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Without Mercy

intro: A young comic writer takes on a truly loathsome breed: mothers who resent their children 

byline: Yael Goldstein

For as long as there’s been Jewish fiction, there’s been abuse heaped upon the Jewish mother. From the henpecking know-it-alls of the 19th century Yiddish novelists to Sophie Portnoy, to the many naggers between and since, Jewish women of a certain age have been given ample reason to tiptoe carefully around their scribbling sons. Elisa Albert’s debut collection of 10 stories breathes delightfully nasty new life into this old cultural hobby, and in the process puts Jewish women on alert that they can no longer rest easy even around each other. 

 Albert lavishes no love on the middle-aged Yiddishe mama; with one exception, all her mothers aged 40 and up are cold, narcissistic Los Angeles bitches. But her real accomplishment is in her three skewering portraits of reluctant new mothers — also all Angelino Jews, like Albert herself. (She was raised in the city’s Jewish community.) These women are a far cry from the martyred meddlers we’ve come to expect of a literary Jewish mother; they’re more concerned with their sagging breasts and inability to have orgasms than with whether Sammy is eating his veggies. In “The Mother Is Always Upset,” pregnant Beth responds to her husband’s clueless assumptions about her mood by snapping, “Yeah, Mark, I’m happy as a clam. I have no ankles and my butt is leaking and I can’t eat sushi.” The attitude is even more explicit in “Everything But,” in which a lazy, unreflective attitude toward life has landed Erin with both a husband and a child she doesn’t particularly want: “This is not to say she doesn’t love [her daughter]... But there is the feeling, the guilty, shameful, secret feeling, that she’s stuck with her, that she would give her back in a heartbeat if she could... ” In fact, the only young woman to show any sympathy for the fruit of her loins is the college freshman fresh from the abortion clinic, in “We Have Trespassed.”

What these “bad” young Jewish mothers have in common is not only that they are uncomfortably real and unflinchingly funny, but also that they are very brave creations — particularly from a female writer. Because, frankly, it is almost impossible to like these women. After all, they are mothers who resent their children. If it’s not hardwired into us to look askance at such specimens, then, for the sake of the species, it really ought to be. Liking the characters, though, is not the point of any of Albert’s stories — whether they’re about bad mothers, bad husbands, bad daughters or really awfully bad friends. (To be completely fair, I should note that a couple of Albert’s very young narrators are likable, though this is probably because one is tempted to give them the benefit of the doubt and assume that, unlike the adults in the collection, they might actually grow out of their blinding self-centeredness.) If you are one of those readers who need to really sink into your characters, to feel with them and through them and for them, then this is not the book for you. Albert herself admits in the final story in the collection, an endearingly autobiographical invitation to Philip Roth to sire her children, that she’s not only “judgmental” and “ungenerous,” but that “those qualities are the very ones that confer any prowess [she] may have as a writer.”

Reading these stories is more like overhearing gossip than being let into a life. I don’t mean this as a criticism, entirely; gossip has its joys, and I enjoyed the attitude we’re asked to take toward these characters: not to like them, not even to care about them, but just to listen to some juicy stuff that happened to them, told to us by our cruelly quick-witted friend, Ms. Albert. I think it’s not unrelated to the gossipy tone of the book, though, that not one of these characters actually develops during the course of their story. After all, when was the last time a pal leaned close to your ear and whispered an urgently scandalous secret about someone gaining perspective or having a revelatory moment or in any way growing? Though the static characters can occasionally wear away at one’s patience, the writing is so lithely enjoyable that patience easily replenishes. Rinky-dink houses along a busy street “look battered and brave, like people who refuse to take Prozac.” A prodigal daughter surreptitiously scratching away at her yeast infection during the Passover Seder feels relief that is “borderline orgasmic… with a nice little thread of pain sliced through like gold leaf.” 

In the final story of the collection, “Etta or Bessie or Dora or Rose,” Albert tells us that she pitched herself to agents as “a lobotomized Philip Roth writing chick lit.” If Albert is to be compared with Roth, it would have to be to Roth during his “Portnoy’s Complaint” phase: Like that early Roth, she is gleefully and effectively raunchy, fixated on mothers, and entirely unforgiving of the milieu whence she came. But unlike Roth with his Newark crowd, those inhabiting Albert’s Los Angeles get mocked without really getting critiqued. Labeling these stories “chick lit” might be a bit of an undersell on the author’s part (they’re more like “clever-sitcom lit” — think “Curb Your Enthusiasm” rather than “Bridget Jones”), but it does get at one important distinction between Albert and her hero: She, unlike him, doesn’t shed any sociological or psychological insight while she entertains. Perhaps as she matures as a writer, Albert’s wit will gain satiric heft; maybe, like Roth before her, she'll even learn to be more generous toward her characters. These changes would improve her as a writer, but the part of me that delights in gossip is inclined to hope she stays the way she is. 

AUTHOR ID: Yael Goldstein’s first novel, “Overture,” will be published by Doubleday in January 2007.

