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I became fixated on learning the delicate eggshell dance required to make my mother happy. I came when asked. I did what I was told. I even tried to do what I was supposed to before I had to be told to do it. I undertook a study in the art of reading her mind and her moods.
This pursuit was interrupted by her puzzling conduct. Like her dinner disappearing acts, her propensity to accost young men during otherwise normal visiting hours was another habit of hers that didn’t lend itself to easy analysis. When the newly adult male children of neighbors and friends spent time chatting in our home, my mother found space to sit beside them. While the adults talked, I’d standby in the event that my mother needed something. Once, as she sat next to a young man, I watched her palm glide from her lap and onto his thigh. The fellow did a splendid job of keeping a straight face as she slipped her grip further down his thigh towards more inappropriate quarters. It wasn’t long before I noticed this instance became a trend. The trends stacked up in succession. The curious behavior was not in the syllabus. Curveballs like these chained me from making as much progress as I’d hoped in my mother management training. 
 For every time I was able to successfully soothe my mother during one of her dips in attitude, I failed a half-dozen others. Love was at stake. If I couldn’t deliver what she needed when she needed it, I didn’t love her enough. Even if I did, would it be sufficient for her to love me?
Retreating ever further from the outside world and waging a constant tug-of-war for my mother’s approval, I stewed in my mess of confused emotions and stared at the television. Against a backdrop of “Popeye,” “Betty Boop,” “Laurel and Hardy,” and “Abbott and Costello,” episodes, I saw my sense of morality warp completely. I began swiping money from my parents’ wallets. My deeds plunged to further depths. I put sugar in the gas tank of the family car. The victims expanded past my parents. I murdered a small kitten. Comic relief was no longer the driving force. Something darker was afoot. 
My first thoughts of self-harm burrowed into my mind like parasites feeding on my neuroses, then propagating. Unable to cope with humor, my inability to express myself with anger forced me to turn toward despair. I wanted to hurt myself but I didn’t know how. I believed I needed punishment and exhausted myself imagining the way to best deliver it. Instead of choosing, for fear of making the wrong choice, the solution I found came in dormancy. 
As best as I could, when I didn’t have school or other unavoidable responsibilities to tend to, I aggressively sought sleep. While my brother played outside, I slept. While the housekeepers cleaned, I slept. I became an expert at waking up the moment my parents arrived home from their daily activity. I made it appear nothing was amiss. I went to bed early, I woke up late, and no one said a word. I avoided Nanny’s stories. I left the boating to my father. I kept from judging the neighborhood kids. I stopped misbehaving. It was in this way that I turned my childhood into one long dream. That was precisely the kind of thing my mother wasn’t prepared to let happen.
Mealtime became the battleground. During my waking hours, the smells emanating from the kitchen plucked me from my post in front of the television. Once I’d assume my position at the dining room table, my mother hurled criticism at me. Her little pachyderm never disappointed. 
My plouk manners were under constant scrutiny; from the way I held my fork when I pierced it into a mound of peas or when I cut through a piece of steak too enthusiastically and clanked the teeth of the knife against our white porcelain plates. In addition to the disjointing sound of metal against the glossed ceramic, my mother was on edge about the state of the decorative plate design. Her concern for the bone china and cutlery in our cupboards was intense. She ordered the housekeeper to serve my brother and I our meals on dinnerware already cast off as no longer fashionable and ready for sacrifice. 
Ma didn’t cook. She was inept in the kitchen. It wasn’t merely a matter of having hired help available to take care of the culinary matters, it was the frustration she failed to bend the will of food the way she did souls around her. On the rare occasion she tried to prepare a dish, she spoiled the whole affair before a single bite was taken. During one attempt, she neglected to remove the giblets from a turkey before placing it in the oven. Nanny, who was ever present during weekends and holidays, drowned the bird in red wine, telling Ma no one would know the difference. In truth, it was terrible.
Despite my sleepy stupor during these dinners, I hadn’t yet given up on myself living up to Ma’s constantly rising bar of social conduct. The allure of food, with its sweet and savory pleasures, pressured me to eat as recklessly as possible. I deeply enjoyed food. The delight lured me into familial interaction but it also placed me squarely in my mother’s crosshairs. Even with a full stomach, I’d walk away from these battles worse for the wear. 
