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Prologue

IN THE END, he came home.

Four days earlier, on July 25, 1998, he had suffered a catastrophic stroke and was rushed to New York–Presbyterian Hospital, where a CAT scan revealed that the entire right hemisphere of his brain had been flooded with massive amounts of blood. His doctors had wanted to put him in intensive care, but it was clear they could do nothing more for him there. So the terms of his living will had been invoked and he had been brought back to the house he had lived in for thirty years and to the circle of family, friends, and lovers who had gathered to say good-bye.

Now he lay in his third-floor bedroom, the once quicksilver body still, the sharp eyes unseeing, the voice—which could warm you or raise blisters on your skin—silent. His breathing was ragged: sometimes he seemed not to be breathing at all, and then suddenly he would take deep, gasping breaths, as if he were desperately trying to fill his lungs with oxygen. “Is he afraid?” his sister had asked when she arrived at the house from her home in Vermont; when she was reassured that no, he wasn’t, she said, “I am.”

Downstairs, in the office that was the center of a million-dollar-per-year theatrical business, the telephones rang with concerned calls from associates, colleagues, friends, but upstairs it was quiet except for the rounded cadences of Bach’s French Suites on the bedroom CD player. He always liked to have music playing, particularly if it was something he was working on, and in recent weeks, although he’d been far too frail and forgetful to work, he had been listening to this Bach recording—as if he drew comfort or certainty from Bach’s clear phrasing or from the confident structure that always brought him back to where he had started.

On his bedside table a photograph of a beautiful woman, a dancer stricken with polio at the height of her fame, smiled at him from the antique frame in which he had placed it; on the desk beyond the foot of the bed another photograph, of the young man he had loved and nursed through his final illness, gazed across the room at him. On chairs ranged around the bed sat his sister, two former lovers, his assistants, an old friend and confidant, and the friend’s young wife, a physician; it was she who made sure that someone was always holding his hand. The minutes ticked by. Then suddenly his dog, an affable cream-colored mixed breed who had adopted him some years before on the steps of the Metropolitan Museum, jumped on the bed and started to lick his cheek. And just as suddenly he opened his eyes and rose up in bed, seeming to take in the faces grouped around him, looking at each one in turn.

“You’re fine,” said his friend’s wife, squeezing his hand. “You’re fine.” There was a silence. He subsided on his pillow, his eyes turned to the ceiling. The dog barked twice. “All right,” his friend’s wife said now, soothingly. “You’re free.” The dog let out a long, keening cry. It was over.

The next day the New York Times—like other newspapers on two continents—would carry his obituary on the front page: “Jerome Robbins, 79, Is Dead: Giant of Ballet and Broadway.” The lights on Broadway’s theaters would be dimmed for a moment and the flags at Lincoln Center lowered to half-mast, as the world remembered a man who had put an indelible stamp on American theater and dance with ballets like Fancy Free and The Cage and Afternoon of a Faun and Dances at a Gathering and musicals like On the Town and Peter Pan and West Side Story and Fiddler on the Roof; a “theatrical genius” (in the words of the actor Montgomery Clift) who had won five Tony Awards, four Donaldson Awards (precursor to the Tonys), two Academy Awards, and an Emmy and had been awarded the National Medal for the Arts and the Kennedy Center Honors, as well as being made a chevalier of the French Legion of Honor.

For their part, some who had worked with and known him would recall a martinet who “could be monstrous…toward performers” and whose “dancers hated him” others, “a father, teacher, and eternal friend” who was “generous,” “a wonderful person, a lot of laughs.” For Jerome Robbins was a man of contradictions: a nonobservant Jew whose most successful theatrical work was that paean to Jewish folkways Fiddler on the Roof; a college dropout who learned Russian so he could read Chekhov and Tolstoy; an entertainer who could be paralyzed with shyness in gatherings where he knew no one. If, in his professional, creative life, “he was always right”—as the lighting designer Jennifer Tipton would put it—in private he could be conflicted, vulnerable, and torn by self-doubt. “Where does the talent come from, I wonder,” he wrote in his diary once, “when I have felt such a hoax?”

When he wrote those lines he was involved in a romantic relationship that afforded him a refuge from loneliness and self-doubt—a relationship that felt, he said, “like home.” Robbins spent much of his life searching for such a haven of love and acceptance, and that same place was arguably also the goal of much of his best work, from West Side Story to Dances at a Gathering. He was always coming close to it; perhaps, when he opened his eyes for those few seconds just before his death, he found he’d got there.



1

“It was all lovely”

ALTHOUGH IT IS gone now, there was once a village called Rozhanka, which stood in the vast, flat plain that stretches between Poland and Russia, the land that is now Lithuania and Belarus. In the old days these miles of pasture and cropland, punctuated by patches of forest and the onion domes of churches, belonged to the kings of Poland, but by 1888, when Herschel Rabinowitz was born, they had come under the rule of the czar of all the Russias.

Almost equidistant from the bustling towns of Vilna and Bialystok, Rozhanka was a rural backwater of less than a thousand residents, two-thirds of them Jews, who lived in wooden houses, some with only earthen floors, that were built around the central marketplace and along the village’s four streets—Mill Street, Bridge Street, the Szczuczyn Road, and the Connected Street. There were butchers and bakers, blacksmiths and tailors, cobblers and carpenters; there were two flour mills near the river, an eighteenth-century stone church for the gentiles, and a wooden synagogue of somewhat later date for the Jews. In addition, because the synagogue had no furnace and could not be used in the winters, there were two bet midrashim, the houses of worship and study where the faithful gathered for prayers and earnest yeshiva students came to learn and read the holy books.

There was a mikvah, a ritual bath for women’s monthly cleansing; a cheder, the one-room school where the little boys sat on wooden benches and learned their lessons over the squawking of the rebbe’s wife’s chickens; and a bustling market where farmers brought their produce and livestock, merchants sold pots and pans and crockery and cloth, and villagers came to poke and pinch and buy and sell and exchange news and gossip. And there were Sabbath evenings when candles were lit in all the houses and braided bread was laid on the tables and prayers were said over the meal. Rozhanka was a place out of time—“an unforgettable place,” as the writer Sholem Aleichem said of another shtetl in the Jewish Pale of Settlement, which he called Voronko—“small but beautiful and full of charm. With strong legs, you can traverse the entire village in half an hour. It has no railroad, no sea, no tumult…. Although it’s a small village, the many fine stories and legends about it could fill a book.”

In this village of Rozhanka, Herschel, the third son of Nathan Mayer Rabinowitz, the baker, was born on September 11, 1888. He and his brothers, Julius, Samuel, and Theodore, attended the cheder while their sister, Ruth, stayed home to learn from their mother, Sara, how to keep the house; they made wooden swords for Tishah b’Av and dreidels for Hanukkah; they swam in the river and played in the fields. And when they grew older, they worried not about the Torah portions they had to learn to chant for their bar mitzvahs but about becoming one of the Jewish boys who were conscripted each year into the czar’s army, where they were often mistreated or forced to convert to Christianity.

