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Thank you, Grandma.
And for my son.




PROLOGUE


I COULD TELL THIS GIRL she’d marry the love of her life in a year. She’d leave the tenement in Brooklyn and see Cairo and Tuscany and China and Switzerland and Greece and Gaza and Paris—Paris more times than she could count. She’d visit her mother’s village in Belarus (then part of Russia), the village her mother fled when she was thirteen years old, and that night she’d order a Kir Royale at the hotel bar. She’d have two worshipful sons and one daughter.


· · ·


Her daughter would be her spitting image, as if she were reborn. She’d teach her daughter to study harder than her sons. To speak louder. To make ’em laugh to make ’em relax. She’d read her daughter Emily Brontë at night. Her daughter would be in the first class of women admitted to Brown. Her daughter would graduate by twenty. Her daughter would say, “I want to be a doctor,” and she’d tell her, “Go be a doctor.” Her daughter had never taken science.


· · ·


Her daughter became a doctor. Her daughter would have a daughter, me.


· · ·


She and I would fall in love. We’d speak in songs: “My angel, my angel, you saved my life.” We’d have secrets and hiding places and code words. We’d talk about our hair until we fell asleep. We’d watch old movies and read new books. We’d cry for no reason. We’d cry for every reason all at once. We’d said everything that ever occurred to us to each other, even if it was nothing, or mean, or so mean it was crazy. We’d eat the same foods at exactly the same rates in exactly the same ways. We never said goodbye, always “I love you, I love you, I love you.” Three times. Never enough. “If you ever have a daughter,” she’d tell me, “I declare her a force.”


MY FUNERAL


It’s a terrible thing to be dead. Oh, how boring. How maddening. Nothing to do. Nothing to read. No one to talk to. And everyone’s a mess. Thank God for that, at least. The rabbi at the service didn’t know me from Adam. I didn’t pay attention. I was watching your grandfather. I always hated Hebrew—Bessie, there was too much of it!—but when everyone started the chants he finally stopped crying. Fine. Good for Hebrew. I will say this: I’m more upset than any of you.


The worst part was the dirt.


I never understood why they make the family shovel dirt onto you. What an awful thing. I appreciate you refused, Bessie. What’s next? They make the kids push the embalming fluid into my veins? Honestly, the whole thing was degrading. I’d kill your uncles for how much dirt they shoveled. Your grandfather seemed calmed by the ritual of it. And I believed him when he told me, as he poured it onto the coffin, “I wish it was me, Bob. I wish it was me.”


My zayde, my father’s father, died at ninety-six. Older than me. He was drunk as a skunk! He went to temple that morning, drank his weight in the wine they had there—probably brought his own potato vodka, too. It could dissolve paint. Then he crossed the street and a bus hit him. Bam. Dead. What a way to go. When they crowded around his body, he was smiling. The bus driver says he smiled at him. Or at least that was my brother Georgie’s story. The funeral was a party at the temple. Everyone got drunk and walked home and lived to tell the tale.


My coffin was perfect. Absolutely perfect! Although I could have done without the Jewish star. What am I? A Zionist? All of a sudden everyone becomes very religious on behalf of the deceased.


I never understood why your mother went to that kibbutz. She had just been accepted to Columbia School of Architecture, and she had a bad feeling about the whole thing and decided to travel to Europe. So she flew to Paris and stayed with her friend Claire, who was an au pair for a wealthy family, and she got bored almost immediately and she met a few Jewish kids who said they were going to Israel to live in a commune and pick strawberries and smoke drugs. Heaven. So she bought a ticket to Tel Aviv the next day. She stayed in some terrible international hostel and asked around and ended up getting on a bus to a banana farm in the north along the Sea of Galilee.


It wasn’t the type of kibbutz where they all danced around in peasant blouses and banged the tambourine and sang songs. It was a tough camp where the kids worked outside all day and drank arrak all night until they passed out in the fields and woke up with frost in their hair. Your mother arrived, and the old man in the front office had blue numbers down his arm and he gave her a job peeling potatoes in the mess hall. Every morning she’d wake up at dawn and put on rubber boots and stand in a cold vat full of potatoes and water, peeling them one by one and tossing them into another vat. Plunk. And in the afternoons she rode a tractor up and down the banana fields and picked the bunches in the sun, and her hands grew calloused and turned so brown people at the markets would speak to her in Arabic.


