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Dedication

To my mother, Florence. In the most

untraditional way, you gave me what I needed.
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Prologue

ON THAT JANUARY morning, I woke up in a car. Isabella and the baby were beside me in the back of our station wagon, still asleep. Allan and Pablo were outside, lying on the ground in their sleeping bags. Our mother was gone.

The year was 1974. I was six years old. We were in Mendocino Headlands State Park on a bluff overlooking the ocean. The car had been our home for many months, and it would be our home for many months to come. It was the car of someone who had come to the end of the line—the car of a driver who’d driven as far as she could go.

I was warm beneath the wool blanket, pressed against my sister with the sun slanting through the back windshield. Every morning I lingered in the shelter of the station wagon for as long as I could, until hunger and the need to relieve myself drove me up and out of our makeshift bed.

It was always cold outside the car. A bitter wind came hard off the water, whipping my hair in every direction and making the bones of my face ache. Each morning began with the same ritual: First I crouched to urinate in the brush, and then I went to the cardboard box in the back of the car in the hope of having some semblance of breakfast. Whatever was inside that box was what we had to eat that day.

On a good day there might be hempseed bread and fresh-ground peanut butter, Tiger’s Milk bars, or apricot granola.

On other days, there might be nothing but bran cereal. The bran pellets were hard and dry and tasted like dust, and they made my stomach hurt.

Or there might be nothing but brown sugar, which I’d eat straight from the container. My mother said brown sugar was good for us because it had molasses in it.

Or there might be nothing at all.

On the nothing-at-all days, the empty days, my brothers collected seaweed for us to eat. They climbed down the cliffs to the cove where the kelp was most abundant, and they would gather armfuls of it—as much as they could carry. Allan, who at ten was the oldest of us, went first, with nine-year-old Pablo following close behind. Each time they descended into that canyon of rock and moss and pounding surf, I felt afraid that they’d be swept away to sea or dashed against the jagged black boulders. The ocean was a fury; to live beside it was to know this well. Evidence of its violence was everywhere we turned. The sand was littered with broken things: dismembered claws, gutted shells, the shards of clams dropped from the sky and eviscerated by gulls.

But Allan and Pablo always reappeared beside the car with the seaweed. They spread it on a blanket to dry in the sun, a process that took several hours. Even then, the seaweed was nearly impossible to swallow—slick and oily, hard to chew, with a lingering aftertaste like dead fish. I held my breath while forcing it down, and gulped water after each bite.

Our mother worked as a maid at a motel several miles away. She left the car before first light to hitchhike to her job and didn’t come back until early evening. For months on end—for most of that year—we were on our own every day, fending for ourselves, aimless and feral and free.

We didn’t go to school that year, and this drew no notice from anyone. Mendocino was a hippie refuge where a passel of half-wild children wandering around unattended struck no one as unusual and aroused no concern. Every afternoon we ran and capered and played on the beach like a pack of stray puppies.

Each morning brought the same set of difficulties: the hunger and the cold, the relative lack of shelter, the long stretch of unstructured hours. And yet each morning the world was new. The sky was pink like the inside of a shell. The shoreline was studded with treasure: sea glass, shards of abalone, intricate sticks of driftwood, and the occasional fisherman’s float.

I loved just to look at all the marvels of the ocean. I would crouch down to peer for long minutes at the skeletal underside of a horseshoe crab, the elegant twist of a whelk, the clear blue bodies of jellyfish washed up on the sand. The beach was as much our home as the station wagon. Years later I would hear the phrase “sea urchins,” and although the reference was to a marine creature, my first thought was: That was us.

We spent our days roaming the same two-mile stretch again and again. On any given afternoon, we could be found beside the bluffs, on the outskirts of the village, on the winding trails along the cliffs, or down by the water.

It was a relief to see our mother each time she returned in her pale blue uniform dress, and to trail her to the neighborhood store. We never had more than a few dollars to spend on dinner for the six of us. My mother’s scant pay had to cover diapers for the baby, the cost of washing our clothes at the laundromat, soap and shampoo, cigarettes by the carton, the little squares of paper she ate every morning, and the pungent green clusters of buds she called herbs. At the local grocery, we picked out random items: grapes or tangerines, carob bars, halvah, dried slices of persimmon or papaya.

Sometimes a kind cashier gave us hot water in cardboard cups. On these blessed evenings, we would divide the contents of a Top Ramen package among the cups and sit on the curb outside the store to eat it. That soup was the best dinner I’d ever had, the best dinner I could imagine having.

After this, we would go to the public showers at Fort Bragg, an event that rivaled dinner as the best of the day. Hot water was a benediction, however it came.

That January day began like any other: shivering, driftless, dreaming of heat, wandering the headlands with my sister and baby brother. Allan and Pablo were back at the car, drying seaweed. On a distant bluff was a bus—one we had never seen before—like a school bus but bleached white on the outside with blue-green trim. The novelty of it pulled us near and somehow, though we moved through the world with a kind of wary insularity (we did not talk to strangers; we tended not to even go near them), I found myself knocking at its door.

