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Author’s Note

This is an account of my experiences as a child, restaurant professional, and sommelier. The stories recounted in this book are based on my memories, stacks of diaries (both mine and my mum’s), emails, messages, court transcripts, letters, and public records. All stories have been read and deemed accurate by family members and colleagues. Some names have been changed but this otherwise remains a true narrative. The following persons/places are presented with pseudonyms: Antonio, Chip, Cisco, DeShawn, Ed, Enzo, Finn Ferguson, the Greasy Spoon, the instructor, Henrietta Katz, Joey, Martha Bass, Paul, Reese, Reynard, Shanti, Regina, Tony, the Wine School, and Zef.


PROLOGUE

WINE GIRL

TWENTY-ONE YEARS OLD, the youngest sommelier in the country and the most foolish. Today my career will end, I thought.

It was early 2012 during a Monday lunch, one of the shifts given to the newbie (in this case, me), as it is the slowest service of the week and typically safe from any real challenges. Only occasionally would I sell a bottle and get to make the magnificent journey through Aureole’s extensive wine cellar. This collection climbed upward and ran the length of the restaurant, holding over fifteen thousand bottles.

Usually, the bottles I sold during this shift weren’t particularly fascinating, as it’s not a typical American custom to drink well during a Monday lunch. However, this Monday was different. A guest had ordered the 2009 Chevalier-Montrachet from Domaine Ramonet.

Some sommeliers might nitpick that Domaine Ramonet is not their favorite producer in Burgundy (a bit overrated, they’ll sneer), or perhaps a wine collector will argue that this wine was too young to drink (infanticide! at only three years old), but snobbery aside, it was a $650 bottle of chardonnay! Who does that … at a Monday lunch no less?

I thought of how proud my wine director would be when he saw the sales from lunch and imagined all the wonders the guests would experience when they drank the grand cru white Burgundy. I had never tasted the wine, only read about its notoriety and rarity.

The guest who ordered the Ramonet was at table 100 (in restaurants tables are numbered for practical purposes). It was one of the best tables in our dining room, surrounded by a plush banquette and pillows. Sometimes, this comfort led to loose wallets. The captain scurried to find me after receiving the order. With the wine list still carefully propped open to the correct page, he pointed to “the six-hundred-fifty-dollar one!” His eyes screamed Ka-ching!

I held my breath as his fingers scrolled from the price over to the left … 2009 Domaine Ramonet Chevalier-Montrachet … ! At first, I was sure this was a practical joke. As the new girl, I had grown accustomed to all sorts of ruses.

“Let me just double-check,” I added, hesitant. The captain’s face dropped as I took the wine list from his hands and walked over to the table, where four men lounged. They all had slicked-back gray hair and wore dark suits with thin stripes. I presented the list to the gentleman who had ordered. “Pardon me, sir, I wanted to confirm your order of 2009 Domaine Ramonet Chevalier-Montrachet …” My finger ran along the name and to the price. He just stared at me with his beady eyes.

Tiny droplets of sweat began to form under my cheap polyester suit. He closed the wine list abruptly with a clap. “Yes,” he said with an overt tinge of annoyance, “and hurry, we are thirsty.” I managed a nervous nod, rushing out of the dining room and upstairs.

In the wine cellar, there was a corner I had yet to explore. This nook was where all of the high-end wine was hidden, away from light and dangerous swings in temperature. After a few moments of scanning, I found the Ramonets and thumbed my way through until I landed upon the right vintage and vineyard. I gently picked up the bottle and noticed that there were, in total, only two of them. I cradled the wine in my arms as if it were a small child, terrified of what a single misstep might bring.

Back near the table of men in suits, their conversation quieted to whispers as I returned. “Sir, 2009.” I pointed to the vintage on the bottle. “Domaine Ramonet.” I pointed to the producer. “Chevalier-Montrachet.” I pointed to the vineyard. He gave a sharp nod. The eerie silence from the group crept onto my skin and sent a small shiver throughout my body.

Outside the dining room, I placed the bottle steadily down on the gueridon, the sommelier station where wine is opened, prepped, and tasted. To open the bottle, I whipped out my corkscrew and rendered two precise cuts to the foil capsule, removing the top portion that covered the cork. Just in case there was any unwanted residue, I wiped the top of the cork off with a serviette. Once it was cleaned, I dug the tip of my corkscrew in and, with a few twists plus one steady pull, extracted the cork quietly. To be sure, I followed the last step of the sommelier protocol here and wiped the lip again with a serviette. Then, the best part—I poured myself a one-ounce taste.