To her, it was paradise. She didn’t have to think about architecture school. She didn’t have to plan. She didn’t have to worry about the boyfriend at Brown who’d asked her to get married. She didn’t have to do anything but peel potatoes and ride a tractor. It was the same every day, every night, for two months.


· · ·


She sliced her hand open one morning and ended up in the medical tent, and the woman who patched her up was kind and funny and smart, and by the time she finished stitching her wound your mother had decided to become a doctor. Just like that.


I knew she’d be flying back to New York by way of Paris, and in one of her letters she said she’d call on Labor Day when she got back to Claire’s apartment. Labor Day came and I didn’t hear from her. No call, no telex, nothing. I woke your grandfather up at four the next morning and I said, “Something is the matter with Robin.” He told me not to worry. Ha! That’s the last time he ever did that.


On a whim, I called the American Hospital of Paris. That’s the family rule: if anything happens to you when you go abroad, you go straight to the American Hospital. Whatever it costs. So I called and I said, “Robin Bell’s room please,” and I’ll never forget what I heard next: “Just a moment.” The longest moment of my life. And the nurse picked up and brought your mother the phone, and she said, “Mom . . .” I hung up and hit your grandfather on the head.


Then I got my handbag.


I got in the car and drove it to Kennedy Airport. I left the car at the curb and walked up to the ticket counter and said, “One way to Charles de Gaulle,” and they said, “Today’s flight is completely full, but you can go tomorrow,” and I said, “I need to go now.” I took out my wallet and started counting out bills. I paid double, all in cash, and sat in the jump seat next to the stewardesses in the galley. I don’t think I blinked the whole flight. I was by your mother’s side in eight hours. She had viral encephalitis. It was in her spine. They said she might never walk. I looked at her and I said, “Robin, you get up right now and you walk.”


So she did.


· · ·


Do you know what my zayde used to say? He would look at me and say, “Bubbalah, when the earth is cracking behind your feet, you go forward. One foot in front of the other. One foot in front of the other.”




{ part  one }


MY MOTHER





THE FRUIT OF THE VINE


MY MOTHER TAUGHT ME EXACTLY ONE THING and it’s how to make brisket.


It doesn’t take a genius.


The key is you just leave it alone. You put the side of beef in a large pot, pour in whatever—red wine, tomatoes from a can, some carrots cut up, a half an onion, a fistful of kosher salt, a potato for your grandfather—and let it sit on a very low flame. I’d pour in some water if it got too dry, but otherwise, it required very little effort. You could forget about it for the entire day and there it would be. Don’t say I never taught you anything.


How you loved my brisket. You didn’t care if it was tough. You loved the taste of the gristle on the edges and the char from the bottom of the pot. Before you came over to the house in Ardsley for Passover or break the fast or what have you, you knew there would be brisket. You’d talk about it like a fiend. “Is it time for brisket yet?” “Grandma, is there going to be enough brisket?” Always with the appetite. Your parents never made beef because of your father’s cholesterol, so you were probably very anemic. You needed the blood running through you.


It’s my mother’s recipe, more or less. She wasn’t religious, but she felt it was very important to have everyone over to the house in the Greenpoint neighborhood of Brooklyn on Friday nights for Shabbat dinner. There wouldn’t always be beef, but there’d be liver or sweetbreads or tongue. If you stew it long enough, what’s the difference?


My brothers were all grown up and out of the house, and every week she’d invite them with their wives and their children to her dining room table—the same table where we were all born. She’d preside over the whole thing. She’d stand up, bang her fist on the table, take one of my father’s matchbooks from her apron pocket, and strike a match. You could hear a pin drop. She’d lean her enormous breasts over the table and light two long candles in their brass holders she brought from Russia and shake out the match.


Then she’d put a kitchen cloth over her head. Like a looming ghost, she’d very slowly lift her hands up in front of her eyes and chant with her head bowed, her hands lilting back and forth with the incantations.