I’ll never know what led me to knock, and I’ll never know why the man inside swung open the door to admit us. I only know that I climbed the steps that day and beheld a sight that seared itself into my mind, an image that never dimmed, that carried me through the weeks and months and years ahead. It’s an image that’s still with me now: a vision of sanctuary, of a haven, ensconced within the metal shell of a battered old vehicle. It was a home on the road just as ours was, but inside it was as enchanted and exquisite as a Fabergé egg.

It was warm inside the bus. There were cream-colored café curtains on all the windows, and each pane of glass was clouded with steam. There was a stove with a cooking pot and a red teakettle. There was bench seating built in along the sides, covered with brightly colored pillows and a batik throw. A macramé owl hung on one wall.

The air was fragrant with cooking spices. The man stirred whatever was in the pot with a wooden spoon. I had never imagined a space like this: orderly, cheerful, cozy and snug, a world unto itself. It was like a cottage in a fairy tale.

I looked at Isabella in wonder, and she looked back at me with nothing in her face. The indifference in her eyes filled me with bewilderment. She doesn’t see it, I thought.

I would think about that bus every single day for years and years. I’d conjure the memory of it just before falling asleep at night. I would draw pictures of it, embellish it in my mind, and add whimsical touches like a jeweled curtain, woven rugs, and paper flowers. I’d imagine it with different drapes and fixtures and furniture. I would hold it close to me.

But at the moment, I could only stand as if rooted in the middle of the room, overwhelmed by a desire so fierce it was like a revelation.

This, I thought. I want this. And one day I’ll have it.





Chapter 1

All the leaves are brown

And the sky is gray

I’ve been for a walk

On a winter’s day

I’d be safe and warm

If I was in L.A.

Califonia dreamin’

On such a winter’s day . . .

IN HER BRONX apartment on that March afternoon in 1967, my mother was listening to the wind. It had a message for her. She was ready to let it blow her west, blow her all the way across the country.

It was spring, not winter, but the world around her was as drab as in the song. She didn’t belong here among these brick-box apartment buildings, the charmless storefronts—the drugstores and nail salons and bodegas with their dirty windows and weathered awnings. She hated the dreary stretch of Ogden Avenue and the swamp-green swath of the Harlem River. She didn’t care if she never saw any of it again. It was time to leave it all behind.

Birds don’t think about flying south, they just fall into formation. They yield to the great pull, the directive written into their wings. What she felt now was like that, and it wasn’t just her. What was happening now was a great migration.

She could almost hear the rustling across the country as the bards and muses and dreamers and seekers and poets and mystics and flower children came forth from their former places to heed the call. She saw them hitchhiking on the highway, driving VW buses, riding in makeshift caravans and gypsy wagons, walking with rucksacks and blankets and musical instruments, shawled and beaded and embroidered and feathered and fringed. All of them were tuned into the same frequency and heading west.

California was the gathering place, the mecca. It was where she belonged. The people making their way there were her rightful tribe. She was one of them—anyone could see that. She had waist-length hair the color of sunflower honey and light blue eyes like an invitation.

Not everyone heard the call, of course. The country was still full of establishment types with no interest in expanding their consciousness. The war was still going on, and plenty of people were still into working for The Man. She refused to be left behind with them. She was going.

Louie, her husband, knew this. Or rather, he was willing to defer to her certainty. He had gone there ahead of her, to find them a place and himself a job, and that was a good thing, because she could take care of her problem while he was away.

The problem wasn’t that she was unexpectedly pregnant for the fourth time. No, that would have been fine under ordinary circumstances. She had three kids already, what difference would one more make? She liked being pregnant and she didn’t mind babies. The problem was that she couldn’t be sure who its father was.

Of course it could be Louie, which would be the best thing. He had already given her Pablo and Isabella, and he treated Allan—her first baby—just the same as them.

Allan’s father was a bartender at McSorley’s Old Ale House. He had stepped outside for a smoke one autumn evening when my mother happened by and asked him for a light. The moment she heard his brogue, she decided to go to bed with him. She never saw him again, and by the time she learned she was pregnant, she didn’t even remember his name.

At that time, she was a waitress in a pancake house. She had moved to New York City to be an actress, but so far the only roles she’d been offered were in blue movies. She was staying uptown with her Aunt Lily, but she knew she would never be forgiven an illegitimate pregnancy. She would surely lose her waitressing job for the same reason, but she had some time before that would happen. She was naturally slender and would not start to show beneath her loose peasant blouses until the sixth or seventh month.

Louie worked at the pancake house too. He was the Puerto Rican short-order cook. He winked at her from the kitchen whenever she picked up her plates. He was handsome and muscular and she liked his ease at the stove. She liked the cigarette he kept tucked behind his ear and the slash of a scar beneath his left eye. By the time she was eight months along, she was living in his Bronx apartment and he was smitten with her, willing to treat her baby as his own. He wouldn’t do that with this baby, though. Not unless he believed it was his.

