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For Danny, because he wanted us to understand



To live in this world

you must be able
to do three things:
to love what is mortal;
to hold it

against your bones knowing
your own life depends on it;
and, when the time comes to let it go,
to let it go
—MARY OLIVER, “IN BLACKWATER WOODS”



The Kissingers. Front row, from left: Patty, Billy, Molly on our mother’s lap, and Danny on Holmer’s
lap. Back row: Meg, Nancy, Jake, and Mary Kay.



Author’s Note

If any of my brothers or sisters pulled a stunt like this, I’d probably file a
restraining order against them. There’s a lot of tough stuff in this book that I
can’t imagine they are excited to see in print. Yet each has been helpful and
encouraging as I spent years researching and writing it. They all agreed to be
interviewed multiple times, often about the most traumatic and humiliating
events of our lives. They’ve read what I’ve written and declared that it is
accurate to the best of their knowledge.

I’'m amazed by their magnanimity, but not surprised. In addition to
freckles and crooked pinkie fingers, we share two signature traits: humor as a
subversive form of coping and the willingness to lay ourselves bare to help
others.

A note about accuracy: I’m an investigative reporter and journalism
professor, trained to bulletproof my stories by verifying every fact with as
much documentation and supporting evidence as possible. There was no way
to do that here. Details come from letters, diaries, emails, police reports,
coroners’ reports, legal files, court transcripts, bankruptcy filings, army
documents, census data, newspaper articles, and hundreds of pages of my
family’s medical records. I interviewed as many people as I could find with
firsthand knowledge of the events I describe—doctors, social workers, family
friends, neighbors, relatives, and lawyers. I even tracked down our old nanny
from 1961 to 1963. She was a college student then and now lives in a
retirement community in Florida.

Still, even the sharpest memories can be fuzzy. We were a family of eight
children, born over a span of twelve years, to parents with serious illnesses



who gobbled tranquilizers and drank themselves silly many nights. As you
might imagine, there was a great deal of chaos in our house. I’'m the fourth
oldest, a pretty good perch from which to observe, but still prone to blind
spots.

There’s also the matter of trauma, which can mess with memory by
erasing big chunks of time and freezing other parts disproportionately. So I
can’t swear that things happened in precisely the sequence that I describe
with the same confidence that I bring to my journalism. I am careful to make
note of those moments when they pop up throughout the book.

Any quotes included here are taken word for word from documents or
taped interviews. Those drawn from memory or family stories—the ones I
cannot swear were spoken verbatim—are included in italics without
quotation marks.

Finally, my brother Billy wanted me to mention that he won the seventh-
grade boys’ basketball free throw contest and one-on-one tournament at St.
Francis Xavier School in Wilmette, Illinois, in 1973. Other than that, no
demands were made.



PART
Loving What Is Mortal




1
The Tiger Pit

Tiger Pit pals: Patty and me, dressed alike, as always, for a party after Danny’s baptism in New
Canaan, Connecticut, in 1963.

When we were little, my sister Patty and I liked to pretend that ferocious
tigers lurked in the space between our twin beds, just waiting to rip us to
shreds. They stalked us at night with their razor-sharp fangs, growling and
snorting and licking their chops. Dip a toe or a finger down too low and ...
SNAP!... they’d chomp it off clean to the bone. We’d bounce from one bed
to the next, shrieking as we flew through the air.

Pipe down, you two, or I’ll come in there and beat you to a bloody pulp!



my mother would yell from her bedroom down the hall.

The invisible tigers scared us. Our mother did not.

Watch this, I’d whisper to Patty as I leaned over the side of my bed and
slowly wiggled my fingers down into the pit. She’d poke her curly little head
over the side of her bed and stare into the big black hole, nervously wheezing
as she waited for one of the tigers to take the bait. I’d squeeze my eyes shut,
imagining the hungry beasts skulking toward us, the smell of their musky fur
filling my nostrils, and feel the thumping of my heart in the middle of my
throat.

I said, “Pipe down!” my mother would call out, weaker this time.

We knew that she didn’t have the energy to beat us, much less into any
bloody pulp.

My mother, Jean Kissinger, an erstwhile debutante with a genius 1Q, now
spent her days rubbing ointment on babies’ blistered bottoms, wiping snot off
our faces, plastering our cowlicks with her spit, and dripping warm medicine
into our oozing, infected ear canals. She stuffed our lunch bags with peanut-
butter-and-potato-chip sandwiches as she helped us conjugate Latin verbs,
folded laundry while she quizzed us on our multiplication tables, and typed
our term papers between bouncing a baby on her lap and ironing our uniform
blouses. Her own mother was dead and she had no sisters, so it fell to my
mother to raise her eight children more or less by herself while my father was
out of town most of the week on business.

My father, Bill Kissinger (we called him Holmer), sold advertising space
to companies that manufactured tranquilizers and other so-called ethical
pharmaceuticals to harried mothers of the baby boom. Business was brisk,
especially in our North Shore Chicago neighborhood, where women, a great
number of them Irish Catholics like my mother, were expected to fill the
pews with as many children as they could bear, whether they had the stamina
or not.

“Something is definitely wrong when the best that the average American
couple can do over a fertile period of twenty-five years is to give only two or
three children to the Kingdom of God,” Monsignor John Knott of the
National Catholic Welfare Conference said in his directive to the faithful.

The Catholic Marriage Manual that my mother and her friends read
religiously cautioned, “When parents consciously choose the small family as
their way of life, they are expressing their ambition for material luxury as



opposed to the spiritual pleasures which child rearing can give. It is no
coincidence that the ‘spoiled little brat’—the selfish monster of popular
fiction and newspaper comic strips—is usually an only child.”

My mother might not have taken too kindly to these single men telling her
how many children she should have and how to raise them, but she didn’t do
anything to contradict them. She and Holmer gamely produced five girls and
three boys from 1952 to 1964, each one feistier than the last, scrapping and
chasing and pawing like a pack of puppies. Our favorite game is one we
made up called Teddy Bear. It starts with one kid jumping on top of another
on the playroom floor. Then, one by one, the rest of us stack our bodies like
human Jenga pieces, until someone farts or begins to turn blue. Meet the
team:

1952, Mary Kay: The oldest. The arty one, glamorous and flamboyant, with
thick dark brown hair that she would roll around orange juice cans each night
to shape it just so. She spent hours transforming the room over our garage
into a magic fairyland by gluing sparkles on the walls and dangling clumps of
cotton from hangers to look like clouds.

Mary Kay was famous for her avant-garde fashions, often homemade. For
her senior prom, she created earrings out of flashcubes and a white tunic with
fringed sleeves like the brise-soleil from a Calatrava sculpture. Her “Jesus
sandals” strapped around her legs up to her knees.

The first time she was grounded for staying out too late, Mary Kay
decorated the back of her bedroom door with hundreds of pictures of eyes
that she cut out of her Seventeen magazines, a Great Gatsby homage that I
found to be as creepy as it was mesmerizing. She refused to go on our annual
ski trips because she said her vacation was getting a week away from all of
us. I'm never getting married or having kids, she’d say loudly and often
enough to be sure that our mother heard her.

Hoping some of Mary Kay’s swank would transfer to me by osmosis, I
sometimes slept in the spare twin bed in her bedroom. After turning out the
lights, she’d reach for the pack of Kool cigarettes that she’d hidden in a big
green glass ashtray under her bed. As I watched the red glow from her
cigarette dance through the darkness, I felt deliciously naughty to be in on an
act of such insubordination.



1953, Nancy: The scamp. She was glamorous, too, but in a more
conventional way that belied her truer nature. Nancy wore monogrammed
blouses with pleated skirts and penny loafers with actual pennies tucked into
the flaps. Both Mary Kay and Nancy modeled in high school and took the
business of being beautiful very seriously. Every morning before school,
those two would tie up the girls’ bathroom, preening in front of the mirror,
teasing their hair, gluing on false eyelashes, slathering on foundation and lip
gloss. I could never figure out who they were trying to impress at their all-
girls Catholic high school.

All right already! 1’d whine as I danced around, waiting for them to finish
the hell up so I could get to the toilet. Nancy played the piano and guitar and
fancied herself the next Janis Joplin, wailing out soulful ballads of love gone
wrong from the Kin-tucky coal mines to the California sun. It was hard to
take her seriously. She sang off-key and, in her plaid wool shorts, Peter Pan
collar, and gold circle pin, she looked nothing like the hipster, heroin-
shooting blues singer. The nuns told my parents that Nancy was probably a
genius, but to watch out: She’s sneaky. Truer words were never spoken.
Nancy and her friend Ellen won the school’s eighth-grade science fair for
their project on extrasensory perception, which meant they got to compete in
the state contest in Springfield. The night before, Holmer caught Nancy
changing the letters on the poster board from “ESP: Fact or Fiction?” to
“Fuck on Fart.”

This was the same year Nancy talked me into letting her pour a bottle of
Clairol Summer Blonde dye on my hair. She was flirting with the notion of
lightening her locks and figured I’d be the perfect guinea pig. After the
chemicals turned my hair the color of an orangutan, Nancy aborted the
mission. I was in fourth grade, and when my dark hair started growing back
in, she loudly nicknamed me “Roots,” a humiliating moniker that quickly
spread around our grade school playground. At night, I used to sneak into her
room and steal her sweaters. If she caught me, she’d scratch my arm or pull
my orange hair.

1954, Jake: The observer/inventor. Fixated on efficiency, he combined salt
and pepper into one shaker and would sometimes eat breakfast late at night in
case he didn’t have time to do so the next morning. Jake left notes he
scribbled to my mother in the refrigerator to remind her, “Sliced cheese costs



the same, tastes just as good, and is easier to use when making sandwiches.”
He filled plastic bags with ice and wore them around his neck on sultry
summer days as he pedaled his bike toward Lake Michigan invoking his
motto: Under 75 degrees or underwater!

Jake brought a backpack full of maps, almanacs, and little notebooks with
him wherever we went and made pronouncements about modern culture that
were impossible to prove. He’d say things like, No one eats in their cars
anymore or Catholics don’t buy full-length mirrors. He sounded authoritative
enough, but if you asked for his sources, you’d find that they were anecdotal
or based on very small sample sizes.

When Jake was in seventh grade, kids beat him up on the St. Francis
playground so viciously that my parents transferred him to the public school.
Not only had I done nothing to stop the harassment, I pretended not to notice.
Once, I even laughed nervously. Like Peter in the garden at Gethsemane, I
knew instantly that I had just betrayed the one person in my life who most
consistently modeled love and compassion, and I was bitterly disappointed in
myself for being so weak.

1957, Me: The bedrooms were full by the time I arrived. So, for the first
several months, I slept in a bassinet by the front door like a human burglar
alarm. From the few baby pictures taken of me, I can see why there weren’t
more. The left side of my face was swollen where the forceps had grabbed
me, making it look like I was winking, the creepy way a prizefighter does
after getting clobbered in the tenth round. My feet turned in toward each
other, so I had to wear plaster casts on both legs and baby shoes affixed to a
metal bar to keep them straight.

My mother worried about why I didn’t walk or talk or reach for things as
early as her other kids. The pediatrician examined me thoroughly and
considered all the evidence. You’re right, Jean, he told her. This one is slow.
But she’ll probably be okay socially.

1959, Patty: My wingman, a Goody Two-shoes who worked so hard to
please me and everyone else that my friend Mary Claire nicknamed her
Yygor (pronounced EE-gor), an eccentric spelling of Dr. Frankenstein’s
assistant. She baked pretzels for Holmer in her Easy-Bake oven and made a
papier-maché likeness of him one Father’s Day, using one of his many empty



beer bottles as the body.

With my stick-straight hair, I admit to being jealous when old ladies in the
grocery store would coo at Patty’s adorable ringlets. So I told her that she
was adopted and her real parents were Malcolm X and a lady I made up
named Kitty O’Shea. Patty had asthma, and on Christmas morning of 1961,
when I was four years old and she was two, I sat on her chest—why, I do not
recall—and she had to be rushed to the hospital while I hid under her bed,
convinced that I’d murdered her.

Still, Patty was so cheerful and trustworthy that she was named editor of
her first-grade newspaper, The Happy Times. She started keeping a diary, but
maintained a strict policy of not reporting anything that might embarrass
anyone or hurt their feelings. Before long, she ran out of news. By the
following May, Patty abandoned journalism altogether and settled on a career
in nursing.

1961, Billy: The golden boy—smart, funny, handsome, athletic, and a rascal
of the first degree. His raspy voice was so appealing that Holmer once paid
him a dollar just to hear him sing the ABCs. Billy and I would spend hours
watching Chicago Cubs baseball games on our playroom TV, imitating
pitchers’ deliveries and batters’ stances. When the score was close, we’d
stand on one leg for good luck.

When he was in second grade, Billy tried to sneak a pack of my mother’s
cigarettes to school by zipping them into the front pocket of his windbreaker.
He had a crush on his teacher that year and wore English Leather aftershave
to woo her. That was the same year that his band of little hooligans lit the
neighbor’s woods on fire. Everyone assumed Billy would grow up to be a
wild man like Holmer, his namesake.

1963, Danny: The youngest boy was born on Billy’s second birthday, so the
comparisons between the two were even more tempting. With his big, deep-
set brown eyes, strawberry-blond hair, and rosy cheeks, Danny looked like a
Gerber baby. He’d crawl around the playroom in his yellow Dr. Denton
pajamas and curl up next to the radiator like a cat. Danny had such a sweet
disposition that the manager of our local grocery store called him “the Good,
Good Baby.” We called him “Duper” or “the Dupe,” for short. While Billy
was running around the block naked with the little girl next door, the Dupe



quietly strung rope around the necks of plastic army men he called “my guys”
and dangled them from his third-floor bedroom window.

Danny aimed to please. He knew that my mother loved BLT sandwiches,
so he taught himself how to make them for her. His mouth curled up on one
side, making it look like he was always smiling. But I always worried about
that little guy. You had to keep your eye on him or he’d find himself in more
trouble than he could handle.

One summer day, when Danny was about three, he toddled out the back
door while no one was looking. Patty and I canvassed the neighborhood on
our bikes and found him eating grass behind the fence of an old lady’s yard a
few blocks away. Let him go! we screamed. But she shooed us away with her
broom. We were convinced that she was a witch trying to fatten him up for
the cauldron.

1964, Molly: The baby of the family didn’t come home from the hospital
right away because my mother refused to leave the maternity ward. She said
she was too tired from having had all these kids and she needed to stay there
for a while longer to get some rest. They arrived home just in time for my
seventh birthday, so I assumed that Molly was a gift just for me. I used to
take her out of her crib and bring her into my bed to sleep with me at night
until she was old enough to roll over and fall out. Stay little, I would whisper
into her ear as she slept. I didn’t want her growing up and leaving me. My
friends and I would come home from school and run into the nursery to wake
her from her naps by chanting the silly nickname we gave her: Roeger
Boohead Boohead Hogmeier, sat in the crib all fat and bald!!! Molly would
stare at us through the slats of her crib and shout, Gee-bo-shut! which we
eventually deciphered as Get out of here and Shut up.

Without any sisters near her in age, Molly lacked fashion sense. She wore
the same polyester pants—navy blue with little moons—for several days in a
row, even after they were too tight for her. More than once, Holmer accused
Molly of peeing in our backyard swimming pool, a claim she never denied
convincingly. But you could tell that he was proud of how she could drain a
free throw, spike a volleyball, and swing a golf club. She even farts like a
man, Holmer twinkled on the day Molly got her first hole in one.

* * K



MY PARENTS LIKELY WOULD have had more children, but even the parish priest
agreed that enough was enough. By 1964, with her nerves frayed and her
uterus all but shot, my mother went on the Pill. Her doctor, a Catholic and the
father of ten, wrote the prescription. Your body can’t handle any more, Jean,
he told her, to say nothing of her mind.

My mother was taking quite a risk. Official Catholic doctrine held that all
birth control—except for the famously ineffective rhythm method—goes
against the natural order of God. Any woman who took the Pill would be
committing a mortal sin. If she were caught, my mother would not just be
denied Holy Communion for life, she would burn in hell for eternity. But a
glimmer of hope for her salvation flickered in the distance. Theologians
meeting at the Vatican were recommending that the pope allow oral
contraception. The Pill doesn’t destroy human life, they argued. It merely
prevents it from forming by stopping ovulation. A decision could come any
day.

As my mother awaited the verdict, she nervously swallowed her pill each
morning. She was down in the basement doing one of her many daily loads of
laundry when the news broke over the radio: Oral contraceptives are
“intrinsically wrong,” Pope Paul VI declared. They cannot be used as a
means of regulating the number of children in a family. Any woman wishing
to remain a Catholic in good standing may not take the Pill. Period. End of
discussion.

Well, shit, my mother said.

She trudged upstairs to find a church bulletin, relieved to see that Father
Welsh, the young associate, was assigned to hear confessions that week.
Finally, a lucky break. Off she went to see him bright and early the following
Saturday.

Father, it’s me, Jean Kissinger, my mother whispered as she knelt in the
darkened box. Hadn’t she done enough to propagate the faith? The newly
minted priest fumbled for a bit. But, Jean, he said. Children are gifts from
God, the fruits of a loving relationship. Her heart sank. This new priest might
not be such a pushover after all.

My mother was desperate. What began as mild postpartum depression
after Jake was born grew more intense with each new baby and was now
nearly paralyzing her. She was terrified of what might happen if she had to
keep having children. By then, she was forty-two years old, the same age that



her mother had been when she became pregnant with her youngest child,
Johnny, who was born with Down syndrome.

Please, Father, my mother pleaded, I can’t have any more children. She
told him about her dark thoughts and how she wasn’t always able to shake
herself out of that funk. After a good, long while, the young priest conceded
the point.

Okay, Jean, he said, fair enough. And he granted her the dispensation.

A week later, our home phone rang, and I answered. The normally chatty
Father Welsh sounded peeved. He told my mother that the line of women
waiting for his confessional that Saturday snaked all the way to the back of
the church. Apparently, my mother couldn’t keep her trap shut about the deal
she’d finagled. Now all her friends were looking to get in on the action.

Jean, Father Welsh scolded, what goes on in confession is private BOTH
ways.

* * %

EVEN THROUGH THE FOG of her depression and anxiety, my mother did her best
to make our house a happy one. She’d start out strong each morning, padding
around the kitchen in her fuzzy blue slippers, a Kent cigarette dangling from
her lower lip, singing to Tippy, our fat beagle, and the canary we named Flip
the Bird. She scribbled her lists of things to do that day on the back of a bank
deposit slip. (First item: “Make List.”) She wore a creamy pink Barbizon
bathrobe with a Susan B. Anthony button pinned to her lapel that declared,
“All Men Are Beasts.”

Late mornings, once she’d taken her bath, she might head to St. Francis
Xavier School for her turn at playground duty, breaking up fights, cleaning
skinned knees, and making sure kids’ coats were buttoned up against the stiff
winds that blew off the shores of nearby Lake Michigan. After school, she
would lug us around Chicago’s North Shore in her wood-paneled station
wagon while she ran errands or tended to one of her many corporal works of
mercy. She delivered breast milk for the La Leche League and care packages
of clothing, toys, and food that she’d assemble for the Cordi-Marian Society,
the church’s mission. When one of her friends had a baby or a parent who
died, she’d make them her signature lemon bars. We’d wait in the car with
the engine running while my mother scurried to the door to deliver any treats



that were left after we’d raided the basement refrigerator the night before,
ignoring the skulls and crossbones that she scrawled on her warning labels:

DO NOT EAT!!!!QQQ

After that, she would haul us to our basketball games or play practices or
scout meetings where my mother often presided as leader. Good enough,
she’d say, handing us our fitness badges as we turned lopsided somersaults
and cartwheels. Then she’d schlep us over to the Hi-Lo Grocery store on
Green Bay Road and buy us all ice cream cones for a nickel apiece, even if it
was almost dinnertime.

My mother mixed her first martini at 5 p.m. sharp. The second, a half an
hour later. In between, she might pop a tranquilizer. Once the dishes were
done, bedtime books were read, and the little kids were tucked away, she’d
throw on her nightgown and brush her teeth, then scurry to the side of her
bed, where she’d kneel, take a deep breath, and bow her head. After making a
quick sign of the cross over her chest, she’d bury her face in her hands. I
always wondered what she was praying for so intently. Thanks? More
energy? A way out? Only then would she hop under the covers and, with the
world’s widest shit-eating grin, declare herself, Just happy to be in bed. By 8
or 9 p.m., she was down for the count. The house was more or less all ours to
do as we pleased.

Holmer tried his best with us, too. He would swoop into the house from
New York City on Friday nights, tipsy from airplane booze, and make his
way around the kitchen table.

Put your cheeks up here, he’d say, yanking our faces toward his as he
kissed us all so hard that we shook like Jell-O. He’d call us his “little
tortfeasors,” a term he learned in law school that we thought sounded like a
German swear word. After another highball or two, he’d lie on the playroom
floor and hoist us up on his legs so we could fly like little helicopters,
squealing and squiggling. We called them our “dangerous tricks.”

Holmer performed all the duties expected of a father with a brood of our
size. He helped coach Little League baseball in the spring and football in the
fall and presided as the lector at Sunday mass, winking at us from the pulpit
whenever the readings referenced “asses” or “the bosom of Abraham.” In
later years, after he stopped traveling so much, he served as president of the
parish school board, and, for a time, he and my mother taught religious



instruction to high school students, exhorting them to be like Jesus and treat
each other with dignity and respect.

