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“WISE, FUNNY, AND HARROWING, this is the extraordinary telling of an extraordinary life, of a boy who lost his self, and a man who found his soul. Not since William Styron’s Darkness Visible has an American author so honestly plumbed the truths of his own mental illness.”

—Jeff MacGregor, writer for The New York Times, Esquire, Sports Illustrated, and The New Yorker

“WRY AND SEARING. What do you do decade after decade when your brain refuses to let you live the beautiful life you’ve struggled to build? If you’re Ted Scheinman, you turn to electroconvulsive therapy. In Jolt he presents a devastating chronicle of his long-term illness and hard-won recovery while dealing honestly with the toll treatment takes on his life and memory.”

—Andrea Pitzer, author of Icebound and The Secret History of Vladimir Nabokov

“YOU ARE IN FOR A GREAT TREAT. How rare to find a writer as gifted as Ted Scheinman who is willing to take readers into the deepest and darkest corners of his life and emerge with such hope. This gorgeous, generous book is a celebration of the human spirit.”

—Meg Kissinger, award-winning author of While You Were Out: An Intimate Family Portrait of Mental Illness in an Era of Silence
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To my parents, and to my favorite person of all: Tara





Electroshock can boast of having liberated humankind of millions of tons of suffering.

—undated letter from an American psychiatrist to Dr. Ugo Cerletti, innovator of electroconvulsive therapy

Without our memories, we would be lost to ourselves, amnesiacs flailing around in a constant, unrelenting present.

—Dr. Charles Fernyhough







Prologue No, I Will Never

May 2021

The therapists said to draw an emotional biography of your illness. The nurses gave us only four colors of crayon. Serena began scribbling immediately. The rest of us stared at our papers, then at each other. After some deliberation, I drew my girlfriend, Melanie, in blue, then used the red and orange to make the fires in California. I sketched my sister, Jane, first as the little chipmunk she’d been at two and then as the new mother she’d so recently become, rocking an approximation of baby Theo in her arms. All the faces were coming out wrong: angry and put upon, as if to say, I cannot sanction what he’s doing with my likeness.

It was my third day in the psych ward, and I knew vaguely that my first ECT was scheduled for the next day, but on the ward, the concept of time tended to blur. All I knew was that sometime, perhaps unbearably far in the future, they’d affix the electrodes to my temples and begin inducing seizures. They’d keep zapping me until my agitated depression began to recede. And if those seizures didn’t work… well, then I might have to get pretty comfy in art classes like this one.

As we mucked around with our crayons, Amara leaned over and asked: “You gonna write about this?”

I gave a theatrical shiver of displeasure. “I don’t wanna do that.”

“You’re a writer, aren’t you?”

“I used to be.”

She drew a careful outward spiral in blue and red, then looked up. “If I were a writer, I’d make a movie about this place.”

“Oh yeah, what would you call it?”

She smiled broadly. “Something about how slow it is.”

“ ‘Bored on the Ward,’ ” I offered.

“ ‘Bored Crazy,’ ” she countered.

“ ‘Chairman of the Bored,’ ” I whispered, and the art therapist, a nice lady with a gray braid, gave us a look of opprobrium. We went quiet.

Later, Amara said: “Living here is like living in a secret room at the center of everything.” We were turning in our crayons. “Someone oughtta write it.”

Mom shared Amara’s view. During the short windows when we were allowed our phones, she kept trying to buck my spirits.

“Are you writing?”

“In my journal, constantly.” I didn’t even try to fake enthusiasm. “Not always complete sentences.”

“Keep writing,” Mom advised. “Think about all the really great material you must be collecting.”

My notebook was a palimpsest of ink and crayon and marker, full of broken phrases like “fidgety and lazy all day” and “crawling up the walls a bit” and “facilis descensus Averno.”

“I don’t know about ‘great’ material. There isn’t much drama or revelation on the ward. We’re all just doing time.”

“You don’t think you’ll write about this one day?”

If I’d said Yes, I’ll transmute all this into something less sordid and sad, Mom would have flushed with pleasure. She always thought that if you could write about something, you could redeem it or reinvent it. On the ward, this notion was the most alien thing in the world to me. I didn’t see how I could ever write again.

I knew Mom wanted me to see the bright side. Trouble was, I’d been unable to focus on the bright side for longer than I could remember—literally, because my memory was already failing me. What was more, they said my imminent ECT might aggravate memory problems. What if I couldn’t remember these conversations? How could I write about them?

Yet Melanie, too, wanted me to write it all: the ECT, the ward, and before that the ketamine, those awful months careening between different cocktails of SSRIs and SNRIs and a whole alphabet of antidepressants and mood stabilizers and atypical antipsychotics and several extended families of anxiolytics—the full rainbow. When I thought of Mel, I almost had to ball up on the floor. She kept sending little presents every day, each with a buck-up message: “The world and I are waiting for you, all set to wrap you in a hug once you’re ready.”

Along with the presents were photos of old friends. Each time I opened an envelope, I wondered whether I’d recognize the people in the photos.

“Keep taking notes,” Mom said.

“Write it as a story,” Mel said, “for me.”

And all I could think was: Never. Because to write a story is to flatten something into sense, and here there is no sense… There are no clean angles in depression, and a story, in the end, makes everything square. So, no, I’m sorry, but I’ll never, ever write about any of this.





1 The Batman Episode

(1988)

I’ve been afraid of madness for about as long as I can remember, possibly exactly as long.

