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    He had listened from such a distance that what he saw was an outline, a caricature, and an abstraction. How different it might seem, if he had been able to see these lives from the inside, looking out.


    

     —Delmore Schwartz, “America! America!”
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    Chapter 1


    Irving Berlin! 1957


   


   

    

     IT WAS JOSEPH BRODSKY, the one person who had never caused any trouble, who did not want his daughter to marry David Bloom.


    “I will not have my grandchildren brought up on filthy money,” Joseph told his wife the evening after Miriam had called from New York with the news.


    Married! Miriam had screamed so happily into the phone. Instantly Joseph remembered her, a girl in a yellow bathing suit on the dock by Sebago Lake, her hands on her hips. When had her bones grown into a woman’s body? He imagined her limbs elongating before his eyes as if he were watching the time-lapse film of a flower blooming, a crystal forming: his daughter growing up and away from him.


    Joseph had been readying for sleep before the phone call. Now, sitting on the edge of his bed, he paused a moment before removing his shoes. Then he set upright the milk carton he had taken to putting by the bed so he wouldn’t have to get up to urinate so many times during the night. Joseph was beginning to feel the effects of age—the real effects, ones that seemed to rise up from that strange place deep within him where his faith was stored—and to refuse the marriage troubled him. He wanted to be sure his daughters were taken care of. But David Bloom? Of all the men on earth. He didn’t know the boy well, it was true, but history is history. End of story.


    “What are you talking about, Joe?” Esther sat at her vanity slathering her face with cold cream.


    “Mob ties.” Joseph nodded his head to emphasize the gravity of this statement. He thought of his own brother, the day he left Brooklyn for that gang of thugs and how his mother gave all of Solomon’s belongings—his comic books, shirts, his telescope with the broken lens—to Henrietta Szold. For the Hadassah, his mother had said. And that woman had sent the package back—a clean cardboard box tied tightly with twine—without so much as a note.


    “How do you know for sure?” Esther asked Joseph.


    “I know because I know,” he told her.


    Only once had Joseph discussed Solomon, and that had been when he’d come home late from a terribly hard day on the long selling road. Frustrated by how little such a long day had yielded, Joseph walked in the door, drank three glasses of peach schnapps, told Esther the story, wept, and then tried unsuccessfully to undo his wife’s bra in the kitchen.


    “And how’s that?” Esther watched in the mirror as her husband dipped his feet into his leather slippers. “For Christ’s sake, Joe. Miriam can’t be running around that city—single and loose in Manhattan—forever.”


    If only from the state of her daughter’s bitten nails, Joseph knew that Esther was right. He could see that Miriam had anxieties. She’d been neurotic since she was a girl—once they’d had to drag her out of a child’s bathtub filled with chemicals. Esther had found her in a ball, coiled as tightly as a pin curl. I’m getting clean, Miriam had said when questioned as to what on earth she had been doing. But what did that mean? My little girl, Joseph had thought when he was confronted with the image of that pink, raw body. And then the image much later, of the girl in New York, a brand-new nose hidden beneath seeping bandages. Her eyes were two bruises on the moon of that blanched, frightened face. This had been the only time Joseph had questioned his wife’s intentions.


    Miriam might have anxiety, but some of the Brodskys’ friends’ kids had been true problems. Ethel Cohen’s daughter was institutionalized. Drugs, they’d said. Imagine. And Arthur Friedman’s boy was a no-good drunk. No matter how Art tried, that boy was always showing up at his doorstep at all hours, inebriated. Joseph knew he had been blessed with two good girls, who had not given them a moment’s real worry.


    “I just know, Es.” Joseph spoke softly, rubbing his head. “Please believe me.” His scalp shone brightly, shiny as linoleum, through his thinning hair.


    Esther turned away from the mirror to look directly at her husband, one arm hooked over the back of the chair. Her face was a mask of white, but for her eyes, black as ebony buttons, and her pink mouth, drawn up like a change purse. Even like this, like a snowman she looks, thought Joseph, she was a treasure to him.


    “Whatever you say,” Esther said. “Evidently he’s not a gangster anymore. Now the man hangs around with Irving Berlin. Broadway, Joe.” Esther paused, uncharacteristically hesitant about what she was about to say. She held her head high as she looked in the mirror. “Do you want your daughter to be one of those girls in that terrible city who gets a reputation as a tramp in her youth and as a lesbian in her old age? And that, mind you, is only if she ages well.”


    “Now come on, Esther,” Joseph said. The previous day Esther had read him something about the problem of single girls in the city, from “Dear Maggie,” the syndicated etiquette column that his wife and her friends phoned one another over daily. Especially since the war, Esther had read, pointing her chin toward Joseph, as if it had all been his fault. She’s your daughter too, Joseph had told her.


    Now Joseph turned away from his wife and to the window, the boughs of the evergreen at the side of the yard sagging with last night’s snow. Beyond his yard and down the hill was Casco Bay, where last week Joseph had seen a seal at low tide. Looking up the habits of the harbor seal at the Portland library hours after the sighting, he had had to laugh at himself. How on earth did I get here? he had thought happily, knocking a pencil to the side of his head as he read about molting seasons.


    Broadway, thought Joseph. Irving Berlin. Esther went down to New York City all the time now to see Miriam and catch a matinee, and Joseph knew this thrilled her. But Joseph, who’d had to be begged by his wife to move so far north, rarely liked to go back to New York. He liked the peace of his new little town, where he walked to the Penny Wise for milk, removing his hat for the neighbors he passed in the street. He liked his walks through the woods, stomping over moss and earth, the pleasant smell of pine, the call of the lighthouse that blinked in the distance through the fog.


    The one time Esther had gone with Seymour and Sarah Bloom, she had come home chattering about the house seats and how the Blooms knew the very best places to eat on Broadway. When they came in from the street, a table by a window was waiting just for them, a flickering candle in its center. She made it clear to Joseph that though she didn’t want to live anywhere else but Portland, dinner and a show in that beautiful, beckoning city was a perfect evening.


    “Not just off zhe Mob,” Joseph said. “Off a people like you and me.” He slapped his chest. “Good people.”


    But Irving Berlin! Joseph got up from the bed, and Esther noticed he did so a bit wearily. He looked up to see his wife rub her own throbbing hands—she’d had to get her wedding ring loosened last month just so it could slide over the knuckles of her once-slender fingers—and clutch the bedpost to stand up. Joseph knew he was no longer the handsome and strong man Esther had once walked arm in arm with by the Charles in the late autumn afternoon, scarlet and mustard-colored leaves swish-swishing in the breeze. And he knew his wife had not planned on a man with a mother who spent most of her time on her cracked front stoop dreaming about Poland, a man whose speech would always betray them. And yet, here she was, still with him.


    And Esther? She was no longer the slim girl he’d waited for on the stairwell in that boardinghouse in Cambridge, only to walk with her out into the street. Joseph had tried to make her feel that he would always be waiting for her. Slim. That had been before the kids and before the gallbladder had come out; before she couldn’t stop with the cream cheese and jelly, with the damn Hershey’s. Joseph could see her now, the young girl who left Portland, Maine, for Boston to work at Filene’s Basement. The shoes! And the folding folding folding. She complained she would go mad from it and the way the women pushed their way through her just-folded clothes, snapping them open to check for irregularities.


    “Irvink Berlin.” Joseph leaned down to his wife. “It’s true.” He kissed her on the forehead, lingering for a moment to feel the mentholated smell of her cold cream traveling up his nostrils and into his sinuses. When he took his mouth from her face, his mouth was a ring of white and Esther’s forehead was marked with the impression of his lips.


    “Nowhere could you have that happy feeling when you aren’t stealing that extra bow,” sang Esther, slightly off-key as always.


    My Irving Berlin is different, thought Joseph. “From the mountains to the prairies to the ocean,” he sang to himself. “My home sweet home.” He had been born a million miles away. But this country had been good to him, and though his mother would raise her fist from her new apartment on Riverside Drive and spit on him to hear it, it was true.


    “And such a nice family,” Esther said of the Blooms. “Very intellectual.” She wiped the cold cream from her face.


    “They are nice,” Joseph said again. “Vestern European.” He shook his head as he said this, remembering his neighborhood, block upon block of Eastern Europeans, and how they all longed to be from music, and art, from the land where they drank tea out of the most delicate of china cups. He was walking toward the bathroom. That side of Europe, they had the culture, it’s true, he thought, one really can’t deny it. And Miriam is in love. But the past. The past.


    At the threshold of their bedroom, he turned. “It’s a good match?” he asked his wife.


