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For a long time, I worked day jobs that were different from
the one I have now.
For twenty years, I hustled. I ran the cash register at a
pharmacy. I counted pills. I sold lottery tickets. I squatted
on the ground and counted boxes of enemas during monthly
inventory. I shelved books in a college library. I waitressed.
I wiped countertops. I took out the trash when my shift was
over, and married the ketchup bottles, too, cleaning off the
dried, red crust from the tops, which led to a loathing of
ketchup, the scent of it, the taste, the texture, for the rest of
my life. I flirted for tips. I did shots with strangers. I counted
out my money at the end of the night. I worked in a pool hall.
I worked in a beach bar. I worked the door at warehouse parties. I checked lists. I did drugs in the bathroom. I sent people
on their way.
I temped. I filed. I answered phones. I typed up letters,
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and then I faxed them across town. I pointed people in the
right direction. Down the hall. One flight up. You just missed
him. I worked in fifty different offices. All these lives. I took
food from the conference room without asking. I replaced
women on maternity leave. (Never men.) I lent a hand when
they were short-staffed. There was a big mailing. Me, alone,
in an empty room, stuffing envelopes. Fingers stung with paper cuts at the end of each day. I worked temp-to-perm and
was supposed to feel grateful. If you play your cards right,
kid. I never made it to perm.
I worked in an assisted-living facility where every day
a resident named George came into my office, often introducing himself to me as if we were meeting for just the first
time. He carried a hoe with him, which had belonged to his
grandfather, who had brought it with him from Norway decades ago, and George would use it to tend the roses in the
garden outside the facility. Sometimes he would tell me the
same story about the hoe, too. George was sweet, and he was
a gentleman.
I learned a lot about people, and how to be in the world.
I worked for a start-up, where my job was, essentially, to
type really fast all day long; I talked to no one for months,
I just typed. The next job, I signed people into conference
rooms and assisted with their meetings and listened to them
talk about their important jobs while they ignored my existence. I smiled when I didn’t feel like it. I tried another job
and another job and another job, always searching for a place
I could call home. I was creative and I was curious and there
was a propulsiveness to my life—I was completely engaged in
forward motion—yet I had no specific direction. A problem I
had. Figuring out the direction.
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I spell-checked. I sent emails. I did math. I copyedited.
They would find out I could write and then ask me to write
something and it would only be a paragraph or two but it
made me feel important and special and necessary and like
I wasn’t totally wasting my life, even if I was writing something that wasn’t interesting at all, a forgettable arrangement
of words, a decoration on a page, the baby’s breath of corporate America.
I found a way into working on the internet, which was
then the new frontier. I wrote, I produced, plenty of it garbage. I learned what code was. I learned what keywords
were. I learned how to structure a website. Information architecture. I liked the idea of that: organizing information. I
learned how to write short and snappy things. I worked for
advertising agencies, lots of them—it felt like every agency
in town. I watched things I wrote finally exist in the world,
with the recognition that no one would ever know it came
from me. I was detached from the thing I was making. I had
no ownership of it.
On the side, I started writing personal things on the internet. Blog posts, little essays here and there. I began to tune
the sound of my voice.
I argued with my coworkers about things that seemed important at the time. I asked for raises and got them. I quit. I
got fired. A few times I didn’t get jobs because people read
something I had written on the internet. I had jobs where I
was taken less seriously or my opinions dismissed entirely for
being a woman. I have been told I am difficult. I am difficult
in the sense that I am not easy, but fuck easy.
I have been harassed at work, but seriously, who hasn’t?
I worked for a cable network on websites for critically
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acclaimed television shows, all of which were created by men.
It was the best job I ever had besides the one I have now.
I watched how everyone ran around making these shows
happen—what a massive amount of work went into their
production; such brilliant people worked on them!—but all
of the credit was given to the show’s creators, their creativity, their genius. They had come up with the ideas. They had
ownership. The rest of us were there to make their vision
come to life. We served their ideas.
Eventually I thought: What about my ideas? When do I
own them?
And once I realized that, I couldn’t stop thinking about it.
I could not stay where I was any longer.
The solution was to write my way out of the problem.