I was by all accounts a happy baby, the kind who skips over that interval of looking like an alien or an elderly comedy writer. I projected instead the unquestioning bliss of the placid cherub on the Gerber label. I had blue eyes and a pirate’s smile and an idiotic baritone chortle that—my mother told her friends with pride—gave me the affect of a 1930s gangster.

The trouble started in late summer 1988.

This is my first memory. It’s a day in early fall and I’m feeling a frantic, joyous energy heightened by the sense that it’s the last day of its kind this season, an inversion of the fever of spring. My parents and I have just returned from the New York State Fair, where, as photos can verify, the three of us had a good and wholesome time, posing before the butter cow and eating funnel cake. I also scuffed my hand during a fall outside one of the pavilions, possibly milked a goat, and chewed my first piece of gum (Bazooka, the kind that looks like an eraser). In my memory, my parents haven’t argued once all day, and the image recurs of my mother standing with my father, her head tilted toward his shoulder, watching a pair of adolescent horses cavorting and burying their muzzles in thick piles of hay. One thing I absolutely remember is the animal smell clinging to me for hours afterward—a barnyard sourness that I’ll eventually come to associate with ecstatic dread.

I’m all of three years old and about to learn some serious lessons in mortality.

We’ve just returned home to our little redbrick house in the village of Hamilton in upstate New York, and I’m in the downstairs bathroom in front of the mirror, hugging to my chest a stuffed Batman about ten inches tall, a consolation prize yielded by some booth at the fair. Now I’m whooshing him back and forth over the sink—perhaps the Riddler is lurking in the pipes below—and at some point I turn on the water for dramatic effect. Batman, reckless, flies too close to the tap, and a small splash darkens into a spot on his Batboots. Inside, I’m filled with an unfamiliar sense of alarm: Somehow, the doll is no longer new. But it still smells new. This observation pains me, and the pain, in turn, confuses. What is so scary about newness? That it precedes oldness. Unbidden, the image of my Batman ten years hence presents itself to my toddler mind. He will be fraying, missing an ear, unaccountably soggy. And it is I who’ll be responsible for degrading the hero of Gotham, through neglect, clumsiness, or some other evidence of unworthiness.

More troubling is my next thought: This delicate doll will certainly perish before I do. A twofold knowledge follows: that I am going to die, maybe even lose an ear like Batman, but regardless will definitely cease to be—and how will my parents deal with that?

In the mirror, I’m now frantically scrubbing a hand towel against the partly defiled superhero, but the water pock only settles in further.

Through the door, my mother reminds me that no toys are allowed in the bathroom—a sensible and hygienic policy. I turn off the tap and exit the bathroom and set the doll by a window in the living room, where direct sunlight will restore the moistened boot, the same way I’ve been taught to dry my towel whenever we splash around in the town swimming pool. I’m not sure how long I sit there watching Batman dry in the living room after this encounter with the infinite, but in my memory, I see myself seeking solace in a waxed bag, brought home from the fair, containing pink and turquoise squares of taffy.

How silly, to receive a lesson in death from an off-brand superhero plushy—like finding the face of God in the kernels at the bottom of a bag of popcorn. Of course, to my young self, there was nothing silly about it. During those few minutes in front of the mirror, it seemed that everything had changed. However clumsily or inadvertently, I’d recognized where I ended and the rest of creation began. Between others and me rose a sharp divider, the hard, glistening edge of something impersonal. In the blink of an eye, I’d lost contact with the helpful idea that we’re all in this together. The sharp edge suggested otherwise: I was alone, and the world and its dolls were merely waiting to decay. Though I couldn’t know it, later in life I’d dance right up to that edge and very nearly tumble over it into delirium. For the moment, the doll sat placidly in the sun, drying at its own pace.



Depressives, like superheroes, often have an origin story, and this is mine.

The Batman episode established my first gnawing distrust of life, and in trying to compensate for what I regarded even then as a moral deficiency, I tended to pendulum between a depressive indifference to the world and a frantic effort to embrace it. Caring too much, I now sensed, could hurt dreadfully… while caring too little was its own kind of death. In any case, the Batman moment haunted me, stuck to me like a piece of Bazooka gum on the sole of my shoe.

Psychologists who study the very young sometimes note that babies cry when separated from a beloved object—not merely because the object is beloved but because the baby hasn’t been condemned yet to recognize the strict boundary between the me and the not-me. The object, for a baby, is mistaken for an extension of their being—so that, before memory, each new object can feel like an appendage that one has never been without.



I never told my mother about the Batman episode, but she was quick to remark on my subsequent tics, admonishing me, as each new obsession emerged, that I should not indulge it. In my early years, Mom was my closest friend, and we spoke with a shared humor and a brutal honesty that one associates with college roommates. Dad wasn’t around much during the week, since each morning he had to commute to Syracuse—about an hour’s drive from our house—to serve as a kidney doctor for the state of New York. Mom’s job, meanwhile, was a five-minute jaunt down the road and up the hill to the campus of Colgate University, built in a flagrant if miniature imitation of an Ivy League school. Its planners had mingled the Gothic aesthetic with the Georgian to create a sober loveliness, and the institution is often named one of the country’s prettiest campuses. Mom joined the faculty at Colgate in 1977, the same year that Star Wars entered theaters and the U.S. sent the Voyager into space with a golden record holding the collective memory of humanity. The spacecraft’s payload had been intended as both a gift to the aliens and a reminder, should our species ever extinguish itself, that we were once capable of great things.

