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			Introduction: Excuse Me, Don’t We Know Each Other?

			Maybe you’re that woman in the corner of the coffee shop. You’re gazing over the lid of a laptop, then typing fast, then gazing again. Or possibly you’re that man with a narrow-ruled notebook, writing fat paragraphs in black ink. Your handwriting is so dense that when you turn the page, the paper looks thick and stiff.

			And I? I’m the woman with messy gray hair who’s at risk of spilling her coffee down your neck, because she can’t help glancing over your shoulder to get a glimpse of what you’re writing. Is it, perhaps, a story? Is it a novel? A memoir? I have my own notebook or laptop, or a manuscript I’m scribbling on, but I can’t seem to help sneaking a look at yours.

			For decades I’ve been reading, writing, and teaching writing, but it seems that I haven’t gotten enough of it. Oh, maybe on the last day of a writers’ conference, when I’ve thought and talked writing for more hours than would seem possible, when I’ve read piles of stories, listened to hours of readings—maybe then I think, “We’ve got to stop this!” But a day or two later, I’m glancing over your shoulder again. And now I have written a book about writing—especially about fiction, but also of use, I hope, to writers of memoir. Some of what I have to say may be helpful to you; some won’t; you’ll know what to read and what to skim or skip.

			Writing about writing, trying to make sense of this thing you and I do, is a way of getting a little clearer in my own mind (and maybe coming up with something of use to you too) about what happens in stories and novels, how we may improve them, and how we may avoid misery in the process. The Kite and the String is the working-out of an idea I’ve thought about for many years, the idea that writing well doesn’t result from following rules and instructions. It comes when we express strong feeling boldly and freely and then look steadily and critically at what we’ve done, in a mood that’s neither despairing nor defensive.

			Thinking clearly, you can decide what needs work and what is right as it is. But you may need some help before you can decide: you need some suggestions on what to think about, how to learn from what you read, how to use your agile brain—which gets you through the rest of life—to help you write. And you need some courage—not just courage to write (I see that you’re already writing) but courage to write in new ways, to try what may seem intimidating.

			This is not a book to pick up if you’re trying to work up your nerve to write your first story. (Just write it! You don’t need a book!) It’s not a how-to manual, and I’m not sure I believe in manuals for writing. This book describes one woman’s way of thinking about writing. My imagined audience consists of people who, like me, not only have had the impulse to write stories, but have acted on it repeatedly—enough to have written something or a good many somethings that other people want to read. Or maybe you’ve mostly accumulated frustrations. Published or not, you aren’t a beginner; you’ve worked at this art.

			It’s not as easy as it perhaps once was to make a clear distinction between people who are and aren’t writers, not when those with multiple responsibilities and little free time (people who earn their living and manage friendship and love, who look after children or frail parents, or who are slowed by their own ill health) write when they can, take it seriously, and may be quite good at it. In this book I’m talking not only to people who have published books or are likely to do so soon, but also to fine writers who may not write much, whose output may consist of a few stories that will be published, with luck, in journals. Writers come in many varieties. They are students in master of fine arts programs, alumni, and those who are considering applying. They are also people who write on their own, maybe showing work to a few friends, as well as those who lead or belong to a workshop at a college, a writers’ center, a retirement community, or a friend’s house.

			I’ve taught fiction writing to students in master’s programs, to undergraduates, to participants in writers’ conferences, to people who came to my house once a week for thirteen years to attend a workshop that usually met in my attic; when a wheelchair user joined, we moved to the kitchen. Some of my former students have published well-received books, while others have placed stories in journals, have a lively presence online, teach writing in community colleges, four-year colleges, or universities—or are taking time off from writing to work, look after their kids, or otherwise manage their lives.

