Marcia Byalick Goes Through The Looking Glass

By Jennifer Fauci - April 1, 2015

“Slay a dragon everyday” is the
inspirational quote that is dis-
played above Marcia Byalick’s
computer. The author, who
discovered her love for the writ-
ten word later in life, has never
shied away from a challenge. So
years ago, when 44 new homes
were being built a few feet from
her own backyard, it was a
determination to get her voice
heard that led Byalick on the
path to writing.

“The first piece I ever wrote, I sent in to the New York Times opinion
page,” said Byalick, who grew up in Brooklyn and then moved to Albert-
son. “They were building houses behind me and all I heard was noise and
trees getting cut down. The passion that I felt invigorated me to write a
piece and they took it. That was the first thing I ever submitted”

Deciding to see how far the nuance of writing could take her, Byalick
wrote another piece about marriage, which the Times also published.

“After they took my second piece, I said to myself, ‘T should totally be a
writer! Then came years and years and dozens of rejections,” said Byalick,
who added that she still has a drawer filled to the brim with every rejec-
tion she has ever received. “I keep them and remember. They felt like scars
and unless you have them, you just don’t get better”

Byalick admitted that while at Brooklyn College she never took a writing
class. She was completely turned off to writing thanks to her red-pen
loving grammar fanatic of a fifth grade teacher.

“She destroyed everything I wrote. It completely dispirited me to the
point where I never wanted to take a writing class,” said Byalick, who
taught elementary school for three years and then became a biofeedback
therapist. “After I had kids, I went back to school just to investigate wheth-
er I really had any talent or not and I found that I loved it. 'm paraphras-
ing Gloria Steinem, but when I wrote, I couldn’t do anything else,” added
Byalick of the redemptive feeling of having someone tell her that her
writing was good.

Byalick landed an editor’s position at The Women’s Record, which was
the first Long Island monthly newspaper dedicated to women. She stayed
there for seven years before taking her skills to Newsday for another 10
years. In the past 20 years she has also written several books and now
teaches others to write. Yet Byalick shared the hardship that came with the
publishing process and the one phrase that always kept her going.

“Tenacity over talent any day is what I tell every writing class I teach,” she
said. “It’s not the most talented person in the room that I would bet my
money on; it’s the person who's the hungriest, the person who won't give

up and the person who wants it more.”

ByalicKk’s first book was rejected, but
that didn’t stop her from writing three
more, all of which went unpublished.
Her sixth and most recent book, Whose
Eyes Are These? took 15 years to write
and many years to get published.

“The success of going further really
pushed me. If I had 25 rejections and

stopped there, what would have happened to number 262” said Byalick,
who would receive a rejection and have another manuscript in an enve-
lope ready to be mailed.

Whose Eyes Are These? began with a newspaper article about a mix up
with sperm. Byalick was fascinated with the topic and wanted to further
explore it.

“You can tell an adopted child ‘You came from my heart, not from my
belly; but you can’t explain to a child about sperm and eggs. If you wait
until they understand the concept, you don’t want to tell them, because
how can you look at them and say 'm not your biological father?” said
Byalick, who added that about 86 percent of the time, it goes without
mention.

“There are tens of thousands of young people today that were created this
way that don’t know it

The book tells the story of Sloane, a hip-hop dancer in middle school
who discovers that her dad is not her biological father after he is diag-
nosed with leukemia. When doctors turn to her 8-year-old sister Emma
for a compatible bone-marrow transplant, Sloane is sent into a downward
spiral of anger, jealousy and an intense curiosity about the mystery man
responsible for her blue eyes. As the story progresses, Sloane gains a better
understanding of forgiveness, loyalty and the unbreakable bonds of love.

“To me there is no such thing as a happy 12-year-old girl. Adolescence

as been horrendously difficult since time began and it’s difficult to open
up and be honest when we experience things for the first time,” said
Byalick, who has always been intrigued by this time of hardship in life.
“My job is to soothe the anxiety for that age group”

For Byalick, the silver lining about waiting so many years to have this
book published was that in today’s world, families are made 100 different
ways. The number one rule in writing is to “write what you know” and
Byalick knows the landscape of the ever-changing American family.

