Chapter 1

My father never called my mother’s mental illness by name but he says it started
the night they saw a hypnotist on stage on Pico. It was Los Angeles, the summer of
1964, and she was thirty. They had hired a babysitter to stay with their three kids—
we were two, four, and six years old. “Our seat was way in the back,” he would tell
me years later, indignant about the apparent illogic of it. My father was a lawyer.
Logic could have been his middle name. Fifteen years after that night, my mother
would decide she couldn’t walk in the house of horrors anymore. She had

schizophrenia, a mental illness without a cure.

I had no sense of time at four years old, and my grasp of language didn’t help me

make sense of what was happening around me. But I was watching.

One night my father came home from his office, suit coat draped over an arm. He
closed the front door behind him, set his briefcase down, and took in the scene in
the living room with a frown. My red plastic cash register sat on a card table beside
a bunch of rubbery green grapes. Play dollar bills lay scattered on the carpet
around it. The TV droned in an empty family room. Little David stood in his
playpen wearing a full diaper and holding onto the railing with a joyful smile—

Daddy’s home! Lynne was probably in our bedroom, door shut.
“Marilyn?” My father headed for their bedroom at the back of the house.

“What's wrong with Mommy?” I asked, following. “Don’t come in.” He shooed me

away with a hand. “She’s sick. Don’t come in.”

Why was Mommy still sick? I always got better after a few days when I was sick.



The next thing I knew my mother was leaving her bedroom for the kitchen, patting

her bun into place and straightening her skirt on her way through the living room.

She looked lopsided.

I stood in the kitchen doorway, watching her unwrap a slab of meat. She laid it on

a broiler pan, then opened a can of lima beans and poured them into a pot. I loved

lima beans! But I wasn’t about to say that right then.

For years I accepted a foggy truth about this time, letting perception act like fact,

never tracking the sequence of events in my early life or trying to understand the

impressions that shaped me. It wouldn’t be until forty years after my mother’s
suicide that I would finally feel ready to examine the murky waters I had managed
to survive without knowing how to swim. Doing it, I took a chance on either getting

irrevocably lost in sorrow or finding a new peace.

To uncover how long my mother’s illness lasted this first time it came, I waded deep
into the waters of my earliest memories. Verifiable dates gave shape to images I had

never known where to place, letting me connect the dots.

I found date-stamped Kodak slides in an old box recovered from a storage unit that
some of her things went into after she died. Pictures of the General Sherman Tree
at Sequoia National Park started the set. August 1964. Maybe my father took his
family there hoping the beauty of the forest would bring my mother back. Growing
up in New York, the neighborhood woods had been a refuge for her.

Now I had a date for a memory that for years had stayed in my mind without a

place in time.

In that memory, it was morning. My mother took my hand and led me out of the
cabin where the family was staying to walk into the woods nearby. My father stayed
back with my sister and brother, lying sprawled on his back on the bed, exhausted
from too little sleep. A squirrel had come into the cabin through a window in the

night, a surprising event my sister was still giggling about.



My mother and I crunched along a dirt path leading to the trees. She seemed to

know where we were going.

Suddenly—magically, it seemed—we left the morning sun for a shady, secret forest
paradise. Amazed by the grandeur of this great shelter, I gazed into a world of
trees so tall they touched the sky.

My mother stopped where we were, still holding my hand in hers. “Listen.”

I'looked up at her, not sure what she could mean. Her eyes sparkled. She inhaled
the earthy scents around us with deep breaths and smiled at the beauty of the

sunbeams slanting through trees, turning her head this way and that.

“What should I listen to?” I asked.

“The forest.”

Birds chattered with a muted ¢y a tuk tuk tuk tuk, a sharp yeep! Branches waved like
giant green hands petting the air. My mother was showing all of this to me. It was a

soul moment I would always remember.

The next date appeared on a newspaper clipping I found in her photo album. It
was September 25, 1964, a month after that trip to Sequoia (connecting the dots).
The Los Angeles Times published a photo of her with David in the playground at
Mar Vista Park with a front-page article in the Westside section of the paper about
mothers using baby talk with their children. Two other photos showed mothers

with their own toddlers, and a quote by each of them appeared in the captions.

In my mother’s photo, her wavy brown hair was twisted into a bun at the back of
her head. She wore a sleeveless, round-necked blouse and a checkered pencil skirt
that hugged her hips in a shapely curve. She offered the camera a faint smile, a
hand hanging limply at her side, the other resting on the climbing bars where her
blue-eyed two-year-old posed with a fetching smile. Her smudged black eyeliner

was the only giveaway that something wasn’t right. The caption read, “Going



Backwards: Mrs. Roger Sherman plays with son David. She believes the world

would go backwards if adults continued to use baby talk.”

The day I found that clipping I read the caption twice. Didn’t the newspaper

editors realize my mother’s words made no sense? 7 ke world would go backwards? Why
did they publish that?

