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TWENTY

A Whale of a Gif t
Love me do

the beatles

Low Tide Whale” said the embossed cream card leaning 
on the blue-and-white pitcher. That inquiring expression 

in the whale’s eye—it tempted me. He gazed upward at the 
spume blowing from his head as though questioning his 
thoughts.

I turned the pitcher over. “M.A. Hadley Designs” was fired 
into the bottom in swirls of blue. A price sticker indicated a sum 
beyond what I usually spent on birthday gifts. But my cousin 
Ceci, in a wistful moment, had wondered what had happened 
to her family’s whale pitcher.

I thought of her with her new baby in her new house in the 
suburbs. We saw each other infrequently, but my single-spaced 
letter brimming with revelations about our mothers must be 
even now sitting in her mailbox.

I missed her laugh. I poured myself an imaginary orange juice.
As I gripped the handle of the pitcher, I could hardly wait 

for her to call and compare notes. I could see her smiling at my 
descriptions, eyebrows raised with delight at the way I’d put 
together the puzzle we’d been working on together for so long.
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“I’ll take it!” I said, handing the pitcher to the saleslady before 
I could change my mind, adding, to go with it, some whale 
stoneware cups.

Our lives had naturally separated after Ceci had gotten married. 
Having finished graduate school, I’d gotten an assistant professor 
job and then a fellowship to study biography. I often brought 
short stories or ideas about articles I wanted to write to Stern bach; 
he read them impatiently, urging me to sound more “bubbly” 
or sighing and saying they sounded flat. I returned to some of 
our family papers, both the ones my cousin and I had found 
in the basement together so long ago and others I’d found in 
libraries. Granddad had written letters to Anaïs Nin, whom he’d 
first met when she’d applied as a young woman to be an artist’s 
model, and whom he’d painted and sculpted. She’d befriended 
my grandparents. When his own marriage was failing, when 
Gaga collapsed into tears daily, Granddad came to believe that 
Anaïs was the only one who could help her. His own analyst, 
Otto Rank, was having an affair with her, Mom told me, but 
he seems not to have known. His work appeared in galleries, 
was sold to Nin’s followers, and eventually enhanced biogra-
phies of her. Nin became a family friend, invited to dinners and 
outings with her East Coast husband, Hugh. The letters to my 
grandfather sounded flirty, but my mother claimed he hadn’t 
married or even had any sexual experience until he was forty, 
when he’d married Gaga, who was then seventeen. Was he clos-
eted? Mom had once come to me giggling with a portrait he’d 
painted, asking, “Guess who?” The girlish face seemed vaguely 
familiar—a long jaw, soft, submissive eyes, a pompadour of 
brown hair heaped like Lady Astor’s in the Sargent painting. 
When I couldn’t identify the person, Mom revealed that it was 
Granddad, who’d painted himself as a woman.

When I’d told Ceci about Granddad in drag, she’d chuckled. 
But I’d waited to tell her all that I’d discovered, all that I’d 
planned. I wanted to write a book about the letters between 
my grandfather and Anaïs Nin. The idea percolated, and I 
plunged into research, visiting libraries, photocopying letters, 
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and interviewing Nin’s West Coast husband—who poured me 
a stiff margarita with which I poisoned a potted plant before 
enduring a wild car ride through Silver Lake to a restaurant 
where, despite pitchers of margaritas, I failed to learn anything 
more about Nin.

I tried a different tack. From a hotel room in Los Angeles, 
where I sat on a white chenille bedspread, photocopies of Nin’s 
letters from the UCLA library and sheets of questions spread 
around me, I phoned Mom in New York, my mind filled with 
the earthquakes I feared. And there was one coming, but not 
in Los Angeles.

Mom’s voice got spooky—as if she were in a trance. “Oh, no, 
Da wasn’t gay.”

“Why do you think that?” I asked.
“Oh. Well . . . he loved little girls. He painted Nin because 

she seemed like a little girl. He used to love it when little girls 
sat on his lap. He told them stories; he loved to see their eyes 
get all round. He and I were . . . chummy.”

Her voice got even quieter. Although I was dying to ask 
exactly what she meant, some instinct made me keep silent, 
and then Mom continued.

