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PRAISE FOR

No Contact

“A landmark work around a theme so prominent—and yet so thoroughly ignored—in modern life. This collection opens chasms beyond writing and testament—but braves toward a new vision of healing, self-dignity, and, most importantly, the possibility for life’s flourishing without closure.”

—Ocean Vuong, author of The Emperor of Gladness

“No Contact traces the subtle architecture of absence—echoes that linger in rooms never entered, the strange tenderness that survives even when love is withheld. These essays illuminate the complexity of family with honesty and grit, exploring distance as a kind of seeing and how stepping away can sometimes reveal what staying never could. The authors: warriors. Their words linger, offering a map for anyone who has ever navigated the delicate terrain of love and loss.”

—Mira Ptacin, author of The In-Betweens: The Spiritualists, Mediums, and Legends of Camp Etna

“In a culture that sanctifies closure, this anthology reminds us that rupture can be beautiful and that closing the door also opens us to new possibilities. No Contact bears clear-eyed witness to the cost of leaving, the sacrifice of survival, and the fragile, hard-won freedom that can emerge in the space left behind.”

—Kelly McMasters, author of The Leaving Season: A Memoir

“This moving collection offers a necessary antidote to the feelings of grief, anger, and shame that often accompany family estrangement. They offer powerful testimonies of how other people navigate the challenges and heartbreaks of difficult families. And they help us see that no matter where we fall on the estrangement continuum, we don’t have to go through it alone.”

—Harriet Brown, author of Shadow Daughter: A Memoir of Estrangement

“In the pages of this beautiful, urgent anthology, I found a community I didn’t know I needed. The intimacy in these stories is a salve, as each writer revisits the complex emotions wrought on those of us who dare walk away (and some who are cast out). No Contact comes at the right time to heal a generation or two and beyond.”

—Sonora Jha, author of Intemperance

“No Contact is safe harbor for anyone who finds themselves unmoored and directionless on the dark sea of estrangement. May these collected essays and poems be a lighthouse for those in need of a guide.”

—Minda Honey, author of The Heartbreak Years

“Call it becoming estranged, going no contact, leaving. Call it saving your life. No Contact brings sensitive and searing voices—and nuance—to the conversation about estrangement. An essential anthology for those determined to survive and make it through to the other side.”

—Jessica Berger Gross, author of Estranged: Leaving Family and Finding Home
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To those who grieve the living




(In my sleep I dreamed this poem)

Someone I loved once gave me

a box full of darkness.

It took me years to understand

that this, too, was a gift.

—MARY OLIVER, “The Uses of Sorrow”
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Introduction

Estrangement presents an essential existential question: Who are we without our family? What kind of person cuts the proverbial umbilical cord and why? And who do we become once separated from our kin?

Estrangement is the process of making strange what was once known. It is the othering of oneself, the loss of our roots. Estrangement is distance, rupture, silence. It is severance and alienation. One could say that estrangement rewrites our genetic code. It engenders both an orphaning and a metamorphosis.

Estrangement can be grief for our beloveds, still alive but no longer a part of our lives. Estrangement can be liberation and peace too. Release from the ties that bound us. Catharsis. Estrangement can save our lives.

When I cut ties with my father in my twenties, I didn’t know what to expect. Along with relief, I felt crushing guilt and shame, and the dissonance overwhelmed me. I knew that the weight that had sat on my chest for years had lifted, that my suicidal ideation had stopped, that the world looked a little brighter. But what daughter cuts off her parent? What kind of monster was I? My father asked me these questions in frequent voicemails and emails. I did not respond—I had told him I wouldn’t—but my boundaries didn’t yet feel like freedom or peace or even like the right path. Rather, they seemed a precarious barricade, my untethering a temporary solution at best, even if I felt true to myself for the first time ever.

At the time, twenty years ago, I searched for resources to guide me through this breakup with my father, for books representing my experience, or for stories in which I could find solace and connection, but none seemed to exist. The few websites and online articles discussing the topic consistently encouraged adult children to rekindle the relationship with their parent. Hint: I was the problem. But from where I stood, reconciliation did not seem feasible, not until my father changed, and that didn’t look likely. I had to find my own way.

