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About the Book

‘You’re Joseph Heller’s daughter? How terrific!’

But was there a catch?

Like his most famous work, Joseph Heller was a study in contradictions: eccentric, brilliant and voracious, but also mercurial, competitive, and stubborn, with a love of mischief that sometimes cut too close to the bone. Yossarian Slept Here is a daughter’s darkly funny, poignant memoir about growing up a Heller – from her colourful family members and her parents’ tumultuous marriage, to her father’s celebrity friends and the family’s eccentric neighbours (Mel Brooks was a close confidante, Sidney Poitier shared the elevator). This is a story about achieving a dream, about fame and its aftermath, about squandered opportunities, lasting love and family.


About the Author

Erica Heller is the daughter of Joseph Heller, the author of Catch-22. She is an advertising copywriter, novelist, and creative consultant whose work has appeared in the New York Observer and on The Huffington Post. She lives in New York.


With boundless gratitude to Richard Glass
and the late Warren Cassell;
and to my niece Ivy
and the grandparents who never got to meet her,
Grandma Shirley and Grandpa Joe


ERICA HELLER

Yossarian
Slept Here

When Joseph Heller was Dad
and Life was a Catch-22
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She believed once long ago in the country she had crossed a meadow to pick a few rhododendrons that she took to her family, the deep red ones. From afar they looked close together, each petal brushing against its neighbouring petal, but close up, that was not the case at all, each petal was on its own stalk, separate, surviving, the way it is with every living thing.

—Edna O’Brien, Time and Tide


INTRODUCTION

A Jewish wife will forgive and forget, but she’ll never forget what she forgave.

—Jewish proverb

“Joe who?” my mother asked without guile from her hospital bed. She’d just read a card that had been tucked into a glorious bouquet of freshly delivered flowers.

“Joe Heller,” I told her. I was flabbergasted that she didn’t know or couldn’t guess, but then we were in Sloan-Kettering. It was 1995, she was dying, and although my parents had been married for thirty-eight years, they had had a particularly acrimonious divorce twelve years before and had not spoken since. So perhaps the fact that she was scouring her brain for non-Hellerian Joes she might know was not really all that startling. I reached over for the card and read aloud: “My darling Shirley,” it began, “I am so sorry. Joe.” I handed it back to her.

When I told her who’d sent the flowers, she spoke slowly and without rancor. “Well, he is a sorry soul,” she pronounced wearily, crumpling up the card and dropping it into the yellow plastic trash bin on the floor beside her bed. “But he sent you flowers,” I pushed, somehow hoping for more. “They’re from Dad. Don’t you think they’re nice?” I pestered, leading the witness. She stared at me, unruffled and unimpressed. “I get it. I understand,” she said. “But really, how wildly would you like me to celebrate this? Should I hire jugglers?” Then she muttered something that I made her repeat twice because it was said so faintly, she closed her eyes and we never spoke of the flowers or of my father again.

By then my mother was bald and terribly frail. After her initial diagnosis a year and a half earlier, I’d moved back in with her at the Apthorp, the apartment building where I’d grown up, decamping from the Upper East Side to properly care for her for as long as was needed.

From the day I moved back in, whether my mother was home or, as she was with increasing frequency, in the hospital, my father was too stubborn and too shaken by the gravity of her illness to call or speak to her. Instead, he called me. Night after night he inquired about her with an array of questions that never varied: Had she eaten? Had she gotten fresh air that day? Was she able to sleep? What were the doctors saying? Had she taken all of her medications and had I remembered to give her all of her vitamins? What was her mood? Every night I answered him, increasingly baffled by his persistent interest and concern, but not, I suspect, as baffled as he himself may have been.

As my mother got sicker, had brain surgery, lung surgery, chemo, and radiation, I could hear how much more difficult it was for him to keep the fear from creeping into his voice. He knew we were going to lose her. It was only a question of when. Officially, they had lost each other many years before, of course, but it was obvious how deeply he was tied to her. They were still uncannily connected.

Even after years of silence, the truth remained that there’d never been anyone who’d known or understood each of them better than the other. There never would be. With Mom’s death, this aspect of my father’s life would be obliterated, and I sensed that fact very strongly during that time. To me, it could easily be seen lurking just beneath the surface—a surface customarily guarded and closed and, for the most part, ineluctably indecipherable.

