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The Story So Far





In the beginning there was nothing and then it exploded. Galaxies went flying every which way until, in the outskirts of one of these cosmic cartwheels, a small planet cooled down, life started up and the rest was pre-history. Millions of years later civilization began and gave us, from the outset, social inequality and shameless slaughter. It was near the middle of an over-populated and war-savaged century that I was pushed rather clumsily onto the stage.


This event went unnoticed except by my parents. From the very start they made a point of warning me of the numerous and ever-present dangers in life. My mother said not to go off with strangers or out with wet hair. My father told me not to play in the road or run sucking a lollipop. Most important, I was not to touch electricity. This was especially dangerous because it was in the house all the time - unlike lollipops. If I had my way they and electricity would be in the house all the time. Sadly, this was not to be for candy, I was told, was bad for the teeth. Another worry.


My father, whose name was Jacob, ruled the household like a king on guard against rebellion. He had married a woman whose attempts to challenge him, he well knew, would always be ineffectual, and he had a son whom he tried, as best he could, to keep from growing up. He failed at this but for a while it was a damned close run thing. Friends he kept at a minimum and at a distance as if they, more than family, might find him out. What he feared people might discover was that he was not omnipotent or omniscient or even skilled at keeping these shortcomings hidden. If a subject was introduced that he knew nothing about, he would commandeer the conversation to one he was familiar with. If this was not possible, the drawbridge went up and, as far as he was concerned, the subject was closed. He was hard working, successful, oppressively loving, quickly frightened, smotheringly helpful, increasingly corpulent and, whenever he had a free moment, charming.


He had a great influence on me and it was all I could do to get free of it.


And then, one mild day in early spring, he looked into my eyes and asked softly, “Will you help?”


He looked thin. He needed a shave.


Many days earlier I had said, “Let me speak to Sol.”


“That bum. He’s worthless.”


“Perhaps if I…”


“You’re wasting your time.”


Now, in his bedroom, a seagull hovered beyond the window wondering who we were. Then it dropped away leaving, as far as the eye could see, the suburban prairie of New Jersey.


When I had first come into the room and told him what I had, he asked, “How many are there?”


“Twenty. It’s unopened.”


“Is that enough?”


“I think so.”


“Are you going to give them to me?”


“Are you saying… are you really saying you want to go ahead with it?”


And that’s when he asked, softly, “Will you help?”


The question hung there like carbon monoxide. Would I help? From the window I could see a white yacht in the Hudson as though it were a child’s boat in the bath. I could see white, flat-bottomed clouds like shipments of eternal peace. I could see my father’s reflection in the window as he sat in his wheelchair, wearing his white bathrobe and slippers, waiting for my answer.


Years have passed since then. But before I get into what happened, there are a few things I would like to touch upon first. It won’t take long. Just a few things I need to say so that I’ll be able to do justice to the injustice of it all. 



















Enter Exiting





My life almost ended the day I was born, an example of my parents’ infinite capacity for misadventure. If a tendency toward catastrophe dwells in the genes, ours are chockablock. Anyway, I was yanked clumsily into this world and nearly slipped right out again. The first time I heard about it, I was eight years old. My father had mentioned at dinner that the Polish woman across the street was pregnant.


“Want to hear what happened when I gave birth to you?” my mother asked. “I was in labor for three days.”


I had an idea what being in labor meant for I had seen a western in which a farmer’s wife, about to give birth, was biting on a piece of wood to stifle her screams, her face glowing with sweat.


“How long does labor last?” I wanted to know.


“A few hours,” my father said. When he saw me take more bread, he took some too. He often did that.


“Three whole days,” my mother said. “Oh, that was something, I’m telling you. And you know what happened then? In the middle of it all he turned to him and he said…”


“Who turned?” I asked quickly, “and who did he turn to?”


“Whom did he turn to,” my father corrected. “Anyway, he didn’t turn to me because I was in the hall at the time.”


“OK, he went into the hall and then he said…”


“Who said?” 


“She means the doctor said,” my father growled.


“Yes, the doctor said…”


We waited for her to continue. She looked at my father. “What were his words again?”


“He said who shall I save, your wife or the child?”


There was now a dizzying pause.


“Was that something?” she asked, “or was that something?”


My father was cutting a boiled potato in half.


“And you said save my wife,” I told him. He nodded and I was relieved that he had done the right thing.


“Boy, oh boy.” She shook her head.


“Yet they saved us both,” I said.


“Oh, you were a mess,” she told me. “Black eye, swollen cheek. They used forceps. That’s how you got those scars. He said to bring you back for checks.”