· 
When not gleaned from the humor programs on TV, my sense for rightness or the wrongness in the world was entirely supplied by my mother. Although both of my parents were Jewish, their attachment to the faith and culture of Judaism was an entirely different matter. Outside of obligatory attendance at Chanukah parties and Passover Seders, hosted by my paternal grandmother and my father’s elder sister, both my parents avoided any sort of religious ritual or practice. Even during rare moments of moral inventory, Ma managed to commandeer the arena for her own purposes. 
She never took any of it seriously, much to the chagrin of my paternal relatives who viewed their faith with the high regard of many Jews at the time who escaped the horrors of the Holocaust. Ma fancied herself a comedian. She felt these faith celebrations doubled as stages for her to practice her informal routine. The centerpiece of her idea of Jewish comedy was in remaking the holiday songs with her own special spin. She reorganized a song for 15 steps of the Seder so the process appeared to be more of a dance. Her favorite antic was to add an extra word to some of the solemn Passover hymns, typically sung in Hebrew. Out of the blue, she would laughingly add a retz to the end of a song.
My father’s relatives rarely encouraged her comedic efforts and it is no coincidence that after my paternal grandmother, the glue of my father’s family, passed away, the holiday parties fizzled out. It didn’t seem to bother either of my parents much. Needless to say, neither had any interest in my brother or myself receiving any kind of religious education or spiritual guidance. 
Our familial connection to Judaism never ventured beyond our getting Bar Mitzvahed. We learned whatever we absolutely needed to know and got it over with. It wasn’t a celebration as much as an item checked off the list. It was the bare minimum statement of religious intent required to maintain with the social stature my Ma sought.
Scholastics received comparable unconcern. Rarely was the rigor of my daily elementary education discussed. It made no difference whether the school day was a struggle or a breeze. No news was good news. 
Whatever my parents believed or didn’t believe I learned in school was secondary to the sheer exposure provided by the world outside our doors. School terrified and excited me. I was overwhelmed with the sheer magnitude of it all. My experiences in school set in motion long-lasting reverberations that ran contrary to the universe my mother and I had created to confine me. More often than not, these occurrences were set in motion by my interactions with classmates. 
The monthly spelling bee in third grade for example became a site for unpredictable and surprising interactions which took place. Despite my parents lack of involvement in my education, I never considered myself an academic slouch. On account of my avoiding regular outdoor playtime and sports, the spelling also brought forth my unused competitive spirit.
During these orthographic tournaments, our teacher divided us into two teams and lined us up on either side of the classroom. Aside from the two students currently facing off, others went unmonitored as our teacher concentrated on the words at hand. While waiting for my turn during one particularly lively bee, I was befuddled to witness students in the queue who had seized the shrouded opportunity to manufacture mischief. Making use of this supervisory neglect hadn’t dawned on me partially because I was absorbed by the competition but also as a result of the great respect I had for authority. Then, during our third cycle through the spelling bee order, an opening for leisure appeared. 
First, a classmate of mine began to wiggle around behind me. I assumed he was as eager as I was for the next word to be presented and these were simply the physical symptoms of his excitement. I watched a member of our team a few positions ahead of me was ordered to spell the word “Crayon.” 
“C-r-a-n,” the female classmate posited. 
“Incorrect,” the teacher declared. 
The boy behind me, a few inches taller than I, wiggled harder, his knees brushing against the backs of my thighs. 
My focus shifted to this sensation. Before I turned around, I listened as a member of the opposing team spelled the word.
“K-r-a-n.”
“Incorrect.”
At last, I glanced over my right shoulder. My eyes met the boy behind me who starred at me with the fiendish grin of an uncontrollable wiggler. I felt my mouth curl into a smile, unexpectedly pleased by the risky undertaking. 
“K-r-a-w-n,” our next in line uttered. 
It was then that I felt it. An object, at once firm and soft, being pressed into the small of my back from behind me. 
Our teacher cleared her throat, “Incorrect again.”
The appendage against my spine was warm. I gravitated to the sensation like it was a campfire. I wanted to turn around but as the girl who just misspelled the word headed to her seat. I was suddenly at the front of the line. 
Our teacher turned her attention to the other side of the room. The boy behind me smeared his loin into me. My breath quickened. 
A boy on the other team spelled, “C-r-a-w-o-n.”
I snatched my chance before I knew quite what was happening. I quickly spun around on my tippy toes. The curve of our zippers were pressed together for only a few seconds before my teacher spoke. 
