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			Perri: I fantasize sometimes about making my mother enjoy things. Perhaps making is the wrong word. I long to introduce my mother to some of the small special pleasures and indulgences of life. I imagine opening up her life in lovely little ways and encouraging her to accept certain pleasures. It's probably slightly patronizing on my part, but sometimes I fantasize about her face lighting up in surprised delight: How good this tastes, how soft this feels! It's not that my mother doesn't have her pleasures, reliable and reliably enjoyed, but they don't tend to be built in any way around self-indulgence or, God forbid, luxury. So yes, I know I can take her to sit in cheap seats and watch a good play or give her a paperback copy of an interesting novel she hasn't heard about or treat her to one of the fabulous $2 grilled meat sandwiches at the Vietnamese banh mi shop near where I work, and I know she'll respond with delight and satisfaction: what a wonderful production, what a good book, what a great $2 lunch!

			I fantasize, though, about getting her to loosen up and enjoy a little frivolous luxury. I don't live a life full of truffles, champagne, and limos myself, but I'm not above enjoying something because it's luxe—especially when someone else is paying.

			I was traveling on business once, and someone was putting me up at a fancy Manhattan hotel. I arranged for a room with two beds and invited my mother to come spend the night. We'll order from room service, I thought. We'll raid the minibar! I'll tell her it's all covered, even if it isn't. Let her taste the slightly illicit joys of expense-account travel. In any event, we ate a huge dinner in a restaurant, with plenty of wine, and got back to the room in no need of room service dessert or minibar miniatures. But we spent a comfortable night on spiffy sheets that neither of us would have to wash, and I planned to overwhelm her with a luxury breakfast. In the morning, as we were getting up, I noticed that hanging on the bathroom door were two matching white terry-cloth hotel bathrobes, plush and soft and carefully labeled with the little tickets that say, This robe is here for your comfort during your stay. If you would like to purchase a robe, $100 will be added to your bill. “Hey, Mom,” I said, as she went into the bathroom to take a shower, “put on a bathrobe, and let's lounge around. These bathrobes cost a hundred bucks a pop—let's live it up.” She looked dubiously at the bathrobe, and at the tag, as if this whole idea of putting robes in people's hotel rooms was rather frivolous and ill-advised and probably a silly experiment that would never be repeated. However, she took her shower, actually put on the plush robe, then she sat down in one of the hotel chairs—but only for a moment. I went into the bathroom to take my own shower, planning to come out in the matching robe. By the time I did, she was fully dressed for the day, including her shoes.

			Later that day, I teased her about the bathrobe—it was too expensive, she couldn't wear it, did she know some people routinely spent much more than a hundred dollars on a bathrobe? She shook her head; it wasn't that. “I've never done that in my whole life,” she said, “put on a bathrobe and lounge around. When I get up, I have to get dressed—I think it comes from my own mother, this feeling that once you were awake, you shouldn't waste time, you should immediately get to all the chores you hate most. My mother had all kinds of disparaging terms for women who wore slippers—I grew up thinking that when you get up the first thing you do is wash and brush your teeth and then you get dressed.”

			I treasure my mother for all the things she most enjoys—all of which, I think, have been reliably passed on to me. We agree, I think, on the important small pleasures: I would rather discover a wonderful new novelist than just about anything, I revel in the joys of cheap ethnic lunches, and of course I love bargains, from clothing bought on sale to used and remaindered books. We even agree on the important big pleasures around which life should be based: children, family, work, writing, food, travel, and books. But I am also a creature of my times (a rich yuppie, my mother would tell you; her slang tends to be a little out of date, but the mild contempt would come across). I am fully capable of enjoying high-end travel, expensive restaurants, premium cocktails, and wine that tastes better because you know how much it cost. (Though the truth is, of course, that I have never grown up enough to take any of this for granted. Real grown-ups accustomed to the everyday luxury of expense-account travel probably don't fantasize about room service and the minibar. They're too busy doing business with the in-room fax and high-speed Internet access or keeping up with their workouts in the fitness center.) The small rewards, I think, of working hard and doing your job well, are the occasional treats you give yourself—or the occasional extravagances that life throws your way, and that you let yourself enjoy.

			My mother, Sheila Solomon Klass, is seventy-seven years old. Since my father died, she has lived alone in Manhattan. Technically, she is retired from her job as an English professor at Manhattan Community College, but she still teaches a writing course every semester, carrying her briefcase full of papers home on the A train after every class and spending hours marking them in red pen.