    “It’s a good match, Joe,” Esther said, nodding her head slowly.


    Joseph blocked the idea of his daughter’s future father-in-law at the “right” end of a gun. Perhaps all the rumors of Seymour’s involvement with Solomon had not been true, he reasoned. Perhaps Seymour, thanks to his exceptionally good fortune and his high profile on Broadway, was only a victim of bad publicity.


    Walking down the hallway to the bathroom, Joseph whistled “God Bless America.” Maybe Mr. Berlin will be at the wedding, he thought. What would I say if I were to meet him? Tell him: our lives are parallel fairy tales. Or perhaps I should prepare a rhyming greeting. Joseph had begun to devise a limerick to make Irving Berlin smile when, upon reaching the bathroom, the image of his brother overwhelmed him.


    

     Bangbangbangbang went his heart. Only it wasn’t love now, as when he saw Esther laughing for the very first time. Who cared she’d laughed at him as his hat spun away into traffic? This was an age-old grief, and for a moment Joseph thought the pain of it would split him in half. His brother. It was unbearable how he missed Solomon. Solomon, who’d left South Fifth Street and come back with more money than God. Joseph remembered the kids pitching pennies on the cracked sidewalk and a horse-drawn ice wagon knocking by as Solomon walked the block in a purple suit that shone when the smallest crease caught the light. Even from here, Joseph could see the Williamsburg Bridge rising out of the East River, tethering his neighborhood to the world.


    Sol came in throwing cash from his enormous wads of bills clasped in silver clips, and their mother screamed and ran from it. Joseph laughed now to remember his mother trying not to step in the horse manure on the street as she ran from Solomon’s money. Selma Brodsky had told Joseph that her elder son’s dirty money would scald them both, that their skin would burn as if from acid and would shrink back from their bands of muscle, and what, then, would people see? Joseph had wondered then about his mother’s insides, saddened, ruled by fear. His insides? Hope.


    As a boy, Joseph had followed his older brother down the street, crowded with horses and carts and boys playing stickball, on the way to Mr. Berkowitz’s candy store: Wait for me! he’d called out to him. Solly! he’d screamed. And then, just as soon as it had come, the memory was gone again and Joseph was left gripping the cold, clean marble of the counter.


    Joseph splashed cold water on his face and looked into the mirror, shaking the image of his mother screeching like a dying animal as she tried to dodge Solomon’s money. Destroyed, she’d say in Yiddish. Mekhule. That was when Joseph had decided he would work hard for money so clean his mother could wrap a baby—his someday—in the bills he would earn for her. And he had.


    “Joe?” Esther screamed from the bedroom. “Are you coming to bed?”


    “In a moment,” Joseph said, staring into the glass.


   


  





   

    Chapter 2


    Chemistry: Joseph Brodsky,
1925–1938


   


   

    MIRIAM WAS GETTING MARRIED.


    “Finally,” Esther said to him when they had resolved it for good. “Thank God. After all, she is already twenty-six years old.”


    Joseph too was struck by how quickly it had all gone by. How long ago had he and Esther sat holding hands in the taxi rushing to the hospital only to wait and wait for the arrival of their first girl? Nothing had been easy then. 1931. Even to clean was difficult. Back then, Joseph was a door-to-door salesman—he sold soap and cleansers to offices and petrol stations, hospitals and cafeterias, sometimes even to the women in the neighborhoods in between. The housewives would come to the door wiping their hands on their dirty aprons. In the late twenties and early thirties, there was not yet a detergent miscible in both oil and water—cleaning was a multistage process—and so Joseph was forced to carry many bottles, clanking his way from institution to institution with both petroleum solvent and plain old soap.


    That was how he’d met Esther. He had moved up to Boston from New York, in part to escape the shadow of his brother, in part to run away from the burden of his father, Herbert Brodsky, who walked from the city over the Williamsburg Bridge, returning each night to a street that Joseph would always remember as filled with weeping. Also dodging shadows, the low, unstable darkness of her mother, Esther had come south to work in Boston after her father, an attorney at the only Jewish law firm in Portland, Maine, had died. One day in 1926, Joseph watched as Esther slammed the door of the taxi and stared up into the sun, her hand shielding her eyes. A red silk scarf covered her head, and, as she craned her neck to look up at the house she was to live in, the scarf slid down to her shoulders, revealing her shining, auburn hair. Joseph ran downstairs to help her with her bags and into her room in the building they would share.


    “Thank you,” Esther said. Her dark eyes shone as she pressed a coin into Joseph’s palm.


    “No.” He laughed. “I don’t vork here. I live here too,” he said. “Downstairs.”


    “Oh.” Esther looked at him, confused. She had told her mother this would be a house of women. “Well, thank you for your help then.”


    Joseph dropped the coin in Esther’s hand, the tips of his fingers brushing her palm. Esther smiled at Joseph as she pushed the door shut and left him alone in the hallway.


    Years later, when they would go to Coney Island and slip into the gypsy’s dark tent, thick with incense, the fortune-teller would grab Esther’s hand and smile as she traced her long life line with her dirty fingers. A long life, she’d tell them. A happy life.


     


    Though Esther Weinstein would not so much as speak to him, Joseph took to her immediately. Something about her manner made him feel completely comfortable and yet entirely disarmed. Esther was both familiar and distant, and for this his love filled him up and spilled over. Yet she resisted his overtures. Did she still believe he was the bellhop? he wondered. No matter how Joseph smiled at her on the stairwell of the building, no matter how he waited for her, hat in his hands, outside on the cobblestone street, she refused him.


    “Hello, Miss Weinstein.” Joseph was careful to pronounce the W that began her name as he’d try to fall into step beside her when she left the building to walk along the Charles. He wanted to reach out and touch her dark hair, gleaming red in the sun.


    “Mr. Brodsky,” Esther would say, nodding, her eyes fixed on a destination far in front of her.


    Why? Joseph wondered if it was how he spoke. From his conversations with Mrs. Steinway, the landlady, Joseph gathered that Esther was well-off. The daughter of an attorney, Mrs. Steinway had said, wagging her finger at Joseph. Recently deceased, she whispered so loudly she may as well have screamed it.


    No matter what Joseph said or how he tried to woo her, Esther could not be swayed. Still, he would sometimes catch her watching him from the parlor as he helped Mrs. Steinway bring the groceries in from the cold street, and once he was sure he saw the dark-haired beauty pull the curtains back from the window as he made his way down the street one twilit evening.


    Is it me? Joseph wondered, looking closely into the mirror that hung above the bare dresser of his room. How rarely he had truly seen his face. He looked at his long and slender nose, as bumpy as a spine and curved at the widened tip; he ran his hands over his hair, already thinning. Well, Rudolph Valentino I’m not, that’s for sure. Joseph leaned in for a closer look and knocked himself right on the nose.


     


    Whatever it was Joseph Brodsky did to make Esther Weinstein relent and marry him would remain a mystery to him. Eventually she had acquiesced to an afternoon of scones and Devonshire cream at the Parker House Hotel. And on some crisp, still mornings, he had caught Esther, and she had let him guide her over the bridge, fog rising off the Charles as boys cut the still water with their oars, crewing up and down the river. Somehow he had charmed her.


    Esther’s mother taunted her, a crackling voice from a dark bedroom, telling her daughter how she was marrying down, yet Esther managed to ignore it. As did Joseph, who heard Sylvia Weinstein scream, Better you should marry a shoemaker! the day they traveled up to Portland so that he could ask Sylvia for her daughter’s hand. Despite this familiar voice of doom that had haunted Esther’s childhood, Esther and Joseph were married on May 21, 1927, the day Lindbergh flew across the Atlantic. If only your father could see this! Sylvia screamed out just as soon as Joseph had crushed the glass. Misunderstanding the outburst, the guests looked skyward, into the sun, to see if they could see the Spirit of St. Louis fly by.
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    Three years after they were married, four years of Joseph’s many days on the road juggling his bottles and boxes, four years of his returning, his hat knocked sideways on his balding head, four years of being met by Esther’s sheer delight in seeing him again, Miriam Weinstein Brodsky was born in Boston.


    When Miriam was still in the womb but beginning to rip her mother open like a loaf of hot bread, the doctor said, “There it is! She’s crowning!”


