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            ‘Leonard Michaels wrote prose of exquisite clarity.’

– Ian McEwan

            ‘Leonard Michaels stands alongside Grace Paley and Philip Roth. The Nachman Stories are seven irregular beauties, to be read again and again.’

– New York Times Book Review

            ‘Anyone concerned with the American short story should read and know these stories.’

– San Francisco Chronicle

            ‘Among the few essential American short story writers of the past half-century.’

– Nation

            ‘These stories are terrific, wonderfully written, shot through with an enigmatic, elusive sense of mystery.’

– The Millions
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            Editor’s Note

         

         One day in November 1997, Lenny sat down and, in just seven hours, wrote a story about a mathematician named Nachman. Uncharacteristically, he made very few changes to ‘Nachman’, which appeared the next spring in The Threepenny Review. Subsequent stories about the same character were published in Partisan Review and The New Yorker; Lenny was completing a volume of Nachman stories when he died in 2003. They are collected here for the first time in the UK. In a few cases, I have followed Lenny’s manuscript versions of these stories where they differ from the published versions.

         
      —Katharine Ogden Michaels, 2017
    

         
      
    

      

   


   
      

         
            Introduction

         

         Stories about the reticent, ascetic, self-deprecating mathematician Raphael Nachman were the last major literary undertaking by Leonard Michaels, who died in 2003 at the age of 70. They resemble but also significantly depart from the other work Michaels produced over four decades of writing, beginning with the publication of two highly regarded story collections, Going Places in 1969 and I Would Have Saved Them If I Could in 1975. Those books were followed in 1981 by a short novel, The Men’s Club, which sold well, elicited some controversy of a sexual political nature, and was made into a bad film for which Michaels wrote the screenplay. The long process of getting the film made and its failure affected Michaels and kept him from publishing another book until 1990. That book, Shuffle, an unconventional blend of essays, real or fabricated journal entries and a novella, provided a New York Times reviewer the deathbed opportunity to savage not just Shuffle but virtually every word Michaels had ever written. It was as if he wished to take Michaels with him into the grave. Chief among Michaels’s many purported sins was that he ‘seem[ed] to write about sex almost exclusively’.

         After that, Michaels published all but one of his remaining books with a small non-profit press whose titles were as handsome as they were hard to find. (The exception to this was a selection of Michaels’s diaries, Time Out of Mind, which was published by Riverhead – and also nastily panned in the New York Times.) It was around this time that I discovered Michaels’s work and we began a friendship – corresponding mostly by email. He informed me that, out of frustration with corporate publishing, he’d elected to become marginal. I didn’t really fathom what he meant. He was forty years older than me and I knew practically nothing about the book business, all I knew was that he was one of the best writers I’d ever encountered and that hardly anyone else seemed to be aware of him.

         As it happened, Michaels’s claim to obscurity wasn’t quite true. During the years of our friendship The New Yorker regularly published his Nachman stories. I’d be amazed to find in the magazine the finished version of a story I’d seen as a draft in an email. At the time, I couldn’t reconcile the gap between his apparent prominence and obscurity. Nor did I understand how he felt about his work and his place in the literary world. It was only after he died, when I reread the Nachman stories, that I came to see that those answers were inscribed in the stories.

         Michaels once wrote that he ‘was always more concerned with form than anything else’. In this sense, Nachman was, for Michaels, a necessary formal invention. One vital step removed from Michaels’s reality. Through him Michaels could express thoughts and feelings that would have sounded peevish or maudlin coming from his earlier narrators, most of whom were writers and literature professors like himself.

         One can almost picture Michaels drawing a line between the Nachman stories and the earlier work. On one side are his voracious adventurers, on the other is the purpose-built solitary Nachman who – unencumbered by spouses, lovers, children, siblings, or parents – derives satisfaction from his esoteric work and from the contemplation of his moral condition. (This, Michaels implies, constitutes the core of a person’s life.) Michaels also endowed Nachman with the primary details of his own biography: he is a secular Jew, the child of Polish immigrants marked by the Holocaust, whose vocation consists of inventing and solving problems – and though he’s respected by his peers he is not numbered among the greats. In other words, he’s a mathematician’s mathematician.

