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Praise for
Thicker Than Water


“Harrowing … It not only succeeds in conveying the horrors that parents may inflict upon their children, but … it also manages to wring from its heroine’s story the hope and possibility of transcendence.”

—MICHIKO KAKUTANI, The New York Times




“Accomplished … a devastatingly understated twisting of taboos.”

—Entertainment Weekly




“Intelligent, sensitive, wise. Kathryn Harrison is a real writer. She travels slowly, brilliantly, back and forth along that complex, indestructible, fragile skein of love and sex that binds women to their children … and gives us reason to hope that, with some luck and some will, we may survive our childhoods.”

—SUSANNA MOORE, author of My Old Sweetheart and The Whiteness of Bones




“Harrison handles difficult scenes with intelligence and startling understatement … a mesmerizing debut.”

—Berkeley Express




“A truly brilliant book, flawless on every page, devastating and humane, tragic and tough and forgiving and, by turns, unexpectedly comic and kind and lyrical. This novel puts Kathryn Harrison right up there.”

—STEPHANIE VAUGHN, author of Sweet Talk




“Thicker Than Water—its unsettling intimacy, its stormy eroticism—is entirely hypnotizing. If we can ever finally know each other, it is because we are cornered into that knowledge by our very best writers, writers like Kathryn Harrison, who are unflinching, who will not turn away from the desperate love that makes the world less safe. To say that Harrison plays with fire would be an understatement.”

—BOB SHACOCHIS, author of
Easy in the Islands and The Next New World
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FOR COLIN





“The happiest women,
like the happiest nations,
have no history.”

—GEORGE ELIOT
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In truth, my mother was not a beautiful woman. She told me so one day—certainly no one else had ever said such a thing—when we were driving on Sunset Boulevard on the way home from a shopping trip. A half hour before, our heads had been inclined together over a makeup counter in I. Magnin’s department store, discussing blusher and the thickness of my eyebrows; she was all for having them waxed. Her own were cosmetically symmetrical, twin brush strokes of derision, purposefully countering the undisguised melancholy of her large hazel eyes. I had asked her as the car swept smoothly through the canyon, past the long stand of eucalyptus outside the entrance to UCLA, and through the tall black gates of Bel Air, “But don’t you think you are beautiful?”

I believed, of course, that she was—it was one of our family’s most cherished myths, my mother’s loveliness. “Isabel,” she said, “my nose is too big, my face is too thin, my mouth is too small.”

On that afternoon I was stunned by her assessment, and by the speed with which she reported her flaws, as if too many times she might have rehearsed those shortcomings as she looked at herself in the mirror while dressing for a date. But as I look back through the surprisingly few photographs that I have of my mother, I see that she was right. She was not beautiful.

There is one picture, though, of us together in my grandfather’s garden, each with fruit and flowers in our arms—the photograph a testament to the garden’s generosity. We are standing before the flowering peach tree, the sun is on our faces, our slender fair arms. In that picture she is breathtaking.

Young—twenty-two, white skin, rich dark hair, her small mouth slightly open and her lips flushed crimson. Her nearly green eyes wide and solemn. Even when she laughed, my mother’s eyes did not accompany her in mirth; they were unflinchingly sad, and dry, as if they did not recognize the use in weeping.

  My mother was not yet eighteen when she and my father married. They were totally unsuited to one another. In one of those metaphorically apt instances that fate provides, they met at an amateur production of Oliver Goldsmith’s She Stoops to Conquer, or The Mistakes of a Night. They were teenagers, each attending the play with his and her high school English class; each reinforced in their flirtation by the presence of giggling, envious friends; each, at heart, lonely.