Believe it or not, a sommelier must taste every single bottle before serving. One bottle in every two or three cases of wine is corked, and even more can be affected by a variety of other flaws. Just as a chef would never send out a rotten piece of fish, a sommelier should never serve a lousy bottle of wine. The chemical compound known as TCA (trichloroanisole) is what is responsible for this “cork taint.” It won’t harm you, unlike a piece of rotten fish, but it’s a horrible taste.

The tradition remains that even after the sommelier—arguably the expert in this scenario—approves the wine, she allows the guest to taste it as well. Here, the guest is merely rechecking to see if it is flawed; it is not a tasting to see if they “like it.” Preferences should be established with the sommelier well before the selection. So why even go through this rechecking process? I like to do it because I believe hospitality is about love, not logic. Of course, it would make more sense to skip this step. However, at this moment, the sommelier puts expertise on the back burner and humbly gives the guest the power. The sommelier respectfully bows down first, followed by the guest’s reciprocating in appreciation (ideally).

Despite my lack of experience in the industry, I had already tasted thousands of wines and trained myself to commit all “flawed” flavors to memory. Still, I especially honored the tradition of letting the guest approve the wine. Many of my guests were two to three times my age; it would have been disrespectful for me not to bow to them first.

When I tasted the Ramonet Chevalier-Montrachet, there was nothing off about it. The wine was like slipping into a bed made up with silk sheets. In the glass, aromas and memories kept popping out: sour cream spread on toast with honey, butterscotch candies, clotted cream, movie-theater popcorn, sour frozen yogurt, a zing of lemon zest, freshly cracked crème brûlée, warm butter with salt, and mouth-puckering acidity. I could see why people would spend so much money on this wine.

“The glasses are down,” the captain remarked, pulling me out of my amorous reverie and back to Monday lunch service. He had placed white Burgundy glasses, specifically made for this type of wine, on the table.

The uneasiness I had felt before crept back. Although my restaurant training had taught me how to suppress nervousness, sometimes my body had a hard time listening. I approached the leader from the right again, pouring a taste quickly but with a calculated precision—label facing him, two ounces, a quick dip of the neck, twist, wipe with a serviette, cradle in both hands within view. He brought his lips to the glass, stuck out his tongue a tiny bit, letting the Burgundy inch in. Moments passed; he looked up at me, scoffed, and turned back to his guests. “I think she has too much perfume in her nose, this girl …” His glare turned upward and at me. “The bottle is corked, take it back. Bring us another.”

With this swift blow, the color drained from my face. Corked? It couldn’t be! The wine was delicious, perfect. Corked? Is he testing me? What kind of sommelier would be caught dead wearing perfume? Corked!?

I managed to stutter, “Sir, respectfully, the wine has been tested, and it is sound. Perhaps you’d like to try it again?”

His face turned the dark red color of Bordeaux. “Listen, wine girl, I have bottles in my cellar older than you. I know when a wine is corked.” Flecks of spit sprinkled from his lips. “Our food is about to arrive, and we still have nothing to drink. GET. US. ANOTHER. BOTTLE!”

My torso began to shake, and my knees weakened. I hurried out of the dining room with the bottle. What just happened? I kept replaying the series of events in my head.

The captain who took the order was standing at the gueridon with our GM (general manager). He dipped his nose into my tasting glass. I knew the two of them were absolute white Burgundy junkies, and the GM held a particular fondness for Ramonet.

“Oof.” The GM puckered his lips and then began to smile. “It smells great,” he sang in his soft French accent, adding, “Which table ordered this?” I told them that table 100 had ordered the bottle, but they’d sent it back. We all looked down at the dejected bottle. “Did you taste it?” The GM jetted his head forward and furrowed his brow.

“Of course!” I began. “I think it’s spectacular, but they don’t seem to agree. So …” All I could think of was my poor wine director and the pressure the restaurant bosses put on him to meet horrifyingly low costs, already unachievable unless every martini was vigorously shaken until wholly watered down. This would certainly not help. The bottle was unreturnable, as the vendor wouldn’t detect any TCA responsible for cork taint. We couldn’t salvage the cost and sell off glasses of it—who would splurge for $130 a glass on a Monday? Instead, it would surely go to waste. Half of me was heartbroken, and the other half was afraid for my job. Would they have returned the bottle if the older male captain had presented it? Or were they testing a kid they thought didn’t belong? Maybe I didn’t belong there.

