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For Renay Mandel Corren

1937–2021

She broke me.

Then she bought it.

Thanks, Mom.








“All of it is true, but none of it happened.”

—Tina Howe



“And the past, being past… does not exist. Its presence in us is an illusion only. So the thing that makes us human does not exist!”

—Kim Stanley Robinson, The Martians



“Incidentally, which one of you bitches is my mother?”

—Shirley Conran, Lace








THE DEATH OF LICORICE KATZ

1.

My mother’s nuts.

Walnuts, chestnuts, Brazil nuts, cashews—Renay left bowls of shells and nut dust just about everywhere during the Summer of Divorce ’78. But not pecans, though. The relentless Carolina summer had climaxed over late August in a grimy, dirty-hot, wet squeeze of a week. Temperatures hovered over 100 degrees, so the pecans fell early, and they fell green, blanketing our scrubby yard in an ocean of unripened nuts.

There would be no pecans this season for the ravenous and ravishing redheaded Renay.

Our harvest, and this house, and her marriage, was near its fetid end.

Still, I would be left to wonder, only a few weeks from now: Was it an unripened pecan that killed Licorice Katz in the end?

Renay loved pecans.

We loved picking them! She had assembled an enterprising tribe of tireless, nut-picking sons around her. There was me, of course, the youngest, who a lot of folks back then affectionately called “Jewboy.” Try not to get too bent out of shape about it. My brothers called me Jewboy, every friend I made in twenty-two long North Carolina years called me Jewboy, several state bowling and drama teams knew me as Jewboy, even a few teachers up until my freshman year of college. Next in line was my brother Twin. Fifteen months older than me, Twin was, thus, not my biological twin at all. He was just a very large, standard-issue, simple country-fried jock who got held back a year, so the two of us were often confused for mismatched twins in our various school homerooms—even though we could not have looked, sounded, or operated in any more dissimilar a fashion. Then there was Asshole, two hot years and change older than me, a year older than Twin, a bit of a ringleader of our triopoly of Renay’s youngest sons. Asshole seemed to have skittered directly from the hellmouth with a sneer and a whip in hand, peering so malevolently out at you from behind thick Coke-bottle glasses; his gaze, if fixed upon you, turned you to stone. Asshole had a way of fogging up any room he entered, sort of like a bug bomb; his righteous fury, his certain judgment silencing all. Finally, and certainly least, our weakest link, the next oldest of Renay’s four very large, idiot sons, my darling brother Rabbi, who I have always looked up to, both for his ability to cheat death in at least three states (and counting) and for his genial optimism that he will, eventually, strike it rich, or get it right. He won’t do much of either, but he will endure. Rabbi was the only one of us who had ever managed to sneak in a Fayetteville bar mitzvah, hence his unimaginative nickname. There you have it: a Jewboy; an extra-large dimwit called Twin; a wrath-of-God temperamental nightmare who is still, to this day, fearfully referred to as Asshole; and the only good Jew between four rebel dirtbags, a collegial doofus called Rabbi. Got it?

She never did.

Despite giving birth to and indifferently raising all of us, Renay never could quite get our names straight, frequently spewing a firehose of invective in our general vicinity, nonsense words flying at us when things went wrong, “Rab-GOD-Ass-DAMN-Jewbo-IT-I mean Ass-MOTHERSHITFUCK!-I mean Andy! One of you!” It never mattered which one of us it was meant for: we were all, always, in trouble, and always in the line of fire. Anytime something went wrong, Renay shot first, asked questions later. And something was always going wrong with at least one of Renay’s sons.

There was one more son, but he’s not here.

The “away-son,” we’ll call him.

We’ll get to that soon enough.

Whatever Renay called us, we always knew who had fucked up when the hollers and the books came flying out of the bathroom. In these early years, we all spoke the same language: trouble. We were Renay’s little tribe of nose-picking, to-the-quick-nail-biting, change-stealing, dirty-minded, no-good fuckup sons, but we kept close to home, so she could clean up after us after we fucked up good, once again. We were her tribe.

“My little fuckups,” she would say, affectionately. “Now clean up this shithole.”

Renay loved nearly all of us, it is true, and we loved her back something fierce.

And we loved nuts, too.

The harder the nut, the more enterprising my brothers and I were about the getting. Harvest it, buy it, or steal it from a produce stand, we’d smash, grind, and stab our way through heaps of them. We’d polish off acres of Tidewater pecans or Georgia peanuts with our mother, whether picked from a can or fresh from the trees we had just climbed, with their pecan-heavy swollen limbs that waved listlessly above us on Pamalee Drive.

But there would be no pecans this year. Just when we needed them most, too.

During the summer of Divorce ’78, Renay tore through nuts. She was a nervous eater already, and Renay had a lot to be nervous about. Any week now, the end of her marriage would be officially thumped from a bench in far-off Arkansas, where our dad, Shithead, currently resided, patiently teaching ROTC to farmer sons and slinging cocktails at night to all the farmer wives at a plantation-themed steakhouse bar. On the one hand, this long-overdue marital terminus might spell a new beginning for us all. Alimony and child support would finally flow like water, and our pre-divorce desiccation would disappear. On the other hand, we lived in Fayetteville. It was probably too late for us.

