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The Writer in
the Family
A

STO RY

BY E. L. DOCTOROW

my father died with his ancient
mother still alive in a nursing home. The
old lady was ninety and hadn’t even known
he was ill. Thinking the shock might kill
her, my aunts told her that he had moved to
Arizona for his bronchitis. To the immigrant
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generation of my grandmother, Arizona was the
American equivalent of the Alps, it was where you went
for your health. More accurately, it was where you
went if you had the money. Since my father had failed
in all the business enterprises of his life, this was the
aspect of the news my grandmother dwelled on, that he
had finally had some success. And so it came about that
as we mourned him at home in our stocking feet, my
grandmother was bragging to her cronies about her
son’s new life in the dry air of the desert.
My aunts had decided on their course of action
without consulting us. It meant neither my mother nor
my brother nor I could visit Grandma because we were
supposed to have moved west too, a family, after all.
My brother Harold and I didn’t mind—it was always a
nightmare at the old people’s home, where they all sat
around staring at us while we tried to make conversation
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with Grandma. She looked terrible, had numbers of ailments, and her mind wandered. Not seeing her was no disappointment either for my mother, who had never
gotten along with the old woman and did not visit when she could have. But what
was disturbing was that my aunts had acted in the manner of that side of the family
of making government on everyone’s behalf, the true citizens by blood and the lesser
citizens by marriage. It was exactly this attitude that had tormented my mother all
her married life. She claimed Jack’s family had never accepted her. She had battled
them for twenty-five years as an outsider.
A few weeks after the end of our ritual mourning my Aunt Frances phoned us
from her home in Larchmont. Aunt Frances was the wealthier of my father’s sisters.
Her husband was a lawyer and both her sons were at Amherst. She had called to say
that Grandma was asking why she didn’t hear from Jack. I had answered the phone.
“You’re the writer in the family,” my aunt said. “Your father had so much faith in
you. Would you mind making up something? Send it to me and I’ll read it to her. She
won’t know the difference.”
That evening, at the kitchen table, I pushed my homework aside and composed a
letter. I tried to imagine my father’s response to his new life. He had never been west.
He had never traveled anywhere. In his generation the great journey was from the
working class to the professional class. He hadn’t managed that either. But he loved
New York, where he had been born and lived his life, and he was always discovering
new things about it. He especially loved the old parts of the city below Canal Street,
where he would find ships’ chandlers or firms that wholesaled in spices and teas. He
was a salesman for an appliance jobber with accounts all over the city. He liked to
bring home rare cheeses or exotic foreign vegetables that were sold only in certain
neighborhoods. Once he brought home a barometer, another time an antique ship’s
telescope in a wooden case with a brass snap.
“Dear Mama,” I wrote. “Arizona is beautiful. The sun shines all day and the air is
warm and I feel better than I have in years. The desert is not as barren as you would
expect, but filled with wildflowers and cactus plants and peculiar crooked trees that
look like men holding their arms out. You can see great distances in whatever direction you turn and to the west is a range of mountains maybe fifty miles from here,
but in the morning with the sun on them you can see the snow on their crests.”
My aunt called some days later and told me it was when she read this letter
aloud to the old lady that the full effect of Jack’s death came over her. She had to
excuse herself and went out in the parking lot to cry. “I wept so,” she said. “I felt
such terrible longing for him. You’re so right, he loved to go places, he loved life, he
loved everything.”
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WE B E G A N T R Y I N G to organize our lives. My father had borrowed money against
his insurance and there was very little left. Some commissions were still due but it
didn’t look as if his firm would honor them. There was a couple of thousand dollars
in a savings bank that had to be maintained there until the estate was settled. The
lawyer involved was Aunt Frances’ husband and he was very proper. “The estate!”
my mother muttered, gesturing as if to pull out her hair. “The estate!” She applied
for a job part-time in the admissions office of the hospital where my father’s terminal illness had been diagnosed, and where he had spent some months until they had
sent him home to die. She knew a lot of the doctors and staff and she had learned
“from bitter experience,” as she told them, about the hospital routine. She was hired.
I hated that hospital, it was dark and grim and full of tortured people. I thought it
was masochistic of my mother to seek out a job there, but did not tell her so.