    Joseph was in the waiting room when he heard the screaming from his wife. The doctors had warned him off being at the hospital, and yet he had wanted to be there. Joseph looked around and then tiptoed to the delivery room, pressing his ear to the door and imagining Esther closing her eyes against the pain. What must she be thinking? He wondered if his wife was experiencing what he’d heard dying was like—all the images of your life flashing before you. Did Esther think of her father walking through town with her, holding her hand as they wove along the harbor? Did she think of Joseph, bowing to her in the stairwell of their building as he told her, Ladies first?


    “Oh my God,” Esther said, clearly contracting. “I feel a nose!” she said.


    Joseph took his ear from the door and inserted his index finger in an attempt to clean his ear from whatever would have made him hear something so strange.


    “Okay, push!” the doctor said. “There it is,” he said. “A head!”


    “Doctor!” Esther pleaded. “What’s her nose like?”


    Surely there is more to see than this, Joseph thought nervously. For a moment he imagined his daughter’s body attached not to a head but to an enormous schnoz. He couldn’t help himself, and he cracked open the door just to see what was going on. He was met with a view that was the very reason men stay home on days like this. The obstetrician looked up from between Esther Brodsky’s legs, also seeming to question the new mother’s choice of words and then, thinking he had heard her incorrectly, went back to the labor at hand.


    “Doctor!” Esther said again. “Just tell me. Is it very, very big?”


    Her head? Her heart? Joseph thought. No, my wife just said nose.


    After the umbilical was cut, the infant placed in the safety of Esther’s arms, and Joseph pulled inside the swinging blue doors, he got his first glimpse at his daughter. My daughter! It was remarkable. He wanted to recall something that would help him be a good father to her, but he could remember only boys, a block packed with angry young men trolling the neighborhood with his brother. I will always protect her, Joseph thought, tilting his head to have a better look at Miriam.


    When the nurse left the room and it was just the three of them, the young family together for the first time, Esther turned to Joseph with tears in her eyes. “Look what you did!” she told him.


    “Vhat, Esther?” he asked, by now used to his wife’s hormones, which he had hoped had managed to slip out of her with the placenta.


    Esther pointed at her daughter’s face.


    She was beautiful. Had anyone ever been so lovely and so small? “A little loaf of bread,” Joseph said, reaching his finger for her tiny mouth, which was already gathered into a kiss.


    “Her nose!” Esther whispered, as if it were an unspeakable disease. “Look at her nose. I knew it,” she screamed. “I knew I should never have married you!”


    Though it was true, the nose was not the most delicate feature on his daughter’s face, Joseph was stunned by Esther’s charge and had a flashing memory of her walking ahead of him on a street filled with long, skinny trees, branches like the fingers of the gnarled women he’d grown up watching. He remembered the smooth cobblestones he’d stumbled over to get nearer to her as she walked away from him.


    “Esther,” Joseph said, straightening. “Her nose is fine.”


    “Fine?” she asked him, beginning to cry. “You’ll see fine,” she said. She pointed to her own face. “Fine like this? Fine like a cabbage?”


    Joseph touched his wife’s large nose. “Beautiful like this,” he said.


    Esther swatted his hand away. “And I’d like to see you be ripped in half by a nose,” she said. “They’ve had to sew me up from it!”


    Joseph rubbed his wife’s arm and pulled the impossibly soft swaddling blanket back to see his daughter’s beautiful eyes, still midnight blue. Who in his family had blue eyes? Never had he seen it. “I’m sorry, my love,” he said, unsure to which girl he was speaking.


    “Let me tell you what you’ve done. I should know. I spent my life with my perfect cousin Tillie, a nose like a rosebud on her valentine of a face. Her life was all the easier for it, I tell you,” Esther said. “Everyone loved Tillie.”


    “And you,” Joseph told her. “At least I did.”


    “All the boys,” she said. “It was because of that nose. Well, and the boobs. And the legs that started right about below her boobs.” She started to laugh.


    Joseph watched his wife’s expression cloud over once again.


    “Torn in half!” Esther sobbed. “By a nose!” she said, as Joseph placed his lips to his wife’s eyes to try to kiss away her tears.


     


    Miriam’s nose informed her childhood and Esther’s motherhood. Nightly Esther came into her bedroom to measure the growing protrusion in the center of her daughter’s face. From Joseph, Miriam had inherited length, and her nose crept slowly and bumpily down her face. But Essie’s contribution of girth began between her eyes and ended where the nose flowered into a round bulb. Esther tried to outwit her daughter’s nose, challenging its dominance in a manner similar to the Chinese practice of binding girls’ feet.


    “You will never feel the way I felt,” Esther would tell her as she pressed the nose down and drew a piece of tape tightly around her daughter’s head. “I promise you, Miriam, you will thank me later.”


    I don’t think so, Miriam thought as she was forced to push up at her nostrils with the tips of her fingers in a series of daily exercises in order to stop the way the nose seemed to continue growing, curling in on itself at the bottom. Now breathe! Esther would tell Miriam. Through your teeth!


    Nights when he was not on the road selling, Joseph watched as his wife tried to stop the expansion of his daughter’s nose. How was he to explain to his first girl that Esther could not be stopped, that she was driven by childhood? But weren’t we all? Really, Joseph reasoned, this was a gift from mother to daughter, and he convinced himself that one day, when she was old enough to understand what it meant to be beautiful in this country, Miriam would appreciate her mother’s efforts to reduce the size of her nose, thereby increasing the quality of her life.
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    Joseph Brodsky’s elder daughter’s nose had not stopped growing six years later, when Esther gave birth to another girl, Gloria. Either because her nose was smaller than her sister’s or because Esther was so stretched from Miriam’s nosing her way into the world, this second birth was not as traumatizing. Or perhaps it was because even larger things were causing the Brodskys distress: Joseph’s brother was rotting in jail. In Europe, Germany, now allied with Italy, was assisting the Spanish nationalists. And just this month, Buchenwald had opened to house professional criminals.


    “Next it’s zhe Jews,” Joseph told Esther. “I kid you not.”


    “Don’t be silly,” Esther said. “Never. Not in a million years.”


    Joseph snorted.


    He spent more and more time on the road, terrified that one day all that was going on in the world would be cause for everything here to be taken. He cried when he read Guernica was destroyed.


    “What is it, my darling?” Esther asked him, one breast flapping, loosed from her brassiere, Gloria wrapped up in her arms. She’d been begging her daughter to nurse. Please, Gloria, she’d said, thrusting her nipple at her. Take it already. Just take it, she’d said, shaking her breast at the infant. That was the moment that Miriam peered in to see what was going on with her new sister, this Gloria, who was getting all the attention that had once been hers. Just as Miriam dipped her head over her sister’s, she was squirted in the face with her mother’s breast milk and ran out of the room, shrieking.


    “What’s the matter, Joe?” Esther asked her husband.


    “An entire city,” Joseph said. “Destroyed. What will become of us?”


     


    Despite extra time on the road, Joseph wasn’t able to sell much—people were too panicked to buy a thing.


    The spring day in 1937 when he went to try to sell next door, to the Silverses’ house, was one of the best days and one of the worst days of Joseph Brodsky’s life.


    It began as a particularly bad day on the road. Some schmuck at Chebra Gemilath Chesed Burial Society had even gone so far as to turn Joseph away at the door. “You think I can afford to clean?” the man had asked him. He had not even been wearing a yarmulke.


    “But you must clean up after the dead!” Joseph was horrified.


    “These are tough times, mister,” he’d said, slamming the door.


    Had he been a different man, Joseph might have wedged his foot in and tried to explain that cleaning was a necessity—like food, as important as water, shelter—not at all an extravagance. One must remove the dirt from the graves, he could have told the man. But he was tired tonight. Exhausted.


    Joseph knew that the man had been right; these were tough times. When had it been easy? Almost a decade before had been the Panic. No one would buy a thing. Now the war had created such a shortage of soap that the price—four cents a bar—seemed outrageous, even to his most steady clients.


    And so, as Joseph got out of the car that night in front of the Roxbury home he had to work so hard to be able to rent, he decided to make one more stop at the neighbors’ to try to unload just a little bit of product.


    Evening soaked up the street as Joseph headed to the Silverses’ house, three doors down from where he and Esther and his two girls lived. When he rang, Mrs. Silvers came to the door, untying her apron.


    “Hello, Mrs. Silvers,” he said. “Evenink.”


    “Mr. Brodsky,” she said, smiling. “Good evening.” She folded her apron in perfect quarters.


    Forever plagued by migraines, Esther had sent her daughter over to the Silverses’—For the love of God, Miriam, go to Janie’s house already! she’d said from her bedroom, the curtains pulled closed—and Miriam and Janie sat upstairs playing tea until Joseph rang the doorbell.


