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EPIGRAPH

A photograph is a secret about a secret. 
The more it tells you the less you know.

—DIANE ARBUS








PHOTOGRAPHS DISCUSSED IN THE TEXT

Room with lamp and light fixture, N.Y.C. 1944

Self-portrait pregnant, N.Y.C. 1945

Laughing girl, Italy, circa 1951

A hill in Frascati, Italy, circa 1952

Nuns and their charges, Italy, 1952

Boy above a crowd, N.Y.C. 1956

Boy in the subway, N.Y.C. 1956

Boy reading a magazine, N.Y.C. 1956

Boy stepping off the curb, N.Y.C. circa 1956

Carroll Baker on screen in “Baby Doll” (with silhouette), N.Y.C. 1956

Couple eating, N.Y.C. 1956

Falling leaf with bare branches in background, N.Y.C. 1956

Kiss from “Baby Doll,” N.Y.C. 1956

Lady on a bus, N.Y.C. 1956

Masked boy with friends, Coney Island, N.Y. 1956

People on a bench, Central Park, N.Y.C. 1956

Woman in a bow dress, N.Y.C. 1956

Woman carrying a child in Central Park, N.Y.C. 1956

Woman and a headless dummy, N.Y.C. 1956

Woman on the street with her eyes closed, N.Y.C. 1956

Woman on the street with parcels, N.Y.C. 1956

Woman with two men, N.Y.C. 1956

Kid in black-face with friend, N.Y.C. 1957

Couple in silhouette watching burning cross on screen, N.Y.C. 1958

Female impersonators’ dressing room, N.Y.C. 1958

Female impersonators in mirrors, N.Y.C. 1958

Women on a sun deck, Coney Island, N.Y. 1959

Andrew Ratoucheff in his rooming house, N.Y.C. 1960

Coney Island, N.Y. 1960 [windy group]

Coney Island bath house, Brooklyn, N.Y. 1960

Couple arguing, Coney Island, N.Y. 1960

Flora Knapp Dickinson, Honorary Regent of the Washington Heights Chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution, N.Y.C. 1960

Hezekiah Trambles “The Jungle Creep,” N.Y.C. 1960

Mrs. Dagmar Patino at the Grand Opera Ball, N.Y.C. 1960

Person Unknown, City Morgue, N.Y.C. 1960

Snake eating a rat backstage at Hubert’s Museum, N.Y.C. 1960

Walter L. Gregory “The Mad Man from Massachusetts,” N.Y.C. 1960

Wax museum strangler, Coney Island, N.Y. 1960

Woman shouting, Coney Island, N.Y. 1960

His Serene Highness, Prince Robert de Rohan Courtenay, 1961

The House of Horrors, Coney Island, N.Y. 1961

Jack Dracula, the Marked Man, N.Y.C. 1961

Max Maxwell Landar (Uncle Sam), 1961

Miss Cora Pratt, the counterfeit lady, 1961

Stormé DeLarverie, the lady who appears to be a gentleman, N.Y.C. 1961

Two female impersonators backstage, N.Y.C. 1961

William Mack, Sage of the Wilderness, N.Y.C. 1961

A castle in Disneyland, Cal. 1962

Child with a toy hand grenade in Central Park, N.Y.C. 1962

A girl in a hat at Central Park Lake, N.Y.C. 1962

Girl on a stoop with baby, N.Y.C. 1962

A house on a hill, Hollywood, Cal. 1962

James T. Farrell in his hotel room, N.Y.C. 1962

Man and a boy on a bench in Central Park, N.Y.C. 1962

Miss Venice Beach, Cal. 1962

Muscle man in his dressing room with trophy, Brooklyn, N.Y. 1962

Peace marchers, N.J. 1962

A rock in Disneyland, Cal. 1962

Rocks on wheels, Disneyland, Cal. 1962

Smiling hermit on lily frond path in N.J. 1962

Two boys smoking in Central Park, N.Y.C. 1962

Woman with a briefcase and pocketbook, N.Y.C. 1962

A husband and wife in the woods at a nudist camp, N.J. 1963

Husband and wife with shoes on in their cabin at a nudist camp, N.J. 1963

A Jewish couple dancing, N.Y.C. 1963

The Junior Interstate Ballroom Dance Champions, Yonkers, N.Y. 1963

Lady in a rooming house parlor, Albion, N.Y. 1963

Lady in a tiara at a ball, N.Y.C. 1963

Marcello Mastroianni in his hotel room, N.Y.C. 1963

Norman Mailer at home, Brooklyn, N.Y. 1963

Retired man and his wife at home in a nudist camp one morning, N.J. 1963

Russian midget friends in a living room on 100th Street, N.Y.C. 1963

Teenage couple on Hudson Street, N.Y.C. 1963

Three Puerto Rican women, N.Y.C. 1963

Triplets in their bedroom, N.J. 1963

Valentino look-alike at an audition, N.Y.C. 1963

A widow in her bedroom, N.Y.C. 1963

Woman with white gloves and a fancy hat, N.Y.C. 1963

Xmas tree in a living room, Levittown, L.I. 1963

A young waitress at a nudist camp, N.J. 1963

Bishop by the sea, Santa Barbara, Cal. 1964

Bishop on her bed, Santa Barbara, Cal. 1964

Christ in a lobby, N.Y.C. 1964

Lady bartender at home with a souvenir dog, New Orleans, La. 1964

Santas at the Santa Claus School, Albion, N.Y. 1964

A family one evening in a nudist camp, Pa. 1965

Girl and boy, Washington Square Park, N.Y.C. 1965

Girl with a cigar in Washington Square Park, N.Y.C. 1965

John Gruen and Jane Wilson, N.Y.C. 1965

Mrs. T. Charlton Henry on a couch in her Chestnut Hill home, Philadelphia, Pa. 1965

