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The Uses of Sorrow


(In my sleep I dreamed this poem)


Someone I loved once gave me
a box full of darkness.


It took me years to understand
that this, too, was a gift.


—Mary Oliver










Chapter One


I’m in the dark, I can’t see.


The glow of electronics in the bedroom messes with my melatonin so I’ve shut down the computer, unplugged the printer, there’s no phone or tablet charging nearby, no LED clock numbers. It must be two or three a.m., a winter night. City noise outside is sporadic, but bus brakes and sirens still shriek, and random humans and cats do too, and dogs bark, and the traffic on the highway rumbles, tidal. Under everything is the constant night hum peculiar to Manhattan. It sounds like the whir of the Vornado standing fans in the house where I grew up.


I once read that if you can’t sleep, don’t force your eyes closed, keep them open. To tire them out. So I search the dark for what I know is there—armoire, desk, big chair, Dory the dog—but can’t see. I feel-think around the rims and detect a slight burn and heaviness, like my eyes want to close so I close them.


Here we go. My brain is like a tourist clicking through souvenir scenes on an old View-Master with faded slides and old-fashioned darkroom prints. Click, a photograph emerges doubled behind each eyelid. Click, the two merge into one. A boy and a girl nap together. Nine and six, brother and sister, it’s in the faces and the geometry of the limbs. The sheet’s folds and wrinkles fit and draw the eye. Our shoulders are bare. My brother is on his back, arms wide, one leg flung off the side of the bed. His face is in shadow, obscured, but the way his curls cling to his neck, it is hot despite the fan. Summer. I am on my side turned away from him but close in the big bed, and my hands are held together under my cheek, like praying. My hair obscures my face too, except for my mouth, a slack bow. My brother’s mouth is a slack bow, too.


My mother took the photograph. She shot us while we slept, and Nap is the only candid included in the series that came to be known in the newspapers as the Marx Nudes.


Don’t move. Stay still.


Miri shot Nap with a Leica, but for the staged photo shoots she used an old-fashioned large-format view camera because she wanted to make big pictures. That camera was cumbersome outdoors, hard to move once set up, completely manual and labor-intensive. She would pose us, disappear under a canvas hood, managing exposure and composition, and wait for the light. We three—Ansel, Henry and I—would forget Miri was shooting and we’d wrestle and bicker or outright fight while she worked.


The hours we spent in the woods as subjects of our mother’s work were our chores, and we got an allowance which she called “pocket money.” I tell myself I was just a kid, that I didn’t know any better. I obeyed, I complied, I followed along with Ansel and Henry although I hated chores. Our bodies were arranged by my mother, shot, developed, printed, and hung on gallery walls by my mother. If we resisted, Miri used her arsenal to get us back up into the woods: our competitive natures, her artistic calling, and, of course, the threat of withholding the pocket money. If one of us complained (me), slammed a door (Ansel), disappeared at the appointed hour (Henry), our avoidance tactics would earn us days of silent treatment, no eye contact, and messages relayed through whoever had been most cooperative or our father, Albert.


Dory dream-growls and deep-breathes and dog-paddles in her sleep, curled in the curve between my ass and my thighs. I punch the pillows. I try another insomnia cure, a little movie of the mind, starring me. I am in the cast-off T-shirt and jeans of my brothers, I am barefoot with my black hair in a braid, I am sweeping each room of the Grand View house. I sweep, sweep my way to the darkroom at the back, and there is Miri in a denim apron with leather ties, photos pinned to a line above her head. Her hair falls, hiding her face. She’s smoking and stirring prints in development trays. She uses tongs, grips an edge, pulls me out, dripping. She frowns. I have not developed to her satisfaction. I am not who she saw through her lens.


Miriam Marx is long dead, and yet she’s inside me, where she has been my whole life, from before my life, from when I was cells inside her trying to gang up and become a person. She seeped in, with her low murmur and cigarette smoke and darkroom chemicals. She’s dead and yet when I catch a whiff of sour wine in last night’s glass, or the stubbed butts from my ashtray on the fire escape, it’s like smelling salts. She’s revived. Just the thought of green beans makes me gag, remembering how she would dump them from a can into a pot and heat them in their tinged water to show Albert she’d put something green on our plates. I would push them around with my fork, try to relax my throat, try to swallow to keep peace at the dinner table. Miri sat back with her wine, her cigarette, the squint that meant she was killing time until she could retreat to the darkroom with the day’s film.


On a night like tonight I think, Where was Albert?


I grope the bedside table for my notebook, my pen. I can’t see but I scrawl Albert with a question mark across the page, a note for the memoir I’m trying to write. The title is Exposed. Or Exposure. I can’t decide. It’s a work in progress, glacial progress. My idea is to look back from the brink of sixty and tell my story. The brink of sixty, it’s rough terrain for anybody, time to take stock of your life even if you didn’t have Miriam Marx as a mother.


