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Introduction

Essays Don’t Die

The first time I remember seriously thinking about my own death, I was twenty-six years old and working on my first novel, The Patron Saint of Liars. No matter where I went, I carried the entire cast of characters with me—the heroines and heroes and supporting players, as well as the towns they lived in, their houses and cars, all the streets and all the trees and the color of the light. Every day a little bit more of their story was committed to paper, but everything that was still to come existed only in my head. Remembering things is how I work. I didn’t have outlines or notes, and because of that, I was hounded by the thought of stepping off a curb at the wrong moment, or drowning in the ocean (this second scenario seemed more likely, as I was living in Provincetown, Massachusetts, where I swam in the freezing water and was prone to cramps).

Were I to die, I’d be taking the entire world of my novel with me—no significant loss to literature, sure, but the thought of losing all the souls inside me was unbearable. Those people were my responsibility. I’d made them up, and I wanted them to have their chance. The specter of my death stayed with me until the novel was finished, and when it was finished, death lit out for a holiday.

No luck lasts. A few chapters into my second novel, there death was, picking up the conversation exactly where we’d left off. I was living in Montana by then, a state full of potential deaths I’d never thought to worry about: falling off a hiking trail and down the side of a mountain, being hit by a runaway logging truck, being eaten by a mountain lion or a bear. Every trip outside was a meditation on mortality. But when I wrote the last page of that novel, death packed up without a word. Through editing, copyediting, page proofs, book tour, it never crossed my mind that I might break through the solid ice that had formed over the river and be swept away.

When death came back for the third time it was, as always, without fanfare. I was deep into my third novel then, and had been at the job long enough to recognize the pattern.

My professional life has continued to be marked by this on-again, off-again relationship, and, weird as it is, the problem isn’t unique to me. Before she boards a plane, one friend sends me instructions as to where in her house she’s hidden a thumb drive with the files for her uncompleted novel; another friend asks me if I could just finish her book for her if she dies. “I left a Post-it on my computer,” she tells me, “saying you’ll write the end.”

According to my small, unscientific study, writers who were already deep into a project when the pandemic hit were okay going forward, while those of us who had yet to start, or had barely started, froze in our tracks. Death had gotten the jump on me this time; I was worrying about it before I’d even come up with a fully formed idea for a novel. What was the point of starting if I wasn’t going to be around to finish? This didn’t necessarily mean I believed I was going to die of the coronavirus, any more than I believed I was going to drown in the Atlantic or be eaten by a bear, but all those scenarios were possible. The year 2020 didn’t seem like a great time to start a family, or a business, or a novel.

Of course I was still writing essays. I’m always writing essays—eight hundred words on owning a bookstore for a newspaper in London, my ten favorite books of the year for a magazine in Australia, an introduction for a newly reissued classic, maybe a little piece about dogs. Essays never filled my days, but they reminded me that I was still a writer when I wasn’t writing a novel.

That was how I found my loophole: death has no interest in essays.

Why hadn’t I noticed this before? When I wrote my first essay collection, This Is the Story of a Happy Marriage, death didn’t even bother to rattle the windows. The book felt so ridiculously personal that I worried only about whose feelings I might hurt, and gave no consideration as to whether I might step on a snake. I realized that for all the essays I’d written in my life, I’d never once heard the ethereal shush of a scythe being sharpened nearby. Had death wandered off because no immense cast of imagined characters could be obliterated? Or was it because the things I wrote about in essays were true, verifiable? Were I to abruptly exit in the middle of writing an essay, there would be someone around who, with a certain amount of research, could bring it to conclusion. They might not write it the way I would have, but the same facts would be available to them. Or maybe the facts themselves were the problem. Imagination can be killed but facts are infinitely harder to snuff out. I know it might not seem this way. Time works tirelessly to erase facts—this country works tirelessly—but facts have a way of popping up, their buoyant truth shining all the more brightly with time. Maybe that was why death wasn’t interested in essays; essays don’t die. I decided to go all in.

I began to write longer essays, and I wrote them for myself: Why the sudden desire to get rid of things? What did it mean at this point in my life not to have children? Other essays came out of conversations I had with friends, most notably the piece about my three fathers. After my friend Kate’s father died, she told me she was going to write about him. I’d been thinking of writing about my own three fathers for fifteen years but had never found the courage to follow through. I asked her if I could tag along. Writing is such solitary work, but in this case her companionship made me brave.