         Here is how he’s described in the first story in which he appears.

         
            He’d had girlfriends, but the idea of any passionate derangement had never appealed to him. He played the violin and he solved problems in mathematics. His need for ecstasy was abundantly satisfied. Nachman wasn’t especially sensual. Two or three bites took care of hunger. The rest was nutrition … Every morning in Crakow he made the bed in his hotel room and cleaned up after himself in the bathroom. The room looked as if Nachman weren’t guilty of existence.

         

         In ‘Nachman Burning’, a story where Nachman becomes unduly aroused while getting a haircut, he offers an observation about the creative process:

         
            Nearly unbearable frustration attended his mathematical struggles until he suffered the piercing joy of an illumination. Sometimes he’d find himself sitting up in bed in the middle of the night, sweating and feverish, and he’d thrust out of bed and stumble to the table where he kept pencil and paper for such unpredictable moments, and he’d scrawl the solution to a problem, and then fall back into bed and was instantly asleep. In the morning, he’d find his scrawled solution. He’d then remember having awakened and, as if he were taking dictation from a nightmare, recording the solution.

         

         And in ‘Nachman at the Races’ this is how he sums up an underperforming horse:

         
            Frenchy was clocked at record-breaking speed during workouts, but after a few early wins he’d come in fourth or fifth, out of the money. He’d lost heart for winning. This happens to a horse, Nachman thought, just as it happens to a person. There were gifted mathematicians who never achieved what was expected of them. High expectations, not mathematical problems, led to mental impotence. Frenchy was like them. He was expected to win, so he didn’t win.

         

         A reader who knows nothing about Michaels could still appreciate the insight and enjoy Michaels’s intelligent, chidingly comic prose, but anyone acquainted with Michaels’s career would infer something more revelatory and personal. A level of expression made possible by the mediating form.

         What one also finds in the stories is a different tone. Nachman displays an equanimity and contentment about his place in the world. He isn’t blind to his shortcomings, but he isn’t bitter. His attitude towards the world is generally of awe and dismay. This too feels like a departure from Michaels’s earlier work, which was often lit by a sinister energy, a more cutting take on life. Whereas the Nachman stories, far from soft-headed, are more forgiving. To generalise, the Nachman stories conclude as qualified triumphs whereas the earlier stories concluded as qualified defeats.

         Perhaps the best example of this is ‘The Penultimate Conjecture’, a story about professional rivalry and ambition. In it, Nachman confronts his decision to not have pursued a proof for a famous mathematical problem which a more distinguished mathematician now claims to have solved, having ‘taken the risk Nachman cautiously declined, making a bid for greatness, something beyond mere reputation’. Nachman flies from Los Angeles to San Francisco to attend a conference where his ostensible rival, the aristocratic and handsome Swede, Bjorn Lindquist, will publicly demonstrate his proof. And yet as Nachman sits in the auditorium watching Lindquist at the blackboard, he experiences the flash of illumination. ‘In the matter of numbers,’ Nachman observes, ‘he was among those who see actively, even aggressively.’ While his colleagues in the auditorium seem ‘hypnotised, possessed by the Swede’s fame and extraordinary presence’ Nachman knows that Lindquist’s proof is ‘wrong’. This knowledge ‘beat tremendously in his heart, and the desire to speak raged in his bowels against an unrelenting force of polite repression’. What will he do? What is his duty to himself and to his field? What does he owe Lindquist, who, despite being wrong, is no fool and suspects Nachman’s doubts. Is Nachman necessarily obligated to make his bid for greatness at Lindquist’s expense? I won’t ruin the story by revealing what happens but, at root, it suggests, consolingly: Maybe it’s not too late after all.

         What ‘The Penultimate Conjecture’ implies is, I think, borne out by the Nachman stories themselves. Late in life, after a career that, at least outwardly, didn’t seem to live up to early expectations, Michaels found a new form and a new register and scored a great artistic success. I admire all of his work too much – his novels, his stories and his remarkable essays – to debase it with crude rankings, but I do hold the Nachman stories in special regard. They seem at once inevitable and exceptional. Michaels’s work always reflected the circumstances of his life. It makes sense that the preoccupations and pursuits of the younger man would recede with time. But it also takes no small amount of stamina and resilience to overcome the habits and the disappointments of a long career and to seek new ways of representing the evolving truth of one’s life. Michaels was unfairly maligned for writing ‘about sex almost exclusively’ but he did once describe his work as being primarily concerned with ‘the way men and women seem unable to live with and without each other’. Yet, though there are intimations of romance and eros in the Nachman stories, no sensible person would describe them as being about sex or romance. At the same time, they are unmistakably Michaels’s, possessed of his intelligence, his sensibility, and his humour. It’s quite a feat.

