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To our mothers and fathers, who taught us
 how to cook and how to love.






“Each friend represents a world in us,
 a world possibly not born until they arrive,
 and it is only by this meeting
 that a new world is born.”

—ANAÏS NIN
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TO: LSTONE@dotnet.com
 FROM: VRUDMAN@webworld.com
 DATE: APRIL 6, 2000
 SUBJECT: HELLO AGAIN

 

Dear Lilly,

 

I’ve started a letter just like this about a thousand times. “Dear Lilly,” I’d write, as if I knew what came next. But that was as far as I got. I never knew what to say or how to say it. And I wasn’t sure you’d ever want to hear my voice again.

 

But today I know exactly what I have to tell you, and I know you’d want this to come from me. My mother died. Last month, of cancer. Maybe your father already told you; I don’t remember what he said at the funeral. It was a hard day. It’s been a hard two years. And now that it’s over, it feels like walking through a dream—a milky gauze of grief. And relief. And guilt at the relief.

 

Oh, Lilly. This is not how I hoped to find you again. But maybe it’s the only way. Death always makes me want to make sense of things. I want to understand my mother’s life. I want to understand my own.

 

Perhaps this all feels too raw, too real, too intimate. If so, I’m sorry. But I just had to take the chance that you’d still be there for me the way you once were. I can’t begin to tell you how much it would mean for us to reconnect. Even after—especially after—all these many years.

 

Valerie

 


 
TO: VRUDMAN@webworld.com
 FROM: LSTONE@dotnet.com
 DATE: APRIL 7, 2000
 SUBJECT: RE: HELLO AGAIN

 

Dear Val,

 

I honestly don’t know what to say….

 

I’m so sorry about your mother. I hope you find some solace in the knowledge that she loved you and was proud of you. I hope you can carry that with you, along with her smile and that wonderful, raucous laugh that always surprised everyone.

 

Regards to you. And to your family.

 

Lilly

 

 
TO: VRUDMAN@webworld.com
 FROM: LSTONE@dotnet.com
 DATE: APRIL 7, 2000
 SUBJECT: A THOUSAND PARDONS!

 

Forgive me for that awful version of a ten-cent drugstore sympathy card and let me start all over: Val, hearing from you has shaken me to the very core. I’m reminded of all we once had and lost. Twenty-six years of silence—and then, at long last, you appear!

 

When I got your e-mail I cried out loud. There you were, or the essence of you, in your brief words. So very palpable. I mean, Christ! Thanks to cyberspace, you were almost here with me in these beloved mountains.

 

Oh, nuts. I’m not very good at this. What I’m trying to convey, in a clumsy way, is that I’ve spent a lot of time and energy (not to mention thousands of bucks on therapy) convincing myself that our fight was just one of life’s many painful lessons. People change, they go different ways. Even the best of friends. I told myself, so be it. “Move on…,” to quote Sondheim. (The very song I once used to open my act.)

 

But the truth is, Val, I can’t tell you how many times I’ve whispered to myself, tonight I’ll look out into the audience and she’ll be there. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve pretended that somehow, you will just turn up. That somehow we will find a way to be friends again. Look, it’s all just a long-winded way of saying: yes, Val, I’m still here for you. Honestly, sweetie, you can count on that.

 

I know when we last spoke, so many moons ago, the problems between us—I mean all of us—were insurmountable (at least they seemed that way to me). Which is why I think you’ll find it amazing, if not unbelievable, that at long last my father and I are becoming close. I recently moved back home to live with him. It’s temporary. And though it’s been good for each of us, it’s also been, as you might imagine, less than easy. In fact, right now I’m taking a break at the cabin. (Yes, the family still keeps the place, complete with outhouse and NO PHONE! Can you believe it? So, to get my e-mails I have to trek all the way to Lake Placid, almost forty-five minutes from Keene Valley, to an Internet cafe—which I thank the techno-goddesses for.)

 

Anyway, at your mother’s funeral, you may have noticed my father is a changed man. The infamously stony Isaac Stone is much more vulnerable these days. Your mother’s death hit him surprisingly hard. It’s the first time I’ve seen him weep. It must have something to do with all the losses he’s facing: a recent retirement. Failing eyes. A broken heart—he’s unable to let go of my mother, who’s no longer with us.

 

Which brings me back to the real question: why didn’t I just reach out to you once I heard about your mother? The truth is, I got scared. I found myself hoping, with all my heart, that you would be the brave one to break our icy silence. And I thank you for that.

 

I’ve been a coward. Maybe I just didn’t know how to express the simple thing you said: I can’t begin to tell you how much it would mean for us to reconnect.