When my father called me those nights he was not the blustery, famous author; the gruff, arrogant big shot; the smug, cocky fellow who sometimes showed up to friends’ cocktail parties for the sheer fun of insulting them. He wasn’t the caustic, clever master of the verbal arabesque who for years had answered the question “How come you’ve never written a book as good as Catch-22?” with the sly, Talmudic response to put any other to shame: “Who has?” he’d ask, genuinely wanting to know. He was not bombastic or self-satisfied during those nightly calls. He was only sad. He just wanted to talk, and I let him.

Then, about a month before my mother died, when she had gone into Sloan-Kettering for what seemed as if it might be the last time, one night when Dad called I was simply too exhausted to hold everything back that I’d been wanting to say to him ever since she’d first been diagnosed. I had never found the courage or the proper words to use with him before.

I blurted out that he simply had to communicate with her again now, or he would never forgive himself. “How will you live with yourself if you don’t? How will you sleep at night?” I asked in an uncustomarily loud tone. He listened silently, and I could picture him sitting in his lemon-yellow study out in East Hampton where he lived, seething at the very notion of being scolded by his daughter. “Call. Write to her. Send flowers. Do something. There isn’t much time left, and if you don’t, I think you’ll always be sorry,” I fumbled, suddenly aware of and horrified by my own stridence. Now, understandably, there was angry silence. When Dad finally spoke, he was petulant, childlike. “I don’t need you to tell me what to do,” he growled, hanging up before I could respond.

It was the very next day when, sitting in my mother’s hospital room, there had been a knock at the door, and an orderly had entered with the exquisite bouquet of flowers for Mom. From Dad.

When I arrived home that night the phone was already ringing. He wanted to know if she’d gotten the flowers and if so, had she liked them. I assured him that they’d arrived and had been magnificent. “Well, what did she say?” he asked with some urgency, and then it was my turn to be silent.

After the divorce, for years my father had begged, cajoled, and finally actually offered me a hefty bribe of ten thousand dollars in cash if I would only tell him my mother’s secret pot roast recipe. It was handed down to her from her mother, my grandmother Dottie, and the meal was for him like kryptonite. It always made him groggy, feeble, and positively stupid with glee, turning his knees to jelly.

When my mother had closed her eyes in the hospital after receiving his flowers, what she had muttered to me, in fact, was: “No matter what, don’t ever give him the pot roast recipe,” and with that, she’d drifted off to sleep. I did not share this with him, take a sorrowful moment when he was so uncharacteristically humbled and vulnerable and make it even more difficult.

On the other hand, he never did get that recipe.


PART 1

Apartment 2K South

Starting small: In at the Apthorp, but there was a catch
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1952–1962


THE SORROW AND THE PITTI

It was certainly a strange quarter to have settled in. Small dress-makers, bird-stuffers, and “people who wrote” were her nearest neighbors.

—Edith Wharton, about New York City, The Age of Innocence

IN RETROSPECT, MY parents planting themselves at the Apthorp in 1952 made perfect sense. The Apthorp’s history has an undeniably comic, often operatic eloquence, replete with notes both high and low. This made it the ideal place for Joe and Shirley Heller and their endlessly squealing infant, who happened to be me.

Since its construction in 1908, the Apthorp has been a quirky, iconic, and grand Manhattan apartment building rich in fascinating anecdotes and gossip; a limestone palace with an interior courtyard, built by the whimsical, shrewd robber baron William Waldorf Astor. Much later it became a fixture of the upper-crusty Upper West Side. But in 1952, there was a catch.

To begin with, the neighborhood was dangerous, ugly, and filthy. Respectability and astronomical real-estate prices came decidedly late to this once blighted area, and for much of its history, the Apthorp cast its shadow over a begrimed and dilapidated quarter teeming with junkies, prostitutes, pimps, muggers, and gangs. Just within its stately, wrought-iron gates, this was a Palazzo Pitti wannabe, lodged in the middle of Dodge City. Moreover, the Apthorpian thread of lunacy, recklessness, and absurdity began almost a century before the building itself was even erected, on farmland beleaguered by lawsuits initiated before the American Revolution, which weren’t settled until 1902. The peculiar brand of Apthorp craziness is documented, pedigreed, cumulative, and exponential.