“Let me taste it,” the GM insisted. He poured himself a drop. “Pfft … This is delicious! Serve it to him.” No one at Aureole would ever argue with the GM. Before I could ask for help, he walked away with my wineglass. The captain trailed behind him, hoping for maybe just a whiff.

Now abandoned, I racked my brain for a solution … how could I make everyone happy? I couldn’t just go back to the table and insist that the guest had to drink the bottle. But I also couldn’t open another Ramonet, as it would taste the same.

The right and the wrong here seemed to be all muddled. Just before table 100’s first course was about to land, I came up with a plan. I bolted upstairs and grabbed the last bottle of the 2009 Ramonet Chevalier-Montrachet from the cellar. I presented it, only to be brushed off with a “Yes, yes.” At that moment, the servers placed the first course of food on the table in one synchronized swoop. The leader looked up at me in a fury—I was far behind schedule.

In a silent panic, I tried to brush off fearful thoughts. Was what I was about to do ethical? Would this be the end of my just-begun career as a sommelier? I knew that if this didn’t work it was my head alone on the chopping block.

The routine of wine service helped calm my nerves for a few moments—label facing the guest, two ounces, quick dip of the neck, twist, wipe with a serviette, cradle in both hands within view. The leader brought the glass to his nose and swirled slowly, around and around and around. I felt like a duck swimming on water, calm and collected above while pedaling furiously underneath.

He swished around the wine loudly in his mouth, sucking in air and making a loud whooooo noise. With a quick swallow, he burst into laughter and clasped his hands. “Ha! Yes, much better. Finally! Gentlemen, wait until you taste this wine, it is magnificent!”

I breathed a visible sigh of relief. Now much lighter, I floated around the table and filled everyone’s glass with the wine.

“A woman, a young woman … probably too much perfume in her nose … could there be anything worse in a sommelier?” With the leader’s words, my body tightened again, this time in shock and anger. The whole table laughed as the leader went on about how lovely the wine was and how inexperienced I seemed to be. My jaws clenched together to keep my angry words inside. While I was filling the fourth and final glass with wine, the leader added one last comment. “I guess it could be worse, actually.” He leaned in and dropped his voice to a loud whisper. “At least she isn’t a nigger.”

My hand jolted, almost spilling the wine outside of the glass. The whole table erupted in guffaws, grabbing their glasses and bringing them together for a cheers. I recoiled in disgust. Before I could escape, the leader narrowed his eyes and said, “Thank you, wine girl.”

I ran out of the dining room and back to the gueridon. My head lowered as I took deep breaths in an attempt to collect myself. I often faced men who didn’t like a girl telling them what wine they should buy. Or worse, their wandering hands. Speaking out against this behavior wasn’t an option. The customer is always right, the restaurant would remind us, and the word no should never be spoken. I didn’t want people to see me as a problem. Being a sommelier was everything to me—I had dropped out of school to pursue wine and I had no family or safety net to support me. Despite the challenges I faced, I loved what I did.

My breathing eventually began to slow. The captain stopped by my side and tried to comfort me. “Well, at least you didn’t have to open that other bottle,” he said with a wink, pointing at an unopened 2009 Domaine Ramonet Chevalier-Montrachet sitting upright in front of me. It was the first and last time I ever did a bottle bait-and-switch. I nodded and let out a small smile before quickly returning it to the dark and quiet corner of the cellar.
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PART I

AGE 7–14


SHUT THE DOOR

WHEN I WAS SEVEN, my father was offered a job in New York City, some five hundred miles from Blacksburg, Virginia, where we then lived. Mum had just given birth to our younger sister, Laura, and was very much still in recovery. She came from a line of aristocrats who’d set down roots, and couldn’t comprehend the constant moving around my father demanded.

Since her mother was a countess, Contessa Anna Chiara Francesca Maria de Rege (“of the king”) Thesaura di Donato de San Raffaele of Castello di Bagnolo in Piemonte, Italy, Mum said that this made her a lady, and she carried herself as such. She spoke French, Italian, Arabic, and Swahili, having lived in more countries than my father had visited.

My father’s mother was an orphaned cotton picker born Willie “Sissy” Lou Ellen Barran in the rural town of Crump, Tennessee. This juxtaposition of blue blood and blue collar is what I believe groomed me for the eventual role of a sommelier, essentially a highbrow servant.

