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it was one of the best birthday gifts 
she’d ever received: “I’m lost in imag-
ining the set’s previous owner and all 
the games played in its long past.”

Mah-jongg originated in China 
long ago but became a fad in the 
U.S. in the 1920s. The game was the 
center of many Jewish women’s 
social lives in the early 20th century. 
Games were held in apartments late 
into the night, and sets were taken 
along for summer fun in the country.  

In a box of my mom’s things, I 
found a red diary from the summer of 
1950, when she learned the game at 
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A FEW YEARS before my 
mom died, she moved to 
an independent living 
facility where she joined 

a weekly mah-jongg game that took 
precedence over her other social 
obligations. She collected quarters so 
she would have money to pay if she 
lost a hand, but she’d been playing 
for close to seven decades, and her 
coin purse stayed full.

Mah-jongg is similar to gin rummy, 
but with tiles and elaborate rules that 
re quire cooperation and strategy. 
Mom played it her whole life, but 
she never taught me how, because 
she worked when I was young and 
her spare time was limited. Later on 
she did give me her old set in what 
looked like a battered clarinet case, 
warning me to treat it gently. 

“That might be valuable,” she said.  
I stuck the relic in my attic until 

shortly after her death in 2018. That’s 
when I finally took it out to more 
carefully study the tiles, butterscotch 
in color and encased in black, which 
glowed blue in the sunlight. They 
were smooth to the touch and cool 
and made a clicking sound when 
mixed together. They reminded me 
of a simpler, analog life filled with 
rotary phones and rabbit-ear anten-
nae, of afternoons running through 
cold sprinklers, sneaking Nabisco 
Pinwheels and catching snippets of 
my mom’s chatter with her friends at 
our home in Cupertino, California.

I soon discovered that my mom’s 

set is rare. It’s made out of Bakelite 
and was produced in the early 1960s. 
A complete set (152 tiles or more) 
goes for about $1,800, if you can  
find one. But these vintage sets are 
getting hard to track down, because  
mah-jongg has been experiencing a  
surprising spike in popularity as 
more people look for ways to connect 
with friends—and as more women 
inherit their moms’ old sets. Even ce-
lebrities like Julia Roberts and Sarah 
Jessica Parker play. Parker received a 
vintage set for her 52nd birthday and 
wrote on her Instagram account that 

H
air and

 m
akeup

 stylist: Tricia Turner



AUGUST / SEPTEMBER 2021  67

Journalist Amy Ettinger, 47, is the author of Sweet 
Spot: An Ice Cream Binge Across America.

age 12. Interspersed with brief stories 
of squabbles among her friends, 
swimming at the Shawanga Lodge 
and fishing with her dad, there are 
almost daily notes of her passing time 
by playing mah-jongg. “It is becom-
ing a habit,” she wrote. When the 
families came back to Brooklyn after 
Labor Day, my mom and her friend 
Annie taught their friend Sylvie 
how to play. During the next seven 
decades of her life, Mom turned to 
mah-jongg whenever she needed 
to find a group of friends, especially 
during life’s transitions.

Grief is a mysterious and irrational 
state. Certain objects from my mom 
that I had long coveted became pain-
ful to have near me, while others, like 
her mah-jongg set, hold comfort. It’s 
as if the set offered a way to smooth 
the transition of losing her daily 
presence in my life. When I look at 
the intricate birds or dragons, paint-
ed in green and red, I think of her 
kibitzing with friends, exchanging 
gossip in her thick Brooklyn accent. 
I can imagine her studying her tiles, 
and concentrating on every discard, 
weighing the risks. But the game is 
about more than winning. It’s about 
camaraderie. My mom was naturally 
shy, a person who liked to listen more 
than talk—a skill that served her well 
in her career as a school psychologist. 
The game gave her a way to belong to 
a group without sharing more of her-
self than she was comfortable doing. 

Mom knew that I was introverted 
like her. The more I studied her old 
set, the more I wondered if she’d giv-
en it to me because she wanted me to 
find a group of women of my own.

“You’re not a joiner,” Mom ob-
served, when I struggled to find a 
group of friends after moving to 
New York City in my early 30s. “It 
would make things easier.”

She was probably right. My inde-
pendent and competitive nature can 

still get in the way of my social life. 
But after my mom’s death I realized 
I needed more of a network. The 
person I had relied on for advice was 
gone. I knew, of course, that nothing 
could replace her. But I needed to 
try to fill in some of the gaps.

I decided to learn mah-jongg, 
and I discovered a thriving online 
community of learners. Through 
the Facebook group “Mah Jongg, 
That’s It,” which has 30,000 mem-
bers, I found a class in my town of 
Santa Cruz, California. The class 
was taught by the effervescent Paula 
Suzuki, whose strategy for the game 
reminded me a bit of my mom’s 
attitude in life. “Wait for jokers and 
kvetch a lot,” Suzuki advised. 

Pre-pandemic, our little group 
of eight met twice a week for two 
weeks. Right before the class ended, 
we exchanged emails, and soon 
we’d arranged to meet weekly at a 
restaurant that didn’t mind us taking 
over a couple of tables. Two peo-
ple owned sets and brought them. 
Someone else bought a felt cover 
to smooth out the sticky tables. 
One of the things I missed during 
the pandemic was the simplicity of 
gathering for our games. I played 
online every day, especially during 
the early lockdown, but it wasn’t 
nearly as much fun. By May of this 
year we had all been vaccinated, and 
our group made plans to meet at an 
outdoor table at our usual spot. It 
was one of the markers that the long 
year was finally coming to an end.

I think about my mom a lot when I 
play. Through the gift of her set, she 
reminded me how healing it is to be 
welcomed into a group, even a ragtag 
group of mah-jongg newbies. You 
don’t have to share your secrets or 
your sorrows—you just have to show 
up. For me, game days are days of 
light, easy friendship and acceptance. 
It’s a feeling that lingers long after I 
step away from the table. 

The author, left, with her daughter 
and, above, with her mother, Sheila. 
The loss of Sheila inspired Ettinger to 
learn her late mother’s favorite game.


