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February, 1958

On bad days, Mommy stretched out on the sofa, wrapped herself in blankets and didn’t speak. Her eyes were strange and unfocused, and her voice was distant whenever I prodded her to respond to a question. Her answers sometimes didn’t make any sense, or she let them drift off and fade away, unfinished. Sometimes she told me to leave her alone and go find something to do. I would obediently turn on the television and watch it for hours. Mommy listened to the radio or slept, and let me play by myself, find food for myself, fend for myself. It had always been like that, with her intermittent “bad days.”

Since I couldn’t read yet, and Mommy didn’t like to read to me on bad days, I would tell her stories, making them up to go along with the pictures in my Golden Books, which I held in my lap while sitting in the crook of Mommy’s limp arm. I always pulled her arm around me in a kind of a hug. Sometimes I made her tea with cold tap water and a tea bag. When I would offer her the cup, she would take a sip and smile, then place it on the table and forget about it.

I would try other things to entice Mommy to notice me on bad days. I played my red 78 rpm record, “Tina the Ballerina,” and twirled and danced to it in front of her. I sang the songs I’d learned from children’s programs on television. Or I drew her pictures, which I would tape to the refrigerator myself after Mommy absently told me they were “good.”

Mommy would occasionally lift herself up to go to the bathroom, then would patter barefoot into the kitchen and open the refrigerator. She might grab a piece of fruit or a few slices of bread, or merely shut the refrigerator door again, seemingly preferring hunger to the effort involved in food preparation, or even in making a decision on what to eat. Then she would get herself a glass of water from the faucet before settling back on the sofa.

Sometimes the effort of getting up for fresh water was too much, and Mommy would drink my stale tea, still waiting for her on the table. When she did, I was very proud.

Mommy had had one bad day after another for a long time before she went away. Just before she left, she’d stopped changing her clothing or combing her hair. She stopped giving me baths as well. When I would speak to her, she’d stare back as if she didn’t know who I was. Other times, she’d run her fingers down my cheek, then let them fall as if it all required too much strength.

I lived on grape jelly sandwiches and water on most bad days. I made the sandwiches myself, leaving trails of sticky jelly that eventually hardened into a kind of cement on the countertop, the table or the floor, creating a feast for the cockroaches. For a treat, I would pull a kitchen chair over to the counter, climb up, and help myself to handfuls of sugar from the canister on the shelf. Mommy never said anything about that. Sometimes I’d pull a carrot from the refrigerator—they had long white hairs growing from them the last time I got one and were kind of floppy and limp—or I would find an orange and saw it in half with a steak knife, then suck on it.

The last summer I spent with Mommy, she had a friend, Jack, who came to see us. He took us to the movies and the beach and took Mommy out to eat and dance while I stayed with the babysitter, Trudy. 

Mommy had lots of good days that summer when she sang, lifted me up in the air, or tickled me. She took me to the park where she pushed me on the swing. She told me stories and fussed over my hair, twisting it into curls and setting it with bobby pins after my evening bath so I could look like Shirley Temple in the morning. I liked Shirley Temple movies a lot back then. Mommy talked and talked, sometimes about things I didn’t understand that involved my Daddy, whom I didn’t remember ever meeting. Sometimes she talked about Jack. She told me about the places the three of us would visit someday, and the house we would live in with a swing set in the yard. Mommy and I went shopping for pretty clothes so we could look our best for Jack. We made Rice Krispies treats together, and Mommy cooked for us, day after day, one wonderful dinner after another, with vegetables and dessert. Sometimes Jack ate with us and later read me bedtime stories.

On warm sunny days, Mommy often threw open the windows. The two of us stuck our hands into buckets of soapy water and scrubbed down the kitchen and appliances, then polished all the furniture. Mommy swept and mopped and vacuumed, humming the whole time. She did the laundry in the basement and hung it out to dry on the clothesline in the tiny yard behind the apartment building. My sheets smelled like sunlight in summer. As if nothing made her tired, Mommy cleaned and folded laundry long after I went to bed. 

That summer, Mommy wore lipstick and dresses and took me to restaurants or on a bus to the zoo. We went downtown on the El train and got rock candy at Carson’s, then visited the Field Museum to see the Egyptian mummies. We went to lots of places that summer and did lots of things together.

That summer was nice, but as soon as it got cold outside, and the days got shorter, Mommy’s friend stopped coming to see us. She got quiet more and more. It seemed as though winter was longer than summer.

Then Mommy was gone. I could still recall what she was like on the last day we were together, and how she had told me to “always be a good girl” before sending me off to bed. She’d had tears rolling down her cheeks, but she had had more energy than usual that day. She had also seemed more decisive than usual. Looking back, I knew that she had made her choice and roused herself to an action she could not have taken in her usual lethargic state. 

I had offered her my doll that night, asking her if she needed it to feel better. Mommy had shaken her head. She had hugged me especially hard, and for a long time, before letting me go. I didn’t wonder what Mommy had meant when she’d said, “I’m really sorry, Pumpkin. Please don’t hate me.” She’d often say that to me. Years later, I would merely wonder where Mommy had gotten the gun.

