
   [image: Cover: Fierce Attachments by Vivian Gornick ]


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         ‘Admired, rightly, as “timeless” and “classic” … Fierce Attachments demands honour as the work of a breathtaking technician.’ Jonathan Lethem

         
             

         

         ‘A fine, unflinchingly honest book … The story of an abiding, difficult love, full of grace and fire.’ New York Times

         
             

         

         ‘Brimming with life … Fierce Attachments is a work of emotional cartography, charting influences and mapping out a proximate territory of the Self.’ Los Angeles Times

         
             

         

         ‘One hesitates to traffic in such stock reviewer’s adjectives as “brilliant”, “an American classic”, but there are only so many words with which to say how very good this book is.’ Washington Post

      

   


   
      
         i ii iii

         
            Fierce

Attachments

            VIVIAN GORNICK

         

         
            DAUNT BOOKS

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	FIERCE ATTACHMENTS 

                  	Daunt Books 

                  	About the Author 

                  	Also by Vivian Gornick 

                  	Copyright 

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
            FIERCE ATTACHMENTS

         

      

   


   
      
         3

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         I’M EIGHT YEARS OLD. MY MOTHER AND I COME out of our apartment onto the second-floor landing. Mrs Drucker is standing in the open doorway of the apartment next door, smoking a cigarette. My mother locks the door and says to her, ‘What are you doing here?’ Mrs Drucker jerks her head backward toward her own apartment. ‘He wants to lay me. I told him he’s gotta take a shower before he can touch me.’ I know that ‘he’ is her husband. ‘He’ is always the husband. ‘Why? He’s so dirty?’ my mother says. ‘He feels dirty to me,’ Mrs Drucker says. ‘Drucker, you’re a whore,’ my mother says. Mrs Drucker shrugs her shoulder. ‘I can’t ride the subway,’ she says. In the Bronx ‘ride the subway’ was a euphemism for going to work.

         
            * * *

         

         I lived in that tenement between the ages of six and twenty-one. There were twenty apartments, four to a floor, and all I remember is a building full of women. I hardly remember the men at all. They were everywhere, of course – husbands, fathers, brothers – but I remember only the women. And I remember them all crude like Mrs Drucker or fierce like my 4mother. They never spoke as though they knew who they were, understood the bargain they had struck with life, but they often acted as though they knew. Shrewd, volatile, unlettered, they performed on a Dreiserian scale. There would be years of apparent calm, then suddenly an outbreak of panic and wildness: two or three lives scarred (perhaps ruined), and the turmoil would subside. Once again: sullen quiet, erotic torpor, the ordinariness of daily denial. And I – the girl growing in their midst, being made in their image – I absorbed them as I would chloroform on a cloth laid against my face. It has taken me thirty years to understand how much of them I understood.

         
            * * *

         

         My mother and I are out walking. I ask if she remembers the women in that building in the Bronx. ‘Of course,’ she replies. I tell her I’ve always thought sexual rage was what made them so crazy. ‘Absolutely,’ she says without breaking her stride. ‘Remember Drucker? She used to say if she didn’t smoke a cigarette while she was having intercourse with her husband she’d throw herself out the window. And Zimmerman, on the other side of us? They married her off to him when she was sixteen, she hated his guts, she used to say if he’d get killed on the job (he was a construction worker) it would be a mitzvah.’ My mother stops walking. Her voice drops in awe of her own memory. ‘He actually used to take her by physical force,’ she says. ‘Would pick her up in the middle of the living-room floor and carry her off to the bed.’ She stares into the middle distance for a moment. Then she 5says to me, ‘The European men. They were animals. Just plain animals.’ She starts walking again. ‘Once, Zimmerman locked him out of the house. He rang our bell. He could hardly look at me. He asked if he could use our fire-escape window. I didn’t speak one word to him. He walked through the house and climbed out the window.’ My mother laughs. ‘That fire-escape window, it did some business! Remember Cessa upstairs? Oh no, you couldn’t remember her, she only lived there one year after we moved into the house, then the Russians were in that apartment. Cessa and I were very friendly. It’s so strange, when I come to think of it. We hardly knew each other, any of us, sometimes we didn’t talk to each other at all. But we lived on top of one another, we were in and out of each other’s house. Everybody knew everything in no time at all. A few months in the building and the women were, well, intimate.

         ‘This Cessa. She was a beautiful young woman, married only a few years. She didn’t love her husband. She didn’t hate him, either. He was a nice man, actually. What can I tell you, she didn’t love him, she used to go out every day, I think she had a lover somewhere. Anyway, she had long black hair down to her ass. One day she cut it off. She wanted to be modern. Her husband didn’t say anything to her, but her father came into the house, took one look at her cut hair, and gave her a slap across the face she saw her grandmother from the next world. Then he instructed her husband to lock her in the house for a month. She used to come down the fire escape into my window and out my door. Every afternoon for a month. One day she comes back and we’re having coffee in the kitchen. I say to her, “Cessa, 6tell your father this is America, Cessa, America. You’re a free woman.” She looks at me and she says to me, “What do you mean, tell my father this is America? He was born in Brooklyn.”

         
            * * *

         

         My relationship with my mother is not good, and as our lives accumulate it often seems to worsen. We are locked into a narrow channel of acquaintance, intense and binding. For years at a time there is an exhaustion, a kind of softening, between us. Then the rage comes up again, hot and clear, erotic in its power to compel attention. These days it is bad between us. My mother’s way of ‘dealing’ with the bad times is to accuse me loudly and publicly of the truth. Whenever she sees me she says, ‘You hate me. I know you hate me.’ I’ll be visiting her and she’ll say to anyone who happens to be in the room – a neighbour, a friend, my brother, one of my nieces – ‘She hates me. What she has against me I don’t know, but she hates me.’ She is equally capable of stopping a stranger on the street when we’re out walking and saying, ‘This is my daughter. She hates me.’ Then she’ll turn to me and plead, ‘What did I do to you, you should hate me so?’ I never answer. I know she’s burning and I’m glad to let her burn. Why not? I’m burning, too.

         But we walk the streets of New York together endlessly. We both live in lower Manhattan now, our apartments a mile apart, and we visit best by walking. My mother is an urban peasant and I am my mother’s daughter. The city is our natural element. We each have daily adventures with 7bus drivers, bag ladies, ticket takers, and street crazies. Walking brings out the best in us. I am forty-five now and my mother is seventy-seven. Her body is strong and healthy. She traverses the island easily with me. We don’t love each other on these walks, often we are raging at each other, but we walk anyway.

         Our best times together are when we speak of the past. I’ll say to her, ‘Ma, remember Mrs Kornfeld? Tell me that story again,’ and she’ll delight in telling me the story again. (It is only the present she hates; as soon as the present becomes the past, she immediately begins loving it.) Each time she tells the story it is both the same and different because each time I’m older, and it occurs to me to ask a question I didn’t ask the last time around.

