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Praise for
 such a pretty picture


“In this courageous survival story of harrowing sexual abuse, relentless gaslighting, and temporary silencing, a father’s dark psychology and a mother’s literal and figurative blindness meet one small girl’s unshakeable will to endure. If you know a survivor of childhood predation, (and trust me, you do) this book, so full of candor and bravery and language’s redemptive lyric flight, will be a talisman for healing.”


—PAM HOUSTON, author of Deep Creek: Finding Hope in the High Country


“Leeb has written my favorite kind of memoir: frantically alive, unflinching, breaking my heart in the best ways. I felt her with me on every page, and by Chapter Three, we were best friends.”


—JOSHUA MOHR, author of Model Citizen


“Such a Pretty Picture was raw and aching, but impossible to look away from. . . . one of the most honest, powerful memoirs I’ve ever read. Andrea Leeb isn’t asking for pity. She’s telling her story to shed light, to speak the truth, and to make someone else feel less alone. And that’s precisely why it matters.”


—LOS ANGELES BOOK REVIEW, 5-star review


“Startling emotional rawness. Unflinching truth-telling. Andrea Leeb’s devastating examination of a childhood shattered by parental sexual and emotional abuse will be seared into your mind from the very first page. The immediacy of Leeb’s propulsive writing rivets your attention, but it is her bravery to not just survive but also make a beautiful life that gives this story such resonance. Wrenching, unforgettable, and, ultimately, illuminating, Such a Pretty Picture carried my heart away.”


—SAMANTHA DUNN, author of Not by Accident: Reconstructing a Careless Life


“It’s a story about survival—of trauma, betrayal, and, surprisingly, moments of love—rendered with a clarity that’s both poetic and emotionally searing.”


—SEATTLE BOOK REVIEW, 5-star review


“Andrea Leeb’s debut memoir recounts in stunning detail the devastating story of how a daughter’s secret and a family’s betrayal carved the way forward for a resilient young woman determined to survive. This work is full of beautifully rendered, thought-provoking prose that ultimately uplifts as it inspires.”


—ELLE JOHNSON, author of The Officer’s Daughter and executive producer of Bosch


“With crystalline prose and a measured, evocative tone, Leeb guides the reader through her childhood in a home that, from the outside, appeared perfect—but behind closed doors, hid deep dysfunction.”


—SAN DIEGO BOOK REVIEW, 5-star review


“Such a Pretty Picture is a fierce act of reclamation, written with haunting grace. Brave, honest, and exquisitely written, this memoir is a necessary addition to the canon of survival literature. Leeb’s story will stay with readers long after the final page.”


—PORTLAND BOOK REVIEW, 5-star review


“Andrea Leeb’s powerful memoir Such a Pretty Picture is an immensely compelling, tender, honest, and ultimately courageous reckoning with abuse, betrayal, and the false promises of new starts. She writes with great immediacy and clarity about the long, often seemingly impossible, and always mysterious journey into a lifetime of unfolding healing.”


—CARYN MIRRIAM-GOLDBERG, Kansas Poet Laureate Emeritus and author of The Magic Eye: A Memoir of Saving a Life and Place in the Age of Anxiety


“. . . . With exquisite writing, Andrea bravely explores the wounds that shaped her and the healing that comes from confronting her past.”


—WENDY ADAMSON, author of Mother Load
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For Sarai













author’s note





This is a work of nonfiction. The events and experiences herein are true and reflect my recollection to the best of my ability. Except for the names of my immediate family, all of the names and some identifying details and locations have been changed in order to respect and protect the privacy of others.













Part One





1962-1969













chapter 1





It began the first time my father gave me a bath. That night, a Saturday in late September 1962, my parents had plans to meet friends for dinner in Manhattan. “A date,” my mother said, even though they were already married.


I stood in the bedroom I shared with my sister, Sarai, watching my mother slip a pair of footed pajamas over her feet. Once my mother finished with her, it would be time for my nightly bath. My favorite part of the day, and the only time I knew for certain I would get my mother’s undivided attention.


“Andrea,” my mother said after she tucked Sarai into her crib, “I asked Daddy to give you a bath while I get ready.” She petted the top of my head.


Hiding my disappointment, I forced a smile. My mother seemed so excited. We lived in an apartment in Queens. Although my mother loved Manhattan—the real city, she called it—she rarely went there. When she did, she always had me, age four and a half, and two-year-old Sarai in tow.


