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As a teenager, AdrienneBrodeur was asked to do the
unthinkable – cover up hermother’s affair and become an
accomplice to her long-term infidelity. Now a parent herself,

she looks back at how this life of lies affected her.
By Eleanor Steafel. Photography by Tony Luong
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AdrienneBrodeur’s childhoodcameto
an abrupt end one sweltering sum-
mer’s night onCapeCod in 1980. She

can still recall in immaculate detail the
moments before everything changed. The
cotton bed sheets, gritty with sand,
scrunched aroundher dampbody.Her hair,
heavywith saltwater, sticking to the back of
her neck as she tossed and turned. And that
feelingwhen,atmidnight,hermothershook
herfromafitfulsleepandsaidfivewordsthat
wouldsetanewcourseforbothof their lives:
‘BenSouther justkissedme.’

Ben Souther was her stepfather’s closest
friend. Itmustbeoneof theworst thingsyou
can do to a child, to force them to keep an
adult’s secret. At 14, Brodeur was recruited
by her mother to help orchestrate what
becameanepicaffair.Blossominginthesud-
den light of her mother’s attention (which
until then had been sparse), the youngAdri-
enne tookup thepositionof chief confidante
with relish. From that night on she became
the keeper of her mother’s secrets, gladly
lying to her kind, partially disabled stepfa-
ther, Charles, andSouther’s frailwife Lily, so
that the loverscouldspend time together.

‘I promised immediately,’ she writes in a
memoir that has just been published, 40
years on from that summer, ‘thrilled to have
landedastarringrole inmymother’sdrama.’
The book caused a stir in the literaryworld,
with a seven-figure biddingwar between 15
publishing houses. The film rights were
snapped up soon after, too: Kelly Fremon
Craig, best known for directing TheEdge of
SeventeenwithHailee Steinfeld andWoody
Harrelson, is set todirect.

The memoir chronicles the terrible
destructive power of a lie, and its propensity
to gnawat a child’s heart. The affairwent on
for 10years, playingout clandestinely and in
plain sight of both familiesduringweekends
on Cape Cod. Brodeur’s mother, Malabar, a
frustratedfoodwriter,evencameupwiththe
idea for a cookbook, which was to be called
WildGame, onwhich the twocoupleswould
work together (Souther, an amateur hunter,
regularlybroughtMalabarfishandgame–all
partof their lovers’ code).

Brodeur was expected to help with the
cover-up, chaperoningeveningbeachwalks
with her mother and Souther so the lovers
could be together. ‘I would take both their
hands and tug them toward the door. Once
the threeofuswerearound thebendandout
of theglowofthestreet lamp,mymotherand
Ben would kiss passionately, often with me
still in the middle, part of a three-way
embrace.Wewereinthisloveaffairtogether.’

To cover for her mother’s affair, Brodeur
would be forced to come up with elaborate
reasons for Malabar’s absences, removing
herself from the funof anormal adolescence
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OK, it’s lapsangsouchong,noteveryone likes
it’ –mymind is still partly inher book. I can’t
help but think of Malabar, who made this
samebreweverymorning,‘anelaborateritual
to clear thepreviousnight’s fog –brought on
bycocktails,wine, a sleepingpill or two–and
usher in thenewday’.Wecradlemugssteam-
ing with that distinctive aroma and settle
downtotalkwhileflakesofsnowfalloutside.

When, I ask, did she know she needed to
writeherstory? ‘I feel likeonsomelevelIwas
always writing it,’ she says. ‘It is, really, my
defining story. I didn’t think Iwouldwrite a
book about it, but I was noodling around in
the territory inall sortsofdifferentways.

‘It’s never going to be resolved; it’s this
murky grey area: I love my mother, but
believe she really failed me, though also
probably did as good a job as she could do,
which iswhatmostofusare trying todo.’

Now53, catharsis forBrodeurhas come in
stages. First through the inevitable endingof
a doomed, lonely marriage in which secrets
were just as prevalent (Jack only discovered
the affair when his mother Lily phoned him
one day – his father had finally cracked and
confessed all to hiswife). Therapy, and start-
ing to understand how she had gone ‘so far
down this wrong path’ came next as she
hauledherselfoutofadeepdepression.Extri-
catingherself fromMalabarwas crucial – the
pairwenta fewyearswithout seeingmuchof
eachother–andmeantshecouldfinallygetto
knowherself. ‘I knew onlywhat pleasedmy
mother,’ shewrites in thebook. ‘I didn’t have
a moral compass… Starting when I was 14,
what made my mother happy was Ben
Souther.Withthat,mylyingtookadarkturn.’

Once, for example, when her mother
‘popped down to the basement to help Ben
findsomething’,Brodeurfoundherselfdoing
anything she could think of to distract her
stepfather andBen’swife (whowere regular
supperguests) fromtheabsurdly longtime it
was taking to locate a bag of charcoal. She
found herself telling jokes and doing a jig,
and thenwhen hermother finally emerged,
checkingher for smeared lipstick or dishev-
elled clothing. ‘Exactly where I told him it
wouldbe,’Malabarblithelyannounced.