I clearly remember being roused from sleep by hands lifting me. I heard sirens and unfamiliar noises but managed to blend them into my dream for a little longer. 

“Johnson. Hey. Would you grab that doll for me?” The voice was gruff and authoritative, but somehow very pleasant. It didn’t register in my mind as familiar. “Yeah, yeah, that’s it. And it’s freezing out. Get me that blanket off the bed and cover her up real good for me, okay? I can’t do it with one hand.”

It was a man’s voice—a stranger’s—and it broke me free of my dream. I opened my eyes to find a policeman holding me close to his chest. Johnson was pressing a blanket around me and tucking my doll into my arms. The rotating blue lights of two police cars parked in front of the building swirled around my room, which was otherwise lit by one small lamp on my chest of drawers. I heard the police car radio down below, an approaching ambulance, and the loud, anxious voices of our neighbors in the street.

“Mommy!” I screamed, twisting in the policeman’s arms. “Mommy!” 

The man held me tightly and said, “Shhh. I’m not gonna hurt you.” I saw him look around the room, sparsely furnished with a little bed, the chest of drawers and a rocking horse. He would have seen that my room was messy and covered with dust. The entire apartment was filthy. Leaning away, I saw the grim look on his face but didn’t understand enough to be embarrassed or ashamed of the way we lived. I didn’t understand any of the expressions that crossed his face, or why it softened and was angry, sad, and sorry all at once when he looked down at me. 

The frosted windows were smeared with little fingerprints and months of grime. Red Kool-Aid had spilled on my bed sheets weeks ago. The pillow had no pillowcase and was badly in need of a washing. My dinner for the last two nights, an open bag of stale potato chips, was spilled on the bedroom floor. A cup of milk was on the windowsill from last week and was now a yogurt-like solid floating on clear yellowish liquid. In the kitchen there were cockroaches and a mess of dirty dishes in the sink and on the countertops, but there was very little food in the pantry or refrigerator.

I was wearing street clothes instead of pajamas and probably smelled as though I hadn’t taken a bath or changed clothes in a week or longer, because I had not.

“I couldn’t find a suitcase,” Johnson said.

“Use a paper bag then. Try under the sink in the kitchen.” 

“No wait. I just found this.” He held up a small white hatbox suitcase to show him, then set it on the bed and began to put clothing into it.

“I want my Mommy!” I insisted, sticking out my lower lip in a frightened pout. I squirmed and pushed against the policeman’s chest. “Mom-meee!” I screamed. Then I lapsed into hysterical tears, arching my back and wailing. 

Someone in the hallway called out, “McNulty!” and my policemen answered, “In here!” Then he looked at me and cooed, “Shh, Baby. Shh.” He did not say, “It will be all right.” As a third policeman came into my room, McNulty absently patted my back and asked, “How old would you say she is?”

“Four, I guess.”

“That’s what I was thinking, too. My Chrissie’s about the same age.” 

The other policeman—McNulty called him “Costello”—leaned over to study me. I stopped crying and looked back at him warily, sticking my thumb in my mouth and glaring. I pressed my shoulder and cheek into McNulty’s chest to edge away. I reached my other hand out of the blanket and anxiously twirled a lock of hair. Then I couldn’t endure his examination any longer and pushed my face into McNulty’s chest to hide. 

“Natalie Wood in Miracle on 34th Street,” Costello said. “That’s who she kind of looks like. Maybe even prettier.”

“Yeah, she’s a real cutie, that’s for sure,” McNulty said. “Aren’t you?” he asked, bouncing me slightly, but it wasn’t really a question, so I didn’t answer.

I peeked out at Costello, who was still looking at me, but now he seemed angry and upset. Costello looked mean, and he scared me. I didn’t like him.

“Son of a bitch, I hate this kind of shit,” he muttered. He turned abruptly and left the room. 

Johnson returned with some paper bags. He opened my dresser drawers and quickly stuffed the bags with handfuls of my pants, shirts, underwear and socks. He then moved to the closet and pulled down my dresses and my winter coat, dropping the hangers onto the floor in a messy pile. He came over to me, pushed the blanket aside, and slipped a pair of socks and shoes onto my dangling feet. 

Outside the bedroom, a rush of footsteps pounded up the staircase and into the apartment. “Where is she?” I heard someone call from the hallway. I caught sight of two men carrying a stretcher. “Is she alive?”

Johnson shook his head. “She called the station to say she was gonna shoot herself, and to come get her kid. We got here, and she was already gone.” He pointed to the door across the hall. The men disappeared into the other room. Johnson glanced at me and quickly closed the door behind them. 

“Let’s get the kid out of here.” 

I stiffened. McNulty shifted me to his hip in the confident and practiced manner of a daddy who had done it countless times before. He gently stroked my cheek with one long, thick finger. I didn’t pull away because I was too afraid. 

Johnson continued, “The suicide note has a phone number for the grandmother. We’ll bring the kid to the station and call her from there.” 