I was born Berenice Marx-Seger. We were hyphenated before it was common but I dropped Marx a long time ago. I go by Bea, a nickname my mother hated. My brothers and I were each named for a photographer Miri idolized: Berenice Abbott, Ansel Adams, Henri Cartier-Bresson. Miri called Henri “Ahn-ree,” with a Parisian spin. She teased Ansel that he was lucky, she wanted to name him Weegee but Albert put his foot down for once. Albert is still alive, parked and idling at the Sandy Edge assisted living facility in Delray Beach, Florida. Ansel is dead. I haven’t spoken with Henri—he’s Henry to me, the regular way—in decades. So much has kept us apart.


Every few years there’s an article about my mother and then a rapid round of attention to Miriam Marx and her work. Culture vultures pick through everything old, everything “vintage,” especially art, especially controversial. People with a dark interest in naked kids explore my mother’s work from the anonymity of their devices. The backstory increases the buzz. I ignore the calls and the emails and the notifications and hide out until it all passes, but recently high culture, in the person of the associate curator of photography at the Museum of Modern Art, has found me.


Violet Yeun has been trying to contact me for months. Ms. Marx, on behalf of the Museum of Modern Art . . . Ms. Marx, as Associate Curator of the Photography Department of the Museum of Modern Art . . . Ms. Marx, if I may request an hour of your time . . . She is the foremost authority on my mother, besides me. She thinks my mother was a feminist visionary. She thinks the Marx Nudes represented a radical departure from the traditional family values of that era. She thinks Miri’s photographs showed that childhood is dark, innocence is a myth, motherhood is a trap, and art—Art—will set you free. Dr. Yeun wants to restore my mother’s reputation.


I get it, I do. And yet. That’s me in the photographs, with my brothers, posed by our mother. Nude seems different than naked, nude means on display. A generation after Miri, Sally Mann got famous for photographs she took of her children, and there was a rush to compare us. At some point I got brave and read everything and zoomed in and the thing is, her kids look like themselves, except naked. We don’t. We’re on display. We’re nude.


I wonder what Henry would say.


The black room has blurred to dark gray. It must be predawn—four-thirty? Five? I can almost see the armoire, the desk, the books, shapes that loom. I can feel Dory breathing and I pace my breath to hers, the rise and fall, and that helps me sleep, almost. In old movies, magical spiritual types—Aborigines or Native Americans or the Amish—recoiled from cameras. They worried the camera would steal their souls, that the image would be cursed and the person in the photograph would suffer. From my own experience, the magical movie types had a point. I do feel like part of my soul was stolen by my mother’s camera. I do feel cursed.


Also, I’m waiting for some test results.


I go by Seger but inside, I am still part Marx. I can’t help it—I blister with something like pride when I read about my mother, the groundbreaking female photographer. I despised chores, but Miri stood me on a box and helped me fit my head under her canvas hood. She told me what to look for through the lens. She taught me how to look wide and change my perspective to see close. She showed me that far away is one place and near is another, even though they are both aspects of the same landscape. How the light will tell you what to see, if you wait. How if you wait, the right light will light the dark.


My brain hurts like a warehouse. I’ve always loved that Bowie lyric. There’s a storage unit north of the city with all of Miriam Marx’s work. I’ve never been there. I imagine it’s packed to the rafters with her cameras, equipment, undeveloped negatives, original prints, all the versions, rejected work, slides, videos, journals. All the images of me and my brothers. The Marx Nudes. I assume. I don’t know.










Chapter Two


It’s all a great debate between Gary and me.


Gary is my ex-husband. Twice. We’ve been together in various configurations since I was seventeen years old. He’s invited me to dinner tonight at Balthazar, and a money talk will surely be on the menu. He believes there are Miriam Marx licensing opportunities, maybe tastefully rendered cards and little notebooks, postcards and calendars, to generate income I could certainly use. Gary sent me a link recently where you could buy T-shirts printed with Diane Arbus holding her Rolleiflex, fifty dollars apiece.


“Bean,” he is fond of saying, repeatedly, “it comes down to retirement. You have to leverage the past to secure the future.” We have a complicated financial history built on calcified guilt and resentments, traversed by crumbling bridge loans and a trickling cash flow, all muddied by who earned what and who squandered it during our years together. Gary helped me buy my apartment and Gary’s guy pays the mortgage every month, what Gary and the accountant call “Bea’s subsidy.” Naturally he has a vested interest in seeing me financially secure. I have dwindling savings, a sad IRA, a few resilient stocks from the olden days, gifted to us kids by Albert when we were little: a tractor manufacturer, American Airlines, some Coca-Cola. I make a little freelance money, enough to subsidize the subsidy, from interviews I conduct with corporate executives, mostly men. I ask question after question and record them droning on, saying the same thing: revenue, shareholders, markets, and projections. I transcribe their words and turn them into articles or biographies or content for annual reports or websites. Nobody’s looking to be original, they stick to a script, but I do try to listen for one thing I can use to make these guys interesting. It makes me feel like I am a writer, although not the way I imagined it. The truth is, all I ever did was imagine being a writer. The next step was never clear to me.


Anyway, at fifty-nine, with the postmenopausal attention span of, well, a fifty-nine-year-old woman, it takes me twice as long to transcribe the corporate guys as it used to. Lately my mind wanders as soon as the men start talking in my earbuds. I stab and swipe at my smartphone to start over, and then over again. I try to concentrate and then I really can’t concentrate. Writing the memoir, that struggle, started with me trying to remember dates, figure out how old I was when certain things happened. Not having family means there is no one to ask, no one to set you straight. I talk to Albert down at Sandy Edge once a month, and I have a list of questions to help with my project, but he’s either too spaced out or I lose my nerve.


