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INTRODUCTION

Party of One

WHAT’S IT LIKE being an only child?

We, the sibling-free, have been asked this question throughout our lives. It started during childhood, as playmates wailed over decapitated Barbies whose heads had been repurposed as emergency replacement parts for their brothers’ Transformers sets. It continued in adolescence, when friends shared a litany of complaints against trespassing, teasing, diary-reading brothers and sisters. As adults, we’re grilled by our peers, many of whom are marrying later and anxiously contemplating a single go at reproduction. Do we think they should have a second? Did we turn out lonely, spoiled, socially inept, or otherwise freakish? If they can’t have a second, do we think they should head for a test tube or adopt a companion for Junior?

A couple of years ago, two only children were taking up space at a café, making one coffee stretch out over an afternoon, pondering such questions. We had stumbled into a debate about the pros and cons of being an “only,” a status Daphne realized she loved when she thought about it at all. The center of attention, the recipient of all things monetary, and the sole occupant of her bedroom—a veritable real-estate triumph when you’re raised in New York City—Daphne recalled actual nightmares about her mother announcing she was pregnant.

Deborah, on the other hand, had a more conflicted relationship with her only-child status. She often felt too much the center of attention, envied the automatic playmates enjoyed by her best friend, the youngest of six, and felt apprehensive about preferring to hang with the grown-ups. She dreamed about the day her parents would return from one of her mother’s fertility surgeries with the announcement that Mommy was pregnant with number two.

As we compared notes on being the main axis around which our parents revolved, we began to realize that being an only child had—dare we say it?—existential implications. Do onlies have special insight about what it means to fly solo? What it means to be the sole repository of your family’s gene pool? Isn’t the only child simply the most exaggerated version of all of us, navigating life alone?

And then there were the less existential (but equally gripping) questions. Are onlies spoiled? Lonely? Is there a difference between those of us whose parents chose to have only one child and those whose parents tried desperately for a repeat performance but couldn’t achieve it? Are we more poised because we were raised among grown-ups, or are we insufferable, pompous know-it-alls who think the sun rises and sets on us? Do we make unreasonable demands on our romantic partners, expecting them to give us the attention our parents gave us growing up? Do we know how to love more than one child if we ourselves have a litter? Who will be there to help us care for our aging parents when the tides turn?

It’s not just navel-gazing that drives our interest in the subject, we swear. Our numbers are ever increasing. There are an estimated 15 million only children in the United States alone, and the number of single-child families is on the rise. Over the past twenty years, the percentage of women nationwide who have one child has more than doubled, from 10 percent to more than 23 percent. Single-child families are the fastest-growing families in this country and in most industrialized western European countries as well. Historically, during tough economic times, we see an increase in only-borns, and that is exactly what seems to be happening today. In other words, when the market goes down, the number of spaces available at your local preschool goes up.

Only childhood in the United States at the dawn of the new millennium raises a number of culturally specific questions. Among the environmentally conscious, many question whether global overcrowding creates a moral imperative to create more onlies here at home. And while Americans continue to express outrage over China’s forced one-child policy, increasingly we seem voluntarily to be abiding by that policy ourselves, in part because American women are marrying later and later. As deferred childbearing becomes increasingly common, are stereotypes about having a single child beginning to emerge? With dual-income parents now the norm, do latchkey or nanny-raised only children feel a particular isolation? When two onlies marry in this era of inadequate health care, whose aged parents are taken in first?

Okay, but what’s it like?

You could read the myriad books out there about how to avoid raising a spoiled only brat. Or you could study the lives of numerous celebrity onlies, dead and alive, real and fictional, from Sinatra to Superman, from beautiful Natalie Portman to biblical Noah. Did the Man of Steel have trouble sharing? Did the builder of the ark board all those animals because he was lonely as an only? But wait—are they really the right onlies to look to for insights? We think not.

This book lets onlies who are masters and mistresses of the written word answer the question, in distinctive voices, and with unwavering candor. Who better than writers to tell tales of onliness from the perspective we all seek—the inside? Who better to contemplate the continuum of solitude on the page?

As we sought out scribes, we found that identifying sibling-free writers was an indirect, often clumsy, and frequently absurd undertaking. We would hear that a particular writer was an only, and we’d shoot him or her an e-mail. Because of their polite responses, we now know that Jonathan Ames, Jhumpa Lahiri, and Ha Jin are definitely not onlies. And Michael Chabon, in case you were curious, is one of six.

