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To those who understand more than they know




All, says Buckminster Fuller, is angle and incidence.


—Guy Davenport, The Geography of the Imagination




PART ONE




1967







wait


There’s a picture of me, at eighteen, on the boat to Israel. I’m wearing a white-ribbed wool dress and looking really thin and tan. I’m gesturing to my companions at the table. They all seem to be listening to me! Alice, the French girl, is next to me, and Devora, with her wide Israeli face and black hair, who was going to be a lawyer, is across from us.


I had just finished my junior year in England. On the last day of the term, the lowering gray sky had suddenly cleared to a light fresh rain, and then sun. The University of Sussex blossomed with students and faculty carrying transistor radios and listening intently to the news in Israel. It turned out to be a war that lasted only six days. I was walking down a gravel path to my dorm room, listening to the damp crunch of each step of my blue shoes and enjoying the bright rim of clouds around the first sunset in days, when I saw Professor Schiff striding dramatically toward me. Professor Schiff was American, a friend of my uncle, married to a British woman. They had once invited me for tea, and I had walked timidly around their house full of miniature American carousels with hand-painted ponies and full-sized gumball machines equipped with early American candies. Schiff looked and acted like Leonard Bernstein. His long gray coat swooped from side to side with each step, without apology. He was larger than life and handsome. So when the dazzling Schiff approached and asked me, by name, and in a slightly challenging and matter-of-fact voice, if I’d be going to Israel now that the war was won and the holidays started, I answered, “Yes,” just because he’d acted as if I was there, a real person, a grown Jew. Just because I could not think, suddenly, of any reason not to; it seemed such an adventure, so stirring, so like what someone should do. After all, I had just started to read Doris Lessing’s The Golden Notebook, the first book I’d ever read from my own point of view, a young woman’s. I expected my parents to forbid me to go to a war zone, though I’d been to Israel years before at a summer camp with my sister, and I was surprised when they didn’t. Their voices on the scratchy international line seemed very far away.


I flew to Paris, then took the train down to Marseille, equipped with a map and Doris Lessing. From the day my father had driven me to college in the Midwest two years before, I felt as if I’d sailed out from under a brooding cloud that had always draped me.


Then I was spending mornings at the American Express office in Marseille trying to get passage to Israel. It was just a matter of waiting, and I quickly adapted to the day’s order. Eventually, a ship would have room for me if I kept returning and waiting in line. The harbor sparkled in the morning. Sometimes, I even got letters sent through the American Express office. One from Joyce told me that our parents were fighting, that they’d played a good game of tennis the day before.


Another letter arrived from a young man I’d met through a cousin the year before, when I was working at an ad agency in New York for the summer. Ben was also going to Israel after the Six-Day War. He was going to stay with relatives. I wrote back that I was trying to get there too. I wrote back more because I was proud to have a destination than because I cared about Ben. Especially in contrast to the sexual explicitness of the Lessing book, Ben seemed paltry. I had spent one night with Ben at his parents’ house when they were out of town. We’d been to a Brahms concert in the Botanical Gardens, and it was late. He’d tucked me into his sister’s bed and sat beside me as I drifted into a cottonwood blossom sleep.