My father had been living in Los Angeles for only a few years. From September to June he attended a preparatory school for boys located in the Hollywood Hills; summers he worked as the institution’s groundskeeper in exchange for room and board. His father, a man who made his living as an exterminator and drove a panel truck with sombreroed cockroaches stenciled on its sides, sent his favorite son to this school which he had read about in Look magazine. He intended to reimburse my father for a miserable childhood of abandonment and philandering and spent what was for him a small fortune on my father’s high school education, forcing the boy to emigrate from Douglas, a small, dusty and predominantly Hispanic town on Arizona’s border with Mexico and a twin to the southern country’s town of Agua Pieta, to Los Angeles, a much greater city and one that my father did not understand. Because travel was expensive—to drive the 576 miles between Los Angeles and Douglas required, in the days before steel-belted radials, a new set of tires which would be ruined, used up, on the desert highways—my father was not encouraged to spend summers at home. In any case, his old room had been taken over by one or more of his four brothers. There were two sisters in Douglas as well; my father was the middle child of seven—eight, if his identical twin, born dead, was numbered among them. It was expected that among this brood my father, at least, would make something of himself, that he would transcend his heritage of Catholic poverty, of desperate, drinking missionaries and senseless, pretty girls who were pregnant at the altar, of car clubs and knife fights and sweltering summer nights when young men were killed in the streets of Douglas for rash words or acts, for making a pass at somebody’s sister. The more urban environment of Southern California, the company of affluent boys with whom he ate and showered and shared his dorm room, and with whom he played a more civilized version of football than the one to which he was accustomed, was undoubtedly a shock. Surely he found himself out of place and time and feeling. But he was determined to earn the respect of his father, to succeed, however that was accomplished, and to go to college as no one else in his family had done.

Probably my mother seemed, on the appearance of things, to fit in with those aspirations. Not that my father’s attraction to her was so calculated. No, I think that she must simply have represented all that was so nearly out of reach for him: wealth and culture and, yes, breeding. And of course, even if she was not actually beautiful, she did have that ineffable, incalculable something that made us all believe she was.

When he was older, my father would describe my mother in those years of her late adolescence as a sleek cat, feline of eye and grace, and mysterious. She was able to convey her essentially empty heart and mind as unfathomable, deep rather than depthless. She was fashionably voluptuous and small-waisted. She came of old money, and her parents were British subjects, a fact not without moment to a boy of humble Irish origins: peat bogs, potato famines. My father was always hungry, and there was a lot of food in my grandparents’ house: a pantry crammed with things he liked, some of which—the pickled herring, the matzoth and fish balls and little packages of kosher soup mix—he’d never before encountered. For, of course, my mother was Jewish. But this was more curiosity than impediment; after all, her parents, and mine, since they later raised me, were not orthodox: they weren’t even practicing beyond their habitual, reflexive observance of the Day of Atonement. Still, she was probably one of the first Jews he ever met.

They found one another at a play, my parents, my mother and my father, whom I recall seeing together on less than ten occasions, their last encounter being when he was simply an observer and she the observed, a body in a casket. It seems appropriate, their meeting at a play, because my parents were actors—not in the vocational sense, but in that neither subscribed to any honesty of heart. They were the kind of people who fooled themselves even as they fooled others. They came together briefly for their own drama, and then separated, leaving a mystery that tormented my family for years. What had happened between them? Who had they been together that so ruined them when they were apart? We never spoke such questions aloud, but they were fodder for years of private, anxious speculation.

On that night long ago, during that play, after that play, perhaps in some way infected by the romantic intrigue of lovers long dead, my teenage father and mother embarked on a fateful, irreversible flirtation that culminated in pregnancy, wedlock, divorce and perhaps, ultimately, death. At least while she was dying, my mother was not above accusing my father of torturing her. She said that it was because of him that she no longer wanted to live, and that during the last years of her life he had taken his revenge on her, had sullied everything she valued: their love and their only child. But, then, my mother was not a woman who could ever accept responsibility, not for herself or her fate, and certainly not for me, whom she gave to her own mother, but like an Indian gift, one she constantly threatened to take back.

  My mother and my grandmother fought. The earliest years of my childhood, when the three of us, the women who determined the ugly, angry dynamic of our family—leaving my grandfather to his own gentle arts, his gardening, his reading—when the three of us lived under one roof, it seemed the very beams and bolts of the house would break apart for the fighting it contained. The sound of my mother’s and my grandmother’s caustic voices, of their pitched, vicious battles, is my first memory. Probably my mother never won any of these fights; my grandmother was not a fair adversary. Her physical presence alone—six feet tall and big-boned with hair that was absolutely white and eyebrows which remained strikingly black—was enough to discourage most contenders. For anyone who persisted beyond the warning arch of those eyebrows (and, of course, my mother always did), her style of argument—to abandon any pretense of rational discourse, to dredge up her own past victories and introduce irrelevant but affecting memories of her opponent’s many trespasses, in short, to do whatever would ensure her triumph—was unnerving. And she had no pride in this endeavor; she would say anything.

