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ONE
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It was not complicated, and, as my mother pointed out, not even personal: They had a hotel; they didn’t want Jews; we were Jews.

We were nothing to them, a name on an envelope, when it began in 1962 as a response to a blind inquiry my mother had sent out in multiples. We’d been to Cape Cod and Cape Ann, to Old Orchard, Salisbury, and Hampton beaches, to Winnipesaukee and the Finger Lakes. That year she wrote to Vermont, which someone had told her was heaven. She found a lake on the map that was neither too big nor too small, and not too far north. The Vermont Chamber of Commerce listed some twenty accommodations on Lake Devine. She sent the same letter to a dozen cottage colonies and inns inquiring about rates and availability. The others answered with printed rate cards and cordial notes. But one reply was different, typed on textured white stationery below a green pointillist etching of a lakeside hotel. Croquet on the lawn, the Vermont vacation guide had said; rowboats, sundown concerts on Saturday nights; a lifeguard, a dock, a raft, a slide. The Inn’s letter said, “Dear Mrs. Marx: Thank you for your inquiry. Our two-bedroom cabins rent at the weekly rate of sixty-five (U.S.) dollars. We do have a few openings during the period you requested. The Inn at Lake Devine is a family-owned resort, which has been in continuous operation since 1922. Our guests who feel most comfortable here, and return year after year, are Gentiles. Very truly yours, (Mrs.) Ingrid Berry, Reservations Manager.”

I hadn’t known up to that moment that I had a surname that was recognizably Jewish, or that people named Marx would be unwelcome somewhere in the United States because of it.

I asked if these were Nazis. My mother sighed. I had been wed to the subject since reading, without her permission, The Diary of a Young Girl—specifically obsessed by where we, who had no attic, could hide that would be soundproof, and who among our Gentile acquaintances would bring us food under penalty of death.

My mother explained: There were people, unfortunately—for reasons it was hard to explain or understand—who weren’t Nazis but didn’t like Jews. Not that she wanted me to worry, because this was America, not Germany, not Amsterdam. We were safe here, remember? The letter was ignorant, and very bad manners. Someone should give this Mrs. Berry a piece of their mind.

I said, “Can we go?”

“You don’t go where you’re not wanted,” my mother said. “Anyone who could write such a letter doesn’t deserve our business.” She took it back and stuffed it in its envelope with no particular archival care. Two days later, I removed it from the dining-room sideboard to a safer place—my sweater drawer. It fascinated me, the letter’s marriage of good manners and anti-Semitism. Why bother to answer Jews at all if you don’t want them at your hotel?

I tried to picture this Ingrid Berry who had signed neatly in blue ballpoint—the nerve of her insincere “Very truly yours.” Was she old? Young? Married? Was Ingrid a German name? Did she get pleasure from insulting the people she banned from her hotel? And why didn’t my parents respond to this slap in the face? “If you paid us a million dollars, we wouldn’t come to your stupid hotel,” I thought we should say. “If you had a baseball team, would you tell Sandy Koufax he couldn’t pitch for you? Would you let Danny Kaye rent a room? Tony Curtis? Albert Einstein? Milton Berle? Jesus Christ?”

My mother didn’t show the letter to my father, because she knew that he, like me, would want to jump in the truck and fix the problem. And so I produced it for him with the same flourish my mother had staged for me. “Good God!” he said, struggling with one hand to put on his reading glasses.

I asked him if people who didn’t rent rooms to Jews knew about the concentration camps.

“Everybody knows by now, honey.”

I asked if he thought they had seen The Diary of Anne Frank.

“Probably not,” he said. Then, “You know what I think we should do? Let’s write back and tell her we want one of her stupid cabins.”

I said, “I don’t think they have cabins. It looks like a hotel.”

He embroidered a little drama—not too seriously, but enough to get my mother’s goat: We’d go as the Gentiles! Ed and Audrey Gentile. He’d known a man named Gentile in the navy from somewhere like Delaware or Pennsylvania. It was a real name. People truly had that for a name.

My mother said, “You’ll have to drag me there.”

“You don’t want to see what a place like this is like?”

“And lie for the whole time we’re there?”

“About what?”

“Church,” said my mother. “You can bet the whole place empties out to go to church on Sundays.”