It was to avoid this fate that first Julius and Teddy, then Herschel, and finally Samuel fled to America, where other emigrants from Rozhanka had found a new home. When Herschel came of age for conscription, his father, Nathan, fearing reprisals for draft evasion, bought a burial plot and bribed an official to issue a death certificate for his son. The family took off their shoes and covered their looking glasses and sat shiva for him and put an empty coffin in the earth; his mother, Sara, sewed money and a steamship ticket into the lining of his coat; and Herschel, who at sixteen had never seen anything beyond the horizon of Rozhanka, set off alone for the goldeneh medina on the other side of an ocean he could only imagine. He traveled on foot at night to escape detection, staying clear of towns and checkpoints, of barriers and strangers, sleeping in barns or haystacks, and scavenging food where he could. He was lonely and afraid, but then he acquired a comrade, a handsome, strapping young Russian deserter who showed him how to cross the borders, stepping carefully to avoid the raked areas that would show the slightest footprint. One night the two of them dared to get their dinner in a tavern, and they were served by a pretty young village girl; the soldier flirted with her and she blushed and giggled at his attentions, and young Herschel watched the byplay with yearning. The next day the two young men went on, making their way across Poland to Germany and then on to Holland; and when Herschel came to the pier in Rotterdam and “realized that the wall rising up beside him was the side of a ship”—he told his own son many years afterwards—“he burst into tears. For he had never seen anything so enormous.”

         

HERSCHEL RABINOWITZ DEBARKED from the SS Statendam in New York on January 4, 1905. His welcome to the United States was the cacophonous inquisition of the Registry Room on Ellis Island, where immigration agents pinned a numbered tag to his coat bearing the page and line in the Statendam’s manifest on which his name appeared, and barked a series of questions: Name? Age? Occupation? Marital status? Herschel Rabinowitz told them he was eighteen; he was a baker, he said, and unmarried.

When the agents let him through he took the ferry to Manhattan, under the stern bronze gaze of the Statue of Liberty, to stay with Julius and Teddy, who had preceded him to New York. But the tenement apartment his brothers lived in was crowded, and within a few days Herschel had to move out. A Yiddish delicatessen owner took pity on him and offered him a job: he was to receive four dollars a week and all the food he wanted, and he could sleep in the shop, on a shelf behind the counter. It was just the chance he had been looking for. Soon after, he began calling himself Harry, because now he was an American.

Even so, he was still an observant Jew, and went to a cousin’s house for the evening meal on the Sabbath. But one Friday his boss kept him late, so that the sun set before he could reach his destination and he arrived after dark, in tears of self-recrimination. Never mind, said his host, it’s not your fault you had to travel after sundown, so no harm is done; and this reassurance, Harry’s son was later to say, started Harry thinking that maybe the old ways had to change in his new country.

Eventually all the Rabinowitz siblings found their way to New York from Rozhanka, along with a number of other landsmen from the village—enough that there was an association of Rozhanka dwellers who met regularly for feasts and dancing and sent money back to the village to help pay for a library or a new bet midrash. Harry and his brothers were no less successful: they managed to buy their own business, a delicatessen on upper Madison Avenue in Manhattan, in a neighborhood where the brick apartment buildings of European immigrants—Italians to the south and east, Russians and Jews to the north and west—coexisted with the limestone mansions that industrial barons were building along the perimeter of Central Park. And Harry found a bride, a young woman whose family had emigrated from Minsk to Iowa in the 1890s and ultimately settled across the Hudson River from Manhattan, in Jersey City.

Lena Rips was twenty-one, a year and a half younger than Harry, and unlike him she had graduated from an American school and attended a Des Moines women’s college for two years. Her father, Aaron, a gray-bearded man with the dark eyes and hawk face of a gypsy, was a garment cutter and a founder of the local synagogue, Congregation Mount Sinai, which his grandchildren would refer to as “grandpa schule.” His blue-eyed wife, Ida, was a pillar of Jersey City Jewish society: founder of the local Hebrew school, director of the Hebrew Home for Orphans and Aged, active in Hadassah and other religious and social organizations. The two of them had seven children: a son, Jacob, followed by six daughters, Anna, Lena, Mary, Gertrude, Jean, and Frances—and although Lena was only the third eldest she was the alpha female in the pack (a nephew later described her as “wearing the pants in the family”). She had inherited her father’s chiseled cheekbones and gypsy features, which made her seem more decisive than her stocky and soft-faced fiancé unlike him, also, she spoke unaccented English, the result of her years of American schooling—Harry still sounded as if he’d just got off the boat. She didn’t have Harry’s sense of humor, but she did have a flair for drama and a passion for music and the arts.

She and Harry were married on the evening of February 9, 1911—Lena enveloped in a cloud of white lace, Harry resplendent in white tie and tails—with a reception afterwards at Jersey City’s Arion Hall. The newlyweds moved into an apartment in Manhattan at 51 East Ninety-seventh Street, on the corner of Madison Avenue, in the same building as the delicatessen, along with Harry’s sister, Ruth, and younger brother, Sam. It was as if the familial closeness of Rozhanka had been re-created half a world away in New York—a similarity only underscored by the presence of the Russian Orthodox cathedral of St. Nicholas, with its five onion domes, down the block. A little more than a year after the marriage, Lena gave birth to a daughter, Sonia, a fair, blue-eyed baby who showed an early aptitude for singing and dance: by the age of four she was appearing in recitals, ballet slippers on her chubby baby legs and her little arms held in perfect rounded fifth position above her head. She also had an independent streak: at five she used to play hooky from Sunday school and take the Fifth Avenue bus to the bottom of Central Park, where she could ride one of the fat ponies around and around the pony ring.

On October 11, 1918, her little brother, Jerome Wilson Rabinowitz, was born at the Jewish Hospital (now Beth Israel Hospital) on Fourteenth Street; but Sonia hardly noticed him—except for the time, just after his bris, or ritual circumcision, when Lena held up the red-faced, wailing baby and “he peed right across the room.” Much more memorable was the signing of the armistice ending World War I on November 11 and the return of American troops, who were welcomed with a parade down Fifth Avenue. The Rabinowitz delicatessen made dozens of sandwiches and vats of potato salad for the occasion and Sonia was thrilled to be trusted to take it all by the pailful to a vacant lot at the corner of Ninety-sixth Street and Fifth Avenue and sell it to the bystanders.

The delicatessen—which, Sonia recalled proudly many years later, “catered to the elite”—was thriving, and the Rabinowitzes had acquired at least one of the trappings of the bourgeoisie, an Irish nurse for the children named Annie Rooney, who took them to the park to play by the Egyptian obelisk behind the Metropolitan Museum or to walk around the reservoir with its geyser-like fountain. On one of these peregrinations Sonia spied what she thought was a toy gun lying on the other side of the reservoir’s iron fence and, defying Annie, scrambled over to get it; “and as I did a man came rowing across the reservoir and shouted, ‘Get out!’ at me. And he asked us where we lived, and Annie whispered, ‘Don’t tell him where you live, don’t tell him the truth.’ And we went home.”