Of course he might believe it was his, even if it wasn’t. If the father were William, for instance, Louie would never suspect a thing. William was her childhood friend, her first love. His hair was dark and his eyes were similar to her own. Everyone would say the child took after her and leave it at that.

She and William had met when he was fourteen and she was only ten. Unlike any of the other men in her life, he had known her Before, and when he looked at her, he still saw purity and girlishness and innocence. Lovely: His word for her was lovely. He looked at her the way a sailor might look at a mermaid: as an otherworldly creature he could never really have.

William was special. Once when she was on acid, it came to her that he had a lifelong knowledge of her very essence—that for him, she was like one of those burned-out stars whose glow is purely residual. It didn’t matter what she did for the rest of her life; to William, there would always be a light around her. For this reason, she went all calm and peaceful inside whenever she was with him, and she slept with him whenever he came through town.

Of course it was also possible the father was Giuseppe, the dapper and handsome man who sold diapers in the maternity ward of Morrisania Hospital. All the new mothers were sweet on him. They called him the “Italian Stallion.”

Giuseppe’s wife had once been beautiful but now she had short hair and a ruined figure: the most disastrous fate that could befall a woman. Because of this, my mother felt sorry for him. Whenever he came over, she offered him coffee and cookies and then, almost as a natural extension of her hospitality, a half hour in her bedroom. A hardworking man like that deserved a little treat every now and then.

Giuseppe wore a suit every time he came to see her, and he splashed on a light, clean cologne that she liked. A few times a week, he stopped by during his lunch break—a perfect time because her children were napping. He was always warm and appreciative. He held her face in both of his hands afterward and called her cara, bella, bellissima: his darling, his beauty. She never ran low on diapers.

Giuseppe looked as if he could be a cousin of Louie’s. A baby with him would raise no more suspicion than a baby with William. If the father were either one of them, then everything would be all right.

But the father could also be Ron, her best friend’s husband, who was black, and this would not be all right. At least it would not be all right with Louie; it would be a shock to him. He might even kill her, or Ron, or both. Louie didn’t understand about free love.

Ron was tall and handsome and college-educated. He knew about things like wine and classical music. He and her best friend Judy lived five blocks away, in an apartment filled with art and records and books. They had two little boys close in age to Allan and Pablo and Isabella. She and Judy met at the playground sometimes, shared a smoke on the benches while the children climbed on the monkey bars and rode the seesaws.

My mother adored Ron, but if the baby were his then of course her husband and everyone else would know she’d been with another man. Louie would go crazy, and Judy would never forgive her. No, if Ron were the father, it would not be all right.

The rape had happened on her way home from Ron’s apartment, on a Saturday in late October. She told Louie that Ron and Judy were having a party, and she went over to their apartment by herself. The truth was that Judy was upstate with the two little boys, visiting her mother, which meant she and Ron could be alone in the apartment.

My mother knew Louie wouldn’t want to come with her. Judy and Ron were intellectuals; both of them had graduated from Fordham. When they really did have parties, a bunch of their college friends crowded into their cramped two-bedroom and drank wine and passed a joint around while talking about Malcolm X and Che Guevara and Frantz Fanon. Louie couldn’t join in these conversations, and he didn’t like to get high.

My mother’s deception went as planned, and after her time with Ron, she insisted on walking home by herself. She couldn’t risk being seen alone with him, and anyway, it was only a few blocks. Her attacker had come up behind her on the sidewalk outside her own apartment building. She felt the blade of his knife against her neck before she saw him, and then he was dragging her behind the dumpster by the back lot, telling her not to scream because she was too beautiful to kill.

She didn’t scream but she bucked and kicked and twisted and thrashed. As a result, he was only able to jab himself inside her a few times before she managed to dislodge him, and he ended up mostly spraying her. The worst part of the whole thing wasn’t even that, it was the knife at her throat and the damp cold metal of the dumpster at her back and the rotten sewage smell all around her. And the way Louie slapped her, hard across the face, once she reached their apartment and told him what happened. Afterward he said it was because she had been hysterical. But she knew it was really because he was ashamed of her—angry with her—for being raped.

But back to this March afternoon: a blustery day in the Bronx. The date marking the official start of spring had come and gone, but the temperature still hovered just below freezing and the wind was howling around my mother’s fifth-story window. My mother spent a long time at that window throughout that morning. She saw a drunk passed out on the curb, with one foot sticking out into the street. At one point a cab ran over that foot and still he didn’t stir.

She was thinking that she should never have married Louie. At the time he had been her ticket out of a tricky situation, but still, she should not have married him. They really had nothing at all in common. He was in California right now so he could make her dream come true, but it wasn’t because he himself felt the pull. If left to his own preferences, he’d have been happy to turn gray and die in the Bronx without so much as seeing California. Happy just to drink five or six bottles of Corona on hot summer evenings and play dominoes with the other men on their block. Happy with day trips to Orchard Beach or Far Rockaway or Coney Island. And the music she loved so much, it didn’t speak to him at all.