McNulty look down at me. I was sniffling, sucking my thumb, and hugging my doll. 

“What’s your name, sweetie?” he asked gently.

I responded around my thumb with a sound like a low grunt.

“Say it again, sweetie. What’s your name?”

“No!” I said more clearly, pulling my thumb out of my mouth. Having heard that they were taking me somewhere, maybe jail, I was starting to panic. “I want my Mommy!” I demanded.

“Her name’s Holly.” Costello had come back from another room. “It’s in the note.”

“Holly, little darlin’, hang on. You’re going for a ride.”
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I went to live with Grandma Hazel and took over my mother’s childhood bedroom. I waited for my mother to come and take me home because I didn’t like it at Grandma’s, and I missed her. 

Months passed and she never came back. I eventually stopped waiting for her. 

I could still recall the policemen waking me up in my old bedroom, and the ride to the station, and Grandma Hazel coming with Aunt Lily to pick me up after what seemed like hours and hours of thinking I was in jail for being bad. No one sat with me or spoke to me. I had fallen asleep on a hard wooden bench in the middle of the station where it was very noisy, and people milled around me. When they finally came and got me, Aunt Lily was crying, and Grandma was chain-smoking. Grandma had looked angry, stunned, and betrayed.

I saw Mommy one more time after that. She was sleeping out in the open, where anyone could see her, in a bed that was shiny metal and had puffy, white satin sheets. She was wearing her best dress and had her hands folded across her chest. I wanted to wake her up, but Grandma wouldn’t let me. 

The funeral parlor held a visitation for three nights, but nobody came except family: Grandma, the aunts, Dahlia, Lily, Violet and Iris, two uncles, one cousin, and me. Uncle Gregory, Mommy’s younger brother, had moved away to California and called Lily to tell her he couldn’t afford to come. Lily passed the news along to Grandma—Gregory never called Grandma. Nobody else besides our neighbors who had stood out on the sidewalk at home, and whom Mommy had never really met, knew she was dead. 

Grandma wanted the ordeal behind her and her tracks covered, so she announced to the world in a vague Chicago Daily News obituary that Rose had died in an “accident” and had been laid to rest in an unnamed cemetery after a “private” funeral service. She placed it in the Chicago Daily News because my father Nick’s family took the Sun Times. She couldn’t prevent someone from telling the Salvinos that Rose was dead, but she wanted to increase the likelihood that they wouldn’t find out and then come looking for me, and then raise me God-knows-how in a family full of garlic-eating Dagos. She also liked to think that Nick might never know he was free to marry again. 

She permitted the funeral home to conduct the pointless visitations, because that’s what you did, and because she didn’t want the funeral director to think she was a bad mother who wouldn’t even allow her daughter to have a wake. 

I remember Mommy’s lovely face in the open casket at the funeral parlor. Her light brown hair flowed around it in perfect waves and covered the wound. I remember sitting for three evenings in a row staring at Mommy who, in death, was not very different from the Mommy I had known on her bad days, except that Grandma wouldn’t let me touch her or make her tea.

The simple gravestone read: Rose Salvino, Born 1934, Died 1958. I couldn’t read it, so I didn’t know what it said, or what it meant. There was just family at the frozen, wind-whipped graveside when we put Mommy’s new bed into the hole in the ground. Nobody was speaking to anyone else for some reason—they were like that a lot. If they did speak, it was usually to bark orders. All of them liked to bark orders, and none of them liked to receive orders, so there were very few instances when I could recall them all getting along. On this occasion they all stood stiffly and didn’t look at each other. I hadn’t figured anything out yet, and nobody was telling me where Mommy had gone, or why they were burying her bed. 

The news didn’t travel, just as Grandma had hoped. Rose had long ago lost touch with her high school friends, who never called to inquire about her. She never made new friends after high school, except for Jack, and Grandma didn’t know about him. Nick didn’t learn that Rose was dead until their tenth-year high school reunion, where they held a brief tribute to her and another classmate who had died the previous year. The reunion organizers learned about Rose’s death after sending her invitation to Grandma’s house. Grandma had written “Deceased” on the envelope and returned it so they wouldn’t pester her again. 

Still, Nick didn’t call or try to find me for another four years. His mother and the rest of his family never claimed me.

As years went by, my memories of Mommy became tied to the framed black-and-white photograph on Grandma’s mantelpiece. In that photo, Mommy was younger than I could have remembered and standing in a doorway wearing a long taffeta gown with spaghetti straps, which Grandma told me was pink when I asked. She looked hopeful and beautiful for her prom. Other prom photos that included my daddy, who had worn a tuxedo for the occasion, were around somewhere, but Grandma had put them away and claimed she didn’t remember where they were. I didn’t know what Daddy looked like until years later. 

When I was twelve, Daddy finally contacted us. He was as handsome as I’d imagined when I’d pictured him coming for me and taking me away. He was tall and had dark hair, dark eyes, arched brows, and a strong jaw. His features were even, and his body was trim and muscular. His face and hair looked just like mine. 

