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FOR MY MOTHER,  
who still bakes a damn good cherry pie




Although the stories in this book are true, certain names and  
identifying characteristics of some people portrayed here  
have been changed to protect their privacy.




Introduction

Growing up during the ’70s, I found it hard to avoid the specter of disaster. On every movie screen, airplanes plummeted to the ground, earthquakes toppled huge cities, and monster sharks ripped teenagers to bloody bits. But more disturbing than the catastrophes themselves was the utter lack of foresight demonstrated by the adults in each harrowing scene. As meteors hurtled toward Earth and gigantic dinosaurs crushed cars under their feet, grown adults either ran screaming or stood in confused clusters, gasping and shrugging over what was to be done.

Why wasn’t there a plan? I always wondered. How could so many adults stare blankly at each other as everything went to hell?

Once I asked my mom what we would do if a meteor crashed into the house. “The chances of that happening are very slim,” she told me. But it could happen, I told her, and I needed to know what to do if it did.

“Well, we wouldn’t be able to do anything. The house would explode in flames and we’d all be incinerated in seconds.” My mom thought about that for a second. “But that’s not a terrible  way to die, compared to getting really sick or maimed and having to be wheeled around or kept alive with tubes forever.”

My mom was about as bad at reassuring a little kid that the world was a safe place as anyone could be. She would start out on the right track, but then give up almost immediately, exhausted by the effort of forming optimistic lies she didn’t believe. “Some  people think that there’s a heaven,” she’d start out saying when some pet or distant relative died and I wanted to know what would happen to them, “but I’ve always thought that was wishful thinking, honestly.” Or: “The chance of lightning striking the house is something like a million to one . . . but, then again, it did  strike that tree in the side yard last year, didn’t it? And we are on a hill, covered by tall trees.”

Despite my mom’s acceptance of our potential annihilation, I knew there had to be a way out of any bad situation. In every disaster movie ever made, no matter what cataclysmic scenario was unfolding, there was always a way to avoid death, if you had a plan. But you had to have a plan. So my sister Laura and I decided that it was up to us to form a strategy for handling each potential emergency, from natural disasters to nuclear war to unlikely crime scenarios like dognapping.

In case of a tornado, we concluded that we should grab the pets and as many cans of mini-ravioli as we could carry and hide in the basement. If there was a nuclear attack, we resolved to seal all the windows with aluminum foil and duct tape and take showers every two hours. In case of a flood, we agreed that the best move was to inflate the little raft in the garage and haul it up to the roof so we’d be safe until the water rose very high.

Our plans weren’t always logical. In case our house caught on  fire, for example, I was supposed to grab my teddy bear and our dog, Madge, stuff them into a pillow, and throw them out the window. My sister was in charge of rescuing the cat and the Star Wars action figures. Next, we’d throw one of our mattresses out the window, and then jump out the window and land on the mattress.

This wasn’t the soundest approach, considering that there was a perfectly good fire-escape ladder in the hall closet upstairs. But we had never used that ladder, so we weren’t sure how it worked. In fact, my mom would mention at least once or twice a year that we really needed to test that fire-escape ladder. Just spotting the box in the closet gave me a sinking feeling inside. A picture on the front of it showed a voluptuous woman in a tiny nightgown, lightly stepping down a chain ladder amid a raging fire. She bore an uncanny resemblance to Farrah Fawcett, and not only looked calm but had a slight smile on her face as red and orange flames licked at the hem of her nightie.

This image of poise in the face of adversity struck me as utterly fantastical. My sister and I knew better than to put our faith in such a traditional, accepted means of rescue. The people who did that in the movies—exited calmly with the crowd, trusted the lifeboats, followed the posted signs—were always the ones to perish first. Only a small band of survivors willing to plot out their own escape route and battle their way through untold mishaps had any hope of making it out alive.

We never ran our emergency drills by my mom, who might’ve liked to know that if there was a fire, her two daughters would die struggling to shove a mattress out the window. But it seemed more reassuring to have a plan that our parents weren’t in on,  maybe because we didn’t always trust their judgment under duress. Childhood is a wild, unpredictable ride whether your parents are good drivers or not, and our parents alternated between puttering along cautiously and careening all over the road, shouting at each other as they swerved and fishtailed through uncharted territory.

