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Dedication

For my father, James Hastings Nichols,
who helped me believe in my dreams

and always, for Doug




Author’s Note

I want to thank the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation for its generous support during the final stages of work on this novel.




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Author’s Note

Part One

Chapter 1

Chapter 2: June 1954

Chapter 3: June 1954

Chapter 4: December 1954

Chapter 5: Summer 1956

Chapter 6: December 1963

Chapter 7: April 1964

Chapter 8: August 1964

Chapter 9: May 1965

Chapter 10: June 1965

Chapter 11: March 1966

Chapter 12: Spring—Summer 1966

Part Two

Chapter 13

Chapter 14: November—December 1968

Chapter 15: January 1970

Chapter 16: June 1979

Chapter 17

P.S. Insights, Interviews & More . . .*

About the Author

About the Book

Read On

Praise

Also by Sue Miller

Copyright

About the Publisher




Part One




Chapter 1

It’s my brother Mack’s birthday. He’s fourteen. We’re all sitting at the table in the dining room. The curtains are drawn, though you can see the glint of summer evening light through the cracks. When my mother rounds the corner from the kitchen with the glowing cake, we burst into ragged song.

Heaped next to Mack’s place on the table are his opened presents—odd homemade things from me and my younger sisters; but a nice sweater my mother gave him on behalf on my other brother, and three Roy Orbison forty-fives from my older sister, Liddie. You can also see the neck of the guitar my parents have bought him, leaning against the table’s edge. It seems to me that color rises to Mack’s face as we sing to him, though perhaps it’s just the soft light from the candles that makes him look this way—young, and suddenly sweet and shy. When my eyes meet his, I’m embarrassed; I feel a catch in my voice.

The moment we’ve finished the song, Mack leans forward and blows the candles out. In the silent twilit aftermath of our applause, my other brother—my autistic brother, Randall—speaks. “Happy birthday, dear Mackie,” he says.

We are all silent, and then Liddie, the oldest, laughs, “My God!” she says. “Did you hear him? My God!”

“I wouldn’t get excited, Lydia,” my father says. “That’s about his annual quota of words, isn’t it?” And my mother’s face, which has turned in astonishment to her younger son in the dim light, instantly drops. My father changes the subject; someone gets up to pull back the curtains on the windows, to let what’s left of the daylight in.

This is the way I remember it. But I’m wrong.

My mother tells me he never spoke after the age of four or so. My sister Liddie says it’s her memory, her story, one she told me much later. I’ve appropriated it, she says, the way I do with everything in our family’s history. I’ve changed it to suit myself—made myself older, an observer, when in reality I was an infant when it happened, and Mary and Sarah weren’t even born.

And yet. And yet it seems as clear to me as a picture I might have taken. I could swear this was exactly what happened.

But that’s the way it is in a family, isn’t it? The stories get passed around, polished, embellished. Liddie’s version or Mack’s version changes as it becomes my version. And when I tell them, it’s not just that the events are different but that they all mean something different too. Something I want them to mean. Or need them to. And of course, there’s also the factor of time. Of how your perspective, your way of telling the story—of seeing it—changes as time passes. As you change.

Now, for example, I see that we must always have known, my younger sisters and I, that we hadn’t been wanted or planned, that there was something complicated and painful for our parents in our very existence. But what we would have said then was just that there were too many of us, too many children in our family. So this might be one place to start my version of our story: how we felt about ourselves, in our world, where every house spilled kids into the Chicago street.

Most of them spilled two or three, though. Four was a little excessive. Five absurd. And there were six of us. Six meant something different, a special case in some way. Catholic. Or a man who couldn’t keep his hands off his wife. A neurotic breeder of a woman. People would ask, “Six of you?” and yes never seemed a sufficient answer. Occasionally I would say of myself and my younger sisters, “Well, we’re the extras,” passing along one of our father’s nicknames for us without understanding it—as though it might answer the question. And sometimes it seemed to. “Oh!” the questioner would say. “Yes.”

Certainly even then we thought of the family as neatly divided down the middle. The first three, Macklin, Lydia, and Randall, were the special ones. Even those names, we thought, showed greater imagination, greater involvement on our parents’ part, than ours did: Nina, Mary, Sarah. Clearly by that time they had run out of gas.

But we didn’t necessarily connect any of this with our father’s nicknames for us. These were embarrassing not because of what they meant—which none of us stopped to consider then anyway—but because they existed at all. Not because they pointed to some quality we shared, but because they pointed to us. He called us “the unexpected guests,” or “the surprise party.” He would lower his book and watch us as we passed his study door, the three of us always together. Under his high, narrow forehead, his blue eyes had the trick that eyes in certain portraits or photographs do, of seeming to follow you while actually remaining steady, unmoving. “There they go, the extras,” he’d say. Or, “Ah, the fleet’s in. The Nina, the Pint-sized, the Santa Maria.” We were “the little pitchers of health,” “the coup de grace,” “the last straws.” We complained and laughed and whined about it, we told our mother, but it only made him worse.

“Pay no attention to him,” Mother said when she was in a good mood. But when she was in the dumps, her mouth went tight. She would turn away from him quickly in anger. She’d pick up again whatever she was drinking—cold, milky coffee, flat beer, an inch or two of something brown and sticky in the bottom of a glass. “I don’t know why you imagine they’re never going to understand you,” she said once to him. “Someday, out of the blue, you know, they will.”

“And then what, Lainey?” he asked. And when she didn’t answer, he said, “The truth shall set you free.”

But there was no moment out of the blue, no revelation. It didn’t happen that way. And though I did feel a strange sense, a sense that ran through my childhood, of being yoked to my sisters, of having some meaning as a group that had nothing to do with who I was alone or intended to be—still, what my father said remained as meaningless, as much a part of unexamined family habit, as when my mother called one of us “honeybunch” or “sweetie pie.” Who would dream of asking what these meant, literally? In fact, it wasn’t until years later, long after I already knew the sad story of how we got here, that I realized what the nicknames referred to, that I understood he’d been joking about it with us since we were small. Affectionately, ruefully, he’d dared to make fun of the awful way we’d come into the world, the way he’d felt about us before we were people. And we’d heard only the affection, paid attention only to his tone. “Ah, the unexpected blessings,” he’d say mockingly, tenderly. “Let’s count them: one, two, three.”