She was lonely with him. But this loneliness would not last forever. When it was a bird’s time to fly, it flew.

Meanwhile, there was still the pregnancy to deal with. Ron had a friend who was a nurse, and she had pledged to help. Ron was probably paying her, but my mother was never told any details of this arrangement, if there was one. That was all right; she preferred not to know.

They came by just a little after noon, during the children’s naptime. The nurse was blonde and prim-faced with an air of martyrdom. My mother had pictured a white uniform and starched nurse’s cap but she was in regular clothes: green corduroy bell-bottoms and a gingham shirt. She did have a white smock that she put on after washing her hands at the kitchen sink. She also had a medical bag and a gallon jar with a black rubber seal.

There were no introductions. Ron had warned ahead of time that there wouldn’t be. The nurse would lose her license if anyone found out; she could even go to jail. She did not want my mother to know her name.

Ron was wet-eyed and resigned. He felt bad about what she was planning to do, but he shared her fear that the baby might be his and her belief that ending the pregnancy was for the best. He stood holding her hand while the nurse put a pot of water on to boil, so she could sterilize her equipment. Then they watched in silence as she draped several towels across the kitchen table and set out an array of gleaming metal rods.

Something about the towels and the jar and the rods made my mother shiver. She found herself suddenly cold and breathless, overcome by what they were about to do. The nurse’s implements looked sinister, and violent, and unnatural. Just then, she felt the baby flutter in her belly and she knew she couldn’t do it. Or at least she could not do it this way. There had to be a better way, a gentler way. She began backing away from the table. She backed away until she found herself against the wall and then she slid down to the floor and started to cry.

Ron came over and sat down beside her and took her hand. He stroked her hair and whispered encouragement in her ear. My mother rested her head on her knees and just shook her head no over and over. No, no, no.

The nurse packed up her equipment. She told my mother to drink quinine—a bottle or two of tonic water might do the trick—and then spend the afternoon moving her furniture around.

Ron went out and got her the tonic water. There wasn’t much furniture in the apartment besides the nubby orange and brown tweed sofa and Louie’s matching La-Z-Boy recliner. She threw herself into tugging them around in circles. The kitchen table and folding chairs were way too light to bother with.

By evening, there wasn’t so much as a spot of blood. She didn’t even have a cramp.

All across the nation

Such a strange vibration

People in motion

There’s a whole generation . . .

If you come to San Francisco

Summertime will be a love-in there . . .

MY MOTHER WOULD attempt to end her pregnancy in other ways. She would try to starve the baby by eating nothing at all for days on end. On other days, if she felt light-headed or dizzy or faint with hunger, she would nibble a package or two of Saltine crackers. Every time she felt the baby move, she would imagine it was in its death throes.

For good measure, she would try every psychedelic she was offered during the weeks and months leading up to her due date. She had heard of people losing pregnancies to LSD. Maybe if she were lucky enough the same thing would happen to her. Acid made everything better anyway. It brightened the long days at home with her kids. It made the Bronx bearable.

By May she would go west as she had dreamed of doing for so long. She would settle with the kids in the apartment that Louie had secured for them in the Haight-Ashbury district of the city, and not long thereafter she would leave him for a grifter named Rick.

In the meantime, she would be in the audience at the Monterey Pop Festival. She would listen live to The Mamas and The Papas and The Grateful Dead and Ravi Shankar and Otis Redding and Jefferson Airplane. She would watch Jimi Hendrix set his guitar on fire and she would hear Janis Joplin keen and croon and growl and caterwaul her way through “Ball and Chain.” She would festoon police officers with flowers as they tried to break up the tripping, half-naked, and ecstatic crowds.

And on a July evening in 1967, after all of it—after the nurse showed up in her Bronx apartment and then left again; after the bottles of tonic water and the hours and hours spent hauling her sofa around; after the fifty-calorie days and the nothing-but-air-and-water days and the peyote and angel dust and acid days—my mother burst through the emergency room doors of the San Francisco General Hospital, clutching her swollen belly and gasping that her baby was coming; it was coming now.

The ambulance driver who just happened to be standing there swiftly assisted the intake nurse with guiding her onto the nearest gurney and then, true to her word, she gave birth within the next ten minutes. The baby was a girl, pinched-looking and underweight, shriveled and tiny, purplish and nervous, startling at the slightest noise or unexpected touch from the very first moments of life.

As for the birth itself, there was no difficulty at all. There was no striving; there was no pain. As my mother tells it, she didn’t even have to push. She knew then that nature had taken its own course from the start, and she had never been anything but powerless to stop it.

Because each earthly being must obey a certain pull. Every living creature has to answer its own call. As migrant birds are pulled south by the sun, as my mother was pulled west by the summer of love, I was pulled headlong and headfirst into this world; I answered the call to survive.