I have to get ready for dinner. I have to look good. Gary might bring a date, someone young. He’s pushing seventy and craves the reflected shine of youth, which he thinks buys him a decade off his own age. He’s a man, he may be right. He’s showed up with young women in the past, as if I’m the amicable ex-wife and we’re a cool, evolved divorced couple. I don’t feel that way, but I know how he thinks. He can get away with it, a little tax on “the subsidy,” a little uptick on the interest rate.


I need bright light so I’m up on a stepladder to change one of three awkwardly situated, very delicate light bulbs in the fixture above the bathroom sink. I can’t remember the last time I climbed a stepladder without fearing for my life. My fingers are fat from Thai at lunch, my glasses are in the other room, my arms ache from reaching, and I have a cramp in abdomen muscles I don’t have.


“Echo! I need help! In the bathroom!”


Echo lives here now. A couple of months back, I got an email from her telling me she was moving to the city, wondering if I could help her find a job waiting tables. On impulse I invited her to stay in the second bedroom until she sorts herself out. She’s my father’s stepdaughter. I mean daughter. He adopted her. She was born Hannah but rechristened herself when she left Florida. She’s trying Echo on. I say, Go for it, that’s what New York is for. She scours “Roommate Wanted” on Craigslist for a hipper living arrangement, downtown or Brooklyn, but I offer meals, the complete cable package, and a closet full of clothes she considers vintage. I like the company. She helps with Dory. Dory loves Echo.


I hear her laugh from her room. “Damn, Bea! I didn’t sign up for senior bathroom assistance.” She comes and offers me an arm and eases me down and goes up and gets the job done. “Maybe it’s time for a Life Alert necklace?”


“Hilarious. You are on Dory duty. I’m going out.”


“With your rock star?”


“He’s not my rock star, not anymore. He’s just my old ex. Walk the dog!”


Gary is a rock star. An actual rock star. He’s Gary Going. He was never a rock god, never hit the stratosphere, but he’s in a substratosphere, for sure—Lou Reed level, still playing out. He can walk the city without being harassed like a Mick or a Sir Paul, but there are a lot of guys who fell in love with Gary’s band Chalk Outline in the seventies. He was their guitar hero, with a voice he worked from croon to yelp.


Gary knows about leveraging the past. Old rock and roll is good business. He’s always hustling with the reunion tours, the remastered this, the reissued that. Now and then he sits in when a producer wants to add an artsy-punk cred to an up-and-comer in the studio. He’s had some throat problems, nodules, and when he’s onstage they cover his old-man croak with backup singers. His fingers are gnarled with arthritis, they hurt him, so he plays what amounts to convincing air guitar while a younger band member does the shredding. Young men discover him anew all the time because of their dads, their granddads. He gets adulation but he needs more than that. He needs the girls and the money too, even though he’s a septuagenarian. It’s all part of the rock-and-roll job description. Except his stash these days includes statins for the cholesterol, insulin for his sugar, Zoloft for impending doom, the purple pill for the GERD, and the blue one for the exhausted penis. He was on an oxy binge a couple of years ago when he had his hip replaced but was taking it more to blunt the shame of using a cane than for the pain.


I check my phone. I have missed call notifications from two old-school 212 numbers. One is Dr. Keswani. The other is from MoMA. I ignore both. There’s a text from Gary: See you at. He doesn’t text properly. It drives me crazy. He rants about texting, that it’s the final nail in the coffin of our soul-dead society. I’ve pointed out that he made a career screaming into a microphone about our soul-dead society but he waves me off. Texting is an ordeal for him. He has to locate his glasses, manage the tiny touchpad, and stop taking autocorrect so personally. It’s a lot at his age.


Dory snores at the foot of my bed, which I recently vacated. Of course I napped. I don’t sleep well and I need to look rested for Balthazar. I’ve got temporary wrinkles from the pillowcase. I keep meaning to buy satin. The wrinkles take longer to recede every month. I wash with the anti-everything cleanser, apply pro-everything serum, pat, pat, pat and wait for my face to un-crevice. One good thing about being an older woman is you can be vain and not hide it anymore. People find it amusing. My black hair is still magnificent, if I do say so myself. It’s thick and threaded with silver and I have a white streak at my widow’s peak—pretty dramatic. I don’t do much, just fluff it up, encourage the wild. I like to look like I have bed hair, something men find sexy. Found sexy. My mother had hair like mine; I mean, I have hair like hers. I resemble her, same mane, same size, same bone structure. I think I look how she would have looked if she had lived. Which she didn’t.


I press my fingers where frown lines would be. Those I take care of. I started with Botox years ago, almost by accident, before it was a grooming essential. I was writing luncheon speeches for a makeup mogul, and she offered to pay me in botulism injections to eradicate the parallel lines between my eyes, the “elevens,” which gave me a look of being mildly angry all the time. I am mildly angry all the time, but I don’t need everyone to see it coming. I was panicked when she stuck me eight times in the forehead. I went home and waited to die. But I was fine and the lines were gone and now I’m a regular.


