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    Praise for Portrait Inside My Head


    

    “Immensely readable essays. . . As riveting as short stories, with arresting openings, sculptured scenes worthy of fiction, introspective passages fingering his own feelings, and haunting conclusions that resonate. . . .What holds it together is an engaging voice, the projection of a curious, appealingly modest, sometimes self-mocking character behind that voice, and the “the fluent play of a single consciousness.” He’s gifted at staging his inner conflicts, radiating intimacy without descending into the confessional. . . . [Lopate] remains “a storyteller at heart” who can liven up any subject with nimble anecdotes from his life. . . . Delightful.”


    —The New York Times Book Review


        

    “Lopate does the essay proud. He is elegant in style and a real slugger when it comes to content….Lopate is an ardent, shrewd urban chronicler, piquantly incisive in analyzing film and literature and unnervingly candid and combative in addressing intimate relationships, sexual performance, and his loving rivalry with his brother, Lenny, the well-known New York radio host…[An] ensnaring book.”


    —Booklist


    

    “Esteemed essayist and poet Lopate offers ‘a motley collection of essays, personal and critical’ . . . Readers are well-rewarded for his obsession.”


    —Kirkus


    

    “Phillip Lopate is one of the greatest essayists of our time, and Portrait Inside My Head proves it again. His writing is provocative, intimate, intellectually curious, clear-eyed, and funny as hell. He’s a fearless, exquisitely aware chronicler of thought and feeling. Being Phillip Lopate, he’d probably also be skeptical about so much praise, but in this case he’d be totally (tenderly, tragically) wrong.”


    —Sam Lipsyte, author of The Ask and The Fun Parts 


    

    “It’s impossible to overestimate how completely Phillip Lopate’s anthology The Art of the Personal Essay reframed and revivified the personal essay for contemporary American writers and readers. In his new collection of essays, Portrait Inside My Head, Lopate demonstrates his own immense virtues as an essayist—his ceaseless ability to “think against” himself.”


    —David Shields, author of How Literature Saved My Life on Portrait Inside My Head


    

    “Few living writers have done as much to shape the contemporary essay as Phillip Lopate, but he’s clearly not done. Portrait Inside My Head is a welcome reminder of how good he is as an essayist and how vital he makes the form, in all its miscellany, reverie, sparkle, and spectacle. Memoir is for suckers. The essay is—and these essays definitely are—where the jam’s at.”


    —Ander Monson, author of Vanishing Point on Portrait Inside My Head


    

    “There’s something tremendously absorbent about Phillip Lopate’s essays. . . . The reading experience he assembles for us always commands my attention like the wise and mysterious shrug of someone smart.”


    —Eileen Myles, author of The Importance of Being Iceland on Portrait Inside My Head


    

    “The personal essay is one of the most intellectually satisfying and most entertaining literary forms that we have in our day and age and Phillip Lopate is its undisputed master.”


    —Charles Simic, author of Selected Poems on Portrait Inside My Head


    

    “Phillip Lopate’s new collection of essays is refreshingly, delightfully, and justifiably acerbic, a miscellany that consistently delivers thoughtful and touching insights that sway from sadness to hilarity, to tenderness, grumpiness, exasperation, etcetera. The result is not only a portrait of what’s going on inside Lopate’s head, but of the mechanisms of essaying that have made this genre vibrant for millennia. “Essay” doesn’t look as cool as some other words do on coffee mugs or tote bags, but its legacy is one that doesn’t need a lot of bling. Pardon my potty mouth, but it takes balls to insist on eschewing the momentary fads that grab attention, and to vigorously align oneself instead with an art form that has fallen out of fashion. It’s a risk that he’s taken on behalf of the essay for more than thirty years. God bless Phillip Lopate’s balls.”


    —John D’Agata, author of Lifespan of a Fact


    

    

    Praise for Phillip Lopate


    

    “Lopate is a critic who itches to get at the heart of the matter, often by unconventional means… The writing, in short, works, yielding persistently fresh insights and feelings that are grounded in vividly rendered experience.” 


    —The Seattle Times


    

    “Phillip Lopate is the storyteller you sit next to on the bus or the plane, the person with whom you’re casually drawn into conversation and the next thing you know three hours have passed and it’s time to part… His is the voice you listen to.” 


    —CNN.com


    

    “[Lopate] is always teasing, luring and guiding us with cinematic clarity into a world of sight and sound… We feel the push and pull of ambition, desire and aging.” 


    —The New York Times Book Review


    

    “Lopate is both legatee and guardian of the genre.” 


    —Publishers Weekly


    

    “A major national literary figure whose whimsical prose style and analytical approach rival in quality the work of Didion, Sontag, and Vidal.” 


    —Newsday


    

    “Phillip Lopate has made himself into one of our best personal essayists.”


    —Dallas Morning News


    

    “The house authority on the genre and its best practitioner.” 


    —Washington Times


    

    “Lopate is a fantastic writer–humane, wry, and always astonishingly willing to take on the ineffable, attuned to the complexities of symbiotic relationships we only intuited before his dazzling collage was created.” 


    —Ann Beattie
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Introduction


In Defense of the Miscellaneous Essay Collection


Reader, you have in your hands a motley collection of essays, personal and critical.


The advantage of the heterogeneous essay collection by a single author is that it shows you how a particular mind moves through the world. If you are attracted to an essayist’s mentality and way of speaking, ideally you can surrender happily to his or her take on various subject matters, the more diverse the better. Let us see how our author will tackle this particular memory, neurotic tic, political or social problem, book, movie, play, comic strip, rock band, without requiring an overarching theme.