“Daddy wants to give me a bath?” I bit my lower lip.


My father, who taught English at a local high school and went to graduate school at night, was hardly ever home before I went to bed. On the few nights he came home early, he sat alone in the living room listening to records or reading thick books and drinking from glasses filled with ice and a clear liquid that looked like water, but was called gin.


My mother laughed. “Of course, he does. Daddy loves you.”


Taking my hand, she led me into the bathroom. Dressed in a freshly pressed white T-shirt and boxer shorts—my mother ironed all of our clothing, even our underwear—my father stood in front of the sink. He turned and smiled at us. Tall and dark, my father had straight white teeth and a wide smile. If not for a chip on one of his front teeth, his smile would’ve been perfect.


“Be a good girl for Daddy,” my mother said, giving my hand to my father as if I were a gift.


Alone, my father and I stared at each other.


“Come on, cutie. Let’s get this bath going.”


I undressed while my father ran the water. I watched him adjust the knobs and stick his hand under the faucet.


“Tell me if the temperature is okay for you,” he said once the bathtub had filled.


Naked, I bent down and stuck my hand into the water. It felt warm but not too warm.


“Good,” I said.


“Remember to speak in sentences. It is good.”


“It is good,” I repeated.


“That’s my smart girl.” My father picked me up and pressed my body against his chest. He smelled like limes and laundry detergent. His freshly shaved face felt smooth.


He had a dot of shaving cream on one side of his face. “You missed a spot.” I put my finger on the dot.


My father laughed, gave me a sloppy kiss, and lowered me into the tub. “I almost forgot your duck.” He grabbed a yellow rubber duck off the bathroom shelf. The duck was Sarai’s, not mine; I considered myself too old for a rubber duck. But happy for his attention, I took it.


My mother had left a pink washcloth on the edge of the tub. I soaked it and rubbed it with soap, just like she’d taught me. I stuck my head under the water, then scrubbed my face and my neck with the washcloth. My father knelt next to the bathtub. I couldn’t see his hands or his legs, but he seemed to be squirming.


“Daddy?”


His eyes met mine. “Play with your duck, and let Daddy wash you with his hand.” He reached into the bathtub and took my washcloth away from me. “Doesn’t that feel nice,” he said, running a hand over my body.


I didn’t answer him. He rubbed my neck, my chest, my legs, and then the place in between. He didn’t use soap, and he used only one hand. His breathing grew fast and heavy.


“The water’s getting cold,” I said. It was a lie, but my father’s breathing scared me. The way he touched me felt strange: good but not good.


He didn’t respond, so I said his name again, louder this time. I slid closer to the wall to get out of his reach. I wanted to stand up. To jump out of the tub.


I heard the click of my mother’s heels before I saw her. Petite and delicate, my mother had thick mink-brown hair, porcelain skin, and sharp, fine features with high apple-shaped cheekbones. Everyone said she looked like a movie star. She hadn’t finished getting ready, and wore only a full black slip, sheer black stockings, and high heels.


“David, what is taking so . . .” She didn’t finish her sentence. “Oh my God, what are you doing?”


My father jerked his hand away from me. He bent down slightly and yanked the waist of his boxer shorts. He scrunched up his face. I couldn’t tell if he was angry or scared. Or both.


“David!” My mother’s voice sounded the way it did when she thought I was about to run into traffic.


My father stood up and, as he turned to face her, she screamed again. A scream without words; sharp and shrill, more like a howl than a scream. I’d never heard anyone scream like that.


Too afraid to move, I clutched the duck. Suddenly, my mother’s legs went out from under her. She crumpled like a paper doll. My father caught her before her head hit the tile floor.


“Mommy!” I screamed. “What’s wrong with Mommy?” I started to cry.


“Shut up and get out of the goddamned tub.” Kneeling on the floor, my father held my mother’s limp body against his chest. He was so big and she was so small; she looked like a child in his arms. “Marlene, wake up. Please wake up.”


My legs wobbled as I climbed out of the tub. I wanted to throw up. Looking at my mother lying in my father’s arms, I thought she was dead. I thought we had killed her.


“David,” she whispered after a few seconds.


Hearing her voice, my tears came faster. “Mommy.” I wanted to go to her, but my father blocked me with a hand.