No, in my version of our story, it was always my mother—boozy, or jittery from too much coffee—who made us feel strange when we were small. It was her intense loving that frightened us, her desperate quick embraces, her sudden anger, her “internal combustion engine,” my father called it—a set of mysterious, private emotions which ruled her. You could never tell in what direction she’d suddenly veer.

My father, tall and sober and steady, would listen to me, to all of us. In spite of the teasing, the sense of mockery in much of what he said, he seemed reliably connected to the world of events in a way our mother didn’t, then or later. He knew the names of stars, of galaxies; he knew what berries you could eat and which were poisonous. It was he who explained to me, with a little chart he sketched on a paper napkin, the Mendelian laws, which dictated that probably one of Impy’s kittens—like her—would have no tail, two would have half tails, and one would have a tail the length of any other cat’s. Because he was a doctor, it was he who sat at the edge of the bed when one of us felt sick, who touched our foreheads for the heat of fever, who looked for white blisters on our throats or the toss of red splotches on our bodies. His hands were cool and dry.

But that changes over time too. He moved out for a while when I was twelve, and for me, after that, his magic seemed to vanish. This was partly because, though he sometimes had Mack or Liddie over alone, when I went I was always invited with my two younger sisters. At that time I was eager to be thought of as different from them, more grown up, and this didn’t seem fair to me. It was true that the first few times we visited were like an adventure. His new apartment was clean and bare. I had never seen such rooms, uncluttered by what I’d always understood to be the necessary, the normal, furniture of family life. There was a bunk bed and a fold-out couch in the extra bedroom, so we could all sleep together, a treat for us. For dinner he usually fixed us what he called his “spécialité de l’appartement,” runny omelets crammed with mysterious flavors he wouldn’t tell us the names of, but which we all loved.

But then, very quickly really, it got boring. We began to find things to grouse about to each other. We never had exactly the books or drawing things or dress-ups we wanted; we couldn’t get any real projects going because he wanted it all picked up before we went to bed. And strangest of all, the teasing seemed awful, embarrassing, without the others there—without Mother—to hear it, to be amused or offended. Three wasn’t enough for my father. His gifts required an audience, a larger house.

He seemed to feel it too. He often phrased his invitations in the negative. “I don’t suppose you’d like to come over and keep an old man company,” he’d say. “I guess you’re probably too busy to have dinner tonight.” And as time went on, he asked us less and less. And what I felt about this shift, I realized after a while, was pure relief—relief that my father, whom I’d loved more dearly than anyone in my family, seemed to have forgotten us, “the extras.”

I can remember that moment, the moment when I knew that, sharply and clearly. It was summer. I had been sent by my mother to get my brother Mack from Steinway’s drugstore, where he liked to hang around. I was walking down Fifty-seventh Street toward the university, running my hand along the top of a dusty, squared-off privet hedge; and all of a sudden, here was my father, walking toward me on the other side of the street. He was alone, moving fast. He had his jacket off, hooked on a finger over one shoulder, and his tie was dancing out to the side. I stopped to watch him, and I nearly called out. But at the last minute I decided not to.

He did look over as he hurtled along—he glanced quickly my way. But nothing about me stopped his moving eyes or slowed his motion. He kept walking; he passed by me on his side of the street. I turned to watch him striding away, the swing of his jacket across his back, the lilting alternation of his legs in blue-striped seersucker; and what I felt was gladness that he hadn’t really seen me, that I’d not had to talk to him. That he hadn’t even recognized his daughter in this adolescent girl on the street.

Part of what shapes the story for me is that my father is a psychiatrist. Now that psychiatrists are defrocked weekly in New Yorker cartoons, it’s difficult to recall what this once meant, how seriously men like him were taken. But when I was growing up in the fifties and early sixties, he was a sort of shaman in our world. My friends used to worry that he could read their minds, and often they were silent in his presence. Grownups too reacted oddly to him. They were too respectful, even defensive, as though he could see through them, as though he knew their weaknesses at a glance. “Now, I know this will sound compulsive,” they’d say, after telling an anecdote or recounting a dream. Or, “I suppose you think I’ve got some sort of Oedipus complex.”

More important to what happened in our family, though, was the way my father felt about his work. He loved it. He believed in it with a pure fervor bordering on the religious. I heard him speak often of the excited feeling he’d had while training of being in a profession that was truly on the verge of understanding how the mind worked. And he was as uncomfortable with those who backed away from the implications of Freudian teachings as a priest would have been about revising what was inconvenient or painful in the Church’s pronouncements for a parishioner’s comfort.

But he wasn’t rigid or unkind in his approach to patients. On the contrary, his work brought out his most generous, gentle qualities. He had an office downtown, an office I went to as a special treat every time I had to see the dentist, who worked only a few blocks away. My teeth were “a tragedy,” my mother said, and each time I went, I had to have at least one filling, usually two or three. After the slow grinding of the drill, the long tortured probing at what seemed to me like the place where all pain started, I would walk the two blocks to my father’s building, rolling the silver bits around in my mouth, surreptitiously picking them out. Sometimes I stopped in the lobby and splashed water from the fountain onto my face before I took the elevator up, hoping he wouldn’t be able to tell I’d been crying again in the dentist’s chair. He liked me, he liked all of us, to be brave.

I would wait in the room outside my father’s office, pretending to read Life and Look and National Geographic, staring at the disasters, at the photographs of inexpressive victims, phlegmatic witnesses. This seemed the mark of the adult to me, the blankness on these faces as bodies were carried past. I could hear his patient’s voice—not the words but the dreamy murmur—through the frosted glass pane of my father’s office door; and occasionally, too, my father’s voice, clear, gentle, with a short question that set the murmur going again. When the patient was leaving—pulling on his coat and hat in the waiting room—I would carefully avert my red, sore eyes from his curious ones.

My father always took a few minutes before he came out, and when I saw him, I always burst into tears, even though I knew he didn’t like it. He would hold me silently for a moment, not speaking, not comforting me except by his touch. And then he would tell me what treat he had been saving for me, as though I had been brave: a sundae, a special painting at the Art Institute he wanted me to see, a pretty doll just right for me at Carson Pirie Scott. His voice at those moments was always tender, and I remember the sense I had that I was getting something meant for someone else, that the special tone was connected to the office, to the patient who’d just left, to my father’s professional life.

