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PRAISE FOR BLACK DOG OF FATE


“[An] engrossing and poignant memoir.”—San Francisco Chronicle


 



“A prose masterpiece by an acclaimed poet. . . . Some memoirs are compelling for the private dramas they make public, others for the historic events to which they give witness and still others for the quality of their prose and its structuring. Precious few excel at all three—Nabokov’s Speak, Memory remains the standard. Now Balakian ups the ante a bit, writing a memoir that not only compels in all three areas but that carries within it an urgent and timely appeal that a dark moment in world history not be revised out of existence.”—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

 



“A landmark chapter in the literature of witness. . . . It is one of the book’s many triumphs that the incredible suffering endured by Balakian’s ancestors . . . finds a redeeming correlative in the touching lyricism and beauty of his style. . . . Out of silence he has crafted something new.”—Philadelphia Inquirer Book Review


 



“[One of the] best memoirs of the summer. . . . Leaps from the babybooming suburbs of the ’50s and ’60s to the killing field of Armenia.”—USA Today


 



“All the best memoirs belong to the literature of quest. They are tales of discovery, stories of finding one’s way back as well as forward. Balakian’s Black Dog of Fate is such a book.”

—Houston Chronicle


 



“Balakian writes with power and poignancy, confronting his past with justified outrage and transforming that outrage into art. An exceptional work.”—Library Journal (starred review)

“It starts as a graceful Holden Caulfield-like memoir of youth . . . and ends as . . . a cry from the heart, transcribed with enormous literary skill that directly penetrates the reader’s emotions and uniquely conveys how and why the [Armenian Genocide] still grips the Armenian diaspora so ferociously.”—Foreign Affairs


 



“This will be a classic among memoirs for what it tells us about the Armenian-American story, about the reclaiming of unspeakable personal and family truths, and about the emergence of a powerful poetic voice.”—Robert Jay Lifton

 



“His book alternately amuses, charms, and horrifies . . . intimate, funny, sad, and very serious.”—Providence Journal


 



“An essential American story of the author’s upbringing as the child of Armenian immigrants—and of his gradual discovery of an entire culture’s genocide at the hands of the Ottoman Turks in 1915. . . . A rare work of seasoned introspection, haunting beauty, and high moral seriousness. Includes a chilling genealogy of Balakian’s parents’ families.”—Kirkus (starred review)

 



“Balakian has written a sort of Armenian Roots. . . . He offers a picture of a suburbia with a secret. . . . In the retrieved testimony of [his ancestors] we can feel a stinging reproach that the 1919 promise of international law—to say nothing of international justice—remains unkept.”

—Christopher Hitchens, Los Angeles Times Book Review


 



“Balakian weaves the dark horrors of the Armenian past into his story of middle class America . . . a beautiful book. . . . Balakian has given voice to a people who were nearly destroyed and told a story that all should read.”—Fresno Bee


“Balakian, a gifted poet, knows exactly how to bring the pain of the past into the landscape of the present. Passionate and endearingly personal . . . an extraordinary book.”—Alfred Kazin

 



“Only once in a generation a work of literary accomplishment appears that poses the difficult questions so forcefully and succeeds in answering them with clarity and eloquence.”

—Journal of Holocaust and Genocide Studies


 



“How Balakian straddles these two worlds and eventually discovers his rich and tragic heritage forms the basis of his eloquent memoir.”—Fort Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel


 



“A deeply moving account of a modern American poet’s discovery of genocide—that of his own people, the Armenians. Balakian’s elegant style does not mask a burning anger over a holocaust the world has chosen to ignore.”—D. M. Thomas

 



“The eldest grandson of one survivor remembers. And it honors the memory of Nafina Aroosian that Peter Balakian tells her story and his with passion and with grace.”—Orange County Register


 



“This is a profound and eloquent book that traces the transmutation of a painful history into the stuff of literature and moral engagement.”—Mary Catherine Bateson






ALSO BY PETER BALAKIAN

Father Fisheye

Sad Days of Light

Reply from Wilderness Island

Theodore Roethke’s Far Field

Dyer’s Thistle


Bloody News from My Friend, by Siamanto 
(Translated by Peter Balakian and Nevart Yaghlian)

June-tree: New and Selected Poems, 1974-2000


The Burning Tigris:  
The Armenian Genocide and America’s Response



Armenian Golgotha: A Memoir of the Armenian Genocide,  
by Grigoris Balakian 
(Translated by Peter Balakian with Aris Sevag)






[image: 001]





To my children 
Sophia Ann and James Gerard






PREFACE TO THE TENTH-ANNIVERSARY EDITION

When the occasion arose for a new edition to be published by Basic Books at roughly the ten-year anniversary of the first publication of Black Dog of Fate, my former editor Gail Winston, having learned of my May 2005 trip to Syria, suggested that I write another chapter for the new edition. I thought it was a good idea and one that embodied Gail’s affirmation of the continuation of my story, and I took her up on it.

What had been a lecture tour in Lebanon and Syria turned out to be, in a spontaneous and revelatory way, a journey into my grandmother’s lost world of refuge in Aleppo from 1915 to 1920, following the death march she was put on in August 1915 by the Turkish government. From Aleppo, my trip took me to Der Zor, in the Syrian desert a couple of hundred miles east, an arid zone that had been the epicenter of death during the Armenian Genocide, a place that has come to embody perhaps what Auschwitz has come to mean to the history of the Holocaust. Thus, two chapters, “Going to Aleppo, May 2005,” and “Bones,” continue my story, and I hope that the reader will find them an organic continuation of my exploration of a dark past and a buried family narrative.

I also took the occasion to return to the text a few small things that had been cut from my earlier drafts. In “Freedom, New Jersey,” I returned a few paragraphs about rock ’n’ roll, including a small reflection on Bob Dylan. In “Chain of Words,” I gave back to my father a few words of wisdom he imparted to me. On a couple of other occasions, I identified friends with a word or two more. I have changed the spelling of Bishop Balakian’s name from Krikor, his given name, to Grigoris, the classical spelling of  his name and the one he assumed upon his ordination and that he used in writing his books. Finally, since so much significant scholarship on the Armenian Genocide has appeared since the publication of the first edition, I have updated the bibliography with some of the important scholarly books that have been published in recent years.

—P.B.
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MY MOTHER’S FAMILY
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MY FATHER’S FAMILY





PART I

GRANDMOTHER





BLACK DOG OF FATE


I CARRY AN IMAGE WITH ME, LIKE A KODAK SNAPSHOT FROM 1960 when the colors still looked gooey under the gloss. It’s a picture of my maternal grandmother, Nafina (an Armenian version of Athena) Aroosian, and her daughters, Aunt Gladys and Aunt Lucille, walking up our flagstone path. Behind them, out of focus, a Chevy Biscayne, ice cream white, with thick chrome tapering to the back fender. The tops of the turquoise-colored seats glare in the noon sun. It’s Sunday, after church, and everyone is out. There’s a hardball game going on in the cul-de-sac at the end of the block. Kids run through the spray of a sprinkler, darting between hedges of newly planted hemlocks.