The stakes always felt unnervingly high. But even though we could crash at any second, we still enjoyed the scenery together. Some spirit of recklessness and longing attracted my parents to each other, and we were enlisted in their strange bond. We echoed their hotheaded tirades, we matched their loud, cackling laughter, we soaked in their ambient melancholy. They were young and opinionated and stubborn and overwhelmed by violent emotions; we were caught in their undertow. Even my earliest memories are vibrant and sweet and vaguely menacing: a loud fight, a silly song, a made-up game, an hour of sullen silence, a walk among the fireflies at twilight. We loved our king and queen, but their kingdom was an untamed and volatile place.

And then there was the larger world outside, with its fearmongering teachers and anxious bullies, its fickle boys and sadistic cheerleading coaches and bad bosses and disapproving friends and indifferent but watchful strangers. The claustrophobia of our odd little gang of five gave way to a wider universe that was even more bewildering. Maybe we grew up during a particularly reckless decade, when people drove fast in cars without functioning seat belts and let their dogs run free through the neighborhood as a pack, chasing cars and terrorizing cats. Or maybe my mom and dad were particularly invested in making us aware of just how cruel and unforgiving the world could be. Their blustery  jokes and self-assured swagger belied a deeply pessimistic, dark view, in which people were assumed to be selfish or unjust or careless or deluded or all of the above.

But this isn’t the story of my parents’ failures, or how the world beat me up or let me down. Instead, I chart my trajectory from expecting way too much—from my parents, from the world, from myself—to then, later, as a coping strategy, expecting way too little. Like most children, I was unaware that my path to disillusionment was a thoroughly trampled one: I put my faith in a loving and all-powerful God, and then one day suspected that we were all alone on our tiny sphere, sailing through an enormous universe, fragile and unprotected. I believed that my parents could keep me from everything bad in the world, and then one day I recognized that they were relatively powerless, whether they were grappling with a potential catastrophe or their own shortcomings.

When the world began to feel unsafe to me, I looked for reassurance from two parents who were unwilling to tell me fairy tales about how it would all turn out just fine. I suppose they thought it would be a disservice to me, to feed me comforting myths. Or maybe they couldn’t stand to shield their kids from ugliness that they themselves were never sheltered from as children. It was better to be tough and resilient, like they were, than to be overprotected and naive. Only fools allowed themselves to be vulnerable to the unknowns. Only chumps hoped for the best. It was far better to expect the worst, even if you weren’t remotely prepared for it.

I decided that I would be prepared. But once you’ve lugged all of the crates of food and water and gas masks and bedding and  matches and batteries you need into your bunker, once you’ve rechecked the locks and tested the Coleman stove and turned on the shortwave radio, there’s nothing left to do but wait. And when you’re huddling in the dark, waiting for the first bombs to hit, the tiniest mosquito starts to sound like an incoming missile.

Better to walk out into the sweet night air, where falling bombs look just like shooting stars. Even as you watch them fall, your destruction starts to feel far less certain.




1

Cousins

When I was a kid, my brother and sister and I made up an alternative version of Clue that we called “Cousins.” Instead of trying to solve a murder, players would receive murder assignments: Kill Colonel Mustard, in the Billiard Room, with the candlestick. This felt far more immediate and exciting than detective work. Rather than passively collecting evidence, you were the protagonist: You had to find the candlestick, kidnap Colonel Mustard (sometimes he was another player), and drag him into the Billiard Room to be killed. Afterward, you had to escape without being stopped by the police, and you had to make sure there weren’t any witnesses.

This is where the cousins came in. A herd of faceless nobodies pilfered from Sorry, cousins would migrate together through the hallways and rooms of the Clue board based on the spin of a compass lifted from our Bermuda Triangle game. If a cousin was in the room when you committed your murder, you’d have to track him down and kill him, too.

While we loved debating the parameters and rules (“Colonel Mustard should be able to grab a weapon to fight you by rolling the dice, Risk style!”), the game itself was sort of tedious. It proved to be exceedingly difficult to murder someone and escape without notice. The unruly herd of cousins would inevitably become lodged in the hallways and doorways, trapping players in the Ballroom or the Lounge with no way of exiting. Even when you did end up in the right place with the right weapon, there might be four or five cousins in the room, all of whom would have to be chased down and murdered before they got to the police.