“The Gentile family doesn’t go to church when they’re on vacation,” my father said. “We go regularly on the other fifty weeks, but we pray in the cabin when we’re on vacation.”

“People will know,” she said.

He thought they wouldn’t. He was tall, taller than most Christians I knew, while my mother was a redhead no bigger than Gidget. And his two daughters looked like any two little American girls. “Except,” my father said, smiling broadly, “nicer and smarter.”

“And how would you make your point? Announce as you leave that we were the Eddie Marx family? Jews?”

“We wouldn’t even have to tell them,” said my father. “We could come and go and just know we fooled them.”

Of course we didn’t go. My mother found a place to rent on the opposite shore of Lake Devine—not a resort, but a heated cottage on a dirt road of private camps, listed with the Chamber of Commerce. We went there for two summers and found it, if not heaven, then very nice. The air smelled like bayberry. Indian paintbrush, a wildflower we didn’t have at home, dotted every field. We swam and fished from a rowboat without an anchor, caught only ugly black-horned pouts we couldn’t eat, and took a day trip to Fort Ticonderoga. The best miniature-golf course I’d ever played was a five-minute car ride away. The local dairy, which offered not only milk but cheddar cheese, made home deliveries even to the summer population.

My older sister and I often rowed past the Inn at Lake Devine, and studied it as best we could from offshore. It had a very green lawn, broad and sloping to the water, a white flagpole, and a chalky string of buoys marking off its swimming area. Closer to us, a raft covered with teenagers floated on shiny black oil drums. My sister and I had only each other for company, and a dock with no wading area, but here there were kids our age from what had to be a dozen families, swimming and diving as well as if they were on teams.

The following winter, having studied it and envied its postcard perfection, I put a long-thought-out plan into effect as a thirteenth-birthday present to myself. With a deerskin purse full of coins, I went to a pay phone. I called the Inn at Lake Devine and asked for Mrs. Berry. Amazingly, the party said, “This is she.”

I read from my notes: “I was wondering if you had a cottage available for the entire month of July?”

“With whom am I speaking?” she asked.

“Miss Edgerly,” I said, having elected the name of a Massachusetts man recently tried for murdering his wife in a particularly hideous fashion.

Mrs. Berry asked the caller’s age, and I said fifteen; yes, I knew I was young to be making inquiries about accommodations, but my mother was recently deceased and my father was spending long hours in court.

She said, “We do have two lovely cottages with sleeping porches.”

“Are they really, really nice?” I asked.

“They’re in great demand,” she said. “Electric stove, baseboard heat, stall shower, picnic table—”

“Is it private? Because my father’s kind of famous. He really needs an escape.”

“We’re quiet and peaceful here,” said the Berry woman. “It’s a perfect hideaway vacation.”

“Can you save it for us?”

“Do you want to inquire about our rates first?”

I told her that my father, Mr. Edgerly, had instructed me to get the best accommodations available no matter what the cost.

“We require a deposit,” said Mrs. Berry. “Do you have a pencil?”

I took my time, pretending to record every syllable. “My father will send you a cashier’s check first thing tomorrow,” I said, adopting the disbursement method repeated daily on The Millionaire.

“You are a very smart young lady,” said Mrs. Berry.

The next morning on my way to school, I anonymously mailed Mrs. Berry an old Globe clipping, its three-column headline blaring, EDGERLY TRIAL ENTERS 6TH WEEK; JURY SEES “GRUESOME” PHOTOS, to make the point vividly to Mrs. Berry that her system—rooms open to any Gentile who dials her number—was unfair. I enclosed another clipping from my archives (LIZ AND EDDIE/SAY I DO’S/BEFORE RABBI)—this one from Photoplay—which spoke respectfully, even warmly, about Liz Taylor’s conversion. The wedding shot showed them under a chupa, the new Mrs. Fisher in a flowered headband and Eddie in a somber dark suit and white satin yarmulke. Honored guests included their best friends, famous and beautiful Hollywood Jews.

In 1964, I would send Mrs. Berry a copy of the new Civil Rights Act. I wrote, “U.S. House of Representatives, Washington, D.C.,” in the upper-left-hand corner of the envelope, and typed a letter that said, “Dear Hotel Owners, It isn’t only Colored people who are helped by this law. Jewish people and others you have excluded in the recent past must now be welcome at your accommodations. It is the Law of the Land.”