    Mrs. Silvers turned to get Miriam, but seeing Joseph’s valises, his hat in his hands, she must have sensed that there was something else on his mind.


    “Please come in,” she said.


    Joseph bowed toward her and picked up his suitcases.


    Then, out of the corner of his eye, Joseph saw Miriam leaning over the banister with her friend. He hadn’t known she was there or he would not have made the stop.


    “I know you are busy.” Slowly, Joseph bent to open his suitcase. “I see how you work, me too, Mrs. Silvers, but look what I have here. Zhese”—he held up some glass bottles to the light—“zhey will save you so much time.”


    Joseph could see his daughter’s disappointed face as he stood to hand Mrs. Silvers the bottles. Why does my daughter look down on me this way? he thought.


    Now Mrs. Silvers placed her apron on the stairwell and reached for the bottle he handed her. She slid her glasses down her nose. As she read the embossed, illegible words on the raised glass, Joseph waited, looking around the room.


    “Let me show you,” he said. “It vorks like a dream, Mrs. Silvers. Really a dream. First zhis, then zhis, and you have yourself a clean kitchen. My own mother uses zhis process.” He saw his mother, Selma Brodsky, sweeping the front stoop where he grew up, a useless act. Like desert sand and tumbleweed, the city grime built up again within minutes. It broke his heart to think of his mother’s endless sweeping. “Can we try it in zhe kitchen?” Joseph started walking toward the kitchen and out of his daughter’s range of vision.


     


    Mrs. Silvers bought a bottle and a jar from Joseph that night, and he knew it was not out of sympathy but because she could see from his demonstration how much she needed those products and how much they would help her with her work, which, when it came right down to it, no one really appreciated. Certainly not Mr. Silvers. She’d told Joseph how he’d come in from outside and stomp through the house in his muddy rubbers. Joseph Brodsky had really conveyed his passion for getting a surface clean.


    Joseph pretended he had not seen his daughter, opened the door, and walked out into the night alone. It was late April and the air was a bit brisk, an evening filled with hope. Soon Miriam would be catching fireflies in Franklin Park, just across the street. He remembered last year: he and his daughter capturing the lightning bugs in their cupped hands, the small whisper of those wings, a concession to their palms. Joseph would help Miriam put them in jam jars, the tops pounded with holes for air, and the fireflies would blink like crazy, a halo of light around the jar created out of their fear. It almost made Joseph forget the way he saw his daughter look at him tonight.


    She had not run to greet him, and he had seen her looking down at him from her friend’s stairwell. He thought of when his daughter was born, how he and Esther took Miriam to see his parents in Brooklyn and Joseph had looked north to see the lights clicking on in the Chrysler Building. That year they opened the Empire State, and he always associated the magnificence of that building with Miriam: the year his daughter was born was the year the tallest building in the world was built. The following year the Empire State would also be filled with light. Maybe I’m in the wrong business, Joseph would think. And he thought that now.


    When had he not known Miriam’s presence? From infancy there was a smell to her that connected to his very cells. His cells were joined with her cells, and whenever they were near each other, in every room of the house, Joseph could sense his daughter. As she grew into a girl—little worms to fingers, rings of fat to skinny legs: ankles, knees, and thighs—his sense of her also grew. He felt her watching him, and already he knew that gaze was beginning to change. What would it turn into as she grew into a teenager?


    Joseph wanted to ask his daughter something: Why you look so ashamed? he wanted to scream up to her. It was the only time in his life he had ever thought of violence. His parents barely spoke English. They were forced out of Russia, and they believed they were going to a place where gold lined the streets, where gold was in the trees, as easy to pick—for anyone!—as apples. Such lies. Nothing is easy, even the simplest of things: this job as a salesman had once been difficult to attain. And with what had Herbert and Selma Brodsky ended up? A tenement in Williamsburg beneath the Elevated. They practically lived under a bridge, like that troll in the Brothers Grimm. His older brother had become a regular thug. I have shelter and a family, he had thought as he knocked at the Silverses’ door.


    Joseph had not known it could be much better than those days, though he could have done without the sore feet and so much time on the road. How he missed Esther. He only wanted to hear her scream his name in exasperation. He wanted to pull into the driveway and see his daughter playing in the yard with the other children of the neighborhood. Irish, Catholics—even though as a child he had once fought with these brutes, he liked that there were different kinds of people in Roxbury and that his daughter would not be raised in the narrow manner in which he had been, his mother’s face gone vacant over Friday’s candles, his father with his leather tefillin wrapped around his bicep, shaking him into prayer. In the old way, his family would not be able to worship together, and often Joseph would think of the idea of Esther and his girls so far away from him on the holiest of days.


    There was a set of swings in Franklin Park, and, walking home that evening, Joseph thought of Miriam’s little-girl legs reaching out, pumping at the air to carry her upward. This was all he had wanted. You don’t know shame. He had looked up the staircase and wanted to slap her.


    This, Daddy, this, she had said to him on many evenings as she climbed into his lap. Her tiny fingers pulled his tongue from its red cave. Say it right! she would tell him, and her voice stunned him with its demand and its confidence. And he had thought of Solomon then, how his brother had traded in his Russian accent for the absurd language of American gangsters as soon as he’d left Brooklyn. Who was kidding whom? Joseph wondered.


    But by the time he’d gotten two doors down, as he approached his own house, his anger had dissipated. Joseph was thinking only about what was in front of him: Esther’s eyes illuminated by candlelight, Gloria’s pudgy fingers, a good meal on the table, and Miriam’s questioning. She’s just a girl, he thought. Perhaps this is the new American way.


     


    That night, while the Brodsky family listened to Baby Snooks on the radio in the living room, Miriam crept downstairs into the basement, where her father spent hours mixing chemicals as he worked to find a cleaner that would work on both oil and water. How much easier to carry one product instead of two. You’ll see, he told his daughters as they watched him formulating late into the night. We’ll be rich!


    Miriam hadn’t believed him. She was too young to understand that in America, anyone’s fortune could change, too young to know there was a side to her father that was not content to beg. From the basement she could hear the laughter on the show, the grown lady’s voice lowered and heightened into a baby’s voice as she ran her fingers over the different glass bottles—amber, blue, clear—all corked and lined up perfectly, powders in clear glass jars, slivers of soap in neat piles on the old wooden table. She thought of watching her father from the stairwell that day, his wilting face, all his features collapsed. This, she reasoned, was why fathers went away to work and why their daughters never saw the things they did there. Miriam imagined twilight in their neighborhood, car doors slamming shut, men in hats walking up stairs to their homes, briefcases held tight to their sides.


    There were stacks of notebooks, and Miriam opened one to see her father’s scrawl, tiny pencil marks of numbers and foreign names. Below the worktable where her father stood each weekend, struggling for a solution that would change their lives, Miriam spotted the bathtub that had been used to bathe her as an infant. She curled her toes at the sight of the bath, her bare feet cold on the cement of the basement floor. Had she ever been so tiny? As Miriam had watched her father that afternoon, she had felt sure she was covered in a film of dirt. She had felt it on her skin, had rubbed her arms with the palms of her hands, run her hands across her face over and over again, brushing off invisible insects.


    “Is there something on me?” she’d asked Janie.


    Janie had looked closely into her friend’s face. She had tilted her head. “I think there is,” she’d said. Janie had swiped her finger over Miriam’s face as she squeezed her eyes tight.


    Now Miriam lifted the tub, which smelled of disinfectant and alcohol and clay, as if nothing could shame it, out from under the table.


    Miriam, only six years old, wanted to be an infant again, a loaf of bread in her father’s arms, wrapped in a blanket and tickled on the chin by her mother. She did not want a brand-new sister. She did not want her mother to tie back her nose and send her out of the house. Miriam wanted to know what now seemed unbearable: where her father went all day. Uncorking bottles on her father’s worktable, she began pouring them into the bath. Crouched down, she spooned out heaps and heaps of powder, combining it with different liquids until the mixture was so thick that she had to add more. Just last week she had made a cake with Esther, and she had mixed in the flour with a wooden spoon. Only this was man’s work. This is what it feels like to make something important, Miriam thought, imagining her intent father, his spectacles slid down to the end of his nose, suspenders hanging lifeless at his sides, shirtsleeves rolled up to the elbows. She added and poured until the bath was filled with solution.


    Fully clothed, Miriam stepped in. As if it were filled with steaming water, she slowly lowered herself into the vat of chemicals. The fluid surrounded her, swishing over the curved rim and running onto the floor. She noticed how it tapered into a thin line, leaving in its wake a trail of white on the cement. Miriam thought of her father scrubbing another family’s floor. Then she curled into a little ball, her body as tight as a fist, and lay down.