But at home, Holmer was fidgety, Mr. Ants in Your Pants, a constant
motion machine, scrubbing the kitchen counter, snapping his fingers, tapping
his toes. He couldn’t keep our names straight. When he was especially
flustered, he’d spit them out at once. “MaryNancyJeanGirl.” The boys were
simply “Dilly,” a combination of Danny and Billy.

We made him nervous. Holmer never learned how to cope with a houseful
of screaming kids. His mother had hit him. So, he hit us. These were not the
controlled spankings once sanctioned by the preeminent pediatricians of the
day like Benjamin Spock. They were more spontaneous actions, spasms of
his monkey brain—jabs to the ribs, a smack to the side of the head, a punch
here and there, a crack from his belt if we were really bad, one from the belt’s
buckle, if we were really, really bad.

What, if anything, were you thinking? he’d scream as he inspected the
half-assed job one of us had done sweeping the garage or raking the lawn.
Give me that thing. Then he’d grab the broom or the rake, hip-check us out of
the way like a hockey defenseman, and finish the job himself. By Saturday
afternoons, we’d all be tiptoeing around the house, steering well clear of him
until he left for New York again on Monday morning. Sundays were the
worst, especially if he was hungover and the Chicago Bears had lost another
football game. Even the slightest drop of spilled milk could set him off then.

Holmer loved that damn football team. He would sometimes sneak us into
Bears games by hiding one of the little ones under his coat or have a few of
us whiz past the usher while he pretended to be fumbling for the tickets. But
the team disappointed him more often than not. A season ticket holder, he
once threatened to sue them for a breach of fiduciary duty, claiming they
were only “masquerading as a professional football team” to bilk fans like
him out of their hard-earned cash.

When he was in a hurry to get out of the house and we were in the way,
Holmer would flail his arms as he hustled toward the front door, sometimes
with a mug of scalding-hot coffee in one hand, shouting, Look out! I’'m
coming out swinging!

He often looked ashamed after one of these outbursts, though he’d never
say as much. You could see the regret in his eyes, the way he avoided looking
right at us.



Here. Try this, he’d say, staring at his feet as he handed one of us a bite of
steak that he was grilling or some other peace offering like a salted radish or
some pickled cucumbers. I’d reach out and take one of his scraps even if 1
didn’t want it, just to make him feel better, to put an end to the awkwardness.
It scared me to see him lose control like that. Ten minutes later, he’d be
shaking his butt, doing a little dance, singing a silly song:

OH ... What’ll ya have, the waiter said, casually picking his nose.

I don’t think he meant to hurt us. He just didn’t know how not to.

Our father’s sudden mood changes and our mother’s melancholia made us
tense, like little deer teetering through the forest, vulnerable and unprotected.
We fretted that the tigers could come bounding toward us at any second. Or,
maybe, they’d creep up on us slowly, slinking through the glades, as tigers
often do.

As we grew older, Patty and I added other rituals to our bedtime
repertoire, ones we hoped could steady us a bit. With no parent available to
settle us to sleep, we tried to train each other to shut up, sleep tight, don’t let
the bedbugs bite. Just after turning out the lights, Patty and I would chant:

Order in the courthouse! Speak, Monkey, speak! The next one to speak
is a monkey for a week. Starting ... NOW!

It rarely worked. Patty did well enough, but my lack of impulse control
would get the best of me. I'd pretend to be choking or having a seizure,
anything to coax her into talking.

You okay? Patty would whisper, earnestly scampering to my rescue.

Monkey! I’d screech.

And our mother would shout out to us again. Pipe down, you two!

That would only make us laugh harder. And back we’d go, bouncing from
bed to bed, hooting and squealing as we pretended to be playing imaginary
flutes.

We wanted to be good. We tried our best to be brave. Once, we dared
ourselves to fall asleep holding hands over the Tiger Pit. But we never
stopped worrying about the beasts that we imagined swirled between our
beds. We knew we were no match for them, and we dreaded the day that they
would rip us apart. It seemed like only a matter of time.



Indeed, one day, the tigers did come.

* * %

THEY WERE NOT REAL tigers, of course, but a menace just as ferocious, with
power just as deadly. They scratched and clawed until they made mincemeat
of us all. Some in our family were devoured from head to toe, never to be
seen again. A sister, ripped to shreds and swallowed whole. Then, years later,
a brother, snatched before our very eyes. We could see it happening. We just
couldn’t do anything to save him. Or maybe we were too scared to try.

Those of us who were left tried to hide. But the beasts were relentless.
Just when we thought we were free, one would spring toward us. And then
another. And another. Eventually, we were all mauled and mangled. No one
escaped unscathed.

In time, we learned that if we were to survive, we couldn’t just shiver
under our covers the way Patty and I used to. We’d each have to figure out a
way to fight back, wrestle those fuckers to the ground, pound them into
submission once and for all.

If not, they’d surely come back and get us, too.



2
Get Out of Jail Free

My mother and father going out on the town. Fox Point, Wisconsin, 1950.

If my mother had gotten her way, my siblings and I would have never been
born.

She was so afraid of what might happen if she married Holmer that she
tried to call off their wedding just weeks before the ceremony. Too late, her
father said as the August 1951 date drew near. The invitations had already
been mailed. Besides, he wasn’t going to allow her to embarrass the family
by doing something so crass.

Don’t blame me, my mother would tell us when Holmer exploded in a



rage or danced around the breakfast room table in one of Grandma’s sequined
hats. I tried getting out while the getting was good. But we heard them
giggling in their bedroom often enough to know how she really felt. Night
after night, Holmer chased my mother around the kitchen, pinching her butt,
throwing his arms around her waist, and kissing her cheeks. She pretended
not to like it, rolling her eyes and pushing him away. But no one bought her
little act. I caught them dancing in the living room late one night while Peggy
Lee’s smoky voice wafted from the hi-fi, promising the best is yet to come.
My mother wrapped her arms around my father’s neck and sank her head into
his chest like she was melting right into him.

She loved playing the straight man in their romantic comedy routine.
Wanna roll? my mother would ask Holmer as she handed him a basket of
bread at dinner. He’d wiggle his eyebrows, lean into her, and whisper, loudly
enough for us all to hear: Think we have time?

I always assumed that my mother wanted to back out of their engagement
because she was nervous about what a nut my father was. “Wild Bill,” as he
was widely known, was so hyper as a boy that when the Dust Bowl fires
stretched all the way to the woods of northern Wisconsin in the early 1930s,
he would try to run toward the fire wagons. Fearful for his safety, his mother
would dress him up like a girl, figuring that he’d be too embarrassed to go
outside and be seen in a frilly frock. When that didn’t work, she tied him to a
tree.

One of the nuns who taught him at St. Robert School in Shorewood,
Wisconsin, grew so tired of his shenanigans that she slammed him up against
a wall hard enough that the clock hanging above him stopped and never
started again. Holmer proudly claimed that the nuns kept the timepiece up
there for years as a warning to other children about what could happen to
them if they were as incorrigible as Bill Kissinger.

But Holmer’s feistiness wasn’t the only reason my parents almost didn’t
get married. My mother also worried about what Holmer would think if he
knew the truth about her.

My parents were fixed up on a blind date in the early spring of 1950 by
Grandma, my father’s mother, of all people. Holmer was in his first year at
Marquette University Law School, compliments of the GI Bill. My mother
was teaching kindergarten at the Brown Street School in the poorest section
of Milwaukee to children with disabilities, many of them the sons and



daughters of immigrants with names like George Washington and
Christopher Columbus.

Grandma, who fancied herself a skilled matchmaker, spied my mother at
St. Monica Catholic Church as she was returning to the pew after receiving
Communion one Sunday morning, and the wheels began to turn. She knew
about my mother from Bill Dorward, her new son-in-law. His parents played
bridge with my mother’s parents. Grandma figured that this Jean Gutenkunst
would be an excellent catch for her boy. Nice family, Bill Dorward
confirmed, rubbing his thumb against the side of his index finger. Lotta this
stuff.

It was true. My mother grew up in Fox Point, one of the more exclusive
suburbs of Milwaukee, where her father, Charlie Gutenkunst, was a village
trustee. Charlie’s father, my great-grandfather, started a foundry on
Milwaukee’s south side in 1885, where they manufactured tools for
harvesting hay and later railroad parts, vises, clamps, wrenches, and braces.
The Gutenkunsts were frequently featured in the society pages as one of
Milwaukee’s most prominent families. They had a summer house on nearby
Pine Lake, a Rolls-Royce, and a live-in maid, even during the worst days of
the Great Depression. My mother, the oldest, and two of her three brothers
attended private schools and took lessons in ballroom dancing, tennis,
archery, horseback riding, and golf. Her father served as president of the
Wisconsin Club and an officer at both the Town Club and the Milwaukee
Country Club.

Holmer’s family, by contrast, was always hard up for cash. His father,
Matthew Kissinger, one of eight children, dropped out of school after sixth
grade to help make ends meet, doing odd jobs, fixing cars, and selling
vitamins. Matt was a voracious reader and a hard worker, but he had trouble
getting ahead during the Depression. Sometimes, money was so tight that
they had to rent out the bedrooms of their Shorewood bungalow while
Holmer and his brother and sister slept on cots in the hallway. Christmas
1932, the same year that my mother received a dollhouse with electric lights
and running water, Holmer begged for the sailor suit that he had seen in the
window at Schuster’s department store in downtown Milwaukee.

Oh, we could never dfford that, Grandma told him.

But when six-year-old Holmer bounded downstairs on Christmas
morning, he discovered the little navy-blue suit with the matching hat and



grosgrain ribbon nestled under the tree. He jumped up and down with glee
and spent the day marching around the house, fighting imaginary pirates. His
joy was short-lived. The next day, Grandma made him fold up the uniform
and put it back into the box. Then they hopped on the streetcar and returned it
to the store for a full refund. He was crushed.

As Grandma watched my mother walk back from Communion that
Sunday, she knew that her boy would be set for life if he could snare the
Gutenkunst girl. So, she set the trap with help from a little unexpected
inheritance, her portion of the sale of her family’s farm. Instead of investing
her windfall in the stock market or parking it in a savings account, Grandma
bought Holmer a red convertible, hoping that would catch my mother’s eye.
Holmer, now twenty-three, had jet-black hair, piercing brown eyes, a square
jaw, and chiseled looks good enough that he landed top modeling jobs in
town. He didn’t need his mother’s help finding romance. In fact, he already
had a girlfriend named Joan. But Grandma was going for the big payday,
betting everything she had on the girl with the family fortune.

By anyone’s accounting, my mother was quite a prize. A Junior Leaguer
with a pilot’s license, she spoke French and studied English literature at
Carleton College (two of her brothers were Princeton men). Her friends
called her Curly—not for her hair (which indeed was curly) but for her toes.
She had big, doe eyes, legs that could rival Betty Grable’s, and the cutest
dimples Bill Kissinger had ever seen. She was quiet—shy even—but get a
few martinis into her and she could belt out all the words to “Mimi the
College Widow.”

My mother secretly worried that Holmer was too much for her. He danced
on top of bars, guzzled beer, and introduced her to his friends as Jean “Dirty
Word.”

It’s Guten-KUNST, she’d say, trying to hide her amusement with a scowl
of false indignation. KUNST means “art.”

Holmer nicknamed my mother “Maude,” after a foulmouthed old battle-
ax who worked the counter at the Milwaukee County Courthouse, where he
and his fellow law school students spent hours poring over case files. Holmer
made my mother laugh. And she needed a good laugh. Her mother, Chloe,
was dying of breast cancer, and the mood at home was grim.

My mother was twenty-four years old and terrified of losing her mother.
Chloe was always so breezy and cheerful. Without her, who would remind



my mother to be brave, to believe in herself, to know that—no matter what
life brings—she must have faith that things will get better?

Chloe died late that November. Now, in the dead of winter, my mother
spent her evenings cleaning out her mother’s closets and writing thank-you
notes to the funeral guests while her father refilled his martini glass and
sulked in the corner of the living room, often without even bothering to turn
on the lights. Adventures with Holmer in his shiny red convertible offered
just the escape my mother craved.

As unlikely a pair as they seemed to be on the surface, my parents would
come to discover that they actually had a lot in common. Holmer, it turned
out, was not just a party boy in search of an easy payday, and my mother was
more than a well-mannered trust fund baby looking to laugh her way out of
her grief. They were each stuck in a bad situation, eager for a fresh start.
They both longed for someone who knew how it felt to have your life sailing
along in one direction and then, suddenly, one day, without any warning, to
have it be turned around so completely that you didn’t know where you were
heading anymore.

Each was haunted by family shame that they tried to drown in gallons of
gin. They were jittery deep down inside, worried that they weren’t good
enough. How could they ever stack up against their A-list debutante / law
school crowd? They learned early how to pretend like nothing was wrong.
Glide on your charm.

Besides, they had no business complaining. They were the lucky ones, not
like their poor brothers, both named John, one who died in August 1943 and
the other who was born two months later.

* * %

HOLMER’S BROTHER, JOHN MATTHEW Kissinger, known as Jack, died on August
16, 1943, long before my siblings and I were born. Grandma and Grandpa
barely spoke about him to us, and neither did Holmer. All we knew was that
our uncle Jack had been killed in World War II. Holmer kept a faded
photograph of the two of them on his dresser. Jack, who must have been
about fourteen when the photo was taken, is sitting astride a motor scooter,
wearing a leather jacket and a devilish grin. Holmer, four years younger, is
standing behind his brother, sporting a pair of knickers and a double-breasted



wool coat, smirking. By the looks on their faces, it seemed like they were up
to no good and darn proud of it.

Without much information to go on, I used to make up little stories about
what might have happened to this dashing uncle: shot down by the evil Nazis
somewhere over Europe or maybe by the Japanese near a little island in the
Pacific. Holmer’s unwillingness to discuss his dead brother compounded the
tragedy in my mind, making it not only sad but a little spooky. What’s the
mystery? We were reminded of this each night as we bowed our heads for the
blessing of the meal and recited this eerie little coda: Eternal rest grant unto
him, oh Lord, and let perpetual light shine upon him.

All we knew of our uncle was that Grandpa had had a heart attack when
he heard the news of Jack’s death and was too sick to attend his funeral.
What really happened, I’d learn more than seventy years later, was much
more complicated and even more wrenching.

Jack was in his junior year studying history at St. Norbert College and
working as a news announcer at WI'AQ Radio in Green Bay, Wisconsin,
when he was drafted into the army in March 1943, a month before his
twenty-first birthday. He was stationed in Stamford, Texas, training to be a
pilot, when he learned that his father had suffered a massive heart attack back
home in Milwaukee. Jack and Grandpa had always been close, fishing
buddies who’d soldiered through their own war together—enduring
Grandma’s tirades and physical assaults. Grandma had a fierce temper and
was quick to use her wooden spoon to crack some sense into her children,
particularly Jack. She’d once beaten him so badly that Grandpa, though short
on cash as always, paid for Jack and him to stay in a motel for a time.
Relatives said Grandma resented how close Jack was to his father, an
intimacy she didn’t share, and she let them know it with the back of her hand
or that thick wooden spoon.

Even with war raging, Jack managed to get his supervisor to grant him a
compassionate leave so he could go back to Milwaukee to say goodbye to his
dying father. By the time Jack arrived at the hospital, Grandpa’s condition
had taken a turn. To everyone’s surprise, he had started to improve and was
expected to make a full recovery. Jack returned to Texas a few days later,
relieved about his father’s improving health but scrambling now to make up
for lost training time. He needed just fifteen more hours of flying to be
promoted but would have to hustle, lest his supervisors flunk him.



“Well, I’'m back into the swing of things again, and boy-oh-boy: How
they do swing!!” Jack wrote in a letter to his mother’s oldest sister a few days
after he got back to Texas. “I was practicing solo landings and I did
LOouSsy!!”

Roughly one-fifth of his class had already been demoted. “It’s hell
watching these guys wash out,” Jack wrote.

He had good reason to fret. Those who couldn’t cut it were sent back to
the general corps as infantrymen, which almost certainly meant being a part
of the ground troops fighting Hitler’s troops across Europe or slogging
through African deserts or Pacific island jungles. At that point in the war, an
average of 220 American soldiers and sailors were dying each day. Jack
figured it was better to take his chances in the air, even if the rickety planes
were so dangerous that he and his buddies referred to them as the “Flying
Coffins.”

He knew that if he mastered his flying skills, he might become a
commercial pilot someday, and wouldn’t that be the life? Trips to Los
Angeles, Miami, maybe even Paris. He logged out for the last flight of the
night just after 5 p.m.

Mrs. W. W. Young and her young son, Charles, were picking cotton in a
nearby field when they noticed a plane sputtering out of control, then nose-
diving before hitting the ground at a ninety-degree angle. They ran to the
plane to see if they could help. “The pilot was still in the cockpit with his
head and right arm hanging over the right side,” Mrs. Young would later tell
investigators. “I said to him, ‘Son, is there anything I can do for you?’”

Jack tried to raise his arm three times and to nod. Mrs. Young sent her son
scurrying to a nearby farm to call for help while she waited with Jack. She
could hear his breathing grow heavier and more labored. Then he started to
cough. By the time help arrived more than twenty minutes later, it was too
late. Jack was declared dead at the scene.

Grandpa, who had been sent home from the Milwaukee hospital two days
earlier, was visiting in the living room with Grandma and some relatives
when the doorbell rang. Two army officers stood in the doorway, one with a
telegram in his hand. Neighbors said Grandma shrieked so loudly they could
hear her from down the block. Holmer, who’d just finished his junior year of
high school, was out drinking beer with friends at the time. When he arrived
home later that night, the house was dark. He saw the telegram lying on the



dining room table.

CAUSE OF ACCIDENT UNKNOWN STOP PILOT FATAL STOP

Tipsy from beer, Holmer misinterpreted the telegram and thought that
Jack was still alive. He went to bed praying for his big brother’s full
recovery.

Investigators for the Aircraft Accident Board acknowledged that Jack
should have been supervised more closely. His judgment was deficient “due
to lack of training and experience required to form sound decisions,” army
investigators noted. He especially should have been warned about the dangers
of flying so low. They promised to do a better job of that with the new
recruits. But the army assumed no responsibility for Jack’s death. As far as
they were concerned, Jack’s death was his own damn fault. No one else was
found to be complicit or would be made to answer any questions about the
crash.

They charged Jack with safety violations. He wasn’t around to face the
charges, of course, but his family would pay the price.

The army issued gold stars to the parents of soldiers killed in battle—
including Grandma’s sister, Mame, whose son Bob was shot down in the
Pacific on a mission he flew as a favor for a friend. Gold Star families were
awarded death benefits. They hung banners from their living room windows
and wore pins on their lapels to let the world know that their children had
died valiantly fighting for freedom. Grandma and Grandpa got none of that.
They were left to absorb their grief with the humiliation that their boy was
dead because, well, he screwed up.

Decades later, it would be revealed that Jack was one of nearly fifteen
thousand American men who died in flight training during World War I,
never having left American soil.

Jack’s broken body arrived home in a steel casket. The part of the story
my siblings and I always heard about Grandpa being too weak from his heart
attack to attend Jack’s funeral was true. Grandpa stayed home while Holmer,
a few days shy of his seventeenth birthday, ushered Grandma up the aisle at
St. Robert Catholic Church as they followed Jack’s coffin to the altar.

Nine months later, Holmer enlisted in the navy. Because he was only
seventeen years old, he’d need his parents’ permission, which they gave



without hesitation. Two weeks after his high school graduation, Holmer left
for training, hoping to become a pilot, just like his brother. He would finally
get a sailor suit that his mother could not return.

* * %

MY MOTHER WAS MORTIFIED when she discovered that a baby was on the way.
A baby! The year 1943 had already been a hell of a mess. World War II was
raging, and even some of her well-heeled male friends were no longer able to
get deferments. Watching them go off to war was awful. Then there was the
damn car crash. Her sedan slid on some black ice midway through her senior
year of high school after a night of heavy drinking at her family’s lake house.
My mother broke her neck and had to wear a body cast for the remainder of
the school year. She ate her meals standing up with a plate propped up on the
living room mantel. She missed so much school that she was not allowed to
graduate with her class and had to take summer classes to be able to start
college on time that September.

Now this. Her mother is pregnant?

But what if the neighbors think the baby is mine? she asked her mother.

John Woodward Gutenkunst was born on October 15, 1943, while my
mother was away at her first year at Carleton College. The minute she met
her newborn brother, my mother knew something was wrong. Johnny’s limbs
were floppy, and his eyes slanted upward. He had trouble sucking.

Probably best for everyone if you don’t even hold him, dearie, the labor
and delivery nurse told my mother’s mother, Chloe. The hospital would find
a good home for him where the nuns could care for him. But Chloe would
hear none of it. She took her baby home and cheerfully introduced him to
friends and relatives, pretending that nothing was wrong.

Secretly, she was devastated. Chloe felt guilty for having a baby at the age
of forty-three. She knew that the older the mother was, the more likely it was
that the baby could be born with complications. Her husband, Charlie, my
grandfather, had always been a brooder. No one said it out loud, but it was
clear to my mother that her father struggled with depression. He would sit in
dark rooms at night and go for long stretches without talking, so that even his
children were sometimes frightened of him. My mother had heard whispers
about how her father had spent some time in a psychiatric hospital before she



was born. She worried that the stress of the new baby, with his obvious
medical needs, would send her father into a tailspin.