Chapter 2

THE WOMAN ON the other side of my desk was making me uneasy.

“I had a brilliant career in graphic design,” she was saying. “We’re talking dozens of layouts in national magazines, and a lot of high-level awards.”

Karen was applying for admission to the college I own and run, the Heritage School of Interior Design. At first glance, she didn’t come across as the typical candidate. She wore a shapeless black dress with no accent pieces or jewelry. Her graying hair hung over her eyes and she kept brushing it back.

So far, I’d heard a lot about how successful she’d been until a sea change in her industry had stripped her of her prospects and optimism. To give herself a lift, she’d remodeled her kitchen—and the result was so stunning, she wondered if she’d stumbled on her next move.

“I’ve worked with world-famous photographers,” she went on. “I’ve done multimillion-dollar ad campaigns.”

“That’s very impressive,” I told her, hoping I didn’t sound as impatient as I was starting to feel. “With a portfolio like that, are you sure you want to walk away from graphic design?”

“It’s not that I want to,” she said. “And I wouldn’t say I’m walking away. I’m getting bounced out on my butt!”

“I’m sorry,” I said, a little bewildered. “How so?”

“Overnight it’s like I’ve become a dinosaur. You have to understand, I spent decades building my reputation in print media. Honing my skills in darkrooms and type houses. My God, when I think of the hours I put in . . . and now? Just like that,” Karen snapped her fingers, “it’s all about web design.”

I was quiet for a moment. Karen was angry, and I didn’t blame her. She was afraid, too, as anyone in her place would be. I could understand her bitterness.

But it still wouldn’t serve her. In fact, it would hurt her. It would make others want to steer clear of her.

I said none of this. If she ended up a student at Heritage, she would leave a different person than she was today.

For now, I said only, “The good news is that all those skills will enhance your interior design work. Every creative practice you’ve ever undertaken will end up informing your work in some way. So with that in mind, let me ask you: Are there any other art forms you’ve pursued, even as a hobby?”

“Well . . .” she said. “I guess so, if you count my quilts.”

“You’ve done quilting? Of course that counts. In fact, sewing skills are prized in the design world.”

Suddenly, she was fumbling in her purse and withdrawing an iPad.

“Wait,” she said. “I created a website gallery of the quilts I’ve done. Just give me a second to pull it up . . . here.”

She thrust the tablet at me, and what I saw was so startling that at first, I could hardly form a response.

Her quilts were a revelation. They were playful and poignant and piquant and uplifting. They revealed an extraordinary sense of color and composition. You could see Karen’s love of life in each one, her appreciation of nature’s beauty and bounty.

Many of them had an unassuming simplicity. Several featured childish flowers: tulips, poppies, and snapdragons. They were intensely hopeful and open. It was nearly impossible to reconcile the undefended hope and openness of those images with Karen herself at this moment in my office.

The spirit emanating from those quilts was irresistible. It had come from within the woman in front of me. Where was it?

“Karen,” I said. “These quilts are breathtaking.”

And with these words, Karen’s face transformed before my eyes. The relief of being seen etched itself into her features.

“You have an incredible sense of design,” I went on. “One of the very best I’ve seen. Learning to apply it to interior spaces should be a very natural step for you.”

That much was true. I wasn’t worried about her technical ability.

“But I imagine you have some questions about the school,” I said. “Is there anything you’d like to ask?”

She hesitated. “Well,” she said after a moment, “I’ve always thought of interior designers as very chic people. And as you can probably tell, I’m not much interested in fashion or makeup. Is that going to be a handicap for me in this business?”

I was quiet for another moment. I wanted to tell her no. That the industry’s obsession with aesthetics did not extend to a designer’s appearance.

But it wouldn’t have been true. Most of us expect other designers to show some personal flair. The way we present ourselves is itself a statement. That’s true for everyone, of course, but it’s especially true for us. A designer needn’t be a classic beauty, but her personal presentation should be intentional, self-possessed, and visually interesting.

“I wish I could tell you it doesn’t matter,” I finally said. “I can’t. But I can tell you that you’ll have the opportunity to explore that side of yourself here. You just made over your kitchen. You knew just how to highlight the natural and unique beauty of that space. Can you imagine making yourself over?”

This question is really at the heart of every interview I conduct with prospective students. Can you imagine making yourself over? Can you imagine making your life over?

It’s hard to put into words just how much I love my school. I love everything about it. The wide windows overlooking Mississippi Avenue. The coziness of the classrooms, the wooden beams, and the tables of live-edge cherry. The full wall of fabric swatches—thousands of them, in baskets, in books, on racks—that showrooms send over. Sometimes when I’m having a hard day, I’ll flip through a new fabric book and feel restored by the velvets and silks and brocades and damasks. Above all, I love the atmosphere itself, charged with passion and purpose and industry.