 

I won’t trouble you with the details of my life right now. In summary: deep love, despair, deeper love, deeper despair, and now…well, a sort of limbo place thanks to a lover who can’t commit and my own confusion about intimacy. I’m trying to figure it all out, even though that’s a bit like trying to lasso the moon.

 

My heart goes out to you. My thoughts are with you, and your family. Despite the sad reason for your e-mail, I am extremely happy to hear from you. (Do you remember what loyal correspondents we were when we were kids?)

 

Write again, if you have the time and the interest.

 

Much love,

 

Lilly

 

P.S. How is “Golden Boy”…Ben? Please send him my love.

 


 
TO: LSTONE@dotnet.com
 FROM: VRUDMAN@webworld.com
 DATE: APRIL 10, 2000
 SUBJECT: WHERE SHALL WE BEGIN?

 

Dear Lilly,

 

I’m scattered and unfocused, broken. Losing my mother feels like an amputation. The psychic space within me that she still inhabits—will always inhabit?—has become a phantom pain. Excruciating, agonizing, relentless. And each time I realize she’s gone forever—again and again, always as if it’s the first time—I feel lightheaded and faint. Heartsick, too, as I obsessively count and recount the many years I spent pushing her away. All in a desperate attempt to “become” the person I, in fact, already was.

 

Strangely enough, all this makes me realize how deeply I’ve missed you. I hunger for our friendship. Oh God, Lilly, we were so foolish. The only way I can make sense of what happened between us is to believe that perhaps we needed that terrible fight. Perhaps we were so fused at the soul as children that we had to separate in order to invent our adult selves.

 

And perhaps we have both needed these long, dry years to heal the deep wound of rupture?

 

Whatever the truth may be, I am so sorry for my part in all this, sorrier than I can ever say.

 

Can you believe how old we are? Oh, Lillypad, let’s be friends again! How are you really? Please write to me. Tell me everything, and then tell me more. Whatever happens next between us, speaking to you feels like a blessing. Maybe a renewed correspondence would be uplifting for both of us. Do you want to try?

 

Your devoted friend, forever,

 

Val

 


 
TO: LSTONE@dotnet.com
 FROM: VRUDMAN@webworld.com
 DATE: APRIL 10, 2000
 SUBJECT: WHAT IS WRONG WITH ME?

 

Lilly, I’m so ashamed of myself. I just reread your letter and then reread mine, and I realize that in my terrific preoccupation and self-absorption I didn’t at all respond to what you wrote about your mother.

 

What do you mean, she “is no longer with us”? What’s going on? I’m filled with dread at the thought of more grief. And I apologize for my selfish letter. Please forgive me.

 

Val

 


 
TO: VRUDMAN@webworld.com
 FROM: LSTONE@dotnet.com
 DATE: APRIL 12, 2000
 SUBJECT: RE: WHAT IS WRONG WITH ME

 

No, “Katherine the Great,” as you used to call her, didn’t pass away…she ran away! Just one more act in the Stone family’s ongoing saga. Even after twenty-six years, I’m sure you can remember our penchant for high drama.

 

If I sound glib, forgive me. It was just so damn predictable. One morning, about six months ago, my mother left my father after forty-some-odd years of marriage. She just got up from breakfast with the dishes on the table and the kettle about to boil, and walked out the door. Perhaps she’d done one too many productions of A Doll’s House.

 

The sad and sorry truth: my mother never should have been married. And my father should have married someone else. She would have been much happier moving from one relationship to another. (Who does that remind you of? Yes, I am truly Katherine the Great’s daughter.) And he was always looking for someone to be in awe of him, which she was not. I know I don’t have to remind you of the blistering midnight battles that went on in my parents’ bedroom, the ones we used to hear through the wall when you slept over.

 

So, my mother is finally free, living on her own, downtown. I think she’s dating. Big surprise…what else is new? She doesn’t want to talk to any of us, she said. Not until she “finds the Katherine she lost.” It’s like she’s perpetually acting out her adolescence, even now, at seventy-three!

 

My father spends every day grieving. This whole thing has aged him. Since he’s no longer practicing, he spends a lot of time working on his orchids. His eyes always seem to have tears. He says it’s the cataracts. I think it’s his broken heart.

 

You know, I tell myself I don’t care about them splitting up. At age forty-seven, why should it matter? But at two in the morning last night I felt so very vulnerable and alone that I couldn’t sleep. It was as if I was longing for something just out of my reach. And everything reminded me of my mother: her Italian shawl hanging on the back of my chair…the poster she did for that Shakespeare festival, on the bedroom wall, with the picture of you in the corner! (Remember how she used your face for Puck?)

 

The good news: I felt your presence with me and that provided great comfort.