         The first time my mother told me that her uncle Sol had tried to sleep with her I was twenty-two and I listened silently: rapt and terrified. The background I knew by heart. She was the youngest of eighteen children, eight of whom survived into adult life. (Imagine. My grandmother was pregnant for twenty years.) When the family came to New York from Russia, Sol, my grandmother’s youngest brother and the same age as her own oldest child (her mother had also been pregnant for twenty years), came along with them. My mother’s two oldest brothers had preceded the family by some years, had gone to work in the rag trade, and had rented a cold-water flat on the Lower East Side for all eleven of them: bathroom in the hall, coal stove in the kitchen, a train of dark cubbyhole inner rooms. My mother, then a ten-year-old child, slept on two chairs in the kitchen, because my grandmother took in a boarder. 8

         Sol had been drafted into the army during the First World War and sent to Europe. When he returned to New York my mother was sixteen years old and the only child left at home. So here he comes, a glamorous stranger, the baby niece he left behind now womanly and dark-eyed, with glossy brown hair cut in a stylish bob and a transforming smile, all of which she pretends she doesn’t know how to use (that was always my mother’s style: outrageous coquettishness unhampered by the slightest degree of self-consciousness), and he begins sleeping in one of those cubbyholes two walls away from her, with the parents snoring loudly at the farthest end of the apartment.

         ‘One night,’ my mother said, ‘I jumped up from sleep, I don’t know why, and I see Sol is standing over me. I started to say, “What is it?” I thought something was wrong with my parents, but then he looked so funny I thought maybe he was sleepwalking. He didn’t say a word to me. He picked me up in his arms and he carried me to his bed. He laid us both down on the bed, and he held me in his arms, and he began to stroke my body. Then he lifted my nightgown and he began to stroke my thigh. Suddenly he pushed me away from him and said, “Go back to your bed.” I got up and went back to my bed. He never spoke one word about what happened that night, and I didn’t either.’

         The second time I heard the story I was thirty. She repeated it nearly word for word as we were walking up Lexington Avenue somewhere in the Sixties. When she came to the end I said to her, ‘And you didn’t say anything to him, throughout the whole time?’ She shook her head no. ‘How come, Ma?’ I asked. Her eyes widened, her mouth 9pursed. ‘I don’t know,’ she puzzled. ‘I only know I was very scared.’ I looked at her, as she would say, funny. ‘Whatsamatter?’ she said. ‘You don’t like my answer?’ ‘No,’ I protested, ‘it’s not that. It just seems odd not to have uttered a sound, not to have indicated your fears at all.’

         The third time she told the story I was nearly forty. We were walking up Eighth Avenue, and as we neared Forty-second Street I said to her, ‘Ma, did it ever occur to you to ask yourself why you remained silent when Sol made his move?’ She looked quickly at me. But this time she was wise to me. ‘What are you getting at?’ she asked angrily. ‘Are you trying to say I liked it? Is that what you’re getting at?’ I laughed nervously, gleefully. ‘No, Ma, I’m not saying that. I’m just saying it’s odd that you didn’t make a sound.’ Again, she repeated that she had been very frightened. ‘Come off it,’ I said sharply. ‘You are disgusting!’ she raged at me in the middle of the street. ‘My brilliant daughter. I should send you to college for another two degrees you’re so brilliant. I wanted my uncle to rape me, is that it? A new thought!’ We didn’t speak for a month after that walk.

         
            * * *

         

         The Bronx was a patchwork of invaded ethnic territories: four or five square blocks dominated by Irish or Italians or Jews, but each section with its quota of Irish living in a Jewish block or Jews in an Italian block. Much has been made of this change rung on the New York neighbourhood register, but those who grew up running the Irish or Italian gauntlet, or being frozen out by Jewish neighbours, are not 10nearly so marked by their extra portion of outsidedness as they are levelled by the shared street life. Our family had lived for a year in an Italian neighbourhood. My brother and I had been the only Jewish children in the school, and we had indeed been miserable. That’s all: miserable. When we moved back into a Jewish neighbourhood, my brother was relieved at no longer having to worry that he’d be beaten up every afternoon by kids who called him the Jewish genius, but the outline and substance of his life were not fundamentally altered. The larger truth is that the ‘otherness’ of the Italians or the Irish or the Jews among us lent spice and interest, a sense of definition, an exciting edge to things that was openly feared but secretly welcomed.

         Our building was all Jewish except for one Irish family on the first floor, one Russian family on the third floor, and a Polish superintendent. The Russians were tall and silent: they came and went in the building in a manner that seemed mysterious. The Irish were all thin and blond: blue eyes, narrow lips, closed faces. They, too, were a shadowy presence among us. The super and his wife were also quiet. They never spoke first to anyone. That’s the main thing, I guess, about being a few among the many: it silences you.

         My mother might have been silenced, too, had she remained living among the Italians, might have snatched her children up in wordless anxiety when a neighbour befriended one of us, just as Mrs Cassidy did whenever a woman in our building smoothed the hair of one of the ‘Irish blondies’. But my mother was not one among the many. Here, in this all-Jewish building, she was in her element, had enough room between the skin of social presence and the flesh of an 11unknowing centre in which to move around, express herself freely, be warm and sarcastic, hysterical and generous, ironic and judgemental, and, occasionally, what she thought of as affectionate: that rough, bullying style she assumed when overcome with the tenderness she most feared.

         My mother was distinguished in the building by her unaccented English and the certainty of her manner. Although our apartment door was always closed (a distinction was made between those educated enough to value the privacy of a closed door and those so peasant-like the door was always half open), the neighbours felt free to knock at any time: borrow small kitchen necessities, share a piece of building gossip, even ask my mother to act as arbiter in an occasional quarrel. Her manner at such times was that of a superior person embarrassed by the childlike behaviour of her inferiors. ‘Oy, Zimmerman.’ She would smile patronisingly when Mrs Zimmerman, beside herself over some slight, real or imagined, came to tell her of the perfidy of one or another of our neighbours. ‘Such foolishness.’ Or, ‘That’s ridiculous,’ she would rap out sharply when a tale she considered base or ignorant was repeated to her. She seemed never to be troubled by the notion that there might be two sides to a story, or more than one interpretation of an event. She knew that, compared with the women around her, she was ‘developed’ – a person of higher thought and feeling – so what was there to think about? ‘Developed’ was one of her favourite words. If Mrs Zimmerman spoke loudly in the hall on a Saturday morning, we, sitting in the kitchen just behind our apartment door, would stare at each other and, inevitably, my mother would shake her head and pronounce, 12‘An undeveloped woman.’ If someone made a crack about the schvartzes, my mother would carefully explain to me that such sentiments were ‘undeveloped’. If there was a dispute in the grocery store over price or weight, again I would hear the word ‘undeveloped’. My father smiled at her when she said ‘undeveloped’, whether out of indulgence or pride I never did know. My brother, on his guard from the age of ten, stared without expression. But I, I absorbed the feel of her words, soaked up every accompanying gesture and expression, every complicated bit of impulse and intent. Mama thinking everyone around was undeveloped, and most of what they said was ridiculous, became imprinted on me like dye on the most receptive of materials.

