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INTRODUCTION
Shmegegge: Nerd

COMPARED TO MY GRANDMOTHERS, I’M A SHMEGEGGE. THAT’S shmeh-GEH-gee, Yiddish for nerd or ineffectual slob. They, of course, would fiercely deny that their granddaughter is a nudnik. How could I be anything but brilliant and beautiful in their eyes? Perfect, even. But the truth is that next to them, I am a regular shmo.

Take gin rummy, for instance. The last time I played Tessie, my fathers mother, she killed me, 98-0. She knew she would. When I asked her to play, she replied, without malice: “Why? You vant to see how you can lose?”

As for my mothers mother, Pearlie, her particular genius resides in a ball of yarn and a crochet needle. You need a toilet paper cover? A doll with braids? A place mat, an afghan, a beret? You name it, Pearl makes it. She shouldn’t, because of her arthritis. But sometimes a yarn master can’t help herself and sneaks in a baby sweater for her great-granddaughter, packaged inside a knotted plastic bag. (“She’s so beautiful, kineahora,” Pearlie tells me, invoking one of her oft-chanted Yiddish expressions to ward away the evil eye while pressing another crocheted goody into my hands for my baby daughter, Lucy. I am pathetic and bring Pearlie nothing. She waves her thin, veiny hand, as if to bat away my guilt, and says, “It’s nothing, dahlink.”)

My grandmothers are the strongest women I know. True, their health is fading. But in my mind, they’re pioneers and adventurers, brave and fearless. Shtarkers, to be precise, who live by themselves. Tessie Weinreb in Queens, New York, Pearlie Feldman in Santa Monica, California. They’re also the first women I’ve watched grow old, outliving, between them, twelve siblings, three husbands, one son, and most of their friends. Pearlie is 94; Tessie turns 95 this year. “Maybe,” Tessie says with a shrug, “God forgot my address.”

Always with the jokes, they can get on my nerves. They can even drive me crazy, with their Old World superstitions and Neanderthal attitudes about a range of issues. And yet, they are my gurus. Just as striking as their longevity is the sense of utter constancy they offer in a world that seems to speed along faster and faster. Like it or not, they are my personal guides into old age and the existential dilemma.

“You shrink, this you should know,” Tessie advises.

“You shrivel up, just like a potato,” Pearlie agrees.

Two matriarchs, they are my bubbes—the Yiddish term for grandmother, pronounced with the vowel sound in bubbles, BUBEES. They are not in the least pretentious, nothing fancy-shmancy about them. And they offer no sugarcoated prescriptions for life: It is hard, it is complicated, it is not forever. There is joy in sorrow and sorrow in joy. Always, there is family. And passion. Even now, the titles of their favorite TV shows speak volumes. Tessie’s is The Young and the Restless. Pearlie’s is Mad About You.

The last of a breed, they are still close to their immigrant past, hardened by wars and the Great Depression and shaped by discrimination against Jews that began to dissipate only in the 1950s. Now they have little patience for basic questions. What is, is. Ask Tessie, for instance, why being an Orthodox Jew is so important to her, and she answers rhetorically: “Why does an Arab wear the shmatte on his head?” Ask Pearl why she continues wearing her wedding band, eighteen years after her husband’s death, and she quips: “I’m married forever to him. All my life. I’m a Jewish nun.”

I should say, at this point, that I am utterly baffled at how middle age has turned me into a sentimental sop. Pathologically so. I cry over stuff that is embarrassing—my 12-year-old’s Little League game, my 8-year-olds musical-comedy debut, my baby’s weaning. I am a boomer sandwich, eyeing my children’s growth, my parents’ aging, and my grandmothers’ frailty as signs of my own mortality. So I unearth the past to make future connections, keeping the continuum alive. I go back to the source.

To Pearlie and Tessie. My grandmas. My heroes. My bubelehs.
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I FIRST DECIDED TO INTERVIEW MY GRANDMOTHERS WHEN I realized that they were having a difficult time recuperating from falls they suffered in the summer of 1993. Both had slipped and broken their arms. Pearlie’s stumble was especially traumatic, since it occurred when she was two-stepping with her folk-dance troupe, the Dancing Dolls, during the rousing finale of “Achy Breaky Heart.”

I phoned them both to say that I wanted to write an article about them.

“Oy vaysmere,” Tessie complained right away. “Can’t you get a better subject? I can’t see. I can’t hear. I can’t talk. What else?” Translation: She couldn’t wait to see me.

Pearlie was equally happy to comply. “Joyala, my life is an open book. You just tell me when.”

In the eighteen months following those initial calls, I visited them with tape recorder in hand and on occasion, telephoned. When I stayed with Tessie, we were roommates, and her snoring drove me wild; Pearlie and I stole time together over tea and homemade Toll House cookies she served up from a coffee can. I found myself frantically jotting down notes about the details of their lives, as if the act of remembering would allow me to hold on to them longer. Then I resisted writing their stories with every journalistic bone in my body: How could I truthfully distill the very lives I most wanted to extol?

At first glance, Tessie and Pearlie seem as different as two women could be. Tessie can be secretive and has few close friends, though she is acidly funny; Pearlie, who tosses her head back and lets go a piercing cackle when she laughs, is vocal and has a range of acquaintances and relationships. Pearlie is ribald. Tessie is circumspect. Tessie boycotted my wedding eighteen years ago when I married my husband, Brock, who is not Jewish; Pearlie not only came to our wedding, just a month after her husband died, but she also joyously danced there, à la Isadora Duncan, in pink chiffon. Tessie strictly observes Jewish ritual, keeping kosher and attending shul as often as possible; Pearlie, who prays by writing letters to her deceased son and husband, believes that religion resides in the heart.