My decision was neither wrong nor malevolent. It saved me. Twenty years after cutting ties, I remain “no contact” with my father—and with other family members now, an unwitting consequence. Thanks to therapy, a loving marriage, and supportive friendships, I’ve learned to stand strong in my boundaries.

Over the years of my estrangement, nothing has validated my heartbreak or my truth more, or propelled my healing further, than connecting with other estranged individuals and hearing their stories. Being open about my experience, I often meet people who are eager to share their own. They too have opted to cut contact; they too were disowned or ghosted by family; they too have grieved their kin through enforced distance. As it turns out, estrangement is quite common. A Cornell University study led by family sociologist Karl Pillemer found that at least 27 percent of American adults are estranged from a family member, and recent elections likely widened the rift.

Estrangement has become an epidemic, according to psychologist Joshua Coleman; and on her podcast, Oprah Winfrey explored the “rising trend” of going no contact. But I question this framing. Estrangement has always existed, because certain families have always treated their members poorly. Just as mental illness and addiction have long torn families apart, there’s nothing new about shunning, abandoning, or disowning our own. Black sheep and scapegoats have always walked among us. In other words, family abuse and dysfunction are no modern phenomenon. What seems to have changed in recent years is a growing sense of permission to reject them, a flourishing desire to demand better from our familial relationships.

This shift, I suspect, stems from both the expansion of therapy and the connections fostered by the internet. In therapy, we work toward mental health and clarity. Online, we share our stories, call out bullshit, praise accountability and empowerment, and find supportive communities. A statistical increase in estrangement may simply represent a collective refusal to stay silent or passive in the face of problematic family behavior and chasms in values. That seems objectively healthier than an epidemic. And if estrangement is indeed a widespread ailment, the cure is not simply “less estrangement.” We must untangle our roots for meaningful change to happen. Rather than a trend, estrangement is a reckoning.

In recent years, the cultural tide seems to be turning. Memoirs and self-help books now directly address the topic of estrangement, while support groups and social media influencers, even research labs and nonprofit organizations, dedicate their efforts to the matter. Estrangement also pops up in the news with some frequency, though it is too often the subject of articles lacking nuance and judgmental op-eds that dismiss the complexity or validity of the experience.

The glossy lure of a united family remains powerful. It appeals to our most innate sense of belonging. The mending of fractured relationships represents a feel-good conclusion peddled in media and literature alike. Hollywood demands the forgiving, tearful hug between father and daughter and the rueful return of inside jokes between estranged siblings, no matter how toxic their entanglement may prove through a realistic lens. With just a little effort, reunification is within reach, the message goes, no matter how irreparable the rupture or inaccessible the choice may be. This forced “happy ending” presumes that adult family members belong together, that we can solve our differences, that blood is indeed thicker than water. And while reconciliation is undoubtedly desired and, in some cases, achievable for certain families, this trope fails to address a reality faced by countless others.

Estrangement sometimes simply is—a stable, not liminal, state of existence in relation to our family systems.

Families fall apart and individuals cut ties for myriad reasons. Estrangement exists on a spectrum. It can be temporary or permanent, mutual or firmly one-sided, focused on one relationship or permeating the entire family tree. But one thing is certain, encompassing nearly all cases: No one wants to be estranged from family. By choice or circumstance, it is simply the only path forward—no matter how painful. The estranged recognize this existential wound in each other and the strength it took to move on. It’s a strange sort of club. And we all agree: Estrangement isn’t talked about enough.

No Contact immerses readers in an assemblage of narratives that together affirm the complex diversity of the estranged experience. Representation matters—but so does enlightenment. If stories teach us empathy, then a chorus of them can help drive a shift in ingrained perspectives. The voices gathered in this book buck a status quo rooted in the obligation to reconcile in response to estrangement. Shining a light on the many facets of this difficult experience, they focus instead on the resignation, healing, and authenticity found in the rupture from family.