“Well, if you want to get Freudian about it, there is something 
else I’ve never even told my sister. I was close to Daddy, and when 
I was little, I used to come and stand next to him and he would 
put his hand under my skirt and stroke my legs and bottom, but 
not on the genitals. I never thought there was anything sexual 
about it”—my mother’s voice rose as she said this—“or had the 
feeling that he was aroused. It was just a close, warm feeling. 
And then when I was thirteen and I got my period, I realized 
that this would be awkward, and I withdrew, and he didn’t try 
to do it again.”

I marveled over my mother’s confession—she’d actually 
remarked “I didn’t want his hand to get all bloody,” as if I 
needed that explanation to understand why her father’s hand 
did not belong between her legs. As far as I was concerned, there 
was blood on his hands from way back and forever.

Ceci would go nuts for this. Everything about the sisters was 
coming into focus. Mom became the child who never grew. She 
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dressed in baggy clothes that concealed her breasts, or she wore 
a newsboy’s cap. Whenever I was sick as a child, she’d sit by my 
bed with an air of resentment, as if distressed by my failure to 
comfort her.

Cross-legged on that bedspread, speed-writing my questions 
and Mom’s answers, I could not wait to talk to Ceci—the key 
we’d so long sought together had unexpectedly appeared and even 
turned in the lock. How had we failed to catch something so obvi-
ous that I could not believe we’d never thought of it? We’d imagined 
our fathers as completely different from Granddad. Our fathers 
drank, after all, and because Granddad teetotaled, we thought he 
must be different. We wanted him to be different. My memories of 
him remained dim: a soft-spoken, rueful face, a kind old man in 
a bow tie who’d died when I was seven and when my cousin was 
four. I remembered being angry with him for dying before I could 
give him a creature I’d molded from clay in art class and painted 
just for him. And here I was now, unveiling his great big clay feet.

My grandfather’s portrait of himself as a priggish looking 
woman—no wonder. It was he who wanted to be Very Much a 
Lady, the title of his unpublished novel and the phrase he had 
used to describe Anaïs Nin when she first came to pose for him 
in 1922. A lady could remain as detached from sex as a nun. 
On a 1935 visit, Nin regaled him with her written accounts of 
erotic escapades with Henry Miller and others; Granddad wrote, 

“This affected my tummy and I thought I might ‘fwow up.’ ” He 
was fifty-nine when he wrote this—and expresses himself like 
a five-year-old boy confronted with adults having sex. A child 
at heart, he seems to have found sexual satisfaction only with 
other children, alas, his daughters. Mom recalled his telling 
her, “Whenever your mother and I have picnic, she won’t look 
at me over breakfast.” Nothing went by its real name—“when-
ever ladies have sawdust,” began my grandfather, attempting to 
explain to my mother why Gaga cried so much.

Our mothers acted like little girls because they felt like little girls. 
They’d never grown beyond the time when their father fondled 
them. I could understand that—in so many ways, neither had I.

As I ended my letter to Ceci, I speculated on what Granddad 
might have done to my aunt: Mom had so emphatically insisted 



divorcing mom

163

that Granddad could not possibly have touched her sister that I 
knew he must have molested my aunt as well. I urged my cousin 
to play the detective.

And what about that painting Granddad did of himself as a 
woman? Does your mother have anything like that? (And could 
you maybe collect this or any other piece of evidence before you 
ask her any question that might induce her to destroy it?) Even in 
my feverish enthusiasm, I got that our mothers had been keeping 
a very big secret for a very long time. What I didn’t get was how 
much Ceci would want to keep the secret, despite or because it 
was such an open one—collectors of my grandfather’s paintings 
and sculptures considered his pedophilia old news.

The day before I bought the whale pitcher, I’d sent Ceci the real 
present, the answer to our questions, that long letter revealing 
everything I’d learned about Granddad. I’d sent a book proposal 
too, outlining my thoughts on Nin’s and my grandfather’s letters. 
That ladylike manner of Granddad’s, the aesthetic, unathletic 
tilting of the hand that I’d taken for gay in both my grandfather 
and father—with my own father, I knew better. Dad had a girlish 
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manner. He’d come into my room, drunk, moaning, burying his 
face in my hair, weeping and stroking me from neck to ankles, 
lingering on my buttocks.