“For what?”


“For medical tests,” my father explained. “We did that for a couple of months.”


“No,” my mother said, “for twelve months. A whole year.”


“Why?” I asked.


“The umbilical cord had become detached and the doctor was certain you were… …that it had affected your brain,” my father explained.


“And he was right.” She rocked with pleasure at her little joke. “But what’s-her-name saved you. A wonderful woman.”


“Who saved me?”


“The nurse. What was her name?”


“Gibbs,” said my father.


“I mean her first name?”


“Jenny?”


“No, no, it wasn’t Jenny.”


“What happened? Was I too big?” 


My father said the doctor had made a mistake by waiting too late to perform the Caesarean. When I looked puzzled, he added: “The name was derived from Julius Caesar because that’s how he was born.”


“They take them from the stomach,” she explained.


“It’s an operation.”


I stared into the ghastly past, frozen with fascination.


“When the doctor finally pulled you out, he signaled to Nurse Gibbs not to touch you.”


“He wanted her to let you die,” my mother announced, “can you imagine that? Luckily she was new.”


“Miss Gibbs had just started her medical training and it was the first time she had witnessed a birth.”


“No, no, she had witnessed a birth before,” corrected my mother with great certainty.


“She just started. What are you talking about?”


“OK, you know everything.”


“And I suppose you do?”


“OK, forget it.”


“So what happened, Dad?”


“Nurse Gibbs couldn’t keep herself from doing her job. She cleaned you off and got you breathing. The doctor was so furious he…”


“A wonderful woman,” my mother interrupted. “What was her first name?”


“I don’t know.”


“Just wonderful.”


“The doctor was so furious, ‘Young woman, do you realize this child will be retarded for life? That he’ll be a burden to his family, to himself, and to the City of New York?’”


My mother frowned. “He didn’t say that.”


“What are you talking about? Gibbs said so.”


“Gibbs told you that?” 


“Yes.”


“Boy that whole business was something.”




 





I am on a beautiful beach sitting astride a corrugated suitcase. I rub sand with my palm over a wide area of the dark, serrated surface of wrinkled cardboard. Decades later, sifting through a box of old black and white photographs I came across a small, glossy image of thin, tousled-haired me in the shade of a beach umbrella wearing bulky bathing trunks and sitting on a suitcase. I am rubbing sand with the palm of my hand on the dark, serrated surface of the wrinkled cardboard. Who else, I wonder, has an actual photograph of his earliest memory?


Another snapshot taken perhaps that same day shows my mother in a dark dress lounging stiffly on a blanket, my toy boat nearby. In those early days we went to the beach often and I was always a little annoyed that she was the only person there fully clothed. She promised to buy a bathing suit when she found one she liked. I finally realized she would never find one she liked because she never shopped for one. I knew that much because, when she went shopping, she took me with her. So then she promised to buy one as soon as she lost weight. She lost weight, all right. She must have lost as much as two thousand pounds and just as quickly put it all back on again. It finally hit home that she was unhappy with the way she would look in a bathing suit. Hell, I wasn’t too crazy about my figure either. Stick-like, all head plus a face like a first draft. And, after all, every time we went to that beach we saw all around us the stocky, the bulging, the corpulent and, that most popular American size, the triumphantly gross.


Yet in the scheme of things, the fact that my mother came to the beach as though dressed for the theatre was unimportant.


In general, she was endlessly cheerful and frequently humming, though one never could tell quite what. I don’t think she actually  knew a melody. She hummed as though trying and failing to invent one. My father never hummed or needed to. He was, himself, a symphony by Mahler, brooding, ominous, strident, mawkish and frequently explosive. In my early years he was late Mahler. The 8th in E Flat had 7 solo vocalists, 2 mixed choruses and boy’s chorus and organ. My father was all of them rolled into one. A busy man, he came and went. When he went, I was left alone with my mother and was happy. When he came back, he sat distracted and brooding, brass and kettle drums at the ready. Dinner was always a final exam on the subject of table manners. Mine, never his. If I knocked over a glass of milk, my mother would mop it up without saying a word. With my father present, the dining room became Carnegie Hall during a Beethoven choral finale with full orchestra, an apocalyptic ode to angst. These outbursts of Sturm und Drang so knotted my stomach, I would gobble down my food and flee. “Don’t eat so fast,” my mother would say. She never made the connection and she never intervened.