My grandmother walks ahead of my aunts, with her aluminum cane, the one she brought home from the hospital after she broke her hip. She is dressed in navy or beige. A brooch or a jewel pinned near her collar. Pearls around her neck. A flowered scarf. She never grayed, so her hair is chestnut brown, braided in a bun studded with colored stones. My aunts follow behind. Their hair is coiffed like Jackie Kennedy’s. Every Saturday morning my aunts and my mother have their hair done. Every Sunday at dinner, conversation inevitably turns to the merits and flaws of Cilo, Rudy, Luigi, Alan. One hairdresser cut better. One styled better. One was more avanti  or European. On Sunday their hair smelled of perfume. My aunts  are dressed in white or pale-blue linen suits. Silk blouses, silk scarves. They wear pearls, gold earrings, and gold bracelets; the sun glints off them as they walk toward the house. Neighbors in T-shirts push power mowers, and everywhere machines are buzzing. Along the flagstone walk is a black Schwinn, a red Huffy, a go-cart made out of a milk crate, some bats and balls, scattered.

When my brother, sister, and I would see the white Biscayne pull into the driveway we knew our playing was over. We weren’t happy about it, but we would walk dutifully to the house.

Every Sunday it’s the same. Our extended Armenian family sitting around the dining room table in winter or out on the patio in summer for a full afternoon and more, and my grandmother quietly watching. Perhaps the crisscross of voices, the endless high-pitched exchange, and the chaos of conversation are too much for her. She seems detached, and because of her dentures, eats slowly. If we have corn on the cob, my mother slices the kernels off for her; if, God forbid, the kebab is not tender, my mother cuts her portion in small pieces. Through her thick lenses she looks serious. And sometimes I stare at the dark, wrinkled half-moons beneath her eyes.

After dinner she is always affectionate with me, often brushing my hair with her hand, which makes me slightly uncomfortable—especially if my friends are there—and then I try to ward her off with mental telepathy. But she hovers around me, forever asking how I am and what I want. She keeps repeating an Armenian word, eench. It means “how” or “what,” and is fraught with solicitousness, concern, anxiousness; and if you add all these things up in Armenian, it means love. Eench. Eench. Eench-eh: What’s the matter? What is it? Are you OK? Eench gooz-es: What do you want?  Eench gooz-es oud-es: What do you want to eat? Eench, eench, eench. Eench is always followed up with yavrey, her vernacular for the Turkish word yavros, which means “my little one” or “beloved,” or  hokeet seerem, which means “I love your soul.” As she runs her hands along my shoulders, she tells me I’m as skinny as an unfed bird. Because I feel a bond of affection I can’t explain, I let her  continue, but if anyone else in the family begins eench-ing me, I lip back sullenly, “Get outta here.”

My grandmother’s big brown eyes keep watching me intently. I am Peter, Bedros in Armenian, named after her second husband, who went into a coma from a cerebral hemorrhage about the week I was conceived and who died without regaining consciousness about three months before I was born. I am the eldest grandchild east of Fresno, California, the first male of the next generation, a filial position that in our Near Eastern culture comes with patriarchal status. Although I did not understand then what the presence of a new generation meant for a culture that had been nearly expunged from the planet only forty-five years earlier, I felt the strange doting power of the word eench. It often unnerved me, making me feel as if something were wrong, or would be wrong. Was I sick? Was I dying of some secret disease my elders knew about and were keeping from me? Invariably, after I was eench-ed to death, my grandmother would lean over and kiss the fallen ski-jump of my crew cut where it spilled onto my forehead, say something even more elaborate in Armenian, compelling me to beat a track out of that stuffy room of oriental objects for the TV room and the Yankees on channel 11.

My sisters, Pam and Jan, my brother, Jim, and I never learned Armenian. In Tenafly, New Jersey, in 1960, who would want to know Armenian, a language spoken by an ancient Near Eastern people who lived half a globe away and were now part of the Soviet Union? My parents spoke Armenian when they wanted to communicate privately or when they were in public places and needed to discuss the price of veal or the amount to tip; confident that the waiter wouldn’t know their language, once in a while they were wrong. Alarmed, my mother would turn to my father: “I think the waiter speaks Armenian.” The little Armenian I knew was from church and from my grandmother, words and phrases mingled with English around the house: Ahno-tee-es? Shad lav. Khent. Gatig. Dok-ess? Khegj-uh. Moog. Paubig. (Are you hungry? Very well. Crazy. A little milk. Are you hot? Poor guy. Mouse. Barefoot.)

I visited my grandmother in East Orange once a month. On Friday afternoons, my mother drove me south from Teaneck. The green signs on the new Garden State Parkway bright with white numbers, and the names—Irvington, Nutley, Bloomfield—exhilarating. East Orange in 1958 was another country to me. Wide boulevards divided by islands of maples and beeches, lined by old-fashioned street lamps and large Victorian houses that looked haunted with their turrets and gables and mansard roofs of gray and maroon slate.

My grandmother lived in an old brick garden apartment with Aunt Gladys and Aunt Lucille. The apartments were situated around a large courtyard of well-kept lawn and hedges of rhododendrons. The windows had leaded panes; the window boxes, red and white geraniums. It was mysterious and exotic after the suburban houses of Teaneck. When my mother closed the door at the bottom of the stairs of my grandmother’s apartment, I felt free of my brother, Jim, and my sister, Pam, who were back in the cluttered playroom in Teaneck. I sat at the big mahogany table in the dining room in front of a plate of hot dolma, a big dish of yogurt, some lemon wedges, a basket of Arnold dinner rolls, and a green bottle of 7-Up that stood by itself without a tumbler, because my grandmother knew I liked to drink from the bottle. Now we had the day to ourselves until my aunts came home from their jobs in the city.

On those Friday afternoons I would help my grandmother bake. Leaning over the counter in my oxford button-down, white chinos, and scuffed bucks, it always flashed through my mind that if they saw me in the kitchen with my grandmother, let alone baking some Armenian thing called choereg, my Little League friends would think me a hopeless sissy—so I kept my maroon baseball cap on as a way of safeguarding my masculinity. Attentive to my baseball cap ritual, my grandmother would say, “Let’s see your stance,” and immediately I would go into a severe, Hector Lopez-like crouch, taking a couple of swings with my invisible  bat until she nodded with approval, as if to say, See, you’re OK; now let’s bake.

It was a 1940s kitchen with long white cabinets, a white enamel sink, red-speckled linoleum cracking at the seams, and a coiled, buzzing fluorescent light on the ceiling. The dingy light and bright sun streaming through the small rectangular window over the sink gave the room a strange hue. The cabinet I always opened by climbing the second step of the footstool released an earthy, sweet fragrance. Stacks of McCormick tins, brown bags tied off with rubber bands, squat jars. On the bottom shelf were bunches of dried herbs, clumps of twigs, tiny shrubs of gray-green leaves, flaking yellow flowers; some plants had dirt-covered roots. Things growing out of the shelf beckoned my fingers.

