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			CHAPTER 

			ONE

			Its Hour Come Round at Last

			I ADORED MY FATHER. HE’S THE parent I felt an affinity with, the one I thought understood me. I trace to him my love of words, of language, of reading, and of writing. When my father was home, he was often sitting at his desk, writing. That remained his favorite place to be, his favorite thing to do, until he died two weeks before his ninety-eighth birthday. I don’t know if I was emulating him or expressing the genes he passed on, but when I was a child, the object I loved most was an old black manual typewriter with yellowing keys rimmed in tarnished silver. I typed poems and stories—and letters to my father, telling him what happened to me during the day, often laying out grievances against my mother.

			I talked to my father through letters because when I was growing up he was rarely home. The strongest presence I felt in the house was his absence. A sense of yearning for him stayed with me long after I was grown. A dream I had in my thirties was typical: I’m having a birthday party. My father is there, but he’s suspended about two feet off the floor, with his head near the ceiling. I don’t know what he’s doing up there; he doesn’t seem to be doing anything, just floating in his own world. I can’t reach him; he doesn’t seem to hear or see me. I desperately try to make contact with him, but he’s stuck up there, and I can’t get him to come down.

			After my father retired at seventy, he had time to spend with me and talk to me—and during the nearly thirty years left to us before he died, he did a great deal of both. Yet I’m seeking him still. A character in a story by Ethan Canin says, of a TV show he turned on in the middle, “I have entered too late to understand.” That’s what it’s like to try to understand our parents: we came into their lives too late. But we keep trying, keep crafting our own personal creation story—maybe creation myth. By writing this book, I’m trying to figure out what happened in my father’s life before I came in. My parents both helped by living to be very old: as they aged, their internal censors fell, and they told me things about their marriage that made me question everything I’d thought about their relationship; about relationships between women and men; and about the circumstances of my birth. My father helped especially, because he was ever eager to talk about his past—and because he left me mountains of words: not only the hours and hours of conversations we had, but also stacks of letters and notes that he saved, and memories that he wrote down for me.

			
			I think I’ve come closer to understanding my father. I know I’ve come to see that his life story, as I heard it growing up and embellished it in my mind—the creation story I’d devised for myself—was, in many ways, a myth.

			

			*

			MY FATHER’S LIFE traces the history of the twentieth century: he was born in 1908 and died in 2006.

			I’ve always been proud that my parents were born in Europe—my father in Poland, my mother in Russia. When I was a child, I thought it exotic. As I got older, I liked that it gave me a closer connection to my European roots, compared to most American Jews of my generation, whose parents were born here; it was their grandparents who came from Europe. But it wasn’t until writing this book that I understood the significance of that difference, the ways that my parents’ immigration reflects history: they came to the United States at the tail end of the massive influx that brought more than 2 million East European Jews to the United States between 1880 and 1924. The year my father came, 1920, was the last year there were few limits on immigration from Europe. The very next year the Statue of Liberty lowered her torch: in 1921 Congress imposed quotas, and in 1924—the year after my mother arrived—quotas were set so low that the doors effectively slammed shut.

			
			My father was raised in a Hasidic household in Warsaw and had astonishingly detailed memories of life in that community before, during, and immediately after the First World War. He turned twelve two weeks after arriving in the United States with his mother and sister; his father had long since died of tuberculosis. At fourteen, my father became the family breadwinner: he quit high school and went to work in New York’s garment district. He studied high school subjects on his own; passed a law school qualifying exam; attended law school at night; earned a master’s degree in law; and passed the bar exam on the first try. But the Great Depression had descended, so he couldn’t get work as a lawyer or build up a practice without first working for little or no pay. This he could not do—not then, and not for many years after—because he was supporting first his mother and sister, then his wife and children. He was a Communist, and was investigated by the FBI; I have a copy of his file. Disillusioned with Communism, he became active in New York’s Liberal Party, a progressive third party closely tied to the garment workers’ union, and ran for City Council and for Congress on their ticket. From the time he received his law degree at twenty-one to the time he began earning a living as a lawyer at fifty, he held a dizzying number and array of jobs, including prison guard, parole officer, gun-toting alcohol tax inspector, and, from the time I was born till I was in junior high, a cutter in the garment district. After that, my father was a partner in his own law firm.

			His is an American story, an immigrant story.