Estrangement is a marginalizing experience, yet it moves in recognizable phases, not unlike the stages of grief. Nearly every estrangement story, writ broadly, follows similar waves and turning points, from rage to acceptance, from devastation to relief. Many among the estranged recall an epiphany and a last straw, an ultimatum letter and a lonely audit, and often a string of uncomfortable conversations with perplexed friends and others. While painfully isolating, the process of estrangement is consistent.

The essays, flash, and poems in this collection run the gamut from harrowing and angry to resolute and reflective, even playful. They demonstrate both the horrors inflicted by kin and the indomitable resilience of the human spirit. Writers share the discoveries they made, the trauma they processed, the voice they found in severing contact with family or having it severed with them. And their collective narrative arc points to hope and possibility.

The stories featured in these pages show that in estrangement, we may lose family, but we can also find ourselves anew—stronger and whole. By sharing these brave voices with you, I hope to spark compassionate thought and deepen the conversation around estrangement. Perhaps in time we may all become better equipped to expect and develop healthy family relationships. In the meantime, peace exists in no contact.

Jenny Bartoy




No Contact




Fractures to Factions

Kate Lewis

The photographs exist before my memories do—our arms slung around our full pack of cousins, gap-toothed grins wide, some summer adventure in the fields behind the house where our grandmothers were once just girls, sisters who ran barefoot through the same grass we stand upon in the images.

Georgia was a place I wore with pride, the beginnings of our whole family flung along one country road, hands dug deep in the well-tilled soil, farming their way to a future.

It felt, back then, like we lived in a different kind of world, one where all the problems of the past had been solved instead of buried, spreading roots beneath the soil, insidious like weeds that choke the crops our families grew.

By college, our photographs are online—you grew thin and reedy, already in the grip of the drugs that would someday end your life, me with my deep Florida tan, hair highlighted from hours of swims in the sun. We swap messages at birthdays, drop comments on photos of each other’s weddings, of the births of our children.

As the election approaches, our comments become more urgent, each of us convinced we can convince the other to share our worldview. We try to change each other’s minds online, we become armchair experts of obscure codes in American law. We tell each other we love each other, even as neither of us concedes.

By the first winter of the pandemic, I keep the TV off so my kids won’t see, and watch from the small screen in my hand as rioters storm the steps of the Capitol. I’d once walked those steps with my children, their small hands in mine, the future a thing I’d still believed everyone would build together. I watch as people you’d call patriots slam flag poles against the heads of the same police whose role to serve and protect we once vigorously argued over, my hands furious across my laptop in Virginia, yours across your phone screen down South.

The next day, when I search your posts online, it’s not for photos of you lifting your kids high for hugs, not to leave a note. This time, when I search your page, I’m scared of what I might find.

Though I’m relieved you were not there, I stop driving down for visits, stop responding to your posts, stop arguing the points that you feel are debatable and I believe are not. For a long time, I stop thinking there might be a way forward, a way to ever heal these fractures that have turned us into factions.

The next photographs posted of you online are those that accompany the news of your death. There we are, arms across each other’s shoulders, happy and hopeful. There we are, our bare feet lined with dirt as we dash along that green Georgia grass. There we are, certain that whatever future we faced, we were stronger together.




The Many Meanings of Family Estrangement

Raksha Vasudevan

The therapist was a friend of a friend. A last resort.

“Can you bring to mind a family member who you trust?” she asked. “Maybe a parent or grandparent? A sibling, perhaps?”

I was caught off guard. I couldn’t see what this had to do with the unrelenting insomnia that had brought me to her office. But it was an easy question to answer.

“No,” I said. “There’s no one.”

Her blue eyes narrowed. “Really?” she asked. Without giving me a chance to respond, she insisted I must think of someone, for she was going to perform hypnosis to solve the interruptions to my sleep. But for the hypnosis to work, we needed the help of a beloved family spirit.

I should have left then. But I had nowhere to go, no one to seek out. My partner was out of town. Calling family was out of the question. So, I lied. I named my grandparents on my mother’s side, though I’d barely known them.