A few of these early memories had no dated photograph to place them. But one
memory must have occurred a week after that photo in the park, because there

were five candles on a birthday cake. I was turning five. My friends were gathered
around a picnic table in Palms Park to sing “Happy Birthday” to me and eat a

special cake I'd gone with my dad to pick up that morning at Grace Pastries. I had

never had a cake like this one before, with plastic zoo animals perched on top.

When the song was done and I blew out the candles on the cake, my mother picked

up a long knife to cut pieces for everyone, my father by her side. And that’s when
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she froze, knife in midair.
“Cut the cake, Marilyn.” My father sounded annoyed.

She didn’t move, staring past the knife with wide, frightened eyes. “Cut the cake!”
he repeated.

I felt myself shrinking inside, hoping my friends wouldn'’t notice that my father was

mad and my mother was acting strange. When she still wouldn’t move, he snatched
the knife from her and cut the cake himself, sending the plastic tiger, monkey, and
pink flamingo with spindly legs tumbling into the pink cardboard box. He shoveled
cake onto paper plates and handed them around the table while my mother stood
with her hand in the air like she was still holding the knife, like the cake was still in

front of her, staring into space.

I didn’t want any cake. I didn’t want to be at my party anymore. But I played along.



Memories of that first time my mother’s illness came are like color snapshots
emerging from a whorl of black. How long did it last? Weeks? Months? Years? Now
that I was looking, I wanted to know. In those days it seemed everything was
happening all at once—her loving attention, her vacant zombie stare, her long

disappearances into her bedroom with the door shut.

In one of those color snapshots, my brother was playing with a toy dump truck in
the living room when I came out of my room looking for my mother. She was
sitting at the dining table, both hands pressed flat on it, and staring in front of her

at the curtained window to the street.
I paused at the doorway. “Mommy?”

I took a step closer. “Mommy.”

After another time or two of this, she turned to face me with terror in her eyes. Her
look scared me and I burst out crying. She reached for me then, her expression

gentled by love, or apology. I let her draw me close and wrap her arms around me.

It must have been willpower that walked my mother to my brother’s room to
change his diapers and feed him out of a Gerber baby food jar after my dad left for
work Monday through Saturday. Willpower must have been what got her out of the
house to run errands with two kids playing chin puppets in the back seat. Lynne
was 1n first grade now, but David and I went with her to the bank, where there were
sugar cubes on a coffee tray, and to Hughes Market or the dry cleaners to drop off
or pick up my dad’s suits. Finally, we got to go to Mar Vista Park to play. The
swings there were a favorite, but I liked the spinning wheel too. You could hang
onto a metal bar and stay in place while the floor under you and everything around

you spun.

My mother kept her illness to herself as much as she could, but in that year,
glimpses of it slipped through. One rainy day, Mrs. Haberman took me and her



son Doug to the matinee to see The Sound of Music. Doug was in my kindergarten

carpool.

When Mrs. Haberman arrived that day, she let herself into the house and went to
my mother’s bedroom. I never opened her door during the day, but Mrs.
Haberman did. Coming out, she said, “Do you have a jacket? We're going to the

movies,” and she walked me across the lawn to her car at the curb, holding a big

umbrella over our heads.

I climbed into the back seat next to Doug, feeling a strange weight in my chest. I
caught his mother’s worried eye in the rearview mirror as we started up the street.

She seemed to know something I didn’t, something bad. The windshield wipers

slashed back and forth—clouding, clearing, clouding, clearing.

Music was important to my mother. She played piano and had a trained singing

voice, but she didn’t have her own piano yet, only a Martin guitar her father had

given her.

I found another photo of my mother in the Los Angeles Times's Westside section,

published in October 1965. “Mrs. Roger Sherman, a PTA member, wrote a catchy
song she will perform at a Western-themed carnival to be held at the local
elementary school on Saturday,” the article read. My mother looked beautiful
wearing a polka-dotted cowgirl dress with short puffed sleeves and trimmed with
eyelet lace. Her black eyeliner was neatly drawn. A ribbon of dark hair twirled
down her neck from a high bun at the back. She was singing a song she’d written, a

song that would become the theme song for this carnival for years to come.
I had to wonder how she did it.

The final date marker from this time was also a picture of my mother and her

music. This one was a glossy, black-and-white 8x10 I found in a box of mementoes

she kept. Her writing on the back of it read, “Spring 1966, Brahms’ Requiem, Los



Angeles Choir, Channel 9 T'V.” She was in a row of singers holding a music book,

her painted lips open in song.

I knew the vacant look I saw in her eyes, the haunting black smudges under them.
But these were new details. All I knew at the time was that she was going to be on
TV singing with a professional choir. My memory of the night was of the

babysitter sending me to bed too early to see my mother on TV. That woman had
no idea why I cried so hard. My mother was special that night, and I was going to

miss it.

Bad dreams started, recurring ones. In the underwear dream I'd forgotten to wear
underpants to school. I was terrified the kids in my class would see under my dress
and make fun of me. I was especially worried about two girls in class, the Jodies.

They always looked perfect, with ponytails and cardigans that matched their skirts.