			

			*

			IN WRITING THIS book, I’m fulfilling an assignment I gave myself more years ago than I can remember. Or maybe it’s an assignment my father gave me. A year after he retired, in 1979, he began writing down memories of his life:

			
				This is an inauspicious spur of the moment beginning. I doubt I’ll live long enough ever to read these pages, just as I don’t expect to complete, nor even start, the myriad projects I’ve set for myself, so this effort can only be for my children or grandchildren. Maybe one of them will some day peruse these notes, or jottings, and find a nugget—one that might even be incorporated in a book (as I ventured to suggest to Deborah recently).

			

			
			Reading this now, I’m caught up short: was it my father’s idea that I write this book? I was certain it was mine. And 1979? I often say I’ve been planning to write a book about my father forever, but I didn’t realize that forever goes that far back.

			

			—

			I FIND A note my father attached to a multipage dot-matrix printout of memories he’s written for me, stamped with the date DEC. 5, 1992. (He always had a date stamp on his desk, and always used it; how I wish I had done the same.) In the note, my father encourages me to write this book: “D’you have an envelope for my stuff? You know many of us take seriously your suggestion that you’ll write a booklet on the basis of my recollections after I’m gone.” My father talks to me through notes like this, and through slips of paper on which I jotted down things he said. Through one such slip of paper he tells me, “If you write it while I’m alive, you’ll have to be thinking of my feelings.”

			I say to him in my mind, You’re no longer alive, but I’m still thinking about your feelings. I’m trying to understand what they were, and how they shaped your life—and mine.

			

			—

			I FIRST PLANNED to write my father’s life in the mid-1990s, while he was alive. It was going to be my next book after You Just Don’t Understand, the book that became a surprise bestseller and changed my life, and the one that followed, Talking from 9 to 5. I started interviewing him regularly, recording our conversations and writing notes, but didn’t begin shaping the material into a book. In 1995 I feared I was tempting fate by putting it off: my father was eighty-seven, and had a bad fall. Yet I went ahead and wrote two other books instead. When those were done, he was ninety-three and, amazingly, still fine. Why didn’t I count my lucky stars and start writing this book then? I think in a way I felt like Penelope, who said she’d accept her husband Odysseus’s death when she finished weaving a death shroud, but made sure she never finished it. So long as I was still gathering my father’s stories, he couldn’t die. If I were to start writing the book about him, it would be like writing his obituary, accepting, if not hastening, his death.

			

			—

			
			MY FATHER DIED more than a dozen years ago. The time for this book has come round at last.

			

			*

			IT’S 1995. I’M with my father in the Westchester condominium where he and my mother moved when his law practice was thriving, and my two sisters and I had long since moved on. We’re in the room he uses as his office; he’s telling me about his mother in Poland.

			“She always sang,” my father says. “My mother loved opera, and she sang arias from the opera. I remember she sang.”

			My mother comes in. I say, “Want to sit down?”

			My father says, “Have a seat.”

			My mother demurs: “Well, frankly, I mean, I don’t want to sit down to, you know, to hear all this garbage.”

			I laugh.

			My father voices her perspective: “You heard it; you’ve heard it a hundred times.”

			“Yeah, I heard it. Over and over. That his mother loved opera and all this.”

			I laugh again.

			“Haven’t you, Deb?” she asks. “You’ve heard it.”

			“Some of it I’ve heard, some I haven’t.”

			“Oh, well, that’s your problem,” she says.

			My father and I both laugh.

			My father says, “You haven’t gotten sick of it yet!”

			My mother concedes, “I guess if you’re writing a book.” Then she says, “You know I’d like to ask you a question. Are you planning to spend the rest of the day doing this? All day?”

			“The rest of your life,” my father offers—a comment that now strikes me as charmingly, or chillingly, prescient.

			“Gee,” my mother says. “I’ll have to think of my biography.”

			

			—

			
			WHY DON’T I consider writing about my mother’s life in addition to my father’s—or instead? She, too, was born in Eastern Europe, in Minsk—what’s now Belarus. The story of her emigration is far more dramatic than his. Her father and three of her older siblings went first, and immediately began working and saving their earnings to bring the rest of the family to America. Because it was illegal to leave Russia, someone had to be paid to help them escape. The first person they hired took the money and disappeared, so her father and brother had to save up and send more. When my mother was nine, she, her mother, and a sister and two brothers climbed into a horse-drawn wagon to be driven by a Polish farmer through a forest over the border to Poland. It was a perilous journey. Forced to walk much of the way, her mother lost her shoe in the snow; they didn’t dare stop to find it, and she suffered frostbite in her toes. It was 1921, the year the United States imposed quotas on East European immigration, so they had to wait in Poland for two years before they got permission to join the rest of the family in America. They finally arrived in September 1923, eight months before the Immigration Act of 1924 made it all but impossible for East European Jews to enter the United States legally.