I get a lift from seeing my students. Every single one of them is lit with a sense of their own possibilities. Every one of them found the grit to invest in themselves, to take a risk. Some of them have been obsessed with design since early childhood. Many are making this investment well into middle age.

Before Heritage expanded to serve design students in other cities, I met individually with each student when they began the program. I sat with them for as long as they needed and asked questions about their hopes, their goals, and their concerns.

These conversations became intimate very quickly. The students on the other side of my desk were usually in a vulnerable place. For them, this tended to be a time of transition and uncertainty. They were leaving a way of life that no longer felt right. Some of them told me they felt unfulfilled as stay-at-home mothers now that their children were of school age. Others wanted to leave a career that no longer inspired them or—like Karen—an industry that had imploded. For those who were switching careers, starting over could feel perilous. The ones who hadn’t worked outside the home for a long time were often afraid to take themselves seriously.

Usually these discussions stayed focused on the students. But once in a while, over the years, I found the spotlight turned back on myself. “Where did you grow up?” someone might ask, or, “What do your parents do? Are you close with them? Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

Very early, I became adept at sidestepping these questions, not only with students but with everyone: “Oh, I grew up in different places, what about you? Are you from here?”

Or: “My mom and I actually aren’t all that close, how about you? Do you have a good relationship with your parents? Are they proud of all the amazing things you’ve done?”

I wasn’t about to tell them my mother was criminally insane, that I’d grown up mostly in a series of ghastly foster homes, that the man I’d believed was my father had killed himself and I had no idea who my real father was. I wasn’t going to say that two of my siblings were convicted felons, one was on disability for mental illness, one was a depressive recluse, and one was dead.

Instead I asked admiring and leading questions meant to draw them out, make them forget about me. And usually it worked. Once in a while, though, someone would persist, and whenever that happened, I felt myself breaking into a sweat of alarm beneath the cover of my clothing.

When no other form of deflection was at hand, I’d find an excuse to bolt. I went for almost fifty years without telling anyone about my past—not my trusted staff, not my closest friends, not even my own children.

My husband, Jim, knew. Eventually I had a therapist who knew. But no one else.

This deception, this omission, began to leave me depleted, strung out. Day after day, in an attempt to soothe myself, I would take stock of how far I’d come and how much I’d built. This list included a happy marriage of more than twenty-five years. A stable, close-knit family, with two sons who had come to us in the usual way and a daughter we’d adopted from Guatemala. A cherished career as an interior designer, ownership of my own design schools, a cabinet full of tennis trophies. A devoted staff and beloved friends. A beautiful house in a tranquil neighborhood. Security and achievement against the most staggering odds.

From the outside, it all looked good—very good.

But what no one knew was the fact that I would come home from my days, go straight to the bedroom, lock the door, and pull all the shades. I’d sink down onto the edge of the bed and weep.

Once I released the tears I’d held back for hours, I often couldn’t stop. Sometimes these crying jags lasted the whole weekend. I wouldn’t get out of bed between Friday evening and Monday morning. I cried into my pillow. I cried in the shower. I cried until I couldn’t draw a breath without shuddering.

Sometimes I had panic attacks, episodes that left me clutching my chest, fighting for air, afraid I was dying.

My husband had stopped asking questions. The first time I was overtaken by this nameless grief, he pressed me for a reason, and all I could say was: I’m sad. It was as if an invisible wave had broken over me, broken something inside me.

Jim tried to help. He cooked for me, brought me gifts, wrote me cards, told me jokes. When nothing else worked, he simply stayed with me. Holding my hand. Stroking my hair. Lying beside me in bed with his chest pressed against my back.

If I could have given words to what weighed on me, what was breaking me, I would have talked about the unbearable burden of secrecy, of feeling like a fraud. I needed to come out of hiding and come clean with others—even with myself—about my life. I needed to finally face my past.

And the day of my interview with Karen, that process was irreversibly set in motion when my cell phone rang and my mother’s name appeared on the screen.

My heart pounded at the sight of it. It had been years since we’d spoken. Her call now, if indeed it was her, was in violation of her stalking order, the one I’d filed against her after she threatened to burn my house down.

Since that stalking order had been set, I’d seen her just once while picking up a furniture shipment for a client’s renovation. I pulled into the warehouse parking lot, which was next to a local Motel 6, and there she was. Sitting on the curb in front of room #107 and smoking a cigarette. She looked wild, and her eyes were drawn into slits behind her tangled hair.

I didn’t get out of the car for a long time. I sat in the driver’s seat and watched her, holding myself very still. More than once, I had to close my eyes against the agony of being within fifty yards of her but not able to approach or speak to her. I longed for her.

After a while, she got up and went into her room—and what was going on behind that closed door, I couldn’t guess. How long had she been there? How long would she stay? Who—if anyone—was she with? She might be staying for a night or two or twenty, alone or with the last man to score her some drugs.

I never knew what to expect when I saw her name on my phone. So often it was someone else calling from her number. Like Bart, the manager of her apartment complex, getting in touch to report an emergency. Or maybe the police, to let me know she was under arrest. Or it could be the intake personnel at the state psych ward, informing me that she’d been committed again.

