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CHAPTER ONE
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Relievers

I grew up in a city of dying elms called the Elm City, on a street with no willows named Willow Street. Uncelebrated trees shaded our part of the road, sturdy oaks and mature maples, their branches so thick with leaves that they created a blind curve just before the intersection where the street straightened past our house and made its hard line for the highway. Cars traveled at a clip down Willow Street, especially at night, and because of the curve it was impossible to see them until they’d nearly reached the streetlight glowing out beyond my bedroom window. Yet lying awake under the covers I could hear those cars coming, and never more distinctly than on rainy fall evenings when the wind had blown a scatter of acorns across the pavement. I’d be tensed against my pillow, listening to the whoosh of tires closing fast over wet asphalt, and then, an instant later, a brief, vivid flurry of noise, the rapid, popping eruptions of a dozen flattened acorns, before the whoosh receded into traceless silence as someone else hurried out of town. Long before I knew that I came from a place people wanted to leave, I saw how eager they were to get away.

Every so often a car wouldn’t make it to the highway. From my bed I’d hear the familiar swelling murmur of onrushing rubber—it was like nearing a riverbank through parted woods—and I’d be picturing the car flowing through the blind curve just as the night detonated in a cry of brakes and tremendous thudding impact. I’d crawl to the end of my bed where I could peer at the window glass, but all I could see was the fine silvery mist of rain drifting past the street lamp. Retreating, I’d tug the blankets over my face as my bedroom filled with the hiss of punctured radiators and revolving flashes of hot red light. My mother would come through my door and sit by my side for a few minutes. Then she would run her hand through my hair, give me a pat, tell me to sleep tight, and the door would close. My room felt remote, bigger than usual, and every shadow playing along the ceiling terrified me. By morning, when I went outside for a look, all remnants of the accident would have been swept away so that I might have doubted that anything had truly happened were it not for the chips of headlight glass or the laciniated chunk of engine grille that I’d find in the gutter with the acorns.

But before any of those investigations, there were hours of the night still to go, and as I tried to calm myself with less upsetting thoughts, invariably my mind turned to my favorite baseball team, the Boston Red Sox. There in the dark I evaluated the feats and virtues of the players I liked best. This was the early and mid-1970s, and their names were Griffin, Siebert, Tiant, Aparicio, and Yastrzemski. We had no television, did not subscribe to the newspaper, and my bedtime was not long after the evening broadcasts of games began on the radio, so I knew very little about the Red Sox. In those days, everybody knew less about ballplayers. Yet my desire for familiarity with them was intense, and I arrived at strong impressions, most of which placed peculiar emphasis on the players’ own boyhoods. Griffin, for instance, I had heard was nicknamed “The Dude,” which led to my belief that he’d grown up playing second base in cowboy boots. Because Siebert was always called “Sonny,” my illogical conviction was that he’d been taught to pitch by his father, out beyond the barn stalls on the family farm. The musically cadenced name Tiant led to my certainty that the pitcher had taken fife lessons as a child and entertained his teammates after games with Cuban melodies. The diminutive Aparicio, I knew, played shortstop by creeping forward on tiptoes as each pitch was released, an eccentric technique I supposed he had first employed in youth to make himself seem taller, and one that I—tinier than he and intimidating to nobody on the playground—sedulously imitated. I had yet to visit Fenway Park where the Red Sox played their games, and I thought of it as a public greensward, not unlike East Rock Park in my neighborhood, dappled with shade trees, seesaws, basketball courts, picnickers, the ball field itself surrounded by slatted city benches from which cheering citizens took in the game. Because very few of the player names on my baseball cards presented challenges to pronunciation, as a Dawidoff I was grateful to Yastrzemski. That someone had become the leader of the Red Sox despite that less-than-sibilant thicket soothed my concerns that I might somehow be held back in life on nominal grounds. I used to repeat Yastrzemski over and over, always with the tongue-rolling inflection that my Russian-born grandfather, Alexander Gerschenkron, used to make a diphthong.

Naturally, I wanted the best for all these Red Sox men, which in baseball terms meant winning the World Series. I spent a lot of time imagining how it would feel when this baseball apotheosis happened. The Red Sox had not won the World Series in a very long time and by now had something of an accumulating reputation for disappointment, but I was not deterred. Like most people who believe they are awaiting a miraculous occasion, my anticipation took on exalted forms. As I think back now on those moments, mysterious to me is the extent to which my private worldly desires were infiltrated by my aspirations for the Red Sox, how the team brought up the fundamental questions of possibility. At various moments of my early youth, the great victory was conflated with the news that a traveling circus with clowns, trapeze artists, and a sword-swallowing lady was coming to town to perform for an audience of one—me; word that my younger sister, Sally, would be going off to live elsewhere permanently, with another family; a declaration of love from a succession of adored female personages including: Mary Elizabeth, a girl I first encountered on the swings at nursery school and after whom I’d named my tabby cat; the haughty Claire, who had French parents and a propensity to be “out jump-roping” when I called up on the telephone to invite her over to play; and yellow-haired Christine, who wore colorful jumpers and, to my sorrow, moved away after third grade. The most recurrent of my Red Sox World Series reveries made me part of a large, noisy family gathered around a laden table for Thanksgiving dinner with a cheerful father at the head to say the blessing and carve my mother’s turkey.