2.

I was nine that fall, and so you might rightly ask: what does a bookish, sissy nine-year-old know about nuts, endings, even his own mother, for that matter?

I knew a lot.

So did my brothers, and so, too, did Cathy Sue, our sole and beloved sister, the oldest of us, now living far away in that wretched remove called Virginia Beach, being a proper teenager with a proper teen pregnancy, a wife playing house with the first in a rotating cast of husbands.

We were terrible students, all of Renay’s children, most of us dropouts, but we were clever in the ways of the streets, raised by our streetwise mother to raise ourselves, to ask wrong questions only, to always be braced for impact. We were a gruesome foursome, destroying, dismantling, and taking Fayetteville for ourselves. We did it all together back then, we were real brothers, inseparable and united. Except, that is, when the three youngest of us would be annually exiled, each July and August, down to torrid Miami Beach, to be shuffled between two sets of babysitters who happened to be our skeptical elderly Jewish grandparents—Renay’s parents, and Renay’s in-laws, the Katzes. The Katzes enjoyed their daughter-in-law so much they thought of her as their own daughter, and their son as a kind of intruder. The Katzes and the Mandels annually allowed Renay’s children to invade their homes, steal from them, wet their beds, publicly embarrass and exasperate them in any number of Jewish delis along Collins Avenue. Me and Asshole and Twin pickpocketed anything from any Publix in Miami that looked like food, coins, or candy. We didn’t think twice about criming our own grandparents, too; it’s what we learned early, and often: take it if you can make it away. What were we supposed to do? Those old Jews of ours always left piles of silver change just sitting out in ashtrays and pickle jars, and my mother’s father, Fat Sam, left racks of his old suits hanging unattended, their pockets stuffed with shiny silver dollars. Were we supposed to not steal those?

I would spend most of these exile months sulking alone under an umbrella by the community pool, stretched out alongside acres of hairy Jewish men still glowing onion-purple from the tiny pool house sauna, surreptitiously reading trashy books about twincest and horny, broad-chested adventurers, books that I stole from bored grandmothers while waiting for my brothers to return to Lake Park after they had committed sufficient petty crime up and down Northeast 199th Street to be escorted back, inevitably, by the police. We’d horrify our grandparents daily, until, defeated once again, Marian the Hungarian and her beloved Fat Sam heaved us onto a northbound Trailways bus, which shuttled us back to our proper place, back to the low-down Sandhills of North Carolina, where dirty little fuckups like Jewboy, Asshole, and Twin were not just welcome: they were kings.

Back to Pamalee Drive, our soon-to-be-lost family home.

There we would unite with our mother and our extravagantly brain-damaged brother Rabbi, nearly eighteen and already so dumb that a box of rocks could sue him for libel. Rabbi had been kicked out of at least three Fayetteville schools by this summer. Dodging a track record of sundry criminal enterprises that stretched from the Carolinas to Florida to Arkansas, Rabbi’s long and tortured teenaged years were coming in for a landing at last after a recently completed, mandatory Arkansas residency, where he spent an entire year living in a camper van parked in our father’s driveway in Pine Bluff. Rabbi spent his time there diddling the daughters of our father’s many girlfriends, boosting frozen shrimp and steaks from a steakhouse owned by Goober from The Andy Griffith Show, and smoking all the Arkansas weed he could lay his hands on.

My brothers protected me, their youngest and their runtiest brother, they kept me alive in the ways that older brothers always do—whether intentionally or not—by throwing a hairy, big-brotherly, protective arm around their runt. They tossed down food scraps, put up shelter or shade when it rained, and an occasional Slurpee even came my way when we attacked a store together.

We loved Mid-Atlantic Championship Wrestling. We loved fishing anywhere, in any lake. And we loved our mother. We loved her laugh, her cigarettes, her big purses, her bigger personality.

We were a tight band of nefarious, nut-scavenging idiots, and we were reunited that late Summer of Divorce ’78 on Pamalee Drive, melted back together like four slices of government cheese on a Spring Lake sidewalk, taking the gooey, elastic shape we would seize and hold for the next, fugitive decade: survivors.

Upon our return to Fayetteville this blistering August, my brothers and I took in the sight of our depleted mother, wilted damp and decalescent in her plaid chair, buried in a chaotic rubble of sweltry nut debris, and we four knew instantly: luck had slipped through Renay Mandel Corren’s shapely hands.

A word about my mother’s hands.

They. Were. Beautiful!

Ravishing. Movie star hands.

I mean, always magnificent. Show ponies! World-class trophy hands.

