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			For darkness

				restores what light cannot repair.

				
					—JOSEPH BRODSKY

				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			IT’S HARD TO get me to fall asleep. It wouldn’t be, if I weren’t kept on a Victorian nursery schedule that delivers me to bed before the sun goes down. To object that no child goes to bed at seven o’clock, not in the fourth grade, would only bolster my grandmother’s resolve to do whatever possible to shield me from the pernicious influence of American children. Never mind that we live in Los Angeles and that I was born in 1961; my childhood belongs to my mother’s parents, who, in the way of old people, have returned themselves to their pasts, taking me along.

			Because my grandfather’s widowed mother had been destitute, she couldn’t afford philosophies of child-rearing. Her attention was fixed on just feeding her four children, of whom my grandfather was the youngest. So it is my grandmother’s early years, insulated by vast wealth and managed by nursemaids and governesses, that determine the course of first my mother’s and then my own childhood.

			There’s no money to employ a governess, not anymore, but my grandmother is tyrant enough. I curtsy when introduced to adults. I endure mustard plasters, cod liver oil, and other torments generally imagined to be reserved for children left behind in a previous century. I am not allowed chewing gum, carbonated beverages, nail varnish, or to go to bed with damp hair. Peanut butter does not exist. I don’t know what Love, American Style is, or why it in particular among television programs other children talk about has earned my grandmother’s opprobrium. I’d trade Christmas and a birthday for permission to watch The Brady Bunch, episodes of which I’ve seen at other children’s homes and recognized as a valuable resource, answering my curiosity about drive-in movies, blue jeans, and other contemporary American blunders, like Twinkies, that remain out of reach. In sunny Southern California, no day achieves a temperature that frees me from wearing a cotton vest under my school uniform blouse. If such things could be procured, I’d be forced to use a hook to button my shoes and a stick to chase my hula hoop.

			
			As my grandmother is not one to negotiate, there is nothing to be done about bedtime, except to keep my grandfather beside me. If he tries to kiss me goodnight before I am asleep, I get up and follow him out of my room. It doesn’t matter that I can unspool his life in my head, tell myself every story. All that matters is keeping him by my side.

			“Say your father’s name.”

			“You know my father’s name.”

			“But I like to hear you say it.”

			“Emmanuel.”

			Uh man you el. I make the word silently, feeling how the m draws my lips to meet and briefly touch.

			“Emmanuel means angel,” I say.

			“Emmanuel means ‘God is with us.’ He loved to run, my father did. Loved to try to outpace the coaches. Horse-drawn coaches, going from London to Brighton and places.”

			“Why did he?”

			“For the fun of it, that’s all.”

			“You didn’t know your father.”

			“No. He died when I was nine months old. A very handsome man, they told me. Uncommonly tall for a man born in 1861. So my mother—”

			
			“How tall?”

			“Six feet, four inches.”

			My grandfather is tall too. Black-and-white photographs of him as a young man don’t show his blue eyes. But he was handsome, his countenance untroubled by the hardships he’d endured, the thousands of penniless miles he’d traveled.

			“Isn’t an angel of God talking to you?” I ask. He sits by my bed with a hand cupped behind his better ear, as if to catch and funnel words into its dark canal.

			“Is that what the Sunday school teacher says?”

			“No.” Christian Science doesn’t have angels, only Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures and a chalky blue pencil for underlining the important parts.

			“So my mother’s parents loaned her what she needed to rent a house,” my grandfather continues before I can interrupt again, “and she took in what were called paying guests.”
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					Harry Samuel Jacobs, 1916, Alaska.

				
			
			“Like a boardinghouse,” I say.

			“Like a boardinghouse,” he agrees, as unashamed of having grown up poor as my grandmother is of having been raised in conspicuous luxury, safe inside the walls of privilege while outside a cart and horse moved through Shanghai’s International Settlement collecting night soil from the coolies whose responsibility it was to empty their employers’ chamber pots. As the Chinese used human waste to fertilize their crops, farmers prized the excrement of the rich and well-fed.
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					Margaret Esme Sassoon Benjamin, Shanghai, 1900.

				
			
			“You never knew your father.” It seems to be a property of fathers in my family to misplace themselves. I have never known mine, and my fatherless grandfather is fully father to me.

