My Mother

We were coming home from my mother’s funeral in the spring of 1961—my husband and my
three kids and me—and one of the boys said, "You're taking the furniture."

And I said, "No, we can't possibly. We have a houseful of furniture. I'll try to sell it or get rid of
it." Then both of them chimed in, "You'll take the dining room table!”

My children must have been thinking those magic meals my mother prepared came whole with
the dining room table, that they sprang full-blown from the table. That dining room was magic to
them.

My mother set a beautiful table, always with a white tablecloth, and always linen. And napkins
that she hand-embroidered, and candlesticks. And very, very pretty china. Every dish looked like
it had come from an elegant restaurant. She made pot roast—that was always the main dish. And
turkey, and duck, and leg of lamb. Three-rib roast beef. There were always potatoes. I don't
remember vegetables, because my brother and my father refused to eat vegetables. But there was
always fruit compote which she made herself. My mother was caught in the cross-current of
generational change. She came of age between the generations of women who worked at home,
in millinery shops in their kitchens, and the career women of my years. She was an early
working mother. She was an independent woman. Yet she was not active in the women's suffrage
movement, and I once asked her: “How come?” It seemed so obvious to me that she would have
been a supporter of this movement. She said she never saw the need for independent voting
rights for women; she believed they could influence their husbands quite adequately. It wasn't
quite true.

Maybe it's because I’ve seen it in photographs, but the chief costume that I remember my mother
wearing was a white blouse and a black skirt that was floor-length. She always wore her hair up
in a bun. From what I remember during my early childhood, I didn't ever think of her as being
particularly attractive in those days. But I have a picture of my mother taken around the time she
was 15 or 16. She was absolutely beautiful, a young woman with a tremendous amount of life in
her, and sparkling eyes. My mother used to sing a song that went, "I was taken by surprise by a
pair of sparkling eyes.” It was apparently a good description of her.

Growing up, I spent most of my free time with my mother. We did a lot of handwork. She did
beautiful embroidery: tablecloths, napkins, towels, handkerchiefs, anything she could lay her



hands on. I worked with her in the kitchen. I did the dishes at night and helped her clean up.
Even though we had a housekeeper, I was her chief aide. I learned to cook watching her.

Our home was immaculate, and quite formal. White sheets, white towels and the white tablecloth
on the dining room table. My mother had a special pot for boiling milk for my father’s meals.
She brought it to him, quite hot, and he poured it from the little pot into his coffee for breakfast,
and for his dinner at night. I always assumed that it was something my father wanted. But it may
well have been the way my mother was taught to do things, and had nothing to do with him—
only he loved it. And he would have found that an intriguing part of this woman he had chosen,
that she did have the formal sense of how to maintain a home and make it look much more
elegant than the money permitted. I lived through several New York City housing shortages. The
first of those was during my childhood. The rents were exorbitant, and my parents kept moving
farther out into the Bronx.

My brother, who was three years older went to P.S. 33 on Jerome Avenue and Fordham Road.
My mother took him to school every morning, and took me along. The principal knew my
mother had been an elementary school teacher, and he said to her, "Why don't you get your
license back and come to work here? I need teachers so desperately, and you're here twice a day
anyhow.”

When my mother filled out the application, she had to check one of two boxes, depending on the
type of teaching license she wanted: she could apply as a permanent teacher or as a substitute
teacher. She told me later that she was actually embarrassed to apply for a "permanent” license,
because that would have meant she was a working wife, which was not socially acceptable in
those days. Wives, for the most part, were expected be at home, taking care of their children and
available to their husbands. She checked the box for a substitute license, and she had a steady job
covering teachers on leave of absence.

We were a very closed household. Seems to me, looking back, that my parents' social life was
almost entirely within their family. Friday night was at my uncle Louie's house, Saturday night
was at Grandma's house, Sunday night was at my aunt Sarah's house, and we hosted dinner once
a week at our house. That took care of practically every night and every holiday. My parents
were convinced I would never marry. I was fat, and not particularly attractive. They adored my
education and my thinking mind, but I don't think either of them had any hope for my future as a
wife and mother. And I think it was a big shock to them when I achieved that. They were dancing
with joy even before they met Joe, who would become my husband.

One afternoon in mid-to-late December, 1942, I got a phone call at the office from Joe, to whom
I was already engaged. He told me that his army unit in Georgia was on alert for overseas duty
within 24 hours. If [ wanted to see him before he left, he said, I better come down instantly. I
called my father and said I needed a birth certificate immediately. And I went home for supper
with my railroad ticket in hand, ready to leave the next morning. How my father did it I'll never
know, because there was a two-week wait for processing birth certificates, but by the time he
came home for supper that evening, he had the document in hand. That’s when my mother went
into her closet and pulled out gift boxes she had been preparing to give me as pre-wedding
presents. They were filled with clothes—everything I needed. She took them all out and handed
them to me with a new suitcase.



I have always worried about money. | was never a buyer, and didn’t spend money on clothes.
When I saw the gifts, my reaction was something between tears and laughter. I was so delighted
to have the things I needed, and so upset with my mother for having spent so much money. But |
was all set to go down to Georgia, with new clothes and a new suitcase, within an hour of getting
home that night. My mother had a big influence on me. I was a very controlled child. I grew up a
little after law school, during the year I lived away from home, in Washington.

But even after Joe and I married, I was not completely independent. When Joe came back after
the war, we lived with my parents for two years. I don’t think I began to break free until after we
moved to a home of our own on Staten Island, and maybe not even until my first child was born.
That’s when I found I had a different role to play in life, and that [ wanted to be a different kind
of parent.

I was very involved in my children's lives, but I tried not to influence them in the way my
parents, and especially my mother, influenced me. You get old enough, you get more honest with
yourself. I was my mother's shadow. She was supportive of me as an independent woman. But
she also thought I should be a traditional wife, as she had been, with two plates for every orange.
My husband never got the two plates.