This was a hardworking, hard-partying, hard-bowling Lady of Fayetteville—those hands worked. Yet they were never less than immaculately detailed. In Renay’s pre-divorce heyday, her hands were the product of weekly pampering trips across town to the Tallywood Mall for hair, nails, feet, and brow plump sessions. Me and the Twin routinely accompanied Renay on her beauty rounds, hanging out in the Tallywood courtyard, stealing from the A&P, running after each other through the metal shadows of the soaring Tallywood Tower, almost as tall as the eighty-foot Eiffel Tower replica across town at the Bordeaux Mall. Renay would emerge after hours of pampering, a celebrity ship, sails full mast, gliding past her sons in the setting sun, nearly three hundred regal pounds of bright and restored woman, her hair a flaming, rose-gold crown haloed and radiant, her face composed, layers of thick, sparkling paint lacquered upon her kabuki nails, the smell bitter, the sight sweet, each one polished to an incandescent, weaponized sheen. Buffed, shined, powdered, and painted, Renay Corren could once again face Fayetteville, a town that seemed ever intent on ending her. Fuck with this woman, those nails said. I dare you.

But Renay could no longer afford those weekly trips to Tallywood (frankly, she couldn’t afford them in the first place). Three years into the smoldering waste of this long, nuclear divorce, the cash for nails had long since run dry.

So Renay took to home manicures, doing all that she could à la maison, filing and varnishing and approximating that Tallywood shine, enlisting me to bootblack and shellack her hard, calloused toes, fussing at bunions with scrapers and hammers and awls, all while she lay upon her side, plucking lazily at her brow with a gleaming tweezers in one hand, an eyelash press in the other. Renay’s supple, pretty hands, while not as supple or nearly as pretty in these hard days of Divorce ’78, were upheld with my gallant assistance. Appearances meant everything to my mother, and so they meant everything to me.

There was no need for Renay’s hands to advertise all the bitter, hard truths that were tumbling down all around our Cumberland town.

Like that she couldn’t keep the lights on.

Or the mortgage paid.

The car was knocking on death’s door, and her bills and her sons were hungry.

Renay couldn’t stop that car from being towed, hauled to or from another garage she couldn’t afford. She couldn’t stop begging Old Man Ferrell for another free oil change, or brake pads, or something, anything, to stop that loud, persistent knock in the guts of the Chevy Nova’s radiator.

She couldn’t stop any of it.

Money was a poisonous lake to Renay, one she drowned in many times over, but her hands sailed coolly on, like vain summer swans gliding away from smoking, burning shores. Renay’s beautiful hands were perpetually fussing over piles of bills, bowls of divorce snacks, endlessly rooting in her bottomless pleather purse for a Virginia Slims 100, or the roach of a discarded joint, twisting and flicking at her raspy, gold-plated lighter during long, sweaty calls to Wagstaff, her Yellow Pages attorney in Arkansas. They fluttered before she dialed to borrow more money, clicked as she dialed to stop another check, clacked as she dialed to keep the power going or sweet-talk those Southern Bell ladies into keeping the phone turned on.

She needed that phone for agonizingly expensive long-distance calls with the attorney, her parents, Shithead’s parents, her legion of bowling alley comrades at B&B Bowling Lanes, or Cathy Sue, my sister and her only daughter. They all called to advise and prop up the dissolution of this twenty-two-year-long grudge match that she and Shithead had called a marriage, a union that had lasted, in most people’s estimation—especially theirs—twenty-one years too long.

Renay had six children, just the one daughter followed by five sons, spread out over twelve years of making babies. A devastating miscarriage, and two discreet abortions, plus six live births meant that Renay Corren had been a knocked-up, fed-up, broodmare since 1956. Twenty years of mostly unblemished fertility. I was her youngest, the final one, and she had desperately prayed day and night throughout my blessed germination that I would be a girl—and sort of got her wish, if we’re being honest. There’s that away-son that I mentioned, but he’s still far away, far, at least, from the center of these events.

Four sons at home with Renay on Pamalee Drive.

It was a lot of hungry rednecks.

It took a long, expensive divorce, and two and a half shitty jobs, for Renay to fall this far behind in keeping all those rednecks fed. She went to the B&B Lanes most nights, where she ran leagues, ruled as a champion bowler, and dealt ’em in as after-hours in-house casino manager. During the days, she manned a Sunoco gas kiosk at the Eutaw Village Shopping Center, where she was situated perfectly to siphon gas, steal cigarettes, and swipe petty cash for us and for some minor gambling debts. She topped it all off by dealing a little weed and some glass bongs out of the trunk of the Nova.

Sometimes she had a Sunday off, maybe for fishing, for laundry, always for the Dolphins.

Renay didn’t have all the time in the world for conventional mothering, not when her house of cards was being held up by one, single, shiny fingernail. If she was at home, she was catching a wink between shifts. But I really do believe Renay had the exact right amount of time and love to divide among us, the 2.5 jobs, the nails, the bills. We saw it all, down to the stitches, because our mother had nothing to be ashamed of, and no time to be ashamed, anyway, and thus nothing was ever held back.