We lived in an apartment on the corner of 175th Street and the Grand Concourse,
one flight up. Three rooms. I shared the bedroom with my brother. It was jammed
with furniture because when my father had required a hospital bed in the last weeks
of his illness we had moved some of the living-room pieces into the bedroom and
made over the living room for him. We had to navigate bookcases, beds, a gateleg
table, bureaus, a record player and radio console, stacks of 78 albums, my brother’s
trombone and music stand, and so on. My mother continued to sleep on the convertible sofa in the living room that had been their bed before his illness. The two rooms
were connected by a narrow hall made even narrower by bookcases along the wall.
Off the hall were a small kitchen and dinette and a bathroom. There were lots of
appliances in the kitchen—broiler, toaster, pressure cooker, counter-top dishwasher,
blender—that my father had gotten through his job, at cost. A treasured phrase in
our house: at cost. But most of these fixtures went unused because my mother did
not care for them. Chromium devices with timers or gauges that required the reading of elaborate instructions were not for her. They were in part responsible for the
awful clutter of our lives and now she wanted to get rid of them. “We’re being buried,” she said. “Who needs them!”
So we agreed to throw out or sell anything inessential. While I found boxes for
the appliances and my brother tied the boxes with twine, my mother opened my
father’s closet and took out his clothes. He had several suits because as a salesman he
needed to look his best. My mother wanted us to try on his suits to see which of them
could be altered and used. My brother refused to try them on. I tried on one jacket
which was too large for me. The lining inside the sleeves chilled my arms and the
vaguest scent of my father’s being came to me.
“This is way too big,” I said.
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“Don’t worry,” my mother said. “I had it cleaned. Would I let you wear it if
I hadn’t?”
It was the evening, the end of winter, and snow was coming down on the windowsill and melting as it settled. The ceiling bulb glared on a pile of my father’s suits
and trousers on hangers flung across the bed in the shape of a dead man. We refused
to try on anything more, and my mother began to cry.
“What are you crying for?” my brother shouted. “You wanted to get rid of things,
didn’t you?”
A F E W W E E K S later my aunt phoned again and said she thought it would be necessary to have another letter from Jack. Grandma had fallen out of her chair and
bruised herself and was very depressed.
“How long does this go on?” my mother said.
“It’s not so terrible,” my aunt said, “for the little time left to make things easier
for her.”
My mother slammed down the phone. “He can’t even die when he wants to!”
she cried. “Even death comes second to Mama! What are they afraid of, the shock
will kill her? Nothing can kill her. She’s indestructible! A stake through the heart
couldn’t kill her!”
When I sat down in the kitchen to write the letter I found it more difficult than
the first one. “Don’t watch me,” I said to my brother. “It’s hard enough.”
“You don’t have to do something just because someone wants you to,” Harold
said. He was two years older than me and had started at City College; but when my
father became ill he had switched to night school and gotten a job in a record store.
“Dear Mama,” I wrote. “I hope you’re feeling well. We’re all fit as a fiddle. The life
here is good and the people are very friendly and informal. Nobody wears suits and
ties here. Just a pair of slacks and a short-sleeved shirt. Perhaps a sweater in the evening. I have bought into a very successful radio and record business and I’m doing
very well. You remember Jack’s Electric, my old place on Forty-third Street? Well,
now it’s Jack’s Arizona Electric and we have a line of television sets as well.”
I sent that letter off to my Aunt Frances, and as we all knew she would, she
phoned soon after. My brother held his hand over the mouthpiece. “It’s Frances with
her latest review,” he said.
“Jonathan? You’re a very talented young man. I just wanted to tell you what
a blessing your letter was. Her whole face lit up when I read the part about Jack’s
store. That would be an excellent way to continue.”
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“Well, I hope I don’t have to do this anymore, Aunt Frances. It’s not very honest.”
Her tone changed. “Is your mother there? Let me talk to her.”
“She’s not here,” I said.
“Tell her not to worry,” my aunt said. “A poor old lady who has never wished anything but the best for her will soon die.”
I did not repeat this to my mother, for whom it would have been one more in the
family anthology of unforgivable remarks. But then I had to suffer it myself for the
possible truth it might embody. Each side defended its position with rhetoric, but
I, who wanted peace, rationalized the snubs and rebuffs each inflicted on the other,
taking no stands, like my father himself.
Years ago his life had fallen into a pattern of business failures and missed opportunities. The great debate between his family on the one side, and my mother Ruth
on the other, was this: who was responsible for the fact that he had not lived up to
anyone’s expectations?
As to the prophecies, when spring came my mother’s prevailed. Grandma was
still alive.