Just as my parents’ backgrounds couldn’t have been more different, their passions were worlds apart. Once she became an American citizen, Mum went to Corcoran College in Washington, DC, to study art. Painting and reading books absorbed her. In contrast, my father was dyslexic as a child and to this day finds reading an unpleasant task. Instead, he excelled in math and science and self-funded his education at Johns Hopkins University.

In a later court-mandated forensic psychological evaluation, my father described his main reason for marrying my mum as “the fact that she was the first one who loved [him].” They went on to have four children together; I am the second oldest.

Bored after a few years of staying in one place, my father always found another “excellent opportunity” elsewhere. We had already moved three times since I was born. My mum always joked that our life pattern was modeled after one of our favorite children’s books, Make Way for Ducklings, where the father goes ahead, and the mother has to bring the babies to meet him. Despite her gripes, Mum had resigned herself to being an obedient Christian wife, so she packed our things and drove us up to New York City to meet our father, who was already there. Mum squeezed us four children and two dogs into our blue Ford minivan. Ironically, this was the same car that would later take us away from her.

It was December 1997, a week before Christmas, and the roads were slick with ice. The drive was normally seven hours but ended up closer to nine with the miserable weather. I can only imagine what Mum must have felt, being cooped up and outnumbered by her children on that long drive. Reese, my older sister, was eight and a fierce navigator in the front seat next to Mum, who was frail and hid behind her curtains of long brown hair. Reese had an array of maps strewn across her legs, her feet not quite touching the floor, as she instructed Mum: “Wrong turn! No! The other way!” Forever overwhelmed, Mum started to slump down further in her seat until she bent exhaustedly over the steering wheel.

I wish my mum had stood up for herself during these times. Part of me wishes I had also interjected. But just as Reese had inherited bossy traits from our father, I seemed to have inherited my mother’s submissive nature. Any controversy made me quiver. If ever I found myself the target of a disagreement, I would completely break down in tears and apologize. My father called me the peacekeeper of the family, as I always tried to smooth out the group members’ jagged edges.

On the drive, I sat next to baby Laura, who was fast asleep. Her tiny cheeks puffed with exhalations of air. I remembered holding her in the hospital months earlier, right after she was born. At first, I was annoyed, since I had to put on a bow and an itchy Sunday-school dress to visit our new sister. At the hospital, an overly excited nurse put Laura in my arms. Weird, I remember thinking, she looks like an alien. My arms began to get tired, and since the nurse had left, I tried to pass Laura to Mum. Then the oddest thing happened—even as a little girl I knew it was strange: Mum didn’t want to hold her.

My mum had been bedridden during the last few months of the pregnancy, and the birth was especially difficult. Years later I found in my mum’s diary an entry from right after the delivery: “I have great love for this baby. Laura and I have gone through so much together.” The entry was particularly startling because I don’t remember ever seeing her express those emotions.

Slightly irritated, I continued to hold Laura. I found a chair that supported my arms and cradled her until the nurse came back to put her in a bassinet. Only then did I feel something. As soon as she took her from me, my body seemed to physically revolt. It was as if there were an invisible cord that ran between the two of us. I started crying until I was allowed to hold her again.

ONLY WHEN WE REACHED South Orange, New Jersey, did I realize that we weren’t going to be living in New York City. I felt cheated, the visions of vast skyscrapers and bright lights ripped from my head. In the dark, we found the house that was supposed to be our new home. Our father ran outside without any shoes. He waded through the snow, too excited to think of cold feet. I remember wishing that I could feign that same level of enthusiasm but instead only managed to whisper, “This is the place?”

Even as I became an adult, this shame remained with me. It wasn’t inherently the state of New Jersey that was embarrassing, but rather the next few years that followed. Often, I will bypass these years altogether and tell people I am from New York. Close enough, right? For me, this move signified the start of a downward spiral.

At first, Mum continued to homeschool us, as she had in rural Virginia. She wrote in her diary:


One day I was pointing to a four syllable word while I was teaching her to read and instructed “Read this page EXCEPT for THIS word because you’ll learn how to read THAT word, later next week.” Victoria replied in casual tones while pointing straight to the word, “Oh, you mean ‘transportation’?”



Eventually, though, Mum’s reclusive behavior intensified, and we became more self-taught. It started with Mum’s hiding in her room after our father left for work. When he went away on business trips, she would sometimes not come out for several days. Frightened of failing our father’s “pop quizzes,” or worse yet, of his muttering the words “I am disappointed in your performance,” we anxiously studied our workbooks together. Although my brother, Timmy; Reese; and I were each a grade or two apart, we all studied the curriculum from Reese’s books to be safe. The neurotic pace of our learning was partly fueled by fear but mostly by pride. Compared with the other children in our church, we were odd. And while we accepted that kids could make fun of us for our behaviors, we swore that they would never be able to call us stupid. We would never be the coolest kids, but we could learn more and try harder than everyone else. Knowledge made us feel powerful.