I know many tales about myself as a child because my mother was a poor but tireless storyteller. She had one to relate for almost every occasion. There was an aspect of my early childhood that she never ceased talking about. It was how much I perspired in the cradle. I would soak the sheets, the pillow, the blankets, everything all the time. She told this with amazement, almost awe. My capacity to sweat became legend. Ever since I was little, I would listen to this story utterly bemused. Finally, when I was fifteen, I figured it out. How ironic that I almost didn’t solve it because I see myself as someone with a problem-solving mind. But having a problem-solving mind means there are some simple challenges that one cannot imagine not solving at once.


“You slept so poorly as a baby.” That was another of her offerings. “You kept waking up all the time.”


“Ma, you know why? Because you piled too many blankets on me.”


“Don’t be silly.” 


“Then why did I sweat so much?”


“It was your nature.”


“To soak the bedclothes?”


“Of course.”


“And I slept badly, right?”


“I’ll say. You kept waking up.”


“’Cause you piled too many blankets on.”


“Don’t be silly.”


“You did.”


“Tsh, stop that.”


“Well, it’s a miracle I’m here at all.”


“You’re telling me. Oh, you were something. One time…” And off she went with yet another reminiscence, causing turbulence with each illogical jump to another subject. “One time when I was pushing you across the street…”


This involved four-year-old me in a stroller after a heavy rain. We set off across the road the moment the light turned red. A driver, trying to stop, hit the brakes and then the stroller, knocking it and me across the intersection. I was unconscious. We were bundled into his car and rushed to the hospital. When my mother finally thought to thank the man, he had gone.


That adventure was always described thus, for she could remember nothing else about it. How long we stayed or what my injuries were: all that was lost. Always I wondered at my mother when I heard her tell this story because the horror of what she went through was never conveyed. In this drama, she, like Chekhov, did not take sides. She was a lofty and dispassionate observer. The event was a curious mishap. An act of God, albeit a clumsy one. And the next time she told it, she told it exactly the same way.


So all the signs were there and still I did not yet understand. During those early years when one is too young to remember much, only as bits and snippets of things, she was the best mother a child could have. She offered warmth, good cheer, devotion and uncritical love. What more does one need? Then a day came that changed everything. I’m not sure myself but I think I was about ten when it happened. A discussion was taking place. It was about Sol, my father’s younger brother, and Nanna, who was my father’s mother. Now this woman was a granny from hell. She would phone my mother and scream, “Oi, something terrible…”


“What?”


“Just now it happened.”


“What?”


“The hot iron, it fell…”


“Yes.”


“Burning hot and it fell hard. Oi, God.”


“And what, what?”


“And it…”


“Yes, yes.”


“Just missed my foot.”


When she came to visit, she would sit like a witch in an armchair and say, “No kiss for Nanna?” I approached reluctantly. It must have been clear to her that I had no intention of giving what she really wanted. So she presented her cheek to receive my offering. As I leaned over to do the deed, she would swiftly turn her head and give me a treacherous kiss with those lips of hers like a pair of caterpillars.


My father usually defended the woman, and did so in the teeth of her most appalling behavior. But whenever relatives gathered in the forum of family gossip and Nanna was again, like mighty Caesar, quickly dispatched, my father did not play Mark Anthony and speak in her defense. Instead, he fell silent as would a menial, with mop and pail, who was there to clean the marble floor knowing that all those knives would not make his job any easier.


The discussion I referred to involved a claim by Nanna that my father’s brother, Sol, had insulted her. There were few people in his life whom Sol had not insulted. He was as abrasive as Brillo and with all the sensitivity of a rockslide. But to dear Nanna he had always been ostensibly deferential, if not actually considerate. Nanna was a rampant neurotic who lived a fraught existence of bubbling paranoia which she heightened with melodrama, self-pity and unceasing and heavy-handed deviousness whose long term objective was to place all those around her under an emotional state of marshal law. When accused of any of this, she brought the issue to a close with a heart attack. If she were the victim of murder, no one who even vaguely knew her would have been without motive. But was it credible that my Uncle Sol, gruff as he was, would actually go so far as to call his own mother a putz?


This was discussed at dinner, my father remarking that if Nanna claimed it was so then it was so. My mother shook her head in disagreement while I asked if Uncle Sol had denied saying it.


“I don’t know,” my father grumbled. “I can’t get him on the phone.”


“But it’s not a bad word, is it?” I asked, and reached for more bread.


“Doesn’t it mean a fool?”


“Putz also means penis.” He reached for more bread.


“Yeah,” I conceded, “sometimes Sol can be really insulting.”


My father spooned out some horseradish. “He certainly can.”


“Of course.” My mother shrugged as if that goes without saying.


“But I never heard him use actual dirty words,” I said.


“He calls everyone an idiot.”