         In the essay where Michaels admits to his interest in form and identifies the fraught symbiosis between men and women as his animating subject, he offers a simple but illuminating anecdote. He once asked a friend to show him his hands. The friend presented them ‘palm up and palm down, as if to say it can’t be done’. Michaels interpreted this as a quintessential example of form. A hand has two sides. Something necessarily remains unseen and requires an act of imagination by the beholder. With respect to Michaels’s work, I think it’s possible to interpret it another way. For a long time, Michaels presented the back of his hand in all its intricacy. Then he turned it over and showed his palm.

         
      —David Bezmozgis, 2017
    

         
      
    

      

   


   
      

         
            
        The Nachman Stories
      

         

         
      
    

      

   


   
      

         
            Nachman

         

         In 1982, Raphael Nachman, visiting lecturer in mathematics at the university in Cracow, declined the tour of Auschwitz, where his grandparents had died, and asked instead to visit the ghetto where they had lived. The American consul, Dirk Sullivan, was surprised. Didn’t everyone want to tour Auschwitz? He probably thought Nachman was a contrary type, peculiar, too full of himself. As for Nachman, he thought Sullivan was officious and presuming. Sullivan said he would call the university and arrange for a guide to meet Nachman at his hotel.

         At eight o’clock the next morning, Nachman left his room and passed through the small lobby on his way to the still smaller dining room for coffee. He noticed a girl standing alone beside the desk. Her posture and impassive expression suggested she was waiting for somebody. She didn’t glance at Nachman as he approached, so he assumed the girl wasn’t his guide, but he asked anyway, ‘Are you waiting for me, miss? I’m Nachman.’

         The girl said, ‘Yes, I know. How do you do? I’m Marie, your guide.’

         She knew? She didn’t smile, but Nachman told himself Poles aren’t Americans. Why should she smile? She was here to do a job. She’d been sent by the university, at the request of the American consul, to be his guide. Perhaps she’d have preferred to do something else that morning. So she didn’t smile, but neither did she look unhappy.

         They shook hands.

         Nachman invited her to join him for coffee. She accepted and followed him into the dining room.

         Nachman wasn’t inspired to make conversation at eight o’clock in the morning, but he felt obliged to do so out of politeness, though Marie looked content to sit and say nothing. After sipping his coffee he said, ‘I like Cracow. A beautiful city.’

         ‘People say it is a small Prague.’

         ‘From what I’ve seen, there has been no destruction of monuments and buildings.’

         ‘Russian troops arrived sooner than the Germans expected.’

         Nachman now supposed she would tell him the story of Cracow’s salvation. She didn’t. Again, he was slightly disconcerted, but the girl was merely terse, not rude. Her soft voice gave Nachman an impression of reserve and politeness.

         ‘How fortunate,’ he said. ‘The city remained undamaged.’

         ‘There was plunder. Paintings, sculptures … Is “plunder” the word?’

         ‘Indeed. Are you a student at the university, Marie?’

         ‘Yes. I study mathematics.’

         ‘Of course you do. They sent me someone in my field. I should have thought so.’

         ‘I attended your lectures.’

         ‘You weren’t too bored?’

         ‘Not at all.’

         ‘That’s kind of you to say.’

         ‘You talked about the history of problems, which is not ordinarily done. A student might think all problems were invented the day of the lecture. I wasn’t bored.’

         ‘Your English is good. Do you also speak Russian?’

         ‘I was obliged to study Russian in high school.’

         ‘So you speak Russian?’

         ‘I was unable to learn it.’

         ‘English came more easily?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘What else were you obliged to study?’

         ‘Marxism.’

         ‘Did you learn it?’

         ‘I was unable to learn it.’