			How much easier was my father’s emigration. His mother’s oldest brother, who’d been in the United States since 1912, sent her money for the journey. She borrowed more from a colleague of his who was visiting Warsaw, and assured him her brother would pay him back. With the extra money, she bought second-class tickets on a ship from Antwerp, so they wouldn’t travel steerage, as my mother did, and would be processed by U.S. immigration in Antwerp rather than being detained at Ellis Island, as my mother and her family were. The extra money also enabled his mother—and therefore her children—to visit her two sisters living in Switzerland and to see a bit of Europe on their way to the port.

			

			—

			I ASK MY mother about her childhood in Europe: her first nine years in Minsk, and the two years her family spent in Vilna before coming to the United States.

			
			“My memories really are mainly after I came to this country,” she says. “This is where I grew up, and I was happy, and you know, just with my family. Very unexciting. I was not like your father. You know, I had parents, and brothers, and a sister, and we had a normal family life. Lots of friends and, I mean, we weren’t—no hardships, we always had enough to eat, we weren’t wealthy. But my father worked, and then my brothers went to work, and then…”

			Thinking of my father’s elaborate descriptions of his life in Warsaw—Friday night dinners, childhood friends and games they played, the apartments he lived in—I try to spark my mother’s memories of similar scenes.

			“Do you remember mealtimes in Russia?” I ask.

			“Mealtimes?”

			“Yeah.”

			“No.”

			“Do you remember any friends you played with in Russia?”

			“Yeah, I remember playing in this backyard, you know, with kids?”

			“Do you remember any specific friend you had?”

			“No, I don’t.”

			“Do you remember the house, and the layout? Who slept where?”

			“Vaguely. I remember a dining room, and a table and chairs.”

			I press her with more questions about her childhood, but she waves them away: “That’s it! We grew up, we came to this country, and went to school. We got married, and we had children and grandchildren. There was nothing really, too much.”

			

			—

			I’M NOT PASSING on stories of my mother’s life because she hardly told me any. I’m writing my father’s life because he bequeathed his words to me—all the words he wrote and saved; all the letters and documents and cards and notes that he gathered and held on to; all the stories he remembered, wrote down, and told me; and the hours upon hours of conversations we had when he was old, and are still having—are having now—through all the words he left me, as he himself promised and predicted.

			

			*

			
			MY FATHER, IT seems to me, kept just about every piece of paper that came into his life. He must have believed, as James Salter put it, that “only those things preserved in writing have any possibility of being real”—and that they remain real only if you keep the paper they’re written on. Discolored, crumbling documents disgorge my father’s past: a Polish identity card shows a photograph of him as a child and his Polish name: Szmul Tenenwórcel (pronounced shmool TENinvoortzil). His Yiddish name was Schmuel Eliyahu, Samuel Elijah, but he was called Schmul-eli (it sounds like shmool-ELLie), Samuel Eli. His names were soon reversed and he became Eli Samuel, so he wouldn’t be confused with an uncle who had the same name. In law school he shortened his last name to Tannen because his professors couldn’t pronounce Tenenwórcel.
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			When I mine the cardboard boxes filled with documents, letters, cards, and notes that my father saved, along with the many pages of memories he wrote down for me and my own notes and transcripts of our conversations, I get a sense of how things I remembered came about and fit together; how things I knew little or nothing about fit in; and what it all meant for my father’s life—both how he lived it, day to day, and how he viewed it, looking back. I see sides of him I couldn’t have known and wouldn’t have imagined. Some make me admire him more—but not all. Inevitably, my view of my father, and of the ways he influenced me, gradually changes. That view is changed most drastically by two stashes of written pages that my father saved—and hid—for sixty-five or more years, then gave to me.

			

			*

			ONCE AGAIN I’M with my father in my parents’ Westchester condo.

			“I guess I don’t have them anymore,” he says, referring to letters he received more than half a century before from the woman he might have married instead of my mother. “I saved them,” he says, “but now I don’t know where they are.”

			We all have alternate lives we might have lived had we made different decisions, including decisions about whom to marry. I suspect my parents are unusual only in how openly and casually they talk about Helen, my mother’s “rival,” especially when they’re old. My father mentions her often in our many conversations about his past. Learning that he kept her letters is enticing: if I could read them, I would get to meet her, hear her voice—and feed my fantasies about the alternate life in which my father marries Helen* instead of my mother.