When she was home for Christmas break and again the following
summer, my mother tried to tell her parents that Johnny needed special help,
but they refused even to discuss it. Precious time was wasting away. Johnny
was not getting the early intervention that could have helped him with his
language and motor skills.

It was only after a nanny insisted that Johnny be examined when he was
nearly a year old that Chloe and Charlie took their son to see a specialist in
Chicago. The doctor took one look at the toddler and delivered the news in no
uncertain terms: This child has mongolism, now known as Down syndrome.
He won’t be able to talk intelligibly or look after himself, the doctor warned
them. With lots of supervision, he may learn to wipe his bottom and dress
himself, but he will never read or write. He may have trouble breathing, and
his heart likely will grow weaker each year. The doctor saved the most
heartbreaking news for last. Most “mongoloids,” as they were then called,
rarely lived past puberty. Nearly half died in the first year.

By then, my mother was back at college. Her diaries discuss her thoughts
on Chaucer (Ugh!) and Virginia Woolf (Wow!), trying to find a date for the
spring formal (Slim pickings), her latest bowling score (Don’t ask), and how
to mix the perfect Manhattan. No mention was made of her baby brother.

Not long after that, my grandmother Chloe discovered a lump on her
breast.

Let’s keep an eye on that, the doctor said. Could just be stress. It wasn’t.
By the next year, the cancer had spread to Chloe’s organs. When she grew
too weak to care for Johnny, Chloe realized she couldn’t delay the inevitable
any longer.

Reluctantly, she agreed with her husband that it would be best for
everyone to send their young son someplace else to live. Johnny had just
turned six. My mother had graduated from college and moved home. She was
teaching kindergarten for children with special needs and offered to stay
home and care for her little brother instead, but her parents said no.

You need your own life, her mother insisted.

The Gutenkunsts certainly had the means to pay for Johnny’s care. My
grandfather’s business was going gangbusters, especially now that the war
was over.



They chose to send Johnny to St. Coletta School for Exceptional Children,
an institution for children and adults with disabilities run by Sisters of St.
Francis of Assisi in Jefferson, Wisconsin, sixty miles from the Gutenkunst
home. Heartbroken, Chloe consoled herself with the notion that she was not
shipping off her precious little boy to some broken-down human warehouse
on the outskirts of town. The tidy campus, with its Georgian Revival
buildings made of Cream City brick, featured a chapel, theater, swimming
pool, grand piano, and even a small golf course.

The school, begun in 1904 as St. Coletta’s Institute for Backward Youth,
was in its heyday when Johnny arrived in 1949, hailed as the nation’s premier
institution for people with disabilities. It was home to 500 residents from all
over the country who were cared for by a staff that included 103 nuns. Later
that year, Rosemary Kennedy, sister of the future president, came to live
there after a lobotomy left her without the ability to talk intelligibly or care
for herself. St. Coletta’s proved to be a perfect hideaway for her, tucked in
between the cornfields, far from the glare of the national media.

The children attended school and church, while the older residents tended
the plants in the greenhouse, put on plays, picnics, and pageants, and helped
care for the horses, cows, chickens, and pigs that lived in nearby barns.
Johnny lost his first tooth there. Such a cheerful child, the nuns said. But was
he really? It was easier to believe that, my mother knew. If the family
pretended like he was happy here, then surely he must be. Johnny loves
singing and dancing, the nuns said. But Johnny barely spoke a word. They
found it especially endearing how he cheered enthusiastically at every
football and basketball game, regardless of which team had scored.

Families coming to visit the campus said they found comfort in the

familiar words from St. Matthew etched over the transom of the main entry:
INASMUCH AS YE DID IT UNTO ONE OF THESE MY BRETHREN, EVEN THESE LEAST,
YE DID IT UNTO ME.

“These least”? Chloe didn’t consider her little boy the least of anything,
and it pained her not to be able to care for him any longer. Johnny never
moved home again. Chloe died of breast cancer eighteen months later at the
age of fifty.



BY THE TIME MY parents went out on their first date, they were both eager to
put the sadness of their families behind them and plow a new path.

Grandma’s gamble had hit pay dirt.

On March 17, 1951, about a year after their first date, my mother and
father made a pit stop at Gesu Catholic Church on Marquette’s campus for a
little prophylactic confession before heading off to the bars. It was St.
Patrick’s Day, after all, and it was sure to be a bit of a bender. While my
mother slipped into the confessional, Holmer reached into his pocket and
pulled out the one-carat square-cut diamond ring set in platinum that
Grandma had bought for him a few weeks earlier. He wedged it onto the
crucifix of his rosary and handed it to my mother as she made her way to the
rail to say her penance.

The diamond sparkled as it reflected the stained glass, and my mother
stared at it for several minutes, feeling light-headed enough to faint. She
waited until saying her Hail Marys before grabbing Holmer’s arm and
heading toward the door. Yes, she said as they stepped into the frosty night
air, I will marry you. They kissed at the top of the steps, their souls newly
wiped clean of sin. Then they made a beeline to meet their friends at the
Silver Spring House, a tavern a few miles out of town, where they drank
themselves into a stupor.

The wedding was scheduled for the following August. It would be a
lavish affair with three hundred guests at St. Monica’s Catholic Church in
Whitefish Bay, followed by a reception at the Milwaukee Country Club, the
society pages of The Milwaukee Journal and Milwaukee Sentinel announced.

Upon more sober reflection, my mother was not so sure that this was a
good idea.

A few weeks before the ceremony, she told Holmer that she needed to let
him know something very important. What she was about to say might come
as a shock. Still, she wanted him to hear it from her.

He could not imagine what this might be all about. Was she pregnant? If
so, the baby certainly was not his. As Catholics, sex before marriage was
strictly forbidden, though plenty of people violated that rule. Holmer and my
mother, however, did not, tempted as they may have been, or so they always
told us.

Pregnant? No, she said. Worse.

She wanted him to know that the past few years had been very rough as



she watched her mother grow sicker. She felt shaky, confused, scared. I have
these spells, she said, times when the air feels thick and it is hard even to
move. Then my mother took a big breath and blurted it out: She had seen a
psychiatrist. Furthermore, she was taking medication for her dark thoughts.
My father was stunned.

He never knew anyone who had been to a psychiatrist or took pills for
something like that. Milwaukee, then a city of 650,000, had just one
psychiatrist listed in the phone book. If other people had mental problems,
they did not discuss them with him. Holmer’s mind raced. He wasn’t sure
what to think.

What if my fog never lifts? she asked him. Would it be fair to saddle you
with this for the rest of our lives? She wondered, was Holmer really the right
one to marry? Maybe someone calmer, steadier, maturer would be a better fit.

This is your Get Out of Jail Free card, she told him. No one would blame
you if you called off the wedding now. He sat there in a daze, not knowing
what to say.

Later that night, she told her father that the wedding was off. She was still
too raw from having just lost her mother, and she wanted to wait until she felt
stronger before making such a big move. Absolutely not, her father said. He
wasn’t going to let her embarrass him like that. How do you uninvite three
hundred people and return all those gifts? Besides, they’d already given a
preliminary headcount to the caterer. You’ll be fine, he told her.

So, she acquiesced, taking her chances that this marriage, beginning on
the shakiest of grounds, might somehow turn out all right.

As August 18, 1951, dawned, my mother slipped into her imported
Belgian lace gown with its matching veil. She tucked a handkerchief that
belonged to her mother under one sleeve. It was a poor substitute for having
Chloe at her side on this momentous day, but this was a little piece of her
nonetheless, and it would have to do.

The guests started filling the pews as the organist serenaded them with
Vivaldi, Brahms, and then Bach. Grandma, the old matchmaker, beamed as
she took it all in from the front row, just a few yards from the spot where
she’d first spied my mother streaming back from Communion eighteen
months earlier. By 11:00 that morning, the deed was done. Holmer and my
mother hoisted crystal champagne goblets and kissed for the camera as the
wedding guests cooed and clapped their approval for these adorable



newlyweds.

Midway through the reception, they realized that they both had too much
to drink. So, Holmer slept it off in the passenger’s seat while my mother, who
was just slightly less intoxicated, drove the ninety miles to their wedding
night suite at a hotel in Madison. The next day, they continued west toward a
dude ranch in Colorado. To my mother’s dismay, the place was full of single
women, teachers in the waning days of their summer vacations. After three
nights of watching her new husband square-dance with nearly every one of
them, my mother suggested that they finish the honeymoon elsewhere. They
headed to Denver and checked into the Brown Palace.

The following week, the newlyweds returned to Fox Point, moving into
my mother’s childhood home with her newly widowed father just down the
hall. Holmer began his second year of law school, and my mother went back
to the kindergarten classroom, this time at the Fox Point School, just a few
blocks from their home. They tried to be as quiet as two young lovers could
be lying in front of the living room fireplace late at night. But no one was
surprised when the doctor called a few weeks later to deliver the news: My
mother was pregnant.

And so it began. Their darling baby girl Mary Kay was born that June
with a shock of thick black hair. Nancy arrived the following year, and a boy
the year after that. They named him John Matthew in honor of Holmer’s dead
brother. He’d later be nicknamed “Jake.”

Holmer had graduated from law school by then, but he opted not to enter
into a law practice. He’d found that he could rake in much bigger bucks
turning on his considerable charm hosting three-martini lunches and selling
pharmaceutical advertising than he could pulling all-nighters mapping legal
strategy as an associate at even one of the most exclusive white-shoe law
firms. “Better living through chemistry,” the chemical industry’s motto, also
meant a better way for Holmer to make his living.

By 1956, my parents had moved to Chicago, where Holmer and his
business partner founded Physicians Management, a magazine directed
toward doctors who owned their own practices. The articles offered
investment strategies and tips for running efficient businesses. But the
magazine’s real value came from the dozens of ads touting the amazing
therapeutic values of the new brands of chemical compounds being patented
in postwar America. These “miracle drugs” were designed to alleviate



“jitters,” “executive stomach,” and “housewife nerves.” More than 35 million
prescriptions for the antianxiety drug known as Miltown were sold in the
United States in 1957 alone, the equivalent of one prescription per second.
That included my mother, who fancied chasing hers with a nightly martini or
two. Dashing as ever in one of his dozen or more Brooks Brothers suits,
Holmer was cashing in on America’s collective anxiety attack.

In February 1957, my mother called her father to wish him well on some
throat surgery he was having that day at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester,
Minnesota. It’s no big deal, her father said. I should be home in a few days.
Conversations with her father were always so strained. Well, here’s some
good news that’s sure to cheer you up, she said. I’'m expecting again! Her
fourth baby in five years. Silence.

You’re nuts, my grandfather told her shortly before hanging up. The
operation was not as harmless as he had let on. Midway through the
procedure, he started hemorrhaging on the operating table. Doctors said they
tried their best to stop the bleeding, but years of hard drinking had damaged
my grandfather’s circulatory system. A few minutes later, he was dead at the
age of fifty-six.

I was born the following August. Though I never met this mysterious
grandfather with his slicked-back hair, dimpled chin, and deep-set brown
eyes, I often wondered what he would have thought if he knew that my
mother was only halfway through her baby-production operation. Patty came
a year and a half after me, then Billy then Danny. By the time Molly arrived,
Holmer had grown so weary of driving my mother to the maternity ward, he
told her to just take a cab.



3
Secret Hiding Places

Me, my mother with Patty, and Jake on the front porch of our first house in Wilmette, Illinois, 1959.

Here’s the first clue I had that something strange was going on in my family
that no one was willing to discuss:

In late July 1963, a few weeks shy of my sixth birthday, I dashed
downstairs for breakfast to discover that my mother was gone. No warning.
No explanation. She was just gone. I looked everywhere for her.

We had just moved back to Wilmette, a suburb of Chicago, after an
eleven-month stint in New Canaan, Connecticut, and our new house was full
of unpacked boxes. Maybe she fell into one of the crates with all our winter



coats, I thought. I checked the attic, then the basement, then the garage. By
lunchtime, I was panicking. No one would tell me where our mother had
gone or when she’d be back. She would be back, right?

Get in the car, Holmer barked at me early that afternoon. Patty and I
climbed into the back seat of the station wagon with a red vinyl suitcase
between us. We had no idea where we were going or why. We watched out
the windows as the elm trees lining the streets of our new neighborhood
morphed into the sororities and fraternities of Northwestern University’s
campus in Evanston, the jazz clubs and carryout joints of Rogers Park, and
then the skyscrapers of downtown Chicago. Patty, who was four years old,
growled a little, as she often did when she got nervous.

Cut that out! Holmer snapped from the driver’s side as I absentmindedly
kicked the back of his seat. I could see his eyes darting back and forth in the
mirror as his fingers tapped the steering wheel. The car was hot and sticky,
and the afternoon sun was streaming in, hitting me right in the eyes. Holmer
weaved in and out of lanes as we rolled down Sheridan Road onto Lake
Shore Drive. The jerking motion was making me sick.

We pulled up in front of a brownstone along Chicago’s historic Gold
Coast. The place looked a little haunted, built from big blocks of sand-
colored stone framed by a green turret and a black gate with sharp iron
pickets. I grabbed the rail, and we climbed the steep steps. Holmer rang the
doorbell. A minute or so later, a chubby man with a bristle of white hair and
the roundest face I’d ever seen opened the door and told us to come right in.
We followed him as he lumbered down a dark hallway. Even as the summer
heat beat down on the city, the inside of the house felt cold and damp and
smelled like garlic. Holmer put our suitcase down and made his way to the
kitchen.

Should be just a few days, he told the man and his wife, a stern-faced
woman with milk-white skin. The sleeves of her faded floral housecoat were
too tight around her arms and I could see her slip hanging down in the back.
Patty and I didn’t know what they were talking about or much of anything
about the man who lived in this dank, dark house, except that his name was
Jack MclIntyre, a.k.a. Jack Mac.

He was one of Holmer’s cousins on his mother’s side, part of the Lynch
clan, a bunch of wrinkled-faced Irish who talked so fast that, beyond “God
love ya,” we could barely make out a word they were saying.



Jack Mac was not a stranger. He was Billy’s godfather. But I’d seen him
mostly from a distance at family holidays when we were hustled into the
basement to eat pretzels and drink soda. We’d stand around awkwardly, the
girls in our party dresses and the boys in suit coats and ties, trying to impress
cousins we saw a few times a year by taking turns to see who could burp the
loudest.

The “olders,” as they called themselves, stayed upstairs in the living
room, clutching glasses of Scotch and reminiscing about summers as children
spent on their grandparents’ farm, or their mother’s cabin in the north woods
of Wisconsin. They told the same stories so many times that we could shout
out the punch lines from the bottom of the stairs in unison. They’re up there
talking about the bear again, my cousin Brian announced, and we all

The little I did know about Jack Mac made me nervous. He was a lawyer
who walked with a limp. We heard that he’d busted his leg in a car crash
decades earlier. He had a mustache, which very few men did in those days, at
least the men we knew. The facial hair was meant to hide a scar on his lip.
And there was more. Word was that he’d been married before, to a
“showgirl,” whatever that meant, and his mother, Grandma’s oldest sister,
Noreen, had seen to it that the marriage had been annulled.

Limps. Mustaches. Annulments. It all sounded dangerous to me. Now,
apparently, Patty and I would be staying with him, his wife, and their teenage
son for the foreseeable future.

Put your cheeks up here, Holmer ordered as he leaned down to give Patty
and me a quick peck before heading back to the car. The front door clicked
shut. The cousin’s wife led us down into the basement where we were to
change into our bathing suits.

Their son, Johnny, with bright, shiny red cheeks, was probably about
sixteen. He wore a striped T-shirt and shorts and a thick wristwatch that he
checked every few minutes, like a spy.

Time for some fresh air. The five of us crossed Lake Shore Drive to Oak
Street Beach, squeezing past hordes of sunbathers stretched out on their
blankets as little kids darted around like sandpipers. Patty and I splashed a bit
in the lake, then took turns burying each other in the sand. I'd barely
recovered from the car ride, and now the racket of the beach was making me
dizzy.



Transistor radios blaring. Cars whooshing by. Seagulls screeching.
Volleyballs thudding as they hit the sand. Where was our mother?

As the sun began to disappear behind the skyscrapers, we headed back to
their house where the cousin’s wife made Patty and me take a bath. She
scrubbed out our bathing suits, muttering something about me “making a
BM” in my pants.

That’s seaweed. 1 was mortified.

What are we doing here? Patty whispered to me.

I had no idea.

Where were our brothers and sisters? Where was our mother? She would
go away every once in a while. Sometimes, she’d come home with a baby,
sometimes not. Maybe she was back in the hospital.

Why were Patty and I the ones who had to leave? What had we done?
Holmer nicknamed us “the Pig Sisters” because we (mostly Patty) didn’t pick
up our clothes as neatly as he liked. Could that have something to do with
this? After dinner, Patty and I curled up on the fold-out couch in the living
room, dressed in our matching pink polka-dot pajamas, holding on to one
another for dear life. Outside, the city buses roared by and the glare from
their headlights scratched the walls.

Then, just as mysteriously as we were dropped off, Holmer reappeared
and took us back home, back up Lake Shore Drive, past Northwestern
University, into Wilmette and past the Baha’i temple, Gillson Park, and the
Michigan Shores Club, then down our redbrick street and up our gravel
driveway. We scurried into the kitchen, and there stood our mother, casually
licking her martini glass.

Hey, kids, she said as though nothing had happened. How’re tricks?

I have no memory now of how long we’d been gone. A week? A few
days?

It didn’t matter. We were home. For now. A few days later, I started first
grade.

* * %

WITH TWO NUNS SUPERVISING ninety-eight first graders, the odds that an adult
would take an inventory of our emotional needs were even worse than at
home. Those ladies were there to teach us Latin, how to read and write, do



simple math, learn the stations of the cross, and make sure no one got too
bloodied in the process. We were best served by going along to get along.
Don’t rock the boat. Behave or be sorry.

Today, an antsy kid like me would probably have an individual education
plan and a prescription for Ritalin. Back then, with nearly fifty children in
every classroom, the nuns just stuffed the mouth breathers and miscreants in
the back of the classroom so they didn’t have to deal with us. No one was
asking me or anyone else about our feelings.

Not that we’d be inclined to talk about them anyway. Even the kindest
nuns looked menacing in their long black woolen habits, shrouded from head
to toe with only their faces and hands poking out. They wrapped big, brown
rosary beads around their waists that dangled from their hips. The little silver
Jesuses on the crucifixes—their tiny heads wrapped in thorns and their wee
arms and legs nailed to crosses—swayed as the nuns clomped across the
linoleum in thick, black Red Cross shoes, scaring us half to death. Those
women must have been boiling in their robes, but they’d learned long ago
how to squelch the suffering. Now it was their job to teach us to do the same.

Nuns, unmarried ladies who vowed to live a life of poverty and chastity,
were in charge of our academic and spiritual development. Some assumed
that responsibility more skillfully and joyfully than others. I knew from the
stories that Mary Kay, Nancy, and Jake told at the dinner table that many of
the nuns thought nothing of giving you a swift slap to your cheek or punch to
your gut. Everyone knew that if Sister Mary David caught you chewing gum
in her class, she’d make you smash it into the top of your head so that the
only way to get it out was to cut off your hair. Before she quit the convent to
marry a priest, Sister Lawrence Michael specialized in slamming boys up
against the blackboard and jabbing their ribs with her elbow.

Their private lives were a mystery to us. They lived together in a Lannon
stone house across the playground from school. My friend Terry Byrne,
whose brother was a priest, told me that nuns cut their bosoms off before
making their final vows.

Our parish school bulged at the height of the baby boom with families of
six, seven, eight, and nine children. Sometimes more. We memorized their
names the way we did for the rosters of our favorite baseball teams and
rattled them off like machine-gun fire: “The  O’Connors:
KatiePeggySuzyJohnnyEunieDortheaBillyMattPetieCarmel.” The cluster of



big clans formed a tight network that made communication more efficient,
like a massive game of Telephone. Our brothers and sisters played with our
friends’ brothers and sisters. Long before text messages and the internet, the
people of St. Francis Xavier Parish could get to the bottom of a story with the
precision of the Associated Press. We all knew about the man down the block
who kept a secret second family a few towns over and about the time one of
the fathers had too much to drink before five o’clock Mass and stood up
during Father Maroney’s homily to accuse him of being a Communist.

Our school’s team name was the Crusaders, fittingly, because the nuns ran
the place like a military operation. We were to be orderly. No talking without
being called upon. Raise your hand to speak. Stand when Sister calls your
name. Fall to the floor on your knees when a priest comes into the room. I got
a stomachache worrying about whether I would be able to remember all the
rules.

Luckily for me, Sister Mary Assisi, my first-grade teacher, was not a
hitter, though she did dabble in a bit of public shaming. Sister made us each a
cardboard cutout of a gingerbread man on the top and a wolf on the bottom.
Then she pinned them to the bulletin board for all to see. If you misbehaved,
she turned your gingerbread man upside down. After the third time, she sent
you to the principal, where, God help you, you’d learn to fall in line.

What’s this all about, Margaret? said Sister Ann Christine, the principal,
the first time I was sent to her office for being chatty. Her shiny cheeks,
framed by her veil, shook as she spoke. Would she pull out her paddle and
give me a whack? Or would she make me stand in the corner on one foot,
holding a pile of books in each hand?

