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‘Some rise by sin, and some by virtue fall.’

– Measure for Measure, Act 2, Scene 1





Part One

1966–1973





One

AFTER HE WAS arrested, my father became famous.

It was 1966 – and Dad (or John Winthrop Latham, as he was known to everyone except his only child) was the first professor at the University of Vermont to speak out against the war in Vietnam. That spring, he headed a campus-wide protest that resulted in a sit-down demonstration outside the Administration Building. My dad led three hundred students as they peacefully blocked the entrance for thirty-six hours, bringing university executive business to a standstill. The police and National Guard were finally called. The protestors refused to move, and Dad was shown on national television being hauled off to jail.

It was big news at the time. Dad had instigated one of the first major exercises in student civil disobedience against the war and the image of this lone, venerable Yankee in a tweed jacket and a button-down Oxford blue shirt, being lifted off the ground by a couple of Vermont state troopers, made it on to newscasts around the country.

‘Your dad’s so cool!’ everybody told me at high school the morning after his arrest. Two years later, when I started my freshman year at the University of Vermont, even mentioning that I was Professor Latham’s daughter provoked the same response.

‘Your dad’s so cool!’ And I’d nod and smile tightly, and say, ‘Yeah, he’s the best.’

Don’t get me wrong, I adore my father. Always have, always will. But when you’re eighteen – as I was in ’69 – and you’re desperately trying to establish just the smallest sort of identity for yourself, and your dad has turned into the Tom Paine of both your home town and your college, you can easily find yourself dwarfed by his lanky, virtuous shadow.

I could have escaped his high moral profile by transferring to another school. Instead, in the middle of my sophomore year, I did the next best thing: I fell in love.

Dan Buchan was nothing like my father. Whereas Dad had the heavy-duty WASP credentials – Choate, Princeton, then Harvard for his doctorate – Dan was from a nowhere town in upstate New York called Glens Falls. His father was a maintenance man in the local school system, his late mother had run a little manicure shop in town and Dan was the first member of his family to go to college at all, let alone medical school.

He was also one shy guy. He never dominated a conversation, never imposed himself on a situation. But he was a great listener – always far more interested in what you had to say. I liked this. And I found his gentle reticence to be curiously attractive. He was serious – and unlike everyone else I met at college back then, he knew exactly where he was going. On our second date he told me over a beer or two that he really didn’t want to get into some big ambitious field like neurosurgery. And there was no way that he was going to ‘pull a major cop out’ and choose a big bucks specialty like dermatology. No, he had his sights set on Family Medicine.

‘I want to be a small country doctor, nothing more,’ he said.

First year med students worked thirteen-hour days, and Dan studied non-stop. The contrast between us couldn’t have been more marked. I was an English major, thinking about teaching school when I graduated. But it was the early seventies, and unless you were going through the grind of med or law school, the last thing anyone had on their mind was ‘the future’.

Dan was twenty-four when I met him, but the five year age gap wasn’t huge. From the outset, I liked the fact that he seemed far more focused and adult than any of the guys I had been seeing before him.

Not that I knew that much about men. There had been a high-school boyfriend named Jared – who was bookish and kind of arty and totally adored me, until he got into the University of Chicago, and it was clear that neither of us wanted to sustain a long distance thing. Then, during my first semester at college, I had my one short flirtation with freakdom when I started seeing Charlie. Like Jared, he was very sweet, very well read, a good talker, and ‘creative’ (which, for Charlie, meant writing a lot of what was – even to my impressionable eighteen-year-old eyes – really turgid poetry). He was heavily into dope – one of those guys who was usually smoking a joint with their breakfast coffee. For a while, this didn’t bother me – even though I was never really into his scene. Still, in retrospect, I needed this brief descent into bacchanalia. It was ’69 – and bacchanalia was in. But after three weeks of putting up with the mattress on the floor of the crash pad where Charlie lived – and his increasingly obtuse, stoned monologues from deepest Spacey Outer – there was an evening when I came over to find him sitting around with three friends, passing around a humungous joint while blaring The Grateful Dead on the hi-fi.

‘Hey …’ he said to me, then lapsed into silence. When I asked him over the din of the music if he wanted to head out to a movie, he just said ‘Hey’ again, though he kept nodding his head sagely, as if he had just revealed to me some great deep karmic secret about life’s hidden mysteries.

I didn’t hang around – but instead retreated back to campus and ended up nursing a beer by myself in the Union, while tearing into a pack of Viceroy cigarettes. Somewhere during the third cigarette, Margy showed up. She was my best friend – a thin, reedy Manhattan smartass with a big shock of black curly hair. She’d been raised on Central Park West and went to the right school (Nightingale Bamford), and was super-smart. But, by her own admission, she had ‘fucked up so badly when it came to opening a book’ that she ended up at a state university in Vermont. ‘And I’m not even into skiing.’

‘You looked pissed off,’ she said, sitting down, then tapping a Viceroy out of my pack and lighting it up with the book of matches on the table. ‘Fun night with Charlie?’

I shrugged.

‘The usual freak show over at that commune of his?’ she asked.

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Well, I guess the fact he’s cute makes up for …’

She stopped herself in mid-phrase, taking a deep pull off her cigarette.

‘Go on,’ I said, ‘finish the sentence.’

Another long, thoughtful drag on her cigarette.

‘The guy is high every moment of the day. Which kind of doesn’t do much good for his use of words with more than one syllable, does it?’

I found myself laughing because in true New York style Margy had cut right through the crap. She was also ruthlessly straight about what she saw as her own limitations … and why, three months into our freshman year, she was still without a boyfriend.

‘All the guys here are either ski bums – which, in my Thesaurus, is a synonym for Blah …  or they’re the sort of dope heads who have turned their brains into Swiss cheese.’

‘Hey, it’s not for life,’ I said defensively.

‘I’m not talking about your Mr Personality, hon. I’m just making a general observation.’

‘You think he’d be devastated if I dumped him?’

‘Oh, please. I think he’d take three hits off that stupid bong of his, and get over it before he exhaled the second time.’

It still took me another couple of weeks to break it off. I hate displeasing people and I always want to be liked. This is something that my mother, Dorothy, used to chide me about – because also being a New Yorker (and being my mom), she was similarly no-nonsense when it came to telling me what she thought.

‘You know, you don’t always have to be Little Miss Popularity,’ she once said when I was a junior in high school, and complained about not winning a place on the Student Council. ‘And not fitting in with the cheerleading crowd seems cool to me. Because it’s really okay to be smart.’

‘A B- average isn’t smart,’ I said. ‘It’s mediocre.’

‘I had a B- average in high school,’ Mom said. ‘And I thought that was pretty good. And, like you, I only had a couple of friends, and didn’t make the cheerleading squad.’

‘Mom, they didn’t have cheerleaders at your school.’

‘All right, so I didn’t make the chess team. My point is: the popular girls in high school are usually the least interesting ones … and they always end up marrying orthodontists. And it’s not like either your father or I think you’re inadequate. On the contrary, you’re our star.’

‘I know that,’ I lied. Because I didn’t feel like a star. My dad was a star – the great craggy radical hero – and my mom could tell stories about hanging out with de Kooning and Johns and Rauschenberg and Pollock and all those other New York school bigwigs after the war. She’d exhibited in Paris, and still spoke French, and taught part time in the university art department, and just seemed so damn accomplished and sure of herself. Whereas I really didn’t have any talent, let alone the sort of passion that drove my parents through life.

‘Will you give yourself a break?’ my mother would say. ‘You haven’t even begun to live, let alone find out what you’re good at.’

And then she’d hurry off for a meeting of Vermont Artists Against the War, of which she was, naturally, the spokesperson.

That was the thing about my mom – she was always busy. And she certainly wasn’t the type to share casserole recipes and bake Girl Scout cookies and sew costumes for Christmas pageants. In fact, Mom was the worst cook of all time. She really couldn’t care less if the spaghetti came out of the pot half-stiff, or if the breakfast oatmeal was a mess of hardened lumps. And when it came to housework … well, put it this way, from the age of thirteen onwards, I decided it was easier to do it myself. I changed the sheets on all the beds, did everyone’s laundry, and ordered the weekly groceries. I didn’t mind coordinating everything. It gave me a sense of responsibility. And anyway, I enjoyed being organized.

‘You really like to play house, don’t you?’ Mom once said when I popped over from college to clean the kitchen.

‘Hey, be grateful someone around here does.’

Still, my parents never set curfews, never told me what I couldn’t wear, never made me tidy my room. But perhaps they didn’t have to. I never stayed out all that late, I never did the flower child clothes thing (I preferred short skirts), and I was one hell of a lot tidier than they were.

Even when I started smoking cigarettes at seventeen, they didn’t raise hell.

‘I read an article in The Atlantic saying they might cause cancer,’ my mother said when she found me sneaking a butt on the back porch of our house. ‘But they’re your lungs, kiddo.’

My friends envied me such non-controlling parents. They dug their radical politics and the fact that our New England red clapboard house was filled with my mom’s weird abstract paintings. But the price I paid for such freedom was my mom’s non-stop sarcasm.

‘Prince Not So Bright,’ she said the day after my parents met Charlie.

‘I’m sure it’s just a passing thing,’ my dad said.

‘I hope so.’

‘Everyone needs at least one goof-ball romance,’ he said, giving Mom an amused smile.

‘De Kooning was no goof-ball.’

‘He was perpetually vague.’

‘It wasn’t a romance. It was just a two-week thing …’

‘Hey, you know I am in the room,’ I said, not amazed how they had somehow managed to blank me out, but just a little astonished to learn that Mom had once been Willem de Kooning’s lover.

‘We are aware of that, Hannah,’ my mom said calmly. ‘It’s just that, for around a minute, the conversation turned away from you.’

Ouch. That was classic Mom. My dad winked at me, as if to say, ‘You know she doesn’t mean it.’ But the thing was, she really did. And being a Good Girl, I didn’t storm out in adolescent rage. I just took it on the chin – per usual.