It wasn’t until I wrote the title essay, “These Precious Days,” that I realized I would have to put a book together. That essay was so important to me that I wanted to build a solid shelter for it. I started writing more essays. I went back and looked at other pieces I’d written in the past few years. Most of them I ignored, but those that were strongest I took apart and wrote again. It’s a wonderful thing to be able to go back to something that’s a couple of years old, see the flaws in the fullness of time, and then have the chance to make corrections and polish it up—or in some cases, throw the whole thing out and write a better version. That’s something I never get to do with novels. Through these essays, I could watch myself grappling with the same themes in my writing and in my life: what I needed, whom I loved, what I could let go, and how much energy the letting go would take. Again and again, I was asking what mattered most in this precarious and precious life.

As for death, I have remained lucky. Its indifference has never waned, though surely it will circle back for me later. Death always thinks of us eventually. The trick is to find the joy in the interim, and make good use of the days we have.
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Three Fathers

Marriage has always proven irresistible to my family. We try and fail and try again, somehow maintaining our belief in an institution that has made fools of us all. I’ve married twice; so has my sister. Our mother married three times. None of us set out for this. We meant to stick our landing on the first try, but we stumbled. My parents divorced when I was five. My mother and my stepfather Mike had their final parting when I was twenty-four. She married Darrell when I was twenty-seven, and they stayed together until he died in 2018, when I was fifty-four.

My problems were never ones of scarcity. I suffered from abundance, too much and too many. There are worse problems to have.

The second time my sister, Heather, married, she wanted a real wedding. Heather and her new husband, Bill, threw a terrific party in a fancied-up barn that had been turned into an event space. They’d hired a swing band with a handsome front man—Heather and I both had a terrible crush on him, and now neither of us can remember his name. Karl and I had eloped a few months before, and those beautiful words of love and commitment were still fresh. We drank the champagne, danced in a line, blew soap bubbles into the night sky above the bride and groom. Only my stepfather Mike was sullen. His third marriage was nearing its end, and he was in love with my mother again. But my mother was happy with Darrell, and so Mike danced with me for most of the night.

My father, who had always hated my stepfather, hated him less now that he too had lost my mother. At my sister’s wedding, my father contented himself with simply hating my mother, even though she had left him for my stepfather in 1969. Beneath the glow of the little white lights draped over the ceiling’s crossbeams, my stepfather’s love for my mother and my father’s hatred of her looked remarkably similar.

Darrell noticed none of this. He had fallen down the brick stairs that led to the back door of their house eight weeks before and fractured several vertebrae. He was wearing a brace beneath his suit, beneath his clerical gown. He was a retired Presbyterian minister and he officiated my sister’s wedding, despite the pain it caused him to walk and stand and breathe. He hung on through the dinner and then got a ride home.

But the story I want to tell begins just after the wedding was over and before the reception began, while the photographs were being taken. Or it happened months before that, when I first realized all three of the fathers were going to be at Heather’s wedding—the family equivalent of a total solar eclipse. I wanted a picture of that.

I called my father first, as I pegged him to be the one most likely to say no, but he surprised me. Sure, he said, fine. He didn’t care. Then I asked Mike, who would have found a way to get me the North Star had I wanted it. He hesitated but then said yes as well. He didn’t like the idea, but as far as I was concerned he didn’t have to like it. It would take two minutes. Darrell had never met my father before, and had met my stepfather only once in passing. Unlike my father and stepfather, Darrell owed me nothing, but he said he’d do it.

The wedding took place in late September on a day that was clear and bright and still a little warm. After Heather and Bill had been photographed with every possible configuration of family and friends, I lined my mother’s husbands up together. In one picture it’s just the three of them in their dark suits, and in the other I am with them in my garnet bridesmaid’s dress. Darrell holds up one of my hands, Mike holds the other, and my father in the middle has his hand on my waist. They look like they’re trying to steady me. My father is the handsome one, the one whose face registers genuine happiness for the day. Darrell is smiling bravely, very straight in his back brace. And Mike looks like he’s going to leap out of the frame the second I let go of his hand.

“We were all standing there waiting on the photographer,” my father told me later on the phone. “And Mike said, ‘You know what she’s doing, don’t you? She’s going to wait until the three of us are dead and then she’s going to write about us. This is the picture that will run with the piece.’” My father said the idea hadn’t occurred to him, and it wouldn’t have occurred to Darrell, but as soon as Mike said it, they knew he was right.

He was right. That was exactly what I meant to do. That is exactly what I’m doing now.

THE THREE FATHERS died in the order in which my mother had married them, and they died in the inverse order of their health. My father went first, even though he had made a religion of the elliptical trainer, the treadmill, the NordicTrack. He spent four slow years dying of a neurological disease called progressive supranuclear palsy, which in the end confined him to a wheelchair. My stepmother took care of him at home, a Herculean task that allowed him to die in the comfort of their bed.

Mike didn’t have a fourth wife. He spent his last two years living with his older daughter, Tina, who gave him all the love and attention he had denied her as a child. Mike made death look easy. He had some dementia, and six weeks after he was diagnosed with kidney failure he went gently in his sleep.