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘I’m not very intelligent.’

         Nachman smiled. She’d said it so seriously.

         ‘How old are you, Marie?’

         ‘Nineteen.’

         ‘Are you from Cracow?’

         ‘No. A village in the country. The nearest city is Brest Litovsk.’

         ‘I’ve heard of Brest Litovsk.’

         ‘You would never have heard of my village.’

         It would be easier to study the girl if she talked and he listened, but Nachman asked questions mainly because he felt uneasy. It was a defensive approach.

         The American consul had warned Nachman about Polish women and the secret police. It seemed unlikely that the secret police had employed this girl – less than half Nachman’s age, a peasant with a solemn face – to compromise him and make him vulnerable to their purposes. She claimed to be a student of mathematics. Nachman could have asked her questions about mathematics and would discover quickly if she was the real thing, but it would be awkward and unpleasant if she wasn’t. She didn’t seem to be lying about her failure to learn Russian or Marxism.

         So Nachman lit a cigarette and sipped his coffee. He never smoked at home in California, but it seemed appropriate to his sojourn in the old world, within the shadow of death.

         Nachman didn’t test Marie’s knowledge of mathematics, and he decided not to ask anything further about her failure to learn Russian and Marxism. She was neither a police agent nor a village idiot. Beyond that, Nachman assumed, considering her manner, he wouldn’t learn much about her. Not that it mattered. She had answered his questions sufficiently and complimented his lecture. At worst she made his American friendliness seem clumsy and naïve, or somehow irrelevant to the purpose of their meeting. If she didn’t trust Nachman, she probably had good reasons, but it was awkward. He couldn’t get his bearings.

         
             

         

         The American consul, in his way, had also unsettled Nachman during their interview, and the memory lingered strongly. Nachman had said, ‘My field is mathematics. Nothing I do is secret, except insofar as it’s unintelligible. I’m of no conceivable interest to the secret police. If they want to ask me questions, I’ll give them answers. I’d do the same with anyone.’

         ‘You know many people, Professor Nachman.’

         ‘They are almost all mathematicians. Our work means nothing to the majority of the human race. I invent problems. If I’m lucky, I solve one and publish the solution before another mathematician. My publications are available to everybody who has access to a library and understands numbers. You needn’t call me professor. Nachman will do.’

         ‘You’re modest, Professor Nachman. You were invited to Cracow because your work has important implications …’

         ‘What important implications?’

         ‘I’m sure you know. Be that as it may, a casual remark about any of your colleagues or acquaintances is recorded and filed. There are listening devices everywhere. Even in my car. I’m sure they are in your hotel room.’

         ‘I don’t gossip, and there is no one in my hotel room but me. I don’t talk to myself. In my sleep, maybe, but I wouldn’t know about that.’

         ‘I believe you, but if you were to say in conversation at a cocktail party, in all innocence, that So-and-so is a homosexual, or a heroin addict, or badly in debt, your comment would enter his file at the headquarters of the secret police. You might compare it to academic scholarship. With such innocent comments, gathered in different cities – not only in Poland – a detailed picture of So-and-so is eventually developed.’

         ‘For what purpose? It seems utterly mindless.’

         ‘Who knows what purpose will emerge on what occasion?’

         ‘I never heard of a homosexual mathematician. Could you name one?’

         ‘Yes, I could, and so could you, Professor Nachman, but my point is, we are not to name any. As for Polish women, they have destroyed American marriages more often than you might imagine.’

         ‘Are you married?’

         ‘My marriage is in no danger, but thanks for your concern, Professor Nachman. The allure of Polish women is considerable. They are the most gorgeous women you will ever meet. I’m sure you noticed Eva, the receptionist.’

         ‘Does she destroy marriages?’

         ‘With her, a man could fall in love in two minutes, perhaps sooner. It has been known to happen in Poland. Even a sophisticated executive of an international corporation, falling in love, soon forgets the distinction between matters of the heart and corporate information of a privileged and sensitive kind. Believe me when I say it has happened more than once. I will not name names, but I could tell you about one in particular. Every word he said was reported. The destruction of his marriage was incidental.’