“Baruch ata Adonai, Eloheinu Melech ha-olam, asher kid’shanu b’mitzvo-sav”—which was incorrect, it’s b’mitzvotav with a t not -sav with an s, but that’s how it was in the Yiddish pronunciation—“vitzivanu l’hadlik ner shel Shabbos.”


Then still under the cloth she’d say to my brother, “Georgiezun, vayne!”


Georgie would wink at me and foist up a cup of wine, his chest all puffed out. He’d mouth along dramatically like an opera singer, and I’d try not to laugh as she continued on in her trance.


“Baruch ata Adonai, Eloheinu Melech ha-olam, boreh p’ri hagafen.”


Blessed are you, Adonai, for giving us the fruit of the vine.


Imagine calling a jug of my zayde’s forty-cent kosher wine “the fruit of the vine.” Hardly.


Then she’d take the cloth off her head and fold it back up on the table, just as her mother had done before her, and hers before her, and hers before her, and so on. And there she’d stand, solemn as a statue, beholding all her creation.


· · ·


So decades later I’d have the family over for Seder and we’d all be at my house in Ardsley in our nice clothes under the crystal chandelier. I’d stand at the head of the table and everyone would shut up. I’d light the candles in the same brass holders and I’d blow out the match and put my cloth napkin over my head. I didn’t say the prayers—I never really learned the words. But I hummed softly to myself and rocked back and forth under the veil. You asked me what I was saying. “Rose, Rose, Rose.” My mother’s name.


Bessie, you are the only daughter of an only daughter of an only daughter. The fruit of the vine.


MY MOTHER
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My mother was always at the movies.


She was an enormous Russian immigrant in a falling-down house right by the shipyard in Greenpoint and her English wasn’t great, but she’d find a nickel and go to the theater and sit in the dark all day.


In the summers she’d go for the air-conditioning. She’d watch the same movie over and over until the sun went down and you could breathe the air again. Then she’d come home and make dinner, humming the musical score. She’d sway from side to side in front of the stove—she wasn’t graceful—but she would transport herself. I always knew when she’d been at the movies that day, because she’d be in an elevated mood, everything heightened. She’d embrace my father when he walked in the door all covered in sweat and dirt from the picket line, swept up in the romance. “A gut ovnt, Samuel!” Good evening, Samuel. He didn’t know what hit him.


She adored Buster Keaton. She insisted he was Jewish. She read the sections in the paper about the movie stars, the glamour. The women in their silk gowns and ermine boas. She’d impersonate the way they talked, and she was a large, imposing woman—she gave birth to five children on the dining room table because she didn’t want to ruin the bed linens—but she carried herself with a certain air.


She’d tell me, “If you’re having a rotten day, go buy yourself an ice cream soda and a new hat.”


And that’s what I would do.


So my mother was at the movies and my father was always on the picket line. Do you know why they call it Union Square? It’s where the Socialist union organizers would go and stand on their soapboxes—real soapboxes—and scream about workers’ rights. These were the days when you could die in a fire at your factory job in the United States and no one would bat an eye. My father didn’t work, though. When we were desperate and out of money, he’d paint houses. That’s what was listed on the census as his official profession: “House painter.” Ha. He was a professional complainer. A protester. And he petitioned. He’d take the bus into Manhattan and sleep on the steps of City Hall until someone would talk to him and look at his petition or hear his rallying cry or read his list of demands on behalf of other men. We always had people staying in our house, sleeping on the floor. My mother could barely feed us kids, and my father would come with four, five union men and they’d say, “What’s for dinner, Mrs. Otis?” She’d always say, “You tell me!” But somehow there would always be food. There would be blankets. There’d be conversation that lasted all night. We got by.


It’s no wonder my mother needed to get out of the house. She thought she was done with babies when she had me. She was forty years old. Can you believe it?


She didn’t tell anyone she was pregnant with me until the very end, because she wasn’t entirely sure I’d be alive. I was very quiet in the womb. My brothers were so loud I was just in there listening, already enamored with them.


