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Author’s Note



I have changed a few names in the nonfiction pieces,
 to allow private citizens to remain private.
 All of the fictional pieces are true.








The Sisters



1.

My first apartment in New York was a fifth-floor walk-up on Charles Street in the West Village. On the first Saturday after I’d moved in, I got a visit from my mother and her sisters, my Aunt Hilda and my Aunt Lil. All of these women were stylishly dressed, including leather handbags and silk scarves, and they all wore those oversized eyeglass frames which are known as “Tootsie” glasses, because Dustin Hoffman wore them when he was in drag. Actually, Dustin Hoffman in Tootsie could have been a fourth sister, because he wore such nice wool challis skirts and exhibited a proud, feminist outlook.

The Klahr sisters—their maiden name—always wore their hair slicked back in matching buns, like their mother, and their many steel hairpins sometimes set off the metal detectors at airports. They were all brunettes; blondes, along with anyone who spent too much time on their hair, were considered suspect, trivial, and, inescapably, Gentile. The sisters aimed for a certain dignity and finesse; they resisted the trophy minks of their outlying cousins and preferred heavier ethnic jewelry over anything gold and garish.

My mother, Selma, is the baby, and she was considered rebellious and even bohemian. This was because she read poetry and had moved, with her family, to the New Jersey suburbs; Jersey was considered exotic when compared to Long Island. Hilda was the elegant middle sister who tended to be the peacemaker, despite her dry and often subversive sense of humor. Hilda was the person to sit next to at a Passover seder, because she’d murmur, “Oh, come on already, get those Jews out of Egypt. Let’s eat!”

Lil was the all-powerful eldest sister, a compact, solidly built dynamo with the staunch, gimlet-eyed mien of a Navajo priestess. Lil was an accomplished person. During the Depression, with no money, she’d founded a nursery school, aided by my Uncle Rudy, a peppy gym teacher, and she’d continued to rise, ultimately becoming a Superintendent of Schools. Lil had also recently departed from the sisters’ code of subdued good taste. She’d started having a local dressmaker whip up a closetful of polyester tube dresses in bold, almost tropical prints, sometimes with bobbing ball fringe at the hemlines. These dresses had high necklines and short sleeves, and they resembled colorful, off-season covers for patio furniture. “These dresses are so practical,” she’d tell her siblings, “you should get some.” Lil’s greatest gift was her magnetic, raw confidence. She had strong opinions, and she knew exactly what you should be doing with your life, and she had no problem with letting you know.

I could hear the sisters climbing the many flights up to my apartment, with expressive groans and remarks like, “How much further?” “Why does he live here?” and “I think I’m having a stroke.”

“Look who’s here!” my mother called out, entering the apartment and kissing me.

“Look who’s here!” said Hilda, hugging me.

“Look who’s here!” said Lil, adding, “So there’s no elevator?”

“Of course not,” explained my mother. “That’s why he lives up here—so we won’t come and visit him.”

“Well, I guess we showed him,” Hilda chortled.

“I’m not kidding, there’s no elevator?” asked Lil.

“There is,” I replied, “but it’s restricted. This is a nice building.”

“Oh, very funny,” said my mother.

“Mr. Ha-Ha,” said Hilda, grinning.

“So this is your apartment?” said Lil, looking around. With the addition of a bed, myself and my relatives, the ten-by-fifteen-foot studio was packed.

“Of course this is his apartment,” said my mother.

“What else?” said Hilda.

“Is this the whole thing?” asked Lil. “Or is this the foyer?”

“Actually, there are five more bedrooms,” I explained, “but they’re being painted.”

“There are not,” said my mother, “he just graduated. This is perfectly fine; it’s a studio.”


“It’s lovely,” said Lil. “See, I’m being nice.”

“She’s being nice.” said Hilda, “Write that down.”

“Hil?” said Lil, wary of insubordination.

“I didn’t say anything!” Hilda insisted.

“So it’s a studio?” asked Lil. “Why do they call it that? So it’ll sound fancy? Why don’t they just say, it’s a broom closet up a lot of stairs with a bed and, I hope to God, a bathroom. Is there a john?”

“I just go out in the hall,” I said. “There’s a bucket.”

Hilda laughed, but after Lil glanced at her she stopped, claiming, “I’m not laughing, it’s not funny. I’m sure there’s a john.”

“It’s right in here,” said my mother, supportively opening the bathroom door. “Come on in, we’ll take the grand tour.”

The three women peered inside a bathroom the size of half a phone booth.

“Look, he has a toilet,” said Hilda, approvingly. “Very nice.”

“And a sink,” added my mother.

“It’s like the Waldorf,” Lil concluded. “Are there bugs?”

“Of course not!” my mother protested, and then, to me, “You don’t have bugs, do you?”

“I can’t afford them,” I said. “It’s sad.”

“You know,” said Lil, “when Mama and Papa first came to this country, they lived on the Lower East Side, in a tenement, just like this. And now here you are.”