On closer inspection, though, it quickly becomes clear that my grandmothers face the same predicament: Both women, in a sense, have become invisible. As with the matriarchs of the Old Testament, you have to read between the lines to understand them—or just to find them. To be an old woman in American culture is to be cast off, dismissed as daft or ugly or worse. Jewish mothers, in particular, have become cultural icons and the butt of countless jokes. Yet, these public portrayals mask a deeper truth that is no secret: Women outlive men. Thus, their undisputed power resides in their longevity, as keepers of the family legacy. Tessie and Pearlie stand as symbols: Sometimes there are men around and sometimes not, but life goes on either way.

They tell stories about their past with the narrative panache of Isaac Bashevis Singer. Are their stories true? Some go back so far, to the middle of the nineteenth century, that they surely improve in the retelling. But accuracy isn’t the point, really. What matters to me, anyway, is that I find the girl in the woman before me, still alive with possibility.

What follows is my ode to bubbehood, a patchwork of interviews, recipes, and kitchen-table advice: Pearlie’s wisdom and Tessie’s tsuris (worries).

“You know what’s tsuris?” Tessie asks, casting one of her deadpan looks. “Two Jews were sitting on the train and they were talking tsuris. And the Irishman was holding on to the strap in the train. And he hears them talking tsuris, tsuris, tsuris. He says, ‘For God’s sake, if you have a sore ass, why don’t you get up and give me a seat?’”
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GRANDMA TESSIE’S
Amazing Matzo Ball Soup
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First of all, the chicken should be fresh. A good chicken. Usually, the nonkosher chicken is not so fresh, because nonkosher can stay in the freezer who knows how long? But if it’s a nice, fresh-killed chicken, I clean it up. Take out all the feathers and all. Clean. And then, let’s say for a chicken, you need four pounds. It’s a good chicken already.

You put in some water in the pot to cover the chicken. Slowly, you bring it to a boil and take off the stuff. It gets foam, like. The fat. Nowadays an hour and a half is a lot. You cook it slowly. You put in vegetables, like carrot and celery. I don’t like onions. I don’t use no pepper, just salt. Very plain. Other people put in other stuff, yet It’s not like liquid when it gets cold. It’s so like Jell-O.

I take out the carrot with a spoon or when I pour off the soup. I like the carrot. I don’t like the celery to eat. I remember my sister Leah, she used to put in all kinds of vegetables. And he, Harry, her husband, he ate it all, the vegetables. I couldn’t stand it, to see him eat it.

The matzo balls, you cook it separate, not in the soup. Let’s say I make two eggs, is more than enough. For one person it’s even enough one egg. And I put in a little matzo meal, about a half a cup. I beat it up good with a little salt. You can even put in a drop of pepper, which is okay A drop of seltzer makes the balls fluffier, maybe a tablespoon of seltzer. I don’t know the measurements. That’s why I can never give anybody any recipes. Because I just mix it and I see, when it starts getting thicker or so. It’s important you should let it stay a few hours, so it hardens up by itself. Then I boil up a pot of water. Throw in the balls. But don’t make them bigger than a walnut, or it’ll come out like a big peach. Let it boil for forty minutes. And that’s all. So what?





CHAPTER 1
Shmitchek: Whatchamacallit
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 Pearlie Rosenwasser, winsome at 16.

MOTHER’S DAY, MAY 8, 1994. 6:30 A.M. INSIDE TESSIE’S APARTMENT.

“Come, mamashayna,” she says as soon as she’s hugged me hello. “Come eat breakfast.”

Bleary-eyed, I’ve just arrived on the red-eye from Los Angeles to her one-bedroom apartment in Queens. She lives in a six-story brick building, the Winston, in a tree-lined working-class neighborhood of Briarwood, not far from Forest Hills. In anticipation of my arrival, she’s already beaten the eggs for my matzo brei—scrambled eggs with moistened matzo. Wrapped in a plastic bag and covered with a paper towel is her homemade marble cake, my favorite.

At 93, Tessie stands just under five feet, though she once was a couple of inches taller. She wears thick, pink-framed glasses, red lipstick, a flowered housedress, and sneakers. Her right hand shakes, her fingers are gnarled from arthritis, her sciatica is a source of constant pain. Still, she manages to have her fingernails painted fire-engine red.

“It’s good to live long, but it’s not good to get old,” she tells me. “You can’t do what you want.”

She sets a cup of coffee on the place mat. “Do you use sugar or do you use your disposition?”

Her apartment, decorated with family photographs from decades ago, is furnished in neo—I Love Lucy: most of the lamps, tables, and chairs are from the 1950s. But they’ve held up for a reason. “This is what I learned from my husband, Izzy,” she says of the grandfather I never met and for whom I was given my Hebrew name. “If you buy, buy good.” In the living room, above an overstuffed couch, there hangs a pastoral oil painting of Stevensville in the Catskills. On a side wall, there are two ceramic dancers mounted in frames. Over her bed, too, there are framed prints of Degas dancers.

It’s drizzling out. I ask about her arthritis.

“They wouldn’t let me alone.”

“Who wouldn’t let you alone?”

“The arthritis. They stick to me. They like me.” A jokenik, she deflects most questions with her highly idiosyncratic brand of humor. I offer her a Mother’s Day gift—a box of soaps.

“Why spend money on me?” she asks.

“Why not?” I ask.

“ ’Cause I hope I use it up.” Meaning she doesn’t think she’ll live so long. “I hope not,” she says.

“You hope not?”

“Because me no like it,” she says, invoking the upside-down syntax to a favorite old Yiddish song, “Oy, I Like She.”

To listen to someone you love tell you that she’d prefer to be dead is dreadful. In my grandmother’s case, though, it’s predictable. She’s been talking this way, without remorse or rancor, for the last several years, at least. But her depression is also understandable. Once stubbornly independent, she now must rely on her two daughters—my aunts, Cynthia and Bobbie—who structure their workweek around shopping for her and transporting her to the doctor or to the beauty shop. She has an attendant five days a week to help out. And she has an emergency button and the phone, her lifeline.

“I lost confidence in myself,” she explains about her fall last year. “I don’t trust myself anywhere. I don’t go down for the mail myself. I do sometimes, but the cane—I hate people should see me. So I don’t go some places I want to go.” She ventures out twice a week now, to her Golden Age Club on Mondays and to Danny’s Beauty Salon on Saturdays to have her white hair fluffed and sprayed into a bubblelike crown.