When it came to encouraging my independence Mom urged me to attend college away from Burlington – and gave me a hard time for being a real little homebody when I decided to go to the University of Vermont. She insisted that I live in a dorm on campus. ‘It’s about time you were ejected from the nest,’ she said.

One of the things Margy and I shared was a confused background – WASPy dads and difficult Jewish moms who seemed to always find us wanting.

‘At least your mom gets off her tukkus and does the art thing,’ said Margy. ‘For my mom, getting a manicure is a major personal achievement.’

‘You ever worry you’re not really good at anything?’ I suddenly said.

‘Like only all the time. I mean, my mom keeps reminding me how I was groomed for Vassar and ended up in Vermont. And I know that the thing I do best is bum cigarettes and dress like Janis Joplin … so I’m not exactly Little Miss Bursting With Confidence. But what has you soul searching?’

‘Sometimes I think my parents look on me as some separate self-governing state … and a massive disappointment.’

‘They tell you this?’

‘Not directly. But I know I’m not their idea of a success story.’

‘Hey, you’re eighteen. You’re supposed to be a fuck-up … not that I’m calling you that.’

‘I’ve got to get focused.’

Margy coughed out a lungful of smoke.

‘Oh, please,’ she said.

But I was determined to get my act together – to win my parents’ interest and show them that I was a serious person. So, for starters, I began to get serious as a student. I stayed in the library most nights until ten, and did a lot of extra reading – especially for a course called Landmarks of Nineteenth Century Fiction. We were reading Dickens and Thackeray and Hawthorne and Melville and even George Eliot. But of all the assigned books in that first semester course, the one that really grabbed me was Flaubert’s Madame Bovary.

‘But it’s so goddamn depressing,’ Margy said.

‘Isn’t that the point?’ I said. ‘Anyway, the reason it’s depressing is because it’s so real.’

‘You call all that romantic stupidity she gets into real? I mean, she’s kind of a schnook, isn’t she? Marrying that dull-ass guy, moving to a dull-ass town, then throwing herself at that smarmy soldier, who just sees her as a mattress, nothing more.’

‘Sounds pretty real to me. Anyway, the whole point of the novel is how someone uses romance as a way of escaping from the boredom of her life.’

‘So what else is new?’ she said.

My dad, on the other hand, seemed interested in my take on the book. We were having one of our very occasional lunches off-campus (as much as I adored him, I didn’t want to be seen eating with my father at the Union), slurping clam chowder at a little diner near the university. I told him how much I loved the book, and how I thought Emma Bovary was ‘a real victim of society’.

‘In what way?’ he asked.

‘Well, the way she lets herself get trapped in a life she doesn’t want, and how she thinks falling in love with someone else will solve her problems.’

He smiled at me and said, ‘That’s very good. Spot on.’

‘What I don’t get is why she had to choose suicide as a way out; why she just didn’t run away to Paris or something.’

‘But you’re seeing Emma from the perspective of an American woman in the late 1960s, not as someone trapped by the conventions of her time. You’ve read The Scarlet Letter, right?’

I nodded.

‘Well, nowadays we might wonder why Hester Prynne put up with walking around Boston with a big letter A on her chest, and lived with constant threats from the Puritan elders about taking her child away. We could ask: why didn’t she just grab her daughter and flee elsewhere? But in her mind, the question would have been: where can I go? To her, there was no escape from her punishment – which she almost considered to be her destiny. It’s the same thing with Emma. She knows if she flees to Paris, she’ll end up, at best, working as a seamstress or in some other depressing petit bourgeois job – because nineteenth-century society was very unforgiving about a married woman who’d run away from her responsibilities.’

‘Does this lecture last long?’ I asked, laughing. ‘Because I’ve got a class at two.’

‘I’m just getting to the point,’ Dad said with a smile. ‘And the point is, personal happiness didn’t count for anything. Flaubert was the first great novelist to understand that we all have to grapple with the prison which we create for ourselves.’

‘Even you, Dad?’ I asked, surprised to hear him make this admission. He smiled another of his rueful smiles and stared down into his bowl of chowder.

‘Everyone gets bored from time to time,’ he said. Then he changed the subject.

It wasn’t the first time my father had implied that things weren’t exactly perfect with my mom. I knew they fought. My mom was Brooklyn Loud, and tended to fly off the handle when something pissed her off. My dad – true to his Boston roots – hated public confrontation (unless it involved adoring crowds and the threat of arrest). So as soon as Mom was in one of her flipped-out moods, he tended to run for cover.

When I was younger, these fights disturbed me. But, as I got older, I began to understand that my parents fundamentally got along – that theirs was a weirdly volatile relationship which just somehow worked, perhaps because they were such fantastic polar opposites. And though I probably would have liked them around more as I was growing up, one thing I did learn from their sometimes stormy, independent-minded marriage was that two people didn’t have to crowd each other to make a relationship work. But when Dad hinted at a certain level of domestic boredom I realized something else: you never know what’s going on with two people … you can only speculate.

Just as you can only speculate about why a woman like Emma Bovary so believed that love would be the answer to all her problems.

‘Because the vast majority of women are idiots, that’s why,’ my mother said when I made the mistake of asking her opinion about Flaubert’s novel. ‘And do you know why they’re idiots? Because they put their entire faith in a man. Wrong move. Got that? Always.’

‘I’m not stupid, Mom,’ I said.

‘We’ll see about that.’



Two

‘I’LL NEVER GET married,’ I announced to my mother just before starting my freshman year at college. This proclamation came right after one of her particularly virulent rants against my dad – which only ended when he locked himself into his study at the top of the house and blared Mozart on his hi-fi to muffle her. After she quieted down – courtesy of a cigarette and a glass of J&B – she found me sitting glumly at the kitchen table.

‘Welcome to marriage,’ she said.

‘I’ll never get married,’ I said.

‘Yes you will – and you’ll fight with the guy. Because that’s what happens. That’s the deal.’

‘It won’t be my deal.’

‘One hundred bucks says you’ll go down the aisle before you’re twenty-five,’ my mom said.

‘You’re on,’ I said. ‘Because there’s no way that’s going to happen.’

‘Famous last words,’ Mom said.

‘How can you be so sure I’m going to get married young?’

‘Maternal intuition.’

‘Well, you’re definitely going to lose that bet.’

Six months later, I met Dan. One night a few weeks later, when we were already an item, Margy turned to me and said, ‘Just do me a favor: don’t marry him now.’

‘Come on, Margy. I’m still getting to know the guy.’

‘Yeah, but your mind is made up.’

‘How can you say that? I’m not that transparent.’

‘Wanna bet?’

Damn Margy – she knew me too well. I’d liked Dan from the start, but I’d never said I was planning to marry him. So how was it that Margy and my mom had it figured?

‘You’re a traditionalist,’ my mom told me.

‘That’s so not true,’ I said.

‘It’s nothing to be ashamed of,’ she said. ‘Some people have a rebellious streak, some are timid, some are just … conventional.’

‘I really don’t know why I bother talking to you,’ I said.

Mom shrugged. ‘Then don’t talk to me. I mean, you’re the one who came by here today for lunch, and also to ask my advice about Doctor Dan …’

‘You really can’t stand him, can you?’

‘Can’t stand Dan? What an absurd idea. Doctor Dan is every mother’s dream.’

‘He thought you were nice.’

‘I’m certain Dan thinks most people are nice.’

In Mom’s universe, nobody interesting was normal or decent. Those virtues were for the terminally boring. And from the moment she met him, I knew that she’d filed Dan away under Dull.

The thing was: I never found him dull. He was just … normal. Unlike Mom and Dad, he didn’t overwhelm you with himself, nor did he try to dazzle with his intellect or his accomplishments. He laughed at my jokes, he valued my views, he encouraged me in whatever I was doing. And he liked me for simply being me. No wonder my mom didn’t really take to him.

‘She wants what she thinks is best for you,’ Dan said after meeting her.

‘The ultimate Jewish Mother curse.’

‘You should see it for what it is – good intentions gone a little astray.’

‘Do you always try to find the decent side of people?’

Another of his diffident shrugs.

‘Is that a terrible thing?’ he asked.

‘I think it’s one of the reasons I love you.’

Now how did that slip out? I’d only known the guy for ten weeks but, in private, I’d already decided.

Unlike some of my college friends, who seemed to sleep with a new guy every weekend, I wasn’t really into ‘free love,’ any more than I wanted an ‘open relationship’ with Dan. From the outset, we had an unspoken agreement that we’d remain monogamous – because we both wanted it that way.

During the Easter weekend, we drove five hours to visit his father in Glens Falls. Though we’d now been together for several months, it was the first time I’d met his dad (his mom having died, at the age of forty, of an aneurism during Dan’s junior year at high school). The weekend went just fine. Joe Buchan was a first generation American. His parents had come over from Poland in the early 1920s, and immediately ditched the name Buchevski for the all-American ‘Buchan’. His dad had been an electrician, so Joe became an electrician. His dad had been a serious patriot, so Joe became a serious patriot, volunteering for the Marines after Pearl Harbor in 1941.

‘Ended up in Okinawa with four of my friends from Glens Falls. You know about Okinawa, Hannah?’

I shook my head.

‘Less you know about it, the better,’ he said.

‘Dad was the only one of his friends who came back alive,’ Dan said.

‘Yeah, well, I just was the lucky one,’ Joe said. ‘During a war, you can do your damnedest to avoid getting shot or blown up. But if a bullet has your name on it …’

He paused. He took a pull of his bottle of beer. ‘Was your dad in the war, Hannah?’

‘Yes. He was based in Washington and for a short time in London – something in Intelligence.’

‘So he never saw action?’Joe asked.

‘Dad …’ Dan said.

‘Hey, it’s just a question,’ Joe said. ‘I’m just asking if Hannah’s dad ever came under fire, that’s all. I know he’s some big peacenik …’

‘Dad …’ Dan said.