Darrell made death hard. He hadn’t been well for decades. After his broken back there was a series of splintering falls, a terrible car accident, a shunt for hydrocephalus, and two kinds of cancer. But he kept on living. When I was sitting by Darrell’s bed in the assisted-living center where he spent his last, excruciating years, I thought again about the photograph. He was the last, and the one who had played the smallest role in my life. I held his skeletal hand and thought about what I would write after he died.

But when death finally came I found I didn’t want to think about Darrell anymore. I didn’t want to think about any of them. I had—along with my sister and my stepsisters, my mother and stepmother—spent so many years seeing them through and then seeing them out. I went back to the assisted-living center to empty Darrell’s room the night he died, to drag the unopened cases of Depends and Ensure to the community room for anyone who wanted them, and then I carted off his paperbacks and impossibly large shoes to Goodwill. When I was done, I was done with all of it. That remained the case for a long time.

IN 1974 MY father signed up for the “100 Greatest Books of All Time” from the Franklin Library. He went for the full leather option—silk-moiré endpapers, sewn-in satin-ribbon bookmarks, every edge of every page gilded in twenty-two-karat gold. When the people at the Franklin Library came up with this monthly subscription service, my father was the sort of customer they had in mind. He didn’t intend just to buy the books, he intended to read them. He intended to be the kind of person who sat in his home library of leather-bound books with embossed spines reading The Return of the Native. Month after month, year after year, he spent a significant amount of money to be that person.

My father had grown up the third of seven children. He was born in 1931, the first of the Patchetts to have been born in this country. His parents left England to find work in California, and after a long stretch of nothing—it was the Depression—his father landed a job as a machinist at Columbia Pictures. But when the set builders went on strike he went with them in solidarity, and all of them were blackballed from working in the studio system again. My grandfather became a janitor at the Los Angeles Times, a filthy job because of the ink that got on everyone’s hands. Later he was able to get my grandmother a job in the cafeteria there. The family of nine shared a three-bedroom house on Council Street near Echo Park in Los Angeles. My father slept in a narrow bed on the back porch.

When my father got out of the navy, he moved back to Council Street and worked in a liquor store for a couple of years while he applied to the Los Angeles Police Department. He kept being rejected because a doctor said something was wrong with his heart, until finally another doctor said nothing was wrong with his heart. He became a police officer. He married my mother, a beautiful nurse. They had two daughters and bought a house on Rossmoyne Avenue in Glendale. Then my mother fell in love with Mike, who was a doctor at the hospital where she worked, and when Mike moved to Tennessee she packed us up and followed him there.

Without us, my father rented out the house on Rossmoyne and returned to Council Street. He lived with his father and his sister Cece, who worked for the phone company. When Heather and I flew from Nashville to visit for a week every summer, we slept in Cece’s bed and Cece slept on the couch, somehow convincing us that the couch was where she’d wanted to sleep all along. Our father was back in his bed on the porch. After the yearly purchase of two plane tickets, he used what was left of his savings to take us to Disneyland or Knott’s Berry Farm, but the place we all liked best was Forest Lawn. Forest Lawn was free. We would bring a lunch and walk the paths through the exemplary grass to see where the movie stars were buried, then we would go and stand in the crisp, cold air of the flower shop, which looked like a summer retreat for hobbits. The place smelled overwhelmingly of carnations, a scent I still associate with those happy afternoons spent in the cemetery.

Our father moved back to the Rossmoyne house when he married our stepmother. She made the place a loving home where we were always welcome. The Franklin Library extended its offering beyond a hundred, and my father bought those latecomers as well. After that he subscribed to the presidential series.

Every book arrived with a slim pamphlet that included an overview of the text and some study questions to consider. It soon became clear that my father was not going to get through the Oresteia one month and The Decameron the next, but he faithfully read the pamphlets and kept them stored in the small box that had been sent for this purpose. He believed he would catch up eventually, if not on vacation then once he retired. He wanted to read the books and he wanted the books to be read. He was all too happy when I sat down with The Red Badge of Courage or Pride and Prejudice when we came to visit in the summer. He let me take his copy of Anna Karenina to the condo he and my stepmother had bought in Port Hueneme up the coast from Los Angeles. I sat in the living room reading day after day and wouldn’t go to the beach.

This father, you might think, is the perfect father for a writer. To which I would say, yes and no.

For all his love of books, my father believed that childhood development rested on the ability to play volleyball. Even on the beaches of Southern California, I doubted this was true, but in the Catholic girls’ school my sister and I attended in Nashville, I was sure he was wrong. From the other side of the country, my father wanted to shape us. He had better luck with my sister. Heather was three and a half years older. She’d had three and a half more years to spend with him. When he gave her instruction on what classes to take and what clubs to sign up for and how many sit-ups to do every night, she listened. I didn’t listen. When I was nine he sent Heather a volleyball net and a ball and $10, which was her payment for forcing me to play. She was to be his emissary and my coach, but we fought like wolves in those days. She strung the net up from the carport to the fence and then took it down, because you can lead your sister to the volleyball net but you cannot make her spike.