If there is a consistent theme in this particular collection, it is the discovery of limitations, and learning to live with them. The recognition of one’s limits, painful as it may be, can have salutary side effects. In my case, it absolves me of the need to be both a hero and a coward, an explorer and a stay-at-home, a saint and a villain, a loyal husband and a Don Juan, a political activist and a skeptic, a spiritual mystic and a rationalist atheist, a performing athlete and a sports fan, a great if excruciatingly self-demanding literary stylist and a prolific if merely good-enough writer. Granted, we are all composed of numerous shards, and incorporate many contradictory selves in our makeup. But over the course of time, we choose, or the choice is made for us by fate, circumstance, whatever name you care to give it. The acknowledgment that one is tied to a fairly predictable set of behaviors and responses, and is not an amorphous blob of open receptivity, can certainly be a source of strength, even as it implies some rigidity. I concede that we probably use only a small portion of our human potential. Americans are accustomed to think that a person has almost unlimited capacity for growth. Anything is possible; if you want it enough, go for your dream. While it may be un-American to say so, just speaking for myself, I have learned over the course of a lifetime that I am quite limited, and I find that knowledge reassuring. Though I continue to learn new things and accept new challenges, I am no longer in the process of becoming: I may be an unfinished man but I am more or less a closed book. What better way to show that finality than in a collection largely of personal essays? For the personal essay is uniquely suited to expose this continuous bumping up against limits, against the borders of the self—which is one good reason I cling to it.


At the same time, I consider the essay to be a wonderfully fluid form, possessing the freedom to wander in search of sudden discovery. It has a long, glorious history as a literary testing ground of intellectual thought and psychological self-portraiture; and a heterogeneous assemblage of essays offers an ideal field in which to demonstrate the form’s range. The risk is to be told that “collections of multi-purpose, previously published prose are often bitty and unsatisfying,” as one TLS reviewer phrased it. Yet I persist in putting forth a collection that will include my musings on movies, literature, friendship, sex, urban history, city form, and the nail parings of daily life, so that the reader can enjoy the fluent play of a single consciousness, a sensibility flowing through disparate subject matters. I persist because I know the truth, which is that, deep down, you love essays. You may be ashamed to admit it. But you love essays, you love essays, you are getting very sleepy, you lo-o-ove essays . . .


An essay collection is a distinctly different adventure from a memoir. A fiercely accomplished essayist I know was advised to dismantle her collection of personal essays and restructure it as a memoir. She spent a year trying to do so, only to decide in the end that it wouldn’t work, that the original form had an integrity that it made no sense to camouflage. Emily Fox Gordon, in “Book of Days,” put her finger on one difference between the two genres when she argued that the memoir seems to have a built-in redemptive bent by the very nature of the author’s having survived to tell the tale, the how-I-got-over aspect. In her words,


The memoir and the personal essay are crucially different forms. The memoir tempts the memoirist to grandiose self-representation. The essay, with its essential modesty, discourages the impulse. . . . The erratic zigzag of essayistic thinking—what has been called thinking against oneself—makes the essay proof against the triumphalism of memoir by slowing the gathering of narrative momentum. The essayist transects the past, slicing through it first from one angle, then from another, until—though it can never be captured—some fugitive truth has been definitively cornered.


When I was editing my anthology The Art of the Personal Essay, I was uncomfortably aware that I might be drawing an overly pronounced distinction between personal and formal essays, by including just those examples from my authors that were most personal. William Hazlitt was a well-known drama and art critic as well as one of the most relentlessly self-scrutinizing essayists; George Orwell wrote about Henry Miller, Mohandas Gandhi, and Charles Dickens, not just about his school days; James Baldwin’s first collections included pieces about “Everyone’s Protest Novel” and the movie Carmen Jones along with his signature autobiographical essay, “Notes of a Native Son”; and Virginia Woolf wrote hundreds of pages of exemplary literary criticism and reflections on current affairs. It was not that these writers compartmentalized their personal and analytical essay sides: everything that interested them carried a personal watermark, just as every attempt to understand their experiences was inflected with the detached, analytical intelligence they employed as critics. The books we read, the movies we see, the public spaces we inhabit, the historic cataclysms and bizarre tabloid scandals that preoccupy us are as much a part of our autobiographies as the familial struggles, substance-abuse problems, or other illnesses that test our psyches.


As recently as the 1950s and 1960s, it was understood that an essay collection like On the Contrary by Mary McCarthy would and should include her musings on the Broadway play season, Gandhi, the Kinsey Report on American sexual behavior, and Simone de Beauvoir, along with some amazing memoir pieces such as “My Confession” and “Settling the Colonel’s Hash,” while Leslie Fiedler’s miscellany An End to Innocence: Essays on Culture and Politics would range in lively fashion from Alger Hiss, Senator McCarthy, and the Rosenbergs to Roman Holiday, Huckleberry Finn, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and a travel journal through Italy. The motley character of these assortments was part of their allure. I don’t see why those pleasures should be only a thing of the past, any more than poetry or short story collections would be considered passé.


Is my polemic beginning to sound transparently self-serving? I am only advocating the pleasures of the genre in which I toil and the unsung delights of the miscellaneous single-author essay collection, not arguing for my place in the essay pantheon. I am no Hazlitt by any stretch of the imagination. Still, I take heart from what my hero once wrote, after watching some Indian jugglers tossing up four brass balls:


I ask what there is that I can do as well as this? Nothing. What have I been doing all my life? Have I been idle, or have I nothing to show for all my labor and pains? Or have I passed my time in pouring words like water into empty sieves, rolling a stone up a hill and then down again, trying to prove an argument in the teeth of facts, and looking for causes in the dark and not finding them? Is there no one thing in which I can challenge competition, that I can bring as an instance of exact perfection, in which others cannot find a flaw? The utmost I can pretend for is to write a description of what this fellow can do. I can write a book: so can many others who have not even learned to spell. What abortions are these Essays! What errors, what ill-pieced transitions, what crooked reasons, what lame conclusions! How little is made out and that little how ill! Yet they are the best I can do. I endeavor to recollect all I have ever observed or thought upon a subject, and to express it as nearly as I can. Instead of writing on four subjects at a time, it is as much as I can manage to keep the thread of one discourse clear and unentangled. I have also time on my hands to correct my opinions, and polish my periods; but the one I cannot, and the other I will not do.


That Hazlitt could have thought so poorly of his efforts! But what really sticks in my mind is his last statement: he will not polish and perfect his essays. Is it because he is obstinate and lazy, or because the nature of the essay form is such that—unlike the poem and the short story—it does not readily permit of crystalline perfection? It is too open to the incidental, too impure, too forgiving. Maybe that’s why I love it so much. I am not a perfectionist, neither by temperament nor by prose style. I am drawn to the shagginess of the essay, its discontinuous forms of consciousness, and for much the same reason, to the unavoidable yet unapologetic unevenness of the miscellaneous essay collection.