Allspice, coriander (powdered and whole), cayenne pepper, cumin in a square jar, fennel seed, cardamom, cinnamon (powdered and in sticks), sumac, black nigella seeds, zatar, saffron, paprika, oregano, basil. And mahleb, which my grandmother kept in a jar. The color of sand and fine as talcum, it was the pulverized pit of wild cherry, and its earthy sweetness seemed to carry the other fragrances with it like an invisible thread tying up a bouquet.

“The essence of a cherry pit,” my grandmother said in her discernible accent, and then, “‘A garden enclosed is my sister, my spouse; a spring shut up, a fountain sealed. Thy plants are an orchard of pomegranates, with pleasant fruits; camphor, with spikenard. Spikenard and saffron; calamus and cinnamon, with all trees of frankincense; myrrh and aloes, with all the chief spices: A fountain of gardens, a well of living waters, and streams from Lebanon. Awake, O north wind; and come, thou south; blow upon my garden, that the spices thereof may flow out.’ That’s Song of Solomon.”

My grandmother knew large pieces of the Bible by heart. At the missionary school she attended in Diarbekir, an ancient Armenian city in southeastern Turkey where she grew up, they drilled it into her. “If we failed our recitations,” she said, “the missionaries  made us clean the school that week.” Then she flicked some flour on the bread board and rubbed it in.

She told me she recited verses of the Bible when things weren’t going well. “Words are friends. In bad times they keep you company.”

“I hate memorizing for school,” I mumbled as I unrolled some wax paper.

“Just do it; you’ll be thankful someday.” Then she ordered me to get the mahleb, which meant we were going to make a sweet bread called choereg.


To make choereg, we mixed milk and melted butter into a ceramic bowl. I poured yeast into a glass measuring cup with red lines and watched it fizz. Eggs, sugar, salt, baking powder, and my grandmother poured in the mahleb. She sifted flour and we mixed it all with a large wooden spoon till it was dough. Then she scooped the dough out and put it on the flour-grazed bread board. We squeezed and pressed it with our hands. I liked how the wet dough stuck between my fingers. I liked how she took it to another bowl and turned it all over its oiled surface, then covered the bowl with a towel and put it in the unlit oven. It was warm there and free from drafts, and when we opened the oven two hours later the dough was an airy, saffron-colored mound.

I loved punching the dough down so that its porous insides collapsed. We pulled it into pieces and made ropes, braids, and rings while we listened to WMGM on the radio. “Rock ’n’ roll picks me up,” my grandmother would say; Elvis, Fats Domino, Bill Haley and the Comets—“good stuff.” And when the Shirelles came out in the early sixties with “Will You Still Love Me Tomorrow?” “Tonight’s the Night,” and “Mama Said There’ll Be Days Like This,” she said, “They do good harmony,” and followed them like a fan because they were girls from nearby Passaic. As we filled the silver baking trays with braids and rings and ropes and brushed them with a beaten egg yolk so that they would shine when they came out, we sang along with the radio, “Blueberry Hill” or “Jail-house Rock.”

While the choereg baked, my grandmother told me stories. They weren’t like the ones my friends heard from their grandparents, about fishing trips on the Great Lakes, Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig, sagas set at summer camps in the Adirondacks when Calvin Coolidge was president, or the stock market crash of ’29, when good men jumped out of windows. My grandmother’s stories didn’t seem to belong to any time or place; she just started in like this: Djamangeen gar oo chagar, which means, “A long time ago there was and there wasn’t.”

“There was a rich woman who lived in a big house with her husband and was envied for her beauty, and when it came her time to meet Fate—because everyone must meet fate once in their life—she went to Fate’s house to make an offering. And what an offering—the best spring lamb, stuffed with almonds and pilaf, apricots and pomegranates, quinces and walnuts, and to top it off, two fine rubies in the eye sockets of the head. She carried it all on a silver platter, and walked through town in her white silk dress, pearls around her neck, and her wrists jangling with gold bracelets.” My grandmother shook her wrists so I could hear those bracelets clatter.

“She knocked on the door, once, twice, three times, and waited patiently.

“When Fate came to the door, with her bright hennaed hair, rubbing her eyes so that the mascara smeared her cheek, she didn’t even look at the woman. ‘Don’t bother me,’ she whispered in an irritated voice, ‘I’m sleeping, be gone!’” My grandmother threw her head back as she said this.

“The next week, a woman who was poor as those ladies on Eighth Avenue with paper bags knew that it was her day to call on Fate. She lived in a hut in the country, without a dime to her name. All she had was a black dog that she had found dead in a field, and so she dragged it home and cooked it. Even the apple she placed in its mouth was wormy. The next day she went to the house of Fate in a black dress, which smelled like oil and rotten milk. She trembled as she knocked on Fate’s door.” My grandmother made a  knocking motion with her hand. “Fate appeared in a white dress, with diamond brooches in her hair, and she looked beautiful as a queen. The poor woman felt even more unworthy and had to restrain herself from running away. But to her surprise, Fate opened her arms and said in a voice sweet as honey, ‘Come in, I’ve been waiting for you for a long time.’”

My grandmother nodded at me as if to confirm my comprehension, then there was silence. After the timer went off, and we took the choereg out of the oven and put it on wire racks to cool, still there was silence. I was beginning to get angry, but my grandmother treated me with such tenderness that I couldn’t be angry at her, so I was angry at the story, which excited but baffled me. I wanted to say, “Gran, these stories of yours—they’re weird, and I don’t get them.” But I couldn’t talk to my grandmother the way I could to my mother, so as I stared at the warm, shiny choeregs cooling on the wire racks, I just blurted out, “What’s fate, Gran?”

My grandmother looked around the kitchen and then looked me square in the eyes, as if she were about to attack a melon with her hands to see if it was ripe. “Pakht,” she said, “it’s pakht,” making the deep, guttural gargle with her throat, as you do with some Armenian words. “Pakht. You know, luck, fate. Fate.” She paused again, taking a spatula and slipping it under a couple of choeregs to make sure they weren’t sticking to the rack. “Fate, it’s your destiny, it’s what’s in store for you.”

“Uh-huh,” I gargled back through a swig of 7-Up as I began sliding the choeregs off the rack and onto a big dish. My grandmother went on, “It’s a force, something bigger than you are.”

“You mean like God?” My grandmother looked at me with serious eyes and then down at the choeregs cooling.

“No, not God,” she went on slowly, “no, yavrey.” And just as she was letting me know with her eyes that she didn’t want to answer any more questions, my tongue had already slipped out of my mouth again. “What about the dog?”

Animated and clipping a choker of pearls around her neck, she backed out of the kitchen as she looked at her watch, and began  warning me that we had to get to the grocery store. “The dog . . . the dog, the dog is fate’s answer to us—to the human world.”

