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Mother, Mother, Mother, Mother, Mother, please. Mother, please, please, please. Don’t—don’t do this. Don’t do this.

Lay down your life with your child.



 


  —Jim Jones, Jonestown “Death Speech,” November 28, 1978




Great hatred, little room,

Maimed us at the start.

I carry from my mother’s womb

A fanatic heart.



 


  —William Butler Yeats




 

PART ONE


1

Mother of the Year

Weather is memory. Even the wind matters. The slant of rain can serve as a nudge, so can a quality of light. You don’t need a calendar to remind you of personal crises. You smell them, you feel them on your skin, you taste them. If you go on living in the same place year after year the weather begins to take on meanings, it is weighted with omens, and the temperature, the sunlight, the trees and leaves, evoke emotions on every anniversary. The whole venerating world turns on this principle of weather-sniffing familiarity: all such pieties have their origin in a season, on a particular day.

That lovely morning in May we were summoned from our homes and told Father was ill. Mother—frugal even in emergencies—seldom called long-distance, so the implication of this expensive phone call was that Father was dying, that we were being gathered together for a deathwatch, but a peculiar ritual all our own.

You come from a family as from a distant land. Ours was an outlier with its own customs and cruelties. No one knew us, nor did we invite any interest, which is why I told myself that when the moment was right I would put my family—Mother Land in every sense—on the map.

There were eight of us children, and one of us was dead. Our parents were severe, from hard work and their fear of the destitution they had seen in the Great Depression. They seemed ancient to us, but as long as they were in our lives, no matter how doddering, we remained their much younger and unformed children—still children, still behaving like children, when Mother was a living fossil. In old age we embarked on our true, awful childhood—infantile fogies ruled by their triumphant mother.

The fact that two of us were writers was a nuisance to the others, and often an embarrassment, since writing had little value in the family’s estimation. Being a writer seemed to this rabble a conceited form of laziness. I was blamed for what I wrote. I doubt that my writing will figure much in this family story, except incidentally when it becomes a problem for the rest of them. My concern here is the life I lived, while I was still a flight risk, before I left home, when I was about eighteen, and the continuation of it after I returned to confront death and failure and confusion, forty years later—the beginning and the end; not the books of my life, but the bookends.

When I was very young my mother, all smiles, used to tell me the story of a man who was shortly to be hanged. As a last request he said, “I want to talk to my mother.” She was taken to the foot of the gallows, where her son stood handcuffed. “Come closer, Mother,” he said, and when she inclined her head he made as if to speak confidentially to her and bit into her ear. As she screamed in pain, the condemned man spat out a piece of her ear and said, “You are the reason I’m here, about to die!”

Telling the story, my mother always folded her hands in her lap and nodded in satisfaction. Was she telling me that I was luckier than that man, and that she was not that kind of mother? Or did she think I was too confident and unruly. I didn’t know why, though the story terrified me, because I often felt like that condemned man, someone who had to be punished, a child among unruly children, a potential ear biter.

Even sixty years later, that was how we behaved toward one another, too, childishly, with pettiness and envy. The taunting was endless, and years after, all these big stumbling teasers, bulking and bullying, late-middle-aged potbellied kids, balding, limping, belching with ailments and complaints, went on mocking each other, wagging their fat fingers. When we were older there was much more to mock.

Our childishness was so obvious that Floyd once said, “Who was that dreamy French philosopher who talked about the permanence of childhood: A motionless but enduring childhood, disguised as history. Nobody in this family has the slightest idea of his name! Is it Pecos Bill? Time is the arch-satirist! It was Gaston Bachelard.”

Each of us children had the same father—he was solid, though he was often ill. He had the nervous anxiety of a compulsive saver. Frugality was his obsession. He would take a stick of gum and tear it in half, because chewing a whole stick was a needless luxury. He saved string, saved rusty nails and screws in a jar, saved planks of wood, saved everything. To the end of his life he retained a great fondness for the town dump, for the treasures it held. Going to the dump was an outing, and it made him smile as he set off, as though headed to Filene’s Basement, certain to return with a bargain. He always took a barrel of trash, but he returned with half as much in possibly reusable items he’d found, scavenging on the heaps of smoking refuse surrounded by contending seagulls. The dump was also one of his meeting places—he had friends there; the other was church. A boyhood of poverty left him with something like a lingering illness he carried with him through his life and made him grateful to be alive.

Mother was unreadable and enigmatic, at times unintelligible, like a wrathful deity. Insecure in her power, she had an impatient and demanding cruelty that seemed to come from another century, another culture, and it was never satisfied. It made her a willful killjoy. Mother’s contradictions, her moods, her injustice, her disloyalty, and her unshakable favoritism made her different to every one of us; we each dealt with our own version of her, we each had a different mother, or translated her, as I am doing now, into our own particular idiom. Fred might read this book and say, “Who is this woman?” Franny or Rose might object. Hubby might growl, “You ree-tard.” Gilbert did not know the woman who raised me. But Floyd, the family’s other writer, had more than an inkling, and when we talked he might raise a fist and say, “The Furies! The betrayals! The cannibalism! It’s the House of Atreus!”

Mother’s stories and confidences varied according to which child she was talking to. I should have guessed this early on, because her habit was to see us one at a time. She encouraged us to visit her separately and hinted that she loved to be surprised with presents. But the phone call was her preferred medium of communication; it allowed for secretiveness and manipulation; she liked the surprise of a ring, the waywardness of conversation, the power of hanging up. In seven phone calls—needy people are chronic phoners—she would tell a different version of her day.

It might be Fred, the eldest, the only child she deferred to and respected. He was a lawyer, with a lawyer’s circumspection and the ability to hold two opposing notions in his head, neither of which he believed. She poured out her heart to him and he responded, “This is what you should do, Ma,” and then the opposing view, “Or you could do this.” Later he would act as her counselor, her defender, her explainer.

Or it might be Floyd, second oldest, whom she despised and feared, saying, “He never was right.” He was a university professor and an acclaimed poet. Floyd used to say, “Art is the Eden where Adam and Eve eat the serpent.”

Or the sisters, Franny or Rose, both of them bulky and breathless, like those anonymous startled eyewitnesses on TV who gasp, “I’ve lived here my whole life and I’ve never seen anything like it!” Both of them, teachers of small children, addressed everyone as if addressing a child.

Or Hubby, the brooding one, of whom Mother said, “He’s so good with his hands.” He was an ER nurse with a fund of gruesome stories.

Or Gilbert, her favorite, a diplomat, cheerfully oblique. “He’s so busy, poor kid, but I’m proud of him.” Mother never said no to him.