Itwasbecomingamotherherself, though,
thatheraldedthebiggestturningpoint. ‘Hav-
ing children is so revelatory,’ she says. ‘I real-
isedthattherewasthis legacyofsecret-keep-
ing in my family that didn’t start with my
mother,whichwent back generations. I just
knew it needed to endwithme. I think I can
safely say that sincemy children were born
I’veknownIwanted towriteabout it.’

HerdaughterisnowtheexactageBrodeur
waswhenhermother’saffairbegan. ‘It’sbeen
so helpful in my life, in my comprehension
of what happened to me, to actually have
a 14-year-old. Because of course, when S
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Left: now happily
married, Brodeur has
written amemoir.
Below: on holiday with
her mother in Hawaii,
as a teenager

in order to stayhomeand lookafterher step-
father. As lying became a way of life, it ate
awayather–physically, atfirst, in the formof
anxiety-inducedstomachpains–thenlaterin
life derailedher completely. Abreakdown in
her 20s brought her to her knees, and her
marriagetoJackSouther–whowasthesonof
her mother’s lover (Freud might have had
something to say about that arrangement) –
came crashing down. It was another part of
the fabric of lies that when she and Jack got
together, he had no idea that his father was
having an affairwith his girlfriend’smother,
letalonethatshehadhelpedorchestrate it.

As oneof themanyglowing reviews it has
received rightly put it, Brodeur’sWildGame
is amemoir that reads like a novel. Herwrit-
ing is sumptuous and elegant, weaving the
sounds and smells of the Cape through her
memories. ‘CapeCod is aplacewhereburied
things surface and disappear again,’ she
writes. ‘Wooden lobster pots, the vertebrae

of humpback whales, chunks of frosted sea
glass. For years and yearsmy jobwas to pile
on sand – fistfuls, shovelfuls, bucketfuls,
whatever the moment necessitated – in an
effort tokeepmymother’s secretburied.’

Wemeet at Brodeur’s house inCam-
bridge, Massachusetts, where she
now lives with her husband Tim

and their two children, Madeleine and Wil-
liam, two hours’ drive north from the beach
houseofherchildhood,whereshestillspends
hersummers,andwhereMalabar(nowinher
80s and living with dementia) still resides.
Beforethebook,Brodeurworkedasaneditor
– in 1997, with Francis Ford Coppola, she
founded the fiction magazine Zoetrope: All-
Story– andmost recently as executive direc-
torofa literaryartsnon-profit organisation.

It is a strange thing to emerge from some-
one’smemoirandfindyourselfon theirdoor-
step half an hour later. As Brodeurmakes us
tea in an orange Le Creuset pot – ‘I hope it’s

‘I knew only what pleased
my mother; I didn’t have
a moral compass’
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I remembermyself at 14, [I think] of course I
was ready for this. Now I can look back and
realise Iwasn’t. But I felt thatway.Especially
in thebeginning, Iwantedmymotherhappy
–Isignedon, Iwasexcited forher.

‘I look atmy daughter and she is her own
person, but she’s this girl who looks like a
woman.All thathappensat14,whichissortof
shocking to see. Sometimes she can behave
likeawoman,socomposedandgracious.And
thensometimesyoujustseeherskippingand
stickingher tongueoutandbeingachildand
you’re like, “Ah, she’sachild... Iwasachild.”’

WildGame takes its title fromthebookher
mother never published, but also alludes to
themany years of deception. After her step-
father’s death in 1985, the affair was finally
exposed,butratherthanleavehiswifeforhis
lover, Souther stayedwithLilyuntil her own
deathin1992.Twomonths later,hemovedin
withMalabar and theyweremarriedwithin
ayear.Theyhad20years together, travelling
and eating their way around the world,
beforeSoutherdied in2013.

WhenBrodeurfinallystartedwriting
five years ago, her journals and
Malabar’s recipes helped pull it all

together. Brodeur was surprised by how
clearhermemoriesof that timewere. It is the
great criticism levelled at memoirists: how
can you possibly remember who said what,
what youwerewearing, what you ate, when
it was all so long ago? Food proved to be a
mooring for her memories. ‘With my
mother, I actually do remember so many of
themeals. I felt like I couldonly tell the story
if I hadmeals to anchorme.’

The book is filled with mouth-watering
descriptions of food.Malabar had a nose-to-
tail approach to cooking, which must have
been ahead of her time. While America’s
mothers were still cooking meatloaf, lamb
chops and Julia Child’s quiche, Malabar
roasted freshly shot squab and served it rare
with creamy polenta, rolled fresh pasta for
spaghetti vongole, and thought nothing of
servingapanofsaffron-fleckedbouillabaisse
at a 1970s Cape Cod dinner party. ‘The
kitchen was command central,’ Brodeur
writes, ‘andMalabar itsfive-stargeneral.’