Puerto Rican woman with a beauty mark, N.Y.C. 1965

Sharon Goldberg, N.Y.C. 1965

Two friends at home, N.Y.C. 1965

Two young men on a bench, Washington Square Park, N.Y.C. 1965

Young couple on a bench in Washington Square Park, N.Y.C. 1965

Young man and his pregnant wife in Washington Square Park, N.Y.C. 1965

A young Negro boy, Washington Square Park, N.Y.C. 1965

Couple in bed, N.Y.C. 1966

Couple under a paper lantern, N.Y.C. 1966

James Brown at home in curlers, Queens, N.Y. 1966

A lobby in a building, N.Y.C. 1966

The 1938 Debutante of the Year at home, Boston, Mass. 1966

Transvestite on a couch, N.Y.C. 1966

Transvestite showing cleavage, N.Y.C. 1966

Woman in a mink coat, N.Y.C. 1966

Woman in a rose hat, N.Y.C. 1966

A young Brooklyn family going for a Sunday outing, N.Y.C. 1966

A young man in curlers at home on West 20th Street, N.Y.C. 1966

Young man on a sofa, N.Y.C. 1966

Boy with a straw hat waiting to march in a pro-war parade, N.Y.C. 1967

A child crying, N.J. 1967

Identical twins, Roselle, N.J. 1967

Loser at a Diaper Derby, N.J. 1967

Masked man at a ball, N.Y.C. 1967

Mother holding her child, N.J. 1967

Patriotic young man with a flag, N.Y.C. 1967

Seated man in bra and stockings, N.Y.C. 1967

Blonde girl with shiny lipstick, N.Y.C. 1968

Family of three, Beaufort County, S.C. 1968

A family on their lawn one Sunday in Westchester, N.Y. 1968

Four people at a gallery opening, N.Y.C. 1968

A naked man being a woman, N.Y.C. 1968

Superstar at home, N.Y.C. 1968

Topless dancer in her dressing room, San Francisco, Cal. 1968

A very young baby, N.Y.C. 1968

Woman with a veil on Fifth Avenue, N.Y.C. 1968

Charles Atlas seated, Fla. 1969

Five children in a common room, N.J. 1969

Jacqueline Susann and her husband, Irving Mansfield, Los Angeles, Cal. 1969

Jorge Luis Borges in Central Park, N.Y.C. 1969

Man at a parade on Fifth Avenue, N.Y.C. 1969

Woman on a park bench on a sunny day, N.Y.C. 1969

Albino sword swallower at a carnival, Md. 1970

Dominatrix embracing her client, N.Y.C. 1970

Dominatrix with a kneeling client, N.Y.C. 1970

Hermaphrodite and a dog in a carnival trailer, Md. 1970

A Jewish giant at home with his parents in the Bronx, N.Y. 1970

The King and Queen of a Senior Citizens’ Dance, N.Y.C. 1970

Masked woman in a wheelchair, Pa. 1970

Mexican dwarf in his hotel room, N.Y.C. 1970

Tattooed man at a carnival, Md. 1970

Untitled (3) 1970–71

Untitled (4) 1970–71

Untitled (6) 1970–71

Untitled (7) 1970–71

Untitled (12) 1970–71

Untitled (26) 1970–71

Untitled (27) 1970–71

Untitled (31) 1970–71

Blind couple in their bedroom, Queens, N.Y. 1971

An empty movie theater, N.Y.C. 1971

Feminist in her hotel room, N.Y.C. 1971

A woman with her baby monkey, N.J. 1971

Woman in a floppy hat, N.Y.C. 1971

A woman passing, N.Y.C. 1971

Blonde girl with a hot dog in the park, N.Y.C. 1971

Young man in a trench coat, N.Y.C. 1971
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A DAUGHTER, A WIFE, AND A MOTHER
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The Decisive Moment

“I can’t do it anymore. I’m not going to do it anymore,” Diane announced. It had been a long, stressful workday, a typical marathon of drudgery and anxiety. In the photography studio she and her husband, Allan, used for their fashion shoots, which overlooked the all-white, double-height living room of their triplex apartment on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, the Arbuses had established a routine. Allan set up the lights and the camera, told the models what to do and snapped the pictures. During the session, Diane would monitor details, which usually came down to reassuring the models and checking that the clothes were correctly displayed. “Diane would have to go in and pin the dress if it wasn’t hanging right,” Allan Arbus recalled half a century later. “It was a very subservient role. It was demeaning to her, to have to run to these gorgeous models and fix their clothes. It was a repulsive role.” And now, after a decade of collaboration in which they had meshed as tightly as gear cogs, calling each other “Boy” and “Girl,” Diane told him she had had enough.

Both Arbuses were worriers. Their temperaments inevitably dogged them in a venture in which they had to deliver a satisfactory product on deadline on the basis of a onetime session. “We always felt the photographs weren’t good enough,” Allan recounted. “We would wait breathlessly for the new Vogue and Bazaar to come out.” Sometimes Diane, her hair a mess, would run to the corner store, carrying her customary paper bag in place of a purse. Allan thought she inspired a New Yorker cartoon “of a bag lady asking at the newsstand for the latest copy of Vogue.”

For Diane, there was, aside from the competitiveness and the uncertainty, a more fundamental problem with fashion photography. Years after she had moved on, she expressed the crux of the difficulty to a reporter. “I hate fashion photography because the clothes don’t belong to the people who are wearing them,” she said. “When the clothes do belong to the person wearing them, they take on a person’s flaws and characteristics, and are wonderful.” Founded upon a chasm between the models in the pictures and the editors who determine how they are dressed, fashion photography is designed to lie. Arbus was committed to a photography that told the truth.

It wasn’t just truth she was after, but Truth. She wanted her pictures to reveal profound verities, to pry out what was invisible to the casual eye. A photograph is a record of what appears on the surface. How can it be anything other than superficial? Arbus’s career as a mature photographer maps a series of strategies to make a photograph yield more than it is naturally equipped to deliver. She photographed freaks, nudists, female impersonators and mentally disabled adults, because, either by choice or by necessity, they disclosed more of themselves in everyday life than the typical person. She spent weeks, and sometimes years, getting to know her subjects so well that they dropped their guard in her presence. If time was limited, she learned to surprise people into candor, or to exhaust them into it. She could be devious in her efforts to produce a photograph she considered honest. “I love secrets, and I can find out anything,” she said. As a fashion photographer, she was being paid not to uncover but to conceal. And she wasn’t even the photographer. Allan was clicking the shutter.

Allan said that their insecurity motivated them to build an overarching idea into every shoot. Diane was the one who would come up with the concept. By the time a session took place, once she adjusted the hair and the skirts, her job was mostly done. She would slink along the sidelines, snapping pictures with her 35 mm camera, while Allan, placing his head beneath the cloth of the view camera, shot 8×10 film. It was obvious to everyone that Allan was the professional photographer, Diane a dilettante. With her contradictory blend of ambition and insecurity, Diane was unsure of where she stood. Allan alone, even as he ran a studio in which Diane seemed subordinate, acknowledged without a speck of uncertainty that she was the true artist.

The evening that Diane called it quits, their neighbor Robert Brown was there, as he often was. He watched uncomfortably as the couple’s working partnership unraveled. “I remember Allan was stunned, because I don’t think this was ever threatened before,” Brown recalled. “He gave the room a blank look, like, ‘Did I hear that right?’ She just raised her voice one octave. Her energy was so controlled. And I think she left the room. And Allan looked at me. I was embarrassed for him that I was there. It was something that happened inside of her. I don’t think he expected it. He seemed beyond bewildered. I think Allan was shattered and not prepared for what was going to happen next. And I don’t think she was, either.”
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Stage-Set French

Glimpsed from afar, Central Park was a peaceful expanse of green lawns, spreading trees and craggy rocks. But up close, seven-year-old Diane Nemerov faced something else, something alien. Holding the hand of her French governess, whom ten years later she would describe as having “a hard, sad, quite lovely face . . . as if she had a very sad secret and she would never tell anyone,” the small girl stared in fascinated bewilderment at a shantytown of shacks made of sheet metal and cardboard. It was 1930. Over a hollow that once held the city’s thirty-five-acre reservoir spread New York’s most conspicuous Hooverville, an ugly boil at the start of the Great Depression. (Later, it would be flattened into the Great Lawn.) But none of this was comprehensible to a child, and especially not to this child. Throughout Diane’s early years, she was kept carefully guarded from the less fortunate aspects of life. “You know, the outside world was so far from us . . . and one didn’t ever expect to encounter it,” she once explained. “And for a long time I lived that way, as if there was a kind of contagion somewhere.” Because these strange creatures in Central Park participated in a life that was closed off to her, she looked on them with a kind of yearning: “I don’t mean to say I would have envied those people, but just the idea that you couldn’t get in there, you know, that you couldn’t just wander down and that there was such a gulf.”