By the time we got home, my crying would have become a joke; he would say something about it in his usual mocking voice at the table for the amusement of the others, and I would have to laugh too. But I would remember his tenderness in his office, as though it were a quality that resided there; I would remember the soft murmur of his voice alternating with his patient’s. Later I used to wonder why it was so difficult for him to bear the pain of his family when he was so forgiving of the pain of his patients. I’ve sometimes thought that if he’d had a different profession, maybe everything would have been different, too, in our lives.

It’s especially hard for me to imagine what he must have thought when he discovered he had a son with what he believed at the time was a psychogenic illness. Wasn’t there sometimes a bitter pull to his handsome face as he surveyed Mary and Sarah and me, just before he called us “the little pitchers of health”?

This was the way it had worked, I thought: My parents had made their family, they had had the requisite three pretty children, they’d bought a house on a street in Chicago where other young couples were buying houses in the years after the war. My father’s career was flourishing, they loved each other.

And then it all went haywire.

Randall sat in their midst, more beautiful than the first two, but immobile. At two, he still didn’t walk. He didn’t speak except when whole sentences, out of context, dropped from his mouth, as though someone invisible were using him as a ventriloquist’s dummy. He seemed possessed, my mother had said. Enchanted. Under a spell.

Sometime in the process of Randall’s diagnosis—he was variably and at different times thought to be deaf, retarded, autistic, and schizophrenic—my mother got pregnant with me, as though she thought another child would break the spell. Mary followed a year later, and then Sarah a year and a half after that. From the start we knew what was expected of us. We were to be normal, happy. We were to make up for Randall’s illness, Liddie’s resentment, Mack’s wild struggles. Sometimes, looking at us, my mother’s eyes would fill with tears. “Oh, my perfect babies,” she’d say, and swoop down on whoever was closest to fold her up against her broad, strong body.

For my parents, and for Lydia and Mack, deciding what Randall’s illness meant and figuring out what to feel and do about it became lifelong preoccupations. Mostly it meant they struggled with each other, since they all disagreed about him. For us, though, for Mary and Sarah and me, Randall was a given. He was just there, silent and for the most part lost in his inner world. Sometimes he was in the way, but sometimes he was useful to us: he was the troll under the bridge, he was the baby in the carriage, he was the bogeyman, the prince, the father.

When we were older, teenagers, we occasionally called our siblings and our parents “the Giants.” “What were the Giants up to today?” we asked each other, wanting only to know the mood in the house. We poked into their lives, talked about them, theorized. No one really had time or energy for us, the extras, so everything we knew we found out for ourselves. Shamelessly we opened letters, read diaries, eavesdropped on arguments, lovemaking. Unapologetically we used them, used the drama of their lives and their pain, as our primer. We appropriated everything.

Somehow, though, my sisters broke away from all of this early on. They made their own lives, free and clear. And actually for a long time it seemed I had too. It’s only more recently that I have wanted to think about it all again, to make sense of it once more—in a different way—for myself.

Why? Because I dwell too much in the past, my mother would say. Let it go. She’s something of an expert in this, having shed several lives like useless old skins. In this latest one we all call her Lainey—except for Mack, who says he can’t bring himself to it.

Liddie says my problem is just that I know too much about everyone in the family, that they all think of me as sympathetic and pour out all their secrets to me. “They don’t notice till a whole lot later, cherub—if they ever notice at all—that you never tell yours back, do you?” She was a little drunk when she said that to me, so we both just laughed. But it’s true. Once, actually, I was sitting in a mirrored restaurant, listening to my sister Mary, and I kept seeing reflections of my face, maybe ten of them—all so anguished, so sympathetic, that it shocked me: I was aware of feeling almost nothing at the moment. I was just watching Mary’s mouth and thinking about what time I had to meet Will, my husband. I think it’s that reflex in my face, the sympathy that rises to my features sometimes without my feeling it, that makes me a good photographer. People look at me and they believe that I understand, I care. Then they don’t mind so much if I take a few shots. I’ve passed some human test. Sometimes it isn’t until much later that I weep, if I do. Sometimes when I’m developing a picture, then it finally seems real, whatever’s happening—a fire, a funeral, an eviction, all that suffering.

In any case, I don’t think I would have wanted to look so carefully back if I hadn’t gone home to visit a few years ago. It was the late summer of 1983, and it was not a good time between me and my first husband. I’d gone to Chicago as much to get away from him and us together as to see anyone in my family. I ended up staying almost three months. I was also waiting to hear about a grant, and looking back on this now, I think that I had devised some magic rules governing all of it: If I won the money, it would be a sign that I was meant to have a life alone, and I’d leave Will for good. If I didn’t get it, it meant the opposite, and I’d go back to New York. That’s what I thought at the start of my visit. By the end of it, my life had changed—but for an entirely different set of reasons.

My parents themselves had finally been divorced a year before my visit, and I was staying with my mother in her new apartment. The guest room, the room she gave to me, was still full of unpacked boxes and trunks. “It’s all family stuff,” she said. “In another world, it would have sat in funny places around the house till we both died, and then you girls would have come and divided it all up. Now it’ll just sit here, I guess. You’re welcome to anything you’d like. I haven’t the moral fiber even to look at it.” This was like her. A quality other people would have characterized as energy or strength—or even curiosity—had a purely moral element for my mother.

And so each morning I woke among the boxes that held my past, my family’s past. My mother had a job now, and she was usually gone by the time I got up. Often I began my day idly flipping through the artifacts of all our lives.

In the evenings she and I sat around together drinking beer or tea and talking. She talked a good deal about my father, about their marriage and our childhood. It was as though the divorce had set her free to acknowledge all the problems that had plagued them in their younger life. She never spoke angrily. My father’s very name, David, seemed to make her voice soften, and she talked of him, of them both, of all of us, as though we were dear relatives who’d gone together through some natural disaster—a shipwreck, a tornado—and barely survived.

Her job was painting sets for a theater designer who was well known in Chicago. She smelled of turpentine and soap when she arrived home, and her cuticles were permanently stained, her fingers slightly tinted, as she gripped her glass. Early in my stay, it was usually hot in her apartment, and we would sit out on her balcony and watch the twilight thicken, the car headlights coming on down below under the wide dark trees on Hyde Park Boulevard. The colors slowly bled from both of us as the light left, until I was, like my mother, just a grayish shadow on the deep porch, and only our voices—remembering, reinventing the past—had any color or depth. Over the months, I came to feel that these talks, this remembering, were somehow connected to the point of my being there at all.

