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To Jeanette and Will, my stalwarts


AUTHOR’S NOTE

The individuals described in these pages are real, as I have internalized them—loved or hated them, or both, remembered them through a child's lens, and written about them with the distance of age. Except for immediate family, some of the characters are composites, and names have been changed or omitted, to respect privacy.

Specific therapeutic encounters represent common themes, including trauma, family dynamics, depression, and anxiety. Names have been changed, and composite characters have been created to protect confidentiality. Most readers will know someone who could resonate with any number of clinical situations presented, but be assured you will not be able to identify any individual.

The personal stories recounted here come from my perspective at various ages and life stages. I expect some individuals in my circles would disagree with what they read. Some will be surprised or shocked, but all the content of this book has been tightly scrutinized and remains true and real to me.

I hope you will find truths of your own as you take in pieces that resonate with you. And most of all, I hope you will feel less alone.
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PREFACE

At age four, I had the biggest collection of gumball machine charms of all the preschoolers in the neighborhood. I especially loved the miniature decks of cards, the ruby rings, and the tiny pink baby dolls. Those treasures multiplied so quickly they needed to be stored in a shoebox. Okay, a kid’s shoebox, but still.

During our summer vacation that year, I brought my stash with me to visit family friends. My playmate was a girl who was two years older, about a head taller, and had twice as many charms. We sat in her big girl bedroom and dumped our wares onto a lavender rug. I gazed at hers with lust as she swiftly surveyed mine. Next thing I knew, she was making little piles out of her big heap and sorting the contents into categories: gold rings, horseshoes and four-leaf clovers, those coveted babies, and decks of cards, too. She then appraised my selection like a pawnbroker—and, yes, I did know some people in that line of work—and put a fistful aside. What was she doing with my stuff? As if she read my mind, she announced that she'd give me twenty items from any of her piles, if I'd hand over the pieces she'd chosen from mine. I couldn’t believe my good luck. But how many is twenty? I inspected each one of her offerings and moved my favorites to my side of the imaginary line. She was satisfied with the deal, and I walked away with my box at least half an ounce heavier than when I arrived.

If that older, smarter girl took advantage of me, I wouldn't know. I was happy with my haul. Those were the days when life seemed fair and fun and filled with “yes ands.” That experience was my first foray into negotiating, advocating, and serious decision-making. Getting to “yes and”s is an art that we must nurture.

Stories like these shape our lives. The older the story, the purer it may be. Once we're taught to live inside arbitrary boundaries, we’ve already lost some of our truth. I've been gratified by returning to the original versions of my personal stories, with all their unself-conscious quirkiness.

Having been in the psychotherapy business for my whole adult life—as both provider and consumer—digging up artifacts comes naturally to me. The goal of this type of excavation is to locate every bit of unspoken or forgotten anger, grief, trauma, shame, and conflict that’s caused you to become the hopeless malcontent that you are today. That information is only of interest to the miserable individual or to the analyst whose job is to help clients make connections between bitter childhood memories and present difficulties. I actually enjoy mucking about in the detritus of the past, but I also recognize that some findings will be boring or irrelevant, and those can be tossed.

But one needs to do more than remove the debris from the past. Looking for precious truths, the jewels that sustained us early in life, can reveal so much more about our strengths—those bits and pieces that we want to save as we sort through our piles of old stuff. What’s left has the potential to repair our confusions and distortions, and even to change our lives. In this collection of personal essays, you will see the trajectory of some of my old beliefs and seemingly random notions as they have played out in the process of my deliverance from a grasping, needy, frantic self into a relatively stable, purposeful, and self-aware older adult.

As with so many childhood possessions, my box of charms disappeared into the universal toy dump that probably lives under a huge playground somewhere. Memories, like trinkets, get buried, but we can still access them if we shine our headlamp and pull them out of hiding, without pre-judging their value. In retrospect, I can see that some memories, even some that seemed insignificant, have fore-shadowed important choices I’ve made as an adult. And like an archeologist, I've amassed a sample of precious moments, written their stories, and curated them in this compilation. These tales of enlightenment, insight, and healing had their origins in some of the painful, funny, and innocent wisdom of a kid with a colorful imagination.