“Remember?” I wrote, picturing my cousin’s raised eyebrow 
and delighted smirk as she read my letter. “Here’s the bomb-
shell!” I added.

This was my whale of a gift. Granddad was like our fathers.

For days after I’d mailed the package, Ceci neither called nor wrote. 
I didn’t know what to think. I’d so hoped to please her with the 
whale pitcher and had looked forward to hearing her say she was 
happy to get one just like the one they’d had when she was seven.

I started to wonder whether she ever received the package, 
whether she might not have liked it, then whether she might be 
ill. Had something happened?

Finally, I called. “Hi, it’s me.”
I was waiting for Ceci’s bright “hi!” Instead, I heard 

nothing—or someone catching her breath.
“You just got carried away, didn’t you?”
“What?”
“I opened the envelope—the baby cried and I had to lay your . . . 

letter on the kitchen counter. What if the maid had read that thing?”
I was stunned. Her maid? Her illiterate maid? Her maid who 

didn’t speak English?
“But—you remember what we talked about on the dock, right? 

Our fathers. The—the—just everything—makes sense now. Two 
molested sisters marrying—”

She cut me off. “It’s a stretch.” Her voice suggested the 
patience of a kindergarten teacher addressing a devilish child. 
Calm, with a faint hint of irritation. As if I’d told a tasteless 
joke, or a pointless one.

“But—”
“You wanted scandal. Or money. Curious, your wanting to 

write about Granddad.” She took a breath. “Curious, not writ-
ing about your own father.” A low, enraged tone had crept into 
her voice. I felt my heart race. I couldn’t breathe. Was it really 
possible I had misunderstood?
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“I thought you’d want to know! It’s what we talked about on 
the dock, so often!” No, I hadn’t misunderstood. I knew Ceci. 
Something had changed.

“This is family!” she said in a low voice. “I object!”
I so couldn’t believe what she was saying that I felt like laugh-

ing, although I wasn’t happy. A nervous giggle seemed about to 
erupt: I almost chuckled and stopped myself. Why would she 
now object to the truth, to a past we shared, to a mystery we 
both wanted solved? Unless. The question of how the past might 
be repeating itself began to form.

“You were asking me to spy on my mother!” Now she was yelling.
“But don’t you remember all the things we talked about on 

the dock—?”
All the favorite moments of my life with her and with her 

siblings—these were the only times when I felt I’d found family: 
we had the same laugh, the same voices, the same gestures. We 
resembled one another. I thought of my cousins as previously 
undiscovered brothers and sisters, my own brother having long 
escaped into a world requiring antipsychotic medication and 
hospitals.

“I object! None of this is true about Granddad!”
She didn’t remember how much we had talked. Or she did. 

I’ll never know.

A day later, Mom called.
“Hi!” I said. “How are you?”
“You’ll be hearing from me,” she said, in a voice quiver-

ing with rage or sadness—it was hard to tell. Her voice was 
shaking, and she hung up. I held the receiver wondering if 
she’d actually meant to hang up, then replaced it wondering 
whether I should call, or she would call. She did not, I did 
not, and a feeling of tremendous foreboding increased all 
that day. Ceci would surely not have? I didn’t even want to 
spell out the thought. But it was true: Ceci had mailed my 
letter to Mom.

Mom FedExed me that day: “I cannot blame you for lacking 
some instinctive perception of other people’s emotions or moods, 
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any more than I could blame someone for being colorblind,” she 
wrote. “Possibly ‘coping strategies’ could be developed for fewer 
surprises, and smoother relationships.” She was in Nantucket, 
and made a point of telling me I was not to enter her apartment 
while she was away. She wanted to see me with Dr. Stern bach 
when she got back. I was to apologize to poor Ceci. The memory, 
Mom wrote, of her own father “seemed so slight,” but she had 
told it to me in order to help me with my research.

She had meant her confession as a gift to me from her. And 
I had betrayed her. I was “gossipy.” I was “frivolous.” I was 

“extremely irresponsible.”