“David, I can’t see anything,” she said, her voice growing louder. “I’m blind.”













chapter 2





Naked and wet, I followed my father as he carried my mother from the bathroom into their bedroom. My father lowered my mother onto the edge of their bed.


“I can’t see,” she said.


“It’s all right, sweetheart,” he said, stroking her hair. “I’m here.”


My mother had been planning to wear her good black dress. Still on its hanger, the dress was laid across the center of their bed.


“I’ll help you get dressed,” he said. “Everything is going to be fine.”


He slipped the dress over her head and helped her put her arms through the holes. I stood against the wall, watching. Goose bumps covered my naked body. I could hear Sarai crying for our mother but everyone ignored her.


“Almost done,” my father said. The dress had tiny pearl buttons down the back, and he carefully buttoned each one. When he finished, my father looked over at me and scowled.


“What are you doing standing there?”


“Is Mommy okay?”


“Your sister’s crying. Go check on her. And for God’s sake, put on a nightgown.”


In our bedroom, Sarai stood in her crib with her fingers wrapped around the bars. Tears ran down her face. She had thrown Puppy, the stuffed dog she slept with, onto the floor.


I picked it up and handed it to her. “Poor Puppy,” I said, trying to make my voice sound soothing.


“No!” She threw it back over the bars. “I want Mommy.”


Normally, I would have tried to comfort her. I might even have climbed into her crib but not this time. All I cared about was getting back to my mother.


My mother had left my nightgown on my bed. I fingered the soft flannel and the pink ribbon at the neck. Earlier, I’d watched her as she took it out of my dresser. Humming to herself, she’d put it on my bed and smoothed it out flat with her hands. She seemed so happy then. Now, as I wriggled into it, I remembered the look on her face and the sound of her scream after she walked into the bathroom. I started to cry again.


I found my parents in the living room. My mother sat on the couch. She reminded me of one of the glass figurines she kept on a shelf in her bedroom: beautiful but too delicate to touch.


My father paced back and forth in front of her. He was frowning, and as he paced, he clenched and unclenched his fists. Our TV was directly across from the couch, and I positioned myself in front of it—close enough for me to watch my mother, without getting in the way of my father’s pacing.


“Mommy, you look so pretty,” I smiled at her. I expected her to smile back. When she didn’t, I felt a prick in my chest. I held my breath so I wouldn’t cry again, but a stream of tears came anyway. Afraid that my father would notice, I wiped my face with the sleeve of my nightgown. “Are you still going out to dinner?”


“Don’t be stupid,” my father snapped. “I’m taking her to the hospital.”


“Mommy!” Sarai shrieked from our bedroom.


My mother stood up but my father put his hand on her arm, easing her back onto the couch.


“I told you to take care of your sister,” he said to me.


“She wants Mommy, not me.”


“David, go get her,” my mother said firmly.


“Andrea can watch her,” he said. “She’ll settle down and cry herself to sleep. You need to rest until the sitter gets here.”


“I want her. Bring her to me.”


My father shook his head and then shot me a dark look. “Don’t bother your mother.”


Once he left, I sat down next to her, inhaling the scent of her gardenia perfume. “I love you, Mommy.” I took her hand.


She pulled it away. “Not now, Andrea.”


I covered my face with my hands and shut my eyes. I didn’t open them until my father came back carrying my sister a few minutes later.


He put her down on the other side of my mother. Still crying, she crawled onto my mother’s lap. I watched as my mother ran her fingers through Sarai’s golden curls. Even without seeing, she twisted them into tiny perfect ringlets, as if she had memorized each hair on my sister’s head.


“Andrea, I need to talk to you.” My father motioned for me to follow him into the hallway.


He bent down next to me and took my shoulders between his big hands. “What happened tonight is your fault.”


“I’m sorry,” I said, unsure about what I’d done wrong.


“If you want Mommy to get better, you can’t tell anyone what happened. This has to be our secret. Forever.”













chapter 3





I was too young to fully understand what happened in the bathroom, but on some subconscious level I understood that my childhood had changed. My parents and I became keepers of a shared secret.


My mother spent two weeks at a hospital in Manhattan. I’d never know for certain if it was a general hospital or a psychiatric hospital, although I always suspected the latter. Later I learned that my mother had been diagnosed with hysterical blindness. A diagnosis that would forever remind me of something out of a Greek tragedy or nineteenth-century novel. To put it simply, hysterical blindness is a rare neurological reaction triggered by stress. In the hospital and for the next sixty years my mother explained the incident away: “I walked into the bathroom and saw my husband bathing my daughter in cold water. I went crazy.” As far as I know, no one ever questioned her story.