‘Hey, I’m not saying anything against the guy,’ Joe said. ‘I mean, I don’t know him – and as much as I hate his peacenik attitudes, I gotta tell you, Hannah, that I respect his guts in standing up for …’

‘Dad, will you please get off the soapbox now?’

‘Hey, I ain’t trying to insult nobody.’

‘I’m not insulted,’ I said.

Joe squeezed my arm. It was like having a tourniquet applied to it.

‘Thatta girl,’ he said, then turned to his son and added, ‘Y’see, we’re just havin’ an exchange of views here.’

I felt right at home with their banter … even if the home in question was so damn different from my own. Joe Buchan didn’t own many books, and had a woodpaneled rec room in the basement, where he spent a lot of time on his very own barca-lounger in front of the big Zenith color television while watching his beloved Buffalo Bills get the crap kicked out of them every weekend.

‘I hope he doesn’t think I’m some Eastern snot,’ I asked Dan on the drive back to Vermont.

‘He told me he’s in love with you.’

‘Liar,’ I said, smiling.

‘No – it’s the truth. You totally won him over. And I hope you didn’t mind all that stuff about your dad …’

‘It really didn’t bother me. In fact, I thought it was kind of cute – him going to all that trouble to find out about Dad …’

‘Hey, he’s an electrician. And if there’s one thing I know about electricians, it’s that they’re obsessed with knowing everything there is to know about whatever they need to know about. Which is why he read up on your dad.’

‘He’s so normal and down to earth,’ I said.

‘No parent is completely normal.’

‘Tell me about it.’

‘But your folks are pretty stable.’

‘In their own wayward way.’

‘We’ll never be wayward,’ he said with a laugh.

‘I’ll hold you to that.’

We’ll never be that wayward. I knew that this was Dan’s way of telling me that he wanted us to last. Which is exactly how I felt – in spite of the whispering voice that said, Hold on. You’re still only a sophomore … everything’s in front of you … Don’t box yourself in so soon.

It took another six months for Dan to come out and say, ‘I love you.’ It was summer – and Dan had won a place in a program for medical students at Mass. General Hospital in Boston. When he found out that he’d been the one University of Vermont medical student chosen for this program, he said, ‘Feel like spending the summer with me in Boston?’ It took me about two seconds to say yes. Within a week, I’d found us a cheap sublet at $85 a month in Cambridge. I also found out about a remedial reading program in Roxbury run by Quakers, but completely non-denominational, and in need of voluntary teachers. So I applied and was accepted – no salary, just $25 a week for carfare and lunch, and the chance to do a little good.

My dad was delighted when I told him how I’d be spending my vacation. My mom also expressed her approval – though, being Mom, it was tinged with reservations.

‘Promise me you’ll get out of Roxbury before dark. And promise me you’ll try to get some nice local guy to walk you every night to the subway and put you on the train.’

‘By local guy, do you mean “black”?’ I asked.

‘I am not being racist,’ she said. ‘But though your dad and I might think it’s admirable that you’re choosing to spend your summer this way, down in Roxbury you’re going to be perceived as a white liberal interloper …’

‘Thanks, Mom.’

‘I’m just telling the truth.’

As it turned out, Roxbury wasn’t as sinister as expected. Yes, it was a slum – and the signs of social deprivation were everywhere. But The Dudley Street Project was run by a mix of educational professionals and local community workers – and didn’t wear its liberal credentials on its sleeve. They put me in charge of a half-dozen ten-year-olds – all of whom had limited reading skills, to the point where The Cat in the Hat was a big challenge to them all. I won’t say I transformed them in the seven weeks I was there, but by the end of the summer, four of my gang were able to tackle The Hardy Boys – and I knew that I had found something I loved. Everyone talks about the ‘rewards’ of teaching, of ‘giving something back’ or ‘making a difference’. The truth is, there’s also a kick about being in charge, being the boss. And when one of my gang had a breakthrough, I felt a real buzz … even if the kid himself didn’t recognize what he’d just achieved.

‘You mean,’ Margy said on a long distance call from New York, ‘it isn’t all Sidney Poitier where the kids are thugs at the start, but by the end, come up to you with tears in their eyes and say, “Miz Hannah, you’ve changed my life”.’

‘No, hon,’ I said. ‘All of the kids hate being in this summer school – and they look upon me as their warden. But at least they’re learning.’

‘It sounds more use than what I’m doing.’

Courtesy of her mother’s connections, Margy had landed a summer internship on Seventeen.

‘But I thought magazines were supposed to be glamorous.’

‘Not this one. And all the uppity interns from the Ivy League and the Seven Sisters look down on me because I go to Vermont.’

‘Bet you can drink more beer than they can.’

‘Bet I also don’t end up married to someone named Todd – like all of them will. Speaking of which, how’s la vie domestique?’

‘Well, I hate to say it, but …’

‘Yeah?’

‘We’re doing wonderfully.’

‘God, you’re boring.’

‘Guilty as charged.’

But it was the truth. Mom was right: I did like playing house. And Dan was just great when it came to dealing with the dull domestic stuff. Better yet, we didn’t crowd each other, even though the best thing about the summer was the discovery that Dan was such good company. We always had something to talk about, and he took such an interest in the world around us. I was hopeless when it came to keeping track of everything that was going down in Vietnam – whereas Dan knew about every Army offensive, every Vietcong strike-back. And he got me to read Philip Roth – in order, as he said, to begin to understand ‘Jewish Mother fixations’.

My mom had read Portnoy’s Complaint when it was first published in 1969. When I mentioned to her that I’d finally gotten around to it this summer, her reaction took me by surprise.

‘Don’t you dare think that I’m like Mrs Portnoy.’

‘Oh, please.’

‘I can just imagine what you tell Doctor Dan about me.’

‘Now who’s being paranoid?’

‘I am not being paranoid …’

Her tone was suddenly strange – almost as if she was a little unhinged about something.

‘What’s wrong, Mom?’ I asked.

‘How weird do I sound?’

‘Weird enough to get me worried. Has something happened?’

‘Nothing, nothing,’ she said. Then she quickly changed the subject, reminding me that my dad was coming down to Cambridge on Friday night to address a rally in Boston against the invasion of Cambodia.

‘He’ll call you when he gets to town,’ she said, and hung up.

On Friday morning, at The Dudley Street Project, I received a message from my dad, telling me to meet him after the rally at the Copley Plaza Hotel, where a news conference was going to be held. The rally was at five that afternoon, on the steps of the Boston Public Library.

I was late and Copley Square was so packed that I found myself standing halfway down Boylston Street, listening to my father’s voice amplified along the city streets. There he was, a speck on a platform several hundred yards from where I stood. Yet the voice I was hearing wasn’t a magnified version of the one that used to read me bedtime stories, or calmed me down after one of Mom’s tirades. It was the voice of a Great Public Man – bold, stentorian, confident. But rather than feel a certain daughterly pride in his brilliant oratory and his popular acclaim, a certain sadness took hold of me – a sense that I didn’t have him to myself anymore … if, that is, I ever did.

Trying to negotiate my way to the Copley Plaza Hotel afterwards was a nightmare. Though it was less than a quarter of a mile from where I was standing, the crowd was so dense and so slow to disperse that it took me nearly an hour to reach its front door. When I got there, the cops had thrown a security cordon around the place, and weren’t letting anyone in unless they had press ID. Fortunately at that moment, a reporter from the Burlington Eagle, James Saunders, came up to the barricade, flashing his press badge to the cop. I’d met him when he’d interviewed Dad at home, and suddenly called out his name. To my relief, he remembered me immediately, vouched for me to the cop on duty and whisked me inside.

The Copley Plaza was a dumpy looking hotel with a large conference room on the second floor. It was packed with people, most of whom seemed to be less interested in the impromptu press conference going on at one end of the room than in all the free cold cuts and beer on the tables stacked in the opposite corner. There was a lot of smoke – cigarettes commingling with the sweet unmistakable aroma of dope. There was a young guy onstage, going on about the need to maintain confrontation with ‘all the cogs in the military-industrial complex’. Around three reporters were listening to him.

‘Oh God, not him,’ James Saunders said.

I stopped scanning the room for my dad, and turned my attention to the stage. The speaker was in his early twenties, shoulder length hair, a big walrus moustache, very slim, dressed in faded jeans and an unpressed blue button-down shirt which hinted at some preppy origins behind the hippy look. Margy would have said, ‘Now that’s what I call a cute radical.’

‘Who’s that?’ I asked Saunders.

‘Tobias Judson.’

‘I know that name from somewhere,’ I said.

‘Probably the newspapers. He was a big cheese during the Columbia University take-over. Mark Rudd’s left-hand man. I’m surprised they let him in, given his reputation for trouble. Very smart guy – but dangerous. Still, he doesn’t have to worry about much – his dad owns the biggest jewelers in Cleveland …’

I spotted my father in a far corner of the room. He was speaking to a woman around thirty – with waistlength chestnut hair and aviator-style glasses, dressed in a short skirt. They were close together, talking intensely, and at first I thought she was interviewing him.

But then I noticed that, halfway through their very involved conversation, she reached down and took his hand in hers. My dad didn’t pull his hand away. On the contrary, he squeezed hers and a little smile formed on his lips. Then he leaned over and whispered something in her ear. She smiled, let go of his hand, and walked away, mouthing something to him as she left. And though I’m not exactly a professional lip reader, I was pretty damn certain that she said ‘Later …’

My father smiled at her, then glanced at his watch. Looking up again, he scanned the room, caught me in his sights and waved. I waved back, hoping that he didn’t notice the shock I was registering right now. In the few seconds I had before he reached me, I resolved to act as if I had seen nothing.

‘Hannah!’

He gave me a big hug.

‘You made it,’ he said.

‘You were great, Dad. As always.’

Tobias Judson had finished his onstage speech and was walking towards us. He nodded towards Dad, then quickly looked me up and down.

