. And when he was gone, the household relaxed. We left lights on and had pancakes for dinner and often all fell asleep in my bed surrounded by books.


It would be reasonable to question why someone renting a house with a pool near the beach—and who had been relieved of working—would be so miserable. Theoretically I could have gotten a fabulous tan at the beach and the pool while reading as much as I wanted, but that wouldn’t work for me. I have always needed to be busy—planning, completing tasks, and accomplishing things, defending myself against my ever-lurking anxiety. So what did I do? Besides taking the class I needed and starting my thesis, I audited enough art history classes to get another master’s degree, had I been taking them for credit. I ran miles through the hills near the beach, and I started taking exercise classes at Jane Fonda’s studio. Twice a week after school, I put Louisa and Giana in swim lessons and, after their lessons, sat them down with snacks on the pool deck while I swam laps.


On other weekdays after school, we often went to the nearby beach and played in the relentlessly smoggy sunshine. On days off from school, I found myself alone with the kids a lot, driving very long distances to do things we had easily done in Philly with groups of friends, like going to the zoo or a museum. In LA an outing that took two or three hours was bracketed by an hour’s drive on each end. When we went to the zoo, we often stayed past rush hour and went to the Griffith Observatory, intriguing for the older kids. I loved the Norton Simon but not so much the drive to Pasadena to get there. The Getty was expanding rapidly, so we went from time to time, even though it wasn’t quite the place for the younger kids. Better for them was the Hollywood Walk of Fame and the Natural History Museum. I heard there was a river, and I conjured up grassy banks for picnics, bike paths, and outdoor sculptures. Umm . . . no. The LA River is a flow of water, sometimes just a trickle, through a concrete channel. We went to the LA County Museum of Art, where I was able to dangle the La Brea tar pits as a carrot for the kids. I saw the stink of boiling tar and the fabricated howling of fake mammoths rising from the pit as a perfect metaphor for LA.


Giana didn’t seem to care where we went. She was happy just being with us, going anywhere, except for a lot of car sickness.


My mother and grandmother came out for Thanksgiving, and although it rained most of the time they were there, we went to San Diego for a few days to the famous zoo. We toured the rose garden at USC. I have lovely pictures of them on the beach playing with the kids and reading in our living room to Giana. I had cooked Thanksgiving dinner with my mother and grandmother for my entire life. The relief I felt at having them there made the next six months seem possible.


By the end of the first semester, I had taken the class I needed to complete my coursework, and through an arrangement with the school where Lou was teaching, I took the translation exam that was necessary at that time to get a master’s in English—can you translate a piece of literary criticism from a European language to English? I was proceeding with my thesis, on the extremely esoteric topic of the meaning of place in the stage directions of King Lear. No, I am not kidding. And it was fifty pages long. In the absence of computers and fax machines, this project was a tedious, complicated, long-distance endeavor. I wrote the thesis drafts in longhand, took them to a typist, and then mailed them to my advisor, who made comments in red pencil and mailed them back to me. The kids wanted to know what I was up to, so I tried to explain and gave a sanitized version of the play to Louisa—more like Cinderella than King Lear. No characters getting their eyes put out or killing each other with poison, no old man left outside in a raging storm. Louisa decided she was going to write a child’s version of King Lear and asked her teacher if it could be their class play—her second-grade class. The woman didn’t know the play. It appeared she had never even heard of the play.


Not old enough for school, Giana was enrolled in a church-based preschool close to our rented house. Later, when she came home singing “Onward Christian Soldiers” and pledging allegiance to the Christian flag, I was taken aback, but the space was clean and stocked with appropriate toys and materials, and the people were friendly. In anticipation of the upcoming LA Olympics, the teachers staged their own preschool Olympics, in which Giana happily participated. She did somersault races, walked on a balance beam a few inches off the ground, and pushed other kids in bins that were supposed to be boats. She liked her teachers and her friends. From time to time while I was waiting for comments from my advisor, I would substitute in the elementary classes of the school.


In the late spring, I took the kids to the beach on an unusually warm weekend. Louisa had made a friend, and that little girl and her mother, with baby sister in tow, met us there. We set up our chairs and blanket far enough back that we wouldn’t have to move at high tide. After playing for a while with sand toys, Louisa and her friend asked if they could go swimming. Of course Giana wanted to go also. We said yes, and allowed them to walk down to the water’s edge. I asked Louisa to hold Giana’s hand while I gathered the sand toys and covered up our purses. I told the girls I would be down in a minute and to just wait until I got there. It was very crowded.