As she proceeded with the hypnosis, pronouncing “pattee”—Tamil for grandmother—with a long A and hard T—as “patty,” I tried not to cringe. I failed. So, of course, did the hypnosis.

That night, like every night for the previous two weeks, I lay awake. But for once, I wasn’t panicking about the long, inky hours ahead, the utter loneliness of being awake while the world around me slept. Instead, I thought about the tale so many still told about family, a tale affirming biological belonging as the ultimate source of care and solace. But though I was not an orphan nor an only child, I had no family I would call as such. Why, I wondered, was this so hard to accept—for others and also, on some level, myself?

I found a new therapist, one who pinpointed family as a source of my anxiety and sleeplessness, rather than its cure. Eventually, with her help, my insomnia resolved. But I’m still trying to figure out how to tell my family story. Not that I want to, necessarily, but America demands it. Explanations are always demanded from women like me, who exist outside the white maleness that is America’s baseline for “normal.” Where are you from? Really from! Where is your family? So you’re here all by yourself?!

If immigrants in America are thought to lead lonely lives, misplaced and misunderstood by mainstream society, we are also thought to find refuge in our families. Out there, America can be scary, alienating, confounding. But at home, with the people who share our blood and our language, the people who made the arduous journey from the homeland to here with us or before us, life is bearable again. “I wanted my children to have a better future” and “I wanted to be closer to my parents/children/partner” are the most common immigrant narratives, and also the most accepted: Family reunification is the most direct route to a green card. To come and live in America for family is a legible—and legitimized—desire. But without those ties, the status of “immigrant” is seen as incomprehensible, pitiful, or both. You must visit your family often! Really, you don’t talk to any of them? How sad! But do you think it’s more important to be right or to have the relationship? What do you mean you don’t want to talk about it?!

I wonder what kind of explanation would satisfy. Maybe this one: I’m estranged from my dad, because he was physically violent and verbally abusive. That’s hard to refute. But what about my mother and brother? How to explain that my efforts with them—visits, cards, calls—are rarely reciprocated? And what’s the point in continuing to try if rejection is all but guaranteed—and all the more painful because it’s issued by people whose acceptance should be unconditional?

If you were to ask my family members, they might tell a different story—one where I’m the indifferent or insensitive one. Or maybe our stories reach different conclusions. Though I believe my relationship with my mom is best described as estranged, we still text every few weeks, superficial exchanges about the weather, her garden, my dog. And I’m Facebook friends not with my brother but with the profile he and his wife created for their twin boys, now three years old. We’ve never met.

So, are my mom and I estranged? My brother and I? I’d say yes. They might say no.

All this is to say, my family’s stories of family are not the same. I don’t know whose version is most true. What I do know is this: I’m tired of trying to find belonging and safety where there’s none to be found.

That last statement could have been written by any woman of color fed up with life in America. The alienation that comes with being the first, the token, the “diversity”—that alienation is a second skin for most of us, as familiar as family. And for most of my friends of color, family is how they cope with a culture bent on erasing theirs. They live close or travel often for every birthday, anniversary, and funeral. They cook the foods of their elders. When a natural disaster hits their homeland, they fundraise. Call it family or culture or legacy, but this is what sustains many of them.

But what about women like me, estranged from both family and the land of our ancestors? We left India when I was ten. I’ve been back only once, a visit more alienating than any encounter in America. Every relative in Tamil Nadu wanted to know why I didn’t speak to my father. They didn’t pretend not to know his abusive behavior. Instead, they wanted to know: Didn’t he deserve mercy?

“Didn’t I?” I wanted to ask. But I stayed silent, because I understood. For my relatives, who lived in multigenerational homes, whose social lives were defined by visits with extended family and whose plethora of upper-caste privileges were handed down through family lines, estrangement must seem a horrible fate—topped only by being estranged in a foreign land. Surrounded by strangers, in every sense. To them, that must seem a fate worse than death. Sometimes, it seems that way to me too.

People think estrangement is a final state, unchangeable and totalizing. For that reason, some also see it as the easy way out: Being in a relationship with someone—anyone—is inherently messy. Severing the tie cleans things up once and for all.