That meant writing early in the morning, late at night, and
on weekends. It meant carving out time, claiming it for myself. I thought: I will write this first book, and then maybe
another after that. This is the thing I want to do.
This desire informed life choices I made, paths I took, and
paths I rejected. Everything got easier, in a way, once I realized this was what I wanted, even as things got much, much
harder. I had decided to operate in service of my ideas.
There are plenty of reasons why I write. This is just one
of them. The sense that I want to own something, own my
work, own my creativity, own my name. It is perhaps not the
purest reason, not truest of heart, for there is some ego attached to it. But it is real.
I own these words. I own these ideas. Here is my book.
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Ingredients

1.
I am the daughter of a motherless mother. That sounds more
dramatic than it actually is, though I suppose it had a gothic
romantic quality to me when I was a child. It was sad, that
my mother’s mother had died so young, but it was also a mystery, and mysteries were interesting. I knew so little about the
woman who would have been my grandmother; she passed
away when my mother was eleven, and had been sick for five
years before her death, so my mother had only known her in
a certain way, and only up to a certain point. There was a
palpable absence that existed in our lives, the not knowing of
this person, having so few stories to pass around fondly. She
was mentioned, she was discussed on occasion, certainly, but
mainly the faint idea of her existed in the background.
Even when sadness is not stated, of course it can be deeply
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felt. “A shroud of sadness” was how I had thought of it, described it to people as I got older. My mother was not an
outwardly unhappy person: to this day she is cheerful, energetic, and congenial. She has a crisp sense of humor. Big
brown eyes, a wry smile. She likes to play team sports, even
in retirement. You have to drag her off that pickleball court.
People like her. I get asked all the time how I can write about
such fucked-up families when my mother is so obviously a
nice person.
And yet, I always had an awareness of tragedy and loss
in my youth—even though I had lost nothing myself. An attraction to that which was absent. A sketch, an outline, never
fully formed, but still, it existed as an idea. Filling in the
imaginary blanks with information I did not have but found
I could invent quite easily. A thing we do as writers. If we
just give ourselves permission. But also, there was something
about simply feeling the sense of the void. It wasn’t just one
less nana to tell me they loved me, although wouldn’t that
have been pleasant to hear? The tragedy and loss had nothing to do with me: it was explicitly the absence of her in my
mother’s life. A woman, missed. And with that, the things
she never had a chance to learn from her mother.
Many of those things revolved around being a girl. I am
speaking of the traditional, old-fashioned sense of girlhood
and femininity, one that still thrived in the 1950s and 1960s
and even still through the 1980s when I was growing up in
the northwest suburbs of Chicago. What it means to be a
girl now is different, more flexible, full of new possibilities,
and for whom that girlhood is available has changed as well.
But I’m thinking of a time when girls were supposed to wear
makeup and dresses, eventually get married and have babies.
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Cook and clean, that sort of thing. It seems like eons ago.
I know all these expectations still exist in our culture, but
there is room for more now—much more than this laundry
list of expected feminine characteristics.
My mother never learned these things, though, not in a
way a mother hands them down to her daughter, and thus I
never learned about them either as a child. (And anyway, why
should it have been up to her alone to teach me?) I was a tomboy, until I wasn’t. But there was no bridge to the other side.
However, there was capitalism. When I was twelve years
old my mother took me to the mall to find out about makeup.
Madonna’s first album had just come out and everyone wanted
to look like her, especially, apparently, the young woman at
the makeup counter. Her hair fell in neat waves against her
head, curled, certainly, that morning, patiently in the mirror.
She was patient with my face, too, disciplined, focused on a
vision: an elaborate, geometric display on my eyes of hot pink
and lavender triangles, heavy mascara, and eyeliner. I experienced a rivet of panic with each new layer. It was a look for
a much older girl, and also, there was no way I could have
re-created it on my own. I was never any good at coloring
between the lines, let alone eyelids. I can’t do this, I thought.
I can’t be this.
During the car ride home from the mall I looked at myself
in the passenger-side mirror, then burst into tears. “I look like
a prostitute,” I said, not having ever met or seen a sex worker,
or having any understanding of their experience. “Well, you
don’t have to wear it again,” my mother said, in a tone that
suggested makeup was unnecessary anyway.