 

Lilly

 


 
TO: LSTONE@dotnet.com
 FROM	: VRUDMAN@webworld.com
 DATE: APRIL 15, 2000
 SUBJECT: THIS IS SO WEIRD!

 

Memory is so oddly selective. I can’t remember the shape or the fabric of your mother’s Italian shawl, but I can absolutely picture its blue-gray-purple-brown color. It always reminded me of firm, dirty plums. And then the frightening, strangely thrilling sound of your parents’ screaming fights. (In the rooms of my memory, those fights stand out like some ridiculously romantic 18th-century French furniture: perverse, ornate proof that they loved each other with passionate intensity. Something I felt my parents lacked.) And of course I’ve always thought your mother was unbearably generous for turning me into Puck. That poster was the first thing in my life to give me a vision of my own immortality. It made me feel so pretty and so important.

 

The truth is, after I gasped in horror about Katherine’s quicksilver escape from a kitchen filled with dirty breakfast dishes, I laughed out loud! Is it too soon to admit stuff like that to you? I hope not. You know I’ve always loved Katherine the Great. I know she was hard for you in lots of ways, but I always envied that your mother seemed more interested in her own life than in yours or anyone else’s; I guess it was an instructive counterpoint to my mom’s constant, cloistered, cloying over-involvement with me and everyone else.

 

You know, the longer I write the weirder this feels. It’s like the last twenty-six years have telescoped into about twenty-six minutes. But look what time has wrought. Our fathers are old and wounded. Our mothers are gone, mine to dust and yours into thin air. And it’s just us left standing.

 

Oh, Lilly. Can we move past the past and stand together again?

 

Do you remember my mother getting into a certain mood, when she’d get that spacey look on her face and intone in a super-quiet voice that was scarier than a whisper, “Don’t look back, girls. It might look back at you.” It always freaked us out. I never knew what it was supposed to mean. Or why she’d say such a thing to us. To me. Especially when I was so young. Now that she’s gone, I can’t help but wonder: was it a warning?

 

God, Lilly, everything always comes back to my mother. But I can’t start that again, not now.

 

Please write to me. It would mean so much to hear from you.

 

Val

 


 
TO: LSTONE@dotnet.com
 FROM: VRUDMAN@webworld.com
 DATE: APRIL 15, 2000
 SUBJECT: I FORGOT TO TELL YOU SOMETHING…

 

Lilly,

 

I can’t believe I didn’t tell you this before.

 

I’ve slowly been going through all of Mom’s possessions (which has been very painful, but that’s another story). Anyway, among her many things I found a gorgeous flowered hat box—filled with your Recipe Club letters to me!

 

Remember? They date all the way back to the beginning, when we were about ten years old. They were just as I had left them—a little yellower and crunchier for age, but still organized (even in the infancy of my anal-compulsive style) in chronological order, wrapped neatly in blue and white satin ribbons.

 

Glancing at the postmarks makes me think that a bunch may have gone AWOL. Perhaps they’re in a box I haven’t yet uncovered.

 

I’ve been reading them, laughing and crying. I realize now that they were truly my first love letters. You, dear Lilly, were the first friend I ever loved, and who loved me back, and whom I continue to love even after all this time apart.

 

I just had to tell you that I found them. Just like I found you.

 

xxx

 

V.

 


 
JULY 22, 1963

 

Dear Val,

 

Guess what? Daddy can drive me to your house. In two weeks! I think he misses your parents as much as I miss you, and that’s a lot. But Mommy won’t come. She says to tell you sorry. She has a new show.

 

Don’t worry about not knowing anybody yet. You always have me.

 

I wish I was your sister, too.

 

Here is the recipe for the chocolate icebox cake you love. You have to leave it in the fridge overnight. It serves ten, unless Ben gets to it, and then it only serves him!

 

Love,

Lilly








Chocolate Icebox Cake






SERVES 10

2 cups heavy cream

3 tablespoons confectioner’s sugar

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

35 chocolate wafer cookies

3 tablespoons semisweet chocolate bits

 

1. In a large bowl, beat heavy cream, sugar, and vanilla at medium speed until stiff peaks form.

 

2. On one side of 6 chocolate wafers, spread about 2 heaping teaspoons whipped cream. Place them on top of each other to make a stack. Top the stack with a plain wafer. Continue making stacks like this until all the wafers are used. Turn each stack on its side. Place stacks side by side to make a big log on a plate. Frost log with the remaining whipped cream. Sprinkle with the chocolate bits. Cover and refrigerate at least 5 hours or overnight.