I was polite and smiled. I wore my best dress and tried to be as appealing as I could so that he would want to take me home with him. He looked nervous and uncomfortable as he sat across from me in the restaurant. I sipped my Coke through a straw and looked at him adoringly, expectantly. 

Would I come live with him? I finally asked. It was hard living with Grandma, and I didn’t mind changing schools— 

“No,” he answered, looking trapped. He seemed a little indignant that I had made him feel trapped that way and shot me an affronted, accusing look. Then he smiled as if he was sharing a secret and told me that he’d remarried, and his wife wasn’t ready for a teenager. 

“But I’m twelve,” I assured him. “I won’t be a teenager for another year.”

“We have a little baby boy,” he countered, “and my wife has her hands full.”

I had a brother! I was thrilled and wanted to meet him. I loved babies! I started to say something about how I’d baby-sit whenever he wanted, but he cut me off. He knew I’d understand, he told me. It just wasn’t possible for me to come with him. 

“You’re fine with your grandmother,” he said. “Think of how lonely she’d be if I took you away.”

“But could I please at least meet my brother?” I asked. I was almost going to cry, but I couldn’t in front of my daddy.

“When I have the time,” Daddy said. “Maybe in the summer.” Then he smiled, looked at his watch, asked for the check, and drove me home.

I wondered why he had come to see me if he didn’t want me. Then I realized he’d changed his mind about wanting me after meeting me. I had failed some sort of test. 

“I told you your father didn’t want you,” Grandma sniffed when I ran into the house in tears and slammed the door to my room. “I told you I’m the only one who’ll have you,” she said through the door.

That was when the tears stopped. I couldn’t ever get them back.

The following Christmas, my father sent me a card pre-printed with Merry Christmas from the family of Nick Salvino. It didn’t mention my birthday on Christmas Eve or include a gift. After that, Grandma and I moved. He didn’t try to find me, and I never attempted to find him, so we permanently lost touch. I never met my half-brother. I never even learned his name. 

Grandma fed me well and kept me clean and warm. She rarely hit me; she found other ways to beat and humiliate me. Over the years, I learned of my limitless shortcomings from a series of questions to which Grandma never seemed to really want an answer: Why was I such a pest, always talking and getting underfoot? Why was I always so secretive, and what was I hiding, closing the door to my room? Why did I always have my nose in a book when I should be outside playing? Why was I always outside playing when I should be cleaning my room? Why didn’t I ever do something with my messy hair? Why was I always fussing with my hair? Why did I eat so much? Why was I such a picky eater who didn’t like anything? Why was I always so dirty? Why was I always using up so much water taking so many baths? Why didn’t I make my bed without being told? Why did I ask for new clothes when she, Grandma, hadn’t ever had new clothes during her entire childhood, and had to wear hand-me-downs that at least two, and sometimes four older sisters had worn first? Who did I think I was, living on her charity and asking for things? I should be grateful she had taken me in. Nobody else would have had me, she liked to say to bolster any argument. Who did I think I was?

She screamed and called me names. Grandma also punctuated any situation with observations of my personal failings. If I came home crying, I was “just being dramatic,” and she would mimic me in a sneering singsong, “Crybaby! Always looking for attention. Holly, Holly, Holly. Look at me! I’m Holly!” If I brought home drawings or papers from school, they were never as good as Uncle Gregory’s had been. My efforts to cook or sew were declared failures. My efforts to clean or iron fell short. When I got older and kept a diary, she sometimes tore my room apart until she found it, then triumphantly read passages aloud to me, criticizing my private thoughts and laughing, while I screamed in agony and lunged for it. 

She complained about my mother and father. My mother was a whore, she said—she pronounced it “hoor” to rhyme with “lure”—because she’d become pregnant before she was married. My father, Nick, was a “hoodlum”—she pronounced it “hude-lum” to rhyme with “rude-lum”—because he was Italian, married my pregnant mother in City Hall instead of a church, and then left us just before my first birthday. I would grow up to be just as worthless as they were, just as selfish as my father, and just as crazy as my mother, whom she should have had put away. I was just as much a thorn in her side as my mother had been; Rose couldn’t keep her man, couldn’t keep a job, and kept sticking Grandma with the bills, which cost a fortune. 

Grandma hated Italians and often announced this while looking at me. She also hated Blacks, Polacks, Jews, Mexicans, Germans—though she admitted Germans were “clean”—and anyone else who wasn’t like her. 

When I was out of the house, she periodically purged my room of my favorite keepsakes and possessions. When I returned, she would defend herself by stating, “Nothing is yours. Everything in this house is mine, including you, and I can do with it as I please.” I was terrified to leave the house for fear of what I would find missing when I returned, but I couldn’t stay in it because of her constant attacks. There was no safe place for me.

My system was constantly bathed in adrenaline because I lived in a perpetual state of fight or flight, always either feeling under attack or on guard, never feeling safe or at peace. If things weren’t bad at that moment, they would be very shortly, so I was always braced for it. I was always fearful, ashamed, or outraged, frequently all at the same time. I ground my teeth in my sleep and had stomach pains after eating.

