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         ‘The feel of an epic condensed into a few pages … Bloom’s prose is a delight – clear and vivid … Wonderful, humorous and harrowing.’
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         ‘Bloom’s novel is a masterpiece of invention – sharp, funny and deeply touching.’
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         ‘In Away, you remember an extraordinary woman and her successes and mishaps … [a] splendid novel’ Literary Review

         
             

         

         ‘Bloom writes in a concentrated, distilled style, which, despite passages of lyrical fluency, does not waste a word … an uplifting and unexpectedly life-affirming book … accomplished and moving.’
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         ‘Proof that a thoroughly conventional novel can soar so long as the execution is extraordinary.’

         Lionel Shriver, Guardian

         
             

         

         ‘The theme of life as a constant trade-off unifies this tale, as does Bloom’s invigorating prose … Bloom captures the power of the human spirit in overcoming tremendous obstacles.’
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            And Lost There, a Golden Feather

in a Foreign, Foreign Land

         

         IT IS ALWAYS LIKE THIS: THE BEST PARTIES ARE MADE BY PEOPLE in trouble.

         There are one hundred and fifty girls lining the sidewalk outside the Goldfadn Theatre. They spill into the street and down to the corners and Lillian Leyb, who has spent her first thirty-five days in this country ripping stitches out of navy silk flowers until her hands were dyed blue, thinks that it is like an all-girl Ellis Island: American-looking girls chewing gum, kicking their high heels against the broken pavement, and girls so green they’re still wearing fringed brown shawls over their braided hair. The street is like her village on market day, times a million. A boy playing a harp; a man with an accordion and a terrible, patchy little animal; a woman selling straw brooms from a basket strapped to her back, making a giant fan behind her head; a colored man singing in a pink suit and black shoes with pink spats; and tired women who look like women Lillian would have known at home in Turov, smiling at the song, or the singer. Some of the girls hold red sparklers in their hands and swing one another around the waist. A big girl with black braids plays the tambourine. A few American-looking girls make a bonfire on the corner, poking potatoes in and out of it. Two older women, pale and dark-eyed, are pulling along their pale, dark-eyed children. That’s a mistake, Lillian thinks. They should ask a neighbor to watch the children. Or just leave the children in Gallagher’s Bar and Grille at this point and hope for the best, but that’s the kind of thing you say when you have no child. Lillian makes herself smile at the children as she walks past the women; they reek of bad luck.

         Lillian is lucky. Her father had told her so; he told everyone after she fell in the Pripiat twice and didn’t drown and didn’t die of pneumonia. He said that smart was good (and Lillian was smart, he said) and pretty was useful (and Lillian was pretty enough) but lucky was better than both of them put together. He had hoped she’d be lucky her whole life, he said, and she had been, at the time.

         He also said, You make your own luck, and Lillian takes Judith, the only girl she knows, by the hand and they push their way through the middle of the crowd and then to the front. They are pushed themselves, then, into the place they want to be, the sewing room of the Goldfadn Theatre. They find themselves inches away from a dark, angry woman with a tight black bun (“Litvak,” Judith says immediately; her mother was a Litvak).

         Suddenly, there are two men right in front of them, who, even the greenest girls can see, are stars in the firmament of life, visitors from a brighter, more beautiful planet. Mr. Reuben Burstein, owner of the Goldfadn and the Bartelstone theaters, the Impresario of Second Avenue, with his barrel chest and black silk vest and gray hair brushed back like Beethoven’s. And his son, Mr. Meyer Burstein, the Matinee Idol, the man whose Yankl in The Child of Nature was so tragically handsome, so forceful a dancer, so sweet a tenor, that when he romanced the gentile Russian girl Natasha, women in the audience wept as if their husbands had abandoned them, and when Yankl killed himself, unwilling to marry poor pregnant Natasha and live as a Christian, everyone wept, not unhappily, at his beautiful, tortured death. Meyer Burstein is taller than his father, with a smart black fedora, a cigarette, and no vest over his silk shirt.

         The two men move through the crowd like gardeners inspecting the flower beds of English estates, like plantation owners on market day. Whatever it is like, Lillian doesn’t care. She will be the flower, the slave, the pretty thing or the despised and necessary thing, as long as she is the thing chosen from among the other things.

         Mr. Burstein the elder stands close to Lillian and makes an announcement. His voice is such a pleasure to listen to that the girls stand there like fools, some of them with tears in their eyes at its gathering, thunderous quality, even as he is merely telling them that Miss Morris (the Litvak) will pass around a clipboard and they are to write down their names and their skills, or have someone write this down for them, and then Miss Morris will interview them all and indicate who should return tomorrow evening for more interviewing. There is a murmur at this; it was not so easy to get away for even one night, and Lillian thinks that the bad-luck mothers and the women who look as if they’ve walked from Brooklyn will not be back.