 



TO: VRUDMAN@webworld.com
 FROM: LSTONE@dotnet.com
 DATE: APRIL 20, 2000
 SUBJECT: LETTERS AND MOTHERS

 

Believe it or not, I have almost all of the Recipe Club letters you wrote to me, too! Mine were tossed into a cardboard box that is now mildewed and falling apart (unlike your neat and tidy system…therein lies the difference between you and me, right?!). But the main thing is that we both kept them. And that tells me something important: we were always holding onto our friendship, despite what happened.

 

It’s funny to hear you say such reverential things about my mom, the horrific battles between my parents, etc. I don’t think you ever realized how terribly embarrassed I was that they fought the way they did.

 

I remember one time when you slept over, and they started going at it after an endless night of boozing. You sat up in bed, with your legs hanging over the edge, and said, “Lilly, don’t worry.” That’s it. Just those few words. You came over and kissed my forehead. I remember feeling so loved. And then, the next morning at breakfast, you never said a word about their bizarre behavior. You never made me feel weird. I knew that you understood what went on and you weren’t judging any of us for it. You taught me the foundation of trust. Was I there for you that way, too? I fear I wasn’t. (After all, I come from the King and Queen of Narcissists. Who’s to say that I didn’t inherit their talent for self-absorption?)

 

So, enough about me…what do you think about me? (Just kidding….) In truth, a lot has happened to your old friend since our fight. I went on tour with my cabaret act. I had some success, especially in San Francisco. The Chronicle said I sang a stellar rendition of Harold Arlen’s “Blow Ill Wind.” (I will admit, it’s a song made for me. Nobody does it better.) I fell in love. (And nobody does that worse.) It lasted for all of three months. Yes, she was a singer. (Does the gender thing still bother you? I hope not. I always thought you had trouble understanding my need to love both women and men. Especially in college, when I first fell in love. You were so jealous! Did you feel I was deserting our friendship?)

 

Fast-forward to the present: I’ve stopped singing and started catering. Food seems to always be my fallback. As for love, after various meaningless men and women, one day last year I met Bertram. We’ve been together, off and on, ever since. He restores furniture: hand caning for old chairs. And let me tell you, those hands can work wonders in other ways, too! The thing is, he’s married. (I know, I know, what else is new?) Sometimes I think I suffer from a family curse on my mother’s side. Always in search of the unobtainable. Always craving something around the corner, just out of sight.

 

Okay…so, life goes on. Let me know how you are. Hang in there.

 

Lilly

 


 
NOVEMBER 10, 1963

 

Dear Lilly,

 

Wasn’t it fun to play Inventor Girls together? Daddy says next time you come we can be his assistants again. He’s even going to buy us each our own white lab coat, so we won’t have to share. But after you left, his Rewarming Coffee Cup set off sparks. Then all the lights went out, and not just in our apartment. My mother got so nervous she had to take a nap.

 

My father said it was nothing to worry about. He said you learn from all your mistakes. But all Mommy cares about is for him to invent a quiet garbage truck. He promises he will. And it will let her sleep well and make us rich.

 

What do you like better, banana splits or brownie sundaes? (You spell it with an “e,” not like “Sunday,” did you know that?) I like brownie sundaes. Ben taught me how to make them. They’re not that easy, but not that hard.

 

Tell me if you like it.

 

Love,

Val Pal








Ben’s Brownie Sundae

Makes about 16 brownies






2 (1-ounce) squares unsweetened chocolate

1 stick butter or margarine, plus additional for greasing pan

1 cup sugar

2 eggs

½ cup flour

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

½ teaspoon salt

Vanilla ice cream, for serving

Chocolate sauce, for serving

Whipped cream, for serving

Maraschino cherries, for serving


	Preheat the oven to 375° F. Grease an 8-inch square baking pan.

	Melt chocolate on the top double boiler. Remove from heat when melted and set While chocolate is melting, cream together the butter and sugar until light and fluffy (it takes a long time to hand, or you can electric mixer). Add two well-beaten eggs creamed mixture, then add flour, salt, and vanilla. Slowly add the melted chocolate, and until fully mixed.

	Fill the prepared pan with the batter and bake for 25 minutes. Cool and cut into squares.

	Place a cooled brownie in a bowl. Top with ice cream, chocolate sauce, and whipped cream—and don’t forget to put a cherry on top!













 



NOVEMBER 15, 1963

 

Dear Val,

 

Do you want to start a real Recipe Club? We could trade recipes in every letter.

 

I think your mom’s right. If your father could invent a quiet garbage truck, then you really would be rich. Oh, and know what? I forgot to tell you we just got one of those new telephones with the buttons instead of the dial. Too bad your father didn’t invent that!

 

That’s all for now. My fingers hurt from the pencil. (Maybe your father can invent a pencil that writes its own letters!)

