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For Dana—brilliant thinker, 
advocate for justice—my love always.






“Whatever is unnamed, undepicted in images, whatever is omitted from biography, censored in collection of letters, whatever is misnamed as something else, made difficult-to-come-by, whatever is buried in the memory by collapse of meaning under an inadequate or lying language—this will become, not merely unspoken, but unspeakable.”

—Adrienne Rich, On Lies, Secrets, and Silence

 

 

Until I was twenty five, my first name was Karen. Chana, my Hebrew name, in English is pronounced Hah-nah.






PART ONE: MILLSTONE, NEW JERSEY





Chapter 1. White Plains

I WAS THE FIRST CHILD ever allowed to visit a patient at the private mental hospital where my mother was being treated. Before our first trip there, Dad said, “The doctors think your mother will get better if she can keep seeing you.”

Visiting hours were on Sundays, so I had to drop out of Jewish Sunday school, which I had just begun six months earlier. Though I was seven, they had put me with the six-year-olds because I didn’t read any Hebrew. The odd-shaped letters blurred before my eyes, and I made no attempt to decipher them. But I loved the singing, humming along to the guttural language. On the easy songs, like “Hava Nagila,” I belted the words. After songs, we got to eat exotic treats: dates, figs, and rugelach—buttery spirals of dough with raisins and cinnamon.

My father and I sang on the two-hour drive to the hospital, up the New Jersey Turnpike, over the Tappan Zee Bridge. He taught me his favorite: “I’ll build a bungalow, big enough for two, big enough  for two my honey, big enough for two, and when we’re married, happy we’ll be, under the bamboo, under the bamboo tree.” Dad and I sang and sang: ballads, show tunes, and spirituals, as our old brown Hudson lumbered along.

Going to see my mother who was not a mother. My need of her was frozen, clamped down against any thaw. But she needed me. Maybe if I loved her enough, my mother would heal.

 

 

I REMEMBER THE GROUNDS, the front lawn an expanse of green with a curving drive. The visitors gathered outside the front entrance, waiting for the appointed hour. The gates were locked until then, and there was a quiet hush among us, the waiting families. Dad held my hand. In my imagination, the buildings are dark and gothic, hovering like some dragon ready to pounce.

That first time—and every Sunday afterward—I met my mother at the foot of a stairwell. As she came down the stairs, I looked up at her face, puffy and sallow. She leaned over to hug me, and I reached up my arms, willing myself not to pull away, but I flinched a little. She took my hand and we ambled onto the back lawn, my father trailing behind. Mom moved slowly, and she stumbled now and then. We walked past the tennis courts. “Fancy schmancy, huh?” Mom said. Then she laughed, but it didn’t sound happy. I knew Mom tried to play. She told me that all the patients were on so many drugs that they missed a lot of balls.

I always brought Happy, my favorite stuffed animal, with me. One day, Mom and I were sitting on some steps outdoors, when another patient came over. He leaned over and put his face close to mine. I could smell his foul breath. He pointed at Happy. “What a nice bunny!” Happy’s long, floppy ears must have misled him.

“He’s not a bunny, he’s a dog!” I protested, in an outburst of anger that was taboo to express around my mother. She was sick, it was not her fault, and I knew I must not get angry at her.

Mom put her hand on my back. “It’s okay, honey,” she said. The man scowled at me, turned abruptly, and stormed away.

 

 

ONE TIME, MY FATHER had a meeting with my mother’s psychiatrist while I waited in the car. I watched him walk back, hands in his pockets, head down. He got in, sat behind the steering wheel, put his face in his hands, and wept. Then, finally, he said, “The doctor says your mother will never get well. He says she is incurable.” I looked down at my hands. Happy had dropped to the floor. Somewhere inside I knew I must not be doing a good enough job.

On winter days the hospital gave my mother a pass, and we went into town. We always went to the movies. I remember seeing Peter Sellers in The Mouse That Roared, a zany film about a tiny country that invades America. In that dark cinema, I could enter another world and forget the bloated stranger called Mother who sat beside me.

After the movies, we always went to a local steak house, and the three of us ordered the same thing: T-bone steak with french fries. How I lived for the dessert—parfait in a tall glass, layers of vanilla ice cream and frozen strawberries in syrup, gleaming red and white. I would spy the parfait on other diners’ tables, anticipating its soft, tart sweetness in my mouth.






Chapter 2. Before She Left

BEFORE SHE LEFT, MY MOTHER read to me. Hundreds and hundreds of my mother’s books lined the shelves of our living room in the house we’d moved into when I was five. Mom would pull the book of Greek myths down from the shelf. How I loved those stories: Arachne in the guise of a spider weaving her web, Icarus flying toward the sun until his wings melted. Sometimes, she would read me a paragraph in Latin. I loved the cadence of my mother’s voice, first the Latin—which seemed so foreign and mythic—and then her English translation.

My mother sprinkled her speech with bits of other languages: the Yiddish primal cry of woe—Oy gevalt!Vay is mir!—delivered with a melodramatic wringing of hands; the German she had learned as a scientist; and her love, French. She had a French ditty that she often said to me, declaimed in a low alto with one hand fisted on her breastbone, one hand gesturing outward: “Je t’aime, je t’adore. Que veux tu?Depuis encore!!!” (She translated this for me as: “I love you. I adore you. What do you want? What more is there?”) Somehow,  even at five, I understood this wasn’t about me, and wasn’t about my father, but was directed to some mysterious, unnamed person.

My mother adored song: Opera was her first love, musicals second.When she played opera on the hi-fi, sometimes I felt like covering my ears, but after Mom took me to my first opera—Carmen, at New York’s City Center—I would sing along with her, “Toréador, en garde!Toréador! Toréador!” imagining myself a bullfighter in a fancy gold-and-red jacket and that funny hat, waving my cape—“Olé!”—as the bull charged.

In the afternoons, I would come home from kindergarten, and then first grade, filled with stories of my day. I chattered to Mom over a snack, showed her whatever I’d created in class. Then, I got to pick out one of our musicals, My Fair Lady, Oklahoma, or South Pacific , sitting at the dining room table, crayoning in my coloring book. Together, Mom and I would croon: “I’m gonna wash that man right outta my hair and send him on his way.”