It was Charles Lamb, that other great English essayist, who warned of the dangers and the requirements involved in such an enterprise, in a review of his friend Hazlitt’s Table Talk: “A series of Miscellaneous Essays, however well-executed in the parts, if it have not some pervading character to give a unity to it, is ordinarily as tormenting to get through as a set of aphorisms, or a jest-book.” Lamb cited Plutarch, Montaigne, Samuel Johnson, and Hazlitt as those who were able to get away with it: that is, impart a pervading character or unity to an essay collection’s heterogeneous parts. The bar had been raised very high indeed. Let us lower it a little, for pity’s sake and my own.




I


THE FAMILY ROMANCE




Tea at the Plaza


What is important to an adult and what matters to a child are so often at variance that it is a wonder the two ever find themselves on the same page. Parents may feel an occasional urge to spend money extravagantly on their offspring, only to discover that it means very little to the children themselves. You buy an expensive antique Raggedy Ann doll for your kid that she tosses in a corner, thinking it ugly and musty, meanwhile being enthralled by the shiny plastic action figure they give out free at McDonald’s. And yet, if you’re like me, you keep falling into the trap of costly, unappreciated presents, perhaps because they’re not really for your child but for the child-self in you who never got them when you were growing up.


I remember, when my daughter, Lily, was four, my wife, Cheryl, and I sprang for a family carriage ride through Central Park in the snow. We had such an idyllic Currier & Ives image in our heads, and it seemed such an ideal treat for the holidays—all the more special because we were dyed-in-the-wool New Yorkers and usually stayed clear of what the tourists went in for. “Let’s just do it!” we cried impulsively, determined to play at being tourists in our own city. Yet I could not help noticing the reluctant, even alarmed expression on Lily’s face as she climbed, or was lifted, into the barouche, behind the bewhiskered coachman with the tall shamrock hat, stationed across from the Plaza Hotel. We started off at a slow trot; the carriage entered the park, my wife and I entranced by the vista, and Lily beginning to whimper and complain that she was cold, until she spotted a merry-go-round, the prospect of which excited her far more than an actual horse giving her a ride. As we neared the merry-go-round, Lily became so insistent that we had to ask the coachman to stop the carriage. I forked over what felt at the time like major dough for a fifteen-minute trot, grumbling as she ran to the carousel.


I vowed under my breath that I would never be such a patsy again. But we had not yet gotten out of the business, my wife and I, of manufacturing exorbitant “perfect memories” for our daughter to cherish all her days. So we took her to Broadway shows, and to the Nutcracker ballet (where she fell asleep), and we began—at first vaguely, then with more urgency—plotting an afternoon’s high tea at the Plaza’s Palm Court. Somehow that corner at Fifty-Ninth Street and Fifth Avenue was the Bermuda Triangle that kept sucking us into fantasies of civilized luxury. You must understand that this was not a case of passing on some proud family tradition: my father took me not to Brooks Brothers for a fitting of my first suit but to the back room of a Gypsy shop that probably trafficked in stolen goods. I grew up in working-class Brooklyn, and never entered the Plaza when I was a child, nor did Cheryl, who hailed from hardscrabble upstate New York and might, if she were lucky, get to order a hot chocolate with whipped cream at the local luncheonette. But our child was a middle-class New York child, thanks to our fatiguing efforts to claw our way up the social ladder, and, by God, we were bound and determined to give her all the social graces and sophisticated experiences that befit her, if not our, station in life.


So, with somewhat grim if hearty countenances, we got Lily and ourselves all dressed up, and took her into Manhattan for the thrill of a lifetime. We did not ride the subway from Brooklyn, mind you, as that would have spoiled the general effect, but drove in and, unable to find a parking spot on the street, left our car in a garage a few blocks east of the Plaza, in what must be the most expensive parking area in the planet. But hey! Who cares about the expense? We’re treating ourselves! We entered the regal steps of the Plaza, which had on powerful electric warmers, and stood in line at the perimeter of the majestic Palm Court.


I had already called ahead and knew they did not take reservations over the phone; but fortunately the 4:00 p.m., midafternoon line was not that long, and we were assured of seating. In fact, business seemed relatively slow, for a treasured landmark. We oohed and aahed at the fabulous high ceiling, the palm trees, the piano, the marble floor, and the fashionably or laughably costumed Ladies Who Lunched. Lily nodded, smiling and looking dutifully about, but seemed a bit cool toward it all, as if she were indulging her parents’ naïve enthusiasm. Once seated, we took up our menus stiffly. The waitress wrote down our orders—three specials with all the trimmings, o spare not the clotted cream, the crème frâiche, the clabber, or what have you, the peach cobblers, the jams, the crustless cucumber sandwiches, the savories, the petits fours, the works! All that centuries of human ingenuity had found to include in this cozy English tradition of High Tea, we wanted.


“Think of it, Lily, Eloise herself ran through this very same room!” I said.


“But she’s not real, is she?” said my knowing six-year-old.


“No, but still—”


“Of course she is!” insisted my wife, ever eager to prolong childhood credulity, be it about Santa Claus, the Tooth Fairy, or Eloise. She darted me a scolding look, warning me away from shortening our daughter’s childhood with my “realism.”


So we kept it Nice; we were all on our best behavior, and commented favorably, when the food came, on the beautiful tea service, the exquisite arrangement of edibles, the deliciousness of everything—it short, it was a dull conversation, but appropriately so, duly dull. We were proud of ourselves for adhering to the parts assigned us in this civilized ritual, for coloring within the lines. No one would ever guess we lived in Brooklyn.


We had stuffed ourselves, and now Lily began getting restless, as children will in that postprandial moment. Enough with the talk, she wanted action. I commiserated with her squirminess—more to the point, I felt childishly restless myself, and so I volunteered to take her for a walk about the floor. “Should I come, too?” asked Cheryl.


“No, stay and enjoy the last of your tea.” (I was already deep in the throes of performing a Good Deed.)


