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To my family: I know you’ll never learn to be quiet when I’m writing, so keep up the noise and the happy turmoil. I love you all.


In memory of my father-in-law, Ben Lappin, with love.




. . . and in a few moments Raphael was rescued


from obscurity and appointed to the editorship of the


Flag of Judah at a salary of nothing a year.


Israel Zangwill, Children of the Ghetto:


A Study of a Peculiar People (1892)


There is nothing so difficult


to arrive at as the nature and


personality of one’s parents.


William Maxwell, Time will Darken It (1948)


Dr Carl Moss was a big burly Jew with


a Hitler moustache . . .


Raymond Chandler, The High Window (1943)




1 Amateurs


To the Editor:

Mrs Natasha Kaplan

The Nose

PO BOX 9191

London N3

Dear Sir!

Whilst I am not Jewish myself, I really sympathize with the terrible fate the Jewish race suffered due to Hitler’s malicious policies. I have written a moving poem about the above. Although you have rejected nine other poems of mine, I trust you will find this one suitable for publication in your worthy magazine.

Yours sincerely,

Nigel Pearce

The Jewish Fate

Through the forests

through the wood

you had to go

on trains, on foot.

A crying mother

a caring bloke

one by one

went up in smoke.

But have no fear.

You are still here

here in my heart

one giant tear.
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To the Editor

For Publication

Dear Mrs Kaplan,

I write to complain about the consistently tasteless covers of the recent issues of The Nose. They are tasteless and shocking. I would also like to add that they are very disgusting. In fact, the winter edition which showed an orthodox and a secular Jew locked in an obscene embrace was so bad I had to remove it from my coffee table so as not to upset my wife. I am sure most of your readers, myself included, would prefer to see a picture of something we can all be proud of on the cover.

Your loyal subscriber,

Dr Joshua Rosen

P.S. Not For Publication: I enclose an artistic photo of my fourteen-year-old granddaughter Shoshana lighting a shabbat candle, taken by myself. My wife agrees that it would make a lovely cover.
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Dear Editor, Shalom!

I am a famous Jewish storyteller here in Darwin, Australia, where I live. I would like to submit the enclosed story, ‘Moses Spills the Beans’, for your consideration. A friend has recently been to London and told me about your magazine. Please send me a copy when you publish my story.

Very truly yours,

Izzy (Israel) Chizzick
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Dear Natasha,

Here’s the promised excerpt from my forthcoming novel. Please excuse the scribbles and do let me know about any editing changes.

Best,

Mordecai
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Dear N,

I am telling you, as a friend and supporter, to watch your back. They’re likely to knife you one day. They’ve done it to Held – they can do it to you.

Cordially,

C
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Another day’s post. After a year on the job, Natasha knew how to distinguish the good from the bad, trash from treasure. She read it all, every single letter, postcard, poem, story, separating them like egg whites from yolks. Perfect simile, she thought: the tidy yellow tray contained a small pile of material she liked and would one day publish in The Nose. The white tray was an ever-growing, shapeless mountain of badly written, peculiar manuscripts, soon to be sent back to their authors with a polite rejection slip. At its peak was a card she had misplaced, one that should have gone into her (blue) correspondence tray. In tiny, convoluted handwriting it read:

Dear Natasha,

Don’t forget to ask someone to write a piece about Danny Rubinstein. (I suppose you know he died this week?) He is (was) a very, very important writer, though perhaps long before your time. You must not lose sight of Held’s legacy – don’t make him turn in his grave!!

If you’re stuck, I’d be happy to do a nice obituary. As you know, I have it on file.

Ever yours,

Charles

Charles Sugarman was a compulsive writer of obituaries. Every living Jew in Britain with a minor or major literary accomplishment to his or her credit could count on having a half-sycophantic, half-malicious obituary filed away in Sugarman’s computer ‘for future use’. These were kept meticulously up to date, so that one could safely die at any time and be sure that Sugarman would not forget to mention any recent developments in one’s life and work. It was not entirely clear to Natasha whether Sugarman was the most effective gossip in London because he had to know everything for ‘professional’ reasons, or whether he got into the obituary business because he could only live vicariously through others. Even the most benign exchange with him would be relayed to the entire world and invariably return to its source in a substantially altered form. Sugarman misunderstood and misinterpreted almost everything one said.