Mom was just the second woman in the English department and one of only half a dozen on the faculty. A star at Smith and Yale and a beauty as well, she wore fashionably large glasses over blue eyes that it was my good fortune to inherit. Very Diane Keaton, based on photos and my father’s account.

After only a few years on the faculty, Mom helped to establish the school’s women’s studies department. Tenure came in 1984, I arrived the following year, and my sister showed up four years after that, a beaming, enormous baby whom my parents named Jane. The appellation was a family name that doubled as a happy reference to the author Mom loved above all others: Jane Austen.

Certainly, the archness with which Mom needled my childhood neuroses was Austenian in its wisdom and satiric bite. When I entered a germaphobe phase in elementary school, she was nonplussed, but the concerns she expressed were quite practical: “You’ll have a very disappointing sex life if you go on like this,” she told me one day upon noticing the chapped, flaky skin of my knuckles, the wages of too much washing. “How so?” I asked. Her response: “Good sex and squeamishness don’t go together. You’ll understand when it’s time.” I flinched a bit at this wisdom, but it did jolt me out of the phase, and within a week I was washing my hands a mere ten times daily.

Dad was the prude of the family, less hawk-eyed about my odd tics and easier to shock, if one was in the mood. Which was why, when I was six, I solicited from him, rather than Mom, an official introduction to the concept of sex. That afternoon, in my grandparents’ guest room in eastern Long Island, Dad explained the whole shebang. But he didn’t want to place too much emphasis on the genital mechanics; rather, he enriched his account with atmosphere and a degree of gentility. He explained, for example, that two people very much in love will express that love by setting aside an evening, going to a romantic restaurant, enjoying a fancy meal, and then, later, slowly taking off each other’s clothes and joining bodies.

At the time I was a bit too literal-minded. Dad failed to specify that there was a change of venue between Dinner and Sex, so I contemplated his words for a while and finally asked my mother eagerly where one could find these restaurants-slash-bordellos. Once Mom grasped the root of my misunderstanding, she declared that henceforth, she’d take the lead in answering her children’s questions about carnal matters—and soon about nearly anything to do with adult life. She preferred straight talk and thought the healthiest children were usually the least green or cosseted. In that spirit, she delighted in making my father uncomfortable—in leading him to laugh at his own prudishness. She used to say that if you don’t talk to children honestly about sex, they’ll end up repressed, a term she always seemed to pronounce between quotation marks, nodding to the Freudian cliché.

If there were a type-A-plus, that would be Mom. She kept a spotless house, drove Jane and me to all our various lessons and soccer games, cooked us fresh dinners each day—rich beef with noodles, or curried chicken, or, around Christmastime, Yorkshire pudding and big fat dripping roasts—all while managing a heavy teaching load and performing in not one but two choirs. As much as Mom demanded excellence from us, she was doubly exacting with herself, in the classroom and the kitchen and everywhere else, and from a young age, I saw how she drew fuel from her anxiety, propelling herself through insanely productive days on the strength of love but also intense worry. Some behaviors are inherited and some imitated; while clearly inherited, my anxiety in childhood also began, in some measure, as imitation, no less than my choice in books or manner of speech.

As a melancholic herself, Mom sort of got it, which is good, since Dad, a preternaturally optimistic, unnervingly placid guy, knew less how to identify and mollify neuroses. Mom started me on piano when I was four, largely to keep my mind from toxic idling. Scales and simplified Chopin came quickly, first on a sallow upright with tawny keys like nicotine-stained teeth, then on a secondhand but serviceable Wurlitzer baby grand, on which I gave Jane her first lessons. She would stand on the bench, and I’d guide her pink fingers, dainty even in their chubbiness, onto the desired keys, causing her to chortle whenever the hammer struck the string. Amusing my sister in these small ways became one of my chief consolations and distractions. Even before she could talk, I felt a tremulous solidarity with this round, beaming little tyke—a deep and gangster-like loyalty.

Jane was only two when I got my father’s strangely culinary sex talk, and I shielded her from the knowledge of the restaurant and of Dad’s remarkable ineptness in describing it to me. This sense of protectiveness flowed both ways. A couple of years later, when Mom told Jane that the Easter Bunny wasn’t real, Jane thought for a spell and then asked sadly, “Does Edward know?” (I did.) The two of us metabolized the revelations in a play we cowrote and performed in front of the living room fireplace. In the play, the Easter Bunny reveals to the children that he is real and cajoles them into keeping the secret from their well-meaning, dim-witted parents.

Of course, Jane was also a little devil, the sort of second child who’ll take a permanent marker and draw all over the back of a ramshackle sofa, then grin at you, drop the marker, and waddle into the kitchen singing: Look what Edward did to the couch! Still, when she wasn’t framing me for crimes against upholstery, we took good care of each other. Many nights when she was five or six, particularly when our parents were arguing, Jane would sneak into my room, and I’d read her The Fantastic Flying Journey. We’d huddle in a pillow fort and imagine ourselves floating up, up, up in a hot-air balloon that contained all we would need—picnic baskets full of food, and heavy tarps for shelter, and nothing to tether us to the sufferings of the earth.





