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I have a nice office at home, but when Gwen has to work late I generally like to work in my 

office in the synagogue instead. And so there I was on the night on which my story begins—it 

was a Tuesday, if I remember correctly, in the third week in October—and so there I was all 

alone in our huge building enjoying the solitude and trying to finish a book review that was 

already four months late. Even the custodian on duty that night had gone home.  

I was fifty-nine years old in 2005, plenty old enough to remember when going through the mail 

was the first thing I attended to each day, not the last. But that was then and these days the mail 

tended just to sit there until I got to it, which was usually late in the day. I myself was in a good 

place. Gwen was happy at work. Our kids were out of college, done with grad school, gainfully 

(more or less) employed, on their way into reasonable futures. Each had an acceptable—or 

acceptable enough—mate, although no one seemed to be making any discernible progress 

towards the chuppah. Life was good.  

And so it was late at night in my office in Southern Sons of Israel, the sole synagogue serving 

our section of Savannah, and I was finally looking at the mail Fran had stacked up on my desk 

about ten hours earlier. It had been a busy day, too. In the digital age, almost nothing too 

important ever actually came in what my children thought it was hilarious that I still called the 

“real” mail, but occasionally there were exceptions to the general rule. And this, it turned out, 

was one of those days. 

Towards the bottom of the pile was a long, undistinguished-looking white envelope. It had my 

name written on it and the shul’s address, but it also had the words “confidential and personal” in 

large capital letters in the lower left-hand corner. It was unopened; Fran knew not to open 

anything that even possibly seemed private and she never did. There was no return address. The 

handwriting was not neat, but also not childish. I had no idea what it was or from whom it might 

have come. Nor did I know anyone in Baton Rouge, where the postmark said the letter had been 



mailed two days earlier. I slit the envelope open and took out its contents, a single piece of lined 

loose-leaf paper with its three holes torn on the side as though it had been ripped out of its binder 

by someone too pre-occupied (or possibly just too lazy) to open the rings first. 

 

 

I have spent my entire professional career in Georgia—and could pass, especially after a few 

drinks, for something like a bone fide Southern gentleman (albeit one with a yarmulke on his 

head)—but for all I am of here now, I am not actually from here. Instead, I grew up in Queens, 

one of New York State’s original twelve counties and since 1898 the largest of New York City’s 

boroughs, but even that thought comes with an asterisk because, although our overheated, 

cramped apartment was indeed in Queens, we spent the summers of my youth in the Berkshires 

where my parents owned a cottage on Pontoosuc Lake in Lanesborough, Massachusetts. 

And until they ended rather abruptly, those summers really were magical. We went to hear the 

Boston Symphony at Tanglewood. My parents always purchased a season’s subscription to the 

Williamstown Playhouse, where years passed without us missing a single production. We 

occasionally went to Becket to see a performance at Jacob’s Pillow, sometimes to Lenox to see 

something (usually not Shakespeare) at Shakespeare & Company. More often than you’d think, 

we went to Arrowhead—where Melville wrote Moby Dick—and Dad and I would attempt to 

commune with the great man’s ghost merely by wandering aimless around his property. Those 

were side dishes, however, and the main course each and every summer consisted of the more 

ordinary things people do at gorgeous lakes in the country. We swam. We fished (although more 

often in the Hoosic River than in “our” lake). We eventually acquired a motor boat and learned 

how to water ski.  

I knew nothing of my parents’ marriage. What child does? When I think back on the last 

memories I have of those halcyon days, I suppose it does seem odd how much more relaxed both 

my parents were relating to me than to each other. I remember them fighting too. They would 

eventually make up (or it appeared to me that they did) and we’d all go out on the lake and take 

turns water-skiing, but I don’t remember having the insight even to wonder optimistically about 

the future of their marriage itself. That’s not how things work when you’re too young to know 



much of the world and you just take the givens of your life as immutable facts, as unalterable 

features of How Things Are. At fourteen, I wasn’t an idiot. I knew that marriages could end. But 

it was entirely theoretical knowledge, something along the lines of the way people know that 

there are such things are earthquakes and tsunamis, but don’t really expect ever to experience 

anything like that themselves.  