Or me, known from birth as JP. Mother was wary with me, blinking in uncertainty when I visited her and always eager for me to leave. She had wanted me to be a doctor; she had never liked my being a writer. When someone praised a book of mine she said, “Oh?”—as if someone had woken her by prodding her with a stick.

Mother spoke to Angela, too, through the power of prayer; Angela was the dead one. This infant girl had died at birth, her life snuffed out when she was hours old, yet she had a name (“She was like an angel”); she had a personality and certain lovable quirks and was part of the family. Angela was often mentioned as the perfect one, whom we should emulate.

“I’m sure you’re aware that Paul Verlaine’s mother kept her two stillborn children pickled in a glass jar on a parlor shelf,” Floyd said. “Mother at least spared us that spectacle”—here he looked over his half-moon glasses—“of conspicuous foeti for the family to mourn.”

But Angela was more obvious and present, much more available for advice and consolation—and guidance—because of her being a specter. Such ghostly ancestral presences often dominate the daily life of folk cultures and savage tribes, the dead and the living in agreement, the motif of “the grateful dead” you read about in Lévi-Strauss.

When Mother needed an ironclad excuse or a divine intervention, it came from Angela, who warned her of disloyal whispers or dangerous portents. Angela not only had a name and a personality, she also had a history. She was mourned every January 8, when Mother was paralyzed with grief and needed to be visited or phoned, in order to pour out her sorrow and the story of her difficult pregnancy during the war. Dead Angela was also necessary in helping to plump out the family, like the dead souls in the Gogol novel, making our big family even bigger, and somewhat fictional.

“We’re family,” people say with a confident smile, and I think, God help you.

The phrase “big happy family” does not invoke a congenial crowd to me; it suggests weird corporate disorder, treachery, greed, and cruelty, the nearest thing in civilization to a cluster of cannibals. I am generalizing here, using the words “savage tribes” and “cannibals” for emphasis and melodrama, and I know unfairly. Reading those words you are immediately put in mind of comic, half-naked, bone-in-the-nose jungle dwellers, bow-and-arrow people, beating drums and dangerous only to themselves in their recreational violence, and of course hollering and jumping on big feet and showing their teeth. Such people don’t exist in the real world. I once lived in the equatorial regions where these belittled stereotypes are said to live, and I found the folk there to be anything but savage; they were subtle, chivalrous, openhearted, dignified, and generous. It was in suburban America where I encountered savagery in its nakedest form and discovered all the mythical characteristics associated with cannibals to be the simple observable facts of my own big flesh-and-blood family.

My father was the henpecked chief, my mother his consort. Dissatisfied and frustrated, we were a collection of relentless rivals, struggling for dominance, getting away with murder, with our own language and our peculiar pieties, grievances, and anniversaries, all of them incomprehensible except to the family members themselves. Also, though we were moody, merciless, and full of envy, we were always pretending to be the opposite. The solid seamless hypocrisy of religion was an asset: big families are nearly always attached to a fanatic and unforgiving faith. Ours was. You don’t think happy or sad, you think of the fury of survival and of damnation and blame.

Such families hardly exist anymore in the Western world of tiny houses, limited space, and rising costs. The birthrate in Europe is recorded in negative numbers, hinting at shrinking populations and families. This is why the story of any large family is worth telling, because such families have been forgotten, yet the members of these complex and crazed clans have helped shape the world we know now, probably for the worse.

We were seen as a big happy family, and we smiled, for while we believed there was no such thing, happy was how we advertised ourselves, because we had so much to hide. Cynicism is another big-family attribute. Some of our desperation must have arisen from the fact that we knew our family was too big to survive, too clumsy to flourish, monstrous to behold, the grotesque phenomenon of another century, a furious and isolated tribe at war with itself, ruled over by an unpindownable presence—chairperson of the board, fickle queen, empress of Mother Land.

 

For most of my life I was encouraged to believe my mother was a saint—a little tedious and repetitive, but virtuous and loyal. Of course, she fostered this fiction, she worked at shaping it. And I was also influenced by her public image, for she was something of a local celebrity, a former schoolteacher respected by her students, active in church affairs, shrewd about money, insightful in matters of the heart, a pious busybody beloved by everyone. To the world at large my mother was a resourceful and hardworking woman who had raised seven children (and nurtured the memory of the eighth) and put them through college, the matriarch of a big happy family. She identified with wise and long-suffering mother figures in the news, especially the annual Mother of the Year, whom she never saw as a role model but always as a rival. She also compared herself with the wise old women depicted in the comics—Mary Worth was one—and the sensible gray-bunned soul in the early TV series I Remember Mama. She also prayed hard to the Virgin Mary, and her piety contained the presumption that she and the Mother of God had much in common, except the quality of their offspring. She would have found an easy kinship with Mother Hawa—Eve, of Islam—the mother of humanity.

I marvel at my naïve belief in her self-sacrificing persona, for when I was growing up Mother was my oppressor, and I longed to escape her injustice. Dad was mild, but she goaded him to hit us with his usual means of punishment, his razor strop. He feared her too, and so he obeyed and became her enforcer.

“Get over here,” he’d say. “You are no more than a fart in a mitten.”

We could not protest. Mother always had the last word, and it was usually untrue, based on the maxim, Why tell the truth when it is to your advantage to lie? In her perversity, whatever she wanted you to believe that day was the truth. She would do anything to get your attention—be angry, upset, abusive, or gentle in a foxy way. Sick, too: she could make herself noticeably ill so that we would listen to her. She might also offer us presents, but they were the sorts of crudely whittled tokens that simple folk exchanged in the jungle.

This woman was quite old before I could admit to myself who she really was. At the age when she would become an object of gratitude and generosity, she seemed no more than a demented monarch. People used to say to me: Your education, your reading, your travel, your long days at a desk. No, not at all; my doing battle with mother’s malign influence made me a flight risk.

When someone mentions a mother who dotes on her children, who works her fingers to the bone (Mother’s self-regarding catchphrase), who often invites her children to visit her or who visits them with presents—a kindly seeming woman full of solemn, stern advice—I think, What on earth does the sententious old woman want? She can only be wicked and manipulative to be so persistent, and whoever trusts her has got to be a fool. She will use you. She will eat you alive and shit you over a cliff.

Yet nothing was obvious to me about my family, the hidden tribe in Mother Land, until Father died.


2

“This Is for the Best”

In seven phone calls, and a prayer to Angela, who had been dead for forty-two years, Mother said something different to each of us. “I think you should be here,” she told me—I was languishing in Polynesia. To Fred: “As the eldest, it’s up to you to take charge.” To Floyd: “Dad’s ill. I think he’d like you to be there.” To Franny, “I don’t think I can manage without you.” To Rose: “Franny will need your help.” To Hubby: “We’ll need you to do the driving.” To Gilbert: “Your father’s been so difficult lately. I’ve honestly felt like hitting him.”

