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To David Zimberoff (1937–2022)






“For fortune is indeed a great weight in the scales; I might almost say it is everything in human affairs.”

—Demosthenes

“I could inform the dullest author how he might write an interesting book. Let him relate the events of his own life with honesty, not disguising the feelings that accompanied them.”

—Samuel Taylor Coleridge








Introduction

An acquaintance, a man not known for his wide reading, not long ago asked me if I were still writing. I replied that I was and had only recently begun work on an autobiography. “Interesting,” he said. “Whose?” The question, I have come to think, is not as dopey as it first sounds, implying as it does that I may not have had a sufficiently interesting life to merit an autobiography.

In a brief essay on the subject of autobiography, Gilbert Highet sets out three main kinds of autobiography: one describing What I Did, another What I Saw, and a third devoted to What I Felt or Endured. The autobiography now in your hands largely eludes all three categories. Over what is now a long life, I did little, saw nothing notably historic, and endured not much out of the ordinary of anguish or trouble or exaltation. What, then, is the justification of this book?

For autobiography requires a justification. The great autobiographies—those by Benvenuto Cellini, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Benjamin Franklin, John Stuart Mill, Henry Adams—had as their justification their authors living in historically interesting times, or harboring radically new ideas, or participating in great events, or having famously impressive family connections. My autobiography qualifies on none of these counts. Mine has been a quiet life, unspectacular, fortunate in many ways, but far from dramatic. Why do I feel the need to write my autobiography; quite as important, why do I feel anyone else might be interested in reading it? What is my justification? Two quick, at this point perhaps superficial, answers are: one, because I think my life is in some way emblematic of the times in which I have lived; and two, because I believe that over the years I have acquired the literary skill to recount that life well.

Janet Malcolm, a superior journalist, wrote a brief essay with the title “Thoughts on Autobiography from an Abandoned Autobiography.” In it she writes that:


I have been aware, as I write this autobiography, of a feeling of boredom with the project. My efforts to make what I write interesting seem pitiful. My hands are tied, I feel. I cannot write about myself as I write about the people I have written about as a journalist. To these people I have been a kind of amanuensis: they have dictated their stories to me and I have retold them. They have posed for me and I have drawn their portraits. No one is dictating to me or posing for me now.

Memory is not a journalist’s tool. Memory glimmers and hints, but shows nothing sharply or clearly. Memory does not narrate or render character. Memory has no regard for the reader. If an autobiography is to be even minimally readable, the autobiographer must step in and subdue what you could call memory’s autism, its passion for the tedious. He must not be afraid to invent. Above all he must invent himself.



Contra Ms. Malcolm, I side with Ford Madox Ford, who wrote that “genius is memory.”

George Orwell wrote of autobiography that it “is only to be trusted when it reveals something disgraceful. A man who gives a good account of himself is probably lying, since any life when viewed from the inside is simply a series of defeats.” Alas, in the pages that follow I touch on a disgrace or two, and recount a few defeats, but disgrace and defeat are far from dominating themes in my autobiography. Nor do I have any dark secrets to confess: a hidden pedophilic streak, having stolen money from every job I’ve ever held, a yearning to transgender myself, a longing to be spanked by an NFL linebacker in a nun’s habit.

Rather the reverse: in this book I more often recount my own extraordinary good luck, in the time in which I was born, in the parents to whom I was born, in my education, and much more. In doing so I hope I do not at any point lapse into braggadocio. But the dice of personal destiny thus far do seem to have rolled well for me. The moral I have drawn from the story is expressed in my title, Never Say You’ve Had a Lucky Life, with its subtitle, Especially If You’ve Had a Lucky Life.

In this autobiography I chronicle the culture in which I grew up—petit bourgeois, Jewish, Midwest American—its strengths and weaknesses, the solace it afforded, the blinkers it set in place to narrow my outlook, and finally my changing relation to that culture. The city of Chicago plays a background role in the book, for I have lived all but seven years of my life there. Chicago, which has a well-established place in our national literary history, has bred many writers, perhaps owing to the attractions of its quotidian life and its low but steady view of human nature.

I have long considered myself to have drawn a lucky ticket in the parent lottery, and I provide here portraits of my parents and set out their views on child-rearing, so different than those reigning in our day. But not of their views on child-rearing only. My parents and those of their generation existed in what I have come to believe a pre-therapeutic state. If I had told my father—a kind and in every way honorable man—that I felt “insecure” about a new job or relationship, I am fairly certain he would not have understood what I was talking about and abjured me to knock off this “insecurity talk” and “be a man.”

I know little about my mother’s father, about whom she rarely spoke, and only toward the end of her own life did I learn that he had committed suicide. (Probably, I have since assumed, from depression.) Not only did my mother never wish to talk about this but, more extraordinarily, she also kept this information from her husband, a man with whom she lived in a loving and happy marriage for fifty-seven years. (My father learned about it from one of his sisters-in-law. “But your mother doesn’t know I know,” he told me.) I don’t believe my mother, a strong and highly intelligent woman, suffered from failing to talk about her father’s sad end; she merely saw no need to talk about it. For her, then in her adolescence, it must have been a devastating event when it occurred, possibly a shameful one, but talking about it would change nothing, so why bother? Such was life in a non-therapeutic age, so radically different from our own.

The chief portion of this book is devoted to my own development, psychological, intellectual, literary. Born in 1937, mine was a happy boyhood, lived on playgrounds, where I was a slightly better-than-average athlete; hanging around drug- and school stores, where I was a wise-guy-wit; at high school dances, where I was a rhumba king; and at drive-in movies, where I was never allowed to go as far with the young girls of my generation as I ardently desired. I never set out to be the writer, editor, university teacher, intellectual I eventually became. I was an entirely uninterested student through grammar and high school—and not all that spectacular when I eventually ended up an undergraduate at the University of Chicago. Had you asked me when I was seventeen what I intended to do with my later life I should probably have answered that, like my father, I might be a salesman, and, with luck and a certain amount of diligence, eventually own my own business. (“Only a schmuck works for someone else” is perhaps the first precept from the book of Chicago Jewish wisdom.) I don’t believe I had heard the word “intellectual” before I was nineteen. In any case, the type of the intellectual wouldn’t have much impressed me had I encountered any of the species. As for “a man of letters,” I would have assumed he was someone who worked in a post office.

