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PART ONE
NAMELESS PAIN
I should be happy with my lot:
A wife and mother—is it not
Enough for me to be content?
What other blessing could be sent?
A quiet house, and homely ways,
That make each day like other days;
I only see Time’s shadow now
Darken the hair on baby’s brow!
No world’s work ever comes to me,
No beggar brings his misery;
I have no power, no healing art
With bruisèd soul or broken heart.
I read the poets of an age,
’Tis lotus-eating in a cage;
I study Art, but Art is dead
To one who clamors to be fed
With milk from Nature’s rugged breast,
Who longs for Labor’s lusty rest.
O foolish wish! I still should pine
If any other lot were mine.
—Elizabeth Drew Barstow Stoddard
(1823-1902)

CHAPTER 1
ON AN AUGUST MORNING IN 1986, I stepped down the aisle to “Here Comes the Bride” and walked the plank. Instead of a sword against my back, prodding me to take the plunge, it was my father at my side, gripping my elbow as I clutched a bouquet of white roses, rouged cheeks pulled taut, a perma-smile tacked across my face.
A few hours earlier, I had performed cunnilingus on one of my bridesmaids, Cathy. On the eve of my wedding, she and I had spent the night in Great Neck, in the house where I’d grown up, sharing my girlhood bedroom decorated with 1970s yellow plastic furniture, A Chorus Line posters, and hand-painted ceramic cats. While Cathy was in a sleeping bag on the cherry-red shag carpeting, I tossed and turned in my bed. At dawn, I stripped naked, slid beside her, and parted the strawberry-blond-haired lips of her vagina. Lifting her head from her pillow, she looked at me lynx-eyed. “Better get it out of your system now,” she said, grinning.
That was my last gasp of freedom before taking my vows. I wasn’t a lesbian or bisexual—I preferred cock to cooch. I was simply experimenting. I didn’t know who I was, only that, as a twenty-five-year-old woman, I was just beginning to develop a taste for adventure. Trying out new opportunities and testing my limits. Now, with the arrival of The Big Day, I was supposed to gladly put that research and curiosity behind me. Instead, it felt like the start of a very long long prison sentence.
My mother stood at the end of the aisle under a white lattice canopy woven with pink gerberas and spider lilies. I could always count on her to save me, but not now. Today she was acting the Jewish ur-mother, eyes brimming, hand patting her fluttering heart. My two younger brothers, Warren, twenty-three, and Andrew, twenty-two, flanked her, looking uncomfortable, their rented black-and-gray morning suits stiff like plaster body casts. I had one more year of graduate school to go, not a bit too young to get married. My mother had told me the best time to find a man was in college. After that, a girl’s chances dried up. It didn’t matter that my mother also confessed she wished she hadn’t married so young, at twenty-three. A greater loss would be to pass up a young man like Charlie.
“We’re all smitten with him,” she said. “He’s real and he treats you well, better than all the others we’ve seen.”
My friends were more understanding about my reluctance. Andee, my best friend from Great Neck, was a photographer’s stylist who had gotten married two months before me and moved into a West Broadway loft with her new husband. All my life I envied her. We were the same age and had grown up a mile apart. While I had always been on the puny side, my grandmother called her “a tall drink of water.” By the time Andee was thirteen, she had nearly reached her full height of five foot ten, with legs so long they came up to my waist and a rack to rival a Playmate of the Year’s. After five minutes in the sun, her skin was as brown as a bottle of Hawaiian Tropic Oil. Honey blond and coy, she attracted a flock of boys who circled her like vultures. I, on the other hand—flat, freckled, and brunette—was told I talked too much.
Andee’s husband, Paul, was now in business school. At her bridal shower, she and I had sneaked into the bathroom so she could smoke a Marlboro Light. She plunked down on the edge of the bathtub, her head in her hands.
“I don’t want to get married,” she confessed. “That’s why I’ve been engaged for a year and a half. I’m, like, not ready. I was content with my life the way it was, working freelance, going from boyfriend to boyfriend, living in my own apartment on Grove Street. In my heart, I don’t want to do this, but I think I’m supposed to. My mother is, like, encouraging it. Paul is the most substantial guy I’ve met, and he loves me.”