The sterility of the hospital was like a preparation for his going—the cold place seemed like an antechamber to a tomb, his room as bleak as a sarcophagus. There was nothing in this unornamented place that I could associate with Dad, who was untidy, and like many frugal people not a minimalist but a pack rat. Dad was a hoarder and piler of junk, a collector of oddments, a rifler of dumpsters. His garage had the stacked shelves you see in a Chinese shop, and the same dense, toppling asymmetry. How happy he was to live near the sea, for he was also a beachcomber. “That’ll come in handy someday.”

He lay like wreckage under the complex apparatus monitoring his heart and lungs. Mother had remained in the corridor, signaling for each of us to slip in and greet Father. We had not been together this way for years, and toward evening we grouped around his bed to pray for him, looking like superstitious jungle dwellers muttering to the gods, the first intimation I had in many years that Floyd was right: we were at heart nothing but savages.

Father struggled to speak, then gasped on his ventilator, “What a lovely reunion.”

We had barely recovered from the shock of seeing him so physically reduced when Mother ordered us all into the hospital corridor. Standing there, swelling with authority, she took charge and said, “We think it’s best to take him off his ventilator. He’s so uncomfortable.”

Taking him off the ventilator meant: let him die. I started to object, but she interrupted.

“The doctor says he doesn’t have long. I think it’s best.”

I said, “But he’ll die without it!”

“We should respect her wishes,” someone said, so softly I could not tell who it was.

Mother was glassy-eyed and seemed determined, not herself but a cast-iron version, so nerved for the occasion and standing so straight she seemed energized, even a bit crazed, as though defying any of us to oppose her. She was eighty-three years old, though she was so strong, so sure of herself, you would have taken her for a lot younger. I did not know her. She was a stranger, a substitute—fierce, deaf to advice. She was not the tremulous old woman who had suffered through Father’s illness; she was someone else entirely, a woman I scarcely recognized.

My throat narrowed in fear. “Where there’s life there’s hope,” I said lamely, and thought, “Uncomfortable” is better than dead.

“Don’t you see this is for the best?” she said, in a peevish tone that implied I was being unreasonable. It was the tone she used when she said, “The TV is on the fritz again. Junk it.”

Her implication was that I was being weak and obstructive. He ought to be allowed to die, she was saying, in a merciful way; while I was urging her to let him live, something she regarded as cruel and insensitive. And I was misinformed.

“What’s the point of letting him suffer?”

She meant that by suggesting ways to let him live, I was inflicting suffering on him.

“Why don’t we all go out for a meal?” Gilbert said in an easy, peacemaking voice. “Soft-shell crabs are in season.”

Franny and Rose stood on either side of Mother, less like daughters than like ladies-in-waiting, seeming to prop her up. Yet they were bent over, grieving in rumpled sweat-stained clothes.

“I think I’ll stay with Dad,” I said.

“We should keep together,” Mother said.

“We could all stay with Dad.”

She said, “Let’s just leave him in peace,” again in a tone that implied I was being uncooperative and cruel.

“Let’s do what Mumma says,” Franny said.

“It’s not asking too much,” Rose added.

Mother just smiled her challenging smile.

Fred said to Mother, “You should do what you think is right.”

Floyd said, “I don’t get this at all. This is like climbing Everest with Sherpas and traversing the edge of the crevasse, all roped together. Dad slips and he’s dangling on a rope way down there, and we don’t know whether to cut him loose or leave him or drag him down the mountain. And there’s a blizzard. And we can’t hear what he’s saying. And where is Sherpa Tenzing? I wonder if Hallmark makes a card for an occasion like this.”

Hubby said, “That’s it, make a big drama.”

“Oh, right, sorry, it’s not dramatic. It’s only Dad dying. I forgot, Hubby.”

“Asshole,” Hubby said.

“I’d like to kick you through that wall,” Floyd said.

Franny said, “Let’s not fight.”

“You’re all upsetting Mumma,” Rose said.

“God knows I do my best,” Mother said, not in her usual self-pitying singsong but defiantly.

We went to a nearby restaurant. Whipping off his glasses, Fred surveyed the menu and, as the eldest and bossiest of us, ordered the set meal for everyone. “Gilbert was right about the soft-shell crabs.” We sat like mourners, though Father was four blocks away, struggling to stay alive. I looked at the faces around the table, Mother at the head of it between Gilbert and Fred, Franny and Rose close by, all of them watching Mother with fixed smiles, loyal, submissive, and squinnying at the rest of us. Hubby and Floyd sat with their heads down, looking torn.

“It’s going to be all right,” Franny said.

“This is for the best,” Rose said.

I had heard such clichés my whole life, but I think it was there that I realized how clichés always revealed deep cynicism, rank ignorance, and a clumsy hostility.

Franny and Rose heaved themselves toward Mother and said, “Have some bread, Ma.”

“Dad would have wanted it this way,” Mother said. “All of us together.”

I quietly excused myself, an easy thing to do, everyone at the table assuming I was going to the men’s room. It was a trick I had used as a small boy in Sunday school, raising my hand. “Please, Father.” And the priest in the middle of a pep talk would wave me on my way, thinking I was going to the bathroom, and I would go home.

I went back to the hospital and found Dad alone. The nurse told me that he had been taken off his ventilator and in place of the saline IV was a morphine drip. The fearful look in his eyes appalled me. He was like a terrified captive being dragged away to an unknown place against his will, which was exactly what was happening. I held his hand; it had the heated softness of someone very ill. The morphine dulled the pain, but it also weakened him and loosened his grip on life. I could feel resignation in his slack fingers.

The gauges beside his bed showed his heart rate in a jumping light, the pattern on the screen like that of a depth sounder in a boat tracing the troughs in an irregular ocean floor. The lights and beeps, too, all seemed to me indications of his life, but also his diminishing strength.

And there was his breathing. What had begun as slow exhalation became laborious and harsh, as though he was not propped up (which he was) but flat on his back, with a demon kneeling on his chest. His breathing seemed to give him no air at all. He fought to inhale, but the air stayed in his mouth, did not fill his lungs, and so he went on gasping, without relief, his staring eyes filled with tears. He was wordless with suffocation and fear.

The nurse stepped in and leaned toward the monitors.

I said, “Is he feeling any pain?”

“I can increase the morphine,” she said, and I took this to mean yes, he was having a bad time.

“He seems to be struggling.”