When I was born, the twins Georgie and Leo washed me off in the sink. I was their pet.


· · ·


I almost died once before.


I was a very little girl, ten years old. And I was in the hospital with meningitis. In those days, there wasn’t much anyone could do. We waited it out. And all four of my brothers never left my side. They were all grown up. David and Jesse had children of their own, but they slept in the hallway and on the floor of the hospital in shifts. They were certain I’d die. My hearing had gone in my right ear, so they read to me on my left side. One day, Leo leaned over and he said, “Bobby, if you die, I’ll kill you.” And I laughed so hard I coughed up bile. But I heard him loud and clear. I went home a week later, on Purim. Every. Flat. Surface. Of. My. Bedroom. Was covered in hamantaschen. There must have been two hundred cookies. Apricot, poppy seed, fig—all the best flavors. I cried and they cried, and we invited the neighborhood over and we ate.
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Did you know my name wasn’t supposed to be Barbara?


It should have been Gloria. The afternoon I was born, my mother said, “Georgie, go down to the Social Security office and register the baby. Gloria Otis.” And Georgie didn’t like that name—too Jewish. So he and Leo and Jesse and David talked, and they all went down to the grand building on Fulton Street and registered my birth: Barbara Dorothy Otis.


I belonged to them.


PHONE CALL, OCTOBER 2009
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GRANDMOTHER: Bessie, is he Jewish?


GRANDDAUGHTER: Hello to you, too!


Is he Jewish?


He’s not. He’s from Maine. He’s a WASP from Maine.


So he’s a Christian.


He’s nonpracticing—I think he’s an atheist. We haven’t really gotten into it. He’s actually taking a class on Buddhism.


Oh my god.


Grandma, it’s not important to me.


How long have you been going together? Your mother says a month.


So you already have the whole story!


I want to hear it from the horse’s mouth.


Now I’m a horse.


Don’t get cute. You know he’s probably never taken home a Jewish girl before.


He goes to Brown. He’s done nothing but take home Jewish girls for four years.


Can I tell you a true story?


Why not.


In the history of our family, only one person has ever married a non-Jew.


Grandma, it has been one month and he’s probably moving to San Francisco after—


Bessie. Listen to your grandmother.


I’m listening.


Only one person has ever married outside the religion. My brother George. He had his heart broken by a miserable woman, and so he joined the navy and was stationed all over the world.


I didn’t know we had anyone in the navy in our family!


Don’t get too excited—there wasn’t any combat. So he
came home and showed up on my mother’s doorstep with a beautiful Portuguese woman who was pregnant. And do you know what my mother did? My mother from the shtetl?


I can’t even possibly begin to imagine.


She took one look at her son and one look at the girl, and she gave her a big bear hug and said in English, “Welcome to my home.”


So you’re fine with Charlie.


What’s his major?


Business?


Fine.





OUR FACES


Bessie, I’ve told you my mother didn’t speak a word of English when she got to Brooklyn—on the census forms they wrote her language was “Jewish.” Ha! She spoke Yiddish with my father but never in front of the children. So we didn’t talk much. She’d call me shayna punim, “beautiful face,” which made me laugh. I had her face.


This was before the adjustments I made in the 1980s.


She worked to erase her ethnic heritage, her shtetl. She would hold Shabbat and there’d be Hebrew and candles, but there was never any kosher this or kosher that. We ate what we could and we liked it. She shuddered at the Hassids in their wigs, and I turned my nose up at them, too.
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I always detested my nose—I looked in the mirror and I saw Russia. I paid for your mother’s nose and I paid for your “deviated septum.” Ha. I held frozen peas on your black-and-blue eyes and the Russia melted out of you. I don’t know if all the procedures I had were to erase the aging or the shtetl. A little of both, I suppose.
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I look at my wedding picture and your grandfather hasn’t changed, but I barely recognize myself.


PHONE CALL, 2010




GRANDMOTHER: You know, it’s not really California.


[LONG PAUSE]


GRANDDAUGHTER: I’m pretty sure it is.


Well, I think you’ve got the wrong idea. I don’t want you going out there thinking it’s going to be sunshine and palm trees and la-di-da.