			The writers I meet have similar difficulties with the task, reasons why this book might be useful. Some are so eager for rules and techniques that they can’t allow themselves the many messy stages of writing good fiction, the dreamlike, irrational state of mind that would let them write what’s senseless and only later, gradually, turn it into something that makes sense. Others write freely and spontaneously, but have trouble judging what they’ve done, or thinking in an orderly way about structure or plot. Many lack confidence, and may write less well because they don’t have the courage to tell the story they should be telling.
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			I came to writing fiction late, partly because I didn’t know how to start or how to improve but also because I was busy: working, taking care of children, writing what wasn’t fiction—interruptions I don’t regret. I also had trouble—specifically, an eye ailment.

			When I was contemplating writing my first novel, in my late forties (I had written poems and stories), I read John Gardner’s On Becoming a Novelist, in which the beginning novelist he referred to was always “he” and often “young.” We still have remnants of the old idea that a beginning writer is a rough-looking but confident young man who shows up in a class somewhere in a flannel shirt and worn boots, and astonishes the academics with his intense, moving stories. He is forgiven for leaving the practical questions of life to others—primarily a patient wife, who may be supporting him—and when he isn’t drinking or riding a motorcycle (or maybe cheating on her), he spends his time writing. My book is for his wife, who always did have a promising manuscript hidden under the dish towels in a kitchen drawer. That is, I assume that my reader (male, female, or other; gay or straight; single or part of a couple) squeezes writing into an ordinary life—one with the usual ties, obligations, interruptions, doubts, and calamities. I can’t tell you how to find room in your life for writing (I think you will have to be mildly selfish), but possibly something in my life, or in what I’ve learned as a writer and teacher, will prove relevant.

			I majored in English at Queens College in New York City, to which I commuted by train and bus from my parents’ Brooklyn apartment, and graduated in 1962. I went on to study sixteenth- and seventeenth-century literature, chiefly poetry, at Harvard. I thought I’d be a scholar and write poems in my spare time, but I wasn’t good at scholarship, and after graduate school I found a job that excited me more than literary scholarship: teaching expository writing in a community college in Connecticut. I was living in New Haven and newly married to a Yale law student. After we finished our degrees, we moved to Modesto, California, where Edward had been offered a job as a legal aid lawyer in a statewide program that served migrant farmworkers and where I taught in another community college. It was the time of the Vietnam War, and sometimes we drove to San Francisco for peace marches. I had a baby and quit teaching to look after him. Through all those years I thought of myself as a writer—a poet—yet I barely wrote. I had scraps of poems but didn’t work on them.

			When the baby was four months old, we moved to a tiny house in Sonoma County, under redwood trees, because Edward was now the director of a different office in the same legal aid program. I spent much of the baby’s first year breast-feeding in a stained bathrobe or, having managed to take a shower and dress, walking with him in a Gerry pack on my back. I couldn’t seem to do much besides care for him, not even laundry. The washer and dryer were in our basement, down a long outdoor staircase. I couldn’t leave the baby alone in the house, even asleep, to do laundry, because I wouldn’t hear him from the basement. When he was tiny, I put him into the laundry basket on top of the dirty clothes and carried him down there, but at a year he no longer fit into the basket. I finally realized that if I hired a sitter, I could write in the basement—and even do the laundry. I brought my portable typewriter downstairs.

			A young woman came for two hours twice a week, and from the basement I heard my son’s rapid footsteps over my head. Once, I found a dead mouse in the washing machine and wrote about it in a poem. I did do laundry, but mostly I wrote—and, for the first time in years, stopped feeling guilty for not writing every time I had ten free seconds, because I finally had real writing hours. At the public library I found a list of magazines that published poetry, and I sent poems out; one was accepted. The time in the basement changed me. Writing emerged, dominant, undeniable. I thought that from then on I’d be a serious writer, and I have been.