Even when it was her, there was no telling which persona would be on the other side of the line. If she identified herself as my mother, or by her given name of Florence, then we might have something resembling a regular conversation. But if it were Flow, the persona she identified as an “Indian,” I could expect psychotic rambling, hostility, curses, threats, and abuse. And if it were Agnes, I would inevitably spend time trying to console her. Agnes was an eleven-year-old girl: fragile, broken-hearted, and inconsolable. When my mother was Agnes, she played with dolls, or lay on the floor and crayoned, or crouched in the corner and sobbed. She bit her cuticles until they bled and slept with a teddy bear.

Seeing her name on the screen sent a violent tremor down my legs. The peaceful evening I’d hoped for at home was undone in that moment. No interaction with her came without high anxiety and lingering distress.

I wish I could say I wavered over whether to pick up the phone, but I didn’t. I snatched it up the moment it began to ring. I missed her.

“Hello?”

“Stephanie? It’s Mom.”

“I know,” I said. A sharp ache rose in my throat as I asked, “How are you, Mom?”

“Well, I’m not so good, to tell you the truth.”

“What’s going on?” I asked, afraid to know.

“The doctors say I have lung cancer,” she said.

“Lung cancer?”

I felt tears come into my eyes. Wasn’t that the worst kind? I’d never heard of anyone surviving lung cancer.

“I’m so sorry, Mom,” I said. “Do they know how far it’s progressed?”

“It’s stage four,” she told me. “I have two tumors, and it’s already spread to my spine. They told me I have about six months left.”

My throat closed over. I managed to choke out that I would call her back soon. And that I would come see her.

As painful and crazy-making and difficult as my relationship with my mother had always been, it was even more difficult to imagine it ending forever. I wasn’t ready. There was too much I still didn’t understand, too many questions left unanswered.

But one thing was clear. I couldn’t put off the asking, or knowing, anymore. Time was suddenly much too scarce for that. I had to confront our shared past and all its mysteries before she was gone for good.

I could no longer tell myself I’d get to it someday. I had to do it now.





Chapter 3

THE QUESTION I’M asked most often is How?

I’ve heard it from therapists, social workers, case managers, and cops. The people well acquainted with my mother tend to do a double take when they meet me.

“You’re Florence’s daughter? You?”

It’s been asked with respect and with disdain.

“You sure got some messed-up genes,” one of my in-laws remarked not long ago. “I don’t know how you overcame all that.”

“Your mom is trash,” a former neighbor of hers told me recently. “How’d you turn out so different from her?”

And then there was the judge who recently granted me legal guardianship of my mother after her terminal diagnosis. She looked at the long, long list of her psychiatric hospitalizations, arrests, felonies, misdemeanors, and mental illnesses. Then she looked into my eyes with a gentle regard that brought a knot to my throat. “If you don’t mind my asking,” she said, “how did you rise above . . . all this?”

The answer I give depends on the day.

Sometimes I say it’s the decision I made when I was still a child, to be the opposite of my mother in every way I could and in everything I did. My college friends dabbled in recreational drugs; I didn’t dare. They flitted from lover to lover; I was already married.

Sometimes I say that being the kind of mother I never had is what saved me.

Sometimes I say that my passion for design carried me through: the drive to create sanctuary, shelter, and beauty for my own family and for others.

But the real answer, the answer threaded through everything, lying beneath and rising above everything—the truest answer to How?

Is Jim.

I WAS ONLY fifteen when I met my husband. I was standing on the sidewalk outside school with my brother Allan when he coasted up to us on a skateboard. He was tall and lean with blue-green eyes and longish blond hair. He and Allan had met at a party the weekend before, and as they spent a moment in banter, I felt his gaze on me. It was strong and warm, and even in that brief wordless instant I had the urge to turn all of myself toward it as some flowers turn toward the sun.

“Who was that?” I asked Allan afterward. He hadn’t thought to introduce us.

“Oh, that was Jim. He’s cool,” Allan said.

Allan was my favorite sibling, really the only friend I ever had within the family. I trusted his judgment. He was someone I’d confide in. But I remember dropping my eyes, jamming my hands into the pockets of my sweater, turning inward. Premonition would be too strong a word for what I felt. It was more like a faint rustling, some secret and speculative tendril that unfurled inside me, a conviction that something important had just happened.

And I wasn’t wrong. The next day during P.E., when I finished the 200-meter race, Jim was lingering near the finish line.

“You’re Allan’s sister, right?” he said. “My name is Jim.”

I know, I almost said, but didn’t. “I’m Stephanie,” I said instead.

“Hi, Stephanie.”

“Hi.”

I could barely look at him. I was disheveled from running, winded, and sweating. Jim looked athletic and handsome. He carried himself with the confidence of someone who sat down with his family and said grace.