Little Jerry didn’t share Sonia’s independence: he was an introspective child whose first memory was of sitting in his high chair and suddenly discovering his toes—“the marvel of being able to put my fingers between them”—and his hands, which he stared at with fascination. He was affectionate, even clingy, and any separation from his adored mother was cause for anguish. One of his most painful memories was of her leaving him with Annie while she went out on some business: “When she got to the bottom of the stairs, she turned & looked up at me,” he wrote later:


She was in day dress, a gray woolen jacket trimmed with beige & a pleated skirt that fell to the floor, and…her hat like a Tyrolean hunting hat with some tall feathers that was slightly cocked over her left eye…. She is as fixed as Sargent’s Madame X—stylish, poised & cooling [sic] looking up & back.

Mama Mama I was screaming—Don’t go—please don’t go & leave me—A housemaid—Annie—was holding me fiercely as I struggled to tear myself from her arms; I was crying [in] desperation…. The terror of separation & my love for my mother were so intense that my life & security depended on keeping her home—depended on her not forsaking me.


In his memory, as vivid as a scene on film, she stopped and looked back: “Cool. Still. Poised. As if her picture was to be taken…. Neither did she smile—wave—blow a kiss say a word—offer consolation or suggest comfort or assurance. She stood and gave me that look and left.”

         

A PHOTOGRAPH FROM about this time shows Harry Rabinowitz standing in front of the Rabinowitz Delicatessen Shop on Madison Avenue with Jerry in his arms and Sonia pressed close to his side. Sonia and Jerry have nearly identical Dutch-boy bobs; Sonia wears an elegant spring coat with a middy collar, Jerry is in white with high lace-up baby shoes. Harry has removed his jacket and rolled up his shirtsleeves, but he is wearing a vest and tie, squinting slightly in the spring sun—the very image of a prosperous young merchant paterfamilias. Shortly after the picture was taken, Harry and his brothers cashed in on the postwar boom and sold the store, and Harry, Lena, and the children moved to New Jersey.

At first they rented an apartment on Booraem Avenue, in Jersey City, a few blocks from where Lena’s parents lived—a top-floor walk-up railroad flat in a clapboard building next door to a vacant lot. Down the street there was a small park with a playground and a pond where the children would skate in the winter, but for the most part Jerry played in the vacant lot with a boy who lived in the ground-floor flat—until one day “I aggravated him to the point where he brought his toy rake down on my face & cut my nose.” Jerry carried the scar always.

From Jersey City the Rabinowitzes moved to nearby Weehawken, an urban village perched on the Palisades that the grown-up Jerry would remember as “about three blocks deep and nine wide…grubby, ugly, and uninspiring.” It was full of one- and two-family houses on narrow lots with small yards in back, but the drab streetscape was transformed whenever you looked east—for there, a ferryboat ride away across the Hudson River, glittered the fairy-tale towers of Manhattan, full of glamour and promise.

Helped by his father-in-law, Harry went into the foundation-garment business with Ben Goldenberg, a big, handsome salesman who was the husband of Lena’s sister Mary; together they opened the oxymoronically named Comfort Corset Company in Union City, with Ben doing the selling and Harry running the factory. The Rabinowitz family was on the way up: Harry was named a Master Mason in the Grand Lodge of the Most Ancient and Honorable Society of Free and Accepted Masons and bought a Packard to take his family on weekend drives, and Lena joined a host of social and religious organizations: Unity Link, the Order of the Golden Chain, the National Council of Jewish Women. When she wasn’t presiding over a tea or a meeting, she was spending time with the children, reading to them, encouraging them to memorize poetry, or playing games; in a favorite one of Jerry’s she would wipe a blackboard with a damp cloth and the children would rush to outline the wet patches with chalk before they disappeared. One summer the family rented a cottage on the Jersey Shore and after dinner Jerry and Sonia would sit on the porch while Lena asked them to say what animals or things the shapes of the sunset clouds suggested to them.

Although Harry loved music and responded to it viscerally, snapping his fingers and swaying along with the rhythm of Passover songs, which he sang with a “smile of beautiful sorrow,” it was Lena who saw to the children’s musical education. By the time they moved to New Jersey, Sonia had studied ballet with Michel Fokine and had begun to work with Alys Bentley, an acolyte of Isadora Duncan; she appeared in concert as “Little Sonia” and would later perform with the barefoot troupe of Irma Duncan, Isadora’s adopted daughter. Lena made sure that Sonia took the ferry across the river to Manhattan to continue her lessons with Bentley. For his part, Jerry had already shown promise at both piano and violin and performed at New York’s Aeolian Hall when he was three. At Hudson City Academy, the private German-language kindergarten he attended—Jersey City had a substantial German population—he was the star of the end-of-the-year program, reciting a poem, “Mäuschen” (“The Little Mouse”), and playing a piano solo. He and Sonia were both pupils of Miss Effa Ellis Perfield, at whose studio in Manhattan, at 33 East Thirty-sixth Street, they learned a system of music theory and performance based on recognition of major and minor chords: “Ear, eye, and touch,” Miss Perfield called it. She would play a single note, and the children would race each other to the piano to repeat it in major and then minor chord combinations. Jerry shone at this—“he had a perfect ear,” Sonia remembered. “He was so musical.”

Music was a part of family life for the Rabinowitzes: there was always a piano, and stacks of classical phonograph records, and even before he could read Jerry could pick out his favorite Chopin recordings and put them on the gramophone. The neighbors thought he was a prodigy: one recalled him playing the violin and piano simultaneously—violin with the right hand, piano with the left—after Friday night dinners. At the age of six he made a guest appearance at a recital for another teacher’s pupils in Jersey City—where, the local paper noted, “A special feature of the evening was the playing of little Jerry Rabinowitz, son of Mr. and Mrs. Harry Rabinowitz of Weehawken…. Little Jerry is only 6, and since the age of 3 has been composing and playing. Last evening he played two of his own compositions, an ‘Indian Dance’ and ‘A Russian Song.’ Both the compositions were typical of the music of the people for whom they were named”—this, after all, was the era when Irving Berlin could unblushingly write and perform “The Yiddisha Professor” and “A Bad Chinaman from Shanghai”—“and showed a comprehension of music far beyond that of even most adults.” A school performance—in which, dressed as a woman, he rocked a doll in his arms while crooning a lullaby—gave him a further taste of the seductive attention of an audience: “I did something that held the interest of an audience and my mother,” he recalled later. “I scored.”

Whether he scored with his father was another matter. When Jerry was small they had an easy, affectionate relationship: Jerry laughed at Harry’s practical jokes, which were of the bucket-of-water-on-a-door variety, and loved roughhousing with him. Harry was strong, so strong he could support Jerry when the boy stood on one of his father’s hands, and sometimes he would grasp his son’s wrists and ankles and sling him over his head and onto his shoulders “like a package.” But one day when Jerry begged to be picked up Harry said, “I can’t, you’re too big now,” and that was the beginning of the end of the old fatherly familiarity.