I’d never really known my grandparents, who’d died when I was little. My grandfather had been a tireless garment factory worker, a cutter who skillfully sliced through many layers of tweed and gabardine; he was also known for such remarks as, “Like the monkey said when he peed into the cash register, ‘This is running into money.’” My grandmother, who made Lil look like a trembling ingenue, had been especially concerned with her family’s internal cleanliness. For Hilda’s eighth birthday, without telling Hilda or her guests, she’d frosted a batch of cupcakes with melted Ex-Lax, so that the kids would all stay regular.

“Look what we brought you!” said Hilda, handing me a shopping bag. Gifts are like passports in my family, since no one is allowed to travel without carrying many wrapped packages. My aunts always bring something, even if the gift makes no sense. “It’s the gesture,” Lil would say, “it marks the occasion.” Over the years I’ve received, among other things, Mexican papier-mâché marionettes, a tennis sweater, a notepad with an appliquéd felt cover depicting a man in a vest playing a banjo, and a bamboo back scratcher. Hilda would find many of these treasures at an outlet store on Long Island called Girl Meets Buy.

At my apartment, I opened Hilda’s shopping bag to find washcloths, a wicker cover for a box of Kleenex, and a plastic toilet brush. While these were actually thoughtful purchases, the women began handling the various housewares as if they were uncut rubies, or newborn infants, to be adored and inspected for flaws.

“This is a very nice toilet brush,” Lil told Hilda. “Where did you get this?”

“At the store near me,” said Hilda. “It also comes in taupe.”

“I love these washcloths,” said my mother, nuzzling one first to her own cheek, and then to mine. “Feel how soft.”

“And look, wicker,” said Lil, holding the Kleenex caddy up to the light. “I could use this.”


“Give me that,” I said, snatching it away.

“So you’re going to climb all those stairs,” said Lil, “and then you’re going to sit here, probably on that bed, since I’m not noticing a chair, and you’re going to write something. So what are you going to write?”

“Leave him alone,” said Hilda, “he just got here.”

“He has to make a living,” said Lil, who had a point.

“He’s going to write whatever he wants to write,” said my mother, “and it’s going to be wonderful and we’re all going to love it, as long as it’s not disgusting.”

While my mother was concerned about, in ascending order of importance, how I was going to support myself, what I was eating, and bugs, I think she was thrilled that I’d moved to New York. She’d been raised in a home where, while culture had been revered, it wasn’t practiced. Money was scarce, so schooling, and finding both a husband and a Job With A Future had been paramount. Throughout her life, to the distrust of her sisters, my mother had worked at places like a literary magazine, an organization that booked orchestra tours, and a ballet company. As her sisters would delicately inquire, “And they’ll pay you for that?”

“You know what you should write?” Lil advised me. “Those thrillers, like you can buy at the airport. The people who write those books, they do very well. I love those books.”

“Or you could write children’s books,” suggested Hilda, who was an ardent grade school librarian, “like Dr. Seuss.”

“Or you could write a diet book,” said Lil. “Those books make a fortune. Although, personally, I always want to tell people, here’s a diet tip: stop eating.”


Happily, my father, who’d been parking the car, arrived to interrupt this discussion. My dad was a very supportive, good-natured man who’d been attracted to my mother’s vitality, although he was somewhat overwhelmed, not to mention outnumbered, by the full sisterly onslaught. All of the men the sisters had married shared this quality, of having to brace themselves for holidays, or any occasion, when the women reunited. Lil was a particular challenge. Once, my parents were in the front seat of our car as my dad was looking for a parking space in midtown. I was in the backseat with Lil, who was championing her greatest cause, Israel. “When there’s a cure for cancer,” she told me, “it’s going to come from Israel.” Then she leaned over the front seat, informing my father, “If we were in Israel right now, there’d be parking.”

“I love this apartment,” my father told me, back on Charles Street, “but who are all of these strange women? Are they staying?”

“Norman,” Lil asked my father, “be honest. Do you think that a person can actually live in this apartment?”

“Yes,” my father decided, “I think it’s just fine. And look at all of those nice, big, healthy bugs.”

“Where?” Hilda asked, panicking.

“I told you!” said Lil, triumphantly.

“NORMAN, THAT’S NOT FUNNY!” said my mother, as my father and I laughed. “See,” she continued, disgusted with both of us, “they think that bugs are funny.”

“Maybe late at night, while I’m asleep,” I proposed, “maybe the bugs will write something for me, like Rumpelstiltskin.”

“We’re going,” my mother announced. “Hil, Lil, let’s go.”


After more debate about whether I should buy a chair, where I should buy a chair, whether I owned a bedspread, whether my bedspread had any matching accessories, whether my relatives would be able to make it back down all those stairs without having heart attacks, whether there were any good restaurants in the area, without bugs, and whether I needed more toilet paper, a subject which the ladies discussed as if toilet paper might not be readily available in Greenwich Village, Lil and Hilda departed, while my parents held back.