There were plenty more variations on this theme, and on those sleepless nights, no matter what bumped and rolled outside my window, the Red Sox were there to stand by me. If things grew truly desperate, I had a fail-safe. I was no tabulator of sheep; I counted Yastrzemskis, a brief doxology that never amounted to much of a total before all anxieties faded and the terrible wakefulness was gone.




CHAPTER TWO
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Game Called on Account of Darkness

All the way from Washington to New Haven it rained, I three years old and unsurprised to find that the sky should share my mood. What did I know of how life worked, what was custom or coincidence? To me, everything new that happened was the norm. That afternoon I had gone to visit my friend Felix, a Saturday like any other until the sudden solemnity of being told by my mother to say goodbye to dark-haired Felix because we were “going away.” Felix lived along the crest of a hilly road out beyond Georgetown with chips of mica embedded in the sloping street pavement on which I concentrated while my mother spoke with his mother, I following that shining line of road until it descended into the sky at the end of the world. And then we were crossing over, leaving everything known behind as we went cannonading north along the expressway in our Volkswagen Bug while the day grew black and water covered the surface of the window glass in tandem with the stream running down my face.

When a child thinks, I have never felt this way before, the expectation is that now that you have, you will again. I did in the future leave my father, Donald Dawidoff, many times, but those later departures never in any way resembled the day we first moved away from him. I cannot bring back his Washington face, cannot see him as someone with whom I shared life. My first memory of him, my first life’s memory, is the feeling of losing him for good. “By the time you were old enough to remember your father,” my mother, Heidi, said to me once, “he was a different person.”

         

I know a few other details from my brief time in Washington, and since they were told to me a long time ago, when I was very young, not so long after I lived them, I recall them as my own memories. In our two and a half Washington years as a family, we had three different addresses, though in my recollection the trio has become fused into only one white clapboard house. Out our front picture window, across the street, was an insurance company parking lot. At the end of the afternoon it was my habit to stand on the couch in front of the window, bracing myself against the back cushions, and recite the makes of all the cars as they came in a procession out of the parking lot, the hearty Buicks and Chevys, the Morris Minors, which looked flimsy and often had dents, and especially the sports cars, the Saab with its hubcaps studded with interesting punch holes, the low, long-hooded Volvo coupé, and the spoke-wheeled British racing green MG. Our house had a front porch and a staircase inside leading up to the second floor. Out back was a spacious yard with trees and also a thick tree stump, as well as many ground squirrels that would scamper across the stump and sometimes pause to perch on it with a nut. At a certain point my father began talking to the squirrels, and he believed that even the dead ones were initiating conversations, communicating with him on urgent matters, instructing him when to strike, and whom.

         

Just as my changed father looked to me as he always had, my mother, too, remained the same in my eyes but appeared different to the world. The day before we were to leave Washington, she asked my friend Peter’s mother if I could stay at their house while my mother packed up our belongings. I had been to Peter’s house many times. Now, however, because my parents were getting divorced, Peter’s mother said that we were no longer welcome inside their door. “I can’t have you in my house anymore, but I guess I could meet you at a motel and look after him there,” she told my mother. My mother said not to worry, she would make other arrangements. It was around the same time that my mother’s mother, my Grandma Erica, fell into the habit of freckling her conversation with remarks about the unseemly ways of “divorced women.” Twenty years later, when my Grandma Erica was dying, out of the blue she told my mother, “You know, when I said all those things about divorced women, I didn’t mean you.”

         

We arrived in New Haven at night. Our new house, a husky, gray, two-family structure, had only one floor for us this time, a ground-level railroad layout with a branch line to the dining room and kitchen, but there were high ceilings and not much furniture, making it feel rangy and limitless. I ran along bare wooden floors through four rooms, all the way to the very rear window, where I looked out and, unable to see anything of the backyard through the night-darkened glass, believed the unseen perimeters must be huge—big as a meadow. I was imagining a paradise of grass, bosky field, jungle gym, and fountain when my mother told me it was time to go to sleep. I still had my old crib and Sally, sixteen months old, had hers. That first floor of 292 Willow Street would be my home for the rest of my childhood.

         

I learned a lot of things later than most people, but something I understood early was how small a hold I would have on determining my own history. My mother says that when at first we came to Willow Street, I feared departures, didn’t ever want to leave home. My mother had resumed teaching high school English at Day Prospect Hill, the private girls school up on top of the Canner Street hill where she’d worked before I was born, from 1960 to 1962, while my father was a student at Yale Law School. One day, not long after we arrived back in New Haven, an older teaching colleague of my mother’s came over to Willow Street, presented her with a rocking chair as a housewarming gift, and then took me out for a short drive alone with her in her car, just so I’d see I could go away and would return.

         

Not wanting to empty my father’s life completely, my mother had left almost all of our possessions behind with him in Washington, so initially our New Haven furnishings were mostly unwanted hand-me-downs from my mother’s older sister, Susi. My mother slept in the living room on a rust-orange upholstered daybed that doubled as our couch. A skewbald rug spread over the floor. The daybed faced a nonworking fireplace that had no andirons, yet, nonetheless, was protected by a metal screen that often buckled and tipped over. A wooden mantel rose above the fireplace, while the apron in front of it was a mosaic of lacquered greenish orange tiles, several of them broken or permanently dislodged. We ate meals at what would one day become the basement laundry table, seated on heavy brown wooden chairs. My mother had a sewing machine and a radio, which, along with two or three lamps, one of them built out of an old coffee mill, were our only electronic devices.