“Agonic breathing.”

She said it casually, yet it seemed to me an awful phrase.

Father labored to stay alive, but I could see from the softening lines on one monitor that his strength was ebbing. Still, I held his hand. I had no sense of time passing, but at one point his breathing became shallow, and all the needles and indicators faltered and fell. Father’s jaw dropped, his mouth fell open. I clutched his hand and pressed it to my face. I kissed his stubbly cheek.

Take me with you, I thought.

The nurse returned soon after. She quickly summed up what had happened.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

“No,” I said.

I walked back to the restaurant and found that all of them had gone. Of course, four hours had passed. I called Mother.

She said, “Where have you been? You left the restaurant without telling anyone. You didn’t even touch your meal. Fred and the girls ate your crabs. Everyone’s here now. We’re talking about Dad, telling stories. So many wonderful memories. Gilbert was just about to call the hospital to see how things are going.”

“He’s gone,” I said.


3

Do You Believe in Rock and Roll?

The wake at the funeral home in Osterville was a muddle, tragedy and farce combined; all the distant relations meeting after a long time and making jokes in the form of greetings, remarking on how fat or how thin or how bald we had become. We were children again whenever we met, which was seldom—we hated and mocked all our cousins, saw them as the savages we could not admit to being ourselves. And the pieties about Dad. Then tears. Then they just hung around and leafed through the albums of snapshots that cousins had brought: children’s marriages, grandchildren, vacations, pets and gardens, and pictures of prized possessions, cars and houses, the sort of ritual objects that boastful tribesmen would haul out at a clan feast. “His name is Chanler! That’s Chad! She’s Tyler! This is Blair!”

“Remember Jake?”

“How could I forget Jake and the cup!”

Young Jake who, as a reckless tot, had once eaten a Styrofoam cup, ran and hid.

Mother sat near the casket, enthroned as it were, receiving people, who paid their respects—and they too seemed like emissaries from other tribes, the big families who were our relations, several of them even bigger than ours. The look on Mother’s face I recognized from the hospital: exalted, somewhat crazed, with a serpent’s glittering stare. She sat upright, weirdly energized by the whole business.

More rituals, the funeral mass at the church, the platitudes, the handling of the shiny coffin, the sprinkling of holy water on its lid, the processions and prayers, all of it looking eerily superstitious to me, for I kept thinking of naked, gaudily painted people in New Guinea doing similar things, preparing the corpse of an elder and calling upon the gods to protect him and to hurry his soul into the next world. All this while, Mother was the single surviving dignitary, bestowing a kiss on the polished lid of the coffin and walking past the banks of flowers with a slight and smiling hauteur.

We drove to the cemetery in a long line of cars behind the hearse. Mother was in back seat of the lead car between Franny and Rose, Fred at the wheel, Gilbert next to him. Hubby and his family were in the following car, with Floyd and me, the flawed divorced sons, behind them.

I asked Floyd about the meal I had missed at the restaurant, when I had snuck out to be with Father.

“I didn’t stay,” he said. “I went for a walk. So did Hubby, but in a different direction. It was just Ma and the others, I guess. I wrote a poem about it.”

“I think Ma was pissed off that I didn’t stay. Like it was a test of loyalty.”

Floyd wasn’t listening. He said, “This is uncanny,” and turned the radio up. It was “American Pie.”

“Remember Granma’s funeral?” Floyd said, and he laughed and shook his head.

One of the footnotes to our family history was that during the funeral procession to Grandma’s burial, our cousin Allie, a goofball, had the radio on, and that same song was playing. He sang along with it, drumming on the steering wheel with his grease monkey’s fingers, following Grandma’s hearse. None of us ever remarked on it as an insult to the dead woman, only as an extemporized piece of hilarity. Drove my Chevy to the levee . . . At the cemetery, we plodded past gravestones to the hole of Father’s freshly dug grave. What seemed like a diverse community of many mourners was a procession of mostly members of our own family—spouses, ex-spouses, children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren. The rest were distant relations. Hardly any were friends, for my parents were at the age when most of their friends were either dead or too ill to show up.

Perhaps this is the place to stress that a big family, like ours in Mother Land, does not welcome friends, and has no room for strangers; it is acutely uncomfortable when either friends or strangers penetrate the privacy of the household and become witnesses and listeners, privy to outbursts and secrets. Even outsiders who are frank admirers are kept at a distance—especially them, for there is much that must be withheld from them in order to keep their admiration intact. In the same way, a savage tribe is not just suspicious of strangers but overtly hostile. We were cruel to each other, but we were much crueler toward outsiders. Mother Land had that, and more, in common with Albania at its most Maoist, when it was closed to the world. You don’t betray the tribe.

As Mother emphasized in her gossip, spouses were outsiders and all of them were mocked, always behind their backs. It could be awkward when one of them caused trouble, but it was worse for them when they tried to be generous—offered presents, cooked a meal, paid for something. “Imagine, forking out good money for this!” The present was laughable, the meal was a joke, and if they could so easily afford to pay for something, where was the sacrifice? But a dark angry spouse might inspire a measure of respect, if the person was strong, and especially so if the person was a crazy threat, because fear was all that mattered to us. At best, spouses were tolerated, but none of them inspired warmth.

At the time of Father’s funeral, neither Floyd nor I was married, and our ex-spouses and my children were not present. I tried to imagine what my family whispered about my two wives, but I knew I would never succeed in capturing the malice; I would underestimate it, and no one would tell me to my face. In both cases, after we split up, they went far away from me and my big family. Perhaps they had always suspected that they were unwelcome, and maybe they also knew how they had been satirized.

The priest stood in the wind, his cloak billowing as he declaimed his lines. What he said seemed more like a formula of recited verses than sincere prayers. “Dust to dust, ashes to ashes”—we had all heard them before, and now it was Father’s turn. Much of what the priest said was drowned out by the traffic beyond the cemetery wall.

Floyd wagged his head. “Remember, Grandma used to dig dandelions here?”

Not Grandma Justus, but Mother’s mother, a frugal Italian, from another big, disorderly family. She dug the dandelions as if they were a delicacy that ignorant people spurned, and dignified them by calling them by their Italian name, soffione; she used them in salad and soup. A cemetery was a good place to gather them, because of the wall and the gates that kept dogs out.

Floyd was reminiscing, but he could easily have been trying to make me laugh. Getting someone to laugh at a funeral was one of the skills we had acquired as altar boys. Even Father’s funeral was not so solemn an event that we wouldn’t try to raise a laugh somehow.