“Danny,” she said. 
I hurriedly took my place at the front of class, almost out of breath. 
“Please spell the word crayon.” 
I struggled to calm myself down, chalking my wonderful arousal up to the combative atmosphere, and annunciated each letter as clearly as I was able.
“C-r-a-y-o-n.”
· 
To celebrate my father’s seven years in the electrical engineering business, my family took our first international vacation. At my mother’s behest, Nanny joined Da, my brother and myself on the journey. The itinerary consisted of a three-week tour of Switzerland at which point my father would return to New York to resume his work and Nanny, my mother, and the two children would spend the following month in France. 
I was satisfied with myself for being so well-behaved to have received the rare reward of visiting my mother’s home land. I reasoned the rollercoaster of pleasing and disappointing my mother was either normal for children or I was merely lucky enough to be on an upward trajectory when it came time to book the roundtrip plane tickets to Geneva and home from Paris. However, as our plane took off, and I stared down at the city below, a realization dawned on me. In all the five Burroughs of New York there wasn’t a single person whom my mother liked enough—nor anyone whom liked her enough—to take care of her children while she was away. Relinquishing control of our development, as much a burden as we were to her, was not something she was interested in. To this end, she found a workable solution to not just remain in command but also double-down on her commitment to turn us into well-mannered, obedient, aristocratic servants. 
After arriving in Geneva, we hired a car to drive us up and around Lac Léman (Lake Geneva) to the Hotel de Champery in the Bernese Alps. I slept most of the way as we drove around the lake, hearing only the ohs and ahs of my mother and Nanny between dozes. When I awoke, we had already entered a serene valley blanketed on all sides by a soft, emerald grass dotted with white flowers. Nanny cracked the window open on the other side of the vehicle, dumping piles of crisp air inside, and I inhaled with a gusto I normally reserved for edible delights. I forced myself to consider the possibility that I was still dreaming. I traced the jagged mountain peaks that surrounded the valley against the window with my finger until my mother scolded me for smudging it up with my greasy, pudgy fingers. I was suddenly sure I wasn’t dreaming. 
The car wove into a village. I stared out the window at a sleepy town where there appeared to be more cows than people. The humans I did see, the driver informed us, were dairy farmers. I had never seen any of it. The small towns. The huge mountains. The simple people. Yet, from the moment we stepped out of the car, I saw through the glass panels of the grand double French doors that our hotel was another story entirely.
Parading around the lobby were women dressed more fantastically than my mother dared. Equally enchanting men chased after them. In their wake, late afternoon sunshine refracted off their diamond encrusted watches. I never guessed such a concentration of class existed inside such a sleepy town. The Hotel de Champery was a secret clubhouse for the wealthy: a discrete retreat. It was as if only the rich adults in Long Beach were whisked away to the mountains and every plouk child was left behind. While I never lapped up the luxury with the same verve as my mother, once we made our way up the plush, carpeted stairs, down the ornate halls, and into our room, I decided I could adjust to places like Champery for the three weeks ahead. I laid down on the most comfortable bed I’d ever touched and closed my eyes. 
Ma woke me out of my jet-lagged slumber—truly another level of sleep depth for even an experienced hibernator—just before sunset. I rubbed my eyes as I was whisked out of the room, down the stairs, and back outside into a car. Only two turns later, we stopped. I stepped out of the vehicle, surprised not to be met with concrete but instead, loose gravel. My brother was beside me and we looked up together to see the last of the day’s light illuminating only the tip of what had to be the dreariest structure in the history of Swiss luxury. 
The interior even smelled austere: like dust and discipline. My brother and I toured the rooms. He clutched one of Nanny’s hands, I grabbed the other. The satisfaction I had allowed myself to enjoy since we’d left New York, melted away with every passing second until it emptied out and a familiar feeling crept back in. It was the sense that I had just done something wrong but nobody would tell me exactly what. 
Was it the window? Had I eaten correctly during our meal on the plane? Did Ma expect something of me I hadn’t done? Who had this idea? Why me?
These questions mounted as I watched them climb back into the car and pull away. We were led back to the room we had visited before. Our small suitcases were inside. I didn’t have enough time to fully comprehend how my luxury experience had been hijacked by my conniving mother because no sooner had the stream of rage started to bubble beneath my skin than we were called to supper. 