Part of Harry’s evening ritual was to listen to the radio—The Yiddish Hour, The Amateur Hour, and Eddie Cantor, especially when his program featured little boy prodigies like Bobby Breen, the curly-haired singing star of films like Let’s Sing Again and Rainbow on the River. Harry would sit enthralled, Jerry remembered afterwards, then shake his head “as if to say, ‘What a talent, how good that boy is, a Jewish boy’—& somehow made me feel I should have been like that, a child prodigy who would ‘bring home the bacon.’” He would tell his son about other gifted little Jewish boys who had played for the czar or the president or some impresario and attracted the attention that made their families rich, and Jerry nurtured a fantasy in which he himself played his violin, wearing “a velvet suit, short pants, Eton jacket & white shirt, flowing tie, white socks, black patent leather button strap shoes,” for an audience that included “the crowned heads of Europe, & they listened as the whole court did, enrapt, spellbound, tears flowing down their cheeks, as I played my heart out for them, & they rewarded me with golden coins worth a fortune.”

Like many other assimilated Jews the Rabinowitzes celebrated Christmas as a secular holiday, and the year Jerry was five or six his parents gave him an electric train—the first any of his friends had seen. To the amusement of the guests at dinner, Harry himself dressed up as Santa Claus to present the gift, which the little boy received with awestruck delight. Spellbound by the toy, he continued to play with it even after Lena told him it was time for bed. Finally, with much nudging and winking among the adults, Harry, still in his red fur-trimmed suit and white beard, told Jerry he had been a bad little boy to ignore his mother and took the train away. All the adults burst out laughing—that Harry, what a joker!—and Jerry, hurt and bewildered, dissolved in tears. Then Harry took off the red hat and beard—see, it’s Poppa! But Jerry didn’t laugh; he said of the incident later that it marked “the separation from my father,” and in 1991, telling a friend about the incident, he said he had felt completely betrayed.

He was still close to Sonia, though, despite the difference in their ages: they were bathed together and at night, although they had twin beds in the room they shared, Jerry would climb in under the covers with his sister while they read from the same book. He would have to struggle to keep up with her, and she sometimes mocked him for his babyish habit of mouthing the words as he read; he wondered when he would be old enough not to do it anymore. “Sometimes we’d sleep together,” he remembered, “and she’d cuddle me, enfolding me like a big spoon and a little spoon—reach around and grope me & play a bit.”

When their parents went out—Lena to card parties or meetings of Eastern Star, the Golden Chain, or the Women’s Auxiliary; Harry to the Masonic Lodge—Sonia was left in charge. Since Jerry was a picky eater she would make them what she called a Chinese dinner—Chinese, Jerry recalled, because “we ate it backwards,” beginning with tea, served in a bowl with “a perfectly round ginger snap” floating in it, then eggs, and finally soup. “It felt terribly exotic.”

When they had eaten, Sonia would dress up in Lena’s clothes and she and Jerry “would laugh so—& she’d put on make up & hobble around in Mother’s shoes.” Afterwards they’d try to put everything back as it was, so as to avoid detection; but usually they were too careless and excited as they seized the clothes to remember where they had come from, and they’d worry terribly that they’d left evidence of their misdemeanors. Once they found a revolver hidden in a sock in the back of Harry’s top bureau drawer; the sight of its nickel-and-black surface gave them an almost sexual thrill, Jerry remembered, “like looking at Dad’s privates, which never were then or after ever revealed to us.”

There were more conventional amusements, too, like roller-skating along the cracked Weehawken sidewalks and sledding on the road that went through the gap in the Palisades where the Lincoln Tunnel ramp would later be built, all the way down to Jersey City at the bottom of the hill; the climb up was made easier because their German shepherd, Blitz, would pull their sleds behind him. And once a year at least there would be Rozhanka parties, dinners for all the emigrants from the old village at a hired hall on lower Second Avenue in Manhattan: there was a klezmer band and dancing, and the children would do the kazatsky and cut pranks and race around and have their cheeks pinched by the aunts and uncles until the tears ran, and finally they would sink exhausted onto chairs until their parents scooped them up and carried them to the car for the long drive back to New Jersey. To the end of his life, Jerry said, the sound of someone talking quietly in the dark, as his parents did in the front seat of the Packard, would lull him to sleep in an instant.

The summer before Jerry turned six his mother took him and Sonia back to the original Rozhanka to visit the grandfather they had never seen. Harry stayed at home to mind the business, but Lena was accompanied by his cousin Honey Zousmer and her son Jesse. Sailing to England on the White Star Line’s Homeric, Jerry played piano in a shipboard concert and, in looping little-boy script, wrote his father a letter from “the middle of the ocean” to tell him “I am not sea sick. Every night we have ice cream.” On the trip they stopped in London for the Empire Exposition and also in Berlin, where they gaped openmouthed at Cecil B. DeMille’s screen epic The Ten Commandments—as Americans, Sonia and Jerry were exempted from the regulations barring children from its screenings. Finally they reached Poland, where they traveled first by train and then horse-drawn cart to the shtetl Harry had left as a fugitive twenty years earlier.

It was almost unchanged. Although there was now a village library, and although Nathan Mayer Rabinowitz had become so prosperous that he now owned a flour mill in Lida as well as the bakery in Rozhanka, he still lived in his thatched-roof house in the shtetl, where Lena and the children stayed with him. There were no automobiles, no paved roads in Rozhanka, and Sonia and Jerry went everywhere on horseback or on foot; ever the independent, Sonia caused a scandal by riding her pony down the main street on Shabbos. During the long afternoons the children played with the village boys and girls in the fields and the yards of the houses; Jerry caught fish in a tin can with holes punched out of the bottom and kept them in a wooden pencil box for days, until Lena traced the source of the smell of putrefaction they’d all been noticing and made him throw his prizes away. In the evenings his white-bearded grandfather took Jerry on his lap in the kitchen and sang him lullabies. It was one of the happiest times he had ever known, and his memories of that golden summer have the elegiac music of a Sholem Aleichem story, a music he would strive to recapture many years later. “I bathed in a brook with the women,” he remembered later:


I peed for them like men do, feet apart, hands on hips. I climbed into haylofts, shopped in the marketplaces, crawled through the abandoned flour mills. I slept in the afternoons, smelled baked bread.

I watched my grandfather stop a drunk from carousing through the town, atop a large farm wagon, lashing his two horses.

A mysterious man was kept locked up behind a heavy door in a dark room. His food was passed to him through a slot in the bottom of the door, at the floor. There was a small shutter we could slide open to look in and see him. Eyes: only eyes.

At night after dinner, by kerosene lamps, songs were sung. I remember apples, embroidery, mud pies…. I remember tea, candles, jams and the melodies of voices.

It was all lovely, all lovely. I do not remember one unhappy moment.


But the time came to leave, to go back to New Jersey and their life there. The hay wagon came to take them on the all-night journey to the station where they would get their train at dawn. One of Jerry’s playmates, another six-year-old boy, named Itchi Utch, “brought me apples in a red bandanna, its end tied together in a knot. He handed them to me saying, ‘Na, Gershon.’ We got into the small wagon and waved good-bye. As we clopped away into the darkness, I fell asleep.”
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“I could see light where the world opened up”

IN SEPTEMBER, WHEN Lena and the children had returned from Rozhanka, Jerry started first grade at the Hamilton School across the street from the Rabinowitzes’ apartment. For weeks beforehand, Harry and Lena, and all the aunts and uncles, told him how exciting it was that he would be going to school all by himself; “you’re such a big man now,” they said. But he didn’t feel like a big man in the “special party suit” Lena got him for the occasion, and he had no idea what to expect from his new circumstances.