			But with a child, Edward and I wanted to live closer to our families. I wanted to live in a city, where I could put the baby into a stroller and take him to a playground, as my mother had taken me years earlier in Brooklyn. We moved back east and returned to New Haven. Edward again worked as a legal aid lawyer, and I still stayed home. After a few months, when my need to write became intense, we joined a cooperative day care center staffed mostly by parents. By now it was the early seventies, the women’s movement was making changes everywhere, and both mothers and fathers were required to work four-hour shifts each week at the center. Our son went to day care for four hours a day, and later his two younger brothers went there as well, so I could write (and, several years later, teach part-time)—a fact that still seems astonishing to me: we put our child into day care though I had earned, so far, $35 from the sale of one poem.

			Not that the decision was easy. I was sure people thought I was lazy and self-indulgent: my husband took vacation time every week, and spent it playing with kids and changing diapers at the day care center, so that I could stay home and—of all things—write poems. I had no reason to think I’d be a successful writer. It would take three years to publish another poem, and nine years to publish a book of them. Doubtless people did think I was lazy and self-indulgent. I wasn’t lazy—writing is hard work—but I was self-indulgent. My husband, in turn, was regarded as heroic, and maybe he was. I think he agreed to join the center out of self-defense, because by then it was clear that I wouldn’t be fun to live with if I didn’t have writing time. Also, he liked it. He was a shy father, but in the seventies fathers were suddenly expected to participate. The day care center taught him how. People at home with kids ask me regularly how they can write, and I tell them to take advantage of a nice spouse, if they have one, and if not, to look for another way to be a little selfish.

			When our youngest son was a baby, I began writing stories. On the strength of the few poems I’d published by then, I had been assigned a creative writing course in the nearby college where I taught English part-time, and since my students would be writing some fiction, I thought I’d better know something about it. Also, I’d had a dream: I was looking over the clothes in a closet, sliding hangers along, and they were actual dresses I’d worn when I was young. Then I turned, and next to the closet was a woman with no head—an omission that in the dream was not surprising or gruesome. She wore a long red plaid dress, a dress I had never owned. She and I embraced, and I knew that in some sense she was I. I woke up. Later that day, raking autumn leaves, I thought, “The dream means I should write fiction.” Maybe the woman without a head, in a dress I had never worn, was the “I/not I” who narrates stories: the stranger who emerges from the author’s self. Or maybe I was looking for a reason to try a story.

			Usually I worked upstairs, but when I sat down to write my first short story—which was about a deaf young man who bakes bread—I put my typewriter on the kitchen table, where the baby was sleeping in a slanting plastic chair. Why he wasn’t in his crib I don’t know; maybe he’d fallen asleep in his chair and it was simplest to leave him there and stay nearby. Or maybe writing fiction required a different view. That story was never published, but I got some encouraging rejections, and anybody in the business knows how important those are.

			For seven years after that, in my thirties and early forties, I wrote both poetry and fiction. I eventually published a collection of poems, but never stopped having trouble publishing individual poems in journals. I couldn’t publish fiction—and felt obscurely that it would never be any good until I stopped writing poetry for a time. Finally, in 1983, when I was forty-one, I decided I’d write only poetry in the cold months and only fiction in the warm months. It was spring, and so I wrote fiction first—and it immediately became freer, looser, and more intense. Gradually poetry disappeared—my definition of “the cold months” shortened each year—until finally I no longer had ideas for poems. I had been afraid this would happen, and I minded less than I’d thought I would. Writing is mysterious, and we are stuck with the odd way our particular selves go about it. A couple of years after I began writing fiction exclusively, I began to publish it—first stories, then collections of them, and novels.

			Gradually and without knowing what I was up to, I had become a writer of fiction, and writing fiction still dominates my life—a life that (like yours) isn’t spent writing fiction all day every day, or writing anything all day every day. Artists’ colonies like Yaddo and the MacDowell Colony re-create the freedom bestowed in past times on men who wrote, if they had devoted wives, servants, and either money they had inherited or rare commercial appeal. Most of us, most of the time, must earn money in other ways, often while managing households and children. We stop writing for interruptions good and bad—to celebrate or mourn, to go on vacation or to the hospital. A political movement absorbs our attention; a sick relative needs an advocate; a ceiling falls down. A few months after I began writing fiction exclusively half the year, I discovered a gap in the vision of one eye, which turned out to be caused by a genetic ailment. Since then I’ve been unable to read with my right eye: anything I look at directly with that eye disappears. I was too young to expect permanent physical loss, and it scared and troubled me. Decades later my eyes are worse, with several other problems, but I can still read, write, and teach; as I age, I’m no longer shocked to have to work around physical limitations.