Each essay is also embedded in a larger context: the women’s and LGBTQ+ movements, evolving theories of mental illness, the changing role of religion, and the #MeToo movement, all of which interact with my own passage through the cycles of my personal and family life. Spanning the 1950s and 1960s, the stories highlight the ways a child's perception informs adult lifestyle decisions, family relations, career choice, emotional stability, and religious and spiritual affiliation. Personal, professional, and pastoral sensibilities combine to explore questions of individual identity, family dynamics, social change, and ultimately, hope. The collection reveals some of the inner workings of a psychotherapist’s mind, showing that we’re all more or less in the same boat.

If everyone saved their childhood gems—ideas, wishes, passions— and sifted through them from time to time, we could probably create a whole encyclopedia of information on how to live more simply, honestly, and without self-consciousness. Then maybe we would better know how to appreciate the wonder in the everyday, to trust our intuition, to let our imagination run free. We might learn how to hold onto our dreams and not trade them in for someone else’s whose authority held sway over us. Perhaps we could take more risks without having the fear of God hammered into us before we even started. We might be better equipped to create our own norms and challenge the status quo. We could collaborate and negotiate with each other with respect and love because we wouldn’t feel deprived of our autonomy. And we might each know that the arc of both our personal and collective narratives bends toward transformation.


FILLING IN THE BLANKS

Mom’s skin smelled of Camay soap and cigarettes. On Sunday mornings I would sit next to her on the puffy blue couch with my thumb in my mouth, cradling my baby doll in my free arm, inhaling deeply. She would send the boys out with Dad—that was when I still had two brothers—and we would sit together as she worked on the Times crossword puzzle. I listened to her murmur clues to herself as if they were a prayer. I watched her write letters in the white boxes and stared at the perfect little smoke rings that popped out of her mouth. “Mom. Do it again.” Sunday was the best day of the week for a four-year-old. Except for one thing. Mom said I could help with the crossword puzzle when I was five, and that was a million years away.

I knew I couldn’t wait that long, so one Monday morning I gathered up all my pennies and put them in my little purse with the palm trees on it and took off for Phil’s drugstore. I didn’t think Mom heard me say goodbye, because of the vacuum cleaner, but I figured she wouldn’t mind. I knew I could get there and back in no time because my new red PF Flyers promised to make me “run faster, jump higher.” When I told Phil why I was there, he helped me pick out a crossword puzzle book with the biggest squares so that I could squeeze my letters in.

I’m not sure Mom noticed I was gone, but she looked surprised to see me at the door, my cheeks flushed, clutching a brown paper bag. She gulped a couple of times, cleared her throat, and then carried on as if everything was normal again. And the most normal thing to do after an unexpected turn of events was to put something in your mouth. She put a cigarette in hers, and I put my trusty thumb in mine, swallowing any lingering doubts I might have had about my outing.

In kindergarten, I learned to write, and within a year or so, I earned my place in the crossword puzzle hierarchy in the family: the bottom. I thought I would never keep up with Dad and my oldest brother Rich, who covered science and sports. In third grade I started taking French, so at least I had something to offer. On a Sunday morning in grade school, Mom and I would sit in our wood-paneled den while I read the comics in the local paper, and she might ask me how to say “other” in French. In middle school the same question might come up, but in Latin. Those moments marked the official start of our communication by clues.

When I was in high school, we managed the terrible teens better than most. Mom and I could converse in complete comfort within the structure of Acrosses and Downs, and usually the whole puzzle could be solved between the two of us. Outwardly we must have looked like sisters, our heads tilted toward each other, debating over kings of France or movie stars. We would take breaks, and she’d shake a cigarette out of the soft pack. I would light the match and take the first puff, then hand her the rest. Smoking had to happen when no one was around. I loved our dirty little secret.