I do my eyebrows. I tap nude shadow across the lids with a fingertip. I can’t drag a brush across them; they would crepe. Mascara, of course—it’s the only thing I haven’t had to change from when I was young: strokes and strokes of black mascara, very Chrissie Hynde. A swirl of blush, and Rouge Dior 999 on my lips.


I am not Gary’s first love. There was an Italian babysitter, Angela; this was up in the Bronx. He was a freshman in high school. She was experienced. He searched for her on Facebook a few years ago and she looked pretty good for an old lady, which Gary took as confirmation of his own enduring sex appeal.


I’m not even his big love. That was his first wife, Margaux, child of an English acting dynasty crossed with musty-money royalty. Margaux flew around the globe with her flock of British birds chasing rock stars, embarrassing her family. Chalk Outline was the opening act for the Rolling Stones for one infamous tour, ’65 or ’66, and that’s where Gary and Margaux met, backstage at the Albert Hall. Eventually she fell off her platforms, hit her head on a curb outside a club, and tabloid photos show them in lurid black and white, with black blood dripping onto white mink, and Gary, a cigarette dangling from his lips, bleary, dragging her up from the gutter. Her family stepped in; a divorce materialized. Sometimes I peruse the internet and Margaux is in all the best swinging sixties pictures, outside Annabel’s in a long coat over a short skirt, high white boots, with porcelain skin, crosswise teeth, giant eyes fringed by black lashes that meet the edges of her long blond bangs.


Margaux was with Gary at the moment he was poised to launch, before he knew he’d never make it Mick big. She was his muse when everything was possible. Naturally he mythologizes that time, that girl. When they met, he was only twenty or so, and he’d recently been just Gary Goldbaum from the Bronx. I was still a child, posing with my brothers for Miri.


I’m not his first love or the big one, but I do know how to wait him out. I give my hair a final fluff. I see behind myself in the mirror, where Carry the Dog hangs on the wall. It’s an early Miriam Marx photograph, from before she met Albert. If it weren’t my mother’s photograph, I would love it unreservedly. A girl and boy, sister and brother, carry a long dog. Each holds an end. They march through what looks like a rush-hour crowd in Times Square. The children wear limp T-shirts, baggy dungarees and no shoes. The girl is smaller but she leads, chin like a prow, tight-lipped with determination. They look as though they stepped out of a Walker Evans photograph from the thirties. They are touched by the sun in a way that no other people in the photograph are. Miri caught the light, and the children, precisely.


Carry the Dog was featured in the Speaking of Pictures section of Life magazine when Miri was just eighteen years old, a girl. Family legend has it that it was chosen by Margaret Bourke-White herself. I’ve seen Echo linger and study it. I imagine a future conversation with her where I am magnanimous, telling her the photograph is a gift, sister to sister, to celebrate some accomplishment of hers. Or maybe I will keep it. I do love that photograph, so I don’t know.










Chapter Three


“What happened to your hair?”


“Is that how you say hello? Come meet Malcolm Bix. Malcolm, Berenice Marx-Seger.”


Gary parades all my names. His hair is newly shoe-polish black. He’s wearing a too-tight black leather jacket that matches the hair, and both work against his senior skin. He looks like a deflated Goth. I don’t pull my skeptical eyebrows down fast enough, which Gary catches, and his upper lip retreats in embarrassment. He presents me to a standing, smiling man who is extending his hand. A good-looking man. The rose-gold lighting in Balthazar is advantageous and it sets off the man’s tan, the silver bristle along his jaw and chin, and makes his steel blue eyes and his steel gray hair gleam.


“Ms. Marx. Malcolm Bix. Happy to meet you.”


Bix guides me to my chair as waiters pour water and shake napkins onto laps and Gary pours pink bubbles into my glass and I get my reading glasses tangled up with my necklaces. I say, “Not Marx. Just Seger.”


“Pardon?”


“Just Seger.” I work to free my glasses.


“Berenice dropped the Marx years ago. For privacy reasons.”


He never calls me that. “What’s with the ‘Berenice’? What’s going on?”


Gary laughs his fake laugh, as if I’m adorable when confused.


Bix says, “Berenice, as in Abbott, right? The New York photographer?”


Anybody with Wikipedia access would know that. I curve my mouth into a polite smile. “I don’t go by Berenice either.” I slice a look into Gary and use the wife voice that is especially tuned to his frequency. “Can you tell me what’s going on? What’s up?”


Gary busies himself with his water. Bix puts a hand on my shoulder. He looks at me from under his brow. “Can I call you Bea? Does that work?”


“I’m sorry, who are you again?” I turn to Gary. “Who is he?”


Gary mumbles, “Why don’t we let Bix explain himself?”


I am unaccustomed to Gary taking a back seat. The atmosphere is deionized of Gary, who looks even sillier in his aging rocker garb next to Bix. Bix is around fifty, a very good age for a man. He looks like the lumberjack-gentleman who appears on all my devices, his stock photo baiting me to click on senior dating sites, except without the plaid flannel shirt. I’m on guard but I want to stroke his sweater, a color between gray and lavender. I can’t decide if his hair is an untended mess or artfully arrayed to look like one. There is man scent on my hand from when I shook his. I can’t help myself, I raise it to my nose as if I’m doing a quick rub of an itch. Spicy forest, amber below and lime above, distant, alluring. My bottom buzzes a bit. I sniff and rub to inhale Bix again.