“But that’s not a dirty word.”


“He called Governor Dewey a schmuck. And once during Rosh Hashanah he shouted some really unrepeatable things at your Aunt Nadine.”




 





Suppressing a smile. “Did he, really? Well, most people use dirty words sometimes.”


My mother shrugged again. “Of course.”  


“Well, it’s a mystery,” I decided.


“No, it’s not. He did it,” said my father.


“You sure?”


“Yes, he did it. I know him.”


“Who?” my mother asked, frowning.


At that moment something in me was cut down and never grew again. There was a loud noise. It was my father shouting. He finished and turned back to me, ready to continue our talk. But I stared at my mother as memories came alive like a cloud of startled birds. They wheeled about in the limited space of my young life, each a frightening event whose meaning I had avoided, whose insistence I had turned away from. Even now I catch myself turning away, losing patience, becoming angry, as though convinced if she would only make that extra effort, try one more time, she would somehow cease to be --oh, how I hated to say the word even to myself-- subnormal.



















Let Those That Play Your Fools





Seated low and happy in the back of our two-door Ford, I was being taken by my parents along the blur of Queens Boulevard on our way to see what my father was about to buy for us. We finally entered the tranquil side streets of Rego Park and stopped. A fresh wind blew across the tall grass and scrub land of Flushing Meadow as I climbed out and swung round to behold the future.


There sat our newly built ranch house atop a groundswell of lawn. An inlaid stone stairway climbed languidly, curving gently, to the front door. I ran as fast as I could right at and up the hill of grass. Our voices ballooned inside the empty house where all was stark and clean with a wealth of light. There was a split-level living room at the far end of which stood, wide and waiting, a fireplace. Logs would spit and blaze this winter as I lay, book in hand, dog nearby, with approving parents looking on as I studied hard and, with luck, became learned. No more cramped apartment with people walking heavily on the other side of our ceiling. We now had grass in back that you couldn’t see from in front and little lawns at either side between our house and the next house. The subway was a short walk up a hill with Manhattan only twenty-five minutes away.


That night Uncle Sol came to dinner and lifted from my hands a novel I was reading about Robin Hood and placed the volume out of reach on the top shelf of the bookcase. He slipped it into the space he had just vacated by pulling out a book called Microbe Hunters which he handed to me with the admonition that here was reading material I could benefit from. He admired a new vase my mother had bought, moving it to a table near the window where he said it would be seen to better advantage. Persuaded to sit down, he chose the couch which he announced was lumpy and needed replacement. He liked the scotch and soda my father brought him but asked if it could be made stronger.


Uncle Sol was a short, bald bull of a man who did not initiate or respond to humor. He seemed ill at ease as if forever worried that some day there might be a shortage of assholes to do battle with, resulting in his well-developed belligerence losing essential muscle tone. He was a pharmacist who, at the dinner table, told us a number of horror stories in which other pharmacists poisoned customers and escaped prosecution. He thought that Beryl’s roast chicken was a bit dry.


Then my father told him all about our proposed move to Rego Park, tapping his fingers on the table as he always did when pleased with himself.


“How’s the location, Jacob?”


“Short walk to the subway,” my mother chirped.


“How short, Beryl?”


“Five minutes,” she told him.


“And we have a view of the Meadow.” Dad’s fingers started tapping again.


“I should hope so. Without a view, a house is worthless.”


“Of course.” My mother shrugged as if dismissing the blatantly obvious. I felt sure that if, a moment later, someone had marveled at Einstein’s equation: “E=MC²,” her response, here too, would have been, “Of course.”


Sol turned to me. “Russell, what’s the school situation?”


“If I don’t go they send me to jail.”


My father laughed. 


“High school is, what, five years away? Is there one near you?”


“Yeah, close enough to walk.”


“Does it have a name?”


“Forest Hills.”


He seemed affronted. “Forest Hills High School?”


We offered a tentative, “Yes.”


With lifted eyebrows: “Top science department,” he conceded.


We were pleased. He had handed down a rare approval. As an afterthought he asked, “What about heating?”


“They have to have it,” my mother said, “with all those children.”


Almost shouting. “I mean the house you’re moving into.”


Dad looked puzzled. “We have central heating.”


Sol laughed at him. “Of course you have central heating. But what is it, Jacob? Oil or what?”


“Gas. It’s cheaper.”


“Gas? You have gas?”


“Yes.”


“Christ, don’t you ever read the papers? In Jersey last year a house with gas blew up like a bomb. In White Plains, just months ago, in the middle of the night --Bam-- everybody dead. Gas? You got to be crazy. I’d never let them stick me with gas, the bastards. Oil, OK. Gas, never.”