We visited a lumberyard and bought pine planks to build cases for my mother’s books. She painted the dining room floor blue—it looked to me like a calm upside-down sky—the walls were whitewashed, and one day the brown wooden dining room chairs became golden yellow. Another morning, my mother appeared with an artist’s palette on which she dabbed a small brush in oils as she covered the kitchen cabinets with sprays of painted flowers. For our bedroom walls she designed huge felt murals, cutting the pieces of colored fabric into shapes and gluing them into place as she constructed a farm scene with barns, livestock, and a duck pond for Sally, and for me a felt city with skyscrapers, vehicular traffic, and freighters docking down at the seaport. It could only have been inspired by New York, where I was born and lived for a year until my father was told he would “not be retained” at his job “because,” said his boss, “you’re a lame horse and I wouldn’t keep a lame horse in my stable.”

Sally and I were each given a new unfinished pinewood shelf by my father’s mother, my Grandma Rebecca, which my mother painted white and then filled with our books and toys, though not my big teddy bear. Beary slept with me and I faithfully kissed him good night until his face collapsed, clots of blue stuffing leaking out everywhere. My mother made him a new mouth.

         

My bedroom was filled with the noises of others. It stood at the junction of three rooms, Sally’s bedroom, the bathroom, and the living room, and because a fourth door opened into my narrow closet, which my mother had entirely filled with her clothes, I grew so used to the sound of turning doorknobs that from anywhere in my room I could hear the spindle threads catch and the knobs beginning to shift. Whether they rotated slowly or briskly, I knew that a moment later I would have company.

The ceiling light fixture in my room had two semi-flush bell-shaped frosted glass shades and a socket where there should have been a third bell, meaning that one bulb always hung naked. Suspended up there, the light looked to me like a three-legged stool with one short leg. Upstairs, our neighbors’ passages through their apartment made all three lightbulbs flicker and wink.

Through my lone window came footfalls heading up the exterior staircase of the yellow house next door, those neighbors so close to me that if I looked out through the glass on a stormy day I could see the drops of water fall to the ground as they removed and shook out their rain hats. Drifting in from the street came music from cars, motorcycle engines, voices moving along the sidewalk in conversation. When my mother went into the kitchen, spoons echoed against the sides of metal pots; from the living room came the news on my mother’s radio, the five CBS bell tones at the top of each hour reaching an appoggiatura before backfalling into resolution. Sometimes above the radio my mother sang verses of songs from her youth: “Just around the corner there’s a rainbow in the sky / So let’s have another cup of coffee / Let’s have another piece of pie.” As my mother moved around the front of the house, there was the alighting-bird flutter of shades being pulled. Sink water ran, metal and wooden drawers opened and shut, a chair scraped as my mother seated herself before the sewing machine, which whirred, stopped, and whirred countless times as she made herself dresses from parch-paper patterns. Other times she was pulling the chair up to her typewriter with keys she struck so true and fast the house rippled with little impacts. At night I could hear her removing the daybed cushions as she prepared to go to sleep. She had organized our house so that she was for Sally and me our portcullis; we were quite literally behind her, although the broader truth is that she was also behind us, always, and when all her sounds ran together and became one, I could hear her commitment to our lives. I could also hear the telephone and the doorbell, though they seldom rang.

         

Our New Haven backyard turned out to be the furthest thing from Elysium, though there was scarcely time to register the scatter of weeds, rusted cans, and broken glass before my mother made them disappear. Portions of the small asphalt patio near the back steps had shattered into loose pieces. Not much could be done with the patio, but beyond it my mother planted grass and flowers, built a red sandbox with a hinged, green cover to keep the stray cats from using it as a litter box, and she assembled from a kit a dome-shaped red and white climbing gym. Every clear day my shirts and socks flapped on the clothesline high above my head, while even higher, like flags on a halyard, was our neighbors’ laundry. In the summer our yard was shaded by trees whose medium height meant they had grown up after the 1938 hurricane and the subsequent outbreak of Dutch elm disease that together had largely denuded the city’s canopy. I had a toy dump truck and a crane that could do nothing but roll, and a real shovel with which I was digging a hole to China. When I hit a cache of broken dishes, I believed I had reached Peking.

         

Every night before bed we huddled in close on either side of our mother in our pajamas on the daybed, close enough to feel the warm, soft flannel of her nightgown while she read to us for hours that might have been days, so intense was the dual experience of sitting there, cushioned as a compass in a binnacle, free to enter all those big, spacious, other worlds. The books she tended to select were historical fictions with titles like The Witch of Blackbird Pond, Calico Captive, Across Five Aprils, and Johnny Tremain. The protagonists were usually young, and there were as many boys for me as there were girls for Sally. Most of the books had been checked out of the public library downtown, but the copy of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz that my mother read from belonged to us, which made it possible, when I became frightened by an illustration of the Wicked Witch of the West, for my mother to go to her sewing basket, remove her pinking shears, snip the plate right out of the book, and show me that she was locking it away in her bureau, beyond my reach. That she had elected to imprison the page was better than throwing it away, because I knew that my mother was in command of that witch. The top bureau drawer, along with my mother’s two desk drawers, were the only places in the house that I had never investigated. They were off-limits to me, my mother’s private spaces.

