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Introduction

M

y father in his coffin looked better than most of the
men I dated.
This speaks volumes about my father and the men. They
ranged from okay guys to card-carrying loons who didn’t
have a nodding acquaintance with reality. Those in between
were not quite single, not quite straight, definitely not
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monogamous, or not quite right. Not quite right included
a Hebrew calligrapher. Two thousand years ago, he might
have been a catch.
I thought I was missing the love gene. I spent much of
my life missing Mom. She disappeared inside herself and
then to hospitals when I was very young. “Cheer up your
little Daddy,” she said when I visited her at one.
Amusing Daddy took center stage. Soothing Grandma
came next. She stayed with us when Mom was institutionalized even though no one invited her or wanted her
around. One night I heard noises downstairs. My father
was at a bridge tournament. My older sister, Susan, blasting her Platters record in her room, had a DO NOT
DISTURB sign on her closed door. I ran down. In the
breakfast nook, Grandma sat with her head in her hands.
I put my arm around her.
“What’s wrong with your mother?” she asked without
looking up. “She has a cleaning woman, a husband who makes
a good living, and everything to live for. What went wrong?”
I had not even learned to write script.
“Mommy’s going to get better, Grandma.” I patted her
head, feeling her thin white hair. It was sticky. Very sticky. I
could barely remove my hand. “What did you put in here?”
“That spray in the bathroom. I wanted to smooth them
down. How do they look?”
Grandma called her hair “they” and “them,” not “it.”
She came from “the old country.” English was not her first
language. She did strange things with words. She called the
ocean the “hocean.” Cousin Eileen was “Hi-leen.”
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“Good, Grandma. They look good.” I continued patting
her head. I wanted to laugh. I wanted to cry. I wanted a
grownup to hug me.
Instead, I added “jester” and “comforter” to my little-girl resume. Did these roles
a. provide basic training for my later life?
b. royally screw me up?
The correct answer is:
c. both of the above.
In my thirties when my marriage ended and my single
mothering days began, I burst into tears one night over
dinner with my friend Wendy. “I’m a little girl raising a
little girl.”
She put her hand on mine. “We’re all little girls raising
little girls.” Even cool, collected Wendy lost it when it came
to her kids.
Then there was dating. My journey, with men who proposed living together in holy matrimony or at my place and
with those I endured for a meal or a drink, was not about
putting Mr. Potato Head together. Along with mothering,
daughtering, working, choosing, getting older, forgiving,
and I hope, growing, it was about putting together me.
Like everyone, I am a bundle of contradictions.
Comfortable one day. Terrified the next. Like everyone,
I have demons, wounds, fears, and broken parts. Woven
together with memories, moments, loves, and laughs they
create a tapestry. A story.
This is mine.
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“My father in his coffin looked better than
most of the men I dated. . . .”
In this heartbreaking, hilarious memoir, Nancy Davidoff
Kelton takes us from the gray house of her Buffalo
childhood with a depressed mother who was in and out
of “the nervous hospital” to the often daunting but never
dull world of dating as a divorced mom in Manhattan.
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