Meanwhile, my mother became more of a ghost. I would claw at her bedroom door and cry, but she remained silently locked inside.

In my diary I later wrote:


My sister called you Sleeping Beauty,

But weren’t you ugly?

Stacked bones, tired face,

A tiny waist I couldn’t hold,

Because I had tried

And you would never

Hold me

Back.



Restless, we ran wild. The only good part about the house was that our backyard bordered the South Mountain Reservation, a 2,110-acre nature reserve complete with waterfalls, creeks, and abandoned cabins. Timmy occupied himself by chasing wild turkeys, catching toads in the streams, and finding ever-taller trees to climb. Reese and I would team up as fort builders and trailblazers. We once created a rather impressive teepee (really, more of a lean-to) and lived in it for a full weekend, until it rained. Together, we created whole worlds for ourselves, ones we would have much rather occupied than the real one.

During these times, we would fortify ourselves by the most creative means possible. We invented our meals—Timmy created brews of milk and ginger ale, Reese preferred handfuls of cream cheese or Miracle Whip, and Laura would lick a spoonful of peanut butter for hours or eat lipstick like it was a banana. I came to prefer pickle juice and clumps of cocoa powder.

My mum said of these times, “The depression had marched across my brain to the point that ‘weep-and-sleep and weep-and-sleep’ was the way I spent my days, alone in the bedroom behind closed doors.”

Without Mum, we resorted to any form of sustenance we could find in the cupboards. As our father’s trips away lengthened, we became more desperate. Timmy, who was naturally brilliant at math, once broke down an allotment of saltine crackers for us children based on our weight and age. We had to make the sleeve of crackers last for days.

I CAN REMEMBER ONLY one time Mum cooked of her own accord, although my siblings said it happened a handful of times. Our uncle Carlo and aunt Sue were planning a visit from Italy, and Mum announced that she would make some rendition of savory chicken pockets. The recipe was an “award winner” in a contest that Pillsbury had sponsored. The dough company probably just wanted to sell their product, but my mum fell for the marketing, which claimed that the dish was the newest, most sophisticated, yet hardest-to-mess-up dinner out there. I knew it could only lead to humiliation.

Timmy was sincerely worried there might not be supper at all, and my father began yelling. Little Laura found a hiding place in the pantry and stayed there all day.

Mum tried to explain her reasoning. Aunt Sue was a Cordon Bleu–trained chef (which I didn’t completely understand, but it sounded impressive), and Uncle Carlo was a count of Castello della Manta, a twelfth-century fortress tucked into the snow-capped foothills of the Alps. Our grandmother the Countess Anna had grown up with Uncle Carlo. I urged my mother to consider a more “beginner” recipe. Instead, she made those horrible chicken pockets.

When Uncle Carlo and Aunt Sue arrived later that evening, I had never seen a better-looking couple. It wasn’t so much their features but rather their presence. Uncle Carlo seemed taller than the oak trees Timmy loved to climb, and Aunt Sue had a laugh like a movie star’s. He wore an abundant array of textures and fabrics I had never experienced—cashmere, wool, and corduroy. She wrapped a silk scarf around her shoulders, which seemed the most elegant thing I could possibly imagine. Next to them, I felt unimportant in my raggedy church clothes.

Uncle Carlo quickly put me at ease: “You have the face of a de Rege!” he told me as I touched my cheeks, trying to find the Italian “of the king” part. He also told me the history behind a print Mum had hung on our wall that we called “the Pink Lady.” “This is from Castello della Manta, where your grandmother Anna was so happy, where your family is from.” He pointed at me, and I leaned in with awe. My family was from a castle?

Of the countless rooms in the castello, there was one, in particular, the Salone Baronale, that my grandmother Anna loved. In it were ancient frescoes depicting heroes and heroines throughout history. Completed in 1420, the murals included renderings of King Charlemagne; Julius Caesar; Tamiris, queen of the Shiites; and my grandmother’s favorite, Teuta, queen of the Illyrians, or “the Pink Lady.” Teuta wore a long rose gown and looked toward her left with an outstretched hand, as if saying, Come with me.