			“He died of consumption when I was nine months old.”

			“Galloping consumption,” I say of the thing that overtook the great runner. I don’t have to close my eyes to see everything disappear in the wake of a blood-drenched coach pulled by a blood-red Pegasus. No mortal can outpace it. Anyone on whom a drop falls sickens and dies.

			“Tell me again who has wings on his sandals.”

			“Mercury. So my poor mother was penniless,” he goes on, “with four little children, and in London that was tough skidding in those days.”

			London, 1891, without cars or electricity, without medicine that might have saved his father’s life, when food was kept in an icebox, which is what I call our refrigerator, its thick black cord plugged into the wall. I call the stove a cooker, and because we have one of each, I allude to washboards and mangles. Flashlights are torches, margarine is oleo, and our cupboards are filled with names other children don’t recognize: Peek Freans, Wilkin & Sons, McVitie’s, Crosse & Blackwell, Huntley & Palmers, Marmite, Tate & Lyle, Colman’s, Fortnum & Mason. As it says on lids and labels, all of them work for Her Majesty the Queen, by appointment. Apparently it was Queen Elizabeth who told Early’s of Witney to make prickly wool blankets and Liberty of London to sell itchy wool scarves.

			
			My speech is accessorized with words that never traveled as far west as the New World, like swiz, for swindle, and elevenses, a midmorning break for tea and biscuits. Whatever we have for dessert, even if it’s pie à la mode, we call pudding. Away from home I know not to refer to checkers as draughts, pullovers as jumpers, French fries as chips, car trunks as boots, washcloths as flannels, or—especially—Dalmatian dogs as spotted dicks. I don’t suffer the conceit that Hawaii remains the Sandwich Islands, refer to galoshes as rubbers, or call apartments flats. I don’t end the alphabet with zed. But I make the occasional misstep. I ask a classmate to be a brick when I want to borrow her colored pencils, and call my allowance pin money. I never remember if it’s honor or honour, apologize or apologise. When the time comes, I’ll call feminine hygiene products S.T.’s, for sanitary towels—a girl’s circumlocution, but of the wrong era. Language, like everything else, serves my grandmother’s intent, pinning me to a time and place other than my own.
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					Margaret Esme Sassoon Benjamin, Shanghai, 1903.

				
			
		

	
		
		
			
			IT’S ALWAYS TWILIGHT in my London, because I don’t like leaving out the man who lights the gas lamps, making his way through a pea-soup fog that spills over the cobbles and puddles around his shoes. He lifts his long wand to the top of each post and leaves a little flame behind. A bright string, like Christmas lights, follows him down the block. There are chimney pots and chimney sweeps. Hokey-pokey men scoop ice cream from their carts and serve it on squares of the previous day’s newspaper.

			“What flavor?” I want to know.

			“Vanilla, it must have been.”

			“What else?”

			“There was only the one.”

			My grandfather’s grandfather, Samuel Jacobs, is there. He’s a fishmonger who sells poultry too. “Executives used to come into his store to buy poultry or fish and take it home to their wives,” my grandfather says.

			As with the people who reside in his mother’s boardinghouse, the men who take fish to their wives are, my grandfather makes sure I understand, respectable businessmen. He doesn’t tell me that gangs of ruffians, like the one his brother would join, plague the neighborhood where they live. But one day when he’s hanging my coat in the hall closet, he dislodges a walking stick, and it falls to the floor at my feet.

			“My father’s,” he says as he picks it up. He shows me how the bottom unscrews from the top, revealing a gleaming long knife.

			
			“Did he use it?” I watch my grandfather’s hands screw the halves back into a single stick and tuck it behind the coats so that it disappears into the shadow it fell out of.

			“I imagine he carried it as a precaution,” he says, but he doesn’t say against what, or whom.

			My grandfather never speaks of squalor or want, so I never think to include them when I tell myself the stories he tells me. It will be decades before I am putting my own children to bed and am given occasion to consider tales I was told and what I might have failed to understand at the time. An oral history recorded toward the end of my grandfather’s life offers enough clues to pass along to an archivist in London, who drills down into census reports from 1891, 1901, and 1911 and confirms my grandfather’s report that his mother’s paying guests were decent working people. The 1911 census lists her “visitors” as an antiques dealer, a seamstress, a bookstall manager and his son.