			I’ve been lucky but also fierce. Selfish. I learned to protect my writing time. But I disagree with those who think writers must protect themselves from everything. I have three children and three grandchildren. I want to spend time with friends and family, to do many other things besides write. But I don’t know a way to be a professional writer without putting writing ahead of other worthy considerations at times—even though we can’t be sure that what we write will be worth reading. It’s a gamble we have to make.
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			The qualities a writer primarily needs, both you and I—not just in order to sit down on the chair but to produce good work—are emotional as much as intellectual. Often the next task is not to learn a technique but to find the courage to use one you already know. New writers speak of the need to find the courage to write, but once they’ve shown up at an MFA program or a writers’ conference or even just that coffee shop, they may think that the emotional work is done and they can now follow prescribed rules and procedures to make up characters and the rest, if only they can find out what those rules are.

			Writers must be at peace with the process, so they trust themselves when they come up with an idea for the next scene—which may well turn out to be wrong, but which may suggest something right. We need the courage to waste time, even though we have so little of it. It takes time to discern what’s obscured in the dark at the back of the mind, but is what the piece needs—but often we won’t have much of an answer if we’re asked if we’ve accomplished anything.

			People sometimes ask, skeptically, if it’s really possible to teach someone to write. They seem to think that those who have the impulse ought to be able to figure out the rest on their own—and if they can’t, they’re just not writers. But all the writers I know have learned something essential from some kind of teaching, whether in classes, in informal groups, from reviews, or from books. We learn, if not what to do next, how to start thinking about it. In The Kite and the String, I hope to help you think about your writing, and to approach the task with more confidence, excitement, and hope.

		

	
		
			PART I

			The Kite and the String

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Writing with Freedom and Common Sense

			The Sound of Storytelling

			Plenty of people—most people—don’t write stories and don’t want to. A few keep saying that one of these days they will write a story, a novel, or a memoir, implying that this task will be simple once they get around to it. That leaves those of us who regularly fool around—or make ourselves miserable—with sentences in which an imaginary person—or a real or sort of real person whom, at present, we are imagining—does something, sentences like “I opened the door.” Or maybe, we decide, “The door, as I opened it . . .” or “Opening—in a hurry—the door . . .”

			We may not remember how this odd practice began—putting human beings on the page and making them suffer and fear, making them love, discovering that they are about to do something we never thought they might. Like sexual longing, the wish to write—to make any art—starts in the body and precedes coherent thought about it. We want to hold a pen, or to type. Our fingers tingle; they are full of words. We have an itch, a yen, and the world tells us what our desire is called and whether it’s one of the allowable kinds of wanting in our particular culture. Writing is closer to sex than we sometimes think, and for the susceptible, making sentences they like, at least for the moment (“Trembling, I opened the door, and just outside . . .”) may induce arousal. Making up—or remembering—story is alluring and dangerous, even subversive: although writing is legal, it’s disturbing to people uncomfortable with the ownership of an imagination, and some will do all they can to keep us from it, even if we are people they love. Writers of fiction and memoir, more than writers of fact, must defend—sometimes fiercely—their art and the time they give it. (And it’s even worse for poets.)