Renay sought pleasure when her doom was near, and believe me when I say that in the Summer of Divorce ’78 doom was breathing heavy up Renay Corren’s skirt. Except Renay never wore a skirt, not one time. Renay wore pants. Renay wore fuck-it pants only.

When we got back from Miami that summer, Renay was looking for the divorce exit, or the divorce punchline. She chewed through bags of nuts the way Arkansas Wagstaff, Esquire, chewed through his billable hours, calling at all hours with the latest setbacks. Spent nut shells lay forgotten on every surface like bullet casings, grouped with piles of crumpled bills, smashed joints, ripped envelopes scrawled with frantic notes—important divorce details quickly forgotten. The calls from Wagstaff produced stacks of such notes, nervously shredded by her fiery, fuming, Tallywood-deprived talons. The shiny laminate walls of Renay’s living room grew a layer of grime and smoke and began closing in on her.

She wanted off those calls. She wanted off the divorce train. It all cost too damned much, it took up too much time. It wasn’t fun. It took everything from her. It took war.

Renay was no good at war.

Renay was good at peace.

Good at sex. Good at jokes. Good at eating. Good at leaving things for another day, at ditching checks and finishing off men before they hardly even noticed. Renay harried, cajoled, and flattered Wagstaff off those calls fast, just like one of her break time parking-lot handjobs at the B&B: lightning quick, full of fury. Master class.

Wagstaff’s calls concluded, Renay would retreat behind closed doors to her bathtub, where she would float, nursing those long-distance Arkansas wounds with long, hot drafts of sympathetic water, billows of weed left unsold from the trunk of the Nova, waves of chemical-green sour apple bubble bath from the Kmart discount bin, a boxy white radio whispering Larry King into the dawn. She spent epic, mysterious nights cloistered in that tub, floating on the surface of sour apple water, while her troubles tried to pull her down below.

Renay floated through it all.

3.

From her tub, Renay whisper-shouted to me through the cracked door, using my private girl name, “Ann, bring me my macadamia!” Then: “And practice doing it like Mae West. Make ’em laugh, Ann!”

“I ain’t got no nuts, lady, but why don’t ya come up and see me some time,” I automatically replied, making Renay laugh real good. I had a solid Mae West up my sleeve, as well as a whole artillery of other celebrity impersonations at the ready to entertain my grandparents when they arrived.

This is what she made me for.

Renay had made me into her perfect little man, her best companion, her Mini-She, something badly divorced ladies are wont to do, I suppose, but I didn’t mind. I was nine, and though I shared the same DNA as all her sons, I was aware, too, at an early age, that I was special, like a hothouse plant that needed a little extra attention, so it was nice to have Renay as my manager, mentor, and porcine Pygmalion. We spoke the same language: hers. My mother was a big lady with no big plans, and she already knew a good deal about the way of things in this world. She knew more about it than me, certainly, and more about me, even, than I knew about myself. Renay did the thinking for both of us, which is what a mother is supposed to do, right?

“Ann, get me another Pepsi,” she called. Then she added as an afterthought, “De-grockerate my room!”

It was an enormous honor to be asked to de-grockerate Renay’s chambers, which meant picking up all her bedroom litter—her tissues, papers, magazines, crumbs, stray pretzels, empty Pepsi cans, and nut shells. I was always bussing Renay’s bedroom, dusting her trays of costume jewelry, putting fake pearls on and sliding fake silver bracelets off, rehanging all her gaily festooned rose-and-cabbage blouses, folding her discarded fuck-it pants and enormous bloomers, wrangling all the rubber mastectomy boob inserts that bounced to every corner the moment her bra slid off. I’d linger over Renay’s racks of cosmetics, the shiny, lime-green bottles of Clinique, the Revlon polishes in every rainbow shade, the brow combs, all the creamy lip pens, her eye pencils, and tubes upon tubes of lipsticks—a real warrior’s chest of paint for a real warrior painted Fayetteville red.

I slipped Renay a fresh Pepsi through the door and pushed a bowl of black walnuts in behind, a consolation prize for the lack of macadamia, the nuts already lightly cracked to make them easier for Renay to pick at, followed by a bowl of sliced cantaloupe—a favorite pairing—sliced on the rind into chunks she could spear with a glossy fingernail, like kebabs.

Renay routinely added a squirt of Joy for an extra, rich blast of lemony-jazz and foam, and the sour apple Jawbreaker smell lightly cut with a zest of lemon detergent mingled with the scent of her wet cigarettes and tangy marijuana into a skunky-fruity combo that was hers and hers alone. Renay loved her long, hot, post-Wagstaff, post-bowling, stoned soaks of redemption.

“Lemony-fresh.” She sighed.

“We’re out of nuts,” I drawled, again as Mae West. This bowl of walnuts would be the last.

“Yes, and we have-a no macadamia,” she said sadly, tilting her head back in the foam, affecting a tragedienne’s resignation. No macadamia. A terrible blow for Renay.