Her reply to this card, as he no doubt knew, would be negative. Natasha abolished obituaries from her very first issue. She had made an early decision to leave Jewish necrology to the Jewish Weekly, a dedicated purveyor of the Anglo-Jewish lifecycle. She hoped Sugarman would have safely passed on by the time the Weekly needed an obituary of Natasha Kaplan. She knew he would say things like ‘. . . in spite of being an unknown American housewife and writer living in London with her Gentile husband, she was permitted to take on our most precious publication and gamble with the founding fathers’ unique legacy; in hindsight, one has to admit that the magazine was none the worse for it – but there were those who claim she was allowed to go too far . . .’ Natasha had no intention of turning in her own grave.

Sugarman was one of the Midgets, as she called the thirteen trustees who published The Nose. Her first encounter with them had been at her job interview – her ‘nose job interview’, as Tim put it when she told him what she was up to. ‘You want to edit a Jewish magazine? You must be nuts, but hey, somebody’s gotta do it, and it would help pay the mortgage,’ he’d said. They lived two largely separate lives – Tim disappearing daily and nightly into the dark tunnels of the tube, working as a cop for the London Underground, and Natasha spending most of her time looking after Erica at their small bungalow in Southgate. It was when Erica pointed out, drily, that both she and Daddy had jobs – she went to school and Daddy was a policeman, but Mummy was unemployed – that Natasha decided to start looking at ads in that Monday morning’s Guardian.

She had never heard of The Nose, not even under its more sombre and better-known subtitle An Anglo-Jewish and International Review of Letters, Culture, Religion, Zionism, and the Arts, including Ballet. (‘Nose’, it seemed to her, stood for NO Subject Excluded.) It had a very limited circulation, and a tired, poorly designed look. Yet it had charm, and reminded her of those old journals she would sometimes leaf through at the British Library, where she liked to go searching for unusual manuscripts. Natasha’s predecessor (the magazine’s founder) was a kindly and almost penniless old man who did all the work himself, with the help of occasional freelancers. When Held died (Sugarman’s obituary appeared not only in The Nose and the Weekly, but also in a couple of broadsheets), the magazine teetered on the brink of collapse, with guest editors filling in, unenthusiastically, for about a year. At a critical moment, the Midgets managed to secure a small grant to pay a new editor’s salary and decided to advertise the position.

The ad made it look and sound (almost) like a proper job (‘World-Renowned Scholarly Journal of Jewish Letters Seeks Talented Editor, Salary Commensurate with Experience and Commitment to Jewish Values’), but as soon as Natasha entered the dingy, windowless storage room at the back of a small pet shop in Finchley where the interview was to take place, she knew that something was out of whack. She had expected to see a dusty, decrepit, book-lined office with leather-padded oak chairs and a huge mahogany conference table. Instead, she was invited to squeeze into a folding metal chair and face a jagged line of elderly, very serious-looking men and one youngish but no less solemn woman. The round plastic table in front of them barely supported a heap of papers and a dozen styrofoam cups containing foul-smelling coffee. Natasha had absolutely no idea who these people were – for all she knew they represented the intellectual crème de la crème of Anglo-Jewry – but she took one look at the scene and made an instant decision to forget about being nervous and not to take it seriously, not even for a second. She would enjoy the interview like an audition for a bad play, and then walk out into the daylight and get on with her life.

The first interviewer she noticed was, in fact, Charles Sugarman. She immediately nicknamed him the Flasher because, with his crumpled suit and oversized spectacles, he reminded her of the man who once exposed himself to her on the tube. This was many years ago, when she was in London to do some research and took the Piccadilly Line almost every day from Finsbury Park to Bloomsbury One day, between King’s Cross and Russell Square, she looked up from the magazine she was reading and found herself staring at a penis that seemed to belong to the animal kingdom. She didn’t remember it in exact anatomical detail, but the electrifying display of majestic size and a variety of primary colours was firmly implanted in her mind. As was the man’s face: the happy, somewhat apologetic grin, which quickly became menacing when she decided to jump up, and, after a brief salvo in juicy American English, slap him across the face. The ensuing commotion made sure that both Natasha and the flasher (whose short-lived moment of glory was clearly over) were taken away by a young policeman for questioning as soon as the train reached the station. She didn’t know what happened to the man, but the young cop’s name was Tim Parker and he took her breath away by actually blushing while writing down her official statement for the police (‘. . . the man’s veiny hand glided gently and self-consciously up and down his very large, wilful penis which seemed to reflect all the colours of the rainbow . . . no, I could not describe the colour of his eyes . . .’) and it was only a matter of days before she got to know his (not as magnificent) penis.