One balmy Sunday my mother and brother and I took the bus to the Beth El
Cemetery in New Jersey to visit my father’s grave. It was situated on a slight rise. We
stood looking over rolling fields embedded with monuments. Here and there processions of black cars wound their way through the lanes, or clusters of people stood
at open graves. My father’s grave was planted with tiny shoots of evergreen but it
lacked a headstone. We had chosen one and paid for it and then the stonecutters had
gone on strike. Without a headstone my father did not seem to be honorably dead.
He didn’t seem to me properly buried.
My mother gazed at the plot beside his, reserved for her coffin. “They were
always too fine for other people,” she said. “Even in the old days on Stanton Street.
They put on airs. Nobody was ever good enough for them. Finally Jack himself was
not good enough for them. Except to get them things wholesale. Then he was good
enough for them.”
“Mom, please,” my brother said.
“If I had known. Before I ever met him he was tied to his mama’s apron strings.
And Essie’s apron strings were like chains, let me tell you. We had to live where we
could be near them for the Sunday visits. Every Sunday, that was my life, a visit to
Mamaleh. Whatever she knew I wanted, a better apartment, a stick of furniture, a
summer camp for the boys, she spoke against it. You know your father, every decision
had to be considered and reconsidered. And nothing changed. Nothing ever changed.”
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She began to cry. We sat her down on a nearby bench. My brother walked off and
read the names on stones. I looked at my mother, who was crying, and I went off
after my brother.
“Mom’s still crying,” I said. “Shouldn’t we do something?”
“It’s all right,” he said. “It’s what she came here for.”
“Yes,” I said, and then a sob escaped from my throat. “But I feel like crying too.”
My brother Harold put his arm around me. “Look at this old black stone here,”
he said. “The way it’s carved. You can see the changing fashion in monuments—just
like everything else.”
S O M E W H E R E I N T H I S time I began dreaming of my father. Not the robust father
of my childhood, the handsome man with healthy pink skin and brown eyes and
a mustache and the thinning hair parted in the middle. My dead father. We were
taking him home from the hospital. It was understood that he had come back from
death. This was amazing and joyous. On the other hand, he was terribly mysteriously
damaged, or, more accurately, spoiled and unclean. He was very yellowed and debilitated by his death, and there were no guarantees that he wouldn’t soon die again.
He seemed aware of this and his entire personality was changed. He was angry and
impatient with all of us. We were trying to help him in some way, struggling to get
him home, but something prevented us, something we had to fix, a tattered suitcase
that had sprung open, some mechanical thing: he had a car but it wouldn’t start; or
the car was made of wood; or his clothes, which had become too large for him, had
caught in the door. In one version he was all bandaged and as we tried to lift him
from his wheelchair into a taxi the bandage began to unroll and catch in the spokes
of the wheelchair. This seemed to be some unreasonableness on his part. My mother
looked on sadly and tried to get him to cooperate.
That was the dream. I shared it with no one. Once when I woke, crying out, my
brother turned on the light. He wanted to know what I’d been dreaming but I pretended I didn’t remember. The dream made me feel guilty. I felt guilty in the dream
too because my enraged father knew we didn’t want to live with him. The dream represented us taking him home, or trying to, but it was nevertheless understood by all
of us that he was to live alone. He was this derelict back from death, but what we were
doing was taking him to some place where he would live by himself without help from
anyone until he died again.
At one point I became so fearful of this dream that I tried not to go to sleep. I
tried to think of good things about my father and to remember him before his illness.
He used to call me “matey.” “Hello, matey,” he would say when he came home from
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work. He always wanted us to go someplace—to the store, to the park, to a ball game.
He loved to walk. When I went walking with him he would say: “Hold your shoulders
back, don’t slump. Hold your head up and look at the world. Walk as if you meant
it!” As he strode down the street his shoulders moved from side to side, as if he was
hearing some kind of cakewalk. He moved with a bounce. He was always eager to see
what was around the corner.
TH E N E X T R E Q U E S T for a letter coincided with a special occasion in the house: My
brother Harold had met a girl he liked and had gone out with her several times. Now
she was coming to our house for dinner.
We had prepared for this for days, cleaning everything in sight, giving the house a
going-over, washing the dust of disuse from the glasses and good dishes. My mother
came home early from work to get the dinner going. We opened the gateleg table in
the living room and brought in the kitchen chairs. My mother spread the table with a
laundered white cloth and put out her silver. It was the first family occasion since my
father’s illness.