Macadamia was rarely in the house. Macadamia was expensive. Rich people nuts. Unless they came our way as a thank-you gift from one of Renay’s bowling alley lovers or, far more likely, got boosted from the base PX at Fort Bragg into Renay’s bottomless bag of shopping thievery, we did not have macadamia flowing freely. Nuts from the PX rarely made it all the way home, anyway. Because of Shithead’s military service we got to shop at the base once a month and Renay excelled at pinching, slicing open, and consuming entire bags of purloined macadamia before we ever so much as reached the commissary cashier, her four noisy, starving kids riding alongside four carts’ worth of groceries, our rations on her one month’s support check. Renay would eat whole meals while shopping at the PX. I once saw my mother steal and eat an entire pound of “shopping ham” before she hit the exit. Now that’s talent.

“You are dismissed,” she said airily from her bath—and she meant no harm. She added a jokingly faux-royal wave, her ringed, pruning hands foamy with Joy, her wedding band finger still white where her ring was so recently removed. She wiggled her perfectly pedicured, dainty fat toes off the side of the tub, as if to say, It’s all a joke, Ann! Life is a grand joke! But I have invited you along for the ride! She remembered a last command: “Tell your brothers to get this shithole straight before Nana Minna and Papa Joe get here! I don’t need the embarrassment!”

This was a woman who literally could not be embarrassed, and she slapped at her piles of Joy foam, giggling and making us both laugh as I quietly shut the door behind me, leaving Renay to her divorce soak and whatever comforts that green apple water could provide.

I strolled through the late-afternoon, orange-sun-dusted, nut-littered interior of our house, which came with rarely vacuumed wall-to-wall shag carpet in every room in two shades of algae green and dog diarrhea brown. Even the bathrooms had deep, plush shag. Fake-wood paneling floor to ceiling. If you had asked me then, I’d have said it was a palace. I’d have said we had a lot.

It was the most we would ever have.

We had a fish tank, sometimes even containing living fish, and a “nice furniture” room, too, filled with artifacts from Japan and a paisley yellow sofa I never sat on except for when I required complete darkness for my late-summertime migraines, or solace for the sudden and mysterious, angsty confusion of lusts that rushed to my downstairs place after watching Donny & Marie. We even had an enviable stereo in a polished wood console, the pride of our home, a grand Sansui 700 series with a receiver and a reel-to-reel. Fancy people stereophonics, I would think, passing it on my way to overfeed a doomed and desperately obese pair of guppies we called Frick and Frack.

Best of all, our house on Pamalee had two bathrooms, a championship, middle-class luxury, the ultimate sign of stability to our inbound, class-conscious grandparents, who had all risen high above their Carpathian ancestors, but not so high as to flush extravagantly in two rooms!

Just outside the kitchen door was a patchy yard with a picnic table, a half-ton circle of cement plunked on sandy, sooted ground that was always littered with pine needles and pollen, surrounded as we were by long, piney woods on all three sides. These were thick Carolina woods, teeming with loblolly and longleaf, with wasps lurking in the fallen pine below. There were thorny black huckleberries, too, and colonies of red cardinals. We had flowering bunches of tart wild grapes, fist-sized, “a redneck cocktail” my sister Cathy Sue always said. Our woods, which seemed infinite to me, were penned in by Cumberland County’s ninth-most deadly intersection, and so our Pamalee Drive house was frequently buffeted by the ghostly echoes of ambulances, school bus accidents from E. E. Smith, and high-speed police chases inevitably leading to, or from, Rick’s Topless down on Hay.

Ours was a single-story brick ranch, clean-looking on the outside with an up-jumped, white-people portico that faced Pamalee, and a roof low enough to access with an old, rusted ladder. We lived on our roof, Twin, Asshole, and I, as down below the calls from Wagstaff came, or did not come, or came too often to bear.

Our driveway plunged vertiginously down the long, deadly hill to Cain Road itself, on the other side of which was a whole other kingdom of woods. Those woods are now paved over—home to three different hair salons, and a graveyard parking lot—but back then it was a dark and inviting kingdom filled with pecan trees, and danger as far as the eye could see. If you were suicidal enough to attempt the crossing of the Cain, you could harvest sweet, tempting berries from low, spiny bushes, and brave the camouflaged minefield of pine-veiled yellowjackets’ nests that lurked just beneath every step you took.

We had a sitting room. We had nuts. We had wild berries, and we had each other.

We had her.

Licorice Katz was alive and well in Miami that late September of Divorce ’78, this I can confidently report, as my brothers and I had left him only weeks before, after our annual crime spree across North Miami. On a Thursday morning, long before dawn, Licorice was strapped into a shiny brown Cutlass Supreme and driven directly up the 95, onto the 401 bypass, then right up Pamalee Drive hill, to our house, accompanied by his persons, my grandparents Minna and Joseph Katz, for their biannual Jewish High Holy Days food delivery service.