I wish it were that simple, that static. It’s not. Estrangement, for me, has been an ever-shifting constellation of regrets and loyalties and, yes, joys. It wouldn’t be so painful if I didn’t remember the feeling of curling up with my mother after a nightmare, or my father and I singing along to the Eagles, our voices gloriously off-key. If I didn’t remember my brother putting his skinny twelve-year-old body between me and our father during one of his rages.

Estrangement wouldn’t be so painful if I didn’t remember the intimacy that was once there.

Growing up, I used to fantasize about new family: a tight circle of friends or a partner whose family would welcome me into their fold. Now, at thirty-four, I’m lucky to have both those things. But neither have lessened the pain of estrangement. Sometimes they’ve even deepened it. Like when my partner’s parents talk about their daughter’s boyfriend’s family—how welcoming they are, how tight-knit they are. Their faces light up: One of their children is with someone from a good family.

Or this past summer, attending a friend’s wedding. My partner and I were recently engaged, and I was taking notes on everything: yes to an outdoor ceremony, no to having two officiants. But as I watched my friend’s father walk her down the aisle, there was nothing to catalog but the grief quietly enveloping me. At first, I chalked it up to the question of who would give me away—certainly not my father. Would my brother or mom even come? I wasn’t sure. The real question, I realized, was not who would give me away but who—and what—I belonged to, a question that surfaced again later that night, when generations of her family converged on the dance floor, swaying furiously to Tajik tunes in a frenzied celebration of their childhood and country and culture. I wanted to join them like the other guests, I really did, and I would have if I weren’t having trouble breathing, my lungs feeling full of some invisible fluid.

Since then, I haven’t done any wedding planning. The thought of exposing these gaping holes—in my family, or lack thereof; in my culture, or lack thereof—has kept me terrified and dithering, incapable of entering a new tale of family. And even when I do, I know the old story will still be there, bleeding through the page.

These days, I’m less interested in creating a narrative of belonging that’s legible to America than in claiming what already belongs to me. My mother tongue, for one. I’ve started relearning Tamil, a process that’s surprising me, surfacing a different part of myself—playful, innocent, curious. Maybe the part that first came into consciousness.

That’s the other thing that helps: The photo I keep by my desk. It was taken in Chennai when I was five or six years old, blue-frocked and chubby-cheeked. My brother is sitting next to me, his smile showing his lost baby teeth. In the background, my mother is a sari rushing by. My father must have taken the photo. I can feel his presence hovering outside the frame.

Every time I look at this photo, I feel a surge of tenderness—for my brother, for my parents, for Chennai. For the intimacy we once had. And more than any grief or resentment, that reminds me of why I won’t—can’t—return to them. Distance is the only way I know to preserve that tenderness. The only way, too, to protect the self I see in that photo, her bright eyes, her open, unafraid face. Estrangement is the only way to keep from becoming a stranger to myself.




You Don’t Have to Be Good

Domenica Ruta

Not long after I was diagnosed with cancer, my father and I had the biggest fight of our lives. “I am done,” I yelled into the phone, “you are dead to me.” And before I could hang up, he got in the last word.

“Good.”

I didn’t mean what I had said to my father. Quite the opposite. I was free-falling in an existential abyss, flailing for something, anything, to hold on to, and rage was an easy tether back to life. Love would have been better, but I’d take what I could get.

I believe, given our history, that my father meant his last word to me. It’s possible these are the last words we will ever speak to each other.

In the summer of 2021, I’d felt a lump in my left breast. I had just weaned my second child from nursing, and the doctor assured me that was the cause but ordered a mammogram just in case. The mammogram warranted a biopsy, and then a week later, I got a text message via the MyChart app that read “Invasive Ductal Carcinoma.”

This is not good. It was the most complex thought I could produce. A sensation like falling, falling without end, had wrenched my thinking self away. There was no doctor available that day to give me a prognosis, and it would be weeks before I could see an oncologist who could deliver the news: stage 1 (good), high grade (bad).