All the words that were spoken, that my mother read and sang to me, left so many words unspoken. The silence of what was happening to her. The grief that was pulling her under. It wouldn’t be until I was twenty that she would tell me the secret of her anguish, a secret whose impact would shape both our lives.

 

 

ONE DAY IN MAY OF 1958, just after my seventh birthday, my mother was gone. I didn’t know that while I was at school she had gone into the bathroom and held my father’s rifle to her head. I didn’t know she’d pulled the trigger, and that, by some fluke, the rifle had jammed. All I knew was that my mother had been taken from me.

Years later, when I was an adult, my father told me about that day.

“I was in the kitchen, home from work for lunch, when I heard the clank of metal hitting the floor and your mother yelling, ‘Shit! It didn’t work!’”

My father ran to the hall outside the bathroom. My mother was no longer there, but his rifle lay on the floor. He knelt down and opened the gun. A round fell out. He picked it up and stared at where the firing pin had left a dent in the case.

“I thought, Oh my God, she pulled the trigger! I put the rifle down and called out, ‘Gloria?’ She didn’t answer. But then I realized we were beyond talking now. I went to the phone and called her psychiatrist. ‘Take her to Carrier Clinic, Abe,’ he told me. ‘I’ll call ahead and arrange her admission.’”

After that, my father took over storytelling. At night, he lay next to me in my bed, mesmerizing me with his made-up tales. There were no Greek myths, but I loved his stories, too. One was about a white butterfly who is lonely and longs for friendship. He sees a white fluttering shape far away in a distant field and is drawn toward it, searching and searching. After a long journey, he reaches the shape. Ah, it’s a lady butterfly. They fall in love and are both very happy.

A few days after my mother left, Dad explained, “The doctors are fixing Mom. It’s her head, not her body, that is sick. She’s in a special hospital for people just like her, called a mental hospital.”

I interrupted his discourse. “Dad, what’s ‘mental’ mean?”

“It means how you think in your head. Understand?”

I nodded, even though I didn’t really get it.

“Anyway, the doctors are using electricity to cure her. It will help her. It will fix her head.”

I stared at him, blinking hard, but said nothing.

During the day, I tried to be very good and not complain. But sometimes I would wake in the night, crying, “Mommy, I want  Mommy! Where’s Mommy? I want my mommy.” Dad would come to my bedroom and try to comfort me, but I would not be consoled.

My mother came home two and a half years later, her New Jersey accent thickly slurred from psychiatric drugs, her eyes dark with desolation. The electroshock treatments had wiped out her knowledge of Yiddish, German, French, and Latin. She told me no stories, sang me no songs. And I had tucked away my daily stories, my longings and need of her, tucked it all far away into some wordless place.






Chapter 3. Carrier Clinic

BEFORE OUR FIRST VISIT to Carrier Clinic, Dad sat me down at the dining room table.

“Do you remember what I told you about Mom’s treatments at the hospital? How the doctors are helping Mom by connecting her head to electricity?”

I nodded, fidgeting. My hands picked at the woven place mat.

My father paused, looked at me, and then away. He looked back and cleared his throat. “Sometimes after the electricity, people don’t remember things too well. It probably won’t happen, but when we go to see Mom today, she may not know who you are.”

I stared at my father while what he had said seeped into my body. Then I leapt up and ran. “Karen!” I heard my father call after me, but I didn’t stop as I raced up the stairs and down the hall to my parents’ bedroom. I flung open their closet door and stood facing myself in their full-length mirror. Yes, there was my reflection. I looked into my eyes, amazed and puzzled; I was still there. But how can I be? How can I be here if Mom doesn’t know who I am?

 

 

CARRIER CLINIC WAS A modern building, with double doors leading to long white corridors smelling of disinfectant. Dad held my hand as we walked down the hall, until we got to a room where Mom was waiting in a chair. I held back, grabbing onto Dad’s pants leg. Mom rose, and exclaimed, “My darling girl!” Dad’s hand was on my back, pushing me toward her. Mom enveloped me in a hug, but she smelled wrong; instead of her usual flowery scent of Chanel No. 5, she was sour with sweat and stale smoke.

Mom always remembered who I was during those four months of her electroshock treatments. We weren’t allowed to bring anything for her, but sometimes I would show her pictures I had drawn in my first-grade class: a yellow sun shining gold rays between purple mountains, or a box house with a triangle roof, smoke spiraling from its chimney. “Wonderful, sweetheart, wonderful,” she praised me, but quietly, like she was very tired.

On our visits, Mom, Dad, and I would go out onto the wide green front lawn and walk around the building. Out back, there were horses belonging to one of the doctors. The long wooden row of box stalls smelled sweetly of manure and hay. We walked along to the thumps of hooves against wood as the high-strung horses kicked the walls, until we found a horse to our liking, ears flicked forward in curiosity. Dad carried a bag of carrots he had brought from home. He handed me a carrot. I gingerly held it up to the big gnashing teeth, entranced by the huge face with deep brown eyes, the chestnut coat, the long thick neck, the gigantic musky animal-ness so close at hand.

On one visit, Mom gave me a pin she had made in occupational therapy. It was a turtle, created out of a circle of alligator skin, with a round leather head that had two glass beads for eyes. Mom had glued a pin clasp to its underbelly. I wore it to school every day until  one of its glass eyes fell off, and then I carefully stored it in my pink jewelry box.

I have no memory of our goodbyes. Each visit must have ended in some kind of parting. Did Mom hug me so tight I could barely breathe? Or did she just let me go, waving a limp farewell?

 

 

WHEN I WAS IN MY TWENTIES, my mother told me what Carrier Clinic had been like for her. After each electroshock treatment, when she had recovered enough to move her stiff and sore body down the hall to the pay phone, when she wasn’t so disoriented that she couldn’t remember the names of friends, my mother would call anyone she could think of—my father, her parents, her friends—and beg, “Please, my God, they’re killing me—you have to get me out of here!”

The response was always the same: murmurs of sympathy, and “The doctors say you need to be there. This will help you in the long run. I’m sorry, Gloria.”

My father recounted to me a time she called him between her weekly electroshocks. “Abe, Abe, get me out of here,” she pleaded. “I can’t bear this . . . please, PLEASE!”

He tried to placate her. “Gloria, only the doctor can do that. But it will be all right, you’ll see.” Somewhere in the midst of speaking, he found he was talking to an empty phone. “Gloria . . . GLORIA . . . ?”