Tucked away down deep in the remote and splendid isolation of North Carolina’s aromatic butt crack, we didn’t know that we were the poor sons of that poor fat lady down the road, the one about to lose her house. We didn’t know what fat, or poor, or foreclosure was. We probably looked poor, especially when compared to folks up in Haymount, which was three miles and three hundred thousand light-years to the east. We probably looked rich to the folks down at Cobra, or to the unfortunates of Forest Hills Drive. We were Jewish, everybody knew that, but we were the poor Jews of Pamalee, the only poor Jews in all of Fayetteville, too poor, even, for shul. Still, whenever Renay had an extra five dollars for the can deposit, a sixteen-ounce tub of Charles Chips would be summoned by phone, and from whatever feral treetops we swung, my brothers and I would pause midair and watch, mouths wet with slobber as that podgy, yellow-and-beige Charles Chips van made its puttering way up the dark incline of our drive. In the shadow of that van, loaded down with all those expensive beige canisters of premium snacks, for just a moment our mother would glow in the damp, Fayetteville sun. Quality chips and fine nuts, polished nails and dirt-covered little servant boys, deferential deliverymen scattered about her like rose petals. A queen. A dirtbag queen, with a crown of rose gold, and we, her sons, her royal court.

In the Summer of Divorce ’78, when Licorice Katz was still alive, this all seemed like enough to me.

More than that.

It seemed like enormous riches.

4.

“Hide the bacon.” Asshole sneered from behind his Coke-bottle glasses, his permanent grimace smothered in the iron grip of the one, the only, Minna Klatskin Cohen Katz.

Materfamilias had arrived.

Since sometime before dawn, the Katzes’ Supreme had been hauling up the I-95 from Miami, blowing through state lines and blazing past farm stands in one long, epic, blur, Joe at the wheel, Minna at his side, schmatta-wrapped head tilted to the sun, her Pall Mall Gold 100 out the window, Licorice Katz, their black standard poodle, wedged into the fully loaded creamy bucket seats.

Minna and Joe drove to Fayetteville because Minna was a survivor of the crash of National Airlines Flight 101. The plane, which was headed from Newark to Miami after midnight on February 11, 1952, had gone down shortly after takeoff, and fiery, fearless Minna Katz, my father’s mother, had been ejected, careening through the midnight sky, burning and still strapped into her airplane seat, the most famous Jewish comet in all of New Jersey history. Minna survived, just barely. Years of recovery and skin grafts had left her with a small settlement, a fur coat, a diamond ring, some very impressive scars, and a lingering taste for long, languid drives accompanied by her first faithful husband, who was for the record her second husband, that short, randy socialist stud from the Bronx, Joseph Katz. Her first husband, small-time New York and Miami gangster Abraham “Al” Cohen, my cheating father’s cheating father, had been shown the door in 1946, long, long before I was born.

“Joseph, you know what to do,” Minna said, barreling into the house, hardly drawing a breath before tossing her beige cardigan onto Renay’s tattered, upholstered woolly-plaid cube chair, setting down her enormous knitting bag in a puff of smoke, and pulling out a very large pair of cutting shears and a smock. Minna smiled tightly as she wound the smock around her tiny waist, a menacing smile that did not brook argument or debate from the dirty Jewish sheep arrayed before her.

“Let’s not have any theatrics,” she announced, exhaling a cloud of Pall Mall.

We were getting backyard haircuts, and we were getting them now.

Before the engine of the Cutlass went cold, mere seconds after we were revealed to be in our usual shabby, unsupervised state, we were paraded, brother by brother, to the concrete shearing table. Retired Miami Beach society cosmetologist Minna Katz despised an unkempt head of Jewish hair.

Haircuts dispensed with methodically, Minna pivoted to transferring an Army base commissary’s worth of food from the Cutlass to the bare cupboards of our shag-carpeted kitchen, then set to cleaning and dusting our entire house, removing layers of ignored summer grease, chiseling grime from every surface as she scoured and prepped for the baking and stuffing and proofing of many Jewish foods, an intense, focused operation that would go long into the night.

Minna did it all, and she did it all at once, as she had done her entire magnificent, wildly topsy-turvy life. Brooklyn ingenue, wife, mother. Miami divorcée. Wife again. Stylist. Hostess. Traveler. Grandmother. General. Minna Katz was an unstoppable Hebrew comet, and we were all sucked into the gravitational pull of her kibbitzing, cleaning, cooking, canning, shearing, and schmaltzing. She and Joe were here for Renay, yes, but for all us meshuga grandkids, too, to wrap us up in love and loyalty as the final act of this great battle between Minna’s son Shithead and her beloved chosen daughter Renay.

Let the record show it was Minna Katz who first called her son Shithead.

His mother. Not us.