Now I, too, was about to marry a decent Jewish guy with a promising future who also loved me. My mother was filled with pride, and, in anticipation of her day of glory as the mother-of-the-bride, had undergone a face-lift. She had also been on a starvation diet so she would fit into her new, size 6, Emanuel Ungaro raspberry silk dress, which revealed not only her nipped waistline but plenty of cleavage as well. I barely recognized her. Normally she dressed like a rumpled artist in a paint-splattered work shirt.
The groom’s parents stood glumly on the opposite side of the canopy. Charlie’s father was a Westchester accountant renowned for his ability to concoct tax shelters. He had socked away enough money to afford a new car every two years and provide his wife with a fur wardrobe—minks, foxes, and a spectacular chinchilla—as well as enough jewelry to make the windows of Fortunoff look as if they’d been looted. But the finery was just for show. At heart, Charlie’s parents were budget-minded and simple. Nothing made them happier than receiving a greeting card on Groundhog Day.
I got the sense that Charlie’s parents didn’t like me. Perhaps they thought I would pressure their son to provide me with a lifestyle beyond his means. His mother would look me up and down and I would imagine her thinking: Pretty fancy girl wearing Kenzo and not even out of grad school. It felt like a dig every time they ticked off their other daughter-in-law’s achievements: Law degree! Master’s in international relations! In-house counsel at a national shipping company! Stock options!
A wedding was supposed to be the happiest moment of a girl’s life, the day she dreams of since her first bridal Barbie. But that August morning, nothing was turning out right. The sky was a noxious shade of gray-green, and the clouds rumbled with thunder as an electrical storm brewed. A makeup artist caked my face with alabaster foundation, painted my lips crimson, and applied a thick coat of black liquid liner to my lids. I looked like a geisha.
In preparation for taking my vows, I had taken a squirt of Binaca peppermint breath spray but, because my hand was jittery, missed my mouth and instead spritzed my eyeball. My eye felt as if it had been doused with lighter fluid and started watering uncontrollably. My geisha face was now running down my neck. A blushing bride I was not.
I was no longer on speaking terms with Andee. I had asked her to be my maid of honor and wear a Betsey Johnson pink lace dress, the color of Pepto-Bismol, like my other bridesmaids. She refused, or rather her mother did, convincing her daughter it was a waste to spend money—$350 to be exact, plus another $75 for a crinoline—on a shade she would never wear again. She was willing to buy the dress but only in white, which her mother insisted would be more versatile. I said no dice. Only the bride could be in white. If Andee didn’t agree to wear pink, she couldn’t be in the wedding party. Fine, she huffed. Then she went ahead, bought the dress in white, and wore it to my wedding out of spite.
I had been fantasizing about my gown since elementary school, when I would sketch in the margins of my composition books little tiara-topped brides in Cinderella skirts, Empire waists, high Victorian necks, or plunging décolletés. The version that I wound up with—a white silk taffeta confection with pouf sleeves, a bow-trimmed neckline, lace bodice, and six-foot train—was the dress of the moment, a knockoff of Lady Di’s. The Princess of Wales and I were nearly the same age and, although her fairy-tale marriage was already fraying by the time mine came around, when I spotted a copy of her dress at Bergdorf’s it conjured all kinds of romantic fantasies. Charlie was going to be my prince and we would live happily-ever-after in a manse trimmed and tasseled by a professional decorator where we would entertain and breed well. When my mother saw the two-thousand-dollar price tag of the dress, she vetoed it until we saw the design again for half the cost at Kleinfeld, a discount bridal shop in Brooklyn.
The entire wedding was an exercise in cutting corners. I wanted to be married at a swank hotel in Manhattan, like the Plaza or Pierre, even if it meant settling for a bare-bones cocktail party with pigs-in-a-blanket and cheese puffs. My mother wouldn’t have it.
“Think of Aunt Ruth and Uncle Norm,” she said.