“Mr. Wilson?” The voice of a male orderly came on the phone. “Your wife has climbed out the window of her room onto the roof. She says she will jump unless we agree not to give her any more treatments, but don’t worry. We’ll get her in. We’ll call you back.”

In spite of her depression, in defiance of all that was bearing down on her, there were moments when my mother’s feistiness and  leftist politics rallied. One time, my father was in the hospital administration office straightening out some insurance paperwork. He was startled when Gloria marched resolutely into the office. It was several days after her latest treatment, so she was at her pinnacle of alertness.

“What are you doing here?” Abe asked.

“Oh, hi, Abe, don’t have time to talk,” she replied. “I’m here to let these people know that the food is atrocious! If they don’t do something to improve it, I plan to organize the patients to demonstrate.”

 

 

SOMETIME DURING THE SUMMER at Carrier Clinic, my mother discovered she was pregnant. She had come home on a weekend pass and been with my father. Years later, I’d learn that by then my parents’ sex life was practically nonexistent, so perhaps she reached for him in a desperate need of comfort, or maybe she hoped that if they connected sexually, he’d relent and help her get out. When the psychiatrists found out, they had a conference with my father and mother. The doctors were adamant: She was not competent, not in a state to have another child. My mother wanted that baby, but she went for the abortion, beaten. She was taken by ambulance to a hospital, where they dilated her and scraped her uterus. That summer, I lost my chance for a sister or brother.

After the abortion, more electroshocks. She had one after the other—until they had given her eighteen. But she was not cured. In fact, she was more severely depressed than ever. They could do no more for her because electroshock was the only treatment at Carrier Clinic. That fall of 1958, she was transferred to a private mental hospital in upstate New York, about two hours from our house.






Chapter 4. University Heights

BEFORE SHE MET MY FATHER, my mother was feeling age pressing against her with its looming horror of spinsterhood. At twenty-seven, she was living in her parents’ attic. She had moved back home after a brief, failed marriage to her college boyfriend. Since her return, she had immersed herself in photography, spending hours in the basement darkroom she’d set up during high school.

One day, her sister, Rita, called. “Gloria, come to dinner tonight. Monte is bringing this guy Abe over after the Rutgers football game.”

“Nah, I’m in the middle of a good book.”

“Oh, come on, Glor! He’s supposed to be a nice guy, and really smart. He’s getting a doctorate in chemistry.”

My mother pushed herself against her own reluctance. “Oh, what the heck, okay.”

After that, Gloria and Abe started going out. They had quite a bit in common: Both were children of Jewish immigrants, both were first in their families to go to college, both were science majors and lovers of music and art. Their dates evolved from awkward to companionable. They wandered the Museum of Modern Art, went to  free concerts in Central Park, sometimes splurged on the symphony. He made no moves to kiss. Neither did she.

When Abe met Gloria, his experiences with women consisted of a few disastrous interludes during his military service in World War II. Short, terribly shy with girls, and cerebral, he’d met his first girlfriend on weekend leave from the army. He’d gone to a concert and fallen asleep, and was startled awake when an attractive, young woman in the next seat poked him and smiled. They started dating. Once, they took a boat ride up the Hudson River, necking against the deck rail, wind in their hair. He felt wildly exhilarated, dizzy almost. But when she wrote and suggested he rent them a hotel room for the night, he was so terrified he never wrote her back.

He met another woman as his unit was in training to ship out to Japan, and they became engaged. There was one condition: She insisted that he wear Adler’s Elevated Shoes to pump up his height. He went as far as going to the shoe store and trying them on. As he clomped around the store, the thought of living like that was humiliating. I’d be living a lie, he said to himself. When he told her he wouldn’t wear them, she called off the engagement. He left for Japan with a stunned heart.

With Gloria, Abe didn’t run into the same problems: At five foot two, she was slightly shorter than he was, and she’d been married, meaning she’d had sexual experiences, and could show him what to do.

Gloria pondered: Here was Abe, a nice guy, a decent, educated guy. As someone to marry, he seemed her best bet. She knew he was shy, and a virgin. She invited him to her attic, where she lit candles and put Frank Sinatra on the portable record player. She took his hand, and they rolled onto her twin bed. The act was simple and quick, without lingering foreplay or delighted exploration.

A few days later, Gloria blurted, “So, what are your intentions? What do you plan to do with me?”

Abe stared at her, and then stammered, “Well . . . um . . . I guess I’ll ask you to marry me.”

“Okay,” she said. It was done.

A few weeks later, during a classical concert, Gloria stared over at Abe in the dim light of the hall, assaulted by a panic of second thoughts. His head tipped forward as he nodded, half-asleep, his glasses having slipped partway down his nose. What the hell have I done?

The next weekend, she drove alone to a Jewish resort in the Catskill Mountains where singles gathered. She flirted with men over breakfast, at the pool, in the bar at night. But she found no one that she felt any real connection with, and she returned home, resigned.

 

 

GLORIA DIDN’T WANT A BIG deal made about the wedding, her second. They invited no friends, and had no reception. Their only witnesses were her sister, Rita, and Rita’s husband, Monte, Abe’s younger sister, Sophie, and both sets of parents. Afterward, the group ate dinner at a nearby restaurant.

The humid summer air was stifling as Gloria and Abe checked into a Newark motel on their wedding night. Fans were blowing in the lobby. It wasn’t until they got to their room and unlocked the door to a blast of heat that they realized their terrible error: They’d never checked whether the motel was air-conditioned. They turned on the ceiling fan, which circulated the steamy air round and round.

Just before clicking the bedside light off, Abe had reached over, tentatively, and touched Gloria’s shoulder. “It’s too damn hot for  anything,” she said. He pulled his hand back. They lay on their backs in the motel bed with the lights out, naked and sweating.

Sleep was impossible. The hours ticked by. In Gloria’s chest, a heavyweight gathered. She thought of her mother’s bitterness about being stuck with a husband she considered an uneducated Polish greenhorn, and beneath her. She hadn’t made her mother’s mistake: Abe was bright and educated. But she felt no spark. His insecurity, the thing that had made him so reachable, now repelled her. Rage at her stupidity collected along with her sweat.