“That dead animal?” I asked, feeling dumb. “A dead black dog?” I heard myself say it again. “Gran, what are you talking about?”

“The dog tells us to have hope. The dog tells us there is mystery.”

“Mystery, hope?” I echoed.

Then she pounded her palm on the red Formica counter. “The dog tells us that appearances are deceiving—the world is not what you think, yavrey.” Then she grew impatient and began ordering me, “A & P by three-thirty or we won’t have dinner ready for the girls.”

I wanted to ask why the rich woman was turned away and what happened to the lamb with rubies in its eyes, but my grandmother had drawn the line. She had said all she wanted to say, and even my annoying prodding wouldn’t get me anywhere. So the image of a white lamb with two red precious stones in its eye sockets floated in my head as we left for the A & P. We walked and trotted and jogged through her shortcuts, empty lots, alleys, and backyards. My grandmother walked fast and this amazed me, for I—who thought I was the Maury Wills of my Little League team—had to work hard to keep up with her. With her mended hip and slight limp and manner of pushing off with her cane, the stride of her thin, sturdy legs was relentless. I was manic with joy as I ran alongside her. We always finished our walk at the overpass where the Garden State Parkway was being built. It was 1958 and this Eisenhower highway was being built from north to south along the whole snaking eastern side of New Jersey. As we hung over the railing watching those giant machines gouge out the earth, she peeled the wrapping of an Almond Joy and gave me half.

On these walks my grandmother liked silence, but when she talked, she talked about the stock market or the Yankees, whom she had followed since Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig days. Her love of Joe DiMaggio made her reluctant to accept Mickey Mantle with  open arms. Mantle had a lot to live up to, she said; he was a “play-boy,” a “prima donna,” she complained. “But Casey loves him,” she went on. Her feeling for Casey Stengel was inveterate and she loved his head-down-skip-over-the-white-line on the way to the mound; the way he pulled his ear, and signaled to the bullpen. “Manages on instinct,” she reminded me.

When she spoke fast with her Armenian accent she had a tendency to leave out the articles, as Armenian immigrants often do, and sounded like Red Barber with his hard, clipped Brooklyn style. When she said things like “Baseball means something; you keep averages, turn off the radio when you want; box scores the next day; it’s free,” I realized the game was something more than a game to her. I realized she felt the game more deeply than anyone knew.

 



My grandmother and I followed the Yankees together, and by the time I was ten it had become an ongoing conversation between us. Box scores, averages, pitching rotations, prognosis for the World Series—because there was almost never a series without the Yankees. In August of ’59, my grandmother walked around our backyard in Teaneck muttering, “the damn Chicago,” because by the end of the month it was clear the White Sox and not the Yankees were headed for the series, which would mark the second time in my short life that the Yankees would not be playing in October. In April of ’60, she said about the Yankees’ acquisition of Roger Maris from the Kansas City A’s: “We say in Armenian, ‘One man’s luck is another’s stupidity.’”

The Yankees of the fifties and early sixties were more than a team, they were a mood, an image, a feeling. They were thin blue stripes and elegant numbers on a white uniform. They were a Y  spliced into an N on a blue cap. Power and muscle and confidence, and they did what great teams do, they won in ways that seemed inevitable yet magical. Even now when I see the Yankees logo—a red, white, and blue Uncle Sam hat topping a bat inside the white circle of a baseball with the Yankees script across the center, I feel  not just nostalgia but a thrill, and I think, too, of my grandmother’s quiet, intense passion for her team.

After we had moved to our new house in Tenafly, my grandmother began to appear at the door after dinner when the Yankees were on channel 11—now that she and my aunts lived a five-minute bus ride away in Englewood. In our new, paneled TV room, the two of us sat on a black leather couch beneath big framed posters of the Côte d’Azur and Monaco, while upstairs my mother put my brother and sisters to bed. As the light coming through the sliding glass doors turned purple and then black, the blue-gray of the TV lit the room.

By the early sixties, my grandmother had come around on Mickey Mantle. Perhaps because of his bad knees, his constant struggle to stay healthy enough to play, and maybe because there was something pathetic about this man who undermined his brilliant talent by his own foolish behavior off the field. He was, she said, a tutoum kulukh, in Armenian, a pumpkin head, a dumbbell. But by the end of the 1961 Mantle-Maris duel for the Babe’s season home-run record, my grandmother came to see Mantle as a tragic figure who endured his own frailties with grace and courage and who was forced to watch from the sidelines in the second half of September as Roger Maris hit sixty-one to break the record.

So as the camera caught Mantle’s boyish blond face and zoomed in on his wondrous 17 ½ inch neck while he took his warmup swings in the on-deck circle, my grandmother and I grew silent. “His swing is like a great wind,” she said, “sheeewwww.” And when he sent one out of the park, my grandmother would say, “Outta here!” and dish into the crystal bowl of pistachio nuts on the coffee table. Splitting the shells with her thumbnails, she would pass me the salty green nuts so that we could celebrate with our teeth.

I remember my grandmother during the ’62 series between the Yankees and the Giants, because that October she decided to watch all the Series games in our new TV room. “It’s a bigger screen,” she said to my mother about our new RCA, “and I can see  better,” and although she didn’t say so, I think she wanted to watch the games with me. But that fall I disappointed her by listening to every game on the radio with my friends behind the chain-link backstop of our sandlot diamond. We scurried between the field and transistor radio and sometimes stopped our play as we did for the final half inning of game 7. I remember how Yankee fans stood on one side of the backstop and Giants fans on the other as Ralph Terry faced Willie McCovey while Willie Mays and Felipe Alou stood on second and third waiting to break the Yankees’ 1-0 lead, and how the loud crack of the bat came over the radio as McCovey smacked a line drive that seemed destined for right field and a 2-1 Giants’ victory to win it all when Bobby Richardson leapt to his left and snatched the ball to give the Yankees another World Series. When I returned home, my grandmother was waiting in the driveway for me, dressed in a beige linen suit and a choker of pearls, with a small, quiet smile on her face. “Good ole Richardson” was all she said.

 



About two weeks after the series had ended, the Cuban Missile Crisis took over our lives, and my grandmother began showing up after dinner to watch the news with us. Walter Cronkite’s face, slightly worried and avuncular on the big black-and-white screen, followed by aerial footage of aircraft carriers and the shoreline of Cuba. My father mocking Kennedy’s Boston accent, saying, “Cuber’s just a stone’s throw from Florida.” My mother passing a tray of dried fruits and nuts that my aunt Alice had just sent from Fresno. In my sixth-grade class everyone was talking about the bomb and the end of the world. Meredith Gutman, sensing my inclination toward morbidity and terror, stared at me one morning and said, “This whole world will go up in smoke,” as she wiggled her fingers and raised her arms like a conductor.

That week I had found on my parents’ night table a small pamphlet called “A Citizen’s Handbook on Nuclear Attack and Natural Disasters,” published by the United States Department of  Defense. It was written for barely literate people and illustrated with cartoons. Aimed at assuring Americans that no harm would come from nuclear war, it read:


If an enemy should threaten to attack the United States you would not be alone.