Other writers confirmed that they were onlies, but just couldn’t risk alienating the only two people they called family. One told us she’d have to wait until both her parents were six feet under before she could write anything at all about her life. Others, like John Updike, felt they had already addressed the topic repeatedly in their fiction, by making their protagonists sibling-free. Others waffled, because the task was difficult: “Hard to separate the only from the childhood,” said one. Many pointed out the irony of this entire book: It’s an impossible task to know if you are the way you are because you are without siblings. Or, as one contributor put it, “It’s a little bit like a trout saying, ‘Water: works for me.’”

No matter. We got our group. So is there anything that each and every one of the onlies whose stories are recorded here has in common? They are all extraordinary writers. Is there anything that each and every one of them has in common because they are only children?

We’ve asked these essayists to reflect on transformative episodes that defined them as only children. For some, their epiphanies came early, during childhoods populated with hovering parents and fleets of imaginary friends. For others, crystallizing moments occurred later, in sterile hospital halls while caring for a parent with cancer. For still others, those moments came sometime in between, taking shape around experiences of dating, mating, or becoming a parent themselves. For many, awareness of their only-child status is constant. As kids, they rarely rebelled, and as adults, they continue to talk to their parents every day, their desire and obligation to do so melding into a single, blurred compulsion. That sense of obligation sometimes reaches unusual heights; as one writer puts it, “I knew I couldn’t die.” Their insights are grouped into four life stages: childhood, finding love and friendship, becoming parents, and becoming orphaned, alone.

In Part I, “Singular Sensations,” some writers describe what it’s like to grow up doubly alone, the solo child of divorce or of a young single mother or of a single father dying of AIDS. Others describe growing up only in the city, where only children are common, others in the burbs, where single-child families are less the norm. Some writers recall being unnaturally entwined with their parents, while others tell tales of near neglect. While some cherished their time home alone, others were painfully lonely and ashamed of their families’ tiny size. Feeling like misfits, they lurked hungrily around the chaos of big clans, imagining themselves as orphans on the sidelines, searching for clues on kidspeak. Some longed for a sibling—one was so desperate, she launched a campaign to adopt a chimp—and when none was forthcoming, they found ersatz siblings: Santa Claus, Peter and Jane (British cousins of Dick and Jane), neighbors, even a postcard collection. Others knew they had a great racket going, prizing their peaceful solitude and their parents’ attention above all else. Two writers go so far as to compare single-child families to the height of civilization.

In Part II, “We Are…Family,” two writers discovered the hard way that water is indeed thinner than blood; their attempts to turn their friends into family left them hurt, disappointed, and bereft. Others describe what it’s like to crave solitude like a drug and to find friendships all the more gratifying for being able to leave them at the end of a rendezvous. Some explore the ways that finding love challenged the equilibrium of their original trio. They struggle under the weight of being all that their parents have, even as they grow up and away. They tell tales of reluctant separations, overly vigilant parents, and the sticky logistics of switching your “emergency contact” when you marry. Some found themselves dating by committee, no tryst complete until rehashed with Mom and Dad.

In Part III, “A Sib for Junior?” when it comes to parenting and deciding how many children to have, a couple of writers who loved growing up solo have decided to deprive their own children of the experience for insurance purposes; a triangular family cannot afford to lose one of its legs. They turn the tables on the stereotype, framing “deprivation” as an absence of onliness rather than an absence of sibs. But they also worry how they will learn to spread love among multiples.

Finally, in Part IV, “Still Only After All These Years,” writers who have lost a parent grapple with the terrifying liberty of having no fellow historians; what is your past, subjected to the fickleness of memory, with no sibling to hold you in check? They urge fellow onlies to “get it down on paper,” to record their family life before it is too late—which is exactly what they do here.

These essays proffer fresh language and a new vocabulary with which to make sense of some of our mutual experiences as only children: “only adulthood,” “habitual enmeshment,” “a longing for neglect.” They do the near impossible, imagining what life might have been like had things been otherwise. Writes Elizabeth DeVita-Raeburn, who lost a brother and became an only child, “How can you gauge the depth with which the people we love and live with leave their traces in you—after the fact, or hypothetically? That’s what we’re all searching for, those of us wistful onlies, in these essays, in one way or another.”