We entered the dining room where a dozen or so other young, sad children took their various places at a long wooden table. During dinner, everyone, including the school’s overseer, Mademoiselle Mulquin, spoke in French. These were the well-mannered children of other noble aristocrats. In fact, they were the exact breed I had sought for so long and so unsuccessfully to find in Long Beach. They were my cultural and social equals. I was among my own at last. 
I heard legend of boarding school from some of my classmates in Long Beach. They never spoke highly of the place. I looked around at the muted children. Their faces were much different than the joyful ones I was accustomed to seeing on the boardwalk that time of year. I quickly realized if I didn’t do something, I was destined to become one of them. I looked over at Mitch. He watched the other children and began to imitate them. 
If he wanted to join their ranks, I couldn’t stop him. I, on the other hand, would not go down without a fight.
“Please pass the salt,” I said it plain, clear American English. 
Instantly, as if I had cursed La Révolution Française itself, Mademoiselle Mulquin hurled forward an onslaught of her own. Her French was too quick to catch, I was accustomed to the way Ma and Nanny spoke to me. It was as though she smelled my apprehensive thoughts from across the table and moved to smother them out by rendering me incapable of communication at all. 
“Vous parlerez français ici ou vous ne parlerez pas du tout,” she concluded. I didn’t catch every word she said before but the last part was clear: “You will speak French here or you will not speak at all.”
“Well that certainly won’t do,” I thought, wondering if she could hear me. 
I watched the other children on the table shrivel into themselves, moving as minimally as possible to get the food from their plates to their mouths. Not a clank of metal or porcelain was heard, not a grunt or throat clearance either—only the muted squish of molars on meat and vegetables.
I imagined my mother and Nanny laughing between sips of wine, surrounded on all sides by other diners, eating on tables covered in fine white tablecloths. My father would sit there like a stump, quite content in letting the women have their fun. Their vacation—without her pachyderm—would now properly commence.
No, this won’t do at all.
I stood up, and without looking at the Mademoiselle, announced I was going to the bathroom. She berated me for excusing myself from the table but there was no stopping me. I stormed off in the direction of my cell. Of course, I had no intention of ever going back to that dreadful place either. After waiting in the hall for a few moments to be sure I wasn’t being followed, I cracked open a side door and ducked out into the cool, dark night. 
I only ran for a few minutes before I saw the lights of the Hotel de Champery come into view. It was rare for me to run, at least voluntarily, and I took a moment to observe myself in motion. I examined my body. I watched it move, impressed with my speed and technique. Then, after a few more minutes of enjoying myself, I arrived at the front door to the hotel. The bell hop hesitated and looked me over. He was obviously not as taken aback by me as I had been with myself a second earlier, but he still permitted my entrance to the establishment. 
I was inaccurate regarding the timing of the dinner I imagined them having. When I made it to their room, the three of them hadn’t even finished preparing. For the briefest instant, I was relieved I hadn’t missed the meal. The run had diluted my thinking. I strongly believed they would let me stay. I might even receive a grand apology for the misunderstanding. Instead, as I stood there panting in the doorway, my half-prepared father gave me a look that made me feel he was more frightened than I. 
After a truncated disciplining, where my unsatisfactory attributes were brought to the fore including my sense of dignity, respect for elders, and cowardliness, my parents were interrupted by a phone call. Mademoiselle Mulquin would not be welcoming me back to the school. In fact, she demanded my parents come immediately to retrieve my things and my brother, who absolutely could not be trusted by virtue of being a direct blood-relative of a child so blatantly rude and inappropriate. 
“Danny,” my mother hissed after she got off the phone. “If you don’t love me enough to do what I tell you, can you at least consider the example you are setting for your brother?”
The denouncements proceeded through the entire process of recapturing Mitch from that prison. I was made to feel as though I’d be sold to the lowest bidder when dawn came. While my own personal opinion of myself hit rock bottom, I had achieved one small victory: word had spread. That school, nor any others in the immediate area wanted anything to do with the young American troublemakers.
My mother’s lividness didn’t subside over the following days as she searched for a new boarding school to take us in. Every moment that passed ate into her three-week Swiss luxury vacation. Her displeasure was palpable. It contributed to my devaluation of myself that ultimately had to boil over. 