My father wanted me to be athletic. He wanted me to be on teams, join clubs, start clubs. He wanted me to run for office in any organization that held elections. He wanted me to audition, volunteer, be a part of something, submit. When I claimed to have no interest in a high school sorority he was pushing, he told me to become a member of that organization, rise through the ranks, and then change the system from within. He wanted me to infiltrate.

What mattered, he told me, was being well-rounded, but there was nothing well-rounded about me. I found another book and slunk into a corner. I told him I was going to be a writer. My father didn’t mind my reading—he was a reader—but he told me he didn’t see how I was going to be a writer.

I’m sure it’s a common state to feel unseen by one’s father, but the fact that I saw my father only one week a year made my condition literal. My father and I didn’t see each other, and so we didn’t understand. It was clear that he didn’t know me, but it took a long time for me to realize that I didn’t know him either.

“Someday you’ll get divorced,” he told me when I was in high school. “You’ll have a couple of kids to support. You’re not going to be able to do that writing.” I couldn’t be so selfish, he was saying. I had to think about what was best for those kids. It doesn’t take a bucket of insight to figure out where this was coming from. My mother hadn’t listened to him either. She thought my becoming a writer was an admirable plan.

My father wanted me to be a dental hygienist, though whenever he came back from vacation, he would tell me how much fun I’d have working on a cruise ship. I might have killed him had we lived in the same house, he might have killed me, but long-distance phone calls were expensive in those days and we talked only once a month. My sister took his instructions to heart—he wanted her to go to law school. She was the smart one, my sister, an excellent student. But when he gave me advice, I held the phone away from my ear. You are a duck, I would tell myself. This is rain.

I’m older now than my father was then, and I think about these conversations differently in the aftermath of time. Maybe he was trying to save me from suffering. He remembered his father walking through Los Angeles all day looking for work with a sandwich in his pocket, a wife and seven children back on Council Street. He remembered moving home after the navy, working in a liquor store, sleeping on the porch again. Wouldn’t he try to spare me that? I wasn’t much of a student when I was young, and my career plans were pretentious—I dreamed of making a very small living from my art. Maybe all he could do was operate within the world he knew: Catholicism, the navy, the police department. Captains gave orders and sailors went to sea. Who was I but a swabbie? He’d taken orders and I would take orders. No one exists on paper and pens, alone in a room without anyone to tell them when to get up and what to eat and where to go and when to sleep.

But I was a writer and nothing else, and to miss seeing me as such was to miss me altogether. I wrote and read and read and wrote. I stacked every egg I was ever given into a single basket. I can see how that would be unnerving for a parent.

Did I tell you I loved my father, that he loved me? Contrary to popular belief, love does not need understanding to thrive. My father made me laugh more often than he made me want to strangle him. We hashed out articles we read in the New Yorker. We listened to arias and tried to guess the composers. Our very happiest times were spent on the two linen sofas that faced each other in the Rossmoyne house, drinking gin and tonics and reading Yeats aloud, passing the leather-bound volume back and forth. “Who will go drive with Fergus now, / And pierce the deep wood’s woven shade, / And dance upon the level shore?” “This one,” he would say, and read me “The Lake Isle of Innisfree.” Then he would hand me back the book and I would say, “This one.”

But he also dragged us to the alley behind the grocery store at 6:00 a.m. so that we could hit tennis balls against the back wall of Ralph’s. I was no better at tennis than I was at volleyball, but my sister would hit and hit and hit. Every time he sent me down the alley to retrieve the scattered balls I thought, I’ll show you. I will not hit or play or join or score but I will write and I will show you.

It turns out that having a hard wall to hit your tennis balls against is what gives them bounce. Having someone who believed in my failure more than my success kept me alert. It made me fierce. Without ever meaning to, my father taught me at a very early age to give up on the idea of approval. I wish I could bottle that freedom now and give it to every young writer I meet, with an extra bottle for the women. I would give them the ability both to love and not to care.

“I’m not saying you can’t have a hobby,” he would say. “Writing is a perfectly fine hobby. Just don’t think it’s your job.” With the buffer of two time zones between us, his disapproval began to feel more like a joke over the years. I got an MFA from Iowa, a handful of fellowships, a smattering of prizes. I published stories, articles, three novels, and still he sent me notices for summer work on cruise ships. I had no money and never asked for money. I lived in a tiny apartment and drove an old car. I had neither children nor debt.