And then everything changed one evening in the summer of 1960 when my mother mentioned 

over dinner one night that she was going to have a baby. My father had obviously been pre-

informed, but I myself wouldn’t have been much more surprised if she had announced that we 

were moving to Mars. Still, something wasn’t quite right and I somehow had the insight to know 

that…or at least to sense it. For one thing, on television announcements like my mother’s were 

generally met with great joy and excitement. But in our cottage on Lake Pontoosuc, my parents 

did not seem particularly happy, let alone overjoyed. This, even the fourteen-year-old me 

understood, did not bode well. My mother asked if I had any questions. I couldn’t think of any, 

so I said nothing. And then Dad proposed an evening excursion to Pittsfield to see Kirk Douglas 

in Spartacus, which had just opened, and that, at least for the moment, was that.  

My mother lost the baby two weeks later. That story—traumatic in its own right—I won’t tell in 

detail. (I’ve probably repressed most of it anyway.) But what I will tell is that my mother was 

gone less than two months after that and that I never saw her again. 

 

 

The letter was brief and to the point. “Dear Jonathan,” it read, “I have to tell you something. 

Come and see me.” It was signed, simply yet bizarrely, “Mom.” And then, just beneath “Mom,” 

whoever wrote the letter had printed the name Alice Sommerville in block letters. I read the 

letter through several times before I set it down on my desk and sat back in my desk chair to 

consider my options.  

My mother disappeared in the fall of 1960, a full forty-five years earlier than the day I was 

reading this letter that purported to be from my mother, and up until that day I hadn’t ever heard 

a single word from her. My father claimed to have no idea where she had “gone off to” (I can 

still hear my father saying those exact words as part of his stock answer to that specific question) 



and eventually was granted a divorce by a judge who agreed that enough time had passed for her 

disappearance to be considered an act of spousal desertion. Dad never remarried. Instead, he 

went through a series of lady friends that began to come into his life just a year or so after my 

mother’s disappearance and never really ended. He died in 1999 at age eighty-nine, still the 

inveterate lady’s man, still the charmer, still almost physically incapable of not leaping forward 

to open a door for a woman in his company.  

And then my thoughts turned to my mother. She, I knew, was born in 1915, so would have been 

ninety in 2005, and her name was indeed Alice. The name “Sommerville,” on the other hand, 

was unknown to me. Had she remarried? I suppose she could have, that she probably did. And 

could her married name then have become Sommerville? Why couldn’t it have been? How she 

could possibly have ended up in Baton Rouge, I had no idea. But neither could I think of any 

reason why she shouldn’t have made her life in Louisiana. Maybe that was where Mr. 

Sommerville was from! And it would have been a good place for her to hide too—neither my 

father nor my mother had any family at all in Louisiana as far as I knew, and the likelihood of 

me or my dad having a vacation in Baton Rouge and somehow running into her must have 

seemed remote as well. Could it have been her? I supposed it could have been. 

 

 

It was one of those things that happens by you becoming aware that it’s already happened. 

I was in eighth grade. I came home one day from school and my dad was sitting in the living 

room. He wasn’t ever home in the middle of the day, so I knew something was up. 

“Jonathan,” he began, “your mother….” His voice trailed off. 

“Mom what?” 

“She’s gone.” 

“Gone? You mean she’s dead? Mom is dead?” I could hear my voice rising in panic. Could 

miscarriages eventually be fatal? They certainly hadn’t told us that in Boys’ Hygiene class! 

“No, not dead. Just gone…from here. From us. From this place.” 



“Where did she go?” Even though he had spoken clearly enough, I was still missing his point. 

“I have no idea.” 

“When is she coming back?” 

“My guess would be never.” 

“But where is she?” 

“Somewhere….” My dad’s voice trailed off. My mother was somewhere. Everybody is 

somewhere, I remember thinking.  But where was she exactly, that was the question I wanted 

answered.  