Scene: Dr. Stern bach’s office. Couch. Upholstered side chairs, in 
which Mom and I sit. She leans forward so that she is almost 
in his lap, and she looks as if she is about to burst into tears. I 
sit with my hands folded in my lap. My stomach is so unsettled 
that I am afraid of vomiting. Dr. Stern bach stares at me with 
apparent disgust.

Mom, turning to me: “I feel that I really don’t know you! 
I’ve never known you!”

Me: unable to speak.
Mom, turning to Stern bach: “You know, her father was always 

violent! When she was little, he’d say he’d tear the dress off her back!”
I let out a sigh and sit back. She wants a reason for not 

knowing me, an excuse, any excuse, and a good one. She wants 
to believe that because Dad had had tantrums, hit me, hit her, 
I had become a monster with no feelings who sent out letters 
about her and disturbed the whole family with my narcissism.

Stern bach, after Mom has left: “Your mother will forgive you.”

Back in the Upper West Side apartment, every evening after work 
when I lived with my cousin, one of us would pop our Rosie 
Vela cassette into the tape player:

Livin’ is only a Fool’s Paradise.
I’m into somethin’ and nothin’ feels right.
Givin’ is only to get somethin’ nice . . .
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Try as I might, I couldn’t get my cousin to see what I saw—or 
at least not to admit it. I’d believed I’d had an ally, a sister. For 
all those years, I’d been the one who couldn’t see clearly—yes, 
about Granddad, but also about my cousin. Nothing could be 
worse than discovering that the person on whose understanding 
I had pinned every last hope had never existed. I’d invented her, 
casting her in the role of big sister because I’d imagined she was 
calmer: I’d thought of her as a mom because I needed one.

Years later, it occurred to me that I resemble my cousin’s mother 
far more than my own—she must have felt as though I were 
betraying her, talking about what her mother kept well hidden.

“Mum said he never touched her!” Ceci raged when I called 
to apologize.

“I see,” I said.
“Putting your hand on a kid’s bum is not sexual. Don’t be 

ridiculous.”
Not wanting to admit to myself at the time that I’d already 

lost my cousins—that really, I had never had the relationship 
I’d imagined—I apologized. For me, the younger generation of 
our family had always felt like an army building a better way of 
life than our mothers had experienced or provided: my cousins 
and I would collaborate in understanding the past to improve 
the future. Nothing could have been further from the reality.

“Let’s put it behind us,” my cousin said with an air of satis-
faction. She had everything she wanted—the perfect house, the 
shiny kitchen, the husband who brought home the bacon. We 
both knew what was in those dusty boxes, and now we knew 
why, but the dream of discovery remained mine alone. I wanted 
the boxes wide open, the whole mess of the basement out on the 
dock, my mother’s confession unfolded in the sun. My cousin 
wanted the secrets packed away, the dust undisturbed, the boxes 
deep in shadows. She wanted me out of her life.

I spent an afternoon in front of an open window, willing 
myself to lean out too far and let gravity take its course. Occa-
sionally I pulled back in, called friends, reached only answering 
machines. I forced myself to shut the window.

I still long for that paradise in which, like identical twins, my 
cousin and I drank the same drinks, cocked the same eyebrow, 
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cracked the same jokes. We stood shoulder to shoulder, warding 
off our mothers, giving each other strength. We had seemed a 
team, shaking our fists at stupidity, parsing our past together. 
If there’s anything at all to the idea of redemption, my cousin 
had been that for me.

We would never again be a team. I would always miss her.

Aunt Gwen invited me to lunch and, wagging a finger, told me 
that she wanted to set me straight. Granddad had no sister. He’d 
painted himself as a woman because he wanted to know how 
his sister might have looked. That painting didn’t have anything 
to do with wanting to be a woman.

Then came the reason for my lunch invitation: Granddad 
had never molested her, so he could not possibly have molested 
my mother, right?

I said I could not predict that, and my aunt started begging.
“Look, I told my children how wonderful my father was, 

because their own father was so terrible. You just can’t take that 
away from people, hmmf? If you take that away . . .” Her voice 
faded. She was pleading with me. I saw in her expression that she 
was letting me know that I was right in all my discoveries. She, 
too, as a child had experienced a “special” relationship with her 
father, but she thought it was wrong of me to discuss it. “You 
know, Granddad is not your personal property,” she snapped.