It was fun to walk around with Lily and stick our noses into every corner of the nearby bar, the cloakroom, and the lobby. We pretended to be spies; she picked a person to trail after, then darted away madly in the opposite direction and hid, giggling. In our last go-round we came upon a family—a mother and her three young daughters in dresses, the youngest of whom was holding a clutch of balloons. Probably she was celebrating her birthday. Lily was instantly enchanted—not by the birthday girl, by the balloons. They were plump, filled with helium, and had marbleized patterns outside and little silver jingling bells inside. How she wanted one of those balloons! I could tell it meant everything to her at that moment; so I went over to the mother and asked her if my daughter might have one. The word borrow would have been dishonest, as we had no intentions of ever returning it. No, have it for free, just like that, is what I meant; it was a brazen request to make of a perfect stranger, and fortunately the kind woman understood what was at stake and acquiesced. “Which one would you like?” she asked Lily. Stalled between the pink, the blue, and the red, Lily finally chose the red. The woman then turned to her daughter and asked ceremoniously, “Would you mind giving this little girl one of your balloons?” The girl, obviously a well-brought-up child, gravely assented, and Lily walked away holding its string, happy—in ecstasies—as happy as I’d ever seen her.


We were both pretty high, delighted with our luck, when we sat back at the table. There is something marvelous in a place like the Plaza about getting something for free, even if it’s just a twenty-five-cent balloon. My wife wanted to know the whole story, and Lily began telling it, with her usual dramatic flair and embellishments. As she was gesticulating to make a point, she lost hold of the end of the string and the balloon floated up to the ceiling. How many seconds it took to make its ascent, I could not begin to tell you, but the subjective experience was one of quite extensible duration: just as in a car crash your whole life, they say, flashes through your mind, or just as a glass rolling off the table takes forever when you can do nothing to arrest its fall, so my accumulated past of error, catastrophe, and missed opportunity fluttered before my eyes while I watched the balloon drift up, up, languidly taking its time. Was I passing on my destiny of disenchantment and lost illusions to my daughter? It was too horrible to contemplate. What is even more unconscionable is that a part of me wanted to laugh.


This despicable urge to laugh arose in me, in spite of (or maybe because of . . . ) the fact that Lily had started wailing. Piercing sobs issued from her as she watched her balloon (which had only been hers for five minutes) escaping further and further. The diners at nearby tables stopped midfork, perhaps readying themselves to intervene in the event they saw evidence of child abuse; when they satisfied themselves that there was none, they returned to their food, most likely blaming us for not being able to control our brat better. Meanwhile the captain of the waiters hurried over to see if there was anything he could do. Our waitress began making commiserating faces and noises such as one directs at a little baby. All to no avail. My wife took Lily in her lap and started calming her down.


I attended to the check, handing over my credit card and totaling up the tip, the full amount coming to two hundred dollars. I could not rid myself of feeling chagrined that that outlay, plus the garage bill, had been nullified by the loss of a little nothing balloon. “We’ll get you another balloon as soon as we leave the hotel,” Cheryl promised Lily, who was beginning to decelerate from wrenching sobs to puppy whimpers.


After I had gotten my credit card back and we’d put our coats on and were about to leave, I turned to the simpatico wait-captain and asked him how long it would take for that balloon to come down, thinking it might be possible to retrieve it and give the story of our outing a happy ending.


“Oh, about a week, I’d imagine,” he said with a slight accent (Egyptian? Maltese?).


“And is there no way to get it down before then?”


“No way.”


For some reason, this report that it would take a week to come down set Lily off on a fresh burst of wailing. Now she was inconsolable. She was like Hecuba, experiencing precociously the fullness of grief. We hastened her out of there, but she kept up loud sobbing in the street.


“Knock it off!” said Cheryl, suddenly out of patience. “You’re making a spectacle of yourself, you’re acting like a two-year-old!” While I completely agreed with my wife, I also, in that instantaneous switch of good cop–bad cop roles for which parents are so adept, became entirely sympathetic to Lily’s woe: I knew that emotions do not have to be reasonable to shatter us, and that sobs feed uncontrollably on sobs, regardless of our efforts to stop them,


“Let her cry,” I said. “I’m not embarrassed. Who cares what these people think?”


The truth was, I was strangely happy. The whole incident had struck me as funny, a cosmic comeuppance for our pretensions to being the sorts of swells who had tea at the Plaza, though it may also have been a defensive reflex arising from my powerlessness in the face of Lily’s anguish. Meanwhile, Lily, as if picking up on my undertone, began to giggle, in between her sobs—a part of her perhaps recognizing that she was being ridiculous, a drama queen, making entirely too much of this. I think, though, that my errant satisfaction issued from a darker source: I felt myself bonding with my daughter in our now-shared discovery that life was composed, at bottom, of loss, futility, and ineluctable sorrow. There was nothing you could do about it but laugh.


Years later, that is precisely what we do do: whenever we recall the lost balloon, it is always good for a chuckle, and Lily, now a teenager, is the first to laugh at herself. But we know better than to return to the Palm Court for tea. In fact, speaking of loss, that elegant ballroom, which conjures up Edith Wharton’s and F. Scott Fitzgerald’s New York, and which we all thought would last forever, regardless of how slow business might be, is hanging by a thread. The new owners of the Plaza have turned a good part of the hotel into condominiums, and have wanted to gut the Oak Room and the Palm Court as well, but the landmarks preservation community has prevented them, for the time being. If someday these cherished interiors are demolished, as seems likely, I will be sad but I will not only be sad. The Palm Court will have gone the way of Rumpelmayer’s, the legendary pink-ensconced ice cream parlor that once stood a block away from the Plaza—both institutions no longer around to torment parents with the chimera of a perfect children’s outing.




The Camera Shop


Whenever I see the flags, bunting, and triangular pennants announcing a store’s Grand Opening, my heart does a flip-flop at this poignant fusion of patriotism and retail, as though we were all being asked as good citizens to prop up the gross national product. I cross the street to examine the window, and stare at the proprietors with their nervous, eager air. Rarely do I go into a store on its Opening Day, however: partly because I consider myself unlucky and would not want to visit my bad financial karma on a maiden establishment, but more likely because I cannot shake the triste memory of my parents’ camera shop.