Whether you’re an only out to discover how your experience compares to others, a parent or spouse of an only, a parent pondering whether to stop at one, or someone with siblings who’s always wondered how the other half lives, these writers will answer all the questions you never even thought to ask. They air dirty laundry, reveal singular joys, and get to the root of the mystique. More than mere stories of birth order and head counts, these essays grapple with questions about love, loss, solitude, and the longing for human connection. In the pages ahead, these twenty-one sage scribes sans sibs will make you laugh, cry, and sigh with relief—and maybe even make you feel fleeting pangs of envy.

We hope you enjoy the party.



I

SINGULAR SENSATIONS

[image: image]

Childhood



POSTCARDS TO MYSELF

PETER TERZIAN

WHEN I WAS in second grade, I brought home books from my elementary-school library with titles like Fair Is Our Land and Beyond New England Thresholds. These books had glossy pictures of colonial towns with sheep grazing in the commons and forts where cannons were fired on the hour. I pleaded to be taken to these places, to monuments, writers’ homes, battlefields, and living-history museums. I planned prospective itineraries on road maps and selected appropriately priced motels from our AAA Guide. I had no brothers and sisters whose wishes needed to be taken into account. How could my parents refuse?

We were a family of four: my mother, my father, me, and my mother’s mother, who moved in with us not long after I was born. I grew up thinking of my grandmother as a sort of surrogate sibling. I was her only grandson, and she doted on me, pouring my cereal each morning and picking up my toys every evening. When I came home from school, we would sit together on the lumpy couch in the den and watch children’s public television shows. But my mother and father didn’t invite my grandmother to join us on our vacations, and she didn’t ask to come along. Perhaps there was a silent understanding that travel allowed my parents and me to revert temporarily to our original, two-generational state. We became a family of three.

On the road, I would sit alone in the back of the car, surrounded by pillows and books and stuffed animals. There was no one to fight with, no one to draw an invisible do-not-cross line down the middle of the seat with, no one to play billboard lotto with. Still, I didn’t miss having a sibling. My parents were up front, taking turns behind the wheel and reading the newspaper. We all looked out the windows at the passing landscape. I read out loud descriptions of the attractions we’d soon be seeing, from brochures that I had written away for months in advance. I rode in a bubble of contentment, happy to be away from my school and our street and our small domestic worries. Still, I counted the hours until our arrival—how long it would take to check in to our hotel, how long before we came across a souvenir stand, how long before I spotted a rack of postcards.

         

I BOUGHT MY first postcards on our first family vacation, a long weekend in Washington, D.C. It was 1975, and I was feverish with the American Bicentennial. Every morning, I stood at the living-room window and recited the Pledge of Allegiance to the flag in our next-door neighbor’s yard. I sang patriotic songs around the house and wore a plastic tricornered hat at the dinner table. I helped my parents pick out wallpaper for my bedroom—a pattern of colonial cartography. It was my greatest wish to visit the District of Columbia. I wanted to see the marble of the Capitol building shining like polished teeth. I wanted to walk the Mall.

My parents were only too happy to grant this wish. My mother was a childhood bookworm. My father was a second-generation Armenian-American who grew up with other children of immigrants. English-language books were scarce in his early life, and his parents placed little value on education. His father told him that he should take up a trade. But the GI Bill allowed my father to go to college, and he became a high-school math teacher. His great hope was that his son would be a scholar. And now, here I was, begging for a trip that most kids my age would have thought perilously close to schoolwork.

We drove to Washington, a seven-hour trip from our home in upstate New York. At the Jefferson Memorial, we admired the statue of the president. I read aloud the inscriptions on the walls, excerpts of his letters and writings; some of these passages I already knew by heart. My father’s face showed boundless pride as I precociously sounded out the long words: tyranny…inalienable…providence…

I was to be rewarded. Taking me by the hand, my father led me down a staircase to a souvenir shop in the basement. There he brought me to a white pegboard display, with rows of little wire racks that held thick stacks of small, brilliantly colored pictures. These were postcards, my father explained. Did I want any, to keep as mementos?