			One day, while I’m again visiting my parents, my father says he’s going down to the basement storage room. I offer to go with him. Once we’re there, after he locates whatever he went down for, I suggest we look for Helen’s letters. He readily agrees. We go through the shelves one by one, checking every bag and cardboard box; it doesn’t take too long, because he’s labeled everything. Disappointed, I reach for the last box. It’s on a high shelf, far to the right, flush against the back wall. I pull the carton away from the wall—and hear a plop. Something was wedged between the box and the wall. Reaching behind the box, I pull out a bulky brown manila envelope, its sides creased and torn. Inside is a stack of envelopes addressed to Eli Tannen in a woman’s neat hand. There is also a stack of unfolded typed pages clipped together, signed “Eli.” I have found not only Helen’s letters but also—a treasure I hadn’t dreamed of—copies of letters my father wrote to her.

			
			I clutch the envelope to my chest and jump up and down with excitement. My father smiles with calm amusement.

			“Take them,” he says. “I’d like to look at them someday.”

			We both assume we won’t tell my mother about these letters. We’re protecting her not from the letters themselves but from the fact that he kept them, and kept them hidden, for so many years, through so many moves—at least fifteen by my count.

			

			*

			ANOTHER DAY, ANOTHER conversation with my father. He’s sitting in his desk chair, which he’s wheeled around to face me, telling me about his life. At one point, he swivels his chair toward the desk, and pulls open the large drawer to the right that holds file folders. He lifts out two notebooks, turns back to me, and holds them up. “These are journals I kept when I was young,” he says. Then he hands me one: “You can have this one now.” It has a soft mottled-brown cover, and is bound by a narrow strip of black cloth. Its pages are discolored, but its cover, with the word COMPOSITIONS preprinted in an ornate framed square, looks surprisingly new. He returns the other to the drawer and says, “You can have this one after I’m gone. It’ll be here.”

			I’ve always kept journals, but I had no idea that my father did, too. I’m stunned to realize that he has handed me a window on his life, his thoughts, his feelings when he was young. I’m particularly intrigued by the journal he returns to the drawer: what’s in it that he wants to keep from me? Before he dies, he gives me that one, too. These journals are the most precious documents my father leaves me: one that he kept from 1927 to 1928, when he was eighteen and a half to twenty; the other from 1929 to 1931, when he was twenty-one to twenty-three. Reading and rereading them, I get to meet my father before he was my father; hear his voice; and learn things about him that a daughter would never know about her father—including some I suspect many daughters wouldn’t want to know. But I want to know everything. By giving me his journals, he’s telling me that he wants me to know everything, too. Because he knows I’ll write a book about him, he’s giving me leave to include in this book the words—the views of him, whether favorable or faultable—that I find there. And that is what I do.

			

			*

			I MENTION TO a cousin—his father was my mother’s brother—that I’m writing a book about my father. He says, “Your father was one in a million. No, one in a billion.” I ask him why. He explains, “Each of my parents had seven siblings, and your father stood out from all of them. He was by far the tallest, the biggest. I thought of him as a gentle giant. He was strong and determined, yet soft and compassionate. I took his intelligence for granted. It was his wisdom that stood out. He espoused very liberal ideas, but without any hostility to those who disagreed with him. He was a loving optimist. And he had so much charm.”

			I’m pleased by this reassurance: I’m not the only one who thinks my father was special.

			

			*

			THE NIGHT BEFORE I start writing this book my father visits me in a dream. I’ve dreamed of him many times since he died, but this is different. It doesn’t feel like a dream. It feels like a visit.

			My father and I are sitting in a car. He’s in the driver’s seat; the car is stopped. I’m about to get out, but I linger. Deeply happy to be in his company, in his physical presence, I take his hand. It’s the thin hand of his old age, but I notice how warm it is. “You’re the best daddy in the world,” I say, “except that you’re dead.”

			When I wake up, I don’t feel the desolation that usually sweeps over me when I awake from dreams my father has been in. Instead, I’m overwhelmed with gratitude to have been in his presence one more time. It feels as if, by visiting me in the dream, my father is setting me on the path of writing this book, saying to me, “Ready or not, here I come.” But of course it’s really me saying that to him.

		

		
			*  Helen is not her real name. I have changed her name, and the name of a friend she mentions in a letter.

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 

			TWO

			Daddy Young and Old

			MY CHILDHOOD, IN MY MIND, is an endless train of days spent with my mother, missing my father. My father is a series of snapshots that I carry with me wherever I go.

			I take out snapshots, one by one, and savor them.