There was nothing else I needed to do. My year of essay writing at Sussex was done. Nothing I needed to read, nothing I needed to explain. And I had a plan. I only had to wait until a ship became available. The sun of southern France fell on the mosaic floor of the American Express office. After my morning wait, I would walk—invisibly, I felt—in the crowds of international travelers. In the afternoons, I slept on the rocky beach, the sun beating into my brain until I was woozy. Afterward, to cool myself, I had ice cream by a river where French families seemed to have endless picnics like the ones in the Renoir films. The tables were small round ones, and I sat alone. At night, I ate steak frites by the harbor, then retreated early to a little room at a local university. In the morning, the sun reflected off a gold dome outside my single window. The sun, after months in the cold gray of England, was mesmerizing. And finally, after two weeks of waiting, a ship had room.
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There were strawberries for breakfast on the ship and bright oranges that said “Jaffa” in small print, in English, JAFFA, JAFFA, JAFFA. Unlike the Sunkists I was used to, whose navel peel fell into the palm, these Jaffas were tenacious. When I bit, a bright orange-red taste sprang to my tongue. At my table, Devora and Alice were returning home to Israel. At eighteen, the same age as me, Devora was already a woman. Her hair was thick, sexual somehow. Devora welcomed us, her table-mates, to the trip to Israel, to the table full of food, to our whole lives from then on. Devora did not even bother to hold the round and friendly mound of her belly in tight, as I had been taught. Alice, however, wrapped her thin arms around her waist. She wore skirts that flipped, Frenchly, I thought, at her stride. Alice painted her toenails red. Alice put an icy blue hand on my glowing one. “Are you going to the dance?” she asked. I ate my lox and bagel in measured bites, claiming possession of the table. Alice waited for me to answer.


Bob and Celia sat at their own table, next to us. They were married; on Celia’s finger was a big ring. Celia was Israeli but looked like Audrey Hepburn. Celia’s skin was cupped to her, tightly pale; it rounded her cheekbones and sank closely into dimples. Her hair was tidy and short, a neat straight cap on her diminutive head. Celia was a nurse. Bob had graduated from Columbia. Thus were their credentials established for me. Bob’s neck jolted out of his clean white shirt, like American boy necks I knew from westerns and college. Cosmopolitan Bob and Celia read bestsellers in English. They smiled, wearing duplicate cat-eye sunglasses.


Alice repeated, “There is a dance in first class, and we could sneak up to it, after it starts.” A stowaway bee buzzed over my breakfast, feasted on the open orange segment.


This is where I belong, I thought.


That night the moon draped the silky water in ribbons. Alice and I waited under warm stars. Alice was sheathed in a slinky garment with a black cashmere shawl held tight. “Allons-y,” said Alice when it was dark enough to escape tourist class. We streaked up the rubberized steps to first class. I, who was experiencing the whole trip as a dream, was imagining the late-night movies my father always fell asleep watching. I expected to see the couples leaning, in black and white, in simultaneous arching bends. I expected the dark cuffs of the men’s dinner jackets, the definition of their jaws against the Breck-halo hairdos of their partners. The dancers would skate over polished floors, the violins would lift waves from the sea.


At the top of the stairs, I noticed that the door was marked, in three languages, DO NOT ENTER. I heard violins and entered. Inside, lights above the small dance floor, cool as blue moons, reflected softly off the scuffed floor. I saw Alice, her skinny form already pressed like tape against the buttoned front of a man, her bony white arms dangling over his shoulders. Next to her, a gorgeous couple laughed. The woman, a blond decorated in rhinestones and wearing a gold lamé gown, touched the man with her long fingernails. I recognized her as the ship’s social director. The woman gestured in my direction, the man looked at me. He was breathtaking, his hair a dark velvet, his skin smooth and dark. Minutes later, I sensed his dark suit by my side. The man introduced himself as Jacov, smiled with onyx eyes, and offered a glass of wine. We stood together, silver cup almost touching silver cup full of cool dark wine.


“I work for the ship,” Jacov whispered, his voice fluttering over my head, his breath soft. “I take care of people on the ship.” Dancing with him, I imagined hundreds of butterflies nestled, like my hand, in Jacov’s. “I am the ship beautician,” he said. “I do hair.”


I tried to keep my breath calm, letting the words step into position. “I should come to you for mine then.” Mine had been scorched dry while strolling the Mediterranean shore in Marseilles.


“It is lovely,” Jacov said, professionally. He raised his cuffed wrist toward my hair. It hovered there, dipped as if to rest on my shoulders, then dropped to his side. He did not touch me.


“When could I come then?”