The flasher’s lookalike, Sugarman, kicked off the interview by asking her why she came to live in London.

‘It’s a long story. Mostly for private reasons, and because of a book I was writing at the time.’

‘According to your CV, you have only one publication, a mystery novel called Mrs Cohen’s Last Supper. I assume it has Jewish content?’

‘Well . . . the victim, the detective and the murderer are all Jewish. But it’s not what I would call an ethnic novel. I mean, it sold pretty well, for a first book.’

Sugarman, who had already cleared his throat in preparation for his next question, was interrupted by the only woman among the trustees. She spoke very fast, as if in fear of forgetting to say something important.

‘Why do you want this job? What would you change about our magazine?’

‘Everything,’ Natasha shot back, just as fast, her own low voice in marked contrast to the high-pitched falsetto of her interlocutor.

Suddenly, she felt a tangible silence in the room. It was not an uncomfortable silence – it felt more like a sharp, deep, collective intake of air. She thought of moving her chair a small distance away from the wobbly table and uncrossing her legs under her short black skirt, like Sharon Stone in Basic Instinct.

After a brief pause, the trustees subjected her to a noisy avalanche of questions, competing with one another in trying to get her attention. She gave short, almost indifferent answers, like the most popular girl in high school fending off a swarm of nerdy suitors. It was almost fun, and the initial unpleasantness was gone. But she remained convinced that she would never see them again and declared, in answer to one trustee’s question about any new contents she would like to see introduced to the magazine, ‘I think you need a Jewish centrefold. You know, like in Playboy? It would definitely give your circulation a big boost.’

There was another silence, and then, to her surprise, a great deal of cacophonous laughter. They thanked her and said they’d be in touch.

Much later that night, at around midnight, Natasha’s phone rang. She quickly spat out a mouthful of dark German chocolate when she heard the man’s voice: ‘Robert Taub, Chairman of the Trust.’ He was calling to offer her the job of editor. It had been far from a unanimous decision, he added, in fact she won by only one vote. But the general feeling was that she had the right spirit and energy to take on The Nose at this difficult time, especially in view of the fact that there had been no other applicants. Was she interested? And could she work from home, like her late predecessor, Franz Held?

She was. She could. As soon as she put down the phone, she speed-dialled her brother Philip’s number in New York. He was still in his office at the Village Voice, writing his regular gossip column.

‘Isn’t it a bit late over there? Is something wrong?’ he asked in a slow tone, indicating that his mind was on other matters, but that he was grateful for the transatlantic distraction.

‘No, listen, I just got a job! Editing a Jewish magazine! And I can do it from home, so it’s perfect!’

‘A Jewish magazine? What do you know about all that stuff? Just kidding – that’s great, congratulations, but—’

‘I just found out!’

‘You just found out?! You mean, they called you at this time of night to tell you you had the job? And they don’t have an office? Natasha,’ he said emphatically, stressing every broad Brooklyn vowel, ‘don’t have anything to do with those guys. They’re rank amateurs.’




2 Off-Screen



Philip, who was ten years older than Natasha, dealt with life like a razor-sharp military strategist, combining level-headed planning with quick intuition. He had been a precocious adolescent when she was only learning how to read, an opinionated Harvard graduate while she was still a confused, temperamental teenager. Natasha adored him. Her earliest childhood memory was of looking up, from her crib, at the smiling faces of her father, her mother and Philip, and suddenly understanding that he was not one of her parents, but something else, something much closer to herself: her brother. This excited her so much that she burst out crying.


When she was four, she emptied a garbage can over his head while he was talking to a friend in the kitchen. When she was six, she found his secret diary and scribbled funny faces all over it. When she was seven, she brought ten other little girls – she was having a sleepover party – into his bedroom in the middle of the night, lifted his blanket and told them to tickle his huge, hairy legs and the soles of his feet. But when she was eight and Philip was packing to leave for Harvard, she gave him a serious, adult look, told him she loved him, and begged him to please, please stay home.