It was my father who was the focus of my mother’s and her mother’s first truly divisive and destructive arguments, and my father about whom they argued until my mother died. Whether overtly or in desperate sub-rosa disagreements characterized by a knife striking a plate too loudly during dinner, a meal left untouched, a chair empty, they fought forever over him.

Initially, at least, it was that my grandmother could not stand to have her only child make such an ill-advised match. It was long past the time for an abortion when she discovered that my slender, secretive mother was pregnant—five months—and in any case, Mom-mom valued children too greatly to push her daughter to that solution. So she gritted her teeth for the marriage, a civil ceremony attended only by my parents, two silent friends and my grandparents. It made quite a picture, that unfortunate wedding, with my tall, snow-capped grandmother like a forbidding peak in her brown tweed suit, my grandfather the game explorer by her side. Smaller in stature than his wife, and given to wearing walking shorts and a Tyrolean hat, when standing next to Mom-mom, Opa sometimes seemed as if he were about to ascend to her summit, discover the secrets of her dark eyes, steal a kiss, perhaps. Even on this day, the one photograph taken by my father’s best man reveals Opa’s sporting presence between the frightened bride and her mother. My parents wore casual clothes to their wedding, as if to avoid calling further attention to their folly, as if the marriage were incidental, an errand accomplished between other chores. My father, so blond and thin, his blue eyes rendered blank and red by the flashbulb, has his hands placed one on each of my mother’s shoulders, a bold gesture and perhaps one he dared make only for the moment of the photograph. My mother’s eyes reveal no more than his, for they were shut at that same instant; she blinked, I guess. Her friend, the maid of honor—and the only person dressed in white—stands off to one side. Diminutive, especially in contrast to my grandmother, she looks like a child in her first communion dress, as if she had wandered, lost, into the wrong ceremony. It is not so much a sad picture as it is inauspicious. And, though I am not much visible, it is the first photograph of me.

After the wedding, thus recorded, my grandmother allowed my father to move in with his young pregnant wife. Better to have the boy in her daughter’s bedroom than to lose her to the marginal existence of a seedy apartment on the outskirts of the city. At the time of my birth, my father had graduated from high school just four months previously and, having postponed unaffordable college, became a floorwalker for Bullocks Wilshire’s downtown department store. His new employer provided him with Bally shoes and a tailor-made suit, a selection of silk ties—surely the most expensive clothes he had ever owned—and it was his job to supervise sales personnel, assist customers and keep an eye out for shoplifters, all while wandering decoratively through the various departments on the fifth floor. He was a conscientious and hard worker—punctual, polite and dandyish in the care of his new suit—but my father lost that job within the year. He was handsome enough, with a voice that was sonorous and deep for so young a man, but one of his very blue eyes had the unfortunate tendency to wander, which might have aided him in surveillance; but it made the ladies who asked direction to the powder room or shoe department very nervous. He looked good from a distance, but the intimacy required by even an abbreviated conversation was unsettling.

By the time he was asked to resign, my father had used his employee discount to purchase a ridiculous amount of toiletries for my mother who, even in her extravagance, was unable to make use of all the perfumes and creams and bath crystals. Unopened, the innumerable bottles of Guerlain and Dior and Chanel, all grown stale and worthless, gathered dust on my mother’s closet shelf throughout my childhood. Had I known from where, from whom the perfumes had come, perhaps I would have taken more interest in them, examined and claimed them for myself, looking for some clue, some hint of the always elusive past of my mother. But, as it was, they collected dust for years until someone chanced to mention their origin and until it had become necessary—more than a childish amusement—to discover all that I could about my parents, my father particularly, as he was to become my tormentor, my Svengali, my ruin.

He disappeared before he could leave any imprint upon my childish memory. By the time I was walking, my father was gone, asked to leave by my grandfather, whose words, softly spoken, were supported by the bitter anger and determination of my grandmother. While it was never discussed—that last confrontation between my parents and grandparents—I learned years later that my father had left meekly at my grandfather’s bidding. He hadn’t seen my mother for two days. She had, not unusually, I was told, and perhaps anticipating some cataclysmic outcome, locked herself in her room, hidden under her bedspread. Suffering from fits of agoraphobia—either that or cowardice—my mother periodically took to her bed like a neurasthenic Victorian lady. She did this many times as I grew up, but this instance, the one that preceded her divorce, was the inaugural episode and lasted for five weeks.