			My mother grew up in Brooklyn and never learned to drive. She is a fierce fan of the New York City subways. Many people consider the New York subway system frightening—too loud, too dirty, and very dangerous. To my mother, it is home turf, comforting and safe and infinitely navigable. She has no sense of direction anywhere else on Earth, but put her in some subway station and her brain transforms into a global positioning system—“We can take the IRT two stops down and then change to the crosstown and get the R or the N,” she'll tell you, with confidence, and with accuracy—and then if there's any doubt, she'll fish an up-to-date subway map out of her handbag. My mother complains that her eyes are getting worse and worse. She has always insisted she can't read road maps or help with navigation, yet she has no trouble at all with the multicolor spiderweb of the world's most complex subway system.

			For my mother, the subway has come to represent an absolute matter of principle: It represents her deeply cherished independence, as well as her desire to abjure personal luxury and avoid spending money on herself. Even late at night, when almost anyone who had a choice might decide that the subway actually was a little dangerous, my mother proudly rides alone. Even in terrible weather, she refuses to take the easy way out by spending the extra few dollars on a taxi. Of course, I think my mother should take the occasional taxi. I feel that at seventy-seven, a retired professor is entitled to take a cab home after midnight from Midtown (a fifteen-minute ride) instead of the A train (a forty-five-minute process involving a change of trains because the express doesn't run late at night, and of course then there's a dark walk on each end). Or she could call a car service instead of setting out, in the snow and ice, on yet another of her complex, multitrain journeys.

			My mother considers me a total wimp. And anyway, she will tell you, she hates taxis, hates the uncertainty of giving directions to the driver or straining to see what is showing on the meter or calculating the tip. When it comes to taxis, my mother and I are locked into one of those endless-loop conversations, with me uselessly saying that if she can't see the numbers on the meter, she could just ask the driver. I also often wonder aloud that if her eyes are too bad to take a taxi, how can she see well enough to maneuver in the subway? My mother counters that my problem is that I'm afraid of the city.

			It's not exactly that my mother is cheap. Well, actually, in certain ways, she's unbelievably cheap. Although she is profoundly generous with her children and her grandchildren, she absolutely does not spend money on herself. My mother allows herself no indulgences and, as far as I can see, no sensual pleasures. If I lived alone, I tell her, I would treat myself to fancy little gourmet items to eat, the kind of takeout luxury goods that keep New York City rich and fat. “But I like Campbell's tomato soup,” my mother will say, stocking up. She claims she no longer eats it right out of the can (saves washing a bowl), but I'm not so sure. My secret live-alone indulgences would probably involve whole triple cream cheeses consumed in one sitting; my mother secretly eats the tomato soup out of the can.

			Sometimes I think that even though my mother is a writer, she regards writing about herself and her feelings as just one more soft self-indulgence to avoid. She writes fiction—sometimes set in faraway places, or long-ago times. She'll throw herself into researching the American Revolution as the background for a historical adventure or reading up on the life of Louisa May Alcott for a novel about her childhood. But she does not write out the cries of her inner soul—or if she does, she doesn't show them to anyone. Needless to say, she would never go into analysis or counseling or join anything that smelled like a support group. She lived in the suburbs through the 1970s when everyone else's mother was in therapy or taking Valium or getting Rolfed or studying est or some other kind of self-actualization. My mother lived through it all without ever understanding what the fuss was about. After my father died, someone suggested a grief group, or a widows’ group, and my mother reacted with fine disdain. Why would she need to talk about her private business with a bunch of strangers? It was her business to grieve—grieve she would and grieve she did—but why would she need a group? As her daughter, I fully understand these reactions. I am not much for group process myself, and I have a bad tendency, which I probably got from her, to regard talking about oneself as self-indulgence.

			Even so, Mama, here we go. You are probably the person I understand best on this Earth, in some mysterious mother–daughter way; you are the person I come from—literally, the person I came out of, forty-seven years ago, your first child, your first daughter. I changed your life; I made you into a mother. You were standing at my side when my own first child was born and I became a mother myself. In fact, my life has recapitulated yours in many ways—here I am, midlife, mother of three, settled down in a couple with a bearded academic guy, busy with a full-time job I care about, trying to write as much as possible around the edges. Every single piece of that job description was also true for you—and yet from moment to moment and from day to day, my life is completely different from yours. Still, you drafted this road map—or subway map, if you prefer—and there are moments when I feel I am only following it. So let me push you now, a little, into the self-indulgent joys of self-reflection. Who knows, we may yet spend a week at a luxury resort somewhere, raiding the minibar and wearing the bathrobes and getting to know our inner sybarites. In the meantime, let's try to unknot a few of those endless argumentative loops and try to understand how we have shaped each other and have reacted to each other—and reacted against each other as well.

			Sheila: Every time my daughter Perri comes to town, it's a treat. She lives five hours away, as the bus creeps, in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and she's a mother and a doctor and she heads a literacy foundation, so she's busy. Hoo-hah, as we said at Brooklyn College in the 1940s whenever we were in danger of being impressed. When I phone her, all too often I have to talk to a machine even though I am her venerable old mother. I hate machines, for they have no respect for hearing difficulties.