Looking back, the notion of a game of murder doesn’t bother me. But why were they “cousins”? Why not “witnesses” or “bystanders” or “strangers”? Apparently it seemed perfectly natural to my brother and sister and me that the pesky mob that would sooner or later be our downfall would be made up of blood relatives.

 

 

AROUND THE TIME my parents stopped making the slightest effort to hide their distaste for each other, we started taking long family vacations in the car each summer. This is the perverse logic of two people caught in a crumbling marriage: Instead of spending as little time together as possible, they vow to spend more  time together, thinking that they might reignite some lost spark through the purgatory of enforced contact. Maybe they imagined that, side by side all day long in the front seat of their ’76 Impala, their three kids prattling happily in the backseat, the open fields of the Midwest a blur of wheat and sunshine rushing  by their windows, suddenly they’d find the love that had been largely obscured since their first year of marriage. Minutes together were sure to end in bickering and angry outbursts. But hours together, in the family sedan? Those held more promise.

Not surprisingly, these trips always felt like high-stakes affairs, chilling adventures in which our entire lives were on the line. My parents didn’t help matters much by reminding us, repeatedly, that the family’s ability to have fun absolutely depended on the good behavior and cooperation of each of us—five stubborn individuals who were neither well-behaved nor particularly cooperative.

But as we backed out of the driveway, our hopes were always high. There were chicken-salad sandwiches packed in the cooler, there were bright summer clothes and bathing suits stuffed in our duffel bags, fueling our hopes of a Holiday Inn with a big pool out back. The extra-large Rand McNally road atlas was passed back and forth between the three kids, so we could size up the road ahead. States, states, so many states! Tennessee was in our sights, then we’d get to Missouri and Kansas and Colorado, states so exotic, each with its own plucky flag, its own state flower and state bird and state animal and curious license plate. We looked forward to the strange rest stops with new sorts of bathroom faucets that swiveled like video-game joysticks, we anticipated the endless hikes through every national park and state park along the way (my father loved steep eight-mile trails, and we were expected to trek like tireless Sherpas by age five). We could hardly wait to visit all those souvenir shops, filled with snow globes and little pewter charms the shape of each state, where we’d walk around and point to things and beg, but rarely  wind up with more than a sticker. We were excited about the quiz competitions my dad hosted as he drove—“Who said, ‘Don’t fire until you see the whites of their eyes!’?” I could never remember the right answers, but I was the youngest, so I was comfortable with being proclaimed the dumbest by my older siblings. Being the dumbest afforded me a certain freedom of expression, the freedom that comes from lowered expectations.

An adventure lay ahead, we knew that. But even on shorter trips to see our grandparents in Pennsylvania or Illinois, after a few hours on the road, with so many miles of monotonous freeway stretched out in front of us, Eric and Laura and I would descend into a claustrophobic nightmare of shoving, whining, and tears, punctuated by barked threats from the front seat. Often the chaos began with us kids, but our squabbles were minor compared with those of our parents, who, after even a little time in the car together, could barely exchange small bits of information without snapping at each other or growing quiet and staring out the window for several hours without speaking.

At home, we could always run off to our rooms or build a fort out of couch cushions or go outside and hop on our bicycles and ride to the park for some extended meditative seesawing. But in the car, there was no relief. After a week or so on the road together, the cranks and pulleys of our already creaky machine ground to a halt. All of the unspoken resentments and nagging hurts we’d accumulated over the years would lodge in the gears, throwing sparks and smoke.

One summer it all came to a head in the middle of Kansas, when my mom sat down at a picnic table at the edge of a big, grassy rest stop and announced that she wouldn’t be getting back  into the car with my dad. This was the grand gesture of a woman who knew she was trapped. If it were possible to leave my father, if we weren’t Catholic, if she didn’t feel certain that she’d ruin all of our lives in leaving, if this weren’t years before all of our friends’ parents started getting divorced, she might not have wasted her time and energy on such a dramatic display. She might’ve sat quietly in the front seat and mapped out her exit strategy.