 

Love,

Lillypad

P.S. My mother has a friend from Paris. He made this fancy meatloaf, which he called a “patay.” I guess his English isn’t so good.








Jacques’ Fancy Meatloaf






SERVES 6

1–½ pounds ground beef

1 cup breadcrumbs

3 eggs

3 tablespoons milk

1 celery stalk, finely chopped

1 garlic clove, finely chopped

1 medium onion, finely chopped

1 teaspoon dried thyme

1 teaspoon salt Ground black pepper

FOR THE GLAZE:

3 tablespoons ketchup

2 tablespoons Dijon mustard

1 teaspoon Worcestershire sauce

 

1. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Then lightly grease a 9 x 5 x 3-inch loaf pan.

 

2. In a bowl, mix the meatloaf ingredients together until well combined. Press the mixture evenly into the prepared loaf pan. Bake until cooked through, 45 to 55 minutes.

 

3. Meanwhile, whisk together the ketchup, mustard, and Worcestershire sauce. Generously brush the top of the baked meatloaf with the glaze. Bake for 5 minutes more. Let cool slightly before slicing and serving.











 



NOVEMBER 19, 1963

 

Dear Lilly,

 

YES!! I would like to join the Recipe Club! And I can definitely sleep over next week. But not on a school night.

 

It’s my turn for the Recipe Club, right? So this is Mommy’s Macaroni and Cheese. The one she made last time you were here.

 

XXXX

Valerie








Mommy’s Macaroni & Cheese






Serves 4 to 6

FOR THE BREADCRUMBS:

2 to 3 slices cheap white bread (airy, not dense), crusts removed

2 tablespoons unsalted butter

FOR THE MACARONI:

3 tablespoons unsalted butter

1 (8-ounce) package elbow macaroni

½ pound American cheese, cubed

¼ cup milk

½ teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon ground black pepper


	To make the breadcrumbs, rub the bread vigorously between your palms until coarse crumbs form. The crumbs will be unevenly shaped.

	Melt the butter in a medium pan over medium-high heat. Add the crumbs and cook, stirring, until the crumbs are coated with butter but not browned (the butter keeps the crumbs from burning, browns them nicely, and makes a great crunch). Transfer the crumbs to a bowl.

	To make the macaroni, preheat the oven to 375° F. Grease a 1½-quart casserole dish with 1 tablespoon butter.

	In a pot of boiling water, cook the macaroni according to the package directions. Drain and return to the pot.

	Place the cheese, milk, remaining 2 tablespoons butter, salt, and pepper in the top of a double boiler or bowl set over a pot of boiling water. Cook, covered, until the cheese is melted, 3 to 5 minutes. Simmer the mixture uncovered, stirring, until smooth, about 1 minute more.

	Add the cheese to the pot of cooked macaroni and stir to coat. Transfer the macaroni to the prepared casserole. Top with the breadcrumbs. Bake 15 to 20 minutes, until the top is golden-brown.













 



TO: LSTONE@dotnet.com
 FROM: VRUDMAN@webworld.com
 DATE: APRIL 23, 2000
 SUBJECT: LIFE CERTAINLY DOES GO ON

 

I hope I’m not overstepping boundaries here; I just can’t help but worry that Bertram is married. Relationships like that usually seem to end in a lot of agony. So I guess what I’m saying is, since it sounds like you’ve been down that road before, be careful.

 

By the way, just for the record, I was not jealous when you fell in love with that girl in college—I just never liked her! What was her name again? Lakmi? Om? Tree? Branch? Oh yeah, Cloud. In any event, I will never forget how she once helped me—and hurt you.

 

But what did make me jealous was the way you lived your life. You always knew exactly what you wanted, and went after whatever it was. You breezed so easily past all cultural norms, as if they simply didn’t matter, while all I ever wanted (and hardly ever found) was a feeling of fitting in, of belonging. (Which I guess goes a long way toward explaining the way in which I’ve lived my life.)

 

Let me tell you a little about it. My life, I mean.

 

After all that hemming and hawing, I decided to go to med school. But it was on my own terms. Instead of becoming a psychiatrist, as your father always expected, I did a double-whammy M.D./Ph.D. (sounds like me, huh?), and landed in pediatrics with a specialty in genetics. I do a satisfying combination of research and clinical work. This has definitely been the right choice for me.

 

Now Jeff and I are in practice together in Boston. We’ve been at it for about ten years. It was a big decision for us, and one that only occasionally threatens to disrupt our marital equilibrium. (Oh yeah, we got married! Right before I started med school. It was such a tiny wedding I almost forgot to go myself. We had it at my parents’ house so that my mother could be there. All the Jacobs—Jeff’s sister Ellen even more than Jeff—were sad I didn’t change my name to theirs, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I guess I’m a Rudman all the way to the end.) Anyway, the work partnership was a good move, and we’re both pretty happy. More on all this another time. By the way, Jeff sends his best.