Then, I suddenly realized my dad was speaking in code. “Are you getting a divorce?” I asked, 

proud that I had finally seized where things stood. 

“I don’t know.” He didn’t know? How could not know if he was getting a divorce or not? 

I decided on a new tack. “Is she coming home?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Can I call her?” 

“You’d need to know where she’s gone off to.” 

“And where is that?” 

“I don’t know.” 

Later on, the refrain changed as my dad’s shock wore off and was replaced first with anger, then 

with resignation, then finally with a kind of acceptance tinged with bitterness. This conversation, 

we had a million times in the course of the next few years. 

“Have you heard from Mom?” 

“Dead to me.” 

“If she wanted, could she come back?” 

“Dead to me.” 



“Do you still love her?” 

“Dead to me.” 

And so it went. Dead to him, dead to me, dead to the world. For years I expected her to reappear, 

possibly in as magical a way as she had disappeared in the first place. I did all the things you’d 

expect. I never got on a bus without scanning the passengers to see if she was there. I checked 

the obituaries in the Times every single day of my entire adolescence to see if she was listed 

among the dead. I never heard of anyone at all named Alice without investigating further. I don’t 

recall it ever dawning on me that she might have changed her name—to me she was always 

Alice Friedman, my only mother and my father’s only wife.  

Years passed. Eventually I met Gwen—she was a year behind me at Yale, but then I spent the 

year after graduation working for Habitat America and she ended up at Columbia Law School 

during the first three years I was at the Seminary.  When she finished, she got a job working for a 

big midtown law firm, which she hated almost from day one. When I was finally ordained and 

took my first pulpit, an assistantship in Atlanta, she gave her notice enthusiastically and hasn’t 

ever looked back.  

When we first began to date, Gwen obviously asked me about my mother. I told her the truth—

why wouldn’t I have?—but never felt called upon to follow up in any significant way and she 

mostly just let it be. Now that I am forcing myself to say all of this out loud, however, I have to 

admit that the story has some huge holes in it. When we came to Atlanta, Gwen went to work for 

a much smaller firm—the kind generally featured in John Grisham novels—and became a very 

accomplished criminal defense attorney. And when we left Atlanta for Savannah, she stuck with 

criminal defense work and became very successful all on her own. So the bottom line is that she 

knew and knows a million cops. And she knows another million private detectives. She could 

have found her. Or, at the very least, I could have gotten her to try. People vanish into thin air on 

television all the time, but things are a bit more complicated in the real world. People apply for 

passports and pay their income tax. People’s names appear on voters’ rolls where they live and 

vote. People belong to different kinds of organizations, at least some of which keep extremely 

detailed membership rosters. It’s not that easy simply to drop off the face of the earth. Even 

dying doesn’t really do the job because death certificates are public records in every one of the 

fifty states. And prisoners’ names appear on rosters maintained by the fifty states’ fifty 



Departments of Corrections that any may consult. Gwen could have found her. Or she could 

have tried. I could have too, obviously. But I never did, preferring to tell our children that their 

grandmother had run off, never to be heard from again…and preferring not to notice how little 

sense that made if I had really and truly wished to know where she had run off to and what had 

finally become of her. None of the kids ever pressed the point. I suppose it was ancient history to 

them, something that once happened to me but not to them. 

I suppose my lack of interest in locating her was an expression of the degree to which I felt 

angry. She hadn’t just abandoned my father, after all—we had been a family of three and she had 

run away from me as well. My father occasionally noted that she was running away from 

marriage, not from motherhood. But, of course, that wasn’t even remotely true: she may have 

been primarily motivated to run away from him, but she was also running away from me and she 

can’t possibly not have understood that.  

And so the years passed. I stayed in Atlanta for three years, then came to Savannah in 1980. 