     


    Miriam awoke to the startling and all too familiar sound of Esther’s screaming. “What on earth?” Esther placed her hand over her mouth and yelled for her husband. “Joe?” she screamed. “Joe!” Esther yanked Miriam, who had passed out from the fumes, out of the bathtub and rushed her into the workshop bathroom, where she thrust her head under cold water.


    Joseph stood breathless at the threshold. “Vhat happened?” He could see Miriam’s arms and feet were bright red. “Sugar?” he said. “Vhat happened, sugar?” he asked Miriam.


    Miriam looked over at her father, her mouth contorted by her enormous, quivering frown. She shook her head.


    “What in the world were you thinking, Miriam?” Esther pulled her daughter’s arms up and slipped the shirt from her head. Under the shirt, the flesh was pristine, and Joseph was sure he could see beneath it to the thumping of his daughter’s tiny blue heart. Esther wet down the hand towels—nice ones, which Joseph knew she would rather not have ruined—and rubbed Miriam’s arms. Her skin looked raw, as if layer upon layer had been peeled away.


    Miriam shrugged.


    Joseph remembered her looking at him from the stairwell and saw the apology on her skin. He regretted wishing violence on her. “Let’s get you into zhe bath, sugar,” he said.


    Joseph picked up his daughter and held her. He smelled the salt on her face from her tears, and the ammonia and glycerin and alcohol. Her own scent had been scrubbed away, stripped by cleansers, covered over by fragrance, and this terrified him. Had she been trying to escape him so soon?


    As Joseph carried her up the stairs, Miriam remembered being lifted by her father from the backseat of the car on the many nights they had driven home from visiting her grandparents in New York, or after a day at Old Orchard Beach. He would pick her up out of the dark, walk her slowly upstairs, and place her head gently on her pillow. From her bed she could see out to the backyard, and, as her father put her down, Miriam always wondered what would be out there for her when she was too big to be lifted. What was in that mysterious black world? Joseph would leave the door just enough ajar so that the hallway light was a bright rectangle into which, if she needed, Miriam could rise and disappear.


    Tonight Joseph brought his daughter up two flights of stairs from the basement and into the bathroom. She clung to him, her legs wrapped around his waist, her arms gripping his neck. He had to peel her off to set her into the tub.


    As Esther washed Miriam, Joseph went downstairs to check on Gloria. Not a month ago, one of Esther’s friends had gone to check on her own daughter and found a snake sleeping in her child’s crib. That was an image that neither Joseph nor Esther could shake, and they often found themselves in Gloria’s room five, seven times an evening, feeling under her warm blankets for reptiles. Tonight, like every night, she seemed fine, her light hair—sure to darken, Esther warned her husband, as all the hirsute Brodskys were wont to do—spread out on her pillow like a sunflower.


    Afterward, Joseph went down to the basement. He wanted a moment alone, to clean up Miriam’s mess, to right the thrown-open pages of his notebooks, the uncorked bottles, the powders spread like confectioners’ sugar over his workstation. Joseph did not want to think of his daughter scouring herself in a mess of solvents and chemicals. Instead, he focused on what he always focused on: finding a cleanser miscible in both oil and water. It was his mission, a physical mantra, and now he emptied the bath in the chemical sink, and, after a quick look at the previous day’s notes, he began to mix. He added from a bottle here, some fragrance there, heaped in more powder. Each time was about to be the time it happened, and Joseph made notations as he went.


    He tested the concoction on the schmaltz from last night’s dinner. He knocked his pen against his head. He clicked his teeth with his fingernails and then added more soap. He tested it again. And that’s when it happened. In that moment, magic: a synthesizing of solvents which in that exact moment became soluble. Joseph could tell—simply to take the cloth and swipe it over the chicken fat dissolved it. It was what is beautiful and knowable about science, and Joseph was sure he could see the particles breaking down, little cleansing bubbles rooting out the grease. He imagined them with tiny scrubbing hands, scouring the soiled fabric. Joseph was positive. He’d found his cleanser.


    And he was right.


    The day Miriam tried to wash herself away was the day that Joseph Brodsky discovered the first two-in-one cleaning product. He would name it for his wife. He had already thought it out—yes, to name some one after a living being, well, this is a horrible curse, but a thing, well, Joseph decided he would not be jeopardizing Esther’s life were he to call his new product Essoil. Joseph would bring Esther into every home, every synagogue, every hospital. Esther. Esther at work, her particles connecting with grime and overpowering it; Esther ensuring that no surface be left impure.


     


    That night, after both Miriam and Esther were asleep and Joseph had washed up and checked Gloria’s crib for snakes a third time, he crawled into his bed, parallel to his wife’s. He had met a man on the road years ago who told him: Young man, get off the road before the sand settles permanently in your shoes. What exactly had that meant?


    Joseph had met him before the Panic—who could have known how desperate everyone would be to sell something? Anything. How many towns did Joseph have to drive through before coming home to Esther? In winter, his hands cracked; in summer, they sweated. Already he had the hard touch of an old man. Joseph had nodded at the man and thought to himself: Getting off the road is an easy thing to say, yes, but not so easy a thing to do. When he let himself think about it, he could see that perhaps getting off the road was a dream, one that was even more important to him than the dream of his family.


    Joseph could not have known what the birth of Essoil would bring him. But he was excited by his creation and couldn’t sleep. He got out of bed and tiptoed down the hallway to the study he shared with Esther. Their two desks faced each other, and often, as Esther paid the household bills and Joseph kept track of his commissions, they would look up and find themselves staring at each other. Try as he might, Joseph could never keep a straight face. The sight of Esther, hair pulled into a net, her long nose nearly connected to the red lips set against her tanned skin, always made him smile. Hello, my love, he’d say to her.


    Esther would wave his words away with a flick of her wrist and a roll of her large brown eyes, but one side of her mouth could not help but reveal the smile always there beneath her surface.


    Now Joseph took out a slip of writing paper and sat back in his chair. He clicked a fountain pen against his teeth as he thought of what he would like to say to his brother:


    

     

      April 26, 1937

     


     

      Solomon,

     


     

      I will not call you by that name you call your self. It has been many years, Sol. You were my big brother. Remember the way I followed you around on the streets. You could not get rid of me. But now I am a man. Maybe I became a salesman, perhaps you would spit on a man like me but what you did was not right. I think perhaps you have suffered now enough. All these years, I say to myself: I have no brother. I am alone in this world but for the family I have chosen. Sometimes I think I started with the cleaning products to clean up the filth you leave behind you. Even just to think of it gives me a taste of grit in my mouth. And then I remember when we came here, and before even, back in Russia, how you were my hero.

     


     

      This has become much longer than I had wished. This is just to say you will always be my brother, my older brother. You will always be Solomon to me. Please do not forget who you once were.

     


     

      Stay well.

      




      Joseph Brodsky

     


    


    Joseph put down his pen and looked out over Esther’s desk to the lighted street. He remembered the day Solomon had come for that neighborhood girl, Pauline, and how he had whisked her away. Joseph had felt terrible for her little sister, Frances, and for the way the whole neighborhood turned on the Verdonik family because their elder girl had run away with a gangster. He could see Frances as a little girl, a short, squat thing, hairy as a monkey. Everywhere he turned she was behind him, and he had wanted to tell her: Go away! You with your dirty sister! But of course he had felt pity for her. It was his brother too; and so Joseph would buy her candies and pat her head when he saw her playing in the street.


    He folded the letter to Solomon now and put it in the bottom drawer of his desk. Where would he send it, after all? Rikers? It was ridiculous. He’d read in the Herald that the Nazis ordered all works of Marc Chagall to be taken down from German museums, and here his brother was doing time in Rikers. No matter what Esther convinced herself of, Jews were dying. Joseph could see it then, as clear as the streetlamp outside his window: He was at the start of his life. Everything that had happened to him—meeting Esther, the births of his daughters—had made Joseph feel as if his life were beginning just at that moment. It was his way. But Solomon, he knew, always saw his world as if it were on the cusp of ending.


    Joseph rubbed his rough, cracked hands together and rose from the chair. He would again go check on Gloria and then head upstairs, slip into Esther’s bed, curl up against her, rest his head against her back, feel her heart thumping, pumping blood through and through her. Here, there would be safety. He would lift up her nightgown and wrap himself around her, taking in his wife’s skin, the scent of wax, all kinds of flowers. Tonight he would kiss her neck and trace the outline of her breasts and hips, the backs of her thighs with his hands, and tomorrow he would begin the empire that would bear her beloved name.