Jacov smiled. A waiter bowed in his direction, slightly. Jacov’s smile sparkled everywhere. I loved it flickering on me. He was all booked up, he told me.


“How about lunchtime?” he asked. Lunch together, I thought, pleased, imagining the white napkins of first class, the crusty bread, wondering what I would tell my tablemates. “I think I am free over lunch, if you would not mind,” he finished.


Why would I mind? The sangria was flattening the sharp edges of my mind.


“Mind,” he added, as if reading mine, “if you came to the salon over the lunch hour.”


The next day, the beauty salon surprised me since, of course, it was not built as one, but was a regular cabin with the beds removed and dryer chairs installed. No one else was in the salon.


“Lunchtime,” Jacov reminded me, shutting the door behind me, gesturing to a green vinyl chair. Jacov released the chair top, which leaned back with barge-like majesty, presenting me head first to the deep porcelain sink. My shoulders eased of their own accord against the green, my eyes fell shut. My head rocked easily on the fulcrum of Jacov’s hands. Jacov held my head in his hands and began to shampoo, rubbing with tumbling thumbs so that behind my eyes, rococo jugs rolled off shelves. He drew spirals with his fingers, paisleys in the deep undergrowth of hair. The water was warm, frothy in the shipboard sink, my hair swirling around his hands, like vines. Jacov hummed, serenading his own work. I must have drifted, supported on his palms, into a deep sleep, no longer alone, as I’d been in all the last traveling weeks. Under the cascading water of the sink, I dreamed of floral air, the primroses from the shady side of my father’s garden, the twittering of squirrels and doves.


Years later, I still puzzled about the next sequence of events. I could never remember what transpired between the shampoo and the moment in the hairdresser’s chair sitting before the mirror. There I was, upright, in the high-backed vinyl chair, my hair haloed over the top of my head, in huge pink curlers. My head weighted, slow in its turning, as if an icon in a procession. From my benign gaze into the mirror, I turned to the right, light glinting off the tight-pulled brown hair. I turned to the left, still in slow motion, tucking my chin, lowering my bedecked head slowly down from a level gaze, down the empty canvas of the mirror and into my own lap where Jacov, kneeling, had cradled his head. I saw his head, nestled between my legs. My black-and-white skirt was bunched up at my thighs; a crumpled wall of skirt obscured his face. My hands, I noticed, were gripping the chair. I saw my own legs, strong and tan, spread open on either side of him. And then, under the skirt, though his head barely moved, just a little, under my skirt, there was a wet licking. His long tongue was probing me. I felt hollowed out where he licked. His head seemed far below my conscious mind. As far away as the bottom of a chasm I had looked down into when I was a girl and hiking once in upstate New York. There too, my eyes shot down the dark walls to black water. There too, my feet seemed to be stretched inordinately, down to the cool bottom of the gorge, and my chest tall and dry atop a body distended, so the middle was only a wavery thin set of strands, and my long-ago feet, too far away to remember.


“Wait,” I said, breaking the silence in the voice of a child. I heard my voice simply, in English, in the small room. Jacov lifted his face, softened, like plants underwater, drifty and open. “Wait. Wait …” I repeated.


When I slid off the chair, my skirt flipped down over my thighs with starched familiarity. At the door, turning the handle, I found it locked. Only then did panic begin. It started to circulate in swirls around my ankles and up my naked legs. Jacov took a single long stride to the door. He twisted the knob and opened it. It hadn’t been locked.