A favorite joke of my father’s when I was a baby was to hide me up in a closet while my mother was out. When she’d return, he’d wait to see how long it took her to notice that the baby was missing. Several years later, when I was in grade school, my brother and I would sometimes play in the courtyard on weekend afternoons, and my father, at home writing, would tell us that we wouldn’t be allowed back into the apartment unless we brought him a pizza. There was, in fact, a pizza toll. Our family did its part to uphold the Apthorp’s crazy pedigree, and continued in our way for many years to come.

When the weather turned warm in our courtyard apartment, life inside bore a distinctive smell. The Apthorp beauty parlor was just beneath our windows, and while a courtyard breeze was a rarity, this meant, particularly on hotter days when windows were thrown open, that what blew in was the sulfurous smell of ammonia mixed with peroxide. The wafting scent floated inside the apartment and simply settled there. No matter what my mother served us for dinner, it smelled as if it were getting a permanent.

Drama and notoriety have always been quintessentially Apthorpian. Nora Ephron and her husband, Nicholas Pileggi, were residents for many years, and she wrote a prickly piece about it for The New Yorker called “Moving On, A Love Story,” when they moved to the East Side in 2006, fed up with the Apthorp’s maddening eccentricities, foibles, and runaway “fair market” rents. “Fair” can be such a flexible word.

My father wrote much of Catch-22 in Apartment 2K South, early in the mornings and after returning home in the evenings from his pleasant but prosaic job as an ad writer. The apartment was cramped and had little light. Still, it was rich in distinctive detail, so it makes sense that the man who was about to invent a unique brand of circular logic lived in a second-floor apartment overlooking a circular driveway and courtyard. As he was about to introduce the world to a new kind of twisted, irrational rationality, he lived in a place that was itself completely idiosyncratic and extraordinary, and has only become more so with the galloping passage of time.
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Mom and me, 1952


LOSE A MINK, GAIN AN APARTMENT

“How did you find the chicken?”

“Underneath the potato.”

—Typical waiter’s joke told at Grossinger’s in 1945, from Tania Grossinger,
Growing Up at Grossinger’s

IN 1952, SECURING an apartment at the Apthorp, which extends from Seventy-eighth to Seventy-ninth Streets and from Broadway to West End Avenue, took only a deposit. And since the rents in those days were astonishingly reasonable, so were the deposits. You pretty much just showed up and if you wanted a place here, you got one. Rents were generally under two hundred dollars, and frequently half that price. And as long as you were hidden away in your apartment and never ventured out past the building’s imposing gates into the violence and teeming squalor of Broadway, life was sublime. But my parents didn’t start out on Broadway.

After getting married in New York in 1945, they departed immediately by train to California, where my father enrolled in the University of Southern California for a year and then transferred back east to New York University. He studied writing there and got his B.A. in 1948, and then his M.A. from Columbia a year later. Earning a Fulbright scholarship, he finished his education after he and my mother, Shirley, had spent a year at Oxford.

During their time in New York City, they’d lived in a brownstone just a few blocks from my maternal grandparents, Dottie and Barney Held. By the late 1940s, my grandparents had moved from Brooklyn to Riverside Drive and Seventy-sixth Street. The small brownstone apartment my parents rented was owned by one of my grandmother’s card-playing friends, a woman named Pearl Marx, who was a chic and cunning businesswoman at a time when that was still considered uncommon.

This arrangement worked well, and my parents lived nicely—albeit under the surveillance of my grandmother’s friend—for several months, until one night, when the house of Mrs. Marx more closely resembled that of the Marx Brothers. On a snowy winter’s evening, when my parents went out for a late dinner and returned home to the brownstone, they passed by a man in the vestibule. He was nice-looking, well-dressed, and he actually tipped his hat to my mother as they came in and he went out. And just as he passed them, my mother noticed that he was carrying a mink coat and commented to my father about how much it looked like hers. Well, of course, not only did it resemble hers, it was hers. The instant they put the key in the door, they knew they’d been completely cleaned out. The following day they moved in with my grandparents on Riverside Drive and stayed there until my father took up a teaching position at Penn State University that spring. Their second hiatus from New York lasted from 1950 to ’52, when they returned and were once again situated solidly in my grandparents’ orbit.