‘Nice speech, Prof,’ he said.

‘You did well up there yourself,’ Dad said.

‘Yeah, I’m sure we both added to our FBI files today,’ he said. Flashing me a smile, he asked, ‘Do I know you?’

‘My daughter, Hannah,’ Dad said.

Judson did a small double-take, but recovered fast and said, ‘Welcome to the revolution, Hannah.’

Suddenly his hand shot up as he saw some woman across the room.

‘Catch you whenever,’ he said to us, then headed towards her.

My father and I ended up in a little Italian restaurant near the hotel. Dad was still very charged up after the rally. He ordered a bottle of red wine and drank most of it, railing against Nixon’s outrageous orders for ‘covert incursions into Cambodia’, and praising Tobias Judson as a real star of the Left – the next I.F. Stone, only even more charismatic.

‘The thing about Izzy Stone is that, for all his brilliance, you always get the feeling that he’s shaking a finger in your face, whereas Toby has the same analytical sparkle, plus a genuine ability to seduce the listener. He’s quite the ladykiller.’

‘One of the side effects of being a great public radical, I suppose.’

He arched his eyebrows … then noticed that I was studying him directly.

‘The world loves a young Tom Paine,’ he said.

‘I’m sure the world loves a Tom Paine of any age,’ I said.

He refilled our wine glasses and said, ‘And like all such attractions, it’s fleeting.’

He looked up and met my gaze. And asked, ‘Are you anxious about something, Hannah?’

Who the hell was she?

‘I’m kind of worried about Mom,’ I said.

I could see his shoulders relax.

‘In what way?’ he asked.

I explained about our phone call, how she seemed very preoccupied, if not downright weird. He nodded in agreement.

‘Well, I’m afraid your mom had some bad news a few days ago – Milton Braudy decided not to take her new show.’

Oh God, that was bad news. Milton Braudy ran the gallery in Manhattan where Mom exhibited her paintings. He’d been showing her work for almost twenty years.

‘She would have handled it very differently in the past,’ Dad said. ‘Called Braudy an S.O.B., flown down to New York to confront him, and forced her way into another gallery. But now she just sits in her studio, refusing to do anything.’

‘How long has she been like this?’

‘Around a month.’

‘I didn’t really hear it in her voice until yesterday.’

‘It’s been building up for a while.’

‘Are things all right between you guys?’ I asked.

My father looked up at me – surprised, I think, by the directness of the question. I’d never before asked him anything about his marriage. There was a moment or two when I could see him wondering how to respond – how much truth I needed to know.

‘Things are what they are,’ he finally said.

‘That’s a little enigmatic, Dad.’

‘No – ambivalent. Ambivalence isn’t a bad thing.’

‘In marriage?’

‘In everything. The French have an expression: Tout le monde a un jardin secret.’

Everyone has a secret garden.

‘Do you see what I’m getting at?’ he asked.

I met his cool blue eyes. And I saw, for the first time, that my father had many different compartments to his life.

‘Yeah, Dad … I think I get it.’

He drained his glass.

‘Don’t worry about your mom. She’ll get through this … But do yourself a favor, don’t let on that you know about this.’

‘Surely she should tell me herself.’

‘That’s right. She should. And she won’t.’

And then he changed the subject, asking me all about my job, interested in the stories I told him about my students and working in Roxbury. When I said how much I liked teaching, he smiled and said, ‘It obviously runs in the family.’

Then he glanced at his watch.

‘Am I keeping you from something?’ I asked, trying to make the question seem as innocent as possible.

‘No. It’s just, I did say I’d drop in on a meeting that Toby Judson and company are having at the hotel later on. This has been a good talk, Hannah.’

He called for the check. He paid it. We stood up and walked out into the muggy Boston night. He was a little tipsy from the wine, and he put his arm around me and gave me a big paternal squeeze.

‘Want to hear a fantastic quote that I heard today?’

‘I’m all ears,’ I said.

‘Toby Judson told it to me. It’s from Nietzsche, and it goes: There is no proof that the truth – when and if it is ever revealed – will be very interesting.’

I laughed and said, ‘That’s pretty damn–’

‘Ambivalent?’

‘You took the word right out of my mouth.’

He leaned over and kissed me on the cheek.

‘You’re a great kid, Hannah.’

‘You’re not too bad yourself.’

I was only moments away from the T stop at Copley Square – but I suddenly felt like walking … especially as there was a lot to think about. It was after midnight when I reached our front door. The lights were on. Dan was home.

‘You’re back early,’ I said.

‘They gave me time off for good behavior. How was dinner with your dad?’

‘Interesting. In fact, so interesting that I walked all the way home from Back Bay, thinking about …’

I stopped myself.

‘Yeah?’ Dan asked.

‘Being back at college in the fall, and …’

Another pause. Should I really say this?

‘Go on …’ Dan said.

‘Whether we should get a place together when we get back to Vermont.’

Dan let this sink in for a moment. Then he reached into the icebox and pulled out two beers. He handed one to me.

‘Good idea,’ he said.



Three

‘WELL, I’M NOT exactly shocked,’ my mother said when I told her the news. ‘In fact, I had ten bucks riding with your dad on whether you’d move in with him as soon as you got back here.’

‘I hope you spend the money well,’ I said.

‘Can I help it if you do predictable stuff? Anyway, even if I did object – on the grounds that you are cutting yourself off from the sort of “personal experiences” – to be euphemistic about it – that you should be having at this stage of your life – would you listen to me?’

‘No.’

‘My point entirely.’

The only good thing about this maddening conversation was that it hinted that my mother was possibly emerging from the down period she had experienced after it all went wrong with her art dealer. Not, of course, that she would ever dream of telling me about this setback, or let on about what was eating her up. That would have meant confessing weakness – vulnerability! – in front of her daughter. Mom would have rather walked across a campfire than admit such things to me.

So she never mentioned her new work being rejected by Milton Braudy. Nor did she ever even intimate that the show wasn’t happening. She simply carried on as if nothing had happened. But when I returned alone from Boston at the end of August to begin apartment hunting (while Dan finished his final week at Mass. General) it was clear to me that, despite her usual swagger and cynicism, she was still in a bad place. Two dark rings had shown up beneath her eyes. Her nails were chewed up, and I could detect a very slight tremor in her hands whenever she lit up a cigarette.

Then there was the situation between herself and Dad. Fighting was always a part of their domestic repertoire. Now things had suddenly gone very quiet between them. During the ten days I was at home, they seemed to barely acknowledge each other. Then late one evening, I finally did hear my parents talking. Only this time, the conversation was conducted in shrill hisses. I’d gone to bed early, and was jolted awake when I heard them going at each other downstairs. The fact that they were squabbling in angry whispers was, in itself, unnerving (my Mom always having to scream her way through an argument). Like a little child, I crept out of bed, opened my door as silently as possible, and tiptoed to the top of the stairs. Though I was now in closer proximity, their dialogue was still only barely discernible, as it came out in angry undertones.

‘So is she meeting you in Philly this weekend—?’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about—’

‘Bullshit. I know exactly what’s—

‘I’ve had it with your accusations—’

‘How old is she?’

‘There is nobody—’

‘Liar—’

‘Don’t talk to me about lies when I know all about—’

‘That was ten years ago, and I haven’t seen him since—’

‘Yes, but you still rubbed my nose in it—’

‘So is this your revenge now? Or does she just have some fucked-up Daddy complex—?’

I couldn’t take anymore of this, so I snuck back into my room, crawled into bed, and tried to vanish into sleep. This proved impossible – my mind was trying to come to terms with what I’d just heard and how I wished that I hadn’t eavesdropped.

The next day, I found an apartment. It was located around a quarter-mile from campus, on a quiet, leafy street with lots of old Gothic frame houses. This one was a little run-down on the outside (its green clapboard needed repainting, its front porch had a couple of loose floorboards), but the apartment was huge. A big living room, a big bedroom, an eat-in kitchen, a bathroom with an old clawfoot bath. The asking rent was only $75 a month … whereas an apartment of this size in this neighborhood would usually have gone for around $135.

‘But the reason it’s so cheap,’ I told Dan on the phone that night, ‘is because it’s in grim condition.’

‘I kind of figured that. Define grim?’

‘Really awful peeling wallpaper, old carpets with cigarette burns and scuzzy stains. The bathroom looks like something out of the Addams Family, and the kitchen’s pretty basic.’

‘You paint a pretty picture.’

‘Yeah, but the good news is that the place has got fantastic potential. There are proper floorboards under the carpets, the wallpaper could be easily stripped away and the walls repainted, and there’s this amazing old bath …’

‘Sounds great, but two days after I get back, I go straight into classes. And I’m just not going to have the time …’

‘Leave it to me. Anyway, the really good news is that the landlord is so desperate to let the place, he’ll give us two months free rent if we fix it up.’

After signing the lease, I bought several gallons of cheap white paint, some brushes, and rented a sander. Then I spent the next eight days stripping wallpaper, replastering the many cracks in the walls, covering them with several coats of emulsion, and glossing all the woodwork. Then I pulled up the carpets and tackled the floorboards, finally staining them a natural color. It was satisfying work – and I loved the sense of accomplishment when I cleared away all the dustcloths and paint cans, and was able to look at the clean, airy apartment I had created.

‘You told me it was a complete dump,’ Dan said when he first saw it.

‘It was.’

‘Amazing …’ he said, kissing me. ‘Thank you.’

‘Glad you’re pleased.’

‘It’s a home.’

Those were exactly the words that Margy used when she came to see the place a few days later. She’d just returned from New York, and had settled into her dorm room before running over to check out my first apartment. Since finishing the work, I had managed to root around assorted thrift and charity shops for some very basic furniture, all of which I stripped and stained. There were the usual boards-on-breezeblock bookshelves, and a couple of Chianti bottle lamps, but also a fantastic brass double bed which I picked up for only $50. There was also an old-fashioned New England rocking chair which only set me back $10, and which I had painted a dark green.