My mother, who was given to daydreams of fortune, and impatient with her dead-end clerical job in Midtown Manhattan’s garment center, had hit on the idea of starting a store in Brooklyn that would sell Brownie cameras and Kodak film, take in negatives to be processed elsewhere, and act as a booking agent for Kewpie Studios, the unfortunately named enterprise of a photographer-friend of hers, Alan K., who specialized in baby and child portraits.


Now it must be said that my mother knew nothing about the technical side of photography, but she could read a Kodak box and regarded herself as a “people person,” ever ready to deal with the public. She had some retail experience, first having worked in a beauty parlor as a teenager, then having run a candy store in her twenties with my father when they were starting out as a couple. They had both remembered this candy store as one of the few happy times in their marriage: my extroverted mother had enjoyed playing confidante to the neighborhood youths, and my reserved father, while by no stretch of the imagination a people person, had gamely mixed malteds. It was agreed now that he would keep his regular job, helping my mother on weekends in the camera store.


At the time we lived in semisqualor, barely squeaking by; my parents had virtually no capital to invest in a business, and certainly no cushion to tide them over the rough early stages of enterprise. But my energetic mother found a vacant store with low rent not too far from where we lived.


In those days, when you walked up Lee Avenue a mile or so away from the center of Williamsburg, you would cross the Hasidic Jewish part to a largely African-American and Hispanic area around Myrtle Avenue, then a desperate slum. Myrtle Avenue, a gloomy street darkened by elevated trains adjacent to housing projects, had seemed to my childish imagination the furthest demarcation line, beyond which sea serpents lurked. Now we were suddenly about to operate a store on the “wrong” side of Myrtle Avenue.


I remember Opening Day, with its flags and streamers, a pleasant Saturday in June. I was eleven. My mother sent me outside as a shill to mingle with window-shoppers and drum up business. A dozen curious spectators were craning their necks and looking in, but none seemed eager to enter the shop. Some of the remarks I overheard had a skeptical tone: “Don’t look like they got much in there.” “They’re never gonna make it.” I suddenly saw our camera shop not through my mother’s hopeful eyes but through a more detached, disloyal perspective: the pathetic, meager stock of Brownie cameras and other cheap models, the nondescript fluorescent lighting, the display counters lined with brown contact paper of the sort used on kitchen pantry shelves, the spare, undecorated space, the lack of furniture save for two kitchen chairs with cheap plastic backing—all gave out the impression of someone’s shabby home rather than a retail establishment. The store lacked storeness.


(Decades later, I would encounter this same becalmed, not-quite-retail atmosphere in East Berlin shops before the Wall came down: shops that had been so long removed from a capitalist mercantile culture that they had grown disdainful of or no longer able to project a vending aura.)


Fortunately, the camera shop managed to draw some regulars, mostly doting Puerto Rican fathers, in its opening week. I remember one particular exuberant father with an upswept pompadour, a tattoo on his arm, a cigarette pack tucked into his rolled-up T-shirt sleeve, who could not resist taking roll upon roll of his daughters in their pink Sunday dresses. It was the first time I became conscious of that passionate paternal pride that Latino men sometimes take in their offspring, and it made me envious.


“Poor people like to take pictures of their children,” my mother explained. While the maxim held true, its downside was equally true: poor people cannot always afford to pick up the printed rolls they have left for developing.


My older brother, Leonard, and I, who had been hanging around the store too much during summer vacation, were sent by our mother into the neighboring streets to collect payment. More than once I found myself in the nearby massive public housing project, all of whose brick buildings looked confusingly alike. I would ring the doorbell of the address on the yellow film envelope and, when no one answered, call out the customer’s name. Sometimes I heard scurrying sounds inside, and the voices of black or Hispanic children probably no older than myself whispering, “It’s the landlord!” or “It’s the Man—don’t open it!” So great was their fear of authority—welfare caseworkers, bill collectors—that even a trembling eleven-year-old like myself was accorded the power to frighten.


I had thought we were poor, but now I was seeing a level of poverty that shocked me. Meanwhile, every time my mother turned her back to keep an eye on her four children, since she could not afford babysitters, some neighborhood kid would run in and steal a camera. Thefts, deadbeat customers, and insufficient volume all doomed the business. Within six months of opening, the camera shop was closed.


My mother continued to operate Kewpie Studios from our apartment, making cold calls to strangers in the phone book. Ashamed, we would wince at her saccharine (to our ears) “pitching” voice and mimic it behind her back. Of course she was putting on this phony voice to keep us, the family, solvent, but at the time we were purely ungrateful. Her photographer-partner, Alan K., a touchy, blade-thin guy with a wife and two bratty kids, whom I sometimes babysat for, would go out on shoots set up by my mother. Alan K. intrigued me because he had written an autobiographical novel called The Keys to the Cage about his sad childhood, whose traumatic secrets had been unlocked with the aid of hypnosis and Freudian analysis. Unable to find a publisher, he had paid a vanity press to print it. I am one of the few to have read this precursor of Victim Literature. He was not much of a writer (the recorded dreams were especially boring), but he took decent pictures of children, and could reasonably document a wedding, confirmation, or bar mitzvah. Eventually he and my mother quarreled, and she gave up her last connection with photography, going back to work as a clerk in the garment industry—at the time New York’s largest, most dependable and forgiving employer. So ended one of those Ralph Kramdenesque schemes and pipe dreams to which my parents periodically fell susceptible, like other members of the striving working class who sought to pull themselves up by their bootstraps into the lower-middle-class Eden of proprietorship.


Recently I walked around the area where the camera shop had failed. I was surprised to find Myrtle Avenue not nearly as bleak as I remembered. Gone was the gloomy El train (torn down in 1969). The projects were still charmless and monolithic as ever. But the entire block on which the camera shop had stood was now an empty lot, tall weeds surrounded by a chain-link fence. I saw what the problem had been: location, location, location.