I wanted many, and I wanted them badly. Together we picked out about a dozen: the district’s rotundas and pillared porticoes; the Washington Monument, that alien-looking obelisk; cherry blossoms surrounding the Tidal Basin; aerial views of the green-and-white city. One card was a grid of about twenty miniature scenes, a postcard like a quilt of smaller postcards. (This was soon to become my most cherished specimen.) My father handed a dollar—all this for a single dollar!—to the kindly white-haired woman behind the counter. I clasped the bag of postcards for the rest of the day until it was wrinkled and fuzzy with the sweat from my hands.

Back at the hotel, I fingered the scalloped edges of these cards; they were shaped like rectangular pieces of lace. Each had a white bar across the bottom that identified in elegant script the subject of the picture. The skies were deep blue, bluer than any real sky, with cottony clouds. The buildings and monuments sparkled. The places in these photographs were like none I had ever seen. I wanted to enter these pictures, where everything was perfect. I imagined living inside a postcard.

When we returned home a few days later, I showed the postcards to my grandmother. She gave me a clear plastic shoe box, embossed with a pattern of daisies and topped with a butter-yellow lid, to store them in. I placed the box on a shelf above my desk and admired the cards through the transparent flowers. There were too few postcards for such a long box; they fell over any time I moved it. It was clear to me that I needed to fill the box.

         

OVER TIME MY collection grew steadily. One spring, we took a trip to Florida, to Walt Disney World and south to Miami, with stops at roadside attractions in between. In gift shops, I skipped over postcards of bikinied women on generic-looking beaches and found parrots and pyramids of rapturous water-skiers. We spent a long weekend in Boston, following the Freedom Trail in a pelting rainstorm that inverted our umbrellas, my accumulating packets of postcards sheltered deep under my layers of coat and sweater. We trekked across the state to Niagara Falls, the banks thick with honky-tonk shops and wax museums that I found wildly alluring.

My parents were supportive of my new habit. Postcard hoarding was inexpensive and educational; what was there to object to? My collecting impulse was abetted by my grandmother, who belonged to a local senior-citizens group. The seniors went on “mystery trips” every few months. I was fascinated by the idea of older people boarding a bus for a day’s excursion, not knowing where they were going until they were on the highway, when the group organizer would announce their destination. These places never sounded very exciting—a large shopping mall on the outskirts of a run-down city, an old-fashioned general store that sold jam and wicker items. But when my grandmother returned in the evening, she always had two or three additions for my postcard box.

I fiddled with my cards obsessively. I would bring the box out to the front porch and sit on a folding lawn chair, flipping through them. I would count them, then count them again. My father gave me a set of index-card dividers, which I used to separate them into geographic categories. I was a child; naturally, I wanted to play with my postcards. But I knew that the neighborhood kids my age didn’t play like this. No one else had this sort of toy.

I decided to write on one. The blank spaces on the backs beckoned. I turned over the best one, the multipictured card from Washington. Who could I write to? I couldn’t think of anyone; I would write to myself. “Dear Peter,” I began. Then I paused—I had nothing to say. I put the card back, ashamed. I had marred my prized possession. Later, I would wince whenever I came across the childish scrawl.

Sometimes I glimpsed the difference between my world—my solitude, my unique live-in grandparent, my idiosyncratic obsessions—and the other world, the world of nuclear families, of brothers and sisters. Next door to us lived Josh and Jenny, twins two years older than me, who lived in a house of shared toys and board games. I wondered, Did the whole family play these games together after dinner, like they did on Saturday morning television commercials? I tried to cajole my family into sitting down to Monopoly or Clue. But my grandmother couldn’t understand the rules, or my father would grow restless. “I don’t like board games,” he would say with a grin, relishing the coming pun. “They bore me.”

One day I heard the twins talking about how they were going to make paper masks that evening with their parents in preparation for a church youth-group event. I thought longingly about the mask-making all afternoon. When it grew dark I pulled a book of craft projects from my bookcase and crossed the lawn between the two houses. Jenny answered the bell. “I have this book, it might have instructions for how to make masks,” I explained. “We don’t need it,” she said. I put one foot up on the doorjamb, as if to inch my way into the house. “What are you doing?” she asked icily. She closed the door in my face, pushing me back onto the porch.