In those early days the relationship between my father and my grandparents was simple and satisfying. They were Dad’s biggest devotees. In fact, my grandmother in particular gave him not just room and board, not just money to live on while he completed his education, but she’d given him something far more significant: her one and only daughter.
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Dottie Held, Grandma, 1949

In the winter of 1945, when Mom was twenty-one, my grandmother had taken my mother and her younger son, my uncle, up to Grossinger’s, in the Catskills—the Jewish Alps—for a bit of fresh air and winter recreation. My grandfather remained behind, working in the city. He was a partner at Queen Casuals Sportswear, and, whenever he could slip away, a frequent patron of both Belmont and Aqueduct raceways.

While checking in that afternoon at the hotel’s massive front desk, my grandmother spotted a skinny guy in an army uniform clowning around with a few of his friends. He had a toothpick stuck in his mouth and looked quite obviously pleased with himself. As he surveyed the throngs of guests milling about in the vast lobby, all around him were girls his age, many with their mothers. It was winter, and flocks of these girls were wrapped in fur coats and wore expensive clothes and jewelry.

My grandmother suddenly caught sight of him, heard him talking to the man behind the counter and asking questions that seemed interesting. She could never put her finger on it afterward, what it was exactly that appealed to her. She only knew that she liked the sound of his Brooklynese; he was funny, sharp, and clearly very bright. Wasting no time and reaching him before any other mother might possibly do the same, she went right up to him, uttering these fateful words and thus rendering herself an instant cliché:

“Have I got a girl for you!”

In those days, people really said things like that. He stared at her. “Everyone I know has a girl for me,” he told her. “Oh yeah? Well, this one has red hair and freckles,” my grandmother countered. He scowled. “I hate red hair. And the only thing I hate more is freckles.” And that should have been that, except where anyone else would have been finished, my grandmother was only getting started. As he signed the register and he and his pals picked up their bags, he passed by my grandmother and said: “See you later, Mom,” and she always remembered how impish he’d looked when he said it.

He was on furlough after flying sixty missions in Italy during the war, a war which still had a full year ahead of fighting Japan. But this Coney Island kid, my father, was at last done with flying, and had come home to the U.S. by steamship from Naples to Atlantic City. And although he didn’t know it yet, the day he arrived at Grossinger’s he was confronted with two forces nearly as impregnable as any German battalion he’d encountered in the skies over Italy. The first was my grandmother, Dottie. The other was love.

That night in the smoky, jammed Terrace Room, the band pounded out the tango, the cha-cha, the mambo, and the rumba, and there was a dance contest. Seated with my mother, my grandmother spotted my father at a table on the other side of the room, again surrounded by friends, and headed right over without a second’s hesitation.

She asked my father to be her partner for the dance contest, and he was so taken with her spectacular nerve that he agreed. The song was an Xavier Cugat hit, “Weekend at the Waldorf.” They won the contest. With it came a bottle of champagne, and when they went back to enjoy it at my grandmother’s table, Dad took one look at my mother and was besotted. Red hair, freckles, and all. The rest, as they say, is mystery.
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Left to right: Lt. Clifford (pilot), Lt. Chrenko (copilot), S/Sgt. Rackmyer (tail gunner), Lt. Heller (bombardier-navigator), Pfc. Zaboly (not certain), S/Sgt. Schroeder (radio gunner), and S/Sgt. Ryba (gunner)—another 488th crew. The names here match the flight manifest for Dad’s June 7th mission to Cencina, Italy.

They spent the week together up at Grossinger’s, during which time he told her that he was going to be a writer, and not just a writer but a great writer; that he would write the definitive book about World War II. And then they wrote to each other when he returned to the air force base in San Angelo and she went home to Riverside Drive. My father called frequently and came and took her out as often as he could make it to New York.

Shirley Held had been born in the Bushwick section of Brooklyn, when homes there had porches and sprouted lush, carefully tended rose gardens. Mid-high school she was shipped off to board at the elite Highland Manor, which she and her schoolmates elegantly referred to as Highland Manure. I’m sure that my grandparents couldn’t afford it and am equally sure that, as usual, my grandmother insisted on it anyway. When Dottie made up her mind about something irrationally extravagant, rationality never had a chance.