Minna was tiny and she was fierce, her strong arms and gaunt cheeks mottled with burn scars. She was a tireless schlepper, always prepared, hilariously funny. She was deeply religious, but always outrageously mindful of others. She was loud, salty, and as funny as Buddy Hackett killing on the Vegas Strip, yet Minna kept a meticulous, ahead-of-its-time organic garden back at home like it was her full-time job, and she had more than two hundred fired-up Hadassah mah-jongg ladies in her diary who would die for her. Minna put up with a lot of shit from Renay’s summertime kids, yet she always came back to us, this forgiving, combative, fearless, redheaded fireball.

The Katzes were stepping into a clearly broken home overseen, if at all, by a clearly broken woman, and a pack of braying, half-feral boys running wild. The only real home I ever knew, and the last that Renay would ever own, it was falling down around us, and it was obvious for all to see.

This was where Licorice Katz came to die.

“Licorice!” we screamed in unison, dumping bags of oranges and bagels on the counter and leaving them to drop to the shag for some premium poodle lickage. Licorice was here! Licorice!

Licorice Katz bounded inside, all thirty-plus pounds of him slobbering and tackling us in an unbridled love fury, his furry black tail a docked, mini pom-pom of unleashed excitement after finally being set free from his Cutlass cage. Smiling and whining, jumping directly into our arms, then running about the shag in wide, happy circles, Licorice barked his suitcase-sized poodle bark of love at the sight of his Carolina cousins. He loved us, a pure contentment, a blast of light and sweetness that parted the clouds above the Summer of Divorce ’78. Licorice Katz was certainly the center of Minna and Joe’s galaxy, their only child at home, but Licorice was part-time ours, too; we had put in hours by his side down in Miami. We could not wait to spend our days eating bagels and chasing after Licorice, already planning the adventures ahead, me and Twin and Asshole and Licorice exploring the sewers of Fayetteville, which ran right beneath our house, taking him up to Mintz Lake, befriending Maverick, the scary Doberman leashed up next door. We looked forward to the weeks ahead, running berserk those final days of summer, chasing into the fireball of fall alongside our favorite Miami cousin.

None of that would happen, because Licorice Katz would be dead before ten o’clock that night.

The Cutlass disgorged a conveyor belt of endless bags, crates, and boxes of foodstuffs direct from Miami. The car was a one-woman Jewish grocery that Minna Katz never hit the road without, its seats sparkling with the oil of orange rind, spicy smells escaping from tucked jars of hand-ground paprika, and clanging with meat grinders, stock pots, and other exotic kitchen tools. It was a complex intestinal surgery on wheels, a whole deli carted into our kitchen, sacks of front-yard Valencia oranges and backyard Pehoski purple garlic from Minna’s organic garden, bundles of dried spices and herbs she grew and dried herself. She would grind and chop and sizzle and stew, all this day and into the Rosh Hashanah dawn. A labor union picket line’s worth of fresh and chewy bagels, all the seeds and flavors from that neon-lit haven on Collins Avenue, the world-famous Rascal House, because even though it was far from the Katzes’ home in Central Miami, they knew Rascal House was the Corren Brothers’ favorite place, and they went the extra bagel mile for their grandkids.

Renay swooned over icy coolers as pounds of tightly wrapped, fatty fishes appeared as if by Talmudic witchcraft, tendrils of frost licking at their oily butcher-wrapped shrouds: jaunty, swaddled herrings with cold, staring eyes; smoked and cured kippers; salty lox; silkily seductive sables—all the reeking, scaly whitefishes and novas a big Jewish broad could ever dream of and never get, because there was no real Jewish deli in North Carolina. Not one.

The Cutlass reeked of dark, delicious pumpernickels from Wolfie’s, where, as Papa Joe loudly declaimed, “I saw Meyer Lansky again, walking that adorable dog, Bruiser!” using every inch of his deli patois to slather each deliciously elongated slice of vowel with the seedy, mustardy, starstruck ardor of a Miami boy from the Bronx made good. Made real good.

These people. These beautiful, loud, leathery, Jewish people. My people.

They arrived as if from a time machine, from a long-vanquished Jewish civilization, Miami Beach, from when it was exclusively a place by, and for, the Jews. Nana Minna Katz was determined to make our house, if only for a week, a Miami Jewish home. Clean. Ordered. Delicious. Righteous on the Sabbath. Minna Klatskin Cohen Katz was the single most gifted, courageous, creative, and completely terrifying Jew I knew.

Minna was wearing hand-sewn floral culottes the night Licorice Katz died.

Hand-sewn.

She would fix us with her bubbling pots of stock, her stuffed cabbages, her fried latkes, and she would strengthen and nourish Renay, too, this vivacious chosen daughter of hers. Minna would give her a style and a cut and some clean kids on the side. She bucked Renay up, laughing and cajoling, cooking and cleaning, all between overflowing jelly jars of cheap white wine, while the unyielding hot early-autumn sun struggled between verdant sappy pines and low, listless clouds. If she had done her job—and to Minna it was a job—Minna Katz would banish the memory of Shithead from this house, once and for all.

