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The Fine Art of Sloughing 
 
 “I believe in manicures….” – Audrey Hepburn 
 

 
Before giving birth to my first child, I almost got a pedicure. Everyone kept 

telling me that having my toenails painted would be just the thing to counter act the fears 

I had about labor and delivery—as if having good-looking toes would make everything 

alright. 

“Look, you don’t want your feet looking ugly when you’re splayed out giving 

birth,” a colleague advised.  

 Another friend suggested I get my nails painted bright red. “You’ll feel sexy,” she 

said. 

Sexy? I thought. What was that? 

Even my OB was in on the conspiracy. When I went to visit her at 39 weeks all 

tired and swollen and full of questions, the only advice she offered with any certainty was 

to get a pedicure. 

 “Treat yourself!” she said, “Doctors orders.”  

 I considered it, but never went. 

 

The problem was, even when not feeling like an overstuffed turkey, I abhorred the 

nail salon. It was an aversion I developed in my adolescent years. As an adult, I could 

count on two toes the number of times I’d paid a stranger to get near my feet. Each time it 

was a requirement, an order doled out by my sisters for their weddings, which I 

begrudgingly undertook. 
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In attempting to understand my distaste toward the pedicure, I must first 

acknowledge that I am not a big fan of feet—my own in particular. My toes are, in my 

opinion, long and skinny and unattractive, most specifically my big toe, the shape of 

which brings to mind Fred Flintstone’s head.  

Still, such strong feelings are never that simple. 

 

My mother was one of those rare breeds with nice feet. She was a size 8, with toes 

that were neither too fat nor too thin and perfectly proportioned, going from big toe to 

little one like a well-built staircase. There was no grand leap from first to second toe; no 

drastic drop from fourth to last.  

I remember the way she’d sit on her orange swivel corduroy chair while watching 

General Hospital. She’d stick her legs straight out in front of her so that her feet were 

almost at eye level, and then she’d extend and admire each well-manicured toe.  

Her trips to the nail salon were typically a solo affair. One of my earliest 

memories is standing by the full-length glass door in our den and watching her boxy Ford 

Granada make its way down the driveway. Watching her go was like having an organ 

ripped out. How would I survive? I’d cry so hard I’d hyperventilate until the sitter, 

chocolate wafer in hand, would come to my rescue. 

I was maybe five the first time my mother took me with her to the salon. 

 “Choose your color,” she said and I stared at the glass bottles of pinks, purples, 

reds and browns, wondering how I could ever pick just one. I took a couple of the bottles 

in my hand. When they clinked together, my mother quickly removed them.  

“How about this one?” she said, shaking up a cotton-candy pink. 
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“Yes!” I said.  

“I’ll do the same,” she said. “We’ll be matching.” 

I was delighted.  

After we were done, fingers and toenails dry, she took me to the lunch counter at 

the Garden Restaurant next door where we indulged in a warm pound cake drenched in 

chocolate sauce and ice cream.  

“Was this fun?” she asked. 

 I nodded emphatically and leaned my head into her fleshy arm. “Can we do it 

again tomorrow?” 

After that, she took me with her every few weeks and it was always the same; 

cotton-candy pink, followed by warm pound cake and ice cream. We’d usually stop at the 

Rye Ridge deli, too, before going home.  

“Mrs. Yelin! Good to see you!” The middle-aged men with red, overheated faces 

would shout.  

They knew what she wanted before she’d even ask, and fetch her a ½ pound of 

tongue, ½ pound of corned beef, and a container of chopped liver as though on automatic 

pilot. I’d pass the time by staring into the deli case, scrunching my nose at the potato and 

egg salads, my eyes gradually drawn to the case with the dead fish. The first time I saw 

them, I wasn’t even sure they were dead. They looked so whole. So perfect; like giant 

versions of my goldfish, Thunder and Lightning, although their color was more greenish-

silver than orange. They’d stare at me with their bulging eyes, their mouths always 

slightly open, as though trying to tell me something. I remember knocking on the case to 

see what would happen.  Tap tap tap and then one last TAP, even louder. The fish didn’t 
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flinch, but my mother did. She gently grabbed my hand and told me to stop. I was 

relieved as I watched my mother’s freshly manicured hands take the brown paper bag 

from the thick fingers of some guy named Tony or Frank. “See you soon,” she’d say and 

then Tony or Frank would shout “See you later Mrs. Yelin!” and wink at me before 

calling out the number for the next customer. 