The Countess’s Tutor


Recently I brought a friend to see the old block in Fort Greene, Brooklyn, where I lived from age eleven through high school, in the mid-1950s. Parts of the neighborhood were as funky as I remembered: its bars and fortune-tellers, processed-hair parlors, fried chicken joints, and street-corner winos unchanged. Imagine my chagrin, however, when, prepared to show off the “mean streets” of my youth, I found the crummy six-story apartment building of my early adolescence converted into condominiums, with a concierge, no less, at a lobby desk. The last time I’d bothered to check, twenty-five years before, that double-winged apartment house on Washington Avenue had looked abandoned: windows boarded up with plywood, yellow brick façades blackened like singed eyebrows by a suspicious fire. I had half-expected to see it torn down, but no, this time it was clean and gleaming, its stone-carved gargoyles displayed to perfection. I asked the concierge for permission to take the elevator to the top floor, where my family, all six of us, had lived miserably crammed together. He said yes, provided we did not disturb the present occupants. I assured him my friend and I had absolutely no desire to peer inside: just seeing the door would suffice. We rode the elevator in silence, I noting with satisfaction its dingy brown paint job. But I was in shock when I faced the old door: 6A had been changed to PH1. Had I known then that I was living in a future penthouse, how different my sense of destiny and entitlement might have been.


Something is wrong when the slum dwellings of our youth have become the prewar desiderata of the next generation. Then again, maybe the apartment building had been initially intended as discreet, middle-class luxe, and had only gone into decline mid-twentieth century, the period during which my family lived in it, and was now restored to its original economic niche.


But that was not what I was thinking about. I was remembering the last time we had been inside that door, when my mother sprayed the kitchen for cockroaches in one final skirmish before moving out. We had fought the roaches so many years, unavailingly, but at the penultimate moment of our tenancy we got hold of a powerful DDT spray gun and cleared the food out of the kitchen. At first there were only a few. Then like a locust storm the roaches began pouring out of the stove, from behind the refrigerator, across and down the ceiling. They were dropping at our feet, doped and spinning, and we smashed them under our shoes like raisins, two at a time. It was a regular killing field: wherever we stepped, we slaughtered.


Then I gazed at the staircase, and remembered the time I descended, with heavy heart of brother-responsibility, to defend my younger sister Joan, who said she had been robbed by two black boys. I walked her around for blocks, asking her every time we approached a knot of boys, “Are those the ones?”—as if I ever could have wrested anything from them but a beating. (Years later she confessed that no one had robbed her; she had spent the money on ice cream.)


We had moved there in the mid-1950s ostensibly because our family of six needed more room. But you don’t move four growing white kids into a black slum just for the extra space. The flight from our previous Jewish neighborhood, Williamsburg (itself a run-down ghetto then), had all the stigma of exile. My parents had gotten in trouble with our last landlady and had been kicked out, simple as that. One afternoon, the landlady (who lived beneath us: always a mistake) burst into our apartment while both our parents were away at their jobs. She had two policemen with her. We kids had been running around half-naked—playing strip poker, as my brother and I liked to do with our younger sisters—but as soon as we saw the landlady and the cops enter we hid under our beds. “You see what I mean?” she kept saying, sweeping her arms in all directions. “It’s a madhouse, a pigsty! There’s no supervision, the kids run wild, it looks like it hasn’t been cleaned in months. I just want you to be witnesses.” I poked my head out, but they ignored me, taking flash photographs of the disarray. I began to see my family’s peculiarities from an outsider’s perspective. Still, what had we done? We had let the apartment get messy—by no means criminal neglect, or even destruction of property. In a less house-proud setting, no one would have thought to complain.


When the invaders left, we came out of our hiding places and roared with laughter. Partly, it was shock, but beyond that, we were genuinely convulsed, mimicking the outrage on the landlady’s face, her uptight prissiness, and the cops’ picture-taking gestures. My parents, though, did not find the incident funny at all. They had to take a day off from work to answer Mrs. Jacobs’s charges in court. The upshot was that we were given three months to move.


So I could never get out of my mind the notion that we were living in a black section of Brooklyn as punishment—evicted from the “Eden” of Williamsburg for being slobs. My mother remained an indifferent housekeeper, after coming home tired from her clerical job, and we kids continued to run free and not bother to clean up either. But in Fort Greene, nobody seemed to care: we could mess up the place as much as we wanted. The result was that the kitchen table acquired an intriguing fecundity of detail.


The focus of our family life was the kitchen table. Hardly a revelation: I have often read accounts of ghetto upbringings, Hispanic, African-American, Jewish, Italian, which boasted of the kitchen as the warm domestic center, dispensing nourishment, conversation, and a sense of community. However, in our case the kitchen table had something sinister and pathological about it, due to the inconceivable density of objects on its surface. Originally it had been used as a pantry annex, to catch the surplus from cupboards, but what had started in one corner of the table spread to another, so that pretty soon nothing was put away except perishables. Everything else was left on the table, where we could “get at it easily”: jelly jars, Ritz crackers, dirty dishes, matzo boxes, playing cards, coffeepot, crayons, schoolbooks, radio, tax records and insurance papers (which got spots of jam on them), mucilage, twine, sewing machine, vitamin bottles, seltzer canisters, U-Bet chocolate syrup, classical record albums from the Masterpiece of the Month club, and whatever else had wandered into our lives at the moment.


There is no question that the table’s chaotic clutter expressed something about our family’s character, but what, you might be asking, other than our being slobs? It was our Noah’s ark, our survival raft, our environmental artwork; an overcompensation for our being poor, a visual refutation of material deprivation. The table also called attention to my mother’s struggle against overweight: because she was unhappy with her marriage and her job and herself, she went on eating binges, absentmindedly downing whatever was left around, a whole box of chocolate-covered marshmallows at a time. But it was not only my mother who “rounded out” a meal, or assuaged preprandial hungers, with snacks that took no preparation: the whole family was addicted to noshing in a dreamy, unconscious way. My father would pop one Fig Newton after another in his mouth, staring off into space, while remaining thin as Kafka’s hunger artist—which naturally enraged his corpulent wife. Father’s pensive passivity, his geological resistance to housework, played its part in this assemblage. But if you asked our parents how the table came to be so messy, they would have a simple answer: the children. It was the children who never cleaned up after themselves, who expected their mother to do everything like a slave, who brought whatever homework or game they were working on to the table, for the purpose of finding company there.