 

Lilly, being back in touch with you lifts my spirits tremendously. Let’s keep talking.

 

Love,

 

Val

 

 
TO: LSTONE@dotnet.com
 FROM: VRUDMAN@webworld.com
 DATE: APRIL 23, 2000
 SUBJECT: I CAN’T STOP!

 

It’s about two seconds after I sent the last e-mail, but I guess I’m still not done talking to you!

 

“Was I there for you that way, too?” How can you even ask such a thing, Lillypad? Of course you were! I can still picture you breezing into the darkened living room during one of my mother’s “episodes.” She’d be resting (okay, make that weeping) on the sofa. And you’d trill, “Rise and shine, Kitty Cat,” and open the blinds to let in some light. And like a good child, she’d always do what you told her to do: get up, straighten her hair, even laugh at your jokes. You brought life into her life. I was always so proud of you (if also terribly jealous of your magic touch). When she was miserable like that I always felt helpless and terrified. I realize now how angry I was, too, but let’s not even go there.

 

In short, Lilly, my dearest friend, you taught me how to trust. And how to be proud of myself. And how to love without shame.

 

Yours forever,

 

Valerie

 

P.S. I am so thrilled that you also kept our letters!

 

P.P.S. The Recipe Club founder should be catering! You were always at your most creative behind a stove. As for your singing career, well…even if you’ve given it up, you’re still getting top billing in my memory. (Remember that afternoon when I was in the bathroom and you stood outside the closed door, singing “Blow Ill Wind” at the top of your lungs?!!)

 


 
TO: VRUDMAN@webworld.com
 FROM: LSTONE@dotnet.net
 DATE: APRIL 24, 2000
 SUBJECT: FYI

 

Want to know something funny? Cloud’s real name was Jane Smith.

 

Pediatrics AND genetics…wow. How typically ambitious. How very Val. And how perfect to be doing genetics—you who always felt like an alien! Maybe one day we can trace your Martian roots. Do you provide counseling for expectant parents? These days, I think a lot about biological connections…nurture vs. nature…because of what I’m going through: I’m trying to adopt. It’s a subject that haunts my daily life…and my dreams.

 

I’ve just started the process. My God, is it daunting! Val, you are the ONLY PERSON I’ve told. Bertram isn’t in my life enough for me to share this with him. My father would never approve. My mother—well, even if we were in touch right now, I wouldn’t say anything. (Can you imagine Katherine the Great having to deal with being called “Grandma”?) I guess the truth is, I don’t want anyone else to know. I just don’t need other people’s opinions. Maybe I’m also a little superstitious that it will all fall through.

 

I’m sharing this secret with you to celebrate our renewed friendship—testing the waters of trust, I guess. Needless to say, I’m counting on you to keep it to yourself.

 

Lilly

 

P.S. “The Recipe Club founder should be catering!”??? Ouch. I know you meant well, but you still have this way of sounding like you’re taking my father’s side against me. I could just imagine his condescending words coming out of your mouth: “Lilly, dear, it’s much better that you have a steady job where you earn money. And you are fairly good at cooking. This performance thing is a pipe dream, don’t you think?”

 

And then there’s your other little comment: “You were always at your most creative behind a stove.” Excuse me? I always thought I was at my “most creative” behind a microphone, not a stove.

 

God, it’s hard for me to admit right now, when I’m in the middle of trying to live in peace with him, but my father’s always been so horribly discouraging. Do you know he never once came to hear me perform?

 

I guess I haven’t really made this clear, Val, but my decision not to sing has been very difficult. Every goddamn day I feel like I’ve lost a part of myself, all to win his affection. I guess it’s true what they say about children of analysts: they end up the most fucked up.

 

Anyway, it’s all ancient history now. Water under that proverbial bridge.

 


 
TO: LSTONE@dotnet.com
 FROM: VRUDMAN@webworld.com
 DATE: APRIL 26, 2000
 SUBJECT: APOLOGIES…

 

Lilly,

 

I’m so sorry! I feel awfully insensitive. I never meant to hurt your feelings, and I certainly never meant to sound like your father. Stupid me—I was just happy to hear that you were still cooking.

 

Let me assure you, Lilly, I am not taking your father’s side against you. In fact, other than getting your e-mail address from him at the funeral, Isaac and I haven’t spoken a word to each other in 26 years. Surely he’s told you that.

 

You know, you call what happened with you and Isaac ancient history, but in fact it’s living history. I know from my own experience that the past never really dies.