“How shall we work this?” she asked after dinner one night. “You ought to spend some time at your father’s too, I suppose.”

“I’ve been seeing Dad,” I said. “I’m having dinner with them Friday.”

She had her back to me—she was pouring us beers—so I couldn’t tell whether this news startled her. I felt foolish that I hadn’t said anything to her before, but I simply hadn’t been able to figure out how to bring it up. I watched her back. She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt, and from this angle, if you didn’t look at her elbows, she looked as though she were in her twenties. She’d gotten thinner in her fifties, she took better care of herself now. She poured the beer slowly, in stages, for a few long moments. “How did he seem to you?” she asked. She turned then and leaned against the counter, raising her glass. “Tony suits him, doesn’t she? I’m glad they’re getting married.”

I didn’t want to answer her question, so I said, “Why don’t you two just call each other up and talk? He asked me the same thing about you.”

When they had finally decided to separate again, several years before, my father had moved out to an apartment. But then, within a year or so, he moved again, into the home of an old family friend, Tony—Antoinette—Baker. She lived halfway down the block from the house we’d grown up in—the house Lainey was then trying to sell. They were planning on getting married.

The first time I’d gone over there, it wasn’t just my father, but Tony too, who had asked how my mother was doing, each when the other was out of the room.

“We’re having fun,” I said. “It’s like having a roommate again.” I said this to Tony, maybe in part to make her feel bad, to make her remember that she’d once been good friends with my mother.

“What about this man she’s working for?” Tony asked. Her voice was lowered so my father wouldn’t overhear her. “Anything happening there?”

“Terry?” I asked, incredulous. Had she never met him? Was she blind?

“Well, I guess I just hoped.”

“Tony, he’s gay. And besides, I don’t think Lainey’s interested right now.”

“Everyone’s always interested,” Tony said firmly. She was beautiful still, at around sixty. Small, exquisitely formed. Her hair was the same dense halo around her head, white now where it had once been a glittery gold. I wondered if I should tell her everyone was not always interested. That I, for example, couldn’t have been less interested at the moment. Instead I changed the subject, and we began to talk about her children, whom I’d grown up with.

My father was even more straightforward when we were alone. “Your mother’s by herself too much. I worry about her,” he said. “Don’t you know any men she could go out with?”

I stared at him, trying to register my disapproval. Then I said, “Why don’t I fix her up with Will? He’s available.” His face seemed to pinch in. I went on, recklessly. “The only problems are that he’s twenty-five years younger than she is, he lives in New York, and he’s on the rebound.”

There was a long silence, and my father looked shamefaced. “All right,” he said gently. He took off his glasses and polished them. When he put them back on, he smiled his modest smile and said, “Well, Freud teaches us we’re all, always, on the rebound anyway.”

I laughed with him. Then I stopped and said, “You mustn’t talk that way about Mother to me again.”

“I know,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

The night I went over for dinner, I showed my father and Tony some of the pictures I’d been taking. They were studies of children I’d made in the playground near the apartment Will and I lived in. It was a mean playground, asphalt and busted swings, the ground in the corners and under the one grimy linden littered with glass and the occasional syringe. The children were mean in the same sense too—roughly dressed, foul-mouthed, sometimes scabbed with impetigo. But their play was not so different from what I remembered from my own childhood. In many of the photographs, I’d been experimenting with a technique that results in a central sharp image around which the background appears to swirl in dizzying motion. I liked it because it recalled the way life felt to me when I was young, when you focus on what’s important to you so clearly that everything else swims out of your consciousness.

My father took a long time looking at the pictures. His eyesight was already pretty bad then, and he had to hold them at a certain angle to see them. One by one he moved them around in front of what was his narrow tunnel of vision. Finally he said he didn’t like them much. “They’re very riveting, and they do get your attention.” He gestured. “But it’s all really a gimmick, isn’t it?”

I felt stung. My face must have changed, because Tony was watching me and she suddenly began talking, picking up first one picture, then another, trying to decide which was her favorite.

I waited until she was through. Then I said to my father, “You might be right. It might just be a gimmick. But you have to be willing to try gimmicks. It’s how you learn technique. That’s all technique is, finally, anyway: gimmick. Gimmick perfected.”

A few days later, my father called me to ask to look at the pictures again, so I got them out and brought them over. Again he went through the odd business of waving them back and forth in front of his face. Then he set them down, arranged them neatly in a stack, and apologized. He said that actually he thought they were good, very good. He said he had realized almost right away that his first response had been bizarre, based on some unconscious associations. He’d been lying in bed after I left that night, feeling uncomfortable about his remarks to me, when he remembered. And then he told me this story. His story.

My father is walking home, toward the IC down Fifty-seventh Street. Let’s put him in a seersucker suit—the same one I saw him in years later, when he didn’t see me—because it’s summer again, the Fourth of July actually, and because he’s just been seeing patients. Not his everyday, ambulatory patients—those he sees downtown—but his hospitalized ones, those more deeply confused, those gone beyond understanding that the doctor might not come today because it’s a national holiday.

It’s 1950, patriotism is still fashionable, and he notices the occasional flag hanging off someone’s front porch, draped out an apartment window. From time to time one of them billows dramatically in the breeze coming off the lake. My father’s suit flaps too, flaps against his legs. The jacket flutters behind him as he strides along, moving fast, bent forward slightly from the waist in his hurry. He’s a tall man, dark-haired and too serious-looking. My mother has said that when she met him, he looked so sober it was her impulse to want to make him smile, laugh. He still looks that way eight years later. He invites the attention of women with his apparent gravity, though he himself is cool and witty.

He’s hurrying because he’s promised my mother, his wife—Lainey—that he’ll be back in time for the Fourth of July parade and block party. All three of his children will be in the parade, Liddie and Mack marching with tiny flags distributed by the teenage girls who’ve organized everything. And the baby, Randall, aged nearly two, who has been chosen to ride in a carriage at the head with a two-year-old girl from the block, king and queen of the whole affair.