			The family’s own living quarters were cramped and poorly insulated. There was never enough heat, no more than there was food or rest. In 1891, the year Emmanuel Jacobs died, at twenty-nine, consumption galloped off with 134,000 Londoners. Measles, diphtheria, scarlet fever, whooping cough, typhoid, cholera: each took its share as well. Women labored at home, with or without a midwife, and some died in childbirth, or their babies died, or both of them did. My grandfather’s brother, Sigmund, called “Sid,” had a twin who died in infancy, but he doesn’t speak of this ghost, any more than my grandmother does her dead brother. When he explains what chilblains are, he never says he knows because he’s had them.

			
			“Is a fishmonger’s wife a person who screams about fish?” I ask, having heard the expression that suggests she is.

			“She calls out to people in the market that she has fish for sale.”

			“So she does scream about fish.”

			“My grandfather had a store,” he says, “not an outdoor market stall, so my grandmother would not have needed to scream like a fishwife if she worked in the shop, which she did not.”

			There’s a station for the stagecoaches, and a blacksmith to shoe the horses that try to outrun my great-grandfather. Icemen sell ice, tinkers mend pots and pans, gentlemen wear top hats for no better reason than taking a walk outside. Smokestacks belch soot into the sky, staining everything, people too. Their faces get dirty just walking down the street and their clothes do too. Women’s dresses drag along the streets and the heels of their shoes get caught between cobblestones. There’s an asylum for my grandfather’s sisters, Belle and Violet, meagerly schooled and fed by the Crown—day pupils among orphans, midday dinner included—while their mother pinched and squirreled and sacrificed all she could for my grandfather’s and his brother’s education. It wasn’t an uncommon choice in London in the 1890s, nor held to be an unkind one; it doesn’t strike me as any more peculiar than the rest of my grandfather’s life, which took him so far north that half the year it’s daytime and the other half it’s night, a land so frozen that he traveled by dogsled, so cold that if you ran ten steps your lungs froze. I am not so concerned about his sisters as I am about his travails in boarding school, where his ears were boxed even more routinely than his backside was caned. Boxed until they rang inside.

			
			I want to know what it means, ears that ring. Is it a church bell or is it a doorbell? Maybe it’s the phone. I’ve stood in my room, fists aimed at either side of my head, and struck my own ears, but not very hard. Not hard enough to break my eardrums, or even hurt very much. Ten years after my grandfather left boarding school, when he was a young man working on the railroad—part of a team of surveyors for the Alaskan Engineering Commission, laying track all the way north to Fairbanks—the clamor amplified the ringing in his ears. Sometimes it’s distant, others he can’t help hearing the past, as its shrill cry drowns out the present.

			“What if a bear was chasing you?”

			“Then you were out of luck,” he says.

			“Why don’t the bear’s lungs freeze?”

			“Because he’s a polar bear.”

			“Say about the trees.”

			“Say what about the trees?”
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					My grandfather (to the left of the sign) with surveyors, a sled, and a dog team, 1916.

				
			
			
			“You know, that they exploded.”

			“Well, that’s what they did. They went off like pistols. In Talkeetna—it was sixty-two below, sixty-two—we heard them explode, burst open in the dark.”

			“Because of the sap,” I say.

			“Because of the sap,” he agrees. He’s explained how it expands when it freezes, how it’s mostly water. “So cold, take off your glove, touch metal, and you can’t get it off. Can’t get your hand off unless you leave the skin behind.”

			I consider this. “Do fingerprints grow back?” I ask, trying not to see the skinned flesh pour handfuls of its own blood onto the white snow.

			“No,” he says.

			“Say the rivers.” Three great rivers converge in the town of Talkeetna. My grandfather recites their names in the same order every time.

			“The Talkeetna, Susitna, and Chulitna.”

			Tal keet naa, Su seet naa, Chu leet naa. Sometimes when I’m jumping rope or playing hopscotch, the syllables come skipping into my head and I can’t get them out.