         
             

         

         The apartment was a five-room flat, with all the rooms opening onto each other. It was a tenement flat not a railroad flat: not one window looked into an airshaft. The apartment door opened into a tiny foyer that gave directly onto the kitchen. To the right of the kitchen, in the foyer, stood the refrigerator, propped against a wall at right angles to the bathroom: a tiny rectangle with a painted wooden door whose upper half was frosted glass. Beyond the foyer stood two rooms of equal size separated by a pair of curtained glass doors. The second of these rooms faced the street and was-flooded with afternoon sunlight. Off this front room, at either end, were two tiny bedrooms, one of which also faced the street, the other the back of the building.

         Because the front room and one of the bedrooms faced the street, ours was considered a desirable apartment, an 13apartment ‘to the front’. A few years ago a man who had also grown up on my block said to me, ‘I always thought you were richer than us because you lived to the front.’ Although living to the front usually did mean that the husbands made more money than did the husbands of those living tief, teier in draird (deeply, dearly in hell) to the back, we lived to the front because part of my mother’s claim to a superior grasp of life’s necessities rested on her insistence that, unless we stood nose to nose with welfare, an apartment to the back was not within the range of domestic consideration. Nevertheless, it was ‘to the back’ that we – that is, she and I – actually lived.

         The kitchen window faced the alley in the back of the building, as did the kitchen windows of the building next to ours, and those of two other buildings whose entrances were on the opposite side of the square block these apartment houses shared. There were no trees or bushes or grasses of any kind in the alley – only concrete, wire fencing, and wooden poles. Yet I remember the alley as a place of clear light and sweet air, suffused, somehow, with a perpetual smell of summery green.

         The alley caught the morning sun (our kitchen was radiant before noon), and it was a shared ritual among the women that laundry was done early on a washboard in the sink and hung out to dry in the sun. Crisscrossing the alley, from first floor to fifth, were perhaps fifty clotheslines strung out on tall wooden poles planted in the concrete ground. Each apartment had its own line stretching out among ten others on the pole. The wash from each line often interfered with the free flap of the wash on the line above or below, and the 14sight of a woman yanking hard at a clothesline, trying to shake her wash free from an indiscriminate tangle of sheets and trousers, was common. While she was pulling at the line she might also be calling ‘Berth-a-a. Berth-a-a. Ya home, Bertha?’ Friends were scattered throughout the buildings on the alley, and called to one another all during the day to make various arrangements (‘What time ya taking Harvey to the doctor?’ Or, ‘Got sugar in the house? I’ll send Marilyn over.’ Or, ‘Meetcha on the corner in ten minutes’). So much stir and animation! The clear air, the unshadowed light, the women calling to each other, the sounds of their voices mixed with the smell of clothes drying in the sun, all that texture and colour swaying in open space. I leaned out the kitchen window with a sense of expectancy I can still taste in my mouth, and that taste is coloured a tender and brilliant green.

         For me, the excitement in the apartment was located in the kitchen and the life outside its window. It was a true excitement: it grew out of contradiction. Here in the kitchen I did my homework and kept my mother company, watched her prepare and execute her day. Here, also, I learned that she had the skill and vitality to do her work easily and well but that she disliked it, and set no store by it. She taught me nothing. I never learned how to cook, clean, or iron clothes. She herself was a boringly competent cook, a furiously fast housecleaner, a demonic washerwoman.

         Still, she and I occupied the kitchen fully. Although my mother never seemed to be listening to what went on in the alley, she missed nothing. She heard every voice, every motion of the clothesline, every flap of the sheets, registered 15each call and communication. We laughed together over this one’s broken English, that one’s loudmouthed indiscretion, a screech here, a fabulous curse there. Her running commentary on the life outside the window was my first taste of the fruits of intelligence: she knew how to convert gossip into knowledge. She would hear a voice go up one octave and observe: ‘She had a fight with her husband this morning.’ Or it would go down an octave and, ‘Her kid’s sick.’ Or she’d catch a fast exchange and diagnose a cooling friendship. This skill of hers warmed and excited me. Life seemed fuller, richer, more interesting when she was making sense of the human activity in the alley. I felt a live connection, then, between us and the world outside the window.

         The kitchen, the window, the alley. It was the atmosphere in which she was rooted, the background against which she stood outlined. Here she was smart, funny, and energetic, could exercise authority and have impact. But she felt contempt for her environment. ‘Women, yech!’ she’d say. ‘Clotheslines and gossip,’ she’d say. She knew there was another world – the world – and sometimes she thought she wanted that world. Bad. She’d stop dead in the middle of a task, staring for long minutes at a time at the sink, the floor, the stove. But where? how? what?

         So this was her condition: here in the kitchen she knew who she was, here in the kitchen she was restless and bored, here in the kitchen she functioned admirably, here in the kitchen she despised what she did. She would become angry over the ‘emptiness of a woman’s life’ as she called it, then laugh with a delight I can still hear when she analysed some complicated bit of business going on in the alley. 16Passive in the morning, rebellious in the afternoon, she was made and unmade daily. She fastened hungrily on the only substance available to her, became affectionate toward her own animation, then felt like a collaborator. How could she not be devoted to a life of such intense division? And how could I not be devoted to her devotion?

         
            * * *

         

         ‘Do you remember the Rosemans?’ My mother asks as we are walking up Sixth Avenue in the Forties. They were the family who lived in the Zimmerman apartment our first two years in the building.

         ‘Of course,’ I say. ‘Now they were an interesting couple.’

         Mrs Roseman was a Jewish Colette: fat and swarthy, with long dark eyes in a beautiful fox face and an aureole of grey-black kinky hair. She played cards obsessively, chain-smoked, and was openly uninterested in her family. There was always a card game going in her house and, as my mother said, ‘a pot of some kind of shit cooking on the stove all day long, by the time her husband came home from work it tasted like my grandmother’s old shoes’. But my mother’s voice was affectionate not indicting. She was attached to Mrs Roseman because she, too, had been a member of Tenants’ Council Number 29 ten years earlier in a building three neighbourhoods away.

         I had known since early childhood that my parents were fellow travellers of the Communist Party, and that of the two my mother had been the more politically active. By the time I was born she had stood on soapboxes in the Bronx 17pleading for economic and social justice. It was, in fact, part of her deprivation litany that if it hadn’t been for the children she would have developed into a talented public speaker.

         During the Depression the Communist Party sponsored and ran the Tenants’ Councils, organisations formed to fight eviction for non-payment of rent. My mother became the head of Tenants’ Council Number 29 in the Bronx (‘I was the only woman in the building who could speak English without an accent, so automatically I was voted head’), and continued to act as head until shortly after I was born, when my father made her ‘stop everything’ to stay home with the baby. Until then, she said, she ran the council. Mama running the council was a childhood classic. ‘Every Saturday morning,’ she would tell me, the way other mothers told their children Mary had a little lamb, ‘I would go down to Communist Party headquarters in Union Square and receive my instructions for the week. Then we would organise, and carry on.’ How she loved saying, ‘Then we would organise, and carry on’. There was more uncomplicated pleasure in her voice when she repeated those words than in any others I ever heard her speak.