Lainey told him about this several nights earlier. Told him while they drank beers in the kitchen and did the dishes. It was hot, and she’d changed into a sheer cotton nightgown after they’d put the children to bed. She was laughing as she described the delegation of self-important teenagers who wanted to borrow her youngest child. “It was like a Nobel Prize committee,” she said. “It took them about five minutes of hemming and hawing to get around to their announcement.” They had made crowns and scepters, which they showed Lainey, as though that would convince her if all else failed. “Good Lord, these projects,” she said, and set the clean plate she’d been drying down on top of the others. “All I did at that age was follow my brothers around, hoping somehow I’d figure out how to be a boy.”

“Clearly you had no luck there,” he had said, looking over at her.

Now he turns the corner onto Harper Avenue, and first hears, then sees, through the tunneled light under the dense elms, the parade meandering toward him. Ahead of it, circling on their bikes like wheelbound birds of prey, are boys, teenage boys, braying to each other, their faces masked in contempt for this girlish civic enterprise. The sidewalks by the square, where the parade will end, are thick with people waiting, and my father begins to push his way through them. He sees the two elderly Chase sisters parked in lawn chairs by the curb so they won’t miss anything. He’s in the crowd now, looking for Lainey. His hand brushes across Harold Baker’s shoulder. “Seen my wife?” he asks. Harold gestures vaguely behind him. David moves slowly along the sidewalk, and then he sees her, leaning against the wooden rail at the edge of the square. She’s talking, holding a cigarette; her hair is barretted severely back. She looks like a big, strong girl. The crowd is dense around her: people have brought guests, adults he doesn’t know, visiting relatives. He’s waving to Lainey, but she doesn’t see him. She throws her head back and laughs.

There’s a press forward now, as the front of the parade reaches the square. David finds himself, too, pushed and pushing toward the curb, still looking more at Lainey than at the children—but turning now, just turning—when a voice at his left and behind him rises, resonant with concern, with diagnostic inclination: “What on earth is wrong with that child?”

And as my father’s face swings to look at the approaching parade, he knows—the sudden fist of his heart in his chest hits it home—that the voice is speaking of Randall, that he will see him now, emperor of the parade, stripped of the illusions of normalcy they’ve spun for him.

As he looks, it seems the other children, the parade itself, the adults watching, all swirl and blur, are only color, motion, like the background in a photograph. Dead in the middle, motionless in the carriage he shares with his tiny queen, sits Randall, unseeing, inert, his sequined, glittering cardboard crown perched square on his head. His queen, a frail wriggling blonde, is chewing on hers. She’s turned backward, squirming to see the big costumed girls pushing the carriage and the grownups cheering as their children march by. My father watches them pass, watches the messy little girl, her chin streaked with drooled paint. He sees her speak, point with a tiny finger. Randall, perfect king, rides on, looking neither left nor right; and the pubescent baby-sitters—now yanking at the queen to keep her seated—let their eyes fall on him with nearly maternal pride. My father stares, appalled, at the motionless, joyless lump that is his child, frozen in the blur of life around him. Over and over, his brain asks, “What’s wrong with that child? What’s wrong with that child?”

“It was the first time I let myself think that there was something wrong with Randall,” he said to me as he stacked and restacked the photographs. “And what I remember most vividly is the relief, the letting go of all the denial.”

I could hear Tony in the kitchen, the water running, the radio playing softly. They’d agreed, apparently, that he should talk to me alone about this. We sat in Tony’s handsome living room, full of bright colors and carefully chosen objects: an Eskimo-looking clay mask hanging on the wall, the Portuguese tiles around the fireplace, a cherry-red woolen shawl carefully placed along the back of the couch. My mother had had no such gift. Preoccupied, exhausted, she’d let the house happen around her. She seemed never to notice that the slipcovers were worn, that a lampshade had a scorch mark. Even now her apartment looked unplanned and shabby.

“But hadn’t you noticed it before about him?” I asked. “I mean, Mother said he was strange from the start.”

He nodded quickly. “Well, of course that was true. He was slow in every way, and sometimes we thought he couldn’t hear, he seemed so locked away. But then he’d speak—a whole sentence—and we’d think, Well, he’s just doing it at his own pace. We didn’t want to seem to be pushy parents, you see. We’d mention Einstein, who was famous for not speaking until he was three. We talked about perfectionism, children who waited and waited and then just magically did something impeccably. It seemed possible. His first word was ‘umbrella,’ for God’s sake.” There was a kind of happy wonder stamped on my father’s face. He was still sharply handsome, his taut skin nearly unlined. “Perfectly enunciated. ‘Umbrella.’” He shook his head at the memory.

We sat in silence for a moment. Tony said something to herself, or perhaps to the radio. My mother had this habit too. I’d hear her voice somewhere in the apartment when I knew there was no one with her. It startled me in both of them.

“In all honesty, the thing is, we were both awfully busy. We couldn’t afford any help then, and your mother had her hands full—the ironing alone took her almost a day a week, wedged in around the children’s needs. And I was . . . very happy in my work, very occupied. So we were both probably relieved that he was so quiet. So good, you might say. In some ways, I must confess, I saw him as being like me. Liddie and Mack had been such surprises to me, so lively, so vigorous. And Randall was . . . what? You could have said hesitant, inward turning. He seemed perhaps more the child I should have had. And the pediatrician kept assuring your mother that we’d been spoiled by the precocity of the other two, that Randall was still within the normal range.”

“So what difference did this . . . revelation make?”

“Oh, probably not too much, practically speaking. I mention it mostly by way of apologizing to you for my response to your pictures.” He focused on me briefly with his intense, pale eyes. Then looked away. “It is true that over the next year we began to push for tests. But we might have done that anyway as he got older. It’s just that, from that moment on, I had the conviction that there was something wrong with him. And that changed my life. And eventually, of course, your mother’s.”

“It would.”

He nodded sadly, acknowledging, it seemed to me, what there was of blame in this. “I hadn’t thought of it in a long time, but I kept a journal that year. It was the only way I knew to cope with it. I’d always kept a professional journal—notes on each patient at the end of the hour, that kind of thing. But this was more a sort of personal journal. Though in essence it was like the professional journal. But slightly larger-scaled, and all about him, about your brother. And it started because of that moment, there’s no doubt of that.”