At 4:00 AM, Gloria announced in the sweltering dark, “Let’s get the hell out of here!” They threw back the sheet and gathered their things. For their honeymoon they were going to Tanglewood in Massachusetts, where the Boston Symphony played outdoor concerts.

They rented a housekeeping cabin in a row of dilapidated motel bungalows. For their first dinner, Gloria was inside making a salad as Abe leaned over a hibachi on the cabin’s porch, grilling a steak. He stepped inside for a moment to grab a potholder. As he came back out, he caught a blur of movement. A scruffy mutt was trotting across the lawn, steak in its mouth. “Shit!” he yelled. This thing is just going from bad to worse. His shoulders sagged with yet another failure

The best moments of the honeymoon were the concerts, the great swell of music uplifting them. The worst were their nights in bed. My mother offered my father no further assistance after that first time. She lay there, waiting for him to act, her frustration that he wasn’t satisfying her more and more apparent. Gloria’s angry disappointment and Abe’s sense of inadequacy pooled in the bed’s hollow between them.

After the honeymoon, they moved into University Heights, where, as a GI, my father was eligible for married-student housing. Two-unit wooden cottages formed a rectangle around a common grassy area. In the evenings, they gathered with the other chemistry  students and their wives, dipping cubes of French bread into pots of fondue, and getting smashed on alcohol my father distilled on the sly in the school lab.

The congeniality of their community did nothing to warm my parents’ private life. They had furnished their new place in part by borrowing an interior decorator friend’s professional discount to purchase a high-quality bed and couch. The bed was comfortable, but each night, they turned away from each other to sleep. After a celibate year, they decided it was time for a child, and they made the effort. Gloria became pregnant with me.

 

 

GLORIA’S YOUNGER BROTHER, Marvin, was the person she loved more than anyone else. Marvin was living an artist’s life as an apprentice at Taliesin, Frank Lloyd Wright’s school of architecture. Since childhood, he and my mother had been artistic oddballs. As teens they went together every week into New York City and bought cheap standing-room tickets at the Metropolitan Opera House, visited Manhattan art museums, or lined up for two-for-one tickets to the ballet and Martha Graham.

Just two weeks after giving birth, my mother left me with my father for ten days and went to visit Marvin. It was the first of her leavings of me.

Dad had just completed his PhD and was home full-time before starting a new job. He quickly learned how to diaper me, rock me, and bottle-feed me. Like a duckling, I imprinted the smell of his neck, the feel of his hands, his voice singing me lullabies.

Two months after that visit, Marvin was killed by a drunk driver. After the funeral, relatives and friends filled my grandparents’ house for the week of sitting shiva, the Jewish mourning ritual, but my  grandparents would not speak the name of their only son, or allow my mother to, either, as if naming him might shatter their hearts in a million pieces. The grief that filled my mother flowed through the bottle she held to my nursing mouth.

As my parents were driving home from the week of sitting shiva, my mother burst out, “Abe, you must go back to school to become an architect!” For once, my father found his voice, and refused. “Absolutely not, Gloria, that’s crazy! I can’t become Marvin.”

Instead, they petitioned Frank Lloyd Wright to design them a house, asking for one of his scaled-down models adapted for the middle class. They wrote to the elderly Mr. Wright using the combination of my mother’s maiden name and my father’s surname, in the hopes that “Bachman” would remind him of their connection to Marvin. He was absorbed in work on the Guggenheim Museum, but eventually responded to their request for a modest design, “My dear Wilsons: I suppose I am still here to try to do houses for such as you.”

When the plans arrived, my parents sent several letters, pleading for changes to make it less expensive. Finally, new plans removed a basement, and they felt they could proceed. They had already bought a plot of land in Millstone, a tiny colonial-era New Jersey town not far from American Cyanamid, the company where my father had begun work as a research chemist.

My parents hired three Italian masons, two Dutch carpenters, and a German father-son crew of electricians. They rented an apartment right around the corner from the lot. My mother did the bookkeeping for the project—switching the materials for one wall of the main living room from brick to cement blocks to fit their budget.

On nights and weekends, my father climbed a scaffold and sealed and stained the mahogany boards the carpenters had erected that day. Now and then, he paused and looked down at the two story-high  living area, overtaken by awe. Holy shit, I’m doing this, creating a work of art! Incredible, I’m part of it!

 

 

DURING THE YEAR THE HOUSE was under construction, Gloria met with a psychiatrist. She felt hopeless with failure. Her sorrow was leaden, the weight of her disappointment like stones in her belly. As the futility of her marriage became more and more obvious—there would never be any passion—she told herself, Let’s not pretend anymore. Since they had a child, she had no intention of leaving.

One day, she said to Abe, “Let’s stay married, but live like brother and sister.”

Abe stared, mouth open, numb with hurt. The shock of this truth, so stark. A memory came to him: He was fifteen, working at Cohen’s Rumanian Restaurant as a busboy, where his father worked as headwaiter. A waitress beckoned to him as he was walking past her with a tray. She leaned close and whispered, “Your mother is not so good to your father.” He understood this to mean that his mom had stopped having sex with his dad, who for years had been sleeping on the couch.

Abe thought about leaving Gloria, but he couldn’t imagine losing his only child. When his mother had kicked his father out of the bedroom, his dad had stayed. The shame of his failure burned in his chest. Already withdrawn, he stayed, and retreated further.

As the construction of the house neared completion, my mother arranged to sell her sister Rita their double bed. She planned to replace the marital bed with two twins.

On moving day, my parents set up the twin beds in a house of mahogany and glass, a house of beauty and light, filled with estrangement and regret.






Chapter 5. Millstone

OUR ULTRA-MODERN HOUSE, with its flat roof—wedged between two pre-Revolutionary colonial houses—looked as out of place as my Jewish parents felt in this small town, populated largely by the Protestant descendents of Dutch settlers. Only fifty miles from teeming, multicultural Manhattan, the center of 1950s Millstone, all four blocks of it, was frozen in a colonial time warp, oblivious that it was poised on the edge of changing demographics.