“I’ll look into it,” Dad said.


But he didn’t. He went straight to the real estate office and demanded they return his down payment. He reported afterward how the shysters tried to squirm out of it. But he argued them into the ground and walked out triumphant.


Some months later my father did buy a house. I remember sitting low and bored in the back of our car as we drove out to claim the run-down, semi-attached brick dwelling that he had acquired from, of all people, my grandparents. I knew it well. Whenever we paid a visit I would have to kiss Nanna and play silly games with my cousins and eat at a table with relatives who shouted at each other as if they were deaf. In the midst of this fracas sat the only member of that household I actually liked: my grandfather, whom they called Pop.


He was bald to perfection. His splendid dome, except for a vestigial fringe for decoration, seemed to me an achievement the rest of us, if we lost our hair, should aspire to. Here was a placid man on the brink of a smile. If all the old timers in Odessa looked anything like him, it must have seemed like a summer resort for kindly judges and peace-loving generals. In truth, his impressive Russian face belonged not to someone of power but to a struggling sign painter. He had rented a shop just south of Jamaica Avenue and whenever I entered the place all of life became enhanced with the perfume of glossy oils, snappy varnish and tangy turpentine. Everywhere, in punchy primary colors, were stacked great lettered constructs and neon entanglements. He never said much but I could always make him laugh. All I had to do was mention W. C. Fields and he would bubble up with remembered pleasure. There he sat at dinner, spooning his matzo ball soup in the center of this unholy hullabaloo like a turtle amid a frenzy of fish. Years later I learned he had been an artist who once displayed his work in a Manhattan gallery and even sold a number of seascapes and shipwrecks. Yet he gave all that up to support a wife and five children.


The hullabaloo was over now, the rooms old and empty with dark smudges at every light switch. I was thrilled to discover a fireplace where the couch had been, until I was told it was fake. My father said later he bought the place because it only cost 6,000 dollars. But the money he sank into it afterward is never mentioned. Entire walls were knocked down. The front porch vanished. A new kitchen was installed and where a pantry had been, a toilet appeared. The bathroom, on the second floor, was retiled, walls and all. Storm windows were fitted like unflattering eyeglasses. Massive locks were embedded in the doors.


For all this to be done, builders, plumbers and electricians moved in, apparently for good. The only place to be alone was on the front stoop. When each room was painted twice, the floors stripped and stained and our old and some new furniture moved in, we were at last finished. Until one thunderous night when my mother opened the hall closet for some Vicks Vapour Rub to be confronted with a waterfall. A new roof was needed and, since there was a persistent leak in the basement that defied replastering, we also hired the builders to dig a six-foot trench along the side of the house to repair the failed wall.


But these upheavals were as nothing compared to what originally had awaited us in the cellar. Here, surely, was the control room for the ninth circle of hell. All it lacked was a sign on the door that read STAFF ONLY. Down there everything was black. Three wooden stalls, each large enough to house a horse, were filled with glistening mounds of crumbling coal. In one of these a black shovel stood upright. The growling furnace seemed near to bursting as it sent forth angry waves of oppressive heat. Small, grimy windows blocked out the sun while a smoky bulb in the ceiling gave off thin tubercular light.


When the cellar was emptied, we scrubbed it with disinfectant using a brush as hard as nails. The coal dust retreated, regrouped and fought back. We scrubbed for days until mother said, “My god, we’ll never get this clean.” Reinforcements were brought in from the Salvation Army at a dollar an hour until at last the place was pacified.


Then a tall black man in an unblocked felt hat appeared at our door and announced, “CON-version.” We let him in. “How you folks?” We were fine. We led him down stairs. “Coal dust,” he said, after two sniffs. “Dat stuff really hangs on, don’t it? OK, let’s see now.” He examined a clipboard. “You folks are CON-vertin’ to oil, am I rat? That would be real nass,” he replied to my mother’s offer of coffee. She always treated workmen as guests, sometimes causing embarrassment by asking them to sit down.


She wanted to chat, to put them at their ease, to offer cookies. The Conversion Man had no trouble with my mother’s passion to socialize. He sipped his drink and talked while he worked. “Lots a folks CON-vertin’ to oil. Nobody is CON-vertin’ to coal, I can tell you dat.”


“Of course.” My mother was proud to be part of a trend.


“Some folks changin’ to gas ‘cause it’s cheaper. But we does all kinds of CON-versions. Oil to gas. Gas to oil. And from coal to each of dem both. Yes, sir.”


We stared at him. My mother spoke first. “Did you hear that?”