“Call me up when we get back to New Jersey,” said my mother, kissing me, “and don’t talk to strangers or stay out all night or do anything I wouldn’t do.”

“And have fun,” said my father, hugging me.

“How?” I asked.

Once everyone was gone, I sat on my bed in a room which somehow felt palatial, because the apartment was mine, because I was brandishing a sparkling new toilet brush as if it were a royal scepter, and because I was finally alone. I heard a noise, and I looked out my tiny window. Across the courtyard, on a lower floor, I saw two men having very verbal sex, atop a butcher-block kitchen table.

“Fuck me, you bastard!” one of the men demanded.

I was home.

About eight months later, in January, I had to move because so much snow and ice had accumulated on the roof of my building that my ceiling caved in, dumping large chunks of filthy, sopping wet plaster right onto my bed, which I luckily wasn’t in at the time.


“It was a sign from God,” Lil told me the next time I saw her, “and do you know what God was telling you?”

“What?”

“Never live on the top floor.”

2.

I moved to an even smaller apartment a few blocks away, on the ground floor of a deeply ugly building on Perry Street, next to a parking garage. This apartment was basically a short hallway with a slight bulge at the end, for a bed, and it was so depressing that the sisters were not allowed to visit, for fear it would upset them too much.

“Is it that bad? Worse than the other one?” Lil asked me, at a family get-together back in New Jersey.

“It’s like living in a drawer,” I told her.

“I don’t even want to think about it,” said my mother.

“I’m sure it’s not that bad,” said Hilda. “How could it be that bad?”

“It’s so bad,” I told the group, as if I were sitting atop a bunk bed and delivering the capper to a summer camp ghost story, “that even the bugs spend the weekend somewhere else.”

There was a silence.

“Now all I’m going to think about are the bugs,” said my mother.

“So where do they go on the weekends?” asked Lil, weirdly interested.

And then a few weeks later I was robbed. I wasn’t home when a junkie broke into my apartment. A helpful neighbor, hearing some commotion, called the police, who came right over and arrested the burglar while he was still on the premises. As they were putting him in handcuffs, the phone rang, and one of the officers picked it up. It was my mother.

The officer explained the circumstances to my mom, who had only one question: “Oh my God,” she said, “this guy, the burglar, what did he do to the apartment? Did he destroy things, did he turn everything upside down?”

“Well, ma’am,” said the officer, glancing around, “the place looks pretty terrible. There’s clothes and boxes everywhere. It kinda looks like a tornado hit it.”

“Oh my God,” said my mother.

When I finally got home, the apartment was of course exactly how I’d left it. Which I never told my mother.

A police detective arrived the next day to take my deposition. He was unbearably handsome, with a mustache; to this day, I’m convinced that the police and fire departments deliberately staff gay neighborhoods with especially hunky men, as a vicious tease.

The detective couldn’t have been nicer or more professional, and I couldn’t have been more swoony and hideously embarrassing. I fell all over myself thanking him, and I offered him free tickets to an Off-Broadway play I was working on. He thanked me but said that he wasn’t allowed to accept gifts in the line of duty, though he added that if I wanted to, I could write a letter of commendation for his departmental file.

After he left, I composed at least fifteen drafts of this letter, each of which would’ve gotten the detective fired. “Dear New York Police Department,” one draft began. “Let me tell you, from the first time I laid eyes on Lieutenant Ramirez, I understood what they mean by ‘New York’s finest.’”

I eventually came up with a version that didn’t sound as if it were being written in hot pink Magic Marker, on lined and scented notebook paper, to a member of a boy band, and I sent it off. A week later I got a phone call from a woman who identified herself as the girlfriend of my burglar/junkie. “You know, Jimmy was already breaking his parole, so he’s gonna go back to jail anyways,” she said, in an impatient whine, “so do you really wanna press charges?” She thought that Jimmy’s already being a convicted felon somehow made him more sympathetic. I didn’t want her to rush right over and kill me with a rusty razor blade, so I told her that I’d think about her request, and I hung up. Here’s the saddest part: Jimmy wasn’t a very bright junkie, because I didn’t own anything worth stealing. He’d tried to heist, among other items, a ceramic mixing bowl half-filled with pennies, and a huge rhinestone which a friend had sent me as a gag birthday gift.

I did still wonder what I would do if I became the target of Jimmy and his girlfriend and their inept but possibly bloodthirsty drug ring. I decided that maybe I’d call up Lieutenant Ramirez and beg him to come over right away, claiming that I was too scared to spend the night in my apartment alone. But then I concluded that if I ever really needed serious protection from armed criminals, the person I should call was my Aunt Lil.


3.

My next apartment, a few years later, was an improvement—it was a one-bedroom on Christopher Street. It was only on the second floor, so the sisters had no trouble climbing their way up.