He didn’t, of course, and she grew up as if she were an only child, with a difference: she could expect a phone call from her brother almost every day, no matter where he was or what he was doing. Philip was very attached to his funny little sister, and missed having her around. They were kindred souls, and talked and laughed about everything. Philip always took Natasha seriously, and was not above discussing the latest Disney movie with her, or her puppy love affairs, or even telling her about his own. But their favourite topic had always been the Dynamic Duo, as they secretly referred to that embarrassing pair of perennial teenagers – their parents.


Sam and Alice Kaplan were a celebrated couple within the limited confines of the New York avant-garde film scene. He directed naive, semi-pornographic black and white movies in which she played wide-eyed, vaguely European innocents, often soaked to the skin under flimsy white tops. Sam thought of himself as an audacious version of Woody Allen (he even looked a bit like him), and never noticed that Alice was a bit too radiant for his grainy, dark films. His loving camera eye usually showed her under a solid downpour of heavy Manhattan rain. Off-screen, Alice was, by nature, a pensive, earnest woman who loved comfortable, slightly shabby clothes, kept an immaculate suburban home and read poetry in five European languages. But she could also switch off her quiet seriousness, without a warning, and be full of unrestrained laughter and piercing wit. She was unpredictable, and everyone loved her for it.


Sam accepted the housekeeping and the poetry, provided Alice remained committed to the perpetual whirlwind of mad activity he believed was a passion they both shared. They had parties to celebrate everything – not only finished movies, but barely articulated ideas for new ones. Sam would say to his wife, ‘Listen to this one. A woman cop – you – catches a small-time mugger in the subway. There’s a struggle, they become sexually aroused. She handcuffs him, almost tenderly. They’re waiting outside the station for a cop car to arrive, it starts pouring and . . . Do you see what I see? Alice, baby, I think we’ve got a gem here. Let’s have a party. I need some feedback on this.’ An hour later, their large, tidy apartment would fill up with an immensely colourful, noisy, dramatic crowd of people who would bring with them a mildly toxic atmosphere and a sense of something very, very important taking place. At least, that’s how it had always felt to Natasha, and for a long time even to Philip.


They also had parties to mourn their failures. Not that Sam ever considered any of his cinematic creations to be less than perfect, or his wife’s performances in them anything but sublime; but it did happen, occasionally, that another avant-garde auteur had, inadvertently, made a film of more or less similar content to one of Sam’s, at about the same time. Andy Warhol had done this twice, and each time, Natasha’s father fell into a deep depression which, in turn, required a huge gathering of their closest friends to cheer him up and to convince him that there wasn’t even a hint of truth in a vicious little review in the Village Voice which claimed that ‘Warhol’s most recent cinematic experiment proved that Kaplan’s uninspired and repetitive attempts at film art are entirely derivative of Warhol’s, and will never be in the same league’. The same review included a favourable mention of Alice Kaplan’s ‘finely tuned body-and-soul acting’, with the well-meant suggestion that she ‘would benefit from a less uxorious directorial hand’.


Alice kept quiet, and Sam pretended not to notice. But there was much truth in that comment, and they both knew it. Everybody knew it. Natasha had always been aware, even as a small child, of a peculiar twist in her mother’s character. For some reason, Alice chose to act as an ultra-sensitive translator of Sam’s erratic moods, as if he could only communicate with the outside world through her skilful interpretation of his mental games. Philip once said that ‘Mom was to Dad like the bubble that comes out of a cartoon character’s mouth or head, to show what he’s saying or thinking’. In order to do this, Alice had to shrink a little in Sam’s presence. She had to be receptive to his ideas about everything, including herself. They didn’t always agree, and they did argue a lot; but the arguments were not about who was right and who was wrong, they were about the best way of realizing Sam’s view of things.


Natasha simply did not know whether it had ever occurred to her mother to try out for roles in other directors’ films, or even to stop acting altogether and do something different; the subject never came up. She had no idea whether her mother would have been happier without all that fuss and turmoil generated by her father. Alice had the ability to fill every space with her live-wire, dynamic presence; but that didn’t make it any easier to get close to her quiet core. It had always seemed to Natasha that her mother’s magic vitality was like a skilful, well-rehearsed performance projected on to a screen, but that her real mother was somehow behind or beyond that screen, as if it were made of steel rather than celluloid.