While my mother was away, my father stayed with a friend who lived near the hospital and Nanny, my mother’s mother, came to take care of Sarai and me. I loved Nanny, but I missed my mother, and I was terrified that she was never coming back.


A soft, plump woman with thick brown hair, Nanny wore cotton housedresses with silver snaps and deep pockets bulging with butterscotch candies and tissues. She had a double chin and a longish nose. My mother had her smile and her hair, but other than that I didn’t think they looked anything alike. It made me glad I looked more like my mother than Nanny, but—although I hated to admit it—with my olive skin, puffy lips, and dark narrow eyes, I resembled my father most of all.


At our apartment, Nanny slept on the foldout couch in our living room. She could have stayed in my parents’ room, but she didn’t want to. “I want to keep it nice for when Mommy comes back,” she said.


I tried my best to be good for Nanny, especially because Sarai screamed for my mother constantly. “She’s a toddler, it’s not her fault,” Nanny explained to me when I pointed it out. “But you have to be brave.” Each time she told me that I’d nod, but I envied Sarai. I wanted to cry. I wanted to lie down, kick my feet, and pound my fists against the floor. But more importantly, I wanted to tell my grandmother what happened in the bathroom. I wanted to crawl into her arms and confess to her that it was my fault my mother had gone blind. Several times, I came close, but then, remembering my father’s admonition, I’d feel my throat close before I could form the words.


“Is Mommy really here?” I asked my grandmother. I’d just gotten home from preschool, and we stood together in front of my parents’ closed bedroom door.


“She’s home but she is still blind.” Nanny knelt next to me, putting her hands on my shoulders. She stroked my hair. “Do you remember what blind means?”


I shuddered, recalling the night in the bathroom. “Mommy can’t see me,” I said. “But I can see her? Hug her?” I hoped that if my mother held me and I held her, she’d know how sorry I was. Maybe if she knew, she’d want to see me again. Maybe I could cure her with my love, the same way I had hurt her with my badness.


“You can sit on her lap, but you need to sit very still.”


“Can I see her now?” I wiggled away from Nanny and hopped from one foot to the other.


My grandmother put a finger to her lips. Then taking my hand, she opened the door.


My mother sat on a purple velvet chair with gold legs. Dressed in a silky cream robe trimmed with lace, she reminded me of a fairy-tale princess. I wanted to run to her, throw myself on top of her, but my grandmother wouldn’t let go of my hand. A bouquet of yellow roses had been placed on the dresser and a vase filled with gardenias on the nightstand. The bedroom smelled sweet and fresh like a mixture of flowers and talcum powder.


Sarai napped in her playpen next to my mother’s chair and a wave of jealousy hit me. Why did Sarai get to see our mother first? I almost started to whine about it, but then I noticed my father sitting on the edge of the bed. I hadn’t seen him since he’d taken my mother to the hospital. He stood up and I squeezed my grandmother’s hand.


“Hi, cutie,” he said and bent down to pick me up. “Remember, our secret,” he whispered, pressing his lips against my ear.


Hearing him, my stomach cramped, but only for a second. The moment he lowered me onto my mother’s lap, I forgot everything and everyone else.


“Mommy!” I squealed.


“Be still,” my grandmother said.


But I couldn’t. I threw my arms around her and hugged her. “I missed you so much.” I buried my face in her neck. Inhaling her smell, I wanted to stay with her forever.


“I missed you too,” she said, but her voice sounded like she was far away.


Trying to get her attention, I snuggled deeper into her body. “I love you, Mommy.”


I wanted her to stroke my hair, to kiss me and feel my face with her fingers. But she sat with her arms at her side, refusing to touch me. I felt like crying, but I knew if I did everyone would get angry.


I was on her lap for only a few minutes before she pushed me away.


“I’m tired, I have to lie down,” she said.


“But I just . . .”


“Let’s all go play in your room,” my grandmother said, picking up Sarai.


Head down, I walked toward the door.


“Andrea,” my mother called after me.


I turned, barely able to stop myself from running back to her. “Mommy?”