My father read my stories, and then my books in manuscript. He helped me with research. He gave me notes. He was proud of me and good to me, he just didn’t think this thing I was doing was actually a job.

What finally tipped the balance in my favor was something I’d never imagined: I became rich. Rich is a useless word, since everyone has her own definition, but in this case use mine: I had so much money I no longer knew exactly down to the last dollar how much I had. I could give money away without needing it back. I had written a book about opera and terrorism in South America that became very successful, and after that, my father changed. He now thought my being a writer was the perfect plan.

“I used to tell her she should be a dental hygienist,” he would say, dropping his arm over my shoulder when I gave readings in Los Angeles, when all the Patchetts and all their friends and families were in attendance. “Good thing she never listens to me.”

MY STEPFATHER MIKE had four children with his first wife. He left them in Los Angeles and took my mother and sister and me to Nashville. “Six kids,” he would say when we were alone, “and you’re the only one I’ll never have to worry about.” The first time he said that I was probably eight, and he continued to repeat the message in one way or another for the rest of his life. Did he actually see something in me when I was straw-haired and spindly? Or did I become successful because he repeated it with the certainty of an oracle: You Will Be the Winner?

The way I would be the winner, and Mike was positive about this, was by being a writer. “One of these days I’m going to open up one of your books and it’s going to say, ‘To Mike Glasscock.’”

But that could never happen. It would kill my father if I dedicated a book to Mike. These were the issues I wrestled with in middle school.

You might think there’s a beautiful sort of justice in this—my father and my stepfather equally certain of their opposing views of my future. My reward for having one father who knew I would fail was having another father who was certain I’d succeed. A good theory, except for the fact that my stepfather was crazy, and my father was utterly sane.

Crazy is another sloppy word, like rich. It’s all a matter of reference. My stepfather was by any measure a successful man, a surgeon who lectured all over the world and was sent the most difficult cases in the specialized field of neurotology. He flew a helicopter, rode motorcycles. He bought a farm thirty miles outside of town with a gate and a long gravel driveway. He had a water system installed and sank a gas tank, by which I mean we had a gas pump next to the carport in case the filling stations were abruptly closed. He buried gold coins beneath the marigolds and lugged cartons of dehydrated food and jugs of water up to the attic. Every house we lived in was filled with guns: guns holstered under chairs, in nightstand drawers, behind clock faces, in air-conditioning vents. The Playboy magazines stayed out on the coffee table in the living room while the hard stuff smoldered on the top shelf of the bedroom closet, where all the children found it. My stepfather broke plates and put his fist through the hollow doors and thought I was the second coming of Christ.

Mike liked to take me to the hospital with him on the weekends. He would leave me in the doctors’ lounge while he went to see his patients. I would spend the morning reading books and eating powdered-sugar doughnuts and drinking Orange Crush. He would leave me in the car for an hour while he stopped at the apartment where his scrub nurse lived. Driving home, he would tell me the sad stories of his childhood, his teenage parents who shipped him off to live with his grandparents, the love he desired and never received. He spent his days slicing tumors out of people’s brains. He would come home with bruises under his eyes from leaning into a microscope for twelve or fourteen hours at a stretch. He was financially responsible for two wives and six children. He bought racehorses and dug oil wells with no knowledge of how either of those enterprises worked. He took up sculpture and fencing. He rebuilt a houseboat in the driveway. He spent five mornings a week in analysis for more years than should be legal. All he wanted was to be a writer.

I remember being home from college and Mike and I watching Olivier’s King Lear. When the credits rolled, one read “By William Shakespeare.”

“That’s all I want,” Mike said to me, pointing at the television set. “That three or four hundred years from now people will watch something on television that says, ‘By Michael Glasscock.’”

Mike subscribed to the monthly book series from the Easton Press, and like my father he went for the full leather option. Mike liked sets—sets of Shakespeare, of Dickens, the cunning little set of hardback Chekhov stories that sat on his desk while he read Ian Fleming and James Clavell. If my father was a man who meant to read the 100 Greatest Books of All Time but never did, my stepfather was a man who’d tell you he’d read them already. He taught me how to play chess, drive a car, throw a knife, develop black-and-white photographs (first in the bathtub and then later in the darkroom he built off the den). He taught all of us how to shoot—rifles, shotguns, handguns of every stripe—then how to take those guns apart to clean them. He made us practice grabbing the gun from beneath the chair in the living room in case we were kidnapped.

A woman once wrote me a letter that said she and her husband had a beloved daughter, and the girl showed a real talent for writing. “What can we do,” the woman asked me, “to help her grow up to be like you?”

