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To Caroline
















 


If I could explain at length the real causes which have contributed to increase this perhaps natural temperament of mine – this Melancholy which hath made me a bye-word – nobody would wonder – – but this is impossible without doing much mischief. – – I do not know what other men’s lives have been – but I cannot conceive anything more strange than some of the earlier parts of mine – – I have written my memoirs – but omitted all the really consequential & important parts – from deference to the dead – to the living – and to those who must be both.


Lord Byron


 



















Contents








Title Page


Dedication


Epigraph





1


Fair Seed-Time





2


Behold Him Freshman!





3


A Soldier’s Grave





Afterword


About the Author


By the Same Author


Copyright

















1





Two years ago, on my way through New York, I called Steve Heinz and left a message for him on his answering machine. Could he meet me in the city in the next couple weeks, for lunch or coffee or an early drink? I suggested a few places convenient for the train to Westchester. Heinz had just been promoted to principal at the high school where I used to teach, and I expected to learn from him a certain amount of insider gossip about former colleagues and friends. Ten years had passed since I shared an office with him – my first real taste of working life. I drew from it a pretty general picture of what adulthood was like, what New York was like, what my own life might have been like, and then quit. How much curiosity could I decently show about the characters of a place where I spent nine months a decade before? Still, this time I wanted to ask him a few questions about one of those characters, and I guessed he probably knew which one.


It was the week after Labor Day, when traffic and business suddenly return to the city, as bright and colorful in their way as the onset of fall a few months later amongst the trees of Central Park. The school year had started, and Heinz made some difficulties about finding a time. I wondered if something I’d written had offended him. One of my books was set on a campus very much like the one he presided over, and the school’s reputation had suffered recently, in the gossip columns, for the way it handled the firing of another teacher who had based a novel on his experience there. (In my day maybe half the English department, and a quarter of the history department, were working on novels; I was just one of a crowd.) It’s not always easy having for a local paper the New York Times. Such incidents get blown out of proportion, and the angry back and forth between the supporters and opponents of this guy’s book had filled the Metro section for several weeks and had even made its way onto the cover of New York Magazine. Heinz might have thought I was hoping to stir up the same kind of publicity – not for my old novel, which had passed into silence painlessly enough, but for a new publication, which I had come into town to promote.


But I’m getting ahead of myself. A few years previously, a man named Peter Pattieson, a colleague of Heinz’s – an old colleague of mine – had died. (There’s no real point in covering up the name of this school. Anyone who lives in New York will recognize it at once, and anyone who doesn’t won’t care. It’s the Horatio Alger School in Riverdale, known familiarly, to much of the faculty if not the students themselves, as Algiers.) Peter was one of Algiers’ true eccentrics. In the first place, his real name wasn’t Pattieson, it was Sullivan. He was the only teacher I ever heard of who taught under a nom de plume. By the time I came on the scene, he had more or less stopped talking to everyone in the department office. He occupied a little spare room next to the utility closet, which contained a desk and a chair and a small couch and used to be called the Winter Palace by ironic English masters. It was a place they could retire to, to read during a free hour, or catch up on sleep, or meet quietly with a student. But once Peter took it over, everyone else stopped coming – out of respect, I would like to say, but respect isn’t quite the right word.


Many of my colleagues, especially the older ones, treated him the way you might treat a homeless man on the subway. Not unkindly, but with the deference you show to someone who isn’t particularly clean. Cleanliness, in fact, was never Peter’s strong suit. He always wore the same black chalk-stained smoking jacket to class; and his beard, which was both wild and sparse, was larded in the morning with the crumbs of his breakfast and stained in the afternoon by the grease of his lunch. But if he smelled of anything, it was the sweetness of pipe tobacco. For his part, Peter tended to avoid other people as systematically as they avoided him, and for the whole of my admittedly brief tenure at Horatio Alger, I never heard Steve Heinz exchange a single word with him. They were both very popular teachers, and once or twice I saw the strain between them showing up among their students in the cafeteria. Peter’s followers were easy to spot. They dressed like him, both the boys and the girls, and tended to carry around in their back pockets those pretty Faber editions of whatever poet Peter happened to be preaching from at the time.


At one point, very late in the spring, I took advantage of the privilege accorded to new teachers and sat in on one of Peter’s classes. After that a sort of friendship grew up between us. We used to go for walks during our free period around the wide shady neighborhood in which the school was located, and quote poetry at each other. Nothing could embarrass Peter, least of all pretension. He had an extraordinary gift for recitation, which could be set off by the slightest of associations. I remember once, on our way back to class, seeing a young history teacher (who had managed to annoy him) walking in high heels across the uneven ground of the football field to her car. Something absurd about the way she moved made Peter whisper to me:










Oh fat white woman whom nobody loves


Why do you walk through the fields in gloves?














In fact, the teacher in question was slender and rather pretty; but for the rest of the year, whenever I saw her, I heard in my mind’s ear Peter’s hesitant soft Irish accent, which sounded more like a cough than a voice, repeating those lines.


He died in 2006 and I didn’t make it to the funeral – one of the things I hoped Heinz could tell me about. Later, a package arrived for me in London from Peter’s estate. It contained a phonebook-thick slab of manuscript papers, typed (on a typewriter) and Tipp-Exed by a careful hand and printed on a mishmash of stationery. I took them into my study and arranged them as I do my own papers, on my knees, laying them out against the checked covering of a fold-out sofa. My daughter had recently been born and served as my excuse for missing his funeral – her crying reached me through the Victorian floorboards. But then I began to read, and Peter’s voice returned to me, ‘mumbling, reluctant, low, compelling,’ as I had heard it for the first time a decade before in the quiet of his classroom. I remember thinking, with a half-smile, oh, he’s talking about Byron again, and being touched by his consistency. It was hard for me to imagine him reliably dead.