The gap between the two ‘teams’ – Kaplan parents and Kaplan children – had always been enormous, even though Sam and Alice were convinced that they had succeeded in creating an ideal family unit based on friendship rather than authority. In truth, Natasha and Philip were highly critical of their parents, and felt a little offended by their childishness. They couldn’t really take them seriously, even though, as parents went, theirs were pretty entertaining. (‘They’re so immature,’ Philip used to say. ‘I feel like I’m older than Dad.’)


Sam Kaplan had come to New York from California, the son of a prolific Hollywood screenwriter. When Natasha was growing up, her grandfather was still so much in demand that they very rarely saw him. She never heard much about her grandmother except that she had died when her father was only ten years old. Sam kept a framed black and white portrait of her on his desk, but never talked about her. Later, he added a slightly smaller photo of his father, making sure that the two frames did not face each other.


She didn’t know her maternal grandparents at all, never even saw their photos. Alice was from Prague, but it sometimes seemed to Natasha that her mother came from nowhere at all. She had arrived in New York after the war, on her own, and was working as a waitress in one of the Village jazz clubs Sam used to frequent with his friends. Alice soon joined their group and, eventually, married Sam. They were both very young, and the wedding was just an excuse to have a crazy party which, as they still liked to boast, lasted a month. Sam’s father couldn’t come or wasn’t invited – Natasha wasn’t sure which; there was a large shoebox full of their wedding snapshots, all of which showed fuzzy takes of Sam and Alice surrounded by their laughing friends – never alone.


Philip’s birth would have interrupted the shooting of his parents’ very first full-length feature film – if Sam hadn’t included it in the final scene. The film caused a minor scandal – this was 1954 – and became an instant cult hit. Sam and Alice Kaplan were now a well-known ‘item’, and, even though they moved to their apartment in Prospect Park, their flamboyant lifestyle attracted an even wider circle of admirers and hangers-on.


No one paid much attention to Philip. The apartment was always full of visitors, people engaged in passionate and wild discussions of this or that artistic project, and little Philip wandered among them with a frown on his freckled face, listening, watching, and finally arriving at the conclusion that he was better off on his own. Sam and Alice, too busy with their own lives, let him do as he liked. Even at six years old, Philip was considered old enough to be treated as an adult: when he asked to be left alone in the car while his mother went shopping, it never occurred to her to worry. It was a blissfully sunny spring day, somewhere in Brooklyn, the car was parked under a huge tree near a department store. People were walking past with shiny, new-season smiles on their faces.


What Alice didn’t know was that after five, ten minutes of examining the interior of the pale blue Chevy and staring out of each section of the side window which, without the partition, formed a perfect half-circle, Philip had become so afraid that he let himself out of the car and, leaning against its hood, just stood there and cried. He had never been taught to pray, but he was praying. If his mother didn’t come back, right now, something terrible was going to happen. He was sure of that because his fear had told him. But his mother didn’t come. Instead, an older woman passing by with her grandson, who seemed about Philip’s age, noticed the tears in his eyes and asked him if he was all right. When they heard that he was scared to be alone and was waiting for his mother, the little boy offered to sit in the Chevy with Philip to keep him company. The woman smiled as both boys climbed in the back seat, and waited outside while they talked, earnestly, about Chevys and other cars. The boy’s name was Aryeh and he asked Philip if he, too, was Jewish. ‘I think so,’ Philip had answered and only many years later remembered that he had found this question soothing at the time. When Alice returned, she found no trace of fear or tears in her son’s face. He looked happy.


By the time his sister was born, he had already had ten years of relative solitude behind him, and wasn’t quite sure how to respond to Natasha. She responded first – by focusing on him rather than her parents, and following him around the house, trying to copy everything he did. But there was a big difference between Philip and Natasha: he was an earnest, sometimes melancholy boy and, later, man, while she had always been a goofy, giggly kid, usually in high spirits, often on the frivolous side.


The fun stopped when Philip left for Harvard. She began a mental countdown till her own graduation. Nine years. But when the day came, she realized that being away at college – even though she had chosen to go all the way to Columbus, Ohio – wasn’t really enough; she wanted to put more of a distance between herself and her ageing but, in her view, still infantile parents. One day, she would. In the meantime, she studied an eclectic mix of subjects – a bit of English literature, foreign languages, some history – and even managed to write a moderately entertaining mystery novel in her spare time. She published it under a pseudonym, substituting Weiss, her mother’s maiden name, for Kaplan. She didn’t want to be associated with her parents’ fame; she wasn’t sure she was proud of the manner in which they had earned it.