2 The End of History

(1988–1997)

For the bulk of my childhood, we lived in the brick house on University Avenue in Hamilton, with bats in the attic and squirrels in the bird feeders and a backyard hemmed by lilac trees. There was also a fragrant little fringe of chives and other herbs from which deer would sometimes steal an illegal munch. By the driveway, Mom grew fat tomatoes on the vine. In the yard’s northwest corner, Dad had assembled a swing set and a tree house, and in afternoons the shade cast by the tree house protected Mom’s flower garden from extreme sun. When there were blizzards, we could jump right off the top of the monkey bars into the snow. Down the street was the creek where we took our dog for swims, and where my childhood best friend and I nearly capsized in a homemade raft we were inspired to build after reading Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. One of our chief delights was to poke around rusted strips of track from the long-gone Ontario and Western Railway. Friends remarked that I had a particular urgency as I excavated. I think I was digging for a final answer to a question I hadn’t posed aloud yet, something to do with avoiding terror. A search for nirvana along what used to be the Chenango Canal. We’d return from these explorations carrying bits of ancient brick and huge nails the length of our forearms, which we used to mark foul lines when we played baseball on the huge flat fields surrounding our tiny K–12 public school.

It was on these fields that I found the first of my surrogate brothers when I was three and four, Mike D. and above all Evan I. We’d play baseball for hours, Mike assuming the role of Randy Johnson while I channeled Ken Griffey Jr.—and when it rained, we watched old cowboy shows on the TV and read Rudyard Kipling’s Just So Stories. There was an old swing set by the blackberry bushes, with two chain-link swings on which we’d kick ourselves higher and higher, toward that huge sky, our toes reaching ever closer toward God.

While Mom thought my salvation might reside in Art, Dad wondered whether the answer lay in Sport. Acting on his theory, he smoothed and painted a miniature baseball bat for my fourth birthday, taught me how to score Mets games, and, on the dwarfy slopes of tiny mountains called Labrador and Toggenburg, coached my skiing sister and me in the art of carving an elegant route through sheer ice.

When friends raised in more cosmopolitan settings hear about my rustic childhood, they sometimes scoff, as though I’m cribbing scenes from Boys’ Life or The Andy Griffith Show. Among foreign acquaintances, these vignettes seem doubly incredible. A friend in college declared my family the “poster children for Boomer wholesomeness.” Of course, by then my parents were divorced, but though my friend was speaking loosely, he wasn’t wrong. Growing up in Hamilton in the 1990s was oddly heady. It was the perfect place to experience the end of history, as the phrase went at the time—and the beginning of whatever came next.

Despite all the elements of a bucolic idyll, our household was a weird one—weird in ways that soon expanded my vocabulary for describing mental disturbance. My parents, both academics, held a narrow if idiosyncratic view of which entertainments were appropriate for small children. Cartoons were immature and decadent—but watching Ray Milland lose his mind in The Lost Weekend or Anthony Andrews do the same in Brideshead Revisited was deemed good, honest fun for kids of any age. Ditto for raunchy English comedy, from Monty Python to Blackadder to Absolutely Fabulous. In my 1964 hardcover of The Golden Treasury of Myths and Legends, already more than twenty years old by the time I got to it, I read of Hercules, his flesh in agony from the poison of the Hydra, trying to tear off his skin, and finally burning himself alive to escape the torment. I mark that as my first encounter with the concept of suicide, or at least with the notion that under certain conditions it can be the most reasonable option. Accompanying my mother to various lectures and plays at Colgate and beyond, I met Medea and Oedipus long before I ever met Freud.

From the start I saw that one could go mad from drink or disease, or simply from getting lost in the act of creation. Half the poets whose lines my mother taught had died by their own hand, or by an illness that seemed inseparable from their genius. I was exposed early to pseudo-romantic ideas about how great art requires the experience of tragedy, and while I didn’t quite understand the danger of that strange fetish, I was lucky to see it as something hollow, thus fundamentally unbeautiful. One afternoon when I was six, I buried my face between the cushions of a couch, the prickly fabric chafing against my cheeks as I wept, and I didn’t hear my mother come into the room. She sat herself beside me and patted my back. “You know, a lot of sensitive and creative people have a period of depression.” I turned to her, my face red from the cheap couch and the tears, and said, “Yeah, but that’s such a cliché.” Mom couldn’t help laughing even as she cried a little herself.



On nights when Dad put me to bed, he’d often spin cowboy stories, ad-libbing the serialized escapades of a golden-hearted gunslinger named Pistol Pete, whom Dad thrillingly turned into a stand-in for me, giving Pete a dog just like ours, and a love for baseball, and even, once Jane was on the scene, a tiny baby sister whom Pete had to protect from highwaymen and corrupt sheriffs and other malefactors. “Do the one with the chandelier” was my frequent request, a cue for Dad to begin a new set of variations that ended with me, or rather Pete, in a saloon showdown, using matching silver revolvers to shoot the coarse ropes holding aloft a wagon-wheel chandelier, bringing the whole contraption down on the villains’ heads. Dad delivered this cowboy commonplace with unfailing verve and indulged me when I’d ask him to “do the crash again.” He’d roll his eyes up toward the ceiling, shoot with his finger-pistols—pew! pew!—and then reach over to shelter me from any bullets that might come from the surviving villains.

But my most frequent request was for Beatrix Potter’s The Tale of Peter Rabbit, whose grimmer parts, Mom noted, seemed to be my favorites. I laughed immoderately when Peter’s mom first reminded the kids to beware of the McGregor family: “your Father had an accident there; he was put in a pie by Mrs. McGregor.” I think I loved the story because it didn’t have a happy ending; at the first book’s close, there’s the possibility that Peter has actually caught his death from the cold and damp. And I was obsessed with the corners of the book’s illustrations, with the question of what might be just outside the frame—where the shadows crept in, where the predator lay with his deadly hunger, where the world of childhood ended and that of adults began.