			So if it looks as if Perri will be in New York or nearby, we try to connect. If she's staying over, I put her up in my unfashionable but comfortable apartment in Washington Heights, where the mirrors and the brass are not polished, nor is anything else, and the beds are made so loosely your feet slip right in between the sheets without breaking your toes.

			This visit was notable because she was on a business trip, which included a paid-for hotel room on Central Park South. If you didn't grow up in the Brooklyn slums, those words Central Park South probably won't mean as much to you. But I first started dreaming about Manhattan when I was twelve and went over the Williamsburg Bridge on a class trip to the Central Park Zoo, where two orangutans made love and our old teacher, Miss Young, who'd never heard of sex, nearly died of embarrassment. “Look away, girls. Look away, look away,” she urged. It sounded like she was singing the chorus of “Dixie.” I knew this island was where I wanted to live.

			At twenty-five, I finally managed to move across the East River, and I remain dazzled by the city Central Park South bounds the bottom of the great park and is usually lined with horse-drawn hansom cabs, which lend a certain elegance but give off a fulsome odor. A half dozen splendid hotels grace the street, their doormen veritable major generals in their military dress and stance. They summon cabs with peremptory whistles that once started revolutions in Moscow. Of all the noble buildings, the Plaza, on the Fifth Avenue corner that is the eastern boundary of this elegant thoroughfare, has always been the grande dame. I had used the ladies’ room there hundreds of times, and I can attest to its pleasant and luxurious ambiance. My visits to the Plaza ladies’ room were always leisurely excursions, for I could never just run in and out. Not when Roxanne Jewelers offered rare and costly baubles nearby, and Neuchâtal chocolates summoned and seduced with their scent. It's true, as Perri would point out, that I never bought anything at any of these places—you can imagine the prices! For me, it was a wonderful, exotic museum. I loved to study the Palm Court's eclectic menus. Most recently the word gratinated caught my eye. As in gratinated canneloni ? I am eager to use the word myself, though I have not yet had the occasion.

			Thus, when Perri called and said she had this two-bed luxury room booked in a classy Central Park South hotel and wouldn't I come and join her, I thought, Oh, my God! The Plaza! I couldn't. After all these years of using their ladies’ room. It's too much. I was really overwhelmed, so it was fortunate that Perri's hotel turned out not to be the Plaza but a slightly less glitzy palace down the street. Of course I'll come. I'd love to.

			We meet for dinner at the Szechuan Palace on Ninth Avenue and eat too much. There is no music in the restaurant, so we can do what we do best: We talk. Perri Elizabeth Toolsi Devi Klass is my oldest child, forty-seven years old. Toolsi Devi is her Hindi name, assigned to her by the Hindu priest in the Trinidadian village where she was born—it's a sacred plant. Perri shares with me a love of books and writing, and a singular purposefulness and obstinacy, which guides each of our lives. My late husband, Mort, Perri's father, taught her to read very early, and she has just never stopped. She read her way through boring classes and through all the planned activities in various summer day camps. Whenever we arrived at camp to pick her up during the water sports period, there she'd be sitting in a boat, reading her book. She wouldn't weave potholders or glue jewel boxes out of Popsicle sticks either. Other kids might do other things, but Perri read. She nearly drove several camp directors crazy. I don't know anyone who's read as much, though her three children, given time, may beat her record.

			But this is not a paean to Perri. She has instructed me to complain about her not to sing her praises. Okay: She was a miserably rebellious adolescent, who not only closed her bedroom door to keep us out (me, mostly—in those years, she preferred her father) but also erected a huge Chinese screen inside. She needn't have bothered. I couldn't make it over the wreckage on her floor anyway. She has thick, luxuriant, curly brown hair, and she chose to wear it long, tease it, and conceal her face under it for about five years once she hit puberty. She also decided to completely reject the boring conventional local high school, to which she would not go. She took another route, an ad hoc alternative school taught by frantic parents (including her own), which landed her at Harvard at sixteen. In some ways, she never wholly came back home after that.

			Fiction, both the reading and the writing of it, has been her passion, as it has been mine, but I'm a slouch compared to her. She combined it with a love of science, which led her to medical school, and a love of children, which led her to pediatrics.

			So here she is, smart, tough, sensitive, and a great joy, for it seems to me she has made her own boundaries and not accepted conventional ones. Not even the sensible ones I subtly continue to suggest, such as limiting projects to what is humanly possible. She is doing what she wants to do: doctoring, mothering, running a literacy organization, and writing. Is she perfect? Ha! Nowhere near. She's often tired and therefore grumpy. Her sleep pattern does not exist. I never know when she'll drop off. Or awaken suddenly and get up to work. I am talking about the middle of the night during the workweek. Her refrigerator is a wilderness. She lets her kids forage for their own breakfasts, and she herself has given up breakfast entirely.