But leaving wasn’t an option. So, cornered by her circumstances, a demonstration was in order. A rest stop in the middle of Kansas seemed like a suitable setting for showily demanding an end to the senseless torture of her failing marriage.

As I stared through the backseat window at my mom on that picnic bench, arms folded, wind sweeping across the rolling hills and whipping her hair around her face, I didn’t think she was just being dramatic. I figured she would stay there for as long as it took for us to drive away without her. I imagined that she’d find a place to rent in some nearby town and then spend the rest of her life there, without us. Maybe she would be happier without us. Maybe she would find work on a sunflower farm and she’d make new friends and she’d sometimes have to crouch in the basement with her neighbors, just as they did in The Wizard of Oz when big tornadoes blew through.

Just as I was starting to consider joining my mom at that picnic table, so that I could live in Kansas, too, and crouch in the basement with the neighbors when big tornadoes blew through (which sounded sort of exciting, actually), my dad stepped on the gas and we all went hurtling off down the freeway, leaving my mom behind, getting smaller and smaller in the rear window.  We yelled at my dad to turn around, but he didn’t listen. He told us to shut up and he didn’t look back for at least a quarter of a mile. He was determined to punish my mom for her melodrama with his own theatrical demonstration of indifference—you know, sort of like the thing you do with toddlers, when they don’t want to leave the playground?

Finally, though, my dad turned the car around and pulled up by the picnic table and my mom begrudgingly got in and we all learned an important lesson that day about commitment and marriage and sticking together as a family, no matter what. Namely, it was pure hell.

 

 

MY MOTHER DIDN’T SIMPLY decide to draw a line in the sand that day in Kansas, on a whim. No, she looked around at the wind gusting across the rolling, grassy hills, she took in the huge oak trees on the hillsides, their dappled shady spots buffeting and churning, she studied the lonely picnic table lingering at the edge of the rest stop, and she knew this was the place. Like a seasoned location scout, she’d found the perfect setting for her next scene.

My parents weren’t just argumentative or combative. Those words don’t do justice to the breathtaking vision and electrifying dynamism of their collaborations. They were passionate artists who knew just how to construct explosive but nuanced scenes, rich with heartbreaking details.

Since they recognized the importance of imagery, a wide selection of props was used to reflect the emotions raging to the surface, the disappointment and anger that, once you ran out of  words like “motherfucker,” really had nowhere else to go. The wildest emotions require an adequate vessel—an object, something not too big and not too small, preferably something that can break into lots of little pieces.

There is the sandwich that soars across the room in a slow-motion arc and lands with a satisfying splat at the protagonist’s feet. There is the shattered window that explodes in a glorious burst of light and sound when struck at full force with a bare fist, a spectacular embodiment of marital discord sprung straight from the pages of a John Updike novel.

But the best prop of all has to be the chocolate cake that is made just for Daddy’s birthday. Mommy bakes it from scratch and ices it as Daddy and the kids are eating dinner. Jazz plays from the stereo in the living room, those endless clarinets that the children recognize are clarinets because both of them, Mommy and Daddy, played the clarinet in their high school marching bands, just another little detail of their backstory that superglued them together like unhappy fingers. Suddenly Daddy mutters something disparaging about the meal. Yes, you can see from that dissatisfied look on his face that he’s searching for a target, a way to liven things up a little. Mommy snaps at him—she’s not in the mood for a show, but Daddy won’t back down. So Mommy finally takes her cue. She is standing next to us, birthday cake in hand. But there are no candles! Aren’t we going to sing “Happy Birthday”? With her glare fixed on Daddy, Mommy drops the cake. It hits the floor and implodes in a big chocolatey mess. Chocolate crumbs and shards of white china plate scatter across the floor. Now the children are drawn into focus, staring down at the collapsed cake and the pieces of good white china. (God,  they’re natural. Where did you find them?) Their faces tell us that this might be the saddest scene they’ve ever performed. Bravo! Bra-vo!

 

 

ONCE THE CURTAIN DROPS, we stand up, like patrons at a movie theater, and look for the nearest lighted exit. I walk, zombie-like, up the stairs to my room, and quietly shut the door, and sit on my bed and stare at my poster of a cat trying to catch a goldfish in a bowl.