Sometimes if a day had been particularly long for Jane and me, Mom would simply sing us songs before sleep. She never quite had the ham gene that her sister, my aunt Nancy, had; to seem to be seeking attention would have struck her as unserious. But she’d trained as a singer at Smith College, when she wasn’t memorizing Homer or finding new things to say about the poetry of Alexander Pope. She’d even toured Germany one year with the Smith College Chamber Singers. At night I’d often request “Moon River,” even though it made me cry, usually at the start of the last verse:


Two drifters off to see the world

There’s such a lot of world to see…



I never understood why it felt like the lyrics were the last words of some unfortunate person now vanished from this earth. But I recall powerfully how, in my mother’s breath, the song became a love letter in spite of despair.



Some semesters, Mom would teach in England, and my childhood thus became divided between the agrarian idyll of Hamilton and the cosmopolis of London. The first time Colgate shipped us off was January 1992, when I was six and Jane barely two. Mom would be leading a six-month study group, mainly English majors, often from Long Island, almost all girls. The university housed our family in a flat in South Kensington, and Dad spent his days doing research on a grant at Hammersmith Hospital.

I went to first grade at Bousfield Primary School. On the first day, the headmistress gave me a tour and informed me the school had been built on the site of Beatrix Potter’s childhood home, which the Nazis had destroyed during the Blitz. “Actually, Beatrix was always miserable in that house,” Mom said in a gossipy way when I brought it up. “Her family said she was glad to hear it was blown up.” For the first several weeks at school, I kept waiting to spot a family of rabbits, perhaps even descended from the colony that had inspired Peter.

Doing first grade on a different continent, I became dreadfully homesick, pining for Evan I. and Mike D. and my bed and my yard but also for Hamilton’s air—Edenic, compared with the soot I’d find in the tissue whenever I blew my nose in London. I soon made friends, though: with the Lucys (there were two), with Mila (a quiet, playful girl distinguished by her smile and long braid), and above all with Rory, a curly-haired and opinionated waif who quickly replaced Evan as my adopted brother. Rory took me to a cricket pitch and, after having me knock a few balls around, determined that my baseball training had prepped me well. I joined the school team and welcomed cricket’s entry to my list of Anglophilic obsessions.

Much later, therapists would ask me whether these occasional childhood displacements might have left me decentered. I don’t think that’s the case. But when I look at the photos from London in the early 1990s and observe my younger self wearing an oxford-cloth shirt and the world’s tiniest tweed blazer, I do sometimes wonder what I might’ve become had I not spent much of my childhood writing self-serious plays and poetry, obsessing over my flaws on the piano, and generally pretending to be an adult. It’s not that I was marooned between England and America so much as I felt, from an early age, caught in a sometimes frantic limbo between innocence and experience.

Whenever we were in London, Mom was so invested in treating my sister and me like little adults that she brought us to every play her students saw, usually twenty or more in a given semester. I would’ve been six when we saw Michael Maloney as Prince Hal in Henry IV Part 1; I wept for Falstaff and wrote Maloney a fan letter to which he responded with generous grace: “I’m touched you found me convincing as Hal, and I’m pleased to hear that you write plays yourself. One day I hope to appear in one of them.” My sympathy for drunks and madmen quickly became absolute: Lear going crazy on the heath gave me sympathetic nightmares, as did Ophelia’s frantic monologues about rosemary and pansies. (Both of these flora grew in our garden in the States, which I took as a portent.)

Seeing Nigel Hawthorne tearing off his clothes in Alan Bennett’s The Madness of George III called to mind the ravings one sometimes heard among London’s indigent population, whom we navigated with no small shame on our way to and from the plush red seats of London’s National Theatre. In London, madness and poverty were everywhere. We visited Bethlem Royal Hospital, the original Bedlam, with a historian friend of my mother’s, who informed Mom’s students that wealthy Londoners would tour asylums in the nineteenth century the way my sister and I might go to the zoo. The same historian led us through the Cleveland Street Workhouse in Marylebone, sometimes called the Strand Union Workhouse, where Charles Dickens was consigned with his family at age twelve, and which—this historian suggested—was likely the chief inspiration for important scenes in Oliver Twist.

These visits provided a visual aid to my ripening obsession with my own imagined sinfulness and general unworthiness. For reasons I can’t explain, some self-reproving part of me determined that a hell-prison like Bedlam was exactly where I belonged, and even in adulthood, the specter of a nineteenth-century asylum or debtors’ prison struck a special and personal terror.

When we returned to Hamilton in June 1992, just in time for my summer baseball season, I told Mom that I wanted to do what I could for all the modern-day Oliver Twists living in poverty. She looked at me in brief silence, laughed, and signed us up to work at our church’s soup kitchen two nights a week. (Later, Mom would tell me: “I thought it was the best idea in the world—that if you were involved in the suffering of others, you might be less sad.”) The folks we served at the kitchen were broadly divided into two groups: a contingent of elderly from a nearby managed-care facility, and an all-ages cohort bused in from a handful of shelters. We didn’t exchange many words, but I would memorize their faces and grow upset if someone missed a week, fearing they’d disappeared permanently. When once or twice we got word that one of the old folks had died, my mom broke the news to me as though we’d all been family.