         Miss Morris approaches Lillian. Judith and Lillian have rehearsed for this moment. “Very well, thank you,” if the question seems to be about her health; “I am a seamstress—my father was a tailor,” if the question contains the words sew, costume, or work; “I attend night classes,” said with a dazzling smile in response to any question she doesn’t understand. Judith will get the job. Things being what they are, Lillian knows that a girl who can sew and speak English is a better choice than a girl who just got here and can barely do either.

         Lillian studies the profile of Reuben Burstein; the impresario looks like a man from home. She heard his big, burnished voice, and like a small mark on a cheek, like a tilt in the little finger of a hand injured a long time ago, the tilt and the injury both forgotten, underneath she heard Yiddish.

         Lillian moves. She presses close to Reuben Burstein and says, “My name is Lillian Leyb. I speak Yiddish very well, as you can hear, and I also speak Russian very well.” She digs her nails into her palms and switches into Russian. “If you prefer it. My English is coming along.” She adds in Yiddish, “Az me muz, ken men,” which is When one must, one can. When Reuben Burstein smiles, she adds, “And I am fluent in sewing of every kind.”

         The Bursteins look at her. Miss Morris, who did have a Lithuanian mother but was born right here on the Lower East Side and graduated from the eighth grade and speaks standard Brooklyn English, also looks at Lillian, without enthusiasm. The crowd of women look at her as if she has just hoisted up her skirt to her waist and shown her bare bottom to the world; it is just that vulgar, that embarrassing, that effective.

         The elder Mr. Burstein moves closer to Lillian. “Bold,” he says and he holds her chin in his hand like he will kiss her on the mouth. “Bold. Bold is good.” He waves his other hand toward Miss Morris, who tells all the women to form groups of four, to make it easier for her to speak to them. There are immediately fifteen groups of four. Lillian loses sight of Judith. She feels like a dog leaping over the garden wall. She smiles up at Reuben Burstein; she smiles at Meyer Burstein; she smiles, for good measure, at Miss Morris. Lillian has endured the murder of her family, the loss of her daughter, Sophie, an ocean crossing like a death march, intimate life with strangers in her cousin Frieda’s two rooms, smelling of men and urine and fried food and uncertainty and need. Just so, she thinks, and she smiles at these three people, the new king and queen and prince of her life, as if she has just risen from a soft, high feather bed to enjoy an especially pretty morning. 

         Reuben Burstein says in Yiddish, “Come back tomorrow morning, clever pussycat.” Meyer Burstein says, “Really, miss, how is your English?” And Lillian says, very carefully, “I attend night classes.” She pauses and adds, “And they go very well, thank you.”

         
             

         

         IT HAD TAKEN EIGHT HOURS for Lillian to get from Ellis Island to the Battery Park of Manhattan and another four to find Cousin Frieda’s apartment building. She had read Cousin Frieda’s letter and the directions to Great Jones Street while she stood on three different lines in the Registry Room, while the doctor watched them all climb the stairs, looking for signs of lameness or bad hearts or feeblemindedness. (“You step lively,” a man had said to her on the crossing. “They don’t want no idiots in America. Also,” and he showed Lillian a card with writing on it, “if you see something that looks like this, scratch your right ear.” Lillian tried to memorize the shape of the letters. “What does it say?” “What do you think? It says ‘Scratch your right ear.’ You do that, they think you can read English. My brother sent me this,” the man said and he put the card back in his pocket, like a man with money.)

         They had room, Cousin Frieda’s letter had said, for family or dear friends. They had a little sewing business and could provide employment while people got on their feet. It was a great country, she wrote. Anyone could buy anything—you didn’t have to be gentry. There was a list of things Frieda had bought recently: a sewing machine (on installment, but she had it already), white flour in paper sacks, condensed milk, sweet as cream and didn’t go bad, Nestlé’s powdered cocoa for a treat in the evening, hairpins that matched her hair color exactly, very good stockings, only ten cents. They had things here that people in Turov couldn’t even imagine.