“I want people to take away from this that unconditional love is what
makes you who you are and that your family is your family;” said Byalick,
who intended for the book to be a young adult novel but was told to
change it to middle grade. “The vocabulary is middle grade, but the topic
is sophisticated, which is part of the reason why it was difficult to get
published, along with not many people possessing the knowledge about
the topic itself”

Byalick loves getting people passionate about writing because she be-
lieves that everybody’s story is worth telling, which is a message she will
share at her upcoming book chat for Whose Eyes Are These? on April 2 at
7 p.m. at the Book Revue, located at 313 New York Ave. in Huntington.

“The one thing that inspires people is leaving a legacy and telling a
story, said Byalick, who is currently teaching memoir writing to seniors.
“Writing is very solitary and very isolating. The bad side is you get a little
antisocial, so standing up and reading to an audience is flattering and
terrifying for me”

Aside from believing in yourself and having a tough skin, Byalick said
that writing is more of a calling than a career.

“You have to feel it like a religion because there are so many negatives,”
she said. “So many people say ‘no’ to you. There are so many hardships
and sacrifices that you have to make and if you have that inside you, your
turn will come”



In a Novel for Young Adults, a Family 01 L.I. Confronts White-Collar Crime

By RAMIN P. JALESHGARI

174 CANDAL rocks New York
State Student Loan Com-
mission,” and, ‘“Assistant
Procurement Commis-

sioner, Stephen Gresham, Charged

With Racketeering,” scream front-

page headlines. Not in daily newspa-

pers but in a new novel, “It’s a

Matter of Trust.”

The book is not an exploration of
scandal or even true crimes. It is the
first novel for young adults by Mar-
cia Byalick of Searingtown. Set in
Roslyn, and in the voice of the teen-
age protégonistErika Gresham, the
book explores how a family reacts
after the father has been indicted in
a case of white-collar crime.

“We all watch scandals on the
news and read about them ‘in the
headlines,” Ms. Byalick said. “We
see the accused hiding from the cam-
eras and hear their families yelling,
‘No comment!” from behind closed
doors. I began to wonder what was
going on the other side of those doors.
How did these people really feel?”

It was that interest coupled with
concern about the ‘“redefinition of
the family in American society,”” she
said, that led her to write “It's a
Matter of Trust,” which Harcourt
Brace published this month.

“Even though my book is fiction,”
Ms. Byalick said, “I wanted to write
something indicative of what modern
kids are coping with. True, not every-
one has an accused criminal for a

Exploring the
redefinition of the
family in American
society:. |

father. But many kids deal with is-
sues that are just as serious. Acne,
clothes and friends are not all to-
day’s teens are concerned with.”

Writing was not her first calling.
First, she was an elementary-school
teacher and then a biofeedback ther-
apist. Most recently Ms. Byalick
worked eight years as editor of The
Women’s Record, a newspaper on
Long Island for professional women.
After the paper closcd she pursued
writing full time.

“Professionally and personally I
always followed the rules that were
laid out for me,” she recounted. ‘I
was raised in Brooklyn, attended
teachers’ college, got married,
moved to Long Island, taught for a
while, then had my two daughters —
three years apart — just like every-
one else I grew up with.”

But as her children grew up, Ms.
Byalick found herself drawn to more
creative pursuits, landing her at The
Women's Record.

“Jt was during my time at the
newspaper when I realized I loved
writing,”” Ms. Byalick said. She said
she favored personal essays, a genre
that influenced her to write “How
Come 1 Feel So Disconnected?”’ and
“Three Career Couple” (Peterson
Press) with Linda Saslow. “It’'s a
Matter of Trust” was her first at-
tempt at fiction. The combination of
personal experience and talent was
another impetus.