It wasn’t fun, exactly, to go to the kitchen, but I looked forward to it every week. Even then, I thought often of Batman and the hard edge and came to believe a version of my mother’s credo: that if I could hurl myself into the middle of life, if I could simply behave as though the edge held no power, then I’d be freed of a strange and unpredictable pain. Each time we tramped home after an evening at the kitchen, I felt fresh gratitude for our family, and for the bricks of our house (which, per the Big Bad Wolf, were the best stuff for making houses).

At the same time, the homesickness I’d known in London now took a new shape, and I began to wonder whether one could be homesick anywhere. What if “home” was also a fable or myth?



The following year, I saw a building move in a way that has unsettled me ever since.

As part of a series of disputes that I could never keep straight, Colgate and the alumni of one of its fraternity chapters had agreed to move the frat’s ancestral house a quarter mile south, to a new address on Broad Street. Along with other townsfolk thronging the green, my mom and I snapped photos as enormous yellow machines lifted the building onto a pair of side-by-side eighteen-wheelers. Then the house made its stately way down the street.

The house weighed three hundred tons, the papers said. If you stood toward the middle or back of the onlooking crowd, you didn’t even see the flatbeds, so the house became a floating thing, unmoored from its history, deracinated and curiously vulnerable-looking. The image, and the whole surreal exercise, began to nauseate me, and I asked to go home. “Why?” Mom kept asking gently. I didn’t say anything. As I watched the house float away from me, I was brought back to that first semester in London, when homesickness had struck like a disease.



The autumn when I was eight, the regional cable station put out a casting call for Tiny Tim in a production of A Christmas Carol in Syracuse, directed by Tazewell Thompson, a bona fide Broadway director, with an original score by Dianne Adams McDowell, who happened to direct our church’s modest choir (where Mom was a prominent soprano). Dianne said that she and Taz still hadn’t found the right actor to play the famous waif and suggested I come to Syracuse to sing a few songs and deliver a monologue or two. Tazewell told my mother after the audition: “He is uncannily good at tragedy.” I took this as a compliment rather than a warning.

Two days later, we got the call that I would play Tiny Tim in twenty-three performances that winter. I’d receive an honorarium, largely to cover gas, and would technically become one of the Young Performers who receive union protections through the Actors’ Equity Association. Suddenly, I had carte blanche to skip school and piano lessons and was getting profiled in such beloved regional papers as the Syracuse Post-Standard and the Mid-York Weekly; in afternoons and evenings I’d run songs with the rest of the cast. The adult actors had tales of working with Andrew Lloyd Webber and Martha Graham but treated us kids like equals. From the prop coordinator, I learned how to use crutches without cutting off circulation to my tiny arms. I also developed a Major Thing for a girl two years my senior who had a nonspeaking role in one of the party scenes. I never expressed my love but did manage to endear myself to her with regular gifts of grape soda. While cleaning my room that November, my mother found my diary and, as I learned only recently, allowed herself to snoop.

“I found this entry that said, ‘I’m finally with people who understand me,’ and I knew it was true,” Mom told me later. “And it made me sad, but it also made me feel that I hadn’t been wrong—that it was good to give you lots of scripted time, because in unscripted time, you might simply fret.”

She was absolutely right. The Christmas Carol performances of late 1993 and early 1994 were, for me, the joyous pinnacle of my eight years of life, the bright star atop a rather indifferent tree. Each time I exchanged backstage jokes on an equal footing with actors who’d been in Bond movies, each time we took a curtain call, each time Bob Cratchit raised me over his head and piggybacked me all over the theater to raise my spirits during a long rehearsal, I caught a high that seemed to bring my life thus far into focus. I was doing precisely what I was supposed to be doing.

And then, just as quickly, I wasn’t. The Christmas season can be extended almost indefinitely, but sooner or later the decorations come down and you have to go back to school. If you’ve been floating a mile or three above reality, the reentry can be dreadful. The play had made me feel part of a select and joyous world. Leaving the stage and returning to the comparatively dismal routines of third grade proved anticlimactic, and I began to feel aimless, then apathetic, then stressed over my apparent inability to feel joy. At school I was still bent on getting A’s, but now it was all rote. I’d spend afternoons that January at the piano, hating myself for each mistake and ending many days by weeping. Mom was a comfort and let me stay up late watching The Mary Tyler Moore Show on TV Land. How I envied the main character’s hat-tossing optimism.

One night I asked Mom: “What if I can’t stop being unhappy?” She gave me the saddest smile I can remember and teared up when she finally answered: “Oh, you’ll learn how to stop.” I believed her. But one day in late January 1994, I simply couldn’t get out of bed. Mom huddled with Dad:

“He’s sadder than I realized,” she said.

“He’s sad?” my father responded.

But Dad got a referral for a child psychiatrist. A week later I was sitting on the ancient, comfortable couch of Dr. David Keith in Syracuse.