Our heads were down. We were praying, or pretending to. Floyd was humming and murmuring, This’ll be the day that I die. Yes, he was trying to get me to laugh by reminding me of “American Pie.” I glanced sideways and saw that Mother’s face wore an expression I had never seen before. Her pious posture, head bowed, shoulders rounded, was that of a mourner, yet her face startled me. The haughty look was gone, so were the glittering snake eyes. Hers was a look of relief, of weird jubilation, almost rapture, like someone who has survived an ordeal—weary yet triumphant, full of life and strength.

Father’s coffin was not lowered. It remained covered with a velvet cloth. Dropping it into the hole while we watched was probably considered too dramatic and depressing—indelicate, anyway.

A last prayer by the priest, who I noticed kept mispronouncing Father’s name—did this invalidate the prayer?—and we filed back to our cars.

Most accounts of family funerals end here—are in fact an ending. But walking away and leaving Father behind was a beginning, and it began right away, before we left the cemetery.

Mother had been walking slowly toward the parking lot between Franny and Rose, looking small and propped up by her two daughters, whose faces, exaggeratedly solemn, shook with each step, altering their expressions.

“Take your time, Mumma,” they were saying.

“I got such a lot of guidance this morning talking to Angela. ‘Be strong, Ma,’ she said. You know how she is.”

Seeing me about to join this recession from the grave, Mother turned, broke away from the girls, and looked herself again, fairly large and confident. She approached me, squeezed my hands hard.

“I want you to get married. Find someone nice. I want you to do it for me. Will you do that?”

She had that same deranged look in her eyes as when, in the hospital corridor, she had demanded that Father be taken off the ventilator and said, “Don’t you see this is for the best?”

I didn’t know what to say. She had power. The death of her husband—of Father—had energized her. The king was dead, and she, as queen, was absolute monarch of the realm. She was eighty-three but in every sense a new life was beginning for her—what would become a long one, too, eventful enough to fill a book.

“Maybe we should have a little get-together,” Hubby said.

We were standing in the cemetery’s parking lot. Spouses and children stayed a little way off, with the wincing looks of wary people expecting to be abused.

“Dad would have wanted it—something like a family dinner, like the other night,” Hubby said.

“I don’t think he would have wanted that,” Rose said. “He hated restaurants. He always said they were a waste of money.”

“You had your chance and you blew it,” Franny said. “You walked out of the restaurant the other night. So did Floyd. So did JP. So what’s the point?”

“It’s up to Ma,” Fred said.

We looked at her; for an instant she didn’t look strong anymore. She made a theatrical gesture, touching her gloved hand to her forehead, and said, “I’ve got a splitting headache.”

Franny and Rose rushed to assist her. Gilbert carried her purse. Fred fussed.

The rest of us went our separate ways. In the car, Floyd said, “Fred’s such an asshole. ‘It’s up to Ma.’”

I called Mother that night, but she did not answer the phone, Franny did.

“She’s tired,” Franny said. “Rose and I are staying here a few more days to look after her. She’s had an awful shock. Her nerves are shot.”

Shawk . . . shawt, the accent of Mother Land. But it seemed to me that she’d had no shock at all, just a great reward, of health and strength, a renewed vigor and confidence. She had been proud at the wake, queenly at the cemetery, surrounded by her big family. Her look of power, the triumph of the survivor, had filled me with apprehension.

 

I called her the next day and she said she was feeling better, with Franny and Rose staying with her. Their presence seemed odd, for both of them had jobs teaching school, which they were obviously neglecting.

Some days later, when she was alone, she called me back: “I’m sending you a little something. There was money left over from Dad’s funeral expenses.”

Mother paid a neighbor to clean out Dad’s shed, where the tools had been. The garage, too. All of Dad’s accumulated possessions were junked. The paint cans, the jars of nails, the rope, the coils of wire, the rusty screwdrivers, the ball of string, the stack of folded brown grocery bags. The yellowed newspaper clippings went. They had been nailed to the wall, and some of them were very old: one said WAR IS OVER, another said PEACE AT LAST, the Boston papers from 1945. Some were newspaper pictures of us. Floyd shooting a basket in a high school gym. Fred bundled up in a hockey uniform, his stick poised, pretending to slap a puck. Me holding a trophy from the science fair. Hubby in a group of serious-faced Boy Scouts en route to a jamboree. Clipped-out mentions of events, such as band concerts and ball games. Others were snapshots. Of Franny and her terrified prom date. Of Franny when she was a nun, draped in her penguin outfit. Of Rose, a pretty child in a white dress, hands folded: first communion. Of Gilbert smiling across the bridge of his violin. Several were attempts at family photos, but they were amateurish and awkward—there were too many of us, the camera was cheap, we looked like a discontented mob.

Father’s woodstove was ripped out of the living room. He had kept it burning until the night he was taken to the hospital. No one wanted the old stove. When it was moved, ashes spilled out, and the gray dust powdering the floor was a grotesque reminder of him.

“He never did clean it out thoroughly,” Mother said.

I went back to the cemetery about a month later. Father’s grave looked new and colorless. I planted some geraniums in front of it and a small pointed juniper on either side. I told Mother this.

She smiled in pity, as she always did when I made a blunder. She said, “He’s not there, you know.”

She sent me a check for five hundred dollars. I did not want it, and yet I did not know what to do with it, for the dark secret of receiving money from Mother so confused me I kept it to myself.

Franny and Rose were busier than ever. On their way to Mother’s, they stopped off to see me sometimes, bringing me candy and donuts, the sorts of things they imagined everyone ate.

“We see her every Sunday,” Franny said one day. Rose just smiled. They settled into the cushions of my furniture. I was fascinated by the way these chairs announced the danger of weight in the twang of their springs. “We know how busy you are. You don’t have to come if you don’t want.”

Soon after that, each of them bought a new car.

“Mumma likes visits,” Rose said. “You know how she is.”

I said I did, but did I? Nothing was simple in Mother Land.


4

Loyalty Oaths

To the world—and our world was our small town, our neighborhood, our church, the schools we went to—we were an exemplary family. “Your folks are the salt of the earth,” Father Furty said to me in a scolding way, lashing me by praising them. “Pillars of the community,” he said another day. He meant that I was negligible and that my parents were loyal to him and God-fearing. His esteem for them was shared generally in our world. Ours was a bigger family than most, and the more admirable for its size. We were noted for our struggles, our uprightness, our decency, our respectability. Not prissy, not snobbish—we could be relied upon. We were good people. We were . . . yes, this is tedious in its litany of virtues, but bear with me.