         Lillian had walked through the last door, marked PUSH TO NEW YORK, and showed her letter to a man moving luggage onto the ferry. He smiled and shrugged. She held up the letter and the block-printed address a dozen times to faces that were blank or, worse than blank, knowing and dubious; she held it up, without much hope, to people who could not themselves read and pushed her aside as if she’d insulted them. She hadn’t imagined that in front of her new home, in her new country—after the trolley cars and the men with signs on their fronts and their backs, the women in short skirts, the colored boys with chairs on their backs and pictures of shiny shoes around their necks, and a team, an old man in red pants working with a young girl with a red hat, selling shoelaces, fans, pencils, and salted twists of dough, which smelled so good, Lillian had to cover her mouth and swallow hard—the first thing she would see when she finally got to Great Jones Street was a woman in her nightgown and a man’s overcoat, weeping. Lillian watched the woman open a folding chair and take a china plate from her pocket and hold it on her lap. People passed by and put a few coins in the plate.

         Cousin Frieda had run down the stairs and hugged Lillian. “Dear little Lillian,” she said. “My home is your home.” Frieda was thirty. Lillian remembered her from a family wedding when Frieda took her into the woods and they picked wild raspberries until it was dark. Lillian watched the woman across the street, sitting stock-still in the chair, tears flowing down her face onto her large, loose breasts, dripping onto the plate with the coins.

         “Eviction,” Frieda said. “You can’t pay, you can’t stay.” She said in Yiddish, “Es iz shver tzu makhen a leben.” It’s hard to make a living.

         She wanted to make sure Lillian understood. She didn’t want Lillian to be frightened, she said, everything would work out fine between them, but Lillian should see, right away, how it’s nothing to go from having a home, which Lillian does now, with her cousin Frieda, to having no home at all, like the woman over there who was thrown out this morning. Lillian did see.

         Frieda took Lillian by the hand and crossed the street. She put a penny in the plate and said, “I’m sorry, Mrs. Lipkin.” Taking Lillian up the stairs to her apartment, Frieda said to Lillian, “Poor thing,” and she gestured over her shoulder to a small room filled with a bed and two wooden crates. “You share with Judith.”

         The lesson of Mrs. Lipkin was not lost on Lillian, still holding everything she had in Yitzak Nirenberg’s leather satchel.

         
             

         

         IT’S ALWAYS THE SAME DREAM. She’s dead. She’s blind, too. All she can see is a bursting red inside her eyelids, as if she’s on her back in Turov’s farthest field on the brightest day in June, closing her eyes to the midday sun. The entire world, the trees, the birds, the chimneys, has disappeared; there’s nothing but a gently falling white sky, which becomes her bedsheet. A straw pokes through to her cheek and she brushes it away and feels dried blood on her face. She rubs her eyes and feels the strings of blood that were closing her lids. They roll down her cheeks and into her mouth, solid bits of blood, hard as peppercorns, softening on her tongue, and she spits them into her hand and her hands turn red.

         She sees everything now, in all directions. The red floor. Her husband lying in the doorway, covered in blood so thick his nightshirt is black and stiff with it. There are things on the floor between them: her grandmother’s teapot in four pieces, the bucket, standing on its mouth, the cloth they hung for privacy. A hand. Her mother is lying on the floor, too, gutted like a chicken through her apron, which falls like a rough curtain on either side of her. Lillian stands naked in the red room and the color recedes, like the tide.

         Her father lies at the front door, facedown, still holding his cleaver against the intruders. His own ax is deep in the back of his neck. Her daughter’s little bed is empty. Another hand is on the floor beside it, and she can see the thin gold line of Osip’s wedding band.

         Lillian screams herself awake. 

         Judith says, “Bad dreams.”

         Lillian nods her head and Judith says, sensibly and not unkindly, “You don’t have to tell me.”

         And Lillian doesn’t tell her that she’d heard the men whisper beneath their bedroom window, that the walls of the house had been so thin in places, she heard a man cough on the other side of the wall and another man sigh and it seems to Lillian that she had stopped breathing. Little Sophie lay on her stomach, dreaming, sucking on the corner of the quilt. The men put their shoulders to the door, hard, and Lillian reached for Sophie. The walls rocked violently, holding on to the door, but it was an old house, old wood, old mud, all pitted with holes as long and thick as pencils, and plaster began to fall from around the door. The wall would give way in just a minute.

         Lillian put her hand over Sophie’s mouth. Sophie’s eyes opened wide in the dark and Lillian felt Sophie pressing her lips against Lillian’s damp palm, to make little kisses in the dark. Lillian whispered into Sophie’s ear, “Not a sound, ketzele.” In the outer room, a man none of the Leybs had ever seen drove an ax blade into her father’s neck and Lillian held Sophie tighter. Osip stood up in the dark room and the moon edged out briefly and Lillian’s last glimpse of her husband was of a tall thin knight in an ivory nightshirt, fumbling for his glasses.