Mrs Cohen’s Last Supper was, miraculously, still in print when, eventually, she started applying for research grants and lowly teaching jobs which would take her away from the States. There had been nothing to hold her there; not one of her boyfriends – and there had been quite a few – had made her feel that it was necessary to link her life with his for any length of time. Her life: what was it about, exactly? It seemed faded to her, somehow, and patchy, like badly applied make-up. Perhaps it was the contrast with her parents’ compulsive hyperactivity and Philip’s focused self-awareness that made her feel empty, despite her very young age.


Two offers came through. She had a choice: a year in London to write her thesis on Victorian family values, or a year in Haifa, teaching English to future chemical engineers. She hesitated, and chose London.


If she hadn’t taken that ominous underground train and met Tim, she would have had to find another excuse to stay in London when her grant expired. By the end of that first year – her thesis not only unfinished, but practically forgotten – she had no reason whatsoever to go back to New York. London had, to Natasha’s surprise, filled some kind of void in her. ‘Living here feels like reading a great book on a dun, rainy day,’ she once said to Philip on the phone. ‘I don’t think I get that,’ he’d answered, slowly.





3 Sussman’s Pets



MINUTES OF A MEETING OF THE BOARD OF TRUSTEES


 DATE: 12 October 199—


PRESENT: Robert Taub (Chairman)


Charles Sugarman


Yvette Moskowitz


Zygmunt Levy–Newman


Jonathan Warhaftig


Sidney Sussman


Joel Hirsch


Malcolm Blaustein


Lionel Myerson


Maurice Toledano


Baruch (Bruce) Shapiro


Natasha Kaplan (Editor)


APOLOGIES:    Julius and Sidney Weintraub


SECRETARY:   Sidney Sussman


Robert welcomed everyone back after the summer holidays and congratulated Natasha on a particularly entertaining summer issue (this opinion was seconded by all except Sidney Sussman, who stressed that he and most of his friends, family and business acquaintances did not feel like reading all that fiction).


REVIEW AND CORRECTIONS OF PREVIOUS MINUTES:


– Maurice Toledano’s wife, not mother-in-law, has offered to promote The Nose and its editor at a special literary ladies’ tea at her home in St John’s Wood.


– Yvette had not promised to help with the tea.


– Natasha has participated in a conference on Jewish literature in Berlin, not Dublin.


– The minutes of the last meeting were taken by Sidney Sussman, not Sidney Weintraub.


The following agenda was then discussed:


1. EDITOR’S REPORT


Natasha informed us that Michael Fine and Stella Silverman have resigned from the editorial board. (She gave no reasons.) They have not been replaced. The editorial board currently consists of the following members:


Christopher Le Vine, Daniel Friedman, Jack Margolis, Susan Wilson, Janet Klein, Shlomo Cohen and Nancy Lichtenstein.


Sidney Sussman expressed strong interest in attending a meeting of the editorial board. Natasha ignored his request.


She reported that the autumn issue was going to be a few weeks late, due to scheduling difficulties. She wanted its contents to be kept secret, but did reveal that it would deal with Jews and crime. Robert said that was a good idea, but Yvette was worried it may lead to anti-Semitism. Bruce expressed his sincere hope that Jews would only be presented as victims, not perpetrators. This opinion was seconded by all except Maurice, whose brother has just been sentenced to six years in a French prison for armed embezzlement.


Natasha reminded the trustees (as if they needed reminding – S.S.) that the trial of Annmarie Goetz, the Nazi film-maker, would be starting soon. She will attend and cover it for The Nose. Yvette expressed the wise opinion that, as the trial was likely to go on for quite some time, this could distract Natasha from her editorial duties.


The editor also mentioned that she has made a number of significant contacts with potential sponsors. She will be dining or lunching with them (one at a time, presumably – S.S.) and will report on the outcome at the next meeting, if not before.


She said the financial costs of producing the autumn issue would be significantly defrayed by a large insert from a niche literary publisher, Corner Press. The price was still under negotiation, but she was hoping to obtain £1,000, or more.


OTHER MATTERS ARISING


Robert stressed that the financial situation, details of which can be seen in the attached Accounts, has once again deteriorated. He explained that this is partly due to increased costs of paper and printing, but also, unfortunately, to the editor’s failure to economize on a number of expenses. This opinion was emphatically seconded by all, especially and most vocally by Sidney Sussman, who pointed out that it was hardly necessary to pay authors for their contributions to The Nose, as it is an honour for them to be published in it anyway.