Dad was hardworking, the owner of his failing business. He was a proud, fair man, devoted to his wife and children, from a large family himself, with a lineage that was both distinguished in its heritage (French Canadian and Native American) and obscure in its achievements. Yet the centuries of vagueness added to the mystique of the family name, which was originally Justice when they had lived in New France but became Justus when they percolated south to the United States. “My great-uncle Pierre spelled it J-U-S-T-I-S-S,” Dad said. He loved explaining his name and, especially, saying the original in the French way, everting his lips like a fish, leaning forward, and slushily saying, “Zhoo-stees.”

Dad’s family had lived in North America for three centuries. They did not have an immigrant story, the romantic myth of a long sea voyage, a tale of hope and rewarded toil and transformation, that so many American families love to retell, to explain themselves. Only the name change was a clue to when Dad’s family had arrived, though all birth records had been lost. On his mother’s side they’d been aboriginals, squatting in the woods for thousands of years. Dad in his dumpster-diving had inherited their instinct for being hunter-gatherers.

“Grandma used to play with the Indians,” Dad said, a way of hinting that she was an Indian. “She once saw Buffalo Bill!”

One of Dad’s ancestors, Antoine Justice, helped found the city of Detroit, under Antoine de la Mothe Cadillac. But here I am myself romancing. The plain truth is that this ancestor, with our uncorrupted surname, was a deckhand in the French navy, recruited as a mariner because he had worked as a ferryman in his river town of Verdun-sur-Garonne, in the Pyrenees near Toulouse. He was not a native speaker of French but a provincial, speaking Gascon. During his first winter in Canada, in 1693, instead of moaning “Le temps est très froid” or “Il fait froid,” this much more effusive son of Gascony would utter something like, “Dieu vivent! Fa pla fred a pr’aici.” And, feeling far from home, would mutter, “Soi pla lan d’enta ieu,” rather than “Je suis bien loin de chez moi.”

Most of Antoine Justice’s fellow soldiers would have been native French speakers from Normandy, so Antoine the Gascon would have been babbling to himself, on his own, establishing a family tradition, the first in a long line of odd men out. Meanwhile, he was bullying the natives and ultimately went native himself in the wilds of Canada, becoming a fur trapper and settling down to farm after he was discharged from the navy. The family inhabited their Quebec village for three hundred years. They were older than the oaks, older than the marsh grass that gave their tiny village its Iroquois name, Yamaska, place of the reeds.

Dad’s family, like Dad himself, exemplified endurance and indifference. They had survival skills, but passivity had been bred into their bones. They had the aboriginal’s hatred of change, fear of novelty, and suspicion of strangers. In their muddy boots they remained peasants, hearing about the French Revolution from afar, unaffected by it. When the harvests were poor they traveled from Canada to the United States and back, oblivious of the international frontier that the family had predated. They did not have a country, they had a family and a plot of land. Passports were unknown to them. They didn’t read, they didn’t vote. Slow, oblique, kindly, they had the virtues of vegetable growers and chicken raisers, never boasting, proud of having gone nowhere, still holding on, still mellow, still modest, with the farmers’ habitual mockery of wealth, materialism, worldliness, and pretension. They did not hate the English, who had ended up defeating and colonizing them; they simply believed the English to be another species, incomprehensible, not quite human, comic in their ambition, and, when roused, the enemy. In Father’s family, chickens and cows were currency; they recognized no laws but their own; they were entirely themselves, not wishing for transformation or any change. They couldn’t spell. At some point, talking to a clerk in a registry office, speaking the name they couldn’t write, Justice became Justus.

Mother’s family was the opposite. They were turn-of-the-century arrivals from Italy, new Americans, with the immigrant tenacity of weevils: desperate, thin-skinned, active, sniping, hustling, competitive, clinging to the ladder and measuring each rung with money, cynical, crowding to prove themselves, wanting more and never having enough. They were natural jostlers and climbers and too ambitious to risk being truthful. They could easily have become a pack of criminals.

But, lacking influence and fearing the law, needing to obey convention, they were forced to believe and finally enact their own clichés, making their platitudes into deeds. They became education-minded, the newly bourgeois father nagging his kids to succeed—one as a civil engineer, another an entrepreneur, two girls as teachers, another a nurse, and the youngest fulfilling his spiritual role in the Catholic family and becoming a priest, Father Louie. Mother deferred to him, because of his vows, and she praised the memory of her father: “He was a saint.” Before her marriage, Mother had been a teacher. She returned to teaching after Gilbert was of school age; he was in her first-grade class, her star pupil.

We were churchgoers. All the priests knew us and approved. “The family that prays together, stays together,” Father Furty intoned from the pulpit. The good opinion of priests was like God smiling upon us, since the priests were God’s envoys on earth, his agents and deputies. They had the power to absolve us of sin, they could recommend our souls to God, their intercession could save us from hell, they could get us into heaven.

Dad was in the church choir, and his sons were altar boys and acolytes. Franny and Rose spoke of becoming nuns. We were industrious and uncomplaining. I worked at the Stop and Shop bagging groceries, stocking shelves with cans. Fred worked for Dad, who hinted that Fred would take over the business. Floyd worked at a store that sold office supplies. Hubby had a paper route, and later, because he was the last child, even Gilbert took part-time jobs. The girls babysat the neighbors’ kids. We were the model of harmony and industry, an ideal family.

Much of the credit for this went to Mother. She was seen as modest and thrifty, a nurturing, intelligent, practical, unflappable, and attentive homemaker. The Mother of the Year Award was not a joke. Though Mother never said so, she implied that not only could she qualify, she was much too busy being a mother to pursue it, and so deserved to win.

But wait. All of this, of course, was essentially false, either half-truths or outright lies.

 

What the world knew of us was untrue. We shut the door of our big, respectable-looking house and withdrew to the dilapidated interior of wobbly tables and uncomfortable chairs and dim lights, backing into it like rats protecting their nest, baring our yellow teeth, not just keeping the world out but actively engaged in the hopeless self-deception of keeping up appearances.

Our family secrets were much too horrible to reveal. Take Father Louie. To the wider world he was a figure of piety, but we knew him as a scold, a know-it-all, a foulmouthed teller of dirty stories, a braggart, and a tyrant. He was cruel, he was probably insane. We dreaded his visits. He drank bitter-tasting Moxie soda and chain-smoked Fatima cigarettes and pinched us hard, twisting his fingers in our flesh, and told us we were lazy and spiteful. He picked on Floyd, scolding him in front of all of us: “You still wet the bed. You’re killing your mother! You’ll never get married—you’ll pee on your wife!” Floyd said he wanted to beat Uncle Louie to a pulp.