Gwen opened her office and became successful almost overnight. The kids grew up. (We have 

three sons and a daughter.) Eventually, we bought the manse from the shul and meant by that 

purchase that we hoped to stay permanently in that place. Which we have, actually, for what next 

year will be a full quarter-century. I thought about my mother rarely as the years passed, 

occasionally wondering what became of her, but never doing anything actually to find out. I 

skipped the “For a Mother” paragraph during Yizkor, telling myself that I’d say it if I ever found 

out that she was dead. And then, one day, my secretary left a white envelope marked “Personal 

and Confidential” on my desk and, when I was too tired to do anything but read through the 

day’s mail, I opened it and read it. 

 

 

Now, after all those years of finding it beyond me to do any real research into my mother’s 

disappearance, I swung into action. The letter was written on the stationery of a nursing home in 

Baton Rouge and I googled it and learned that it operated by the local Catholic parish. I googled 

my mother’s name too—or, rather, the name of the woman claiming to be my mother—and 

found the usual detritus of a reasonably well-documented life. She, whoever she was, was a 



registered Democrat. Her name was on the roster of a gardening club in Merrydale, a town just 

outside the Baton Rouge city limits. She hadn’t ever been arrested, much less spent time in the 

custody of the Louisiana Department of Corrections. There was indeed a woman with her name 

residing in the facility on whose letterhead the letter was written. So she was there. But was she 

my mother? I could only think of one way of finding out. 

I had accrued months of untaken vacation time by then and hardly even needed to ask formally 

for a few days away. The cost of the trip was something we could handle easily. For a couple of 

days, I did nothing. A few evenings later, Gwen and I went out for a long late-evening walk. As 

we walked, I told her in as off-hand a way as I could manage that I had received a letter from a 

woman who claimed she was my mother. You could say she was surprised. But Gwen was also 

supportive and kind…and she told me that if I didn’t go to Baton Rouge, she herself would go 

and let me know what she found out. I considered that plan briefly, then realized how ridiculous 

it was. Either I went or no one did. We spent an edgy Shabbos at home. For only the second or 

third time in my career, I repackaged a sermon I had given a few years earlier because I was just 

too distracted to write something new. (No one appeared to notice or care, which both pleased 

and annoyed me.) And the following Monday, I was on my way to Louisiana. When my flight 

touched down in Dallas for a two-hour stopover, I seriously considered turning around and just 

going home. But then they announced the continuation of the flight and I boarded the plane 

almost without thinking about the potential consequences of my decision to see this sorry story 

through to its end. 

The city looked more or less as I expected it would. (I’d been once or twice to New Orleans, but 

never anywhere else in Louisiana.) I checked into a nice hotel on North Street just six blocks 

from the nursing home. It was already seven o’clock in the evening, too late to drop in 

unannounced. I was extremely ill at ease, but there was no turning back. The hotel had a pool, so 

I went for a swim. Then I went out and had a strange meal in a vegan restaurant just a few 

hundred yards down the road from where I was staying. Then I went for a walk. Then I went to 

bed and eventually fell asleep. Having decided not to phone first to announce my arrival, I 

walked to the home and was there at nine thirty the next morning.  

I walked through the front entrance and approached the front desk. Slightly overcome with 

emotion, I dispensed with the small talk that comes naturally in situations like this.  



“Alice Sommerville, please,” I said 

The woman, whose name tag gave her name as Jan, smiled and said “Room two hundred.” 

I suppose I looked confused. “Second floor,” she added helpfully. “Last door to the right.” 

Did I know? In retrospect, I suppose I did. The place was run by a church. My mother’s second 

husband had been a Mr. Sommerville. It hadn’t ever seemed that important to me that I knew 

nothing of my maternal grandparents, that when I asked about them my dad used to say he hadn’t 

ever met them either, that they had died when my mother was still a little girl. But now that 

story, more or less believable when first told, sounded unlikely and outlandish. Why hadn’t I 

ever insisted on knowing more? I realized, somewhat to my chagrin, that I wasn’t even sure what 

their names had been…and we’re speaking about my own grandparents. As I walked down that 

carpeted hallway and took in the early-morning smells of a nursing home, I felt assaulted by 

questions I hadn’t ever thought to ask. It made sense that my dad wouldn’t have displayed his 

and my mother’s ketubbah after they were no longer married. But where was it? I hadn’t found it 

among his papers after he died in 1999, nor did I find evidence of a get. I was used to 

suppressing any questions related to my mother or her disappearance, but now these details 

surged forward in my consciousness and asserted themselves, mocking me and forcing me to 

consider their implications. 