My mother read with such clarity and expressiveness from those books that to this day I can bring back long descriptions from them in her voice: Revolutionary Boston stretching itself awake in morning outside as indoors, up in the Lapham family attic, two apprentice silversmiths wallow in the bed they share with Johnny Tremain, while Johnny, seething with energy, gets dressed in his leather britches, orders them to “look sharp,” and then calls the lazier one “a pig-of-a-louse” and the feel of the night when Johnny and Cilla Lapham take Cilla’s feverish baby sister, Isannah, down to the wharf, where in the cool harbor air Johnny tells them about his beautiful mother, who brought him up on her own by sewing and sewing until she coughed herself to death.

         

But it was the many Laura Ingalls Wilder books that made the most striking impression. I liked spunky brown-haired pioneer-girl Laura so well I half thought of myself as she—until we got to Farmer Boy, the story of Laura’s future husband, Almanzo Wilder’s, childhood on an upstate New York farm. So many interesting things happened to Almanzo at ages not much more than mine. Prohibited by his stern and distant father, James, from ever handling the family’s sleek Morgan horses, young Almanzo raised instead a clumsy pair of red cattle named Star and Bright, teaching them how to pull and turn together. He milk-fed a huge pumpkin that won a prize at the county fair; he saw his diminutive schoolmaster, Mr. Corse, defeat the lumpen bullies from Hardscrabble Hill with a huge blacksnake ox-whip supplied, Almanzo later learned, by his father, James; he planted corn and potatoes, sheared sheep, hauled timber, pulled molasses candy and then fed it to his pig, which got its mouth stuck shut, made ice cream in a tub using custard and ice chipped off a block by hatchet. But his favorite food, fried apples ’n’ onions, sounded much better than it tasted when my mother cooked some up for us to try. Toward the end of the book, Almanzo discovered a man’s ample pocketbook lying in the road to town, found a way to get it back to the owner, and was rewarded, first in a small, grudging way by that owner, who was a pinchpenny, and then extravagantly by an intervening shopkeeper who indignantly forced the ungrateful miser to give Almanzo a large sum. James Wilder disapproved of this. Then the shopkeeper offered to make Almanzo his apprentice. Back at home, over supper, James listened to Almanzo answer his question about his plans for the reward money by telling his father that he would put it toward buying a young Morgan horse of his own. In a burst of emotion at this day which had made clear that his son was both honest and hoped to follow him in life, James gave Almanzo Starlight, the family’s prize colt. I made my mother read us that book several times, and whenever James Wilder smiled and said, “Son, you leave that money in the bank. If it’s a colt you want, I’ll give you Starlight,” my throat would fill and I would feel unable to speak for many seconds.

         

I wanted to be a Farmer Boy too. One summer evening in New Haven, my mother, Sally, and I sat having supper as filmy beams of late-day sunlight streamed through open windows. My mother had cooked mixed frozen vegetables as part of our meal, and after separating the corn niblets from the carrot cubes, peas, lima and green beans, I grouped the corn off to the side of my plate. After dinner I announced that I would now be planting my corn crop in the backyard. My mother said fine. She walked behind me as in my palm I carried my damp yellow hoard through the back hall and down the steps. Then she advised me while I chose an arable-seeming patch of ground over by the fence where with a trowel I dug my furrow. By the time the corn niblets were evenly distributed in the dirt, they’d shriveled so much they were small and wan as baby teeth. I covered them up and watered them over the next few days until it was clear they would not grow. As I got older, I often thought about that evening, what my mother had sought to cultivate by encouraging me. I decided she believed there were things that nobody should tell you about; you had to find out for yourself.

         

The sidewalk in front of our house was made of black asphalt, not a smooth tar-surfaced macadam, but a cruder and more astringent hardness that to the bare knee was gritty as black sandpaper. The sidewalk was the crossroads, the railroad tracks, the big Mississippi, Yellowstone, and the Grand Canyon all together, a twenty-five-foot stretch of epic landscape; it was the whole world delimited—my territory. Close to the ground as I was, I knew every fossa and contour, and thought of them the way a surveyor does his swamps, vales, cliffs, and lakes: the sidewalk’s jagged cracks, the slits of crevasse, the crumbling edgework, the volcanic eruption caused by a bulging tree root, the filmy lagoon of moss in one shallow—it glowed iridescent after a wet spring fortnight—the pale blots of discarded chewing gum that could take months to disappear, the rhododendron that never once flowered, the traces of hopscotch chalk, the dusty red berries fallen from one of the two evergreen bushes next to the porch, and deep beneath those bushes, where a rake could not easily reach, the decomposing tree leaves wadded together and smelling of mellow rot. Here on my sidewalk was the indelible cycle of life, the colored leaves that meant fall; snow and ice in all their frigid winter thicknesses and densities; a scatter of twigs and branches that were the measure of March breezes; the maple samaras that in late May came helicoptering to the ground where I searched for the longest of these winged seedlings to snap in half and stick to my nose—Pinocchio!; and the footsteps that trod to different sounds on each of these accumulations.