         Tenants’ Council Number 29 was made up of most of the women in the building my parents were then living in: immigrant Jews, coarse and energetic. Tenement intimacy among them was compounded by political comradeship. When we had moved into this, our final building in the Bronx, and my mother found Mrs Roseman living next door, it was as though she had unexpectedly come across not an old friend but a member of a family in whose presence 18she had once been surprised by complicated stirrings of her own mind and spirit. She and Mrs Roseman each appreciated the other’s ability to understand political activity that had tapped a reservoir of strong feeling.

         One particular memory of their time together in the council, remarkably unpolitical by their own lights, held them both, and they reminisced often about this incident, always with much head shaking and in an atmosphere of shared wonderment. In the middle of the Depression the women of the council rented rooms one summer, for themselves and their families, in a bungalow colony in the Catskill Mountains. Most of the families had taken two rooms in the main building (one for the husband and wife, one for the children), although some could manage only one. The women shared the kitchen, the men came up on weekends.

         They were fifteen women, and as my mother said, there in that kitchen she got to know them better than in the two or three years they’d been working together in the Bronx. There was Pessy, she said, ‘so stupid, put shit on the table she’d call it honey, but a good comrade, no matter what I told her to do she did it without hesitation or complaint’. There was Singer, ‘the delicate type’, she hated the vulgarity of the others. There was Kornfeld, ‘a dark and passionate-looking woman, never offered an opinion, always waited until everyone else spoke, then had to be asked what she thought, but always had something intelligent to say’. And, of course, there was Roseman, shrewd, easy-going Roseman, who never missed a trick. Her eyes were everywhere at once, all the while she was dealing cards. 19

         That summer my mother discovered that Pessy had ‘a real appetite, you know what I mean?’ And Singer turned out to be a pain in the ass. ‘She was always fainting. No matter what happened, Singer’s eyes would start rolling, and she was going under.’ And Kornfeld, well, Kornfeld was another story.

         On Saturday, late in the morning, Pessy would come down in her nightgown, yawning and rubbing herself. The others would start laughing. ‘Well, Pessy,’ someone would say, ‘tell us what you did last night. You did something good?’ Pessy would snort, ‘What’s to tell? You do what you have to do, then you turn yourselves ass to ass, and you go to sleep. What do you want me to tell you?’ But she’d be red-faced and smiling like she had a secret. Singer would turn her face away. And Kornfeld, she’d be sitting in a corner of the kitchen (she was one of those too poor for two rooms, they slept in one room with the three children), she would get more quiet than usual.

         One Sunday night, after the men had gone back to the city and the women were all sitting on the porch, somebody suddenly said, ‘Where’s Kornfeld?’ They looked around, sure enough, no Kornfeld. They started calling, ‘Kornfeld, Kornfeld.’ No answer. They went into her room, the children were sound asleep, but no Kornfeld. They got frightened and began to search for her. They fanned out, two by two (‘My luck,’ my mother said, ‘I got Singer’), each with a flashlight (‘You know how dark the countryside was in those years?’), and started yelling into the world, ‘Kornfeld, Kornfeld.’

         ‘An hour we must have been running around,’ my mother said, ‘like crazy people. Then I take a look and there, we’re 20maybe half a mile from the farm, lying across the middle of the road, a black shape, not moving, you couldn’t tell what it was. Right away, Singer starts fainting. I look from the road to Singer, from Singer to the road. “Shut up, Singer,” I said. Then I turned to the thing in the road and I said, “Get up, Kornfeld.” Singer’s mouth opened and shut, but she didn’t make a sound. The thing in the road didn’t move. Again I said, “Kornfeld, get up.” And then she got up. I turned Singer around and walked her back to the farm.’

         ‘How did you know it was Mrs Kornfeld?’ I asked the first time I heard the story. ‘I don’t know,’ my mother said, ‘I just knew. I knew immediately.’ Another time I asked, ‘Why do you think she did it?’ My mother shrugged. ‘She was a passionate woman. You know, Jews weren’t so bold forty years ago, like some people I could name, they didn’t have sex with the children in the room … Maybe she wanted to punish us.’ Another year my mother startled me by saying, ‘That Kornfeld. She hated herself. That’s why she did it.’ I asked her to explain what she meant by ‘hated herself’. She couldn’t.

         But what I have always remembered most about the Kornfeld story was that Mrs Roseman, who gave off more sexual shrewdness than all the women in the building put together, and considered my mother a working-class romantic, had respected her because she’d known the thing in the road was Kornfeld.

         ‘Do you remember the girls?’ my mother asks now, as we are approaching the Time-Life Building. ‘The two daughters she had by Roseman?’ Mrs Roseman had had a lover when she was young, an Italian Communist who had died and left her pregnant. Mr Roseman had adored her, married her, 21

raised the child (a boy) as though he were his own, and had then fathered two children himself.

         ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I remember the girls.’

         ‘Do you remember that during the war the younger one, she must have been seventeen then, got pneumonia? They thought she was dying, in those years people died of pneumonia, and I bought her. After that she always called me Mama.’

         ‘You did what?’ I stop walking.

         ‘I bought her, I bought her. You know, Jews believed that if someone you loved was in danger you sold them and that warded off the evil eye.’ She laughs. ‘If they weren’t yours what could happen to them?’

         I stare hard at her. She ignores my stare.

         ‘Roseman came to the door and she said to me, “The girl is dying. Will you buy her?” So I bought her. I think I gave Roseman ten dollars.’

         ‘Ma,’ I say, ‘you knew this was a peasant superstition, an old wives’ tale, and still you took part in it? You agreed to buy her?’

         ‘Of course I did.’

         ‘But, Ma! You were both communists.’

         ‘Well, listen,’ she says. ‘We had to save her life.’

         
            * * *

         

         My parents slept, alternately, in either of the two middle rooms, some years in the back, some years in the front, whereupon the unused other room became the living room. For years they dragged a huge Philco radio and three 22monstrous pieces of furniture (an overstuffed couch and two chairs covered in maroon cloth threaded with gold) back and forth between the front room and the back room.

         When I grew up I puzzled over why my parents had never taken one of the little rooms for themselves, why they slept in open territory, so to speak, and when I was in my twenties I asked my mother why. She looked at me just about thirty seconds too long. Then she said, ‘We knew that the children each needed a room for themselves.’ I gave her back the same thirty seconds. She had made such an intolerable romance of her marriage, had impaled us all on the cross of my father’s early death, and here she was telling me that the privacy needed for sexual joy was given up for the good of the children?

         My mother had been distinguished in the building not only by her unaccented English and the certainty of her manner, but also by her status as a happily married woman. No, I haven’t said that right. Not just happily married. Magically married. Definitively married.