They liked ballroom dancing on cruise ships. Uncle Norm dyed his hair shoe-polish black, and Aunt Ruth wore false eyelashes that he glued on for her. How could we ask them to travel all the way from Boca for an affair and not give them a sit-down dinner? But a wedding at the Plaza? Who were we, the Rockefellers? My mother opted for more bang for the buck and chose the Garden City Hotel, the best that Long Island had to offer.
My father was a radiologist but, being on a hospital salary in the Bronx, he wasn’t rolling in dough. Although I was his only daughter, he squabbled with my mother about the cost of my wedding, which resulted in my firsthand knowledge of the expression “Cheap is expensive in the end.”
Take the flowers. My mother and I spent several Saturdays studying arrangements at floral shops on Long Island’s South Shore. We decided on a big name in Cedarhurst, forking over a deposit. Two weeks before the wedding, my mother’s best friend told her she had just been to a bar mitzvah with centerpieces by our florist. They were pathetic, the withered blooms dropping all over the tables. My mother panicked. What would everyone say if my wedding turned out to be a funeral of flowers? My solution? Forfeit the deposit and sign on the florist’s rival. My mother agreed: Better to lose the five hundred dollars than the freesias. We hired the competition but that wasn’t the last of the original contender. He smacked my mother with a lawsuit, and she was eventually forced to pay the balance of the bill. Plus damages.
Then there was the photographer, a woman recommended to me by another Great Neck girl, part of the local stampede to the altar. Since her wedding was tasteful but hardly extravagant, I figured she had found an affordable, yet talented photographer. I gave my mother the go-ahead to hire the woman, but we never bothered to check out her work. Her style turned out to be candid camera: lopsided shots of guests with wind-tunnel expressions and their hands cropped out of the picture, making them seem like amputees. The pictures of me were no better. I appeared to be a stroke victim, with either one eye closed or my pink tongue glistening at the side of my mouth.
One year after I got married, my mother took me to Bachrach Studios in Manhattan where another hairdresser and makeup artist were waiting for me. (The ones who had done me up for my real wedding day were both dead of AIDS by then.) We unpacked my gown from the dry cleaner’s storage box, and I clasped a fresh bouquet of white roses, posing for a new set of pictures, pretending to be a bride-to-be rather than the wife I already was, with my natural flowing brunette hair now cut into a Donna Reed bob, artificially brightened with blond streaks.
The highlight of this circus of appearances was the walk down the aisle itself. My father paused to lift my veil and tenderly kiss me on the cheek before handing me over to the groom. The whole ritual of giving the bride away was a joke. I figured my father was so happy to get rid of me, he’d kick up his heels and dance between the rows of guests, singing, “Heaven, I’m in heaven . . .” During the reception, he pulled a pocket calculator out of his morning coat and took Charlie aside. Punching in several figures, my father showed the tally to my new husband and said, “That’s how much money you’ll save me once she’s off my payroll. Thanks.”
Did I come with a dowry of kitchen appliances, too?
Watching their feudal exchange, I wondered how the hell I’d wound up here. One year earlier, I had entered an art history graduate program at New York University’s Institute of Fine Arts. I roomed with Jessica, a fat banker suffering from severe adult acne, who’d placed an ad in the Village Voice looking for someone to share her railroad studio on York Avenue. I stayed because the rent was affordable—six hundred dollars a month—the maximum my father agreed to.
After my second semester, my parents announced they were cutting the cord, severing me from financial support. I would have to get a job and pay my own rent. Now plenty of students do it but, being from Great Neck where poor was considered a four-letter word, I panicked. Entry-level art world jobs paid minimum wage, and I had at least one more year before completing my master’s—and plenty more if I were to continue for a doctorate. How would I make enough to cover the cost of housing and finish school before memory loss set in?
Let’s face it. I was a turbo-JAP who foresaw the worst: becoming a squatter in Alphabet City living without electricity, spending the next twenty years completing my higher education by candlelight. My parents offered an alternative. I could marry Charlie and, while he was in law school and I grad school, our fathers would split the tab. There would be no worry about creature comforts, let alone the Con Ed bill.
“Did Mom and Dad also tell you you’d have to get a job to pay your rent?” I asked my brother Warren. “Because they told me I have to, otherwise I’ve got to get married.”