“This is so much nicer,” said Lil, inspecting my living room; she was absolutely right, since this was the first time I’d ever had a separate living room.

“I love this!” said Hilda. “And there’s a kitchenette!”

“Are we allowed to look in the bedroom,” asked my mother, “or did you clean up for us by taking everything and throwing it in there?”

“Excuse me,” I said, deeply offended, opening the door to my sliver of a bedroom. “See? It’s a showplace.” Then I quickly shut the door, before my mother or my aunts could actually take too close a look and find either my porn or the moldy laundry which was in fact lumped under both the bed and the bedspread.

“So what’s that place next door?” asked Lil. “Is it a bar?”

“It’s a leather bar,” I said; it was called Ty’s, and it was one of the oldest, and busiest, such places in the city.

“A leather bar?” asked Hilda.

“He means it’s an S and M bar,” said my mother, trying to sound both sophisticated and nonchalant.

“S and M,” said Lil, nodding her head. “That’s when people like to have other people beat them up, right? Like on a date?”

They were all looking at me, as if I were suddenly a bondage authority, and I’d never even been in the bar. Like any decent citizen, I’d only watched S&M porn, with titles like Dungeon Daddy and Stableboy II: The Revenge.

“I don’t think that they necessarily beat each other up,” I replied, haltingly. “I think that they do all sorts of things, like…I don’t know, bondage and discipline.”

“You know,” said Hilda, “when some of those rowdy kids come into my library and they’re yelling and they won’t sit still or choose a book, I could use a little S and M.”

“S and M,” Lil repeated. “Does that stand for, what—sadomasochism?”

“Or slave and master,” I said.

“How do you know so much?” my mother asked me, warily.

“They’re my neighbors,” I said, as if that explained everything.

“So who decides who’s the slave and who’s the master?” Lil wondered. My mother, Hilda, and I exchanged a glance, and I’m pretty sure that we were all thinking the same thing: Lil was definitely a top.

“I think people just naturally pick,” I told Lil.

“That makes sense,” said Hilda.

“And look at all of your nice things,” said Lil, now zeroing in on the main function of the visit. For the sisters, any fresh location could become a gallery or, even better, a store.

“You’ve been buying things,” my mother said, approvingly, “where do you find all of this stuff?”

The sisters were, it must be said, world-class shoppers. They weren’t spendthrifts, they didn’t shop recklessly, and they didn’t hoard; they weren’t like those women who can be found sobbing on daytime talk shows as they watch videotape of their crammed closets, bloated with twenty-eight unworn ponchos and fifty-three sets of baby clothes for their childless homes.

The sisters shopped with a scientific delight. Every item held the potential to surprise and amaze, from a chipped yard-sale saucer to an enameled pillbox in a Parisian department store. They rarely spent large amounts of money, because they’d feel too guilty, and unable to shop again later that afternoon. They especially loved shopping for others; that way they got the high without the crash. They were retail Mother Teresas.

Lil was the Ali, the Michael Jordan, the legendary presence. Lil could leave Bloomingdale’s with an armload of possible outfits for her grandchildren, all unpaid for; the salespeople knew her and trusted her to pay for what she kept and return the rest. Lil knew that at a discount store, if a dress had a missing button or belt, she could point out the defect to a clerk and receive additional money off. I don’t believe for a second that she ever surreptitiously removed a button and slipped it into her purse, but there were rumors.

I considered myself to be merely the sisters’ humble trainee, their bungling intern. But I do have the gift. By the time I’d moved to Christopher Street, I was making just enough money for some oddball purchases, and plenty of foraging. I’d haunt the city’s junk shops, weekend flea markets, and lowest-end antiques stores, unearthing stuff like plaster forearms, circular oil paintings of Roman ruins, and abandoned souvenirs, like a tiny alabaster model of the Leaning Tower of Pisa. My apartment was half dull-gray industrial shelving bought used at a restaurant supply store on the Bowery, and half what can only be called tchotchkes. “Tchotchke” is a Yiddish word meaning “something peculiar which you don’t need, and which has no discernible purpose or value, but which you can’t live without.”

Lil eyed my tchotchkes with a hungry, practiced eye, as if beneath a velvet throw pillow or a carved wooden deer head she’d find a gold doubloon, or the secret of perpetual motion. She moved from one object to the next, sometimes letting her hand linger flirtatiously, as if she was murmuring, “Do I love you? Or you? My, aren’t you pretty.” Finally, she picked up a heavy brass paperweight, in the shape of a prominent Roman nose. She examined it, as if through some invisible jeweler’s loupe, and then turned it over, assuming there’d be a price tag underneath. There wasn’t. Lil wasn’t cheap, or obsessed with money, but still, she liked to know what things went for. It told her where she stood.

“This is very nice,” she commented, holding the paperweight, as if we were in some Cairo bazaar and I was crouched nearby, wearing a fez. Then, with an even more surpassingly bogus not-that-I-care attitude, she asked, “So, what did you pay for this?”