Pages here are devoted to my two years as a drafted enlisted man in the peacetime U.S. Army (1958–1960), with some comment on the advantages of the draft, at least for young men. I was never enchanted by or especially proud of being in the army, which is one of those experiences that look better the further one is from it. But without the interference of the draft I might have gone off to law school and a life perhaps more prosperous but distinctly less satisfying than the one I have been allowed to lead.

Domestic details are taken up in these pages. I shan’t elaborate here, except to say that having at the age of twenty-three married a woman with two children and having with her two further children, I found myself at the age of twenty-six living in New York on a low salary (as a subeditor of a political magazine), ablaze with ambition and fettered by frustration, and with nothing but darkish prospects in sight.

Portions of this book are devoted to my days in Little Rock, Arkansas, where I was the director of the county’s anti-poverty program during the heightened years of the civil rights movement. Others to my years as a senior editor at Encylopaedia Britannica, where I worked with Mortimer Adler and Robert Hutchins on a project to reconstruct, but eventually to diminish, what was then the world’s greatest reference work. My tenure as the editor of the American Scholar is gone into in some detail. How my writing career blossomed will be taken up, and with it the cast of impressive figures who aided me along the way: Saul Bellow, Edward Shils, Hilton Kramer, Irving Howe, and others. My days as a university teacher are recounted, highlighted by the vast changes in the nature of the university from my student through my teaching years.

The underlying theme of my autobiography is living through radical change: from a traditionally moral culture to a therapeutic one, from an era when the extended family was strong to its current diminished status (I have grand-nieces and -nephews I have never met and am unlikely ever to meet), from print to digital life featuring the war of pixel versus print, and much more.

I hope this autobiography, like a good novel, will remind its readers how unpredictable, various, and wondrously rich life, even an outwardly quiet life, can be. As for its justification, I can finally offer none but that which I heard more than sixty years ago, when I attended a lecture given by Stephen Potter, the author of Lifemanship and The Theory and Practice of Gamesmanship. At that lecture, during the question-and-answer session, a young man got up to ask why Potter, who was also a Coleridge scholar, wrote Lifesmanship and other such works in the same comic mode. Potter cleared his throat in a longish English harrumph, then announced, “Out of work, you know.”






Chapter One An Unroyal Mountie


When I open my computer, on my desktop there appears the photograph of a boy—he cannot be much more than three years old—in a Royal Canadian Mounted Police uniform. The uniform, jodhpurs and a jacket with epaulets, has a large badge over the right-hand pocket; from one of the jacket buttons depends a chain with a whistle at its end stuck into a Sam Browne belt. The shoulder strap of the belt is sliding slightly off the boy’s left shoulder. The boy has his right hand on a cap pistol in a holster also attached to the belt. The boy is a touch pudgy, his light brown hair is neatly parted on the left, and he has the smile of someone delighted to be in the world. The boy is, of course, me, the photograph appears on the dust jacket of this book, and the book itself is about what happened to him over the more than eight decades of his life.

The reason I wear a Royal Mounted Police uniform instead of a cowboy or a pirate uniform is that my father was a Canadian, who came to the United States, specifically to Chicago, at the age of seventeen to make his fortune, which he did. Some years ago I began the last paragraph of a book I wrote on the subject of ambition with the following words: “We do not choose to be born. We do not choose our parents. We do not choose our historical epoch, or the country of our birth, or the immediate circumstances of our upbringing….” I hope it doesn’t make me seem slaphappy when I say I feel extremely lucky in all these realms in which I had no real choice: parents, epoch, country, and throw in religion, city, and social class. This is a book, again, about a man who, though he has known disappointments, setbacks, and a major sadness or two, nonetheless feels himself to have been extraordinarily lucky in life.

I write that last sentence with some hesitation, if not trepidation. In a famous anecdote, Croesus, the vastly wealthy king of Lydia, asks the Athenian sage Solon who the happiest man in the world is, believing himself to be that man. Solon puts forth the name of Tellus of Athens, who has raised excellent sons and now has grandchildren. He then cites two other men who have also achieved modest success, but genuine happiness. He warns Croesus that no one can be certain of his good fortune until his life is over. Croesus, it turns out, will lose his wealth, be captured by the Persian Cyrus, and in one version of the story is said to have thrown himself on a burning pyre, exclaiming, “Solon, thou seer! Oh, Solon, Solon!” thus nicely illustrating that one tempts the furies in thinking one has had a fortunate life before that life is complete. In another version, the Persians kill Croesus by pouring molten gold down his throat.

Yet, risking hubris, I cannot help but think what good luck I have thus far had in my own life. To bring up only a few modest items, I was able to teach at a university without having to undergo the tedium of acquiring any advanced degrees. I was appointed editor of a magazine, the American Scholar, the quarterly journal of Phi Beta Kappa, without having to be concerned about its finances or having been a Phi Beta Kappa myself. I have not had to go into an office over the past fifty or so years. Above all, through my adult life I have been allowed to do the work I love, writing about what I pleased, expressing my true views, and being well rewarded, financially as well as psychologically, while doing so.