 

I was 11 when I ceased going with my mother to the nail salon. Instead, I started 

picking my toenails, a habit my mother hated. 

“Oy vez mear. Can you please stop?” She’d say. “Or at least pick up the shards of 

nails you’re leaving everywhere?”  

I remember overhearing my father, the psychiatrist, assuring my mom that it was 

just the social anxieties of fifth grade. “It’ll pass,” he’d told her. Then: “She’s just picking 

at her nails. Things could be worse.”  

And then, of course, things did get worse.  Although the transformation slithered 

in quietly, like a possession of sorts, I mark its taking up residence with the photo album 

incident, which was a result of my mom promising to drive me to the mall to meet some 

new friends, then cancelling on me.  

“I have a headache,” she said at the last minute while rocking back and forth in 

the chair by her bed. “I’ll take you another day.” 

“But you promised!” I yelled. “You have to!”  

She put her head down in her hands and sighed. 

That’s when I ran to my room and pulled out the photo album. I scribbled out her 

face in some of the images and scrawled “I hate you” on other pages. 
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She found the album a few days later when cleaning my room. I saw her sitting on 

my bed, shaking her head while turning the pages. She didn’t see me watching from the 

hallway so I walked quietly backwards toward the bathroom and locked the door behind 

me. I stayed there for a while, feeling guilty at first, but then assuring myself that she had 

brought it all on herself.  

As a teenager, I detested my mother’s nail habit, along with most everything else 

she did. She laughed too loud. She slouched. She sang off-key to music I hated—

Engelbert Humperdink. Frank Sinatra. But her biggest sin was this: she was a housewife 

who didn’t work; who put her husband and children first. Meanwhile I watched my friend 

Susan’s mom in admiration. Here was a divorced, chain-smoking mother of three who 

returned exhausted each afternoon from her job at a design firm. Her nails, rather than 

well-manicured, were bare except for the few covered with a coating of discolored 

yellow. That’s the way it should be, I had decided.  Suffering gave one an edge that I 

deemed worthy of respect. My own mother had it too easy.  

*** 

While some people emerge from the teenage cocoon as almost fully formed 

adults, many of us need a jolt, or several jolts, to get there. I was 32, long past my teenage 

years but living an extended adolescence, when the first of those jolts occurred. 

Unmarried, childless and still jumping from job to job trying to figure out what I wanted 

to do when I grew up, my relationship with my mother had changed little since I was 16. 

We’d talk on the phone once a week and I’d reveal almost nothing about my life while 

half-listening to what was going on in hers.  
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A year earlier I had started therapy. My mother was a big topic of discussion and I 

brought a photograph to one session—an image in which my mother holds me, just a tiny 

baby, in her arms. It was an image I believed defined our entire relationship; an image 

which, when unlocked, would hold the key to all my neuroses.  

With a messy beehive-hairdo and circles like bruises under her eyes, my mother 

gives me a bottle while glaring angrily at the camera.  

“This is my mother,” I said, handing the picture to my therapist, a childless 

woman in her forties. 

“Wow.” She said, looking at the picture, then at me. “You’re right. She looks very 

unhappy with you.” 

_ 

It was just after the terrorist attacks of September 11th when my mother called to 

tell me she had a tumor the size of a grapefruit in her ovary.  

“What does that mean?” I asked. 

“It’s the big C word,” she said. “Cancer.” 

I was working on my computer while talking with her. I immediately searched for 

ovarian cancer. I was reading the not so promising statistics (about half of women live for 

one year after diagnosis…usually caught in later stages) as she continued talking.  

“Your father assured me we’ll fight this thing together,” she said. 

“You’ll be fine mom,” I said, a queasy feeling growing in my stomach as I 

continued reading.  

“I know,” she said. 
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My mother had a hysterectomy, then chemo. By May, she seemed better and was 

pronounced “in remission” by her doctors, as though a magic wand had been tapped on 

her head.  