At the time, the Nemerov family—which consisted of Diane’s parents, older brother, and baby sister—resided in a large Park Avenue apartment, a succession of chambers draped with heavy curtains to filter in a perpetual twilight gloom. In this protected nest, the Nemerovs’ needs were ministered to by three nannies, two maids, a cook, and a chauffeur. The furniture was reproduction eighteenth-century French, and there was pearl-pink Chinese wallpaper on the dining room walls. Theirs was a cushioned life that rested on a pile of furs. Frank Russek, Diane’s maternal grandfather, was a Polish Jewish immigrant who opened a small fur store soon after arriving in New York in the late 1880s, when he was about fifteen years old. In 1897, he joined forces with two of his brothers—backed, if family lore is to be trusted, by his bookmaker earnings—to expand to a larger shop. The Russek brothers thrived, and they were able in 1912 to relocate to a longed-for Fifth Avenue address, where they attracted an affluent clientele. By then, Frank and his wife, Rose, were raising two children: Gertrude, born in 1901, and Harold, who arrived a year later.

Gertrude was only about sixteen when she began noticing a young window dresser at Russeks Fifth Avenue. David Nemerov was also the son of Jewish immigrants—less prosperous ones. His father, Meyer Nemerov, had come to New York from Kiev. Meyer was a devoutly pious man who, upon retiring from the real estate business, spent his days studying Talmud in the synagogue and promoting Jewish philanthropies in his Brooklyn neighborhood. “I always hated my father and his religion,” David would acknowledge late in life. Unlike his father, David moved smoothly through the material world. He had a keen sense of fashion and an even greater flair for marketing. Slim and well tailored, he presented a glamorous figure that was out of keeping with his poverty. The incongruity bothered him: he did not intend to remain poor forever. Although Frank and Rose Russek discouraged his interest in Gertrude, their daughter would not be denied. In late 1919, the charming, ambitious employee and the young, pretty heiress were married. They had given the Russeks no choice. Their first child, Howard, appeared in the world twenty-one weeks later. The family expanded to include Diane, born on March 14, 1923, and finally Renee, born five and a half years afterward. The two older children shared a special bond, into which the youngest did not enter.

The Russeks enterprise continued to flourish. Already one of the city’s leading fur stores, it widened its mission to offer a full line of women’s clothing and moved in 1924 into a Stanford White building on Fifth Avenue at Thirty-Sixth Street that had been designed for Gorham Silver. The elegant but narrow eight-story structure eventually proved to be too small, and in 1936, the proprietors purchased and annexed a neighboring building. Over the next decade, they opened branches in Brooklyn and Chicago.

David Nemerov also progressed and prospered. He worked long hours at Russeks, first as merchandising director, then as fashion director and vice president, and finally, beginning in 1947, as president. A master at writing ad copy and a proponent of spending money to decorate store windows even during the Great Depression, Nemerov knew that a retailer’s first challenge was to attract customers into the shop. Once they were inside, he was adept at providing them with a reason to buy. He was among the first New York merchants to travel regularly to Paris to scrutinize the collections, which he would copy and sell at a cheaper price.

Gertrude loved sailing by ocean liner to France with David to see the couture presentations and to buy new clothes from French designers. (On one occasion, Howard, Diane and Diane’s governess were taken along.) While the care and energy that David lavished on Russeks took place mostly out of the children’s view, the attention that Gertrude devoted to herself they witnessed daily. Mrs. Nemerov typically stayed in bed in the morning past eleven o’clock, smoking cigarettes, talking on the telephone, and applying cold cream and cosmetics to her face. At noon she liked to meet a friend to go shopping and to lunch at Schrafft’s. Some days she had the chauffeur drive her to Russeks, where she would bask in the deference that was her due. For her husband, the maneuvering of business was a form of art; after his retirement, he would take up painting, a long-held dream. As far as Gertrude’s children could tell, their mother’s aspirations were narrower. She was a self-involved woman with conventional tastes and prejudices. “I wonder where you children came from,” she would say querulously to her artistically minded brood. The art forms she enjoyed were movies and theater. In a nod to these preferences, her older daughter was named for the leading character in a sentimental hit play, Seventh Heaven, that Gertrude saw during her pregnancy. The name was pronounced Dee-ANN, because that is how the Parisian heroine (who resists pressure from her wealthy relatives and marries the poor man she loves) said it. It was stage-set French, like the fake Louis furniture in the Nemerov apartment.

Not even the Nemerovs escaped the Depression completely. Pinched by the retail slowdown, they reduced expenses. Gertrude sold some of her jewelry. The family relinquished the apartment on Park Avenue and crossed town to a privileged exile in a fourteen-room apartment in the San Remo on Central Park West, with several rooms overlooking the park. Occasionally, less well-off relatives would stay with them; Gertrude’s parents came to live in the apartment. None of this was outwardly visible, which was essential, because the Nemerovs were devoted to the world of appearances. “The front would have to be maintained, because I’ve learned that in business, if people smell failure in you, you’ve had it,” Diane later said. This was especially true in the fashion industry, which, after all, was dedicated to the cultivation and reshaping of the human image.

For the Nemerovs, the importance of appearances extended beyond the business world. Gertrude Nemerov’s sense of self was critically dependent on how others regarded her beauty and social status. She did what she thought was expected of her in public and then indulged herself privately. Although she subscribed to the Metropolitan Opera, as a cultivated New York lady should, she had no interest in attending performances. She would rather play cards with her friends or her mother. Howard used the tickets. “We thought she was terribly artificial, concerned with outward appearances only, in how things looked to people,” Renee said, recalling how she and Diane regarded their mother. “Preserving an image that she wanted to present to the world: society lady.” “Diane was very scathing about it,” said Frederick Eberstadt, who knew her as an adult. “She thought it was pretentious and fake. She felt her mother had money but no style. She saw it as a kind of tinny reflection of WASP glory.” Another friend from Diane’s adulthood took a more sympathetic view: “I felt that most of what Gertrude had and did was representative of something rather than something she wanted herself, which is what made her a sad person.”