I swallowed hard. Sister leaned down so that her face met mine. She
smelled like Dial soap and mothballs. I could feel my heart thumping. Here it
comes. I squeezed my eyes shut and braced myself for the inevitable.

Nothing.

Instead, she looked squarely into my eyes and said tenderly, Try to be a
better girl, Margaret. Your poor mother’s had enough.

Enough what? She didn’t say.

I wasn’t about to push my luck and ask her what she meant. That was that.

No whacks, no slaps. No punches or paddles. Somehow, I’d managed to
escape her wrath. All because my poor mother had had enough of something
that I wasn’t privy to. I floated back to the classroom, giddy with relief.



A few days later, my mother went missing again.

* * %

I CAME DOWNSTAIRS THAT November morning, ready for school, and, poof!
She was gone again—nowhere to be found. This time, Grandma was standing
at the stove. The old lady with purple hair leaned on her cane and reached for
the salt as she stirred the pot of lumpy Cream of Wheat, her fat arms jiggling.
Where was my mother this time? When would she be back?

Holmer’s parents would come down from Milwaukee to help take care of
us if my mother was especially frazzled. But they often caused more trouble
than they were worth. Grandma was nearly paralyzed with arthritis, so aside
from bouncing babies on her ample lap and making popcorn after dinner,
wiggling her hips, she couldn’t help much around the house, and she didn’t
drive. Apparently, she did once long before she was married, but she ran the
car into a ditch and was too frightened to ever get behind the wheel again.
She also had asthma, like Patty. To clean out her sinuses, Grandma would
stick the neck of a steaming pot of water up her nostrils as she sat at the
kitchen table. That was command central for her in her housecoat, clutching
her oversize rosary and barking out orders at us like a drill sergeant. Like the
nuns, Grandma believed in running a tight ship.

No slouching!

Don’t run around the house in your stocking feet!

She made us memorize prayers and quizzed us on house protocol, some of
which sounded redundant to me:

Be honest, truthful, and pure!

Neat, clean, and orderly!

Always say “please,” “pardon me,” and “thank you.”

When it came to safety, Grandma was unequivocal.

If any man tries to touch your privates, kick ’em right in the power plant!

Our fussing drove her crazy. As far as Grandma was concerned, crying
was wasted capital that was better spent getting her dead relatives into
heaven. She believed in a place called purgatory, a kind of way station
between heaven and earth. Only Jesus and the Blessed Virgin Mother got to
go straight to heaven when they died, Grandma said. The rest of us would
need to simmer a bit. The length of your sentence depended on how well



behaved you were while you were alive. But there was a loophole (there’s
always a loophole): Your earthly relatives could help shave off some of that
time in purgatory by offering up their suffering to God on your behalf.

I never fully understood this quid pro quo, but it is best described as “Our
pain equals their gain.” By Grandma’s calculus, suffering was a good thing to
be embraced, chips that you could use as barter. So when Mary Kay crawled
over some glass and sliced her shin open to the bone, Grandma didn’t take
her to a doctor to get stitched up. She told her to offer it up to the poor souls
in purgatory. Ditto for the time Patty slammed the door on her hand and when
I crashed into a tree on my bike and banged up my “private parts” so badly
that I had to wear one of my mother’s cotton pads between my legs for a few
days.

Hark it up now and quit your bellyaching! Grandma would holler at us,
grinning a little at the notion that one of her people might just have been
accepted into heaven all the sooner for our suffering.

Grandpa wasn’t much better company. He was a whiz at household
chores, like tightening cabinet doors, and he once built shelving units in the
basement for all our clutter. But he couldn’t hear very well, and his stories
went on way too long. He was a small man with a flat face, high cheekbones,
and, rumor had it, eleven toes. He carefully tore each sheet of Kleenex neatly
in half any time he needed to blow his nose. For years, we operated under the
misconception, advanced by Mary Kay, that Grandpa was part Potawatomi.
He had a kind smile and was quick with puns, especially the double entendres
that sailed right over our heads:

Eat every piece of meat and pea on your plate!

The man’s nuts ... Grab ’em!

Everyone seemed to love Grandpa, but I once overheard him snarling at
Grandma out of the side of his mouth. Shut up, Alice, or I’ll cram this milk
bottle down your throat. That was enough to scare the hell out of me.

I wanted to know where my mother was. WHERE is my mother? Why
wouldn’t anybody tell me?

The nuns will want to know, I told Grandma, hoping that would get her to
come clean. She was always sucking up to priests and nuns, having once
nearly joined a convent herself.

Grandma, née Alice Lynch, grew up on a farm twenty-seven miles west
of Kalamazoo, the youngest daughter in a family of seven children. Her



father, John Lynch, had come to America from county Meath, Ireland, in
1879. Alice was a pretty girl, like her sisters, but she was easily flustered,
quick to tears, and given to fits of hysteria. She kept a rosary in her pocket at
all times, something to calm her nerves, though it did no good. Grandma
seemed destined for the convent, but even the nuns had no use for her,
volatile as she was.

Except for Margaret, the spinster (my namesake) who became a librarian,
Grandma’s sisters married and moved on while Grandma stayed on the farm
helping her parents cook and clean and tend to the animals—cows, chickens,
and two mules named Jack and Jenny. She met my grandfather, Matthew
Kissinger, a traveling salesman from Milwaukee, a few months shy of her
thirtieth birthday. Grandpa’s first wife had died a few years earlier while
giving birth to their first child, a girl named Violet. His parents took care of
baby Violet while he traveled for work and searched for a surrogate mother.
Grandpa’s best friend, a man named Adolf Graner, assured him that Alice,
his new wife’s sister, would make a suitable stepmother for the child. She’s a
real looker, too, the friend said. Come with me to Michigan and see for
yourself. Indeed, she was, albeit plump and more than a little zealous in the
religion department. At Grandma’s insistence, Grandpa, a Lutheran,
converted to Catholicism, and they married on June 22, 1921, after just a few
weeks of courting. Grandma moved to Milwaukee to care for little Violet.
But the child cried so much that they let her go back to live with her
grandparents.

If Grandpa had regrets about his new wife, it was too late now to do
anything about it. She was pregnant. Jack was born the following April,
followed by Patsy two years later, and then my father, who was born two
years after that. The blessing of children did nothing to bring my
grandparents together, particularly once the Depression hit and money got
tighter. Grandpa was away most weeks on business and steered clear on
weekends by going fishing in northern Wisconsin or grouse hunting in the
western part of the state. By the time my siblings and I were born, Grandma
and Grandpa not only slept in separate beds, they stayed on different floors of
their house, as far away from one another as they could get.

I imagine Grandpa always missed his little Violet and likely resented
Grandma for scaring away the child. Just thinking about that made me miss
my own mother.



Will she be home soon? I asked again.

She’s back in the hospital, Grandma said.

For what? 1 asked.

Grandma waved her hand at me like she was swatting a fly.

I want to know what’s wrong with my mother, you old witch, I thought.

But the nuns need to know, 1 protested.

Tell ’em she’s got pneumonia, Grandma said.

I wasn’t going to fool those nuns. They knew everything.

I bet the whole parish already knew where my mother was. If you asked
me, my mother didn’t look sick enough to be in any hospital. Her frosted
blond hair was always poufed and sprayed and her dark brown eyebrows
were neatly plucked. I wouldn’t call her pretty in a movie star way. With her
long, straight nose and smooth, milky skin, she was more of a classic beauty
like the statue of the Blessed Virgin Mary on the altar at church.

With no solid information provided to me, I began to develop my own
theories of where my mother was and why she was gone. Holmer had made a
lot of money selling ads for Physicians Management, the business magazine
that he and his partner had started a few years earlier. Magazine sales were
soaring so fast, they felt like they had grabbed hold of a rocket. In the
summer of 1962, we moved from Wilmette to New Canaan, Connecticut,
where Holmer would oversee the New York side of the business while his
partner stayed to supervise operations in Chicago. My mother, pregnant for
the seventh time, was sad to leave her friends in Chicago, but she had
resolved to support her husband as best she could.

“She really didn’t want to go,” Linda Fischer, one of our old babysitters,
told me when I tracked her down years later. “But she didn’t have any
choice.”

In this era of the new frontier, young bucks like Holmer were stepping out
of their comfort zones, taking bold chances. Handsome President Jack
Kennedy, with his enchanting wife and their two appealing young children,
promised to put a man on the moon by the end of the decade. Even the sky
was no longer the limit.

My mother had every reason to believe that the move to the East Coast
would lead to greater fortune. Few people could light up a room like my
father. Charming Billy, quick with a quip, would look into your eyes and
make you feel like the rest of the world had just melted away. Everything



about him exuded confidence, from the way he talked out of the side of his
mouth, like he was letting you in on a secret, to the way he walked, with a
swagger, his shoulders thrown back, chest puffed out. The Holmer of that era
seemed to all the world like he held the keys to the kingdom in his back
pocket, and, if you were lucky, he’d let you in, too. His go-go can-do spirit
intoxicated nearly everyone he met, particularly his customers.

My parents rented a pretty country house on a ravine in New Canaan.
Norman Cousins, the editor of the Saturday Review, lived across the street,
and Eileen Heckart, the Academy Award—winning actress, lived down the
block. She and my mother had become so chummy that my mother kept a
picture of the two of them on her bedroom mirror. We all loved the adventure
of frolicking in the woods of Connecticut, climbing the old stone fences and
scaling boulders. My mother bought me a little red cape and matching cap,
and I would wait for the bus to take me to kindergarten in front of the
Silvermine Tavern, a roadhouse built two hundred years earlier to serve
Revolutionary War soldiers. We were near enough to New York City that our
parents could take us on weekend adventures to the top of the Empire State
Building or on the Staten Island ferry to see the Statue of Liberty.

But by early spring, this grand adventure was beginning to lose its luster.
Holmer had become convinced that his business partner back in Chicago was
cutting him out of his rightful share of the magazine’s profits. By July, he
quit his job and filed a lawsuit. Now, eleven months after we’d left Wilmette,
Holmer was yanking us back there in a hurry. The new school year would be
starting soon. With no time to spare, he went house hunting on his own and
bought a prairie-style bungalow in Wilmette about a mile from our old
neighborhood.

Maybe all this ping-ponging between New York and Chicago was doing
my mother in.

* * %

MY MOTHER LOVED OUR NEW Wilmette neighborhood, but she hated the house.

The kitchen’s too small, and this stucco looks cheap, she sighed when she
walked through the front door for the first time. She had been hoping for
something grander like the house she’d grown up in, a brick French
provincial with a winding staircase and pocket doors.



As far as I was concerned, we were in heaven. Just like at school, the
1200 block of Greenwood Avenue was crawling with kids, most from big
Catholic families like ours. The Binders across the street had six kids. The
Clohisys on the corner had ten. The Meskills on the other corner had only
five kids but made up for it by having a skating rink in the backyard and a
blackboard in their basement. Maureen, the youngest, even had her own nun
outfit.

We turned cartwheels on our front lawns, played Wiffle ball until the
streetlights came on, and then switched to Ghosts in the Graveyard, darting
from tree to tree and crouching behind the bushes until our mothers hollered
for us to come inside. One neighbor was a pediatrician; another, a surgeon.
So, if we fell out of a tree or crashed our bikes, we just hobbled across the
street and one or the other of them would patch us up in no time. Frazier
Thomas, host of Garfield Goose and Friends, a popular kids’ television
show, lived next door, and his daughter, Kitty, became one of my best
friends. Our houses were so close together that I suggested we try to shake
hands leaning out of our respective bedroom windows. Living so close to
such a celebrity gave me instant cachet with the kids at school.

Frazier Thomas puts ketchup on his scrambled eggs, 1 announced with
great authority on the playground one afternoon. The seeds of my reporting
career were already being sown as I learned how to leverage my insider
knowledge for playdates.

The mighty elms that lined our redbrick street formed a kind of leafy
cathedral ceiling. Many nights, I lay in bed and stared out the window,
pretending that the branches were the arms of God holding us tight.

Since my mother had disappeared again, I’d been having trouble sitting
still at my desk and cried easily.

If you use up all your tears now, Margaret, you won’t have any left for
when you really need them, Sister Mary Assisi said. Better to save them for
when a tiger starts chasing you through the jungle.

Tigers! Sister knew about the tigers. What did she know about my
mother? I was starving for answers. Where was my mother? Why did she
leave us? When was she coming home? She was coming home again, wasn’t
she?

No one would say.

Whenever we had trouble, Sister told us to ask our guardian angels for



help. Guardian angels, we learned, are invisible little creatures whose sole
purpose is to protect us, like a celestial offensive lineman. Everyone has a
guardian angel, Sister said. You must leave room in your life and at your
desk for yours. This sounded like crazy talk to me, but I was yearning for
anyone to watch over me, so I scooched over to the side of my desk and
waited for my guardian angel to appear. Let’s not forget the saints, Sister
said. They’ll protect you, too.

Saints, we learned, are noble people, now long dead, with marvelous
names like Linus, Cletus, Clement, Sixtus, Cornelius, and Cyprian. They
knew how to joyfully embrace suffering as a way to share in Jesus’s death
and resurrection, Sister told us. Suffering was good, Sister said. When we
suffer, we are walking with Christ.

Because they are so close to God, saints can advocate on our behalf, Sister
said. Pray to them and ask them to whisper into God’s ear for what you need.
We were told to thumb through a book of saints and find one that we liked
the most. I found that I fancied Saint Thérese of Lisieux. “The Little Flower,”
as she was known, was a spitfire of a girl who’d grown up in France in the
late 1800s, about the time that Grandma was born. This kid knew how to
keep her piehole shut. Even when she developed tuberculosis and started
coughing up blood, she simply spit it into her fancy lace handkerchief and hid
the evidence under her pillow, never peeking at it, not telling a soul. I started
praying to the Little Flower, asking her to help me figure out what was going
on with my mother.

Secrets fascinated me. What a thrill to know something that no one else
does. You decide whom to tell and when to tell it. I used to spend hours
collecting treasures from around the house—feathers, rocks from the beach,
doll shoes, or my mother’s perfume bottles—and hiding them in a wooden
box I called my “secret hiding place.” Then I’d try to get my brothers and
sisters to guess where it was. Even if they said they weren’t interested, which
was often, I’d tell them anyway. Then I’d start over again.

But secrets also made me nervous. Secrets required discipline, a quality I
knew that I sorely lacked.

* * %

ON THE FRIDAY BEFORE Thanksgiving, my mother still missing in action, Sister



Ann Christine’s voice crackled over the loudspeaker. Terrible news, children.
Someone had shot the president in the head in Dallas.

We dropped to our knees on the cold linoleum and prayed the rosary.
Then the nuns sent us home early. With no mother around to fetch us, Mary
Kay, Nancy, Jake, and I walked the ten blocks home. The midafternoon
temperature was in the sixties, unusually warm for a late November day in
Chicago, and storm clouds were gathering in the southwest. I darted from one
tree to the next, trying my best not to pee in my pants.

They think the Russians did it, Nancy said. She looked around, like they
might be hiding behind the next tree and she was letting us in on a top-secret
intelligence briefing. Even at ten years old, Nancy was something of a
conspiracy theorist.

When we arrived at the back door, Grandma was parked at the breakfast
room table, per usual, listening to the radio and scanning the afternoon
newspaper with her magnifying glass in one hand and shiny brown rosary
beads in the other.

Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, the old woman cried out as we paraded into the
house. She took off her cat-eye glasses and buried her head in her hands,
sobbing, Irish! Catholic!

As far as Grandma was concerned, the only thing better than being a
Catholic was being an Irish Catholic, and, to her great pride, President
Kennedy was both.

Are ya Irish? she’d ask any friend who walked through our back door, in
her ersatz brogue. Luckily for us, the answer was almost always yes. Our
parish directory read like the manifest on the ship that Grandma’s father took
from Cork to Ellis Island. We had two families of Sullivans, three of Kellys,
Callaghans, O’Connors, O’Connells, O’Hallorans, McHughs, McDonnells,
Sheehans, Pritchard, Carews, Burn, Burns, and three families of Byrnes.
Classes were canceled every March 17, so we could all celebrate St. Patrick’s
Day in sacred style. While my parents guzzled screwdrivers and Bloody
Marys at our uncle Joe’s annual bash, we’d ride our bikes past the public
school shouting, “SCHOOL SUCKERS!!!”

Oh, indeed you kids are lucky to be Irish, Grandma told us, giving no
heed to our German last name or that of our mother. We Irish have our faith,
Grandma said, and when you have that, you have all you’ll ever need. She
mesmerized us with tales of Irish martyrs who’d sooner be burned at the



stake than renounce their devotion to Christ. I beamed with pride hearing
about my fearless forebears who were willing to have their fingernails ripped
off, be split in two by horses, or made to poke out their own eyeballs before
they’d turn their backs on the Lord Jesus or his holy church. I hoped someday
I’d get my turn to be put to the test like that. Surely, this new dead president
was now a martyr, too. I could start praying to him for strength while my
mother was gone.

We squeezed together on the living room couch in front of the TV a few
days later to watch the president’s funeral. A team of horses pulled a big
wooden box as a little boy in short pants, the one Billy’s age, stepped out in
front of his mother and gave a salute.

The following Thursday was Thanksgiving, and Nancy announced at
breakfast that our mother would be coming home later that day, if only
temporarily. This was wonderful news. I still had no idea what had landed my
mother in the hospital again, and it was looking like I never would. But there
were hints. I knew if I listened hard enough and looked for clues, I might be
able to figure this out once and for all.

We were nervous wrecks that day waiting for our mother to arrive.
Holmer shampooed the living room rug while Patty and I passed the time
playing Barbies, using our mother’s ashtrays as bathtubs and making tiny
towels out of pieces of toilet paper. Grandpa roasted the turkey while
Grandma peeled potatoes or, as she called them in her fake Irish accent, “ba-
daydas.” At around 3:30 that afternoon, just as the sky was turning purple, we
heard the driveway gravel pop, a sure sign that someone was close. We
scrambled to the bedroom window and smushed our faces into the cold glass
for a better look.

It’s her! Patty gasped, and once again, I could hear her wheezing like
someone had sewn a tiny harmonica inside her four-year-old chest. We stood
on tiptoes for a fuller view. Patty’s heavy breathing fogged the glass, so I
gave it a good lick. The sharp taste of the cleaning solution made my tongue
sting and my eyes water.

Sure enough, there was our mother, a little wobbly from the looks of it,
holding Holmer’s arm and making her way up the stone path toward our front
door.

I zoomed down the stairs, resolved to be good. I still didn’t know where
our mother had been or how long she’d be home, but I worried that if I



misbehaved, she might leave again and never come back.

I’m trying to re-create the scene of what happened next, but my mind is a
jumble of tiny snippets from so long ago. I remember little pieces that don’t
fit together in a tidy narrative. I recall my mother plopping down next to the
fireplace in one of the blue velveteen living room chairs, sipping a drink, and
fidgeting with her hem. She didn’t really look at us, and we were not to stare
at her. Nor were we to jump on her or ask too many questions. I remember
Jake and me sitting at the dining room table making finger puppets out of the
canned pitted black olives that were only served on special occasions like
this.

A good day to you, sir, I imagine myself saying, bowing my index finger
toward Jake, stealing little glances at my mother when I could.

Nancy is playing “Fiir Elise” on the piano while Patty and Billy practice
their somersaults in the corner. Mary Kay is feeding Danny, who is throwing
scraps from his high chair to the delight of Sam, “the damn cat,” as we all
called him.

While Grandpa carves the turkey, Grandma peers out from her
magnifying glass and mutters something about how lucky we all were. There
are children in India with nothing to eat, 1 recall her saying. You children
don’t know how good you have it.

Grandpa shakes his head. Shut up, Alice, he says, jabbing the carving
knife into the turkey’s thigh.

With that, dinner is served.

This next part is a lot clearer in my mind. We gathered in the dining room,
and I wiggled into the chair next to my mother, feeling very proud to have
scored a spot next to her.

As it turned out, the mystery of my mother’s whereabouts would not be
solved that night or for many years to come. It would be the first of many
secrets I remember keeping over the years—or trying to keep, making me
nervous, flustered.

I didn’t even get a first bite of turkey before I was banished from the
table. Nancy, who sat across from me and had been sticking her tongue out at
me all day, kicked me under the table, and I let out a bloodcurdling scream.
That got Danny squawking in his high chair. Holmer jumped up from his seat
at the head of the table and grabbed me by the collar. He dragged me up the
stairs to my room, growling and grunting with every step. It all happened so



fast, a flurry of arms and legs.

My mother was finally home, and he wasn’t about to let any of us screw
this up. Holmer threw me into the room like I was a rag doll and slammed the
door. I lay there, sobbing as loudly as I could, hoping my mother would come
to save me. | imagined her opening the door slowly, poking her head in first
to see if I was okay. I’d run to her, and she would hug me. Then she’d
smooth my hair and tell me it was all right for me to go back downstairs and
sit next to her and finish dinner. We’ve got pumpkin pie with whipped cream,
she’d say.

But she never came.

No one did.

My thoughts began to race. What if I died? They’d be sorry then. I could
see them all gathered around the casket. I’d be lying in the box in my blue St.
Francis jumper with the school crest on the left side.

We shouldn’t have been so mean to her, Holmer would sob. But it would
be too late. I would already be dead.