Following high school, my mother worked for exactly one half of one day in the shoe department at Bergdorf Goodman, a place she claimed not to have exactly minded spending time in. But she quit just before lunchtime the first day after overhearing two department managers making anti-Semitic jokes. Before leaving, she bought a pair of wholly impractical, bottle-green alligator pumps, the most expensive shoes in the department, and walked out with her red-haired Semitic head held high. Unlike people who actually earn money from working, my mother’s retailing career cost her seventy-six dollars, and turned out to be her last formally salaried employment for the next forty years.

After about six months of courtship, with another push from Grandma (and after Dottie had chosen the engagement ring), my parents became engaged, planning to marry the following August. But midway, Shirley changed her mind. One night she told Grandma that she didn’t really love my father and wanted to break the engagement. In her meekness, she asked my grandmother to write Dad, break the engagement for her, and send back his ring.

But asking my grandmother to intervene in this way was like entrusting Hermann Göring to light your Shabbat candles. There was no way it was happening. Instead, she sprang immediately to the phone, spoke to my father in Texas, alerted him to my mother’s crumbling courage, and instructed him to get to New York tout de suite. My father was soon on a train, and when he arrived two days later on Riverside Drive—furious and ravaged by love, penniless, and unshaven—my mother took one look at her handsome, scruffy Romeo, declared her love for him, and far from being canceled, their wedding was instead moved up several months, to October.

After Dad taught at Penn State University, when my parents were ready to move back to New York City in 1952, as far as my grandparents were concerned, there was no question that my parents’ new apartment would have to offer security, perhaps a doorman. It also had to be affordable. And nearby. But from Grandma’s perspective, everything was too far away, too expensive, too ugly, or sometimes all three.

Then one evening when my grandfather was coming home from work, he stepped from the Broadway subway and there it was, the Apthorp. Of course, he’d passed it several times a day on his way to and from the office, but he’d never given the place a single thought, assuming that the rents must be astronomical. Now, just out of curiosity, he wandered into the rental office to see if there were any vacant apartments, never expecting the favorable reply he received.

Both of my grandparents believed that my father’s talent would someday catapult my parents far above their current standard of living, so picking an apartment at the Apthorp seemed somehow appropriate. Dottie felt deeply that we belonged there. It was not as posh as Riverside Drive, with a view of the Hudson River and your own sliver of sky overhead. But it was more than satisfactory.

My grandmother trotted over to the Apthorp rental office so early the next morning after my grandfather’s initial inquiry that it was still dark when she arrived with her deposit check. Scurrying so quickly, she lost a heel on one of her shoes en route, but that didn’t stop her. She found the super, woke him, and somehow convinced him to let her see the apartment my grandfather had been told about—the smallish one, on the second floor, facing the courtyard, available and waiting.

She sat down on a radiator in the empty apartment and never budged, waiting for the sun to rise so she could make out her surroundings. When it did, she was certain she’d come to just the right place.

My grandfather was usually the one who bet on horses, on long shots, and seldom, if ever, did they pay off. But here was my grandmother, with a new grandchild and a son-in-law just starting out in business, who nonetheless kept telling everyone that someday he would be a renowned writer who wouldn’t need a regular job or a paycheck to support his family because his writing alone would sustain them.

Looking back now, Grandma’s faith in Dad was nothing short of staggering. My grandmother trusted no one, took no one at his word, assumed the worst of everyone at all times. Through her shadowy lens, Dottie’s cracked versions of things usually turned out, sadly, to be true.

But here was her cocky son-in-law, still with the toothpick. He had a way with a wisecrack, but what else did he have, other than an adamant belief that his own talent would end up being profitable?

Against all odds and her customarily unswerving judgment, she somehow swept aside her skepticism and chose to believe in him.


TWO TOUGH COOKIES, ONE RECIPE FOR DISASTER

I CAN ONLY marvel at the pair of them now, my grandmother and my father, both so cagey and indomitable. They had a great deal in common, although neither would have agreed on that. Dancing brought them together initially, and then they did a kind of dance over the next forty years to music only the two of them could hear.