I came to realize there were things I could do outside the house and things I could only do inside. Outside, I tried to join other kids in made-up games of War and Spaceship, making machine-gun and siren sounds. Inside, I quietly tended my postcards like a garden.

This division, unfortunately, wasn’t always so neat. I knew, for example, that I couldn’t bring my postcard box to school. But for a while, I would stash a few cards into a large blue zippered pencil case. I didn’t dare take them out; rather, when I was in need of comfort in the middle of class, I would pretend that I needed a new or different pencil, and peek in the bag at the hidden image.

         

WHEN I TURNED ten, my parents and I took a monthlong trip to California. My collection nearly doubled. So many new attractions: giant trees! Cable cars! My father’s second cousin, a pistachio farmer outside of Fresno, invited us to stay at his ranch for a month; he and his wife and their two daughters, who were a few years my senior, traveled with us up and down the state. Kristi and Katrina were at first curious about my interest. They even began picking out cards here and there for themselves. But as the weeks went by and the long hours in the family’s VW van wore everyone down, my obsession became an annoyance. I would spot a display of postcards on the sidewalk outside a cheap souvenir store and bring the clan to a halt while I squeaked the revolving rack around, hunting for fresh Kodachrome. My cousins blew at their bangs and tapped the toes of their clogs to dramatize their impatience.

         

LATER THAT YEAR, when we moved to a new neighborhood, I refused to pack my postcards with my toys and books. Instead, I sat in the cab of the moving truck on the way to the new house with my shoe box in my lap. I had a new favorite card that I proudly displayed through the transparent front of the box. The words “Greetings from the Golden State” were emblazoned over a triptych of the Sacramento Statehouse, the Golden Gate Bridge, and Half Dome.

That fall, as I entered junior high school, I grieved over our California trip. I tried desperately to recapture it. In English class, I wrote a poem about horseback riding in Yosemite. (“The horse /clopped /on the beaten path /far behind /the tour group.”) At home, I decided to compose my life’s story. The first chapter was a day-by-day recounting of our month in California. (“We drove along the Pismo state beach for about twenty minutes. We had dinner at McDonald’s. I had a banana shake. The next day we checked out of our motel.”) I started a second chapter that began with my birth and proceeded chronologically from there, but I quickly lost interest. The non-California periods of my life didn’t seem so exciting anymore.

My parents bought a small business that took up much of their time. We didn’t go on many vacations anymore. I was growing older and fitting into my new body awkwardly. My feet hurt, my posture was bad, my rear end stuck out. I didn’t know what clothes to wear. My glasses, Coke-bottle lenses in aviator frames, were usually covered in dust and dandruff. I was confused about music. The junior-high-school walls were tattooed in blue pen with strange logos—ZoSo, AC/DC. I only knew that these had something to do with devilish bands led by hairy men.

I became a walking target for jocks and burnouts. I was afraid to use the boys’ room. I wished I had an older sibling, a sister with long straight hair, who would tell me what clothes to buy and what music to listen to. She would miraculously swoop in to fend off any would-be tormentors.

But what if I had a sister who became a jock or a burnout herself? What if she joined the ranks of my tormentors? I imagined an additional presence in our small suburban home, another person’s voice and smells; long hair in the sink. She would be all-seeing, all-knowing. And I would be self-conscious about playing with postcards in front of her. She might make fun of them. Worse, she might tell my classmates about them.

I entertained a more horrific thought: She might actually like my postcards and want to play with them herself. What if she mishandled them? Or left them out in the backyard? Or got peanut butter on them?

I grew increasingly nostalgic for past trips. I longed to be elsewhere, far from home and school, secure with my parents, seeing new sights, breathing different air. We weren’t traveling, but I searched for more postcards. At the stationery store in the mall, I’d buy cards of our city and the minor points of interest nearby: a bridge just outside of town, named after a Polish Revolutionary War general, on the highway to the Canadian border; bicyclists in a dull-looking park by the river; the large plaster dog, a local landmark, on the roof of an old hi-fi factory.

I stayed home from school more and more, coaxing myself into sore throats and “stomach problems.” I would lie on the couch like an invalid, and my grandmother would set up a TV tray beside me on which I perched my postcard box. I studied each card over and over again. I would assemble a group into a sequence and relive an itinerary: We crossed into Canada on this bridge; we first saw the falls from here; we stayed at a hotel on this hill; we boarded the little boat there.