I can’t remember now how long I howled before I finally fell asleep that
night. An hour, maybe more. Almost certainly I woke up and got into my
pajamas, but I have no memory of that now. In the story I’ve created for
myself of that night so many years ago, the next thing I recall is waking and
finding the whole house dark. I remember Patty in her bed next to mine.
Danny, the baby, was snuggled in the crib in the corner of our room in his
light-yellow Dr. Denton pajamas zipped up tight, lying on his belly with his
face to the side and his little butt in the air. My throat was sore, and my head
was throbbing. I stumbled down the hallway, running my arm along the wall
to guide me. I remember hearing Grandma snore in the next room while her
false teeth soaked in a glass on the bathroom sink. Or do I? This sounds like a
cartoon. These flourishes are a little too tidy. It can’t really have happened
that way. But, as I strain to fill in the blanks, that’s the way I remember it.

Mom, I whispered. Mommmmmmmmm.

The room glowed with the light from their TV, which emitted no sound,
at least none that I can recall. I spotted Holmer lying on his side, smiling
slightly and hugging his pillow like he was spooning with my mother. I
sidled around to her side of the bed, hoping to burrow in next to her. We all
loved to curl there with my mother at bedtime as she read us our favorite
books, Nappy the Dog and, my favorite, Dr. Seuss’s Happy Birthday to You!



If you’d never been born, you might be a wasn’t. A wasn’t has no fun at
all. No, he doesn’t.

I’d often wander into my parents’ bedroom late at night after the others
were asleep. I’d hop in on my mother’s side of the bed to rest my head on her
soft, warm belly. Then I’d run my fingers up her arm and feel her scratchy
armpit, like sandpaper or the cat’s tongue. She’d bat my arm away and roll
over with her back to me.

Cut that out, kid, she’d say dreamily.

But the sheet on her side of the bed was cold. I reached for her pillow and
tried to smell my way to her—some hairspray, a little whiff of Chanel No. 5
perhaps. Nothing. Just Holmer’s tang, a mixture of Old Spice, cigarettes, and
bourbon. Or was it rum? I can’t recall, but this much I know with dead
certainty: My mother wasn’t there.

I remember stumbling back to my bed thinking I’d really blown it this
time. Why did I have to go and ruin everything by screaming at the dinner
table like that? Sister Mary Assisi says, Try to be a better girl, Margaret. Be
more like the Little Flower. She coughed up blood, but no one heard her
making a big fuss about it. She knew how to offer up her suffering to the poor
souls in purgatory. She knew how to keep a secret.



4
Dangerous Tricks

Billy, my mother, Molly, and Danny on one of our annual ski trips to the Porcupine Mountains in the
Upper Peninsula of Michigan, 1968.

I can’t say exactly when my mother was released from the psychiatric ward
after that Thanksgiving. Her medical records were destroyed years ago, and
it’s been too long for any of us to remember the specifics. But I do know this:
My mother did more than just eat pumpkin pie during her three-hour pass at
home that night. Molly, the baby of our family, was born nine months later,
almost to the day. Once my mother came home from the maternity ward that
August, she stayed put more or less for the next fifteen years, except to go on



an occasional spiritual retreat with some ladies from our parish or her annual
romantic getaway with Holmer.

Though her mysterious disappearing acts stopped, she now seemed to be
encased in a kind of invisible bubble, one that kept us at a distance from her.
We didn’t doubt that she loved us. She organized birthday parties for us all,
baked us angel food cakes, came to most of our basketball games, sewed
matching suede jumpers for Patty and me, and decorated our room with
lavender and powder-blue daisy wallpaper.

But there was an aloofness about her now, an intimacy that she wouldn’t
—or couldn’t—give us. The medications she took kept her from us. She
tuned us out in tiny ways, making half-hearted efforts at scratching our backs
or rubbing our feet. My mother had never been one to cuddle or lavish us
with kisses the way Holmer often did. When we skinned our knees or a friend
said something that hurt our feelings, she’d pat us on the back softly and offer
a faint, “There, there.” My mother rarely raised her voice. Even her vivid
threats of first-degree child abuse—Come here so I can crack your skulls
wide open—sounded more like a Shakespeare sonnet coming from her
singsong voice. We once had a contest at the dining room table to see who
could make the meanest, most menacing face. The scariest she could muster
was to squint her eyes and pucker her lips slightly like she’d just bit into a
lemon.

She didn’t dish out words of wisdom or unsolicited advice the way so
many mothers did. Nor did she tear up at the kind of events that could cause
other mothers to blubber—baby teeth lost, Mother’s Day poems scratched in
crayon, little girls in white dresses and veils nervously approaching the altar
for their First Holy Communion. My mother’s feelings were mostly a
mystery to us. She rarely talked about her childhood. If you wanted
information, you’d have to pry it out of her, pester her with questions. Even
then, she might not give much of an answer.

Her parenting approach, like that of many mothers of her generation,
could best be described as laissez-faire. She thought nothing of leaving us
alone in the toy department at Marshall Field’s in downtown Chicago while
she and her friends did their Christmas shopping. Once, when I was about
six, on a trip to the Brookfield Zoo, my mother loaded me up with so much
Dramamine to keep me from getting carsick that I was too drowsy to walk.
So, she draped me under a tree and left me there while she and the other kids



toured the park. Today, this would be considered felony abandonment. Back
then, it was the law of the herd: Do what you can for the greatest number and
leave the rest. My mother couldn’t be the source of all our emotional
nourishment. It wasn’t possible. There were too many of us. We’d have to
look to each other or elsewhere for that. So, we roamed in packs, taking our
chances, oblivious to the danger that lurked everywhere.

We never wore bike helmets or seat belts. No one I knew did. We never
owned a car seat. Babies rode in wicker baskets. My mother merely stuck out
her right arm when she hit the brakes suddenly to keep one or more of us
from crashing into the dashboard or flying through the windshield. For
birthday parties, my mother and her friends would hire a man to pick us up in
a rusty decommissioned fire engine and transport us to an amusement park in
Skokie called Fun Fair. We’d hang over the side of the truck as it weaved its
way through city traffic, and climb the ladder for a better view. Inside the
park, we’d scramble on rides like the Little Dipper, the Tilt-A-Whirl, and the
Wild Mouse, which proved a little too wild once and veered off the tracks.

To the uninitiated, my mother appeared unflappable. She once stood
smoking her cigarette and listening to her friend’s story in rapt attention at
the grocery store entrance, never breaking eye contact, while five-year-old
Billy toppled a tower of tin cans a few aisles away. Her friends admired her
for how calm and collected she appeared, even as we made a ruckus. But, as
we grew older, we became aware that her seemingly cool demeanor was
really the result of medication that blunted her natural inclination to anxiety.
The truth is, she was often frantic inside. We heard her pacing the hallways at
night, humming to herself. We saw her rubbing her thumb nervously back
and forth on her chin. The older we got, the more the responsibility for
supervising all of us seemed to overwhelm her. She calculated the odds and
considered that they were not in her favor. Too many opportunities for
disaster: Light sockets. Sharp scissors. Swimming pools. Hyper kids darting
around in busy parking lots.

My mother began viewing us with increasing dread, as if sensing that
something awful was heading our way and there wasn’t a damn thing she
could do to stop it. In time, we each gave her plenty of reasons to despair.

Mary Kay flipped the convertible one May morning on her way to class
during her junior year of high school. Despite a false report broadcast over
the school’s public address system that she’d been killed, Mary Kay was



saved, she claims, by not wearing a seat belt. She was back in class the next
day.

Nancy fell out of a second-story window when she was a toddler and
somehow landed in the bushes, seemingly no worse for wear.

On our way home from one of our ski trips in northern Michigan, my
parents miscounted as we scrambled back into the station wagon and
accidentally left Jake at the gas station. We were miles down the road before
anyone realized he was missing.

Uncle Johnny sat on Patty in Lake Michigan during a game of Marco Polo
one summer day. We pulled him off her in the nick of time. Patty’s curly
little head popped out of the water like a jack-in-the-box as she gasped for
air.

During the great blizzard of 67, Danny, who had just turned four,
attempted to cross the street to play with one of the Clohisy boys and got
stuck in a snowdrift up to his neck. We found him, face to the sky, like a bird
in a nest waiting for a worm.

When she was two years old, Molly was crawling on the kitchen counter
and mistook a bottle of St. Joseph’s Aspirin for Children for candy.
Childproof caps had yet to be invented, so she easily screwed off the top and
ate every one of the orange-flavored tablets. Even after getting her stomach
pumped, Molly liked the taste of that medicine so much that she did the same
thing a few weeks later.

Some nights, we’d sit around the dinner table gleefully recalling our near-
death experiences, competing for the prize of who came closest to actually
being killed. I declared myself the champion, by virtue of having slipped into
the freezing lake in front of our cousin’s cabin in the woods of northern
Wisconsin when I was not yet two years old. Jake had been assigned to
supervise me, though he was only four, while my parents were busy with
baby Patty and the two older girls. The two of us toddled down to the pier,
and I fell in. Jake lunged for me, but I floated away. A minute or two later,
my body popped up at the end of the pier, facedown, bobbing like a
Styrofoam cup. Jake trudged up the hill, sobbing, convinced that I was a
goner. He refused to shut up even when my mother scolded him for waking
the baby.

But Meggy’s lying in the lake, Jake cried.

My mother screamed, and Holmer bolted out of the cabin and bounded



down the steps three at a time. He had a recurring dream for decades that he
tripped on the stairs and got to the lake a second too late, yanking my icy
little corpse from the reeds. As it happened, he dived in, grabbed me by the
scruff of the neck, then revived me with mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. My
mother wrapped me in a pink wool blanket, plopped me onto her lap, and
gave me a few sips of her bourbon to stop my teeth from chattering.

But, when it came to death-defying stunts, no one could hold a candle to
Billy. That kid was in a class by himself.

Billy was what Holmer called a “ranger.” Even at four years old, he could
cover an amazing amount of ground. My mother got a phone call one
afternoon from Steve, the family barber, saying that he caught Billy toddling
past his shop on Green Bay Road, about a mile from our house. Can you
please come by and fetch the little fella so he can get home safely? Somehow,
Billy’s chubby little legs had carried him over the railroad tracks and across a
busy state highway. A regular Houdini, Billy could escape anything, it
seemed. He was so rambunctious, one of our babysitters refused to take him
outside unless she could put him on a leash.

* * %

OUR NEW HOUSE WAS just a few blocks from Lake Michigan, close enough that
with wind from the east, we could smell the stacks of rotting alewives and
hear the screeching of ring-billed gulls as they circled the shore each morning
in search of a good meal. My mother would pack the station wagon with
towels and suntan lotion and pails and shovels and take us all to the Wilmette
beach nearly every sunny day in the summer. The soles of our bare feet
sizzled as we scurried across the frying pan pavement and onto the scorching
sand. We streamed toward the blue-green water, where we’d play for hours,
pretending to be sharks, bumping butts in games of Underwater Tea Party or
lying on the shore and letting the waves crash over us, filling our bathing
suits with sand.

My mother never went swimming. She didn’t want to ruin her hairdo. No
heat or humidity was high enough to risk ruining her hairdresser’s
handiwork. She would sooner suffer a little heat stroke than lay all that to
waste.

Each Friday afternoon, no matter what was going on at home, my mother



escaped to the beauty parlor where Jerry, her hairdresser, would wash, cut,
curl, tease, shape, and spray her hair into a furry little helmet. It was a ritual
as sacred to my mother as anything on the altar at church. For two precious
hours each week, she was the one being cared for.

If Patty and I had been good that week, my mother would let us tag along
while Mary Kay or Nancy tended to the littlest kids at home. We’d spin
around in the chairs, pretending we were riding on the teacups at Disneyland.
Or we’d stick our heads under the dryers, imagining that they were Martian
helmets, as we gulped bottles of cold Coca-Cola that we bought for a dime
each from the coffin-shaped machine in the corner. As Patty and I ran amok
around the parlor, our mother closed her eyes and seemed to float off into
space.

As much fun as we had at the beauty parlor, nothing topped the Wilmette
beach for adventure, bouncing in the waves, flirting with the undertow. If the
sun was a real scorcher, my mother would tiptoe out into water up to her
thighs, scoop a handful to sprinkle on her shoulders, and let out a little
“Whoop!” Mostly, she and her friends would stand like a pat of flamingos in
water up to their knees gossiping and smoking cigarettes, occasionally
glancing out at us long enough to take attendance. Sometimes, they didn’t
even do that.

One blistering day, Billy went missing. Again. We fanned out in our usual
formation, looking up and down the beach, checking every towel for our little
brother, scouring each bobbing head as the waves of Lake Michigan lapped
the shore.

When Billy failed to reappear after we’d searched the beach two times,
the head lifeguard blew his whistle and ordered everyone out of the lake.
NOW!

We huddled by the water’s edge as the lifeguards locked arms, forming a
human chain. Then they began the ghastly task of combing the water for
Billy’s lifeless body. I hugged my waist and stared at the waves washing over
my toes, trying not to notice everyone looking at all of us. Where are you,
little guy? Please don’t be dead. We tried not to have favorites, but it was
clear that everyone loved Billy, with his big brown eyes, raspy voice, and the
way he cocked his head to the side like a puppy.

Just then, a woman’s voice sputtered onto the public announcement
system:



We have a little boy named Michael here at the snack bar who can’t find
his family. He’s wearing red-and-white-striped trunks.

My mother, balancing baby Molly on her hip, flicked her cigarette into
the sand and headed toward the snack bar, and we all followed her in single
file. Sure enough, there was Billy sitting on the counter, chewing on some
Good & Plenty candy. Someone had found him wandering around the locker
room, and when they asked him his name, he didn’t hesitate: Michael, the
name of a kid across the street whom Billy admired. Nice try, kid, my mother
told Billy, and then grabbed his pudgy little hand, yanking him to the ground.

We’d done it again. Somehow, we’d managed to survive with all of us
present and accounted for. The day was coming soon enough, though, when
such a simple rescue would not be possible.



5
It’s All in Her Head

My legs dangling into the Tiger Pit, I couldn’t resist the urge to give Nancy a little smooch.

Even now that my mother was home all the time, getting a private audience
with her was next to impossible. If I was going to find a way to be alone with
her, I’d need to employ any means possible. My big break came when I was
in fourth grade, and I got a paper cut in my left eye so deep that I had to see
an eye specialist. He prescribed some ointment and an eye patch and
instructed my mother to bring me back in a few weeks.

Some kids might have been embarrassed to wear a black eye patch. Not
me. I loved it. Anything for a little easy attention. I wasn’t the smartest or the



prettiest or the most athletic kid in my class, but I was the only one with an
eye patch that year. I’d seen how medical equipment of any kind—crutches,
slings, back braces—could elicit a bit of sympathy, even from the nuns. The
year before, I’d taken to wearing Nancy’s old, pink eyeglasses to school,
hoping they’d afford me a little more gravitas.

Margaret would do a lot better in school if she wore her glasses
regularly, Sister Mary David told my mother at the parent-teacher conference
that spring. This was the same semester that I got mostly Ds on my report
card. Terrified of how these grades would be received at home, I had changed
them to look like Bs with my fountain pen.

I think Bs are pretty good grades for her, my mother said as she showed
Sister the report card. The old nun, with the jowls of a bulldog, leaned in for a
closer inspection and spotted the forgery immediately. She took out her own
fountain pen and, with my mother standing there sheepishly, changed the
grades back to Ds.

So humiliating, my mother said to me when she got home. And quit
wearing your sister’s glasses.

But this paper cut was the real deal.

On the day of my follow-up exam, my mother picked me up at school in
her wood-paneled station wagon, and when I opened the door, I was amazed
to see that it was just the two of us. No babies. No dog. Just my mom and me.
The radio was on, so we drove in near silence for the fifteen minutes that it
took for us to get to the doctor’s office in downtown Evanston. I felt very
grown-up being allowed to push the elevator button. The doctor leaned
toward me and shined a penlight in my eyes. Looks good, he said. No need
for further treatment.

Oh, good, 1 said, smiling slightly as I slid off the chair. Secretly, I was
crushed. What would I do for attention now? We headed toward the elevator.
Then something strange happened once we reached the lobby. Instead of
heading straight back to the car, my mother took a left and ducked into the
diner next door.

Time for lunch, she said. My heart was pounding. Lunch? Here? In a
restaurant? My parents went out for dinner nearly every Friday night when
Holmer returned from his weekly business trips, but we kids rarely got to go.
There were too many of us. We usually stayed home with a babysitter, eating
Mrs. Paul’s fish sticks and french fries that my mother would cook in her



deep fryer, the chunks of ice popping as they hit the boiling grease.

Inside the diner, I felt like Dorothy wandering the land of Oz. So many
new sights and sounds and smells. A fan whirred overhead, blowing the
aroma of cherry pie. My mother and I settled into a booth next to the counter,
where the waitress gave us each a glass of water and a laminated menu with a
thick red leather jacket. I ordered a roast beef sandwich and a Green River, a
bright lime-green soda popular in Chicago in those days. I can’t remember
what my mother had, likely a BLT, her favorite.

All those kids back at school are probably doing arithmetic right now, 1
thought. Or maybe they are on to reading. In class, we each took turns
reading out loud, trying not to laugh as the boy with the stutter pounded his
thigh to steady himself so he could spit out the words. If I were there, I’d be
sitting in the back of the classroom, where all the fidgety kids went, boys
mostly, who jabbed me with protractors and dared me to eat Elmer’s glue.
Like this? I’d say as I peeled the dried layers of milky white goo off my palm
like a sheath of skin after a day of too much sun.

With all the ear infections I’d had as a baby, I usually couldn’t hear the
teacher anyway. So while the rest of the class studied Nebuchadnezzar and
long division, I passed the time by staring at the clock, holding my breath to
see how long I could go before passing out.

I wished I could sit still like the other kids. I seemed to be wired
differently. When I was especially antsy, Sister Mary David would make me
squat next to her at the front of the classroom with my feet in the middle of
her enormous army-green metal wastepaper basket and my butt teetering on
the sharp rim. It was all I could do to not tip over and spill onto the floor with
the rest of the trash in that can. Her metaphor was not lost on me.

Is your bottom good and blistered yet, Margaret? the old nun croaked. I
flushed with horror that she was discussing my bottom in front of the whole
class, especially the boys.

But I’'m not at school now, 1 told myself giddily. I’'m sitting in a diner with
my mother like somebody special, slurping soda through a paper straw.
When my drink was done, I folded the straw in two and stuffed it between
my top lip and upper teeth to make walrus fangs. Oh, Meg, my mother said
and shook her head, chuckling. What a wag you are.

And then she looked at me for what seemed like a very long time and
smiled so that I could see her dimples. She looked so pretty when she smiled



like that.

When we were done with our meal, in no hurry at all, we walked down
Chicago Avenue, just the two of us, peeking into a dress shop. I reached for
my mother’s hand. We moseyed past an antique store with shelves of thick
leather books, a big velvet chair, and an umbrella stand. The bookstore on the
corner sold purple sweatshirts and wall posters for the Northwestern
University students who lived in the dorms nearby.

We didn’t talk about anything special. We didn’t need to. I watched my
mother lean down and look into the windows, and I noticed how glamorous
she was with her tangerine lipstick and tweed coat. She smelled like roses.

Okay, kid, she said after a bit. Back we go.

I didn’t tell anyone about the roast beef sandwich or our window
shopping. That was my private time. Mine and my mother’s. That night, it
was back to business as usual. A stack of dishes for her to clean, baskets of
laundry to fold, Billy and Danny and Molly burrowing into her belly as she
read them Nappy the Dog.

An hour later, long after we were supposed to be asleep, Patty and I were
back to jumping over the Tiger Pit, hooting.

Come in here so I can crack your skulls together, my mother called out
from her room weakly.

No more Green Rivers or elevator buttons or diners that smelled like
cherry pie. Just shut up and go to bed. Something inside me ached. I wanted
private time with my mother again. I wanted to make walrus teeth out of
paper straws to make her laugh. I wanted to see those dimples.

A few days later, I locked myself in the bathroom with a pile of fresh
lined school paper. To make sure the edges were good and sharp, I ran my
fingers along the side and felt a little sting. A tiny drop of blood began to
pool. But that was just a dress rehearsal. You can do this, 1 told myself as I
took a deep breath and raised the paper toward my eye.

But no matter how many times I tried, I couldn’t slice my darn eyeball
again.

Not long after my eye patch came off, Nancy swallowed a whole bottle’s
worth of aspirin, saying she wanted to die. Then she did it again a few
months later. She was in eighth grade and starting to get into trouble at
school, ditching class, drinking gin that she would sneak out of the house in
glass peanut butter jars, and smoking cigarettes in Gillson Park. One Saturday



afternoon, Nancy was arrested for shoplifting a tube of lip gloss at the
Montgomery Ward department store in Old Orchard Shopping Center. Now
this. Was she really trying to die or just faking it to get out of trouble?

My parents took her to see my mother’s psychiatrist up in Lake Forest.
Grandma thought that was about the stupidest thing she’d ever heard. There’s
nothing really wrong with that girl, Grandma declared from her breakfast
room perch. It’s all in her head. 1 was inclined to agree. After all, I wasn’t
really trying to hurt myself by cutting my eye.

We all faked being sick at one time or another to get more attention or
wiggle out of having to go to school. Some dupes were easy to spot. When he
was in second grade, Danny declared that he needed to stay home because he
had menstrual cramps. Nancy’s little pill-swallowing routine looked like
nothing more than a little histrionics to me.