What was makeup after all? A way to alter the perception, when my face was already young and clear and healthy.
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Lipstick did this, mascara did that. It was a concoction, a recipe. At the time it felt false to me. The objects that dispensed
the makeup I had seen before, in the bathroom I shared with
my brother and my parents, often gathering dust in a drawer.
Bonus gifts from the Clinique counter when she bought some
hand cream or face moisturizer. Trial sizes of eye shadow,
soon forgotten.
Makeup seemed an obligation, a task to apply it. It was
what I was supposed to do to present as normal, whatever
“normal” means, whatever “being a girl” means, whatever it
all means. The rules had been constructed long before I was
born, and I did not know yet I was allowed to break them or
redefine them or ignore them entirely. After all, I went to the
mall to learn how to be a girl. And, at that age, I wasn’t even
sure what I liked about myself, what I wanted to show off or
accentuate—if that was a thing I even wanted to do at all.
Couldn’t we just talk instead? I loved ideas. Couldn’t I just
daydream all day? But no: it was time to look differently, feel
differently, grow up into the next version of yourself.
Makeup made me realize there was a clock ticking that I
hadn’t even been aware of before then.
When I ask my mother about that disastrous foray into
womanhood at the mall now over email she only says, “I
remember it not being a good experience! It’s tough being a
mother.” I tell her I’m writing about makeup. “It’s just not
your thing, huh,” I say. “I think I look quite beautiful without it,” she says. I agree.
One lesson unlearned, but another learned, even if by
accident. Who cares about the superficial? And my mother
impressed upon me instead the joys of reading and creativity and also respect for my education and the belief that I
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could accomplish anything I wanted no matter my gender,
all of which I would gladly take in place of conquering the
challenge of liquid eyeliner. (Still not conquered at the age of
forty-nine, if I am being honest here.)
The only kind of makeup I have ever really loved is lipstick. I love all the bright colors, wild, hysterical pinks that
turn a dull outfit up, poke a hole in a gray day, or bright,
sexy, sultry reds that stain my lips for hours, marked in some
way. I like the way lipstick can interact with my eyes, which
I feel most of the time are happier on their own, undressed. I
like thinking about my mouth, after many years of not thinking about it at all. A thing I like on my face, I can confirm
it. My mouth. I will decorate that. It took me many years to
arrive at that place. To find a thing I wanted to paint.

2.
Another unlearned life lesson from my mother: cooking.
Certainly, she had cousins and aunts who passed on bits of
knowledge here and there, and she was taught to cook as
part of her public education. Water, she could boil. Instructions, she could follow. A box of recipes handwritten on index cards, stored in a kitchen cabinet. Honey cake for the
High Holidays. But with a single father raising two young
girls, my mother missed some skills along the way. And so, I
never learned much beyond the basics either.
Instead, I have become a superior dinner guest. I am wonderful to have at your side while you cook, particularly if you
give me a glass of wine, and also to have sit at your table,
because I will appreciate your food in a deep, emotional, and
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highly verbal way, perhaps, in small part, because I did not
get to experience that kind of cooking growing up. I’m just
always so appreciative of being fed a delicious, home-cooked
meal; genuinely, puppy-dog-eyes astonished by the food put
before me. Invite me over and feed me. I will be your best
companion.
Still, my mother tends to me with food in her way. Once,
she flew from Chicago to New York to care for me while I recovered from a minor operation. The surgery went smoothly,
the painkillers a delight. Later, at my apartment, I handed
her a grocery list of comfort foods. Included on that list was
Campbell’s Chicken Noodle Soup.
“I should make you some chicken noodle soup instead,”
she said.
“Mom, you have never made me chicken noodle soup in
your life—except from a can,” I said.
“That’s not true,” she said.
“It is absolutely true,” I said.
We discussed this a moment longer. Soon, a cell phone
surfaced from a purse, and my father’s voice came through
on the other end of the line.
“Didn’t I make chicken noodle soup when they were
kids?” my mother asked.
“Let me talk to him,” I said.