As the years passed, I would never hear from Grandma any version of my life story that did not make me largely responsible for my father’s disappearance, my mother’s suicide, and my grandmother’s burdened unhappiness. It would all eventually wear me down as the guilt and the anger ate away at my core like acid. I rebelled, pulled away, and then finally left when I was still far too young. 

However, I did have my Aunt Lily throughout my childhood. She came for me every weekend and spirited me off to one adventure after another. She was a teacher and helped me with my schoolwork. She talked to me about the books I loved and the boys I had crushes on. She told me what a wonderful girl I was, how smart and beautiful, and that I could be anything I wanted to be when I grew up. She came to all of my school events and showered me with presents on my birthday and Christmas, which were a day apart. She even started a tradition of celebrating my half-birthday on June 24th so I’d have a special day all my own, far away from the holidays. She always made me half of a two-layer chocolate cake. 

I loved to stay overnight with Aunt Lily and hear all of the Mommy stories until way past my bedtime. But that only happened when Grandma was still speaking to her and permitted me to go away. Lily also knew my father and described his parents and the rest of his family to me in order to give me a more balanced picture of them than the one Grandma painted. 

The Mommy Grandma always described was different from the one Aunt Lily recalled. Aunt Lily’s face would light up, and she would talk about how funny Rose was, and how she loved to draw, paint, and take pictures. 

“You love to draw and paint just like your mother,” she always marveled. “You get your talent from her.” 

She sometimes pulled old school paintings out of a box she kept in a drawer of her buffet and showed me my mother’s artwork from when she was a child. 

“I think you may be even more talented,” she always said.

When I was thirteen, Aunt Dahlia died. Before the visitors arrived for the wake, Lily and Grandma got into an argument while standing in the visitation room in front of the casket.

“You’re always putting on airs,” Grandma accused. “Lily Lily Lily! It’s always about Lily!” she shouted. “Look at me! I’m Lily!”

Aunt Lily responded by angrily shoving Grandma’s shoulder. Grandma flailed back, grabbing Lily’s hair and pulling her down. They rolled on the floor in front of the casket and their sister’s corpse, two old ladies pulling handfuls of each other’s hair, grunting and screaming, while I looked up from my book and watched. I knew there was no point in trying to stop them. Grandma would haul me into it. So, I sat there silently until they finally let go, stood up, brushed themselves off, and left the room. Then I went back to my book. 

When the visitors arrived, Aunt Lily and Grandma Hazel each took their places at opposite sides of the room and received their condolences separately. They never spoke again.

Afterward, Grandma severed ties with Lily altogether. Lily didn’t call, and she didn’t press to see me. She was angry enough to let me go.

I still called her sometimes, and she sounded the same as ever, but she never offered to come get me. She stopped coming to my school events and never initiated a phone call. The half-birthday celebrations stopped, and she mailed me a card instead, for a few years at least. I presumed she’d changed her mind about me like my father had and didn’t love me anymore, so I called her less and less, and then finally stopped altogether. 

After that, it was just me and Grandma.
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February, 1973

The Skokie Swift was an express train. Hell began when the doors shut, and I was trapped on that train for twenty minutes and unable to scream aloud, though in my mind, my scream had the same pitch and cadence as the squeal of the wheels on the tracks when we rounded a curve. While the train barreled out the northern tip of Chicago and into the suburbs with no stops in between, I was subject to the kind of anxiety that keeps some people from ever boarding a plane or an elevator in their lives—rising panic, choking fear. My heart palpitated. I heard it in my ears so loudly that I heard little else.

Other passengers looked out the windows or read their newspapers. Some closed their eyes and dozed. I stiffened as the train built up speed on its tracks. My personal roller coaster—the one in my mind—inched toward the peak of its incline, then pushed itself over the crest and swept downward, out of control. No escape! The Skokie Swift moved steadily, purposefully forward toward the northwest. It moved as swiftly as its name.

I did a freefall into a full-blown anxiety attack, and no one was waiting to catch me.

I looked ahead, not seeing. I clasped my hands together tightly, and I concentrated on not screaming. I never screamed. I never gave in to the temptation to run wildly down the aisle past shocked or indifferent passengers and hurl myself out the back door and onto the tracks. There was a deadly third rail on the tracks, and it would have ended my life swiftly. I often considered the irony of ending swiftly out the back of the swiftly moving Skokie Swift, then waded through the panic and groped for more alliteration to distract myself. Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Breathe in. Breathe out. Breathe in. Breathe out. Don’t scream. Ten. Twenty. Thirty. Forty. She sells seashells by the seashore. Don’t scream. Don’t scream. Don’t scream...

This was my morning routine, like brushing my teeth. I always looked calm and self-possessed, because I did this every morning. I would do it again in the evening, when I boarded the Skokie Swift to return home.