Even at that young age, I knew the clichés about guilt and first children, not to mention the supposed epigenetic baggage of my dual Catholic and Jewish heritage, and I considered my sin fixation and neurotic jitters to be standard-issue. Dr. Keith, a warm and witty man with a Socratic beard and a deep gentleness in dealing with children’s pain, did me the kindness of taking my problems seriously and speaking to me like an adult. “Go ahead, lie down if you want, or pace,” he said on the second visit. “I want to get you out of your head and into your life.” He asked about sports, about music, about why A Christmas Carol had mattered so much. The good doctor kept meticulous notes, and years later, after depression reclaimed me in adulthood and I wrote to Keith to figure out what had gone so wrong, he recalled my elementary school self with precision and heartbreaking sympathy. One of his notes from 1994:


Edward is highly intelligent and terrified he will misuse this potential. I believe he feels his time is wasted if he is not creating or performing in some way. It seems probable the intensity of home life is a spur to his sense of guilt…. His parents are often at odds or, as he puts it, “trying to prove something” to each other, and Edward absorbs that strife. It seems possible he blames himself for the arguments. I have no doubt he feels he could bring things to peace if he were better in some way…. We have discussed ways to distract from sadness and guilt. I would like to see if he could begin to experience his gifts not as a burden but as something to enjoy….



My mother accompanied me to my second session with Dr. Keith. He had an admirable policy of not talking to parents when the child wasn’t there, so I was privy to most of the conversations about my progress. I remember Mom saying she’d hoped that theater would improve my mood, not simply because acting made me happy but most of all because it could teach me how to act happy, and couldn’t that lead to being happy? Dr. Keith asked if I agreed. I thought about it and said I did. I also said I didn’t want to be one of those people who held on to sadness because it made them special in some way. For all the ambient bohemian elements of my childhood, I knew there was little to romanticize in my own bouts of melancholy, especially once I’d learned, as I did among the actors, that a better life was possible.

Keith responded with uncharacteristic glibness. “No, sadness doesn’t make you special. And being special doesn’t make you sad. Being different can make you sad, and that’s something we can work on.”

I was numb that day and had to force myself to cry as I nodded. I had to make myself cry a good deal with Dr. Keith, especially if our session fell on one of my rare non-sad days—because what good was a visit if the doctor couldn’t see the pain I was usually in? On the ride home, I thought about what Mom had said, about how acting happy could be a way out, and I told her I’d try to playact being happy if it would make her happy. She pulled over the car and started to cry a little. No, she told me, I shouldn’t pretend like that, and I shouldn’t worry about her. But I didn’t know whether to believe her, and once home, I took refuge in my room and let the real tears come.

My parents were always a little showy around Dr. Keith, taking clear pains to joke and compliment each other. They were like a couple trying to prove to an immigration authority that they were truly in love. Outside Keith’s office, they never seemed to enjoy each other’s company for very long. While Dad spoke of their courtship fondly, his romantic memory of Mom seemed a little light on detail, not to say passion, in the years I knew them as a couple. Dad delighted in telling me, whenever I expressed a child’s absolute devotion for our dog, how Mom had discovered her as a pup in a litter at the town farmers’ market, three years before my birth, and had wept when Dad said he was adamantly against taking the animal home. Dad would always linger over how he hadn’t been able to bear Mom’s tears and how they basically dissolved his capacity to say no. So he and Mom brought the dog home and named her Fanny, mainly as an arch reference to the English architect and collector Sir John Soane—he built the Bank of England, among other triumphs, and received his knighthood in 1831. When Soane’s wife died, she left him her dog, Fanny. Fanny, in turn, died on Christmas Day 1820, and Soane, now bereft of wife and dog, erected a large, ludicrous headstone in his backyard that read, in homage to Shakespeare: ALAS, POOR FANNY!

Morbid, in retrospect, that Mom named Fanny after a dog most famous for being dead. Our Fanny died when I was nine, and Grandpa, a chemical engineer by trade and a craftsman in his bones, carved a wooden grave marker for our own backyard with the same “Alas!…”—though we didn’t bury her there, instead scattering her ashes down the road in the creek where an old blue heron lived. The grave marker served as first base whenever friends and I played stickball in the yard. It ended up fielding a lot of grounders.

Trouble was, in Dad’s recountings, even this apparently tender memory of Mom crying about a dog seemed to be about something other than my parents’ love. Perhaps Dad simply favored a specific brand of sentimentality, but the main theme of the tale—and I heard it all the time—was Dad’s delight in his own exquisite sensitivity, his chivalry, even, in acceding to the higher claim of a woman’s tears. As I’d discover later, it doesn’t take heroism to stanch a lover’s weeping; often the stanching is as selfish as it is kind.

More recently, and for as long as I could remember, Mom and Dad’s love was a shared thorn in the side, with each blaming the other for that stabbing sensation they repeatedly felt.

Their fighting was always verbal, perhaps to a fault. There certainly wasn’t any hitting—though once a frying pan did get dented against the stove after one of them brought it down to punctuate some point or other. The arguments were invariably petty and no less passionate for it. Was my dad late home from work? Almost always. That piqued my mom, who would then make a big, wordless show of how difficult everything was: having to get back up from the table to fetch a missing fork, swatting my dad’s hands away when he tried to take the dishes to the sink because “No, no, you relax, I’ll do it.” The dialogue wasn’t exciting enough to bear recounting. Once they’d begun their jockeying to see who’d get to do the dishes, I knew it was time for my sister and me to leave the kitchen. Soon they’d be bringing up ancient grievances that were no less silly than who would take command of the sink. Only occasionally did they turn from battling over proxy issues and get real: Mom said, You’ll never take my work as seriously as you take your own! And Dad retorted: Maybe if we didn’t live so far from Syracuse, I could get home earlier…

The intensity varied, and in some seasons the pair achieved a peaceful sweetness, holding each other and making private jokes about the kids. Jane and I cherished any periods when Mom and Dad weren’t trying to enlist us against the other. Summertime was often best: Neither parent had classes to teach—although Dad’s research work continued—and my sister and I were swimming and playing sports and exhausting ourselves without our parents having to stage-manage things. But the tension would never be far from any room that the two occupied together. Dad resented Mom because we lived five minutes from her job and an hour from his; because in their early marriage, and even in front of the children on occasion, she mocked his taste, undercut him, treated him like a child. Once at a party when they were newlyweds, he ordered a rum and Coke, and she lambasted him ruthlessly and publicly for ordering “a kid’s drink.” Most of all, he resented her because his parents had never quite forgiven him for marrying a shiksa, and then they’d both died before I was born, elevating their distrust of my mother to a sort of judgment from beyond the grave.