“You mean if a house is heated by gas,” I asked him, “and you want to change that, you can simply convert to oil?”


“No trouble a-tall. Real cheap too. Dis here coal CON-vertin’ is the tough one. Soon though there ain’t gorna be none of these here coal jobs left. Yes, sir.”




 





In time I settled more or less happily into that dim, cheerless building where the lights were kept on all day and we had to travel by bus and train for an hour and a quarter to get to Manhattan. I never forgot the ranch house on that hill of blissful grass with its working fireplace and view of the meadow, a house I frequently found myself glancing at with longing as I went past on my way to visit a chum who, years later, with his family, moved in nearby.


Such a blunder by my father amazes me even now for he was a successful businessman who ran his own book advertising firm. Occasionally my mother and I joined him in his office in Manhattan after the others had gone home, desks empty, phones silent, each typewriter covered for the night like a birdcage. Nothing remained of the day’s struggle except the smell in the art department of rubber cement. His private office was magnificent with vast windows looking down on the public library at 42nd Street.


He often told stories at dinner involving battles with clients, or with his own staff, that I would have loved to witness. I was thrilled by how fervent and articulate he was in debate, how he always found that perfect riposte, that deft squelch.


There was the time when, needing a shave and wearing casual clothes, he was returning at night from a weekend business conference when he was caught in a speed trap while passing through a small town in Pennsylvania. He said to the officer, “Don’t make the mistake of assuming by the way I’m dressed that I am someone without influence. I was driving under the speed limit and you know it. I wish to make it clear that I have friends in the press and in publishing. The New York Times is preparing a series on this sort of outrage and I will personally see to it that you, and whatever judge you bring me in front of, will be mentioned by name in these articles.” He was let go with a caution.


And there was the time in the office when a business associate given to imprecise language grew impatient when, on the phone, my father kept asking him what he meant by this or that phrase. “Jacob, perhaps I should conduct the rest of this conversation in baby talk?”


“Certainly,” my father replied, “if it’ll make it any easier for you.”


Once or twice a year, he brought home a manuscript that a client, as a favor, had asked him to read. One of these, I remember, was a novel translated from French. A publisher’s letter said it was the latest offering from a nouuveaux romancier dealing with the meaning of reality as seen through the eyes of a lame, mute, love-sick dwarf who worked in a traveling circus and who yearned to possess a beautiful, six-foot nymphomaniac and trapeze artist who was also his half-sister. I glanced through it and came across a long description of a roller-coaster ride filled with screaming nudists. I was astounded when my father handed it to my mother and said,


“Beryl, would you read this and give me your opinion?”


Sure enough, she put on her glasses and struggled through it. As always in these cases, when asked what she thought, she nodded and said, “Yes, very good.” 


I couldn’t restrain myself.


“Dad, why did you give it to her?”


“She has excellent judgment about these things. I have never known her to be wrong.”


“Don’t you have to read a lot of books first to judge any one book properly?”


“That’s right.”


“But except for the one or two you give her, she never reads books.”


“What do you mean? She often reads books.”


“I’ve never seen her with a book.”


“You’re not always here.”


“Like which ones?”


“I can’t recall off hand. She reads Life and Look and The Reader’s Digest. Yesterday I saw her looking up a word to check its meaning.”


“Well, then a dictionary is one book we know she reads.”


“That woman,” he said, not hearing me, “has such a thirst for knowledge.”


Delusional generosity was how I rationalized his opinion of her. Otherwise I steered my thoughts away from the subject as from those shady places where spiders live. In fact, exaggerated praise was more up his street than anything as tepid and balanced as everyday generosity. I have often stood bewildered when, on occasion, he would inform me of how wonderfully analytical I was, how thorough and trenchant, how admirable for reaching to the bottom of any subject I tackled and how expert at it I became. Pleased as I was to be pummeled by accolades, I never had the courage to offer a tempering corrective like the modest, “Come off it, Dad,” or a bracing if ungenerous, “Bullshit.” Instead I held back. To kick a hole in his image of my mother or even of me might bring down for good his miraculously levitating self-deception. What would become of him then?


A counterbalance to such embarrassing adulation he provided himself in the form of sadistic bullying. Let my mother do something truly dumb, like fail to follow the subject of a simple conversation, and he would lash out like a man who had married a brilliant wife only to find she had suddenly become embarrassingly stupid. I, too, suffered bullying. If I came home later than expected, he made it clear what such lack of consideration did to my mother, poor woman, who was worried sick over my absence (this was news to me) and who wasn’t a well woman anyway (he meant her frequent headaches which were due, of course, to her having married him) and that I must not cause her to suffer such selfishness again.