I know.


If you want that, come to Palm Beach. Stay as long as you like!


I know.


I’ve never heard of a muggier place than San Francisco. Cold and muggy.


Well, it can’t be as bad as Providence.


It’s worse.


What?


What I’m saying—and nobody will tell you this but me—is that your hair is going to be frizzy. All of the time. You’ll be beside yourself.


Well, if it becomes unbearable I can get a spray or something. Or a hat.


A serum. I’ve already FedExed you a serum.


Okay. Thanks.


You see? What would you do without me?


I have no idea!


Bessie?


Yes?


You’d be gorgeous if you went a little blonder.





GEORGIE AND LEO


My mother lived a very long life and she would have lived longer if it weren’t for my brothers. First there was David, then Jesse, then the twins, Georgie and Leo. They tortured her—but what was she to do? “Four boys,” the neighbors would say. “A blessing.” She’d snort and say, “You want ’em? You take ’em.”


She was married at eighteen and had David at nineteen, and then Jesse and then the twins shortly after that, and then me at nearly forty. Can you imagine? Georgie and Leo were teenagers when I was born. Never a break, even when she thought she had a break. As soon as I could walk, she sent me off with them. “Take the girl and get out of my house,” she’d say. So they did. And oh, would they have fun.


They’d play stickball in the street and take turns changing my diaper on the sidewalk.


They taught me how to crawl by all standing on one end of the living room cheering and hollering while I lay helpless on my stomach on the rug.


They all competed to see whose name I’d say first. Georgie won. Leo swore it was only because he’d stand over my crib chanting his name over and over again until I cracked. He never forgave Georgie for his name being the one I said first.


In the summers, they’d take me to Coney Island to the ocean. They pooled their money and bought me a real swimming suit, but they would strip down to their undergarments and jump off the end of the dock. It was full of bodies in the summer, and everyone was so poor in those years after the market crash, nobody minded swimming with Jews. So they’d have their fun and swim up to girls. Georgie and Leo were identical twins, and this was very convenient. Georgie would make a girl laugh and swim away, and Leo would pick up right where Georgie left off and quote a poem and lay on the charm. Together, they were a real catch. They’d be at it for hours until they got someone’s address. They’d divvy up the girls depending on who liked which one the best. They always had girlfriends.
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Meanwhile, I’d sit on the edge of the pier on the hot concrete looking at them having their fun and my skin would blister—I’m very fair, like you—and how I’d cry. “Please, please let me swim!” and they’d look at each other and say, “Bobby, you’ll drown.” And I’d say, “I don’t care!”


But Leo had an idea. Leo always had an idea—he was the smarter one, almost as smart as he thought he was. He sweet-talked a woman into lending him her black rubber inner tube, and he found some rope and tied it to a post and said, “All right, Bob, hop on!” And so I did. Every day for a week I’d sit on an inner tube tied to the post, terrified, with the cold water making me numb below the waist while they swam around. I could have slipped through and nobody would have known, and that would have been it. But I never slipped. I owed it to them to stay afloat. I sat there for hours, bobbing on the water.


All of my brothers could read and write, and all of them went to college except for Georgie, who joined my father on the picket line as soon as he could. They were full-time protesters who were too angry at the whole world to get any kind of work. They protested anything—after the terrible factory fire they protested for workers’ rights. It was always something.


But Georgie and Leo were very smart. They were always reading—it was a competitive sport. Leo memorized the U.S. Constitution, and Georgie would add up numbers in the phone book. Leo would quiz me, and I was a little girl—I hardly knew how to spell my own name—but he bullied me into reading the great books, and Georgie ran multiplication tables with me. They would show off to each other depending on how fast I learned their lessons. If I got poor marks in school, they wouldn’t look at me. “They want the Jews to stay behind while they go off to great schools and become rich men.” So every night I read until I was nearly unconscious, and Leo would come into the room I shared with my mother (my father came home late and slept on the living room floor) and he’d pat me on the head and blow out the gas lamp. “Good night, good night, don’t let the monkeys bite.” I don’t know why it was funny but I’d laugh every time.
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