I had taken a few slightly reeling steps down the corridor when Jacov called out. “Wait, don’t go. I’ll brush it out. You should not go like that. Let me finish your hair.” He sounded so reasonable and professional that I felt chastised, silly, standing in the dark hall with my hair in curlers, my arms oddly akimbo. A pleasant midday light filled the salon through the porthole windows. Jacov stood calmly by the chair, waiting …




1958




pistachios


All the early pictures of my mother are black and white, as if there really were no color then. I knew, dimly, about the trip to Cape Cod when my mother was sixteen. She’d told me, in one of her piecemeal stories, that she’d visited her cousin Belle in Provincetown on the Cape. I never met Belle but liked the name, and the familiarity with which my mother said the name, as though she didn’t seem to notice that it was beautiful, that the word itself meant beauty. To her, Belle was just the name of her cousin. “Belle was there all summer, studying music. She was there with Ike, whom she later married. He got a Guggenheim. In art.” I heard her pride, also the grammatically accurate and socially arrogant “whom.”


Belle and her boyfriend, Ike, must have met her at the Provincetown wharf. Might they have been wearing hats? You saw hats in pictures from the late twenties. My own father wore hats. Maybe Ike’s hat was straw, with a red feather upright; he was an artist. He’d have on white pants that would sound fresh and clean as they walked through the center of Provincetown, on Commercial Street. He’d carry Polina’s case with ease. That would be unquestioned; a man, even a young man, even a young artist living in a common-law marriage, would carry the suitcase.


What if Belle wrapped a suntanned arm around that young Polina’s waist and sashayed with her up the street? Belle’s long gold hair would blow in Polina’s face, the way my friend Deirdre’s did, smelling new that peculiar way hair smells after a Breck shampoo. Not the way Polina’s hair smelled, sort of stale. My mother had her hair done once a week, every week. By the end of the week it was tight, thick.


Maybe my mother, Polina, would have arrived at the Cape Cod wharf in 1928 with a bag of pistachios from Grand Central Station. It wasn’t as if I had ever actually seen her eat pistachios. In fact, the only time I had seen them was that awful birthday party, my sixteenth, when she’d decided that I ought to have a “boy-girl party.” She had planned everything. I was put at the head of the dining table, where my father usually sat, to preside over the formal dinner. My classmates, dressed up, were seated around the table.


“Shall I ring the bell for seconds?” My sister Joyce, at the foot of the table, played the role of our mother. She was stretching her legs under the table, knowing that when she touched the little mound that was the bell placed beneath the carpet and rang it for Elsie in the kitchen, the dinner party guests would be impressed. Elsie did come in and walked around the table, offering thin red slices of roast beef and then, in a second trip, Yorkshire pudding and mushy Brussels sprouts. I watched as Elsie made two complete rounds of the table with a dish in each hand. All the boys took meat. All the girls giggled. None of them had anything like this meal at home. They might have steak and mashed potatoes and probably always canned peas, if they had any vegetable at all. Joyce helped Elsie clear the plates, then brought in new salad plates. I didn’t have to do any work, though I would have liked the excuse to leave the head of the table where I sat with a thin freezing smile. The kids took the salad politely, but none of them actually ate it. No one had a salad course in the fifties. The final humiliation, pistachio ice cream, had been chosen for dessert. It was like aquarium slime with surprise salty nuts, not chocolate chips in mint ice cream.


Our family had gone to Wellfleet for five years, before we girls were sent to camps so Polina and Leonard could travel. I had seen that very edge of Provincetown, its silvery dunes by the sea, where Polina said Belle’s shack had been. Polina and Belle and Ike would have climbed to the top of a tufted dune. I knew the little hairs of grass that erupt from the sand on the dunes. The grass is perfectly green and so unscarred it doesn’t seem real. Belle might have leaned on Ike’s shoulder, the way Annette Funicello did in some episode I’d seen when the new TV was in the basement, when we were allowed to watch The Mickey Mouse Club. Belle would lean with a graceful hand on Ike’s shoulder and slip off a leather sandal, because when you are on a dune, sand just gets trapped in shoes; it’s better to take them off. Polina still had the leather sandals that were made for her years before in Provincetown. They laced up her tan legs all summer. We had been made to understand that these sandals were special, handmade to fit. They were “triple A, very, very, slim,” like her feet, for which she had to buy expensive shoes, since the “ordinary ones just don’t fit.”