There would be a delicious Sabbath dinner later, the first unfrozen dinner in weeks. Then we’d gather around the television, bellies swollen with Minna’s fine cuisine, and the final piece of the restored family puzzle would slide into place: the fall TV season of 1978.

We would be a family at last.

A real family.

And then Licorice Katz up and died.

5.

Licorice Katz died just a few minutes after eight thirty p.m. on Friday, September 22, 1978, or 20 Elul 5738 on the Jewish calendar.

Elul is the month of repentance, the clean slate month, the final month of the year before the High Holy Days of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. It’s the Get Your Shit Together Month for Jews, before it’s too late for the awakening of spirit. It’s a time for cleansing of souls and dusting of homes and releasing the mistakes of the year just past.

Licorice died during the typically skit-heavy first half of Donny & Marie. That season was lamentably its fourth and last, meaning Donny & Marie has now been off the air for decades, and so you may never have seen, or may barely recall, its celestial wonders. If so, let me underline the important points: it was a Mormon variety hour led by a Mormon brother and a Mormon sister, Donald and Marie Osmond, who still, somehow, managed to have sexual tension. The siblings were ages twenty and eighteen, and they sported matching primitive butch lesbian haircuts, and both had exquisite, blinding orthodonture. The premise of the show was that Marie was “a little bit country,” i.e., lesbian, while Donny was “a little bit rock and roll,” ergo quietly bisexual. After the skits, the show would segue into its higher-energy, song-and-dance, guest-star-heavy second half, which I noted with passionate interest this season premiere featured an elaborately and daringly multihued disco stage. The seventies were simply incredible. You had to be there.

My brothers and I were scattered before the TV in a pile, joining in with the live studio audience from Osmond Entertainment Center in Orem, Utah, as it sparkled to life with hard-core Mormon rock and luminous, sequin-clad, closeted Mormon backup dancers shimmying to a wholesome cover of Heatwave’s smash hit “The Groove Line,” when Licorice Katz inhaled a weird and raspy, darkly-congested, shaky breath, and then, with a long, obstructed, snoring exhale that not one of us bothered to investigate, expired quietly beneath the reclining chair that cradled his beloved master, our Papa Joe.

Right there in the last Fayetteville home of Renay and Shithead Corren, during the very last week of their marriage, a final sacrifice was taken: thirty pounds of beloved, furry flesh, removed in the glittering shadow of the Osmonds’ celestial kingdom.

The smell of schmaltz and endings was in the air.

I was much too young to fully process all the consequential endings and beginnings afoot, so I merely attended to my ordinary Friday night duties, paying my customary microscopic attention to each tiny detail of the tautly tailored pantsuits of the most-obviously gay Mormon backup dancers, and, when I felt nobody was observing me too closely, zeroing in on Donny’s exceptionally fitted, nearly sheer white tuxedo pants, which he wore with an insouciant, hipless twenty-year-old’s abandon, dancing with shameless Mormon joie de vivre. Donny was accessorized this night with a long, flowing Liberace-esque tie-scarf, which even I knew was gay, while Marie was wrapped in enough gold lamé to upholster an entire extra-special episode of The Love Boat, like one of those two-parters when they get stuck in the Panama Canal. Donny and Marie were the sexiest, most glamorous, and most celibate celebrity couple on Mormon God the Father’s sweet earth. They made me feel things. They made me feel like I was their brother and their boyfriend. There was nothing Donny couldn’t do that didn’t turn me on, even though I didn’t really understand what was being turned on.

There was just something about him.

Try as I might, I could not explain it, and yet I wanted to rush out into the green pecan-covered yard that hot September night and scream something to the leaden skies. I wanted to tell the world about Donny and me! Something was happening in my downstairs place, and I didn’t even fully understand what my downstairs place did!

And then came the Big Gay Bang.

Watching Donny take his sweet, shallow sips of breath after his epic opening number, I was seized by my usual, insistent urge to explode with hot pee, a familiar rush of warmth that greeted every song of his, an urgent, bestial need to urinate whenever I was possessed by the animal magnetism of Donald Clark Osmond. With the exception of Oscar Goldman from The Six Million Dollar Man, who was obviously the most attractive Jew to ever wear a vest, no other man made me feel the way Donny did. I discreetly excused myself, anxious to relieve this confused, downstairs pressure, and I hobble-stepped down the shag runway and walked right into my baptism. By gay fire.

His name was Bernie Alphabet.

And Bernie Alphabet was N-A-K-E-D.

Bernie was naked, but he wasn’t getting naked for my mother. It was Friday, and if he was in town, Bernie was always over at our house on Pamalee Drive on Fridays, usually taking a hot shower after one of his HALO night drops over Fort Bragg, where he shoved hundreds of hot, terrified Army Airborne recruits out of airplanes on their first live parachute jumps. Bernie was Renay’s best friend. Of course, Renay had more than two hundred best friends, but Bernie was always at or near the top. Bernie and Renay were outrageous together, the best kind of best friends, the extra-loud low-life ones making a public ruckus, the ones you’re jealous
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