			

			—

			DADDY LEAVES FOR work before I wake up in the morning, and often gets home after I’ve gone to bed. He works overtime as a cutter in a coat factory: extra hours on weekdays and all day Saturday. He spends most Sundays in the Brownsville–East New York neighborhood of Brooklyn, at the Liberal Party branch he’s “active” in.

			

			—

			DADDY TRAVELS TO AND FROM work in Manhattan by subway. The station is a twenty-minute walk from our house on East Ninth Street in Brooklyn. On his way to work, he eats breakfast at the counter of the candy store on Coney Island Avenue. It’s the store where I buy whatever the neighborhood kids are playing with that season: hula hoops or yo-yos or slinky balloons or brightly colored plastic-coated strings we weave into lanyards. When I’m in the store, I regard with awe the round counter stools, their seats upholstered in red leather with silver chrome encircling their sides, because Daddy sat on one of them that morning, eating fried eggs, toast, and bacon.

			

			—

			
			IF IT’S ONE of the lucky days when he’s coming home in time for dinner, my sister Mimi and I wait outside for Daddy to appear. As soon as we spot him, we run to him. He scoops us up, first one then the other, lifts us high off the ground, and engulfs us in a hug before gently setting us down to walk the last half block with a little girl fastened to each hand. I love the hard rough skin of his huge callused hand, a big safe house around my little one. At six feet, Daddy seems to me nearly as tall as the Empire State Building.

			

			—

			DADDY’S HEIGHT AND HIS CALM are comforting. His genius for order creates an aura of safety that clings to his places and possessions. One is his dresser, which he calls his chest of drawers. In the top drawer, he placed dividers so his socks are snugly nestled in front-to-back rows of compact little lumps sorted by color. Another is the drop-leaf desk he built himself. Its shelves and compartments are just the right sizes for what they hold: one wide compartment each for white paper, carbon paper, and Liberal Party letterhead; two narrower ones for the notepaper he creates by tearing into thirds any scrap paper that’s printed on one side only; and tiny compartments for paper clips, thumbtacks, and rubber bands sorted by size.

			

			—

			THE CELLAR IS where Daddy builds things. On one wall, tools hang in neat rows. Another wall is covered with narrow shelves on which baby food jars hold nails and screws in order of size. In a small adjoining room, there’s a toilet he can use without risk of running into one of the six females who use the upstairs bathroom: my mother; her mother, Babi, who lives with us; and his three daughters: my eight-years-older sister Naomi; my two-years-older sister Mimi; and me.

			

			—

			I’M SITTING ON THE STEPS going down to the cellar, watching Daddy working.

			“Don’t you want to go outside and play?” he asks.

			I don’t. I want to be where he is.

			

			—

			
			IT’S A LUCKY day: Daddy got home before Mimi’s and my bedtime, and he’s tucking us into our side-by-side beds. My blanket is a jumble, so he stands at the foot of my bed, takes the blanket by two corners, spreads it between the enormous expanse of his outstretched arms, and gives it a great shake, so it billows in the air and comes to rest over me, smooth and comforting. Mimi and I beg him to tell us a “story with actions,” one of the many he makes up himself. Daddy moves about the room, becoming each character as the story unfolds: A fire-breathing dragon threatens a town. A policeman, confident and brash with his puffed-out chest, confronts the dragon and threatens, “I’m going to kill you!” The dragon breathes fire, and the policeman runs away. The same ignominious fate meets the mayor and a succession of other big strong men. Mimi and I shriek with delight each time Daddy-the-dragon rushes at us, breathing mock fire in our upturned, laughing faces. Finally, Daddy mimes the movements of two little girls who take a different tack: instead of marching up to the dragon and challenging him, they take the long walk to the end of its tail, then tiptoe delicately along its back to slay the dragon from atop its head. The town organizes a parade to celebrate their saviors: two little girls, Mimi and Debby.

			The story over, Daddy lies down with us, each in turn; with my head on his shoulder, I snuggle up to him and quickly fall asleep.

			

			—

			DADDY IS WORKING at his desk on the second floor of our house. I approach him there and stand beside the desk. Absorbed in his writing, he doesn’t notice me. To get his attention, I lift my plastic water gun and squirt him in the face. He erupts with a great shudder of fright, and roars like a tiger. I dart out of the room and down the stairs to the first landing, where I stop, ready to run the rest of the way down if he’s angry at me. I’m scared because I’ve never before seen him angry. He appears at the top of the stairs, spreads his arms wide, and laughs; his laugh and his outspread arms invite me to run back up the stairs and into his huge hug. With his hug and his laugh reassuring, he apologizes for scaring me.