I feel not least lucky in the year 1937, in which I was born. The Depression was tailing off, but still cast a dark shadow over American life. One result was that married couples were in some cases choosing not to have children, in others delaying or having fewer children. My own parents waited until my mother was twenty-seven, my father thirty before bringing me into the world. Because of the nervousness about the future brought on by the Depression, mine was a generation with a notably low demographic cohort. So low, I discovered in later years, that, far from the mad fever to get into colleges and universities that bedeviled later and now current generations, colleges and universities of my day actually sought us. The University of Illinois, where I spent the first of my college years, had, in effect, open enrollment; if you lived in the state, you were automatically accepted at the university, even if you finished last in your high school class and had five felonies (accepted, to be sure, on probation, but accepted nevertheless).

To have been born in the late 1930s or early 1940s also meant that you were born at a time when children were not yet at the absolute center of their parents’ lives as, for better and worse, they subsequently came to be. One was allowed to grow up with greater freedom, fewer constraints, less pressure all round. As for the kind of pressure I mean, today one reads about children from upper-middle-class families who, failing to get into the Ivy League schools of their choice, commit suicide. They do so, I imagine, not only because they are sorely disappointed but also because they feel they feel they have let down the parents who had put in so much effort on their upbringing and whose hope was riding on them.

Ours was the last generation to grow up wishing to become adults as soon as possible. Unlike those who came after us, we had no longing to remain young forever. We came of age before the advent of rock and roll, music that posits the assumption of permanent youthfulness. Instead we listened to Ella Fitzgerald and Frank Sinatra, Julie London and Nat King Cole, Jo Stafford and Dick Haymes, who sang about unrequited love, finding a true love, and other grown-up matters. Philip Larkin, born in 1922 and hence roughly a decade or so older than the members of our generation, nonetheless put our case with his usual comic precision when he claimed to have given up on Christianity, so long as it promised a return to childhood in the afterlife. Larkin, like those of my generation, wanted to be finished with childhood as soon as possible, and to get on with adulthood with its promise of independence and freedom, not to mention, as he did not fail to mention, “liquor, long-play records, beautiful women, keys.”

Our parents also had a certain decorum missing from parents of later generations. I do not recall seeing my mother not wearing a dress (or at home what was called a “housecoat”) or without makeup. Until his retirement at seventy-five, my father had no leisure clothes. Today, on the streets of my own middle-class neighborhood, I see older men and women go about in flip-flops, cargo shorts, and tank tops, getups my parents wouldn’t have worn to take out the garbage.

Nor did mothers of my parents’ generation, at least not the middle-class ones among them, breastfeed their children. Breastfeeding tends to go in and out of fashion, and in the 1930s, ’40s, and early ’50s, it was distinctly out of fashion, and thought peasanty. Some psychiatrists—Karen Horney among them—put great emphasis on the importance of breastfeeding, and doubtless many among them would find those of us who went without it greatly deprived and might attribute unpleasant or sad qualities to us owing to this deprivation. We, however, never noticed, nor felt any sense of deprivation.

The parents of our generation were nowhere near so child-centered as subsequent generations of parents. Their own lives often came before those of their children. Numerous examples of this can be adduced, but a notable one I have observed is that in so many families among my contemporaries there is a five- or six-year hiatus between the birth of the first- and second-born child (my own brother is five and a half years younger than I). Parents, my sense is, decided to have a second child only after the first was enrolled in school; in other words, they considered their own convenience first. A five-year separation in age, meanwhile, provides an almost certain discouragement of closeness between siblings, at least while growing up, but, then, one can’t win in every way.

To return to the eager rush to adulthood of my generation, it was not without its pitfalls. A serious one among them may well have been too-early marriage. We tended to marry in our early twenties. A woman not yet married by twenty-five was thought in danger of a life of spinsterhood. I have never seen statistics on the subject, but my guess is that the divorce rate has been high among us, and our real marriages, like my own, have been our second marriages.

As for sex, not a lot of it was available to us. We came of age B.P., or Before the Pill, which made sex a highly risky business—risky chiefly for girls and young women, who were vulnerable on two grounds: pregnancy and loss of reputation. Sex outside marriage was for them a danger, and may indeed have contributed to the propensity of our generation for early marriage. The danger, and the rarity, of sex may also have had a deleterious effect on a generation of novelists—from Norman Mailer through Philip Roth—causing them to overemphasize the drama and excitement of sex in their fiction.

Ours has been called—stigmatized as, really—“the silent generation.” The label, meant to denote our lack of enthusiasm for political action, was first affixed during the middle and late 1960s, when the student and anti–Vietnam War protests got underway in boisterous earnest. Most of the males among those of my generation had already served in the peacetime army, when the draft was still in non-disputable effect. (I recall a photograph of the singer Joan Baez and two other young women appearing under a Vietnam War protest poster bearing the caption “Girls Say Yes to Boys Who Say No.”) The sixties were really a single-persons affair. Many of us from my generation by then had families, which meant that the culture of the sixties—drugs, easy sex, no rush about finding work—wasn’t for us. I had two stepsons, both in their teens, and I recall listening to their talk of drugs with more worry than interest, and indeed a few of their friends died from overdoses.

Besides, the anti-Americanism implicit in the sixties protest movement wasn’t readily available to us who grew up in the midst of America’s last “good war.” As kids we watched war movies, from which we came away proud to be American. Most of us had relatives or neighbors who had gone off to fight in that war. We did not, we could not, look upon the United States as a racist, cruelly capitalist, essentially corrupt country in need of revolutionary change. We thought, most of us still think, the United States, for all its flaws, the most interesting, the most generous, the grandest country in the world.

Our generation also came of age before what has been called “the therapeutic culture” kicked in. The doctrines of Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, Wilhelm Reich, and others had more than a foot in the door before our birth, but they did not permeate the culture in the way they would come to do, and still do, even though the doctrines of most of them no longer hold sway. Our parents’ culture and that which came long before them was about the formation of character; the therapeutic culture was about achieving happiness. The former was about courage and honor, the latter about self-esteem and freedom from stress.