On the first day of the term Lena led him across the street and left him at the door of his classroom, where the teacher showed him to his assigned seat behind the big-boy desk. Each child was asked to rise in turn and say his name to his classmates, but when it was Jerry’s turn he couldn’t speak. The words themselves choked him: Jerome (a dressed-up goy name for Gershon, he thought) Wilson (for the late president) Rabinowitz—why couldn’t he have a nice, square American-sounding name like Curtis or White? With his classmates’ eyes upon him, he gulped, then dissolved into tears and crumpled into his seat. “Tears ran down my face & my nose ran,” he recalled later. “I cradled my head in my crossed arms on the desk & dripped tears & snot over my navy suit.” The teacher telephoned Lena to take him home.

The next day was better, but although he made friends among his classmates “there was always an element of terror to school.” He tried to be unobtrusive unless the other children were engaged in something he could excel in, like running or skating or “squeez[ing] into places other kids couldn’t.” He was a poor speller and school spelling bees were torture for him, but he loved to write; by the time he was in fourth grade he was filling notebook after notebook with poems, some of which he gathered into a carefully copied-out anthology, illustrated with pictures cut from a book of Greek myths, as a Christmas present for Lena in 1927:


I offer you this little book

In side the pages I hope you’ll look

For inside of them you’ll find

Some little verses I have rhymed.

Pictures of all kinds of stages

Is what you’ll find in side these pages.


Some of the verses were little more than doggerel—after all, he was only eight or nine years old when he wrote them—but others showed a sharp eye and unusual gift for imagery, balanced against the formal demands of meter and rhyme. “The Zoo” described the “graceful seal / The roaring lion / The squirming snake” who “all lazily sit and stare at you / When mother and I visit the zoo.” “The World” depicted the globe as “a bubbel [sic] a giant blew.” In “Youth” he pictured himself as an old man “watching boys that can skip and run.” One poem, “The Dream,” was even published in the New York Times.


Sometimes I dream of funny things

Sometimes I dream that I’m dead

Sometimes I dream that I’m so mean

I have to go to bed…


Probably it was after he had been “mean” or done something else to earn a punishment that he wrote his mother an apology in verse, a poem full of childish solecisms and misspellings, which Lena, never one to let a good deed go unpunished, proceeded to edit and correct in red pencil. “Dear Mommy,” it began (Lena’s corrections are in italics, and the corrected original is crossed out):


I’m very SORRY

and so

S is for sacrifice that you do made for me

O is for owing all which I owe to thee

R is for rudeness which I’m sometime to you

R is for apology Im trying now to do

Y is for you dear, this poem’s at its end

your my sweetheart my lover and your my always my best friend

Jerry


How could he ever please her? Years later Sonia would say that she and Jerry “missed the nourishing feeling of love that children need…. There was no empathy, or no understanding of what we felt. There was no feeling in it at all, and we were not allowed to express any.”

Like many truthful statements, this is an exaggeration; feelings were expressed, but rarely in a positive way. One exception was the family passion for theatrics: singing, dancing to records, acting out pastiche operas. Jerry and his cousin Viola would reproduce scenes from popular movies of the time: “a war nurse cleansing the dirt off the face of a wounded soldier only to discover her lover there,” the straining galley slaves and the treacherous chariot race from Ben Hur, or vignettes from Lon Chaney’s macabre Hunchback of Notre Dame—the scarier the better. More frequent and more frightening, though, were the real family dramas, whose causes remained as hidden and mysterious to the children as their parents’ sex lives. “Fierce arguments, threats of death, suicide, abandonment, murder,” the grown-up Jerry would call them, “[which] were as much a part of the habits of hysterical passion as were hysterics of the opposite nature.”

Sometimes there was intimidation: exasperated by some childish infraction of Jerry’s—refusal to practice his violin, or put away his toys, or eat his dinner—Lena would pick up the telephone and pretend to call the orphan asylum. “Come get my boy,” she’d say. “I don’t want him.” Whereupon Jerry would collapse in a riot of tears, sobbing, “Please please Mommy, I’ll be good—I’ll be good. Don’t send me away.” Sometimes, confronted with disobedience or balkiness, Lena would turn her face to heaven and demand an accounting. “What have I done to deserve such torture as this?” she would cry. “Oi gevalt, you are putting nails in my coffin, you are killing me, nail by nail.” Then she would dissolve into floods of tears, and—her son remembered—“my heart would melt & I’d rush to her—no, mommy, no no, don’t cry—I’ll be good, I’ll behave, I’m sorry.” But Lena would weep and rock back and forth with her hands covering her face, moaning, “Dear Lord, why this torture—what have I done? I’d rather die. I want to be dead,” and filled with the terror of abandonment Jerry would climb onto her lap. And “finally we’d both be holding onto each other crying and rocking—and our passions would have been spent & somehow we pulled ourselves together.”

Sometimes the scripts for these scenes included Sonia and Harry as well: Sonia and Lena clashing over Sonia’s perceived willfulness; Sonia locking herself in the bathroom and shouting that she wanted to kill herself; Harry breaking the door down to stop her. Or the quarrel would start over Sunday breakfast, how it should be cooked, whether the table had been properly set, whether they were going to go to Brooklyn to visit Harry’s brothers Sam and Julius and their families. There would be pots slamming, voices rising, the hiss of frying onions and lox, the smell of toasting challah. Back and forth they would go, from table to stove; plates, salt, butter would be fetched, and still the quarrel rose in pitch. There would be defiance, back talk, followed by Lena’s tears and cries to be delivered from her agony. Then Harry would erupt, lashing out with his rolled-up Jewish newspaper—“I’ll give you a mouth, I’ll show you a respectful mouth!”—and Jerry would scurry out of the room and lie low until the shouting finally ran down. Afterwards, with at least two and sometimes three of them “red-eyed and tearstained,” they’d get in the car and drive in silence to Brooklyn.

Matters didn’t improve after the crash of 1929, which knocked the Rabinowitz family off the rungs of the ladder to success that they had just begun to climb and confirmed Harry in his pessimistic belief that, if you were a Jew, whatever you achieved would be taken from you. The Comfort Corset Company, dependent as it was on a market of overfed women trying to fit into fashionable clothes, was vulnerable in the countrywide economic downturn; Harry’s partner in the venture, his brother-in-law Ben Goldenberg, saw the way things were going and withdrew his equity to buy land for a summer camp in Pennsylvania’s Pocono Mountains. The corset factory teetered on the edge of bankruptcy, and Lena felt so bitter at Ben’s defection that she threatened to put a bullet through his head. Instead she and Harry sold the Packard—they couldn’t afford the payments—and got a Model T, and she went to work in the factory herself, becoming the “running boss” of the company, overseeing the orders and books, arriving with Harry every morning at eight, and returning home in the evening, exhausted, at six.