Whenever he wished to control me, he did so in her name. Yet this embodiment of over-kill was the most patient tutor imaginable when I needed help with my homework. However late he would arrive from the office and however much work he had brought home with him, he gave me all the time I needed and never complained.


Sunday morning was a time I both looked forward to and dreaded. It was then that he and I drove to the Queens Borough Court House across the street from which was a bakery to die for. We pulled a ticket from the machine, stood in the crowd, studied the goodies tempting us from behind glass and waited for our number to appear on the wall. When our turn came, my father stepped forward like a potentate.


“An onion rye sliced.”


“And what else?”


“A white bread sliced.”


“And what else?”


“A dozen seeded rolls.”


“And what else?”


“A dozen brown rolls.”


“And what else?”


“A dozen plain Danish.”


“And what else?”


“A dozen prune Danish.” 


“And what else?”


“A pound of Rugula.”


“And what else?”


I tugged at his sleeve. “Dad, we have enough. Dad!”


“Oh, yes, an apple pie.”


“And what else?”


“Dad, Dad.”


“Yes,” he said, turning to me, “and what would you like?”


When we returned with our cargo, my mother would touch her head as if suddenly in pain and call out, “Oh, my God. It’ll all go stale.”


“No it won’t,” he said.


“There’s just three of us,” she pleaded. “We’ll never finish it all.”


“We will.”


“Why didn’t you stop him?”


“How?” I asked, “There wasn’t a cop in sight.”


After one of these visits to the bakery, we staggered into the street with boxes of cakes and bags of bread to find our Ford trapped by a double-parked Cadillac. My father blew our car horn, fumed, climbed out, looked around, leaned in and pressed the horn again. At last a man appeared in a silver sport jacket and wearing a shirt that might have been cut from a pizza.


“This your car?” Jacob demanded.


“Make me an offer and it could be your car.”


“You’re double-parked. That’s illegal.”


“Sue me.” The man climbed in and slammed his door.


“I’ll call the police.”


“Call.”


“What’s your name? I demand to know your name.”


But the man waved us away and drove off. My father fumed and stayed glum all day. Later that evening I was climbing the stairs to bed when I heard him on the phone in his den.


“It’s double-parked, I said, which is a civil offence and can result in your being ticketed and towed away. Then he got cute saying I should sue him. I’ll do better than that, I said. I’ll make a citizen’s arrest right now and, believe me, I’ll press charges. I’ve made a note of your license plate. You see that courthouse over there? That’s where you’re heading if you don’t move your car right now. You should have seen his face. He took off like a rabbit.”


I couldn’t bear to hear any more. Down the stairs and into the backyard I went to hide in the blind night as remembered triumphs fell to dust. All he had told me about his past would be suspect. All I would learn of his life would be tainted. The truth of all things having to do with him, was now forever beyond reach. I looked up. There were no stars. Nothing. Though I lived at home with caring parents, making my clumsy way through the masquerade of a normal childhood, I felt for the first time the cold, uncaring and empty presence of the cosmos.






















If Music Be The Food Of Love





The most bizarre character I ever met, outside my immediate family, was also the worst teacher I ever had. And in those days there was no lack of competition.


For example, Mr. McTavish, who taught biology, held the view that repetition was the key to learning and so the entire class found itself chanting such simple truths as, “Egg plus sperm equals fertilized egg, egg plus sperm equals fertilized egg.” Mr. Lebeau, our French instructor, purposely made screeching sounds with blackboard chalk and, when we groaned, he held up his hand, the middle finger bent out of sight, and said, “What are you complaining about? Look what happened to me.” Economics was taught by “Mr. What” due to his constant questions. “Bad money drives out what? The direction of a Bull Market is what? Inflation is what? Depression is what?” Soon “what? what? what?” was all we heard. And Mr. Rickman, our gym teacher, advised the boys in hygiene class that if we ever met up with a “fairy” we were to put things right by giving him a severe beating.


We had no opinion of our School Principal because his lofty position elevated him far above the mundane concerns of education. Rarely seen in the halls, he dwelt in a large room with a desktop as polished as a ballroom floor. Within arm’s reach was a microphone into which he occasionally made solemn pronouncements that were broadcast with biblical portentousness throughout the school. “This is Mr. Tinworth. I would like to speak to you this morning on the proper way to salute your country’s flag.”