We hated our after-school jobs. Fred was ashamed of Dad’s piddling shoe business. Floyd detested his boss at the stationery store and was forced to work there even on the day he won an achievement award at school, missing the ceremony. Because I worked nights at the Stop and Shop, I never engaged in after-school activities and seldom finished my homework. I usually stayed on when the store closed to help with restocking—a full carton against my chest as I jammed cans onto the shelves. I was fast; I knew how to use a labeler for multiple cans, pounding the prices in purple ink. I could slice open a crate of toilet paper with a box cutter without slashing any of the contents, round up thirty shopping carts at a go, and arrange heads of iceberg lettuce into symmetrical piles, but I could not hit a ball with a bat, nor could I catch a football.

We were not lazy, but we were spiteful. We were backbiters, sneaks, constantly quarreling. We were also ashamed of ourselves. And Mother’s screeching tantrums were embarrassing. She seemed bewildered by the fact that there were so many people in the house, crowding her and wasting her time. “Kids wreck a marriage,” Dad said—one of his saws, but he said it for Mother’s sake; he seemed to enjoy us. The fact that Mother had given us birth was both her boast and her complaint.

Was her father—Grampa—a saint? I knew him as a mustached pontificator, seated at a sewing machine, biting thread off a spool and knotting it with his teeth, like an otter eviscerating a herring. He would lecture me on manners, all the while hacking at pinstriped cloth with a narrow slice of marking soap. Because he was a master tailor, he made his own suits, and dressed like a dandy, with a vest and a watch chain, always flourishing a big cigar.

Later, Floyd said, “Grampa looked like Alexander Woollcott,” and raising his little finger, “Woollcott, the twinkie, dash of lavender, who said to Anita Loos on one memorable occasion, ‘All my life, my greatest wish has been to be a mother.’”

Grampa was henpecked by his wife—moaning and moonfaced Granma, famous for her frugality, the dandelions she dug, the dented cans and day-old bread loaves she bought. She was also famous for her disapproval of her daughter’s marriage to Father, whom she regarded as an innocent fool, and she made no secret that she believed his family, the Justuses, were barbarians.

Mother resented our presence; the very fact of having children seemed to her an intrusion. She complained of our noise, hated doing the laundry, and could not cook with any competence. She did not have the patience for cooking. More than that, she did not have the love. You need to love the people who eat your food; loving your diners, you are inspired and generous in your kitchen.

Mother seemed to relish her incompetence and challenge us with it. She made pea soup that was too lumpy to swallow; it was burned and scabbed on the bottom of the pot; those globs of ham fat floating on top were for flavor, she said. She made oatmeal that was too lumpy to swallow; it was burned and scabbed on the bottom and was usually served cold. I could not taste Mother’s oatmeal without wanting to vomit. When she made spaghetti the pasta congealed into a sodden cable of twisted worms because Mother was too hurried to stir it. It, too, was lumpy, burned on the bottom, yellow oil slick on top from the greasy hamburger that made it Bolognese. She made kidney stew. This was for Father, whose own mother had made it. All of us dreaded kidney stew night: stringy innards reeking of cow piss, mixed with crumbly potatoes, undercooked onions, and canned peas. “You set a wonderful table, Mother,” Father said.

Her money-saving, institutional, one-dish cookery was always served from a big black pot, which we ate out of fear of offending her. One night Mother took the lid off the black pot and served a sinister stew. I could not touch it. She demanded that I eat it all. Perhaps I suspected that she deliberately gave us these awful meals because she disliked us, and I refused to be a party to this hostility.

I said, “I don’t like it.”

Father said, “Eat it. There’s plenty of things I don’t like, and I eat them.”

Mother glared at him: we were both damned. She never forgave him for this indiscretion.

“You can’t go to school unless you finish your oatmeal,” Mother would say, and I sat there as the oatmeal stiffened. Mother was stubborn, and she loomed over me until I choked down a few mouthfuls, the taste of it bringing tears to my eyes. Several of those times I was late for school, and I gave as my excuse, with more insight than I knew, “My mother’s sick.”

And peanut butter and jelly sandwiches on Wonder bread, marshmallows in big crinkly bags, something called Cheez Whiz on crackers, and Karo syrup spooned onto toast. All of these we prepared and ate on our own, and we told ourselves that we enjoyed them.

Our guilty secret was that Father had gone broke. His company went into liquidation, but he was not told until the day it happened. The declaration of bankruptcy is always a whisper. In financial failure secrecy is everything: the people who matter find out the worst when it’s too late. American Oak was a leather company supplying cowhides to shoe manufacturers. Father had grown up in the stink of tanning hides, one of the smelliest businesses on earth. “Nothing like leather,” he boasted. He was a connoisseur of shoe leather—pebble grain, top grain, cordovan, hand stitching, tooling, the tongue, the welt, the shank, the vamp. “That’s where the steer rubbed against a barbed-wire fence,” he told me once, showing me a scar on a thick hide. But now the company was done for, and the shoe factories of New England would soon become a thing of the past, as dead as the cotton mills, as hollow-eyed and decrepit as their decaying towns.

Father did not rise again. He was in his mid-forties, still relatively young, yet the world of ambition and achievement and fresh starts was a mystery to him. Money and profitable employment were ever-receding enigmas, partly wreathed in mystery, the rest in criminality. Dad was an innocent, and though he could be boisterous, talkative, and a resourceful storyteller with us, he was essentially a shy man. He had moments of theatricality, almost actorish behavior, often funny, sometimes bewilderingly submissive and melodramatic, as when, to placate Mother in one of her fits of anger at us, he would lift one hand for silence and say, “‘How sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is to have a thankless child!’”

In that period without income, he needed work, but he was not so much looking for a job as for a benefactor. He had been raised in a culture where work was scarce and a job was a favor. If he had a passion, it was to maintain his dignity, to go on looking respectable, for the sake of family pride. He scowled and went silent and obstinate when Mother suggested that a janitor’s job was available at the church. Father was appalled—his natural piety made him innately anticlerical. And we were shocked at the prospect of seeing Dad in overalls, pushing a broom down the aisle, not so much because he would be suffering the indignity of it, but because we would be embarrassed at the sight of him.

He was soon saved from this ignominy. This man who knew everything about tanneries and leather and stitching got a job in a men’s clothing store in the town square, selling shoes. Though he was a clerk, he had self-respect and a pardonable vanity—after all, he had fallen far—and went on dressing like a leather baron, in pinstripes, and using the word “haberdashery.” I became so accustomed to his manner of speaking that I did not realize until afterward how his euphemisms arose from embarrassed concealment.