“Now, anything that I want to do, I can’t do it myself,” she says.

It takes her half an hour to fasten her bra, longer to clean a chicken. “So what is it? I don’t want to aggravate the Man Upstairs, but it’s no use. Why do they celebrate the ‘golden age’?”

She reconsiders. “Maybe I’m too critical on myself, too,” she adds. “The kids say that I’m too critical. Do you find me that way?”

Not at the moment. She’s just served me a giant slice of cake for breakfast. Who am I to complain?

Minutes later, though, I’m fair game. For this trip, I’ve lugged along a breast pump so that I can continue to nurse my 10-month-old daughter when I return home. Tessie disapproves of the setup. “If she could do the four days without you, you don’t need it,” she says of the pump.

I disagree. “All right,” she shrugs. “Nurse until her wedding day.”
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THE BLUE DOOR TO PEARLIE’S APARTMENT HAS A LITTLE PLASTIC sign hanging from the doorknob, like the ones you leave out for room service in a hotel. But Pearlie’s sign is a daily reminder of what it’s like to live in the shadow of death: Good morning, I’m OK!

Kathie Lee and Regis are blaring from the TV set. Pearlie tells me she doesn’t much care for Kathie Lee’s new haircut. We guffaw over Regis’s beady eyes. Pearl has high cheekbones, bright eyes, and a pixie haircut, like Peter Pan. I practically tower over her now, she’s such a sliver of her former self. Though she moved to California ten years ago, her voice is still coated in Brooklynese.

“You want orange juice or what?” she asks. She lives five minutes away from me in the Silvercrest, a concrete apartment complex for seniors. Her building is sandwiched between a muffler shop and the Phoenix Bookstore, a hangout for hipsters. During the week, she usually eats her meals downstairs in the dining hall; otherwise, she cooks for herself in her tiny kitchen, unable to duplicate the lavish spreads she is famous for in the family. But on the kitchen table, there is an entire plate of chocolate chip cupcakes she baked fresh for my visit.

She speaks in code sometimes, expecting me to fill in the blanks of her sentences. She forgets words. Names slip her mind. She calls this “the 92-year-old thing.” I tell her that I’ve got the same problem, but I’m fifty-one years younger than she. She cackles. So do I. “They’re no-cholesterol cupcakes,” she explains, sitting at the table, which is covered by one of her crocheted tablecloths.

“Did you make them from scratch?”

“Yeah.”

“Really?”

“And there’s no cholesterol.”

“Where’s the recipe from?”

“From the box.” A cake mix, in other words?

“Yeah. And they come out perfect, they’re so easy. Yeah. Ya take ’em right out of the thing.” The thing. She means the paper cupcake wrapper.

Her usual sartorial splendor is much in evidence. She wears a peach-and-white sweater with matching polyester pants and white Reeboks. She made the sweater not long ago, and it has goldthread embellishments. Around her neck, she wears a gold charm that says Happy Birthday, a gift from her grandchildren for her ninetieth.

“You gotta enjoy your life,” she tells me, worried that I’m overextended. “Don’t rush, rush, rush. Learn to enjoy while you have your health.” Though she’s slowed down recently, having stopped her volunteer work at the local hospital and cut out her weekly dancing with “the Dolls” for fear of another fall, Pearlie’s great enthusiasm for life is undeterred by age. “I think if you keep yourself involved in lots of things and don’t concentrate on yourself, it helps a lot,” she says. “Its good to have outside interests, to keep the mind busy. It’s like a sore in your heart to not be involved.

“Life is great, if we could only have it without pain,” she says. “What’s bad with life? There can be lots of fun in this world, lots of enjoyment—air to breathe, food to eat, places to go. What do we know what we have in the other world? Nothing.”

Her mind is razor sharp, especially when I ask about her past. She conjures up vivid memories of having her tonsils extracted (“just yanked out with, like, pliers, but then I got to get ice cream with my father on the trolley”); of asking advice from the local health department on how to take care of her first baby, Jerry, because she wasn’t sure if feeding him spinach at three months was advisable; of going through menopause (“The doctor said to me, ‘Just lie down, put a cold compress to your head and chest, and relax.’ And I didn’t have any problems: It didn’t last too long,’ about two years”). I survey her tiny apartment, decorated with recycled furniture from my parents’ house, including the vanity table from my bedroom when I was a girl. Over the peephole to her door, she’s hung a macramé object and little purple pompoms.

“That’s a shmitchek, shmitchkie—a thing,” she says, explaining this all-purpose Yiddishism (pronounced SHMITCH-eck and SHMITCH-key) of my grandfather’s making. “If you want a hand, you say, ‘Give me that smitchkie.’” She smiles mischievously. “Grandpa used to call this a shmitchhala,” she says, pointing to her crotch.

I ask her to please not turn this into an X-rated interview. “Shmitchek can be any part of your body,” she says. “A whatchamacallit.”

Clearly, she was mad about Moe, my lusty grandfather who’d give me rides on his feet and make his biceps dance to the strains of Russian folk songs. She invokes his memory, his joie de vivre, whenever possible. When my younger sister, Peggy, recently reported how wonderful, kind, and supportive her new husband is, Pearlie asked only one question, à la Moe: “Is he a good luvah?”
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A Bubbe Questionnaire

Do you have any famous relatives or ancestors?

TESSIE: None of them were in jail. To be famous? I can’t recall.

PEARLIE: No, except on Grandpa’s side. His sister’s daughters son was married to a gentleman who was a state senator. I forget his name. That’s the only outstanding one.

What is your favorite health, beauty, or fitness tip?

TESSIE: Beautiful I was never. I’d rather go for health than beauty. But I can’t control my health anymore. I like to be clean, neat. Fancy? No. Of course, I have my hair done and nails done every Saturday at Danny’s. I’d rather look decent. So people wouldn’t say, “That old lady, she looks such a shlump!” As for health, I just ate some potatoes.

