s1e had been visiting that evening. His shirt was soaked in blrod,
an i he had gone into shock. My father had attacked him with the
base.all bat, then with the Swiss Army knife he always _arried in
his poci-et. The stabbings, in the stomach, were muluple. It took
the Peeksnill Hospital’s ER doctors the better p <t of the night
to stanch the bleeding. Getting the blood out .f the house rook
longer. It was « verywhere: on floors, walls, ¢ landing, the stairs,
the kitchen, the front hall. The living room ‘ooked like a scene our
of Carrie, which, as it happened, had just come out that fall, When
the house went o1 the market a year 'iter, my mother and | were
still trying to scrub -tains from the - arpet.

The night of his bi=ak-in, my “ather was treated for a
cial cut on the foreheac and de',vered to the county jail. He was
released before morning. Tle p xt afternoon, he rang the bell of our
next-door neighbor, wearing slightly soiled head bandage, trussed
up, as my mother put it lar &, “i’ke the Spirit of ’76.” He was intent
on purveying his side of  1e story. he’d entered the house to “save”
his family from a trespa ser, My fathc s side prevailed, at least in the

public forum. Two lor .| newspapers (.. cluding one thar my mother
had begun writing *r)

superfi-

ran items charac erizing the night’s drama
as a husband’s att mpt to expel an intrude - The court
charges to a mis emeanor and levied 2 smali fine.

In the subs quent divorce trial, my father claimed to be the
“wronged” h sband. The judge acceded to my fathe s request to pay
no alimony ind a mere $50 a week for the support o1 two children.
My fathe also succeeded in having a paragraph insertod into the
divorce ecree that presented him as the injured party: by withdraw-
ing he affections in the

reduced the

last months of their marriage, my .nother
had * endangered the defendant’s physical well being” and “cassed
ths defendant to receive medical treatment and become il.”

“l have had enough of impersonating a macho aggressive man
that I have never been inside,”

my father had written me. As I con-
fronted, nearly four decades and nine time zones away, my father’s

~eelf, it was hard for me to purge that image of the véozient mas
m her ..>w persona. Was I supposed to believe the one Lad been
sed by the _ther, as handily as the divorce lvngeé recast ﬂ%y
her as the “enda. gered” victim? Co Lu a new identity not only

L cweeeSSOr?

s 1 came of age in postwar America, the search for és?emitzy waa
é.suming Holy Grail status, particularly for midél_euvf:}iass J&i‘f@;’j
ans seeking purchase in the new suburban sprawl. Eij»,.r the 75)%,3
finding yourself” was the vaunted magic key? the.poftai tf} p%«:éai
ell-being. In my own suburban town in Wefetc%lesqteif \’Coumy_:u,
ometimes felt as if everyone [ knew, myself maziua.ffq,} ‘s;a‘z SSCK
g guidance from books with titles like Quest for Identity, Self-
‘ctuafimiz‘om Be the Person You Were Meant to Be. Gur njeen center
sponsored “encounter groups” where high sg%@@égs c_ou;‘_d uncover
their inner seifhood; local counseling services offered Liwcrzgs ‘sesm
ons to “get in touch” with “the real you”; _rznotb_egs? nf‘ our nmgh bog»
hood held consciousness-raising meetings to locate the “éjrrx_rf; woman
trapped inside the housedress. Liberating ﬁafa repressed self le ‘rht
ne plus ultra of the newly hatched women’s mmfemfam;, cjg i ’ff‘%&
the_ciaria_n call for so many identity movements to follow. To .z:‘az; ?r
that quest was to suffer an “identity crisis,” ihef term of art minted
by the reigning psychologist of the era, Erik Erikson. ?