         A man whose father’s cattle grazed not far from the Leybs’ barley stabbed Osip as he entered the outer room, and Osip’s body fell in front of the privacy curtain. He crawled toward the front door.

         Lillian wrapped her blue wool scarf around Sophie’s neck and shoulders, tucking the ends into her little nightgown. Osip cried out. Lillian slid the small window open and lifted Sophie up. She kissed her on the forehead. “Run to the chicken coop,” Lillian said. “Hide behind the chickens. Quiet. Quick. I love you.”

         She pushed Sophie up and out, holding her until the last possible second, so the drop would not be too hard. She may have said I love you too softly, she wonders about that all the time, but she couldn’t say it again, she couldn’t call out across the yard. She heard the thud of Sophie’s solid little body, she did hear her say Oh, oh, very bravely. She heard Sophie’s footsteps, hesitant, heading for the chicken coop.

         Lillian shoved the little pallet and Sophie’s doll under her bed and looked up to see a man coming in, pushing back the curtain. He stared at Lillian, weighing his options, or perhaps regretting the evening already (These dead people will not bring back his father’s cattle; this may not be the Jew who cursed his father, after all). There was a long moment, the only noise in the other room the sound of two men dropping valuables (the kiddush cup, a small silver picture frame, a copper pan—there was nothing more) into a pillowcase; it took no time at all and beyond that, she heard the thin, persistent whistling of the constable as he ran his stick along the fence. The man came toward Lillian with his knife and Lillian, too, weighed her options. She stood up and faced the man, thinking that a long fight and a slow death would give Sophie her best chance. She flung herself toward him with the slowed, rippling clarity of physical disaster. The man swiped at Lillian’s nightgown, cutting it from her underarm to nearly the hem, and it flew out around her.

         Lying beside Judith in this warm, narrow bed, her skin tightens with the shock of that cold night air, when she had been sweating just seconds before. She had made her hands into claws, to go for his blue eyes, bloodshot but sky-blue even so, and he reached back to cut Lillian in earnest, and the constable called the men by name this time. He raised his voice in a friendly, firm way, as if he had caught boys smashing bottles behind a barn or bothering a girl in the market. “Go on home, comrades. Big night for everyone—go on home now. Enough.” And the man slashed Lillian once across the chest, from her shoulder to her hip, and then shook his head, as if she had wasted his time. The constable called again. The men stretched their legs to walk over the bodies of Lillian’s parents and her husband and one man knocked a teacup onto the floor; it might just have been an accident, a moment’s carelessness as he wiped his knife on her mother’s tablecloth. Then the three men walked out over the front door and outside and were gone, down the front path, away from the chicken coop.

         
             

         

         LILLIAN UNDERSTANDS COMPLETELY the cool space Judith left between them after the evening at the Goldfadn. She is sorry. That is, she plans to apologize to Judith if Judith doesn’t get a job, too. She plans to put in a good word for Judith, if it seems that putting in a good word is the kind of thing—showing generosity, loyalty, fair-mindedness—that is rewarded by the Bursteins of the Goldfadn Theatre.

         Lillian had washed out her cami-knickers and her hose and laid them on the radiator, which goes stone-cold in the night. At dawn, her stockings are still damp. Lillian slips out past Judith and walks to Second Avenue in her cold underthings and damp stockings.

         Judith moves into the warm space Lillian has left. Lillian climbed into the lifeboat, and she didn’t put down a ladder for Judith. Didn’t even think of it. Didn’t put down a ladder, she didn’t put down so much as a bit of rope for Judith, without whom she would not even have known about the Goldfadn. Judith’s been sleeping next to Lillian for five weeks, since Lillian’s first day in America, and for five weeks, Lillian has been screaming into the pillow and grabbing Judith’s petticoat with both hands, like it’s a blanket or a body, and Judith has had to pull it back and shake off Lillian and her bad dream. Every morning it goes like this: Lillian screams, the teakettle whistles, and the three other night sleepers, the men in the parlor, get up and drink tea and eat bread in the kitchen until Lillian and Judith have dressed. There’d been four night sleepers, Judith and three men, which was not too bad, and now Lillian makes five, plus two more men, day sleepers who Judith sees only when they come in and lie down in the bed Judith and Lillian have just left. One lost a sock under the bed, and Judith thought about him, that he must have gone all day with one sock, bleeding at the back of the heel.