In truth, we did use the table as our school desk. And even I, who had the family reputation for being a neatnik, because I tried to keep a section of the bedroom I shared with my older brother, Lenny, free from clutter, would no more have thought of cleaning off the table by myself than of pruning all the trees in Brooklyn. Still, we were ashamed of the mess, and whenever anyone came over to the house, which was rare, we apologized about the table immediately. Less and less did we invite any classmates over, fearing they would not understand. My parents, on their side, seemed too fatigued by work to bother with friendships. They withdrew into themselves and gave free rein to their mania for disappointment.


[image: Images]


Well I know I got religion—certainly


I know I got religion—certainly, Lord


Well I know I got religion—certainly


Certainly, certainly, Lo-oord!


Sunday mornings we would awake to the ebullient, hand-clapping sounds of gospel music from the clapboard tabernacle down the block. We would open the window and hear a free concert of “Mary, Don’t You Weep,” “Great Day in the Morning,” or “I Got a Mother over Yonder” (which we would sing sarcastically to our mother just to irritate her). That modest-looking church used to attract renowned groups on tour. My brother, Lenny, who was fast becoming a gospel and jazz aficionado, would say, “Ohmigod, they’re having the Blind All Stars and Claude Jeter next month, and after that, Sister Rosetta Tharpe!”


The other church, Baptist, across the street from us, was more staid and established: from the window of the bedroom I shared with Lenny, I would stare down every Sunday at the dignified black parishioners, the men in dark suits, the women in cheerful white dresses and splendiferous hats, lingering sociably on the iron balustrade, in a manner I would now characterize as Southern. They represented normalcy to me (an attribute in short supply in our household). I see that the indispensable AIA Guide to New York City has deemed that very church across the street architecturally noteworthy: “1860. Ebenezer L. Roberts. A pinch of Lombardian Romanesque decorates a highly articulated square-turreted English Gothic body. The brownstone water tables (white-painted) against red brick are perhaps too harsh.” Picky, picky. I’ve since become fairly interested in architecture, but as a child I never thought to notice and had no clue back then that the Fort Greene neighborhood around me, which I took to be a dilapidated slum, was actually quite handsome and distinguished, awash in “Romanesque beauties,” as the AIA Guide put it. Perhaps all those fieldstone mansions and bay-windowed brownstones, those granite pediments, cylindrical turrets and mansards registered subconsciously, planting the seeds for my later architectural interest; but my reality growing up was much more class-bound. We were barely scraping by, and we stuck out as downwardly mobile whites in a black section that seemed mostly impoverished (although, even then, the area drew a nucleus of home-owning, middle-class black professionals).


Back then, we thought of ourselves as living on the border of Bedford-Stuyvesant, a notoriously rough neighborhood over whose turf two mighty street gangs, the Bishops and the Chaplains, rumbled. I had to be careful where I walked because I would be shaken down by roving bands of kids when I strayed beyond the streets where I was recognized. They would suddenly form a line in front of me. The curious thing was that sometimes they would let me pass, if I said the right thing, pressed the right button, sounded neither too fearful nor too flippant, but sufficiently respectful; they would laugh and say, “We was just playing with you,” and let me by. Other times they took every penny I had. It didn’t have to be a violent encounter if you played it right: more like a loan to a neighbor you knew would never be paid back.


Getting robbed was a straightforward transaction, almost preferable to the teasing, ominous game of “What you lookin’ at?” You had to answer “Nothing” (or “You” if you were feeling suicidally cocky: I never was). But even “Nothing” would not necessarily let you off the hook. You might be told you were lying, you had been seen looking at them, and they might now smash your face in. It was always on the tip of my tongue to ask, not out of provocation but curiosity, “What if I had been looking at you? What would it mean?” It was mysterious how I could be harming anyone by my gaze. Was it like the aborigine’s dread of being photographed? Or like a king whose subjects were forbidden to look upon his splendor? If you did not finesse the response correctly, you might be drawn into a fistfight. The whole point of the exercise was to challenge one’s honor. Though I considered my honor not worth a thrashing, and regularly refused to take offense at the dozens of players’ slights to my mother’s virtue, my situation was complicated by the fact that I did love to look at people. I always felt guilty because I probably had been staring at the boy who called me out.


I learned the art of cowardice partly by watching Lenny, and deciding to do the opposite. One memory remains particularly vivid. Lenny and I had entered the vestibule of our apartment building, where they buzz you in. Standing in front of the doorbells was Pete, the toughest kid on the block. Everyone, adult and child, feared Pete. Even in idleness, his body conveyed a coiled power, with the muscular shoulders of a professional prizefighter. His skin was coal black, his bullet head was completely smooth: if he butted you with his skull alone it might knock you out.


“What you lookin at?” he said to my brother, baring his teeth in an almost friendly, ingratiating grin.


“Nothing, okay?”


My brother tried to get past him and put the key in the lock. Pete blocked his way. “I saw you starin at me. Why you lookin at me? You some kind of fairy? Don’t lie. Be a man. Admit you was lookin at me.”


I want to say, Come on, Lenny, tell him you’re a fairy, apologize, whatever he wants, just get us to the other side of the door.


Instead Lenny answers, in a heated voice (I know his temper so well): “Okay, I was looking at you. What of it?”


“You want to fight?” Pete asks tantalizingly, beckoning Lenny forward with his curled hand. It’s an invitation, almost like “You want to dance?” He thrusts his index finger against my brother’s chest. My brother raises his fists in the time-honored manner. Meshugana.


“Lenny, don’t fight him! Come on!”


Neither pays attention to me. Pete grabs him, fast as a cat, before Lenny can change his mind, and they tangle. Lenny’s glasses fall to the tiled floor. I grab them and put them in my pocket. My brother is taller than Pete, and tries to tie him up with his long arms, but the tussle lasts only a matter of seconds before Pete breaks away and throws a combination of expert jabs at Lenny’s face. My brother goes down. Pete is on him instantly, straddling him, punching him in the face, moving his fist straight down like a pile driver on Lenny’s nose. I am thinking, I must save my brother, I must save my brother. I start beating Pete on the back. My arms have an eerie lassitude, my punches lack force. Pete shoves me against the wall with one arm, while the other continues to pummel Lenny. My brother’s nose is gushing blood. I start to scream: “Help! Stop them!” Maybe someone bigger can break up the fight. Pete starts banging my brother’s head against the hard tile floor. This is the worst part. I can only watch, with a sick feeling. Lenny’s face is all pink, his eyes are weirdly glassy. Each time his head hits the stone floor with a thud, I register the pain. We’re very close, Lenny and I: what happens to one, the other feels. At the same time, some little part of me is glad to see my brother, the tyrant of my youth, getting it. See, idiot, you shouldn’t have accepted his challenge. I admire Pete, or at least his ability to fight, even as I am horrified by his lack of emotion. He seems to show no personal malice toward my brother, doesn’t even know him, this is just his way of enjoying himself—beating up a white boy. Or bloodying a black boy, on a slow afternoon.