   


  





   

    Chapter 3


    Prospects: Seymour Bloom,
1925–1937


   


   

    

     JOSEPH BRODSKY’S OPPOSITION to the marriage of his daughter and David Bloom was unbeknownst to Seymour Bloom. He couldn’t have cared one way or the other who his son was marrying, as long as David was happy. And compared with the kinds of girls—more like bear cats—David had been going with before, Seymour knew he should consider himself lucky he’d ended up with as decent a girl as Miriam Brodsky.


    “As I’ve always told you, son, you must follow your heart,” Seymour said to him when David telephoned with the news. He had thought that perhaps David would come uptown, with Miriam, and they would have announced their engagement together, not this casual phoning his father up one evening and just telling him the news, as simple as buying a carton of milk. Marriage was not a simple proposition, after all.


    “You’ve never told me that,” David said. He drummed his fingers on the kitchen table and looked outside to the tree-lined street.


    How different was the West Village, a place filled with artists, and music, and the smells of an entire world—a whole other country than the Upper East, David thought. Just now he remembered all those nights he had waited in the dark in the kitchen for his father to come home, how he had watched his father as he quietly slipped into the house without seeing his son. He remembered his smell on those nights—of the outside, of petrol—and how so often his pockets were stuffed with bits of rope and rolls of duct tape, items that even as he saw his father remove them from his pockets, David thought were saved for boys.


    “That’s not true.” Seymour cleared his throat. “That’s not true at all. I’ve always told you to pursue all your dreams.”


    Hadn’t he? That had been something Seymour had always meant to tell his son, meant to show him, but, now that he thought about it, perhaps he had not. Had his own life not been evidence? It distressed Seymour that he had neglected to teach his son such a simple tenet. It had taken him an entire life to learn this, a life he had lived in the hope of being able to pass this lesson on to his son. A lifetime, and now it turned out his son might not be the kind of man who would follow his heart. That he had not managed to pass this down, or that his son had not been able to learn this, depressed Seymour.


    When he hung up the phone, he thought about the prospect of his son marrying. And he tried for a moment to summon the passion he’d once had for his own wife. When did he have passion for his wife? It was such a sad state of affairs, really. He rarely thought back. What was the point of it? Now, as if he were recalling it for the first time, he remembered the day he’d met Sarah Rosen.


     


    It had been on the Duck Pond in Central Park—Sarah’s blades cut the ice in a perfect figure eight as she looked over to her smiling father and crashed head-on into Seymour. Seymour, who had never been skating before, thought the accident had been his fault, and after apologizing profusely, insisted on buying them both hot cocoa.


    What wonderful hair, Seymour thought, looking at Sarah’s blond, shoulder-length corkscrews escaping beneath her wool cap. Seymour and his little brother had come to New York from Paris with his mother, Inez Bloom, just a decade earlier, in 1915. It was Inez who had always instilled in her son the belief that the first thing to look for in a woman was her hair. She got this theory from experience. Banking on the presumption that when nobody has any cents, still they come for their hairs, she had recently signed a ninety-nine-year lease on a small beauty shop in Brooklyn, right near her apartment, where she lived down the hall from Mae West.


    Ultimately it was Sarah’s hair, falling in ringlets, that made the handsome Seymour pursue her. He imagined telling his mother of the curls, coiled as if wrapped around an invisible finger, and their light brown sheen—Almost blond, Mama! he would say.


    What Seymour, who was just beginning his career in sales—everything from adding machines and encyclopedias to bootlegged liquor—lacked in formal schooling he had managed to make up for in pure physical grace and charm. He was tall and broad, and his dark looks—black hair, olive skin—were in ideal contrast to his WASPy features, from the sweet curve of his nose to his heart-shaped face. Though he was not an educated man, Seymour managed to maintain an air of sophistication.


    The erudite Sarah, he remembered now, was always a girl of exaggerated, ill-fitting parts. What she held in stature, which he had thought unusual for any girl, let alone a girl of Sarah’s age, she lacked in general prettiness. Hers was an acquired beauty, as one might have said of Bette Davis had one never beheld her on the screen. Sarah looked as if her body had been stretched in an accidental, haphazard fashion. Her neck was swan-long, nearly begging strangulation, and her nose was as long and thin as a swizzle stick.


    Seymour would never know why she chose him, though he would marvel at it often—was it to have a single place to put all the blame for everything she’d never have? He often wondered if, when they’d crashed into each other on the ice that day, she hadn’t been literally jolted out of her mind.


    Although she was an intellectual girl—always with that long nose in the Shakespeare, the Chaucer—Seymour knew it was Sarah’s body that reached for him that day. He had felt it as she sat across from him, sipping cocoa after their collision, Seymour’s young brother spinning on the ice and waving; he could see her rising in her seat, hovering, her skin buzzing with happiness. When he reached out to touch her hand, a shock passed between them, and he knew that, would he like to have her, Sarah would be his.


    Perhaps Seymour did not see then that he picked his wife primarily for her fine hair and the very awkwardness that, for some reason, translated to him not as clumsiness but as a sort of elegance, as if Sarah was above certain learned rules of conduct. The way she threw her head back when she laughed did seem to him to be good breeding, making her appear both young and old at the same time. And soon he would discover that her wit would make them the axis on which many parties spun, so much so that when they turned to leave there was always a general hush, as if the guests simply could not continue on without them.


     


    Seymour and Sarah were married in 1925, just after the posthumous publication of Kafka’s The Trial. Sarah received a copy from her friend Celia. “Perfect reading for the honeymoon!!” Celia had written on the card. “Have a ducky time!” Sarah used the card as a bookmark, and every time Seymour saw it he cringed.


    The morning after the wedding—a Long Island affair, with a reception on the lawn that went well into the evening, swooping beams of light, floor-length dresses stained with newly cut grass and champagne—Sarah Bloom woke up inconsolable.


    “What is it, my dear?” Seymour turned to ask her. He could see Signal Hill from their room at the new Montauk Manor, where they had spent their wedding night, a car having whisked them away and driven them almost as far east as the road would take them.


    “It’s nothing,” she told him.


    But he wouldn’t have it. Why was his wife crying? Last night, while all the guests were milling about eating canapés before dinner, Sarah had been the kind of woman he had never dreamed he would have. Thank you, she told the guests as they made their way down the receiving line to her, Yes, it’s true, she agreed with them, smiling, always touching their hands in the exact place they wanted their hands to be touched.


    “What is it, my love?” Seymour reached out to touch her hair.


    Sarah sighed. “Am I really to spend my life with a man who actually goes door to door selling things?”


    Seymour rolled away from her, stunned. She hadn’t seemed to mind his occupation last night when, high as a kite on champagne, she tore off her wedding dress with abandon and got down on her knees. “Come here, Sy,” she’d said, winking, and he’d moved to the edge of the bed and watched her mouth, free from the red lipstick he had never seen her lips without, move toward him, smiling.


    That had been here; his legs had dangled over this very bed as she had moved to him, her mouth opening. “What would you have me do, Sarah?” he asked her now.


    “The thing is”—she put the back of her hand to her head, dramatizing her evident hangover—“what else can you do?” She turned onto her stomach, her ear to the pillow. “Nothing, I’m afraid.”


    “Surely you don’t mean nothing, Sarah,” he said, but was met by silence.


    Seymour hated her then, this woman who had been his wife for less than twenty-four hours and had already turned against him. He knew then and there that he would live his life not to please her but to make sure she never had the opportunity to speak to him this way again.


     


    It would be nearly twenty-five years before Arthur Miller would expose onstage the terrible emptiness of the salesman, but still Sarah did not hesitate to tell Seymour that her life was like that of the wife of a beggar. How could she live as she was accustomed on his small commissions?


    And so Sarah soon welcomed the financial support of her father, an act she flaunted to her new husband.


    “Do you like my dress?” She’d twirl before him in her brand-new Adrian. The way the crepe de chine was cut and how it joined together again against the grain, at peculiar angles, shooting her body through with light when she moved, had made Sarah have to have the extravagant gown she had seen from the street and tried on just for fun. When Seymour reached out to feel the exquisite fabric, she slapped his hand away. “This wasn’t a gift from you, my dear. This was from Daddy.”


    “My darling”—there was hardly a time when she did not speak down to him—“I cannot go with out,” she’d say. Dragging him to the opera, to the ballet, to the theater, she’d tell him, “A girl cannot live a life without art!”