I’d brought with me a brown mailing envelope containing 
photos I never intended to show my aunt. I needed them as one 
needs in desperate situations some talisman—a crucifix, a mezu-
zah, a lucky rabbit-foot: those photos were my moral support. 
My grandfather had taken eight-by-ten black-and-white photos 
sometime in the late 1930s, and they showed my aunt and my 
mother naked on a beach in fluid, balletic poses like romantic 
woodland sprites; both girls were teenagers at the time, and 
their breasts and pubic hair showed. Imagine Maxfield Parrish 
teaming up with Lewis Carroll.

As my aunt’s voice droned on, I became so afraid I’d believe 
her—and I partly wished that I honestly could—that I kept 
reaching over to my bag to pat the envelope with the photos. 
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Those were real. I could touch them and look at them. Yes, even 
if my mother, my aunt, my cousins, and the rest of the world 
told me I was wrong, I could look at those photos and reassure 
myself that I was right.

But pulling out those photos meant facing the inevitable loss: 
the complete break with my family.

Before the debacle, I’d asked my mother about the photos. 
With ferocious merriment, she’d said, “Oh, he wanted to take 
pictures of his daughters growing up.” At that, I’d put them in 
an envelope, and I’d put the envelope in a safe place.

I’d thought they were in a safe place—but years later, I went 
through every file in my office and couldn’t find them. Then I 
phoned my mother to ask if I’d imagined the photos or if they’d 
really existed.

“Oh, yes,” she’d squeaked happily. “Mother wanted photos 
of us in the altogether, since we were growing up.” Her father 
had indeed taken those pictures: “I was dancing with seaweed 
in my hands in the water!” She’d seemed proud.

But would she send them to me?
“Yes, when I find them.” Then, “They might be a little X-rated 

for young children,” she’d said, her voice thin and high.
When I found the photo of my mother dancing, it was just as 

I had recollected. What I had never observed is that my mother’s 
eyes are closed. The sun was in them, yes, but what girl wants 
to see her father taking a photo of her naked fifteen-year-old 
self? How could she live with knowing she was displaying her 
breasts and pubic hair to him? According to Mom’s note on the 
cardboard cover, her mother had wanted these photos taken.

I had one last visit with Mom in April 2017, bringing my now 
much older children, whom I’d briefed about her behavior. To 
my fifteen-year-old son, she’d remarked, “Oh? Are you fifteen? I 
remember when I was that age. I just wanted to sleep all the time.”

She had slept through the years of awakening, and no wonder.

In the way that you press a bruise to see if it still feels sore, I 
still listen to that Rosie Vela tape my cousin and I used to play. I 
reminisce—the great escape from the nuns and their searchlight, 
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the time we’d almost had to run home naked, hadn’t thrown 
light on my cousin.

I had been the one to suggest that the two of us teach those 
nuns how to live—I wanted our mothers to know how to live. 
The way we, Ceci and I, knew how to live. Didn’t we?

What could have been more absurd: at the very moment when 
my cousin had wanted me to play the mother and reassure her 
that Granddad had been nothing like our fathers, I had wanted 
her to play the mother, too, and pat me on the head for my 
wonderful discoveries. Meanwhile, our actual mothers contin-
ued to be permanently out to lunch—yet here we were, the seek-
ers, the detectives, or so I’d thought, following in their footsteps, 
pushing into shadows the clues we thought we wanted.

Occasionally I still imagine my cousin pouring herself a glass 
of orange juice from that blue-and-white whale pitcher. I hope 
that the pitcher is still sitting on a kitchen shelf, still being used, 
not covered with dust. I’m glad I didn’t pour myself out that 
window—instead, I have poured out these recollections, getting 
dusty in the process. Flipping through old journals, old letters, 
old photos, I found Anaïs Nin and a grandfather handsomer 
and younger than the one in my childhood memories. Beside 
him stand two little girls, my dark-haired smiling mother and 
my freckled, bemused aunt, Nin smiling down on her, as though 
realizing that her mother did not.