He stood and crossed to the mantelpiece, picked up a book lying there. “I got it out yesterday. Tony helped me find it.” He flipped a few pages, frowning down at it. Then he looked over at me. “I thought you might be interested in looking at it. It’s nothing I’m proud of, but it’s part of what happened.”

“Oh, I would be,” I said.

He paused a moment, holding it. It was old, a liverish red worn almost to pink at its edges. “I’d like it back when you’re done,” he said.

I nodded. “Of course,” I said, and then he handed it over.

When Tony came back in, she brought us both Irish coffee, with homemade whipped cream, I noted. Somehow this made me happy for my father. We talked about their plans for the wedding, about which of their children might be able to come. They’d heard from Sarah, my youngest sister—and, I suspect, my father’s favorite—that she couldn’t make it, that the country band she played fiddle with had gigs lined up in Washington and Oregon straight through the next couple of months.

When I got home that night, home to my mother’s apartment, I opened the book and looked quickly through it. Page after page was filled with my father’s neat, rhythmic handwriting in black ink, fading now to a yellowy brown. I got under the covers then and began to read. The journal started with a list my father had made on July 6, two days after the parade, a list of things my brother had never done. Never asked for the name of anything, never pointed, never hugged, never fed himself, never gone up or down stairs, never said mama or dada. On and on, everything a two-year-old might have been expected to do.

And then the list of his accomplishments. Tapping his mouth, unfurling his fingers over and over, rocking for half an hour at a time, spinning objects with great dexterity. Once he said, “Lucky Strike means fine tobacco.” His favorite toys: rubber bands, a bathroom plug chain, string. His favorite object was a red blanket. He liked to lie underneath it and hum.

In all of this my father never noted his own response to Randall, his feelings about this baby my mother once told me was undeniably the prettiest of her children. Just over and over the initial R, and then the observation.

The tests began in October, usually several a month. My father recorded them all. There were tests at first for his vision, his hearing, for the possibility of motor problems. All negative. Then tests for neurological problems. Again normal, as far as they could tell. Throughout, my father makes notes on what they think, what they say to each other: “October 4: L. sure it’s neurological. Some damage, she thinks. Maybe that long wait, the nurses telling her not to push because the Dr. wasn’t there yet?” “October 12: L. said he jerked his head today when a car outside backfired. A distant pop, she said, and he started slightly, eyes widening. Clearly not deaf.” “November 2: R. alone in the backyard. I set him on the grass, then timed him. For an hour he didn’t move, except to swing his head after his hand, to laugh when the trains went by.”

Throughout, too, terse notes of other events in their lives. In January: “L. tells me she’s pregnant. How? I ask. These things happen, she says. I suggest terminating it; L. unresponsive. She’s happy, so I pretend to be too, though I’m uncomfortable with something so clearly compensatory.” In February: “All three children in bed with croup. L. moving from one to another, and in between violently ill because of pregnancy. My going to work seems self-indulgent.”

Then the psychiatric evaluations and interviews begin and seemingly go on for months. My father’s notes are more cryptic here. F. is the doctor, and clearly my father feels he knows what he’s doing. Various references are made, abbreviated, to the standard wisdom in these situations, to Bettelheim’s point of view. What’s most evident, though, is that slowly Randall as the patient disappears and my mother becomes the focus of the journal. “L. reluctant to consider psychogenic options. Weepy. Denies there’s any possibility she rejected him, even subconsciously. But we’ve hit dead ends everywhere else, I tell her. And F. is the finest in this field. We owe it to R. to pursue this. She consents, but I’m sure the issue’s far from resolved.” In April: “L. broke down last night. Wants to know why no one is helping R., why they keep talking to her about her feelings instead of training him, teaching him. It’s difficult for me to try to explain the psychiatric perspective, needless to say. I start, and she’s instantly defensive: ‘I wanted this baby. No one can tell me I didn’t. I love him. I wanted him.’ Her fatigue with this new pregnancy isn’t helpful either.”

The sorry year progresses, with a palpable distance growing between my parents. My mother’s pregnancy with me is clearly a difficult one, and the intermittent interviews, the long waits between for the system to respond, all push my parents farther and farther apart. Slowly the pattern emerges: a medical system that can’t, won’t, provide answers about Randall that don’t implicate my mother; my mother desperately insistent that he’s the one who needs help, not her; my father implicitly a part of the system that’s making the accusations, that’s saying she’s the one who caused the disease.

And more and more this image of my mother: exhausted, angry, difficult, drinking too much. Everyone’s adversary.

As summer approaches and the last trimester of my mother’s pregnancy, she becomes obsessed, apparently, with polio. It’s easy enough to imagine. Predictions call for an epidemic year, and the heat starts early. Down the block an older child is hospitalized. My mother begins boiling dishes, she buys glass straws. She takes Liddie and Mack out of school ahead of time, and she won’t let them leave the house to play with other children.

It has been recommended by now that she go into therapy, that she discuss with a professional her ambivalence about having Randall. It has been recommended that Randall be institutionalized when he’s old enough, in order to separate him from her destructive emotions. She’s having back trouble, she has a heat rash betwen her breasts and the raised shelf of her belly, her feet have swollen to shapeless lumps.

“L. seems lost to reason in this polio thing. In anger over the irrationality of it, I accuse her of trying to prove something about R., about herself as a mother, by this compulsive need to keep the others safe. Everything quickly out of hand. I make the mistake of labeling R. autistic, I say we know what causes it, that she has to come to grips with it. She tries to hit me. I hold her. L., weeping, ‘Don’t dare to say we to me! We! We! I am not your patient. I am your wife.’”

In July, three days after this entry, I am born. The note is: “We have another little girl. Not named yet. Seemingly healthy. Peaceful day at home. Penny manages the children smoothly. I’m trying to arrange for her to stay on until Mother Green gets here. R. speaks at breakfast: ‘Quaker Puffed Wheat. Shot from guns.’”

Sometimes as a child, because I didn’t understand its nature, its embattled origins, I felt confused by my mother’s intense love for Randall. It seemed so different from her love for the rest of us. And it made me suspicious of her love for me, even when she was most affectionate, because I felt that it was false; that the moment it was put in the balance with her love for Randall, it would be found wanting.