I liked my brother’s girlfriend a lot. She was a thin girl with very straight hair
and she had a terrific smile. Her presence seemed to excite the air. It was amazing to
have a living breathing girl in our house. She looked around and what she said was:
“Oh, I’ve never seen so many books!” While she and my brother sat at the table my
mother was in the kitchen putting the food into serving bowls and I was going from
the kitchen to the living room, kidding around like a waiter, with a white cloth over
my arm and a high style of service, placing the serving dish of green beans on the
table with a flourish. In the kitchen my mother’s eyes were sparkling. She looked at
me and nodded and mimed the words: “She’s adorable!”
My brother suffered himself to be waited on. He was wary of what we might
say. He kept glancing at the girl—her name was Susan—to see if we met with her
approval. She worked in an insurance office and was taking courses in accounting
at City College. Harold was under a terrible strain but he was excited and happy
too. He had bought a bottle of Concord-grape wine to go with the roast chicken.
He held up his glass and proposed a toast. My mother said: “To good health and
happiness,” and we all drank, even I. At that moment the phone rang and I went
into the bedroom to get it.
“Jonathan? This is your Aunt Frances. How is everyone?”
“Fine, thank you.”
“I want to ask one last favor of you. I need a letter from Jack. Your grandma’s
very ill. Do you think you can?”
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“Who is it?” my mother called from the living room.
“OK, Aunt Frances,” I said quickly. “I have to go now, we’re eating dinner.” And
I hung up the phone.
“It was my friend Louie,” I said, sitting back down. “He didn’t know the math
pages to review.”
The dinner was very fine. Harold and Susan washed the dishes and by the time
they were done my mother and I had folded up the gateleg table and put it back
against the wall and I had swept the crumbs up with the carpet sweeper. We all sat
and talked and listened to records for a while and then my brother took Susan home.
The evening had gone very well.
O N C E W H E N M Y mother wasn’t home my brother had pointed out something: the
letters from Jack weren’t really necessary. “What is this ritual?” he said, holding his
palms up. “Grandma is almost totally blind, she’s half deaf and crippled. Does the
situation really call for a literary composition? Does it need verisimilitude? Would
the old lady know the difference if she was read the phone books?”
“Then why did Aunt Frances ask me?”
“That is the question, Jonathan. Why did she? After all, she could write the letter
herself—what difference would it make? And if not Frances, why not Frances’ sons,
the Amherst students? They should have learned by now to write.”
“But they’re not Jack’s sons,” I said.
“That’s exactly the point,” my brother said. “The idea is service. Dad used to bust
his balls getting them things wholesale, getting them deals on things. Frances of
Westchester really needed things at cost. And Aunt Molly. And Aunt Molly’s husband, and Aunt Molly’s ex-husband. Grandma, if she needed an errand done. He was
always on the hook for something. They never thought his time was important. They
never thought every favor he got was one he had to pay back. Appliances, records,
watches, china, opera tickets, any goddamn thing. Call Jack.”
“It was a matter of pride to him to be able to do things for them,” I said. “To have
connections.”
“Yeah, I wonder why,” my brother said. He looked out the window.
Then suddenly it dawned on me that I was being implicated.
“You should use your head more,” my brother said.
YE T I H A D agreed once again to write a letter from the desert and so I did. I mailed
it off to Aunt Frances. A few days later, when I came home from school, I thought I
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saw her sitting in her car in front of our house. She drove a black Buick Roadmaster,
a very large clean car with whitewall tires. It was Aunt Frances all right. She blew the
horn when she saw me. I went over and leaned in at the window.
“Hello, Jonathan,” she said. “I haven’t long. Can you get in the car?”
“Mom’s not home,” I said. “She’s working.”
“I know that. I came to talk to you.”
“Would you like to come upstairs?”
“I can’t, I have to get back to Larchmont. Can you get in for a moment, please?”
I got in the car. My Aunt Frances was a very pretty white-haired woman, very
elegant, and she wore tasteful clothes. I had always liked her and from the time I was
a child she had enjoyed pointing out to everyone that I looked more like her son than
Jack’s. She wore white gloves and held the steering wheel and looked straight ahead
as she talked, as if the car was in traffic and not sitting at the curb.
“Jonathan,” she said, “there is your letter on the seat. Needless to say I didn’t
read it to Grandma. I’m giving it back to you and I won’t ever say a word to anyone.
This is just between us. I never expected cruelty from you. I never thought you were
capable of doing something so deliberately cruel and perverse.”
I said nothing.
“Your mother has very bitter feelings and now I see she has poisoned you with
them. She has always resented the family. She is a very strong-willed, selfish person.”