Along the uneven slate sidewalks there still remained white wooden hitching posts for horses, while the town boasted the oldest working blacksmith shop in the United States. Directly across from our house on Main Street stood the Hillsborough Reformed Church. In its front yard, the town’s namesake rested in the grass—a waist-high gray boulder with a hollow depression in its top for grinding grains. A bronze plaque read: “THIS MILLSTONE WAS FOUND ON THE JACOB VAN DOREN FARM 1000 FEET SOUTH OF THIS CHURCH, ON THE SITE OF A LARGE INDIAN VILLAGE.” The plaque left unnamed that village’s native people, the Lenni Lenape. Of their disappearance—whether  they were massacred, relocated, or died from exposure to European germs—nothing was ever said.

 

 

IN SMALL-TOWN MILLSTONE, GOSSIP flew like dandelion spores, yet the burn of history went unspoken. My parents had purchased the vacant lot in 1953, two years before the house was built, since Frank Lloyd Wright always required that a structure be designed for its site. In Millstone, they discovered a prime lot right in the center of town. The property had a blackened hole, the charred remnants of the basement of a historic inn that had burned down in 1928.

One afternoon, several years after we moved into our house, elderly Mr. Brezniak, a Slovak, who felt a common bond with Dad as an outsider, told him the story of the old inn’s fire. Dad and the old man were alone in his little grocery store, but even so, Mr. Brezniak looked out the front window to make sure no one was about to enter, and lowered his voice.

One early morning before dawn, he was driving down Main Street in his truck, loaded with vegetables that he grew on his farm on the town’s outskirts. As he drove past the inn, orange flames lit the dark sky. Several men were dancing around the incinerating inn, roaring with laughter, their heads flung back. He thanked God they were too caught up to notice him witnessing their act of destruction. The vacant and decrepit inn had been bought by a Jewish couple who were renovating it. They were just about to move in and reopen the inn for business. Those men were making sure no Jews moved into town.

No one attempted to burn our house down. But one morning, during the year our house was being built, my father found these words scrawled on the dust of his trunk: “Dirty Jews—Get out of town.”

My parents never spoke to me about the hatred someone’s finger had etched onto Dad’s car. Just as I never told them that now and then on the school playground at recess a boy would come up to me and hiss, “You Jews killed Christ!”

We had our own defense. Unlike our neighbors’ colonial houses that brightly faced the street with their open-shuttered windows, our house was set back from the road. A long curved driveway led to the front of the house, where a windowless cement-block facade squatted fortresslike against the intruding world while the back of the house opened to acres of light and green.

On that back side, an open living space was framed by a two-story wall of floor-to-ceiling glass, interspersed with several tall French doors leading to a patio. From within, the view shimmered with green foliage: A lawn edged with mulberry, apple, and pine trees sloped to a woods of tall black walnut trees, maples, and oaks. Through the middle of the woods, a path led to the river, where we had a dock and a tethered rowboat.

It was a life facing nature, turned away from community. My parents played classical music on the Heathkit record player my father had assembled. Every night, in order to go to sleep, I needed my lullaby: Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto No. 5 played full blast on the living room hi-fi so I could hear it in my bedroom. I lay in bed with my door open as the record spun, washed by the rhythmic beat of the violins, their frenetic optimism lulling me.

Even at five, I sensed that we were different from our neighbors, and that difference seemed better. We were more elevated and cultured, and I felt lifted, wrapped in the protection of superiority.

We had lived in the house two years the day it all shattered. The day my mother held my father’s rifle to her head and pulled the trigger.






Chapter 6. School Days

WITH MOM GONE, EACH day after the school bus dropped me off there was a gap of two unsupervised hours before Dad arrived home from work. Dad’s first attempt to cover that gap was to hire thirteen-year-old Judy Gifford to baby-sit me. It didn’t last a week. For the first couple days, I went over to the Giffords’ after school, but I didn’t like their house because it smelled like cat pee and Judy’s younger sister was mean and teased me.

Dad then said that all I had to do was stop over at the Giffords’, a half-block from our house, and report to Judy my plans, and after that I was free to go home to play by myself. Although I was barely seven, having to check in with Judy offended me. If Mom wasn’t there to take care of me, I would allow no one else to. I can take care of myself, I thought fiercely. For several days, I didn’t show up at Judy’s, running from the school bus straight to our backyard. She gave up the job in disgust, and my father relented.

We made a new arrangement. As soon as I got home, I went into the front hall, where the black rotary phone sat on an end table,  and called my father at the lab. Once I checked in, I would go up to my room and play with my plastic palomino horse, making up elaborate tales while I cantered him over my bedspread.

As time went on, my father arranged for me to stay after school with different families who had kids my age. For a while, I went to a family out on River Road after school, but Dad stopped letting me go there after the father was charged with shooting his rifle at some neighbor kids who were pestering him.

Over time, I stayed with quite a few families. I watched the mothers.

Ann’s mom was a school bus driver. On the days I went to stay with them, after school, I boarded her mom’s bus to go home with Ann instead of to my own house. Ann lived on a dairy farm out in the rolling land beyond the encroaching tract homes of Hillsborough. We would ride through the flatlands, dropping kids off at their pastel ranch homes until the bus was empty of all but Ann and me. Then it was like we got our own special ride in the big bus. I loved to watch her mom’s back as she drove, the decisive pull of her shoulder and arm as she reached for the long metal handle and opened and closed the squeaky bus door.

At last, we would pull into their driveway and park the yellow bus in the roundabout in front of the barn, next to the green John Deere tractor. Ann and I spent the afternoons running and playing in the weathered red barn or in the sorghum fields behind their house.

Once, we were exploring the barn. All the cows were still out grazing in the pasture. The pungent odor of cow manure and hay filled the dimly lit barn as we clambered among the metal milking stations. I climbed up on top of a metal gate. I sat on the top bar, one leg dangling on each side, and then I looked down, anticipating  my descent. It seemed so high up. “Ann,” I whimpered, “I’m stuck! I can’t get down.”

“Aw, come on,” Ann replied, squinting up at me.

I started to cry. “Go get your mom, get her!”

I can still remember her mom’s arms reaching up to grab me down, the salty smell of her neck as I clung to her chest, my legs around her waist. The feel of her hand, gently patting my back. “See, you’re fine now.”

 

 

THE SCHMITZ GIRLS, all four of them, had long hair, and they all wore it in the same style: parted in the middle with a single long braid dangling down their back. They were a big family—four girls and one boy—and we loved to play hide-and-seek and tag in the woods behind their house.