“Do you have allergies?” Before I have a chance to answer him, Bix says to a waiter, “Would you mind removing these?” and hands off the vase of flowers from the center of the table. It’s both presumptuous and refreshingly man-of-action. Gary would not in a million years think to have the centerpiece exiled for my greater comfort.


“Here, Bea.” Bix hands me an oxford blue cotton handkerchief with a monogram and the same waft of woodsy tang. “Keep that.”


“What’s going on? Am I about to be deposed or something?” I’m funnier now that I’m of a certain age. I’m not allowed to flirt overtly anymore—that reads desperate—but a smart mouth on an older woman, that’s sitcom approved. Gary forces another laugh.


“Bea, first, I want to tell you how honored I am to meet you.”


Honored? He is trying to butter me up. This is not the first time I’ve been the object of someone’s questionable interest in the little girl in the photographs. Gary knows I get nervous around new people. I’m always leery. I’m leery now. I feel cornered. Bix is smooth, with an open face, a sincere tone, direct eye contact, very L.A.


I take tiny sips of the effervescent rosé. Gary says, “Bea, Bix is a producer. From the coast. We worked together on our little movie. Opening Act. Which did pretty well. You remember.”


Gary is performing for Bix and is expecting me to perform with him. “Yes, Gary, I remember. I know Opening Act. If you remember, my song is in your little movie.”


I tried to be a lyricist after Gary and I met. I wrote songs with his encouragement and the promise of his connections. One of my songs charted impressively. That was “I, Alive,” and that’s when our money conflicts began. I was paid a flat fee for my work, having relied completely on Gary’s advice, Gary’s lawyer and Gary’s accountant. There was no contract, no paperwork. We had a falling out over “I, Alive” royalties—he got a lot, I got none. He got recognition, I was still just the wife. It never occurred to me to sit across a table in a midtown office with my own guy and hammer it out, the way Gary did with any other cowriter. Instead I went sullen. I brought up the issue again and again at the worst times, which Gary considered nagging. To nag, to be a nag, that’s a deal breaker, that’s not sexy. Over the course of a year or so, Gary toured with my song. He hit the road with all its temptations, and that was that for our first marriage go-round. He divorced me, we split up, I got the famous subsidy he’s always reminding me of.


When Opening Act was released, “I, Alive” got a big boost. Chalk Outline has been rediscovered by the kids, and “I, Alive” has been YouTubed and downloaded millions of times, and it’s given Gary’s career and his finances new life. Every time that song is played, people get paid—except me. Young music wants him. He tours again. He probably still gets laid off my song. Meanwhile, I had to beg to get my name added to the Wikipedia page as cowriter.


Bix redirects us like a pro. “Bea, I have something else in mind. Something I think you will appreciate. And benefit from. Financially. I think we all will. I know we all will.”


I hand Bix back his handkerchief for dramatic, dismissive effect, now smudged with Rouge Dior 999. Gary puts a hand on my forearm. “Hang on, Bean. Just listen to Bix, will you? This is good. For you.”


The underlying subject is money, so I am outnumbered, overmatched, outflanked, and about to be handled. These two know how to get it, how to keep it, how to make it multiply. They’ve talked. You could say they’ve plotted. A distinctive girly powerlessness flushes my ears, tightens my throat, burns my eyes, and affects my ability to hear, speak, or see clearly. I’m struck by a paralysis when the topic is money. I drain my drink to loosen up. My impulse is to shake Gary’s hand off my arm, but instead I say, “Is this why you dyed your hair? For Hollywood?”


Gary is stung, as intended. I feel stung, too, by how mean I can be. Who knows? Whatever pitch is coming my way might actually be good for me, as he says. I flash on Malcolm Bix holding a giant check. On the other hand, it’s my family, my childhood, my trauma locked away in that storage unit. I lift my chin. “I am not doing a sleazy movie about my mother. I’m not doing a documentary or a thinly veiled thing or a changed-names thing. It’s not happening. I’m sorry.” I don’t know why I’m apologizing.


Malcolm Bix magically ordered because beautiful plates are set before us. Once again, he’s both presumptuous and manly. I hate-love it. I’m starving. A glowing pile of pommes frites is set just under my nose. I pluck one with what I hope is disdain and touch it to the mayonnaise in a ramekin. New crystal appears and is filled all around with a Côtes du Rhône, bien sûr. There’s asparagus and hanger steak, cooked to rare perfection.


Balthazar diners chat and lean toward one another. The bar is three deep, the little tables near the window are full. The waiters, in white shirts and black ties and long white aprons, weave and dip and bow. I am sitting between two men with what used to be called “presence.” It’s New York so other people don’t look-look, they glance. Bix gives off a can’t-place-him vibe. Gary is downtown famous. Nobody knows me, but they are glancing the hell out of the three of us. I dressed for it, black silk shirt, Darryl K leather pants, black boots—my uniform, my best clothes, bought for me a long time ago by Gary, clothes I baby so they last because I could never afford to replace them. I’m drinking now, I’m hell-bent on enjoying myself. I want some old-fashioned attention, my hair, my outfit, my undead female desire lurching like a zombie in Bix’s direction. Who cares that the men are jockeying for position, what else is new?