And when the train stopped and the panic receded, I took my place in the impatient, pressing crowd at the doors, which opened and through which we all spilled like spreading liquid onto the platform at the end of the deadly third rail. Once it was empty, the two-car Skokie Swift moved to the very end of the track, reversed direction, and scooted forward to receive a crowd from the other side of the platform. It then began its hellish ride back toward the city. 

I walked the half mile to work, which was my life. The train-induced panic was parenthetical, morning and evening, with my life in between.

Dr. Silverman never helped with the panic attacks. I considered getting another job, and I considered not taking the train. However, if I had done either, the panic would have won, and I would have lost. I could have made my life smaller by avoiding the things that triggered panic, but then where would it have ended? I had panic attacks without warning. I had them on the train, and I had them when I wasn’t on it. If I thought for a moment about panic—if I merely thought, “What if I were to have a panic attack right now?”—I got one. Panic attacks were like a genie I could summon with a thought. So, if I had made my life smaller by eliminating the things that caused panic or had equated a place or a situation with panic and avoided it, I would have ended up in my apartment, crippled, unable to leave, and unable to pay the rent because I couldn’t work. If I panicked at home, then where would I have gone?

Panic was a badge of courage and freedom to me. It represented the imprisonment to which I could have succumbed if I had chosen, or if I weakened. So, I didn’t let it hinder me, and I never would. I simply gritted my teeth and didn’t scream while I waited for it to pass. I never died, I never exploded, and my health was intact. It was just terror, and I faced it because not facing it was not an option. Death was my only option, and I toyed with it, but I somehow kept forcing myself awake each day and onto the train, out of which I never, ever jumped. 

I would not go the way my mother did, I vowed to myself. I would live to the end of my natural life, no matter what. My mother had always been held up to me as an object of contempt and scorn. I would not—will not—let whatever plagued her win over me as well. I would not be sneered at and trivialized in death as she was, and be dismissed as self-pitying or weak.

I was very familiar with the issues that plagued my mother. I inherited the gene, the brain chemistry, and the home life that triggered her depression. The difference is, I was made of sturdier stuff and was angry enough to live. Anger forced me out of bed and off to work when I otherwise would not have felt able to lift my head. It allowed me to shudder in mental and emotional agony, year after year, wanting nothing more than to die, but not taking my own life as she did.

So, I did not stay in bed, and I did not gain possession of a gun. I woke up each day and went through hell to arrive at work. On the way, I did not scream. Then later I went home. 

I did the best I could.
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My job was my life. It wasn’t much of a life because it wasn’t much of a job, but it comprised my entire social life, and it was what I did. I was a customer service rep for an insurance company. Each month I earned three hundred and fifty-five dollars, sometimes with a little extra for overtime, minus taxes, split between paychecks I received on the fifteenth and the thirty-first of the month. It covered my rent, phone bill, and transportation, as well as the other sundry things one needs to survive, but it was still tricky, getting from one paycheck to the next. I already had learned the fine arts of fasting and floating checks.

I didn’t have discretionary income for things like movies or restaurants. I didn’t own a car and couldn’t foresee a time when I would ever be able to afford one. I never bought new clothing, but I had the foresight to go through a black period two years earlier when I was still living with Grandma, so all my clothes could be mixed and matched for variety, of a sort. It didn’t matter that I was mightily sick of black. 

I did, however, save five or ten dollars from every paycheck no matter what. I had a little over a hundred and fifty dollars in the bank. I had that.

The only budget categories I could squeeze emergency funds from were savings and groceries. Rent must always be paid on the first of the month, or I had no place to live. The phone bill must be paid, or I had no phone. When I needed money, I took it from the grocery fund first, because I would never save anything if I permitted myself to view that five or ten dollars of savings as accessible. It was not accessible because savings were sacred. 

I seemed to always have an emergency that left me with just a half-loaf of bread, a box of crackers, or a box of pancake mix—I mixed it with water, no egg, and I used no syrup—to see me through until the next paycheck. Emergencies included my grandmother’s birthday, Christmas, and Mother’s Day (for my grandmother), and those maddening, seemingly voluntary, but really mandatory, collections at work for everyone’s wedding gift or baby shower; I never got married or had babies, so the sacrifice was wholly one-sided. I also viewed books as emergencies. Sometimes I simply couldn’t find what I wanted to read in the public library.

When I made the decision to move out on my own and leave school at the beginning of my senior year of high school, I deliberately took the twelfth-grade reading list home and read every book on it after work, while my former classmates read the same thing in class. I dutifully moved through Victor Hugo and the Brontë sisters, read Jane Austen with pure elation, shifted to Shakespeare with surprised delight, and then wrapped up the year with Thomas Hardy and George Eliot. After school let out for the others, and they graduated without me and moved on to college, I expanded on my own. I read books from the library that were labeled classics and had now been working my way through them for two years. 

I read other things as well, including contemporary novels, college textbooks, magazines, and newspapers. I read while I ate, before bed, on the bus whenever I had a seat, and on my days off. I always had a paperback in my purse in case a moment presented itself during the day. I could never make up for missing out on a high school diploma and college, but I could stave off total ignorance, I hoped. It was worth a shot. More importantly, I did it because I liked it.