			Her tastes are eccentric. She loves Broadway musicals and old movies, but it's hard to get her to any movie made in the last half century. Try to discuss politics with her? After a very few minutes, she loses patience. Her favorite put-down is, “Oh well, everyone needs a hobby.” She does not suffer fools gladly—particularly foolish mothers. I've learned just how to handle her: I don't listen.

			But mostly, if she'll let me say so, she's funny and kind and not at all self-deluded. She always finds time to read a manuscript and provide an honest reaction. She's full of original, offbeat ideas for traveling, for dining, for gift buying. And best of all, she always knows of wonderful new short stories and novels to read.

			So here at dinner in New York, we've eaten our fill and discussed my grandchildren and her siblings and books and plays and a multitude of minutiae. She moves the conversation on to the possibility of this book we might write together. We've already successfully partnered for several magazine articles and enjoyed ourselves immensely. Once we even collaborated with Perri's daughter, Josephine.

			“I think a book would be fun to do together, Mama,” she says. “I think we can write an interesting and honest book.”

			“But, Perr—the only time I ever tried to collaborate on a book with anyone was a disaster. You remember, Papa and I tried to write a novel? I felt it was mostly me typing while he dictated, and I got angrier and angrier till I wouldn't continue. It nearly caused a divorce.”

			“You can't divorce me. Come on, Mama. Would you like to try? Are you up to it? I want us to try and write about mothers and daughters.”

			“Up to it?” I'm so enchanted at the prospect, I can't think straight. “Was Jane Austen up to writing Pride and Prejudice? Was Charlotte Brontë up to writing Jane Eyre? Was Louisa May Alcott—?”

			“Calm down, Mama. They wrote novels. Fiction.”

			“So what?” I offer a stinging, alcoholic rebuke. “You think my life was real?” This oblique answer ends the discussion.

			“Mama, I'd better get you to the hotel while you can walk.”

			A canard. I could have tangoed all the way across town.

			We headed for Central Park South. (In this book, whenever I am traveling with my children it is by taxi. On my own, I use public transportation.) Our room was a choice one, way above tree level where we could admire the park. I never look out of hotel windows, but I knew Perri was eager for me to enjoy this luxury, so I tried. I opened the heavy drapes, but I couldn't see anything.

			“It's gloriously dark,” I said, trying to sound awed. It was the best I could do. We talked as we washed and we brushed our teeth, and then we talked some more, which was the fun of it. Finally we went to sleep in the hotel's comfortable beds after we'd pried loose the linen.

			Came morning, I rose at six-thirty, my usual time, and leaving Perri asleep, I went to have my shower. This took a very long time because the bathroom plumbing fixtures were unfamiliar, and though there was plenty of hot water, I could not figure out how to get it up into the shower. I am not one for cold showers. The pull of gravity seemed to be forcing all the hot water down through the bath faucet into the tub. After a while, I abandoned the complex instrument panel on the shower and settled for a bath. All right. It wasn't their fault I'm a dolt with faucets.

			I saw the white bathrobes hanging on the door, and I was entertained by the message that I could wear one now and, if I liked it, I could have it to take home for $100. Ha! When would I wear it at home? And why? I dress immediately on rising. Anyway, who needs a white robe? It's impractical. I'd have to be laundering it constantly. White is the worst possible color for a robe. Scarlet or black or deep purple with designs are so much better. Oscar de la Hoya, the Olympian prizefighter, and I share the same taste in glorious bathrobes. Except I know where to get them marked way down.

			Well, Perri was awake by the time I emerged from the bathroom (in my underclothes) and she came up with this idea that I should lounge around in a robe till she finished her shower, and then we might have a room-service breakfast. Into the bathroom she went, and I sat there considering it. If I put on the robe and I spilled coffee on it or somehow damaged it, I'd be embarrassed … I'd feel I'd have to buy it … I didn't want it … The hundred-dollar price was exorbitant … I was indignant at the whole set-up … Why does everything in America have to be about shopping? … I hate shopping….

			I can't help the way I think. I'm always convinced that all commercial establishments like hotels are out to get me. They're just waiting for me. Offer me a deal, and my personal alarm system goes off. It is very hard to do business with me.

			I reluctantly got dressed. I was sorry, because I knew that Perri would be disappointed. I couldn't help it.

			How can I explain it? You see, Perr, you have to understand … At my back, I always hear … to abuse a line from Andrew Marvell … what I always hear is: It's a trap for people like you, Sheila. They saw you coming. They think you're a sucker. How much is it? Too much. Who needs it? It's an utter waste. Don't get talked into it….

			I'm me, Perr, and the me I am was fundamentally shaped by the Depression years and all the shalt-nots of an Orthodox Jewish home. I'm a relic. Anyone would have thought that by now, after such a full and lucky life, I'd be rid of old ghosts and idiotic habits. I'd be safely anchored in the American middle class. I'd be a shopper. But that's not what happened.