Polina, I imagined, would have sat down on a piece of driftwood or something, to unlace her city boots. Even then, when she was young, she couldn’t have balanced on one foot. She would sit, as she did when she put on her ice skates at the Armory, where she insisted we go every Sunday. I’d watched her there, concentrating on lacing the skates as tight as possible, to show the line of her ankle, her tongue bulging in the corner of her mouth; a ritual of concentration I assumed was lifelong. If she had looked up between her left boot’s unlacing, and her right, she’d have seen Ike holding Belle, one hand on each shoulder and kissing her. She might have dropped the boot in the sand.


No. She probably wouldn’t have looked up. They probably wouldn’t have kissed outside, in front of Polina. After all, “Belle was not married. Her mother, my aunt Minnie, was an anarchist.”


Aunt Minnie herself had an illicit affair with one of her mother’s brothers.


“Pressure was brought to bear,” my mother said, somewhat obliquely, reporting on an event that predated her birth. The lovers were parted. The story of Minnie always ended with her return home to become Belle’s mother. And so the story always seemed to fold in on itself; the passion that must have been there, evaporated with the proclamation that “Minnie believed in free love.” There were always unaccountable holes in Polina’s stories, but they were told with such authority that I only slightly felt the icy air beneath.


My mother had been on her high school yearbook committee, on the debate team, and in the Anarchist Society, for which she’d invited all candidates for office to come talk to the club. “The communists, the socialists, the anarchists, all of them. Once Earl Browder came to address our club,” she’d said. Long before I learned of his position in the American Communist Party, I knew that the presence of this man confirmed that the Anarchist Society was something adults felt they had to reckon with. Nothing in my life was like that. None of my acquaintances ever talked about politics, none started a society.
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Probably it was on an autumn Saturday, when Polina had decided to move all the family’s wool clothes down from their summer attic storage in mothballs, that she mentioned another piece of the story. My father was away. He traveled often then, to the West Coast, for film industry labor conventions. Polina had been listening to the Saturday opera on the radio, turned up dramatically loud, filling the whole house. Weekends, especially when Leonard wasn’t there, were dedicated to Polina’s projects. When Len was there, the projects didn’t go so well. When he was home, he just wanted to relax, read the paper, have people over for drinks or lunch. “Who’s going to serve them, Len?” Polina would demand. “I’m not going to be chief cook and bottle washer, goddammit!”


“No one is asking you!” he would roar back. It was like Olympian gods, huge, thunderous mountains. Neither would retreat.


But if he were there on a Sunday morning, my father would often get up early and take me with him to the deli. He’d stand in front of the rounded counter, his own belly growing more convex over the years, and point with a thick kind finger and delight in his voice. “How about a couple pounds of that lox? A dozen bagels. And let’s have a quarter pound of that sturgeon for Mommy, eh?” He’d smile, lifting an eyebrow in mock quizzical gesture. I loved watching him survey the display. He seemed so comfortably pleased with the food.


Without him, the food looked repulsive. Wide trays stacked deep in pinkish salmon with yellowy strips. Dead heaps of smoked whitefish without heads, their scales a greenish gold. They were grabbed in the middle by the fat-handed guys in aprons behind the counter. Oily mackerel, dull, limp pickles. But with my father, the scene transformed to one of promise and delight. “Let’s get a little coffee cake, too,” he’d say, as if it were a novel idea. He’d pick out a poppy seed ring. It would be wrapped in a square white box with a skinny striped string tied in a bow.


By the time we got home, my sister, Joyce, would be in the kitchen following our mother’s orders. She’d stand on a chair next to Polina, pulling apart the slices of lox and spreading them on one side of the platter. The slices would shred in her hands. Polina would bone the whitefish and break it into chunks. They’d both lick their fingers between fish pieces. “Cut a lemon,” Polina would command. Or she would do it, cutting one into four irregular wedges, with the seeds half-cut or bulging so anyone squeezing a wedge would find lemon pits on their plate. I would set the table, trying to avoid being part of the now unappetizing display of salmon and whitefish.