And then I was there, standing in front of room 200. I knocked, but heard nothing in response. I 

walked in anyway and there, sitting in a chair by the window, was my mother. I knew her 

immediately. And I also know the secret my father had kept from me all these years.  

We talked briefly. This was clearly not going to be a Hollywood-style reunion. We weren’t 

going to fall weeping into each other’s arms. We certainly weren’t going to move forward to 

share her last years as mother and son. Within a few moments of opening that door, I knew—and 

knew perfectly well and without the slightest doubt—that I would never see her again. Ever. 

She didn’t try to excuse herself, nor did she make any effort to solicit some sort of after-the-fact 

forgiveness from me. She did tell me that I was her only child. She had no wealth at all, having 

signed her money over to the home as a precondition of admission, so the fact I was her sole heir 

meant more or less nothing. She had lived with Mr. Sommerville for forty years, then came to 

Magnolia Manor when he died in 2000. She used his name, but they hadn’t ever formally 



married. When I told her Dad had been granted a divorce, she seemed surprised. She had had, 

she said, a good life. 

The script clearly called for me standing up to protest. She had had a good life? What about me? 

What about the child she abandoned to his fate, to whatever life might bring him without her 

being present to watch over him, to care for him, to be his mother in the years that boys need 

their mothers on the ground and present if they’re to grow up well-adjusted and well-looked-

after? But I said nothing, focusing on the sole detail that was shaking me to the core and which I 

knew I needed to resolve either now or never. 

“What was your maiden name?” I asked, attacking from the side. 

She seemed surprised by the question. “Doyle,” she said. 

“Doyle,” I repeated idiotically. 

“Doyle, she said again. “My parents were Joseph and Ellen Doyle. They died when I was still a 

child. They’re buried in Brooklyn, in Green-Wood. Near Prospect Park.” 

So my dad was telling the truth about never having met them. “I know where it is,” I said. I had 

come all the way to Louisiana to have the conversation we were now about to have. But now that 

we had come to the crux of the matter, I felt nauseous and slightly dizzy. “They were Irish?” I 

asked. 

My mother smiled. “Clearly.” 

“Catholics too, I suppose.” 

“Yes, Catholics too.” 

“Like yourself?” 

“Yes, Jonathan, like myself.”  

I felt my throat constricting almost to the point of being painful, but I had to press forward. “You 

converted to marry Dad?” 

“No.” 

“No?” 



“No. I didn’t want to. And he said it would be enough just to tell people I had. It worked for me. 

I had no parents and no siblings whose approval I needed. So we just told people I was Jewish, 

that I had converted years earlier when I was engaged briefly to a different Jewish fellow.” 

“And everybody believed you?” 

“Why wouldn’t they have?” 

“Because you knew nothing of Jewish life?” 

“I knew as much as your father, which wasn’t much. And it really was no skin off my teeth to 

live that particular lie as a favor to your father, so I granted it. I never went to church anyway, so 

what did it matter? We had a nice wedding. And a nice life. Until…..” 

“Until?” 

“Until it stopped being nice. Is your father alive?” 

“No.” 

“Then I’ll pay him the respect of not saying more. But I couldn’t stay. I just couldn’t. My dignity 

wouldn’t permit it. And that’s all I’ll say.” 

“You mean he was unfaithful.” 

“I won’t say more.” 

“But you left me too, not just him.” 

“I won’t say more.” 

“And you never looked back, not even to worry if I was okay?” 

Her face darkened for a moment, but then her color returned. “I won’t say more.” 

And she didn’t. I thanked her for her time. To that, she only smiled. If she wished for more from 

me, she didn’t have the courage to ask for it. Or the nerve. 