Predictably, Christmas could entail an ordeal: Normally not much of a drinker, Dad once or twice made himself quietly and pointedly drunk in protest of the tree we decorated and the stockings Mom had knitted herself. Mom, in turn, could grow furious over Dad’s workaholism and accompanying obliviousness to domestic matters, and I saw how she would sometimes enjoy this fury, deriving perverse pleasure from poking at it like a sore tooth. Dad has often recalled a moment from when I was around three, probably the summer of the Batman episode: me, standing between my warring parents, holding my arms out to keep them apart, pleading with them to stop fighting. Dr. Keith fixed on this vignette and brought it up in our sessions again and again, encouraging me to get specific about the panic or despair I felt over my parents. I told him my stomach always felt like it was doing violent things to itself, that my arms tingled, that my breathing could get shallow and melodramatic. Dr. Keith taught me breathing exercises that would help me feel less scared. I practiced them a lot in church.

As late winter became cold spring, and memories of A Christmas Carol receded, I would still get jolts of terror now and then. I’d be doing a little garden work for Mom—fifty cents an hour to keep me in baseball cards—and abruptly would freeze and have to lean against the old maple, fixing my gaze on a blue jay and breathing as slowly and purposefully as Keith had taught me to, trying to slow the despair and fear that chased after each other with such hungry constancy. But then came the summer, and my world returned to color, and I went two months without shedding tears, real or fake, in Keith’s office, so I told the doctor that I didn’t feel I had to see him anymore. He agreed. “Keep writing” was his last bit of advice. “If you’re honest when you write, it will help more than you can know.”

I took that advice to heart; and I remember it because I followed it, dutifully recording the quote in my diary, a slimmish brown notebook with a silhouette of Sherlock Holmes on the cover. While I soon stopped doing my breathing exercises—it would take a number of scares over subsequent decades before I learned the basic truth that with neuroses like mine, you can’t afford to skip maintenance—I rarely stopped writing, even as everything else fell away. I’d write between school and soccer practice, between soccer practice and orchestra rehearsal, sometimes even scrawling in a notebook on my way home, my cuffs dusted with rosin from the violin bow that, if it came near your nose, gave off a rich amber scent suggesting the old world. And of course, during parental squabbles, as a way to distract myself, I still wrote stories and plays that my sister could memorize or perform with me. For years, I thought this was all fine and normal.



Throughout my childhood, the religious question remained charged. Mom wanted to take me to church each week. The proposal offended my dad’s sense of himself as a Jew, and he proposed every other weekend. When I was five and six, I’d looked forward to those lazy Sundays at home, with Mom gone off to Jesus and Dad in the living room telling me stories from the Pentateuch. After the first few months, the fables were set aside, and on my non-church Sundays we’d watch baseball instead. The point wasn’t really to make me an observant Jew but, rather, to ensure I didn’t become too Christian.

Yet I began to pray, in the hope that a god might release me from my perverse fear of the passage of time. The yawn of time ahead can drive a kid mad: All those things to be done. All those things you punish yourself in advance for leaving undone. Time became my greatest source of doubt and fear. Between its finitude and plenitude, it hemmed me in.

In seventh grade, I processed this dread of time in the most literal way imaginable: I became obsessed with watches. Not Rolexes or Omegas or anything so exquisite, nothing a normal watch fancier might covet. No, I was interested in the watches I saw each week at the Ames store next to what was then a Grand Union grocery.

So parochial an obsession! Yet I thrilled to the Casio company’s digital offerings, with their limpid electric-blue LCD displays, still a newish gimmick around 1998. So, too, those smart analog Timexes that hawked impressive ocean depths under which the glass would stoically maintain its integrity. Commanding my most earnest and rarefied devotion were the Timexes marketed to outdoorsmen, with a compass built into the face—thus encompassing both time and space, all for $17.99 or less.

During late spring of seventh grade, I prevailed on my dad to “surprise” me with a Timex Expedition watch, with Indiglo on the numbers and hands so you could see, for example, what time it was if you were fleeing the Stasi through an unlit tunnel. The Expedition was in part a congratulations present, commemorating my baseball team’s first night-game win, which featured me driving in the tying run and then scoring the go-ahead.

The gift brought as much trouble as it did joy. I would despair for half an hour or more that I’d scratched the glass, and to verify the destruction I’d wreaked on it, I’d hold the watch every which way under a direct lightbulb. If, after such close analysis, I couldn’t identify any new imperfections, my relief brought overwhelming contentment in which all dread was exhaled—for an hour, at least.

“Will I scratch the glass if I use a towel on it?” I asked my mother one night at home.

“I really don’t know,” she said with the exasperation you’d expect at being interrogated on this theme for the umpteenth time. “Normally, I’d say no, but that doesn’t mean you wouldn’t find a scratch. Most people don’t put their watch under
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