Through the whole process, my father, who had brought the delicacies, would sit on his side of the table in the breakfast room reading the Sunday paper. Polina would call, “Girls, bring the orange juice.” The order of events was unchanging and unquestioned. But why was it that everything had to be served, as if Polina were sitting at a restaurant? And why, I wondered, would she screech her chair back from the table when she finished a “course,” and “clear” it all herself, in such a hurry?


The fall Saturday when Polina had announced that it was time for the shift of the clothes, Joyce and I were sent to carry armloads of clothes up and down. Our mother couldn’t actually carry the clothes herself. Something about her back meant that she couldn’t carry things and couldn’t go on long drives, so that the family never went on family trips together, though all the rest of America seemed to be taking to the road. Even when we went to Cape Cod, Polina came by airplane after Leonard had driven with us girls and the clothes and the sheets and towels for our vacation. He’d make a special trip back to an airport to pick her up. She would not have had to deal with Joyce throwing up somewhere near the tunnel into New York. She would not have had to deal with the stop at the Howard Johnson, where we would try to clean ourselves up in the bathroom. Nor would she be there to prevent the hamburgers and strawberry ice cream cones that our father would let us have.


But it was the opera that day that reminded her. “Have I ever told you about my aunt Minnie? Her daughter, Belle, could play the piano. She was almost as good as I was. Have I told you that I practiced six hours a day in high school?” She had indeed told us that, often. Our mother still played the piano sometimes, at night after we were supposed to be asleep. I could hear her manicured nails clicking on the ivory keys all the way up in my bedroom. The music was Chopin, the complicated trills coming in rushes and stops. She would work a problematic section over and over again. I never heard a piece played straight through. Did I just fall asleep, I’d wonder; or did Polina not care about the whole piece but only about fixing the problematic section? “Minnie was an anarchist,” she would repeat, and I would nod dully, the smoke from Polina’s cigarette thickening my brain. “You know,” she added suddenly one time, “she was also a talented seamstress. She made clothes for Belle and me. She made me dresses and little bloomers to match so I could play on the swings when I was four and not have my underpants show.” This was a new tidbit, the sewing as well as the competition, not to mention the dresses and bloomers and the notion of Polina remembering clothes she wore as a four-year-old. I’d noticed that if I just kept quiet, there would often be a new morsel. The danger was that Polina would interrupt herself with something like, “I’m not dead yet. You don’t need to know all about my family.”


“Oh!” I’d say, trying for the largest, most unobtrusive reaction so she wouldn’t snap shut.


“Minnie and her husband fought all the time,” she’d add, laughing affectionately. “They’d throw plates at each other.” Why did the plates hurling through the air seem amusing? Minnie’s fights sounded melodramatic, operatic. Polina and Leonard shouted at each other all the time, too, but their voices didn’t soar; they shook the house, trembled the insides. “Minnie made clothes for Belle, but she didn’t finish them. She finished mine,” Polina would say, smugly, as if she had something on Belle. Then, “Neither Minnie nor Belle ever finished anything. They didn’t have any discipline at all. Did I tell you about Ike’s Guggenheim?” Polina would look accusingly, as if defying me to remember. I’d heard this part dozens of times and didn’t really know what the point was, except that Ike’s Guggenheim reflected well on my mother by association. The story always mentioned that Belle didn’t “work” at her piano, Minnie didn’t finish her brilliant sewing, and so both sank somehow into unremarkable old age as mere housewives. Even worse, “In the end, Minnie got real fat,” the ultimate doom. Most of Polina’s stories, if I could have articulated my own resistance to them, collapsed to anticlimax. There was a show of life, often glorious, reflecting somehow on Polina, and then the people just disappeared. Nothing ever added up to anything. All it ever came to was: “In the end …”
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