			You and your brother and sister embody Papa's and my dreams. You are middle-class kids, and I am amazed at how profoundly different you are from us, while still so much the same in so many important ways. Papa was closer to you in that than I. He was smarter at eluding old binds.

			The tired old waiter in Hemingway's great story “A Clean, Well-Lighted Place” tells the young impatient waiter, “You have youth, confidence and a job. You have everything.” Everything. Yes. That's what we wanted for our children, for all of you….

			When Perri came out of the bathroom, we settled down to study the breakfast menu, me fully dressed and she in that overpriced white bouffant terrycloth bathrobe. I hoped she was sitting delicately and carefully. Eight dollars for a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice! The prices really were not to be believed. Even though we weren't paying, I couldn't—I just couldn't—swallow an eight-dollar glass of orange juice. I am the granddaughter of a woman who, if she dropped a slice of bread or any edible morsel on the floor, she picked it up and kissed it before throwing it away—her apology to God for the sin of wasting good food.

			Perr, you were really a good sport. When I didn't want room service, you didn't seem surprised. You put on your street clothes without protest. Meanwhile, I hung up that albatross of a bathrobe, faultlessly. I was relieved to have it back on its hanger, back on the bathroom door.

			Sure, I'd love to write the book with you. That is, I'd love to try to write it. That try is a mixture of old Depression uncertainty and the fact that the honest self-reflection required is a virtue I've only lately come upon. Women my age were just too busy to think when they were young. Whole decades passed, it seems to me, without my noticing. Sound strange? Nonetheless, it's true. Only now do I have time to really think.

			Looking at you and your brother and sister, and all of our grandchildren—the fruit of our Tree of Life—I sense the grandeur and the mystery that is family, and I'm eager to explore it and understand it better. I'm fascinated by the possibilities of autobiography. For a working title, would you consider Papa's favorite, The Klass Struggle? I know a million good, cheap New York places, easily accessible by subway, where we can meet and comfortably sit and talk while we're writing our book, wearing our street clothes, wearing our shoes, properly dressed for a good day's work.
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		CHAPTER ONE
Past, Present, Future
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		Perri: This book is about mothers, but I would like to begin with my father. Since his death, sudden and unexpected, in 2001, I have been carrying on a variety of conversations with him. Some of these take place in my car when I am driving. Ever since his death, I have found myself talking to him, often out loud, while I drive, sometimes filling him in on how my life is going or chewing over a dilemma or updating him on the world. For the first year after he died, those conversations—well, I suppose you might call them monologues, but I find it more comfortable and comforting to think of them as conversations, to imagine him there, in some sense, listening in—usually ended with me in tears in my car, trying to drive carefully, facing yet once again the hard, cold fact that I would never again hear my father's voice.

		But not all conversations—or even all monologues—take place in the spoken voice. I am a writer, and writing is what I do with my emotions, my stories, my insights, such as they are. I started writing essays about my father—an essay for a knitting magazine about knitting sweaters for my father, an essay for a newspaper travel section about travel memories of my father. I found I had many such essays in me— I still have notes for a piece about my father and food, for example, and another about my father and P. G. Wodehouse. And I think of the process of writing these various essays and articles as somewhere between tribute and conversation; the person I am really telling these stories to, I think, is the person who isn't here to read them. By writing about him, I know, I am trying to conjure him and keep him with me.

		Losing a parent is a life lesson you can't learn from anyone else's experience, or even from the collective human experience of all the millions of human beings who have lost their parents before you. That my father should be gone—so suddenly, when no one was in any way ready—that his voice with all its stories and opinions should be still. That I should go on now to live my life as a fatherless daughter. And in my bleakest moments, I had to acknowledge and accept that someday I would be not only fatherless but also motherless; the lesson I had learned was that parents die and leave you. Remember that comforting false assurance we all offer our children when they're young and they first find out about death—Don't worry, darling; I won't die for a long, long time, not till you're all grown up? Well, the part we don't tell them is that no matter how many decades you've accumulated when the time comes, you don't necessarily feel all grown up, or even moderately ready to carry on alone.

		What I am trying to say, and I feel some trepidation in saying it, as if it might bring bad luck, was that for the first time, I began to have flashes of life without my mother as well as my father. I began to imagine myself writing similar essays about my mother—I could easily imagine the topics. My mother and writing, my mother and food, my mother and her iconic ethnic jokes. And I found myself rebelling against the whole idea of writing about my mother. My mother is a writer, and she is still very much alive and writing. What I wanted was not a collection, someday, of articles in my own signature voice celebrating her, eulogizing her, trying my best to capture her essence— what I wanted was the real thing. My father was gone, but my mother was available, and it was suddenly clear to me that I should take full advantage of that availability, that we should try together to come at the various interesting mother–daughter life issues, in our two different and distinct voices.