If a person receives a large dose of radiation, he will die. But if he receives only a small or medium dose, his body will repair itself and he will get well. Most of the nation’s food supplies would be usable after an attack.

. . . Also, to avoid injuring your eyes, never look at the flash of an explosion of the nuclear fireball.



 



Even to a sixth grader this seemed ridiculous; it was clear from the media that nuclear war meant death and destruction. The pamphlet, which went on to instruct families on how to make a bomb shelter, must have been geared for suburbia, for who else but suburbanites would have basements large and fine enough to be converted into bomb shelters? And we were to stock our new shelters:  “6 months of evaporated milk, 18 months of canned poultry, 12 months of ready-to-eat cereals in metal containers, 18 months of hard candy and gum, 24 months of flavored beverage powders, jugs labeled ‘water,’ pills labeled ‘medicine.’”


I was sure my mother would prefer the end of the world to this menu. Disgusted and secretly terrified by the whole Cuba business, I went home each day in late October after playing football, ate dinner, and opened the door for my grandmother and followed her into the TV room to watch the images of aircraft carriers and Cuba on the screen.

I lay in bed one night sweating, filled with images of bomb shelters and cereal in metal containers, and decided to go downstairs for a bowl of Frosted Flakes. As I passed the partly opened door of the TV room, I noticed that my grandmother was watching the late night news. Just as I was about to fling the door open,  she took a long ivory pipe out of her purse, filled it with tobacco, and lit up. I was so startled that I stood frozen in the dark hallway, watching her through the two-inch crack between the door and the doorjamb.

I could hear Kennedy, Khrushchev, Castro, Cuba from the newscaster’s voice. My grandmother drew long puffs on the pipe and put it down on the coffee table, then made the sign of the cross and said some Armenian words: Der Voghormya, Der Voghormya, Der Voghormya. (Lord have mercy, Lord have mercy, Lord have mercy.) Then she crossed herself again, took a puff on her pipe, and said, Sourp Asdvadz, Sourp Asdvadz, Sourp Asdvadz. (Holy God, Holy God, Holy God.) She stood up, crossed herself, sat down, and pulled from her purse a dazzling blue and ivory and apricot striped cloth. She placed it on her lap like a napkin and then opened up a big fat biography of Mary Todd Lincoln, in which a ’57 baseball card of Hank Aaron was tucked as a bookmark.

For days afterward, I thought of my grandmother’s strange ritual in the TV room. Because I felt guilty for spying on her while everyone else slept peacefully upstairs, I couldn’t mention it to anyone in my family. Weeks later, after the Cuban Missile Crisis was settled and enough time had passed so that what I had seen seemed like fiction, I told my mother that one night in the summer I had seen Gran take a smoke on a pipe. Seeing on my face that this amazed and somewhat frightened me, she said, “Oh, in the old country, at a certain age, women smoke pipes once in a while. It’s a sign of wisdom.”

If I was relieved that my mother had given me an answer, I was unsettled that the answer had unfurled more questions. The old country. That phrase that came up now and then. A phrase that seemed to have a lock on it. I knew it meant Armenia, but it made me uneasy. If I asked about the old country, the adults would change the subject. Once my mother said, “It’s an ancient place, it’s not really around anymore.” Where had it gone? I asked myself.

If I lived in a house where the old country still had a presence, why wasn’t there a map, or photograph, or beautiful drawing of it  somewhere, like the one the Zandonellas had of Milan in their TV room? Since there was no picture of the old country in our house and since I didn’t have one etched in my mind, the old country came to mean my grandmother. Whatever it was, she was. Whatever she was, it was.






THE WOMAN IN BLUE


 WHEN I WAS WITH MY GRANDMOTHER, I HAD ACCESS TO SOME other world, some evocative place of dark and light, some kind of energy that ran like an invisible force from this old country called Armenia to my world in New Jersey. It was something ancient, something connected to earth and words and blood and sky.

Now I realize that my grandmother’s stories hibernated in me until I was ready to understand them fully. Or maybe marinated is a better word, since we are a people so steeped in food; yes, marinated. Or is it cured? Like grape leaves in brine; or lamb cooked in apricots, walnuts, and pomegranate juice and left to soften in hardened fat in an earthenware jug; or long slabs of filet mignon packed in garlic and cumin and left to hang in the dark air of a basement.

My grandmother liked to tell all of us her dreams, but it was to me, when we were alone, that she told her stories; perhaps she had told the same ones to her daughters when they were young, although no one ever mentioned them. I came to realize that my grandmother’s stories were part of time and not part of time, part of place and not part of place, part of the stuff that is stored in the mind’s honeycomb.

As a dream teller my grandmother was accorded respect, albeit begrudgingly by my father, the rationalist physician. I remember  one morning overhearing my grandmother in the kitchen telling my mother about a dream she’d had the night before about an old friend from the old country, who now lived in Fresno, California.

“She was on a hill,” my grandmother said. “It was a blue sky, and then a huge bird comes flying down at her, making a screaming sound. Next thing I know she is in our old house in Maple-wood, sitting in our living room, drinking rosewater. It’s spring, because I can see forsythia through the picture window. Then, she asks me to get her shoes; I look down, and I see she is paubig [barefoot]. I say, ‘Nevart, I don’t know where your shoes are.’ She begins to cry. Curls up on the rug. I look up and snow is coming in through the window. I go to shut it and a huge bird slams into the glass, bounces off the glass and disappears.”

“It’s just a dream,” I heard my mother say. That afternoon Nevart, whom she hadn’t seen in years, died suddenly.

My grandmother relied on her dreams. She liked to tell them to us as soon after waking as possible. “I had a dream about AT&T; it’s going up; we should buy more,” she said to my father. “The stock market has nothing to do with dreams,” my father said. “Why not?” she clipped back.

“Yavresie, things aren’t looking good for Mickey.”

“What d’ya mean, Gran?”

“Knee or hamstring, I had a dream last night.”

She dreamt Man o’ War won each of the Triple Crown races before each race. But that was easy. She dreamt something bad was going to happen to my mother in the next five days. Five days later my mother broke two vertebrae slipping down the stairway. “I don’t want to know, Mama,” I would hear my mother say on the phone. I think we all believed and didn’t believe in my grandmother’s dreams. She liked to say things like, “I can smell evil in a basement” or “The hawk from the village tells truth in the city” or “Don’t trust a snake unless it has two heads.”

“It’s just coincidence,” my father assured my mother in his medical tone of voice, “we know dreams can’t predict the future.”

My grandmother’s stories also had dreamlike qualities about them, and one of them I remember best began with the elk. In Armenia, the elk is magic. With its horns like wild candelabra, the elk was Adam’s first partner in the Garden of Eden. But Armenian legend has it that the elk wasn’t compatible with Adam, and God banished it in favor of Eve. So the elk grew to hate women. Especially pregnant women, who had to go to bed at night with knives under their pillows in case the elk came to pull out their livers.