To be a writer, you have to like your own company. Ours was an easy house in which to be alone. We did not congregate in central locations. We left our rooms to eat our meals, and went back to our rooms. My sister had the full approval of our father, but that was like having a suitcase full of francs after France joined the eurozone. They were worthless, except to remind you that you used to be rich. She spent a couple of summers sleeping on the floor of the walk-in linen closet to avoid having to share her room with my stepfather’s children. Finally she moved down to the basement. The basement was not a nice place, even with the dehumidifier running twenty-four hours a day. There were silverfish and centipedes down there but no bathroom, no interior access to the house, no window. It didn’t matter. She went to the basement to get the hell away from us. I stayed in my room. I read and I wrote. I climbed through the woods, and when we moved into town the summer before I turned thirteen, I circled the block on my bicycle, waiting for dark. It was good to be outside.

“Don’t ever have children,” my stepfather told me again and again. “Biggest mistake I ever made in my life. Promise me you won’t ever have children.”

Mike started getting serious about writing short stories when we left the farm. He worked on them endlessly, by which I mean he wrote many, many stories but almost never wrote a second draft. He would scrawl them out on yellow legal pads as fast as a court reporter, give them to his secretary to type, and then give them to me to read. Even at thirteen I knew they were awful, but how was I supposed to tell him that?

I learned how to tell him that. Through time and volume he wore my manners away. “You can’t have eight pages of someone getting into the shower!” I said without screaming. “Undressing, pulling back the shower curtain, turning the water on, waiting for the water to get hot. Nobody cares! It doesn’t move your story along.” And so he would cross out the shower scene, have his secretary retype it, and then give it back to me to read again.

I started reading Mike’s stories in junior high. He took me to New York when I was eleven. He took me to England when I was fourteen. I started reading his novels when I was in college. He paid for me to go to college. One of the only real fights I remember us having was when I told him he couldn’t pay for me to go to graduate school. I had gotten a financial aid package to teach literature but he didn’t want me teaching. He didn’t want me to have any sort of job. He wanted to believe that we were sharing the education, that I would go and learn and bring the wisdom back because he was too busy to go to Iowa himself. Mike worked so hard at everything he did. He believed that writing was something to be mastered by brute force. He would bludgeon it into submission. He started writing novels on the weekends. They were huge. Sometimes he dictated them, had them typed, and sent them to me without ever reading them himself.

Mike believed in me completely, and in return I read his novels. How many of them were there? Thirty? Forty? I have no idea. Some went as long as five hundred pages, printed out on creamy résumé paper and bound at Kinko’s. I cannot begin to calculate how much of my reading life was lost to those books. It was a world populated with big-breasted blondes and long-haired brunettes, men with guns and helicopters and piles of cash. When bodies were mutilated, his writing slowed to ensure medical accuracy. The books were rife with sex and car crashes. Over the years I tried every tack: I did line edits. I did no line edits. I told him he couldn’t waste my time like this. I tried to be encouraging. I stuffed them into trash cans in airports and said nothing. For years I would refuse to read them, and then I would relent because he was so certain the one he had just finished was different. It wasn’t different. The novels would start coming again. Of course it wasn’t only me. Some of these bricks landed on my sister, my stepsisters, maybe one or two on my stepbrothers, but the crushing majority found their way to my doorstep (FedEx First Overnight) because I was the writer. I found him a couple of editors for hire over the years, and they earned every dollar of the huge amount of money he paid them. In the end, when the money was gone, I paid for one myself.

“This would be child abuse,” I said to my husband one night as I sat on the couch with a manuscript in my lap. “Except I’m fifty-two.”

Mike never stopped writing, and he never stopped trying to get a real agent and a real contract. He paid to have four of his books published. They were the better ones, and still, they were awful. He commissioned artwork for the covers. They were good-looking books. He asked if he could do a reading at the bookstore I co-own in Nashville and I said yes. All his friends and old patients came, all the doctors he had trained, but still, he wasn’t happy. He wanted what I had.

I first met Mike when I was five. He and my mother were together most of the time, not all of the time, until I was twenty-four. He and I remained close until he died at eighty-four. He settled as he aged. He became kinder, easier, a better listener. “Who is this wonderful man?” my stepsister Tina would say of him then. “And what have you done with my father?” His writing never improved.

I grew up in the weather of his insanity, and yet the gifts he gave me are legion. Not only did he make me believe I was going to be a writer, he made me believe that this was the prize that topped all other prizes. Through his own strange example, he taught me about work. If this man with an all-consuming job, six children, endless hobbies and endless affairs could find the time to write so many books, even horrible books, I should be able to organize myself for productivity. He taught me that to ask someone to read my work was to ask them to give me their time, and so I resolved to never ask anyone to read anything I’d written until I had done every last thing I could to make it better. Eudora Welty can show us what perfection looks like, but twenty thousand pages of bad fiction read over the course of a life can teach you what not to do. Dialogue, character development, pacing, setting, plot—I had seen every element of the novel run through a meat grinder. By burying me in piles of manuscripts throughout my life, Mike made me careful. What a time saver that turned out to be!