My other recurring dream was the one I thought of as the walking-to-school-on-a-
holiday dream. In that one the sidewalks were empty, I was the only kid out. I
realized there was no school today and my mother either didn’t know or had

forgotten to tell me. This nightmare woke me up every time.

I was afraid of being forgotten. I took that fear with me to the movies, to birthday
parties, anywhere my mother had to pick me up.

Once, I didn’t wait for her.

It was first grade and I was in a posture class I hated. Once a week, before school,
my mother would drop me off at Clover Avenue School, about a mile from home,
to walk on a balance beam and do the “chicken exercise” to correct a forward chin,

then she would bring me home to get ready for school.

After class one day I waited with the other kids for our rides home. Cars pulled up
outside the building and kids climbed in and drove away with their mothers. I stood

watching with a sinking stomach. No sign of my mother. I ran back to the



classroom to tell the teacher she had forgotten to pick me up, and found the room

empty.

The entrance to the school was on a residential street a half block off National

Boulevard. We drove that street to run errands and to get to this class. I didn’t know

my address, but I was going to do this. I was going to walk home.

It must have been about eight thirty in the morning, and the street was busy with
drivers on their way to work and school. Feeling nervous but determined, I crossed
at street corners and kept walking until at last I saw the sign for Sav-on Drugs. We
had been there before.

I hurried through the noisy shade of a freeway overpass and past Arnie’s toy store

on the other side of it. After Chris & Pitt’s Barbecue, I took a chance turning at the
corner and two blocks later found myself at my street. My street! I ran all the way

home.
I flung the front door open, out of breath and panting. “Mommy?!”

No one home.

There was a phone in her bedroom and I went to it to call Marla, the girl I walked

to school with. Maybe she hadn'’t left yet.

Turning the pages of my mother’s phone book, I scanned for my friend’s number
—which, I later realized, I never would have found, since I didn’t know her last

name and couldn’t have spelled it if I had.

Just then, I heard the front door open. Mommy! I dropped her phone book and ran
out to surprise her. She would be so proud of me for finding my way home by

myself.

At the sight of me, my mother fell to her knees, her purse clattering to the floor.
“Suzy!” she sobbed. She scooped me into her arms and held me so close I could

feel her heart pounding. “How did you get here?”



“T walked!”

She buried her face in the crook of my neck, rocking me. “Suzy. Suzy.” She looked

deeply into my eyes. “Never leave when I'm coming to get you. Understand? I will

always come to get you.”

I promised I would always wait.

June 5, 1978, is my mother’s forty-fifth burthday. I don’t know yet she didn’t expect to be here on
this day. She didn’t know the gun store in Hollywood would put an eleven-day hold on the .58
she's trying to buy.

T he same day my mother went gun shopping, the Tuesday after Memorial Day, I was in
downtown Santa Barbara looking for a buthday gift to send her. After long deliberations in a

bookstore, I gave up and chose a birthday card instead of a book. She doesn’t read anymore. With

the medication she's on, she can’t concentrale.

David 1s saving to buy her a bike. He wants her to get out of the house for some exercise and fresh

a1 know that's as likely to happen as her reading a book.

Tonight, the night of her birthday, a rosy glow lights the western sky as I walk _from my off-
campus dorm with my boyfriend, William, to his ramshackle house in Isla Vista to spend the
night. William and I have been together since the summer before my last year in high school, a year
and a half

LEvenang shadows are long as we pass a closed corner store with a pay phone in the empty parking

lot. “I want to call my mom and wish her a happy burthday,” I tell kam. “It won’t take long”

He holds up the latest fat novel he's reading. “Take your time.”

While sweet William waits outside the phone booth, I drop my dime into the comn slot and dial
“0” to call collect. My mother accepts the charges.

Her voice sounds flat. “Hi, honey.”



“Happy burthday, Mom!”

“Thanks for calling.”

“Did you get the card I sent?”

“It came yesterday. It was very nice.”

I'm not sure what to say next. I know it was a quiet day for her; there is no sense asking about it.

She doesn’t go out except to run errands or go to therapy. She has no_friends.

1 decide it's a good time to tell her my news. It's something I've been putting off doing for a while.
L1l be going to Santa Cruz_for six weeks this summer to see if I want to transfer to the unwersity

there in September. UC Santa Cruz is farther from LA than UC Santa Barbara, where I'm about
to finish my freshman year.

In response to this news, she murmurs something like, “ Ummm, sounds nice,” so quietly that I can

hardly hear her.

1 change the subject. “I'll be in LA before I leave for Santa Cruz. I want to take you out to lunch
Jfor your birthday. School's out in two weeks.”

A moment passes, a soundless sigh. “ That would be good.” Then she adds, “I love you.”
1 repeat those three words to her, never guessing they will be our last.

William snaps his book shut when I hang up the phone. He takes my hand as we cross the parking

lot. Feeling unfinished and unsettled, I glance over my shoulder at the phone booth. “I should have
sent her a book.”

“I thought she doesn’t read anymore.”

“She doesn’t. But I still should have sent her a book.”
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