Our parents were, for the most part, pre-psychological in their outlook. If I had told my father that I sorely felt the sting of an unresolved Oedipus complex, he would have had to ask what that was and after learning about it would have laughed at the absurdity of it.

My mother, a highly intelligent and immensely secure woman, spent the last few years of her life with liver cancer and, though she underwent the torture of chemotherapy, was fairly certain she would not survive it. I one day mentioned to a friend my mother’s probably terminal cancer, and he replied by telling me that there are many excellent support groups for people with terminal illnesses. I could easily imagine my mother’s response to my suggestion that she join such a group. “Let me understand your suggestion,” she might say. “You feel that if I sit in a room with strangers and listen to their problems and then tell them my own, I shall emerge feeling better. Is this what you’re suggesting? Is this the kind of idiot I raised as a son?”

The therapeutic culture, surely, is behind the way children are currently brought up, which is to say as eminently fragile creatures. The triumph of the therapeutic—the phrase supplies the title of Philip Rieff’s important book on the subject—has altered the ideal of manhood and womanhood. Without the imposition of the therapeutic, political correctness, presumably meant to preserve the self-esteem of women and minorities but often used to destroy the lives of people thought political enemies, would never have gained the hold in contemporary life that it now has.

Finally, there has been the advent of the computer and with it the digital revolution. With its social media, its changing the way people shop, take in news, express opinions, attack and praise one another, the digital revolution may ultimately be more decisive than the invention of the printing press and, four centuries later, the motorcar.

Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose, the more things change, the more they stay the same. This most popular of aphorisms, though it has some application to human nature, does not otherwise have a very high truth content, at least not to me when I think of the radical changes that have occurred in my lifetime: from fountain pens to smartphones, from cumbersome condoms to birth control pills, from intolerance of homosexuality to exultant acceptance of sexual reassignment surgery, from the high value placed on selfless sacrifice to that now placed on self-regard in so many realms of life. The notion of change that distinctly does not stay the same plays throughout this book, if not quite providing its theme. Plus ça change, if I may be permitted to edit the aphorism, plus ça change.






Chapter Two A Winning Ticket in the Parents Lottery


In the parents lottery, I drew a winning ticket, having a father and mother I respected, admired, loved. Neither had much in the way of formal education. My father never finished high school; my mother took what was called “the commercial course”—typing, dictation, bookkeeping, and other secretarial skills—at John Marshall High School on the then largely Jewish West Side of Chicago. I never saw my mother read a book, including any of those I have written. If either wanted me to become a “professional man”—that is, physician, dentist, lawyer, CPA—they never mentioned it. In fact, neither ever spoke about my future. One of their gifts to me was to allow me to go at things my own way, unencumbered by their desires.

My mother was the third born of five children, and a very strange quintet they were. Her older sister, Ceil, who married a man who worked in delicatessens, I never saw smile. One of her two younger sisters, Sally, married a cabdriver, whom she later divorced, and presented herself as working-class, saying “youse” and “dems” and other such locutions, and was comfortable in her neighborhood bar. Florence, her youngest sister, whom I much loved when I was a child, lived out most of her life in a shroud of depression, at one point having to enter a mental institution, leaving her son for roughly five years in the care of my parents.

My mother’s one brother, Samuel, second born among her siblings, was a gambler, eventually a bookmaker, who lived most of his life in Los Angeles. He owned a few points in the Riviera Hotel and Casino in Vegas, and had not one but two nicknames: “Lefty” and “Square Sam.” I scarcely knew him, but recall being in his company on one occasion when, for the better part of the time, he held a radio to his ear, listening, doubtless, to incoming sports scores. I recall him wearing a novel (to me) three-piece suit: trousers, jacket, and matching topcoat. Sinatra is said to have attended his granddaughter’s wedding. His one child, a son, Alan, owned a bar and grill in Los Angeles called Sneaky Pete’s, patronized by Johnny Carson and other show business glitterati. Alan died in his forties of alcoholism. My mother attended her brother Sam’s funeral. She returned to report that he had twenty-seven ultra-suede jackets in his closet, and that the funeral was ravaged by the appearance at it of her dead brother’s mistress.

My mother had a great love for her mother, the matriarch and head of the family. She, my grandmother, came to America from England, from the city of Leeds, no doubt by way of somewhere in Eastern Europe. She was alive when I was born, but died before I could acquire any strong memories of her. She had an English maid, a woman named Minnie Tumbletee, whose husband, Ted, a retired sergeant in the British army, spoke with an indecipherable working-class English accent. I once asked my mother how her mother, who was far from wealthy, could afford a full-time maid. She told me that the money, $100 a month, came from my mother’s sister in Leeds, who had caught her husband, a well-to-do cap manufacturer, with a lover, and as part of the penalty for his getting caught and for her staying with him, he had to mail $100 monthly to her sister in Chicago. My grandmother spent the money on Minnie’s salary. Minnie used to send me an annual birthday card with a dollar bill in it until I was thirty. Perhaps she felt that at thirty I could manage without her financial support.

Belle was my mother’s name; belle, “beautiful” in French. She was not herself beautiful but handsome, attractive, stunning even. A friend of my wife described my mother as looking like a Spanish princess. She dressed elegantly, and went off to the beauty shop every Friday, where she also had a weekly manicure. (“For an extra seven dollars,” she once said, “I can be a lady.”) She had a furrier and a jeweler. She wore Ferragamo shoes. Never in the least embarrassed by glitz, in later years she drove a deeply maroon Cadillac Seville. Once, when we were locked in by heavy traffic at O’Hare airport, I suggested my mother put her arm out the window in the hope of someone giving her a break and letting her back into the flow of cars. “Not likely,” she said. “In this car, people figure I’ve already had my break.”