			

			—

			
			I HAVE A splinter in my finger. If I give my finger over to my mother, she’ll jab at it with a straight pin; it will hurt, and I don’t trust her to get it all out. I insist on leaving the splinter in place until Daddy gets home. When Daddy takes out a splinter, he first sets up an operating table: he lays out alcohol, matches, pin, a razor blade, and tweezers. To begin, he strikes a match, holds the point of the pin to the flame, then wipes both pin and razor blade with alcohol. Next he turns to the operation. Using the razor blade, he carefully, painstakingly, shaves off thin layers of skin. The razor blade is a dangerous instrument only he can be trusted to wield. When the splinter is exposed, he loosens it with the pin, then lifts it out with the tweezers. It never hurts.

			

			—

			THE WAYS THEY remove splinters capture, for me, my parents’ ways of doing things: my father’s measured and methodical, my mother’s haphazard and impetuous. If a venetian blind cord fails to work, my mother yanks and swings it, hoping one of these movements will fix the problem. My father looks to the top of the cord to see where it came loose, then carefully maneuvers it back in place so it’s reengaged. As a child, I feel that my father’s approach isn’t just more efficient but morally superior. When I’m grown, I frequently catch myself using my mother’s approach; I remind myself to slow down and try my father’s.

			

			—

			I’M SEVEN; MIMI IS NINE. One day we get home from school and find only Aunt Eva, my mother’s sister, waiting for us. She tells us that Babi had a heart attack and our mother went with her to the hospital. Aunt Eva assures us that Babi will be fine. I don’t believe her. I suspect—I know—that Babi died.

			I’m standing in the street outside our house, beside my father’s black Buick with its three chrome notches on the side fender. I’m watching the neighborhood kids, incredulous that they’re playing as usual after such a dreadful thing happened. But it isn’t only the loss of my grandmother that’s shaken me. It’s the fact of death: that I could go blithely off to school in the morning and return to find a person gone—vanished, poof. If it could happen to my grandmother, it could happen to my father. He could go to work one morning and never come home. Part of the dread this knowledge brings is a fear I know is trivial, but haunts me nonetheless: when my teacher tells the class to look something up, I ask my father. He knows everything. If he dies, I’ll have to look things up in books like everyone else.

			

			—

			
			SOMETIMES DADDY DOES LIBERAL PARTY work at home, and lets Mimi and me help. I love stuffing envelopes for political mailings. He’s taught us to line up the flaps of multiple envelopes, moisten them all with a single swipe of a wet sponge, and quickly seal them one by one. He also takes us with him to distribute leaflets. In apartment buildings, we stand before the banks of mail compartments, and press a folded leaflet through the slot in each one. I love going with him on these missions, because they’re important—and because it means spending the day with him.

			

			—

			IT’S 1956. I’M eleven. Daddy is running for Congress on the Liberal Party ticket. I go with him to Coney Island, where he stands on the back of a flatbed truck to address a group of people who have gathered to listen. I stand beside an old woman wearing a worn coat over her housedress. She pulls from her pocket a small, tattered photograph of Franklin Roosevelt. She tells me proudly that she voted for him every time he ran. I tell her proudly that this man running for office is my father.

			

			*

			WHILE I’M AT college, my parents sell the house I grew up in and rent an apartment facing Prospect Park. I’m home on a break. Careless and chaotic, I’m always misplacing my things. But I always know where to find my father’s possessions. This time I have taken his nail file, which he keeps at the front edge of the second shelf in his drop-leaf desk, to the right. It’s a dependable metal file, slightly bent; he’s had it, and kept it there, all my life. My father appears in the doorway of the room I’m staying in; he confronts me, not in anger, but in quiet exasperation. He doesn’t chastise me, but simply asks where his nail file is. I feel found out. I don’t remember where I left it. My father looms in the doorway like an implacable judgment. I am guilty. But I know he’ll forgive me.

			

			—

			
			SEVERAL YEARS LATER, my parents buy a condominium in Westchester, a suburb north of New York City. It’s the 1990s; in the room my father uses as his office, I’m interviewing him about his past. My mother comes in. She’s frustrated because she can’t find her keys. My father suggests she look in the pockets of the “garments” she wore in the last few days. He explains how he avoids misplacing his keys—or anything else he keeps in his pockets: “I have to have eight things. And I always count. Morning, evening, I always count. Two keys. My wallet. Handkerchief. Change purse. My watch, hearing aid, and glasses. Eight things. If I don’t have eight things, I figure out what’s missing, and I get it right away.”