Malcolm reminded us that in Held’s days, contributors were never paid. Natasha countered, somewhat sharply, that in Held’s days, hardly anyone read the magazine, and that she had been hired, as she understood it, to make it more accessible and topical. According to her, this could not be achieved without paying good writers for good writing.


Jonathan, Charles, Joel and Lionel supported Sidney’s view, pointing out that Natasha’s approach is a tad too American.


Bruce objected, saying that, although he is American himself, he agrees with the majority view, and described the editor as ‘extravagant’.


Sidney Sussman proposed a radical savings in the form of closing the magazine down in its present form and replacing it with a regular cultural newsletter, which he would be happy to edit on a purely volunteer basis.


This proposal was greeted with active interest on the part of most of the trustees.


The meeting ended with a gracious vote of thanks to Sidney Sussman for hosting the meeting of the board, once again, on his business premises.


[image: Illustration]


Natasha finished reading the minutes and filed them away, with a sigh. There were few mistakes this time, Sidney had done a good job. She wrinkled her nose as she remembered his ‘business premises’: it was that dark storage room behind the pet shop, which, as she had discovered soon after her interview, belonged to Sidney himself and was called, simply, Sussman’s Pets. The smell of assorted pet supplies managed to penetrate through a thick wall which separated the back room from the shop.


Scanning the names of the trustees, she tried to recall their faces, but it was all a bit of a blur. Even now, after a year of editing The Nose, she had trouble distinguishing one trustee from another. Most of them were older men in dark suits and gold spectacles, most of them had loud voices and tended to speak all at once. Zygmunt Levy-Newman stood out because he never said a word at any of the meetings. He never even smiled. His silence was a solid source of power and it was clear to Natasha that for some reason he was treated with great respect by the others. One day, she hoped to find out why. She also hoped to meet the Weintraub brothers, who had not attended a single meeting so far.


Bruce Shapiro was also different from the rest, but not significantly so. He was from the Bronx, a loud, burly man, and initially Natasha had assumed that for that reason alone he would be likely to support her more daring schemes. But he was anxious to blend in with the majority of the trustees, and always agreed with anything they said. He spoke with a peculiar accent, like an American actor auditioning for a part in a British film.


Maurice Toledano was the only man on the trust whom she found interesting and even a little exciting. He oscillated, unpredictably, between fiery melodrama and passionless melancholy. Natasha liked him both ways.


She also liked the chairman, Robert Taub, who was very kind and very, very weak, like an emasculated Godfather-figure. He wanted the trust to be one big happy family, and saw himself as responsible for shlom bait, peace and harmony among them all. Under his gentle guidance, belligerent trustees were mollified, nascent arguments resolved without evolving into major fights. But sometimes, when his concentration slipped – which happened every time he looked at Yvette or she looked at him – things would get out of hand, causing Sidney Sussman to mess up his minutes.


Sidney Sussman: a peculiar man. He had left the running of his pet shop to his daughter quite a few years ago, and now had a massive amount of time on his hands. This trust was one of many charitable foundations he had become involved with, and he seemed to love them all with equal passion: the Jewish Ramblers’ Association, Kosher Mad Cow Disease Research, British Friends of the Haifa Zoo. (Natasha had heard that Sussman’s wife encouraged him to ‘keep busy and stay out of the house’.) But his commitment to The Nose was, nevertheless, inexplicably strong. So was the patience and exaggerated deference with which he was treated by his fellow trustees. Natasha knew for a fact that it was faked, and that they laughed at him behind his back. So why did they humour all his silly whims? Another little mystery.


Suddenly, Natasha made a decision: she would drop the mental nickname she was in the habit of using when she thought of the trustees. Instead of the Midgets, she would, from now on, think of them as Sussman’s Pets. Or, at least, alternate between the two.


She looked at her watch. It was time to bring Erica home from school. Then drop her off at a friend’s birthday party. Then call Tim, who would be finishing his shift just about now, and remind him to pick up Erica at six thirty, because she has a meeting in town. One of those dinners with a potential patron.