At the suggestion of my Nanny, who sensed danger in the air, Ma took it upon herself to search on foot. Once she was out of the hotel, I took the helm of my reprimanding. I was furious at myself for what I’d done. I remained angry at my parents for the position they put me in. I felt tired of being treated like an unwanted, ugly piece of luggage. 
I wondered around the hotel, primed to find a place to release the fury. There was no Dobie to do half of the deed for me. No. This was something I needed to do on my own. I ended up in the hotel lobby. I glanced out the big double French doors at the hotel’s entrance. The same panes of glass through which I had indulged the fanciful happenings of the hotel when we arrived revealed something unpleasant when peered through from the opposite direction. Outside, bell hops scurried about, picking up and dropping off luggage: healing, packing, squeezing, and piling it. 
I slowly approached the door, staring at a man as he heaved a rich woman’s trunk onto a cart, and sent my foot flying through a glass pane. One after another, the glass sections shattered. I kicked out three of them before the doorman accosted me.
When my mother returned, the hotel staff was in the process of escorting us off the premises. My father had already paid for the broken doors and insisted we were all terribly sorry for what had taken place. Ma had managed to calm down significantly after finding a school for us an hour northwest in Villars Sur Ollon. The glass breaking hardly phased her. She’d already booked the next leg of her Swiss trip and wouldn’t have cared if I’d kicked in every glass surface in the Hotel de Champery. It was the appearance of class, rather than the actual possession of it, that concerned her most. 
The name of the place in Villars was Gai Matin (gay morning). It wasn’t so much a boarding school as it was a sleep-away camp. The beds were wire cots and there was newspaper in place of toilet tissue. I’d never imagined people lived in such conditions until I met Mrs. Brown and her daughter Melanie. The two of them hailed from England and were tasked with managing the camp. Their warm smiles erased my trepidation about the place almost instantaneously. Maybe it was that these were the first people who smiled at me since I’d left U.S. soil but they gave me a pleasant impression. I didn’t even stay out front to watch my parents pull away. Whatever relationship I had with them had been nearly destroyed anyways. For all I knew, I might be with the Browns for the rest of my life. After a few days with them, I arrived at the conclusion such a fate might actually be a fortunate one. 
Mitch and I spent our time in Villars well. We played games with the Browns and the other children at the camp. We read and were read to. We took French lessons but were never harassed for leaning on English as a crutch to get something across. Aside from one incident involving spinach, where I held a standoff with the staff over whether or not said vegetable would be ingested, the experience got better by the day. I even found time to start my first real hobby outside of disappointing my mother. I started and kept a stamp collection. Mrs. Brown helped me locate all sorts of colorful stamps from different places in Europe.
My collection was shaping up to be a robust one when I received a letter from my mother just a few days before we were set to be picked up. She announced her arrival would be delayed by ten days. Mitch had been counting down until she was back with us. He hadn’t started a stamp collection. 
Grounded by my enjoyment of Gai Matin, I stood strong. I replied with a letter outlining how I understood my mother’s desire to extend her trip and would do my part in mollifying my impatient younger brother. I took great pleasure in my reversal of behavior and looked forward to reaping the rewards of being the good son when she came to retrieve us.
Incidentally, the day my mother finally arrived, a full three extra weeks behind schedule, both my brother felt a touch odd. I attributed my own nausea with being transferred back into the care of a woman I was sure would rather return to her French homeland without me. I couldn’t account for Mitch’s sickness. Almost on cue, once we passed the border and finally entered France, our ailment became known. The two of us had contracted a souvenir strain of Chicken Pox from Gai Matin. 
For the next three weeks, as Nanny did her best not to breakout laughing, my mother was tasked with concealing our illness in fancy hotels strewn across the country from Normandy to her beloved Paris. Her backstories behind her methods had to be clever enough to account for two young children dressed in the middle of summer like they had come from a blizzard. My brother, who had it far worse than I, wasn’t able to hold down any of the fine French cheese, breads, and meats my mother insisted on eating every meal. The sicknesses rendered us unable to enjoy my first visit to the promised land. I had been raised to believe France heaven on Earth, the standard of all that was right in the world. What I saw before me was a big, ugly blur. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]We flew home to America just as I began to finally feel well. I looked back on my first vacation as our plane took off. So much had gone awry and so little had gone right but it wasn’t me or my brother, or even my mother that I felt most sorry for. That sentiment was reserved for the custodians who had to unclog all the French bidets my brother obstructed with vomit.