“Your mother did many wonderful things for you,” my
father said. “She encouraged your love of books; she taught
you to believe you could be anything you wanted in life.”
“I know she did!” I said. “I’m not saying she wasn’t a
great mom. But there was no chicken noodle soup, right?”
“I do not recall any chicken noodle soup,” my father said.
I shook my head at my mother. “Dad says no.”
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“Well, now I’m definitely going to make you some soup,”
said my mother, who loves a well-thrown gauntlet.
“Tell her to be sure to ask for help at the grocery store,”
my father said.
I emailed a friend who was a wonderful chef. I wrote that
my mom was going to make some chicken noodle soup and
that perhaps this was dangerous terrain. “Send us a recipe,”
I said. “But make it airtight.”
She sent a recipe, and off my mother went to the grocery
store in search of decent chicken thighs. Meanwhile, the
painkillers were wearing off. That soup better be good, I
thought.
Three hours and a dozen emails with my friend later, my
mother had successfully made the chicken broth.
There were some arguments along the way. She bought
low-sodium stock, for example, and I forced her to salt it. “I’m
recovering from surgery,” I said. “Let me have my salt!” But
it looked good, and it smelled good. It was definitely chicken
soup, and it was made with love.
All we needed were the noodles.
I watched as my mother emptied an entire one-pound
bag of noodles into the soup. Something clicked in my head.
At that exact moment, my friend sent me an email. Subject
line: Noodles. “I forgot to say how many,” she wrote. “Did
she put in the whole package? Really, it should be like . . . a
cup.”
“She put them all in,” I wrote back.
“But the noodles are the best part,” my mother said.
“The broth is just an excuse for the noodles,” my friend
agreed. “But still . . .”
We watched in horror as the noodles sucked up all the
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soup. We tried to add more water, but it was too late. My
mother and I stood in the kitchen, frantically spooning the
remaining broth into our bowls.
“It’s my fault!” wrote my friend.
“It’s my fault!” said my mother.
Aha, the final ingredient: Guilt.
But let me tell you, that one bowl of chicken noodle soup
was delicious. We did not think about the vat of soup-soaked
noodles sitting in the kitchen while we ate, nor did we think
about the imperfections of life. I was my mother’s best dinner
guest, and she was my favorite chef. It did not matter what
she had or hadn’t taught me, only that she was there then, for
me, in Brooklyn, in a concrete loft, making sure I survived.

3.
But what of this woman, the missing mother of my mother.
I didn’t know much about her, but I couldn’t tell if it was
because I had never learned about her in the first place or I’d
just done too many drugs in the ’90s, so I called my mother
for more information.
“Oh dear, is this going to be a therapy session?” My
mother sighed. Discussing her feelings about her past was
not her favorite hobby. She thought about it for a while. “I
blocked out a lot,” she said. “I remember not wanting to talk
about her at school. I didn’t want anyone to know she was
sick. There was certainly a gaping hole in my life, during
those formative years. Do you remember having happy birthdays?” she said.
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“I mean I don’t know how happy they were.” I laughed.
“But that’s probably my problem.”
“Well, I don’t remember any birthdays at all,” she said.

Grief can be forever. We are taught to seek closure in this

country, we are encouraged to move on quickly. We are judged,
possibly, for not getting over things fast enough. But grief
can be for your whole life.

Currently wedged between a lamp with a faux brass

pineapple-shaped base and a copy of Laura van den Berg’s I
Hold a Wolf by the Ears, and behind a dish that holds throws
from Mardi Gras parades, on a beautiful built-in bookshelf
made of cypress in my living room, there is a picture of my
mother’s mother.
She is lovely, my grandmother, and feminine; put together, smiling, womanly. She seems small in this picture,
petite shoulders, narrow arms, which are crossed against her
chest. Her smile looks genuine, easy, and she looks happy
and relaxed, but the portrait is clearly posed, she’s standing
at an angle, she’s staring at the camera, there’s a white backdrop. Someone said, stand this way, look here, smile. I do not
think she was vain. I bet she was easy to love. Her eyebrows
are neat, not too thin, but not bushy in the slightest, and her
eyes are dark and direct and looking into the camera. She
does not seem to be wearing much eye makeup. Her hair is
thick and brown and curly. It looks tied back on the sides, as
if she has pulled the hair back to be embraced by a clasp. Her
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hair is mainly neat, but there is a wildness in parts. It is the
least tidy thing about this photo, the hair. When I study it, I
can see bits of frizz here and there. Same, I thought. Same.