‘Good God, it’s Better Homes and Gardens goes college,’ Margy said.

‘So you don’t approve?’

‘Don’t approve? I’m envious as hell. I’m living in this student box, whereas you have got yourself a home. And who did all the interior decorating?’

‘My handiwork, I’m afraid.’

‘Dan must be thrilled.’

‘Yeah, he likes it. But you know Dan. He’s not really into “stuff”.’

‘Honey, you can give me that anti-materialist crap – but, believe me, you’ve got style. Your mom check it out yet?’

‘She’s not in a great place right now.’

‘That sounds like the sort of discussion best accompanied by some cheap red wine.’

And she pulled a bottle of Almaden Zinfandel out of her shoulder bag.

‘Call it a house-warming gift.’

We opened the wine. I found two glasses.

‘So tell me …’ she said.

The whole story came out in a rush – starting with my mom’s strange interlude in July, the scene with my dad and that woman in Boston, and culminating with the revelations heard at the top of the stairs. When I finished, Margy threw back the rest of her wine and said, ‘You know what my answer is: so what? And yeah, I know that’s easy for me to say as he’s not my dad. But so what if he’s got a mistress tucked away somewhere? Just like you really shouldn’t get worked up about your mom cheating on your dad.’

‘That bothered me less.’

‘Of course it did – because you’re Daddy’s Little Girl. And him cheating on Mom was really like him cheating on you.’

‘Where’d you learn that, Psych 101?’

‘No, I learned all about this sort of shit when I was thirteen. I answered the phone one night in our apartment in New York. There was this drunk on the other end, asking me if he was speaking to my father’s daughter. When I said yes, the guy told me – and these were his exact words: “Well, I’d like you to know that your daddy is fucking my wife.”’

‘Good God.’

‘The guy later called my mom and told her the same thing. Turns out it wasn’t the first, second or even third time Dad had done this. As my mom told me: “Your stupid asshole father can never be discreet. He always chooses women who make a fuss. I could have just about handled the infidelity. It’s having my nose rubbed in it that’s making me call it quits”.’

‘She left him after that?’

‘Tossed his ass right out of the door … metaphorically speaking. The evening after that phone call, I came home from school and there was my dad, packing. I broke down in front of him, and begged him not to go, as I certainly didn’t want him leaving me in Mom’s clutches. He held me until I calmed down, and then said, in his best tough guy accent: “Sorry kid, but I got caught with my pants down, and now I’m paying the price.”

‘Half an hour later, he was out the door – and I never saw him again. Because he took off for a little postmarital breakup vacation in Palm Beach, and had a heart attack on the golf course a week later. So much for his Bogart cool. Mom throwing him out killed him.’

I had known that Margy’s dad had died young – until now I hadn’t known the circumstances.

‘My point,’ Margy said, ‘is that you’ve got to stop looking at your parents as parents and start seeing them as typically fucked-up adults … which is what we’re going to become eventually.’

‘Speak for yourself.’

‘Now that’s really naive.’ She stubbed out her cigarette and lit another. ‘Anyway, what does Dan think about all this?’

‘I haven’t told him yet.’

‘You’re kidding me.’

‘I just … I don’t know … I’m sort of embarrassed by the whole business.’

There was certain family crap that I still felt nervous about sharing with Dan. And though I knew that Margy was right – that it was hypocritical not to let my guy in on the parental dirty linen – there was a part of me that was privately ashamed of all this bad behavior, and was worried that, somehow, it would make Dan think differently of me.

‘For Christ’s sakes,’ Margy said when I articulated this fear to her, ‘when will you grow up? You have nothing to be sorry about here. So why don’t you just tell him about it, and you won’t be feeling so guilty about nothing.’

‘Fine, I’ll do it.’

But every time I planned to discuss it with him, something stopped me – either Dan seemed too preoccupied, or he was just too tired, or I didn’t think the moment was appropriate. When, a few weeks later, I admitted to Margy that I still hadn’t told him, she rolled her eyes and said, ‘Well, at this point, I wouldn’t say anything. I mean, it’s not like you betrayed him or anything. You just didn’t want to talk about this. So it’s the first secret you’ve kept from him. It won’t be the last.’

‘I still feel guilty about it.’

‘Guilt is for nuns.’

Maybe Margy had a point. Maybe I did make far too big a deal about all this. Especially since Dan only seemed to have a passing interest in my family, and was very good at dedicating whatever free time he had to us. More tellingly, my parents seemed to find a way out of the bad place into which they’d tumbled. We cut each other quite a wide berth that autumn. My mom and dad came over once to see the new apartment (and Mom made a predictably catty comment about how I had ‘such good nesting instincts’). Dad and I managed only three lunches in the first few months of the fall term (during all of which he hardly mentioned Mom at all). But then, when I came over for Thanksgiving dinner alone (Dan was with his dad in Glens Falls), I immediately noticed a definite change of mood. They were both a little tight when I showed up, laughing at each other’s jokes – and even giving each other the occasional come-on look. It was nice to see – but it left me wondering what had triggered the end of their Cold War. I found out after dinner, when we were finishing the second bottle of wine, and I too was now feeling pleasantly smashed.

‘Dorothy had some good news this week,’ Dad said.

‘Let me tell it,’ she said.

‘I’m all ears,’ I said.

‘I’m having a show at the Howard Wise Gallery in Manhattan.’

‘Which is one of the best modern art galleries in the city,’ my dad added.

‘Congratulations,’ I said, ‘but isn’t Milton Braudy annoyed?’

Mom’s lips tightened and immediately I felt like kicking myself.

‘Milton Braudy didn’t like the new show, so he dropped me. Happy now?’

‘Why would that make me happy?’ I asked.

‘Well, you evidently take such pleasure in my failure …’

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘You asked me if Milton Braudy rejected me …’

‘It was an innocent question,’ my dad said.

‘Bullshit … and while you’re at it, stay out of this. This is between her and me.’

‘You’re completely overreacting,’ I said. ‘Per usual.’

‘How dare you. I never – repeat, never – come down on you about your own little shortcomings …’

That last comment caught me like a left to the face. My voice was suddenly raised. I was saying things I’d never said before.

‘You never what? All you do is criticize me … or make your stupid snide comments about how I never live up to what you …’

‘You’re just so fucking thin-skinned, Hannah, that you take my occasionally caustic comment to be a personal attack …’

‘That’s because you’re always attacking me …’

‘No – I am simply trying to push you out of your rut …’

‘Dorothy …’ Dad said, pleadingly.

‘A rut!’ I yelled. ‘You’re telling me I’m in a rut?’

‘You want the truth, here it is: I cannot begin to fathom why, at the age of twenty, you have turned into some milk and cookies housewife type.’

‘I am not a damn housewife.’

‘You even refuse to curse properly. Why can’t you say “fucking housewife” like—’

‘Like what? Like some displaced Greenwich Village artist—’

‘That’s right – get vicious—’

‘That is not vicious. Calling me a housewife, on the other hand—’

‘—is an appropriate observation. But hey, if you want to trap yourself in a nice little domestic cul-de-sac with the doctor of your dreams—’

‘At least I haven’t cheated on him—’

I stopped myself. Across the table, my father put his face in his hand. My mother simply glowered at me.

‘Like whom?’ she said, her voice suddenly quiet, but full of menace.

‘Drop it, Dorothy,’ Dad said.

‘Why? Because you told her?’

‘Dad told me nothing,’ I said. ‘Voices carry – especially your voice.’

‘So go on, big mouth,’ Mom said. ‘Finish the question. Or do you want me to answer it for you, and tell you how many women your father’s fucked over the years, or how many lovers I’ve—’

‘Enough!’ my father shouted. I stood up and bolted for the front door.

‘That’s right, run away from the tough stuff,’ my Mom yelled after me.

‘Haven’t you said enough?’ my dad shouted back at her.

I slammed the door behind me, and went charging off down the street, crying. I kept running. It was about 35 degrees outside and I had left my coat behind, but there was no way I was going back to get it. I wanted nothing to do with that woman again.

By the time I reached home fifteen minutes later, I was shaking with cold and rage. But my rage was now mixed with a terrible sadness. Mom and I had fought often – but never with such brutality. And her cruelty – though always there, below the surface – had never before erupted with such fury. She’d wanted to wound me badly – and she’d succeeded.

I needed to call Dan in Glens Falls, but I didn’t want to ruin his Thanksgiving by crying down the phone. I half-expected a call from my dad. None came. So around eleven that night, I dialed Margy in Manhattan. Her mother answered, initially sounding half-awake, then annoyed.

‘Margy’s out with friends,’ she said sharply.

‘Could you please tell her Hannah called?’

‘Could you please not phone again at such a ridiculous hour.’

And she hung up.

I threw myself into bed after this. It was time to call it a day.

Margy never called me back – her mother probably didn’t give her the message. But I did ring Dan the next morning.

‘You don’t sound good,’ he said.

‘Pretty hideous evening with my parents.’

‘How hideous?’

‘I’ll tell you when I see you.’

‘That bad?’

‘Just come home, Dan.’

He didn’t press me for details (that wasn’t Dan’s style). Nor did I want to give him any – because I was still trying to figure out how to explain the fight to him, without having to tell him that I kept assorted family problems from him this summer, and that he was a central part of my mother’s rant against me. My dad, however, helped me work out a way of letting Dan know that a serious rift had developed between my mother and myself.

He showed up that morning around ten minutes after I finished talking to Dan. He looked tired – his eyes bloodshot, his manner uncharacteristically tense. He had my coat slung over one arm.

‘You forgot this,’ he said, handing it to me at my front door. ‘It must have been a cold walk home.’

‘I didn’t notice,’ I said.

‘I’m truly sorry, Hannah.’

‘Why? You didn’t say anything horrible to me.’

He looked at me directly.

‘You know why I’m sorry.’

Pause. I asked, ‘Do you want to come in for coffee?’

He nodded.