No one will knock on my door for a couple of hours, at least. I have plenty of time to feel sick and replay the scene in my mind. I feel sorry for my mom, because I know she’ll be cleaning up those pieces of plate and chocolate crumbs off the floor, questioning her latest performance. She’ll wonder if it’s really art, after all. Maybe they aren’t artists, maybe they’re just assholes.

I feel sorry for my brother, in his room alone, probably convincing himself that it’s no big deal. I feel sorry for my sister, even though I hate her a lot of the time, for being so mean about everything. I feel sorry for my dad, his birthday is ruined. This will always be the ruined birthday, the year he turned thirty-six, the year he ruined his own birthday, that sorry son of a bitch, the year his bitch wife ruined his birthday.

I feel sorry for all of us, in our little house, each in our own room, staring at the wall.

 

 

I THINK I SPENT most of my third-grade year at my friend Melanie’s house. She had eight older sisters and brothers, and her house  had all of the toys our mom wouldn’t buy for us: Sit ’n Spin, Hungry Hungry Hippos, Don’t Break the Ice, Operation, toys that my mom always said we’d get sick of in two seconds, toys that she said were designed for kids without imaginations. But when I went to Melanie’s house, I was happy to sit and spin, without imagination. I was happy to get dizzy in the midst of the bedlam created by so many kids, the oldest of whom was what my mother referred to hyperbolically as a “juvenile delinquent,” which he proved in part by putting firecrackers in Melanie’s Barbie Dream House and blowing it to smithereens. At least there weren’t any Barbies inside at the time.

I was happy to sit, utterly devoid of original thoughts, and make the hungry hippos bite each other. I was happy in this imaginationless pocket of existence, where there were no performers around, sketching out new scenes and acts, writing and rewriting their endings to suit their moods that day. Instead, Melanie’s mom made ham sandwiches with yellow mustard on Wonder bread. We never ate this way at home. She poured Pepsi into big Looney Tunes glasses and set out huge bowls of Ruffles potato chips. We watched cartoons while we ate. Nothing was left to the dangers of the imagination.

Melanie’s room was filled with posters of little girls with pointy heads and wispy hair, little girls who held hands and smiled. The posters said things like Sharing is caring and A friend is always there when you need her. My mother would never buy posters with such saccharine words on them. My mother didn’t actually believe that sharing was caring or that a friend was always there when you needed her. But Melanie was my friend, and when I looked at those posters, I knew that maybe they were  a little tacky and smarmy, but those rainbows and smiles secretly made sense to me.

At night, Melanie and I stayed up very late talking—Melanie was a good talker, she could talk more than anyone I knew. One night, out of nowhere, when the glowing red numbers on the radio alarm clock said 2:46, Melanie suddenly got very serious and told me that sometimes she thought about killing herself. It was dark in her room and the happy little wispy girls were staring at me with their big saucer eyes, watching me and smiling. They knew exactly why Melanie would want to kill herself. Those smug little sharing, caring girls knew there was a reason, but they weren’t telling.

I didn’t understand, so I asked Melanie why, and she couldn’t tell me. We were quiet for a while and I thought about how Melanie’s dad was hardly ever around, and how Melanie’s mom rarely talked to him even when he was there. Melanie’s mom always seemed a little depressed, and her gray hair made her look about ten years older than her husband. I asked Melanie again why—gently, I didn’t want to make her feel worse about it—and she said she didn’t know, she just felt like it would be better not to have to deal with anything. It would all be over, and maybe that would be nice.

In the dark I wished I was back at home, not in Melanie’s scary room, in the dark, in a house full of big kids and little kids and tons of toys and two parents who rarely spoke to each other, haunting different rooms, mumbling to no one in particular. I wanted to be back in my house, where we were always making up stupid games or getting quizzed on something or being harassed or teased or pinched or scolded, even if we were all in our  rooms, feeling terrible, alone, everyone was there, maybe someone ended up turning over the Monopoly board and bursting into tears, maybe my parents were yelling, but we were all still there, no one was missing, and no one was wandering around like a ghost, spreading yellow mustard on white bread without a word while that coyote fell off a cliff with a splat for the hundredth time in a row.