PEARLIE: When I look in the mirror, I’m not happy to see the wrinkles. The skin changes so much in your nineties. The whole face changes. I don’t know how to stop it. I just don’t want to get to look any worse than I am now. [She laughs.] Because I don’t want to look scary to my great-grandchildren—and it’s bound to happen. Your face becomes crepe-y. Your eyes become smaller. Your nose becomes longer. I put on sunscreen when I go out. Just a little powder and lipstick. I can’t pluck my eyebrows because the skin gets red and sore. I do the best I can. I brush my hair and wash it. Otherwise, no secrets. I never was one to stay in the beauty parlor. As long as I take a shower twice a day, keep myself clean. Not be a shtunk, smelly.

The word that best describes you is:

TESSIE: Not a blabbermouth. My children say critical. It’s easier to criticize than be correct.

PEARLIE: Love.

Tell me the most unusual things about yourself or unusual things you have done.

TESSIE: I got married again. Maybe I shouldn’t have. I don’t know.

PEARLIE: I like to tell dirty jokes, a simple joke. It’s nice to make people laugh.

How do you like to celebrate your birthday?

TESSIE: No wishes, no shmishes. That’s all. I don’t tell anybody it’s my birthday. What’s the difference? Those years that come, I don’t appreciate it. I can’t do what I want. I don’t enjoy with the old age. To me, I’m not that thrilled about it. I’m living the longest of anybody in my family. So? Pish-posh.

PEARLIE: To be with the family. Oh yeah.

Can you love your children too much?

TESSIE: There is no such thing to love children too much. No. It’s not possible. Or is it?

PEARLIE: When you give love, you give it with your whole being. I don’t think I could love my children less, no matter what. Even my son-in-laws. My family is my life.
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IT IS A BEAUTIFUL, CRISP MORNING IN NEW YORK. BY TEN o’clock, Tessie and I are still wearing our flannel pj’s, with no intention of getting dressed. We’ve already broken into a box of chocolates I’ve brought with me from L.A. She likes the chocolate-covered honeycomb. “We’re not eating, just noshing,” she explains.

A lifelong Democrat, she loves to talk politics and is presently castigating Paula Jones. “Maybe she really instigated him,” she says, referring to President Bill Clinton. “This she wouldn’t tell you.”

We break out the cards, and I “wash,” or shuffle, them. The cards fly, ten to her, ten to me. She turns over a king of spades, double the points. Her joints ache, her cough won’t quit, her ankles swell—but over a game of cards, the physical ailments subside and her mind is as agile as ever.

My grandmother always uses a deck of red Bicycle cards, the ones with two cherubs atop bicycles in opposing circles. The drawing makes me think of Tessie as an angel, playing cards. The circle of life. It’s a nice reverie, a confection that has nothing to do with reality.

“What kind of meshuggeneh (crazy) cards you gave me?” she asks, surveying her hand.

If American Indians listen to their elders around a campfire, I listen to my grandmother with cards fanned in my hands, a discard pile between us. It’s our little ritual, practically sacred. For as long as I can remember, we’ve related this way. First it was the game of war, then go fish. Then, when my hands were big enough, gin. She used to let me win when I’d stay with her while I was still in college, the two of us smoking cigarettes into the night. Now she’s ruthless. I throw another card on the discard pile.

“See?” she chides me. “You don’t know how to play. You gave me the jack and the queen!”

I tell her it’s because I’m kind. She throws another card that I pick up.

“You take cards for tromba,” she chides me again. “You know what’s tromba?” I shake my head. “For speculation.”

My knowledge of Yiddish is extremely limited, but Tessie uses these card-playing sessions to offer lessons. Amazingly, she has no age spots on the back of her hands. This, she tells me, is because her family had an oil business in Europe and her hands were constantly immersed in cottonseed oil. Her job as a teenager was to teach the workers how to extract the oil. “I was never young,” she says of her childhood. “I was never a child.”

Her father ran a brick and oil factory in what was then Austria, formerly Poland. Her mother never paid her a compliment. Raised “to be nice,” she was born Toby Teitel in the shtetl of Kozowa in Galicia, not far from the Russian border. Her education was cut short when she was 13 because of World War I, though she could speak six languages. A refugee for two years, she crossed the Carpathian Mountains by horse and wagon to Czechoslovakia with her family and returned home around 1917, only to find that her Polish neighbors had taken her family’s home apart, brick by brick.

After contracting typhoid fever and losing her hair, she supported her family by working the black market, trading oil and kerosene for flour and tobacco. Anti-Semitism was endemic. Since her father had a long beard and was easily identifiable as a Jew, he risked his life every time he walked outdoors. She, on the other hand, could pass as a shiksa in bare feet and peasant skirts.

Was she angry with her father for not protecting her? “The cannons were shooting over our heads,” she remembers, “and if anything had to be done, I could do it. For me it was an adventure. An adventure to go, to do more than my father does. My father once said, we were having an argument, he says, ’I like to argue with Toby.’ He knew I’d answer him right. And he liked it. He’d ask me my advice. He and I were really pals. Why should I be angry? I protected him, so he shouldn’t have to go outside.”

On August 15,1920, she and her parents arrived in America by steerage. At Ellis Island, she had her first taste of white bread and corn flakes for breakfast and reluctantly agreed to change her name to Tessie at the urging of her sisters. Within a year, she met a dapper egg candler, Izzy Horowitz, whose job entailed inspecting eggs by candlelight to discard those that were bloodshot. He was a gentle man who didn’t have much of a flair for business but adored the violin. Together they opened a mom-and-pop grocery store in Brooklyn, called Clover Farms, and had three children. My father was the only boy. Tessie lived up to the meaning of her married name, Horowitz: “works hard.”
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 Coming to America: Grandma Tessie’s passport.