			Hearing him say this, I see my father standing by the dresser in his bedroom as he prepares to go to work, taking items from the large marble ashtray where he put them the night before, and distributing them in pockets of his suit jacket and slacks. I now fill in that memory with the specific things he’s picking up and placing, and hear him counting them in his mind.

			

			—

			AFTER MY FATHER retires, my parents begin spending winters in Boynton Beach, Florida. Their small, sun-filled Florida apartment was never home to me, and the furnishings are not the ones I grew up with. But the order my father created in these scaled-down rooms makes me feel like I’ve come home. In my own coat closet, the shelf over the hanging coats holds a jumbled mass of hats, scarves, gloves, and small umbrellas. In my parents’ coat closet, the shelf contains neatly folded scarves. My father’s hats are arrayed on the wall above, each hanging from a nail he hammered in. My father’s desk in Florida, painted a glossy white, is built in against a wall. He’s added plastic trays with tiny compartments that hold tacks, safety pins, paper clips, and rubber bands—all ordered by size. Three identical dispensers, perfectly aligned, hold three different types of tape. On each dispenser, a small square of paper identifies the width and type of tape it holds.

			

			—

			
			FROM THE TIME I go off to college until my mother dies, four decades later—except for the two years I live in Greece—I call my parents often. Though I call my parents, my mother is the one I talk to. She almost always answers the phone, but even if my father answers, he cedes telephone conversations to her.

			

			—

			I’VE CALLED MY parents, as I do each week. This time my father answers. Hearing his voice, I feel a lightness in the air, a giddiness. As soon as he recognizes my voice, he says, “I’ll tell Mother you’re on the phone. She’ll be so happy to hear it’s you.” He calls to her, she picks up an extension, and we begin talking. Before long I realize I haven’t heard my father’s voice for a while.

			“Where’s Daddy?” I ask.

			“He hung up.”

			

			—

			ANOTHER TIME, I’M having a phone conversation with both parents. When the conversation winds down, my mother hangs up. My father doesn’t. We realize it’s just the two of us on the phone. “Oh,” he says, “I have a chance to talk to you. There are so many things I want to say. I can’t think of them now.” We find lots of things to say, and enjoy saying them till my mother picks up an extension: “Are you still on the phone?” she says. It sounds like an accusation. I feel as if my father and I have been caught in an illicit encounter. I assure her of our innocence: “We were just talking about…” My father disappears without a word, as if slinking away.

			

			—

			MY FATHER WILL talk to me at length if I happen to call when my mother is out. One day I ask him why. “Maybe because it’s pent-up words,” he says. “I like to reminisce. I can’t reminisce with Mother because she doesn’t like it. She complains, ‘You only want to talk about people who are dead.’ Sometimes she makes a rule: No talk about dead people! She’s like most people. They like to talk about things that are happening. They don’t like to talk about old things. To me it’s not real unless it’s in the past.” My father never tires of talking about the past, especially his childhood in Poland, and I never tire of listening.

			

			—

			
			IT’S 1996; MY father is eighty-eight. I arrive for a visit at their Westchester condo. My mother greets me at the door. After we’ve hugged and kissed, my father appears at the end of the hallway. It’s taken him longer to rise from his chair. He isn’t carrying the cane he finally agreed to use after his last fall. He stumbles, but the wall catches him. Something inside me rebels: who stole my father and put this old man in his place?

			

			—

			A FEW MONTHS later, I’m visiting my parents in Florida. My father is recuperating from emergency bypass surgery on his leg. I walk beside him on the catwalk that runs from their apartment to the elevator along the outer wall of their building. How strange life is to bring things round to this: my father, who never walked up stairs but sent them flying behind him two at a time, now inching along. I’m grateful to time for having slowed him down. My father old has time for me as my father young did not. The skin of his hand is hard, as it was when I was little, only now the roughness is from not calluses, but age: the skin dried, the muscle between thumb and palm shrunk concave. Though my hand is almost as big as his, holding his hand gives me the same sense of comfort that it did when I was small: if I hold my father’s hand, he can’t run away, recede, or disappear. But there’s another layer: I fear that if I let go, my father will fall, as he does in my bad dreams, thudding to the ground. So I firmly hold his hand, hold him in my hand.

			

			—

			WHEN MY FATHER AND I sit and talk, I forget he’s old. But when he inches along beside me; when he stumbles on firm ground; when he tries to rise from his chair and the chair pulls him back, I’m reminded with a jolt that the man who looks to me like my father, to the world looks like an old man.