The next day when I got in the car with my mom to go home, I sunk into the front seat and sighed deeply and rolled down the window. The trees along the highway seemed greener than the day before, and a choir of cicadas sang their buggy “Hallelujah” chorus as we sped by. As we pulled in the driveway, my mom turned to me and said, with a tone of finality, “Home again, home again, jiggety-jig.”

 

 

MY JUNIOR YEAR in high school, long after my parents divorced and the spirited performances ended, my sister and brother moved away to college and my mom and I were finally alone together—just like we would’ve been in Kansas if I had gotten out of the car and my dad had driven away with my brother and sister inside and never come back. Finally, we could live like two friends, not family. We were each going to do whatever we liked, we would eat out whenever we felt like it, and we were never going to fight for any reason. We were two people exhausted by the last eighteen years of chaos, we were longing for a little peace and quiet. There would be no heaviness, only the casual fun of two friends who talk in reassuring, light voices, without telling each other everything.

But that fall, my grandmother started to forget things. She started ordering things from catalogues, and cramming them into the attic, and then ordering more stuff. My aunt asked her what year it was, and she looked at a dime in her pocket: 1968,  she said. We drove up to Chicago and cleaned all of the junk out of her house and sold it, and she came to live with us.

I didn’t want my grandmother living with us. Even so, I felt bad for her. To leave behind your house and drive south, why? Why go live with your daughter and a granddaughter you hardly even recognize half the time? Where are the bags of Styrofoam balls and fake purple feathers you were going to use to make beautiful bird puppets? Where are the metal orange-juice lids you saved to use as feet that go clickety-clack? Where are your rubber bands and your pills and your old blue bottles and your secrets? A woman who had many secrets, from her flair for storytelling to her six-pack of beer in the vegetable bin of the fridge, suddenly is reduced to sitting on her bed in a room in her daughter’s house, wondering where the hell she is, wondering when she can go home.

That’s when I realized that, no matter where I went, even if I lived alone, my family would always follow me. And if they needed something from me, I wouldn’t be capable of denying them whatever they needed. There was no escape, then, and there would never be any escape. There will always be lots of cousins around, and grandmothers and sisters-in-law and nephews and aunts and fathers-in-law and uncles. They would  all be there, gumming up the works and just generally making life difficult. Even when things were good, chances are a cousin was about to wander in and ruin everything.

My grandmother messed up our plan. But even though she exasperated my mom by dipping her lasagna in her water glass at an Italian restaurant or going on long walks with the dog and then sitting on a curb somewhere, lost, until someone called the number on the humiliating bracelet on her wrist, I saw how deeply she belonged to my mom and my mom belonged to her. If my mother indulged herself that day in Kansas, pretending that she could simply sit still and let us keep barreling westward without her, it was precisely because she knew she would never have that option. She could never leave us; we were chained to her like a trail of clumsy prisoners, stumbling a few steps behind her wherever she went. Even if the recklessness of abandoning her family lurked at the edges of her vision, even if it was perversely reassuring to think she could just take off without further notice, even if it was tempting to imagine that it could all be over, and maybe that would be nice, the truth was clear. We were a family, crammed into the same room forever, one or another clogging up the doorway and making a quick exit impossible.

Age and distance and hundreds of little and big tragedies later, the anguish of those performances by my parents is still with me, along with the excitement and tension of those long car trips together. But I also remember how my dad got us to list all of the state capitals, and he sang cowboy songs about cool, clear water and tumbling tumbleweeds. I remember how my mom sat in the shade with me at the Grand Canyon when I was tired, talking about skittering lizards and why the rocks there were such a bright shade of red. I remember how my grandmother rode in the front seat, with her purse in her lap, happily reading  every single road sign out loud—“Cornwallis Road!” “Hardee’s hand . . . no, ham biscuits!”—as my mom mumbled her feigned interest. When you’re not glued to other people, you don’t bother to feign interest or sit with them when they’re tired or sing them cowboy songs to make the miles pass by more quickly.

When it comes to family, there is no escape. The beauty—and the nightmare—of family is how well they know you after so long, and how deeply you belong to each other. There is no easy exit. There are witnesses, and they remember everything.
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