“Be a good girl for your father. Do whatever he tells you.” She stared at me through eyes that couldn’t see.













chapter 4





I knew my mother was afraid, and in the weeks that she stayed blind I tried to make her feel better. Every night I’d offer to read her a story. Every night she refused me. I’d sit alone in my room with an open book. Too upset to read, I’d cry, and as my teardrops splattered onto the pages, I’d pray for my mother to change her mind. I wanted her to hold me close again and love me the way she had before the bath. But most of all I wanted her to forgive me.


My mother’s rejection hurt me in ways I didn’t yet have the words to describe. It was my mother who’d taught me to read, and she often told me the story of how I learned. “As soon as I brought you home, I began to read to you,” she’d say. “You were only two when you started to mimic me. I’d read a word and then you’d repeat it. Before I knew it you were repeating whole sentences. Then one day, out of the blue, you opened a brand-new book, one we had never read before, and read two whole sentences by yourself. Not a single mistake. I couldn’t believe it.” I loved that story, and although I didn’t remember any of it, as she talked, I’d imagine my two-year-old self sitting with my mother as I repeated and then read words for the first time. I’d see her kissing me and holding me close while I read.


I wasn’t home the morning my mother got her sight back, but later that day she came with my grandmother to pick me up at school. By then she had been blind for over a month. It was almost Halloween and our school windows and doors were decorated with paper cutouts of witches, pumpkins, and ghosts. She stood dressed in black capri pants and a red leather jacket with a fox trim collar. The sky was cloudy and gray, but my mother wore a pair of black cat-eye sunglasses. Sarai was in her stroller and Nanny stood next to her.


“Mommy!” I ran to my mother, but afraid to touch her without permission, I stopped a few inches in front of her.


My mother took a step forward and reached for me. “My beautiful girl, let me see you.” She pushed up her sunglasses. Our eyes met and we both began to cry.


That night she let me read to her. My father had a class and Nanny was bathing Sarai, so it was just the two of us. I read her a story called “Sweet Porridge,” a Grimm’s fairy tale about a girl who finds a magic porridge-making pot. After I finished, she clapped and pulled me close just like she used to. Inhaling the scent of her gardenia perfume, I wanted her to hold me like that forever.


Nanny stayed with us for another week. “To help Mommy adjust,” she said. After she left, as we settled back into being a family, I hoped things would go back to normal. Most did. My mother cooked, cleaned, shopped, and took care of me and my sister. From the outside everything seemed the same. But something about the way my mother treated me had shifted. She didn’t yell at me or hit me, but she acted like she didn’t want me around. And although I tried, she never let me read to her again. The harder I tried to get her to love me, the more she rejected me.


In June, seven months after my mother got her sight back, eight months after the bath, my father got a job teaching at a college on Long Island. His new job, along with the extra salary he made by continuing to coach high school football, gave my parents enough money to buy a house in Commack, Long Island.


The one-story pale green house was surrounded by other almost identical pastel-colored houses. It had a grassy front yard with a pussy willow tree. In back there was more grass, a patio, a swing set, and a cluster of sweet-smelling lilac bushes. It would be, my mother told me, like having a private playground. The house had three bedrooms and a small den for my father to use as his study. Sarai and I would each get our own bedroom. While the idea of having my own room made me happy, it also scared me. I had shared a room with Sarai since I was three. Even though I still thought of her as a baby, having her in my room made me feel safe.


Before we moved, my father took my mother shopping. They bought new furniture for every room. My parents furnished my and my sister’s rooms exactly alike: cream-colored dressers and nightstands decorated with pastel flowers and gold-leaf trim. The flowers were hand-painted in Italy. Our twin beds had pale pink wrought iron frames with tiny wrought iron rosebuds. I thought the dressers and nightstands were too grown up, but the rosebud bed reminded me of Sleeping Beauty. I loved it immediately.


Everything in the house smelled clean and new. The day we moved in, my parents, who had both grown up in apartments, were as giddy as children.


“You girls are so lucky.” My mother stood in the kitchen with my father unpacking our dishes. Sarai and I sat on the white linoleum floor a few feet away from them, playing with my dolls. “You get to grow up in a house. I’m twenty-five, and this is the first real house I’ve ever lived in.”


“We finally have space to breathe,” my father said. He stopped unpacking and put his hands around my mother’s waist, pulling her to him. “This will be a fresh start,” he said, and kissed her on her mouth. He let go of her and smiled at my sister and me. “For all of us.”
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The new house failed to make my mother happy for very long. After a few weeks, I could sense that whatever she’d been looking for hadn’t materialized. She seemed disappointed, like a kid who’d asked for a bicycle for her birthday and got socks instead. Even Sarai, who was changing from a baby into a person, rarely made her smile. Everyone upset her, especially me.