During the first years all was peaceful. These two powerful forces formed an alliance. My grandparents helped my parents out financially—after all, the GI Bill only went so far. But gratitude was not a mantle my father ever wore lightly, and in this case he knew instantly that, as the recipient of Grandma’s generosity, he was at a definite tactical disadvantage. She wasn’t shy about reminding him about his debt to her, and knowing him, it must have maddened him to know how meticulously she was keeping score.

In 1998, in Now and Then: From Coney Island to Here: A Memoir, Dad wrote:

My mother-in-law, Dottie Held, was one of those cultivated, modern women who knew the difference between turquoise and aquamarine. On the other hand, she also knew the difference between sirloin steak and top sirloin, prime rib and top round, and that only first-cut brisket was suitable for a good Pot Roast.

Indeed, from the very start of his ardent internship of dedicated gluttony at my grandmother’s table, this was a man who took his meat, and his meals, unabashedly seriously.

My father was known for his frugality. In contrast, neither of my maternal grandparents embraced reality when it came to money. His went to the ponies, and hers went to whatever happened to catch her fancy for a day or a moment. How they could afford prime rib or any rib, or had money to give to my parents, baffled everyone concerned. My mother’s favorite cousin, Audrey, a snappy redhead now living in Florida, took to calling Grandma Mrs. van Upsnoot because she appeared to be (and wasn’t) rich and had hallucinations of grandeur, but in truth was just posing. As for Grandpa, my grandmother’s nickname for him was the Baron of Haben Nicht, the Baron of Nothing. She loved to tell all who would listen about how he wouldn’t ever let her serve leftovers to him because it made him feel like he was living in a boardinghouse. Ordinarily, when it came to running the show he yielded to my grandmother, meek in the face of Dottie’s willfulness, but not on this point. So Mrs. van Upsnoot and the Baron, both of whom had grown up poor a few blocks from each other in Brooklyn, were now living the life of moneyed people when actually they usually didn’t have much money at all.

To be fair, Grandma had not had an easy time of it. Born in 1900, being the eldest girl in a family of eight children meant that whenever a new sibling arrived, she was expected to help take care of the baby and the house. Her brothers were typically boisterous, and their father, Max, he of the epically short fuse, would sometimes hit the boys when he arrived home from work in Manhattan as a tailor, then later as a jeweler. If the boys had done nothing wrong, this was merely a down payment for the next time they did.

Grandma’s wedding day, when she was just seventeen, was a day like any other, meaning that she had had to get down on her hands and knees as usual and scrub the kitchen floor with newspapers as the family waited together to leave for the synagogue. Then, the second day of my grandparents’ honeymoon in Atlantic City, they received a telegram telling them that my grandfather’s father had died suddenly, and they returned immediately to Brooklyn. The honeymoon was over, in every conceivable sense.

As a housewife in Brooklyn, Grandma loved entertaining, and presided over many afternoons of card playing and mah-jongg. She was fond of telling the story of how sometimes she’d invite a woman she knew from Corona, Queens, one Josephine Esther Menzer, nicknamed Esty, to come by with her uncle, John Schotz, a Hungarian chemist known for whipping up batches of scented, velvety ladies’ skin care creams. Esty worked hard for many years over a hot stove at home, perfecting her uncle’s recipes, and when my grandmother invited them to stop by at these card games, Esty sold the ladies beauty products and Grandma said she always gave Esty and John lunch, which they sat and ate, gratefully, off in the kitchen. Esty, of course, turned out to be Estée Lauder, a self-made billionaire, and although Grandma never came right out and said that it had been her egg and tomato sandwiches that fortified Esty to go forth and conquer the frontier of women’s skin care, I sensed that at times she felt it.

Apart from the inconvenient habit of always spending just a bit more than they had, my grandparents had other problems. Much, much later, after I’d been born, my grandmother told my mother about her suspicion that my grandfather was sleeping with various models at his Queen Casuals showroom, telling her that she had found lipstick-smeared handkerchiefs and matchbooks from nightclubs she and Grandpa had never visited. Was it true? He was such a docile creature it was almost impossible to envision him initiating any of this. Then again, he was also remarkably handsome. In the meantime, Grandma spent or overspent his money with what can most kindly be described as ebullient abandon.