The windfall came from our two tall trees that stood on the dirt meridian between the sidewalk and the street. At the base of one of the trees, a gnarled round burl had formed that resembled a stool seat. I used sometimes to sit on it in summer, resting my feet on the curbstone, taking in a tableau holding the “No Parking Here to Corner” sign across the street, the stout celandine yellow fire hydrant with its valve plugs protruding from either side like hands on hips, and all the houses and sidewalks that faced me. No two houses on Willow Street had the same sidewalk. Though most sections were concrete, they were built with squared integuments that ranged from a smooth milky white to a pebbled putty color, making the block as a whole resemble a boxed assortment of chocolates. The small brass plates sunk into a couple of the concrete slabs by paving firms or city utilities were scarabs to me, and though I didn’t understand why our asphalt should not be adorned in brass, I accepted it as the way of things. Likewise, on a visit to another town I saw a red hydrant and was at first horrified by the lack of uniformity in the world, and then quickly became a backer of yellow, just as I had superior thoughts about New Haven’s fleet of white fire engines when taken to a strange city where I saw a red pumper go by. I was a fierce partisan of my ordered terrain.

And then something would intervene to disturb the order. One day there was a dead bird lying on the sidewalk, the bird’s dark feathers limp and greasy-slick, its beak a brittle, sickly yellow. I stared at the bird, the swarming insects beginning to devour its eye. “Don’t touch it” I heard my mother say even though I was alone.

Another afternoon I came outside to find a woman standing in front of our house holding a paper grocery sack out of which the bottom had dropped, leaving her feet surrounded by a turbid pool of oozing eggshells, shattered bottle glass, a splatter of fruits and vegetables. A can had rolled several feet away from her. It was spring, but a bonnet was tied tight under her chin, and she wore taut little rubber boots and a dun-colored trench coat that was too short, revealing ankles no wider in circumference than the riding stick of my hobby horse. Her pallid chin and gray cheeks stretched to a bitter point at her nose, and in her eyes was an expression of such cold, barren despair that I turned and ran without offering to help her.

         

In the rambling blue Queen Anne house next door, up under the eaves in the third floor garret lived a mother and her son who was about my age. His name was Lazlo. Once Lazlo came into a bulk package of Kit Kat candy bars, more candy than I had ever seen in one place. He gave me a bar and I ate it while he did the same, the smooth milk chocolate giving way to the pleasingly crinkled crepe-paper-like interior layers of wafer. It was remarkable how quickly you could eat a Kit Kat. That evening I thought of Lazlo up there enjoying as many Kit Kats as he liked, and I craved another with such ardor and pining that I became convinced that I was somehow entitled to more. The next day I hurried to find Lazlo. As we spoke, all I could think of was my worry that there were no remaining Kit Kats. My head throbbed. I hinted. He didn’t offer. I couldn’t hold out anymore. I asked for a second Kit Kat. “What can you give me?” Lazlo wanted to know. I had nothing. In the evenings at home we had been reading Old Peter’s Russian Tales, which were filled with accounts of greedy fools, cunning gluttons, a collection of horn-swogglers, and a talking golden fish who offered the poor fisherman who spared him his life everything he could think to ask for. The simple, virtuous fisherman was unable to come up with a single thing he lacked, but his wife could. Everything she requested she received, and with each largess her life got worse. Old Peter had a homiletic way of speaking. He said that the fish story was about wanting more than enough, but I overlooked that part. To Lazlo, I said, “I have given you my friendship, the rarest gift of all!”

“Yes,” he said, nodding like a landowner. “And I have given you my friendship and a Kit Kat.”

         

My mother had a slim figure with shoulder-length brown hair the color of sunlit brook water, and she appeared tall to others although she was of no more than average height. To work she frequently wore dangling earrings, red kilts, and dark blue sweaters. With the sweater sleeves rolled up, her sinewy arms seemed poised for manual labor. So erect was her posture that her head and collar fitted together like mortise and tenon. When she smiled she looked like a prettier version of her restrained, Austrian-born mother. When she became lost in thought, she resembled her scholarly and outgoing Russian father.

In our strict household there never really were many rules. My mother’s expectations flowed so logically from her own comportment that they were easy enough to understand without the aid of codes, injunctions, or prohibitions. Perhaps it was that in Washington everything had been so out of control that now everyone was grateful for routine, but, whatever the cause, Sally and I didn’t have to be told twice never to begin eating before everyone else was served. In the morning, as soon as we were tall enough, we made our beds. Then somebody gave me a penny to buy a piece of Bazooka bubblegum, and that first taste was like offering a dog chopped sirloin—I would do anything for more.

The ensuing bubblegum ban was grounded in a fierce jurisprudence that led my mother to inveigh in screeds meant not only to stigmatize but abominate. Bubblegum was, she lectured, the bottomless perdition, a silent fiend scoring holes into your teeth even as it was capable of far worse, taking incisors and bicuspids within its terrible sticky grasp and yanking them right out. “You don’t want to end up with real dental problems, Nicky,” she warned. “Son, they’ll plague you for life.” The bubbles themselves were offensive to my mother (“It looks so vulgar, that bulbous thing hanging out of your mouth”) as was the coloring (“that lewd pink”). Her contention that there was “something cheap” about bubblegum she buttressed with expressions of contempt for its physical nature (“You are aware you’re chomping on plastic?”) and abstract character (“It’s a gadget-food, Nicky”). When I went through a period of swallowing the gum, she was aghast—“You can’t digest that!”—and her disapproval broadened: to her it was no less than the embodiment of all that was wrong with the country in the late 1960s and early 1970s—we were a nation on the bubble, artificially sweet.