In her insecurity, Gertrude was vulnerable to spells of anxiety and depression, and when Diane was eleven, she suffered a nervous collapse. Gertrude later recalled that at that time, Diane would grab on to her hand—“clung to me, literally clung to me”—but the little girl could not keep her mother from descending into the underworld. Gertrude withdrew from family life in a depression that persisted for many months. Her children became alien to her. “I started thinking I don’t love them, I didn’t understand them,” she said. “They were all so bright they intimidated me. I started thinking I couldn’t care properly for my children. I felt helpless. I was so miserable that I could barely function.” She recalled sitting dumbly at the dinner table while her husband instructed the second maid to pack the children’s clothes for camp because Mrs. Nemerov was unwell. Diane would retreat into her own bedroom, lock the door and stay there for hours. “Nobody knew what she did in there, and she never confided,” Gertrude said. Gertrude likewise never divulged the cause of her pain and anxiety, why she was so immobilized that she couldn’t dress or wash herself. When a psychiatrist was consulted, she pulled herself out of this morbid torpor to avoid responding to his frighteningly intimate questions. Self-revelation was unthinkable. One relative thought she avoided alcohol for fear of making an inadvertent disclosure in an uninhibited state. She even tore up her grocery and shopping lists before discarding them.

Behind Diane’s parents’ closed doors, many secrets were being whispered. There were the financial strains of keeping a luxury business running during the Depression and the awkwardness of cutting back on expenses without drawing attention to the need. There was gossip about David’s philandering, which became painfully public many years afterward, with the identifying of a “Mr. Nemeroff” as a call girl’s client in a tabloid-sensation trial in 1955. (Reading her father’s name in the World-Telegram, Diane imagined that perhaps no one else had noticed.) The family mysteries flashed into view with the mother’s breakdown, which went unmentioned. Because all they saw was the surface, the children could only imagine what was being said, what was really going on.

To young Diane, the pretenses that characterized the family’s life were mortifying. Her visits to Russeks in Gertrude’s company were painful. Mother and daughter would arrive around noon and walk down the purple velvet carpet of the main floor (David Nemerov had determined the décor), past fur coats that were displayed in the hushed, religious atmosphere that such expensive merchandise commanded. Feeling like “a princess in some loathsome movie of some kind of Transylvanian obscure middle European country,” Diane would walk by the salespeople, who “bowed slightly and smiled” as if “the obsequies were seasoned with mockeries.” Even the mannequins seemed to be leering at her.

She didn’t want for anything. Less happily, she didn’t want anything, either. “One of the things I felt I suffered from as a kid was that I never felt adversity,” she said, late in her life. As she described it, “I was confirmed in the sense of unreality which I only could feel as unreality. . . . I mean that sense of being immune, you know, was, ludicrous as it seems, a kind of painful one.” She smothered any desires for the future, believing that if she expressed them, even to herself, she certainly would be disappointed—“that fate is a trickster who tricks hope and that I will always stand to lose by wanting anything.” She recalled that her mother taught her to avoid unhappiness by expecting it, and warned that to look forward to good news would prevent its arrival. And whenever she slipped into an expectation that went unmet, Diane as a child fought back her tears and said “Well” in her best imitation of grown-up bravery.

She retreated from the sham, emotionally remote world into her imagination. A reader of fairy tales, she dwelled in her mind among goblins, trolls and kings, who seemed at least as real as the people around her.
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Them Against the World

The prince in this chilly, gilded kingdom languished alongside the princess. Howard was a bookish boy with an ostentatiously intellectual manner and a yearning for parental love, especially the paternal love that he never could count on. His father devoted most of the day to the demands of a business empire that interested Howard no more than it did Diane. Nor did the family fortune feel enriching to Howard. Once, when he was three or four, he took an excursion with his German nanny to Van Cortlandt Park in the Bronx and brought home a postcard to show his father. David Nemerov scolded him for the profligate expense—about three cents. The Nemerov children were taught to save, not spend. If their Russek grandfather gave them a ten-dollar gold piece, it came with the understanding that they would put it away, Diane said, “for some illusory future.”

Howard believed that his parents doled out approval, not love, and as a consequence he thirsted emotionally. The first time he could remember failing to live up to their expectations occurred when he was two years old. To his parents’ distress, he was still sucking his thumb, a babyish habit that they were determined to break. They had a large steel thimble attached to the boy’s tiny finger. Howard wept heartbreakingly, but eventually he was cured. In coming years, he would often cry during arguments with his father. On the other side, David Nemerov subscribed to the manly code of hiding emotion; the telltale sign of his anger was that his voice would drop in volume to a whisper. If Howard acted in a way that annoyed him, the father typically would say nothing until the little boy approached him in the morning at breakfast. At that moment, in a tone that Howard grew to recognize unmistakably, David would thwart him with the words “Don’t kiss me, I have a cold.” The boy would have to wait until the end of the day “under the threat of his powerful, unforgiving will” to see if Father had forgiven him.

The pinpricks of David’s criticisms tattooed Howard’s psyche permanently. When he was thirteen and contracted typhoid fever, which required him to be quarantined from his sisters, Howard was given a copy of Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities. He complained to his father that in his feverish state he couldn’t understand it. “Will you never grow up?” David said with exasperation. Howard painfully recalled that slight many decades later.

As small children, Howard and Diane frequently fought. One time they scuffled over a china doll that broke and cut Diane’s lip, leaving a lifelong thin white scar. However, by the time Howard was thirteen and Diane ten, the bickering subsided and they became allies: Howard, the tall handsome boy with a thick head of dark blond hair, an intelligent-looking oval face and a lean, athletic build honed by track practice; and Diane, the pretty sister with a thoughtful frown and an abstracted look in her eyes. “It was them against the world,” their excluded little sister Renee recalled. Howard and Diane even resembled each other, or so thought their mother. “They had the same dreamy, faraway expression, the same black eyebrows and thin lips,” Gertrude said. “They were both secretive—Diane less verbal but the most original.”

Although both excelled in high school, their teachers agreed with Gertrude. Howard was “very arrogant, very opinionated,” as their art teacher put it, but Diane was “an original,” the one with unique, extraordinary gifts, whose mind moved so rapidly and unpredictably that her thinking could be hard to follow. Elbert Lenrow, who had taught Howard and found him to be “exceptionally brilliant,” awaited Diane’s arrival in his senior-year class on Western Literature from Homer to Hardy, and was amazed to discover that “she was far more brilliant than Howard” because “she was very, very brainy, very smart, but she also had great instincts, great intuition.” Most of all, he said, she was “totally original.” That word, original, was glued to young Diane like a Homeric epithet. Howard himself remarked that “she was so much more original and striking than I was.” Her vision was startlingly distinctive. “I was more verbal,” he said, “although when she made a statement—which wasn’t very often—it was precise, epigrammatic, poetic. You’d recognize it, the way you’d recognize one of her pictures.” Rather than speak, Diane preferred to watch and listen. A high school girlfriend of Howard’s recalled coming to the Nemerov apartment so that Howard could teach her to play the piano. “Diane would come and stand in the doorway and watch us with great curiosity,” the friend said. “She would disappear and then she would sneak around and come back, not saying anything. She was peeking around in the hall and lurking.”

While physically affectionate, Howard’s relationship with his girlfriend, Hope Greer, centered on their shared literary and artistic interests. That was very much Howard’s character. Diane looked on herself as a nonlinear thinker whose knowledge was personal, limited and, in a word, “feminine”; and she considered Howard, with his systematic mind, to be the intellectual of the family. Reading excited him, erotically as well as cerebrally. He found exceptionally arousing the mythological tale of the Minotaur, whose bloodthirst was slaked by the periodic sacrifice of seven brave youths and seven fair maidens. He would masturbate to the mental image of the beautiful bound captives. For young Howard, jerking off was a solemn rite; his private name for it was “worship.” But one time he was unlucky and his father caught him at it, and told him that if it ever happened again, he would kill him.