Was she in love with Izzy? “Yes, but I knew that I can do better than he. We were in business….” Her voice drifts off, as if to suggest theirs was a marriage of convenience. What followed were the depression years, when they lost the store. While her husband worked as a grocery clerk, earning $20 a week in her brother’s store, she raised money for the local hospital, the kosher one with two kitchens. During World War II, she sent her son off to war; he returned from Japan, wanting to become a clinical psychologist. Her daughter Cynthia became a bookkeeper, and Bobbie a schoolteacher. Not long after Izzy died in 1951, she married a milkman, Sam Weinreb.

For Tessie, it is a virtue to never reveal one’s true feelings, especially sadness. When asked how she’s dealt with her grief, she says, “I never made any sour face to anybody. Nobody knew what’s inside of me. They still don’t.” She catches herself, as if she’s said too much. “I’m talking now,” she adds. “But I shouldn’t.”

“Why not?”

“Pheh,” she replies, waving her hand.

It’s twelve-thirty. She snaps on the TV. “Shut up!” she’s yelling at the TV set. Her soap opera, The Young and the Restless, is on, and she’s bored by one of the plot lines. She likes to watch this show for the blind character who she claims has never blinked, a sign to Tessie of fine acting ability. But more, she’s interested in the trial of a woman who’s been charged with killing her husband.

If she’d had the opportunity, my grandmother tells me, she would have been a lawyer. Or better still, a writer. She’s never admitted this girlhood fantasy to me before. With my pen and notebook in hand, I search her milky gray eyes and feel my shoulders lighten. The flash of connection, a flesh-and-blood link of desire, spanning three generations. Not that she says any more. She doesn’t need to.

She sits in her recliner chair with the blue embroidered cloth draped over the headrest. “Oh, here’s the caca-mercial again,” she complains.
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THE PHONE RINGS. BAD NEWS. MY MOTHER HAS JUST LEARNED she has breast cancer. Now, she’s calling to tell me that she’s opted for a mastectomy, deciding that the radiation treatments that accompany lumpectomy are too risky.

The phone rings again. It’s Pearlie, her voice shaky, bordering on hysterical. She asks for my permission to call my mother, even though she’s just spoken to her. She’s made the same call to my older sister, Shari.

“I don’t want to be a bother,” she tells me, saying she doesn’t want my mother to worry that she’s worrying. “I hesitate ten times before I call. I don’t want to be a nudge.

“See, when your children are babies and you learn to protect them, no matter how old they are, they’re always your children. They’re still your babies. And that feeling never leaves.

“I know I’m a pain in the ass,” she adds, her voice cracking. “Please forgive me, Joyala. But she’s my baby. My baby. Why can’t it be me, not her?”

When I hear my grandmother, fragile, frightened, nervous, wanting to help but knowing she can do nothing, I hear myself—and I cannot bear to listen.

In the weeks that follow, while my mother is recuperating from surgery, I speak to Pearlie more often than usual. Normally, we talk on the phone weekly and see each other about twice a month—for family gatherings, brunches, birthday parties—and invariably she ushers me home with another batch of french toast for my kids. But now, we’ve become allies in the worry department. My mother’s cancer brings me closer to my grandmother, who tells me that her greatest wish in life is that her daughter be well.

For the time being, anyway, her wish has come true.

In June, Pearlie, my mother, my daughter Lucy, and I watch my middle child, Gus, perform in a little show at the Odyssey Theater—a four-generation cheering section. Afterward, Pearlie hands me an envelope to deliver to him. In it, she’s enclosed $15 in cash and a note telling Gus how much she loves him. Then, in the quiet of her living room, she writes a letter to her son Jerry.

June 19, 1994

Dear Jerela,

It is with a lighter heart I am writing you today. Thank God Shirley is feeling better. I know your prayers for her recovery helped.

Jerela, today is Father’s Day and I know how your family misses you. They are all such good children, and I know how much you will he missed as they know how much you are missed double.

Thanks again for your prayers.

Always xxxxxxxxx

Your Mom

The following week, she bequeaths her old typewriter to my kids, too. Always giving, always bearing hugs and kisses, even in print with her xxxx’s and ooooo’s. And I wonder, how is it that someone who grew up with so little can give so much?

Born on the Lower East Side in 1902, Pauline Rosenwasser hated her given name, so she changed it to Pearl. Her parents emigrated from Austria in 1894. Her father pressed women’s coats. Her mother opened a series of candy and dry goods stores in Brooklyn, often leaving her children unattended. While playing on a fire escape one day, Pearlie watched as a cousin fell three stories, suffering a minor concussion. She remembers her mother saying, guiltily, “It should only have been one of my children,” and later wondering if she had cursed her own family. Of seven children, three died young—two baby boys and a 13-year-old girl, from a weak heart.

By the time Pearl was 13, she had to leave school to help support the family. Before she learned shorthand and began working as a stenographer, she sewed labels into coats for $5 a week. When she needed a winter coat, a family friend suggested she could get one wholesale from Morris Feldman, who worked on Second Avenue and specialized in tucking and tailoring coats for heavyset women.

“When I first met him and he invited me up to his shop, he took my measurements—and he never tried anything,” she remembers, dreamily. “He was a total gentleman! I always respected him so much for that!” She fell in love instantly; he was so handsome—blue eyes and thick, wavy hair—and he taught her how to tango. Her mother disapproved, since he was Russian-born, not American. Pearlie couldn’t help herself; they had a son and two daughters—a stockbroker, a schoolteacher, and an artist.

Not that everything was idyllic. She endured her husband’s love for schnapps, cigars, and horse races and the shock of her son’s death, at age 53, from a heart attack on a subway. At the funeral, Moe had no idea their son had died, since he had suffered a series of strokes. Ten years later, after nursing him through a terminal illness, Pearlie moved west to be closer to her older daughter, my mother.

Just how Pearlie managed to live this long is a question she’s often asked, since she’s outlived nearly everyone at the Silvercrest. “You got to listen to your body,” she says simply, “like even if you get a corn, you soak your feet.” There are some dietary concessions, including the no-cholesterol cupcakes. But truth be told, she’s a big proponent of butter, of an occasional glass of wine, and of gargling with Cepacol at the first sign of a sore throat. And exercise is important: She walks to the Third Street promenade daily, jogs in place in her apartment, and takes an exercise class for her arthritis twice a week.