After graduating from high school, Anna went to Oxford University. She soon dropped out of college to marry a “commoner” from Canada, the first in the family to marry outside of the nobility or aristocracy. “It was quite a scandal,” our mum said. Now our family history was so watered down I hadn’t even heard of Castello della Manta, let alone visited.

DURING DINNER, Mum was resolutely apologetic. Before anyone had even taken a bite, she was sorry it wasn’t more “highbrow,” sorry it might be a bit “dry,” and sorry she didn’t have time to try something a bit more “challenging.” Biting into the chicken pocket was like grabbing a bit of sorrow and being forced to swallow it. Here it was, pure humiliation. I felt it flooding our faces in front of Uncle Carlo and Aunt Sue.

What I didn’t expect was the reaction from our Italian relatives. For me, adults fell into two camps: the criers and the yellers. I was sure Aunt Sue would start crying over how horrible the chicken pockets were, and Uncle Carlo would yell at my mum and storm out.

Instead, they were both enchanting and warm. It radiated from them like microwaves of hospitality. Aunt Sue always seemed to have the right knee-jerk response to all of Mum’s laments (“Something a bit more challenging? Well, I’d rather have something that goes down easy!”). Uncle Carlo changed the subject and asked us children questions about ourselves. He remarked on how big we had gotten, how everything we were doing was just great, just great. No one had ever spoken to us like this before. We were floating on a cloud. When Timmy asked if Uncle Carlo was a count, he replied with a chortle, “A count of no account!” The response made Timmy giggle and draw closer to him.

That night, I realized that food was only a part of dining. Previously, I’d fixated on when I would eat next, not how I would do it or with whom. Unlike my mum’s apologies, which created a tense and awkward air, Uncle Carlo and Aunt Sue’s reassurance had made us feel light and carefree. With good company, dinner even seemed easier to digest.

AS MY CURIOSITY ABOUT food and drink began to evolve, I started running a lemonade stand on the weekend. My father insisted that the profits from my “small business” would have to cover costs—lemonade mix, paper towels, ice, cups, and the table rental. Our father believed everything in the house belonged to him. If we wanted to use something, we would have to pay for it.

There were few things thus far that I had been able to control in my life. Admittedly not my father’s temper nor my mother’s absence, and certainly not the way kids looked at me in Sunday school. But the money I clenched in my sweaty palms after a long day working the lemonade stand was something I had earned and received. Pride trickled in as I counted the cash. I knew this was something I could control and do well.

I sorted out a payment plan for the table, and within a month, it was paid off. The paper towels, the lemonade mix, the cups—soon I started purchasing everything in bulk to get a better deal. I combed the supermarket to find the lowest prices. The different brands and flavors of lemonade were all taste-tested and ranked. I found the ubiquitous pink lemonade was a crowd-pleaser, but I could charge more for the real deal—lemon juice and sugar—if it was called “homemade.” Although I didn’t know it at the time, this was an early lesson in marketing. What I did know back then was that working and crunching costs made me feel useful.

By the time the wind started to hold a chill and the leaves began falling from the oak trees Timmy loved to climb, the lemonade stand was a well-operated and successful business. My first job, as an unknowing “beverage director,” left me as all lemonade does—thirsty for more.
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Shortly after the dinner party with Carlo and Sue, my parents began to seriously unravel. We would go to bed, pretending to be asleep, but instead listen to screaming and slamming, thuds and bangs, then cries and apologies between my parents.

An excerpt from my diary reads:


They didn’t know I was listening, but I’m sure they had some idea. His voice was raised, hers probably fighting tears. The crack underneath my door was the only light in the room. He yelled, things were hit. … She choked back tears with apologies. She was always sorry, he never knew how to fix it.



“You can’t feed your own children?” we heard my father bellow about how the money he brought in fulfilled his husbandly duties and she needed to be a wife.

“I need to see a doctor,” Mum begged.

Our father bellowed back, “Prayer”—he hit something loudly—“is what you need, not medication or someone in your head!”

Religion was a weapon swung at us. I hated the churches we were forced into every Sunday and the fact that our father wouldn’t let us leave the sermons halfway through with all of the other children. He complained that they took the kids away to fatten them up with cookies and sing songs. Uh, yeah! I thought. That sounds amazing. Instead, we had to listen to the sermon with the adults and pay very close attention. Afterward, he would give us all a quiz on the car ride home. If we didn’t know the proper answers, we would surely burn in hell. From this, I taught myself to listen to the pastor’s buzzwords and repeat them later to my father.