“That’s none of your business,” I said, raising the ante.

“No, come on, seriously. I’m just curious—what did you pay for this?”

“I’m not going to tell you.”

My mother and Hilda were getting nervous; they loved Lil but almost never stood up to her. It was too risky.

“Why aren’t you going to tell me?” Lil asked.

“Because it’s private, and you don’t need to know.”

The atmosphere became dangerously electric.

“You should tell her,” Hilda advised me. “Just tell her.”


“You don’t have to tell her,” my mother said, her voice quavering. “But you could.”

“No, no,” said Lil, putting the paperweight back down onto my desk. “He’s absolutely right, it’s his personal business, and I don’t need to know.”

My mother and Hilda looked at each other, staggered. Had we entered some parallel universe? Had the earth just spun off its axis? Had Lil surrendered?

“Thank you,” I said, with just a little too much premature smugness.

“But tell me,” said Lil, picking the paperweight back up, “just out of curiosity, you know, what would you pay for something…like this?”

Sometimes you just want to applaud.

4.

Some years later Lil’s husband, my Uncle Rudy, who was in his seventies, died what I can only call the Platonic ideal of a Jewish death: he had a fatal heart attack on the ninth hole of a golf course in Miami Beach. Rudy and Lil had both been very athletic, so his death was unexpected: like his wife, Rudy had seemed unstoppably vigorous and up for any tennis match or Vermont bicycle ride or hike through a kibbutz.

At Rudy’s funeral, Lil stood with one hand on her husband’s coffin and the other around my shoulders. “Your Uncle Rudy always loved you, you know that, don’t you?” she said. “He never understood why, in your writing, you had to use that kind of language, but he loved you.”


Less than two years later, Lil shocked her sisters by remarrying. She had been living in Florida, where she’d met Bernie, a widower who’d been married for many years to an extremely gutsy, opinionated woman, not unlike Lil. Bernie’s late wife had also enjoyed crafts, and had left behind many unfinished projects, all of which Lil thoughtfully wrapped up and mailed off as gifts, so various friends and relatives soon received a dead woman’s half-completed tissue-paper-and-glue collages, and translucent, oversized, plastic-resin daisies.

Lil surprised the family in other ways as well: she broke the sisterly edict against wearing fur by buying a large white mink stole. Lil wasn’t a tall woman, and she refused to drape the stole across her back and bunch it in the crook of her arms, as many women do, with a slouchy, champagne-at-the-country-club élan. Lil preferred to wear the mink slung around her neck, with the two square-cut ends hanging straight down, almost to the floor, like a white mink prayer shawl, or a polar bear carcass.

I, meanwhile, had been pursuing marriage material of my own. I was on the dance floor of a downtown club when I was introduced to John, and I had the most romantic response possible: I knew instantly that he was far too self-possessed and good-looking for me, and that I’d be completely ignored. When we danced and talked and then actually began to go out, the scenario felt like a rip in the time-space continuum. But here’s why it all began to make sense: John was a doctor, with a specialty in rehabilitative medicine and head injuries. I was obviously a test case.

When I told my mother that I was dating a doctor, her ancient tribal DNA kicked in, and she almost imploded with happiness. “He sounds wonderful,” she said, and then, inevitably, she asked, “Is he Jewish?” I said no, and there was a distinct pause. Finally she asked, “Is he smart?”

I think my mother was just getting back at me because, a few years earlier, she’d called me with the welcome news that Hilda had hit the true Jewish-American jackpot: her son Carl, who was a doctor, had become engaged to another doctor, a terrific woman named Marcie Levine. That’s when I’d taken a distinct pause and then asked, “Jewish?” And that was when my mother hung up on me.

Soon John invited me to visit him at his rehab center, out in New Jersey. I was nervous about going because, while I found head injuries fascinating, I was squeamish about almost all medical procedures. John, however, being a professional, was thoroughly at home with even the most graphic physical symptoms, and he loved watching cable shows like The Man with the 25-Pound Face-Eating Tumor and a drastic weight-loss documentary called A Trash Can Full of Skin. This latter program was the genuinely moving story of an Englishwoman who, after losing hundreds of pounds, traveled to America for radical surgery to remove her many yards of hanging flesh, and she’d titled the show herself. I had trouble watching the scalpel slice into her abdomen and thighs, but John was riveted.

“But what do they do with the excess skin once they cut it off?” I asked, while watching the show with my hands covering my eyes. “Is it like fabric or more like fruit roll-up? Could they fold it up and store it in a freezer for skin grafts? Is there enough to make a really unusual carry-on bag?”


John looked at me. “I won’t answer you,” he decided, “unless you take your hands away and watch the surgery.” My Aunt Lil was right: as she’d once told me, the goyim are crafty.

John’s rehab center was a pleasant, campus-like brick complex, and as he walked me through the halls, all of his patients approached him adoringly.