		

	
		
		
			
			OUR FINANCIAL COLLAPSE is schizophrenic. We are desperately poor, and I lack for nothing. I have a new bicycle, and when I outgrow it, I have another. The dresses I wear to Sunday school, with their satin sashes and hand-smocked bodices, come from a store on Rodeo Drive, where my grandmother perches on the arm of a gold-legged chair to supervise as I am professionally zipped, buttoned, and tied up in bows. Trim in her pink Chanel suit, either that or a red one, she’s wearing, as she does every day, the string of pearls her father gave her when she turned seventeen.

			The saleslady turns me around by my shoulders so my grandmother can examine the dress from every angle. She smells of Chanel Nº 5, and Chanel has made her red lipstick as well. Every week, Robert at Robinson’s salon rinses her hair black to cover the gray, curls and sets it into the shape it has assumed all my life. A toenail, varnished pink, peeps out from each open-toed black suede sling-back pump. She swings one leg back and forth; restless, always restless. Even when sitting and silent, my grandmother conveys the pent-up energy of a cat waiting to pounce. She has petite pretty legs and wears stockings that come one at a time, not like my pairs of tights.

			“Ridiculous to attach them,” she says when I ask if the garter belt doesn’t annoy her. “If you get a ladder in one leg, you have to throw away both.”

			
			Her hands are hot and smooth and softer than any I know, and her complexion olive, not as dark as her father’s nor as white as the poet Siegfried Sassoon’s or Sir Philip Sassoon’s, both of whose fathers’ brown Baghdadi skin was successfully whitewashed by milky Ashkenazi mothers selected from among the marriageable Rothschilds.

			Because that’s what my grandmother is: a Sassoon. It is one of the first things I know about her, as if being a Sassoon were like being a pianist or barrister: a vocation. Unlike my grandfather, photographs of whom show him at work, my grandmother does nothing before the camera. Doing nothing, she exists for the lens, and the lens for her. It’s the same with words. All her life the name precedes and introduces her. In 1939, when she moves from Old World to New, her purchase of a home occasions an article in the Los Angeles Times.
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			She keeps the cutting among her expired passports, her parents’ death certificates, and her immigration papers, as though such a thing could establish her identity as well as any of the official documents in the black enameled lockbox bearing her mother’s initials. D.S.B. Dollie Sassoon Benjamin, the letters gilded. It did present my grandmother as a relative of Sir Philip, the kind of vulgar announcement she’d never make about herself but must have enjoyed seeing in the paper—the equivalent of a coming-out party, without the bother of the party itself. At forty, my grandmother was too old to be an ingénue, if she had ever been such a thing.

			
			With respect to romance, the name Sassoon had caused her nothing but trouble, and at forty-two she married a man to whom it meant little, if it meant anything at all. Had my grandfather not happened to have married a Sassoon, he’d be unlikely ever to have heard of them. He never says what I hear other people say, that the Sassoons are the Rothschilds of the East. Instead he calls my grandmother’s family a “very wealthy clan from Persia,” managing to exalt and dismiss them at once.

		

	
		
		
			
			“OH, YOU SHOULD have seen them!” my grandmother says of the shoes she wore as a young woman. “They came in the door before we did!” If I ever wear such shoes, she assures me, my toes will be irreparably pinched and squashed and I’ll never be able to wear Mary Janes again. She watches the salesman use his thumb to press my big toe down on the metal device he uses to measure feet, as if to force it into a more honest accounting of itself.
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			Black patent leather, so shiny that when I lean over to buckle them I see my face looking back at me out of the mirror of each toe, Mary Janes are the antidote to the misery of Sunday school dresses, which demand white tights and the further restriction of white gloves that come home gray, as I can pay strict attention to my fingers and what they might encounter for only so long. Were it possible to undo the tiny slippery buttons on the wrist of one hand with the gloved fingers of the other, I’d strip them off as soon as I was out of sight, the way I do barrettes and hairbands, but these gloves have been made to thwart the wearer’s attempts to remove them.

			“Why is it called patent?” I ask as I watch my grandfather open the lid of the box, part the tissue paper, and take the new shoes out from between the white folds. He uses the big scissors from his desk, opened wide, to score their slick leather soles with the tip of one blade. First he goes one way, then the other, crisscross.

			
			“Because the process of making leather hard and shiny was patented.”

			“Who was he?” I ask after my grandfather explains what a patent is, but he doesn’t know the inventor’s name.