* * %

A FUNGAL INFECTION THAT killed many of the stately elms of Europe made its
way across the Atlantic Ocean in the late 1920s and began spreading west at
about the time that we were growing up. By the early 1970s, Dutch elm
disease had ravaged the forest cover of Chicago and would go on to claim
more than forty million trees nationwide. Day after day, crews of tree cutters
would rumble down our redbrick street with their chain saws. The motors
growled and sawdust flew as they ripped holes in the sky. Before long, the
leafy cathedral that framed Greenwood Avenue was destroyed. The sun beat
down during the day, singeing our Wiffle ball field. At night, the streetlights,
once filtered by branches of elms, now glared through the panes with a
harshness that made me feel uneasy and exposed. I’d lie at the foot of my bed
and stare out the window, squinting as though someone were shining a
flashlight right at me, trying to coax some kind of confession out of me.

People began disappearing, too. A teenage boy across the street ran away
from home after getting into a fight with his father. I’d look out my bedroom
window toward his house and wonder where he was sleeping that night. How
did he find food to eat? Several weeks later, we heard he was in California
trying to break into show business and that he almost got picked for the role
of Robin in the TV show Batman.

After a lady down the block suffered her fifth miscarriage, she checked



into a mental institution somewhere on the East Coast, and we never saw her
again. No explanation. She was just gone, the way my mother had sometimes
disappeared years earlier. We kept waiting for her to return, but she never
did. The youngest two of her four children would come to our house for
dinner every once in a while, and my mother would sometimes take them
shopping to buy new clothes.

Eventually, the woman and her husband divorced, and he married his
secretary. But for years, the woman and my mother would talk on the phone
on Sunday afternoons when the telephone rates were lowest. Sometimes, I
stood outside my parents’ bedroom door and listened, fascinated by their
friendship. They’d formed a kind of secret sorority, stronger, more intense
than the crew at the beach discussing winter vacation spots and where to get
the best leg of lamb, though there was some of that light banter. My mother
would fill her in on news of the block: romantic misadventures of the spinster
sisters who lived across the street, decorating updates, the medical reports of
various kids’ broken bones and burst appendixes.

But then my mother’s tone would soften, and there would be long silences
while the woman talked. Yes, I know, my mother would say in her most
comforting voice. Oh, yes. I know.

There were other unexplained absences. A high school girl on the next
block left suddenly to live with her aunt in Texas. She came home several
months later looking puffy and sad. Years later, I learned she’d had a baby
that she gave up for adoption.

The odd man who lived a few doors down with his elderly blind mother
would disappear and reappear mysteriously, too. We never knew why he still
lived at home. Steer clear of that guy, Holmer used to warn my brothers. Sure
enough, years later, the man was convicted of having sex with underage boys
on a boat that he kept at the Wilmette harbor, called The Slow Poke.

The world beyond Greenwood Avenue seemed equally harsh and
unforgiving. Each week, the mailman delivered our copies of Time and
Newsweek magazines with increasingly gruesome photos: bleeding U.S.
soldiers trudging through rice paddies, Vietcong bodies stacked up like
cordwood, sobbing children, one naked, her mouth wide open as she ran
down the road to escape the napalm bomb that destroyed her village. The
evening newscasts showed daily tallies of soldiers killed.

Not all the casualties were on foreign soil or even part of the official



count. Michael, the boy that Billy claimed to be that day at the beach, had an
older sister whose husband came home from Vietnam addicted to heroin. A
few years later, they found him dead in a gas station bathroom on the west
side of Chicago.

On an early spring afternoon in April 1968, my friend’s older brother
stood off to the side watching us play basketball. Did you girls hear the
news? he asked. The night before, civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr.
had been gunned down on a motel balcony in Memphis. The older brother
spit and turned away, muttering, The only good King is a dead King. The
harshness of his words made my throat close and my eyes sting, not that I
hadn’t heard racist language before, especially on the playground of our lily-
white Catholic school, where it seemed easy to belittle anyone who didn’t
look like us.

Two months later, we woke up to the news that Bobby Kennedy had been
assassinated as he made his way through a hotel kitchen after winning the
California Democratic primary. Mary Kay had been out that night at a baby
shower for one of her friends, who was pregnant at fifteen. The hard realities
of life seemed to be catching up with everyone.

Late that August, on the first night of the Democratic National
Convention, I was sprawled on the family room couch with my mother,
watching the local news. The convention was only about eighteen miles from
our house, not far from where Patty and I had stayed with Holmer’s cousin
Jack Mac and his family. Protesters had gathered outside the hall, demanding
an end to the Vietham War. Mayor Daley was shouting at them to go home,
and before long, skirmishes broke out and the cops moved in, beating the
protesters with their billy clubs. Blood flowed in the streets. Four days after
turning twelve years old, I was convinced that the world was breaking apart
at the seams.

Do I really have to grow up? I asked my mother as we lay there watching
the mayhem.

My mother shrugged. Beats the alternative, she said.

I wanted to hide under the covers, make the world go away, but even the
comforts of home were beginning to disappear.

Say, you can’t go to Michigan Shores from now on, my mother announced
casually one day at breakfast. We don’t belong there anymore.

This was terrible news. I loved that grand old place with its Tudor facade



and circular driveway, a social club where we’d belonged since moving back
from Connecticut. Patty and I took swim lessons from a man named Gil
Finney. They had a bowling alley and a ballroom overlooking Lake Michigan
with a huge crystal chandelier. On the rare occasions that we would all go out
to eat, it was usually to the dining room of the Michigan Shores Club for
special celebrations like First Holy Communions, confirmations, Easter
dinners, and at Christmastime. While Holmer and my mother sipped their
martinis, we guzzled Shirley Temple cocktails and cherry Cokes until our
stomachs gurgled. A man with a paper hat carved huge slabs of rare roast
beef that he slipped onto our heated plates with a ladleful of au jus and
dollops of creamy horseradish. We feasted on twice-baked potatoes,
mushrooms stuffed with spinach, asparagus in hollandaise sauce, mountains
of shrimp on beds of chipped ice and lemon wedges, and baskets of warm,
yeasty rolls with pats of butter with the club’s crest stamped into them. For
dessert, we had our choice of apple pie a la mode, pecan bars, coconut
macaroons, blueberry tarts, or, my favorite, hot fudge sundaes with chopped
walnuts, scoops of whipped cream, and a cherry on top.

I couldn’t live without all that.

No one ever told us that we were rich, but it felt like we were, even by
Wilmette standards. We got pretty much everything we wanted—horseback
riding lessons, summer camp, new bikes every year or two. I never heard
Holmer or my mother say, “We can’t afford that.” A cleaning lady came to
our house twice a week, and another woman came every few weeks just to do
the ironing. We were one of the first families to get a color TV and a second
telephone line installed.

My parents took us on family ski trips for a week each winter in
Michigan’s Upper Peninsula and out west to Colorado for two weeks in the
summer. They escaped for a week or two by themselves to someplace exotic
—Puerto Rico, Palm Springs, Miami Beach, or New Orleans, leaving us with
a sitter. They always brought us back gifts, dolls, fancy soap from their hotel,
or a new outfit. Once, they went to Europe with Jake for a month.

We had no sense of money, where it came from, how to get more, how to
manage it, or what to do if it ran out. We simply skimmed the aisles at
Betty’s of Winnetka, Bonwit Teller, or Saks Fifth Avenue, picking out
whatever tickled our fancy, and had the clerk bag it and put it on the house
charge. We charged everything, even candy. Mary Claire and I would stop at



Lyman-Sargent’s Pharmacy on our way home from school nearly every day
and charge a box of Andes Creme de Menthe Thins on the house account,
wolfing them all down before we’d made it home.

Nowhere was our family’s opulence on greater display than inside
Holmer’s walk-in closet. It was jammed with dozens of Brooks Brothers
suits, Italian silk ties that he kept on two racks, stacks of neatly laundered
Egyptian cotton shirts, silk knee socks that he held up with garters, and more
than a dozen pairs of leather wing tips that he stored on cedar shoe trees so
they would retain their shape. He wore felt fedoras with pheasant feathers
tucked in the bands of grosgrain ribbon, a Burberry trench coat in the spring
and fall, and a finely tailored camel hair coat with braided leather buttons in
the winter months. Each night, no matter how much he had to drink, he
meticulously hung his clothes up on wooden hangers that he had specially
made. Making up for that sailor suit, Mary Kay suggested.

Hey, Beau Brummell, ease up on the new clothes, my mother said to him
more than once. The cleaning lady started coming just once every two weeks
and then not at all. We quit the Chicago Athletic Club, too, where Holmer
once entertained customers. For the first time, [ began to see that we couldn’t
just buy everything we wanted on a whim. Old habits are hard to break.
Holmer started hiding his new suits under their bed, and I began signing
Nancy’s name on the charge slips for my new hauls.

From what I could tell by listening outside my parents’ bedroom door,
Holmer’s business was not going well. After he sued his former business
partner, he got a job as the national sales manager for the prestigious Journal
of the American Medical Association, where his name appeared on the
masthead. That was great for a while, until he got fired, for what I do not
know. Before long, he landed another job, overseeing publications for the
American College of Chest Physicians. But he got fired from that job, too,
and then he developed a bleeding ulcer.

Was it his erratic behavior? His drinking? Both? Whatever the cause, as
Holmer approached his midforties, the trajectory of his career was heading in
the wrong direction. He had once been such a high roller that he had his own
room at the Waldorf Astoria. His cousins came to him for loans. Now he was
the one scrambling to pay bills, sharing an office next to the copy machine.
One of his cousins hired him to work at his Michigan Avenue advertising
agency, a gesture that we suspected was an act of charity, confirmed after one



of his kids loudly and derisively announced to Danny on the St. Francis
playground, “Our dad had to give your dad a job.”

Now we were quitting the Michigan Shores Club. No more swim lessons.
No more cheeseburgers and fries at the Chatterbox, the little diner inside the
club. I tried sneaking in anyway one day after school and ordered a chocolate
milkshake.

A charge to number sixty-three, please, 1 told the waitress, looking around
nervously. Brain freeze be damned, I sucked down the ice cream drink as fast
as I could before she discovered what a little grifter I was.

* * %

THE CROWD CLAPPED AND cheered, but I wept as Mary Kay and her Regina
Dominican High School classmates promenaded down the aisle in their white
caps and gowns that evening in June 1970. She’s graduating, not dying, my
mother leaned over and whispered to me. It felt like something was being lost
forever in that existential moment. Our cozy family life—crazy to many from
the outside looking in but comfortable and familiar to me—was about to end.
Our oldest sister would be heading off to St. Louis for college in late August.
The ten of us would never live together again.

If I had my way, I would have preserved us all in amber at that sweet spot
of 1970 with the jazz of our family life thumping throughout the house:
moppy-headed high school boys in their shiny Camaros and Corvettes racing
up the street to pick up my glamorous older sisters, Mungo Jerry blaring from
their car stereos. Or maybe Led Zeppelin or the Doors. They’d come sniffing
around in such numbers that Holmer gave them nicknames to tell them apart.
One was “the Hugger.” Another, “the Kisser.”

I would miss Mary Kay scrambling to the dinner table from play practice,
reciting her lines. I would miss her friends, who would splay out on Mary
Kay’s bedroom floor listening to records, begging Patty and me to walk on
their backs. When they ran out of cigarettes, they’d dispatch us to ride our
bikes to the grocery store to buy them Pop-Tarts and packs of Kools,
pretending they were for my mother.

Just as I once urged baby Molly to stay little, I wanted all of us frozen in
time so that we could remain together, forever. The world scared me, and I
was frightened of what might happen to Mary Kay—or any of us—when we



ventured out. I know now that this was anxiety and my tears that night were
not so much a reflection of foolishness or sentimentality, but fear.

The irony is that life was not as rosy as the narrative I had constructed in
my mind. Holmer’s drinking and subsequent hangover rants were increasing.
Nancy’s illness was beginning to rage.

She was getting into more trouble, ditching school, getting drunk, and
dabbling in street drugs. She was having such a hard time getting out of bed
in the morning that my mother would send me or one of my siblings to throw
cold water on her, a chore I was only too happy to execute. After months of
Nancy’s screaming, scratching, kicking, and door slamming, my parents
decided to send her away to boarding school at Woodlands Academy of the
Sacred Heart in Lake Forest, Illinois. Let the nuns deal with her, my mother
said.

When Mary Kay arrived home after her first year of college, she seemed
distant, curt, and distracted. She wasn’t like her old self, the playful,
theatrical big sister who helped us organize backyard carnivals and decorated
our playroom like a circus. Mary Kay had a new boyfriend at school and
couldn’t wait to get back to campus to see him. She announced that she
would not be going on our family vacation to Colorado that August. She said
she needed to stay home and work to make money for school.

Decades later, I would learn the real reason.

Once she’d left for college, Mary Kay realized how exciting it was to be
free from all of us. For the first time in memory, she didn’t have to look after
her seven younger siblings. She was relieved of her usual oldest sister duties:
driving us to play practices or baseball games, picking up the playroom,
doing the dishes, or sweeping the kitchen floor. She didn’t have to worry
about Holmer going ballistic and hitting the nearest kid if he found the house
a mess when he came home from work.

Mary Kay finally had freedom to do what she wanted, when she wanted.
And she loved it. Still, those early days of school hadn’t been easy. Classes
were harder than she’d expected, and she had enrolled in one too many. By
mid-fall, she was exhausted, lonely, and having trouble concentrating. Her
roommate had a serious boyfriend. So, she was alone most of the time, not
really fitting in with one crowd or another. She started having dark thoughts.

Sometimes, waves of sadness would come over her with no warning and
no obvious cause. They’d settle over her for days, leaving her too confused to



focus but too jittery to sleep. My mother suggested that Mary Kay find
someone to talk to at the school counseling center, but the woman she spoke
to there wasn’t much help. She offered only predictable advice: eat healthy
food, get plenty of rest.

The worst days were the ones when she could not see a way out. That was
an awful, scary feeling. She felt overwhelmed, unable to figure out how to
get all her work done. On those days, just being alive seemed to be a chore.
One day, she found herself on the roof of her eight-story dorm, where she
would go to sunbathe. She swung her feet over the edge of the roof and stared
down at the street.

If I jumped, would it even matter?

She wondered if she might be better off dead.

But by spring, Mary Kay was starting to feel better. She found a crowd of
like-minded counterculture thinkers who organized war protests and sit-ins.
When she wasn’t with them, she’d head over to hang out at her boyfriend’s
fraternity where sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll flowed freely.

Coming home that summer to the same demands from all of us sent her
into a tailspin again. Mary Kay was working as a waitress at the Pancake
House when she began feeling nauseous and tired. She hadn’t noticed that
she had missed her period.

We didn’t discuss sex at home, much less birth control. The closest I ever
got to a discussion of any kind of sex education was years earlier when I was
in fifth grade. My mother pulled me aside after breakfast to warn me that I
would be getting a special lesson at school that day. You know how your
sisters get bad stomach cramps once a month? Well, you’re going to see a
film strip about that in gym class. Sure enough, the boys were sent out to the
playground while Mrs. Wickerscheim, the school nurse, fired up the projector
to show us a filmstrip on menstruation.

According to the narrator, we girls each had fallopian tubes coiled inside
us that would start releasing eggs soon. If those eggs were left unfertilized
(no mention of how the alternative might happen), they would wash right out
of our bodies and into a bloody mess in our underwear.

The idea that she might be pregnant terrified Mary Kay. This can’t be
happening, she thought. This was before home pregnancy tests were
available, so the only way for her to confirm her suspicions would be through
a test administered by a doctor. A friend helped her find one through Planned



Parenthood. When the result came back positive, Mary Kay threw up. How
would she tell our parents?

She considered going ahead with her pregnancy and putting the baby up
for adoption. But she worried that the trauma of turning over her child to
someone else would haunt her for the rest of her life. She debated keeping the
baby. But the more she thought about that, the more convinced she was that it
would not be fair to the baby. From her years of helping with all of us, Mary
Kay knew that babies need constant care and steady supervision, neither of
which she could provide, emotionally fragile as she was.

“I was in no way ready to take care of another human being,” she recalled
more than half a century later.

Abortions were illegal in Illinois then. If that’s what she wanted to do, she
would have to go to New York. She scheduled her visit for early August
during the first week of our family’s Colorado vacation. With money her
boyfriend wired her and an advance on her paycheck, she bought a plane
ticket and made an appointment with a Planned Parenthood clinic.

She was met at the airport in New York by a Planned Parenthood
volunteer. They took a bus to the clinic. Mary Kay can’t remember exactly
where that was but, more than fifty years later, she vividly remembers all the
details of the procedure. She recalls lying on a cot in a row with other
women. She remembers holding back the hair of the woman lying next to her
as the woman vomited into a bowl.

After several hours, Mary Kay was free to go. Back home, bleeding and
exhausted, Mary Kay walked into our empty house, trudged up the stairs, and
collapsed on her bed. We returned from Colorado a few nights later, clueless
about what she’d just been through. If Mary Kay was rattled about the
abortion, she showed no signs of it to the rest of us. Another family secret
had been swallowed whole, undigested.

Later that week, Nancy headed off to college. I was thrilled to see her go.

* * %

MARY KAY HAD BEEN my idol, but my relationship with Nancy was a lot more
fraught. Nancy was scrappier, edgier, less filtered. We had some good fun
growing up. Sometimes, on summer nights, Nancy and I would sit on the
front porch, and she would teach me how to blow smoke rings with her Kool



cigarettes. We’d make up songs about the neighbors, including one about the
kid who left for California, “Frank the Magic Monkey,” sung to the tune of
“Puff the Magic Dragon.” Nancy gave me driving lessons in the parking lot
next to the beach on Northwestern University’s campus. Though I was not
yet thirteen, she would let me take the wheel while she’d stick her head out of
the window belting out Billie Holiday tunes.

But the older Nancy got, the meaner she became. By her junior year of
high school, she could be downright vicious, especially if she caught me
wearing one of her sweaters or a pair of her earrings. She’d scratch my arms
and legs or grab a clump of my hair and try to yank it out. Sometimes, she’d
spit at me and tell me that I was ugly.

Nancy’s friends would stream into the front door, often stoned or tripping
on acid, and head straight to the playroom without saying hello. They threw
empty beer cans and their greasy boxes of pizza on the floor and left ashtrays
filled with butts, some still smoldering. I viewed them all as menaces, but her
friend, the ironically named Joy, scared me the most. Joy would scowl as she
brushed by me, looking like she might scratch me, too, just for the fun of it.

From what I could tell, my parents were doing all they could to help
Nancy through these rocky teenage years. We didn’t discuss what was wrong
with her or how to help, but I knew Nancy was seeing my mother’s
psychiatrist. (So much for conflicts of interest.) He had warned my parents
that it was not a good idea to let Nancy attend college far from home. She
was too volatile, he said. But Nancy begged them. More than anything, she
wanted to go to school in Colorado, where many of her friends were going.
What’re you gonna do? my mother said, shrugging. Nancy got good grades.
Mary Kay got to go to the school of her choice. My parents worried that
Nancy would become even more depressed if she didn’t have the chance to
go away to school and experience all the fun that college offered. So, they let
her go.

What a lot of college kids loved to do most—particularly in Boulder,
Colorado, in the early 1970s—were recreational drugs. Lots of them.
Marijuana, cocaine, mescaline, LSD, amphetamines. Nancy tried them all.

* * %

LATE ONE NIGHT IN April 1973, in Nancy’s sophomore year of college, our



phone rang and I could hear my mother’s muffled voice telling Holmer that
there’d been a car accident. My parents’ bedroom was down the hall, so it
was not easy to make out all the details. Something about Nancy and
California and an abortion. The U.S. Supreme Court had decided the Roe v.
Wade case months earlier, establishing a woman’s right to an abortion, but
the procedure was not yet easily accessible and certainly not casually
considered, especially in our devout Catholic household.

From what I could hear, Nancy evidently had been on her way to
California to get an abortion when her car skidded off the road. She broke her
collarbone but was otherwise okay.

Your sister is coming home, is all my mother had to say about it the next
morning. I had lots of questions, but was too afraid to ask. I could see that my
parents were upset, and I didn’t want to make it any worse for them by asking
for details.

A few days later, Nancy was back home with us, apparently no longer
pregnant, her arm in a sling. She’d dropped out of school just before the end
of her sophomore year at the University of Colorado at Boulder and would be
living at home for the foreseeable future. I was a sophomore in high school
by then, disappointed at the news of Nancy’s early return. Life was a lot
calmer when she was far away.

I never asked her what had happened or how she was feeling. We never
discussed her abortion. I didn’t see then that she was sick and hurting. I only
saw the pain she caused our parents, and I resented her for that.

Now, she was home with no school, no job, no plan. Clearly, she was
miserable. Her bedroom and the one I shared with Patty were attached by a
mutual closet. We could hear Nancy sobbing as she lay in her bed day after
day. You okay? I’d call out to her, slowly becoming aware that she was sick.
Shut the fuck up! she’d scream back.

Day after day, week after week, Nancy lay in bed, until one day that June.
I was standing in the driveway waiting for my mother to take me for a driving
lesson when an ambulance came roaring up our street and stopped right in
front of the house. The paramedics jumped out, running past me toward our
front door. I could hear Mary Kay and my mother screaming inside,
pounding on the door. Open up. Open up. For God’s sake, Nancy, open UP!