We went upstairs to the apartment and sat in my kitchen. As the percolator percolated, Dad glanced around.

‘This is really a splendid flat. It’s to your credit.’

I smiled an inward smile. My dad – a quiet Anglophile – was probably the only man in Vermont to call an apartment ‘a flat’.

‘I’m glad you approve,’ I said. ‘Mom didn’t.’

‘Yes, she did. She told me how impressed she was. But, naturally, she would never tell you such a thing – because that’s how she is, and we’ve talked about this before, and you know it isn’t going to change, so—’

‘Thank you for trying to defend me last night.’

‘Your mother went completely over the top. And it was my fault completely.’

‘No – I provoked it. If I’d only kept my big mouth shut …’

‘You weren’t at fault. Dorothy just took things the wrong way, and felt you were taking pleasure in her rejection by Milton Braudy.’

‘You know that’s insane. I was simply asking her a question …’

‘You’re right. You’re utterly right. But your mother is a very proud woman, and she’s now convinced herself that you insulted her and were deliberately cruel. And I know – believe me, I know – that her interpretation of what happened is completely outrageous. And even though I have tried to explain this to her, she won’t see sense.’

This stopped me short.

‘What do you mean by that?’

He drummed his fingers on the table, reluctant to speak.

‘Come on, Dad …’

‘I told her I didn’t want to be the messenger … that if she was going to make this sort of threat, she should tell you herself–’

‘What sort of threat?’

‘– but she was adamant that, if I didn’t deliver her message, she simply wouldn’t explain …’

‘Explain what?’

He put his hand over his face.

‘That she refuses to talk to you until you apologize.’

I stared at him, dumbfounded.

‘She can’t be serious.’

‘Right now, I think she’s deadly serious. Then again, it’s just the morning after. She hardly slept at all, and I want to believe that her overreaction is just an extreme response to a family quarrel that got out of hand. So, give it a day or two …’

‘Dad, I am not apologizing. Tell her from me: there is no way I am saying sorry.’

‘I don’t want to be the messenger again.’

‘Well, you agreed to do it for her … you can now do it for me. That’s the least you owe me.’

Dad looked away. I immediately felt awful.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I really didn’t mean that.’

‘I think you did – and I deserve it.’

‘Are you going to leave her?’

He shrugged.

‘What’s her name?’ I asked.

‘Who?’

‘The woman I saw you with in Boston …’

‘Now it was Dad’s turn to look appalled.

‘You saw me with–’

‘A woman, around thirty, long brown hair, very slender, very attractive, talking with you in a very up-close way at the hotel after the rally, and then suddenly squeezing your hand. It happened just when I came into the room where the press conference was being held. You didn’t see me come in. Which meant that I happened upon this little scene, unobserved.’

‘Oh shit …’he said in a half-whisper.

‘So what’s her name?’

‘Molly … Molly Stephenson. She’s a Fellow at Harvard. She writes regularly for The Nation.’

‘Well I didn’t think you’d be cheating on Mom with a hairdresser. Is it serious?’

‘It was … for a while.’

‘And now?’

‘I ended it. Reluctantly.’

‘Were you in love?’

He met my gaze.

‘It was a fling … yet one which developed into something more serious than either of us expected.’

‘But you stopped it … to stay with Mom?’

Another quiet nod.

‘And what about her little adventures?’ I asked.

‘Inconsequential.’

‘Didn’t they bother you?’

‘It’s hard to take a moral stance on these things when you yourself …’

He broke off.

‘I’m truly sorry, Hannah.’

‘You’ve said that already.’

‘I don’t blame you for being angry,’ he said.

‘I’m not angry at you. I’m not pleased, but … I sort of understand. She’s fucking impossible.’

My father looked genuinely surprised. It was the first time I had ever used that word in front of him.

‘I’m pretty impossible too,’ he said.

‘Not from where I sit.’

‘I’m lucky in you.’

‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘you are.’

He met my smile, then stood up.

‘I’d better get going.’

‘The coffee’s ready.’

‘I’ve got a stack of papers to grade before everyone gets back Monday. Lunch next week, per usual?’

‘Per usual.’

‘And I will tell your mother what you said, even though …’

‘What?’

‘Well, to be honest with you, I think it might make things worse.’

‘So be it,’ I said.

He put on his coat.

‘One last thing,’ I said. ‘What do you think I should tell Dan?’

‘Whatever you think he needs to know,’ he said.

So when he came back the next evening, I gave him an edited version of Thanksgiving night. And I felt horrible about only revealing part of the story, and editing out all that adulterous stuff I didn’t want him to hear. But once you set a half-truth in motion, how can you ever come clean without looking like an equivocator … someone who hid stuff from view for reasons that even she herself considers shaky? So I simply reduced the blow-up to that passing comment about Mom’s ex-art dealer, which in turn sparked off a fight, in which she accused me of being Little Miss Straight … a premature housewife.

‘Does she think I’m to blame?’

‘No – I think she blames me entirely.’

‘You don’t have to soft-pedal things for my benefit. I know she doesn’t approve of me …’

‘Mom doesn’t approve of anyone.’

‘She thinks I’m a stiff.’

‘She’s never said that,’ I said.

‘Now you’re just trying to protect my feelings … which really isn’t necessary. Your mom is as transparent as Saran Wrap.’

‘I don’t care what she thinks. And if she doesn’t want to talk to me again, that’s fine with me.’

‘She’ll talk to you again.’

‘What makes you think that?’

‘You’re her only child. She’ll see sense.’

But a week went by and I heard nothing from her. Dad didn’t mention her during our lunch the Wednesday after Thanksgiving – and I didn’t bring her up. When I still hadn’t heard from her after a second week, I mentioned her silence when I met Dad at the diner where we always ate on Wednesday afternoons.

‘You didn’t tell me last week if you gave Mom my response to her ultimatum.’

‘That’s because you didn’t ask,’ he said.

‘Well, did you?’

‘Of course I did.’

‘And what was her reply?’

‘Tacit rage.’

‘Anything else?’

‘Yes. She said, “If that’s the way she wants it, fine by me.”’

‘How long do you think this will last?’

‘I suppose that depends on whether or not you want to speak with her again.’

‘Dad, if I apologize to her, I’m essentially telling her it’s all right for her to continue to dump on me.’

‘Then don’t apologize. But do understand: she’ll dig her heels in and not talk to you for a very long time.’

‘Have you been through this often with her?’

He smiled a sad smile. ‘What do you think?’

At that moment, I saw my father not as the dynamic, self-assured professor, or the hugely respected and charismatic public man. Instead, he became a sad middle-aged guy locked in a very complex and difficult marriage. And one thing was now very clear to me (something I never really wanted to admit to myself): my mother was something of a monster. An intelligent, talented, witty monster … yet a monster nonetheless.

With this realization came the thought … or maybe it was the fear: what if she doesn’t speak to me again?

‘I really better go,’ Dad said. ‘I have forty essays to get through. By the way, I won’t be able to do lunch on Wednesday. I’m off to Boston for a few days.’

I looked at him directly.

‘Business?’

He met my gaze and smiled.

‘No. Pleasure.’

After he left, another thought struck me: my father had just confided in me. Not that he ever mentioned he was back seeing Molly Stephenson, although in the weeks leading up to Christmas he was in Boston three times. He never talked about what he got up to down there, and I didn’t ask him either. Nor – to his credit – did he cancel any more of our lunches, as he seemed to work his class and travel schedule around our Wednesday date at the diner. Once when I told him that he didn’t have to meet me every Wednesday, he was delightfully outraged.

‘Not meet you? It’s the highlight of my damn week.’

Intriguingly … wonderfully … our conversations after the Thanksgiving fiasco did not center around Mom and our ongoing domestic strife. Rather, Dad seemed to want to talk about anything but.

‘Have you given any thought to a term abroad yet? You only have a few semesters left.’

‘Sure, I’ve thought about it …’

‘Everyone should spend a little time in Paris.’

In fact there was a University of Vermont program in France – which Margy and I had already looked into but … 

‘I’ve got other things on my mind right now.’

Dad pursed his lips and nodded. There it was – the elephant in the living room; the thing we both kept trying to dodge dealing with.

‘I still haven’t heard from her, Dad … and it is only two weeks until Christmas.’

He looked distinctly uncomfortable.

‘I’ll talk to her again.’

When I didn’t hear from him for another week Dan advised me to call my mom and see if some sort of reconciliation (without apology) was possible.

‘At least you can console yourself with the thought that you tried to make peace with her,’ Dan said.

He did have a point – and though I completely dreaded the thought of phoning, I bit the bullet and made the call the next morning.

‘Hello?’

Her voice – loud, no-crap – jolted me. My voice, on the other hand, was shaky and low.

‘Mom, it’s Hannah.’

‘Yeah?’

That was it. A flat, indifferent monosyllable, drenched in contempt. The phone shook in my hand. I forced myself to speak.

‘I was just wondering if we could talk?’

‘No,’ she said. And the line went dead.

Half an hour later, I was in Margy’s room, my eyes red from all the crying I had done en route from my apartment.

‘Fuck her,’ Margy said.

‘That’s easy for you to say.’

‘You’re right – it is easy for me to say. But I’ll say it again: fuck her. She has absolutely no right treating you this way.’

‘Why are our parents so completely insane?’ I asked.

‘I think it has something to do with failed expectations,’ Margy said. ‘Plus the fact that, in America, we’re all supposed to have these perfect families. Ozzie-and-fucking Harriet: that’s the role model … even though Lizzie Borden is closer to the truth. I tell you, there’s no way I’m doing the kid thing …’

‘You can’t know that now.’

‘Oh yes I can. Just as I can also tell you that I truly hate my mother.’

‘Don’t say that.’

‘Why not – it’s true. And the reason I loathe her is because she’s made it so clear over the years that she completely loathes me. Like don’t you hate your mother for the stunt she’s pulled?’

‘Hate is a horrible word.’