My father, the story goes, knocked repeatedly on her door; he rattled its brass handle and slipped notes through the crack underneath; he sat, waiting, on the floor in the hall outside my mother’s room, and my grandmother stepped over him when she had the occasion to use that passage. But this humiliation was to no purpose; no answer came; and so he gave up, finally, and left. Left his clothes, his few books, and all that he owned, and drove off in his old car, the rattletrap coupe he’d brought with him from Arizona.

For months my father lived in his car on the streets of Los Angeles: slept in it, ate in it when he could panhandle a dollar or two, drove it when he had a few cents’ worth of gas, combed his unruly blond hair in the rearview mirror. Perhaps he might have embraced such an existence altogether had his older brother not come from Douglas on a Greyhound bus, taken the keys from his pocket and driven him back home. I never did learn how he found him.

Eventually my mother came out of her room, and even left the house. She went to secretarial school and taught herself to type with great and accurate speed. She wore her long curling hair in a chignon and got a job, and she started dating other, more suitable young men. Her divorce was accomplished within a year—papers returned to her lawyer with an uncharacteristically faint and crabbed signature from my father—and she was proclaimed, by the law, free.

But my grandmother never allowed her much liberty and never restored her faith in my mother’s taste in men. Mom-mom loudly challenged her every choice until, finally, my mother moved out of her parents’ house and kept her romantic life a secret.

My mother once told me this story about a date that my grandmother tried to sabotage. Unable to convince her daughter beforehand that she ought not to leave home that night, my grandmother took her revenge. Oh, I can picture my mother at nineteen, lovely and lithe in her yellow silk dress, its narrow skirt defining the length of her legs, her slightly knock-kneed grace; it must have been worth any price to escape that house of heavy antiques and heavier burdens: parenthood, divorce. That night long ago, she simply walked out of the impossible argument with my grandmother—she would go out no matter what.

And so my grandmother waited. When the young man came to the door, when he stood on the Bokhara rug that covered the cold flagstone floor of the foyer, waiting for my mother to pick up her coat and say good night to her father, my grandmother began to scream. She was in her bedroom down the hall from the young couple, and the door was closed. But my grandmother was always a good screamer. Her shrieks filled the house and created the impression that a madwoman was incarcerated on the premises. And she did not stop after a minute or two, but continued to call steadily out in the wild indecipherable language of animals and infants. Her howls continued as the young couple bid my grandfather a good evening, rather ironically under the circumstances. They were audible as my mother stepped into her date’s Thunderbird convertible and as she carefully smoothed her skirt before sitting. The couple heard the screams as they cruised slowly around the circular drive and headed down the steep, winding incline of Stone Canyon onto Sunset Boulevard. My mother remembered that neither she nor the young man mentioned the incident all evening. They ate at a restaurant on the beach; they danced; they were relaxed and fluid in their movements even without the encouragement of alcohol; he brought her home at a respectable hour, which then must have been no later than midnight, and he never called her again.

But my mother never gave up, or at least, even as she slowly lost the battle to escape her mother and be her own person, she did so noisily; the two of them quarreled until years later when my mother was too ill to lift her head or move her arms or her hands while she spoke. While arguing, my mother had always punctuated each comment with some dramatic and improbable gesture, like a crazy woman taking swings at unseen assail-ants, and her angry stillness in that bed was the final defeat for my grandmother, who retreated into her own silence.

But that was years later. Until then, the fights continued. They are the one constant memory of my earliest years, the years until, finally, my mother moved out of her parents’ home and into a studio apartment somewhere in the vicinity of the firm where she worked as a legal secretary. She spent most of her days there transcribing long, tedious documents, a dry occupation that could hardly have satisfied her love for art and music, for drama. Her high school yearbook page had listed Broadway Actress as her aspiration.

I must have been five when she moved out, and from then until I was eleven and she invited the three of us, Mom-mom, Opa and me, to eat Thanksgiving dinner at her apartment—an epochal occasion and one which I am at a loss to explain—I did not know where my mother lived. I saw her each day, but she was so protective of her privacy, her fragile illusory freedom, that not until years later did she reveal her address, or even her phone number. She moved fairly often, living sometimes alone, more often with a girlfriend, but she never told her parents or her child where it was that she slept, parked her old blue Pontiac, kept her clothes and her food, and her small, private life.
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