No more than three minutes later, I walked down to the water. Louisa and her friend were standing ankle deep in the surf, holding hands, but Giana was nowhere in sight. “Where is your sister?” I gasped. All these years later I can still remember my panic. I sent them back to the blanket and went frantically looking about. I walked toward the jetty, imagining the worst thing possible, that she had gone out into the water alone. Then I took a deep breath and stopped. Did I know my cautious child at all? She would not do that. Reassured that she was simply lost, I walked toward the lifeguard station, which, in addition to an outside chair, had a small enclosure. There she was, big dark eyes peeping out the window. I burst into tears.


As the year progressed, I realized that Lou was doing nothing to indicate that we would be returning to Philly. When I pressed for information about when we were leaving—the day school was over, I hoped—he avoided direct answers. He talked instead about being in LA for the Olympics that summer. Finally, in the early spring, he told me he didn’t want to return home yet. He wanted another year to decide what he would do when we went home, perhaps look into teaching jobs in or near Philly. I was wild with anger. I had agreed to one year, and there was nothing about LA that would entice me to stay longer. As soon as school was over, I packed up the kids—except for my son, who stayed with Lou to go to the Olympics—and flew home.


It had been a particularly wet winter and spring back East, and I recall the glorious shock of all that green as I drove from the airport to the home of a friend—of course I couldn’t stay in my own house because it was rented. Still, I finally felt as if I could breathe. We went to the beach and spent time with my family. When I left LA, I had not assured Lou that I would be back, but the truth was that we both knew my options were very limited. It was June, I had no job, and I was in the middle of finishing my degree. By early July our house was rented for another year, and all our furniture was in LA, as was my car. Nevertheless, Lou must have thought there was a chance I would stay in Philly anyway because he came East to persuade me to come back to California for just one more year. Just one. And I did agree—for one more year. Unfortunately, this did not feel like an agreement. Right or wrong, it felt as if I was being coerced because I had no viable options and nothing to bargain with. It set up a dynamic of mistrust in a relationship that already had some wide fissures.


Back in LA our previous rental was being sold, so we had to rent a different house and move again. Once more, the packing and unpacking. This house was even closer to the beach but was in the middle of a new development still under construction. There had been no landscaping done, and we were essentially in a dirt pile where construction vehicles started moving around at three in the morning. Yes, I had agreed, but I was trembling with fury much of the time.


In April of that second year, I flew back to Philly during the kids’ spring break to take my master’s exams. We stayed with my parents and grandmother, and my mother took care of the kids while I spent the day taking the test. My stepfather was recovering from knee replacement surgery, a relatively new procedure at that time, and my mother needed to tend to him, so after the test I spent time helping her by cooking and shopping. I was very worried about him—he was in constant pain and terribly thin. I was disturbed when we had to leave at the end of the week.


Lou waited until I got back to tell me he was not going to return to Philly as he’d promised. He had been offered tenure and was going to take it. He didn’t even try to persuade me to stay, knowing that I would not. He didn’t say he was never coming home, nor did he say he would. We weren’t exactly separating, but we were going to see what happened. I made a few phone calls to friends in Philly and, in a short while, found a job directing a university-based day care center. With most of the furniture in a moving van headed back to Philly, Lou and I decided to drive my car back East, sightseeing with the kids along the way. We were headed into the unknown—a long-distance relationship.


The younger kids seemed to take the changes in stride. The one who had the most difficulty was my son, who was going to stay in LA with Lou. He was a moody teenager and was confrontational with us, especially with Lou, about what was going on. He and I had many difficult phone conversations that year.


The girls seemed to adjust to not being with their older brother, especially since they were reminded continually that he would be back in Philly for Christmas and that we would go to California and Disneyland for spring break. After we had been back for a while, Giana wrote in her journal: “Sometimes it is hard to have an older brother. But usuley [sic] they are okay. But I usuley don’t get to see my brother because he lives in California. But I get to talk to him a lot too.” Yes, there were daily phone calls. We had very large long-distance bills.


Once I decided to move back to Philly, I had to find schools —again. Giana was five, turning six in January. At that time Philadelphia had an unusually late kindergarten cutoff, allowing children who would be five by January 31 to enter. But in Los Angeles, Giana had missed the cutoff and had thus spent two years in preschool. I went to the neighborhood school to enroll her and was shocked when I was told that she would be placed in first grade. “But she hasn’t gone to kindergarten,” I kept repeating.


“Her birthday is her birthday,” they replied, “and it’s first grade for her.” I took my argument to the principal, then to the regional superintendent, and finally to the superintendent’s office. I felt as if I was in some Kafkaesque elementary school drama, or perhaps a parody of a Kafkaesque elementary school drama. A very sympathetic man in the superintendent’s office told me that there was nothing they could do; it was matter of state funding, district funding, complicated rules (probably beyond a mother’s understanding). “Really? What about the needs of the child,” I pressed.


“Sorry, ma’am.”