But he kept showing up. It seemed that every time I turned around, he was there, or nearby. I saw him in the halls, in the cafeteria, on the front steps after school let out. He always sought my eyes, always said hello.

I returned his greeting every time, but then I dropped my gaze. Afraid to believe this was real, that he could really be interested in me. I didn’t belong with someone like him. I was marked. I was damaged. Couldn’t he see that? Couldn’t everyone?

And then, on Friday of that week, as I sat apart from the other kids in the auditorium waiting for an assembly to begin, he materialized beside me and took the empty seat next to mine.

“Hey, Stephanie. How’s it going?”

“Hey,” I said.

I don’t remember what else we said as others filled in the seats around us. And I don’t remember what the slide show presentation was about. All I know is that as the principal stepped up to the podium and the lights were lowered, Jim reached out and took my hand.

I WAS NEVER alone again. Jim walked me to my classes. He walked me to my bus after school. Later when I took a waitressing job in town, he was there to pick me up each evening at the end of my shift and walk me the two miles to my house, after which he would walk another three miles back to his own house. He did this many times a week.

When I was sick, he came to sit with me. He brought me aspirin and ginger ale and sat by my bed stroking my hair.

He was at my side at every possible moment, but beyond that, he insisted on knowing me. All my life I’d kept others at a safe distance, lest they get too close and learn too much. Occasionally I went to other kids’ homes to play, but I could never have them over in return. Who knew what they might see?

With Jim, I could no longer hide. I didn’t want to. He made me feel safe and let me step out from beneath the crushing yoke of secrecy. It happened early, just a week or two into our fledgling romance. We were at the house of one of his friends, alone in a borrowed bedroom.

I’ll never forget that room. There was a red lava lamp on the bedside table, an overflowing laundry hamper in one corner, a set of weights beside it, clothing strewn all over the floor. There were posters on the wall: a Seattle Seahawk tackling another player, Christie Brinkley in a bikini.

Jim and I were lying on the twin bed with all our clothes on. We were kissing, touching lightly, pressed together. Outside it was raining. I loved the sound of it on the roof. I loved the feeling of lying next to Jim with my head against his shoulder and both of his arms around me. Being held was such an unfamiliar sensation. Love was happening; it was happening to me. Every single thing about it was a shock, and I was living in a state of continual disbelief.

“What time does your mom want you home?” Jim asked. It was such an innocent question. He had no idea what it was about to unleash.

“I don’t live with my mom,” I heard myself tell him.

“Oh,” he said. He was startled. “Are your parents split up? Do you live with your dad?”

“No, I’m in a foster home right now.”

Consternation creased his face.

“Wow,” he said. “I . . . I didn’t know. Is that rough?”

I choked back a laugh. Was it rough? Compared to the other homes I’d lived in, it was a dream. Bonnie left me alone. She didn’t demand that I turn over most of my earnings to her for rent, as my mother did the moment I got a job. True, she took no interest in me at all, never showed any warmth or asked how things were going, but at her house, there was safety and order. There was food in the refrigerator every day and dinner on the table every night. I could concentrate on my homework. There was no drama, no violence, and no abuse. There was no terror. I could close my eyes and fall asleep at the end of each day without the dread of someone coming into my room, into my bed, in the deep of night. All these things added up to the sweetest relief I’d ever known, and every waking hour I was grateful for them.

“No, it’s good,” I said. “I like it there.”

“Why don’t you live with your mom or dad?”

For fourteen years, I’d shied away from personal questions, responding with vague answers or other evasions. But on that bed with Jim, for the first time ever, I felt I could loosen the lid I kept on my life story.

“My father’s dead,” I told him. Then seeing his stricken expression, I added: “I don’t really remember him. He died when I was three.”

“How?”

“He committed suicide in a motel.”

Jim let this reply hang in the air for a moment before asking, “What about your mom?”

“My mother is . . . well, to be honest, she’s clinically psychotic,” I said. This was a phrase a social worker had used to describe her, and I liked the air of distance it seemed to lend me now. As if the conundrum of my mother could be contained in a label, filed away with professional detachment. “I’ve been in and out of foster homes all my life, whenever she’s in jail or in a psych ward.”

I could hardly believe I was telling him these things. Telling felt perilous and electric and suddenly as destined as a fate foretold in a legend. As if it had been written that Jim, and only Jim, was to be the keeper of my secrets.

“Is she in jail right now?” he asked. “Or in a psych ward?”

“Actually, right now she’s not in either one.”

“Then why are you in a foster home now?”

I wondered how to tell him about the incident that had driven me from my mother’s home this time around. It had happened on a Sunday morning. I’d slept at a friend’s the night before because some man was passed out on our couch. He showed up at our door that morning, saying he was a friend of Rick—my stepfather—and that he needed a place to crash. My mother let him in even though we hadn’t seen Rick in months, but then she went out, leaving us alone with him. I didn’t like the way he looked at me, so when Leigh-Ann, a friend in the same apartment complex, invited me
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