			As shocking as narrative—writing that tells a story—may be, however, this is a book about it, about those phrases and sentences we fret over (“Until I had opened the door . . .”). Fiction—sheer invention—may be most unsettling to unimaginative people: the lifelike nature of unreal people can be downright alarming. But the process of writing memoir isn’t so different. When the memory comes, or the realization comes—“Here I must write down what Uncle Steve did!”—it is almost as surprising to the writer, as mysterious, as it would be if Uncle Steve weren’t real.
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			Even before we want to make up narrative, we may find we love the sound and feel of story, its texture against our minds. As a college freshman I read James Joyce’s story “A Painful Case.” The main character, Mr. Duffy, is a Dublin bachelor who writes, adding sentences now and then to a manuscript that we sense goes nowhere. He is incurably lonely: when he makes a friend, he becomes so frightened that he ends the connection, and the story is about his belated understanding that his withdrawal was wrong and harmful. He is not someone to emulate, except possibly for his moment of insight at the end. But at the beginning of the story, we learn that he “had an odd autobiographical habit which led him to compose in his mind from time to time a short sentence about himself containing a subject in the third person and a predicate in the past tense,” and when I first read this story, I was more struck by that sentence than by anything else. I too composed such sentences, also in the third-person past tense. I secretly narrated parts of my life to myself, as if I lived in the unexciting parts of a novel, the transitions in which characters get dressed or walk to the bus stop. Like a child realizing that others have heard of masturbation and even named it, I was amazed to learn that anyone else had this “odd autobiographical habit” or knew about it, and I wondered if Joyce had it too—if it meant I might be a writer. I’ve since discovered that when I mention my own reaction to that sentence to other writers, many will smile, flushing with pleasure and self-consciousness.

			Maybe Mr. Duffy’s sentences are “short” because he’s ambivalent about his imagination; perhaps Joyce meant that Mr. Duffy sticks to simple facts when he narrates his life to himself, and the sentences he thinks are something like “He ate his dinner.” He’s a rigid person who can’t let himself live the freer life he is drawn to. For better or worse, my inward sentences, when I was a child, weren’t short or truthful. “She carried the plate from the cupboard,” I might begin, but then I’d go on, giving my life an old-fashioned, literary flavor, “and gently set the simple earthenware dish with its chipped glaze on the scarred wooden table”—revising my mother’s Danish Modern stoneware and Formica-topped aluminum kitchen set.

			Whatever Mr. Duffy used his “odd autobiographical habit” for, I told my life to myself to pretend I was not just writing or reading a novel, but in one: I gave myself a narrated life. I think I wanted my actual life to be describable in the way that fictional lives may be described: I wanted it to suit the alert, androgynous, slightly acid tone of a sympathetic but sharp-eyed narrator, moral yet subtle, who observes and presents characters who may be flawed and confused but are worthy of our attention. It’s a tone perfected in the British Isles, especially toward the end of the nineteenth century and in the first decades of the twentieth:

			For a minute or two she stood looking at the house, and wondering what to do next, when suddenly a footman in livery came running out of the wood—(she considered him to be a footman because he was in livery: otherwise, judging by his face only, she would have called him a fish)—and rapped loudly at the door with his knuckles.

			—from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, by Lewis Carroll, 1865

			At lunch her brother, seeing her inclined for silence, insisted on talking. Tibby was not ill-natured, but from babyhood something drove him to do the unwelcome and the unexpected. Now he gave her a long account of the day-school that he sometimes patronised. The account was interesting, and she had often pressed him for it before, but she could not attend now, for her mind was focussed on the invisible.

			—from Howards End, by E. M. Forster, 1910

			Running below the beat and braying of the music was the steady needle-scratch on the gramophone record. Each sound had another underlying sound. She felt that if she could concentrate she would unpeel the outer sounds from the inner one, the one now buried, the last sound before complete silence—the tick of the blood in her wrist, she thought, turning her hand on the chair; the voice of her own mind.

			—from A Game of Hide and Seek, by Elizabeth Taylor, 1951

			When I began writing fiction I had no idea how to do it. I loved fiction’s capacity to depict subtle shifts in awareness and scrupulous ethical distinctions; action without interior life had no lure. However, all I had was my love of how narrative can reveal the inner life. Even after writing poems, after studying literature, after making up narrative sentences like Joyce’s Mr. Duffy, I was stuck. I had no subject matter, no ready tales to tell. I hadn’t lived much—hadn’t been a bartender or a taxi driver or a merchant marine. I’d been a student, a camp counselor, a teacher, and a mother. One summer I’d been a salesclerk at Macy’s. It would take me years to have the nerve to fake what I hadn’t experienced.