The corset factory fascinated Jerry: the ancient elevator, which was operated by a rope pulley; the office with its ledgers, typewriters, pens and pencils, paper clips and rubber bands; the shop floor, where the Italian girls who worked the sewing machines labored in long rows, with Harry hectoring them: “Come on, girls, no talking, no talking—work work that’s what I pay you for.” He was impressed by his father’s deftness with the screaming electric cutter and by the garter machine, with its crashing foot-operated pedals, that stapled in the elastic garters. He liked to play in the huge fabric shipping boxes, using them for houses, forts, caves, tables, castles, dungeons; he made go-carts out of the empty foot-long spools or slid on the confetti-like scraps that littered the floor at day’s end. But if it was a magic realm to Jerry, for Lena it was—as she often complained—a place of drudgery.

Despite Lena’s belief that her brother-in-law Ben had helped to bring her to this misfortune, she and her sisters remained extremely close; together they formed a kind of tribal matriarchy, whose power and peculiarities the twenty-one-year-old Jerry would later attempt to portray in a mythopoeic scenario entitled “Clan Ritual.” The eldest of the sisters was Anna, a sentimental widow with an interest in spiritualism whose second husband was a “smug large stomached govt official who still cherished his days at Columbia and went to all the football games.” Next came Lena and then Mary, a well-meaning but sometimes tactless “chatterbox” (in her nephew’s words), and Gert, another widow, who’d been disfigured in a car accident but gallantly hid the scars with a variety of hats. Jean, the second youngest, had at one time played the piano in the silent-movie houses in Jersey City, but by the time her nephew portrayed her she was a large, warm, slow-spoken woman who liked to “lie around smoking cigarettes and reading the comics in the paper.” Jean’s husband, Daniel Davenport, had managed a string of successful vaudeville theaters, including the Apollo in Harlem, but like the Rabinowitzes the Davenports suffered in the 1929 crash, and Dan was reduced to reminiscing about the famous stars he had known and managed. He and Jean still projected a certain amount of showbiz razzle-dazzle, though: they were up on current slang and fads, and their two sons, in Jerry’s words, had “all the smugness and toughness and surface brass of boys who go to a ‘fast’ high school.”

The sisters and their husbands ate in each other’s houses or at Ida and Aaron Rips’s in Jersey City, and they spent time together in the summers at Kittatinny, the camp that Ben and Mary ran in the Poconos, about seventy-five miles from New York. It had begun as a kind of group house, a place in the mountains for several generations of friends and family to get away from the city’s summer heat, and had evolved into a paying concern, with cabins and counselors and organized activities. Both Jerry and Sonia, and their twenty-eight cousins, returned there summer after summer for swimming and canoeing and theatrics. These last were Jerry’s forte: he was a natural mimic and had perfect pitch, and from Sonia he had picked up the rudiments of Duncan-style interpretive dancing. Because he was small he was often cast in girls’ parts, but once he got to play a rabbi—“peyes and all,” he recalled—and one year he created a dance solo to Saint-Saëns’s Danse Macabre for which his aunt Gert sewed him a black caped costume that made him look like a bat. There, and in the choruses of the Gilbert and Sullivan operettas that were a fixture at Kittatinny, he began to develop a taste for applause.

There was little enough of that at home in Weehawken. Here Jerry was the picky eater (“Eat!” Harry would scold him. “It costs gelt”); the boy who lay awake at night in the bedroom he still had to share with Sonia, dreaming of how he would win his father’s approval by becoming the cynosure of crowned heads and courtiers, rewarded for his skill and artistry with a shower of gold coins; the scrawny bar mitzvah boy whose voice cracked when he had to chant his Torah portion because he’d started too high, so he was overwhelmed by tears of humiliation—sobbing “I want my grandpa!”—on the day he was supposed to become a man.

Both his grandfathers had recently died: Harry’s father, the lullaby singer and biblical tale-teller; and Lena’s, whose garment cutter’s shop in Jersey City had been the destination of his first unescorted trolley-car expeditions, and in whose synagogue he had first thrilled to the sight of the silk-covered torahs being brought out from the tabernacle. But his outburst was more than mourning: it was a cry of anguish at having to play the part of a man, to take his sins upon himself as the scripture taught him he must, when he still felt and looked like a child. And it was a cry of shame—and what he later called “the guilt of shame”—at being Jewish, a feeling that had first come upon him when he was being coached to read his Torah portion by a wizened old tzaddik with a white beard who would call him in from his street games of stickball or tag to chant Hebrew in the Rabinowitzes’ dining room. One day the other boys decided it would be fun to peer in the dining room windows, make faces at Jerry, and imitate the old man; and while the tzaddik noticed what they were up to, he chose to ignore them. It was left to the thirteen-year-old Jerry—embarrassed to be doing so, embarrassed by the need to do so—to chase his playmates away. “He taught me Jewish submissiveness,” he said later, still cringing at the memory.

After his grandfather Rips died, his grandmother, Lena’s mother, came to live with the Rabinowitzes. A tiny, white-haired, blue-eyed woman who spoke only Yiddish and wore the long dark dresses of the ultra-Orthodox, she was intended to act as a kind of babysitter to her grandchildren, but she was ill-suited for the task. She couldn’t even get the Scottie, Dusty, to come out from under the sofa—“Doosty, Doosty,” she would call ineffectually—and never mastered the telephone: if Jerry called to say he would be late returning from school she would say, “Jerry’s not home,” and hang up. Jerry sensed a forlorn quality in her and an empathy that led her to stroke his hair and croon, “Für vas schrüst?” whenever she found him in tears. But she was powerless against the emotional storm fronts that still swept through the household. Sonia and Jerry, now both in their teens, were always after each other, their sibling rivalry complicated by years of close quarters and intensified by hormones—years later Jerry would say that “there are lots of sexual feelings in our relationship. Somewhere, unnamed & unacknowledged, is a hot war as well as a cold one.” And now their fights got physical.

There was the day Sonia slapped Jerry once too often, and he called her a bitch to her face. “Take that back!” she shouted at him. “No!” he cried, and she hit him again. “Bitch!” he repeated. Slap! “Bitch!” Slap! And with that they were on the floor, Jerry screaming and Sonia sitting astride him and smacking him until his ears rang and the cleaning woman, terrified, called Lena at the factory. Then, just as swiftly as it had begun, the storm passed. Sonia folded her brother into her arms—“Stop, stop—don’t cry,” she crooned, but still he wept, clinging to her. Lena arrived, “wild-eyed, hair astray,” to find them rocking each other on the floor. “What have you done?” she screamed at Sonia. “What did you do to him, you murderer?” Jerry tried to reassure her: “No mother, no, it’s all right now—I’m all right. Don’t hit her, I’m all right.” And Lena stared at them in amazement. “What’s going on in my own house? My God, that a servant has to call me out of the factory…to save my son who my daughter is beating up.”

And then there was the time Sonia and Lena were quarreling—over Sonia’s growing independence or her curfew or choice of friends—with Lena calling out to the Almighty to deliver her from this trial and Sonia (who had heard it all too often) mocking and mimicking her. Suddenly, to all their surprise, Jerry kicked his sister in the behind. “I’ll boot you again if you don’t leave her alone,” he threatened. They both knew, he said later, that an era had ended.