 

In fact, I had a strange experience at my mother’s funeral that I wasn’t going to mention for fear it would ignite old embers of anger and resentment. But now I feel I need to tell you: the second I saw Isaac—just standing there, stooped, thin, hands clasped on top of his cane, an old man by any account—I found myself falling into the black hole of my fight with you.

 

A better person than I would have been filled with compassion for him. But instead I just continue to blame him for what happened. I’ve never forgiven him for the way he manipulated both of us, like the little puppets we were. I still hold him entirely responsible.

 

Looks like the water under that proverbial bridge is rising.

 

V.

 


 
TO: LSTONE@dotnet.com
 FROM: VRUDMAN@webworld.com
 DATE: APRIL 26, 2000
 SUBJECT: ME AGAIN…

 

But on a positive note…think about it, Lilly, if you are still cooking, you must still be singing.

 

I know this because when you taught me to make spinach souffle, you convinced me (literal dope that I was), that in order to clean spinach correctly, you HAD to sing “I’m Gonna Wash That Man Right Outta My Hair.” When you taught me to make crème brûlée, you made me swear that before my first bite—even if it was in a restaurant, even if I was dining with strangers—I would sing “Brown Sugar” and make Mick Jagger lips. (Jeff made me stop ordering it in public—it was getting too embarrassing.) And remember the first dinner party we threw? By the time you were done with your solo rendition of “Food, Glorious Food,” the soup was cold and all the guests were politely starving.

 

The list goes on and on. And now it’s just the way life is—there’s a song I sing for every meal I make. And with each one, I hear your impossibly high and pure Lilly voice singing right alongside mine.

 

Kisses,

 

Valerie

 


 
TO: VRUDMAN@webworld.com
 FROM: LSTONE@dotnet.net
 DATE: APRIL 27, 2000
 SUBJECT: THANKS, BUT…

 

I’d appreciate the kind words a lot more if they weren’t sugar-coating the thing you said that was less than kind: “I still hold him entirely responsible.”

 

Val, how can you nurse a grudge against my father, especially considering everything he did for you?

 

Look, I know I’m high-strung and a bit of a diva, but there’s something I need to get off my 36 DD chest—the one you’ve always wished you had.

 

It’s this: I’ve spent the better part of my life wild with envy that you somehow pulled off the caper of the century, getting Isaac—the cheapest man in the world—to be…what should I say? Not just your teacher, but your patron, giving you gifts and paying for your education. Come to think of it, he was a bit of a sugar daddy to you. And not enough of a daddy to me. But I guess we both know that already….

 

At the risk of being dangerously blunt, you’re the one at fault for what happened between us, not him. So Val, please don’t rewrite history. And be forewarned: berating him won’t help you bond with me.

 

Okay, enough. I’m fried. Time for a cup of ginger tea and some deep breathing. Maybe a hike up Noonmark. More later.

 

Lilly

 


 
TO: LSTONE@dotnet.com
 FROM: VRUDMAN@webworld.com
 DATE: APRIL 30, 2000
 SUBJECT: RE: THANKS, BUT…

 

I’m not sure if you want me to respond, or if that was just your way of blowing off steam, but I need to let you know kindness is not a one-way street.

 

Look, old wounds leave scars. So I get it, okay? I know Isaac was not the father you wished he’d been.

 

But Lilly, please, Isaac was not my “sugar daddy.” (Ugh…that’s a disgusting image. Shame on you.) You of all people should know that throughout my childhood he was my hero. My mentor. For years I did anything and everything he told me to do, because his love made me feel deserving, his attention made me feel special, and his expertise made me feel optimistic about my future. He opened up the world for me. He connected me to a universe of ideas—one that was exciting and inspiring—and, most important, well outside of my family’s crazy, insular life.

 

And yet, even with all this generosity—of every kind—I am still angry at him. Whether or not you believe me, he is the reason we lost each other.

 

I believe we both know that already, too.

 

Valerie

 


 
TO: VRUDMAN@webworld.com
 FROM: LSTONE@dotnet.net
 DATE: MAY 1, 2000
 SUBJECT: ONE GIRL’S CEILING IS ANOTHER GIRL’S FLOOR

 

That wonderful world he opened up for you had a “No Trespassing” sign for me. I never felt welcome. It was like the two of you lived in a weird, secret bubble together.

 

I’ve never understood it. Never have…never will.

 

Lilly

 


 
TO: LSTONE@dotnet.com
 FROM: VRUDMAN@webworld.com
 DATE: MAY 2, 2000
 SUBJECT: MAYBE THIS WILL HELP

 

Look, Lilly, it’s not surprising you don’t understand. How could you? There was so much secrecy going on in my family, and Isaac played a huge role in it.