As my vocabulary expanded, our real-life communication contracted. So many topics had to be avoided. I remember wondering why Dad had to work on weekends but never asked. On one such Sunday in the momentous summer of 1969, Mom and I sat alone together in our newly air-conditioned den, crossword puzzle between us, cigarettes in hand (I was smoking my own by age 17), and watched coverage of the moon landing. Suddenly she announced that we were going to the pool party about which I had already voiced my objections. How did she not know that going would give me a nervous breakdown—me hanging out with the country club set, girls with perfect bodies, boys who would like those girls better than me? So I said, “No,” nicely at first, and then loud enough for my voice to crack. “You don't know how miserable I would be at this party.” She responded by telling me I didn’t care about anyone and proceeded to berate me in an eerie screech. She would show me what misery was.

“I'll take you to the cemetery so you can see your brother's and your grandfather's graves,” she said with gritted teeth. Most of the time Mom couldn’t express her feelings at all, but when she finally did on that day, her hidden worries and pain came pouring out of her mouth with smoke and fury. So out of character was her irrational behavior that I was as stunned by it as much as I was stung by her verbal assault. I remained silent while I struggled to control the deluge of tears that needed to come out. All I could think was, how dare she? But I couldn't let myself wound her, even after what she had done to me. I felt I had no choice but to go with her. My only forms of protest were to socialize just with the adults and not wear a bathing suit.

Here's what I didn't remember until recently: Later in the day, Mom revealed the real problem with the pool party—that it didn’t look right for her to go alone. What was unsaid and that I didn't grasp at the time was that she would be the only person going without a husband. Mom had unleashed the venom on me that was meant for my father. I would later learn the terms for her uncharacteristic behavior in Defense Mechanisms 101: projection and displacement. I finally figured out the answer to that clue. What I hadn’t wondered about in years was, where was Dad on that weekend?

When I was in college, Mom would phone at 5:00 every Sunday, and we’d compare notes on the day’s puzzle. With 100 miles between us, I could enjoy our crossword puzzle connection while leaving her clueless about what was really happening with me. Which was usually nothing anyway. When I imported a date for something like Winter Weekend, she’d take her chances and ask me stuff like, what’s his name, where did he sleep, where did you meet him? His name is Alan, and he’s a friend of my roommate. Does he have a last name? She was looking for a clue to whether he was Jewish. By the next week, we were back to our comfortable discussions about the ups and downs in the puzzle instead of the ones in my life.

After college, we were both doing the daily crosswords as well as Sunday. Thank God we now had a whole week’s worth of conversation material. By that time, I had to invent more ways to obscure my comings and goings. It was the mid-seventies, and I was exploring the idea of dating women. One time when I was still living at home, I’d gone to see an apartment where two women were looking for a roommate. Legitimately worried that I had been gone so long, Mom managed to find the ad in the Boston Phoenix and called the phone number. Of course, it had to be the first ad in the listings, and of course I had to have circled it in red. The worst part was that she had decoded the abbreviation “GF.”

The conversation between two puzzle sleuths went something like this: “I couldn’t help but notice the woman advertising the apartment was gay.”

“What? Where did you get that idea?” I told her it hadn’t registered with me, that maybe it was a misprint. I struggled to keep my voice steady.

A couple of years later I came out to her. After she spent a whole day crying (she never cried), she said she’d be fine. She said I was courageous. What she meant was, “you’re killing me, why can’t you be normal?” But she must have noticed that I was much nicer after I came out. And at least she could stop searching for clues about me. She even warmed up to a couple of my girlfriends once she saw they were decent people. When I finally found Ms. Right, Mom treated her like family.

But when I announced to her that we were going to have a commitment ceremony (the twentieth century alternative to a same-sex wedding), she didn’t disguise what she thought. I was stunned by her words: “Must you? Why can’t you just invite your friends and leave the family out? Do you have to flaunt it?”

What got me through those months? One, tabling the topic of the commitment ceremony indefinitely, and two, spending a leisurely week with her in Florida, where we had all day to do our crossword puzzles together. One of those mornings in her sunny kitchen, my fingers freezing from the AC, Mom decided to boycott the Times puzzle, because the new editor, Will Shortz, had ruined it. I made her reconsider. I needed her on the same page with me about something.