She’s put together for the occasion, though, otherwise.
The sleeves of her blouse—or possibly it’s a dress—are puffy,
with small shoulder pads, and there appears to be some sort
of embroidery on it. The style of the top, along with the hairstyle, indicates the photo was taken sometime in the 1940s,
which would have put her in her late twenties or early thirties. Her nails are painted mahogany, skewing slightly on the
red side. She is wearing a slim, elegant watch, and a wedding
ring, a band that could be either of diamonds or gold, it’s
hard to tell. I can see one big diamond in the center.
The star of this show is not the diamond, though. It’s
her mouth. There’s a big smile on her face: all her top teeth
are showing, and most of her bottom teeth, too. They are
straight and white. It’s a healthy-looking smile. Her lips are
red, a bright red, cheery. The top bow of her lips is a bit
crooked, one side is lower than the other, and I can’t tell if
she’s just applied the lipstick incorrectly, or if this is the natural shape of her lips. It looks familiar to me, this crookedness.
My mother doesn’t look like her exactly, but this is clearly
my mother’s mother.
Is it strange to have a photo of a woman I’ve never met
and know so little about take such prominence in my home?
The photo lives at eye level, so when I sit on the couch, she’s
right there, watching over me. She is not a historical figure,
although she is a figure in my life. Certainly, someday I will
pass away, and this photo could end up in the garbage. I
know this. There may be no one around to pick through my
goods. I am the youngest of two children and childfree, my-
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self. The photo will have meaning to no one but me. The
grandmother stops here. So now I sit with the meaning it
does have. I sit with her face, and the stories I have imagined
about her.
So what do I know about her? What kind of stories? Faye
Sudack Schwartz was born in Fall River, Massachusetts, the
child of Ukrainian immigrants. She passed away in 1957. She
was thirty-nine years old, too young. “I remember my father
telling us, that whenever there’s a full moon, we should think
of her as watching over us,” said my mother.
My favorite detail about her, the one that I cling to when
I am wondering where I came from and why I am the way
I am, is this: she was reportedly a great letter writer. That’s
where I get it from, I always thought. I wondered what would
have happened if she had lived, what kind of letters I would
have gotten from her, what wisdom she would have imparted.
Maybe she would have told me to always be an appreciative
and gracious guest. Maybe she would have said that I should
always push myself a little harder to accomplish my dreams.
Maybe she would have told me, just as my mother had, that a
woman’s appearance isn’t as important as what she achieves
with her brains and guts. But maybe she would have told me:
You know what though? A little lipstick wouldn’t kill you.
At the bathroom mirror, I examine my own face. In a way,
it is safer to reflect on my physical appearance through the
filter of an ancestor than it is to examine my current reality.
A desire to create another narrative than just me, just this
face. It’s part of the process, as a human but also as a writer,
part of being an artist, this continued assessment, of breaking things down into their original parts and then putting
them back together in a new way. These details we inherit,
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can we claim them, can we recognize them? It doesn’t always
feel comfortable. But if we can do it with love or humor or
forgiveness or at least some generosity, some understanding
of the other, it only strengthens the work. Only strengthens
the self.
I think about how her lipstick lays on her lips is how my
lipstick lays on my lips, too; one side is a little bigger than the
other. And my face is the same shape as hers, slightly off on
the right side, a bit rounder on that cheekbone, and up next
to the eye. The ingredients of her face, her genes, her cells,
present in mine, directly, it feels. Her not being there, how
that affected my mother, it is an ingredient in the makeup
of me. This mystery, this sadness, this unknown woman, all
ingredients in where my gaze goes, my desire to tell stories, to
uncover truths about families. As if I could solve the mystery
of myself through understanding someone else.
A lost mother, red lips, the letters we write.
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