 

So maybe now’s the time I got something off my chest. Maybe now’s the time we finally talk about some of the things I was never allowed to say—to you, to anyone. I warn you, it’s a long story—but I hope by telling it I can help you better understand your father, and clear up some fundamental misunderstandings.

 

My mother had her first panic attack while she was in her twenties, just after she and Dad were married. She had a small part in an off-Broadway play (the one where she and your mother met and became friends). Apparently, just before her cue, she flipped out. (Until the day she died, she referred to her anxiety disorder as “stage fright.”)

 

But she really started going nuts when I was five. That’s when her sister and her sister’s husband—Ben’s parents—were killed in a car crash. (Bear with me, Lily. I realize you know some of this, but honestly I’m uncertain about which details are old news for you. So here’s the whole story.)

 

Shortly after the accident, Mom spiraled down into a constant state of anxiety, one that grew to define her. All I vaguely remember from those early days was that one day my mother was fun to be with, and the next she was crying and crying and crying, and had to stay home…for the rest of her life.

 

Enter Isaac. I don’t remember the exact moment when he began regularly spending time with us. All I know is that before long he was circling like a moon orbits a planet. He had an unusually calming effect on my mother. Not that he was more caring than my ever-gentle father, but he had something…hard to describe. When I used to come home from school and find him there sipping tea with my mother, I always felt she was truly peaceful. Best of all, he took charge of her illness. For a long time it seemed your father held the magic key to my mother’s mental health.

 

And yet, every day, as soon as he left, her anxiety erupted. She hid in her bed, she wept, she could barely communicate.

 

Then one day, when I was sixteen years old, I couldn’t take it anymore. I don’t know if you ever picked up on it, but I was terribly depressed. (I never really shared the worst of what was happening with anyone, not even with you.) I hated my mother with all my soul for not getting better, and hated myself for being so unforgiving.

 

Your father saw what was going on, and took me aside. He said I needed to understand the root of my mother’s illness. He said something painful and terrible had happened to her, and if I understood it, I would be less angry and love her more. (I also think he wanted me to leave her alone, to stop provoking her with hostile questions about why she was the way she was.)

 

He made me swear I would never tell anyone what he was about to reveal: my mother had been driving the car in the accident that killed my aunt and uncle. He told me only my father knew, but it was best if I never discussed it with him or anyone else.

 

It was a heavy burden for me to carry. But the result of it was that Isaac and I became complicit in keeping my mother’s secret. He promised he would always be there for me, and always help me through tough times.

 

Where did all this leave me? Totally emotionally dependent on Isaac. And because I felt so tethered to him, I never allowed myself to ask an obvious question: why was he so involved with my family?

 


Only now, after my mother’s death, am I allowing myself to wonder what really happened. Did my parents seek his help? Did your mother prevail upon him to take pity on her old friend? Did Isaac intervene on his own out of concern for my mother’s psychiatric condition?

 

Or was it—as I fear—altogether more predatory on his part? Did he enjoy my—and her—dependency?

 

Was she a guinea pig—endless grist for the mill of his scholarly articles and books? (I mean, really, why didn’t anybody put two and two together after he published The Fear Impulse? Wasn’t she his Dora?)

 

Or maybe there was a mercenary aspect to the whole thing—you can’t deny he profited from those shrink-circuit lectures on phobia that made his reputation and fattened his pocketbook.

 

Or how about this: maybe your “stony Dr. Isaac Stone” was, simply, in love with my mother.

 

Whatever the truth, only recently have I come to see the bigger picture: my mother was severely depressed and agoraphobic. She was never treated properly by Isaac or anyone else. And here’s the worst part: despite Isaac’s promises that one day she would recover, he knew she never would.

 

So do I blame him? Yes. Am I angry? Yes. Do I have a right? Yes.

 

And for God’s sake, Lilly, look what he did to you and me! He surely gets the blame for that, too.

 

I don’t mean to burden you with all of this. In fact, quite the opposite. I’m hoping this will lighten your load.

 

Valerie

 


 
TO: VRUDMAN@webworld.com
 FROM: LSTONE@dotnet.com
 DATE: MAY 4, 2000
 SUBJECT: YOUR EGO’S RUN AMUCK

 

That’s quite a little tale you’ve spun. And I’m sure it gives you great comfort. But if you want to lighten my load, don’t dump your dirty laundry on me.

 

My father “in love” with your mother? Come on, get a grip!

 

This is unbearable…it’s as if we’re stuck right back where we were, twenty-six years ago! I don’t want to go there.

 

But I can’t stop myself.

 

Forgive me if I’m not being sympathetic in your time of bereavement, but you need to face facts: my father did
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