Now in his second year of dental school at Boston University, Warren was planning on a maxillofacial surgery residency before continuing on to medical school—a decade of postgraduate studies that my parents had no complaints about funding.
“Maybe they don’t see you going anywhere,” he said with a shrug. “That was a nudge. Get a job. Be an adult. Stop mooching. They’re pushing you out of the nest. What are you going to do with an art history degree anyway?”
He had a point. I had chosen art history because my mother and Charlie encouraged it. My college courses had been inspiring and I could always teach—if it came to that. With the pressure on, I gave Charlie The Ultimatum.
“What am I supposed to do?” he said. “Ask you to marry me?”
Satisfied by that most unromantic of proposals, I said “Yes.”
As a liberal young couple, Charlie and I arranged to have an unconventional ceremony: a lesbian rabbi would marry us. We assumed she’d be on our wavelength when we said we didn’t want a traditional Jewish wedding with Hebrew prayers and yarmulkes. We wanted to keep it simple and secular, a brief pledge to love each other till death do us part.
Once we were under the canopy, our lefty rabbi turned Lubavitch on us. She started speaking in the language of the Israelites, quoting King Solomon, and explaining the Talmudic symbolism of everything from the canopy to the hair on my head. Suddenly, it seemed as if God had thrown a switch, igniting the electrical storm. Bolts of lightning crackled outside. The stormy weather so inspired the rabbi, she had a spontaneous vision: Our wedding was nothing less than a symbol of Israel’s union with God when the Hebrews received the Torah at Sinai surrounded by fire and flashes of light.
Here we were at the Garden City Hotel, a splashy marble-and-glass four-star property with valet parking, breath mints at the concierge’s desk, and the faint odor of chlorine from the indoor pool wafting through the sanitized air. This the rabbi was comparing to the sacred desert?
Finally, it was time for Charlie to smash the wedding glass. According to custom, the groom was supposed to wrap the goblet in a napkin, place it on the ground, and give it a resounding stamp. Either his timing was off or the glass was at the wrong angle but the thing didn’t break. Instead of cries of “Mazel tov” filling the room, all you could hear was Charlie’s lone voice, “Holy shit.”
Eventually, we said “I do”—at least, I thought that’s what it meant when the rabbi told us to repeat after her in Hebrew. When Charlie and I finally kissed, you could feel the canopy heave as the wedding party breathed a collective sigh of relief. We were husband and wife.
But what I felt was a far cry from release. I had a lump in my throat and was holding back tears. My childhood was over. Great Neck might not have been Mayberry but all I wanted was to turn back time, go home, and give myself a Tinkerbell manicure.
From start to finish, the wedding reception was a complete blur, a moving image of hors d’oeuvre platters, table-hopping, and great-aunts recounting how the last time they saw me, my hair was in pigtails. During the horah, Charlie and I were hoisted into the air on banquet chairs that tipped from side to side, like ships rolling on ocean swells. We gripped the edges for dear life while the mad frenzy of guests circled us. Although Charlie appeared both wide-eyed and delighted by all the attention, I flinched every time the shutter clicked, capturing the Kodak moments.
I was buzzing from the disappearing acts I’d made to the powder room with my bridesmaids to snort toot on the porcelain toilet tank. Squeezed into a single stall, they did their best to pep me up.
“Charlie’s an idealist,” said Cathy. “He makes you laugh. He’s high-spirited and smart.”
I had known Cathy since my junior year at Barnard. We first met in a dorm where she was eating cold peas from a can for breakfast, wearing a metallic blue raincoat, black micro miniskirt, and bronze pumps. She was tiny, smaller than me, but very bosomy. With her flaming red hair, frosted eye makeup, and hurried manner, she appeared a fiery sprite who looked so glamorous, I assumed she’d grown up in “The City,” as we Great Neckers referred to Manhattan. No, she said, Lubbock, where she was raised a Southern Baptist, the youngest of six kids, all of whom played the guitar in church during Sunday hymns, and went to parochial school in a green-and-navy-checked uniform.
During my senior year, I moved to Paris to write my thesis. Cathy was already living there, attending an international business school. When she had a free weekend, we spent it together, a pair of single American girls. One night, we went to see the Béjart Ballet at l’Opéra, met a couple of French guys, got sloshed on red wine, and had a foursome. What a memory—an up-close view of my friend being fucked from behind.