So that is how Giana and Louisa ended up in a private K— 12 Quaker school, where they received an exceptional academic and values-based education, and our neighborhood elementary school lost an involved and knowledgeable parent. I could have put Louisa in public school, but I’d already done the kids in different schools, the multiple home and school association meetings, the various fundraisers, the conflicting back-to-school nights . . . and the different commutes. Not again.


In the end, this school was the place where Giana was the most comfortable in her life, attending for thirteen years. In her yearbook a close friend wrote: “Giana, Giana, Giana, I know you know this, but you seem a little depressed about school ending. Be happy, sweetie! You’ve worked your whole life to be here!” But I don’t think she was ever that happy again.


Although Lou returned to Philly several years later and we lived together for some time, our relationship never recovered.


[image: Images]


In addition to the beach, our other regular destinations were Colorado and Rome, both tied to Lou’s work. When the kids were young, we went to Colorado numerous summers for a month. Generally we rented a rustic cabin at the Chautauqua in Boulder, one of the last remaining sites of the old Chautauqua circuit, which still retained the original mission of providing cultural offerings, including a speaker series, concerts, and plays in a large auditorium on the site. Nestled up against the Flatiron foothills, there were meadows and hiking trails right out our back door, as well as a playground and tennis courts on the grounds. Lou worked, and I spent busy days with the kids in outdoor activities, including swim lessons at one of Boulder’s great recreational facilities and, as they got older, sports and day camps. On weekends, we would drive up to Rocky Mountain National Park and hike, ride horses, and picnic. It was idyllic, and it was no surprise when years later Louisa decided to do her graduate school internship in Boulder and eventually settled nearby.


As everybody got older, Giana was occasionally the only child we had with us if we traveled. One summer, Lou was teaching a seminar in Colorado, and we went, taking my mother and Giana, who must have been fifteen or sixteen. Lou may have been there longer, but the rest of us stayed for about two weeks. I remember a weekend trip to the hot springs and an outdoor performance of the University of Colorado’s Shakespeare Festival where the fickle Colorado weather made for a freezing evening as we watched the rarely produced Titus Andronicus. I don’t remember a lot more about that trip except that Giana spent a lot of time weeping. She had left behind a boyfriend—I’ve no memory of which one—and she was miserable. I was impatient with her about it, having gone through similar boyfriend drama with Louisa and Celeste. I remember telling her she was overreacting, to enjoy herself and we would be home soon, and other similar platitudes. I have wondered since whether I should have taken her heartache more seriously.


There were so many things like that, which would have been forgotten or seemed insignificant were it not for what happened later.
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Swim Team photo, age 12








Chapter Four


When I was a child, I loved to swim.” That was how Giana filled in the blank on one of the many rehab worksheets, this one an exercise to “find the inner child.”


Giana had exercise-induced asthma, among other health issues, making it difficult for her to play games that involved running. Her doctor had recommended swimming. That was convenient because Louisa was swimming on a YMCA team, so Giana began taking swim lessons at the same facility, with ear plugs and a tight cap. After a few months, the coach approached me and said it seemed silly for me to be coming and going so frequently with practices for one kid and lessons for the other. He’d make it easy for me and put Giana in the practice lane with his newest and slowest kids, and she would learn to swim that way. She was five or six. Six months later she was competing.


Giana was an inveterate journal writer all her life. From her journal (the spelling is hers): September 23, 1988 (age eight):


I am on two swim teams, a winter one and a summer one. My winter one is at the Roxboroh YMCA. I like it there. It’s been fun but are coch is hard. I’ve been on my winter swim team for 3 years. My sister is also on it. My summer one is flour town swim club.


Are practisies are hard. We have to do a lot of work. We have to swim a lot of laps. Warm ups is usualy a 200. Then we usualy do 50s. At the end of each parctisie we usualy parctise are flip turns. Then it’s time to go.


She was a skinny little girl with a lion’s heart. She loved to compete, and she loved to win. I remember the first time she had to dive into the pool rather than start in the water. She froze. Her coach ran over and gently pushed her into the water, and like a wind-up toy, she started churning toward the other end. She won.


The Y team practiced and competed only during the school year, so Giana also joined the team at our swim club. It was primarily a fun summer activity, with many kids who didn’t swim in the winter and thus weren’t very fast. Whatever the level or the seriousness, Giana most definitely loved to swim. Those summer practices were funny to watch, with kids at all different levels swimming over and around each other. Giana was double-jointed in both her elbows and knees. When she stood, her knees bowed out behind her. When she leaned on her hands against the floor or a table, the inside of her arms bowed outward quite significantly. It was a bit disconcerting, but the extra flexibility was an asset in the water. Even in a crowded pool, I could spot her immediately because her arms rose out of the water at such odd angles.
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