In July, my mother enrolled me in a four-week day camp. She told me it would be fun, although I suspected she just wanted me out of the house. Still, I liked the camp. The kids were nice and so were the counselors. We made brightly colored lanyards out of plastic strings, and pot holders decorated with gold-painted macaroni. We played games and went swimming every day. I even got to ride the bus to camp by myself.


For the last day of camp, we had been divided into two teams: yellow and green. Color games, the counselors called it, and sent a note home telling our parents we were supposed to wear a T-shirt with our team color. I was on the yellow team. That morning, after I brushed my teeth, I walked into my room to get dressed. As she did every morning, my mother had laid out my clothes: panties, socks, shorts, and a T-shirt. I picked up the shirt; it was pink, not yellow. Thinking my mother had forgotten about the note, I hollered for her. When she didn’t come, I put on everything except the shirt.


I found her in the kitchen. Sarai sat at the table in her booster chair; my mother sat sideways on the chair next to her.


My mother held a spoonful of scrambled eggs in front of Sarai. “Have a little.”


Sarai shook her head no. “I want noodles.” My sister, who fed herself perfectly well, refused to eat anything but macaroni and cheese. The terrible twos, I’d heard my mother tell my grandmother over the phone, although Sarai was almost three.


“I’m supposed to wear a yellow shirt,” I said, holding the pink shirt out for my mother to see.


My mother put the spoon down on the table and stood up to face me. “Your yellow shirt is dirty.”


“It’s color day. My team is yellow, not pink.”


“Wear that shirt.”


“But my counselor said . . .”


“I don’t care what your counselor said. I’m telling you to wear the pink.” My mother snatched the shirt out of my hands and pulled me closer to her. Her fingernails dug into my arm.


The intensity of her anger scared me. I worried that she might go blind again.


“Why are you so difficult?” She let go of my arm, pulled the shirt over my head, and then grabbed one arm to try to force it into the sleeve.


“Mommy, you’re hurting me. Stop!” I squirmed out of her reach. Tears ran down my face onto the collar of the bunched-up T-shirt. Snot poured out of my nose.


“Stop!” Sarai yelled.


I wasn’t sure if she was yelling at my mother or me, or both of us.


“Finish putting the shirt on,” my mother snapped at me.


“But it’s pink.” I wiped the snot with the back of my hand.


Sarai pushed her eggs off the table. Her plastic dish hit the floor with a clatter, and she screamed.


“I’m on the yellow team,” I sobbed.


My mother covered her face with her hands. “I can’t deal with this.”


I knew I should stop whining, but I didn’t want to be the only kid in a pink shirt. “I’ll wear the dirty yellow one.”


“Enough!” My mother took a step toward me.


“But no one will know.”


“I said enough.” She raised her hand, and I felt the sting of her slap. She’d never slapped me like that before.


“You hit my face,” I wailed. I imagined the imprint of her hand on my skin. “Why did you hit me?”


She picked up the plastic dish off the floor. “Go wash your face and put that shirt on the rest of the way.” She folded her arms across her chest. “Hurry, so you don’t miss the bus.”


Ten minutes later, along with my mother and my sister, I waited at the bus stop a few doors down from our house. Sarai, probably exhausted from the fighting, sat half-asleep in her stroller. No longer crying, and dressed in my pink shirt, I stood next to my mother. The shirt was a soft cotton but it felt like wool against my skin.


We were there for only a few minutes when Marty, a seven-year-old and the only other kid who took the bus from that stop, marched up to us. His lemon-colored T-shirt matched his hair exactly. Directly behind us, a teenage boy started a rusted lawn mower. Sarai put her hands over her ears and my mother bent down to soothe her.


“Your shirt is pink!” Marty shouted over the sputtering lawn mower. “You’re going to get in big trouble.”


“Marty, manners,” his mother said, and smiled apologetically at my mother.


My mother scrutinized me as she worried the inside of her mouth, a rose-flush rising in her cheeks. My chest constricted.


“It’s my fault.” I faced Marty’s mother. “I spilled grape juice on my yellow shirt. My mommy tried to wash it but she couldn’t get it out in time.”


“Grape juice is the worst,” Marty’s mother said. “I’m sure the counselors will understand.”