And then Mom went through a quiet transformation. She must have observed that our upcoming celebration had created serious excitement in her very own circle. When she arrived at the event, she noted gleefully that she and I were both wearing celadon. And from that moment on she realized that everything—from food to flowers to the background chamber music—was exactly as she would have done it: understated elegance. She had taught me well. Over and over, you would hear snippets of conversation: The ceremony was so meaningful. They wrote it themselves. The girls look beautiful. They’re so happy. Mom had no choice but to agree. You could even say she was effusive, as she stated to no one in particular, “I have never seen such a love fest.”

At the end of the evening, too tired to worry about our white satin shoes, Mom and I walked across the damp grass toward the house. I know I wasn’t dreaming when I heard her say, “I didn’t know that I didn’t know you.” I think it was a compliment. I now understand that there’s a fine line between unstated and understated. My mother and I had a language of our own that hovered around that thin boundary.

To this day I am amazed by the clarity of her realization. We had both conveyed our version of the truth that night. I had used actual words, uncoded, to express who I was. And she had acknowledged me.


ON TAPE

Managed chaos greeted my father when he arrived home from work every day at 6:00 sharp. I would prepare for his homecoming by jumping off the puffy blue couch and standing up tall—all of about three feet, give or take. My brother David, three years older than I, always stayed glued to his spot on the floor, where he might be humming a tune and tapping the polished wood. Dad would lift us up over his head to squeals of excitement from me and groans of discomfort from David when Dad tried to lift his dead weight off the floor. Then Dad would give Mom the requisite peck on the cheek.

My oldest brother Rich would be at little league or a middle school touch football game, depending on the season. He would show up close to dinnertime. Every day before saying hello, Mom would say, “Wipe your feet and wash your hands, and don’t forget to get under your fingernails.”

In the meantime, Dad would have rushed over to his newly minted stereo system and started tinkering with knobs—balance, bass, and volume (always more of it). He called the gigantic tape machine Big Bertha (B.B.), because it was the size of a refrigerator. Mom hated her. She took up too much space in the living room, she took up way too much of my father’s time, and she was too loud. When he first brought the tape recorder home, Mom went berserk, screaming like she had seen a snake. “GET THIS THING OUT OF HERE…IT’LL RUIN THE LIVING ROOM…EITHER IT GOES, OR I GO.” This display was completely inconsistent with her usual subdued demeanor. Dad wore the nervous smirk he put on when he was being naughty. While my mom ranted, he was quietly taping her. After she stopped, which felt like it had been a whole hour, he played the tape back. I didn’t know the word sadism then, but I knew that what he did was mean. At the same time, I was tempted to join him in his amusement.

It didn’t end there. For years, Dad played music so loud that I think we all experienced some degree of hearing loss. His actions would reach a crescendo and stay there until my mother, dressed in casual elegant, a ringlet curl on her forehead, would give him her “you-know-I-hate-when-you-do-this” look. Dad never seemed to notice her pursed lips as he checked his watch and turned off the equipment—after waiting for one last passage to end.

“Dinner is served,” Mom would say.

Dad wasn’t home much, and when he was, his attention was very focused. Elsewhere. I can prove it because it’s all been recorded. For one thing, he wasn’t in any of the home movies of our family. Like most fathers in those days, he was the one filming. But something about my dad was different from regular fathers. I couldn’t have explained it at the time, except that he was old and he was bald and he was preoccupied. That was the first big word I added to my vocabulary. A euphemism, at that.

Also, he was so absorbed in the camera itself, the reels and film, and the whole idea that you could actually make moving pictures, that he wasn’t paying much attention to his precious subjects: us. He would record some of the most boring scenes, like Mom combing my hair or wiping dirt off my face with spit. You might say that Dad brought his work home with him, because his factory made the small plastic film reels that he used in his movie camera. They had little holes along the edges that fit around tiny bumps on the reel that took a lot of patience to line up. We had cartons crammed full of them in their little orange boxes.

Sometimes Dad would point the camera at us in our more adorable moments, like when we were frolicking on the beach, splashing water in each other’s faces, crying, then back to splashing. When we were all cranky for lunch, he might catch us sitting on a towel that was even grittier than the peanut butter and marshmallow fluff we wolfed down. In some of the movies you could get a glimpse of Mom trying to wipe our hands and salty faces. Mom always had a supporting role. Her own support came from our beloved housekeeper, Sally, who donned a white uniform and apron and took over seamlessly when my mother had, in her quiet way, had it with us. Sally knew how to fix things—holes in Dad’s socks, dolls whose heads had come off, tangled up Slinkies.