That remark was characteristic of what I think my mother’s realism. No one was less given to fantasy, idealism, nonsense than she. No one was less neurotic. If she ever felt anxiety, she never showed it in my presence. Nor did I ever see her depressed, until the very end of her life, when she was diagnosed with liver cancer. And here the depression took the form of surprise: “Whoever thought this would happen to me?” she said on more than one occasion.

She was never less than dutiful as a mother, providing meals, fresh laundry, an always immaculate apartment. What she never provided was advice. I remember once, I must have been eight or nine years old, telling my mother I was bored. “Oh,” she said, “if you’re bored, knock your head against the wall; it’ll take your mind off your boredom.” She might mildly reprimand me for not hanging up my clothes, but the reprimands never came close to nagging. I don’t recall her ever telling me I needed a haircut or to be sure to wear my galoshes or anything else in the way of standard motherly advice.

The simple truth was that my brother and I were never at the center of my mother’s or father’s lives. When my brother and I were young, our parents would occasionally go off on vacations by themselves, leaving us in the care of professional babysitters—I recall one among them, a woman from the neighborhood named Charlotte Smucker—or of our childless Aunt Sally. I never felt any sense of deprivation or of being left behind when this occurred. Neither did I ever feel that either of my parents was in any way unfeeling or cold. Nor did I ever feel unloved. I knew, somehow, that if I needed my parents I could count on them. Parents of the day didn’t, as they would later come to do, put the full-court press of attention on their children. At the same time, I cannot recall any of the parents of my friends or of neighbors who had been divorced.

My mother ceased working soon after her marriage, returning only in her late fifties to work in my father’s business, where she kept the books and advised him, accurately, on whom among his customers he could safely advance credit. Before that she played cards with friends two, perhaps three times a week: poker, canasta, a game called kaluki, never bridge, the game of suburban Gentiles. My sense is that she usually won. “I took them,” I remember her saying on one occasion, “like Grant took Richmond.” She also attended luncheons given on behalf of charities. Owing to her husband’s success in business, she was able to sponsor some of these luncheons herself: for the Jewish Home for the Blind, the Northwest Home for the Aged, the Cerebral Palsy Foundation. Sponsoring meant picking up the lunch tab for seventy or eighty women and paying for someone to do a dramatic reading or a singer who sounded like Barbra Streisand.

In the Chicago Sun-Times my mother read only the obituaries and stories about scandal. She assumed, in the best Chicago tradition, that all politicians were guilty until proven innocent, and she never heard of any proven innocent. Nor was she overly impressed by physicians, believing many of them in medicine chiefly for the money. Driving through certain neighborhoods in and around Chicago—Sauganash, the suburb of Kenilworth—she would quietly note, “It’s restricted, you know.” (Restricted, of course, against Jews.) She managed to say it in a way that implied, Who would want to live among such dreary, dull people anyway?

My mother loved language, and I sometimes think that whatever skill I have with words came through her. Of a card-playing friend with raucous children, she reported their mother’s saying to them, “Fight nice.” A neighbor, noting her own advancing age, once told my mother she was “no sprung chicken.” Another neighbor, a Russian émigré, mentioned to her that, after her husband’s death, the money in their estate was tied up not in escrow but in “egg roll.” My mother never swore, but might say a person was “full of hops.” I once heard her call a child walking about in a diaper “Orkey Cocker.” Unnecessary tumult she denoted “roozhey-boozhey,” an invention of hers, I believe.

I never heard my mother speak Yiddish, but she seemed to have wonderfully concise definitions for all Yiddish words. When I once asked her what a grauber yung was, she replied instanter, “an unlettered bore.” A dreikop, she responded to another of my queries, “is a muddlehead.” When I told her I thought a Kuni Lemel was a muddlehead, she responded, “Yes, but a Kuni Lemel is a sweet dreikop.”

Odd though it is to say so, I am less than sure what my mother thought of me. I am fairly certain that she never read any of my books or magazine articles. Once, when I called to tell her that a book of mine won a $5,000 prize from the Chicago Tribune, she said, “We get that junk in the mail all the time. I just throw it out.” Another time during a phone conversation with her, I heard typing. “Mother, are you typing while talking to me?” She answered: “Why not? I don’t need all my attention to carry on a conversation with you.” Reaching her on the phone after I hadn’t called her for four or five days, she began by saying, “Hello, stranger,” which sounded like the beginning of a Jewish joke.

I have no memory of my parents ever teaching me table or other manners. I suppose I must have imitated them in dealing with knives and forks and napkins. On one occasion, taken out for dinner with other members of our family by an uncle of my father’s, I, at age seven or eight, ordered a T-bone steak, which turned out to be so large that it drooped over all sides of the plate. A number of people at the table remarked on its gargantuan size. After dinner, on the ride home, my mother mildly upbraided me, telling me that, when taken to dinner by someone else, I must never order the most expensive item on the menu.

I never thought of my mother as cold or in any way distant, but I have no recollection of her ever kissing or hugging me. Nor did I feel the want of her kisses and hugs. But, then, I didn’t need my mother smothering me with hugs and kisses and regularly telling me she loved me. I didn’t need it because she often proved her love. Once, notably, when I went through a divorce from my first wife, having custody of my four children (two stepchildren and two of my own), my mother took charge of my two younger children, then eight and six years old, for a full school year, while I went through the complications of resettling my broken family in a new apartment in a new neighborhood. My mother was then in her sixties and never once complained of the substantial burden I had put on her, which she handled admirably.

My last strong memory of my mother is at her furrier’s in Skokie. She was by then dying of cancer and wanted to give a parting gift of mink coats to her two daughters-in-law. While sifting through the various coats on display in the shop, my wife noted a handsome beaver coat. My mother, sitting erect in a nearby wing chair, said, more like announced, “Barbara, we are here to buy mink.” Perfecto!