		In some ways, we spend our lives telling stories about our mothers, making up handy cartoon moms. In high school it's often the whine—Oh my God, my mother! The things she says, the things she wants, the way she acts! Later on, maybe you make up the story of the mother who is never satisfied, who wants you to be something you never will become, or else the mother who thinks you're perfect, the mother who blames you for ruining her perfect grandchildren, or the mother who thinks that you and they can do no wrong. There is the aging eccentric mother (or sometimes the relatively young eccentric mother), the heroic matriarch, the disappointed lonely old lady. But all of these— true or exaggerated or downright false—are stories told in a daughter's voice.

		I don't want to speak for my mother; I want her to speak for herself. I want to figure out together some of the overlaps in our lives, the ways in which we echo and resemble one another, and also the ways in which we seem to come from different species. I want to know how I look to her, and rather than telling the world someday how she looked to me, I want to tell it to her and see how she reacts. I want her to let me know when I am fudging it—or bullshitting—or confabulating and creating a false mother, a cartoon mother, a Hollywood mother. And after all, though many mothers and daughters struggle with these issues and these overlaps, here we are, my mother and I, both of us writers, both of us stubborn, both of us set in our ways. We live relatively close to one another, we talk on the phone almost every day— why shouldn't we try writing it all down?

		So, Mama, are you ready? I have been looking into my soul, and I have come up with some questions, which I know already that we will probably not answer—that probably no one will ever answer once and for all. But I am interested in circling round these together, worrying at them, trying to bite off pieces. And I invite you to offer up your own list for our mutual consideration:

		First is a question about the past: Mama, you invented yourself. You came from a family where no one went to college, where girls were not supposed to be educated, a poor and extremely orthodox family, and you made yourself up: a college student, a young woman who lived alone in Greenwich Village, a writer, a teacher, half of a working two-professor couple. You know, travel, literature, art, culture—the whole deal. I live a life in many ways similar to yours, but I had nothing to invent; all I had to do was jump through all the hoops that were being held out to me, as I was cheered on and patted and encouraged by everyone in the world. Get good grades, go to a good college, go to medical school, have the kids, buy the house, see the world, develop a taste for fancy food. How do I understand the strength and the vision that it took for you to imagine a life that no one you knew had lived, and then bring that life to pass? Mama, I think you may be what we call in pediatrics and child psychiatry one of the supersurvivors, the one child who comes out of the devastated (and devastating) home and family and somehow not only survives but thrives. And I think that whatever I am, I am first and foremost a good girl, doing what was expected of me, doing what would bring me parental approval. What kind of life might you have lived if your parents had cheered you on and smoothed your path? Would you somehow have gone even farther, or was it the struggle and the originality that made you what you are? And if I had grown up in the family in which you grew up, would I have had what it took to change the life plan? Or would I just have been the good girl, playing by those rules?

		Sheila: You give me too much credit, Perr. I didn't invent myself. I stumbled upon myself. Desperation and fear started me as a child thinking that I had to escape my surroundings and drove me out of my parents’ house and into my life.

		I began to realize when I was very young that I would not survive in the bitter conflict that was my parents’ marriage. Imagine a home where the adults never say a kind word to each other. D. H. Lawrence has a wonderful story in which the walls continually whisper, “There must be more money!” Our walls shouted it. Imagine a New York slum flat with no heat of any sort in winter and no ice to keep food from spoiling in summer, an unhappy overworked mother who (forgive me for this harshness, but that was how I thought of it) never shut up about how badly she had married and how her three children added to her misery by being noisy, dirty, careless—by being children. A scraped shoe, a torn dress, an injury in some game brought forth wrath and punishment. She hit me till I hit her back, and then she stopped.

		I was basically by temperament a happy kid, I think, but my childhood seemed designed to make me feel unworthy of anything.

		To be fair to my mother, she worked endlessly to keep us fed and clothed and healthy and Jewish and, hardest of all, to make us seem respectable. It was this last heroically impossible effort that was most destructive. Everyone knew we were poor, and she minded terribly.

		I looked around me at the adults in my life and noted that most of them were unhappy. I read a lot and loved fiction and drama and poetry. I saw a few movies. I began to dream of other people's kind of lives. My aunt Amy was my most successful relative; she was a public school gym teacher, having put herself through training school. Her job held even through the Depression, when my father—and everyone else—was out of work. I didn't admire or even like her, but I've wondered if she was the model who led me to teaching or at least to the vision of a secure civil service job as the ultimate paradise.