I visited during that time, driving down from Boston to New York for a few days. 

“Let’s go to the deli for lunch,” she said while slipping on a pair of new, open-

toed sandals.  “I haven’t been there for so long.” 

When we walked in, there were the same red-faced men, only with less hair and 

more flesh than before. “ 

“Mrs. Yelin! How are you?” One of them (was it Tony? Frank?) came out from 

around the counter and gave her a hug. “We heard you were sick…” he said. “How are 

you doing?”  

My mother’s eyes watered. She adjusted her wig slightly. “I’m OK,” she said. 

They talked briefly while I stared into the deli case. For the first time, I had to look down 

to see my old friends the fish. There was no question now that those things were dead. 

Still, I tapped on the glass. Just for old time’s sake.  

During lunch, we talked mostly about my job and my boyfriend.  

“So when are you two going to get engaged?” my mother asked. 

In the past I might have snapped at her for this. This time I just smiled and 

shrugged. 

“I don’t know,” I said. “I keep stopping at the windows of jewelry stores and he 

immediately says he has to go to the bathroom. He’s like one of Pavlov’s dogs. Ring = 

poop!” 

My mother laughed at this. 



 
 

9 
 

We were trying. 

 

Within two and a half months, the cancer returned.  I spent the last few weeks of 

my mother’s life at the hospital, watching as her body betrayed her in morbid fashion. A 

tube sucked brown bile out of her belly. Her teeth turned black. Her hazel eyes literally 

faded, like paper left too long in the sum. 

About a week before she died, on a sweltering August afternoon, I arrived to find 

her sleeping with her mouth open. Two freshly manicured hands sat prayer-like on her 

belly.  

 “It’s lovely, don’t you think?” a nurse said. “A volunteer did it.” 

I nodded. The nurse walked by me, gently touching my shoulder on her way out 

of the room.  

I lifted the blanket covering my mother’s feet. As suspected, her toenails were 

also painted the same uplifting shade of pink; a color reminiscent of spring. And rebirth.  

I don’t know if it was the color or the kindness of the act itself, but I broke down. 

My tears fell in droves on my mother’s feet until I was hyperventilating again, like I did 

as a child at the den’s sliding glass door. I thought I would never stop until my mother 

cleared her throat. I turned around to see her fragile hand holding out a tissue, waving it 

like a little white flag, in my direction.  

I took it. “Thank you,” I said. She smiled, then closed her eyes. 

 

**** 
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It’s been six years since my mother’s death, and a little more than a year since the 

birth of my second son. Jonas is a beautiful boy and the owner of two of the longest big 

toes I have ever seen. They are so long and funny looking—like monkey toes— that they 

are all I notice as he squirms naked on the examination table just moments after birth. I 

am immediately and irrationally in love with those toes. When things get tough at home, 

as they often do with two children under the age of three, I look at those imperfect baby 

feet and smile. On the occasions when that isn’t enough, I hire a babysitter and sneak 

away for a pedicure.  

I look forward to the occasion starting days before—to that moment I can sit in a 

leather massage chair, close my eyes, slip my feet into warm water, and relax. When the 

woman rubs my calves I wonder: Has anything ever felt so good? Each time, any guilt 

about pampering myself, along with all those ancient beliefs about suffering, get washed 

away again, erased from my psyche like the dead skin about to be sloughed from the 

bottom of my feet. 

Each time, I open my eyes and imagine my mother in the seat next to me. I 

wonder what it would be like, sitting here, mom to mom. Would we be friends now?  

I recently found that old photograph, the one used as evidence in therapy; the one 

with my mother holding me as a baby. It was stuffed into the drawer in my nightstand, 

buried deep beneath old receipts, an oversized penguin postcard from my husband, and a 

deck of decade-old I-Ching of Love cards. When I pulled the photo out, what I saw this 

time surprised me.   

I saw a woman who was sleep deprived. 

That was it. 
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Her irritated expression, I now concluded, was not about the baby in her arms, but 

about having the camera in her face at that very moment.  

A jolt, yes. But what to do with such wisdom now?  

 

 

 