I remember one summer afternoon. I was ten, I was working on a project on the dining room table, coloring in the intricate patterns on some Elizabethan dresses I’d copied from the Encyclopaedia Britannica. Randall was in the living room, sitting in a patch of sunlight with his Slinky, lifting the end again and again and watching it fall, almost humming as he did it. My mother was in the kitchen, making a cake. It was Mack’s birthday. She called out, “Nina, come in here and look at this. It’s turning out beautifully!”

I finished coloring in the red flower on a skirt. My pencil was labeled vermilion, and I remember saying the word to myself out loud as I set it down. I had never heard that word before. I looked quickly at Randall before I left the room, but he hadn’t noticed Lainey’s voice. He was watching the Slinky undulate metallically in the sun.

“Lookee here, Neen,” Lainey said as I walked in. She held the cake decorator in her hand and stepped back from the kitchen table. A cigarette dangled from her mouth. It was hot in the kitchen because the oven had been on, and she wore a sleeveless blouse and shorts. Her feet were bare, her toenails painted red. The back door was open, and I could hear my sisters’ voices in the yard, the splash of water in their plastic pool. I looked at the cake. It was a series of concentric circles, like a bull’s-eye—pinkish-red, yellow, blue, green. In the middle, it said Mack 15.

“Pretty snazzy, wouldn’t you say?” Mother asked. She put her arm around me and I could feel her big soft breasts and belly squish against my own body. I wanted to turn into that flesh, to be cuddled, but I held myself back, I thought of the boniness of my body as a kind of reproof to that possibility.

“It’s pretty,” I agreed.

“Think Mack’ll like it?” she asked.

“Uh hunh,” I said.

My mother released me. “It’s going to be lovely,” she said, stabbing her cigarette out. “I love all you children’s birthdays. I think of each of you as a baby—you were all such lovely babies—and it brings back those happy times.”

Then Lainey pushed a couple of the pastel-filled frosting bowls toward me and said, “Now, someone or other is going to have to clean these up.”

Together we sat down at the kitchen table and began to scrape the bowls with our fingers. “Don’t tell a soul,” my mother said, “or we’ll have every Marey and Sarey in town in here with us.”

My fingertips slowly stained a bruised-looking color I couldn’t lick off. Lainey sang the song about the sow and the three little pigs through twice, the second time laughing so hard with me that her snorts became real and uncontrollable.

“Ig, Mom,” I said, and stuck my finger in the green bowl.

“Ig yourself, my baby pig,” she said. Her lips were the same purplish brown as my fingers, darker than the lipstick she wore when she and my father went out.

“Your mouth is all purple,” I said. “You look nutty.”

My mother stuck her dark tongue out at me, and we both laughed again.

When I went back into the dining room, Randall stood over the table, letting little pieces of torn paper flutter to its surface from his hand. It took me a few seconds to realize what the brightly colored confetti was. Then I ran at him, grunting with rage. I grabbed his arms and swung him from the table. Though he was nearly as big as Mack, he was uncoordinated, floppy and awkward, and he didn’t resist me. I slapped his face as hard as I could. His head snapped back. He bared his teeth and laughed soundlessly.

“You bad! Bad! Bad!” I shrieked, out of control. I slapped him again, and then again; but Randall shut his eyes and continued his silent laughing. Sometimes he could go on for hours like that once he’d started. I was lost in fury, lost in hitting him, in wanting to hurt him. As he staggered backward I pursued him, punching him on the face and chest and shrieking at him.

Suddenly my mother’s hands grabbed me, flung me away. Then reached out and stung like electricity across my cheek and mouth. She seemed huge. Randall stood behind her, still laughing. I held my face where it felt torn.

“You are not to hit him!” she said. She was panting; her face was white, her mouth still bruised dark red from the frosting treat we’d shared in secret. “Not ever, you understand?”

I covered my face. Then she was holding me. “Oh, Nina,” she said. “Oh, I’m sorry.”

Randall sat down on the couch, rocking, laughing out loud now. I watched him as my mother held me. She had started to cry, but I had stopped even wanting to, as if by magic, the moment she touched me. Now I blurred my eyes and held my breath and let my dizziness pull me far away from them both—from my crazy brother, who wouldn’t stop laughing; and from my mother, who seemed to be taking comfort from the body I’d left behind me as I swam forward to a safer place, a place where I couldn’t feel or see them, where the world rocked rhythmically with my own dark pulse.

While I was in Chicago, I went with Tony and my father to a party, an open house of the kind I remembered from my youth. Then, I would have been making the rounds with an hors d’oeuvres tray or drifting around the edges of the grownup groups, happily eavesdropping, made invisible by my age. There was such a child at this party, wearing a frilly, old-fashioned dress with a bow at the back of the waist, a dress very like the ones I’d had to put on then to help. “I know you,” I wanted to say. “I know what you’re thinking.”

Now I was expected to account for myself, and I dutifully did. I spent a long time talking to a woman who’d been a classmate of Liddie’s. “I always wondered what happened to girls like her,” this woman finally said.

“What do you mean?” I asked, offended on Liddie’s behalf. “What do you mean, like her?”

“Oh, you know,” she said. She shrugged and looked embarrassed, as though only at this moment realizing I might not share her assessment of Liddie. “Girls who come into it all so early.”

“Oh. Sexy girls,” I said. “I wouldn’t worry about them,” and I turned away from her.

Across the room I could see Tony giving me a signal, pointing to her watch, then raising a hand, fingers spread, to show me she wanted to leave in five minutes. I signaled back, enthusiastically, and then realized that an elderly woman between me and Tony thought I was waving to her. Her hand up, echoing my gesture, she approached me, an expectant smile lifting her face. I smiled back.

“You must forgive me, dear. I don’t remember you.”

“Oh, not at all,” I said. “I’m Nina Eberhardt.”

“Nina. Such a pretty, old-fashioned name. I hope you don’t mind my saying that.”

“No; I’m glad you think so.”

“And I’m Alice Curtin. Charles’s wife. My only claim to fame.”

I’d heard of Charles Curtin. A professor at the law school. “Well, that’s not an insignificant claim, you know.”

“Oh, yes, I do know that. I know it well. Now, what are you eating?” We were standing in front of the dining room table, which was laden with platters of food. “Those little caviar things? Fish eggs, I call them. You’ve got one stuck, just right there,” she said, and tapped her front tooth.

I swiveled my tongue in my mouth and smiled at her. “Better?”