		As soon as I could, I got out. I ran away once, when I was a high school junior, then I left permanently when I was a college freshman. I never lived at home again. I had two siblings, both unhappy as well. My sister quit high school to work in a factory, then married a neighborhood boy to get out of that house. And my brother ran away at sixteen, enlisted in the army, and was killed in the Korean War. Our living conditions were unlivable.

		I found my way because I was desperate and because I was lucky. I came upon sympathetic people and unearthed oddball jobs. I took the entrance exam and qualified for Brooklyn College—an absolutely free public college. I started college, I moved out of my parents’ house— and I loved every minute of this new life. The first taste of it was enough to nourish the dream through all the hard work and waiting. Happiness and beauty beckoned.

		And Perri, just as you give me too much credit, you give yourself too little. Sure, you grew up in a middle-class suburb, in an academic home of modest income, but you made good choices. And what makes you think you were such a good girl? You were not an easy teenager. You wanted independence and privacy and freedom. It was hard for us, and it was not an easy time for any parents, I don't think. All around us, your contemporaries in that same middle-class suburb were getting stoned on drugs. Don't you remember that a couple of nice good kids you knew and liked in your high school actually died? And then there were the kids who grew into chronic shoppers fascinated by the New Jersey malls or turned into mindless jocks. We were afraid for you.

		The seventies were a restless, frightening time, yet you kept your head. You chose books, you chose medicine, you chose writing. Suddenly you wanted to go into New York on your own. Not to buy drugs or hang out in Times Square, but to study Arabic and Hebrew. It meant letting you go by yourself into the city on the bus several times a week for classes, which was worrisome, but we let you, and you did it. Suddenly you wanted to volunteer to work with recovering addicts. You came home from those meetings stinking of cigarette smoke because the addicts smoked compulsively; you've always detested that smell. Suddenly you wanted to spend a whole adolescent summer volunteering on the hospital ship that gave slum kids free physicals. Superb choices.

		You wore incredible clothing—the same torn jeans and T-shirts for years, it seemed to me, and you made your hair as wild as you could. It was a kind of uniform for you and your friends. You hated your high school and balked at going. As in my own life, luck intervened; our town, Leonia, started an alternative high school. You breezed through it in three years and were off to college at sixteen. You finished high school and went off to college and almost immediately met Larry, and the two of you began to work out your own destinies independent of the Jersey suburbs from whence you came.

		I'm not clever enough to figure out what we each could have been in other lives. You were smart and strong, and I think you would have made your way, but it would probably have been a very different way.

		Me? Who knows? I might have been Leo Tolstoy, after all. But I might have been an inveterate mall shopper. Both possibilities entertain me.

		I do believe that a combination of factors determine our destinies. I ran away from home into a babysitting job with kind people who fostered my dreams of college and becoming a writer. My kid brother ran away and joined the army, where he managed to finish high school, and was making himself a good life when the Korean War broke out. He died at seventeen during the second week of the war.

		I have always been a worrier, apprehensive and afraid of what might happen in any new situation. Papa, on the other hand, equally concerned and capable of more terrible mental scenarios than I, somehow managed to muster the strength to keep us all going. He had utter confidence in your good sense and judgment, and he reassured and encouraged me.

		If I ever did any brave thing, I did not do it bravely, but desperately.

		How and why we are who and what we are is a great mystery. It is perhaps what makes writing fiction so fascinating because an author is constantly seekng reasons for the way her characters behave and coherent explanations for what finally happens to them. In real life, of course, there may not be reasons we can see, or coherent explanations—and when we look back and try to construct them, we are partly explaining what happened and partly making up stories.

		Perri: It's hard for me to read my mother's answer without wanting to correct it, or annotate it, or even interject my own wise-ass responses (Well, if that's what you thought of the New Jersey suburbs, drugs and mall rats and mindless jocks, why the hell did we have to live there, huh?), but I'm trying to restrain myself. How I remember my adolescence (crabby, sullen, dressed like any other vaguely countercultural middle-class child of the era, accumulating virtuous extracurricular activities for my college applications) may not match how she remembers it— but she is entitled to her memories—and to the memories of her fears. I have adolescent children myself these days, and even though it seems to me that these are somewhat easier and gentler times, I have certainly become acquainted with a whole new range of middle-of-the-night anxieties.

		But as I read my mother's account of her childhood, I am again struck by that same sense of wonder—how easy I had it, how I spent my teenage years fighting mock and meaningless battles, in comparison to someone who was actually, in a certain sense, fighting for her life. My struggle was to get out of the comfortable New Jersey suburbs—or, in a more real sense, to grow up and learn to like myself and stop being so damn sullen, and to choose the life that appealed to me from a broad buffet of offerings. My mother chooses to consider me improbably heroic for having managed to do so—but then, my mother is also the only person in the world who considers me a computer whiz (because I can use Google, send e-mail, and sometimes even send attachments), so I wouldn't accept her opinion as in any way objective, if you know what I mean.