Who knew if I’d ever exchange another letter with a documented anti-Semite? Just in case no one ever insulted me again—in this land of religious freedom and ironclad civil rights—I employed the big gun I was saving for future transgressors: “P.S.,” I typed and underlined: “In spite of everything I still believe that people are really good at heart.”


TWO
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We lived on Irving Circle, a cul-de-sac in Newton, Massachusetts, famous for its esprit de corps and its near-perfect record of all girls and no boys. The houses were built in the mid-1950s by one man, who named the street after Irving Berlin and added a breezeway, a cupola, a picture window to give each identical ranch house its own character. All had one-car garages, hot-top driveways, lampposts in a lantern motif, and italic house numbers in hammered wrought-iron. It wasn’t the grandness of the street that made real estate agents bring a certain kind of family to it—it was modest, in fact, and cookie-cutterish—but the democracy: No one’s house was better than anyone else’s. All the buyers were veterans, new homeowners, and, as the developer bragged at the closings, good people who would cut the other guy’s grass if he was on vacation.

For a long time, we did that and more. We walked into one another’s kitchens without knocking, opened refrigerators without asking, trick-or-treated as a gang. All you had to do was look at the group photo, updated annually at the Memorial Day block party—dads in the back row with long-handled utensils behind wives holding cake plates behind children sitting cross-legged in cotton sunsuits—to see what we had. Life magazine could have snapped us with a wide-angle lens and captioned us AN AMERICAN NEIGHBORHOOD BEFORE HOUSES NEEDED ALARMS.

My parents were Audrey and Eddie Marx, no famous love story, mismatched from their first date, but decent people who stayed married to each other. He was a fruit man and she was a number of things: a pixie-haired redhead, size 4, who cleaned our immaculate house in short shorts, and introduced the neighborhood women to iodine in baby oil as a tanning agent. Her interior decoration was thought to be advanced: shellacked Gourmet covers as kitchen wallpaper, and an oil painting in the living room that no one understood.

Our neighbors were the Donabedians, the Iacovellos, the Nagys, the McKemmies, the Forestalls, and the Loftuses, representing enough cultures and religions to substantiate Newton’s unwritten boast of being one third each Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish.

Mr. and Mrs. Loftus, the other Jewish family on Irving Circle, built the last house on the street in 1959, the same year we lost the handsome and adventurous McKemmies temporarily to California. The spring before, after a Disneyland vacation, they returned with the news that they were moving there. It had been a scouting trip, we learned; California promised wonderful opportunities for McKemmie Storms and Screens. Four or five months later, they were back. Kathy McKemmie told us that Whitey and Judy from Leave It to Beaver had been in her class, as well as Tonto’s daughter. They had had Thanksgiving dinner in a restaurant, and almost every yard had a swimming pool. I heard a neighbor say, over drinks in aluminum tumblers, “No need for storm windows out west, Al?” and Mr. McKemmie had said, “Margaret missed her family.”

Soon afterward, a moving van pulled up to the newly built Loftus house, and the circle was complete. Pammy and I watched the contents unload, and guessed by the tasseled bike handles and the white provincial bedroom suite that we were getting more girls.

When my mother dropped in that afternoon with her two-toned pistachio bundt cake, Mrs. Loftus invited my parents for dinner on the spot. My mother said, “Absolutely out of the question; you’ve just moved in and couldn’t possibly entertain.” Mrs. Loftus said, holding the pink-and-green cake aloft, “We’ve got dessert. I’ll broil some steaks and bake some potatoes.”

And that was that. She came home and reported as much as she was able to observe without asking rude questions: The girls were Marla and Shelley (I was between them in age); the house was completely unpacked and set up, down to pictures on the walls and the spoon rest on the stove. There was a mustard-and-brown dining room (hated) and cuckoo-clock kitchen wallpaper (loved). Both girls were adopted, which explained their straight blond hair.