Bix raises his glass. The wine sways as he gestures toward the table. “I understand. You’ve made yourself clear. But look at this beautiful meal. I’m a man, right? I want to give you my idea. Show off for a beautiful woman a little bit. Can you indulge me?”


Sometimes it’s nice to be buttered up. It’s exhausting to be suspicious all the time. I don’t look at Bix, but I set my glass down, cut into my steak, and give the tiniest possible shrug with a soupçon of side-eye.


He locks ice eyes on me. “By the way.” He leans and speaks as though it’s just the two of us. “You have amazing hair.”


I toss it. “Yours is pretty good, too. Very Clooney.”


Bix nods his acknowledgment and says, “At least we’ve all still got hair, some better than others.” He winks at me, at Gary’s expense. I laugh with him because I am still mad at Gary for not warning me that a Hollywood producer would be here to try to sweet talk me into turning my family trauma into a biopic. Also I am intoxicated and I’ve just been winked at across candlelight by a good-looking man.


Gary touches his hair and mutters, “They overdid it.”


I turn to Bix and lean my chin on my hand. I bat the black eyelashes. “Okay, consider yourself indulged. Show off.”


“Think, A Beautiful Mind. Think, I’m Not There.”


“So, not a documentary?”


“No, no. A biopic. A biopic with a budget. A name writer. A woman director. Possibly. A serious cast. Oscar-caliber. Classy.” He’s fallen into sales-y producer patter. It’s kind of hypnotic.


Gary says, “Almost Famous. That guy. For the writer. He worked for Rolling Stone as a kid. He gets the time period. Somebody intense for your mother. The vampire girl. Kristen Stewart.”


Bix shuts him down. “We could play the casting game all night. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I want Bea to be comfortable.”


“I’m comfortable. I’m very comfortable.” I sip ruby wine from a crystal globe. “But why do you need me? Why not just make it all up, a fictionalized version of Miriam?”


“You ask a good question, Bea.” Bix turns to Gary. “Smart. Very smart.” Gary gives a smug I told you nod to confirm their condescending, secret man-findings right in front of me. Am I always ready to be offended, or are they always offensive? What can I do? I can’t spend every minute calling men out for being men.


“I want the stars aligned on this, Bea. It has some tricky themes. Living subjects. I need the family—that’s you, Bea—to sign off. Honestly, Bea, we need your participation. That’s important to the success of this project.”


As much as I want to stay open, I get even more suspicious when people use my name a lot. “Tricky themes. That’s an understatement.”


“Believe me. The events of your past will be treated with respect. Have you seen Frances? Jessica Lange? Neurotic woman artist kind of thing. Lobotomy. But well done. We understand that there are . . . challenges with the material.”


Frances happens to be in my movie pantheon. I wonder if Gary offered this bit of intel in a predinner briefing with Bix. I can’t hold back. “ ‘Neurotic woman artist kind of thing’? You make lobotomy sound like a genre.”


Gary adds, “Those challenges will make it a hit.” I glare without looking at him to get him to back off, another wifely skill I have developed over years with Gary.


“Also, Bea, you are the gatekeeper of your mother’s work. Is that accurate? Is that a fair statement?”


“I guess so, yes.”


Bix says, “Tell me about ownership.”


I spend a nanosecond too long thinking how I want to answer because of MoMA’s interest, so of course, Gary answers for me. “The brother, Henry, not a factor. He’s been gone a long time. No interest in the work.”


I am tempted to clarify, but I don’t want to keep jumping down Gary’s throat. I expend so much effort reframing for Gary, translating for Gary, translating Gary to others. The truth is, I don’t know that Henry is not a factor, that Henry has no interest in our mother’s work. How could I?


“And what about your father? Albert?”


“My father is in assisted living in Florida. He’s in and out. Mentally. Physically. He has a wife. An adopted daughter. My sister, Echo. She lives with me. But what does that have to do with anything?”


Gary says, “Sister? I thought she was your stepsister? She lives with you permanently? Did you tell me that?”


Bix ignores Gary. “I’m interested in the archives. In who has access.”


“The archives are a storage unit in Rockland County, and me, I have access. Since recently. My father stored everything years ago and forgot about it, but when he went into assisted living, his wife took over. She doesn’t want to deal with it anymore. She transferred the unit to me. Albert is ninety-one. One less thing, when the time comes. I pay the monthly charge and at some point I have to deal with the contents.”


Gary puts his hand over my hand, to confirm the pecking order. “Yes, the archive costs are taken care of.”


I can’t help myself. “It’s not an archive, Gary. It’s a storage place in Congers. I have no idea what’s in there and neither do you.”


Bix says, “Okay. Okay. The idea is to integrate the actual images and ephemera. To bring as much authenticity as we can to the script. To the production. So we would need access too. Soon. That’s it? There’s nothing else?”