    Though Seymour’s mother had coveted glamour, art had been the last thing on her mind when her children were growing up. Seymour knew his mother wondered why she had even come to this country, especially after dark, when the underworld rose to the surface of their Brownsville neighborhood and the screams of young men being knifed and the shattering of glass sounded through the streets. There was no way to go out and have any fun.


    In Brooklyn, how far had Inez been from her own mother, braiding challah on the rue des Rosiers? Three streets over was the fish market; they could all hear the men’s Yiddish screams overlapping when she strolled with the two boys in the afternoons. Yiddish! Inez always told Seymour it was a peasants’ language. “I thought this was the new world!” she’d despair to her son. “Might as well just have traveled east in Europe,” she’d say.


    Basic needs—and later, in his teenage years, money for fancy dresses—were her main preoccupation. We lived generically, Seymour would say.


    Because Inez did not have the means to provide access to things cultural, she had always debunked them as homosexual. In fact, all things that Seymour yearned for but could not have—gold cuff links, for instance, box seats at the opera, a white room filled with natural light—Inez labeled homosexual, so much so that Seymour began to associate the word with wealth and possibility, with things longed for but utterly unattainable.


    But Sarah insisted on art, and so it was with her that Seymour went to the theater and lost himself completely for the first time. Each and every time a production ended, the lights coming up, Seymour felt he was waking from a dream. In his daily life, he’d always been aware of his surroundings—the terrible ticking clock, the changing weather, the people passing by on the street. There was no escape from reality. Even while making love to his wife, Seymour did not experience what many of his friends discussed over scotch and cigars and what he had read about occasionally in the magazines he had hidden under his mattress as an adolescent. He had imagined the sensation would be science, a burst of energy and pressure, a subsequent release of reality, as if one were spinning into space for one moment at a fraction of the speed of sound or light. But sex was not so for Seymour. Though he had orgasms, they were nearly clinical in their arrival. The theater—especially musical theater, with its silliness and gaiety—transported him to a time and place that was entirely and deliciously other. Theater was an experience that was closer to living.


    In a way, going to the theater brought him back to the year he turned fourteen, when he would watch his mother play hostess at the Joint, a Harlem club owned by the cruel Madame Lutille. Somehow in Brownsville, the slum infested by cockroaches and gangsters where Seymour grew up, Inez had managed to go around with what he’d thought surely was the only Jewish boxer in New York but turned out to be one of many tough Jews from Brooklyn, and the two held court there. Joe Crews was on a winning streak, and all the celebrities went to shake his meaty hand. Inez had, in turn, bullied them, using her French as a weapon.


    

     “Non, non!” she’d say, wagging her finger. “C’est pas comme ça.”


    “Bonjour,” she’d say, stretching out her language.


    She always found a way to tell them no. No table by the window. No book of matches. No, I’m so sorry, but there is simply no more caviar. When it was said in French, everyone seemed pleased.


    An inveterate pessimist, Inez managed each month to put a little aside to save for her beauty shop, the one she had been eyeing since she came to this country. The rest of the money was spent on fashion—a green tulle gown by Madeleine et Madeleine, a Paul Poiret evening coat.


    Despite the recent Volstead Act, which ratified the Eighteenth Amendment, prohibiting the sale of alcohol, the Joint managed, for a while, to thrive.


    Over the years at the club, Seymour saw Irving Berlin sip a French 75 as he leaned in to Edna Ferber at the corner table. And when Benny Leonard won the world lightweight boxing championship, Seymour was there as the whole world came to the Joint to celebrate his title.


     


    But that had been almost a decade before Seymour married Sarah. Now he would never be able to take his wife by there and trick her into believing that Inez owned the fabulous place. The Joint had been destroyed by Prohibition and the brain damage Joe Crews received when fighting a Catholic boxer. Inez kept him in the back room, and she would bring him carrots mashed by the cook. Eventually the lack of liquor and the absence of a celebrity boxer to anchor the clientele had forced the place to close, and now the Joint was a boarded-up old storefront in a neighborhood where kids stood on the corners, waiting for someone to give them something to do.


    The theater spoke to Seymour the way the Joint had spoken to his mother. But all those evenings of Sunny and No, No, Nanette—the Cinderella musicals, which Seymour loved because the heroines always started poor and ended rich—were funded by Sarah’s father. Each Sunday, Fritz Rosen would come over and ask about his son-in-law’s prospects, a word Seymour had once loved, as it had meant all things possible, but soon began to despise, as it came to mean everything improbable.


    Sarah felt her husband could make up for the deficiency of his education and social class only with money. She did not hesitate to tell him this, and neither did her father, who had insisted that they take a place on Manhattan’s Upper East Side—the least attractive place he would allow his only daughter to live.


    “I am not a girl of the boroughs,” Sarah, who had grown up on Long Island, would say.


    “Oh, Sarah,” Seymour would tell her. “Please.” Why hadn’t he married one of those nice girls who worked in his mother’s shop, on which she had just three years ago signed a ninety-nine-year lease? Seymour had watched the Greek who owned the place turn the corner, headed back to postwar Athens, a place far easier to navigate than Prohibition America. Why, Seymour wondered, hadn’t he chosen someone who would be happy with what is, as opposed to what should be and should be and should be?


    Seymour had no plans to be a salesman for the rest of his life. With or without Sarah’s taunting, he was going to be someone, someone else. He thought of those limos pulling up in front of the Joint, the stars lingering on the sidewalk in their jeweled gowns and cloche hats, waiting to be photographed. That blinding white light of a bulb popping bright. Like Inez, who spent all her money on dresses to impress this clientele, and deceive them into believing that it was she who was running things, Seymour loved the money of the whole affair. He loved the decadence. But most of all, when he sat down and really thought of it, Seymour loved the theatricality—everyone equaled by the accoutrements and the drama of the arrival.


    For now, however, Seymour was only a handsome man next to whom most women wanted to stand, and so Sarah’s father supplemented their rent as well as their entertainment, gradually, yet efficiently, emasculating Seymour Bloom.


     


    Seymour knew from the wash of grief he encountered upon his return from a day of trudging around town with cumbersome adding machines that Sarah did not spend her days like other married women. Other married women passed their time with women like themselves. They prepared food for their husbands. And they took care of their children.


    Their children. Dulcy, their first child, was born in 1927, the month after The Jazz Singer hit the screen. Sarah had gone to see Al Jolson star in the first feature-length film that everyone was talking about, not realizing how uncomfortable she would be after only forty-five minutes. She’d cursed her unborn child for all that it was making her give up as she dragged Seymour out of the theater.


    Dulcy was born before the Panic, but by the time their second child, David, was born, in October 1931, the world had truly turned black. Seymour preferred to see it differently. Seymour saw the birth of his first son as the year the George Washington Bridge was finished, hovering like nothing short of a miracle over the Hudson and connecting New York to New Jersey. It was the year the tallest building in the world, the Empire State, opened. Seymour couldn’t get over these two feats, progress he’d never believed he’d see in his lifetime. New York was growing even if the rest of the world seemed in danger of falling away.


    Sarah Bloom’s life, and the world as she had known it, she reasoned, had ended. Sarah had all but given up. She had taken to what she called dancing but what anyone who watched her would call dressing up like a strumpet and drinking in the basement.


    Mary, the housekeeper, another basic need paid for by Fritz Rosen, who insisted that one servant was the very least in help any young family needed, told Seymour about the way Sarah stashed Prohibition liquor in the basement and spent most of the day down there, listening to ragtime and crying to beat the band.


    “She’s a dreamer, Mr. Bloom,” Mary told her employer one evening when Sarah had gone up to bed. Mary left out the way Sarah, her red lipstick smeared across her mouth, which gave the effect of having been punched, had told her, “You know, Mary, my mind is dying from neglect.” Mary had nodded her head. “I might as well pickle the damn thing.” Sarah had laughed. Some days, she leaned in close to Mary, who could smell the whiskey on her breath so strong she had to turn away. “What do you think it would have been like to be born a man?” Sarah had asked.


    Mary didn’t tell Seymour any of this. “I just thought you should know she doesn’t seem content,” she said. “And also, I found this.” Mary handed Seymour a balled-up piece of paper. “I found this letter on Mrs. Bloom’s desk.”


    “Thank you, Mary,” Seymour said, reaching slowly for the letter.