Sometimes, I stayed overnight. I shared a lower bunk bed with Nancy, who was my age. In the morning, Mrs. Schmitz placed a stool in the middle of the living room. One by one, she called each daughter in turn. They sat on the stool while their mother combed their hair with a bristly brush. First, Mrs. Schmitz would brush the hair, then carefully divide it in three sections, braid the three plaits together, and secure the end with a stretchy band with two colored balls attached. I watched from the living room doorway, my chest tight, silenced and riveted by the crackle of static and the repeated strokes of mothering.

 

 

MY SITUATION WAS TABOO IN so many ways: a mother gone, and what had happened to her. I talked about it at first. Once, standing next to the metal jungle gym at recess, I repeated to a girl  what Dad had told me. I told her matter-of-factly, “My mom’s in a hospital, but it’s not her body that’s sick, it’s her head. The doctors are fixing her.” She stared at me, her eyes wide, mouth open. I felt I’d made some terrible mistake. A chill of shame overcame me: Mom’s condition was not like having a broken leg; something bad was wrong with her.

Over time, I would learn other words to describe my mother’s condition. No one shouted them at me. Instead, like radio waves, the words hung in the air, unseen and ever-present: crazy, nutcase, loony, mad, psycho, mental, wacko, bonkers. There was no end to the names.






Chapter 7. Atlantic City

THE SUMMER AFTER MY mother left, my father drove me to Atlantic City so I could spend the break from school with his parents. We drove down the Garden State Parkway, stopping for lunch at Howard Johnson’s halfway through the two-hour drive, where I devoured a plate of fried clams, slathered with ketchup. “Hey, Ketchup Kid! Ready to go?” Dad asked, when I was down to the last clam. I picked up the clam with my fingers and popped it in my mouth, nodding at him.

Our lunch stop and the sights along the way were familiar from all the visits Mom, Dad, and I had made several weekends every summer. Only now, instead of Mom, I was sitting in the front seat next to Dad as he slowed the car to throw a quarter in the Garden State tollbooths. I gazed at the unending bank of oaks and maples and sycamores lining the road, until those woods finally gave way to the stunted South Jersey Pine Barrens, then the marshland and causeways leading to Atlantic City. As we approached the city skyline, I leaned my head out the open window and inhaled the sea air. 

My grandparents owned a kosher dairy restaurant a block inland from the famous wide Atlantic City boardwalk. I loved the sight of the pink neon sign blazing WILSON’S DAIRY RESTAURANT in the front window, as if we Wilsons were famous. In truth, that family surname was barely a generation old, since my grandfather had anglicized “Viloshin” after he and my grandmother arrived at Ellis Island, the end of their flight from the pogroms and upheaval of Bolshevik Russia.

In America, things had not gone that well. Grandpa Isaac had studied to be a concert violinist in his hometown in the Ukraine, but in the United States, he could never find a job in an orchestra. Once, I had asked Grandpa to play the violin for me. We went into my grandparents’ bedroom and he took his violin down from a high shelf in the closet, gently opened the case, and began to move the bow back and forth across the strings. The notes had a rough, sawing edge. He put down the violin and wept. I never heard him play again.

 

 

WILSON’S WAS IN A SMALL, narrow storefront with an apartment above it where my grandparents lived. It was a mom-and-pop operation: My grandmother was the cook, my grandfather the waiter. There was a second waiter for the lunch and dinner shifts, a man with a huge belly who always seemed to be sweating. During the summer, a skinny old Ukrainian man with a sunken chest sat outside the kitchen door on a stool in the alley, peeling potatoes for the latkes. Summer was the height of tourism at the shore, and my grandparents worked seven days a week. My grandmother rose at 5:00 AM to begin cooking huge pots of split pea and chicken noodle soup, and to make preparations for the breakfast rush. They ended their workday at 10:00 PM.

During the day, I would be on my own. My grandparents were raised in a world where kids were expected to be independent. At seven years old, I was one year older than my father had been when he started taking the streetcar by himself in Philadelphia.

Before Dad left, he made sure I knew how to walk the back way to the boardwalk. We traced the route together: out the back door of the restaurant kitchen into the alley, around the corner on the sidewalk, and up the ramp to the boardwalk. “You don’t have to cross any streets,” he said, “so you’ll be okay.” I stood on the sidewalk and waved goodbye as Dad drove away, my throat tight.

 

 

IN THE MORNINGS, I WOKE in the upstairs apartment to the distant clanks of dishes from below. Opening the apartment door at the top of the stairs, I inhaled the warm buttery smells of frying eggs, potato pancakes, and cheese blintzes. I stumbled half-asleep down the stairs and into the small dark kitchen, where Grandma was furiously juggling fry pans, her tiny body dwarfed by the massive cast-iron industrial stove. She looked a bit like a bug: a round, thick middle with spindly legs and arms. I watched her hand beat some eggs and scramble them in a pan, or drop spoonfuls of potato latkes into sizzling oil. Then I wandered out to the restaurant. I sat at an empty table, and Grandpa came to take my order, just like I was a real customer. When he brought me scrambled eggs, he would solemnly plop down a bottle of Heinz ketchup without my asking.

After breakfast, I would go out through the back alley to the boardwalk. I stayed there all day, just running back to the restaurant for lunch and dinner. I was forbidden to swim alone, so that left me the boardwalk to amuse myself. On the boardwalk, there  was endless activity. The loud voices of the hawkers, selling cotton candy, popcorn, and saltwater taffy, were backdrop to the swirling mix of working-class tourists in shorts and T-shirts, and wealthy promenaders who came out of the massive grand hotels, the women wearing cardigans with rhinestone clasps and fox stoles.

My father had taught me how the carny men who ran the penny arcade would drop the change in your hand, and then palm some of it back. His boardwalk survival tip was “always count your change.” Armed with this knowledge, I felt worldly and self-sufficient, unlike the dumb tourists. But because I had only a small allowance, I mostly stood and watched people at the carnival booths shooting guns at moving targets or throwing balls into point-bearing baskets and collecting their stuffed animals.

Sometimes I would wander out to one of the amusement piers, the Million Dollar Pier or the Steel Pier. I’d watch the kids smash each other in the bumper cars, or look on as brothers and sisters clambered onto the Ferris wheel, aching with a terrible loneliness.