“How?” I asked my grandmother. “Through the mouth,” she answered. “Elk would have to suck it up?” I asked. “That’s right,” my grandmother said, “suck it up,” and she made a sound with her lips as if she were inhaling on a drinking straw.

Jesus, she told me, caught the elk red-handed with the liver of a pregnant woman in its mouth. Now Elk knew he was done for, so he promised Jesus he wouldn’t harm women who cried for help in Christ’s name. My grandmother’s voice dropped. “I’m not sure Jesus would make that kind of deal.”

I remember the story so well not only because it was about liver and the elk but because my grandmother and I had gotten lost on the subway coming home from shopping on Fifth Avenue at Saks and Lord & Taylor, on one of those Saturday afternoon Aroosian shopping sprees during which I was forced in and out of the best stores in New York in order to find clothes that were suitable for me and that would pass the inspection of my grandmother, aunts, and mother. I was ten, and I remember walking up the stairs of the subway station, thin as a pencil, kicking each step with my white bucks. When we emerged aboveground, we soon found ourselves in a part of the city even my grandmother had never been in. Smaller buildings, grocery stores, barbershops, diners. We kept walking because my grandmother was sure there was a bus we could get that would take us across town. Finally she said, “We’re in Harlem, yavrey.” She explained that “many colored people” lived here.

Tired and confused, we dragged our shopping bags along the sidewalk past the dark, low tenement buildings and street signs  with unfamiliar names. My grandmother stopped next to a man selling ice cream from a silver cart and bought us each a Creamsicle. We sat on a bench, and I felt white for the first time in my life. I don’t know if my grandmother sensed my uneasiness, but she started in: “Djamangeen gar oo chagar.” (A long time ago, there was and there wasn’t.)

“A young bride gave birth to a boy. The baby was a long time coming out, and she was tired.” She paused to make sure I understood her English translation. “A beautiful boy. When the husband returned from his business trip to find his new son, he was like a dancing bear. ‘Wife,’ he says, ‘go get us our best wine for a toast.’ The wife said she was too weak to walk to the wine cellar, but the husband demanded, and she went.

“In her green robe, she went down into the cool stone basement where the wine was stored. When she opened the door she saw a woman dressed in blue, sewing a large cloth. She passed the woman in blue as if she wasn’t there, picked up a big clay jug, and poured wine into a pitcher. As it spilled over the spout, screams came from the jug, as if they were pouring out with the wine itself. The terrified woman ran back through the cellar to the doorway where the woman in blue was sitting sewing, and she fainted.

“Upstairs the husband was pacing impatiently.”

No buses were coming. It was getting cooler and I felt a pang of hunger. “Where’s the bus, Gran?”

“It’ll be here,” she said, annoyed that I had interrupted her.

“‘That lazy wife,’” she marshaled it out, tapping her cane on the pavement. “The husband goes downstairs to the wine cellar, and he finds his wife lying on the floor. He shakes her, picks her up. ‘What’s wrong, what’s wrong!’” My grandmother brandished her cane.

“The wife comes to and tells the husband how voices came from the jug and how they seemed to chase her to the woman in blue. ‘Woman in blue? I see no one,’ says the husband. ‘But she was right here,’ the wife protests.”

My grandmother and I must have looked odd on that green, blistered bench, with black-and-white shopping bags from Lord  & Taylor and Saks piled around us, I in my chinos, oxford button-down, and she in her black lamb’s-wool coat, high heels, Ray Charles-style sunglasses, and wand of an aluminum cane. When she realized that no bus was coming, she asked me to hail a cab. Although I’d never done this, I wanted to act grown up, so I stood up tentatively and began waving my arms like a referee signaling a first down.

Women in bright-colored kerchiefs walked past us with shopping carts and bags of groceries. Black kids were playing a game with a ball off a concrete wall. The ice cream man returned to see if we wanted another Creamsicle, the soles of his shoes flapping as he walked.

“That’s no way to get a cab,” my grandmother said, and got up with characteristic vehemence and began waving her cane like a conductor, and in a minute a yellow checker cab was at our disposal. “G. W. Bridge Terminal,” my grandmother said and we got in.

“For the next week, the wife slept and woke.” My grandmother interrupted her story with this incantation—“The wind blew in and the wind blew out”—and she continued: “When she woke she told her husband about the woman in blue and about al  [elk] who came to pull out her liver.” The cab sped through Harlem up Lexington Avenue, past basketball courts, rows of tenements with fire escapes, burned-out buildings, and the thick, colorful tubing of neon signs as my grandmother went on. “Now, the elk is unusual,” she said in a deliberate way, so I could hear the cadence of her accent. “It’s an invisible animal, only the bells on the antlers can be seen and only at a distance. It has the power of copper claws and iron teeth.

“The wife told her husband how the elk had come every night to take her liver, and she refused to open her mouth. She kept her jaw clenched like an alligator. One day after a fainting spell, the wife saw the woman in blue again, who said, ‘Come to my church, and I will banish the elk forever.’ ‘Which is your church?’ asked the wife. ‘Mairig Asdvadzadzeen. Notre Dame, Our Lady,’” my  grandmother said to make sure I understood. “The woman in blue disappeared. The wind blew in, the wind blew out.”

In the cavernous bus terminal, we hiked the long stairs to the Red & Tan Bus Line platforms and sat on a bench behind the Plexiglas shield of the waiting area for number 14K. “When the woman came to, she told her husband she must go to Mairig Asdvadzadzeen. ”


Mairig Asdvadzadzeen. It was a phrase that stuck with me.  Mairig is “mother” in Armenian, and Asdvadzadzeen means “of God.” The words made strange music, like a good phrase that slides into your ear and hangs around for a while. As my grandmother told the story I kept repeating it to myself. Mairig Asdvadzadzeen. Mairig Asdvadzadzeen.


“After some arguing, the husband, who was suspicious of his wife’s dreams, now grew worried about her, and he took her over the mountains and down to the church on the plateau. It was winter, and the couple lived on the cold stone of the church floor. Her husband brought offerings of slaughtered lamb and gold coins to the altar. The wife had nights of fever and cold sweat, and her husband rubbed her arms with beeswax, put the milk of the hodad plant on her forehead. One day in spring, she woke to see light flooding the great window behind the altar, and there, on a cross that seemed to float in the air, was the woman in blue.”

I dragged two shopping bags up the bus steps. My grandmother paid the driver. We sat near the rear of the bus, our shopping bags packed around us and at our feet, my grandmother’s cane wedged in so it looked like a silver shepherd’s crook jutting up. I took a window seat, from which I could see the girders of the George Washington Bridge and its great gray towers. I was just settling into the stale odor of bus-seat fabric, which smelled like cigarette smoke and hair spray and carbon monoxide, and was getting ready to hear the end of the story when something hard hit me on the side of the face, so close to my eye that for a second I saw stars. Stunned, I looked up and saw that my grandmother’s hat had been knocked off too.