I was back in the hotel before ten-thirty and on a flight home, again through Dallas, that 

afternoon. I had no concept of what to do. Nor did I have any idea whom I could or should ask 

for counsel. Gwen, I supposed. But being honest with her ran the risk of fundamentally altering 



our life together as husband and wife. Nor was I prepared to go to a colleague for counsel. For a 

few minutes in the car I thought of turning to Victor Jackson, the pastor of the Abyssinian 

Baptist Church on Montgomery Street and my occasional squash partner. He was a decent man, 

a good man…someone I thought I could trust. But then I decided against involving him as well 

and chose instead to keep my own counsel. 

I drove into town just before ten. I drove past our house, thinking I would drive on to Tybee 

Island and try to find some counsel from the sounds of the sea before facing Gwen and having to 

tell her something. But then, almost unexpectedly, I found myself driving into the parking lot of 

the shul instead. The parking lot was deserted. The building was dark. There wasn’t a soul 

present. I let myself in. 

I wasn’t sure about anything, and that’s really saying the very least. I wasn’t who I was. I wasn’t 

what I was. My life was a sham. My position in the community I served was a palace built not 

even on sand, but rather on nothing at all. My marriage itself was a fantasy, a dream. What my 

children would think, I couldn’t imagine. What I myself thought, however, I also couldn’t say. I 

felt unchanged. But that, I told myself bitterly, was only because nothing had changed. Things 

didn’t feel different because they weren’t different. I just knew how things were now, that’s all. 

But what I was going to do about it…that, of course, was another question entirely. 

I walked into the sanctuary. It was utterly still. The only light in the room was the dim flicking of 

the Eternal Light that hung over the Holy Ark, but the first few row of pews were also almost 

completely in the dark. In the dimness, I could see my own seat on the bimah just behind the 

lectern from which I had given twenty-five years’ worth of sermons. For a moment, I wondered 

how many sermons that actually constituted, then gave up trying to do the arithmetic in my head. 

I didn’t want to know. Each of them—hundreds upon hundreds of them—had been a lie, each 

one preached by a rabbi who wasn’t even a Jew to a room full of people trusting him to guide 

them forward on their own spiritual paths. But it was all bogus, all smoke, all phony. I felt truly 

sick to my stomach. My head was suddenly pounding. My eyes filled with tears. I sat down in 

the front row, wiping my face dry with the sleeve of my jacket.  

Like any observant Jew, I try to daven three times a day. Mostly, I succeed. I know the prayer 

service more or less by heart, could easily recite my prayers without a prayerbook without 

getting lost or making any too serious mistakes. Maybe I wouldn’t make any at all! But that was 



all behind me now, all of my synagogue skills the accouterments of the man I thought I was but 

not the one I now knew myself to be. I felt my heart contracting in my chest as, for the very first 

time, I understood what prayer was…or at least what it was meant to be. I could hardly breathe. I 

felt hot under my clothes, as though I had a fever of some sort. But I didn’t feel ill at all…just 

nauseated and hot. I could feel the sweat soaking through my undershirt. A strange shiver 

worked its way down my spine. I somehow understood that I was transcending the moment, that 

I was somehow stepping over a line I hadn’t even known existed.  

And then I began to pray. I must have said a million times from the bimah that prayer can never 

be just reading words from a book, that to be real prayer has to be as emotionally disorienting as 

it is potentially transformational. But who knew such a thing really existed? And yet there I was, 

weirdly shivering not from the cold but from some inner source of heat that was making me 

queasy almost to the point of faintness and energizing me in a way that even now I can’t really 

characterize clearly in words.  

I heard thunder in the distance, but when I looked out the window behind the aron kodesh, the 

Holy Ark, all I saw was a starry, cloudless night. I felt a kind of buzzing in my ears, almost like 

some sort of distant murmuring in language I couldn’t quite make out. And then I saw some 

glimmer of light shine forth for a split second from between the doors of the aron kodesh. Did 

someone leave the light on in there? But then why hadn’t I noticed it before? And why was it 

gone almost before I could register its presence? And then I felt my mouth opening and a rush of 

air that somehow was exiting and entering my throat simultaneously.  