Most local kids ran around together in groups and seemed completely unapproachable. Once, I played with a girl my age who was also by herself. We walked underneath the boardwalk and sat on the cool sand, using discarded Popsicle sticks as dolls in stories we created. She said she lived on Atlantic Avenue, just a couple blocks from the beach. After that, I looked for her every day, but I never found her again.

I became a regular at certain arcade booths, just standing and staring. Often, I tried to look especially waiflike, mournfully frowning, eyes big with an unspeakable sorrow. I was sure that after days of this pose, one of the barkers would recognize me for the orphan I was. I imagined that he would suddenly lean over and say, “Do you want to play for free, little girl?” but no one ever did.

When my dad came to pick me up at the end of the summer, I was wearing a grimy T-shirt and wrinkled, beat-up shorts.

“You look like a bum,” he said.

I grinned. That was close enough to an orphan to satisfy me.






Chapter 8. Bellyache

IT STARTED WITH A bellyache at school. My second-grade teacher sent me to the nurse, who took my temperature and called my father. He had to leave work since he was now my sole caregiver. Dad took me to Dr. Chase’s office, who immediately pronounced that I needed to be taken to the hospital.

At the hospital, another doctor in a white coat pushed on my belly. “Does it hurt here, or here?” I almost threw up when he pressed on me.

“Her appendix could rupture,” the doctor told my Dad. “We need to operate right away.” Dad squeezed my hand as I was wheeled on a gurney into a room with bright lights. A big black mask came down over my face. I woke with a horrible taste in my parched mouth. Dad leaned over and wet my lips with a washcloth. “I know you’re thirsty, honey, but you’re not allowed to drink anything.”

During the night, I dozed and woke, startled in between nurses’ rounds by strange noises: beeps, feet scuffing the floor, wheels rolling down the hall, and the astringent smell of disinfectant. Light from  the hall came in through my partially open door, and I clenched my free hand around the cold metal of my bed rails to brace myself against the pain.

In the morning, Dad was there. “A special visitor is coming to see you today,” he told me. “It’s a surprise. Your visitor will be here at one o’clock.” Dad went off to work, leaving me to wonder. I had no idea who might be coming. Perhaps Aunt Rita or one of the neighbor ladies. At noon, a nurse brought my lunch of chicken bouillon and orange Jell-O. When she pressed the button on the bed to tilt me up, I yelped from the sharp stabbing in my side.

After lunch, I watched the clock, ears tuned to the door, waiting for my visitor. Each minute of the afternoon pulsed slowly through sixty seconds as I anticipated who was coming. One ten, one thirty-three, two o’clock. At two thirty, I heard my door swing open.

My mother stood in the doorway, “My baby, how are you?”

My mouth fell open. I glared at her.

She was wearing a heavy wool overcoat, and her hair was ruffled, like she’d been in a big wind. Her face was puffy, and she hesitated on the threshold. She staggered a little as she came toward the bed, bending over to peer at me.

I was furious, could barely look at her. All that waiting. It had never occurred to me that she would come, that she could come, from the mental hospital.

“Dad said someone was coming to visit at one!”

“I’m sorry, honey. I had to get special permission. I had to take a train, but the driver didn’t get me to the station in time for that train.”

I was mute with rage. I had no words, no understanding of my truncated heart, my child’s thwarted longing for a mom able to give comfort, or how I had clamped down against hoping for the impossible. I turned my face from my mother, would not look at her again. I could feel her hand on my brow, fluttering there briefly. I turned my head farther away. I heard the creak of the chair as she sat next to the bed, speaking words that did not penetrate.

She sat quietly for a while. I may have drifted to a half-sleep. I startled awake to her deep sigh, her lips brushing my forehead, the whispered words “I have to leave now, sweetie; I have to go back,” and the sound of the door closing as she left the room.






Chapter 9. Life with Dad

ON WEEKENDS, DAD AND I made homemade TV dinners using aluminum pans we had saved from Swanson’s frozen meals. Often, we made meatloaf by squishing breadcrumbs into cold hamburger beef. We boiled and mashed potatoes, and defrosted a carton of peas. We’d slice the meatloaf and spoon the potatoes and peas into the triangular sections of the silver pans, cover the dinners with foil, and freeze the week’s supply. It felt good, helping Dad get ready for the week.

Our groceries came free from Grandpa Isidor, Mom’s father. Every weekend he delivered a box of food from his corner grocery store in South Orange. Money and time were tight for Dad, with the hospital bills and being a single parent. I knew Grandpa was arriving by the heavy rumble of our driveway gravel churning under the wheels of his big green delivery van with its gold letters proclaiming BACHMAN’S GROCERY: QUALITY MEATS AND PRODUCE. Grandpa never said much, and he didn’t stay. He would just carry the box inside, nod at Dad, hug me with his thick butcher’s arms, and leave.  One moment, I would be enfolded in his clothes, smelling of pipe tobacco, and the next he was gone.

 

 

MOM FIRST WENT TO the mental hospital in spring. As the days warmed, in the evenings after supper, Dad and I would meander down the path through our backyard woods to the little Millstone River that ran along the back of our property. The river was narrow and muddy. Trees leaned out over the water from its banks.

Dad had made a floating dock out of empty oil drums overlaid with planks, and guy wires tethered it to the bank. Our aging wooden rowboat was tied to the dock. Sometimes, Dad and I clambered into the rowboat, Dad at the oars, me in the stern, bailing the slow leak of water. We rowed jaggedly upriver a ways, then turned around and drifted back. I trailed my hand in the water and looked at the ducks skidding to a water landing.

One evening, we pulled up to the dock. Night was coming, but I didn’t want to leave the river world. It wasn’t a thought, just a reluctance in my body. Climbing out of the boat and onto the dock, my feet dragged against going back to a house filled with the echoes of no Mom. The first fireflies blinked over the water. Dad lingered with me on the dock, shining his flashlight into the shallows, illuminating the tadpoles and minnows. There was a loud splash. “Look!” Dad said, pointing to just beyond the riverbank. A muskrat’s head, smooth with wet fur, poked above the water as he dog-paddled toward midriver in the quickening darkness.