         After they eat, the men go out and Judith and Lillian and Frieda spread the sewing out on the big table. Lillian is a learner, is what Frieda says. Lillian does the idiot jobs Judith used to do: pulling out basting, separating silk flower petals for the hats, pinning pink feathers to pink felt, removing buttons. Their fingertips are covered with small blackened holes where they have pricked themselves a hundred times and the dye has seeped in. Judith and Frieda speak in Yiddish and Russian, and a little English for things for which there are only English words (movies, subway, pizza pie), and Lillian tries.

         Even if Lillian had stayed home on July Fourth, it would be just Frieda and Judith having a cup of tea. It would be Lillian’s turn to buy thread and pick up the sheaf of patterns. Frieda (“Call me Fritzi,” she tells everyone) pays them both a dollar a day, minus the rent, of course, and minus money for the breakfast she makes (“I wouldn’t let you go hungry,” she tells Judith).

         Frieda sleeps in the kitchen on two chairs pushed together. It hurts her back, all right, and she would not ask to have boarders, a tragic cousin and six other people, living with her. She would not ask to bargain every month with Italians for the privilege of doing piecework in her apartment, but she sees it all as part of the great ladder upward. She feels the smooth, pale wood under her hands, she sees her feet settled firmly beneath her; she dreams almost every night of her spiritual home, Fifth Avenue, and she is strolling with her friends, well-dressed women flashing silk ankles and strapped shoes, accepting compliments from handsome, prosperous, cigar-smoking men (clean-shaven, well-spoken men), climbing the polished marble steps to her brownstone, in which Frieda waltzes from room to room, skirt flaring as she catches a glimpse of the gleaming porcelain fixtures in her modern bathroom with its black-and-white tile floor, the whole place gas heat only, silver platters on marble counters, spilling grapes, bananas, mangoes, and tangerines, and there are white sheets and a dozen white pillows on her damask-canopied bed.

         In the fifty-seven blocks of the Lower East Side, just that day in July 1924, there are a hundred and twelve candy shops, ninety-three butchers, seventy saloons, forty-three bakeries, and five hundred thousand Jews. When Frieda looks out the kitchen window, the only window, she sees Opportunity.

         
             

         

         LILLIAN WANTS TO SEE OPPORTUNITY, TOO. She waits at the door of the theater, trying to feel a warm sun beating down on her, drying her knickers. If she gets this job, she’ll buy Judith a little something.

         The first time Judith ever really spoke to Lillian was a week ago. Two pins dangled in the corner of her mouth. They bobbed up and down as Judith worked, moving only a little when she whispered to Lillian that they were hiring seamstresses the next Sunday at the Goldfadn Theatre. Every girl in the city from Delancey to Fourteenth Street would go. Judith was on her way to being an American girl. She gave away her shawl—she told Lillian she gave it away, she wanted so bad to be rid of it—and bought a little blue jacket at Kresge’s. Judith has the American shoes and the green blouse she bought from the vendor, irregular but very good, and she is learning English very fast. To Lillian, Judith’s English is good already; it’s like something you hear on the radio.

         On the way to the Goldfadn, Judith had steered them past piles of horse shit and crying children and men selling fireworks, and they stopped for hot dogs and mustard and sauerkraut, and the man gave them extra because Judith has a way about her. That’s what she said to Lillian, I have a way about me, as one might say, I am right-handed. Lillian might have a way about her, too. Back in Turov, there were people who thought she had a way about her, but not here. In English, she is the ugly stepchild; people are not inspired to give her things; they don’t even want her to be where they are looking.

         
             

         

         THAT’S WHAT IT’S LIKE. She dreams of the murder of her family. She wakes to the sound of her own screaming and to Judith’s warm body. She eats bread and cabbage with strangers in a small, dirty room. She puts in and takes out stitches to make cheap hats, puts together blue petals and takes apart flawed silk flowers, and she does it all badly. She learns the language of a country that terrifies her so that she can dig deeper into it and make a safe hole for herself, because she has no other home. She walks with Judith down Essex Street Saturday nights at eight o’clock, to watch the modern world, to move like an ox, among Americans.

         She bangs on the Goldfadn door again.

         She imagines herself doing whatever either Mr. Burstein wishes her to do. She doesn’t know much, but perhaps not knowing will appeal to them even more than something else, something Lillian imagines prostitutes do, and if she knew what it was she would be rehearsing it right now.