High School was simply a place we were forced to inhabit until the last bell set us free. Yet there was one class I couldn’t wait to attend. On the top floor, in room 305, Mr. Itzkowitz taught a class called Enjoying Classical Music and his lucky students, I was told, listened to Toscanini conducting Beethoven and Beecham doing Mozart. Itzkowitz also compared renditions by various pianists as they played Schubert, Chopin and Brahms.


To me, an only child, classical music was like having an assortment of dear friends. Tchaikovsky, Schubert and I went back for so many years I couldn’t remember when we first met. Much later, I discovered that the first two records my father owned were the “Pathétique” and “Death and The Maiden” which he played over and over while I crawled about on the living room floor. Chopin soon became an intimate while Dvorak never failed to cheer me up. Bach withheld his great secret until I went to high school. But Beethoven was the very model of manhood while Brahms offered autumnal wisdom. Haydn was weighty, witty, ground-breaking and indispensable. Mozart, who at first seemed quaint, slowly rose to almost unbearable perfection.


So I walked into my first music class as into a cathedral. I was ready. I was never more ready. It was then I discovered that the legendary Mr. Itzkowitz was no longer with us (he had been snapped up by a private school and carried off to Boston) and in his place stood a Mr. E. Trundel whom none of us had ever seen before. His bald head had a semi-circular fringe of hair that stood up like grass. He wore a Hitler mustache, Heinrich Himmler glasses and, when he smiled, displayed a tooth-gapped half grimace perfect for a horror film.


The students filed in quietly, trying to get the measure of the man. It didn’t take long. One of the last to enter was the lovely Francene Swick who reminded me of the meaning of life whenever she appeared. She was forever exuding good will in generous, sweeping smiles. I knew well that toss of blonde hair, her soundless laugh, her blight of braces over which her beauty triumphed. I also knew how absorbed she was in music, unaware of how others were absorbed in her. It wasn’t that she eclipsed the other girls. It was more like what other girls?


Mr. Trundle stood up, adjusted his glasses, introduced himself, and said: “Welcome. I hope in time we will really get to know each other. But now we must move right along because we have a lot of ground to cover. Today we will study music by a man some consider the greatest composer who ever lived. The three Rasoumovsky Quartets, or Razumoffsky, as it is sometimes spelled” (he wrote this out on the blackboard) “or ‘ovsky’ or even ‘owsky’” he wrote this out, too. Before he turned to face us, a paper glider, thrown at Francene Swick, third row, fourth seat, dove into the open desk of “Fat” Biggs, seated next to her, which he closed and leaned on, none the wiser. “The three Rasoumovsky Quartets were composed by Ludwig von Beethoven and dedicated to Count Rasoumovsky, the Russian Ambasssador in Vienna, who was a keen quartet player himself.” Trundle clasped his hands behind his back and rocked on his heels. “They are among the most noble creations in the pantheon of great chamber music and we will explore them together today and for the next several weeks.”


It was not to be.


“Rats are what?” asked Pete Castilano.


“Rats are muffsky,” someone shouted from the rear, evoking poisonous laughter. Mr. Trundle looked as if he had been slapped. He then panicked, announcing a demerit for “The boy in seat 7D no 7C, no I mean, 8C” as he indicated to a girl, who had been assigned to check the attendance with the class chart, that she should here and now enter this punishment into the ledger.


It was like firing demerits at Attila the Hun.


“Aw, I want a demerit, too,” some lout protested. 


“Me, too, teach.”


A disapproving, “Tsh,” came from Francene who, to my delight, also wanted this music to be appreciated, not desecrated. I caught her eye, something I had never been able to do before and we shook our heads in mutual despair. I was thrilled.


Mr. Trundle looked much as the captain must have when he first understood that the Titanic was doomed. With a good deal of foot stamping and ugly bellowing the class was finally subdued. Then, clearing his throat, a careful Mr. Trundle stepped ever so gingerly into the breech.


“A quartet is any body of four performers, vocal or instrumental. A piano quartet, for example, is a piano joined with three stringed instruments. Joseph Haydn, born in 1732, invented the symphony and also the string quartet. Indeed, he invented chamber music as we know it.”


Francene scribbled notes, her shining hair guarding the page from wayward glances, while I kept an eye on our teacher as I would on an inexperienced member of a bomb disposal unit. Our room on the top floor overlooking the playing field had one of its three windows open. Trundle ceased talking and looked horrified. Louie Bruno was crouched on the sill. “Good bye world, I’m gorna end it all.” He jumped into space. Trundle screamed and Bruno fell the entire two feet to the balcony below. An explosion of laughter. Trundle engaged in yet more screaming and foot stamping until the door flew open and in burst Mr. Rickman as if hot on the trail of fairies.
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