I haven’t mentioned MoMA to Gary, and by not mentioning it right now, I am compounding the omission. Turning it into a lie. MoMA’s interest in my mother is a very big deal, and yet I’ve kept it to myself. I don’t usually lie or hide, not because I’m morally superior, but because I have a terrible memory. I choose my words carefully. “There are prints out in the world. I have no idea what’s on the internet, or the auction sites. Miri was locked down by Stoffel Gallery when she was alive, and all those prints were sold at her last show. She died before the European shows. That’s the public stuff. I don’t know what’s in storage.”


“The less out there, the better. That means we—the production team, which would include you, you’d get a producing credit—will have the most authentic take on Miriam Marx.”


I say to Gary, “And you? Would you get a producing credit too?” He twitches a smile like a guilty boy.


“Again, let’s not get ahead of ourselves . . .” Bix waves for more wine.


“You both seem way ahead of me.” They laugh the guilty-boy laugh times two. “And what’s the title of this movie? Have you gotten that far?”


“Working title, Exposed. Or Exposure. We go back and forth. What do you think?” Bix and Gary beam at me.


My title! I almost whip around and blame Gary for sharing it—along with telling Bix how I like my steak cooked and how much I love the movie Frances—but Gary doesn’t even know I’m writing a memoir. He refers to the notebook I carry as my “diary.” I cringe a little hearing Exposed/Exposure said out loud. It sounds too obvious for a photography memoir, too cheesy, and then I think, So what, I’m not actually writing it anyway.


I’ve lain in bed and searched the dark corners, I’ve sat at my desk and stared at the screen trying to work it out, the story of the family, and my story, too, and I don’t know. I can’t see it. The past is like an optical illusion. The closer I get, the farther away it is. Why not just let these guys do all the work? Who cares what they call it? I shrug and nod.


I hate being cynical. I hate being suspicious. I love Gary and I trust him. He took me from bar to bed to breakfast with rock and roll and booze and weed when I was just a kid. I knew him for ten hours before I jumped into his chrome blue Karmann Ghia with a backpack and urged, “Go! Go!” He hit the gas and raced me away from my childhood home.


I trust him, or maybe I just know all his moves by now—my version of trust. It’s work I’ve always done, anticipating and navigating and course correcting around Gary’s moves. I doubt he’s even aware of mine. But he has a point about using the past to secure my future. I’ve spent a long time not doing that. I’ve spent a long time keeping the past locked away.


Maybe I am withholding forgiveness. Maybe I don’t understand closure. Maybe I am—have always been—stopped in time, the little sister in the photographs. Maybe I got trapped up there in the woods, and now the path is so overgrown I can’t see how to get out. Maybe if I follow the directions offered by Malcolm Bix or Violet Yeun, I can move on.


Dinner has concluded. I use the signing pen that came with the dinner check and one of the extra receipts to make a note for the memoir. I write Henry, with a question mark, like the sleepless night note about Albert, and then I write Ansel, underlined so emphatically that I score the paper. I’m not sure I know why.










Chapter Four


We left Bix on Broadway and the topic of Hollywood Miri tabled at Balthazar.


Gary doesn’t push it. It’s a lot to think about. I have things on my mind he doesn’t know about. MoMA. Dr. Keswani’s voicemail with mammogram results. I had a scare years ago. It ended up being fine. I avoid her annually and she patiently leaves messages and I eventually listen and do what I must, get the mammogram. That’s always Dr. Keswani’s message: You’re fine.


“Come over,” he says into my neck in the cab. What interesting animals we are. I have inhaled Gary’s breath when it’s foul, I’ve heard it sputter and wheeze and gasp, I’ve written our initials in it as it condensed on a window pane, I have paced mine to his thousands of times and now, here we are, old marrieds, old friends, just plain old “old,” but first we were lovers, and his tone and his breath are still flint for my desire.


I take his rough hand, his calloused fingertips, and I hold it between my knees. Not too high up. Not yet. I am wearing the black leather pants, something sexy that I can still pull off. Gary says, “Mmm, leather,” and I relax my knees and bring his hand farther up my inner thigh. He kneads one thigh and the other, which he knows I like. I put my hand under his sweater, and pass it across his belly, and up, across his chest, the fur there thinner and more wiry as he’s gotten older; and there’s his heart under my hand, and he’s breathing deep with a tremor at the top. I press his hand against me and push against it. Gary says, “You’re burning,” and little miracle, I am and I whisper yes and we kiss. I peek at the driver in his rearview mirror, and he peeks back and shakes his head, either in disgust because we are old, or because he can’t get one night without folks going at it in his back seat.


Gary says, “Let me take a pill.”


Oh no, not the pill. “Not yet. Maybe we don’t need it.” I say we to make him feel less self-conscious. I pull at his belt and he pushes my hand away. He pops the pill with a swig from his ever-present water bottle and we come apart and wait in respectful silence for the erection, timed to coincide with our arrival at the loft.