         My parents were, I think, happy together, their behaviour with one another civilised and affectionate – but an ideal of marital happiness suffused the atmosphere my mother and I shared that made simple reality a circumstance not worthy of respect, definitely not what it was all about. What it was all about was Mama’s worshipful attitude toward the goodness of her married life, accompanied by a sniffing dismissal of all marriages that did not closely resemble hers, and the single-mindedness of her instruction to me in hundreds of ways, over thousands of days, that love was the most important thing in a woman’s life.
23

         Papa’s love did indeed have wondrous properties: it not only compensated for her boredom and anxiety, it was the cause of her boredom and anxiety. Countless sentences having to do with all in her life she found less than satisfactory began: ‘Believe me, if I didn’t love your father’, or, ‘Believe me, if it wasn’t for Papa’s love’. She would speak openly of how she had hated to give up working when she got married (she’d been a bookkeeper in a Lower East Side bakery), how good it was to have your own money in your pocket, not receive an allowance like a child, how stupid her life was now, and how she’d love to go back to work. Believe her. If it wasn’t for Papa’s love.

         Everything from work in the kitchen to sex in the bedroom was transformed by Papa’s love, and I think I knew early that sex did have to be transformed. She did not hate sex, but she did seem to put up with it. She never said physical love was unimportant or distasteful to a woman, but sentences like ‘Your father was a very passionate man. Your father was always ready. Your father could use ten women a night’ left me feeling: To take your clothes off and lie down with a man you had to really really love him – otherwise the whole enterprise backfired. I remember at sixteen, my virginity under siege for the first time, waking each day to the interminable battle being waged in my head and my body, and imploring my mother silently: But, Ma, how do I know if I really really love him? All I know is, I’m in heat and he’s pushing me, he’s pushing me. In the hallway, on park benches, every night in the kitchen while you’re tossing around on the other side of a wall eight feet away, safely behind the lines, I’m out here in the trenches … 24But there was no help forthcoming.

         Love in my mother’s lexicon wasn’t love, it was love. Feeling of a high order, a spiritual nature, a moral cast. Above all, feeling that was unmistakable when present and equally unmistakable when absent. ‘A woman knows if she loves a man,’ my mother would say. ‘If she doesn’t know she doesn’t love him.’ These words were delivered as though from Sinai. Interpretation of the variety of human behaviours said to derive from love was not necessary in our house. If my mother could not identify in another woman responses to a husband or a lover that duplicated her own, it wasn’t love. And love, she said, was everything. A woman’s life was determined by love. All evidence to the contrary – and such evidence was abundant indeed – was consistently discounted and ignored, blotted out of her discourse, refused admission by her intellect. Once, in my presence (I must have been ten), a friend told her she was dead wrong, that her notions of love were absurd and that she was a slave to her idea of marriage. When I asked my mother what her friend meant she replied, ‘An undeveloped woman. She doesn’t know life.’

         
            * * *

         

         Every neighbourhood had a village idiot or a holy fool; we had three. There was Tom, the sixty-year-old delivery boy who worked for the butcher. He’d carry a package of meat on the run, stop suddenly, throw the package down on the sidewalk, shake his finger at it, and announce: ‘I’m not going to carry you anymore, you lousy thing you!’ There was Lilly, 25a mongoloid child of forty who wandered about in little-girl dresses, a pink satin bow in her greasy hair, crossing on the red light, cars screeching to a halt all around her. And there was Mrs Kerner, a tiny, birdlike woman who ran around with her hair wrapped in a cleaning rag, her gestures wild, her manner crazily abrupt. She would stop people she didn’t know in the grocery store or the butcher shop or at the druggist’s, bring her hands together in a pair of loose fists in front of her face and, her brown eyes shining madly, say, ‘Oy, I was reading just today a bee-yoo-tee-ful story from Russian literature! A story of the heart to make the most miserable of souls cry out against the injustice of this life!’ Then she would forget why she was in the store, turn and fly out the door.

         Mrs Kerner was Marilyn Kerner’s mother. Marilyn was my best friend. The Kerners lived one floor below us, in the apartment next door, and were as different, my mother thought, from our family as it was possible to be. The difference eluded me. The Kerners were simply the family downstairs, and I thought: Well, that’s how they do it in their house.

         Marilyn was an only child. The Kerners had a three-room apartment. Marilyn and her mother slept on twin mahogany bedsteads in the bedroom; her father slept on a cot beside the couch in the living room. Mr Kerner, like my father, worked in the garment district. He was a handsome, silent man with thick grey hair and cold blue eyes, who lived in my imagination as a perpetual source of fear and anxiety. His wife and daughter welcomed his departure and dreaded his arrival. His presence not only put an immediate stop to 26afternoon good times in the Kerner apartment, it was perceived as threatening. When Mrs Kerner went stiff and alert at five-thirty, put her forefinger up in the air, and said, ‘Quiet! He’s coming!’ it was as though Bluebeard were about to walk through the door.

         I preferred spending the afternoon in the Kerner apartment to spending it anywhere else. It was like having no parent in the house. Mrs Kerner might be masquerading as an adult out on the street, but Marilyn and I knew better. With Mrs Kerner it was so obvious that authority was an acquired position I began to suspect that perhaps more than one mother was assuming it, not earning it. Mrs Kerner was enchanting and irritating: more interesting to be with than any regular mother, and more oddly instructive. My mother’s presence was powerful, but Mrs Kerner’s was touching. Her distress was so open, so palpable, I would feel a finger pressing on my heart as she laid herself open to the ridicule and dismissal of a pair of street-smart twelve-year-olds.

         She was a terrible housekeeper who never stopped keeping house. At all times she had a rag tied around her head, a feather duster in her hand, and an expression of confusion in her eyes. She would wander around the house, aimlessly flicking the duster here and there. Or she’d drag out an iron monster of a vacuum cleaner, start it up with a terrific whining noise that made you think a plane was about to land in the living room, push it across the threadbare carpet a few times, lose interest, and leave the vacuum cleaner standing where she turned it off, sometimes for two or three days.27

         She baked also: the most god-awful stuff, a kind of bread-cake loaf, always the same unyielding mass of half-raw dough. She’d break off a piece, lift it dramatically to her nose, inhale deeply, declare it ambrosia, and feed it to me or Marilyn. ‘Tasty, isn’t it?’ she’d say, beaming, and I’d nod, chewing as fast as I could to get it down (that took a good three, four minutes), knowing it would weigh on my chest for the rest of the day. But I wanted to get it down. I knew Mrs Kerner would be more confused than usual if I didn’t (what was she doing wrong now?), and I think I felt protective toward her from our earliest time together.

         She never finished vacuuming because halfway through a push across the rug she would stop, jerk about (sometimes forgetting to turn off the machine), rush into the bedroom or the kitchen, where Marilyn and I were reading or drawing, and, with her hands on her face and her eyes shining, exclaim, ‘Oy, girls! Only this afternoon I was reading a story in the paper. A woman – poor, good, beautiful – was rushing across the street, her last penny in her hand to buy milk for a sick child she left upstairs, only a minute she left it, just to buy milk, a car comes rushing around the corner, hits her, knocks her down, crushes and destroys her. A gevalt! People come running. Blood everywhere! The world is drenched in her blood. They take her away. And guess what? You’ll never believe this. It is impossible that the human mind should have imagined what actually happened. Are you ready? An hour later they find her hand in the gutter. Still clutching the penny.’