“As a former teacher and mother
of two girls,” she said, ““I was privi-
leged to have a first-hand view of
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teen behavior and lingo. That helped
me create Erika’s voice. As an edi-
tor-writer I had an idea of how head-
lines are made, which helped me
invent a media frenzy over Erika’s
father’s actions.”

While Ms. Byalick’s husband, Bob,
is a psychologist who bears no simi-
larity to Stephen Gresham, she said
many of her characters and settings
were from her own life. Readers will
recognize Roosevelt Field, Northern
Boulevard and other Long Island lo-
cations. Relatives and friends in the
novel are drawn in part from mem-
bers of Ms. Byalick’s family and
social circle, and she credited a local
rabbi as the model for the rabbi in
the book.

“In the book Erika needs help to
cope with the enormity of her fa-
ther’s downfall,” Ms. Byalick said.
‘“At the advice of her best-loved cous-
in she seeks out Rabbi Arnold Beck-
man. The conversation they have
was actually role-played with my
own rabbi, a wonderful man who told
me exactly what he’d say to a girl in
Erika’s position.”

In “It’s a Matter of Trust’’ spiritu-
ality is offered as a potential part of
life, but not for everyone. ‘“The best
part of the book is that the main
character is completely believable,”
an editor at Harcourt Brace, Lynda
Zuckerman, said. “Right at the first
chapter you are drawn into believing
that an actual girl is telling you her
own story. I believe that’s why none
of the issues explored in ‘It's a Mat-
ter of Trust’ are preachy or pushy.
They are simply the facts of life as
Erika Gresham has had to cope with
them.”

The young woman's life is certain-

ly hard. Almost immediately after
having been accused of taking bribes
as an assistant procurement com-
missioner at the loan agency, Erika’s
father, Stephen, admits that the alle-
gations are true. Erika must not live
just with that the fact that her father
has been charged with a crime, but
also that he is guilty. Her feelings for
him, running from hatred to pity, are
thrown into turmoil

“Readers may wonder why I did-
n’t give Erika a chance to stand by
her father,” Ms. Byalick said. “But I
wanted to explore whether a family
can stick together when the odds are
stacked against them. I also wanted
to prove that it is possible to go on
‘being there’ for someone you love,
even when you don't agree with their
actions.”

What is perhaps most realistic
about Ms. Byalick’s book is that life
— a death, a birth, Erika’s first ro-
mance — continues throughout the
book, despite the extent of the fam-
ily’s problems. “‘Life always goes on,
even when you think your own world
is definitely ending,” Ms. Byalick
said. ““It would have been unrealistic
for me to portray the Greshams’ life
as any different.”

Although the novel has serious
themes, all are examined through a
teen-ager's eyes and in a way that
young adults can cope with. ““Serious
issues are the subject of most of
today’s young-adult novels,” Ms.
Zuckerman said, “because 20th-cen-
tury teen-agers live in serious times.
Books like Marcia Byalick’s don’t
sugarcoat the truth. Instead they
present hard messages in a way
that’s easy to digest and easy to
learn from.”

For Ms. Byalick getting her mes-
sage out was not easy. ‘‘It’s a Matter
of Trust” was rejected 25 times.
“Like the family in the book, I had no
choice but to go on,” she said. “The
story had to be told, and even though
my life continued on many different
paths, I remained firm in my com-
mitment to publish my novel.”

Ms. Byalick is working on her sec-
ond young adult novel, on alternative
methods of conception. Harcourt
Brace has already accepted it.

Its main character is another Long
Island teen-ager who find outs that
she was conceived by artificial in-
semination through an anonymous
donor and that she has to face the
fact that the man whom she called
father is not her birth parent.

“My ultimate goal is to help teens
become comfortable dealing with
hard issues,” she said. “Young peo-
ple need to know that time always
brings change. Through my writing
I'd like to teach them that coping
with those changes positively-is al-
ways within their control.” ]
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