Her disapproval did no good. I was so mad for the stuff that I thought all the time about how to get some. When I came into a dollar, I committed my first conscious transgression, sneaking down to Cumberland Farms to invest all of it on one hundred penny pieces of Bazooka. You got a larger chunk of gum for your penny then, and the brown bag I brought it all home in would have held both my shoes. After I ate a dozen pieces, I hid the rest in the backyard sandbox. I remember putting the brown bag in there and closing the hinged green top as I thought about all the days and weeks I would now be in supply. Minutes later I was back for a fresh piece. Then five pieces. They were all gone by nightfall because the flavor didn’t last.

         

Directly across from us on Willow Street in a Doublemint-green house lived an old Italian couple whose only child was a vigorous young man named Junior. Junior was beginning a life on his own on our side of the street, down the block from us in an attic apartment he shared with his slim, attractive Irish wife, and, soon enough, their infant son, also called Junior. The old father spent hours every warm day sitting watchfully on his front porch, Umbrian style. After work, Big Junior used to cross Willow Street, still in his business trousers and stripped to a white undershirt, to join his father on the porch. Over the weekend he’d wash his car in his father’s driveway or meet up there with his boyhood friends. Big Junior had been a local baseball star, and as Little Junior got older, I used to observe from my burl stool as Big Junior stood him in his father’s driveway and taught his son to catch and throw. Looking on, I felt oddly outside my own self and would think, I am watching Little Junior grow up. On weekends Big Junior, his wife, and Little Junior would join Big Junior’s parents for Sunday dinner, after which his wife jumped up and did the dishes. Big Junior’s mother would wait for them to leave, and then she’d say “Filthy Irish thing” over and over as she rewashed every plate and fork.

Also across Willow Street from us, a little down the block to the right of the green house, was a red single-family house that belonged to the Orvilles. The Orvilles’ house frequently came up in conversation at our house, its mention always embellished by my mother with phrases like “sweet little red house” and “pretty little red house.” Red was my mother’s favorite color. Whenever I left our house, instead of looking at the green house, I used to look over at the Orvilles’ red house, taking in its clean, simple proportions, studying what my mother liked.

         

I missed my father. When I now look at snapshots of my father and me as a young boy—in one I am sitting in a toy fire truck, my father crouched behind, his arms circling my shoulder—I am always surprised by how happy we seem. Since I didn’t see much of him anymore, I tried to compensate by spending time with his photograph. It was a formal portrait that he had gone to a studio to have made. I would sit in our new rocking chair and stare at his handsome bald head for what seemed like hours.

When my father came to New Haven, he took me to George and Harry’s restaurant, where I tasted fried clams and tartar sauce. After I got home my mother said she’d gone with him there on special days when they were first married, and she too had ordered clams. Over and over he brought me to see again the fire trucks at the Whitney Avenue station and, farther down Whitney, the dinosaur room at the Peabody Museum of Natural History. Once he gave me a children’s book called Little Rascal, which was his nickname for me, and I all but memorized this story of a Wisconsin boy and his pet raccoon.

During those years I also made a few visits to Washington. My father would come to New Haven, and then drive me back down to Washington in the Rover 2000 sports sedan he’d purchased while my parents were still married. My mother had told him that now with two children they needed a larger car than their tiny Volkswagen Bug. They’d discussed a station wagon, and when my father came home from the car dealer with the Rover instead, he had, my mother said, “a funny hostile look in his eye.” The Rover, with its polished wood-grain fixtures and tooled leather upholstery, had been far too elegant for young children to ride in. Now, however, it was bruised and careworn, and I could be in it.

After one of these visits to my father’s, my nursery school teacher, Mrs. Nover, took my mother aside and said that “something” was happening down there “that’s upsetting him.” My mother explained to Mrs. Nover about my father. “You need to tell him,” Mrs. Nover said. My mother said she felt she couldn’t tell me because, “I don’t think it would be right for me to say anything to the children against their father.” As she spoke, my mother could tell that Mrs. Nover was “appalled,” thought “I was a sensible person doing an incredibly stupid thing.”

“When will the children find out about me,” my father asked my mother.

“Don’t worry,” my mother told him. “Not until they’ve grown up.”

When I was six, my father took me to Washington’s National Zoo, where he got angry and walked away from me. Only by running along after him was I able to keep him in sight. He went up a sloping walkway and I followed until, finally, he slowed enough for me to catch him. My father didn’t look at me, but he let me follow two steps behind. Later we stopped by an office building. I remember the closed newsstand, the immaculate marble floor of the empty weekend lobby, him waiting for the elevator, stiff with mood. The elevator door opened, he entered, and I made it too, just slipping in between the closing doors.




CHAPTER THREE

[image: image]

Things First

My mother, Sally, and I made frequent weekend overnight visits to see my mother’s older sister, Susi. Susi lived an hour and a half away in Croton-on-Hudson, New York, with her husband, Tony, and my coeval cousin, Jody, in a small, white hillside Colonial home that we all called the Little House, although it was much larger than our home in New Haven. Typically when we drove to Croton, my mother liked to be on the road first thing, for, once we had a destination confronting us, she was impatient to be there, and a Saturday split into fragments displeased her, as did any kind of lassitude about time.