My parents sensed my restlessness. We tried a few more car trips, but something wasn’t the same. We drove along the New England coast, but we fought over where to stay, what to eat, and I sat in the backseat crying in frustration. We drove to Hershey Park, but my parents couldn’t go on the rides—my mother’s bad back, my father’s high blood pressure. So I went on the flumes and roller coasters by myself, the single passenger paired with the unhappy fifth wheel of another group.

At home, there was no one to play with. I had some friends at school who also fell between social sets, who were timid or unathletic and tried not to stand out. Every Sunday at church school, I saw the Armenian-American friends—children of my father’s childhood friends—whom I had known all my life. But I couldn’t figure out how to convert these acquaintances into after-school visits or bike rides. I knew no one in our new neighborhood. One street over, there were some older boys, but they had welcomed me with a pelting of snowballs at the school-bus stop.

Time hung heavy on my hands. Always, I returned to my postcards. I needed to do something with them, to busy myself with them. I picked out some of my favorites—the House of the Seven Gables, a mall in Fresno, the dolphin show at a nearby amusement park—and taped them into a scrapbook. I wasn’t happy with the result. I tried to take them out again, but when I peeled the tape off the back it left fuzzy tear marks. I kept running my fingers over the shredded paper, as if I could heal the postcards by touch.

One night I brought the box of cards into the empty living room. I took them out, one by one, placing them side by side on the carpet, like a mosaic. I liked the effect. Pictures everywhere. A sea of houses, mountains, monuments. Soon I ran out of space. There was nowhere to step. I stopped and looked out the picture window at the darkening street, but all I could see was my own reflection. I was standing awkwardly in the middle of an illuminated room, balanced on tiptoe over a floor covered with postcards.

I imagined other twelve-year-olds in other houses, on streets beyond mine, doing normal things. All across town, my classmates were having long telephone conversations with one another. Boys my age were biking home to schoolwork and siblings and games.

I flushed with shame. Anyone walking by could look in the window and see me. What if someone from school saw me? What if one of the boys on the next block passed by?

I went into the kitchen, where my parents were sitting at the table, sharing their evening ritual of newspapers and sugar-free ice cream. I pulled a black trash bag out from under the sink. I walked back into the living room and started to tear my postcards in half, first singly, then in twos and threes, then fistfuls. Within ten minutes, I had torn up each one. The bag was full. I went through the kitchen and out to the garage. I put the bag full of postcard pieces into one of the bins.

I returned to the kitchen and sat down with my parents.

“I tore up my postcards,” I said.

My mother’s mouth fell open. “What?” She put down her newspaper.

My father made a face that was part confusion, part disgust. “You did what?”

“I tore up my postcards. I was sick of them, so I tore them up.”

“Aw, Jesus.” He put down his spoon. “Why would you do a thing like that?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I just felt like it.”

“All of those lovely postcards,” my mother said.

I sat there smiling stupidly.

For days afterward, they seemed wary, as if they weren’t sure what I would do next.

         

I RATTLED AROUND the house like a loose marble for the next few years, picking up new interests—jigsaw puzzles, trivia books—and then dropping them. In the evenings, I sat at the foot of my grandmother’s bed and we watched her small television. We liked comedies about nuns. Our favorite was a made-for-TV movie, a caper in which a nun had to jump from a tall ledge into a fireman’s rescue net.

I had a hard time paying attention in the classroom. I got B minuses. Outside of the classroom, I struggled to fit in. I saw other boys wearing rugby shirts, so I wore those, too. If there was a situation where I might say something funny, I tried to quote some TV show I had seen. But my timing was all wrong. I mumbled, and no one understood a word I said.

         

ONE DAY, MIDWAY through my junior year of high school, I was sitting at a table in the school library. Some seniors whom I didn’t know asked to share the table. One of them, a boy named Mike, started joking around with me. He asked me what music I liked. I named some bands I had seen on MTV that seemed all right. He said they sucked. But he said this in such a friendly way that I wasn’t hurt.

I sat with Mike and his friends again a few days later. When I saw him in the hallways between classes, I’d stop to talk. One evening, the phone rang. It was Mike. He was depressed. A girl he liked didn’t like him back. I took this very seriously, offered consolation and advice. I tried to act as though I had conversations like this all the time. But I was secretly thrilled.