Back in the Garden City Hotel bathroom, another one of my bridesmaids, Susan, offered her support for Charlie. “He’s a really good person,” she said. “He’ll be a good father to your children. You can be proud to be married to such a man. He doesn’t try to change you.”
Susan and I had become friends in graduate school. Auburn-haired, green-eyed, and six feet tall, she was the most composed woman I had ever met, never overreacting, swearing, or sleeping around, though totally nonjudgmental about those who did. I liked her immediately. She dressed up for class—fuchsia lipstick, Yves Saint Laurent jumpsuits, cinch belts around her wasp waist, and four-inch spike heels with ankle straps. We were united in our contempt for a dykey-looking student who wore cat-eye glasses and had a dark, fuzzy upper lip, calling her The Troll, and another with a vertical shaft of black wiry hair whom we named Nefertiti Head.
After the first year, Susan and I were each granted summer travel fellowships and together went to southern France. I was awestruck by everything: the silvery olive trees, the open-air markets, and, no matter how provincial the town, that French women always had great haircuts.
In Cap d’Antibes, Susan and I went midnight skinny-dipping. We were staying in a hotel on the Mediterranean shore where, beneath a full moon, I gave a blow job to the manager, a married Frenchman and Rock Hudson look-alike. When he moaned, “Tu me fais jouir,” I quickly pulled my mouth away, not wanting to swallow frog jism. He caught the spurt in his hand before flinging it out to sea.
None of my bridesmaids was planning on marriage anytime soon, if at all. Their parents had actually discouraged it, only wanting their daughters to be happy and self-sufficient. Cathy’s would refer to her boyfriends as “that Drake,” or “that Nicholas,” like they were some sort of germs. Susan’s mother expected her daughter to remain a virgin indefinitely. My girlfriends never gave a thought to the things that worried me: time running out, the fading of my youthful glow, and every available guy on the planet being taken. With other priorities, Cathy had transferred to Columbia University to finish business school and Susan was heading to Los Angeles to complete her PhD at UCLA.
Looking at them, I had to swallow the resentment rising in my throat. Didn’t I have what every girl really wanted—a husband? If so, then why, on my wedding day, did it feel like they were the ones leaving me behind?
When finally the reception ended and the guests had grabbed the centerpieces on their way out, my bridesmaids said their good-byes. It was time for Charlie’s and my parents to go. I could sense they were lingering. Their gazes were wistful, and I imagined them hearing the words to “Sunrise, Sunset” about how quickly children grow up.
Although the song expressed the parents’ loss, it reflected mine, too. When did I become such an adult? I may have been in my midtwenties with some hard living behind me but I wasn’t yet ready to settle down, run a home, and keep the refrigerator stocked. I wasn’t ready to be a Mrs.
I didn’t want our parents to drive away. Once they were gone, there would be no postponing the inevitable: the honeymoon suite of the Garden City Hotel. There, the sight of the king-size bed covered in a mauve sateen spread, on which my bridesmaids had strewn red rose petals, awaited us. Everyone probably thought that as newlyweds, Charlie and I couldn’t wait to rip off our wedding clothes and consecrate our marriage with scented massage oils and marathon lovemaking.
When we entered the room, we pulled back the drapes to check out the view over the parking lot. Then, exhausted, we collapsed into a pair of tufted armchairs. He was still wearing his wing-collared shirt and gray-and-black-striped foulard, while I had on my gown and garter. We ordered room service. The performance of the white-gloved waiter lifting the silver-plated lids off our filet mignon dinners while we remained formally dressed made us feel like we were on Robin Leach’s Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous.
We ate our dinner watching TV, afterward raiding the mini bar for Toblerone chocolate and Diet Cokes, gossiping about who did and didn’t do what at the wedding. We showered separately, using the sample-size Crabtree & Evelyn bath products. It was midnight before we finally forced ourselves to pull back the bedcovers. Neither of us said a word. We just lay there in silence with the lights out until I finally got up the nerve to whisper, “Now what?”
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