Art and literature were cheap. There were museums and libraries in Chicago—I was born in an excellent city—and both were within my weak financial grasp. In addition, the Loyola University Bookstore sold used textbooks that I browsed through and selected with great care, pretending I was a student. I posed like one, wondering if people mistook me for one, imagining what it felt like to go to college and have conversations with people who liked the same things I did. I tuned into TV college classes on Saturday morning, if I woke up in time, and typically watched Public Television in the evenings.

Textbooks, even used, were expensive, so occasionally, as a treat for myself, I brought home something fun and interesting and therefore frivolous, like Art History, Anthropology or Sociology. Typically, though, I stocked up on Abnormal Psychology books I thought might conclusively shed some light on what was wrong with me. I was convinced that the secret was in the diagnosis. If I knew what was wrong with me, and had been wrong with my mother long ago, I could figure out what to do to cure myself. 

Primarily, I wanted to find out what Dr. Silverman saw when he looked at me. He was keeping secrets, he had to be, because he never told me what my illness was or what I could do to get better. Thus far, I hadn’t found the answer either. I found pieces of me in a number of abnormal mental conditions, but I did not hear voices, get violent, or have lapses from reality, at least not that I knew of, nor did I constantly wash my hands. There were no lengthy periods of time I couldn’t account for, and no one ever addressed me by someone else’s name, so I was confident I did not have multiple personalities. 

I’d been compiling an “Is/Is Not” list and comparing my symptoms to every condition in every book. My “Is” list never closely matched any condition I ever found. The only thing apparent to both my shrink and me was how I got this way.

I also kept a “My Fault/Their Fault” list to isolate the things I’d done that I should be accountable for and things about myself that I should try to change, versus the situations when Grandma or someone else was at fault. Then I picked apart and explored these items in a detailed journal, examining every aspect of a situation until I fully understood who was responsible for what, and which of everyone’s actions were good or bad. Since Grandma always told me everything was my fault, the exercise was freeing. Only sometimes was I to blame. Without frequent My Fault/Their Fault reality checks, it was too tempting to believe I should put everything in one column or the other, depending on whether I was depressed and feeling futile, or angry and feeling accusatory. It helped maintain my sanity, even more than visits to my shrink. 

I had had a sustained diet of light-to-moderate hunger for two years, now, and was used to deprivation. I hardly noticed it and typically crawled into bed and slept when the hunger bothered me too much. I sometimes slept twelve to sixteen hours per day, not only to escape hunger, but because hunger made me physically tired. So did depression. 

I had learned from my books and my shrink that there are different types of depressed people. We either ate too much of all the wrong things, or we ate too little. We either sat up all night because we couldn’t sleep, or we slept all day because we couldn’t wake up. We were slobs, all of us, because depression sapped our energy, and everything, including housekeeping, was completely overwhelming and simply not worth it. I was a no-eater—though not by choice—all-day/all-night sleeper, and of course, my apartment was always an area of devastation. 

However, I could work. I had the strength to do that, and when I did not, I forced myself to find that strength. My entire life was tied to my job because the important thing was that I live independently. Everything depended on that.

But depression was just a part of my problem. I had no tidy diagnosis that encompassed the panic attacks, the mood swings, the hostility, and the periodic rages. 

Dr. Silverman charged fifty dollars an hour, and I saw him twice a month. Insurance paid twenty dollars of that after a hundred-dollar deductible, maximum fifty-two sessions per year, not to exceed five hundred dollars, whichever comes first—I called that “insurance humor.” The rest I paid monthly, sometimes thirty, sometimes twenty dollars. I owed him over six hundred dollars. I was indebted to him for not helping me, and from his standpoint, the failure was mine.

I had an illness that didn’t have a name yet. It would have a name one day, but not quite yet. On my insurance forms, my diagnosis was merely “Depression and Anxiety,” which was like responding to a request for directions with, “It’s that way.” It was certainly true enough, and thank you very much, but please tell me more. I suspected Dr. Silverman didn’t tell me because he didn’t know. It was disconcerting to think that I might be paying money to someone who had no idea how to help me, and that he accepted it from me nonetheless.

I pored over abnormal psychology textbooks and medical magazines during those short hours before I crawled into bed to escape the illness I was trying to identify. One day, when there were finally research studies, medical papers and the validation of names, I would learn that I had at least two separate conditions, and I would know what it was that I was fighting. 

In the meantime, there was no help for it but to pay a psychiatrist to listen to me speak, and watch him furrow his brow, take notes, and ask questions, then schedule another appointment in two weeks so I could speak and speak again. In speaking, I could report what I saw, or tell him how I felt about the things that happened in my life. I could not, however, describe what I experienced when an inelegant mood gripped me and took over, or explain why I did the things I did. He never connected with me anyway and often replied in a way that seemed off-target, as if I had spoken but he didn’t quite hear. Or, it was as if he heard a voice from his textbooks speaking to him about an illness he could define and medicate, and he was responding to that voice instead of to me. Perhaps he was responding to his hourly fee and thinking about the Cubs. 