My transformation must have been gradual, a relentless mental notation of social habits and mannerisms that took me years to put into effect. Still, from then on I pinpointed a date—the day when Mike sat at my library table—as when I truly entered the world. I compensated for a long period of loneliness, throwing myself into my new social life at hurricane force.

By senior year, my calendar was perpetually booked. After school: have an early dinner with Doug at the Ponderosa Steakhouse, visit Kathy at the dried-fruit-and-nut stand at the mall, shop for clothes with Bob and Bruce at the army-navy store. At night: rush through homework, work my way down my list of phone numbers, write letters to older friends who had left for college. Weekends: borrow Rickie Lee Jones records from Tristi, go to a Merchant Ivory film with Tina and Carolyn, drive around with Nick until midnight. In the summer, I threw cookouts for my friends in my backyard. I heard that some girls liked me. I went on a date with one, to see a Goldie Hawn movie. A girl from my English class named Theresa told me that I was her second choice for a prom date—her first choice had accepted, but still I was happy.

I found a job scooping ice cream at the local Friendly’s and became close to a red-headed coworker named John, a music student at a local college. I realized that there was a unique quality, something heightened, about my feelings for him. One day we made plans to go to the local army-navy store. I drove to his house to pick him up. He had to change his clothes, he said, and went into his bedroom. When he came out a minute later, he was putting on a new shirt. His fingers were halfway through fastening the buttons, and I could see the pink skin of his upper chest. Don’t look, I told myself. Go ahead, look, another voice said. Look while you’ve got the chance.

I often wondered which of these friends was my best friend, an appellation that changed frequently. After a particularly good phone conversation, I would decide that Nick was really my best friend. A few weeks later, I’d spend an afternoon listening to tapes in Dave’s room: No, it was actually Dave who was my best friend. I was searching for some mysterious, lasting attachment—a substitute for the sibling bond I never had and the romantic relationship I had yet to have.

The spring before my graduation, my father and I traveled to Germany, to visit the family of one of his childhood friends. I had never been abroad, and I was excited. Also anxious: I worried about everything changing back home, my social world evaporating in the ten days that I would be gone.

Germany was disappointing. My father’s friend lived in a small hilly town famous for a Baroque château and a porcelain factory. Our travels outside the town were limited—we couldn’t speak German and found it difficult to master the train system. I was grumpy with my father. Still, I took the journey as an opportunity to shower my friends back home with gifts. On the town’s main shopping street, I bought them Swiss Army knives and new-wave records you couldn’t find at our local mall.

At a stationery store I collected a stack of postcards. Back in my small room at the family’s home, I wrote messages on each one, to John and Tristi and Tina and Dave. I used all the phrases that I knew people used on postcards—“Wish you were here” and “See you next week.” And on a walk later that afternoon I dropped them into a mailbox.



I’M MY OWN GRANDPA

MOLLY JONG-FAST

I HAVE ALWAYS been thrilled about my lack of a sibling for two reasons. One, my parents are horrible parents (nice people, snappy dressers, talented writers, funny jokesters, attractive dancers, but horrible parents). Actually, that’s not really true; my parents aren’t horrible parents, but the truth is much less verbally attractive than that: My parents are complicated people, my mother weirdly hot and cold from a lifetime with my psychotic grandma, and my father complicated in his own way from a lifetime with his psychotic father, Communist hero Howard Fast. The second reason I have always been thrilled about my lack of a sibling? Inheritance, inheritance, and inheritance.

Sadly, my joy seems completely lost on my mother, who is always apologizing for my state of siblinglessness.

“We were always going to have more children,” my mother confided in me one snowy morning in Weston, Connecticut. We were sitting at the window in the kitchen in our pajamas.

I smiled into my coffee. I had explained countless times that I was happy as an only, but since she seemed never to hear that, I played along. “Sure, why not?”

Mom was in confessional mode, and nothing, not even a cadre of Symbionese Liberation Army guerrillas, could stop her. “No, really, I always wanted more children.”

Mom’s current groundskeeper was out in the woods practicing Wicca with her lesbian lover. Alger Hiss (as I will call the caretaker for the rest of
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