“I really think as long as you can move, you should keep on moving,” she says. “Because when you sit, everything sits with you. When you hit 92, especially, the body sort of lets you know, ‘Ah, you’re getting old, take it easy. We’re tired of taking care of you, the bones.’” Most recently, she’s realized her taste buds have stopped working.

But back to the longevity question. “Oh, I think it’s the family that makes me live this long” she says of her nine grandchildren and thirteen great-grandchildren. “There’s so much enjoyment in this. I couldn’t ask for anything more. No money No jewelry. No anything could compete with the wonderful family I have.” I assure her she doesn’t have to say this for my benefit.

“I say thank-you to God for letting me live this long. And anything He gives me over that, I thank him again twice. But I want to tell you something,” she adds. “If you’re a good person [she pronounces it “poyson”] when you’re young, you’re a good person when you’re old. And if you’re a nasty person when you’re young, you’re a nasty person when you’re old. Character doesn’t change. Age don’t change character.”

What does Tessie think of Pearlie and Pearlie think of Tessie?

TESSIE: I like her very much. I admire her very much. She is a different type than I am. I grew up in Europe. She grew up in America. I don’t know which way is better or worse.

PEARLIE: Tessie? She is a good person, a very interesting woman. She has a different attitude about life. She is looking toward death. She thinks it would be a relief. I don’t figure that. I want to last as long as I can. I want to be on this earth. She says it would be great if she died in her sleep. But life is so interesting, you know? So much change. You find it interesting enough to want to stay.
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THE STATUS OF WOMEN IN JUDAISM HAS ALWAYS BEEN PROBlEMATIC to me. Things are changing, of course, but not by much. It takes a lot to undo five thousand years of put-downs. Just take a look at the Book of Leviticus and the childbirth purification ritual: A woman who bears a son is unclean for forty days thereafter, whereas a woman who bears a daughter is unclean for eighty days. Exactly how this hideous little forty-day difference can possibly be accounted for is unclear to me. Can anyone in his right mind really believe that girl babies are somehow dirtier than boy babies?

Here’s my grandmothers’ feeling about it: Gender shmender.

Still, to explain the exalted-cum-pampered status of males in my own family, Tessie offers a story. “My grandmother Toby, the one that I’m named after, she had a daughter. Then she had a boy. The boy died young. She had another baby, a girl. Another baby, a boy, passed away. The boys couldn’t live and the girls lived. She already had three daughters and not even one son. And it bothered her.

“She became pregnant again. She had a dream that an old man with a long gray beard came to her, and he said, ‘You know you’re pregnant and you’re going to have a boy. But name him after me. My name is Chaim. And he’s going to live/ They had nobody in the family with that name, Chaim. You know, there was a Yousla, a Moishe, but no name Chaim. And the baby was born a boy, and she named him Chaim, which means ‘Life,’ and he was the only son. That was my father. He was a spoiled brat. He took advantage of his four sisters.” Yet she idolized him completely. The story underscores how the value of a boy supersedes the long-standing tradition of naming a child after a deceased relative.

Hoping that Tessie and Pearlie would give voice to my own beliefs, I asked them the same leading question:

Are you a feminist?

TESSIE: Say it in plain English.

PEARLIE: What do you mean, a feminist?

Do you believe in equal rights for women?

PEARLIE: Definitely. Women need to work and be equal. But also, not to hurt yourself. It’s hard to have a career and family. I love to see women get ahead in the medical field and all over. When we were younger, we didn’t have that. We were treated like a pot on the stove. Really! We had to do the dishes and clean the house, and the men got so much more respect because they were supposed to be smarter than us. They had more education than us. Now, when I see these women doing things that men never even dreamed of doing, I think the coming world is great. We can expect much better and bigger things now.

TESSIE: Yes, that I would like. I wouldn’t mind that at all. Politics interest me very much. If I’d be much younger, I’d run for senator, and I’d make the law even better for the women than the men. My mother and her mother were brought up to just get married and keep house and raise the children. When I grew up, they had to educate the boys. The girls don’t need anything because they can wash diapers without education and things like this. A woman should have the same rights as a man. I wouldn’t let my husband go above me. If he drives, I drive, too.
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JUST NOW, PEARLIE IS REMEMBERING HER HAPPIEST MOMENTS as a child and confides they were stolen and secretive—reading. “My biggest pleasure was going to the library, taking home seven or eight books—they’d give you as much books as you wanted—putting it under my cover in the bed, and after Mama would go to bed, I’d turn on the light and read for hours. I got more out of reading even than going to the movies.”

Today, like the last few times I’ve seen her, Pearlie’s eyes are red-rimmed. At first, she says the pinkness is caused by her allergies, but later she admits it’s more often from crying.

“Living here,” she says, “most of the people that die—and they die in their sleep—everybody else says, ‘Oh boy, if I could only die in my sleep, it would be wonderful.’To be honest, everybody fears it. And they won’t talk about it, either.”

This is not the first time that Pearlie has spoken to me about her fear of dying. On more days than she cares to recall, another apartment in her building stands empty because of the death of a friend or neighbor. More than once, she has told me that she feels “desolated.” Just a week ago, her 95-year-old brother, Marty, died.

Pearlie sits in her recliner from Sears, the one my mother and aunt bought for her last year. It almost looks thronelike, since she’s covered it with one of her purple and orange afghans plus one of those fluffy sheepskin covers. She drifts off for a moment as the car mechanic next door checks another muffler.

“It makes you feel sad,” she continues, shutting her sliding glass door to mute the noise. “Your family leaves you. It’s like a tree grows, and the branches come down, and the tree looks so lonesome and lonely. But I don’t feel abandoned. I still feel attached.”
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I CALL TESSIE, WORRIED ABOUT THE HEADACHES SHE HAS begun to mention to my father. She recently was scared by a dream, of her parents calling out to her. Is her time near?