I didn’t want medication. Lithium, he insisted, would bring relief. I tried it for two months, and nothing changed. I apparently didn’t have whatever it was he first thought I had, so he didn’t argue when I told him I wouldn’t renew the prescription. Anti-depressants didn’t work either, except to make me more depressed. I eventually stopped offering myself up to him as a pharmacological guinea pig while he groped to appear in control and knowledgeable about my situation.

Primarily, I couldn’t afford to pay for drugs, even with insurance. I also couldn’t afford to pay for Dr. Silverman and would no doubt be paying his ever-growing bill for the rest of my life. I was left with the alternative of making myself well by sheer force of will. I didn’t necessarily need a shrink for that. 

I saw more immediate value in buying groceries, but I continued with the sessions anyway. I liked having someone to talk to. I was also aware of the degree to which I was at risk. Dr. Silverman was more than a sympathetic ear; he was a necessary precaution. It would have been reckless of me to give him up. I had no one else.

I had been living on my own for two years, since I was seventeen. I left school and moved out because there are some places you just need to leave, right that minute, no matter what else is waiting for you on the outside. Home was one of those places. School was collateral damage. I had to work to pay my bills and didn’t drop out by choice. Since then, I succeeded in always paying my rent and bills on time. I always had a job and always went to work. I never moved back home, never applied for welfare, and was never institutionalized. 

I never committed suicide. 

These are larger, more impressive achievements than they may at first appear to be.
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“Are you a model? No? I’d like to see about getting some shots of you sometime for the agency. Can we...?”

A man handed me his business card, which displayed his name and the logo for a modeling agency. I took the card without slowing, thanked him, and dropped it into the next trash bin. It was very flattering, of course. Perhaps some of these men were serious and not just approaching me with a sleazy pickup line and a fistful of bogus business cards. They appeared whenever I went downtown, usually sidling up to me as I walked, proclaiming their credentials and my modeling potential in broken breaths as I outpaced them.

I had my own “signature runway walk” already. I walked rapidly and boldly and swung my hands in fists. I made no eye contact and looked at nothing by the wayside. I slowed for no one and glared straight ahead. I shot off sparks and arrows of hostility. Since assuming this walk after a frightening incident in the subway, I had not been attacked, assaulted, or mugged by anyone, not even once. I had learned that even a harmless, unarmed, beautiful young woman can be scarier than muggers and rapists. My walk alone made them seek an easier target. 

I also had other strategies to survive the city. I could stare without moving or blinking for unnaturally long periods of time, far longer than even a cat. This typically unnerved the men who approached or leered at me on the bus or El train. If they were not scared off by my stare, I could turn my eyes crazy and grin. If I took one step toward them looking like that, they ran.

And so I made my way safely through the transit system and walked the city streets, traveling through the poorer, rougher neighborhoods on buses and El trains, living in a poorer, rougher neighborhood alone, fearless and in control. Nobody worried about me. But then, nobody would.

Slowing my walk and shortening the swing of my arms, I breezed up the steps between the great green lions and eased through the entrance of the Art Institute. I checked my old hooded ski jacket with the coatroom and adjusted my mental attitude to hushed and reverent. I was here to pay homage to Renoir. 

The Art Institute was perhaps my only luxury, aside from books. I paid admission to most of the special exhibits and even paid the extra two dollars for the tape recording that guided me through. Sometimes, during the summer, I purchased lunch and sat by the fountain in the courtyard outside, slowly picking at my very expensive fruit and cheese plate to extend my pleasure as I sat alone at a little table beneath an umbrella amid the wealthy matrons and art patrons. It was indeed a bank-breaking event each time I went, but I would not sacrifice it. 

Should I go straight to the exhibit? Or warm up with a visit to my beloved Impressionists? I chose the exhibit, paid for the recording, and experienced that gasping thrill of “It’s all so beautiful!” the instant I walked into the room. I didn’t know why it was beautiful. I hated not understanding the technicalities of beauty, why one piece was good and a similar one was not, so I checked out an artist’s biography from the library every two weeks, studied it, then made my way to the Art Institute as often as I could, to see a few of the paintings up close. I sometimes tried to replicate them in pencil sketches on cheap notebook paper. 

I passionately loved Toulouse Lautrec, Gauguin, Picasso, Monet, and Manet. Of course, there were Escher and Mary Cassatt and Cezanne, and so forth... my list of favorites was a long one. I was less fond of Van Gogh and Degas, again, without knowing why. I promised myself that one day I would learn enough to find out. Or, perhaps I would learn enough to appreciate them. One day I would actually study art in a classroom.

Art was my first love. I stood in the midst of Renoir and breathed, turning the tape machine on and off as I moved from one painting to the next. 

“Renoir is nice, but I prefer Gauguin,” a gentleman commented. He was in his late thirties, wearing a suit and black-framed glasses. He looked affluent and well-bred. He was pondering a painting as if he
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