My parents’ social life was almost entirely restricted to their extended family. The family of nieces, nephews, cousins at two or three removes was much more powerful in that day than in ours. I haven’t spoken to any of my first cousins in several years, and what contact I have had with a few among them has been chiefly through email. But my parents traveled out to Roseland on the far South Side of Chicago to visit my father’s cousin Nelly Rosen and her husband, Joe. My mother’s sisters and their children were regular visitors at our apartment and we at theirs for Jewish holidays and on other occasions. At one point, when my mother’s youngest sister had a nervous breakdown and had to enter a mental asylum, my mother took in and raised her ten-year-old son for roughly five years; another sister raised her daughter during the same period. Family meant more sixty or so years ago than it does today.

Consider my own family. My brother, five and a half years younger than I, and someone I like very much, after serving six months in the Coast Guard married a woman from San Francisco and has lived in Northern California all his adult life. He is a better brother to me than I am to him; he never fails to call me on my birthday, and he responds to the various bits of my writing that I send him. Yet we have not seen each other for more than a decade. He has two children who, themselves, have now had children. I have never met any of these grand-nieces and -nephews, and know nothing about them, apart from the fact that one boy among them ran track at Dartmouth. I am not sure they even know of my existence. When I die, if they are even informed of my death, I imagine them responding by saying, “Really?… What’s for dinner?” So much for the extended family in our time—it doesn’t extend very far.

My father was ninety-two when he died, in his sleep, in his own apartment in Chicago. Such was the relentlessness of his vigor that, until his last years, I referred to him, behind his back of course, as the Energizer Bunny: he just kept going. I used to joke—half joke is closer to it—about “the vague possibility” that he might predecease me.

When an aged parent dies, one’s feelings are greatly mixed. I was relieved that my father had what seems to have been an easeful death. In truth, I was also relieved at not having to worry about him any longer (though, apart from running certain errands and keeping his checkbook in the last few years of his life, he really gave my wife and me very little to worry about). But with him dead, I have been made acutely conscious that I am next in line for the guillotine: C’est, as Pascal would have it, la condition humaine.

Now that my father is gone, many questions will never be answered. Not long before he died I was driving him to his accountant’s office and, without any transition, he said, “I wanted a third child, but your mother wasn’t interested.” This was the first I had heard about it. He was never a very engaged parent, certainly not by the full-court press standards of today. Having had two sons—me and my younger brother—had he, I suddenly wondered, begun to yearn for a daughter?

“Why wasn’t Mother interested?” I asked. He didn’t remember.

On another of our drives in that last year, he asked me if I had anything in the works in the way of business. I told him I had been invited to give a lecture at the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. He inquired if there was a fee. I said there was a fee of $5,000.

“For an hour’s talk?” he said, a look of curiosity on his face. “Fifty minutes, actually,” I said, unable to resist provoking him lightly. His look changed from curiosity to astonishment. The country had to be in one hell of a sorry condition if they were passing out that kind of dough for mere talk from his son.

Was he a good father? This was the question an acquaintance not long ago put to me at lunch. When I asked what he meant by good, he said: “Was he, for example, fair?”

My father was completely fair, never showing the least favoritism between my brother and me (a judgment my brother has confirmed). He also set an example of decency, nicely qualified by realism. “No one is asking you to be an angel in this world,” he told me when I was fourteen, “but that doesn’t give you warrant to be a son of a bitch.” And, as this suggests, he was an unrelenting fount of advice, some of it pretty obvious, none of it foolish. “Always put something by for a rainy day.” “People know more about you than you think.” “Work for a man for a dollar an hour—always give him at least a dollar and a quarter’s effort.”

Some of his advice seemed wildly misplaced. “Next to your brother, money’s your best friend” was a remark made all the more unconvincing by the fact that my brother and I were never that close to begin with. On the subject of sex, the full extent of his wisdom was: “You want to be careful.” Of what, exactly, was I to be careful—Venereal disease? Pregnancy? Getting entangled with the wrong girl?—he never filled in.

My father and I spent a lot of time together when I was an adolescent. He manufactured and imported costume jewelry and novelties—identification bracelets, pendants, cigarette lighters, miniature cameras, bolo ties—which he sold to Woolworth’s, to the International Shoe Company, to banks, and to concessionaires at state fairs. I traveled with him in the summer to these fairs, spelling him at the wheel of his Buicks and Oldsmobiles, toting his sample cases, writing up orders, listening to him tell—ad infinitum, ad nauseam—the same three or four jokes to customers. We shared rooms in less-than-first-class hotels in midwestern towns—Des Moines, Minneapolis, Columbus—but never achieved anything close to intimacy, at least in our conversation. His commercial advice was as useful to me as his advice about sex. “Always keep a low overhead.” “You make your money in buying right, you know, not in selling.” “Never run away from business.” Some of it has stuck, however: nearly a half century later, I still find it hard to turn down a writing assignment, lest I prove guilty of running away from business.

My least favorite of my father’s maxims was: “You can’t argue with success.” In my growing-up days, I thought there was nothing better to argue with. I tried to tell him why, but I never seemed to get my point across. The only time our arguments ever got close to the shouting stage, amusingly enough, was over the question of whether or not federal budgets had to be balanced. I was then in my twenties, and our ignorance on this question was equal and mutual—though he turned out to be right: all things considered, balanced is better.

When not in his homiletic mode, my father could be very penetrating. “There are three ways to do business in this country,” he once told me. “At the top level you rely heavily on national advertising and public relations. At the next level, you take people out to dinner or golfing, you buy them theater tickets, supply women. And then there’s my level.” Pause. Asked what went on there, he replied: “I cut prices.” His level, I thought then, and still think, much the most honorable.