			

			—

			MY PARENTS MOVE permanently to Florida. My father, in his early nineties, is in the hospital there, following emergency surgery. He had septicemia for days, with a fever of 103, caused by an infected gallbladder that his doctor misdiagnosed as gastritis. The hospital hematologist is incredulous that my father survived; septicemia, the doctor says, unchecked for so many days, would likely have killed even someone much younger. I walk with my father down the hospital hall, accompanied by the IV pole on wheels. When we come to an alcove with chairs, we sit and continue the conversation we’ve been having all afternoon. Though it breaks my heart to see him so weak, I treasure the hours—the days—that the hospital gives us to talk.

			

			—

			
			MY FATHER GRADUATES from a cane to a walker. The walker makes him seem younger, because with it he moves quickly and surely. Without it he takes halting, tentative steps. Yet I hate the walker because it hogs my father’s hands: I can no longer hold his hand as we walk, and he can no longer greet me with his arms spread wide, can’t wrap me in his hug.

			

			—

			I’M WALKING WITH MY FATHER, his hands on his walker. I keep him on my left, because I hear better in my left ear. He tells me he’s breaking a private rule he’s observed his whole life: with people on his left, he keeps the upper hand. If he lets someone walk to his right, he yields power to them. I understand this private way of ordering the world as a facet of his personality related to his drive to save everything—and to organize and label all that he saves. I hear his telling me this as trust, confirming and creating closeness by sharing something so intimate. And I interpret as love that he lets me walk on his right. I hold his trust and love in my palm, where his hand would be if it wasn’t grasping the walker. As I tell this story now, I wonder: was he asking me, gently, to please move to his left?

			

			—

			MY FATHER OFTEN makes requests in that indirect way because he’s reluctant to impose. Once, when I’m driving my parents home from a family gathering in upstate New York, my father asks if I have enough gas in the car. I assure him I do, pleased to allay his concern about whether I’ve thought ahead. But that’s not why he asked. After a brief pause, he says, “If you were going to stop for gas anyway, I’d use the restroom.”

			

			—

			
			MY FATHER ALSO shrinks from being the center of attention. This reticence extends to the physical mishaps that come with old age. My husband and I are visiting my parents in the Florida retirement community they’ve recently moved to. The four of us pay a visit to another couple they’ve befriended. As the couple are showing us their dining room, my father says he’ll wait for us in the adjoining living room. Suddenly I see my husband running toward the living room: my father’s legs are dangling over the edge of a large upholstered chair, his knees pointing to the ceiling. The rest of him is lying on the floor against the back of the chair, which tipped over when he plopped into it. My husband and I manage to right the chair, with my father in it, seemingly untroubled. “Why didn’t you say something?” one person after another exclaims. My father says, “There was no need to interrupt your conversation. I knew someone would notice eventually.”

			

			—

			WHEN MY MOTHER dies, my father, ninety-five, moves to an assisted living apartment in Saratoga Springs, New York, to be close to my sister Naomi, who is retired herself. We now have hours and hours and hours to talk, as I call every day and visit often.

			I’m talking to my father on the phone; he’s lying on his bed. He thinks of something he wants to tell me, but the paper it’s written on is on his desk, across the room. “I’ll get it,” he says.

			“That’s okay,” I say, “I don’t need to know now.” The thought of him rushing to his desk—I know he’ll rush so as not to keep me waiting—frightens me. He’s so unsteady, and he never locks his walker before lunging for it, never makes sure that a chair is stable before plopping into it.

			“It’s no problem,” he says. “I’ll get it and I’ll call you back from there.”

			I can’t talk him out of it, so I caution: “Be careful! Don’t rush!”

			I await his call, my anxiety rising. The phone doesn’t ring. Maybe he’s looking for the paper, or having trouble finding his glasses. Still I wait. Finally, I dial his number. The phone rings and rings. At last he answers.

			
			“Daddy!” I say. “Where are you?”

			In an unruffled voice, he says, “Lying on the floor under my desk.”

			“Are you hurt? Are you okay?”

			“I’m fine,” he says. “I slipped off the chair when I sat down.”

			Damn chair! I think. I told him he shouldn’t have a chair on wheels!

			“I’ll call the office,” I say. “They’ll send someone to help you up.”

			“Don’t call! Don’t bother them. They have plenty to do. They’re busy.”

			“But you need help to get up! I’m going to call!”

			We argue back and forth—“Don’t call!” “I’m calling!” Finally he relents, but says, “Make sure you tell them it’s not an emergency. They can come when they have time. I’m fine.”

			

			—

			DURING OUR MANY conversations—the ones we have on the phone and the ones we have when I visit—I write down things my father says. I’m not the only one who does this. One of the assisted living aides tells
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