For a few happy days, I was courted by both sisters, who wanted nothing to do with each other. Marla soon recognized my low social standing on the street-defined by my braces and glasses and twenty-inch bike—and worked her way into the clump of girls a year older (Claudia Forestall, Marybeth McKemmie, my sister, Pammy) who took the public bus to the junior high and dressed alike. Our mothers took us two younger girls to lunch in department stores, pretending we were better friends than we were. That’s how it was on Irving Circle and how I was raised: You made the best out of what was within reach, which meant friendships engineered by parents and by the happenstance of housing. I stayed with it because we both had queenly older sisters who rarely condescended to play with us, because Shelley was adopted and I was not, because Shelley had Clue and Life, and I did not.


THREE
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My father sold fruit from a truck, which was parked year-round in front of his small shop on Harvard Street in Brookline. Inside the shop were cheap straw baskets stacked to the ceiling and cases of the novelties that adorned them: jar grips, rabbit’s-foot key chains, marshmallow chicks, wax lips, candy cigarettes, balls and jacks, bubble-gum cigars, decks of Old Maid and Authors, nickel-plated lighters, Chinese finger puzzles, paddle balls. To tease my mother and, on occasion, his mother-in-law, he’d answer a question about his line of work by saying, “Peddler.”

“He owns a produce business,” my mother would say, correcting any impression that we were poor.

“I specialize,” he’d add.

“In gift baskets,” said my mother. “He’s famous for his arrangements.”

He’d give the listener his card by this time, or at any point the listener evinced signs of sidling away. It said,

FRUIT BASKETS FOR ALL OCCASIONS, CUSTOM

“NOTHING SAYS CONGRATS OR OUR THOUGHTS ARE WITH YOU … LIKE FRUIT.”

OPEN 7 DAYS, EDDIE MARX, PROP.

My mother, doing homework for her perpetual college courses, didn’t help with the business. If the red phone in the kitchen rang after hours and my father wasn’t home, she let it ring. And who could have pictured her at the fruit truck, giving change from a dirty apron and tousling the hair of customers’ kids? It wasn’t just her tanned and finished look that made her girlfriends wonder how she had paired up with Eddie Marx, but that other thing—the college girl and the fruit peddler, the Jewish debutante and the blue-collar laborer, the tiny bathing beauty and the big bulvan.

She always told it the same way: “Eddie was in Boston the same time I was.” B.U. would be mentioned, or Bay State Road, leading to the flat-tire episode that both of my parents liked to tell with their own twists, and that my maternal grandfather told best and most economically of all.

“You met him at B.U.?” the listener would ask.

“The last day of my sophomore year. I was packing the car, yelling at my father because he had driven right over a broken bottle.”

“And Eddie?” they’d prompt.

“He said, ‘Need a hand?’ My father said, ‘You mean it?’ He opened the trunk, found what he needed, and thirty seconds later was on his knees.”

And while my father was changing the tire, my grandfather was busy asking questions: What kind of business was his father in? What street in Chelsea? How many brothers and sisters did he have? What plans did Eddie have after graduation? Boston State? Not Boston University? Cost any less? Were his brothers big men too? Ever heard of Interlon? Well, know what interfacing is? Did his mother sew? Ever see her sew an extra layer of stiff cloth between the body of the garment and the facing?

It was inevitable that a conversation between my grandfather and a mechanically competent, friendly Jewish boy in which Interlon was mentioned would lead to a summer job offer.

Eddie said, “No, thanks. I help my dad in the summer. It’s his big season.”

“Fruit, did you say?”

“That’s right,” said Eddie.

“We go through a lot of fruit in our house,” said Mr. Cohen.

Audrey, approaching with a huge Raggedy Ann doll, a tennis racquet, and a gooseneck lamp, heard “truck,” and pictured exactly what Eddie’s father’s livelihood was: fruit sold from an open truck, a scale hanging from the back, and Eddie’s father making change from a bus driver’s coin holder. “This is everything,” she said. “Let’s go.”

“I’d help,” Eddie said to Audrey, showing his palms, “but I don’t want to get your things dirty.”

“You’ve helped enough already,” said my grandfather, “and I just wish you’d let me buy you lunch as a thank-you.”

Eddie looked down from his great height at Audrey. She smiled politely—the man had changed their goddamn tire, after all—but in sourpuss fashion. My grandfather asked her, “Where can you get a nice lunch around here? Where do the professors eat?”

“All my stuff is in the back,” she said, hoping her father would understand that she couldn’t have lunch near B.U. with this man—he looked old for a college student—especially with her sixty-year-old father along to pepper him with questions about the fruit business.