         Marilyn, if she was drawing, would forget to put down her charcoal stick. I, if I was reading, would remain sitting 28with a page between my fingers. Irritated at first by her appearance in the doorway, we invariably found ourselves drawn in by her urgent, lilting voice. My heart would beat faster as she spoke, my attention press itself against the unexpectedness of her details. Mrs Kerner was a spellbinder. Hers was the power of the born storyteller – that is, the one for whom every scrap of experience is only waiting to be given shape and meaning through the miracle of narrative speech.

         It wasn’t a philosophic need to make sense of it all that drove Mrs Kerner to storytelling. It was, rather, that she treasured feeling, and for her the arts – music, painting, literature – were a conduit for pure emotion. She told stories because she pined to live in a world of beauty among cultured people who had feeling. And feeling, girls, was everything. A person’s life was made rich or poor, worth a ransom or something to throw away in the gutter, if it was enhanced by or stripped of feeling.

         Mrs Kerner would generally deliver this impassioned speech about art, life, and feeling after she had told us a story. Sometimes she would then push up her sleeves and run to the piano, which had been bought for forty dollars over Mr Kerner’s protest so that Marilyn who hated it, never touched it, would be able to bring into the house, right into the house, Chopin, Rachmaninoff, Mozart. The piano stood unused in the foyer except for the two or three times a week Mrs Kerner rushed at it, wiped the bench with her skirt, sat down with the exaggerated motions of an artist at the piano, raised her arms high in the air, and brought her fingers down hard into the opening bars of ‘The Volga Boatmen’. That was 29it. That was all she could play. The opening bars of ‘The Volga Boatmen’. These she repeated ten or twenty times with no diminution of interest on either her part or ours.

         The piano urge frequently overtook her during the last moments of the afternoon when, feverish with our shared storytelling rapture, she would lose track of the time. As she was crashing about on the piano keys the door would open and we would all freeze. Mr Kerner would look silently at us. Then he would walk past us into the apartment, take a turn around the living room, come back into the foyer, hang his coat up carefully in the hall closet (he was the most fastidious man I ever knew), say, ‘The house is a pigpen. What have you been doing all day?’ walk back into the living room, sit down in the one upholstered chair, and begin reading the paper. We would all scatter immediately: Mrs Kerner to the kitchen, Marilyn to the bedroom, I out the door.

         One Saturday morning Marilyn and I were on our way to Tremont Avenue, the major shopping street in our neighbourhood. Just out the front door, Marilyn remembered that she had forgotten her wallet. We ran back upstairs, rushed into the Kerner apartment, and pushed into the bedroom, Marilyn first, me right behind her. She stopped abruptly on the threshold and I rammed into her. With my hands on her back I looked past her shoulder into the room. Mr and Mrs Kerner were in one of the mahogany bedsteads, he on top of her, both of them covered with a blanket, only their naked upper bodies visible. His face was buried, hers thrown back, her eyes closed, her mouth twisted in a silent moan. Her hands pressed strongly into his back, his mouth sucked at her neck. The convulsion was violent and, I knew 30instantly, mutual. A rush of heat and fear went through my body from my throat to my groin. It was that mutuality.

         
             

         

         So there were the Kerners, riddled with hate, secretly locked together in sexual spasm, and there were my parents, loving each other, while their bed rode chastely about in open space. Downstairs the house was a shambles, the husband exiled to the living room, the wife a half-mad dreamer; upstairs all was barracks-clean, the husband at the fixed centre, the wife impassioned and opinionated. These differences refused to imprint on me. They felt neither striking nor crucial. What did register was that both Mrs Kerner and my mother adored romantic emotion, and both were married women.

         
            * * *

         

         We’re walking up Fifth Avenue. It’s a bad day for me. I’m feeling fat and lonely, trapped in my lousy life. I know I should be home working, and that I’m here playing the dutiful daughter only to avoid the desk. The anxiety is so great I’m walking with a stomach ache. My mother, as always, knows she can do nothing for me, but my unhappiness makes her nervous. She is talking, talking at tedious, obfuscating length, about a cousin of mine who is considering divorce.

         As we near the library an Eastern religionist (shaved head, translucent skin, a bag of bones wrapped in faded pink gauze) darts at us, a copy of his leader’s writings extended 31in his hand. My mother keeps talking while the creature in gauze flaps around us, his spiel a steady buzz in the air, competing for my attention. At last, she feels interrupted. She turns to him. ‘What is it?’ she says. ‘What do you want from me? Tell me.’ He tells her. She hears him out. Then she straightens her shoulders, draws herself up to her full five feet two inches, and announces: ‘Young man, I am a Jew and a socialist. I think that’s more than enough for one lifetime, don’t you?’ The pink-gowned boy-man is charmed, and for a moment bemused. ‘My parents are Jews,’ he confides, ‘but they certainly aren’t socialists.’ My mother stares at him, shakes her head, grasps my arm firmly in her fingers, and marches me off up the avenue.

         ‘Can you believe this?’ she says. ‘A nice Jewish boy shaves his head and babbles in the street. A world full of crazies. Divorce everywhere, and if not divorce, this. What a generation you all are!’

         ‘Don’t start, Ma,’ I say. ‘I don’t want to hear that bullshit again.’

         ‘Bullshit here, bullshit there,’ she says, ‘it’s still true. Whatever else we did, we didn’t fall apart in the streets like you’re all doing. We had order, quiet, dignity. Families stayed together, and people lived decent lives.’

         ‘That’s a crock. They didn’t lead decent lives, they lived hidden lives. You’re not going to tell me people were happier then, are you?’

         ‘No,’ she capitulates instantly. ‘I’m not saying that.’

         ‘Well, what are you saying?’

         She frowns and stops talking. Searches around in her head to find out what she is saying. Ah, she’s got it. 32Triumphant, accusing, she says, ‘The unhappiness is so alive today.’

         Her words startle and gratify me. I feel pleasure when she says a true or a clever thing. I come close to loving her. ‘That’s the first step, Ma,’ I say softly. ‘The unhappiness has to be made alive before anything can happen.’

         She stops in front of the library. She doesn’t want to hear what I’m saying, but she’s excited by the exchange. Her faded brown eyes, dark and brilliant in my childhood, brighten as the meaning of her words and mine penetrates her thought. Her cheeks flush and her pudding-soft face hardens wonderfully with new definition. She looks beautiful to me. I know from experience she will remember this afternoon as a deeply pleasurable one. I also know she will not be able to tell anyone why it has been pleasurable. She enjoys thinking, only she doesn’t know it. She has never known it.

         
            * * *

         

         A year after my mother told Mrs Drucker she was a whore the Druckers moved out of the building and Nettie Levine moved into their vacated apartment. I have no memory of the Druckers moving out or of Nettie moving in, no truck or moving van coming to take away or deposit the furniture, dishes, or clothes of the one or of the other. People and all their belongings seemed to evaporate out of an apartment, and others simply took their place. How early I absorbed the circumstantial nature of most attachments. After all, what difference did it really make if we called the next-door neighbour Roseman or Drucker or Zimmerman? It mattered 33only that there was a next-door neighbour. Nettie, however, would make a difference.