Soon after one of those beach scenes, I noticed things started to disappear from our walls and shelves. Mom and Sally had been busier than usual, so I could hardly ever get them to play with me. One rainy day, after I finished watching Art Linkletter interview a panel of little kids, I sat on the plump blue couch and daydreamed about being one of those little guests someday. I would say funny things about my parents to Art, and everyone would laugh and clap. Eventually, I decided to look into what the grown-ups were doing that was more interesting than me.

On my way to finding them, I noticed some things were missing. I yelled, “MOM, where’s Dad’s science books? Where’s his film? What happened to your pretty fruit pictures?”

“We’re in the den,” she called. “I’ve got something to tell you. Come. We can use your help.” I was curious and a little afraid.

The books were all piled in the same kind of cartons that held the little film boxes. What’s going on? I think Mom might have wanted to distract me from the news she was about to report. She showed me how you could take a long piece of brown paper tape from a gigantic roll that had glue on one side and wet it with a sponge that sat in a bowl of water on top of the radiator cover. I tried licking the tape, which tasted even stronger than the kindergarten glue that all the kids ate (except me; I was a fussy eater). I figured the grown-ups used the sponge because it was quicker than licking. The glue tasted like an envelope, an endless envelope that could seal a box big enough for about a million letters.

As they worked and I helped, Mom told me we were going to live in a new house in the next town, where she said I would meet new friends. That sounded fun until I started thinking more about it. Would anyone write me letters when we moved? And how would I write back? I could read but I didn’t really know how to write. Just my name and “mom,” and maybe “I love you” in a heart-shaped blob. Maybe Mom could tell that I was worrying, because she took out one of my fat red crayons and drew a map from our house to the new one, an idea she probably got from her sister Sylvia, a pre-school teacher. An arrow pointed to the end of our street, then turned right, and right again by the college and the reservoir. Pretty soon the arrow went by a movie theatre and Howard Johnson’s, took another right turn and went down a little winding hill, and then it stopped on a curvy corner with a blue mail box. Mom said it would take about seven minutes to get there, the same amount of time it took to get to the shopping center where I got my clothes. I could live with that. Not to mention the 28 flavors at Ho Jo’s, which was way more than at Phil’s soda fountain.

Before the move, I spent many afternoons watching and learning new stuff. I remember that the tape had to be stuck on the box very fast or else it would start to curl inward, and then Mom would say “dammit” or other things I didn’t understand. If you didn’t get it wet enough the first time and had to put more sponge water on it, it would be too soggy. That was when you could smell the glue best. I think my method gave me more control over the whole operation.

Dad wouldn’t know all this about our tape, but he sure did know about the music and camera kind. He went back to his music every night after dinner, while Mom gave us baths and read to us in bed about squirrels and deer and stuff. Sally cleaned up from dinner. I wonder if she minded the blaring horns and drums that sounded like thunder.

Eventually, Dad got headphones that were comfortable enough for him to tolerate, which enabled him to listen to old B.B. in peace, and the rest of us could unblock our ears. He would sit on the floor puttering with the “components,” hand-crafted by himself—swaying to the music and looking not unlike David, who often sat in his corner with his little RCA Victrola playing 45s and rocking back and forth. Neither of them seemed to have any idea of the impact their behavior had on us bystanders.

One dazzlingly bright day in October, when all the licking and sponging was done and about a hundred boxes were packed, I hopped onto my yellow school bus and waved to my mom in her pearls and paisley scarf, just like it was a normal day. I watched out the window until my street disappeared behind the orange and red leaves. I was glad I had the map, in case the bus driver got lost taking me to the new house after school. I kept that map with me for months after the move.

Everything we owned would be at the new house, except David. Apparently repressed by me was that, shortly before our moving date, David had been packed up and shipped to a different location altogether. I later figured out that he was staying on a trial basis at a residential school for kids like him, and that he had a room in the new house too, if the school didn’t work out. But David never sat in the new living
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