Nancy, I would later learn, had locked herself in the bathroom, swallowed
a bottle of sleeping pills, and lay in the tub as the water gushed from the tap.



Firefighters had to break down the door with a Halligan bar to get in there to
fish her out.

I paced around the front lawn, too scared to go inside and look at what
was going on upstairs. Nancy had tried to kill herself several times before by
swallowing pills, but she always let someone know what she’d done. This
time was different. A few minutes later, the front door burst open, and the
paramedics hurried out. I could see Nancy’s body strapped to a stretcher.
Was she moving? They rushed past me so quickly that I couldn’t tell if she
was dead or alive.

A few seconds later, my mother marched out, her purse slung over her
shoulder. She scanned the front lawn. Her eyes had that laser-focused look
like a general surveying the battlefield. She crawled into the station wagon
and followed the ambulance as it rushed down Greenwood Avenue toward
Evanston Hospital. I would later learn that the paramedics checked Nancy’s
oxygen levels and tried to get her to respond, but she was not regaining
consciousness.

As my mother’s station wagon faded in the distance, I sat on the lawn and
stared at our house. Had our lucky streak finally ended? Each spin of the
cylinder in our family game of Russian roulette somehow always came up
empty. We managed to survive one dangerous trick after another. Billy at the
beach. Click. Mary Kay flipped over in the convertible. Click. Patty plunged
to the bottom of the lake beneath Uncle Johnny. Click. Me lying facedown in
the icy waters of northern Wisconsin. Click. Click. Click. There are only so
many empty chambers before the one with the bullet fires.

Those calamities had been unintentional, consequences of carelessness.
This was a willful act. If Nancy wanted to die, she would find a way.

I went inside and called Mary Claire. Meet me in the alley, 1 told her,
grabbing a pack of my mother’s Kent cigarettes. Then I headed out the door,
knowing that nothing at home would ever be the same again.



6
While You Were Out: Grandma Died

Holmer, the old momma’s boy, sitting on Grandma’s lap. Chicago, Illinois, 1973.

Nancy’s eyes flickered open as Holmer rubbed her feet.

She looked around the emergency room. Am I dead?

No, Holmer said, tears streaming down his cheeks. No, you are not. Thank
God.

Well, shit, Nancy said and closed her eyes again. Then she started to cry,
not because she nearly died but because she didn’t.

Once her vital signs were stable, they transferred her upstairs to the
psychiatric ward, the same place where my mother had been treated years



earlier. Back at home, we resumed our normal pace as if nothing had
happened.

Billy and Danny went to summer basketball camp. Molly hopped across
the street to play dress-up with the Clohisy sisters. Patty’s friends came over
to go swimming. Mary Kay and Jake were back at work at the Pancake
House. As usual, no one explained why Nancy tried to kill herself this time.
Nor did they ask if we had any questions. We were left to try to figure that
out on our own. Once again, I was afraid to talk about what had happened,
worried that if I asked too many questions, I might upset my parents even
more. So, I went back to driver’s ed classes, working the cash register at the
Kentucky Fried Chicken on Green Bay Road, and drinking beer with my
friends at night in the room over Dan Kelly’s garage.

But there was an edge to all of us now. Nancy had come this close to
dying, and we were terrified of what might become of her. Would she try it
again? Which one of us would find her dead? I couldn’t understand why she
would want to die. What does that even feel like? We tried to act normally,
but we couldn’t just pretend that we didn’t see the broken bathroom door
where the firefighters rushed in to fish Nancy from the bottom of the tub.

I was fairly certain that everyone on the block had seen the ambulance or
heard about it. We could tell by their glances that they knew about Nancy, the
way they’d stare at us and then look away when they saw us looking back at
them. They probably didn’t know what to say.

We were far from being the only family with troubles. A boy in Billy’s
class drowned in Lake Michigan. The little boy who lived next to our old
house died of the flu. A girl in the class between Patty’s and mine was killed
in a car crash. But no one tried to kill themselves, at least none we knew.

With all eyes on Nancy, Jake was quietly sinking into his own deep
depression. He’d been such a gentle, quiet boy that no one expected any
trouble out of him.

From the time Jake was a baby, Grandma had pegged him to become a
priest. She used to collect pamphlets from various religious orders—
Augustinians, Franciscans, Benedictines, Carmelites, and Capuchins—and
put them on Jake’s dresser, hoping he’d take the bait. Of course, the Jesuits
were the gold standard, but Grandma would have settled for Jake becoming a
simple diocesan priest. The church relied on its members to propagate the
faith. Parents were not only expected to produce a high volume of offspring,



they were encouraged to steer one or two of their children toward a religious
vocation. A nun here, a priest there. It was the least they could do to thank
God for blessing them with so many progeny. Grandma seemed especially
motivated, and the way things were going with Mary Kay and Nancy, Jake
appeared to be her best shot.

It made sense to me: Father Jake, kindly, thoughtful in his stiff white
collar, cradling a baby in his arms at a baptism or carefully sprinkling a coffin
with holy water. May the angels lead you into paradise. Jake was naturally
reverent. Quieter than the rest of us, he kept more to himself, steering clear of
our roughhousing and pig piles. He seemed to float above the fray.

Even as a kid, Jake had a strong sense of fairness, speaking up against
injustice. He made his way to Washington, D.C., to march in a Vietnam War
protest in the spring of his junior year of high school. I could easily see him
at the pulpit urging the faithful to be like Christ to others, tend to the poor,
comfort the afflicted. Cause good trouble, he’d tell them. Burn your draft
cards. Boycott Nestlé. Real feisty Berrigan brothers stuff.

Holmer and my mother thought Jake should become a doctor, and they
encouraged him to declare a premed major. They would have loved to mingle
with their friends at cocktail hour and talk about the medical schools that Jake
might consider. Success and high achievement were the North Shore way.
New Trier East, our public high school, had a reputation for being one of the
best in the country. But good Catholics sacrificed and sent their children to
Catholic schools, or so we were told. Nearly all graduates of Loyola
Academy, the Jesuit high school that Jake attended, also went on to four-year
colleges, many to Ivy League schools. Competition was fierce, and
expectations were high.

Jake started having trouble sleeping in high school, and, like Nancy and
Mary Kay, his anxiety seemed to intensify once he went off to college. Now,
as a freshman at John Carroll University, a Jesuit college in suburban
Cleveland, Jake was having trouble concentrating in class. Jake was a critical
thinker, an Eagle Scout with a sharp eye for details. He could build a fire
without using matches, identify animal tracks, and tell you where
Saskatchewan was on a map, but he couldn’t figure out how to organize his
thoughts. Term papers were especially challenging. If he were assigned to
write about the Electoral College, for example, he’d know how it was
structured and why the votes differ from the popular tally, but he couldn’t



write it clearly enough for anyone else to understand. After a while, he’d lose
sight of what the assignment was, and he’d get too frustrated to write
anything.

Students who struggle as Jake did now can get help from individual
counselors at the school’s writing center. But that service was not available in
1972. It was sink or swim. Jake wasn’t just sinking; he was drowning.

It probably didn’t help that he was smoking marijuana nearly every day.
He started in high school when he and his fellow Pancake House busboys
would light up in the alley behind the restaurant. Jake found that pot gave
him energy and made him less panicky, but it also clouded his thinking and
sapped his motivation.

With his thick black glasses and pocket protectors, Jake looked nothing
like your run-of-the-mill stoner. He skewed more nerd—spending hours
poring over his almanacs and encyclopedias, memorizing the most arcane
facts—motorcycle helmet laws, Incan irrigation systems, the history of the
penny.

Now, uncharacteristically, Jake was getting into trouble at school. He and
his roommate got expelled from their dorm room for shooting off
firecrackers. Jake moved in with a family near campus, staying in a room in
their attic. He was horribly lonely there. Jake’s insomnia intensified.
Sometimes, he felt so drained, it hurt to even blink. Holmer would call Jake
and grill him about how school was going. When Jake confessed that he’d
skipped a few classes, Holmer would yell into the phone.

Get your goddamn ass out of bed!

Eventually, Jake stopped answering Holmer’s calls. My mother suggested
that Jake visit the school’s counseling center, as she had when Mary Kay
began feeling depressed in her freshman year. Jake told the man how lonely
he felt and how sluggish he’d become, how he’d toss and turn all night long.
He was scared and frustrated as he began to fail one class after another. The
counselor’s solution? Join a fraternity. Get drunk. Have more fun.

Jake didn’t know how to have fun, and nothing he was trying was
working. After Nancy’s suicide attempt that summer, he’d become even more
confused and depressed. He was often unable to get more than an hour or two
of sleep a night. He’d stumble around during the day in a kind of stupor. But
we were all so freaked out about Nancy, few of us took the time to even
notice.



Jake went back to campus the next fall more depressed than ever.

* * %

I’D NEVER BEEN INSIDE a psych ward before. The attendant pressed the buzzer,
and the doors clicked like a pop gun, making me jump. My mother and I
walked down the hall and found Nancy sitting in the dayroom, a large area
furnished with a few cheap vinyl couches and several plastic chairs scattered
around. It had been several days since Nancy locked herself into the
bathroom and tried to drown. People shuffled by without looking at one
another. A TV mounted on the wall was tuned in to a soap opera, though no
one was really watching.

If she saw me coming, she didn’t let on. No wave or wink. She just stared
straight ahead. I thought Nancy would be in a hospital gown, but she was
wearing a pair of blue jeans and an oversize blue-and-white tattersall plaid
shirt that I’d been admiring in her closet for some time. She looked a lot
smaller here than she did at home. Her face was rounder than I remembered
it, and her skin was pasty white against her long, thick, chestnut brown hair.
She seemed pretty punchy on whatever drugs they had given her that day,
and she didn’t even bother to look up at me. All these years later, I can’t
remember where my mother was during this visit—talking to the doctor or a
nurse, maybe.

Hey, I said to Nancy.

No answer.

Nancy reached for her cigarettes and lit one up. The floors were shiny, but
the place smelled rancid, a sickening potpourri of vomit, feces, and Pine-Sol.

I didn’t know what to say, so I tried making small talk. How’s the food?
She didn’t answer. What’s her story? I said, nodding toward a woman who
was rocking back and forth in the corner. Silence. The old Nancy would have
already come up with a nickname for that woman, “Whistler’s Mother,”
maybe, something clever and not altogether kind. But this Nancy just stared,
no emotion. I noticed the paper slippers on Nancy’s feet and tried making a
little joke.

Can you get those things monogrammed?

She turned her back to me.

Nancy and I just sat there. I wish now that I would have taken that



opportunity to ask her how she was feeling, to let her know that I was glad
she was still alive. Did she want to tell me about why she tried to kill herself?
God knows, I was curious enough. Did she really want to die? It might have
been a big relief for her to talk about it. And then I would have understood
better, too. Maybe I wouldn’t have been so angry at her.

There was so much more I could have said, like, What can I do to help
you feel better? Maybe then she wouldn’t have felt as lonely or out of
options. She would have seen how much I loved her.

But I didn’t say any of that. I was fifteen years old, and I was still angry
with her for trying to kill herself at the same time that my mother promised to
give me a driving lesson. And now she was giving me the cold shoulder after
I took the time on a summer day to come and see her in the hospital.

So, I started watching the soap opera from the TV on the ceiling. All My
Children. So much easier to get taken in by the drama on the screen than the
one playing out at home. After several more minutes, my mother returned,
and we left. Nancy and I didn’t bother to say goodbye to each other.

Not long after that, Nancy came home. Our parents still offered no
explanation about what had happened or advice about how we should act
toward her, what we should say and do or—more important—what we should
not say or do. We still didn’t know why she did this. I was terrified that she
would do it again.

At first, Nancy mostly stayed in her bedroom, even at dinnertime. The
medication made her too groggy to stand for long or carry on much of a
conversation. When she did come downstairs, she was often rude and selfish,
leaving a mess in the kitchen, making hurtful remarks. By mid-September, it
was clear that she was not going back to college.

Nancy embarrassed us. No one I knew had a sister who was sick like this,
lying in bed most of the day with some strange illness that had no name,
couldn’t be seen on an x-ray or confirmed through blood tests. One doctor
said Nancy had schizophrenia. Another said it was mania with depression.
Holmer wondered if her wild mood swings were caused by all the street
drugs she took at college. They scrambled her brain, he said.

Whatever it was, she wasn’t getting better, and the doctors said she might
never recover. The uncertainty had us all on edge. The mood at home grew so
tense that it felt at times like our house had been doused in gasoline and could
blow up any second. We started to turn on each other, fighting over the



slightest things—which show to watch on TV, who got to sit where on the
couch. Don’t hog the phone. Who left the empty milk bottle in the
refrigerator? We couldn’t relax. I had a hard time concentrating on my
homework.

After months of Nancy shuffling around the house, picking fights,
sobbing in her bed, raiding the liquor cabinet, and overdosing on more pills,
my parents decided that she needed long-term care, regardless of the cost.

She left for the Menninger Clinic in November 1974, my senior year of
high school. I was relieved to have her out of the house. The facility was
founded in Topeka, Kansas, in 1925 by Sigmund Freud disciples Karl
Menninger and his brother, William. This world-famous psychiatric hospital
was featured in magazines as one of the nation’s premier mental institutions,
catering to captains of industries, World War II veterans suffering from post-
traumatic stress, and movie stars like Gene Tierney. It’s quite an exclusive
program, my mother said, as if Nancy had been accepted at Smith or Vassar.

Just as her mother took comfort in knowing that Uncle Johnny was being
well cared for when he was sent away to St. Coletta in 1949, my mother was
consoled by the notion that Nancy would be getting some of the best care in
the world. She wasn’t dispatching Nancy like a biting dog to the pound.

In my naivete, I imagined those doctors would fix Nancy in no time. She
would come back sassier, funnier, and cleverer than ever.

Insurance covered none of it, of course. Though, clearly, Nancy was in
danger of dying, mental illnesses were not considered to be as worthy of
treatment like other diseases. If you needed psychiatric care, you had two
choices: pay for it yourself or go to a state institution. I knew that the
Menninger Clinic was expensive and that my parents didn’t have the kind of
money anymore to pay for that and for our schooling at Regina Dominican,
the Catholic all-girls school where Patty and I were enrolled. The two of us
decided to pay our tuition with money we made working nights and
weekends as waitresses at the local Howard Johnson’s restaurant. Four
hundred bucks each was a lot of money then. I was secretly hoping the
gesture alone would be enough to impress my parents, and we wouldn’t
really have to follow through on it. But they lunged at the offer. My sacrifice
only made me resent Nancy more.

The Menninger brothers were famous for identifying many of the
illnesses now outlined in the Diagnostic Statistical Manual, the so-called



bible of psychiatric disorders, but the doctors there came up empty on how to
treat my sister or even what her diagnosis was. Nancy escaped a few times in
her first months by simply walking out the door.

She eloped, 1 heard my mother tell Holmer the first time the hospital
called, and for a few minutes, I thought Nancy had gotten married. I didn’t
know that’s what they called it when a patient walks away against doctor’s
orders. Each time, the Topeka police found her and sent her back. But she
wasn’t getting better. Her fancy treatment didn’t work after all.

Four months and tens of thousands of dollars later, Nancy came home for
good, saying she couldn’t stand living in the institution. They’re all nuts, she
said with a straight face. Nancy enrolled in a day program at a hospital on
Chicago’s north side. Against all ethical standards, she started dating one of
the doctors there, a resident named Henry, whom we thought looked like
John Sebastian from the Lovin’ Spoonful. He came on one of our family ski
trips. We all wished that she would marry him someday and live happily ever
after.

* * %

MIDWAY THROUGH MY SENIOR year of high school, my own world started to
crumble, right on cue. First Mary Kay, then Nancy, then Jake. Now, it was
my turn. Nancy’s return from the Menninger Clinic was making me nervous.
She was meaner and more physically abusive than ever, throwing shoes at my
head, jabbing my ribs with her elbow, spitting at me, scratching my arms and
legs. She chased me around the breakfast room table with a steak knife one
afternoon, and I escaped by running upstairs and locking myself in the
bathroom. A few days later, I woke up to find her standing over my bed with
a carving knife in her hand. When I looked at her, I didn’t see someone who
was suffering. I saw someone who could kill me. She scared the hell out of
me.

I was desperate to get out of that house.

I’d been excited about going off to college and had set my sights on
Northwestern University, where I would study journalism. The summer
before, I’d been accepted to Northwestern’s exclusive high school journalism
institute and given a scholarship. So, I figured I’d be a shoo-in. I always
loved writing. Even as I struggled with math and science, I could count on



my English classes to give me a platform to express myself.

The mid-1970s were heady days for journalists. The Watergate hearings
were just wrapping up, and soon Richard Nixon would resign—all because of
an investigation begun by two enterprising young Washington Post reporters.
I was going to follow in their footsteps and light the world on fire with my
reporting, too.

The letter from Northwestern’s admissions office arrived on a Friday
afternoon, and, judging from how thin the envelope was, I knew before I
ripped it open that I had been rejected. My shoulders started to shake as I
scanned the page and the words began to sink in: “We regret that we are not
able to offer you admission.” This can’t be, I thought. I have to go there. I
need to go there. My friends were getting into their dream schools. Do these
jerks in admissions not know how hard I work?

I marched upstairs and put on my mother’s best Diane von Furstenberg
dress, a string of pearls, and a pair of espadrilles and, with Patty at the wheel,
took off in the family station wagon for the admissions office. This isn’t a
good idea, Patty said. But I had never been shy about taking matters into my
own hands.

The year before, when the orthodontist had yet to remove my braces,
despite several promises to do so and junior prom fast approaching, I took
some wire cutters and a pair of pliers and did the job myself. The orthodontist
stared at my mouth in disbelief on my next visit. In forty years of practice,
he’d never seen a kid take off her own braces. Get in here, he called to his
assistant. Then the two of them put a new set of braces right back on and
adjusted the bill accordingly. If I could take off my own braces, I could
sweet-talk my way into Northwestern.

Sorry, the admissions officer said. This is a world-class school, highly
competitive, and your grades and test scores just aren’t good enough. Not
good enough. I stood up to leave, those words ringing in my ears.

Patty was waiting for me in the parking lot when I stormed out. I jumped
in the car and slammed the door so hard we both thought it might fall off.

Now what?

I had to get out of that house. At the same time, I was terrified of what
might become of me if I left home. Look what had happened to each of my
older siblings when they came back from college. Mary Kay grew distant.
Nancy and Jake dropped out and were now so confused and depressed that



they could barely get out of bed. Would that happen to me, too?

I didn’t have anyone to talk to about my fears. I had alienated most of my
friends by being so irritable and angry. Mary Kay had moved out of the house
into an apartment in the city after she graduated. My parents certainly weren’t
any help. As far as I was concerned, they were a major part of the problem.
Even Patty seemed to be of little use to me anymore. Our Tiger Pit
adventures were long over, and the space between our beds was more of a
gulf. We barely spoke. I resented her and her straight A report cards, how
everything seemed to come so easily to her. In a rage one day, I grabbed
clumps of Patty’s clothes and threw them out the window. It didn’t make any
sense to turn on Patty, the one person who always stood up for me and tried
to make me feel better about myself. She hadn’t done anything wrong. But
nothing made sense to me any longer. Hurt people hurt people, as the saying
goes. Just as Nancy treated me cruelly, I started doing the same to Patty.

I was so surly that even I hated me. My mother was at a loss.

What’s gotten into you? she asked one afternoon as I pushed Patty out of
the way on my way to the kitchen sink. Are you pregnant?

Pregnant! Just the idea of that made me feel like my head would explode.
I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t see. The truth is, I could have been. I would
never admit to that, of course. Good girls don’t have sex. At least that’s what
the nuns told us. And I was a very good girl.

I was working hard to pay my own tuition, going to Mass each Sunday
and even some days during the week. I was a class officer, Piglet in our
school’s production of Winnie the Pooh, the features editor of our student
newspaper. I even joined the math club, though, admittedly, that was only
because Mary Claire and I had a contest to see how many pictures each of us
could get into the yearbook. Sure, I smoked cigarettes and drank beer. (Lots
of beer.) But I didn’t smoke pot or do other drugs. Drugs scared me. I was not
going to crack up the way I’d seen my siblings do after they started taking
street drugs.

Even if I could have figured out a way to access birth control, I would
never have done so. That would be admitting that my boyfriend and I were
having sex. I wasn’t about to do that, not to a doctor, not to my mother, not to
my best friends, not even—bizarrely—to myself.

Growing up with so many unexplained and unexplored traumas—an
emotionally distant mother who leaves mysteriously, a physically abusive



father who drinks too much, a knife-wielding sister—I’d learned how to
block out what I didn’t want to think or hear or see. When you put on
blinders, it becomes easy to create your own reality, to blur fact with fiction.
You sharpen the focus to only a few pixels so that you can’t see the whole
picture. You start to wonder if something really happened or if you were
making it up. After a while, I couldn’t trust myself to know the difference.

Oh my God, 1 thought as my mother and my youngest sister, Molly, now
ten years old, stared at me. Am I pregnant? My period, which was always
regular, heavy, and excruciatingly painful, was now two days late. I’d been
checking my underwear every few minutes, hoping for the slightest drop of
blood. Holy shit, I thought. Now what? What am I going to do?

I could throw myself down the basement stairs. A coat hanger? I had no
idea the precise mechanics of how to do such a thing. Oh my God! Could this
really be happening?