         

JERRY GRADUATED FROM grammar school in June of 1931, and to mark the occasion Lena took him to Manhattan, to Klein’s, that temple of cut-rate clothing on Union Square, to buy a pair of white trousers for the ceremony. The pair she found on the sale table, he remembered long years later, had shameful green flaps on the pockets, but Lena pointed out that the jacket from his “good” blue suit would cover them. It did, “provided I didn’t move too much or unbutton my jacket,” but the effort at concealment put a blot on the ceremony and subsequent celebration for him.

In the fall he entered Woodrow Wilson High School, which Sonia had also attended; although she hadn’t been a brilliant student she’d been popular and successful, and it wasn’t always easy traveling in her wake. She coached Jerry for the cheerleading tryouts, but he didn’t make the squad, and despite his speed and coordination he was a failure at baseball. The only points he scored were in schoolyard horseplay, where boys would flick their fingers down each other’s flies (this was in the days before zippers) to see how many buttons came undone. But he experienced his first orgasm—a feeling of “ecstatic dizziness”—climbing a rope in gym class; he didn’t know what it was, he remembered later, but he knew he wanted it to happen again.

He liked high school: he enjoyed the discipline of arrival and the routine of class schedules, the hubbub and laughter in the halls. He was a member of the drama club, Lambda Theta Gamma, which organized excursions to the theater in New York as well as presenting plays at school; in his senior year he was elected vice president. His teachers knew him as “a fine lad,” if “rather too emotional” and “easily upset,” and he had a substantial circle of friends with whom he went to New York on weekends for movies, hot dogs, and malteds, although those outings were “tainted,” he felt, by his parents’ insistence that he buy only the cheapest of everything. (It helped that he was small enough to qualify for a twelve-year-old’s half-price ticket.)

His academic performance was erratic: his IQ was tested and found to be in the 120s, but he did only middling work in mathematics, French, Latin, and the sciences, although he liked chemistry because of the magic transformations it accomplished. He did better in history and English and won prizes in essay writing. His real interests were in the arts—all of them. He took drawing at school, and at home, where he had a studio in the basement furnished with cast-off chairs and tables, he made “death masks, antiqu[ed] paper, collage bottles, worked in clay, plaster, copper, raffia, wood and even soap,” painted in oils and watercolors, and made puppets. He continued to play the piano and violin and composed music: pieces with titles like “Norwegian Lullaby” and “Tempo Russo,” as well as a setting of E. E. Cummings’s “my sweet old etcetera aunt lucy,” a poem that ends with the writer dreaming of his lover’s “eyes knees and of your Etcetera.” He was definitely growing up.

Sonia by this time was working at a variety of day jobs—at Macy’s in Herald Square, as a model for the painter Reginald Marsh, at the Works Progress Administration—and on weekends, under the name Sonya Robyns, dancing in the expressionist troupe of Senya Gluck Sandor at a tiny theater on Manhattan’s West Side. And just as Sonia had coached Jerry for cheerleading she eased his entree into the dance world as well. He’d been copying her at home for years and interpreting their family stacks of Chopin records with movement; from there to accompanying her to class in New York was an almost imperceptible, natural step—particularly for a boy from a family with vaudeville connections.

His first formal teaching came from a modern dance teacher, a disciple of Martha Graham’s with a studio in Greenwich Village. Jerry found the floor work—the disciplined stretching and contracting and falling that forms the muscular core of Graham technique—extremely difficult for his undertrained, still inflexible body, but the minute he was allowed to start moving—running and jumping diagonally across the room—he felt like a different person. He went on to Alys Bentley, Sonia’s Duncan-inspired teacher, where (he remembered years afterward) “we did things like ‘folding’ (slowly collapsing in an embryonic heap on the floor), prancing (a deer-like lifting of the feet from the floor); I think we did trees, clouds, storms, waves, & used silk scarves, balloons, & anything airy or diaphanous. What it gave me immediately was the absolute freedom to make up my own dances without inhibition or doubts.”

To earn money to pay for his lessons he worked a variety of after-school jobs: he had an egg route, sold magazines, and painted scenic backdrop screens for a local photographer. Sometimes, too, he got paid for helping out in the corset factory. He swept cuttings off the work floor at the end of the day, a job he hated. One day Harry tried to teach him to use the big eighteen-inch-long fabric shears. Jerry cut a piece off the pad at the end of his finger, and when he saw the blood he fainted dead away. This put an end to Harry’s dreams of bringing his son into the family business, but not to his invidious comparisons between Jerry and the manly boys who were his contemporaries. “Look at Bernie Klein—at 17 he’s already earning a living for himself—and what do you do?” he would ask. Not that he wanted to know the answer, especially if it meant Jerry was hanging around a theater or dance studio. “Better he should be a shoemaker,” he grumbled.

It wasn’t that Harry worried that his son was homosexual; apparently that simply didn’t occur to him, nor to Jerry himself. Jerry had had homosexual experiences before, at school and at camp, he said later, but he’d dismissed them as just “a way we got secret pleasure while growing up…only some mutual masturbation that every male goes through to some degree while maturing.” Once, on the way home from school, he’d been accosted by an older boy who made him perform fellatio on him; although in later life he said the experience made him feel “sometimes like a man, sometimes like a woman,” he seems to have put it away from himself at the time. He had girlfriends, including one, Rosalynd Halpern, to whom he dedicated one of his music compositions. His only source of sexual anxiety appears to have been a feeling of guilt about masturbating, an activity he indicated in his diary with an “X.”

But some conflict, some irresolution, nagged at him. In his senior year in high school he wrote a remarkably self-perceptive extended essay called “My Selves” that captured a strikingly candid portrait of this artist as a young man. To begin with there was the epigraph, from Noel Coward’s Design for Living: “It’s all a question of masks, really…. We wear them as a form of protection; modern life forces us to.” Coward’s scandalous play about a ménage à trois had opened on Broadway two years previously and would hardly have been considered standard high school fare, so the reference to it not only highlighted Jerry’s increasingly sophisticated taste but prefigured an interest in polymorphous relationships that would become a leitmotif of his mature art.

Then there was the essay itself, in which he portrayed himself reflected in a mirror—dark eyes and hair, thin face, bushy dark brows—and described the masks he found himself putting over that face day after day: “some…evil, some good, some bad. Some are smiling, some sneering, some artistic, destructive, malicious, benevolent, rapacious, egotistical, sacrificing, selfish”—one mask for school (“a smile, a giggle, a laugh”), another, more argumentative, for home: all of them developed for public purposes, what T. S. Eliot’s Prufrock calls “a face to meet the faces that you meet.” For in meeting strangers of his own age, Jerry confessed, he was prey to a feeling “which I can explain but not control…that feeling to withdraw myself within a shell.”

Most interesting, perhaps, were the passages from his diary for 1934–35 that he included, complete with parenthetical comments on their content, as if to show how mask wearing persisted for him even in private. “Went to movies with Seymour Rudges,” ran one entry. “Ate at Rudges’s house. His sister trying to make me”—parenthetically noting to his teacher: “(Conceit-boy-was-I-hot-stuff, to myself, line).” Another entry described his falling out with one friend and his good opinion of another, to which he appended the comment “Do you get it? From one to another.” Still another recorded his trip to the Marx Brothers’ Duck Soup the afternoon after his chemistry exam: “I laughed my head off. (That’s how much I cared that I was in the middle of exams.)”