While waiting for this appointment, my husband and I paced around our apartment, a pair of red-eyed ghosts, gritting our teeth as we lied to our children. When the fear in me had reached a desperate pitch, I called my father.

I knew this was probably a bad idea. Every once in a while, my father could shock me with his generosity. He has the mettle of a New England construction worker who knows how to tough out physical pain. But he is also someone who could snap without warning. He beat the shit out of my mother, my stepmother, my brother, but never me, my sister, or our family dog, setting up a bizarre template of loyalties and expectations for those who loved him. It was our family cycle to have violent ruptures—Dad throwing punches, hurling blame, promising worse to come—followed by silences of a few days or weeks, then a return to an anxious normality in which we all acted like nothing happened.

He was seldom moved by the vulnerabilities of others, least of all his children’s. As a kid, I could vomit until I retched yellow wads of bile, and he would accuse me of faking it. I once fractured my ankle, with an X-ray to prove it, and he said my crutches were a cry for attention. But the word cancer had unhooked all these memories from my mind. I’d been working so hard to be a sturdy mother for my kids; I wanted, just for a moment, to be parented.

“Don’t be dramatic,” my father said when I broke down crying and confessed I was afraid I was going to die. Though he must have considered it serious, as he mentioned the possibility of driving down from Boston to visit soon. “I’m gonna have to come down,” he repeated on the phone, as if trying to convince himself.

“Please,” I blubbered. “That would be so great. The kids need to run around in the park, and we can’t see straight right now.”

He couldn’t come that weekend as he was tired, he said. And not the following weekend either; he had dinner plans with his new wife’s parents, people who lived fifteen minutes from his house, people he saw nearly every weekend. People, I might add, who didn’t have cancer.

“Later,” he told me. “I’ll come down later.”

Later, I would have to ask my sister, who was getting married that year: “Are all of your wedding guests vaccinated?” Six out of the one hundred were not. “Could you tell them your sister has cancer? That I’m on chemo and my oncologist said it wasn’t safe to be indoors with unvaccinated people?” Surely that could change their minds. I wasn’t asking her to uninvite them, though that is what I would have done for her, immediately, without needing to be asked. She saw things differently.

Again, I reached out to our father. “Please, talk to her. Make her understand.”

“Everyone has a right to make their own choices,” he replied, “and you are choosing not to come to your sister’s wedding.” But I wasn’t choosing; I was being forced out, I explained. “Don’t be dramatic,” he said, reprising his favorite song. And we started fighting.

I got what I had been seeking—to feel like a child being parented. A teenager, more accurately, who was pushing her dad away in a sick hope that he would do the opposite and hold her tight. You’re dead to me, that teenager screamed, and the parent said, Good.

I had already been estranged from my mother for over a decade at this point, and she in turn was estranged from her family of origin. It feels like a folktale to remember it now—that the two of us were once a part of something much larger. My mother’s family had managed to hold on to the last shreds of that old immigrant cloth, the big Sunday dinner, with children running wild, tables too crowded with food to set plates down, my grandmother and my aunts singing bawdy Sicilian folk songs.

My mother was always getting herself cut off from one sibling or another. She was volatile and narcissistic and said every single horrible thought in her head out loud. Every once in a while, however, her vicious indictments of her siblings were actually true. Either way, she’d get put in the penalty box, with me alongside her, and we’d hover outside the family for an indefinite period of time until we were allowed back in. Then, at some point in my adolescence, the estrangement became permanent. All my aunts and uncles and cousins disappeared from her life and mine as well. Estrangement didn’t start with me. You could say it’s an inheritance.

This is part of the reason why, despite the urging of every therapist I’d ever had, it took so long to go no contact with my mother. I couldn’t leave her all alone. She had no one else. Like a battered wife, I broke up with her in stages, setting a boundary, feeling guilty, coming back. She’d threaten suicide, and I would go to her house and let her scream at me until her will to live was renewed; then, as soon as she’d nodded off, I’d escape.