My mother nodded and squatted next to me. “My protector,” she whispered in my ear.


Her voice sounded like warm milk and honey. “I love you, Mommy.” I melted into her arms.


She held me until the school bus pulled up in front of us. As I climbed on and took my seat next to Marty, I knew I’d face questions for the rest of the day about my pink shirt, but I no longer cared.
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The hitting continued. By the end of the summer, any mistake I made, no matter how small, resulted in hard slaps across my face or on my arms. My mother’s soft, loving hands, hands I’d always thought could have belonged to Snow White or Sleeping Beauty, had turned bony and brittle. They reminded me of the Wicked Stepmother or some other bad witch. I was afraid of her hands. I was afraid of her.


My father, on the other hand, was hardly home and when he was, he ignored me. In my child’s logic, I’d hoped that might be enough. That if my father proved he’d stopped loving me, my mother would forgive us for the bath. With time, I’d understand that she was incapable of blaming him for what happened. Perhaps it was unconscious, but my mother had transferred all of her anger onto five-and-a-half-year-old me. By the time I started kindergarten in September, I couldn’t get through breakfast without a slap. Each morning I’d arrive at school with scarlet cheeks and puffy eyes. One time, my teacher asked me if anything was wrong at home. I told her everything was fine. I knew better than to tell the truth. Thankfully, she never asked again.


As leaves on the trees changed from green to orange, my self-hatred grew. A ball of despair formed deep inside of me, and I started to wonder if it would be better if I disappeared. I thought about running away but I figured I’d be found. Duncan, who was eight and lived next door, had tried to run away. His parents found him before dinner. I needed to find another way—I wanted to make my mother happy. Then my friend Sharon’s grandmother died.


Sharon lived three houses down from us in a house identical to ours except that it was blue. An only child, she lived with her parents and her grandmother. Sharon’s parents were young and Jewish, like my parents. My mother sometimes had coffee with her mother. A few days after her grandmother died, my mother and I went to Sharon’s house to pay what my mother said were our respects.


My father had come home early but he didn’t want to go. “I hate that shit. Take Andrea, I’ll watch Sarai.”


“Will Sharon’s grandmother be there?” I asked my mother. It was a chilly early November evening. I was wearing my best coat—olive green with a fake leopard collar—a matching hat, and my black velvet Mary Jane shoes. My mother had dressed up too. Wearing her cashmere coat over her good black dress, she carried a casserole dish. It felt like we were going to a party.


“Sharon’s grandmother died,” my mother said. “She’s gone.”


“Is she gone forever?” I’d never known anyone who died.


“Yes, Andrea. When people die, they’re gone forever.”


“Is forever long?”


My mother sighed. “Forever is forever,” she said with an edge to her voice.


When we got to Sharon’s house, Sharon’s mother and two uncles sat on boxes in the center of the living room. “It’s called sitting shiva,” my mother told me. “It’s the way we grieve when our relatives die.” Sharon sat on her father’s lap. She waved to me but didn’t run over like she usually did. The family was dressed in black, even Sharon.


I saw a table against the wall loaded with food—casseroles, brisket, cakes, fancy cookies, knishes, and loaves of challah bread. People crowded into the living room. Except for Sharon and me, they were all adults. Most of them stood in groups talking and snacking on food they’d piled onto small paper plates. My mother had told me that when people grieved they were sad, but the people who were eating didn’t seem sad at all. Only Sharon’s family acted sad. None of them were eating, and I could tell from the look on their faces how much they missed Sharon’s grandmother. They must have loved her a lot.


After that night, I knew I needed to die. I wasn’t exactly sure what dying was, but I knew it was forever, and that sounded long enough. If I were gone forever maybe my mother would miss me. Maybe she’d cry for me. And if I got lucky maybe she’d even love me again.


Like my old preschool in Queens, my elementary school in Commack was within walking distance from our house. Each day, my mother and Sarai dropped me off in the morning and picked me up at lunchtime.


A week after Sharon’s grandmother died, I ran to my mother and sister waiting for me as usual outside of my school. “I missed you,” I said, kissing the top of Sarai’s golden head. I told her this every afternoon. I wanted her to know that I loved her and that, although my mother loved her more than me, I wasn’t jealous—even though I was. I also wanted my mother to see me being nice to Sarai. I thought if she noticed, she’d think I was good. And maybe, one day, if I was good enough, she’d love me like she did before the bath.