Eddie said, “Thanks, but I’ll take a rain check.”

My grandfather said, “You sure?”

“I had a late breakfast—”

“So did I,” said Audrey, settling the question. Satisfied that he had made the proper overtures and had acted like a mensch, my grandfather performed one more ingratiating act. “You take my card, and if you’re ever in Fitchburg-Leominster, anyplace close by, you come by the plant and I’ll buy you lunch. Interlon—right on the main drag. Red brick with a big yellow brick smokestack.”

“Thanks,” Eddie said. He put the card in his wallet, which Audrey noted was embossed like a cowboy’s and overstitched with gimp.

“Or need a summer job,” Mr. Cohen added from the driver’s seat.

From the safety of the passenger seat, Audrey waved to Eddie and granted him a brief, chilly smile. When her father steered the car into Kenmore Square, she spat out, “Big shot. He’s going to show up one day and you’ll be on the phone yelling at some supplier. Why offer something if you don’t mean it?”

“I meant it,” he said. And again, thinking it over: “I did mean it.”

“And he’ll be driving a fruit truck, with rotting fruit and flies,” Audrey added, then laughed.

My grandfather smiled and checked the outside mirror. She wasn’t the worst of the daughters, and she was the prettiest. This general absence of disappointment and these mild twinges of pride might mean that Audrey, the baby and only redhead, was his favorite.

It was almost precisely what my father did one day in late June—he showed up at Interlon and asked the receptionist for Mr. Cohen.

“And you’re with …?”

“Tell him Eddie Marx. From B.U. The flat-tire guy.” The receptionist, who was wearing slacks of a print that looked to Eddie like Chinese wallpaper, said, “He’s with an account right now.”

My father sat down on a metal folding chair and waited until the human barking in the inner office stopped. The secretary didn’t change expression or look up from the letterhead and two carbons she was typing. Mr. Cohen, dressed in gray trousers and a short-sleeved, white button-down shirt, came forward.

“You here for lunch?” he boomed in greeting.

Eddie said he had the truck, which meant he had the produce, which meant he couldn’t leave it on a city street.

“How about my driveway?”

Eddie smiled, a grin that asked what “my driveway” meant exactly.

“My house! I’ll call Florence.”

Eddie raised his hands in protest. “Nobody likes an unexpected guest for lunch.”

Isadore Cohen put his hand on Eddie’s shoulder. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-five in September.”

“I ask that because you don’t act like a kid,” said Isadore. “You act like you have half a brain.”

Eddie laughed and said, “Tell that to my father.”

“He gives you a hard time?” asked Isadore, pleased to be topping a guy’s father as easily as this.

“He’s got a short fuse, but he’s harmless. I learned a long time ago to take it and not shout back.”

“How many boys?” Isadore asked, a question he had asked before, and would ask again before lunch was over.

“Three,” Eddie said. “Would have been four, but they lost one as a baby.”

“I’m sorry,” said my grandfather, and he was.

“The Marx brothers,” Eddie said.

“Really? Are they related?” The secretary looked up for a few seconds, her hands poised above the keys.

“I meant us—we’re the Marx brothers. My father says when he dies we can change the name on the trucks.”

Isadore was dialing noisily, his index finger snapping the rotary dial faster than it was meant to go. “Florence! What’s for lunch?” He nodded at Eddie—as if to say, Okay. It’s gonna work. “You like salmon salad?” Eddie nodded back. “Florence! Can you make another sandwich? Or two? I’ve got a big strapping fellow here who looks like he can put away a coupla sandwiches for lunch.” He banged the phone down happily.

“Follow me,” he said.

Florence Cohen, trim and smartly dressed—early fifties, my father guessed—fed the interloper at the kitchen table after sizing up his Bermuda shorts and his big nylon shirttails. She was correct without being gracious. She offered Eddie seconds and thirds and, later, even some cookies for the road, but Eddie knew she wasn’t pleased to have him.

“Is your daughter home for the summer?” he asked conversationally within minutes of arriving.

“She’s home for the summer; she’s just not home at the moment,” Isadore explained. His wife’s expression scolded him for giving away too much.

“Where is she?” Eddie asked.

“At Barbara’s.”

