
Chapter One

I’m in the dark, I can’t see. 

The glow of electronics in the bedroom messes with my mela-

tonin so I’ve shut down the computer, unplugged the printer, there’s 

no phone or tablet charging nearby, no LED clock numbers. It must 

be two or three a.m., a winter night. City noise outside is sporadic, 

but bus brakes and sirens still shriek, and random humans and cats 

do too, and dogs bark, and the traffic on the highway rumbles, tidal. 

Under everything is the constant night hum peculiar to Manhattan. It 

sounds like the whir of the Vornado standing fans in the house where 

I grew up.

I once read that if you can’t sleep, don’t force your eyes closed, 

keep them open. To tire them out. So I search the dark for what I 

know is there—armoire, desk, big chair, Dory the dog—but can’t see. 
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I feel-think around the rims and detect a slight burn and heaviness, 

like my eyes want to close so I close them. 

Here we go. My brain is like a tourist clicking through souvenir 

scenes on an old View-Master with faded slides and old-fashioned 

darkroom prints. Click, a photograph emerges doubled behind each 

eyelid. Click, the two merge into one. A boy and a girl nap together. 

Nine and six, brother and sister, it’s in the faces and the geometry of 

the limbs. The sheet’s folds and wrinkles fit and draw the eye. Our 

shoulders are bare. My brother is on his back, arms wide, one leg 

flung off the side of the bed. His face is in shadow, obscured, but the 

way his curls cling to his neck, it is hot despite the fan. Summer. I 

am on my side turned away from him but close in the big bed, and 

my hands are held together under my cheek, like praying. My hair 

obscures my face too, except for my mouth, a slack bow. My brother’s 

mouth is a slack bow, too. 

My mother took the photograph. She shot us while we slept, and 

Nap is the only candid included in the series that came to be known 

in the newspapers as the Marx Nudes. 

Don’t move. Stay still.

Miri shot Nap with a Leica, but for the staged photo shoots she 

used an old-fashioned large-format view camera because she wanted 

to make big pictures. That camera was cumbersome outdoors, hard 

to move once set up, completely manual and labor-intensive. She 

would pose us, disappear under a canvas hood, managing exposure 

and composition, and wait for the light. We three—Ansel, Henry and 

I—would forget Miri was shooting and we’d wrestle and bicker or 

outright fight while she worked. 

The hours we spent in the woods as subjects of our mother’s work 

were our chores, and we got an allowance which she called “pocket 

money.” I tell myself I was just a kid, that I didn’t know any better. I 
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obeyed, I complied, I followed along with Ansel and Henry although 

I hated chores. Our bodies were arranged by my mother, shot, devel-

oped, printed, and hung on gallery walls by my mother. If we resisted, 

Miri used her arsenal to get us back up into the woods: our competi-

tive natures, her artistic calling, and, of course, the threat of withhold-

ing the pocket money. If one of us complained (me), slammed a door 

(Ansel), disappeared at the appointed hour (Henry), our avoidance 

tactics would earn us days of silent treatment, no eye contact, and 

messages relayed through whoever had been most cooperative or our 

father, Albert.

Dory dream-growls and deep-breathes and dog-paddles in her 

sleep, curled in the curve between my ass and my thighs. I punch the 

pillows. I try another insomnia cure, a little movie of the mind, star-

ring me. I am in the cast-off T-shirt and jeans of my brothers, I am 

barefoot with my black hair in a braid, I am sweeping each room 

of the Grand View house. I sweep, sweep my way to the darkroom 

at the back, and there is Miri in a denim apron with leather ties, 

photos pinned to a line above her head. Her hair falls, hiding her 

face. She’s smoking and stirring prints in development trays. She 

uses tongs, grips an edge, pulls me out, dripping. She frowns. I have 

not developed to her satisfaction. I am not who she saw through 

her lens. 

Miriam Marx is long dead, and yet she’s inside me, where she has 

been my whole life, from before my life, from when I was cells inside 

her trying to gang up and become a person. She seeped in, with her 

low murmur and cigarette smoke and darkroom chemicals. She’s dead 

and yet when I catch a whiff of sour wine in last night’s glass, or the 

stubbed butts from my ashtray on the fire escape, it’s like smelling 

salts. She’s revived. Just the thought of green beans makes me gag, 

remembering how she would dump them from a can into a pot and 
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heat them in their tinged water to show Albert she’d put something 

green on our plates. I would push them around with my fork, try to 

relax my throat, try to swallow to keep peace at the dinner table. Miri 

sat back with her wine, her cigarette, the squint that meant she was 

killing time until she could retreat to the darkroom with the day’s film.