In the seat behind us a fight had started. A man in a three-piece suit and dark glasses was striking with his cane a slightly pudgy man in a motorcycle jacket, black pants, and pointy black boots, who reminded me of Roy Orbison. I ducked, then curled up into the lap of the seat to protect myself from the man’s flailing cane, my hands over my head. When I peered out from my crossed arms, my grandmother stood up ready to defend the Roy Orbison look-alike against the man in the three-piece suit. “Stop, stop!” she shouted. “Fool,” she said.

The man began swinging his cane vehemently in my grandmother’s direction. Now she held her cane up diagonally to block his swing. For a long moment the two locked canes—the man’s painted cane and my grandmother’s silver cane like crossed swords, he cursing at her and she retorting in Armenian, “Eshou kulukh.”  (Donkey head.)

The Roy Orbison look-alike had backed off, and like me was watching in amazement as the two dueled. Just before the bus driver came back onto the bus (he had gone to fetch another bus driver), my grandmother’s cane jarred the dark glasses off the man and for a moment he stood there, craning like a startled turtle, and then I looked at his eyes—they were like pitted fruits sewn up—and I couldn’t stop staring into his shut cavities that revealed just a rim of membrane. My grandmother stood there, her sunglasses still on; her Sunday hat had been knocked off, her hairpins had been pushed out of place, and her bun was coming loose. She picked the blind man’s glasses off the floor and placed them in his hand. Then the bus drivers took the blind man and the Roy Orbison look-alike off the bus.

My grandmother sat back down. “You OK, ma’am?” the driver asked her after climbing back on the bus. My grandmother nodded, and then opened her purse, took out her compact, which had a small oval mirror in it, straightened her hair, and put some tan powder on her cheeks. I could see her hands trembling slightly. I could hear her mutter in Armenian under her breath.

As I stared out the window at the cars and trucks and buses flowing by, I felt overwhelmed by my grandmother’s courage. What had possessed her? I had never witnessed anyone come to the aid of a person in trouble; but an elderly woman with a limp from the pin in her hip, risking her safety to help a total stranger? As the bus left the Hudson River behind and we turned onto the Palisades Parkway, some images from her story began drifting in my head, and before long I was asking her about the woman in blue. Who was she? How, I wanted to know, could a woman be on a cross? Wasn’t that a place for Jesus only? A floating cross? Did things work out OK for the couple? But she just nodded at me as if she were lost in a daze. When we arrived at my house and walked into our front hallway, my grandmother stared at me so that I understood I was to say nothing of what happened on the bus. Then we began to unwrap the boxes of clothes we had bought and my mother and aunts came in to offer their opinions, and the day dissolved into the noise of home. But the phrase Mairig Asdvadzadzeen did not go away, nor did the images of the elk, the jug, the woman in blue, the liver. In time I would come to understand them as a part of my grandmother’s story, but only after I came to understand what had happened to her in 1915.

 



My grandmother died on a Sunday night in the middle of November of 1964. From the bathroom where I was brushing my teeth, after watching Bonanza, I heard the phone ring and then my mother’s scream. I went downstairs to find my father hugging my mother and trying to calm her. My mother through her sobbing was telling me how much I meant to my grandmother. I gazed at them both for a second in their embrace of grief and then turned around and walked back upstairs, slammed the door of my bedroom, and turned on the radio.

Every other song now was British. The Beatles, Dave Clark Five, the Kinks, Zombies, Jerry and the Pacemakers, the Searchers. All night a new song by Herman’s Hermits: “Woke up this morning  feeling fine / There’s something special on my mind / Last night I met a new girl in the neighborhood.” A refrain, voices from Liver-pool or somewhere over there. England. Carnaby Street. Mod. How to have long hair and play ball. Coach Henderson telling us, haircuts every three weeks. “None of this Beatles stuff on our team.”

The previous night I had asked my mother to take me to my grandmother’s. When we walked into her living room she and my aunts had just finished watching Neil Sedaka on one of the variety shows. “He’s good,” my grandmother said in an animated way. “Good. Good.”

“I’m sick of him, Gran,” I said, just to bait her.

As if she hadn’t heard me, she went on, “I think he’s a Turkish Jew. Looks like someone I knew, long time ago.”

To which I said nothing, for it meant nothing to me.

“Can we have lokma? ” I asked.

“Yes, yes,” she said and limped into the kitchen to heat up some oil, mix a batter, and put some cinnamon and sugar in a large bowl. I loved to watch her make this Armenian fried dough because it cooked up like magic. As the oil bubbled she let the batter slide off the tablespoon, and it sputtered, then hit the bubbling oil and expanded into wild shapes like outer-space creatures. When they got to be a golden color she fished them out with a small strainer and let them dry on a paper towel before she rolled them in the cinnamon and sugar. I ate a dozen lokmas while my grandmother and aunts and mother drank thick coffee out of small porcelain cups and ate cherry preserves.

As I lay in bed I kept picturing my grandmother’s hands holding the large tablespoon over the boiling oil. Her skin oddly blotched, long white streaks from her knuckles to her almost colorless wrists. Wrists like the bellies of fish in the kitchen light. With the spoon clenched in her hand, her knuckles looked like bone, and I realized I’d never really seen them before. I lay in bed staring into the dark, feeling frozen, and listened to the wind outside blowing the bare trees against the clapboards, scratching and clawing the window nearest my bed. Through the wall I heard my  mother’s sobs and my father talking in Armenian, and then it was quiet.

Neil Sedaka, “a Turkish Jew” who looked like someone she knew? What did it mean? What could it mean? I wanted Gran to come back just once more so I could ask her that simple question. Neil Sedaka, the guy who sang “Calendar Girl” and “Breaking Up Is Hard to Do”? A Turkish Jew? The idea that I couldn’t ask my grandmother questions anymore flashed through me like a cold current of terror. That she was no more. That there was a big empty space where she once pushed through the world with her quick step. I didn’t believe it. Tomorrow, I told myself, she’d be back with her aluminum cane and her thick dark hair pinned up in a bun and her big eyes staring at me through her glasses, telling me her crazy stories.

All night I stared into the black air with its big molecules floating, and the boyish voices of Herman’s Hermits and the phrase  Turkish Jew kept spinning round and round my head like a black 45. My grandmother’s hands floated like wings of bone in the dark, then they were birds, then small discs of light and then bones again, and then it was dawn.






FREEDOM, NEW JERSEY


 IN THE YEARS AFTER MY GRANDMOTHER’S DEATH, I CAME TO discover there were two kinds of memory. One was a personal web of sensations. That was suburbia: good times, romance, sex, friendship, and the body in motion. That kind of memory—that sense of limitless potential—was inseparable from the rock ’n’ roll that poured out from the large turquoise and gray Zenith transistor radio my grandmother gave me when I was eight or the smaller RCAs and Sonys I later carried in my hand.