Interestingly, she is theonlyperson in the
book tohavekepther real name–all theoth-
ers were given pseudonyms to protect their
privacy. Malabar was simply too striking a
name to change. ‘She isMalabar in her pres-
ence, she’s not Mommy,’ Brodeur says. Her
love for her childrenwas, shewrites, ‘condi-
tional’. ‘If I’d disappointed her in someway,
had acted selfishly or broken an unspoken
rule, she would stay silent, allowing me to
feel the fullweightofherabandonment.’

I wonder if she wasn’t suffering from the
same predicament as somanywomen of her

generation – boredom. Would she have
soughtoutsuchadramaticpersonal life if she
had been more satisfied, more stimulated,
more intellectually fulfilled? ‘I don’t know,
it’san interestingquestionbecausetherewas
a lot of drama, and therewas a lot of drama in
her parents’ lives, so it could also just have
beenactingoutwhatwasveryfamiliar toher,’
Brodeur ponders. ‘She was the only child of
these, as far as I can tell, really difficult par-
ents who were married and divorced and
remarried, and everyone is having an affair
anddiscoveringanother sibling.

‘And itwas a different era forwomen. She
should have been a business person; she
would have been so successful. Shewanted
to be in her father’s business andhe just had
no interest inbringingagirl into that.’

Malabar, of course, is nowat apoint inher
life whenmemories fail her. But she knows
aboutthebook,andgaveitherblessing. ‘Icer-
tainly talk about it in front of her. Five years
ago,when Iwas really serious about starting
it, shewashelpful, shegavemeaccess to lots

of her own journals, which are more food
journals thananythingelse, and scrapbooks.
Iknowshecouldn’t readabookrightnow.’

Brodeur sought approval fromher father,
her brother (who also didn‘t knowabout the
affair at the time) and her ex-husband. ‘I let
them know and took their feelings into
account. They have been great about it. It’s
goneaswell as it couldgo.’

She also told her children. She is under-
standably wary of secrets, and adamant her
own kids will never be asked to bear the
weight of the adults’ choices. But far from
beingbowledoverbyrevelationsabout their
family history, her children were unper-
turbed. ‘There was a point last summer
where I came out of my bedroom and I saw
my daughter reading a galley. And then she
didn’t finish it. And I wondered, was that
because it was hard for her to read? Or is it
becauseshe’snotobsessedwithhermother’s
interiorlife likeIwasandshe’sabusy14-year-
old?Eitherway, I thought, this isonlygood.

‘I don’t feelworried aboutmykidshaving
secrets, because I sort of feel that’s a normal
part of growingup. But I do fear secrets gen-
erally.’ A consequence, surely, of having
spent so long covering up her mother’s. ‘It
does occur tome that I amnot someonewho
is raring to takeaDNAtest.’

The book has been out since October in
the United States, meaning Brodeur
has now sat in countless chairs all over

thecountryspillinghersoultoaudiencesand
journalists. Does she finally feel a sense of
finality or catharsis? ‘I don’t think there is a
full stop to anything. I certainly know that I
will not be keeping secrets, I’m notworried
about that. But I think there is this desire to
say it’sover, this is theend.’

As for that elusive apology, she hasmade
peacewithall thatandnolongerlongsforher
mother to say she’s sorry. ‘I think I always
wanted to just have themomentwhere [she
would say], “Iwaswrong, I’m sorry,” the big
moment. We’re at such a different place in
our relationship, because now I’m legiti-
matelyinthemotherrolethatIwasalwaysin,
in someways, but nowshe can’t do anything
forherself. I guess Ihave let a lotof it go.’

It is enough, she says, to havewritten it. ‘I
do think, not that Iwas silenced, but Iwasn’t
allowed to tellmy story. It’s interesting tome
that I’m inmy50sby the time I’mdoing this.
Howhasit takenmesolongtofindmyvoice?’

Before we spoke, I expected Brodeur to
have akindof armourup, givenwhat shehas
been through. But thewoman Imeet has an
impressively Pollyannaish perspective on
life. ‘My mother in so many ways had such
a grand and beautiful life. She travelled, she
was wealthy, she married interesting men.
Shehastwochildren,twograndchildren.And
yet, she was always glass-half-empty. She
experiencedtheworldinthisverylonelyway.

‘Idon’tknowif [it’s]DNAorhardworkand
therapy – and I’ve done all of it – or just some
aspect of luck, but I don’t experience the
worldthatway.Idon’twantawholelotmore.’

At the end of the book, she writes about
wanting to ask her daughter if she’s getting
this motherhood thing right. The answer
camenot long agowhenMadeleinewas per-
plexed by an English assignment. ‘She was
taskedwithwritinganessayaboutapersonal
challenge she’d had to overcome herself, a
timewhenadults inherlifewereunavailable.
“I don’t get this,” she said, apparentlymysti-
fiedat the thoughtofparentsbeingabsent or
unsupportive.“Mom,whatwouldyouwriteif
youwereme?”’ It soundsas ifBrodeur’shope
that her family’s legacy of secret-keeping
wouldendwithherhascometrue.Madeleine
might not have enough fodder for amemoir,
butwhatanachievement thatwouldbe.
WildGame(Vintage,£16.99) isoutnow

Brodeur in 2017with her husband, Tim, and children
William andMadeleine, who are now 11 and 14
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