On the nights before travel, from the moment we’d eaten our supper my mother was “racing,” as she put it, washing the dishes, hauling the laundry up from the basement to hang out overnight on the clothesline, caroming a dust cloth through all five rooms so that we’d return from our trip to a spotless house, setting up the ironing board for upcoming early morning duty, and at last pulling out the convertible sofa bed from the new red couch in the living room. From my bed sometimes I could hear her through the closed door to my room, gasping as she hoisted.

Before dawn she was up again, folding back the sofa bed and smoothing the cushions. By the time Sally and I were awake, there was no sign that my mother had rested. After taking in the laundry and ironing, all of it, even the dish towels, she roused us. While Sally and I ate breakfast, my mother was remaking the beds we’d stripped, with fresh sheets and hospital corners, loading the car, clearing off the table while reminding us to visit the toilet for a final time—we were not a family that willingly made rest stops—leading us out across our busy street, and pulling into the gas station just before it opened at seven.

We went to the Arco station where the proprietor’s navy blue work shirt had “Vic” scripted in red within a white oval above the right pocket. That was still the full-service era, when the small business proprietors around New Haven knew all of their steady customers and, as we especially learned a few years later, during the long gas lines of the OPEC oil embargo, all of the gossip. With Vic my mother needed to do what she so rarely did, rely on somebody else, place herself in his care. Vic must have intuitively understood that for a schoolteacher with two young children in the backseat and the wedding ring gone from her finger, the open road could seem threatening. He scrutinized the oil level on the dipstick, looked carefully at our tires without being asked to, and on a hot July day might spend an extra moment saying reassuring things to my mother about the impeccable condition of her radiator. Then, when the gas tank was full and the windshield sparkling, we were off with our clean bill of transit. I often had the feeling about my mother in those years that the only two times she could relax were when she was safely in interstate motion and while visiting her sister.

Croton was less than two hours from New Haven, and, since we traveled there frequently and to few other places, I remember the details of the journey with the clarity of successive landmarks, the way the parkway narrowed, the paving surface abruptly becoming gaunt and pellagrous as we crossed over the Connecticut border into New York, a drive-in movie theater, a Carvel ice cream stand, a pizza parlor named Honey’s. We never paused to inspect any of these attractions. It never would have occurred to my mother, and I knew that it should not be occurring to me. We proceeded steadily until turning onto the Old Post Road where smiling Uncle Tony, Jody, and Aunt Susi would come bursting out of the Little House to greet us.

The two sisters set eyes on one another and immediately they would begin talking. It was as though they were making up for lost conversations, which, in a way, they were. Susi was nine years older than my mother, and, in Susi’s childhood, day after day her mother, Erica Gerschenkron, felt “busy” or “tired” or “unwell” and had put Susi in charge of the baby; soon Susi was all but raising my mother. It was an enormous burden for a young girl, and Susi took it out on my mother, finding ways to undermine her appearance, her abilities, her mind, habitually referring to her as “Stupid Sister.” My mother was already, by nature, the more sensitive of them, and these years wore abrasions and fissures that began to mend only when the two sisters became simultaneously pregnant with their first children. In sharing that intimate experience, they began to share other intimacies. My mother tried to explain how it felt to be rejected first by your mother, and then by your sister, who was acting in your mother’s place. Susi, not yet thirty-five, confessed to my mother that she now lived in a constant state of weariness: “I feel like a horse that was asked to pull too soon.”

That wasn’t how she ever seemed to me. Susi was short, curvy, and blond, with eyes of lapis blue and a smile so warm and wide it made me think of a sound—the midday whistle in Croton. I’d overhear her conversations with my mother, so full of lively cadences and frequent laughter, and I could tell, above all things, how happy my mother always became when she was sitting across a table drinking coffee and talking with her sister.

When you are young and living with a single parent, you are always on the lookout for the way people in more traditional families comport themselves. In Croton the rules changed, and what was frivolous or tawdry or too expensive in New Haven became acceptable across state lines, with television and restaurants and the new movie at the drive-in resurrected as “Susi things to do.” Susi would lead us all upstairs to watch The Sonny & Cher Comedy Hour on television, or she’d strum a guitar and sing folk songs like “I Never Will Marry,” “Amazing Grace,” and “Daddy, You Been on My Mind” in a deep-voiced way that would make me well up with a good kind of sadness. One year, in honor of my visit in early December, she began what became an annual celebration of St. Nicholas Day, setting out our shoes along with food for Saint Nick the night before in front of their Franklin stove. In the morning, our shoes were filled with candy and dried fruits while most, but not all, of the food on Saint Nick’s plate was gone. At home, in New Haven, we didn’t have dessert. In Croton, midway through dinner you’d begin to wonder what day-ending flourish Susi had waiting. She thrived on the gratifications of hue, shape, and texture, was a person who, after buying Popsicles by the box for a while, decided that she could do better than Good Humor and made her own in deep, enamel colors, was a person who preferred to bake an apple strudel rather than an apple pie because everybody already knew about apple pie. Another evening she might say “Let’s jump in the car and go to Carvel and get bonnets,” and just like that we’d be standing in a parking lot licking soft cones of ice cream dipped in chocolate syrup, my mother happily among us, relieved from her own sense of stricture and regulation.