“How’s your head, Grandma?” I ask.

“What head?” she rifles back, deflecting my concern. She asks about my children, starting with my older son, Trevor, one of her fifteen great-grandchildren. I report his latest accomplishment, placing second in a citywide math meet. As if to make up for lost moments (with my father, I wonder?), she instructs me to tell him how wonderful he is.

“You should!” she insists. “You should give him a compliment. When he deserves it. Don’t be stingy! I’ll teach you psychology. Really. No, this is a fact.”

Then she adds, “Tell Brock hello.” She has almost forgiven him for not being Jewish. When she was last in California, he teased her about flying off with him to the Caribbean. It’s a joke she can’t resist. “Tell him he’s still my lover boy.”

She says her health won’t allow her to make her annual pilgrimage to California. She jokes that maybe she’ll be “out of town,” as in no longer alive. “If I don’t come next year,” she quips, “I’ll come two years later.”

I’VE PUT MYSELF IN AN IMPOSSIBLE POSITION. CONTRARY TO professional standards of journalism, I promised my grandmothers they could have prior approval of what I’ve written so far. Family over business, as they’d say.

What did they think?

“Praise the children more,” Pearlie says of her daughters, Shirley and DeeDee. My mother, Shirley, now 68, is the older of the two; DeeDee (known as Dorothy Schwartz to the rest of the world) is the director of the Maine Humanities Council. “They’re the best. They don’t come better. And you make Grandpa sound like a finagler and a gambler. You should portray him as a family man. Family always came first for him. He was such a good man.”

There is one other little thing, Pearlie says, laughing, “The Salvation Army runs this building. Do you have to put in the part about my, you know, crotch?”

And Tessie? “It’s okay,” she told me, obviously holding back. “It’s all right. I still don’t like that you’re talking about me. I don’t want to be popular.”

Did I get anything wrong?

“If I didn’t want you to write it, I wouldn’t have told you,” she adds, shrewdly reflecting the advice most press agents offer their celebrity clients. “It’s my simple life. But it is so.”





GRANDMA TESSlE’S
Tummy Marble Cake
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I’ll tell you the truth: I use the recipe from the box. But I doctor it up. I make it a little more rich. I don’t make it from—whatchamacallit—scratch. Okay. So, you take a Duncan Hines marble cake mix. I put in a half a pint of sour cream. It does not call for it. It calls for three eggs. All right, so I put in four. I also add small chocolate chips, about six ounces. And that’s what makes it so good. I also put in a package of My*T*Fine vanilla pudding. This, you must have. Its got the vanilla smell. It’s very nice. I use half of what the box says for the water and oil, since I add the sour cream. Otherwise, it’ll be too loose.

So you mix the eggs, sour cream, and water and mix at not a very big speed. A nice speed. I mix it for twenty minutes for sure. It comes out very smooth. Oh yes. In order to cook and bake, you don’t have to be a college graduate. You just need patience and good ingredients.

How do you make it marble? When you have all the ingredients mixed, you put it in the baking pan. I use a nine-inch tube pan. You know, so the cake comes out with a hole in the middle? But in order to make it marble, you leave a little dough in the mixing bowl. Duncan Hines gives you a little envelope with chocolate and you make it with a knife—like marble. Back and forth. Into this here, you add the chocolate chips.

If anyone doesn’t like it, let ’em sue me. What’s his name? Duncan Hines? He’s gonna have it on me. Oy. 





CHAPTER 2
Shleps: Drags
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 In Cleveland, ca. 1957, Tessie holds baby Peggy, with Shan (right) and me.

GROWING UP JEWISH IN CLEVELAND, I REMEMBER HAVING TWO role models: Anne Frank and Totie Fields. Anne, the schoolgirldiarist, was dignified and scholarly and yearning for romance, but forced to hide in fear; Totie, the yenta comedian, was hilarious in a buffoonish way that made her famous enough to guest on The Ed Sullivan Show, spitting out self-deprecating fat jokes. One died because she was Jewish; the other, with her catch-phrase cry of “Am I right? Am I right?,” exploited her Jewishness by creating a distortion so gross as to seem like caricature. The choice between being brilliant but hunted down by Nazis or funny but fat seemed less than appealing. Either way, I didn’t see being a Jew as something to parade around publicly.

My parents sent me to Sunday school, where I dressed up for Purim as Queen Esther from the Bible. All I remember about that, besides getting to wear my mother’s tiara (why did she have a tiara, anyway?), was wearing my mom’s sheer slip, thinking I looked almost as beautiful as she, and having Robbie Baskin from Palmerston Road notice something else. “Look, I can see your titties!” he railed. Several years later, when my family had moved to Beverly Hills and it was my mother’s turn to drive carpool to the Sholom Sunday School, a progressive reform program on Olympic Boulevard, Mom informed me she didn’t believe in God. I was stunned at the timing of the admission but not altogether surprised.

In our house, Sigmund Freud was God. And public education was a co-god, which would help explain why we moved to Shaker Heights and to Beverly Hills—the school systems were top-notch. My parents, who considered themselves humanists, eschewed prayer and ritual for cultural identity and happily settled in a predominantly Jewish neighborhood, like Beverly Hills, because it reminded Mom of “Fiatbush with palm trees.” We lit the Chanukah menorah and, occasionally, lit the candles on Friday night in observance of the Sabbath. But rarely. What was sacred was family, though we’d drive one another bonkers.

We were never assimilated to the point of having a Christmas tree in our home, like my best friend, Amy, across the street, but my father did see fit to dress up as Santa Claus one year for my brother’s Boy Scout pack dinner. I had no idea Santa was Dad until he yanked his beard down to his chest and said, “Hey, there, Joy Joy.” Not even Santa Claus would dare claim my father’s nickname for me as his own. Or wear his Hush Puppies.