When we got home, the table was set for my lunch. “Sarai and I already ate,” my mother said. “I’ll make you a sandwich after I put her down.” She led Sarai into her bedroom.


After they left, my stomach growled and I didn’t want to wait. I went to the refrigerator and grabbed a carton of milk and a bottle of chocolate syrup. I took them back to the table and poured the milk and the syrup into the glass my mother had left out. After stirring the milk exactly like my mother did, I took a sip. It tasted sweet and good. Proud that I’d taken care of myself, I put the syrup and the milk back into the refrigerator.


“What a mess,” my mother said when she came into the kitchen a few minutes later. She stood with her hands on her hips, staring at the floor. I followed her gaze. The white linoleum was spotless except for a trail of chocolate syrup leading from the table to the refrigerator.


“I’m sorry.” I pushed my milk away.


“You’re always sorry,” she said, and walked to the sink. “Why can’t you be more careful?” Turning on the water, she picked up the big orange sponge she used to clean messes.


“I don’t know.” I started to cry. I stood up, wanting to run, but my body froze.


“Stop crying.” She walked toward me, shaking the sponge in her hand. “You’re driving me crazy!” she yelled, and slapped my face. The wet sponge felt like a thousand jellyfish stinging my skin. I started to cry harder. “I told you to stop crying.” She hit me again, this time so hard, I almost lost my balance.


“Please don’t hit me!” I shouted, and ran to my bedroom. Shutting the door behind me, I threw myself onto my bed and buried my face in my pillow to muffle my sobs. I hated myself for making her so mad. I needed to do something to make her feel better.


I had stopped crying by the time my mother tapped on my door. She cracked it open, but didn’t come inside. “I have a headache,” she said. “I’m going to lie down. I left you a sandwich and a fresh glass of milk on the table.”


I waited until I heard her shut her bedroom door. My mother kept all of my shoes in their boxes neatly stacked on my closet floor. I took off my school shoes, but I didn’t put them into their box as I was taught. For once I wasn’t worried she’d yell at me when she noticed. I’d be dead by then.


Picking up the empty shoebox, I tiptoed from my room to the bathroom. First, I grabbed a wad of toilet paper, then a handful of cotton balls from the silver jar my mother kept on the counter. I knew there was a pair of tweezers on the second shelf of the medicine cabinet because I’d seen my mother use them to pluck her eyebrows. Trying not to make any noise, I stood on the toilet and reached for them. One by one, I put everything into the shoebox. Then I went into my father’s study. He kept a dispenser of Scotch tape on top of his desk. He hated when I played with it.


The tape dispenser made the box heavy. Afraid of dropping it, I held it against my chest with both hands until I made it back to my room.


I started with my ears, pushing the cotton balls deep into the holes. Next, I went to my nose. I stuck a wad of toilet paper into each of my nostrils, shoving it in as far as I could with my fingers. When I couldn’t get it in any further, I pushed it with the blunt end of the tweezers. I saved my mouth for last, taping it shut one piece at a time. By the time I finished, I’d used all of the tape. I had plugged any hole where air could get in. Closing my eyes, I held my breath. I was going to die.


I don’t remember how long I lay there, but I do recall that my mother cried when she found me. She sat down on my bed and gently peeled the tape off my mouth. It stung, but I was so happy to have her touch me, it was worth it.


I’d pushed the toilet paper so far up my nose, she had to use the tweezers to pull it all out. When she finished, she lay down next to me and held me tight. She hadn’t held me like that since the day she got her sight back.


“My poor baby. What have I done to you?”


“I’m sorry, Mommy.” Tears started rolling down my cheeks.


“Shush.” She put two fingers against my lips. Her hands felt soft and beautiful again—Snow White hands. “I love you, Andrea.”


“I love you too, Mommy.”


“I promise I’ll do better.”


I wasn’t sure if I believed her but I wanted to; I needed to. No matter what happened or what she did to me, she was the person I loved the most. And that afternoon, as I pressed my body against my mother’s, I shut my eyes and let her rock me into a gentle afternoon sleep.













chapter 7





A few weeks later, on the Friday before Thanksgiving, the world turned upside down. It was a cool cloudy day. My father had not yet left for work and my mother was walking me to school without my sister. As we walked, my mother held my pink gloved hand in her black leather one. In my mind, I felt our skin touching through our gloves.
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