He appreciated jokes, although in telling them he could barely sustain even a brief narrative. His own best wit entailed a comic resignation. In his late eighties, he made the mistake of sending to a great-nephew, whom he had never met, a bar mitzvah gift check for $1,000, instead of the $100 he had intended. When I discovered the error while going over his checkbook and pointed it out to him, he paused only briefly, smiled, and said, “Boy, is his younger brother going to be disappointed.” At a certain point late in his business life he became intent on collecting even rather small debts owed him by deadbeat customers. “It’s not the principle,” he said. “It’s the money.”

Work was the place where my father seemed most alive, most impressive. Born in Montreal and having never finished high school, he came to America at seventeen, not long before the Depression. He took various flunky jobs, but soon found his niche as a salesman. “Kid,” one of his bosses once told him, so good was he at his work, “try to remember that this desk I’m sitting behind is not for sale.” Eventually, he owned his own small business.

He worked six days a week, usually arriving at 7:30 a.m. If he could find some excuse to go down to work on Sunday, he was delighted to do so. On his rare vacations, he would call in two or three times a day to find out what had come in the mail, who telephoned, what deliveries arrived. He never had more than eight or nine employees, but the business was fairly lucrative. In the late 1960s I recall him saying to me, “The country must be in terrible shape. You should see the crap I’m selling.” Neither my brother nor I ever seriously thought about joining the business, sensing that it was a one-man show, without sufficient oxygen for two. In later years, a nephew worked for my father. One day, after he had had a falling-out with this nephew, my father said to me, “The kid’s worked for me for fifteen years. We open at eight thirty, and for fifteen years he has come in at exactly eight thirty. You’d think once—just once—he’d be early.”

“I call people rich,” Henry James has Ralph Touchett say in The Portrait of a Lady, “when they’re able to meet the requirements of their imagination.” Although not immensely wealthy, my father made enough money fully to meet the demands of his. He could give ample sums to (mostly Jewish) charities, help out poor relatives, pay for his sons’ education, buy his wife the diamonds and furs and good clothes that were among the trophies of my parents’ generation, and in retirement take his grandsons to Israel, Africa, Asia, Latin America, the Soviet Union, Australia, New Zealand. At the very end, he told me that what most pleased him about his financial independence was never having to fall back on anyone else for help, right up to and including his exit from the world.

In my late twenties, my father, then in his late fifties, had a mild heart attack, and I feared I would lose him without ever getting to know him better. Having just recently returned to Chicago after a stint directing an anti-poverty program in Little Rock, Arkansas, I thought it might be a good thing if we were to meet once a week for lunch. On the first of these occasions, I took him to a French restaurant on the Near North Side. The lunch lasted nearly ninety minutes. I could practically smell his boredom, feel his longing to get back to “the place,” as he called his business, then located on North Avenue just west of Damen. We never lunched alone again until after my mother’s death, when I felt he needed company.

At some point—around, I think, the time he hit sixty—my father, like many another successful men operating within a fairly small circle, ceased listening. A courteous, even courtly man, he was, please understand, never rude. He would give you your turn and not interrupt, nodding his head in agreement at much of what you said. But he was merely waiting—waiting to insert one of his own thoughts. He had long since mastered the falsely modest introductory clause, which he put to regular use: “I’m inclined to believe that there is more good than bad in the world,” he might offer, or “I may be mistaken, but don’t you agree that disease and war are Mother Nature’s way of thinning out the population?” I winced when I learned that the father of a friend of mine, having met him a few times, had taken to referring to my father as “the rabbi.”

Although my father did not dwell on the past, neither was he much interested in the future. He had an astonishing ability to block things out, including his own illnesses, even surgeries. He claimed to have no memory of his heart attack, and he chose not to remember that, like many men past their mid-eighties, he had had prostate cancer. “I’m a great believer in mind over matter,” he used to say, and so he applied his own mind over the matter of many details in his life.

He also liked to say that there wasn’t anything really new under the sun. When I would report some excess to him—for example, a lunch check of $230 for two in New York—he would say: “What’re ya, kidding me?” Although he was greatly interested in human nature, psychology at the level of the individual held no attraction for him. If I told him about someone’s odd or unpredictable or stupid behavior, he would respond, “What is he, crazy?”

After his retirement at seventy-five, my father began to write. His own father had composed two books—one in Hebrew and one in Yiddish—for which my father had paid most of the expense of private publication. Offering to sell some of these books for his father, he kept a hundred or so copies stored in our basement. This turned out to be a ruse for increasing the monthly stipend he was already sending my grandfather: each month he would add $30, $45, or $50 to this stipend, saying it represented payment for books he had sold. Then one day a UPS truck pulled up with another hundred books and a note from my grandfather, saying he was worried that his son’s stock was running low.

And now here was I, his eldest son, also publishing books. My father must have felt—with a heavy dose here of mutatis mutandis—like the Mendelssohn who was the son of the philosopher and the father of the composer, but never quite had his own shot at a touch of intellectual glory. So, as I noted, my father, too, began writing. His preferred form was the two- or three-sentence pensée (he would never have called it that), usually pointing a moral. “Man forces nature to reveal her chemical secrets” is an example of his work in this line. “Nature evens the score because man cannot always control the chemicals.”

Often in the middle of the morning my phone would ring, and it would be my father with a question: “How do you spell ‘affinity’?” Then he would ask if he was using the word correctly in the passage he was writing, which he would read to me. I always told him I thought his observations were interesting, or accurate, or that I had never before now thought of the point he was making. Often I tossed in minor corrections, or I might suggest that his second sentence didn’t quite follow from his first. I loved him too much to say that a lot of what he had written bordered on the commonplace and, alas, sometimes crossed that border. I’m not sure he cared all that much about my opinion anyway.