			“Now I won’t slip,” I say when he hands me the shoes.

			“Now you won’t slip,” he agrees.

			The first few times I wear a new pair outside, I carry them from the house to the car so their soles won’t touch the ground. But it’s of little use; I’m delaying the inevitable, as I can’t run in my tights from car door to church door. I slip into the red plastic Sunday school chair and before I open my Key to the Scriptures I examine the sole of one shoe to consider its complexion. Even if I’m careful where I tread, choosing grass over concrete where I can, already it will bear pockmarks. In a month or two, the lines my grandfather scored into the leather will have disappeared.

			Other families have sheets, whereas we sleep on bedclothes made to order from La Grande Maison de Blanc, hand-finished and monogrammed. Once a week they are pulled rumpled from the mattresses, left in a bundle on the service steps by the kitchen, and returned washed, folded, ironed, and wrapped in blue paper tied with white string. Twice a week our housekeeper, Tina, leaves bottles outside the kitchen door for the milkman, who comes and goes in the night, exchanging empty for full. Sometimes, as I am awake as early as I am put to bed, I hear the milkman’s square truck laboring up our long driveway. The soles of his shoes are silent, but the glass bottles rattle in their wire carrier as he walks toward the house.

			Milk, eggs, racks of recharged soda bottles, dry cleaning: all of these are delivered. Whereas other families pay bills, we are dunned for such extravagances, harbingering our arrival at debtors’ prison.

			

			—

			
			It doesn’t take a grownup to understand that the remedies for our predicament are quaint. My grandmother collects Blue Chip trading stamps. The more she spends at the market, the more roll out from the blue machine next to the cash register. At home, as soon as the groceries are put away, she puts the stamps away too, in a shoebox she keeps in a drawer in the mahogany sideboard I am not allowed to touch, as it is being preserved by the notion that its value, yet to be established, will reshingle the roof, replaster the inside of the pool, and resurface the driveway too—that it has the power to smooth things out in general. Once a month, on a Saturday afternoon, after ballet, which I am to learn (like it or not, and I don’t) as a corrective to climbing trees (this is my mother’s idea), my grandmother and I sit together in the breakfast nook and paste them into flimsy orange booklets made for that purpose.

			“Catch that, will you, darling?” she says when a stamp or two falls from her side of the table, and I scoot forward and slide down the cracked red vinyl of the banquette seat until I am squatting before her feet, around which I always find others, which have floated down undetected.

			“What is debtors’ prison?” I ask from under the table.

			“It’s where you end up when you haven’t paid your bills.” She folds sheets of the big Super 10 stamps along their perforations to create five-by-ten stamp blocks that she whisks over the wet sponge set in the saucer between us and slaps onto the pages crookedly, going too fast to be tidy, ignoring the grids of dotted lines.

			
			Because I have nimble fingers, I do the little stamps, the ones like pocket change, pennies no one bothers to pick up. Slow and meticulous, I wet the single ones gently and fit them carefully into the grid printed for that purpose, gumming each on just so, trying to align all the halved circles of the broken perforations so they look as if they were never torn apart from one another, my page of little stamps as seamless as her pages of big ones.

			“Will we wear uniforms?”

			My grandmother looks up as I resurface. “I suppose we will have to wait and see,” she says.

			“What about my mother?” It seems only fair that she should have to come too, as I know from fights I can’t help but overhear that she spends every dime we have on shoes. She is disrespectful, irresponsible, beastly, selfish, promiscuous, and sharper than snakes’ teeth. And how it is that she doesn’t realize her roommate is a lesbian, and, what’s worse, in love with her, is a mystery of such proportion that it can stand among the seven wonders of the earth.

			If my mother lived at home with us, she’d be less expensive—and removed from the company of her allegedly amorous roommate—but no one has ever suggested she move back in. Even I, who grieved at her leaving, was relieved once she’d left.

			She visits only when she’s ready, tearing up the driveway unannounced, spoiling for a fight about money or men or whether or not lesbianism is communicable, but no one wins a fight with my grandmother. Her tactics are unscrupulous. Also, she has what my mother calls an idée fixe inspired by her sister Cecily’s notorious domestic arrangements, a public (if confined to France) outrage that includes—as it has all of my great-aunt’s adult life—not one but two lovers at the same time. Or, as my grandmother calls them, spongers.