After one such episode I drove bleary-eyed to my father’s house. Shopping for oranges at the hardware store, this impulse is called in certain circles. He couldn’t stand what he saw in me that day—tears, a runny nose, his failure to protect me, perhaps. He roared with his face a hot breath away from mine, punched the wall behind my head. His fist flew past my ear. I flinched. “Where are the cameras, drama queen?” he sneered, then imitated my expression, my scared little yelp.

Years after I stopped speaking to my mother, I published a book about her, hoping with a childish logic that she would read it and it would change her. She’d get sober, she’d get help, things would be different. Another folktale. In that same book, I gave my father a kind of hero’s arc, in part because it was narratively satisfying; I worried the story would be too bleak if I plumbed the true depths of both my parents’ brutality. But mostly I was writing an insurance policy. I’d already lost my mother, and by extension, I’d lost my stepfather, the kindest of my four parents, a man I loved very much, as well as what remained of our extended family, the collateral damage of estrangement. That losing her was a choice, my choice, did little to soften the guilt and grief I felt on a daily basis.

I couldn’t lose my father too. How much would that hurt? Could I survive it?

In the span of a month, I was diagnosed with cancer; then our apartment building was sold, and the new owners wanted us to move as soon as possible, so we moved. A week later, with things still in cardboard boxes, I had a double mastectomy and my older son changed schools.

On weekends, my children watched videos from sunup to sundown. We ate greasy food with our hands and no napkins so that all our clothes got oil stains and we looked dirty and disheveled even when we were clean. The baby got a bath—maybe weekly? His hair grew into his face, covering his eyes. Most nights we were too tired to fight him and handed him a bag of Goldfish for dinner. One morning the six-year-old brought a whole pan of brownies into my bed and ate them, laughing, because he knew we would do nothing to stop him. One afternoon my husband burst into deep, shuddering tears while eating a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. “I’m so scared you’re going to die,” he said.

The baby needed near-constant attention, but most of all, he needed to be picked up and held, the one thing I couldn’t do with my gouged-out chest. And so he learned with a quickness that broke my heart to grab a pillow first, then barrel toward me with some cushioning for our hugs. The first grader woke up every night and thundered down the hall into my room, where he climbed, panting, into bed with us. His skinny arms and legs wrapped around me tight, as if I would fly away if he loosened his grip even a little.

In daylight, I asked him if he had questions or scary thoughts he wanted to talk about. He said no. He drew dozens, quite possibly hundreds, of pictures of Thomas the Tank Engine mutilated by nuclear fallout. Thomas exploding in flames. Thomas crying tears of blood.

I let him draw on my bald head with magic marker. I let him stay up watching movies too old for him because it was too late, he was already old now. He learned to read and write that year. “My momme got btr frm her sgre,” he scrawled between the dotted lines of his workbook. The baby grew more beautiful by the day, entering the big bang of language, naming all the objects and actions in our home. “Mumma go to the doctor,” he said every time my hand touched the door.

Dying was not my worst fear. That my children would lose their mother was.

A point of pride before getting cancer was that I never got sick. I used to brag about my immune system as though it were microscopic proof of my goodness. Except when it wasn’t. For years, my body had a tradition of shutting down every Christmas, when I’d get walloped by a nasty flu. One such Christmas, I felt a virus crisscrossing my throat as I boarded a plane to Boston, and by the time it landed, I was feverish and aching.

I was practicing my escape from my mother that year. This meant sleeping at my father’s house, a place I was legally supposed to have lived 50 percent of my childhood but never did, a place where I hadn’t had my own bed since I was fourteen. At that time, I was in good standing with my father, as good as anyone could be. He always loved when I hated my mother. So I assumed it was safe to ask for a ride home from the airport.

As soon as I climbed into his truck that night, I could tell he was mad at me. He wouldn’t look at me. Grumbled when I said hello. Sped away from the curb as soon as I’d shut the door and before I’d fastened my seat belt.

“I think I have the flu,” I said.