What would have been David’s reaction had he surprised Howard during one of his sessions of amorous exploration with Diane? As Howard later acknowledged, he and his sister experimented sexually when they were young. Perhaps, as Renee thought, they indulged in their secret pastime when there was little risk of discovery, such as during those summer weeks when they were left alone in the big apartment during their parents’ trips to France. Diane and Howard liked to “play house” in a tent they constructed by draping blankets over two armchairs. Within that shelter, they would caress and kiss each other, in imitation of the little gold replica of Rodin’s The Kiss that adorned the rim of their mother’s jade ashtray.

After they were both adults and he had found his vocation as a poet, Howard wrote in “An Old Picture” about a portrait of youthful “betrothed royalties,” which, he later realized, resembled an actual painting of himself as a little boy with his younger sister Diane, all dressed up for the occasion, posed on a red settee. In his erotically charged exposition of the semi-imaginary painting, composed in painstakingly rhymed couplets, the children “go hand in hand” and “exchange a serious look” while a bishop and a queen disapprovingly “frown upon their love” from behind a screen. According to this poem, which was published when Howard and Diane were in their early thirties, the elders control the children’s future:

   It shall be as they have ordained:

   The bridal bed already made,

   The crypt also richly arrayed.

The mood of lugubrious eroticism hangs heavy, as it did in Howard’s youthful masturbatory fantasies.

In later life, Diane’s friends and lovers would often characterize her seductive presence as peculiarly sisterly, so much so that it could have seemed as if the impression of that first erotic partner—the brother who, like her, was imprisoned in a loveless realm—stayed with her and shaped her subsequent attachments. But it was even more complicated than that. Diane was a great hoarder of secrets, persistently extracting those of others, distributing her own strategically. In the last two years of her life, she paid weekly visits to a psychiatrist in an effort to cope with her depression. She revealed in those sessions that the sexual relationship with Howard that began in adolescence had never ended. She said that she last went to bed with him when he visited New York in July 1971. That was only a couple of weeks before her death.

Characteristically, she referred to their ongoing sexual liaison in an offhand way, as if there was nothing so remarkable about it.
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Mysterious, but Not Blurry

After an art class trip to see a Dada show at the Museum of Modern Art—which included such wondrous transformations as a teacup, spoon and saucer covered in fur, and a collage of a lion’s head on a Victorian woman’s body—thirteen-year-old Diane created an unusual painting. It resembled on first glance a Gothic church arch, until you saw at the pointed apex the suggestion of a woman’s head, and on closer inspection you noticed the two lines crossed where hands would be, and a pearl in the center of the stomach region. Diane said it was a portrait of a mother.

But even before the Dada outing, she painted in her own way. “Her style really from the beginning was not like ours,” said Stewart Stern, a Fieldston School classmate. “She would look at a model and draw what none of us saw. It was never representational.” Fieldston was a high school in the affluent Riverdale section of the Bronx that continued the educational program begun at the Ethical Culture School on the Upper West Side. Diane attended both schools, which catered to an upper-middle-class Jewish community. The program was progressive, the student body intelligent and well read, but even among her privileged and gifted peers (Stern, for example, became a distinguished screenwriter), Diane stood out. More impressive than her technique was the unconventional slant of her vision. If the art teacher, Victor D’Amico, gave her two cups to paint, she would portray the shiny new one with mechanical proficiency, while the blemished, imperfect cup she regarded and represented passionately. “She responded to it like a person,” D’Amico said. “She always responded to inanimate objects as if they were people.” And when she depicted people, she didn’t like them posing. The students took a life study class in which they drew nude models. Diane preferred to represent them half-dressed, during their cigarette break.

Everyone applauded the adolescent’s talents. She received a box of oil paints from her parents when she was eleven or twelve, and her father arranged for Saturday lessons with Russeks’ illustrator. Relatives and teachers were constantly telling her how “marvelous” her work was. Recommending her for a summer program at the progressive Cummington School of the Arts in western Massachusetts, D’Amico, who would later be the director of education for the Museum of Modern Art, wrote: “Her style is highly individual and her manner of expression unique. We have tried to develop her powers without damaging her personal gifts in any way.”

The repeated praise for her paintings and drawings rang hollow to Diane. “The horrible thing was that all the encouragement I got made me think that really I wanted to be an artist and made me keep pretending that I liked it and made me like it less and less until I hated it because it wasnt me that was being an artist; everybody was lifting me high up and crowning me and congratulating me and I was smiling—and really I hated it and I hadnt done a single good piece of work,” she wrote. “It was the craziest pretense in the world but even though I was pretending[,] I believed in it.”* Despite the applause, she didn’t feel worthy. And even though she knew she was simulating, she could find no authentic alternative. She suffered from an uneasy dissatisfaction for four years. By 1940, when she composed this self-reflection at what must have seemed to her to be the advanced age of seventeen, she had given up wanting to paint or to think of herself as an artist. She said she hated the smell and mess and the squishy sound the paint made when it was applied to paper.

More fundamentally, she felt that anything that came so easily to her could not be any good. “I didn’t want to be told I was terrific,” she recalled. “I had the sense that if I was so terrific at it, it wasn’t worth doing.” She was ashamed of her ignorance, her school, her family and her apartment. She worried that her father was mismanaging the business and would wind up in jail. “I somehow couldn’t believe that anything I was connected with was ‘correct’ and modern and the best of its kind,” she wrote in her adolescent autobiography. “But most especially I was ashamed of myself. . . . I was always afraid that one day everyone would find out how dumb I was.” Fearful of kidnappers, she ran from strangers who might approach her on the street. She imagined that a man was hiding under her bed in wait to grab her by the legs; to thwart him, she would climb out in the morning headfirst.

Infuriated by her timidity, she defied it. She pushed herself to do things that were difficult, even frightening. At school there were frequent opportunities to challenge the authority of the teachers or the domineering students, and once school let out, Diane and her friends would play daredevil games and scramble over stony outcroppings in Central Park. “Whenever there was something a little dangerous or daring to do, like jumping over a wide crevice between rocks or playing a trick on the teacher or teasing one of the strong girls, I would be the leader and the first one to do it,” she wrote. “I was always considered the most daring but I'm sure I was more afraid than the others. I always forced myself to do the thing even though I hated to and was all hot and frightened.” Alone, to test her courage, she stood on the window ledge of the San Remo apartment and gazed out over the vertiginous drop. “I like danger,” she would explain years later, as an adult. “And when you face things that scare you and you survive, you’ve conquered your anxiety, which is worse than the danger could ever be.” She stared unblinkingly at sights that might cause others to look away. During the years that she traveled to the Fieldston School, she counted fourteen exhibitionists in the subway. She could distinctly recall each one and categorize his individual technique—for instance, the man who concealed his penis behind a newspaper that he craftily lowered to expose himself.