			My education wasn’t bad for a writer. I had learned to think about words, to hear their sounds. I wouldn’t forget that writing is composed of words, not feeling or experience. And I didn’t make the mistake some new writers make, imagining that if something worth writing about happened at 2 p.m. on Monday, the words that come to mind somehow are “2 p.m. on Monday,” that the event has been reproduced, so if a reader says, “This doesn’t seem real,” the writer can say smugly, “But it happened.”

			I knew about words, and a few other things. I knew that writing must be ambitious if it is to be any good: it must concern itself with what matters most. And I knew that often the sharply observed, objective detail, presented with understatement and maybe even irony, can convey feeling at least as effectively as the effusive abstract outburst.

			But though I’d read plenty of it, I had failed to notice what narrative was. What I loved most—the inner life on the page—was real, at least in stories that centered on character rather than action, which would inevitably be the kind I’d prefer. But I hadn’t noticed that narrative is not just about interior life, that even when the action in a story, novel, or memoir would not interest a police officer or a military strategist, it is still action. The genius of narrative is not just to describe interior states but to embody them—to find an equivalent for them in the visible world. A woman who, in real life, might simply think envious thoughts about a friend’s good fortune, in a story drops the coveted valuable object down a storm drain, and the moment when she pauses to flick her hair off her face, loosening her grip on the borrowed antique silver bracelet, makes us know and feel her rage. The novelist may invent the dropping of the bracelet; the memoirist may recall something that happened, something that will represent the emotion. All the inwardness that I loved notwithstanding, narrative is first (not always, of course) about the tangible.

			But for years my characters did little more than think and feel. It had taken me decades to stop focusing on myself and be interested enough in other people to invent characters at all. Learning to play in the world, to use its capacities when I made up story, came still more slowly.

			Also, I didn’t know what a contemporary story might be like. However much I loved James Joyce and Henry James, as a late-twentieth-century Jewish woman from Brooklyn, I wouldn’t write stories that sounded like theirs. I’d read little contemporary fiction and almost no stories or autobiographical essays; I believed that short stories were intellectual exercises with little surprises at the end that I wouldn’t know how to come up with. Now, decades later, I learn each time I read Joyce’s, James’s, or any other good writer’s stories, but then I needed models I could connect to more directly. Nowadays I often suggest that students read writers who have written about the places where they grew up, or the ethnic group they belong to, or the kind of life they’ve led—immigrant life, for example. It’s important to read widely and deeply, all kinds of books—but it’s also important to realize (it may come as a shock) that your own neighborhood and history, the particular way your aunt cooked vegetables, could go into your writing. Don’t limit yourself to your own experience (“Write what you know” is only sometimes good advice; “Write what you don’t know” is equally good)—but don’t assume that your own experience is too humble and boring for fiction.

			As for me, browsing in bookstores, I at last came upon the stories of Tillie Olsen and Grace Paley. And in them ordinary people—urban women, sometimes urban Jewish feminist women like me—managed their lives despite the difficulties caused by ambivalence, divided loyalties, moral quandaries, and inner contradiction, not to mention poverty, prejudice, war, and the inevitable conflicts between private life and life in society. Maybe things did happen, after all, in lives like the ones I knew. Seeing that stories could talk about what mattered to me—to a woman with kids, a woman past first youth, an urban American woman—was the first step toward finding tone and subject matter.