He never said he was tired; he was “bushed.” And when he was bushed he said, “I’m going to hit the hay.” When he saw injustice he said, “That burns me up.” For emphasis he said, “to beat the band” and “for fair.” His car was “the old bus,” and when he sold it at a profit, “You could’ve knocked me down with a feather.” He did not have children, he had “kiddos.” He was euphemistic in French, too, which he spoke with idiomatic fluency. When he got exasperated with one of his sons and was on the point of hitting him, he called him “mo’ psi’ bonhomme” (mon petit bonhomme, my fine young gentleman). He said “clem” the Quebecois way, for “crème,” always “clem à la glass” for ice cream, and when we made a fuss or a mess he cried out with a word that exists in French Canada but not in France: “Plaquoteurs!” Bunglers!

When his business failed and people tried to cheer him up, he shrugged and said, with a Quebecois twang, “Les gens heureux n’ont pas d’histoire.”

His fall made me ashamed and frightened, and even as a child of nine—it was 1950—I pitied him for having to endure the banter and bad jokes of his colleagues, four or five ridiculous clerks, with their spurious expertise in the area of shirts and ties: “You can’t beat a Hathaway shirt . . . That would look smart with a cravat . . . What you want is a weskit . . . French cuffs are a sign of class . . . That topcoat is too dressy.” Father distinguished between a blucher and a brogue, spoke of wingtips and chukka boots, of foot anatomy, of the instep and the ball of the foot, and he might recommend a shoe saying, “Good arch support—it’s got a steel shank. It’s a ten eddie.” He said that left and right feet were always slightly different sizes: “You’re right-handed,” he’d say, because a right-handed person’s left foot was larger than his right. Though his job was menial, he brought to it insight and learning; he was as familiar with the human foot as a podiatrist. “What you need on that foot is some powder that’s astringent.”

“He’s not an employee, he’s an aesthete there,” Floyd said.

Mother made him miserable with her moods. She sometimes reminded him that he was a poor provider, and he so resented her power, he took out his anger on us. He was helpless, another of Mother’s desperate victims.

He was Mother’s enforcer. He was a failure at business, yet as contented a clerk as Bob Cratchit. Mother knew the secret of his weakness, his pride in his natty formality of dress, his desire to please her, and so she exploited his insecurity. She moaned about us, whispered in his ear. She had the ability to rouse Father’s wrath—he was irrational and violent when he was angry, and because of his passionate love for us, he became furious, nearly demented in his confusion, and hit us harder.

He knew how to console Mother, that the greatest consolation to her was for him to punish us, for it released all of her anger and demonstrated his obedience to her. Beating us was his act of loyalty. Father loved her. He had been loved himself; he knew how to love, to be merciful, forgiving, to show gratitude. He was able to calm his excitable woman—perhaps the only man, apart from her own father; he was able to make her feel secure. He knew her better than any of us.

And he was nothing like her. He was even-tempered, unselfish, he hated gossip, he told the truth, and he was fair-minded. By his example Mother often moderated her own behavior; though Mother still whispered and lied, Father kept her in check. From an early age, I could see that although Mother was by nature tyrannical, and that she dominated Father, and all of us, she feared the strength of his passivity. Her apparent power over him unnerved her. Really, she did not know what she wanted. In his submissive, beaten-down, uncomplaining way, Father was enigmatic. Mother never knew what was in his mind, so he was always the stronger one.


5

Mr. Bones

After his death, whenever I got sentimental and took on a reminiscing tone and talked about how Dad used to read to me and encourage me, I realized that I was lying. Maybe it was a way of being kind to his memory, like “You look marvelous!,” another thing he used to say. “Pretty as a picture”—seldom true. “Looks good enough to eat,” he declared over Mother’s gristly meatloaf. But then, generosity can often seem to verge on the satirical.

My father, apparently a simple cheery soul, seemed impossible to know. His smiles made him impenetrable. There he stood at a little distance, jingling coins in his pocket, waiting for someone to need him. A satisfied man, he had the sort of good humor and obliging manner I associated with an old-fashioned servant. “Glad to oblige!”

A smile is the hardest expression to fathom—you don’t inquire, you don’t even wonder. He must have known that. I never thought: Who is he? What does he want? He said he was happy. He would not have said otherwise, but though I believed him, there were things I didn’t know. He lost his job when American Oak folded. Never mind, he found another one. Did he like it? “I’m tickled to death!”

He was so thoroughly nice it did not occur to us that we did not know him. He didn’t drink, he didn’t smoke. He never went out at night except to church. Bowling and the movies he abandoned after first becoming a father. He had few friends, no close ones, no confidants—he wasn’t the confiding type. He wasn’t a joiner. He was the insubstantial presence he wished to be, merely a voice, a man who lived in the house. Dramatic entrance, and then silence. A hush. Dramatic departure, and then silence again.

This all sounds harmonious, yet there was disorder, tension, and conflict in our household. It was crooked in the angular splinters of the woodwork, pulsing in the air, a disturbance that was deep, subtle, and without any voice, a noiseless bewilderment and uncertainty, the vibrant presence of low-pitched rivalries, and it was all masked by politeness or sometimes by hostile displays of affection. The quiet-seeming household is often more turbulent or intimidating than the household of the bully or the drunkard.

One of the unspoken conflicts in the house was the house itself, a constant reproach in the cabinets that failed to catch, in every creak of the floorboards, the peeling wallpaper, the stains on the ceiling like mocking faces, every draft that blew under the doors. All these awkward reminders. Mother’s version of the story—the one that she wouldn’t let him live down—was that having decided we had to move (at the time, four kids in a tiny house, with a fifth on the way), my father would go and find a bigger one. Mother was pregnant and busy, but she was also the sort of person who provoked us to make our own decisions, so that if we failed she could say, “Whose fault is that?” Deniability was a defense she mastered long before such a word was coined.

By directing Dad to look for a new house, she became the one to be propitiated: a scolding silence if it was a good choice, loud blame if it was a bad one. Dad was like hired help, the house hunter. “And it better be a good one.”

Unused to spending large amounts of money, risking this big decision, Dad became more affable, more genial, than I’d ever seen him. It was sheer nervousness, a kind of helpless hilarity, like that of an almost ruined gambler at the blackjack table betting everything on the turn of a card.

He saw three or four houses. They were unsuitable. He liked all of them. Mother was vexed. This was dinner table talk: we were discouraged from speaking during mealtime, so we listened. “What’s good about it?” Mother would say. “It’ll be hard to heat,” or “It’s not on a bus line,” or “That’s a bad neighborhood.”

One winter night Mother was in tears. Dad had seen another house he liked and was told the price. He was in the nervous, affable mood. He did not bargain or say “My wife will have to see it,” or “We’ll think it over.”

He said, “We’ll take it!”—with a
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