Her literary criticism was as singular as her painting. During her senior year, writing a weekly paper for an honors humanities seminar, she reconfigured the assigned reading into patterns as personal as the whorls of her thumbprints. Through her eyes the Western classics were transformed into personal meditations—on the differences between men and women, the ways in which people succumb to their fates, and the allure of death to those who are unable to inhabit their lives. The light she cast on these works of literature was idiosyncratic, but more than just a reflection of her own complex personality, it was, like a flare in a dim room, eccentrically and unevenly illuminating. For instance, she applauded Hamlet’s death, because she thought he welcomed it. In Diane’s view, only by dying could Hamlet love himself and be loved by others. “It is good that he didn’t live,” she wrote. “When you read it you always want him to die.” Sophocles’s Oedipus and Jocasta inspired her to reflect, in erotically freighted language, on the differences between men and women: she contrasted “the deep slow selfishness of a woman, the way she closes her eyes to everything but the present,” with the “young restlessness of man that wants always to know that he is right.” She was still a teenager, but she had already arrived at a gender dichotomy that she would perceive all her life: typically, in her photographs of couples, especially young couples, the girl casts a profoundly knowing look and the boy glances evasively elsewhere. She conceived Euripides’s Medea as a misfit who was suited for solitude but desired human connection, and that led Diane to ponder questions of identity—another enduring preoccupation. “If a person is one thing and thinks that it is right to be something else,” she wondered, “ought he to try to be that something else or ought he to be what he is and make himself more good along his lines and not deny his basic self?” She thought that Medea, like Hamlet, could not be content until she died. “There are many women who don’t seem made to be in life,” she remarked. “There is too much conflict; it is only when they die that they are happy.” The teacher read these papers with a mixture of admiration and concern.

Shy and quiet, Diane tugged with a moonlike gravity on the imaginations of those who knew her. She was growing up to be a very pretty girl, endowed with large green eyes and long, wavy brown hair, and she projected a sense of autonomy that was unusual in someone so young. “There was nothing blurry about her—mysterious, but not blurry,” Stewart Stern said. Although she had many good friends, he felt that “she seemed remote and always alone,” even when she would be talking in a group and her frequent giggle would be rippling above the conversational hum. She seemed to have reached a high level of self-awareness, but not a physical ease. Like most of their well-off, proper Jewish classmates, the young Nemerov girl and the Stern boy attended dancing classes. “She was quite stiff,” he recalled. “I don’t think she really enjoyed it. She felt very encased in her body.” She shied away from physical contact with other people. Sometimes in the middle of a conversation she would drift away, as if she had fallen into a trance, and it could be many moments before she regained focus. Her voice was soft and whispery and spangled with giggles. When speaking, she skittered from one thought to another, not bothering to finish a sentence before starting the next. Her hands traced arabesques in the air; once, to general hilarity at the dinner table, her father placed an ashtray in one of them. Renee believed that she was “always groping for meaning, beyond what she was saying.”

Secrets, both her own and those of others, tantalized Diane. She sought friends in whom she might entrust these bits of hidden knowledge. At this point in her life, she was more eager to confide than to be the confidante. When she was fourteen, she went off to a summer camp and met a girl with whom she would exchange confessions of unhappiness. But when she reflected on that friendship three years later, she found it “selfish,” because each of them wanted to talk only about her own life. It troubled her that this girl “held part of my secret.” And it pained her more deeply to think that she and her friend were so alike: “We both wanted to tell and neither wanted to hear.” The other girl constantly said she understood what Diane was relating to her, and that was unbearable. How could she possibly understand everything? Wasn’t it more “wonderful” to recognize that you are being told things that you cannot fully comprehend? After this imperfect friend left camp early, Diane took up with two other girls and bestowed upon them “a few of my long-thought-out secrets.” She soon regretted these confidences as well. “By the time we left camp I felt myself all torn up,” she recalled. “I felt as if thousands of people held my secrets and yet I didnt love any of them . . . I felt dull and angry at myself for telling them things which they couldnt respect.”

Her inability to communicate to these girls the import of her secrets made her feel stupid, as did her repeated failures to capture in paint the elusive images she was after. Only one of the canvases that Diane completed before she renounced the practice of painting is known to exist. It dates from the summer of 1938, when she was fifteen and her parents sent her to the summer program at Cummington in the Berkshire foothills. Beyond their intention to strengthen her artistic skills, the Nemerovs hoped, by dispatching their daughter out of New York, to weaken her attachment to a young man. Her painting, titled The Angel Gabriel (Allan Arbus), is a portrait of him. A small composition in oils on canvas board, measuring a foot and a half high and a little more than a foot wide, it depicts a slender, shirtless figure with thin, elongated arms and an enlarged head, backed up against a big tree. With its exaggerations and attenuations, the picture suggests that she had been looking at a lot of Matisses or Egyptian tomb paintings, or perhaps both; nonetheless, it is remarkably distinctive and precocious. She gave the picture to Alexander Eliot, a nineteen-year-old friend she met that summer. She was already dissatisfied with her achievements as a painter. “Sometimes, though, I feel as if I could just take anything and know it my way and paint it but it doesn’t paint as well as I know it—and that is horrible,” she confessed to Alex. She told him that her portrait of Allan wasn’t meant to achieve a likeness. She imagined Allan as a melancholy, vulnerable tree king or green-glazed pharaoh. “He’s Vegetable, you’re Mineral, and I’m Animal,” she proclaimed, and she presented Alex with the picture.

As a Vegetable person, Allan would provide Diane with sustenance. The title she gave the painting suggests she was counting on him to do even more. In depictions by Renaissance painters of the Annunciation, the angel Gabriel intrudes unexpectedly to tell the Virgin Mary that a miraculous event is about to transform her. Allan was Diane’s herald into a new life.
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Enter Allan

The romance of Allan Arbus and Diane Nemerov so closely resembled the love story of David Nemerov and Gertrude Russek that it is a wonder Diane’s parents opposed it so adamantly. Unless, of course, that is precisely why they did.

Allan Arbus, after dropping out of City College at the age of eighteen, was hired to do paste-up in the Russeks advertising department. A curly-haired, sensitive-looking young man with dreams of becoming an actor and a love for playing the clarinet, he obtained the job through his uncle Max Weinstein, who was David Nemerov’s business partner. The Depression was still weighing down the economy, and for anyone seeking employment, connections helped. Like David Nemerov, Allan—notwithstanding his aunt’s marriage to a wealthy man—came from that segment of society known as Jews without money.

Diane met Allan at thirteen, on one of her regular visits to the advertising department for her drawing lessons. As she described it, she fell in love with him on sight, in a romance that, taking into account her parents’ opposition, sounded at first like Romeo and Juliet but was in fact more like Miranda’s sighting of Ferdinand in The Tempest. Diane had been isolated by a parental moat, as if she were living on a sheltered island.

Victor D’Amico, the Fieldston art teacher, said that Allan represented an escape route for Diane. The title of her painting of him supports that view. But it is a partial view. Allan was the male figure that Diane was seeking: firm and capable, rational and orderly, critical and controlling, yet kind and understanding. His skeptical, measured intelligence nicely balanced her intuitive, associative mind. She recognized that he would protect her.