‘That’s the difference between you and me. You do this Emily Dickinson thing … always hiding your real feelings behind this veneer of New England gentility … whereas I am Manhattan Direct. And if I were you, I’d tell that witch where to get off, arrange to have Christmas Day with Dan, and let her stew by herself in her own venom on the day.’

I actually took Margy’s advice – and went home with Dan to Glens Falls. Before we left, Dan counseled me to make one final pre-Christmas stab at fence-mending … without uttering the two words she insisted on hearing from me.

‘I know what’s going to happen,’ I told him.

‘Yeah – but there’s an outside chance that the thought of you not being home for Christmas might just break down the wall she’s put up between you two.’

‘Her vanity – her pride – is more important to her right now.’

‘You’ll feel better for giving it another shot.’

‘You said that the last time, Dan.’

‘Then don’t call.’

I stood up and went to the phone and dialed home. Mom answered. ‘Yeah?’

‘I just wanted to wish you Merry Christmas …’ I said.

‘That’s two days from now.’

‘Yeah, but as I’m not welcome at the house right now …’

‘That’s your decision.’

‘No – that’s your decision, Mom.’

‘And I’ve got nothing to say to you until you apologize. So when you’re ready to apologize, call me …’

‘Why are you being so fucking unreasonable?’ I yelled.

Her tone remained cool, almost amused. ‘Because I can be.’ And she hung up.

I threw down the phone, stormed into our bedroom, and fell down on the bed. Dan came in and put his arms around me.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I shouldn’t have …’

‘Don’t apologize for her asshole behavior. You’re not at fault here.’

The day before we left for Glens Falls, Dad called and asked if he could stop by the apartment around noon. I told him Dan would be out, but I’d certainly be here. When he showed up, he had a couple of wrapped packages under one arm, as well as a bottle of something in a brown paper bag.

‘Beware of professors bearing gifts,’ he said with a smile. I gave him a hug. We went upstairs.

‘How about an egg-nog?’ I asked, moving to the fridge.

‘I’ve got something a little more appropriate,’ he said and handed me the brown bag. I opened it. Inside was a cold bottle of champagne.

‘Wow,’ I said, studying the label. ‘Moët et Chandon. It looks expensive.’

Dad just smiled. He opened the bottle with great assurance. I watched him ease the cork out, thinking: my dad is so elegant, so poised. No wonder this Molly Stephenson flipped about him. He had such presence, such class. And though I had vowed to fight all negative thoughts so close to Christmas, I couldn’t help but see my mom as an ogre who’d trapped him, and with whom he was only staying out of a deep sense of loyalty.

‘Penny for them?’ he asked.

‘Nothing …’ I said, trying to sound nonchalant.

‘It’s Dorothy, isn’t it?’

‘Are you surprised?’

‘Hardly. But you know she’s hurt herself too … to which I say: too damn bad. But as I really don’t think talking about your mad mother is going to do either of us much good, my suggestion is: let’s drink the champagne.’

My first sip of champagne told me: this is one of life’s true pleasures. My second sip convinced me: I really must go to Paris next year.

Dad must have read my thoughts as he said, ‘Another reason to spend your junior year in France is that it will so enhance your palate when it comes to life’s more epicurean pleasures’ – Dad always got terribly loquacious when tipsy – ‘and you will discover why all smart Americans love Paris. In Paris, you can be a true libertine … and no one will criticize you for it. On the contrary, they’ll approve.’

‘Why didn’t you stay, Dad?’ I asked.

‘That’s a question I’ve often asked myself – there was even a teaching post in American History opening up at the Université de Paris. But … I had a thesis to defend back at Harvard, and there was a big part of me that felt I really couldn’t be a professional expat. If America was my subject, my argument, I really needed to be in the thick of it … especially during the darkest part of McCarthyism, when our essential liberties were—’

He broke off, refilled his glass, then downed the champagne in one long go.

‘Will you listen to me, making excuses for myself. I came back to America because I lost my nerve. And I also felt I had to prove something to my father by finishing the Harvard doctorate. Imagine turning down a job at Princeton just to get back at your old man; just to show him that you didn’t need his idea of respectability.’

I had heard about him turning down Princeton before – but in the past the story had been told in a triumphant manner: Dad against the establishment; Dad the maverick who didn’t need the Ivy League professorship. Now … 

‘But look at what you’ve achieved here in Vermont. I mean, you’re famous …’

‘As an ephemeral radical, maybe. But as soon as this war ends, my fifteen minutes of fame will evaporate with it … and no bad thing either.’

‘But how about the Jefferson book?’

‘That was ten years ago, Hannah – and I haven’t published a damn thing since then. Which is my own damn fault. Dispersion of energies – better known as spreading oneself too thin. And the truth is: I’ve started three other books since the Jefferson tome. Just couldn’t sustain them. Another loss of nerve, I’m afraid.’

‘Dad, aren’t you being a little hard on yourself?’

‘Sorry for myself is more like it. Sorry for inflicting it on you.’

‘You’re not inflicting anything on me. I’m really pleased we can talk.’

He took my hand, squeezed it, then took a deep breath. We finished the champagne. Dad stood up and said, ‘I best get back home.’

‘I’ll miss you on Christmas Day.’

‘Not as much as I’ll miss you.’

For the next six months I adjusted to Mom’s absence from my life. Though I was baffled, hurt and furious about her behavior, another part of me simply missed her. Why did she have to ruin everything on a point of pride? Why was she so determined to bend me to her will? I knew the answers to those questions. She’d given it to me already: Because I can.

And unless I said ‘I’m sorry …’

Oh, to hell with it.

I maintained that point of view through winter and spring. I also kept myself busy, throwing myself into all my classes (I particularly loved Balzac – his novels were all about the destructiveness of families), and hanging out a great deal with Margy at the Union, smoking cigarette after cigarette. Since Christmas, my one-time occasional smoking habit had turned serious. When Dan first noticed I was now puffing away heavily, all he asked was, ‘How many a day?’

‘Around twenty.’

He just shrugged and said: ‘Your call.’

Even though he mightn’t have approved, he wasn’t going to lecture me on the dangers of cigarettes … especially as half the students in med school smoked during class.

Margy, of course, was exultant about the fact that I was now a serious smoker.

‘I knew they’d hook you eventually.’

‘Why’s that?’ I asked.

‘You’re so straight, you need one bad habit. And the best news is – when you get to Paris next year, you’ll fit right into the café scene. The way I hear it, most French parents give their kids a pack of Gauloises when they’re twelve and tell them to get on with it.’

I stubbed out my cigarette and lit another.

‘I don’t think I’m going to Paris next year,’ I said.

Now it was Margy’s turn to stub out her cigarette. Then she looked at me with a mixture of dismay and disapproval.

‘You serious?’ she said.

I avoided her accusatory gaze.

‘I’m afraid so,’ I said.

‘Dan didn’t stop you, did he?’

On the contrary, Dan was fully supportive of my semester in France – telling me that he’d come over for Thanksgiving, and that living in Paris really was something I should do.

‘You know he wouldn’t pull something like that,’ I told Margy.

‘So you stopped yourself.’

It wasn’t a question – it was a statement of fact … and wholly accurate. No one had pressured me, or dropped subtle hints, or made me feel as if I was endangering anything by going away. No, it was me myself I who talked myself out of my junior year abroad – and it largely centered on one deep-rooted fear: if I buzzed off to Paris, Dan would drop me. I knew this was an absurd fear, both self-punishing and stupid. But I couldn’t stop it from taking hold of me. Fear is a curious thing. Once it has you in its grip, it is hard to shake it off. Naturally, I should have talked to Dan directly about all my worries – but every time I was about to bring the subject up, another fearful thought crossed my head: if you confess you’re worried he’ll leave you, then he will leave you.

So I waited until the application deadline for the Paris program had passed, then told Dan of my decision. He wasn’t disappointed. A little surprised, perhaps, as I reeled off a prepared list of lame justifications, culminating with, ‘And, of course, I’d miss you.’ And I reached out to ruffle his hair.

‘But you shouldn’t let that keep you here. Like I said before I would have come over for Thanksgiving. We’d only have been apart for around twelve weeks … which is really nothing.’

Oh God, I knew he’d be so reasonable.

‘Why don’t we plan to do Europe the summer we both graduate?’ I said.

‘That’s cool – but I don’t want you to feel that you’re staying here for my benefit, or out of some weird fear that I wouldn’t be here when you got back. Because you know that just wouldn’t happen …’

‘I know that,’ I lied. ‘But really, my mind’s made up … and it’s for the best.’

He studied me carefully. I could tell that he was bemused by my decision; that he just didn’t buy it, and was wondering why the hell I’d made it. But, in true Dan style, he didn’t push for a further explanation.

‘Your call,’ he said.

Dad, however, went right to the heart of the matter. We were in our usual booth in the diner when I told him.

‘This is because of her, isn’t it?’

‘Not entirely, Dad …’

‘I wish I could believe that,’ he said.

‘Does it matter?’

‘Actually it does.’

His tone was stern, peeved. My nervousness – already extreme – amplified.

‘I just don’t think it’s the right moment to go to Paris.’

‘Oh that is such bullshit, Hannah.’

I was stunned by the ferocity of his response.

‘You’re making a decision which is all about security at a time in your life when the last thing you should be thinking about is security …’

‘Don’t you dare lecture me about security,’ I said, suddenly angry. ‘Especially after the games you’ve been playing …’

I stopped myself. ‘Sorry,’ I said quietly, pulling a cigarette out of my pack.

‘I probably deserved it,’ he said.

‘No, you didn’t. But I certainly haven’t deserved the crap that’s been heaved on me for the last few months either. And if Mom was a little happier …’

‘Your mother has never been happy. Never. So please, do not think that, if I were making her happy, she would never have turned on you like this. She turns on everyone eventually. You can’t win with her. And that’s why I’m leaving her.’

That last sentence caught me unawares. I tensed.