         Miss Morris opens the door. Oh, she says, you’re on time. In here, she says, and Lillian does not find herself unzipping the younger Mr. Burstein’s pants and does not find herself sitting on the lap of Mr. Reuben Burstein; she finds herself putting on a neat black smock and taking her seat next to a fat, pretty girl named Pearl, with brown curls and a pink, friendly smile. Miss Morris hands her a gold velvet tunic and tells her to take in the waist two inches—Lady Macbeth has lost a little weight.

         She has gone on, she has traveled through a terrible darkness and come upon Jerusalem surrounded, Jerusalem saved. 

      

   


   
      
         
            

            Apples and Pears

         

         LILLIAN DOESN’T LIKE TO THINK OF IT AS A HABIT, AND SHE doesn’t like to think of it as stealing. She borrows, is what she says to herself—she just borrows like crazy from the other boarders. Pennies that have rolled out of Joe’s pocket when he’s drunk on the couch, never more than two every few days, to save up for decent stockings, for a wide leather belt to keep her dress closed. She eats the extra slice of bread Joachim leaves behind. Every day at the Goldfadn Theatre is an Opportunity, and you can’t wait for Opportunity to find you. Frieda says that all the time; she talks nonstop about Opportunity as if it is a handsome man riding by and you have to toss your hair and pinch your cheeks and leap into the middle of the path, whistling, to make him stop. Frieda is such a big believer in Opportunity and Getting Ahead that she doesn’t yell at Lillian for taking the job at the Goldfadn and leaving her shorthanded with the hats. Frieda contemplates and moves on to Joe, encouraging his interest in Judith, who got nothing at the Goldfadn and would not now pour dishwater on Lillian if Lillian was on fire. Frieda encourages Judith to consider Joe’s good qualities (he’s honest, Frieda says, and he wouldn’t drink if he had a woman). Frieda has offered Lillian the couch if she wants to sleep alone; not next to Judith, who would like to cut her throat while she sleeps, is what Frieda means, but Lillian would rather sleep next to a woman who hates her, who lets an elbow slide out sharply into Lillian’s kidneys, who lays a heavy arm on Lillian’s hair when she turns over, than give up another nickel for the couch. If everyone would cooperate, Frieda could move Joe and Judith onto the bed as a couple and Lillian onto the couch, charging her a little more than she charges Joe, who is a man and brings coal and city wood to them on his way home every day, but she can see how Lillian figures it.

         Frieda leans out the window to watch Lillian on her way to the Goldfadn. She’s not too surprised little Lillian is carrying on and she’s not sorry, either. She’s heard things and it can’t hurt to have her own cousin the mistress of someone at the Goldfadn Theatre.

         Lillian is not anyone’s mistress; she would be Meyer Burstein’s if he wanted—every girl in the costume room would, and the actresses, too, and the women who gather around after his performances, even married women, their husbands standing by shyly, like peasants offering their wives to the duke, lucky if their lives are touched by his interest.

         Meyer Burstein may be having sex with someone, but it’s not Lillian and since it’s not Lillian, and there’s no reason to think that he’s angling for it to be Lillian, how has it come to pass that Meyer Burstein asks her out for tea and cakes at the Royale? Lillian has stood in the wings and watched Macbeth followed by Flowers Among the Thorns; she has seen The Queen of the Moon (which Meyer says was originally about a king, not a queen, and his two ungrateful daughters and the one good one); and she has seen seventeen plays about New York, New Jersey, and Odessa (also some make-believe kingdoms and the Catskills, as well), and prodigal returns and assimilation and the persecution of Jews, and now she watches for the dropped line, the lost prop, the missed cue, like a stagehand. But Meyer’s performance always takes her the way it did the first time she saw him. He is Romeo to the Juliet of Ida Liptzin, whom Lillian could do without, batting her thick lashes like a spaniel and sweeping about the stage, brusque and bossy, as if she were Mrs. Montague getting ready for a dinner party instead of a young, lovesick girl. Meyer is a wonderful Romeo, impetuous, tender, burning with passion, and there is even a wry café wit that Lillian is sure is Burstein, not Shakespeare (about which she is correct; the Bursteins have taken the best of Shakespeare, skipped over some dull pieces of business, given a lot more lines to the Nurse, a role clearly written for the Yiddish theater, and made a few judicious cuts that have transformed Romeo from a boy in love—by its nature a joke to the Goldfadn audience—into a passionate, full-grown man torn between duty and love, which everyone understands). Women throw white roses, which are the Meyer Burstein flowers, and men cheer.