Against this muddle of religious ambivalence stood Tessie and Pearlie—Jewish stalwarts, albeit long-distance ones, my Yiddishkeit barometers. Did I love them so much because I knew them only from afar?

As children do, I believed that they would always be a part of my life. Not until later, much later, did I understand that even they could not stand as a buffer to my parents’ mortality. Or my own.

Each summer, my mother would ply us with enough Dramamine to survive the car trip from Cleveland to New York—Mom and Dad smoking Kents in the front seat, the kids eating bologna sandwiches in the back—to visit my grandmothers. First, Pearlie and Moe on Dover Street in Manhattan Beach, Brooklyn. Friday nights at the Esplanade, there were fireworks, the first I had ever seen. I slept on Pearlie’s sunporch, beneath her heavy crocheted blankets. Before going to sleep, though, I’d watch Gorgeous George wrestling on TV as my grandfather, in his white undershirt and boxer shorts, chomped on his cigar and laughed at the phony spectacle. Under Grandpa Moe’s tutelage, I first learned not to believe everything I saw on television. We’d get up in the morning and race downstairs, the smell of butter frying for Pearlie’s French toast mixed with Moe’s cigar smoke. At the kitchen table—it was pink marble with wrought iron legs—he taught us how to crush Oysterette crackers into our softboiled eggs and squirt seltzer water from a blue bottle with a nozzle on top. Beyond the trips to Nathan’s for hot dogs and Coney Island nearby, I was fascinated by Grandmas sewing machine upstairs and the chrome toilet paper dispenser that popped out of the wall at the push of a button. In the basement, I was in heaven, because I could play with a tantalizing collection of buttons, trimming, sequins, and lace—leftovers from Grandpa’s car coat and apparel business.

When we crossed over the metal gratings that covered the road of the Marine Park Bridge—the buzzing sound beneath the wheels of our silver 1957 Chevy station wagon signaling our getaway—I knew we were closer to Grandma Tessie’s, which was diagonally across from Macy’s in Jamaica, Queens. At the time, she was the only person I knew (other than Lucy Ricardo on TV) who lived in an apartment, which struck me as enormously cosmopolitan, being a kid from the suburbs. Besides the Sealtest ice cream sandwiches that Grandpa Sam would pick up from the nearby grocery, there was always a candy stash—chocolate bars the size of a house. Playing the squirrel game with Grandma, where shed fold up a hanky and make kissing sounds, as. if it were talking to us. Playing gin rummy. Having our growth measured on her bedroom wall, notches marked in pen with our initials and the date. Grandma wearing an apron, her blue metallic glasses dipping down her nose.

But to be honest, much as I loved seeing them, I think the primary feeling I had upon arriving in either of their homes was wanting to get out of there. With Pearlie, her hugs were a little too squeezy. And, never the diplomat, Moe would constantly ask us, “So, when are you going home?” With Tessie, punch lines were invariably in Yiddish, which she knew we kids didn’t understand. The feeling of being excluded, even though I was part of the family, was palpable. If she didn’t want me to understand, I wouldn’t bother to learn her language, either.

In truth, my grandmothers bored me. Their stories made me fidgety. In one ear and out the other is pretty much the way I heard them. I was still busy navigating my own childhood, believing that Cubby on the Mickey Mouse Club was cool and Swanson’s frozen Salisbury steak dinners were a gourmet delight. I equated my grandmothers’ endless recollections of my mother and father with torture. It took more than thirty years before I was really ready to listen.

Lucky for me, my bubbes were still around to tell their tales.

“Remembering makes the memories come alive,” says Pearl.

“Thank God I still got my marbles,” says Tessie.
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AFTER HAVING A MAGAZINE ARTICLE PUBLISHED ABOUT TESSIE and Pearl, I call my grandmothers for permission to write a book about them.

“You have more to write?” Tessie asks, suspiciously. “You’re looking for trouble?”

Pearlie, whose health has been flagging for the past few months, tells me something else. “Your book, Joyala, gives me a reason to live.” The next day, though, she expresses her fears about my undertaking such a project. “I’m worried,” she tells me, “that maybe you shouldn’t make this investment with the book.”

“Why not?” I ask.

“I wonder whether I’ll have time on this here earth,” she says.

I do, too, but I don’t say so. “I’ll just write against time,” I say, trying to sound reassuring. “That’s why God made deadlines.” In this context, the word “deadline” takes on an entirely new meaning for me.

Then, I call Tessie back. In truth, she’s peeved that I’ve revealed her age in public—a big-time no-no, tantamount to committing a sin (a kind of subset of Honor Thy Father and Mother). Vanity, even for nonagenarians, never dies. Over the years, she’s figured out how to shut people up on the subject. When someone asks how old she is, she usually replies: “Can you keep a secret?” The questioner, made to feel like a confidante, usually says, “Yes,” to which Tessie adds: “So can I.”

But I’ve sent her a thick sheaf of letters I’ve received in response to the article, mostly all singing her praise. “Shayna mayaala,” she tells me over the phone, “it took me three hours to read those letters. It makes me feel a little something, like I got a diamond. But even better.”

She clears her throat. “Now,” she continues, “I see you’re really popular. This here, I respect you and admire you. That’s a different kind of love. I mean, I’ve always loved you like a child. Now, I love you like a genius.”

Just in case my head should swell, though, she brings me back to earth as I later overhear her talking about me as “the author of the whole mish-mash. Don’t ask.”

In the following months, Tessie and Pearlie load me up with stories, photographs, and documents from their lives. Pearlie, especially, is eager to pass on her prose and poetry. With each trip to her apartment, I find myself returning home with more and more plastic bags filled with her writings and papers, including:

A poem she’s just written, entitled “Grandpa Moala.”

When my Moala was feeling good
Out came that big cigar and he would puff away
When he would go to the races
And his horse came in
Or when his horse didn’t come in
But to me it was his cigar that burned
And when my anger was aroused
He would say Babeala, Pearlala
I love you so but I also love my cigarala too.
So how could I compete with a love like that?
How I wish he were here today
Grandpa Moala to puff puff away.
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