We never questioned our father’s words. We believed Mum was sick because she didn’t pray enough. Soon, our father became aloof and distant, traveling on increasingly frequent business trips. Mum would sometimes come out of her room and feed us, but mostly it was to go on errands to the bank or the post office. In my mum’s diary she wrote about a time she came out of her room:


Victoria noticed that our neighbors had a really beautiful garden because they were retired and “because they had no children.” One day Mummy and Victoria were cuddling and snuggling and Mummy said lovingly, “Oh Victoria, where would I be without you?” Victoria answered helpfully, “You would have a beautiful garden.”



In what later was described to me as a “political move,” our father came home one afternoon in late May while Mum was out on an errand and told us, “Kids, you have three minutes to pack up all of your belongings.”

It took a few moments for his announcement to sink in. We froze while holding our Beanie Babies in our hands. He had interrupted a pretend wedding where the spud was marrying the brown dog. Questions leaped out of our mouths faster than we could think. Our father ignored them all and added, “Now you only have two minutes left, you had better hurry.”

I scrambled to pack up Cookie, my guinea pig, who would die only days later of explosive diarrhea, while Timmy made sure to secure all of his toy soldiers. Reese packed a box of seedy romance novels she had collected from Grandma Willie, and all Laura wanted to bring was a blanket. I helped her carry out some clothes anyway. Although we weren’t quite sure what was happening, we knew it wasn’t rational. Even as an eight-year-old, I felt our father saw those in his life as pieces on a chessboard. He was always moving us around, on the offensive.

We stuffed all of the belongings we deemed worthy into our blue minivan, the same van that had initially brought us to the house in South Orange. Our father shouted, “Get in! Get in!” In all of the excitement, I threw myself into the passenger seat, the most coveted placement in the car. Reese protested but was quickly shut up by our father; there was no time to argue. Laura and Reese sat in the middle seat and Timmy hid in the way back. Cookie was on my lap.

Our father revved the engine, and we flew down South Mountain. “Where are we going?” Reese said, demanding an answer from our father. When there was no response, she kept asking. He met her eyes in the rearview mirror with a dead-set stare. She knew what that meant and quickly became quiet.

Cookie wheeep wheeep wheeeped as guinea pigs do in times of distress and pooped little pellets on my legs when the back tires of the blue van came crashing into the road. Timmy laughed. “You are in deep shit, Victoria. Literally!”

The car jerked left, now bounding into the parking lot of the bank, where we saw Mum exiting from large brass doors. She was wearing her peppermint shirt, a nickname I had given it, since it was striped white and red. Now I understood why our father hadn’t let me go to the bank with Mum that morning. Usually, if anyone was allowed to go on errands with her, it was me. I liked to tell myself that I was her favorite, but really I knew she chose me because I was the quiet one. My secret to being preferred, which I had picked up from a church sermon: “It is better to remain silent and be thought a fool, than to speak out and remove all doubt.”

“We are leaving,” our father bellowed at Mum from the car. The way he said leaving was what made it all click. He didn’t mean the sort of leaving one does for a vacation or for an errand but rather a leaving that meant gone. Suddenly I realized that the late-night fights, the slamming and crying, the months of Mum alone in her room while our father was elsewhere—they all added up to this exodus. When someone no longer obeyed our father, they were taken off the chessboard altogether. Mum had been a “broken” piece for years now. The speedometer zoomed forward as a look of recognition dawned on our mother’s face. She ran alongside the car and screamed, “Do not take my children!”

I had never seen my mother run; I had never seen her do anything with much speed. Her moves were always slow and fragile; even holding her hand felt like grabbing on to a limp rope. But here she was, sprinting, her legs flicking past one another like a gazelle’s. It really looked like she was going to catch up with the van. I was shocked; I hadn’t realized until now that Mum cared for us. Most of the time we seemed a nuisance to her, and I had been sure that if we left, she might not even notice. But here she was, running. I mean, really running fast.

Our father looked ahead, so as not to hit anything, and turned around in the parking lot. The turn was an opportunity Mum seized and she yanked open my door. She met my eyes, and I met hers—brown like mine, with flecks of green and a red rim that gave way to small lashes. The look they held said, No, not this.

“Shut the door!” our father yelled at me. My head snapped around and I looked at his eyes, fiery and piercing. I pulled Cookie tightly toward me with my left arm and extended my right. Mum was running alongside the car, her body a blur of red and white, now pink. Her arms were flailing like ribbons, trying to grab the door of the moving van.