Gary considers Viagra to be the greatest invention of the twentieth century, tied only with air-conditioning. He’s an old guy, one of millions who want to solve time. I’ve read the erectile dysfunction brochure. I want to be supportive. I want to protect his ego. Hell, I want to solve time too. I mentally catalog my own issues—the dryness, the loose grip, the slice of pain, the rogue peeing—but I would never discuss my broken-down vagina with Gary. Never! A fundamental right for men, virility into old age, reads as pathetic for women. It occurs to me, maybe Gary doesn’t need the pill with his younger women. Maybe his dick remembers what to do when the body of the woman in hand is supple, when the lady parts are not postmenopausal.


We’re motoring south slow in traffic to Tribeca. We stop and go, the meter on its roll, the driver’s bad mood like a climate in the small cab. I look out the window, watch New Yorkers push through to the end of the day. Gary is in his “monitoring the effect” state, trying to feel the tingle, the pulse.


We ride the industrial elevator. We start up again. He peels off my pants, I lift his sweater over his head. We are undressing each other, kissing, both of us earnestly trying to get back to that rare hot spot we managed to occupy in the cab. His fingers probe. “Huh,” he says.


I go looking for lube. I call from the bathroom, “Do you have any aloe?” and he calls back, “Aloe?” as if I’ve asked for baby elephant earwax. I walk across the loft to the kitchen zone. I take an egg from the refrigerator, impressed that the king of takeout has eggs. I crack it and separate the white into a small dish and bring that back to bed. I’ve read about this. It’s a good lube alternative in a pinch, viscous and slimy. I say, “Put this on me,” but Gary says, “What is that, eggs?” so I do it myself.


“Maybe with your sperm and my egg we will finally get a baby.” It flies out of my mouth, a bad joke with a dark history. I’m nobody’s mother but I almost was, a few times. I pretend it’s ancient history, for Gary’s sake. We’ve never really discussed it. Gary is not wired for the conversation.


For his sake, I act like it’s not still so sad.


By now the mood is heavier. The moves are rote. He squeezes a thigh, he squeezes a breast. My desire has flickered out and Gary is hard. There’s no getting away from the erection. I try to keep it going, but trying is trying. We are obliged, for what seems like hours. Hours of sex is no longer interesting to me, unless we’re doing some druggy tantric thing I’ve read about with candles and lotion that’s all about the woman. This is like sawing. This hurts. I keep dabbing at myself with egg whites. My mind drifts to Bix, to that scruff at the jawline, to the steel eyes, the scent. I picture lifting that expensive sweater over his head.


Gary grunts and we’re done. We did it. He collapses on top of me. For a while I like being crushed, pinned down; the man-weight is comforting, like those gravity blankets that increase serotonin and decrease cortisol for stress-free sleep. But the buzz between my legs is insistent, my hair is in my eyes and mouth, he is heavy and sticky and sleepy. I wriggle politely. We adjust ourselves to face each other. Our faces are inches apart. I focus on his eyes, blur his black hair which gleams in the soft dark. His eyes are the light-wash denim color I have always loved. The lids, upper and lower, pull down now, droop in a way that makes him seem introspective and kind. His salon helps him out with the sprouting nose and ear hairs, but he’s got old man eyebrows, shaggy and multidirectional. There are impressive bags under the eyes, which I don’t find unattractive. I love his changing face. I’m pretty sure that’s not mutual. Gary sees his own decline in mine.


My Gary was the first person—and to date, the only person—I’ve told the whole Marx story to. The words rushed out of me at Joe Jr.’s, the diner on 16th Street, near his grimy studio in 1973. There was no internet then, but our family had been in the newspapers a few years before, with pictures of our mother and a couple of the more scandalous photographs, with black bars redacting our genitals and our eyes to protect our identities, even though our names were right there. Gary, the Goldbaum’s beloved only child, listened intently. He told me in Joe Jr.’s that it sounded to him like we kids had been exploited, and maybe abused. That I was traumatized. This was new terminology at that time: trauma, abuse. He was concerned for me. He was.


He really was. Our age difference, seventeen-year-old girl, twenty-seven-year-old man—it’s more suspect now than it used to be. A relationship with this age gap today, of course I’d question the guy’s motives. But it wasn’t like that then.


Or was it? I have to stop and think.


I mean, I was a kid, and according to Gary himself, I’d been, at the very least, exploited for my mother’s work. It was the atmosphere in which I grew up. Gary was older and more experienced, with drugs and money. I can see how if I wrote out our story in a memoir, it could appear that Gary took advantage of me. But. We were so consumed with each other, in such hot lust, desperate, tearing at clothes and pulling hair and merging our bodies and minds and souls. After days in bed together, I didn’t know where he left off and I began. It was like that for him, too—that I know. Under the stoned, sexy circumstances, neither of us considered the age difference. Nobody was worrying about power imbalances. We couldn’t stop. We were in love. My body and brain were soaked in it. The romance of that!


And yet.


It flares in my memory now, as it has many times over the years. A moment. There was a lawyer meeting about the songs. I—the cowriter—was in the background keeping the coffeepot going, emptying ashtrays, eavesdropping. Gary kept saying I this and I that, expounding on his ideas, expressing his creative needs and setting forth his contractual demands, things he wanted from a record deal. I was too intimidated to say a word, but when we were alone, entwined, I prodded him. “How come you kept saying I, I, I when you were talking about the songwriting? It’s we, isn’t it? On some of those songs, it’s just me.”
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