On a night like tonight I think, Where was Albert?

I grope the bedside table for my notebook, my pen. I can’t see but 

I scrawl Albert with a question mark across the page, a note for the 

memoir I’m trying to write. The title is Exposed. Or Exposure. I can’t 

decide. It’s a work in progress, glacial progress. My idea is to look 

back from the brink of sixty and tell my story. The brink of sixty, it’s 

rough terrain for anybody, time to take stock of your life even if you 

didn’t have Miriam Marx as a mother. 

I was born Berenice Marx-Seger. We were hyphenated before it 

was common but I dropped Marx a long time ago. I go by Bea, a 

nickname my mother hated. My brothers and I were each named for 

a photographer Miri idolized: Berenice Abbott, Ansel Adams, Henri 

Cartier-Bresson. Miri called Henri “Ahn-ree,” with a Parisian spin. 

She teased Ansel that he was lucky, she wanted to name him Weegee 

but Albert put his foot down for once. Albert is still alive, parked 

and idling at the Sandy Edge assisted living facility in Delray Beach, 

Florida. Ansel is dead. I haven’t spoken with Henri—he’s Henry to 

me, the regular way—in decades. So much has kept us apart.

Every few years there’s an article about my mother and then a 

rapid round of attention to Miriam Marx and her work. Culture vul-

tures pick through everything old, everything “vintage,” especially 

art, especially controversial. People with a dark interest in naked kids 

explore my mother’s work from the anonymity of their devices. The 

backstory increases the buzz. I ignore the calls and the emails and the 

notifications and hide out until it all passes, but recently high culture, 
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in the person of the associate curator of photography at the Museum 

of Modern Art, has found me. 

Violet Yeun has been trying to contact me for months. Ms. Marx, 

on behalf of the Museum of Modern Art . . . Ms. Marx, as Associate 

Curator of the Photography Department of the Museum of Modern 

Art . . . Ms. Marx, if I may request an hour of your time . . . She is the 

foremost authority on my mother, besides me. She thinks my mother 

was a feminist visionary. She thinks the Marx Nudes represented a 

radical departure from the traditional family values of that era. She 

thinks Miri’s photographs showed that childhood is dark, innocence 

is a myth, motherhood is a trap, and art—Art—will set you free. Dr. 

Yeun wants to restore my mother’s reputation. 

I get it, I do. And yet. That’s me in the photographs, with my broth-

ers, posed by our mother. Nude seems different than naked, nude 

means on display. A generation after Miri, Sally Mann got famous for 

photographs she took of her children, and there was a rush to com-

pare us. At some point I got brave and read everything and zoomed 

in and the thing is, her kids look like themselves, except naked. We 

don’t. We’re on display. We’re nude.

I wonder what Henry would say. 

The black room has blurred to dark gray. It must be predawn—

four-thirty? Five? I can almost see the armoire, the desk, the books, 

shapes that loom. I can feel Dory breathing and I pace my breath to 

hers, the rise and fall, and that helps me sleep, almost. In old mov-

ies, magical spiritual types—Aborigines or Native Americans or the 

Amish—recoiled from cameras. They worried the camera would steal 

their souls, that the image would be cursed and the person in the pho-

tograph would suffer. From my own experience, the magical movie 

types had a point. I do feel like part of my soul was stolen by my 

mother’s camera. I do feel cursed.
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Also, I’m waiting for some test results. 

I go by Seger but inside, I am still part Marx. I can’t help it—I 

blister with something like pride when I read about my mother, the 

groundbreaking female photographer. I despised chores, but Miri 

stood me on a box and helped me fit my head under her canvas hood. 

She told me what to look for through the lens. She taught me how 

to look wide and change my perspective to see close. She showed me 

that far away is one place and near is another, even though they are 

both aspects of the same landscape. How the light will tell you what 

to see, if you wait. How if you wait, the right light will light the dark. 

My brain hurts like a warehouse. I’ve always loved that Bowie 

lyric. There’s a storage unit north of the city with all of Miriam Marx’s 

work. I’ve never been there. I imagine it’s packed to the rafters with 

her cameras, equipment, undeveloped negatives, original prints, all 

the versions, rejected work, slides, videos, journals. All the images of 

me and my brothers. The Marx Nudes. I assume. I don’t know.

Gangi_Carry the Dog_4P_ES.indd   6Gangi_Carry the Dog_4P_ES.indd   6 8/6/21   11:19 AM8/6/21   11:19 AM