4 Give and Take


As she slipped into the elegant hotel lobby, Natasha stole a quick, furtive glance at herself in one of the large gilded mirrors: not a disaster, but, shit, her hair – too long, too blonde – was still wet from the blitz shower she had taken before leaving her house in a mad rush. She tried to tie it in a little knot, but failed. Making her way to her octogenarian host’s table in the hotel restaurant, it occurred to her that the waiters must surely think she is a whore. And they wouldn’t be totally wrong. A whore, of sorts, for The Nose: this had not been in the original job description, but the magazine was in dire straits, and it turned out that she was pretty good at fundraising. Some of these old guys were quite charming, and some weren’t even that old.

He stood up, with some difficulty. A frail man, with isolated wisps of white hair shooting out in an awkward pattern on his head and around his ears. Natasha inhaled, carefully, bracing herself for the usual odour she had come to associate with ‘potential sponsors’: stale, musty, fetid. In short, gross. But she was pleasantly surprised: Dr Hoffmann was surrounded by a fragrant cloud of expensive aftershave and cologne. He actually smelt nice! Phew.

‘It’s a real pleasure to finally meet you face to face, Dr Hoffmann.’

‘Please, call me Ludwig,’ he said, ceremonially. She had heard his German accent on the phone, but it seemed stronger now.

She smiled: ‘If you call me Natasha.’

‘It would be my honour, Na-ta-sha.’ He pronounced her name slowly, as if he didn’t want it to end.

‘You are a fine . . . editor, if I may pay you a sincere compliment.’

‘Thank you, Dr Ho— Ludwig. I’m glad you are enjoying the magazine.’

‘I am. I am especially fond of your interviews. May I ask, Na-ta-sha, whom you will be interviewing next?’

‘Well . . .’ Natasha stalled. She didn’t like to give away the contents of future issues, but she had the feeling this man could be very generous if she made him feel included in her plans.

‘I have been promised an interview with the Chief Rabbi.’

‘Ah,’ he said, without much interest. ‘I am not personally acquainted with him. But, you know, I am not at all involved with Anglo-Jewry. And Anglo-Jewry, I dare say, has never been much involved with the likes of me.’

She thought of the unusual letter on very fancy stationery she had received from him, about two months ago:

Dear Mrs Kaplan,

I have recently been introduced to your journal. Although I don’t read very many publications any more, I have found yours a worthwhile read, and have now become a subscriber. I have even ordered a number of back issues.

I hope you will forgive me if, as a devoted reader, I will allow myself a small constructive criticism. Unfortunately, I find that the quality of the photographs you print does not quite match the high quality of the articles.

I have long been involved in professional photography; it would therefore give me the greatest pleasure to offer you the financial assistance you might be lacking in order to rectify this minor defect.

I would be extremely honoured if you would agree to have dinner with me in the near future in order to discuss my modest donation.

Yours sincerely,

Dr Ludwig Hoffmann

Their drinks arrived, served by a French waiter who addressed Dr Hoffmann by name and grinned at Natasha in a polite but meaningful way.

Natasha studied the menu. Bliss. She thought of the scrambled eggs Tim and Erica would be having at this very moment, in her cramped kitchen, and ordered an extravagant sequence of luscious French dishes. Dr Hoffmann looked at her a little quizzically, and ordered only a bouillon for himself.

‘My digestion is not what it used to be,’ he said apologetically. ‘Not since the . . .’ He paused.

‘War?’ Natasha offered, helpfully.

‘Since my operation last year,’ said Hoffmann, with a slight smile. Still, here it was: The Cue. There came a moment, during all her encounters with men and women of Hoffmann’s generation, when they wanted to talk to her about their past. This was her favourite part. She could listen to them forever, soaking in story after story, linking them together and fitting them into the larger picture some people called history. She loved other people’s stories because, as she had realized some time ago with her brother’s help, her parents never talked about their past. Especially her mother, who, when asked about anything that happened to her a long time ago, would answer, harshly, ‘Leave me alone. What was, was’, or ‘Who can remember’, or ‘Every person has the right to forget’, as if she were being forced to reconstruct an unpleasant dream. One day, Natasha and her brother simply stopped asking those questions, even though, with time, they grew more curious, not less. Their self-restraint made Alice visibly relaxed and happy. She actually seemed grateful when they left her alone, and so they did. Yet the tension remained. The Kaplan family was cheerfully noisy, but the noise was always surrounded, and kept in place, by a great deal of silence, like a heavy boat in the centre of a soundless, invisible, but very powerful current.
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