		On the other hand, I'm struck by certain similarities. I also went away to college freshman year and never really lived at home again— I was only sixteen, but I was driven toward some longing for autonomy. My mother thinks she never lived at home again because home was unlivable, but it's possible that there was something positive pulling her, as well as something negative pushing from behind. A need for independence and a desire to make your own way—and make your own world—can push you along even if home is not so bad. She thinks I invented myself, and I think I did what I was supposed to do—but certainly I wanted to be out there in the world, and certainly I wanted to be, like my mother, a person who makes up stories.

		Okay, so much for the past. Next, of course, is a question about the present: Mama, you are in the second half of your seventies, and I feel that you are stronger than I am, tougher, more determined, more frugal at every turn. I never worried, growing up, that you would one day break down on us. I could break down—I feel that someday I could just say, “Hey, I can't do this”—and my children would be unsurprised. “Oh, Mom's giving up,” they would say—it would go perfectly well with the mother they know who sometimes just collapses on the couch and falls fast asleep and therefore isn't available for good-nights. I don't think that my children regard me as a force of nature, as my brother and sister and I regarded you—and as I still regard you. What drives you so that you never let down your guard—or your standards? I mean silly little things—like never leaving dishes in the sink or garbage in the garbage pail overnight—but I also mean the promptness with which you pay bills, answer letters, respond to assignments. I go into any new job a little worried about whether I will get it done and get it done on time, but you, I suspect, have never been a day late in your life with turning in the grades for your courses, submitting a writing assignment, or responding to an invitation. What internal drive is missing in me?

		Sheila: Ah, Perri, you idealize your mother. What I see as the flaws of a compulsive coward you see as virtues. I pay bills and R.S.V.P. well before the deadline; I am shamefully early at social events; I do my grade sheets days before they're due, and, in general, I behave with robotic obedience to the orders of society because I fear the consequences.

		I know what drives me; it's the conviction that somehow I'll mess up and be destroyed, that the city marshals will throw all our furniture out on the street again because of nonpayment of rent the way they did in 1933. The only one I ever knew who worried more than I in these situations was your father, who, as you well knew, was so anxious he often ended up on flights earlier than the ones he'd booked because he was at the airport so many hours in advance. It takes rigorous discipline to keep such paranoia under control; he was better at it than I am.

		I am not strong. Fear of failing and letting people down is what drives me. Since Papa died, I have wondered often about the purpose of my life. Yes, I have incredible, loving children and beautiful grandchildren who are a great pleasure. But the eye doctor tells me I am legally blind and indeed, the world is a much darker place for me, and each day starts with a collection of pills and a blood-pressure machine and ends similarly—except that in the evening, I have to remember to put in my eyedrops. The future is literally and figuratively dim. And lonely, because children and grandchildren must have their own busy lives. Alas, I hate TV, the solace of so many of my cohort, and reading becomes more difficult, though with my special lamp and my special magnifying glass, reading still keeps me great company.

		We must make our own terms with life; I feel life has been generous to me. So while a nearly blind, seventy-seven-year-old woman cheerfully negotiating the streets and subways of New York City may be a curious sight, my great joy is that I am still independent, and that I continue to teach fiction writing at my college and to share my pleasure in the craft with students who are wildly unpredictable, and often talented and funny, and sometimes troubled. I enjoy helping them learn how to use words. Last semester one of them ended her course evaluation sheet with the enthusiastic coda “Professor Klass: Your Creative Writing Workshop was the ultimate orgasm!”

		Such an evaluation is reason enough to laugh and to keep going. I suggested to the chairman of the English Department that we advertise my course that way next semester; the registration will be overwhelming.

		So there's next semester to look forward to. I will get my grade sheets in early, and the future, somehow, will manage itself.

		Perri: Oh, Mama, I wish I could make your eyes work better. I understand how ironic and how unfair it is that someone whose great pleasures are reading and grading papers should struggle in a gradually dimming world. All she wants, I want to argue before some cosmic arbiter, is to read normal-sized print in a good light and to mark her students’ papers. Is that really so much to ask? I read what you wrote, and I feel a sense of daughterly outrage, and also a certain sense of medical helplessness and apology—there ought to be a way to fix your eyes. But I don't think you give yourself credit for the will that drives you—that continues to drive you.

		But of course we are none of us, in the end, irresistible forces of nature. And that brings me to my last question, the one about the future: Mama, what does it mean that I cannot face, cannot contemplate, the idea of life without you? Do you know that I think that in some ways, I am still spending my life trying to make you proud? Well, to make you and Papa proud, but now Papa is gone. When something good happens to me, I want to let you know, whether it's a prize or a publication, whether it's
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			Perri's children and Sheilas grandchildren
(in order of appearance)

			Benjamin Orlando Klass

			Josephine Charlotte Paulina Wolff
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