“You’ll kill him! Quit it!” I’m yelling. An adult, Mack, the super, runs in. Pete rises with a smile, and hold his hands out, as if to say, I’m clean. He darts out the door smooth as a leopard, disappears.


I help my brother up. “I’m so sorry, Lenny. I couldn’t stop him. Are you all right?”


“I’m all right. Motherfucking sonofabitch!”


“Here are your glasses.”


“Next time I’ll kill him,” says my brother.
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Of the three white tenants, besides ourselves, in the building, two were a highly cultivated foreign couple, the man a professor of Spanish, I seem to recall, who spent part of each year in Peru and took an interest in Inca handicrafts. You would have thought that such a refined pair, who read good books and appreciated classical music, would have been a godsend to my parents, who did the same. But not only did we never make friends with them, we ridiculed them behind their backs. The woman, Tina, was rumored to have been caught sun worshiping on the roof, naked to the waist and raising her arms to the sky. She was probably just practicing yoga. As often as I sneaked up to the tarred roof to catch her in this rite, I never saw her doing anything but innocently drawing in her notebook. Since the singer Yma Sumac had made a big splash with her exotic, scale-ascending vocals, my sister Betty Ann, who was our unofficial bestower of nicknames, dubbed Tina “Yma.”


I thought Yma harmless, but I was terrified of the other white woman in the building. She lived with our black superintendent, Mack, so we called her Mrs. Mack for starters, but later, thanks to Betty Ann, the Dragon Lady, because she smoked constantly and curled the smoke up her nose, and because she had a surly, evil expression, with tiny, mistrustful eyes embedded in a porcine face rolling in fat, and huge, dimpled arms that she used to lean on, while looking out the window for Mack. She would chase us kids away when we tried to throw a pink Spaldeen ball against the cornice beneath her window. She always wore the same faded housedresses, and gave off a strong, oniony body odor. Since Mack himself was a patient, decent-looking, squat, muscular man who tolerated children and in consequence was well-liked by them, we wondered how he could have gotten stuck with such a repulsive sow. It was said that some black men had a “thing” for white women, but surely her skin color alone could not have balanced out her other defects. Yet there seemed an undeniable physical passion between them, a powerful glue; you sensed it when you saw them together.


I could certainly understand the attraction white women might feel toward black men. I looked up to blacks also, as a rule: it was the beginning of my White Negro period, and I had no difficulty romanticizing them as a superior race. Their best seemed stoically graceful and effortlessly creative, like our neighbor across the hall, Melville, who was a track star at Boys’ High School and an honor student, outrageously handsome, with the friendly, obliging manner of a natural-born aristocrat. My boyhood heroes had been the Dodgers’ Jackie Robinson and Don Newcombe. By the time I was twelve, my brother had introduced me to rhythm and blues; we would thrill to Mickey & Sylvia and Sam “The Man” Taylor on the radio, and from there it was but a short step to worshiping Charlie Parker, John Coltrane, Bessie Smith, and the blind gospel singers.


One day Lenny came home all excited. He had just learned that the drunk we sometimes stumbled over near the corner of our block, where Washington Avenue and Fulton Street met, the wino who slept in the alley beside the gospel church, was none other than Gil Coggins, a former bop piano player who had once recorded with Bird! My brother, who usually responded with ironic grimaces when misfortunes fell on our own family, was so touched at and angered by the fate of this black musician, at how American society undervalued its jazz artists and permitted them to end up in the gutter. He vowed to do something about it. What? I was curious to know. At the very least he would talk to the man, tell how much his music had meant to him. (For my part, after that I never came upon the sleeping ex-sideman without reverently tiptoeing around him.)


There was a difference, of course, between the demigods and the everyday blacks you came across, who might stare you down with a scowl, but here, too, I made my adjustments. After I’d lived on the block a while, it seemed to me my neighbors knew who I was, and either accepted me or just left me alone. The row of brownstones next to the Baptist church made a perfect backdrop for punchball—there was just enough room from end to end to hit a decent-size fly ball for a homer—and the black kids who lived there would let me into their games if they were short of players. “Easy out,” they would taunt me. I would bunch my fist together, pretending it had the hard, bony strength of theirs. To hit a punchball far does not require massive biceps: you toss the ball up and whack it with your fist. There is a knack in the wrist, or the knuckles, which I never quite mastered, though sometimes I got lucky.


But then, just as I thought I was becoming invisible, or that race didn’t matter, I would be brought up short. As I loved to sing, I had joined a Hebrew choir when my family lived in Williamsburg, continuing to perform in it after my family moved to Fort Greene. One night I was coming home from a gig at a Bronx synagogue. This was just before my own bar mitzvah; I was twelve. Though it was late, I decided to walk the mile from Fulton Street and Franklin Avenue, rather than make the several train transfers which would have put me a block from home. Franklin Avenue was an elevated train station: at the bottom of the steps awaited the one corner I was afraid of, a seedy intersection that felt menacing even on ordinary nights.


This particular night, there was a crowd at the foot of the El steps, listening to an angry black orator. He stood on a makeshift raised platform decorated with signs for the U.S. Labor Party, a Communist front. Usually I liked crowds; I trusted them, I was curious about speechmakers. But this crowd had a nasty growl to it. The orator was whipping them up about Emmett Till, the boy who had just been lynched down South. I knew about the case, because my liberal parents talked about it often; we were outraged at the bigots who had lynched Emmett Till. But suddenly that didn’t matter: I had to traverse a semicircle around the crowd, making myself inconspicuous, before I could continue down Fulton Street.
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