I WAS TWENTY-SEVEN when my mother married for the third time. The very idea of it exhausted me. She didn’t see either of her first two husbands anymore, but both men were central in my life: my father wanting me to be more like him, my stepfather wanting to be more like me. I didn’t want to find my place in the new family landscape. After all, I was grown and gone, married and divorced myself. I wanted my mother to be happy, that’s all. I loved her and I wished her well. However trying her first two marriages had been for me, they had been devastating for her. I put on my best dress and went to the wedding.

Darrell was easy. That was evident right from the start. He knew how to cook. He liked to garden. He had good relationships with his three grown children. He brought very little into the marriage: a clock that had belonged to his grandfather, the clock’s own shelf, a few framed pictures. He unpacked several boxes of books, most of them theological in nature, all of them read, many annotated in pencil, none bound in leather. Darrell was not a Franklin Library sort of guy, and he didn’t care about my writing at all.

Or he did care, but in the same way he cared about Heather’s job as a development officer for a small liberal-arts college. He had a son who was the editor of a newspaper, a son who was a doctor, a daughter who was a real estate agent. He seemed to be equally impressed with all of us. When he read one of my books or came to a reading, he would give me a hug afterwards and say “Aren’t you a wonder,” which is also what he said when I picked up Italian food for dinner or helped clean out the garage. I heard him say it to his children and to his grandchildren and to my mother. “Aren’t you a wonder.” It was a statement, not a question, and as many times as he said it, it never sounded like a stock phrase. It was as if he saw us, separately, equally, and found the wonder in each of us. I cannot imagine Darrell being interested in how much money I made or where I went or whom I knew, and yet I always believed he cared about my happiness. If he had any gaping holes in his life, I was never for an instant made to feel they were mine to fill. I knew Darrell for thirty years. He had a wealth of practical knowledge that I admired deeply. He knew how to solve problems, how to talk things through. And it wasn’t just ministry he was good at. He was the person I called the morning I came downstairs and found the first floor of my house covered in two inches of water, with water pouring through the light fixtures of the basement ceiling.

Darrell and I occasionally went to the movies together after he retired, when my mother was still working. When he stopped driving, I would drive him around. In all the time I knew him, I can remember him raising his voice to me only twice, once when we were sorting through the contents of the basement before a move and I told him he had to get rid of his lifetime collection of Mother Jones magazines, which filled a series of giant, weighty, vinyl-covered binders. He told me the magazines were none of my business, and he was right, none of my business. The second time, we had gone to wait out a tornado in that same basement, and I finally said enough, I was going home. We have a lot of tornado warnings in Tennessee. It would be easy to spend all of spring in the basement. But he yelled at me and told me I wasn’t going upstairs. Again, he was right. That was the full extent of our conflict.

I sat by Darrell’s hospital bed many times over the years, as he had been at the intersection of bad health and bad luck for as long as I’d known him, but on the whole I didn’t do much for him. His sons lived in other states, but his good daughter showed up for the things that daughters are called on to do. He had my mother. There was little need for me.

I don’t know how my life might have gone if Darrell had been my father, or if he had been the stepfather I grew up with. It’s hard for me to imagine he would have opposed my writing or been zealously in favor of it. But coming in as the third father at a point in my life when I most decidedly did not need a third father, he gave me a wonderful gift: he didn’t see me as my work, nor did he see me as an extension of my mother. He let me be just one more person around a crowded table, a valued addition.

Darrell was forever falling. His son-in-law would come to pick him up off the floor. The fire department would come. He broke ribs; he had compression fractures in his spine. He wouldn’t eat and dwindled to a pile of bones that made us question how life was sustained. The story went on like this for years, and much of his sweetness was worn away by terrible pain. When my mother could no longer care for him on her own, she put him into assisted living. She went to see him every day. He believed his neighbor came into his room at night and filled his coffee maker with spiders. He lived and lived and lived, and then he died.

It can be hard to remember what someone once meant to you in the wake of so much suffering. Our father died when my sister and I were on the plane going out to California to say goodbye to him. How many times had we flown out to say goodbye? He was there in the bed when we arrived, and we kissed him.

All six of the children got to see Mike in his last week. The book I had dedicated to him was printed just in time, and I showed him the page that read “To Mike Glasscock.” He wanted a green burial, and when he died we took his body to a stretch of woods set aside for that purpose. We rolled a cart that carried the pine box my stepbrother had made, and we buried him ourselves, shoveling dirt for hours, taking breaks, singing all the songs he liked. As I walked out on the streets of Laredo, as I walked out in Laredo one day.