When I looked at my watch, I could hardly believe that only a minute or two had passed. I 

waited for a second surge of…of whatever it was that had just surged through me. But whatever 

had just happened was over now…and I knew what I had to do.  

I did it too. I told Gwen everything and insisted she sign on to my plan before I put any of it into 

effect. I confided in Rabbi Albert Sheinwort, an older colleague in Atlanta who was able 

discreetly to put together a beit din of colleagues he felt certain he could trust. In their fully 

discreet presence, I immersed myself in the mikveh owned and operated by one of their 

congregations (and opened that morning solely for my personal use), then sheepishly allowed 

them all to congratulate me. Rabbi Sheinwort re-ushered me (or, rather, ushered me) into the 

covenant. It was more weird, that last part, than humiliating, but as I emerged fully dressed from 



the changing room and each stepped forward wordlessly to embrace me without ruining the 

moment by saying anything at all, I knew they would keep my secret. But what of my 

ordination? Surely that was a sham, a phony semikhah earned under false pretenses by someone 

who only now could truly claim membership in the House of Israel.  

But even that part I got past. I flew to New York to see a senior colleague with whom I had 

studied at the seminary and whom I have revered as my spiritual master for as long as I could 

remember. He listened quietly, asking the odd question along the way but mostly just trying to 

fathom what I was telling him. He was well past ninety at that point, but still possessed of every 

one of his marbles. And when I finally got to the point, he nodded without saying a word. I 

understood that he would do it, but that I was going to have to agree to keep his secret just as 

absolutely as I was asking him to keep mine. And so he granted me his private ordination—

something he was almost famous for saying he would never do under any circumstances for 

anybody at all—and, with that, I was whole again. Gwen was a good sport about going through 

another wedding ceremony—although she almost charmingly insisted in calling it a renewal of 

our vows instead of what it really was: our first and only non-sham wedding. We held our 

wedding meal, an intimate affair to which we had invited only ourselves and the two ultra-

discreet witnesses who signed our ketubbah, in our backyard, then drove to Hilton Head and 

spent our wedding night at the Sonesta. 

Months later I drove out to Tybee Island to listen to the waves, this time actually getting there. It 

was dusk. The sun was a giant red ball almost sunk almost to the horizon. There were a few stray 

tourists still around, but mostly I had the beach to myself. I felt calm and peaceful. I had actually 

been rethinking the possibility of attempting to have some sort of relationship with my mother, 

but earlier that same day someone from the nursing home phoned me to tell me that she had died. 

I did feel a pang of regret when I heard the news, but regret isn’t grief and I felt nothing 

approaching the kind of sadness a child should experience upon the loss of a parent. I didn’t fly 

to Louisiana for the funeral. I have no idea who paid for it or with what funds, or even if it ever 

actually took place. No one asked me to do anything. Eventually some lawyer I hadn’t ever heard 

of wrote me to confirm that I was my mother’s sole heir, but also to note that her estate consisted 

solely of her physical possessions because whatever funds had accrued to her from the sale of 

Mr. Sommerville’s home had long since been turned over to the nursing home. I called the home, 



introduced myself as the owner of my mother’s effects, and asked that they be given to the thrift 

shop of their choosing. They asked if I wanted her Bible. I said no. They asked if I wanted her 

photo album and, slightly to my own surprise, I said no to that as well. 

The sky was becoming darker by the moment. The waves were loud. I felt at peace, relaxed in 

that favorite place now that the day was almost over and I had the space almost to myself. The 

sea was dark red, almost black. For a while, I just stood there and watched the sun sink beneath 

the horizon. For a moment, I thought I heard my father’s voice calling to me from within the 

waves and asking me to forgive him. That stopped me in my tracks and I actually stood still for a 

few minutes and listened carefully to see if I would hear him again. But then I felt ridiculous and, 

finally at peace with my dad and my mother, I chose to end this whole adventure the only 

rational, healthy way I could think of: by getting back into the car and driving home to Gwen.  

 