Even as I was terrified of this possibility, I was livid at my mother for
accusing me of such a thing. How dare she! The fact that she thought that I
might be pregnant must mean that she considered me to be no better than
Nancy. If I was like Nancy, then I must be crazy, too. What was to stop me
from ending up in a mental hospital, wearing paper slippers, lying in bed all
day, getting fat on medication that made my mouth dry and eyes glassy?

The next thing I knew, I was swinging my arms wildly, punching the
walls, throwing a chair, kicking and screaming. I felt like I was in a kind of
fugue state, watching myself from the ceiling, unable to stop. All the fear and
rage and confusion were flying out of my body.

My mother ran to the phone and did the only thing she knew to gain
control of a situation like this. She called the cops.

Two officers arrived a few minutes later and came into the kitchen to ask
me some questions. By then, I’d collapsed, exhausted, lying on the floor,
sobbing. Had I taken any drugs? No. Did I feel like hurting myself? No. Did I
feel like hurting my mother? My brothers? My little sister over there? No, I
said. No. I'm sorry. I’'m so sorry. Now my mother was crying, something I
don’t ever remember seeing her do, not when Nancy was carted off in that
stretcher, not during the worst of Holmer’s tirades, not ever.

Was I turning into Nancy with these wild mood swings? How many times
had I seen her fly into fits of rage like this? Now, I was just as fierce. Had I
lost my mind, too?



After a few minutes, the cops left, and that was the end of that. No more
questions, no explanations or suggestions that I should talk to a doctor or see
a therapist. My shift at the restaurant was starting soon. So, I headed out the
back door and walked the eight blocks to work, relaxing a bit with each step.
Twenty minutes later, blinders back on, I was scurrying around the
restaurant, smiling at customers, taking their orders, delivering milkshakes
and clam rolls, doing my best to hide the ugly truth of what had just
happened at home.

The next day, I woke up to menstrual cramps so intense that I thought I
was being stabbed. That blinding pain had never felt so welcome.

My mother took me to the gynecologist a few weeks later so I could get
on birth control pills. I’d been diagnosed with endometriosis. Being on the
Pill would lessen the intensity of my menstrual cramps and help regulate my
moods. But my mother and I knew the other reason why it was good for me
to be on the Pill, even if neither of us would actually say it.

Shortly after that, my mother told me she thought I should apply to
DePauw University in Greencastle, Indiana, a little town fifty miles west of
Indianapolis. Some of her friends’ kids went there and loved it. I had never
heard of the place. Besides, it was late March, and I had already been
accepted at the University of Missouri, an excellent school for journalism.

No, my mother said. You’ll be better off as a big fish in a little pond. So, 1
applied and got in. They gave me a scholarship, even though I spelled the
name of the school wrong on my application. Not a big scholarship but a
scholarship nonetheless. I had to read the letter twice. I was good enough for
them.

* * %

I ARRIVED IN GREENCASTLE a little after noon on August 23, 1975, the day after
my eighteenth birthday, with the worst hangover of my life. What had
sounded so noble the night before—eighteen beers, one for each year—now,
in the clear light of a blazing sun, seemed just plain stupid. The campus was
pretty enough with its redbrick Georgian buildings, the imposing and iconic
East College tower, and lush green lawns. But the town left a lot to be desired
for my North Shore Chicago sensibilities. Corn silos everywhere but not a
suitable boutique to be found. What passed for the area’s fine dining featured



garlic cheeseburgers, oversize sodas served in huge red plastic glasses, and
pork tenderloin sandwiches “as big as your head.”

Not the place for me, 1 told my parents, still feeling quite queasy. Let’s
turn around and go home now. But it was too late. They were madly
unpacking my stuff in hopes of getting on the road for the four-hour trip back
to Chicago.

I resigned myself to making do there for the time being. Later that day,
stumbling around campus for the first time, I saw a sign reading FREE BEER
taped to a tree. Instinctually, I followed the arrow, eager for a little hair on the
tail of the dog that had bit me the night before. It turned out to be a false
claim by the students who ran the college newspaper. DePauw, founded by
Methodists, was officially a dry campus, I learned to my horror. I signed up
to join the newspaper staff anyway and got my first assignment that same
day, a roundup of the incoming freshmen’s impressions of campus. For the
better part of the next four years, I spent most of my time in that building,
smoking cigarettes, eating garlic cheeseburgers, gossiping about interoffice
romances, and sleeping off hangovers on the broken-down couch in the
corner of the newsroom that we affectionately named “the Green Whore.”

College life was providing me with the escape I craved, the acceptance I
searched for, and the structure I desperately needed.

* * %

NANCY, ON THE OTHER hand, was going from bad to worse.

She tried to kill herself again that fall and again just before Christmas
1975 by swallowing yet another bottle of sleeping pills. (Why weren’t my
parents locking up these damn pills?) We all got through the holidays, and on
the day after New Year’s, they drove her to Chicago-Read Mental Health
Center, the state-run hospital, formerly known as Dunning and, before that,
the County Insane Asylum and Infirmary.

Medical records I obtained years later from an open records request
describe Nancy as a “white, single, very attractive 22-year-old woman who
appears much younger than her age.” They note that Nancy had recently tried
to kill herself by swallowing pills, and my parents were worried that she
might try to kill herself again.

I imagine Holmer and my mother were greatly troubled to have to take



Nancy to this facility, but they had no choice. She had just spent several
weeks for yet another stint at Evanston Hospital’s psych ward, and they had
no money left for private care. The notes show that Nancy had a hard time at
Read. The attending nurse reported that one night a little more than a week
into her eighteen-day stay, Nancy was “crying and squealing,” afraid that her
body “was breaking apart.”

The next day, one of the social workers wrote:

Nancy appears to be a very immature young woman with little insight
into her problems, i.e. things just happen to her and she is unable to
see her role in creating her own situations. She is a very dependent,
needy person who seemingly manipulates others by playing a very
helpless role.

Well, yes, she was needy, you idiot, I thought when I read those notes
years later. She had serious mental illness. That’s why she was in a damn
hospital. The medical staff noted that Nancy was hearing voices, had a
distorted body image and very low self-esteem, and was preoccupied with
thoughts of suicide. They wondered if she was suffering from hysterical
psychosis, an emotional reaction to a traumatic event. The notes do not
specify what that traumatic event may have been. She reported “multiple drug
problems,” but the chart didn’t list any specifics.

Under medical history, the staff referenced her many suicide attempts and
that she had been at the Menninger Clinic for four months the previous year.
They also noted that Nancy had come home just before the end of her
sophomore year at the University of Colorado but made no mention of her car
accident or the abortion.

It was clear from the notes that the staff considered Nancy a pest. The
night after squealing and crying, Nancy went to the nurses’ station
“demanding aspirin.” When she was told she could not have any because
there were no orders from the doctor for that, Nancy “became agitated.” The
nurse injected her with fifty milligrams of chlorpromazine, an antipsychotic.
“The patient was put in the Quiet Room to rest,” the note said.

They diagnosed Nancy as having a “typical case of depressive
neurosis/schizophrenia/schizo-effective [sic] disorder.” In other words, the
kitchen sink. In other words, blah blah blah, gobbledygook that went no



further in helping anyone understand her, then or now.
They said her prognosis was “rather poor.”

* * %

A FEW WEEKS AFTER Nancy was discharged from Read, I returned to my dorm
after class to find a pink slip with the words wHILE YOU WERE OUT tucked into
my mail slot. The woman who answered the phone lines handed it to me with
a wince. Uh-oh, 1 thought. Now what? Apparently, my mother had called
while I was gone. She left only a two-word message:

Grandma died.

My eyes filled with tears. Grandma? She died? I dashed down the hall to
the phone booth and had the operator return the call.

Mom, really? You left that message with the operator?

Yeah, well, my mother said. Sorry about that. It’s been busy around here,
and I had SO many people to call.

I wasn’t expecting her to send a grief counselor. Grandma was eighty-four
years old, living in a nursing home since Grandpa died four years earlier.
Always eccentric, Grandma had been getting even battier, staying in bed
most of the day, asking odd questions like what day my mother washed
corsets and if someone would please bring her some of that “nice Jesuit
wine.” (It was ten o’clock in the morning!)

Still, I thought my mother could have delivered the news with a little
more sensitivity. She never spoke ill of Grandma to us, even though Grandma
repeatedly called her Joan, the name of Holmer’s old girlfriend, but we could
read my mother’s body language. We had a framed picture of Grandma that
we took out and displayed atop our living room secretary each time she
would come to visit. The minute that old lady left our house to go back to
Milwaukee, my mother would snap the frame shut and shove the picture back
into the drawer, where it would remain until Grandma’s return.

Now, she would never return. Apparently, while I was out, Grandma died.
Something about the way that message was worded suggested a causal
relationship that made me feel guilty, like, if I hadn’t so callously gone off to
my Intro to Poli Sci class, Grandma would still be with us. Of course, I
wasn’t to blame. I knew that. But our family’s shorthand way of dealing with
these situations—by simply not discussing them or making light of it—had



an insidious way of fueling shame and blame where none was warranted.

* * %

I STUDIED ABROAD DURING the first semester of my junior year, eager for the
chance to get even farther away from home and see the world. The course
was geared to political science and economics majors to compare and
contrast Western countries and those behind the Iron Curtain. I imagined that
living in Vienna and Budapest would be thrilling. Who wouldn’t love
traveling by train on weekends and holidays to see the castles and palaces of
Austria, Oktoberfest in Munich, gondola rides in Venice, the Sistine Chapel?
But the more breathtaking the sights, the more intensely homesick I became.
I thought the adventures of traveling through Europe would give me a
welcome distance from all the commotion of my family. Instead, they made
me miss them all that much more. I worried about how everyone was holding
up. What if something terrible happened while I was thousands of miles
away? It may seem counterintuitive, but, I’ve come to learn, people who live
through trauma like the kind our family experienced tend to develop anxiety
about being away. We become deeply vigilant.

I know what Ill do, 1 thought one sparkling autumn day as I hiked the
Alps near Innsbruck. I’ll move up my flight home and surprise them all for
Christmas. It’ll be just like that Lennon Family Christmas special they show
every year on PBS. The whole family weeps with joy when the son comes
marching onstage decked out in his Vietham War uniform to surprise his
mother. Only, this time, I’ll be the star of the show.

Mary Kay can pick me up at O’Hare airport, and I’ll walk in the front
door on Christmas Eve, just about the time that my mother will be heading
downstairs with her tower of wrapped presents. The family room fireplace
will be crackling, and the living room fireplace will be aglow. Bing Crosby,
or maybe Frank Sinatra, will be crooning on the stereo. Danny and Billy and
Molly will be playing a spirited game of table hockey while Jake and Patty
and Nancy sip eggnog and chat by the fire. Then we’ll all line up for a
picture, the way we always do on Christmas Eve, and wait for the timer on
Holmer’s camera to click.

Shit! he’ll yelp as the camera snaps precisely at the wrong time, capturing
an image of his backside and not the ten of us huddled by the tree.



We’ll all howl with delight.

Then we’ll break out Holmer’s holiday punch and spike it with rum. No
rum for Holmer, though. Not anymore. He quit drinking a few months earlier
after he was arrested for drunk driving in New Jersey on one of his business
trips. We were never told the details, of course.

We only knew that there was trouble and Holmer would not be home for a
few more days. Many years later, Holmer let us all know that the night he
spent in jail was enough to convince him that, as much as he loved the taste
of booze and the way it made him feel, he just couldn’t drink it anymore. It
was killing him. How many jobs had he lost because of his erratic behavior?
Now, all the alcohol was burning a hole in his gut.

He joined Alcoholics Anonymous, or, as Holmer jokingly referred to it,
“the Lodge.” When the urge to drink came upon him, Holmer called his
sponsor, sometimes four or five times a day. Now, on his business trips to
New York, instead of heading to nightclubs in Harlem, he searched for an
AA meeting, most often at St. Patrick’s Cathedral on Fifth Avenue.

Well, there goes all my fun, my mother sighed when Holmer declared that
he’d had his last drop of drink. Their marriage had been bathed in booze for a
quarter of a century. Alcohol had soothed their nerves through colicky
newborns and dying parents and business deals that suddenly fell apart. It
settled them down as they ventured from Milwaukee to Chicago to
Connecticut and back to Chicago, gaining a kid or two with each move.
When the going got tough, they headed to the liquor cabinet, and, suddenly,
they weren’t so weak or afraid anymore.

Liquid courage: Stingers and martinis. White Russians and Rob Roys.
Grasshoppers and gimlets. Gin and tonic and Beefeaters. Mimosas and
Bloody Marys. Johnnie Walker, neat. Creme de menthe. Each drink more
delicious than the last.

Holmer was famous for his drunken antics. Once while he was in New
Orleans for a medical convention, he jumped up onstage at a stripper bar. It’s
okay, he announced. I’m a gynecologist. And there was the time Mary Kay
looked out of the window of her college dorm room during St. Louis
University’s parents weekend and saw Holmer streaking naked across the
lawn. After a night of carousing, Holmer frequently drove his Cutlass
convertible on people’s lawns to drop them off, announcing, Door-to-door
service! as my mother sat giggling beside him.



Each week, Schaefer’s Liquor Store would deliver bottles of gin and
vermouth and a quarter keg of Hamm’s beer that Holmer kept on tap in our
basement refrigerator. He taught Uncle Johnny and the rest of us how to pour
the perfect headless beer and serve it to him with a salute.

Now what? my mother wondered. All their friends loved to drink just as
much as they did. Would this kill their social life? My parents belonged to a
dinner club that met once a month—eight couples who took turns hosting
bacchanalian feasts that stretched long into the night. When it was my
parents’ turn to host, Patty and I would sit on the top of the stairs and listen to
them telling saucy stories, their boozy voices rolling up the stairs. We once
woke up on a Sunday morning to find one of the men, the father of nine,
sprawled facedown on the living room floor, a pitcher of whiskey sours at his
side.

Holmer now went to AA meetings almost every day. He pored over his
Friend of Bill W. books, underlining whole sections on how to turn your life
over to a higher power, surrender to the will of one greater than you.

“I was fertile ground for alcoholism,” Holmer scribbled on a piece of
paper he tucked into the book’s pages. “Alcohol was the key thing in my life.
I depended on it.”

Holmer encouraged us all to go to Al-Anon meetings for the families of
alcoholics and learn the mantras that he was saying to get his life straightened
up.

Easy does it.

First things first.

Keep coming back.

It works if you work it.

Keep it simple, stupid.

I went to a few meetings and found it inspiring to see that Holmer was
trying so hard to break the choke hold that alcohol had on him, one that had
already derailed his once promising career. And I was proud of him for
wanting to take control of his life. He seemed energized by the challenge. But
I had no plans to give up my own precious beer.

Nancy seemed headed in the right direction, too. She sent me a letter a
few weeks after I arrived in Vienna letting me know that she got a job as an
assistant to a music teacher at a public school in Chicago. She found a little
apartment in Chicago’s Lakeview neighborhood and had a serious boyfriend



whom she was hoping to marry.

“Write back soon and tell me all there is to tell about your adventures,”
she wrote. “P.S. Can we correspond?”

I was stunned by her cheerful note. How could this be? Medication?
Therapy? Both? Had Nancy finally found a way to break the grip of her dark
thoughts and wild behavior? She sounded so chipper, just like the Nancy
from the old days. Can we correspond? Classic Nancy, tongue in cheek. I
was excited to see her again at Christmas.

My plane arrived on time, and I got through customs without breaking
any of the little wooden Christmas ornaments that I bought for my mother.
The second I saw Mary Kay standing at her car waiting for me, I knew
something terrible had happened. She could barely look me in the eyes.

It’s bad, she said as I slid into the passenger’s seat. Nancy had cut off her
hair a few days earlier and tried to kill herself again by swallowing another
bottle of pills. Mary Kay had to drag Nancy down the block by her armpits to
get her to the emergency room. Now Nancy was back in the psych ward on
suicide watch. No way will she be home for Christmas, Mary Kay said.

As I look back on this now, I see that a more sensitive person would be
alarmed, worried sick about this poor woman who keeps trying to kill herself.
Poor Nancy! What can I do to help my sister? I might have thought. But no.
Instead, I was angry. Nancy had screwed up my dramatic homecoming plans.
Once again, she was stealing all the oxygen in the room.

This was not the Currier and Ives scene I had spent weeks imagining. Of
course it wasn’t. How could I have been so stupid to think it would be
anything but chaos with this family? Nancy would always find a way to make
a mess of things. Four months away wasn’t going to magically alter that
reality.

Holmer was steam cleaning the living room carpet when I walked in the
door. My mother was upstairs, sipping her martini as she wrapped her last-
minute presents.

Hey, whatta you know? Look who’s home early, my mother slurred.

The rest of the family was scattered, in their rooms, sulking.

I had been right about one thing: Bing Crosby warbled through our living
room stereo. Oh by gosh, by golly. It’s time for mistletoe and holly.

* * %



A FEW WEEKS LATER, Nancy moved home yet again, and by the next summer,
she was back to her old ways, barely getting out of bed. It had been five years
since she’d come home from Colorado and tried to drown herself in the girls’
bathroom. Despite hundreds of hours of therapy and months in various
hospitals, she only seemed to be getting worse.

We lost count how many times she tried to kill herself by swallowing
pills. The antipsychotic drugs she was taking now, Haldol and Stelazine,
made her joints stiff and her mouth dry. Her brown eyes, once so clear, were
cloudy. She was dizzy, nauseated, and had trouble peeing. She sometimes
rambled nonsense or lay in bed howling. She seemed more like a zombie than
the girl she had been just a few years earlier—a sassy boy-crazy teenager in
Villager shirtdresses and Capezio flats who told her friends that all she really
wanted to do was to find a cute guy, settle down, and raise a family.

That summer, I was working as a secretary at a small marketing firm on
Chicago’s Gold Coast that Mary Kay and her business partner ran. Many
nights, I stayed at Mary Kay’s apartment near Lincoln Park. After work, we’d
spend evenings listening to albums, waxing our arms, making taco salads.
This was just before my senior year of college. After keeping us all at a
distance for some years, Mary Kay seemed to be warming up to the family
again. I loved getting fashion tips from her, hearing stories about her
romances.

When I called home one morning in June and Nancy answered, I could
tell right away that she was in a foul mood.

Mom there?

Nope, Nancy said, sounding groggy.

Where is she?

How the hell do I know?

Do you know when she’ll be back?

Nope.

Mary Kay’s twenty-sixth birthday was coming up, and she was throwing
a party at her new apartment. I was calling to let my mother know that I was
planning on staying at Mary Kay’s that night and probably for the rest of the
weekend, too.

What’s the matter with you? I asked Nancy.

Fuck you, Nancy said and hung up. Those were the last words my sister
ever spoke to me.



7
We All Have to Go Sometime

Nancy, Highland Park, Illinois, 1972.

Friday, June 16, 1978, was hot and sticky in Chicago, with the threat of
thunderstorms looming.

Nancy had been so sweet that morning, helping Billy with the fingering
for his guitar chords. She knew the therapeutic value of music and how it
could help him ride out the strange waves of sadness that had begun to wash
over him earlier that spring. Just as all of us had struggled in those later high
school years, Billy, now seventeen, was feeling a bit lost and confused. He
had no obvious reason to be unhappy. That’s what made this so unsettling.



Billy had plenty of friends, and he was handsome enough to attract lots of
romantic interest. Despite my parents’ earlier worries that he would turn out
to be a troublemaker, Billy was blossoming into more of the kind of kid every
parent would want. His grades were excellent. He made the varsity basketball
team and had just been elected vice president of his senior class at New Trier
East High School. Holmer nicknamed him “the Happy Jock.” Colleges from
across the country were sending him mail urging him to apply.

Despite this, Billy, like the rest of us, sometimes doubted himself,
wondering if he was good enough. A left-hander, he was fumbling with some
minor chords at the breakfast table when Nancy came downstairs from her
bedroom that morning. Try it like this, Nancy said, moving one of Billy’s
fingers higher up on the guitar’s neck. Her advice worked. Now, Billy’s
chord sounded crisper. He wished he could stay and jam with Nancy a bit
longer, but he needed to get to work stocking shelves at the grocery store.

A little after noon, Billy hopped on his bike and headed off.

Nancy was twenty-four years old now. Her friend Joy and the rest of her
crew of wild high school friends were long gone. Most had graduated from
college and were settling down. They rented apartments in the fashionable
sections of Lakeview and Lincoln Park that they decorated with Pier 1
pillows and dishes from Crate & Barrel. On Saturday nights, they got drunk
on margaritas or strawberry daiquiris at Butch McGuire’s on Division Street
and met for Sunday brunch at trendy restaurants with funny names like Great
Gritzbe’s Flying Food Show or Lawrence of Oregano. Some of her friends
were engaged to be married, others were married already, having babies.
They were living the life that Nancy wanted, but she knew, with each passing
day, she likely would never have.

Word had gotten around that Nancy “kinda lost it,” an old boyfriend of
hers—the one we called “the Kisser”—told me years later. He ran into her in
front of her apartment sometime in the late spring of 1976, but barely
recognized her. Nancy invited him in to see her place, which was a bit of a
wreck, piles everywhere.

“I could tell she wasn’t right,” he said. Nancy, once so cute and cheerful,
looked bloated and foggy.

Let’s get together again, Nancy said to him.

But they never 