“Well, hello, Doctor,” said one middle-aged woman, with a meaningful wink. John had told me that after this patient had been in a car wreck, she’d recovered physically but had become sexually insatiable. This sounded like an urban legend, concocted online, but there she was. “Last week,” John said, “the nurses found her in one of the other patients’ rooms, with this man who, because he was having severe balance problems, needed to be tied to his bed. She was all over him, and we had to call the orderly to drag her out.”

“Lookin’ good, baby,” the woman told John, wriggling her shoulders appreciatively, “Mm, mm, mmmm…”

“Vicky,” said John, “do you remember what we said? About boundaries and inappropriate behavior?”

“Oh, come on, Doc,” the woman scoffed. “All I need is a man and a beer.”

We moved on, and John spoke with another patient, a man who, following a motorcycle mishap, looked fine but could no longer determine what was food and what wasn’t. His family had caught him nibbling golf balls.

“Is this food?” the man asked, cradling a small brushed-steel lamp.

“Not food, Frank,” John replied, and the man gratefully put the lamp back on an end table.


“You see,” John told me, “Frank is fine, because he’s learned that he just has to ask.”

“But that lamp might be food if you were really, really hungry,” I pointed out.

John stared at me. “Did you even finish high school?” he asked. Then he was called away, because a new patient, an extremely dazed, near-comatose eighteen-year-old, was being admitted. This boy was from rural Pennsylvania, where he’d locked himself in his bedroom for the better part of a week, chugging a homemade brew incorporating grain alcohol. His family, which had somehow permitted this spree, had brought him in and reported that he was “foamulating” at the mouth. John had also told me about another family he’d met while he was in medical school, who had referred to the fibroid tumors in the mother’s uterus as “fireballs of the Eucharist.”

John left me alone in his office, where I instantly tried on one of his extra white jackets and pretended to write prescriptions on one of his pads. “Here you go,” I told an imaginary sufferer, “just take this entire bottle of pills all at once.” Then I made a major strategic error, when I left the office to get a sip of water from a nearby fountain, not realizing the office door would lock automatically behind me. As I stood outside the door to John’s office, a cluster of his patients began to circle me, with grave and increasingly belligerent suspicions. I remembered a scene from the fifties B-movie Shock Corridor, in which a reporter infiltrates a mental hospital, only to find himself trapped in a ward filled with sexually predatory women. “Nymphos!” he mutters.

“What were you doing in the doctor’s office?” asked one man, who had a noticeable dent in his forehead.


“I’m…visiting,” I replied.

“Does the doctor know you were in there?” asked a sturdy-looking woman, rubbing her knuckles.

“Oh yes,” I said, “he left me in there.”

“Then why did you come out here?” asked the man with the food-recognition issues; it occurred to me that, from his point of view, I might be a tasty ham sandwich or a plate of his mom’s ziti.

“I came out here to get a drink,” I said, knowing I sounded defensive.

“I don’t think you’re supposed to be here,” said the guy with the dent.

“I’m going to call the orderly,” said the foodie, and I wondered if he was going to ask the orderly to bring condiments and sharp utensils.

“Ain’t you somethin’,” said the woman with the boundary problems, eyeballing me, with her hands on her hips. “Me likee.”

“He’s not supposed to be here,” growled a newcomer, a hulking college athlete with a bandaged head and a menacing cast on his arm.

“It’s fine, guys,” John told the mob, as he came to my rescue. “This is Paul, and we’re still not sure what’s wrong with him.”

John proved himself again, because when I went with him to a medical conference in Florida a few months later, he insisted that we stop in West Palm on our way back, so that he could meet Aunt Lil and my new Uncle Bernie.

John drove our rental car out to Heritage Acres, the retirement community where the couple was living. My mother and Hilda had been down for a few visits, and while Hilda had been polite, the place was my mother’s worst nightmare. “It’s like a warehouse for old people,” she’d told me, “where all they do, all day long, is play golf and compare their diseases. I love my sister, but if I had to live there, I’d cut my throat.”

John and I drove through the gates, and we saw hundreds of identical, single-story bungalows, lined up in neat rows beside narrow canals. The sun was merciless, and there weren’t many trees. Everything seemed to be covered with stucco and painted the color of a faded Band-Aid. Heritage Acres was like a well-tended terrorist training camp, filled with eighty-five-year-old women in roomy, quilted floral housecoats, and potbellied, cigar-smoking men in Sansabelt slacks. We pulled up to Lil’s bungalow, and she greeted us at the front door. Lil was now in a wheelchair, which was being pushed by the astoundingly compliant Bernie.

“Look who’s here!” cried Lil, and, as we entered the smallish front hallway, she managed to back her wheelchair directly over Bernie’s toes. He didn’t wince or complain in the slightest, and she continued to crush his toes throughout our visit. His refusal to gripe, or even mention the torment, pretty much defined their relationship—Bernie was a total sweetheart, and utterly devoted to Lil. “So this must be the doctor,” she said, motioning John into the living room, where she could take a better look.