What’s so easy for me to see now that all of them are gone, what was so impossible for me to see at the time, was that they were only occasionally thinking of me, and I was only occasionally thinking of them. From each of the fathers I took the things I needed, and then I turned them into stories—my father gave me strength, Mike gave me adoration, Darrell gave me acceptance—and while those stories are true, so many thousands of other stories are equally true, like all the nights in the kitchen of the Rossmoyne house when my father came home from work, a gun holstered on the back of his belt beneath his suit jacket, and I stood on his shoes so we could dance, my father singing and swaying us back and forth, Embrace me, my sweet embraceable you. Dear God, how I loved him. How he loved me! How proud he was of what I did, how grateful I was for his help.

And there is Mike, taking me to a nearby farm to pick out a pig for my ninth birthday. I had read Charlotte’s Web a dozen times and begged to have a pig of my own. He sat me up on a fence and all the piglets ran by and I pointed to the runt. The farmer dropped the small pig in a burlap sack and knotted it and Mike put the thrashing, squealing sack in the back seat of the car and drove us home. I had never been so happy, because now I was a girl like Fern, and Mike had never been so happy, because he had never made anyone this happy before in all his life.

Then I think of Darrell with his family, his children and their spouses and their children, my mother, my sister Heather and her children, our husbands, all of us around the dining room table in the house he shared with my mother, everyone laughing. There had never been so many people in that house before, and the chaos and conversations turned into a kind of light, and I, who was always looking to slip away, wanted to stay with them.





The First Thanksgiving

I was so homesick my freshman year of college that my cousins bought me a plane ticket to come home to Nashville for Halloween. Halloween! It was a fantastic extravagance, the unintended consequence of which was that I really couldn’t come home three weeks later for Thanksgiving and then turn right back around and come home for Christmas. I would have to spend Thanksgiving at school. Though I had some budding college friendships, none of them were close enough that first semester to rate an invitation to someone else’s house for the holidays. I went to Sarah Lawrence, a half hour north of Manhattan. I lived in a nice dorm that had once been someone’s house. The kitchen was still downstairs. I could just sit tight and wait out the long weekend.

Were I to put a pin in the map of my life and say, Here, this is where adulthood began, I would stick it on that Thanksgiving weekend in 1981. I was seventeen years old. While my roommate packed her bag to take the train home to Boston on Wednesday, I walked to the A&P in Bronxville with a shopping list. I had checked a copy of The Joy of Cooking out of the library when I realized I would have to stay. I made a list: butter and sugar, onions and celery, various potatoes, a turkey. There was money from babysitting and my weekly shift in the dean’s office. I was a girl who always had some money in her pocket. I found five other kids who lived in other dorms who also had no way of getting home and invited them to dinner. When I went to the cafeteria for lunch, I put a lot of silverware in my purse. The house where I lived had plates and cups, a few basic pans, but very little silverware.

It never occurred to me to ask someone if I could stay in my room. It was my room, after all. But on Wednesday night, when the radiators in the house were turned down to whatever temperature was needed to keep water from freezing in the pipes, I wondered if maybe I’d been expected to vacate along with all the other girls in the dorm. Too late now. Buildings and Grounds was closed until Monday morning. In those happy dark ages before cell phones and the internet, such miscalculations were solved not by changing the situation but by changing yourself. I put on another sweater and my coat.

I suppose before I went to college I had been very modestly helpful to my mother on Thanksgiving. When she asked me to peel something, I peeled it, then went away to watch the Macy’s parade on television until she called me back to peel something else. I showed no initiative and made no effort until 1981, when the Thanksgiving dinner that people were coming to was mine. That was when I started cutting frozen butter into pea-sized chunks with a frozen knife in my frozen hands to make a pie crust.

Aspects of this story seem mildly shocking in retrospect—the haphazard aloneness of it all, the wrongheaded decision masquerading as moxie. But most stunning is the unquestioned belief that every single thing I cooked had to be made from scratch. I made yeast rolls, for heaven’s sake! I cooked down fresh cranberries into sauce! I, who had never touched a raw turkey, washed out the cavity and patted it dry. I cooked the neck and the giblets (along with a little chicken broth) and made a stock from which I would later make the gravy. Why would someone who didn’t know how to cook think that this was what Thanksgiving required? I didn’t know any better. All those years my mother had made a beautiful dinner I hadn’t been paying attention, and now that I needed her guidance I had only enough quarters to call home from the pay phone once. I wanted to call when dinner was over. I wanted to tell her how well it had all turned out.

What I had that day was self-reliance and a book, which, as I would later learn, was all I really needed. When you look up dressing in The Joy of Cooking you will not find a footnote that says “Pepperidge Farm is perfectly fine if you’re tight on time.” No, you will get a recipe for dressing, and
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