“No you don’t,” he answered in a voice so confident I wondered for a second if I had hallucinated my symptoms. He turned up the radio, a finicky AM station broadcasting the hockey game he was missing on TV because of me. We drove for thirty minutes to his house in silence. Once home, he hopped out and I asked him to help me carry my bags inside. He paused in the driveway, a snarl curling his lips. “No,” he said and slammed the door. I slept that night on the living room couch, which was covered in dirt and salt tracked in by the family dog. I had to shove her sleeping body off the only blanket, an itchy acrylic afghan that smelled like shit.

Why did I think any of this would change simply because I had cancer?

It had been a few months since my initial diagnosis, a few months since I’d stopped speaking to my father. He had walked my sister down the aisle at her unvaccinated wedding. Everyone was living happily ever after without me. My doctor ordered some follow-up scans that revealed a suspicious mass on my hip bone.

“Could it be that the cancer has spread to my bones?” I asked my doctor.

“We’ll need to do more scans,” she answered.

I wanted to pick up a loaded gun and shoot myself in the forehead. This is terror-logic: to be so afraid of dying that you want to die. My brain was brittle with terror, and I was striking a match, ready to torch it. “I want to kill myself,” I whispered under my breath. The words slipped out like drool. Shameful. Insane.

This was not the first time I’d found myself on the edge of existence, dangling a foot over the cliff. In my late twenties, a few years after cutting off my mother, I drank myself into a darkness so deep I couldn’t get out. At night, I prayed to a god I didn’t believe in to explode my liver in my sleep so that I could die without having to put in the work. In a semi-lucid moment I realized my polluted liver might last years despite my best efforts, leaving the end up to me. So I made a plan to jump in front of a commuter train a few blocks from my apartment where the tracks were frighteningly accessible. Not drinking felt like the bigger sacrifice.

But there were these people who gathered together in the basements of churches and synagogues, and listening to them tell stories made me feel a little better for the hour that I sat with them. I showed up on their turf a complete stranger, and they welcomed me in with terrible coffee in a paper cup. I would shake and cry and scratch the poison out of my skin, and old ladies would move their seat to be near me, holding me still with their strong arms and feeding me brownies until my hands were steady enough to feed myself. Men who looked and sounded like my father would ask me how I was doing and then shock me by listening to the answer.

It didn’t make any sense. I was a mess and not a hot one, a drunk who repeated the same unfunny, sometimes offensive joke even louder when no one laughed the first time. I was constantly burping a little bit of puke into my mouth. I felt entitled to a stiff drink first thing in the morning, as I had a big day ahead of doing nothing, contributing nothing. These people knew all that, and they seemed to love me. It was repulsive at first, the way they said they loved me, showed it in acts of service freely given without keeping score, and in that repulsion, I felt myself falling again in dark space, which is another way to say I was powerless. The gravity of their love pulled me until I had to accept I was never getting rid of these people, no matter what heinous things I confessed out loud, no matter how much doubt and hate, mostly for myself, spewed from my mouth. Then I did the unthinkable—admitted I needed their help, admitted that I had needs—and this made them love me even more. And through the love of these people, everything changed. I didn’t become good, but I started to get better.

I got more scans to investigate the mass on my hip, and then I waited. At night I would Google my mortality then walk around my dark apartment to see if everyone was still breathing. Standing in the doorway of my son’s room, I watched him sleep on the bottom bunk of his bed, blankets kicked off, at least one limb pushed deliberately into the cozy slim gap between the bed frame and the wall. The baby slept with my husband in our bed. I didn’t sleep anywhere because I couldn’t sleep.

My son’s eyes are stunning, large and round, fringed in dark, long lashes, the kind that will make lovers act foolish one day. In daylight, his eyes get all the attention, so it is only in sleep, with eyes sealed shut, that the beauty of his nose, his full pink lips stands out. I would stand there entranced by his face, unable to move.

How could a parent see their child in vulnerability—such as sleep, such as cancer—and feel anything but wild, desperate love?

After months of not speaking, my father broke the silence. A phone call I sent to voicemail then listened to immediately. It was doubtful he was sorry, but maybe he missed me. I would have taken that. I would have taken almost anything.

The brother of his new wife had died, he said in his message. “I thought you should know.”

An odd entry point, for sure.
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