“No she isn’t,” I said.
“I wouldn’t expect you to agree. She drove poor Jack crazy with her demands.
She always had the highest aspirations and he could never fulfill them to her satisfaction. When he still had his store he kept your mother’s brother, who drank, on
salary. After the war when he began to make a little money he had to buy Ruth a
mink jacket because she was so desperate to have one. He had debts to pay but she
wanted a mink. He was a very special person, my brother, he should have accomplished something special, but he loved your mother and devoted his life to her. And
all she ever thought about was keeping up with the Joneses.”
I watched the traffic going up the Grand Concourse. A bunch of kids were waiting at the bus stop at the corner. They had put their books on the ground and were
horsing around.
“I’m sorry I have to descend to this,” Aunt Frances said. “I don’t like talking
about people this way. If I have nothing good to say about someone, I’d rather not say
anything. How is Harold?”
“Fine.”
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“Did he help you write this marvelous letter?”
“No.”
After a moment she said more softly: “How are you all getting along?”
“Fine.”
“I would invite you up for Passover if I thought your mother would accept.”
I didn’t answer.
She turned on the engine. “I’ll say good-bye now, Jonathan. Take your letter.
I hope you give some time to thinking about what you’ve done.”
TH A T E V E N I N G W H E N my mother came home from work I saw she wasn’t as pretty
as my Aunt Frances. I usually thought my mother was a good-looking woman, but
I saw now that she was too heavy and that her hair was undistinguished.
“Why are you looking at me?” she said.
“I’m not.”
“I learned something interesting today,” my mother said. “We may be eligible for
a V.A. pension because of the time your father spent in the Navy.”
That took me by surprise. Nobody had ever told me my father was in the Navy.
“In World War I,” she said, “he went to Webb’s Naval Academy on the Harlem
River. He was training to be an ensign. But the war ended and he never got his
commission.”
After dinner the three of us went through the closets looking for my
father’s papers, hoping to find some proof that could be filed with the Veterans
Administration. We came up with two things, a Victory medal, which my brother
said everyone got for being in the service during the Great War, and an astounding
sepia photograph of my father and his shipmates on the deck of a ship. They were
dressed in bell-bottoms and T-shirts and armed with mops and pails, brooms
and brushes.
“I never knew this,” I found myself saying. “I never knew this.”
“You just don’t remember,” my brother said.
I was able to pick out my father. He stood at the end of the row, a thin, handsome
boy with a full head of hair, a mustache, and an intelligent smiling countenance.
“He had a joke,” my mother said. “They called their training ship the S.S.
Constipation because it never moved.”
Neither the picture nor the medal was proof of anything, but my brother thought
a duplicate of my father’s service record had to be in Washington somewhere and
that it was just a matter of learning how to go about finding it.
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“The pension wouldn’t amount to much,” my mother said. “Twenty or thirty
dollars. But it would certainly help.”
I took the picture of my father and his shipmates and propped it against the lamp
at my bedside. I looked into his youthful face and tried to relate it to the father I
knew. I looked at the picture a long time. Only gradually did my eye connect it to the
set of Great Sea Novels in the bottom shelf of the bookcase a few feet away. My father
had given that set to me: it was uniformly bound in green with gilt lettering and it
included works by Melville, Conrad, Victor Hugo, and Captain Marryat. And lying
across the top of the books, jammed in under the sagging shelf above, was his old
ship’s telescope in its wooden case with the brass snap.
I thought how stupid, and imperceptive, and self-centered I had been never to
have understood while he was alive what my father’s dream for his life had been.
On the other hand, I had written in my last letter from Arizona—the one that
had so angered Aunt Frances—something that might allow me, the writer in the
family, to soften my judgment of myself. I will conclude by giving the letter here in
its entirety.
Dear Mama,
This will by my final letter to you since I have been told by the doctors that
I am dying.
I have sold my store at a very fine profit and am sending Frances a check
for five thousand dollars to be deposited in your account. My present to you,
Mamaleh. Let Frances show you the passbook.
As for the nature of my ailment, the doctors haven’t told me what it is,
but I know that I am simply dying of the wrong life. I should never have come
to the desert. It wasn’t the place for me.
I have asked Ruth and the boys to have my body cremated and the ashes
scattered in the ocean.
Your loving son,
N
Jack n

Reprinted from Lives of the Poets: Six Stories and a Novella (Random House, 1984), and
first published in Esquire.
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