“My brother’s daughter,” he explained. “They have a built-in pool.”

“Does she have any special summer plans?”

Florence didn’t think this large, coarse-featured fruit peddler should be inquiring about Audrey’s summer plans, either. “A few,” she said.

Isadore was embarrassed by his wife’s tone. He knew the deep freeze when he heard it, and thought Florence had turned into a snob despite having been a salesgirl in a dress shop when they met. “Florence’s father grew up in Chelsea. And she grew up not too far from there. Maybe the two families knew each other,” he tried, a warning.

Florence murmured, “I doubt that.”

“Why not?” asked Isadore. He passed the plate of sliced cukes and tomatoes to Eddie, then helped himself to thirds. “A ragman and a fruit man might have had the same route,” he said pointedly.

Florence returned her plate and her husband’s, prematurely, to the sink. Eddie said nothing. His parents had their own version of this game (descendant of a horse thief versus descendant of a promiscuous tailor). Happily, the back-screen latch clicked and Audrey was home. Her red hair was pulled back into a careless ponytail—she’d never let a boy see her with her hair up—and her skin was tanned the color of a ripe Bosc pear. She was wearing scuffed white pumps and—to a boy with no sisters—almost nothing else: a two-piece plaid bathing suit with a bandeau top. Eddie jumped to his feet and said, “Hi, it’s me—you probably don’t remember—Eddie Marx.”

Audrey took off her sunglasses and stared joylessly. “Is that your truck?” she asked.

He asked if it was blocking hers.

“I don’t have a car,” she said, and looked at her father disapprovingly. She reached over her mother’s shoulder and took a cherry tomato. “Anything left to eat?”

Eddie eased himself back down into the kitchen chair. Audrey took a plate from a cupboard, opened the refrigerator, found a carton of cottage cheese, opened another cupboard, and found a can of cling peaches.

“Wait?” said Eddie.

Audrey looked up unhappily.

“I have fresh peaches on the truck.”

Audrey, vaguely annoyed, asked, “Are they ripe?”

“They’re ripe, they’re juicy, they’re delicious. I ate four driving out here”—inviting my grandmother to inspect his shirt for stains.

“Okay,” Audrey said.

Eddie went quickly out the back door and returned with two peaches, a nectarine, and a pint of strawberries.

“I might be allergic to strawberries,” said Audrey. “Sometimes I break out from them and sometimes I don’t.”

Eddie said, “Want to go out and choose something else?”

“This is fine.” She looked at the fruit in his hands. It was quite perfect. “Unless you have a cantaloupe …”

“I do,” said Eddie. “Let me see if I have one that’s ready for eating.”

“How do you know that?” my grandmother asked. Eddie signaled that they should follow him. He jogged to the truck, picked up a cantaloupe with one hand, and ordered them to sniff the melon.

Mother and daughter murmured their consensus: not much, a faint whiff of hard cantaloupe skin. Eddie chose another. “Now this.” They sniffed. “It smells like ripe cantaloupe,” said Audrey. He showed them one more trick: the green spot, the blossom end? It should give a little.

Audrey said sharply to her mother, “How have you been picking out cantaloupes all these years?”

“I thought you were supposed to shake them.”

“Which is why we choose the fruit,” Eddie said. He smiled at Audrey, his ally, and handed her his first-choice melon. She put her sunburned nose to it and, with a look that asked, “Here?” took a deep breath from its green spot.

“So,” said Eddie, grinning the big grin that had earned him a reputation among the customers as the nicest of the Marx boys, “am I right?”

With the fruit lesson over and Audrey not a foot away, he allowed himself to take in the smell of her suntan oil, something like black olives. Her skin was shiny from it, and there was a line of sunburn at her waist and above her bandeau top, as if today’s suit had exposed more skin than yesterday’s.

Audrey didn’t notice, or couldn’t be bothered to interpret, the strain in his face. “Cut it up over the sink,” she directed, my mother’s first order to my father.

As she explained to her cousin Barbara, when Eddie phoned, Audrey had agreed to go out with him because he was offering to take her to a movie Saturday night in Boston and she was dying to get out of Fitchburg. And there was something, frankly, about Eddie’s jumbo presence, something like a bodyguard’s or a football player’s, that was normally off limits to a Jewish girl. Big hands and knuckles, big feet, wide calves below his Bermuda shorts, ruddy, even rubbery-looking face. She’d never dated a man who looked like Eddie, or who had one sunburned arm from driving the truck, or who viewed her as a prize beyond his grasp.