         

Uncle Tony also was a glimpse of another way of being. He was the man I saw most frequently in the world, and I liked to watch him in action, though on Saturdays the actions were delayed. Well past midday most of Tony remained supine under quilts, with only his dark hair and stubbled cheeks peeping out from beneath a ridge of newspapers. Eventually he added the paper to one of the many piles of newsprint high as my shoulder that were threatening to submerge the bed. He kept all editions, insisting on their necessity for future reference, though to locate any paper dated much past a couple of weeks would have required a messy strip-mining operation of a sort that was never attempted. One year at Christmas, Tony gave me a book of amusing headlines that had appeared in American newspapers, and after that I used to imagine how it would be reported if at last the floor collapsed taking Tony and the bed with it: “Man Succumbs to Weight of His Times.” When Susi and my mother mentioned this bracken of information, they used to refer to “those newspapers,” with an inflection that expressed equal parts horror and helplessness.

In our bookish family, because so many of his concerns were conspicuously masculine, Tony was known as the soul of practicality, and my mother referred me to him for the resolution of my technical quandaries. “Ask your uncle next time you see him,” she’d say when I wondered about assembling a toy, what a secant did, or how to shave my face. He had a workshop and liked speedy cars and large cameras and safari jackets and the outdoors—was the sort of gadget-loving man who finds joy in reading maps, consumer guides, and instruction manuals. But Tony was not vigorous so much as he understood vigor; his workshop was filled with uncompleted projects, and his pragmatism was, if anything, conceptual. He was happier to explain things than to do them. Before we visited the White Mountains one summer, Tony spent a lot of time showing me how to read the Appalachian Mountain Club’s guide to the trails of the Presidential Range. Then we drove up the mountains. On the day we took a sailboat out onto the Hudson, there were excellent seminars on rigging and the boom, but very little sailing. Tony worked at a think tank as a political and economic futurist, making forecasts and predictions about how Americans would one day live, and right down to the household quotidian he was a believer in capitalist technology as the source of daily progress, someone who seemed almost to look forward to his personal machines becoming obsolete, so eager was he to discover what was coming next to make his life more efficient and comfortable.

         

I remember many firsts. There was the first day of school at Worthington Hooker Elementary; the day I first read from a book, sounding out the name “Tip” from a paperback primer that told the life and times of Tip, a puppy, and Mitten, a kitten; the day I crouched on the floor of my bedroom and first tied my right shoelace; the day I learned to write, to add, subtract, and sight-read musical notation, skills that made the world seem like a place all made of codes; and because there I was penetrating so many of them so quickly, life seemed to promise a future forever filled with momentous new disclosures. Thinking back later, these firsts seemed crucial, the stuff of myth, and I wanted to believe that there was retrospective significance in them, and to remember all the meaningful details. Yet when I couldn’t reclaim anything further from the mists, I would wonder why, simply because it was the first time, an experience should command such weight.

         

At home, learning some things required, in my mother’s judgment, “a man to teach you,” and so a succession of independent masculine contractors was called in: a high school boy to show me how to ride a bicycle—“Now, whatever you do, don’t stop pedaling or you’ll fall over,” he warned as his steadying hand left my back; a work colleague’s husband to sled with me down steep Divinity Hill (we crashed into an iron fence and saw that a Flexible Flyer would bend but not break); and even an affable stranger conveniently encountered on the beach who explained how to swim, but not when to stop—I went and went until plowing into a rock and slicing open my scalp.

Another day I hiked. Hiking turned out to be only another word for walking, but the day seemed worthy of elevation because of who took me. It was while on a weekend picnic to a state park on the Connecticut River with a man my mother dated. I became quickly attached to him, as I was drawn to all the guys who came to take her out. She was less impressed, and none of those relationships developed. “Some of them preferred doing things with you than with me,” she once said.

I liked to be around men and older boys, used to visit the firemen at our local stationhouse, and to try to get Chipper, the kid brother of one of my baby-sitters, to play with me. Although he was several school grades ahead, sometimes he would, and we’d roam the neighborhood. We were both preoccupied with the people who lived in those houses along highways into whose lamp-lit rooms you could see as you drove past at night. Their existences seemed thrilling to us, possibly lurid, and there was a lot of speculating about what had brought the residents there. Chipper even slept over once, and from a sleeping bag on the floor in the dark he thought up and lobbed math problems to me in my bed to solve, lengthy equations that called for the addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division of a protracted sequence of multi-digit numbers, some of them in the tens of thousands, others in the high millions. He’d finally finish. I’d make a guess. The answer would be zero. The answer was always zero, but I never wanted to guess it because with so many numbers in the air, it couldn’t all add up to nothing.

         

My locus was kitty-corner from our house, the fenced-in asphalt schoolyard of Worthington Hooker. Soon enough, I spent all my afternoons there. At age six, I was simply going along with time, heading out into days where everything I came upon still seemed flawless and magnificent, not its best self but its only self—the way it was supposed to be. I did not yet measure existence, only looked to it to present me with endless perfections, and one of the qualities of the schoolyard that drew me there day after day was that on blacktop, between diamonds of wire, there was just enough constraint to open everything up.

We played a lot of kickball. The schoolhouse itself was a rambling, late-Victorian structure built of sun-baked pink bricks, with jagged wall excrescences and two back porches that would pinball a cleverly
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