To be thirteen and dreaming. Sleepless between the cold water of the morning faucet and the light between curtains. Between dream and homeroom. Believing in “Somewhere beyond the sea.” A bra strap graceful beneath the transparency of a white blouse. And when the blue sky over the shoreline and the coconut smell of Coppertone faded and the pubic curls from bathing suits and breasts half visible were gone, the sweet voice of * * * * and the saxophones blared.

Eros dueling with death. Paul Anka’s agony. Elvis’s shaking. Little Richard’s St. Vitus’s dance at the piano. Aretha opening the campaniles of the jukebox. Martha Reeves’s great belts. Roy Orbison’s lamentations. Jackie Wilson’s tremolos. Billy Stewart’s blackscats. Garnet Mims’s gospel highs. And Bob Dylan’s voice, which hit me like broken glass under a tire, like metal scratching  concrete. It wasn’t sweet, it was penetrating, hitting nerve and skin, slightly liturgical: something minor key, the way the ghost notes wavered as they rose and fell. There was something ancient and primal in the voice, something raw and naked and intuitive, undefinably new. In that voice I heard an estuary of traditions—bluesy, post-Guthrie-dust-bowl, folk, country and rock, Jewish cantoring and political edginess, social aberrance and poetic opacity. It was a transformative voice that carried with it some of the sediment of American culture and a sense of the new.

Rock defined my sense of time because it embodied events in memory. Just a chord, a piece of melody, the pitch of a voice, the anticipation of a bar could trigger a moment past that was now present. The body was a labyrinth in which sound stayed like a disc forever spinning. And when the song returned on the radio or the phonograph, there was a flaring up in the senses, feeling jolting the mind, the past spilling into myth and nostalgia, the private storehouse of memory grew and then grew into itself.

“It’s the same old song with a different meaning since you’ve been gone,” that’s how the Four Tops song of 1966 goes. It was a song that mourned the loss of love, but celebrated the song as embodiment of experience. The song as monument. The song as emotion relived. “The Same Old Song” was the first 45 I can recall that was self-reflexive about memory. The passionate tenor voice of Levi Stubbs celebrated memory and the act of memory indelibly imprinted in the experience of a song in the grooves of the disc.

The one we danced to all night long 
All you’ve left is my favorite song 
It used to bring sweet memories 
of a tender love that used to be 
Now it’s the same old song 
but with a different meaning 
since you’ve been gone.


Yet it was never just the same old song. Holland, Dozier, and Holland spun their meaning well; it’s both a new and an old song, a reminder of a past that’s now fused with a present, which is an ongoing present that stays alive as long as the song is heard on the disc of the imagination.

And when the music was spinning, I spun in it, and the mysterious figure that was my father and the veil of high culture that was the Balakians of the Upper West Side and the Aroosians with their aesthetic fetishes and doting affection—all disappeared. The world inside 57 Crabtree Lane faded and I was free in the open spaces.


To be seventeen in Linda Bloom’s basement, smell of warm malt from cans of Colt 45 and smoke hanging from Salems, Luckies, Marlboros, the couches pushed back against paneled walls baby I need your lovin’, got to have all your lovin’ Arlene’s black pumps kicked off. Heaven Scent. Old Spice. Dampness. So take a good look at my face, you’ll see my smile, it’s way out of place, if you look closer it’s easy to trace Someone says Jerry and the Pacemakers for President.



You love the way the cigarette juts out from between her long fingers and how her red painted nails set off the white cigarette paper. You’re breaking training and her parents are in Puerto Rico for the week baby you’re so smart you know you could’ve been a school-book, the way you stole my heart you know you could’ve been a cool crook no matter what car you can get, some MG midget or a Spitfire or a bug or a GTO, the top will be down and the warm midnight air of the Garden State Parkway will pour in. The smell of the deep fry wafting over the boardwalk, the surf surging over your throat, and the transistors blaring tinny and static—



The way she leans now against the yellow counters in the dark kitchen and starts to sing cry baby cry baby welcome back home.

But I learned that there was another kind of memory, too. A kind of memory that was connected to something larger than my life. After my grandmother died, Armenia seemed more and more remote, and I lost my direct and visceral sense of the ancient Near Eastern world that she embodied. Yet, no matter how deeply I  sank into suburban life and the happy society of teenage Tenafly, my memory of my grandmother was a strange shadow appearing now and then to remind me that there was something else I needed to know. She imploded my present at the strangest moments, without conscious provocation. She had become my  pakht—the force of fate that called on me, whether I was ready or not, and who, like Lady Fate, was indifferent to my present moment, my station in life, or my need for security and comfort. She was history knocking on the door of the heart, and when she came knocking, her message often was opaque, symbolic, evocative. I was left to make of it what I could, but I could not escape the intrusion.

I’m remembering a clear, cold evening, a few inches of hard-crusted snow on the roadside. It’s February 1968, and my girlfriend Rose Germain and I are sitting, arms around each other, in the third-row seats of a Ford Country Squire station wagon on a triple date. We’re returning north up the Garden State Parkway from the Milburn Theater, where we have just seen The Graduate. I walk out of the theater thrilled in part because the hero was played by Dustin Hoffman. Not a John Wayne or a Steve McQueen or a Paul New-man, but this short, dark guy with a nose that would have been at home on any Greek bas-relief.

Earnest, alienated, and rebellious, Benjamin Braddock was more real to me than Holden Caulfield or James Dean, and until Camus’s Meursault replaced him, he was my antihero. His destined love, Elaine, was played by Katharine Ross. A touch of adolescence about her cheeks, blue eyes, long auburn hair, and tentative smile. She was chic as she walked the Berkeley campus in suede boots and blue jeans and an array of Abercrombie & Fitch jackets. I loved the way she popped a few french fries into her sensual mouth from a white paper bag she and Benjamin had taken out from the drive-in, and then smiled as she said goodnight and disappeared into her white house. Against the swarthy Hoffman, she was the ultimate shiksa.


Everything was white in southern California. The white walls of Mrs. Robinson’s hallway against which she shrinks when her affair with Benjamin is revealed to her daughter. The white paneling of the Braddock kitchen; the white empire dresses at Benjamin’s college graduation party; white walls of the Taft Hotel’s famous room number 528 (the place of assignation). And finally, the white 1960s First Presbyterian Church of Santa Barbara, where Benjamin rescues Elaine from the white interior of her almost-marriage to the blond medical student. It was more than sixties minimalism; it was the white nothingness of the American dream.

And Benjamin, depressed and alone, staring into the fish tanks in his bedroom. Benjamin driving forlornly around the posh streets in his new Alfa Romeo after Elaine has banished him from her life. Benjamin in shades drifting on a raft in his backyard swimming pool, a beer sweating in his hand, orange trees above him. The lyrical and melancholy songs of Simon and Garfunkel:  Hello darkness my old friend, I’ve come to talk with you again / because a vision softly creeping / left my dreams while I was sleeping.
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