He began to carry a small notepad in his shirt pocket. On his afternoon walks, new material would occur to him. Adding pages daily—hourly, almost—he announced one day that he had a manuscript of more than a thousand pages. He referred to these writings offhandedly as “my stuff,” or “my crap,” or “the chazerai I write.” Still, he wanted to know what I thought about sending them to a publisher. The situation was quite hopeless; but I, lying, said it was worth a try, and wrote a letter over his name to accompany a packet of fifty or so pages of typescript. He began with the major publishers, then went to the larger university presses, then to more obscure places.

After ten or so rejections, I suggested a vanity press arrangement—never using the deadly word “vanity.” For $5,000 or so, he could have five hundred copies of a moderate-size book printed for his posterity. But he had too much pride for that, and after a while he ceased to send out his material. What he was writing, he concluded, as he once put it to me, was “too hot” for the contemporary world. But he kept on scribbling away, flagging only in the last few years of his life, when he complained that his inspiration was drying up. Altogether he had ended up with some 2,700 pages—his earnest, ardent attempt to make sense of the world before departing it. While he had no more luck in this venture than the rest of us, there was, indisputably, something gallant about the attempt.

Becoming aware of our fathers’ fallibilities is a jolt. When I was six years old, we lived in a neighborhood where I was the youngest kid on the block and thus prey to eight- and nine-year-olds with normal boyish bullying tendencies. One of them, a kid named Denny Price, was roughing me up one day when I told him that if he didn’t stop, my father would get him. “Ya fadda,” said Denny Price, “is an asshole.” Even to hear my father spoken of this way sickened me. I would have preferred another punch in the stomach.

World War II was over by the time I was eight, but I remember being disappointed that my father had not gone off to fight. (He was too old and had children.) I also recall my embarrassment—I was nine—at seeing him at an office party of a jewelry company he then worked for (called Beiler-Levine on Wabash Avenue), clownishly placing his hand on the stomach of a pregnant secretary, closing his eyes, and predicting the sex of the child.

He was less stylish than many of my friends’ fathers. When he went to the beach (which he rarely did), he marched down in black business shoes, socks with clocks on them, and very white legs. He cared not at all about sports—which, when I was young, was the only thing I did care about. Later, I saw him come to wrong decisions about real estate, worry in a fidgeting way over small sums he was owed, make serious misjudgments about people. He preferred to operate, rather as in his writing, at too high a level of generality. “Mother Nature abhors a vacuum,” he used to say, and I, to myself, would think, “No, Dad, it’s a vacuum cleaner salesman she abhors.” At some point in my thirties I concluded that my father was not nearly so subtle or penetrating as my mother.

What do boys and young men want from their fathers? For the most part I think we want precisely what they cannot give us—a painless transfusion of wisdom, a key to life’s mysteries, the secret to happiness, assurance that one’s daily struggles and aggravations amount to something more than some stupid cosmic joke with no punch line. Oh, Dad, you have been here longer than I, you have been in the trenches, up and over the hill; quick, before you exit, fill me in: Does it all add up, cohere, make any sense at all, what’s the true story, the real emes, tell me, please, Dad? By the time my father reached sixty, I knew he could not deliver any of this.

Now, past eighty myself, I cannot say I can do much better. Besides, the virtues my father did have, and did deliver on, were impressive. Steadfastness was high on the list. He was a man you could count on. He saw my mother through a three-year losing struggle against cancer, doing the shopping, the laundry, even some of the cooking, trying to keep up her spirits, never letting his own spirits fall. He called himself a realist, but he was in fact a sentimentalist, with a special weakness, in his later years, for his extended family. (He and his twin brother were the youngest of ten children, eight boys and two girls, my father being the only financial success among them.) He had great reverence for his own father, always repeating his sayings, marveling at his wisdom.

My brother and I may not have reverenced our father, but we certainly paid him obeisance. His was the last generation of fathers to draw off the old Roman authority of the paterfamilias. The least tyrannical of men, my father was nevertheless accorded a high level of service at home because of his role as head of the household and efficient breadwinner. Dinner always awaited his return from work. One did not open the evening paper until he had gone through it first. “Get your father a glass of water,” my mother would say, or “Get your father his slippers,” and my brother and I would do so without quibble. A grandfather now myself, I have never received, nor ever expect to receive, any of these little services.

My father lived comfortably with his contradictions—another great virtue, I think. He called himself an agnostic, for example, and belonged to no synagogue, yet it was clear that he would have been greatly disappointed had any of his grandsons not had a bris and later a bar mitzvah. He gave large sums to Jewish charities, and at one point put upon the wall of his den a plaque from the Israel Bonds Office in Chicago that read “Morese Epstein, $25,000 Donor.” When I pointed out that they had misspelled his first name of Maurice, he replied, “You can’t really expect them to spell your name correctly for less than a hundred-thousand-dollar donation.” So exulted was he over the successful Israeli counterterrorist raid at the Entebbe airport in Uganda in 1976 that he donated the cost of an ambulance to the Israeli Red Cross.

Only the Jews, as far as I know, are able to live with such contradictions, ignoring their religion, yet adhering to the culture of their coreligionists. One is reminded of the joke about a Jew from a shtetl who visits Warsaw. Upon return, he tells his friend of the wonders he had seen:

“I met a Jew who had grown up in a yeshiva and knew large portions of the Talmud by heart. I met a Jew who was an atheist. I met a Jew who owned a large clothing store with many employees, and I met a Jew who was an ardent communist.”

“What’s so strange?” his friend asks. “Warsaw is a big city. Nearly a million Jews live there.”

“You do not understand,” the man answers, “it was the same Jew.”

My father always invoked the soundness of business principles, yet in cases of the least conflict between these principles and a generous impulse, he would inevitably act on the latter: loaning money to the wrong people, giving breaks to men who did not seem to deserve them, helping out financially whenever called upon to do so. To bums stopping him for a handout he used to say, “Beat it. I’m working this side of the street,” yet he gave his old suits and overcoats to a poor brain-fozzled alcoholic who slept in the doorways on North Avenue near his place of business.
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