“Shut the door!” On repeat. I extended my hand closer to the handle, my fingers dangling over the plastic loop. Mum was not crying, but she was looking at me as if she would or could. I didn’t know if I would rather be with her outside the car, running and running, or inside and running away. The whole thing was confusing to me. Why did our father feel the need for these dramatics? Why parade our departure in front of her? He could have just left a note. Instead, I was stuck in between a woman I had only just seen display maternal instincts for the first time, and a man directing an unwarranted emotional scene. And of course, I had to choose.

“Shut the door!” My father’s screams shook my hand outward. I grabbed the plastic handle, wrapped my little fingers around the loop, and with all my might swung it toward me. After a powerful slam, everything was silent. A pit of regret began to swell in my belly. Maybe I shouldn’t have closed the door. I looked in my side mirror and watched Mum slow and then stop altogether, becoming a little pink speck, a paint drop in the suburban landscape.


THE POOR KIDS

WE MOVED BACK TO MARYLAND, near where I was born. At first, we lived in the basement of our aunt Betty’s house with my father’s mother, Grandma Willie, the long-since-retired cotton picker. Her sweet Tennessee drawl and habit of handing out chewing gum from her purse made her a favorite among the grandkids.

Willie’s comforts remained simple: her five children and grandchildren, peanut brittle, Pall Mall cigarettes, dollar-store romance novels, and white zinfandel on ice. She would sit on the porch, the air around her thick with cigarette smoke and Chanel No. 5 perfume, and slowly sip wine. When her cup would get a bit low, I would bring it back into the kitchen and sneak a watery sip. I was amazed that the pink juice could taste so sweet yet sour. Then I would quickly go about making her another drink—fresh ice, a new glass, and a splash of some more rosé.

“Well, isn’t this full service?” Willie would laugh as I handed her cup back. “You got it,” she would remark, “makin’ yourself useful and thoughtful.” She took a small sip of her wine and smiled. “Well, that’s the best you can do in life.”

THROUGH THE NASTY DIVORCE battle that ensued, Willie raised us, along with our aunt Betty and aunt Kathy. These three wildly different women somehow morphed into one temporary mother for us.

We spent a long summer making mud pies by the Potomac River, wondering if we would ever see Mum again and feeling guilty for not especially missing her. She saved a letter I sent to her, in which I wrote: “Laura says every day ‘Where Mummy where?’ ” I also asked her, “Because you don’t have children now, do you have a beautiful garden?”

After a few months of basement living, our father rented a house and instantly announced that it was something we couldn’t afford. A sense of unworthiness hit the bottom of my stomach and stayed there. Since there was no money for furniture, we had only a few beds from Goodwill and secondhand dishware no one else in the family wanted.

Now without a job, our father spent his days tutoring us four kids (which we interpreted primarily as punishment). He decided we had been focusing on “fluff” in our homeschooling studies and bought thick math and science textbooks for us. All I wanted to do that summer was disappear into a stack of Nancy Drew novels.

Instead, he forced us to fill out countless worksheets. If we failed to solve a problem correctly, whined with exhaustion, or tried to ask one another for help, a series of punishments would be handed out. His first resort was the rod. It began as a wooden spoon, but when that broke from all of the spankings, he used the metal handle of a flyswatter. The latter left a stinging pain on my backside that throbbed for days. Quickly growing tired of the physical exertion of whipping, he soon had us sprint around the house thirty times (I laughed like a crazy person whenever the neighbors saw, hoping they would think the running was a game). Or, the worst because of my bony knees, he would make us kneel on a bag of rice.

When my mum asked about these punishments, she recorded six-year-old Timmy talking about “time-outs”:


For how many years old you are, that’s how many minutes you’re in time-out. Then you have your arms up the whole time, then Daddy send someone to check on you. It’s painful to hold your arms up. Very painful. And you can’t like, be swinging around in like a spiral ’cause it makes it easier. For double time-out you have to sit on the edge of the bathtub with your arms straight out and your legs out. Most of the time we’re punished.



Mum also recorded me saying, “Daddy’s a little overstrict.”

But the worst punishments were psychological. These were “disappointments” our father heaped upon our shoulders. He pitted us against one another, comparing our behaviors. He would call me “stupid” if I didn’t finish math problems as fast as Timmy and a “cheater” if I did. The tasks he assigned us were beyond impossible, but we so desperately sought his approval that we did them anyway. I remember thinking that if I just did all of the math problems correctly, my father would finally love me.
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