         ‘I’m not married. I have no secrets. I don’t gossip. I didn’t come to Cracow for romantic adventures. It’s arguable that I’m a freak. You’re wasting your time, Mr Sullivan, unless you want to make me frightened and self-conscious.’

         ‘My job is to welcome American visitors like you, Professor Nachman, and to mention these things. Bear in mind that your value to the secret police is known to them, not you. By the way, I have your ticket for the tour of Auschwitz. Compliments of the State Department.’

         Nachman said, ‘Thank you. I don’t want to tour Auschwitz. I would like to see the ghetto, particularly the synagogue.’

         
             

         

         Marie said they could walk after breakfast from the hotel to the ghetto. She added, as they left the hotel, ‘On the way, we can see an ancient church. Many visitors ask to go there.’

         Like the consul, she was telling him where to go, but she seemed less personal and intrusive. Nachman didn’t object.

         It was an extremely cold morning. Marie walked with a long stride, easily and steadily. Nachman supposed that she could walk like that for hours and remain indifferent to the cold. He found himself adjusting to her rhythm, though he was hunched up in his overcoat, chin buried in his scarf, his arm muscles tight against his ribs. He didn’t walk as smoothly as Marie. The pain of freezing air in his face was relentless. It got to his feet, too; made them block-like.

         ‘Do you go to church regularly?’ he asked.

         ‘I haven’t been inside a church since I was a child,’ said Marie. ‘This one is famous, visited by many foreigners. I thought you might want to see it, but we can go directly to the ghetto. The church isn’t important.’

         ‘Do you want to see the church?’

         Marie became silent and for a moment seemed to wonder if she wanted to or not. Then she said, ‘Do you want to see the synagogue?’

         It wasn’t an answer. Maybe Marie felt she’d answered enough questions, or maybe he’d been mildly reproached. She seemed to resist conversation as if it were a distraction from the main thing. The girl had a strong character, but Nachman wondered if it was merely a kind of psychological narrowness or limited imagination. Look how she walks. No dreamer, this girl.

         ‘My grandparents lived in the ghetto,’ said Nachman. ‘I don’t know where, of course, but I want to see the synagogue. My grandfather was known for his piety. It is possible that he worshipped in that synagogue. But I know almost nothing. My parents saw no reason to talk to me about their life in Poland.’

         The way they walked in the cold seemed to shape Nachman’s remarks, each phrase or sentence the length of a stride, more or less.

         ‘You know almost nothing about your grandparents?’

         ‘I have some old photos, so that’s something, but I know very little. My grandmother died young, I think. In the photos she seems much younger than my grandfather.’

         ‘They didn’t go to America with your parents?’

         ‘My parents never forgave themselves. I suppose they didn’t care to remember Poland and preferred that I never think about it. How much could they say that a child should hear?’

         ‘I see. As a result, your life has been spared bitter memories.’

         ‘As a result, not a day passes that I don’t think about it.’

         ‘You’re more than curious about your grandfather. You want very much to know.’

         Nachman said lightly, ‘It’s why I do mathematics.’

         The words surprised him. They sounded so simple and light, rather as though he merely meant what he said. He had intended to be ironic.

         Marie glanced at Nachman, as if she had a question in mind, but decided not to ask it. Nachman continued, ‘As for my grandfather, he was frequently mentioned, but always in a mythical way. I heard that he was consulted by Polish nobility for his business acumen – what business, I don’t know – and respected by the Jews for his piety and learning. What does piety mean? I’m sure many Jews observed the rituals, but only a few were respected for their piety. How is it recognised?’

         ‘He must have been an interesting person.’

         ‘He was also a musician, and he was good at numbers. I heard that he could speak well on ceremonial occasions. I was told he was witty. But all of this is mythology. When I asked what instrument he played, I was told, “Many instruments.” When I asked what he did with numbers, I was told, “He did everything in his head and never used pencil or paper.” I don’t know what he spoke about in public, or on what occasions. I was told that I look like him. I inherited his name, Raphael Nachman.’

         ‘The Germans didn’t destroy Cracow, only your family history. That’s why you came to Cracow.’