			Controlled Daydreaming

			Writing anything—even if it’s rational and factual—involves guesswork, intuition, and imagination. Something indefinable tells the journalist to talk to the short soldier before approaching the tall one; hunches guide the writer of science or history. Memoirists must also make choices they can’t always explain about when to begin, what to emphasize, whom to leave out. The fiction writer, in addition, has the freedom to create people and events out of nothing, whether part of a story comes from life or not. Even when fiction writers start from a real incident, we change endings, compress people and events, and make up what we don’t remember. The imaginative possibilities when you haven’t sworn to tell the truth and nothing but the truth are dazzling. The essence of fiction is not that it isn’t true but that it might not be true: it’s a house with an open back door into which anything may come (“I opened the back door . . .”).

			The writer of fiction must be on particularly friendly terms with the unpredictable, welcoming the illogical way ideas come, the painful and embarrassing thoughts that pass through an unguarded mind.

			Setting out to write narrative, whether it’s fiction or memoir, we make an agreement with ourselves to live—in part—irrationally, to honor impulse and hunches. We must follow whatever route leads us to the unprotected part of the self, from which good writing comes. And whatever we discover about the writing we do, we must never let ourselves confuse it with something accessible to directions and rules and methodologies.

			But if good writing is mysterious, illogical, and contradictory—if it comes from what’s most essential and un-sorted-out in our minds—then how is it possible for us to learn how to produce it or to help others learn? We don’t want to kill it with methods and rules, but the solution can’t be to wait for inspiration, to proceed haphazardly. We’ve all met writers who do that—“I just write from my heart,” they say—and it leads to cliché and formlessness. A few people write well without much effort, but I am not one of them, and you may not be either.

			[image: ]

			My own experience may prove useful here. I learned much of what I know from my parents—who weren’t storytellers. They did read to my sister and me, and my mother read novels and plays for pleasure; I grew up—no small thing—assuming that reading was desirable. Reading, yes, but not allowing the strangeness and mystery in books to encroach on ordinary life. I picture my mother stepping down a grassy slope from a rented cabin in a tidy bungalow colony in the eastern Adirondacks to a mountain lake. Her white terry cloth beach jacket is open over her ruched bathing suit, which rarely gets wet. A folding chair is under one arm, and in her other hand is her knitting bag, with a thick novel by Edna Ferber sticking out of it next to her cigarettes. At the beach she may tell a friend a story, but her stories could all be summed up as “I thought the bus would be on time—but it was late!” or “I thought the bus would be late—but it was on time!”

			My father—curly hair that went gray early; dark, emphatic eyebrows; a bare, skinny torso; baggy bathing trunks—stands at the edge of the water. He’s bouncing on the balls of his feet, leading up to one of his long, slow swims; he swam a lopsided one-armed overhand stroke he invented, disappearing entirely when the active arm was underwater. He was an eccentric, and though he’d have denied it, a man of intense feeling. Now he’s talking to someone, gesturing vigorously, his voice so loud he sounds angry. His stories could all be titled “That’s Ridiculous!” A bank, a store, the government, a child—or maybe the friend to whom he is speaking—had failed, failed at something.

			When I grew up, I began handing my mother the novels I read, and she read them but described tamer books than I knew. Once, I gave her Henry Roth’s Call It Sleep, about Jewish immigrants in New York, living much as her own parents had lived. She phoned to tell me she had enjoyed it.

			“A lot of Oedipal stuff in that book,” I said—showing off, thinking of the passionately connected mother and son.

			“Oh, I know!” said my mother, who didn’t hear well by then. “Pot roast! Noodles!” Edible stuff.

			They were conscientious parents, loving parents, if not particularly self-aware. Above all they believed in common sense, and my sister once characterized my mother’s philosophy as “If a thought is not rational, rational people do not think it.” What I learned about ambivalence and emotional complexity, I learned from books or from my own rebellious mind. From my parents I learned that if you just did what made sense, things would work out—unless you were dealing with a tragedy, of course. Death, for example—of a person (not a dog), of a nice person—might be a reason to cry, but a daughter who cried when the high school student newspaper printed a banner headline announcing her grade point average, the highest in the school that term, was being silly. A high average was good, and having everyone know about it was even better, certainly nothing to cry about
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