    As she turned to leave, he looked down at the crinkled sheet with the kind of dread he thought was saved for ringing strangers’ doorbells. Who would it be and would they purchase anything from him? Most often, he knew, they would not. Now Seymour wished that Mary had never told him anything. Perhaps his wife’s misery, her unused potential, could have gone unspoken between them for a lifetime. Would that have been so bad? And now whatever was in his hands would be some awful concrete evidence of her unhappiness. He hated letters for this reason. Seymour never wanted to know what anyone felt—it would pass, like everything—but a letter, he reasoned, keeps it there as if it had never left. Love was like that too, he knew. He wished now he had never written Sarah love letters so he would never have proof that once he might have loved her.


    Would having once loved her make the present more or less difficult? He couldn’t even begin to wonder. Seymour read:


    

     

      Dear Celia:

     


     

      Sometimes I get to thinking about how it was on the stage at Smith. Remember playing Rosalind to my Celia? What a swell time that was, Smith. Acting! And I didn’t even know it. How silly not to have looked around at all those women so hard at work, studying, and not to have wondered where on earth there would be room in the world for all of us! But Smith was cruel—it made me feel like I could be anything. What a dreadful setup, Seal! Did everyone but me know we’d be coming back to this?

     


    


    He felt the relief pour out of him. A letter to her friend from college. Well, this is all, Seymour thought. Who didn’t want to be young and have the chance to do it all over again? This was nothing. This, Seymour decided, was perfectly normal.


     


    Who saved poor David Bloom from his mother’s despair? It was Inez Bloom, who discovered that she could show her grandson the affection she could never bestow on her own children. It was all she could do when she saw David not to cover him with kisses. “Ucch!” she’d exclaim, shaking him. Someone who saw them on the street and didn’t know Inez might have thought her angry. “I love you to pieces!” she’d scream.


    I want Nana, David would cry at night, and, wishing to please his son and keep him from his wife, a rag doll in silk pajamas in their bed, Seymour, when he had the means to do so, would send David down in a company car to his mother. David would look out across the East River as the car made its way down Second Avenue, to Broadway and onto the Brooklyn Bridge. He loved that bridge, because he knew it brought him to Inez and away from his mother. David would think of her in a terrible heap at the bottom of the stairs as he headed toward the bridge and to his grandmother’s.


    Brooklyn was safety. In contrast to Seymour, who felt only relief finally to leave Brooklyn and be embraced by the riches of the once untouchable and in-the-distance Manhattan, David looked to the right to see the Statue of Liberty and the little red house of Ellis Island, and felt Brooklyn to be offering its open arms.


    Just to sit twirling in a chair at the counter of that pink room, bells jingling as the ladies sauntered in and out of the shop, bags hooked around their elbows, filled him with joy. “Davey Davey!” they’d say, tickling his chin. Some brought him peppermints and cherry licorice, the tips of their long nails brushing his skin as they dropped the candy into his cupped palms. He’d watch them walk away, bobbing in their high heels, and brim over with admiration.


    Plain and simple, he loved the smell of the place: the thick heat and the hair spray, the strange mix of dye and shampoo tinged with the faint odor of burning. He loved the polyurethane gloss and the way everything from floor to ceiling seemed to shine. The beauty salon was a theater set to him. It was an escape from life and, at the same time, a whole new life. Watching all the ladies sitting under the bubble hair dryers blowing on their nails as they flipped through magazines and complained about their husbands, David would feel both connected to them and utterly distant from them. It was nothing like the world to which his mother insisted he belonged, and it was this that made him at home within the very brightness of the place, a contrast to the muted colors and dark woods of his parents’ Upper East Side brownstone.


     


    After Inez had finally let her evening manager take over, she would take David back to her apartment. Most times she would take a long, foaming bath, to remove the burning smell and replace it with the scent of the lavender bath salts she’d had sent from Paris each and every month since she left for America twenty-two years before. Six-year-old David wandered the hallways as she bathed.


    Inez happened to have a very famous neighbor down the hall. When Hollywood’s Production Code of 1934 and Joseph Breen had ruined her career of sexual innuendo and double entendres, not to mention her finances, Mae West returned to Brooklyn. One evening as David meandered aimlessly, dragging his hands along the raised wallpaper, she stood at her door watching him in the darkened hallway. David saw the light shining behind her, and she looked beguiling to him, her voluptuous frame silhouetted in the threshold.


    “And who’s this big boy?” she asked him, shaking her hips.


    “I’m David,” he said, bringing his hands from the velvet of the walls to his sides. “My grandmother lives there.” He pointed to Inez’s door.


    “Inez Bloom,” she said. “Ya don’t say.” Swish swish went the hips. “Mae,” she said, one hand patting her hair, the other held out to David.


    He went over to shake it, peering around her to get a look inside the apartment.


    “Wanna take a look around, sport?” she asked him.


    David shrugged. “Sure,” he said, and she flattened against the doorjamb to let him pass.


    A curious child, David Bloom made his way around Mae West’s rather small apartment, investigating, comparing it with his grandmother’s, which had gold-colored rubber covers on all the doorknobs and opaque plastic runners over the carpets in the hallways. In Inez’s bedroom there were doilies and dusty bottles of Chartreuse on her long wooden bureau. But as David, with Mae West following close on his heels, wandered into her bedroom, all he found was an enormous round bed resting on a circular platform. Looking at the bed, David wondered if it spun, and so he stepped up on the platform, as if he were walking onto a stage, to take a closer look. He looked up to see mirrors covering the ceiling. David saw himself in the mirrors, and then he saw himself taken aback by his own reflection. He then saw himself smile and resisted the urge to wave. Feeling all the blood rush to his head, he turned back to face Mae West.


    “Why do you have mirrors up there?” he asked. Again he looked up to the ceiling, riveted by the upside-down boy.


    Once more she rocked her hips. Her flesh, it seemed to David, moved. “Because when I wake up in the morning,” she said, “I like to see myself.”


    David had not heard his grandmother enter the room, but he saw her come into view, tying her robe, her hair dripping wet from her bath. Now she stood next to this woman. In the mirrors, warped in the spaces where the squares of glass fit together, he saw Inez reach back and bring her hand across Mae West’s face. At the same time, he heard a loud slap. When David turned to look at what was actually happening, Mae West was holding her cheek and Inez Bloom was pointing her finger.


    “To a six-year-old boy!” she said. “Save it for the talkies!” Inez reached for David’s elbow and pulled him out of the apartment.


    As he was being dragged into the dark hallway that smelled of boiled potatoes and chicken fat, David turned to see Mae West laughing, her head ringed with a halo of white curls. She waved good-bye to him, and as he raised his hand to do the same, Inez jerked him out of sight.


     


    Much later, David would read his encounter with Mae West as destiny, a sign that he was being fingered for his own brand of performing. But when he came home late that evening and told his mother about the woman with a head of blond curls who slept on a circular bed with mirrors covering the ceiling, Sarah Bloom slapped him across the face. “Stay away from her!” she screamed.


    Stunned, his face stinging with his mother’s rare touch, David began to cry. “Why, Mummy?” he asked, both hands cupping his left cheek and backing away. He remembered Mae West laughing at his grandmother’s cruel touch and could not understand it.


    “You don’t know this yet, my darling,” Sarah said.


    David could see she was trying to still her hysteria and undo the damage she had just caused.


    “But your mother was going to be an actress too. In college, I went to Smith College—a very, very good school, not every woman can say she went to Smith—I was the star of every show. Everyone came to see me. Me! And now, now who comes to see me?”


    David looked up at her blankly.


    “We do, Sarah,” Seymour said. “Your family.” He had been listening in the hallway. He went to stand by his son, placing a sure hand on his shoulder. My goodness, he thought. All this talk of what she might have been had long ago become unbearable. Smith this, Smith that, the classes, the goddamn queues of boys to the friggin’ moon. Her wasted life, it was going to ruin them all.


    Sarah looked up to see her husband and son standing across the room together. She paused for a moment, and, for a moment, Seymour and David both saw something soften in her. It passed over her face as if it had come from outside her, and then, as quickly as it had come, it was gone.


    “My family,” Sarah said, and, laughing nearly maniacally, she threw herself back on the bed. “What a hoot!”


    They could not live like this much longer. Seymour knew he had to do something or his children would suffer badly. He leaned down to hold his son’s stinging face, as if to erase the impact of his wife’s angry hand.


    “It’s nothing,” he told David, pretending to strike his son on the chin. “Let that be the worst sock in the puss you ever get,” he said as Mary came to take David and put him to bed.


    Seymour watched his son look at him with those huge, searching eyes as the housekeeper took him by the hand and led him to bed.
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