Allan and Diane were teenagers (Diane just barely) when they began spending Saturday afternoons together, visiting museums and parks. It did not take Diane long to decide that he was meant to be her husband, a conclusion she communicated to her parents. Looking back on it, Allan declared that the Nemerovs’ opposition was completely understandable. “She was young and I was Mister Nobody,” he explained. “I was really incapable of making a move myself. I couldn’t go out and get a job. I was sort of hopeless.” He had no clue about finding a way to realize his goals. “I always wanted to be an actor, but I had no idea of how you do it, how you got started,” he said.

Allan resembled Howard. Some saw a physical likeness. “Allan always looked like Howard to me—same shape head, same kind of curly hair,” recalled Rick Fredericks, a college classmate of Howard’s who later knew Allan and Diane. More striking was their temperamental resemblance. Like Howard, Allan was cerebral, detail-focused, fond of wordplay, pedantic and pessimistic. There was something methodically Talmudic in his parsing of minutiae and his worried perfectionism. His mind was tethered. Also like Howard, Allan very much wanted to be successful, although not by conventional standards. What would constitute success remained an anxiety-producing mystery to them both.

Undeterred by parental objections, Diane met Allan secretly, and she also insisted on bringing him over sometimes to join in family meals. If anything, the obstacles intensified their sense that they were natural partners. “In confronting the world, we were really always tremendous allies,” Allan said. They were forever kissing, stroking, embracing. “They couldn’t touch each other enough,” Renee said.

Diane’s Fieldston classmates were stunned to learn of her intention to marry young. “To us she was a virgin vessel,” Stewart Stern explained. “She seemed so unattainable. None of us could believe it.” When Stern eventually met Allan, Diane’s choice surprised him at first, but soon he felt he understood. “I thought it had to be Johnny Weissmuller, and he wasn’t at all like that,” Stern said. “He was like a biblical Puck. He had this marvelous burning Mediterranean darkness in his eyes, and incredible sensitivity and ability to connect. He seemed absolutely right for her. I felt that he had a very grounded, practical sense.”

Aside from dispelling her air of chaste apartness, Diane’s serious attachment startled those who knew her, because in that upper-middle-class, New York Jewish milieu, dependence on a man was a peculiar route to achieve independence from one’s family. In the end, most Fieldston women would assume the roles of wife and mother, but the first station on the way from home was the university. Virtually every member of Diane’s class went to college. For a student with such gifts to forgo a higher education was perplexing. Diane’s intelligence was obvious, and her schoolmates did not confuse her quietness with self-effacement. Behind her reticence was a nebulous but visible ambition. Her black moods were illuminated by a flashing creativity. In her Fieldston yearbook, she chose a (slightly misquoted) comment to run beneath her picture: “Diane Nemerov. To shake the tree of life itself and bring down fruits unheard of.” It comes from a poem by E. A. Robinson, describing William Shakespeare. The words would have made the point better had there been room to publish more of them:

   To-day the clouds are with him, but anon

   He’ll out of ’em enough to shake the tree

   Of life itself and bring down fruit unheard-of,—

   And, throwing in the bruised and whole together,

   Prepare a wine to make us drunk with wonder

Allan once told Alex Eliot that he was afraid he would only hold Diane back if he married her. Alex asked Allan why he was getting married if he felt that way. Because Diane wanted to, Allan answered, and he believed he could insulate her against the dangers of the world. Diane could make a man feel awestruck and protective at the same time, which was the way an old-fashioned man was supposed to feel about a woman.
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A Friendly-Looking Beard

One summer afternoon in Cummington, as they talked while lying in the long grass, Alex Eliot removed from Diane’s wrist the silver bracelet that Allan had given her. When they left, she forgot to put it back on. Realizing at dinnertime that it was missing, she was so distraught that half a dozen of their friends went out with them in search of it, and to everyone’s huge relief, it was found. The piece of jewelry was the chief token of the love that tied Diane and Allan. Inside it, Allan had placed an engraved inscription: “. . . And she was my immunity.” Diane said he had presented it to her in place of an engagement ring.

For a fifteen-year-old girl who was madly in love, Diane certainly behaved in an unconventional way when she met Alex, a garrulous, heavy-drinking, overeating and chain-smoking nineteen-year-old. As Alex described it in his minutely detailed written recollections, on their first night at Cummington the school’s founder led an outdoor meeting for the summer’s new arrivals. In the background, Alex noticed a bewitching creature with “wide green eyes, and hair like smoke of incense” roaming among the assembled onlookers, “lissome as a panther” in her measured, rhythmic movements.

The next day, in the school cafeteria, he asked if he could bring her some coffee.

“Sure,” she said.

When he sat down opposite her, he confessed that he had been unable to look elsewhere at the evening introductory get-together.

“I was posing for you,” she said.

Emboldened, he told her he had been watching that morning as she painted in the life study class. “You touch the paint to canvas with such tenderness,” he said. “Some day you’ll be a very important artist.”

“I hope not!” she replied, in her soft, tentative voice. “I don’t care much for painting. The only reason I came to Cummington for the summer is my parents forced me.”

“Why?”

“So’s I can’t be with my lover.”

“Don’t tell me about him,” Alex said, quickly changing the subject. “You’re from New York, I guess.”

She nodded. “And I go to Fieldston School. It’s all sort of distantly intimate.”

“How do you mean?”

“I can’t explain,” she said. “I used to pose in my lighted bathroom for an old man across the court at home. His wife complained and so I had to stop. Last night, at Miss Frazier’s get-together, I felt you looking at me all the time. It gave me a warm feeling. You’re not old. Eighteen?”

“Nineteen, but only just.”

“Then I almost guessed right. I like you, sort of.”

“May I ask what ‘sort of’ means?”

“Well, first of all, I admire your doing the unfashionable thing—starting a beard so soon in life. It’s a friendly-looking beard, so short, almost peach fuzz. Second of all, you’re nice and big. And third of all, I go for your watchful, alert look. You look like a great bone, somehow, with a sad smile. It may sound fresh to say this, but young as you are, there’s something fatherly about you, too.”

Shrugging, Alex said, “Tell me about your real father.”

“He runs Russeks department store, in lower Fifth Avenue, in a ‘predominantly dominant’ manner—you know? The merchant prince. Dapper David Nemerov walks and talks as if he were sitting down all the time. Basically reserved. I must be the opposite.”

“You take after your mother, I suppose.”

“No, she’s hysterical and I hate her,” Diane retorted sharply. Then she reconsidered. “Well, that’s not true. She’s already been on the phone to see if I’m all right. I cried for hours after her call last night.”

“Diane, do you mind my asking how old—?”

“Fifteen. Only. That’s why, when Allan Arbus asked for my hand in marriage, it shocked Mommy and Daddy out of their wits.”

No longer able to avoid the subject, Alex asked about the man he already saw as his rival, and learned that Allan was his age and working at Russeks, a born student who could not afford college.

“You’ll see when you meet him, you’ll be good friends,” she said.

But Alex was already imagining how he might win her for himself. He asked if she would like to go on a walk with him.