         Meyer has told Lillian to come right to his dressing room after. He wants her to watch his transformation; when he dips his hand into the thick cold cream, wiping off greasepaint and powder, wiping away the darkened eyebrows, the blue dots at the corners of his eyes, the white triangles at their edges, the pink slashes across his cheeks, it is like undressing. Lillian stands in the doorway, her hands clasped. Meyer steps behind a screen and comes out slowly with a navy-blue paisley dressing gown over his dark trousers and a stained white towel around his neck. “Come in,” he says. “Have a seat. I’ll be done in a jiffy.” He scrubs his face clean, and then, as if he has just noticed the water dripping onto his dressing gown, he tosses the robe over the chair and stands in front of Lillian in just his undershirt and dress pants. Osip did not look like this. This is a beautiful man, like a beautiful chestnut horse.

         He puts on a clean shirt, so sharply ironed the breast shines like ice, and tucks it in, and when he puts on his jacket, he leaves the collar turned up. Lillian puts her hand out and then takes it back. Meyer smiles. “Do I need fixing?” Lillian nods, and, her heart beating loudly, she smooths the lapels of Meyer Burstein, the Matinee Idol, and feels the muscles of his chest. He offers his arm, and they walk to the Royale, and the three blocks are like a dream.

         Meyer’s father is already at a small table in the corner of the crowded room, sitting with a thin, dark man as shabby as the Bursteins are elegant. Meyer kisses his father and nods to the other man. Lillian has no idea what the appropriate behavior is; she has never been out with rich men; she has never been on what anyone here would recognize as a date (kisses behind the barn, an interminable evening with Osip’s mute, glowering parents and his whey-faced sisters). She has never been in a café like this, theater people, women wearing makeup and spangled hats and waving cigarette holders, blowing bright-red kisses and smoke at men in velvet capes who are laughing as if they’ve heard something fresh and funny and possibly obscene, and all of it apparently swirling about the Burstein table.

         Reuben Burstein kisses her hand, and Meyer helps her into a slippery, curvy chair. Lillian bangs her knee on the wrought-iron leg of the table. Reuben Burstein says in English, “We’re so glad to have you join us,” and in Yiddish, “You’ve become a big favorite with my son.” Meyer orders food for both of them and puts his hand on the back of her chair. He says he has to circulate for just a minute.

         The thin man looks from Lillian’s breasts to Meyer’s handsome back, disappearing into the crowd. He winks at her, horribly, as if he has seen the depths of her desire and despair and her calculation, as if every stolen penny and pinch of powder and pocketed button has been totted up and entered. She looks away to Reuben. She will start a conversation with Reuben Burstein if it kills her; she’s not going to look again at the thin man with the dark, dark hair and sharp black eyes and skin as white and smooth and bloodless as candle wax.

         Reuben Burstein introduces the man. “My dearest friend—”

         “Your only friend,” the man says. “The rest schnorrers, slaves, and four-flushers.”

         The last word is in English and Lillian doesn’t know it. She is sure the man wants to make her aware of how much she doesn’t know.

         “Yaakov Shimmelman,” Reuben says.

         The man bows and hands Lillian his card.
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         Lillian laughs when she reads the card.

         “It’s funny?” Yaakov says coolly.

         “No, no, it’s not funny,” Lillian says. There is no way to pretend she hasn’t laughed.

         Yaakov turns to Reuben Burstein.

         “She laughed at my card,” he says. “She found it funny. You saw that she laughed.”

         It may be that he’s crazy and everyone knows it, but that does Lillian no good; he’s Reuben Burstein’s old friend, she just heard, the best friend of Reuben Burstein. She has ruined her life by laughing.

         “It’s not funny,” Lillian says. “I was surprised. I was—” 

         Yaakov puts his hand on Lillian’s.

         “I was just teasing you, ketzele. Of course it’s funny. It’s true, it’s absolutely tragic”—and he adds, in English, “abso-tive-ly, pos-a-lootly”—“but that does not make it any less funny. For people like us,” and he looks at her closely, to see if she is people like him, and he seems satisfied, “that makes it even a little bit funnier.”

         Lillian notices that Reuben Burstein is rubbing her back, while he tells her that Yaakov Shimmelman is harmless, just high-strung, no one to be afraid of.

         Yaakov pushes a plate of herring and a basket of rye bread toward her. “For God’s sake, eat, girlie. The Bursteins are paying, and for a tailor and a seamstress, for people like us, that means time to eat.” Reuben tells his friend to calm down, not to frighten the child.

         Meyer comes back to his father and his father’s best friend enjoying Lillian, fixing her little herring sandwiches and pouring slivovitz from Yaakov’s flask. Meyer doesn’t drink Yaakov’s Old World rotten-fruit booze; Yaakov has nothing to offer, as far as Meyer is concerned.