         ‘I was invited to lecture at the university. I wouldn’t be here otherwise. If I learn something here it will be entirely by chance. Everything I know, I have always learnt by sitting in a room with a pencil and some paper. My grandfather could do everything in his head. I’m not as good as he was. Maybe the problems have become different, or more complex. I’ll tell you something strange. Ever since I arrived, I’ve had an uncanny sensation. It’s as if I’d been here before. When I walk around a corner I expect to know what I’ll see. I couldn’t tell you in advance, but when I see it – a small square with a church and a restaurant or a theatre – I feel I’ve seen it before. Cracow is a small city, but even so, one could get lost. I’ve walked around several times without a map and I get lost, but not for long. I have no sense of direction, yet sooner or later I find my way back to the hotel. Even the pavement has a strange familiarity. It seems to recognise me. It pulls at my feet.’

         ‘You don’t need a guide.’

         ‘I certainly do. I don’t know where things are.’

         ‘We will go directly to the synagogue.’

         ‘No, no. Take me to the church first. I would like to see what is interesting to visitors. We’ll go first to the church, then to the ghetto and the synagogue.’

         Nachman was aware that he’d talked extravagantly, precisely what the American consul had warned him against. But Nachman wasn’t in love, and he was talking more to himself than to Marie.

         She seemed to listen to him with the most serious concentration, her expression so intense it was almost grim. She respected Nachman as a mathematician, no doubt. Perhaps she was now fascinated by his personal revelations. Maybe she felt privileged to hear about him in a personal way, but her feelings were of no consequence to Nachman. Still, he wanted her to be less reserved, perhaps to suggest that she liked his company and wasn’t merely doing a job. She was a kid from the countryside, not a world-class Polish beauty like Eva, the receptionist at the American Consulate. There was no danger that Nachman would fall in love in two minutes. He felt free to talk, despite the consul. After today, he’d never see the girl again. No, he wasn’t in love.

         Nachman had never been in love for long, perhaps never at all, and he sometimes wondered how people knew they were in love. He’d had girlfriends, but the idea of any passionate derangement had never appealed to him. He played the violin and he solved problems in mathematics. His need for ecstasy was abundantly satisfied. Nachman wasn’t especially sensual. Two or three bites took care of hunger. The rest was nutrition. He considered himself a congenital conservative, which is not to say anything political. He was frugal by nature, and had no lust to consume the world, and he didn’t feel one was enlarged or made wise by experience. He’d been outside the United States only once before, to attend the funeral of an aunt in Toronto. This was his first trip to Europe. He walked to work and hardly ever went anywhere farther than a mile from his house in Santa Monica, though he visited his mother regularly in San Diego. Every morning in Cracow he made the bed in his hotel room and cleaned up after himself in the bathroom. The room looked as if Nachman weren’t guilty of existence.

         If you said he was dull, many would agree, especially his American colleagues at UCLA. They were rarely excited by Nachman’s mind in action. While some mathematicians went flying towards proofs, Nachman demanded tedious repetition. He was slow in conversation with colleagues, which was unusual for a mathematician, but the published work of Slow and Repetitious Nachman was distinguished. Some colleagues suspected that he wasn’t slow, only perverse. Like a crab, Nachman seemed to go backward while others were flying towards solutions, yet he often arrived before them.

         ‘Here we are,’ said Marie.

         ‘This is a church?’

         ‘This is the synagogue. We’ll go to the church later.’

         Nachman shrugged. Marie was wilful. She did what he wanted, though it wasn’t what he said he wanted.

         An empty old building, heavy with abiding presence; certainly old, older than mere history. Old in the sense of having long been used. Even the large, flat, soot-blackened stones that formed a rough path to the door had presence as opposed to history. The stones seemed alive to Nachman, more alive than himself. He felt apprehensive, though not about anything he might see, only about what he would feel. The hollow interior, which reminded Nachman of the inside of a wooden ship, a caravel with a spacious hold, made an effect of stunning emptiness, as if recently and temporarily abandoned by the mass of passengers, who would soon return and fill the big, plain wooden space with the heat of their bodies and their chanting. The congregation was gone, annihilated at a date memorialised in books, but Nachman, overwhelmed by apprehensions and sorrow, felt he had only to wait and the books would prove wrong, the Jews would return and collect in this room, and he would find his grandfather among them and his grandfather would tell Nachman the names of all the people.
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