My father had taught me to swim in the river when I was five, holding me around my belly, showing me the churning movements of arms and legs, how to turn my head to breathe. Dad was a great swimmer, having grown up at the Jersey shore. His  prowess led him to the swim team in high school, and he passed his confidence on to me. The river was my second home. Later, I was puzzled by my suburban cousins’ reactions as we stood in our bathing suits at the muddy water’s edge. I had led them proudly to my river. “Yuck! It’s dirty! You’ve gotta be kidding! We’re not swimming in that!”

Dirty? To me the river was a living entity, its water rich with mud and water creatures and the animals who lived along its shores. They were part of that forest-river world, the other world behind our house that seemed so far away from the town. It was that magical place that me and Dad and the animals all inhabited together.

 

 

IN SEPTEMBER, JUST AS Mom was transferred to a mental hospital in upstate New York, I started second grade and Dad was elected to the Millstone town council, the first Democrat since anyone could remember. Dad said that since World War II had ended, times were changing, even in such a Republican stronghold. Some assertive part of my father had emerged when Mrs. Gifford, an ardent Democrat, had exhorted him to run. In fact, civic life was an arena where he was confident. To win votes, Dad had walked door to door, talking to the neighbors and shaking hands. He said the old-timer Republicans never did that, just figured they’d be reelected. Sometimes I went with him. Dad gabbed in a friendly, earnest way to whomever was home.

The first Christmas after Dad was elected, we received an invitation to the yearly Christmas party at the Stevenses’ house. Mr. Stevens was some big shot at Squibb Pharmaceuticals, and his house was the grandest in town.

On the day of the party, Dad and I walked through the gate in the white picket fence and up the snowy walk. We waited at the  front door for someone to answer the doorbell, staring at a holly wreath with red berries. From inside came the muffled plunks of a piano and voices singing “We Three Kings.”

The door swung open, and we stepped into the living room. We’d never been to anything like this, but it was a scene made familiar from picture books at my school, and Christmas advertising images. Christmas cards lined the Stevens’ fireplace mantel, stockings hung above a fire, and an enormous Christmas tree stood in one corner. The guests were gathered around the grand piano, where Mrs. Stevens was playing carols. Everyone held glasses of eggnog and was singing along. We joined the group.

I loved to sing, and of course had learned all the carols in school over the years. My parents had never said I couldn’t sing them, but somehow I felt there was a line I shouldn’t cross: I would not say the word “Christ” or “Jesus.” This meant that I would be singing along with gusto, and then suddenly mumble or drop out on the forbidden word. Here, among all these tall adults, no one seemed to notice a child going mute in the midst of a song.

I looked over at Dad. He was belting out “Silent Night” along with the rest, word for word: Christ the savior is born; Chri-ist the savior is born.

 

 

THE FOLLOWING SPRING, AS a present for my eighth birthday, Dad brought a puppy home from work. Dad’s coworker had a scientist wife who worked at a drug company where they used dogs in experiments. She’d rescued one puppy from a lab litter for Dad.

“What should we name him?” Dad asked as he handed me the ball of short brown, black, and white fur. I hugged him to my chest and smelled his puppy breath. With no hesitation, I said, “Happy.”  I was naming him after my favorite stuffed animal, the battered tan dog.

Happy was a foxhound. As he grew, his hunting instincts emerged; he loved to root around, nose close to the earth. Often, he would dig up moles from our backyard, legs frantically pawing the earth, dirt flying. Once he caught it, Happy would hold the mole gently in his teeth and then flip it in the air, breaking its neck. I felt sorry for those little moles, blind to the sun, flying into the light, and sometimes yelled at Happy to quit that, but I must admit, it was a sight to see.

The following summer, when Happy was one, Dad and I were swimming in the river. We waded in from our next-door neighbors’ yard because they had a sandbar that made getting in easier. I was near the shore when I heard Happy’s deep low growl, and I scrambled out of the river. His warning sound made my bones quiver, but the brambles along the river edge were too thick and I couldn’t see him. I was wearing only my wet bathing suit, leaving my exposed legs too vulnerable to go plunging through the blackberry thorns. Then I heard another sound—the snarls of some strange, unseen animal—followed by a yelp that sent my breast pounding: Happy’s cry of pain. What animal had he cornered? “Happy, here boy, COME HERE!” I called desperately.

I looked up to see the Reformed Church minister approaching. It was his yard, two over from ours, where Happy was engaged in battle. The minister wasn’t wearing his black suit with the white collar today, just an ordinary shirt and work pants.

“Reverend Reverend (I wasn’t sure what you called a minister, but it was the closest I could think of). My dog’s fighting some animal . . . can you see?” The minister pushed his way partly into the undergrowth, disappeared for a couple minutes, and then reappeared  from the bushes. “Your dog’s cornered a coon. Nothing to be done. They fight to the death, you know.”

The world was spinning, trees and sky, and then I steadied myself with hate, glaring at the minister. You coward, I thought, you’re not even going to try to help! I wheeled then, running to the riverbank to Dad. He hadn’t heard Happy’s bark when I had taken off to see what that sound was. I hadn’t stopped to explain.

I yelled to him about Happy’s being in a fight with a raccoon. He treaded water and yelled back, “Run to the Jansens’ and ask them for their hunting rifle. Tell them to put the safety on and bring it to me.”

My hummingbird heart thrummed as I ran, dripping river water. Breathless, my tale spilled out to Mrs. Jansen. The small, blond woman bent her face close to mine, then yelled for her husband Malcolm. He was her opposite, a tall giant who strode into the kitchen on his long legs. “We can’t give a rifle to an eight-year-old girl!” she said, frowning toward him, not looking at me.

“Please, please, it’s for my dad, I’ll be careful, I’ll be real careful,” I pleaded. My Happy, don’t let him die.

“Jenny, go get her the gun from the cabinet,” Malcolm commanded. “I’ll put the safety on. Abe won’t let her get hurt.”

The rifle was almost as long as me. I held it cradled in both arms, hefting the weight that could be my dog’s savior. When I got to the brambles, I careened to a halt. Dad was waiting, holding Happy by the collar. “It’s okay,” he said. Happy looked fine; only a few drops of blood splattered on one side of his face, red against his white muzzle, and I couldn’t tell if they were his or the coon’s.

I gave Dad the rifle, sank to my knees next to Happy, my face against his neck, inhaling his sweet dog odor. “You bad dog,” I cried, muffled, into his coat. I squeezed him tighter. “You bad, bad dog.”
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