She nodded. “What pretty teeth you have, dear. Be grateful. I’ve a mouth full of porcelain, entirely artificial. Everything in here but the kitchen sink, I always say.” She bent over the table, frowning, then gave up and turned back to me. “Now, tell me what you do. I know you do something. All you clever young girls do.”

“I’m a photographer.”

“I knew it. How smart of you. That must be fascinating work, poking your camera where the rest of us daren’t go. Or do you do portraits, that sort of thing?”

“No, I’m more the nosy kind, as you say. News, and photographic essays.” I shrugged.

“Nosy!” she objected. “I never said it.” She laughed. “But it must be quite interesting. I can definitely see the appeal of that kind of thing. Eberhardt,” she said abruptly. “Isn’t your husband the young man in all the trouble?”

“No. Not that I know of. Actually his name isn’t Eberhardt. And he doesn’t live here. I grew up on Harper Avenue, but. I—we—live in New York now.”

“Oh, Harper. Then you know the Masurs.”

“Very well.”

“So your father is . . . now tell me his name.”

“David Eberhardt. He’s here somewhere, actually.” I looked around and glimpsed Tony’s aureole of white-gold hair, saw that she was near the door, holding her coat.

“David Eberhardt. Jiggle my memory. What does he do?”

“He’s a psychiatrist. And he used to teach at the medical school.” I started to move back, to murmur something about having to go.

And then the light dawned behind her eyes. “Oh, yes!” she said. “Now I remember the story. You were the family with that tragic young retarded boy.”

She was so forthright that all I could say was, “Yes, that’s right.”

“My dear. I’m so sorry. How hard that must all have been.”

I made some fuzzy remarks about how young I’d been, about how happy we’d all been then, and began to back away, excusing myself, bumping against the people around me as I made my way toward the door.

When I told my mother about it, she didn’t respond at first. I couldn’t see her face. She was bent over the table, setting it. My sister Mary and her husband were coming for dinner. “Doesn’t that seem preposterous to you?” I pushed. “It’s been twenty or twenty-five years. And we’ve all had our own completely separate lives. And accomplishments. And scandals, even. And what we’re still famous for is Randall.”

She didn’t turn her head or look at me. Her voice was matter-of-fact. “No,” she said. “No, to me that doesn’t seem preposterous at all.”




Chapter 2

June 1954

Lainey had cried out in her sleep just seconds before the telephone rang. She had been dreaming, and in her dream one of her sons—it was hard to tell whether it was Randall or Macklin—was drowning. Her arms and legs were like those we own so often in dreams, heavy stumps disconnected from her will. They wouldn’t lift to save him. She had to watch, frozen, as he gently sank—she could somehow see him floating down to the glowing pebbles at the bottom of the stream. His eyes, his mouth and nostrils, were wide with terror. They leaked iridescent bubbles, which rose to the silvered undersurface of the clear brown water. For a moment, in her sleep, the diminished bell of the distant telephone became that sound, the sound of the shiny bubbles slowly rising; and then she woke, she was out of bed, sprinting down the dark hallway to stop the noise before it roused the children or David.

It was her father at the end of the line, clearing his throat, apologizing for waking her. Even before she caught her breath she began to reassure him, falling into the familial habit of politeness. Then she checked herself: here she was, standing in her pajamas in the dark in David’s study, her bare feet sticky on the nighttime cool of the wooden floor, the breathing sounds of the silent house around her. Why had he called now? “What’s wrong?” she asked abruptly.
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Praise for Family Pictures

“Ms. Miller is not merely interested in bare-bones moral conflict . . . . Ms. Miller is particularly good at dramatizing scenes of domestic chaos and the complex interplay of adults and children . . . . The reader is irresistibly drawn through their pain by the author’s exquisite eye for psychological detail and sexual nuance.”

—New York Times

“Sue Miller’s Family Pictures is true to its title; reading it is like flipping through a family album, drawn deep into recollections that cut across time . . . . The writing is so engrossing and the scenes so immediate that the reader feels like a participant in the family’s complex history.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“Miller makes us feel, intimately . . . . Her ambitious and complex story touches a major nerve.”

—Glamour

“Family Pictures is even more convincing fiction than Miller’s acclaimed bestseller The Good Mother. The author leaves very few stones unturned in this comprehensive familial portrait . . . . A complex, deeply believable story about the intricate bonds between children and their parent.”

—Parenting

“An album full of family triumphs and tragedies . . . . Miller’s is a disciplined, stunning performance, one that cannot fail to make a lasting impression on anyone who reads Family Pictures with an open heart.”

—Atlanta Journal

“Admirers of Sue Miller’s excellent first novel, The Good Mother . . . are in for a real treat. Family Pictures, her second, is even better; a richer, deeper, far more accomplished work of art . . . . Miller’s grasp of family dynamics and her gift for subtle dramatization are nothing less than extraordinary . . . . Sue Miller has created a painfully honest, exceptionally moving novel.”

—New York Newsday

“Compelling and filled with the complexities of life . . . . Author Sue Miller has a gift, a knack of sorts, for tuning in to what tugs at the heart . . . . Ms. Miller’s characters are hauntingly real.”

—New York Daily News

“Engrossing . . . . Hard to put down . . . . Each major character is beautifully drawn . . . . Those Eberhardts upon whom the author turns her gaze are firmly imprinted on our consciousness. Their multiple perspectives are utilized to great advantage—we understand them, care for them, forgive them their trespasses more thoroughly than they can forgive themselves.”

—Detroit News

“Intimate . . . . The currents of anger, pain, and tenderness she describes are convincing.”

—Mirabella

“Strikingly rendered. With a photographer’s eye, Miller distills the details that allow a reader to see her characters in their surroundings and furthermore to know what it is to be any one of them at a particular instant.”

—Chicago Sun-Times

“A big, wonderful, deeply absorbing novel that retains the vivid domestic focus of The Good Mother while spiraling far beyond it.”

—Newsweek

“Intimate . . . . The currents of anger, pain and tenderness she describes are convincing.”

—Mirabella

“Strikingly rendered. With a photographer’s eye, Miller distills the details that allow a reader to see her characters in their surroundings and furthermore to know what it is to be any one of them at a particular instant.”

—Chicago Sun-Times

“A big, wonderful, deeply absorbing novel that retains the vivid domestic focus of The Good Mother while spiraling far beyond it.”

—Newsweek
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