She even employed a couple from Eastern Europe, Harold and Anna. Clean, quiet, and polite, Anna cooked and cleaned, and Harold was the chauffeur with his own car. Things worked out fine for a few months. Anna was hard-working, an expert cook, and Harold drove Grandpa to and from work every day. The arrangement changed the night my grandparents had a dinner party and Anna and Harold guzzled all of the booze before the guests arrived, then made a scene. In their sozzled merriment, they had also apparently emptied my grandmother’s jewelry box. As soon as this was discovered, the police were called, and the two fired employees, reeking of gin, complained to the cop about the stingy, filthy Jews they worked for and what a lousy time they’d had in their employment. As luck would have it, however, my grandmother had happened to summon just about the only Jewish policeman at that time in all of Brooklyn. Harold and Anna took their act to jail, and Grandma got her jewels back. It turned out that they weren’t even really from Eastern Europe, unless there’s a town there called Secaucus.

In any case, it was clear to anyone within a tri-state perimeter that my grandmother offered my grandfather little, if anything, in the way of affection, companionship, or, heaven forfend, sex, which she counseled me from very early on was something she had only utter disdain for, wrinkling up her perfectly powdered nose and wincing at the thought of it. She was not without her yearnings, her cravings, and her addictions, however, and they proved every bit as tantalizing and irresistible to her as those perfectly proportioned Queen Casuals models parading back and forth in that season’s smart white ducks may have been to my grandfather.

In fact, my grandmother was insatiable. Her lust was for jewelry, for antique, delicately gold-leafed china, for furs and cruises to Cuba with her friends, where she’d play canasta as the sun rose and set on her carefree revelry, chattering and happy on the gently rolling, sparkling seas. New York City was dotted with furriers, china salesmen, and jewelers who all turned chartreuse at the mere mention of my grandmother’s name—indeed, they practically dove beneath their counters if they saw her or any of her relatives heading for their stores. Her perennial haunt, Jean’s, an antique jeweler, catered to her whims for almost seventy years, putting up with her demanding nature, her frequent returns and exchanges, and steely determination to purchase things when she could clearly ill afford them. Armand, one of the owners, who knew my grandmother from the time she got married, told me that she single-handedly had aged him more than fifty years (in only about five) and that she alone had inadvertently invented both the layaway plan and the lay awake plan. “I called it that because the night after Dottie took something home from the shop I’d lay awake all night, worrying about whether she was going to return it, exchange it, break it, wake up the following morning hating it, or, mainly, ever pay for it. I let her take things home before they were fully paid because she was very persuasive,” he told me years ago. “What could I do? Who could say no to such a woman?”

Well, one man could. And did. Grandma may have been childlike, narcissistic, part Ziegfeld girl, Evita, Auntie Mame, Lizzie Borden, Mussolini, and crafty riverboat gambler, but there was someone who couldn’t be bullied by her into silence or submission. In him, she had met her match.

My father, unlike his mother-in-law, had been the coddled darling of his small Coney Island family. His parents, Isaac and Lena, were low-income Russian immigrants who had arrived here in 1913. Isaac, an agnostic with an affinity for socialist politics, drove a delivery truck for a wholesale baker. Lena never learned to speak English proficiently, and so it was my aunt Sylvia, my father’s older sister by seven years, who would always have to go to school to meet with Joey’s teachers or with his principal at P.S. 188 whenever he got himself into trouble, which proved often. But his kind of trouble was a different sort than that of most of the kids whose mothers were summoned to school: Joey wasn’t smashing baseballs through school windows or bloodying noses in the schoolyard, he just refused to pay attention in class. The problem was that whenever he was called on by a teacher, he somehow managed to get the answer right anyway, which was demoralizing for the rest of the class. Couldn’t daydreaming Joey at least pretend to be the smallest bit interested, the principal wanted to know? His mother declared, when he was still very young, that Joey had “a twisted brain” and would announce this proudly and often.