None of these masks, he felt, was false—all were real, if seemingly contradictory, parts of himself, and in laying them bare he was attempting, he said, “to express my character as I see it.” This isn’t adolescent narcissism—it’s too revealing, too unflattering for that. What it looks like is confessional honesty. At seventeen Jerry Rabinowitz already had a terrible need to be honest; this time his teacher awarded his efforts with an A+, but he would not always be so lucky.

         

AS HE NEARED the end of his high school career, it was unclear what Jerry Rabinowitz was going to do after he graduated. He wanted to go to college and study journalism, but his parents weren’t persuaded they could afford it—Sonia, after all, had gone straight to work—and what good would journalism be to him? If he couldn’t get a job and support himself right away, better he should study something useful, like chemistry. Somehow the money was found to send him to New York University in the fall of 1935, although he had to go back to Woodrow Wilson High in September to take some remedial courses in preparation.

But in the spring of 1936, his second freshman term, the bottom fell out of the economy for the second time in six years. Things looked bleak for the Comfort Corset Company, and the picture was not improved by Jerry’s grades: he was failing two courses (mathematics and French) out of five. He was sure he would do better his sophomore year, but he wasn’t given the chance: Harry told him his college days were over. It was the corset factory or nothing.

He wasn’t sure what would become of him at this point, Jerry remembered afterward, but whatever the possibilities, “running the Comfort Corset Co. was not among them.” At length, and under pressure, he and his parents came to an agreement. They would give him a year to do whatever he wanted, to get all the nonsense out of his system before settling down at the corset factory; for that time they would provide a roof over his head, meals, and—most important—the four-cent price of the daily ferry ride across the river to Manhattan. It was a fateful decision.

“When I was a child,” Jerry told an interviewer years later, “art seemed like a tunnel to me. At the end of that tunnel I could see light where the world opened up, waiting.” He didn’t know it then, but he was about to come out of the tunnel and into the light.
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“I knew you’d be all right”

THE YEAR 1936 wasn’t a good time to be looking for work. The nation’s economy was still crippled by the Great Depression and jobs were hard to come by. President Roosevelt had established the Works Progress Administration the previous year to create employment through a massive program of public works and public art, but its effects were yet to be felt and Harry Rabinowitz could be pardoned for thinking his son was a meshuggener to turn his back on a safe position at the corset factory.

Nor did Jerry’s first foray into the job market augur well. Some years earlier he had gone to see Sonia dance in a production of Stravinsky’s Petroushka at Gluck Sandor’s Dance Center and had been mesmerized by the title character, the tragic puppet spurned in love and imprisoned by the venal Charlatan. At home, where he had already constructed marionettes and designed scenery and lighting for his cardboard puppet theater, he’d tried to mount a puppet version of the ballet, in imitation of the high-art marionette shows of the Anglo-German puppeteer Tony Sarg; he only gave up when he realized he couldn’t “solve the problem of making clear the difference between which characters were human and which puppets.” But his fascination with puppetry had continued, and now he determined to try his hand at it as a career.

Like a medieval apprentice seeking a master, he went straight to the man who exemplified the best of the craft he wanted to learn. Tony Sarg, an art puppeteer who was the Julie Taymor or Basil Twist of his day, had been touring his successful show, Tony Sarg’s Marionettes, throughout the United States since the 1920s; he had also produced exquisite marionette versions of Rip Van Winkle, The Rose and the Ring, and Alice in Wonderland, published numerous books for children, and—in 1934—created balloon figures of Walt Disney’s Mickey Mouse, Pluto, the Big Bad Wolf, and the Little Pig for Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade. Among his trainees were Bil Baird, whose puppets appeared in five Broadway shows, including the Ziegfeld Follies, and Rufus and Margo Rose, progenitors of the freckle-faced marionette Howdy Doody. Jerry Rabinowitz clearly had a nose for mentors already.

Except that Sarg would have nothing to do with him. Jerry had put considerable thought into their meeting, dressing in his best suit and putting on a pair of fake glasses, which he hoped would make him look older—for at eighteen he still had the appearance of an adolescent, a skinny dark kid whose prominent front teeth looked like a pair of Chiclets when he smiled. But when he had made his way across the river to Manhattan, rung the bell to Sarg’s ground-floor apartment, and been ushered into a dimly lit room, the master puppeteer told him he didn’t take untrained youths as assistants, and Jerry found himself outside on the street again, all dressed up with nowhere to go.

Deflected but not deterred, he tried a new tack. He knew from his lessons with Alys Bentley that he had an aptitude for dancing; now he proposed to follow Sonia in trying to turn that into a paying proposition. He had no experience beyond his class work and his childish interpretive performances at Kittatinny, but Sonia wangled him an audition with her own sometime employer, the man who had originally stimulated his ambition to re-create Petroushka, Senya Gluck Sandor.

Gluck Sandor was not the gypsy baron his name suggested he was; he had been born Samuel Gluck, or Glick, in Harlem in 1899 and had studied dance and theater in New York before making his debut in Adolph Bolm’s production of Michel Fokine’s Le Coq d’Or—a folktale ballet with a double cast of singers and dancers—at the Metropolitan Opera in 1918. From there he’d gone on to appearances (as Senia Gluckoff) with Bolm’s touring company, Ballet Intime, and had replaced the choreographer himself in Fokine’s Thunder Bird at the New York Hippodrome. He trained with the Spanish gypsy dancer Escudero and the German modern dance pioneer Mary Wig-man, and had studied classical Indian dance as well as show business tap. He’d created ballets for Earl Carroll’s Vanities, a Broadway revue, in 1923 and for the Minsky Brothers’ Burlesque, as well as other vaudeville and variety venues, and in 1932, with his salary from these commercial ventures, he and his wife, Felicia Sorel, had opened the Dance Center, an organization that proposed to “do for the Dance what the Theatre Guild is doing for drama and the League of Composers for modern music,” as its promotional literature put it.

In other words, it was to be both a nexus of and nursery for progressive art, like-minded performers, and adventurous audiences, “an inspiration to modern music as well as to modern dance.” By 1935 the New York Times’s dance critic, John Martin, was calling it “the first American Ballet”—although, strictly speaking, it wasn’t a ballet company at all, since most of the works presented, like The Prodigal Son, Petroushka, and Salome, were done in soft, or character, shoes, and the traditional ballet vocabulary was more referred to than observed. Whatever you called him, though, Sandor was definitely on the cutting edge.

No wonder that Jerry Rabinowitz, the novice dancer, presented himself at the Dance Center, a small black-box theater over a West Fifties garage, in what he later described as a “buzz” of “hazy, dull panic” that masked his terror even from himself. The panic dissipated somewhat as Sandor, a small, compact man with long dark hair pushed behind his ears, asked him to change out of his jacket and tie into swimming trunks and a T-shirt and then made him run, jump, turn, and do some movement sequences to piano accompaniment. This much was familiar, even easy—but then came the hard part. Would he please
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