         I was running down the stairs after school, rushing to get out on the street, when we collided in the darkened hallway. The brown paper bags in her arms went flying in all directions. We each said ‘Oh!’ and stepped back, I against the staircase railing, she against the paint-blistered wall. I bent, blushing, to help her retrieve the bags scattered across the landing and saw that she had bright red hair piled high on her head in a pompadour and streaming down her back and over her shoulders. Her features were narrow and pointed (the eyes almond-shaped, the mouth and nose thin and sharp), and her shoulders were wide but she was slim. She reminded me of the pictures of Greta Garbo. My heart began to pound. I had never before seen a beautiful woman.

         ‘Don’t worry about the packages,’ she said to me. ‘Go out and play. The sun is shining. You mustn’t waste it here in the dark. Go, go.’ Her English was accented, like the English of the other women in the building, but her voice was soft, almost musical, and her words took me by surprise. My mother had never urged me not to lose pleasure, even if it was only the pleasure of the sunny street. I ran down the staircase, excited. I knew she was the new neighbour. (‘A Ukrainishe redhead married to a Jew,’ my mother had remarked dryly only two or three days before.)

         Two evenings later, as we were finishing supper, the doorbell rang and I answered it. There she stood. ‘I … I …’ She laughed, a broken, embarrassed laugh. ‘Your mother invited me.’ She looked different standing in the doorway, coarse and awkward, a peasant with a pretty face, not at all the 34gorgeous creature of the hallway. Immediately, I felt poised and generous. ‘Come in.’ I stepped courteously aside in the tiny foyer to let her pass into the kitchen.

         ‘Sit down, sit down,’ my mother said in her rough-friendly voice, as distinguished from her rough I-really-mean-this voice. ‘Have a cup of coffee, a piece of pie.’ She pushed my brother. ‘Move over. Let Mrs Levine sit down on the bench.’ A high-backed wooden bench ran the length of one side of the table; my brother and I each claimed a sprawling place on the bench as fast as we could.

         ‘Perhaps you’d like a glass of schnapps?’ My handsome, gentle father smiled, proud that his wife was being so civil to a Gentile.

         ‘Oh no,’ demurred Nettie, ‘it would make me dizzy. And please’ – she turned ardently toward my mother – ‘call me Nettie, not Mrs Levine.’

         My mother flushed, pleased and confused. As always, when uncertain she beat a quick retreat into insinuation. ‘I haven’t seen Mr Levine, have I,’ she said. In her own ears this was a neutral question, in anyone else’s it was a flat statement bordering on accusation.

         ‘No, you haven’t.’ Nettie smiled. ‘He isn’t here. Right now he’s somewhere on the Pacific Ocean.’

         ‘Oy vay, he’s in the army,’ my mother announced, the colour beginning to leave her cheeks. It was the middle of the war. My brother was sixteen, my father in his late forties. My mother had been left in peace. Her guilt was extravagant.

         ‘No,’ said Nettie, looking confused herself. ‘He’s in the Merchant Marine.’ I don’t think she fully understood 35the distinction. Certainly my mother didn’t. She turned an enquiring face toward my father. He shrugged and looked blank.

         ‘That’s a seaman, Ma,’ my brother said quickly. ‘He works as a sailor, but he’s not in the navy. He works on ships for private companies.’

         ‘But I thought Mr Levine was Jewish,’ my mother protested innocently.

         My brother’s face brightened nearly to purple, but Nettie only smiled proudly. ‘He is,’ she said.

         My mother dared not say what she wanted to say: Impossible! What Jew would work voluntarily on a ship?

         Everything about Nettie proved to be impossible. She was a Gentile married to a Jew like no Jew we had ever known. Alone most of the time and apparently free to live wherever she chose, she had chosen to live among working-class Jews who offered her neither goods nor charity. A woman whose sexy good looks brought her darting glances of envy and curiosity, she seemed to value inordinately the life of every respectable dowd. She praised my mother lavishly for her housewifely skills – her ability to make small wages go far, always have the house smelling nice and the children content to be at home – as though these skills were a treasure, some precious dowry that had been denied her, and symbolised a life from which she had been shut out. My mother – secretly as amazed as everyone else by Nettie’s allure – would look thoughtfully at her when she tried (often vaguely, incoherently) to speak of the differences between them, and would say to her, ‘But you’re a wife now. You’ll learn these things. It’s nothing. There’s nothing 36to learn.’ Nettie’s face would then flush painfully, and she’d shake her head. My mother didn’t understand, and she couldn’t explain.

         Rick Levine returned to New York two months after Nettie had moved into the building. She was wildly proud of her tall, dark, bearded seaman – showing him off in the street to the teenagers she had made friends with, dragging him in to meet us, making him go to the grocery store with her – and she became visibly transformed. A kind of illumination settled on her skin. Her green almond eyes were speckled with light. A new grace touched her movements: the way she walked, moved her hands, smoothed back her hair. There was suddenly about her an aristocracy of physical being. Her beauty deepened. She was untouchable.

         I saw the change in her, and was magnetised. I would wake up in the morning and wonder if I was going to run into her in the hall that day. If I didn’t, I’d find an excuse to ring her bell. It wasn’t that I wanted to see her with Rick: his was a sullen beauty, glum and lumpish, and there was nothing happening between them that interested me. It was her I wanted to see, only her. And I wanted to touch her. My hand was always threatening to shoot away from my body out toward her face, her arm, her side. I yearned toward her. She radiated a kind of promise I couldn’t stay away from, I wanted … I wanted … I didn’t know what I wanted.

         But the elation was short-lived: hers and mine. One morning, a week after Rick’s return, my mother ran into Nettie as they were both leaving the house. Nettie turned away from her.

         ‘What’s wrong?’ my mother demanded. ‘Turn around. 37Let me see your face.’ Nettie turned toward her slowly. A tremendous blue-black splotch surrounded her half-closed right eye.

         ‘Oh my God,’ my mother breathed reverently.

         ‘He didn’t mean it,’ Nettie pleaded. ‘It was a mistake. He wanted to go down to the bar to see his friends. I wouldn’t let him go. It took a long time before he hit me.’

         After that she looked again as she had before he came home. Two weeks later Rick Levine was gone again, this time on a four-month cruise. He swore to his clinging wife that this would be his last trip. When he came home in April, he said, he would find a good job in the city and they would at long last settle down. She believed that he meant it this time, and finally she let him pull her arms from around his neck. Six weeks after he had sailed she discovered she was pregnant. Late in the third month of his absence she received a telegram informing her that Rick had been shot to death during a quarrel in a bar in port somewhere on the Baltic Sea. His body was being shipped back to New York, and the insurance was in question.