‘Do you really mean that?’ I asked,

He nodded, keeping his gaze firmly level with mine.

‘Does she know yet?’

‘I’m going to tell her at the end of the semester. I know it’s another six weeks – but I want the explosive repercussions to happen when there’s nobody around.’

‘Is it the other woman?’

‘I’m not leaving Dorothy because of her. I’m leaving because our marriage is no longer tenable … because she’s impossible to be with.’

‘But will this other woman be coming up here to live with you?’

‘Not immediately. There will need to be a certain cooling-down period – and, quite frankly, I don’t want tongues to wag anymore than they will once the news gets out. And I need to ask you something …’

‘I know: don’t tell anyone. As if I would …’

‘You’re right, you’re right. It’s just …’

‘You don’t have to explain, Dad. But I need to ask you a favor in return: don’t drop the bombshell until after Dan and I have headed to Boston for the summer. I doubt she’d contact me, but I just don’t want to be around when things turn ugly.’

‘You have my word about that. And I won’t bring up Paris again …’

‘Even though you think I’m making a huge mistake.’

He smiled.

‘That’s right. Even though I think you’re making a huge mistake.’

Dad didn’t make any further mention of his plans in the weeks leading up to final exams and summer vacation. When my grades came in – two A-, one B+, one B – he took me out for a final lunch a few days before I left town.

He knew that I had found work at a private school in Brookline that gave summer remedial courses, and that I’d be making a whopping $80 a week – which struck me as a small fortune. And he knew that we’d managed to rent the same sub-let apartment we’d had last year.

‘Can you give me the number again?’ he asked quietly. ‘I may be calling you in a couple of days.’

A week later, the phone rang at around three in the morning. It was Dad, his voice terse, frightened, almost otherworldly.

‘Your mother tried to commit suicide,’ he said. ‘She’s in intensive care here at the Medical Center Hospital, and they don’t expect her to make it.’

We were dressed and in Dan’s car within fifteen minutes. Driving north, we said nothing. Dan sensed that the last thing I wanted to do right now was talk. And to his infinite, amazing credit, he left me alone with my thoughts. I chained-smoked on the three-hour drive north, staring blankly out the window, trying to fathom what had happened – and how I could have stopped it.

We drove straight to the hospital. Dad was in the waiting room adjoining Intensive Care. He was slumped in a chair, staring down at the linoleum, a lit cigarette in a corner of his mouth. He didn’t embrace me, or burst into tears, or even take my hand. He just looked up at me and quietly said, ‘I should never have told her.’

I put my arm around him. Dan caught my eye, nodded towards the door and left the room.

‘What exactly happened?’ I asked.

‘A few days ago, I finally got up the nerve to say I’d be moving out – that I didn’t want to be married to her anymore. Her reaction threw me. I was expecting screaming and shouting. Instead, I got silence. She didn’t want to know any details, any reasons, or whether Molly was waiting in the wings. All she said was, “Fine. I’ll expect you to be packed up and gone by Friday.”

‘The next forty-eight hours, I hardly saw her. She left me notes – Will be sleeping in the spare room … Don’t take anything that isn’t yours with you … My lawyer will be calling yours next week – but assiduously avoided me. Then, around six last night, I came home and found her slumped in the car in the garage. At first I couldn’t see her – because the car was full of smoke. She’d also managed to tape the gap in the window shut – so she was obviously very serious about doing the job properly. If I had shown up fifteen minutes later … 

‘Anyway, I managed to get her out of the car, then called 911, and kept doing mouth to mouth until the ambulance showed up. They took over and …’

He put his face in his hands, then looked directly at me.

‘The doctors said she’d swallowed around twenty-five tranquilizers before turning on the engine. She’s still unconscious, still on life support …’

He stared back down at the floor.

‘They don’t know if there’s brain damage, or whether she’ll even be able to breathe without a respirator. The next seventy-two hours are critical.’

He went silent. I held him tighter, wanting to say something that would make things better; that would assuage our shared guilt. But I was in shock – and knew that nothing I said would change anything.

‘Can I go see her?’ I asked.

Dan came with me into Intensive Care, a steadying arm on mine. The nurse leading us through the unit said nothing until we reached her bedside. I blanched with shock. She didn’t look like my mother – more like some strange medical sculpture, enveloped in tubes and wires, surrounded by lumpy machinery, with a grim plastic mouthpiece fastened between her lips. I could hear the steady whoosh of the nearby ventilator, forcing air in and out of her lungs. Dan turned to the nurse, pointed to the chart hanging on the end of the bed, and asked, ‘May I …?’ She nodded assent, pulled it off, then handed it to him. He scanned it briefly, his face impassive … though he did chew on his lower lip as he read (a sure sign that he was tense). I kept looking down at Mom. Part of me wanted to feel anger at her for doing this – for being so selfish and vengeful. But all I could feel was shame and liability. And one thought kept haunting my brain: why didn’t I apologize?

As we left the ICU, Dan had a few quiet words with the nurse, then turned to me and said, ‘All the vital signs are stable – and though they won’t know anything definitive until she’s conscious, there are no clinical indications that she’s suffered brain damage.’

‘But they can’t be sure, can they?’ I asked.

‘No, they can’t.’

Dan stayed with us for the next twenty-four hours – and, once again, he displayed an amazing restraint and sensitivity when it came to not asking all the obvious, difficult questions. Only once when we were out of Dad’s earshot did he inquire, ‘Did your father say if she’d been threatening this for a while?’

‘No – but, as you know, she’s been unstable for months …’

I was about to blurt out the truth, but a little voice whispered in my ear: Careful here.

‘I gather there’s been some bad stuff going on between them for a long time.’

‘Someone else?’

‘I think so, yeah.’

I tensed, waiting for him to ask, ‘How long have you known about this?’ but he said nothing. Once again, I was astonished by his thoughtfulness, how he always put my feelings in front of his own; how he maybe accepted that I didn’t have to tell him everything … even though I felt lingering guilt about the things that I did keep from him.

We’d sub-let our apartment to some friends for the summer, so we spent the first night at my parents’ house. It was strange to be back there after all these months, strange to be sharing the narrow single bed in my old room with Dan. Not that I slept. Even though I had been up the entire night before, I couldn’t surrender to unconsciousness – and instead found myself wide awake an hour after getting into bed. I wandered downstairs and found Dad sitting up, smoking. I bummed a cigarette off him and we sat there saying nothing for a very long time. Finally he broke the silence.

‘If she lives, I won’t leave her … even though I’ll regret that decision for the rest of my life.’

Dan had to go back to Boston that morning – the hospital was insistent he return to work.

‘I can be back here in three hours if …’

He stopped himself. If … 

I called the school. The acting summer headmistress was both understanding and annoyed. I said nothing about my mother’s suicide attempt – only that her condition was touch and go.

‘Well, you obviously must be with her … and we obviously must work around this problem.’

‘It’s not a problem,’ I felt like screaming. ‘It’s life or death.’

For the next three days there was no change in her condition; no sense of what the outcome would be. Dad was constantly at the hospital. I could only handle two short visits a day and instead busied myself by playing housekeeper. In the days since Mom was rushed to hospital, the house had turned into a garbage dump – so I set myself the task of imposing order on chaos. Not only did I thorough-clean the house, I also threw out tons of old magazines and newspapers which Dad had been keeping, and even (with his permission) re-alphabetized the several thousand books that were scattered around the house. Anything to keep busy, to be distracted.

We said very little to each other – our conversations continued to be light, superficial, avoiding the big question that hung over us. But every time the phone rang, we jumped.

A week went by – and I received a call from the school, saying that, under the circumstances, they would have to replace me for the rest of the summer. The very next morning, the phone rang at five-thirty. Dad answered it. I was already out of bed, heading downstairs when he yelled up to me,’ She’s opened her eyes.’

We were at the hospital half an hour later. The attending doctor informed us that though Mom had regained consciousness, she was still on the respirator. More tellingly, in the few hours since her eyes had opened, she hadn’t attempted to speak, nor had she shown much muscle activity.

‘This could be significant … or it simply could be that the cocktail of tranquilizers and carbon monoxide which she ingested has yet to completely leave her system, which means that it is still holding her in a narcotic thrall. Only time will tell, I’m afraid.’

We were brought into the ward. Mom was still swathed in wires, tubes and machinery, but she was awake and stared at us blankly, her eyelids occasionally blinking. I took her hand and squeezed it. She didn’t return the squeeze – so her hand lay limply in mine.

‘It’s good to have you back, Dorothy,’ Dad said, his voice calm, reasonable.

No response.

‘You had us worried,’ I said lamely.

No response.

‘Can you hear us, Dorothy?’ Dad asked.

There was the slightest nod of the head, then she closed her eyes.

I sat with her for the next few hours. I went home, took a nap and was back by six to sit with her again. Dad came in around eight. He insisted on taking me home, saying there was no point in me staying by her side all night. I didn’t want to leave, but two nights without sleep convinced me he was right. Back home I collapsed into bed, but was up at seven the next morning and at the hospital an hour later. This time, she seemed a little clearer. When I asked her a few questions – ‘Do you know where you are? Could you try to squeeze my hand?’ – she responded with a nod. When I felt her fingers wrap around mine, I started to sob. I put my head against her shoulder and let go, the shock of the last two days (and all the anguish of the past months) suddenly pouring out.

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,’ I whispered.

She squeezed my hand harder and nodded in acknowledgment.

The next day, Mom came off the respirator. During the afternoon, she sat up and began to talk. That night, Dad went in to see her by himself. They spoke for over an hour. When he came out of the room, he said, ‘She’d like to see you now.’

I went inside. She was sitting up in bed, still looking weak, small. But much of the medical paraphernalia had been taken away – and her eyes, though tired, had regained some of their sharpness. With a little nod of the head she motioned me over to the chair by the bed. I sat down. I took her hand. She didn’t take mine. Instead, she leaned over to me and whispered: ‘I knew you’d apologize eventually.’
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