Audrey thought this might account for the strange goings-on in Boston, her kissing Eddie Marx in his brother’s car when it was parked in Winthrop with a view of the beach.

“Are you going to go out with him again?” asked cousin Barbara, who in her life had kissed only Stevie Poppel, who had moved away. “I know I sometimes go for an older guy who I wouldn’t have looked twice at if he was my age.”

“Next Saturday.”

Barbara had smiled. She admired Audrey, and was happy her parents had built the swimming pool, because Audrey might not otherwise have spent so much time with a younger cousin. “So don’t worry whether you like him or not. Just go and see what happens,” said Barbara.

Barbara was her maid of honor, because all three of her sisters had carried on so obnoxiously about her having to get married. Pregnant at nineteen by Eddie Marx. She hadn’t even told her sisters; her mother had blabbed to Charlotte, the oldest, who’d spread the word until it reached Roberta, the next-to-youngest, who had actually laid eyes on Eddie, which made the astonishment bounce back up the sister corridor in record time.

“She doesn’t love him!” Florence had screamed at her husband when he reported that Eddie had come by Interlon for a man-to-man talk and had left with money for a ring.

“How would you know?” was his mild retort.

“Because I know how she acts when she’s in love,” said her mother. “And it’s not like this. Look at her.”

“I’m nauseous,” said Audrey, “and you know it.”

Mrs. Cohen turned on her husband. “You brought this on. You had to invite him here for lunch. You had to find her a husband.”

Red-faced, picturing a tiny grandson taking form, he said, “She doesn’t have to keep our grandchild! His parents will raise him. Eddie told me this, about their offer.” They had lost one of theirs, they said, and this might be the way God was replacing Solly. Audrey didn’t have to be its mother! Audrey could go back to college, if that was more important, and study her singing and forget she’d ever met a mensch like Eddie Marx or had his baby.

Florence Cohen said it was not the parents’ job to fix their children’s mistakes, meaning, Don’t expect me to start raising grandchildren like some woman off the boat.

So the Marxes drove to Fitchburg to have a somber engagement fish dinner with the Cohens. Mr. Marx, my other grandfather, was short, blue-eyed, and so utterly bald that whatever had taken the hair from his head had also taken his eyebrows and lashes. Mrs. Marx was big and heavy. Her dress was brown cotton, ironed and starched, buttoned down the front like a housedress, except for the big star burst of fake topaz above her left breast.

Eddie gave a short speech to the first joint session of future inlaws: He and Audrey had made a mistake. He was sorry, because he knew they had trusted him to date their daughter without any monkey business. But they loved each other, and now that they were going to have a baby, he didn’t want anyone to think of their baby as a mistake.

Always, when my sister asked her how she felt to be pregnant at nineteen, my mother insisted it was welcome news once the shock wore off. It was the baby boom. People married and had babies young. Nineteen then was not like nineteen now. “And your father,” she would say, slapping her hand to her cheek. “He was delirious. He was tickled pink. He couldn’t wait.”

The baby was Pammy, Pamela Arlene Marx, born seven and a half months after the garden wedding. She got my mother’s small bones and my grandfather’s former blond hair—an adorable combination, everyone agreed.

And I was proof, the planned second child, that they intended to stay married. I was named for my Grandpa Marx’s baby sister, who had stayed behind in Europe. I had her exact name, once you took translation liberties with the Yiddish: Natalie Sarah Marx. It was a sacred honor I held over Pammy’s head whenever I could: that I bore the name of our own personal Anne Frank, our forever-teenaged aunt, whose graduation photo from the gymnasium in Riga was presented to me at birth, our common initials engraved on the silver frame. To please my grandfather, everyone strained to see a resemblance between me and his beloved Nesha. I got her dark hair, her reputed height—she’d not been born when he left for America—and her head for science. She had corresponded faithfully (“like cluckvork”), the most beautiful letters in the most beautiful hand, to all her brothers and sisters in America. So regular, Papa Marx told me during a visit to the shrine on my bureau, that when they stopped coming in 1942, we knew.
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