         
             

         

         Nettie became intertwined in the dailiness of our life so quickly it was hard later for me to remember what our days had been like before she lived next door. She’d slip in for coffee late in the morning, then again in the afternoon, and seemed to have supper with us three nights a week. Soon I felt free to walk into her house at any hour, and my brother was being consulted daily about the puzzling matter of Rick’s insurance. 38

         ‘It’s a pity on her,’ my mother kept saying. ‘A widow. Pregnant, poor, abandoned.’

         Actually, her unexpected widowhood made Nettie safely pathetic and safely other. It was as though she had been trying, long before her husband died, to let my mother know that she was disenfranchised in a way Mama could never be, perched only temporarily on a landscape Mama was entrenched in, and when Rick obligingly got himself killed this deeper truth became apparent. My mother could now sustain Nettie’s beauty without becoming unbalanced, and Nettie could help herself to Mama’s respectability without being humbled. The compact was made without a word between them. We got beautiful Nettie in the kitchen every day, and Nettie got my mother’s protection in the building. When Mrs Zimmerman rang our bell to enquire snidely after the shiksa my mother cut her off sharply, telling her she was busy and had no time to talk nonsense. After that no one in the building gossiped about Nettie in front of any of us.

         My mother’s loyalty once engaged was unswerving. Loyalty, however, did not prevent her from judging Nettie; it only made her voice her reservations in a manner rather more indirect than the one to which she was accustomed. She would sit in the kitchen with her sister, my aunt Sarah, who lived four blocks away, discussing the men who had begun to appear, one after another, at Nettie’s door in the weeks following Rick’s death. These men were his shipmates, particularly the ones who had been on board with him on this last voyage, coming to offer condolences to the widow of one of their own, and to talk over with her the matter of the seaman’s life insurance, which evidently was 39being withheld from Nettie because of the way in which Rick had died. There was, my mother said archly, something strange about the way these men visited. Oh? My aunt raised an interested eyebrow. What exactly was strange? Well, my mother offered, some of them came only once, which was normal, but some of them came twice, three times, one day after another, and those who came two, three times had a look about them, she must surely be wrong about this, but they looked almost as though they thought they were getting away with something. And Nettie herself acted strangely with these men. Perhaps that was what was most troubling: the odd mannerisms Nettie seemed to adopt in the presence of the men. My mother and my aunt exchanged ‘glances’.

         ‘What do you mean?’ I would ask loudly. ‘What’s wrong with the way she acts? There’s nothing wrong with the way she acts. Why are you talking like this?’ They would become silent then, both of them, neither answering me nor talking again that day about Nettie, at least not while I was in the room.

         One Saturday morning I walked into Nettie’s house without knocking (her door was always closed but never locked). Her little kitchen table was propped against the wall beside the front door – her foyer was smaller than ours, you fell into the kitchen – and people seated at the table were quickly ‘caught’ by anyone who entered without warning. That morning I saw a tall thin man with straw-coloured hair sitting at the kitchen table. Opposite him sat Nettie, her head bent toward the cotton-print tablecloth I loved (we had shiny, boring oilcloth on our table). Her arm was 40stretched out, her hand lying quietly on the table. The man’s hand, large and with great bony knuckles on it, covered hers. He was gazing at her bent head. I came flying through the door, a bundle of nine-year-old intrusive motion. She jumped in her seat, and her head came up swiftly. In her eyes was an expression I would see many times in the years ahead but was seeing that day for the first time, and although I had not the language to name it I had the sentience to feel jarred by it. She was calculating the impression this scene was making on me.

         
            * * *

         

         It’s a cloudy afternoon in April, warm and grey, the air sweet with new spring. The kind of weather that induces nameless stirrings in unidentifiable parts. As it happens, it is also the anniversary of the Warsaw Ghetto uprising. My mother wants to attend the annual memorial meeting at Hunter College. She has asked me to come with her. I’ve refused, but I’ve agreed to walk her up Lexington Avenue to the school. Now, as we walk, she recounts an adventure she had yesterday on the street.

         ‘I was standing on the avenue,’ she tells me, ‘waiting for the light to change, and a little girl, maybe seven years old, was standing next to me. All of a sudden, before the light changed, she stepped out into the street. I pulled her back onto the sidewalk and I said to her, “Darling, never never cross on the red. Cross only on the green.” The kid looks at me with real pity in her face and she says, “Lady, you’ve got it all upside down.”’ 41

         ‘That kid’s not gonna make it to eight,’ I say.

         ‘Just what I was thinking.’ My mother laughs.

         We’re on Lexington in the lower Forties. It’s a Sunday. The street is deserted, its shops and restaurants closed, very few people out walking.

         ‘I must have a cup of coffee,’ my mother announces.

         My mother’s wishes are simple but they are not negotiable. She experiences them as necessities. Right now she must have a cup of coffee. There will be no sidetracking of this desire she calls a need until the cup of steaming liquid is in her hand being raised to her lips.

         ‘Let’s walk over to Third Avenue,’ I say. ‘There should be something open there.’ We cross the street and head east.

         ‘I was talking to Bella this morning,’ my mother says on the other side of the avenue, shaking her head from side to side. ‘People are so cruel! I don’t understand it. She has a son, a doctor, you should pardon me, he is so mean to her. I just don’t understand. What would it hurt him, he’d invite his mother out for a Sunday to the country?’

         ‘The country? I thought Bella’s son works in Manhattan.’

         ‘He lives in Long Island.’

         ‘Is that the country?’

         ‘It isn’t West End Avenue!’

         ‘Okay, okay, so what did he do now?’

         ‘It isn’t what he did now, it’s what he does always. She was talking to her grandchild this morning and the kid told her they had a lot of people over yesterday afternoon, what a nice time they all had eating on the porch. You can imagine how Bella felt. She hasn’t been invited there in months. Neither the son nor his wife have any feeling for her.’ 42

         ‘Ma, how that son managed to survive having Bella for a mother, much less made it through medical school, is something for Ripley, and you know it.’

         ‘She’s his mother.’

         ‘Oh, God.’

         ‘Don’t “oh, God” me. That’s right. She’s his mother. Plain and simple. She went without so that he could have.’

         ‘Have what? Her madness? Her anxiety?’

         ‘Have life. Plain and simple. She gave him his life.’

         ‘That was all a long time ago, Ma. He can’t remember that far back.’

         ‘It’s uncivilised he shouldn’t remember!’

         ‘Be that as it may. It cannot make him want to ask her to sit down with his friends on a lovely Saturday afternoon in early spring.’

         ‘He should do it whether he wants to or not. Don’t look at me like that. I know what I’m talking about.’

         We find a coffee shop on Third Avenue, an upwardly mobile greasy spoon, all plastic wood, vinyl leather, tin-plated chandeliers with candle-shaped bulbs burning in the pretentiously darkened afternoon.

         ‘All right?’ my mother says brightly to me.

         If I said, ‘Ma, this place is awful,’ she’d say, ‘My fancy daughter. I was raised in a cold-water flat with the toilet in the hall but this isn’t good enough for you. So okay, you pick the place,’ and we’d go trudging on up Third Avenue. But I nod yes, sit down with her in a booth by the window, and prepare to drink a cup of dreadful coffee while we go on with our weighty conversation about children and parents. 43
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