But who is the person you “were meant to be”? Is who you _mie
what you make of yourself, the self you fashion mtcc being, or 15 it
determined by your inheritance and all its fateful i’(??.‘CéS? gemmzﬁ:ﬁ
familial, ethnic, religions, cultural, historical? In other words: is

] < 7 arye R
identity what you choose, or what you can’t escape:

] identity, 'd say that, alon
1f someone were to ask me to declare my identity, I'd say that, along
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with such ordinaries as nationality and profession, | am a woman




and Lam
[ begin to doubt the grounds on which [ can make the claim. I am

a Jew. Yet when I look deeper into either of these labels,

a woman who has managed to bypass most of the rituals of tradi-

e .
tional femininity. I didn’t have children. I didn’t yearn for mater-

nity; my

“biological clock” never alarmed me. I didn’t marry until

.

well i

into middle age—and the wedding, to my boyfriend of twenty
years, was a spur-of-the-moment affair at City Hall. T lack most
domestic habits—I am an indifferent cook, rarely garden, never
sew. I took up kaitting for a while, though only after readmg a
feminist crafes book called Stisch 'n Bitch.

Lam a Jew who knows next to nothing of Jewish law, ritual,
prayers. At Passover seders, I mouth the first few words of the
kiddush—with furtive peeks at the Haggadah’s phonetic rendition
and only the dimmest sense of the meaning. I never attended Hebrew
school; T wasn’t bat mitzvahed. We never belonged to the one syn-
agogue in Yorktown Heighrs, which, anyway, was so loosey-goosey
Reform it might as well have been Unitarian. I'm not, technically
speaking, even Jewish. My mother is Jewish only on her father’s
side, a lack of matrilineage that renders me gentile to all but the
most liberal wing of the rabbinate.

So if my allegiance to these identities isn’t fused in observance
and ritual, what is its source?

lam a Jew who grew up in a neighborhood populated with
anti»Semites. I'am a woman whose girlhood was steeped in the sex-

ist stereotypes of early *60s America. My sense of who [ am, to the
degree that I can locate its coordinates, seems to derive from a
quality of resistance, a refusal to back down. If it’s threatened, I'll

ssert it. My ¢ 1denmy‘” has quickened in those very places where it

m

has been most under sxegp
My neighborhood in Y
lic, mostly second-generation Irish and Italian, families who were

orktown Heights was staunchly Catho-

one step out of the Bronx and eager to pull up the drawbridge
against any other ethnicities or religions—in particular, blacks and
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ws. In the mid-"60s, when a petition circulated to block a black
mily from buying a home on the street, my mother squared off
inst the petitioners. The family eventually bought the house; my
ther remained the neighborhood pariah. Soon after we arrived,
boy down the street welcomed me by hurling rocks while yelling,
You're a kike!” How he knew was a mystery: we’d shown no
15, and wouldn’t. My father made sure we aggressively celebrated
ristmas and Easter and sent out holiday cards with Christian
ges (The Littde Drummer Boy, Little Jesus in the Manger ... ).
i’s eagerness to pass only reinforced my sense of grievance and,
rversely, my commitment to an identity I barely understood. You
Id say that my Jewishness was bred by my father’s silence.

And my womanhood bred by my mother’s despair. When she
ave up her job in the city (as an editor of a hife-insurance periodi-
1):and moved to the suburbs, my father awarded her the various
essories to go with her newly domesticated state: a dust mop, a
usedress, hot rollers, a bouffant wig (with Styrofoam head
irid, on which the hairpiece was left to languish), and a box of
tionery printed with a new name that heralded the erasure of
iers; “Mrs. Steven C. Faludi.” No doubt I learned some of my
-nesting tendencies from my mother in this time. My tathzy,
his part, was eager to present himself as a model of rustwar
merican ... nhood, with wife and children as suprorting cast,
ong with the conv.ible sports car (and befor_ that, a Lincoln
yntinental), the saws ana J+lls in the b-iement, the barbeque
ill, the cigar boxes and pipe on 1. ~antel, and the oversized
fichair with a headrest in the Lving roon. *hat we all
y0d to be “his.” The chair v s his throne, proof ¢ his dominion

under-

dominance over ¥ uarter-acre crabgrass demesn. We were

reful not = Lo it
Wh 1 was in grade school, my father bought me a ta. letop
ag loom, After a halfhearted effort that produced a coup = of

ven fabric coasters and one miniature scarf, I took the loom 0.