The house was small, but sunny and cheerful. Lil had filled the pastel walls and wicker shelving with a mix of framed family photos, ornamental, hammered-brass Passover plates, and pottery and wall hangings collected on her travels; there was also a lumpy but impressive, almost life-sized, brown ceramic bust of Golda Meir. A shaded rear sun porch overlooked a canal. While I understood my mother’s fears, for a couple like Lil and Bernie, Heritage Acres was warm, wheelchair-accessible, and even lively; it was the modern shtetl, with cable, medical facilities, and a nearby airport.

“And you must be Lil,” said John, “I’ve heard so much about you.”

“Don’t listen to him,” said Lil, gesturing to me. “So tell me, Doctor, what’s wrong with me?”

John took a deep breath and entered the arena by offering both his credentials and free medical advice. About a year earlier, Lil, who was now in her eighties, had been driving and her legs had gone numb. John quizzed her on her symptoms, which involved spinal problems and difficulties in adjusting her many medications. John agreed with her current doctor’s diagnosis, and he mentioned all of the most recent research on Lil’s condition. I stood by, proudly and nervously, like the spouse of a hopeful immigrant during his citizenship exam.

Lil listened attentively and then, after a dramatic pause, she told John, “You’re a very good doctor. Have some candy. Bernie, get him some candy.”

This offer meant that John had performed exceptionally well, and Bernie fetched and opened a large, flat box of fussy candies with elaborate icing and questionable centers. I was horrified when John actually ate one of these treats, because, as I told him later, once we were alone, “Those were ornamental candies. Lil’s had that same box for over fifty years, because everyone knows that they’re just for show, to prove she’s a good hostess. What did it taste like?”


“Like a very old eraser.”

“Look, he’s having a candy,” Lil said, as John manfully swallowed the prehistoric goodie. “But you’re a doctor, isn’t candy bad for you?”

“Everything’s bad for you,” John replied, jovially. “Breathing is bad for you. But we all need some candy.”

“He’s very smart,” Lil informed me, as if John had left the room. “Why is he so smart?”

“You mean for a Gentile?” I asked. “I don’t even know why they bother letting them go to school. They can’t learn, and all they do is drink.”

“That’s a terrible thing to say,” Lil scolded, “even if it’s true. So your specialty is head injuries. What is that, like if I hit someone in the head with a hammer?”

“Arlene, next door, she had a head injury,” said Bernie.

“Arlene has two fake hips, a neck brace, and she needs a kidney,” said Lil, “but I don’t think she has a head injury. She’s just not very bright.”

“No,” said Bernie, “before she got her new hips, she fell in the tub and hit her head on the sink. That’s how she got that terrible scar.”

“That’s not a scar,” said Lil. “She just wears too much lipstick. I told her, I said, ‘Arlene, you look like a streetwalker, except you’re riding around on that little scooter.’”

Lil’s Jamaican housekeeper provided a lunch of cold cuts and fruit, while Lil spoke about her new marriage: “It’s important to have a relationship. It keeps us both young, and there’s always someone there to call 911. Bernie and I, we have fun, you should stay for a few days and come with us. We get up at six a.m. and Bernie drives us to the mall for the Early Bird Special on breakfast, and then we hit the Stop and Shop—you can find incredible deals, last week we got fifty cans of tuna, ten for a buck fifty.”

“So maybe some of the cans were a little dented,” Bernie added. “Who cares?”

Every beat of this narrative terrified me, but I was especially alarmed at the thought of Bernie, who was nearing ninety, behind the wheel of a car.

“So show me,” Lil asked John, as we got ready to leave. I knew just what she was talking about, because my mother had told her about the tattoo John had gotten a few weeks earlier. On his right shoulder there was now a heart, with a dagger through it, dripping blood, and there was a banner stretched across the heart with my first name on it.

The tattoo had been entirely John’s idea, and I’d been stunned. We’d gone to the tattoo parlor together, and I had checked out the many tattoo options that were pictured in the sketches lining the walls. My favorites were the Chinese characters for “to vomit,” and a large-scale body mural, suitable only for someone’s entire chest or back, of a bare-breasted native Alaskan hottie, shrugging off her fur-trimmed parka as she rode a cresting ocean wave, balanced on twin dolphins; I tried to imagine the guy who’d say, “Oh, yeah, man, that’s what I want—the Alaska chick with the dolphins! Forever!”

As we waited, I could hear a twenty-something girl in the back, wailing pitiably as she was marked with only the tiniest navy blue heart on her ankle. I then watched in agony as the tattoo artist began to dig his many needles, each filled with a different color, into John’s flesh, as John sat calmly, without even the mildest groan or wince. “But doesn’t that hurt?” I asked, through clenched teeth.

“Of course it hurts,” John scoffed. “It’s a needle. Aren’t you going to get one? Maybe a skull, or maybe that topless butterfly woman who looks like she’s having sex with a saber-toothed tiger.”