         Meyer looks at Lillian’s pricked, dyed, callused hands. “You ought to get some gloves,” he says. “Everyone’s wearing gloves these days to go with their outfits.”

         He doesn’t want to embarrass her, and he’s not ashamed that she’s a seamstress. He is ashamed that she’s a seamstress, but she’s a good-looking girl and not stupid, and her poverty, her seamstressness, is appealing; he is the kind of guy, he thinks, who wants a real woman, not just some painted doll or society girl.

         Lillian smiles at Meyer and she tucks her hands into her pockets, and Yaakov grabs Meyer by the lapels like he’s just kidding, pretending to be a tough guy when he’s half Meyer’s size and a nobody, and he says, in English, so it will mostly pass Lillian by, “You want her to have gloves, you big six, you buy her some gloves. You want gloves to match the outfit, get her the outfit. What she can get is that ribbon in her hair, on what she makes.” 

         Meyer says, “It so happens it’s a pretty good job. She’s working for Hattie, and we treat the girls fair.”

         Reuben Burstein is above the fray. He watches everyone who comes in. He is kissed and hugged, in the Russian manner, in the less exuberant French manner, and a dozen more times in the universal and eternal theatrical manner. Pretty pink hands are laid on his thick forearm; older hands, still beautifully shaped but spotted, even trembling, smooth his shoulders, remind him of who they once were; men who remember when the Goldfadn was a room over a luncheonette come by to see if that memory matters to Reuben Burstein anymore. Reuben watches Meyer to see how he handles Yaakov, to see how the girl handles Meyer, to see what use might be made of clever Lillushka with the ruined hands.

         Yaakov winks at Lillian and says in Yiddish, “Two things: a dictionary, you can get Russian-English; and what I like better than a dictionary, a thesaurus. Tells you all the words that are like the word you are looking up.”

         Lillian nods. A thesaurus.

         “Also, listen to me.”

         Lillian has turned to watch Meyer moving through the crowd like the sun.

         “If it so happens it doesn’t work out, you call me, if you are not liking being Meyer’s protégée,” and he then adds, as if translating from the French, “his kallehniu,” which does not mean protégée; it means little bride. Lillian understands that Yaakov is telling her, with some kind of tact, that her real job is being Meyer’s mistress, even if the man himself has not mentioned it.

         
             

         

         MEYER FINALLY SAYS, after three weeks of walks in the park and two nights at the movies and lots of hand-holding and kissing, “I’d like to spend more time with you.”

         Lillian has been waiting for this. He can skip the courting; he knows where she lives, he knows how she lives; he doesn’t ask the details, but even Jews who live in nice brownstones in Brooklyn know how other Jews live on Great Jones Street. It’s possible he took her for a decent girl who would be shocked and heartbroken at such an offer, but Lillian has done her best to let Meyer know that it isn’t so, that she welcomes his advances (she brushes her breasts against his arm every time he moves, like a gentleman, to the street side as they walk), and that although she is not opposed to matrimony, she has no political beliefs about it at all and she is not bothered by the idea that two people might exist very happily in an arrangement that does not include a marriage license or a big party at the Concourse Plaza Hotel with white gown, rented carriages, a lousy five-piece band playing “If You Knew Susie” when the party gets going, and all of it costing serious money that Lillian can imagine much better spent on things a person really needs (requires, demands, claims, and also covets, craves, desires; Lillian’s thesaurus is now her constant companion). The bookman sold her Webster’s dictionary, fine and useful for what it is, and Roget’s thesaurus, which has a little story for every word. This is like this, Roget tells her; this is related to this other; people on the street might say this like so; and then there is the antonym, introduced in 1867 by Mr. C. J. Smith, which is, sharply, exactly, and also completely not anything like that first word. Comfort: gladden, brighten, relieve, refresh, renew; idiomatically: to give a lift to. On the other hand: distress, perturb, bother, agitate, grieve. Her dictionary, and especially her thesaurus and the prospect of becoming Meyer Burstein’s concubine, comfort her like a mother’s hand.

         Lillian has made all of this as clear as she can to Meyer, and he has said several times while they walked, and once when they were eating hot dogs, “You’re a very sensible girl.” Lillian loves hot dogs; she is a connoisseur of hot dogs now, and she knows to point to the one she wants, not the ones at the back, and she would choose a Nathan’s hot dog over a Shabbat brisket anytime. Lillian nods and smiles. This is exactly what she has been telling herself. She is not dead, she is not what Yaakov likes to call “corpsy.” She is just sensible. 
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