“Of course!” she said. “Let’s get right away out of sight somewhere, and be private.”

He told her there was an old logging trail that led past a graveyard to the ridge.

“Perfect!” she said. “We’ll skip supper, okay? Let’s stay together the rest of the day.”

As soon as they left the school, he took her hand and, to his relief, she did not remove it. While they walked, with their moist palms pressed together and their fingers interlocked, they didn’t say much. But in the weeks and years to come, with her probing inquiry she would learn almost everything about him. Alex was descended from a distinguished New England family: his most famous forebear was his great-grandfather, Charles W. Eliot, an admired president of Harvard University. But Alex was a maverick. Instead of following four previous generations of Eliots by attending Harvard, the red-haired young man chose an unorthodox brand of higher education and studied for two years at Black Mountain College in North Carolina. The German geometric abstractionist Josef Albers had emigrated in 1933 to inaugurate the visual arts program there. Encouraged by his mother, a writer of children’s books, Alex planned to become a painter.

Although they were wearing lightweight shirts and shorts on this July afternoon, they were sweating as they advanced toward the ridge.

“Well, here’s the graveyard,” Diane said. “This looks appropriate.”

“Appropriate for what?”

“If I take off my shirt and lie down in the grass, will you please rub my back?”

“But . . . the grass is kind of long. It may be buggy.”

“I know.”

“You’re Allan’s girl,” Alex stammered.

“True.” The word emerged through the fabric of the shirt that she was pulling over her head. Her small breasts were not as rounded or tanned as her arms and shoulders. But to Alex, aware of her mythological namesake, she resembled the lithe goddess of the hunt. He was ensnared.

“Well, then,” he said. “If you’ll just lie across this fallen tombstone, I’ll give you as good a rub as I can. Be patient, though. I’ve never done this before.”

Pressing his thumbs against her neck, shoulder blades and spine, he believed he could feel a stream of energy coursing through her.

“Where does it go?” he blurted, and then apologized. He hadn’t meant to speak. But she seemed to understand his meaning. She loosened her belt so that his fingers could travel to the base of her spine. There he halted. He dared advance no farther.

“How’s that?” he asked, climbing off her.

She rolled onto her back and yawned. “You’re even better at it than my brother, Howard.”

“What’s he like?”

“Strange. We all are, though. Isn’t that true? I think he’s a little in love with me. Yet he seems so superior now that he’s at Harvard—like on a bicycle. Well, I don’t know. It must be funny.”

“What must?”

“Oh, being a boy, and growing up and all. Sometimes I feel sorry for men. Their big ideas, and their trousers ready to burst!”

A large mosquito landed gingerly between Diane’s breasts. They both watched, fascinated, as its slender proboscis tickled a freckle on her skin. She made no move to brush it away. Changing its strategy, the insect whined upward and then landed on the nipple of her right breast. This time, it sank its feeder deep into her flesh and drank. Alex looked up at her face. She was looking tenderly at the bug, not at him.

When the mosquito, engorged and drowsy, lifted off, Diane said, “I love insects and childhood. Tell me about the games you played when you were young. Start as far back as you can.”

“I will if you put your shirt on.”

“Why didn’t you say my breasts bothered you? They do me, too, being so small.” She slipped her shirt back on. “Well, am I decent now?”

“You’re beautiful all over. That’s the trouble.”

She was not to be deflected from her purpose. Alex began telling her about his upbringing, fielding her frequent interruptions as she pressed for precise sequences of events and additional information about his schoolmates.

“Alex, I’m not like other girls,” she said.

“Uh, how do you mean?”

“I’m more serious, in my way. For one thing, I like details.”

She certainly did. She was insatiable when it came to details.

After Alex had satisfied some of her curiosity, he rose and stretched out his hands to help her get up.

“Listen, it’s still a couple of miles to the hilltop. Are you sure you want to go the whole way?”

“Absolutely!”

Holding hands, they walked through the woods until they reached the granite outcrop and sat down to watch the sun sink below the hills. As the air cooled, Diane snuggled against his shoulder. They kissed. He looked at her and fumbled for words, trying to explain his sense of rapture. She laughed.

“I want to hear about the other times, the girls you’ve had, all right?” she said.

“Well, if I told you anything, it would be so you’ll understand how different things are between us.”

“Liar.” She demanded that he describe for her each of his sexual encounters, beginning with the first.

He looked at her sparkling eyes. “I’m going to hate this.”

“I know,” she said. “You’re squirming now, aren’t you?” She plunged her hand into his shorts. He gasped as her fingers clenched around him.

“You are my prisoner,” she said in a calm voice. “You can’t squirm out of this one, so say: Whose were the first fingers, besides your own, which made this stiffen up?”

“I . . . Gosh, Diane.”

Alex fell silent. He sensed already who would be controlling this relationship, and he had a premonition that he was out of his depth.
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Weddings

When Allan came by bus to Cummington to visit Diane, Alex finally met the “fiancé,” as she called him, of whom he had heard so much and of whom he was so envious. Is it surprising that the two young men hit it off? They had in common their adoration of Diane. And it was not a contest: she had already declared which man she was going to marry.

It would be a mistake to think that Diane was ambivalent about Allan. She was completely committed to becoming Mrs. Arbus and was waging that campaign with her parents fiercely and incessantly. At the same time, she had a passionate curiosity. Not only did other people fascinate her; she was intrigued by the effect she had on other people, especially men. This adolescent phase of mutual exploration she would never outgrow. In her universe, alternatives did not exclude, and a primary bond did not prevent another attachment. She was multivalent.

Alex was so different from Allan. He took her to meet his parents in nearby Northampton, where his father, who had a bad stammer, taught drama at Smith College. Afterward, Diane told Alex that it was like seeing another piece of the same carpet: the father’s patch was faded by the sun and worn by the tread of many feet, while Alex’s was still bright and untouched. On her part, Diane introduced him to Howard, who was pursuing his literary interests as a Harvard undergraduate.

When, following the summer program, Alex went off to Boston to study painting, he developed a friendship with Howard. Visiting New York over the Christmas holidays, Alex stayed with the Nemerovs and saw Allan there, too. At one point, Allan said to him, “I’m nothing, and I’m no good for Diane.” Alex’s hopes for his own suit rose, but Diane’s allegiance to Allan didn’t waver, and her mother was as direct as a bucket of cold water. “If you have any hopes of marrying Diane, bury them,” Gertrude informed him. “Allan is bad enough. I would never let my daughter marry a goy.” Alex spent most of the holiday walking around the city with Diane and Allan. He later recalled that he and Allan became “as close as brothers, which was funny because, looking back on it, we were the exact opposite. Allan was cautious, cool, a perfectionist, while I tended to excess.” One day, while the three of them were at an Upper East Side delicatessen, Alex revealed with intense feeling that he was desperately in love with Diane. Allan took it in stride. Diane giggled. After one of Alex’s visits, Diane wrote to say how much Allan liked him, and added, “You don’t know how wonderful he is because you don’t love him. He is good. Very good.” Reassuringly, she told Alex that he, too, was “very lovely—and good.” In a less confident tone, she added, “I want to be good to you.”
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