“I tell you what,” the tattoo artist told John, as he meticulously outlined the heart on John’s shoulder. “If you want, I’ll throw in some purple on this for free.”

“Sure,” said John, “why not?”

“AHHHH!!!” I moaned, as if the needle were piercing my eyeball. I have trouble getting a flu shot, so I wasn’t about to opt for something more sustained and elaborate. “But am I a coward, and a terrible person,” I asked John, “because I’m not getting your name tattooed on my shoulder?”

“Yes,” said John, and then he faked torture by chanting, “Ow ow ow ow!”

I was, of course, thrilled beyond belief by John’s tattoo, because I somehow imagined that it made me tougher, as if I were now a Hells Angel or an especially unrepentant serial killer on death row. I loved John even more because he never expected me to return the favor; he was being permanently inked with the name of a real wuss. There was only one problem: at the beach, people tended to look at John’s tattoo, ask, “Is that real?” and then they’d spit on their fingers and rub the tattoo, to check whether it was temporary.

“Yes, it’s real,” John would tell these people, “and why are you spitting on me?”


“Look at that,” said Bernie, in West Palm, as John rolled up the sleeve of his T-shirt, “a doctor with a tattoo.”

“So, Aunt Lil,” I asked, “what do you think?”

Lil considered the situation. “I like it,” she decided. “And do you know why? Because it’s a gesture. And so it means something. And, most of all, it’s permanent. Which is important,” she concluded, right to me, “because you can take a ring off.”

5.

A year later, Lil died. John and I went to her funeral, and the service was held at a white marble temple in Queens. My mother, Hilda, other relatives, and Lil’s many friends had gathered; but because Lil had been living in Florida for so long, the rabbi hadn’t known her. He spoke in generalities, which was a shame, because Lil was such an impressive and full-voltage woman. “Life is like a sandwich,” the rabbi intoned, in his plummy, pleased-with-himself rabbi voice, “the two slices of bread don’t matter, it’s what’s in the middle that counts.”

The mourners were puzzled by this, because none of us could follow the metaphor—if you don’t have the two pieces of bread, then it’s not a sandwich, it’s just loose meat. And if the rabbi was referring to birth and death, well, those do seem rather necessary events, even in the life of a BLT.

After the service, everyone piled into their cars and drove out to one of those vast roadside cemeteries on Long Island. I always find these places incredibly depressing, not because they’re filled with dead people, but because the stone markers and careful landscaping have so little to do with those dead people’s lives or personalities. These cemeteries seem like filing systems, like some bland, hellish vision of a peculiarly American eternity, a Levittown for the deceased.

Lil’s coffin was lowered into the ground, and her sisters and her daughter each tossed a shovelful of dirt into the grave. Usually, the mourners leave after this, and the cemetery staff fills in the rest of the grave, but Lil had left very specific, alternative instructions. Lil had felt that, under the usual procedure, after the mourners depart, the grounds crew gets sloppy, and often toss empty soda cans and cigarette butts into the graves along with the soil. Lil stipulated that at her funeral, her friends and relatives should wait until the grave was completely filled in, just to keep the gravediggers honest.

This took a while. It was even a little annoying, but it was very Aunt Lil, and it certainly gave her the last word. I looked at my mother and Hilda, who were dissolved in tears. Lil had sometimes terrorized them, but the three sisters had always been a team. Now there was no one to advise them or bully them or praise them for bringing back such thoughtful gifts from London or Montreal or Albuquerque.

Bernie looked lost; he knew that he’d been very lucky to have found two such appealingly forceful wives. Lil’s daughter, Martha, a vital woman, with a loving, what-the-hell attitude—she’s Lil without the Uzi—was surrounded by her four kids, Lil’s adored grandchildren. I sometimes wondered if Martha had been sure to have lots of children, to give Lil the maximum number to shop for.

John hadn’t known Lil for long, but he seemed very moved. I saw how much John had respected Lil, as a kindred spirit. They were both exceedingly tough cookies. John, as I was discovering, was a very no-bullshit guy, who, when asked, would offer very specific, stop-whining advice. He was a fallen Catholic from Spokane, Washington, and Lil was a Depression baby from Queens, but they had more than understood each other. They were both passionate travelers who didn’t need particularly luxurious accommodations. Lil had once taken a package tour of Israel which had promised that the participants would get to serve in the Israeli army. She had been bitterly disappointed, because, “They didn’t really let us do anything. We just dusted off little bits of pottery at an archaeological dig.” I could tell that she’d wanted at least a skirmish.

During the years following Lil’s death, I’ve noticed that when my mom and Hilda get together, or talk on the phone, they take turns becoming Lil. They tell each other what to do, in no uncertain terms, and they both get irate when the other one won’t listen; this heartfelt battling keeps Lil alive. I don’t particularly believe in heaven, but I like the concept; I especially like the picture of Lil chatting with God, because she has some ideas.
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