The first shock my father experienced was the death of his father, or more likely its aftermath, when Dad was only five. Isaac died suddenly from a botched ulcer operation, and among other things, this put the family into catastrophic financial exigency. Both my aunt Sylvia and uncle Lee, fourteen years older than my father, went to work. Struggling to feed her family, Lena took in sewing, Aunt Sylvia began a lifetime of employment at Macy’s, and Uncle Lee made deliveries for a laundry, then worked for a while as a salesclerk at Woolworth’s, then as a caterer’s assistant. My father wrote that he felt somehow pampered and insulated from trauma during this time, and that the day of his father’s funeral he was doted on and spoiled by everyone, given candy and money.

Certainly, it is only mere conjecture to suggest that this was when he began a lifetime of keeping secrets and choking off the excesses of certain difficult emotions. Still, he would only let anyone in so far into this strange place of his acquaintanceship, sometimes a dictatorship, where the currency was frequently sarcasm and a coruscating wit—snarling, brutish, yet often impossibly, improbably, delightfully, and deliriously funny.

A fine example of Dad’s brand of humor was when friends of my parents adopted two small boys, younger than I, and one summer, when I was about twelve, we rented a house near theirs on Fire Island.

[image: image]

Fire Island, early sixties

The boys were sweet, shy, and extremely well behaved. Nevertheless, more than once Dad bellowed at them, I think half-joking, while wagging a finger in their direction: “Both of you better behave, otherwise it’s back to the orphanage!” They watched him, eyes wide with abject horror. Children had no amnesty when it came to the wicked barbs of Dad’s idiosyncratic wit. If you showed up, whether you were four or forty-four, you were on your own, and the precision of Dad’s gibes was almost incomparably masterful.

Ten years after Isaac’s death, Dad’s world shifted again when his brother, Lee, got married. During the ceremony, the rabbi referred to Lena as Sylvia and Lee’s stepmother. In fact, Isaac’s first wife had died when Lee was only seven, almost right after Sylvia had been born. These two older siblings were actually my father’s half-brother and half-sister, only no one had ever thought to tell him. Lena had raised all three children as her own, and Sylvia said it had never occurred to any of them to mention it to Joey. As for Dad, he felt tricked, and some have suggested that thereafter he was engulfed in an anger said to have leaked into his work, already shaped by having lost his father. “I can let myself feel for people, and I can let myself stop feeling for them,” he told writer and friend Barbara Gelb in a 1979 interview for The New York Times, “Catching Joe Heller.” “It’s easy, it’s a skill—like an ability to draw.”

During World War II, after Dad had enlisted in the army at nineteen, the morning he was to report to Penn Station on his way to Camp Upton on Long Island, Sylvia and Lena had walked him the few blocks to the trolley stop. They chatted as if it were any other day, then hugged formally and kissed each other’s cheeks in farewell. To me, it sounded like surgery without blood. Especially when Dad wrote in a memoir that he had been “profoundly shaken (and tried not to show it)” when Sylvia happened to mention to him many years later that as soon as he had stepped onto that trolley car and it disappeared, Lena had collapsed, sobbing convulsively, inconsolable. Lena hadn’t wanted Dad to detect the ferocity of her emotions, and those many years later, Dad didn’t want Sylvia to realize the power of his own.


COLD COMFORT, HOT BUTTERSCOTCH

There is no more sombre enemy of good art than the pram in the hall.

—Cyril Connolly

I LEARNED TO speak and to read early, and at the age of three, garrulous and certainly more extroverted than I have ever been since, I was quite possibly mistaken for being “precocious,” which seemed to be a notion my father enjoyed, and it was because of this, I think, that he and I spent many afternoons together. While I was small and Dad’s mother was still living in a rest home out near Coney Island, the two of us would sometimes visit her. I remember little of Grandma Lena except that she had dark, thick whiskers on her chin and clammy hands with a frighteningly strong grip. She would take one of my small hands in both of hers, and I felt that if I ever saw it again, the bones would be crushed and dripping with her human moisture. We would take the subway all the way out there, a long ride, and I can remember the hard, cane-woven seats on the train. More than once, some kind of coil was jutting up and out and cut my leg, and when we arrived at the rest home I’d go immediately to the nurse’s office. These were not trips I particularly looked forward to, but my father seemed to think my presence cheered my dour and failing grandmother. Her English was still shaky, so we could never have actual
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