			
			According to my mother, my grandmother suffers a great number of idées fixes, thereby making her my mother’s bête noir.

			“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Mother,” she says. She never wastes an opportunity to use the f-word. She’s so young we’re mistaken for sisters.

			And not just by strangers. My grandparents receive me as an unexpected late-life child, an obedient younger sister to balance out the misdeeds of the older one. No one admits I’ve inherited the kind of fairy-tale task impossible to accomplish without magic. I am both my mother’s worst mistake come to life, and the one expected to redeem what’s too late to undo: In utero, I permanently defaced her teenage body. I drew spiteful silver stretch marks from her hips to her navel, and I painted spidery blue veins on the backs of her thighs. When I arrived, incarnate and demanding, the sight and sound of me inspired a postpartum collapse from which my mother never rebounded.
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					Miss Smeaton, Miss Herrer, and Cecily, to the far right, capering for my grandmother’s camera, Japan, 1917.

				
			
			“A bracelet is a fucking bracelet, it isn’t a declaration of undying love.” The object under consideration hangs insolently from my mother’s wrist, a circle of linked sterling disks, each enameled with a tiny Viking scene, black boats on blue waves with an orange pinprick of a midnight sun that never sets. She pinches it tighter to show me it needs two disks removed and says I can have the ones the jeweler takes out. Ever since her roommate, Ingrid, brought it back from Norway, the gift has remained on my mother’s arm, provoking countless arguments, each of which further cements her commitment to leave the offending object where it is, because the most effective means of punishing my grandmother is to suggest that her fears are grounded in truth: my mother is a lesbian and the bracelet as good as a betrothal.

			“What about her?” my grandmother says, ostensibly returning to the topic of my spendthrift mother, but before I can answer she reminds me that bath time is approaching, it is time to finish with the stamps. My mother is a closed subject.

			I count the booklets whose pages we’ve filled, as I do each time we pack up the stamps. It takes a great many of them—forty—each decorated by a repellent caricature of a grinning-so-wide-it’s-a-grimace blue chipmunk, to purchase the toaster she’s chosen from a little catalog of housewares and appliances. For some time now we have been stuck in the doldrums of the middle thirties. I never think how odd it must be for a woman who once traveled with a tower of Louis Vuitton steamer trunks (one holding a cage made of silk grosgrain ribbons woven around a frame that fit inside, to hold hats without crushing a feather or creasing a veil) to collect savings stamps for a toaster. I might if she complained, but she likes it, I can tell. The two of us are happily absorbed in the thriftiness of our occupation, serving the conceit of making a significant contribution to the family coffers.
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Foreign Investment Trend
Turns to Southland Property

Evidencing further the trend
of foreign-capital investment in
Southern California property, a
real estate transfer consummated
in the week just ended revealed
that a meniber of the well-known
Sassoon banking family of Great|’
Britain has purchased a new
home in the western section of
Los Angeles, with plans com-
pleted for permanent residence
here.

The buyer, Miss Marf*aret Es-
me Sassoon Benjamin, a relative
of Sir Philip Sassoon, prominent
British financier, arrived in Los
Angeles recently following the
closing of her town house in
Chelsea, London suburb. Her
father, the late S. Sassoon Ben-
jamin, among other, business in-
terests, operated a large banking
institution in Shanghai, China.

The property, just acquired for

approximately $25,000, is situated
at 360 Hilgard Ave., Westwood
Hills, opposite the U.C.L.A.
campus. It consists of a two-
story four-bedroom Georgian-type
residence with beautifully land-
scaped gardens, and was former-
ly owned by Mr. and Mrs. Rich-
ard A. Thorpe. Thorpe, well-
known picture director, entered
into negotiations for the sale a
tew weeks ago when he believed
his transfer to London by the
company by which he is em-
ployed would be permanent, but
with the outbreak of the war he
was recalled to Hollywood, arriv-
ing on the day the title to the
Y)ropert\y passed to the English
buyer, it was disclosed.

The Guy Price Co., Beverly
Hills realtors, conducted the ne-
gotiations in co-operation with
Miss Gertrude Steinberg, acting
for the Thorpes, and Arthur W.
[saacs representing Miss Ben-
jamin.