Within a few hours I had separated the manuscripts into two complete novels and three large unconnected sections of a third. I figured Peter had probably bequeathed them to me because he had seen my name in the New York Times. (By that stage, I had begun to publish a little, two novels, a few short stories, some reviews.) There was something flattering about the whole business. Look at me, I thought, with my wife and daughter a flight of stairs away and my own books, bearing my name, on my own shelves. Peter, so far as I knew, had never married and had never mentioned to me the existence of any lovers. One of the reasons I let the correspondence lapse when I stopped teaching, one of the more shameful reasons, is that I suspected his affection for me had a sexual element, which I never pretended to classify or define. But it seemed easier, when he wrote me, not to write back. The guilt of that was mixed in with everything else. Anyway, and for whatever reason, I decided to do what I could for his novels and felt suddenly flushed with the conviction, unusual in a writer, that I might be in a position to help somebody.


My editor, Lee Brackstone, is much more of a Romantic, in the old-fashioned, capitalized sense of the word, than I ever was. The idea of a dead, neglected New York private school teacher appealed to him at once. We argued a little about the books themselves. Imposture appeared to be the earliest piece. Peter didn’t date his work, and the copies I inherited had clearly been typed around the same time. You could practically see him wearing down the ribbon as he went, page after page. (I once saw him type, finger by finger, his end-of-year student reports. It couldn’t have taken any less than three months of eight hours a day to produce the wedge that had come in the post.) At any rate, Imposture struck me as immature – clever in a first-novelish kind of way, but too plot-heavy and conceit-driven. The kind of novel a young man might write during his free hours, on weekends, and over the long summers, both as a respite from the grind of high-school teaching and as a way of launching himself clear of it. The kind of novel you write when you still hope that writing is a way of making money.


Lee agreed but wanted to publish it first anyway. He had rescued my own first novel from the ‘long grass of neglect,’ and the misery of endless redrafting, shortly before my thirtieth birthday. He was not much older at the time; it was one of the first things he offered for. I have sometimes felt in his company like nothing but a kind of middleman between a certain mild strain of private, comfortable disappointment and the public appetite for it, such as it is. Whatever ‘star’ quality the business of professional writing depends on is possessed by him. In Peter’s case, middleman describes my role exactly. As soon as Lee got his hands on the papers, I discovered how little real control I had over their publication. He insisted on bringing out Imposture first, in spite of my hesitations; and followed it up a year later with A Quiet Adjustment, the second and final completed manuscript from the stack I had inherited on Peter’s death. The best I could do was leave the novels alone and let them stand or fall according to their strengths. But a part of my resistance to publishing Imposture first was the fact that A Quiet Adjustment would be judged in its light; it needed to be judged in its own light.


Something had happened to me since Peter died, and the task of publishing his unpublished work deepened the effect of it. I had a mortgage and a daughter, and the pressure to support the cost of each persuaded me in the end to accept the kind of job I would once have despised myself for doing. I began to teach creative writing. I stayed up at night correcting other people’s manuscripts and commuted in the morning, an hour each way in the car, to an office, where I sketched out new ways of inspiring my students to do the thing I wasn’t doing any more: creative writing. Then, sometimes twice a day, for two-hour sessions, I stood in front of a room full of kids and talked about it. Of course, the burden of Peter’s inheritance didn’t help, a burden that seemed larger than just the bundle of loose pages I had somehow committed myself to transforming – into books, those magical things. I had a duty to him, not only because he was my friend, but because I had gotten published and he hadn’t, and there wasn’t any difference between us that could justify this fact.


Imposture came out while I was staying with my in-laws for a few months. Our house had a leaky roof, and we were taking the chance to renovate the kitchen as well. I remember feeling surprised at how nervously I opened the papers each Saturday morning – maneuvering my way to the review section before anyone could offer it to me with a significant air. It wasn’t my book; the guy whose book it was was dead. But still I suffered the familiar heartache of anticipation until I had gone through all the papers looking for his name. Then I spent the rest of the day arguing in my head with each reviewer, the sort of protracted internal conversation teenage boys have with girls they haven’t yet dared to talk to in real life.


‘Well, we got through that time,’ I said to Lee, when the final review was in. I meant, no one had noticed the book’s obvious flaw; that it depends on a ridiculous mistake, the sort of mistake that in life would be cleared up in a minute, and which only in bad literature is allowed to fester and produce a plot. Peter grounds his story on the resemblance between its two main characters, between Lord Byron and Lord Byron’s doctor. It sounds like the beginning of a bad joke, but none of his reviewers challenged Peter on this central conceit. Some of them even referred to their resemblance as historical fact. We were sitting over our pints in one of the florid crude Victorian pubs on the fringes of Bloomsbury, near the Faber offices. Pressed tin ceilings; cut-glass mirrors above the bar. Lee looked at me curiously, began to say one thing and then changed his mind. ‘It will get easier,’ he said.


I don’t know that it did, but then, my hopes for the second novel were so much higher. If Imposture was meant to make money, A Quiet Adjustment, by contrast, has the air of a book written entirely for its author’s own pleasure. Peter manages to trace in it a history of nineteenth-century sensibility. He shows how the age that began with Austen produced in the end a Henry James. An argument he makes not only through the style of the novel itself, evolving from one to the other, but through the life of its central character. Lady Byron was caught up in the most famous scandal of the Romantic age. She presided over that scandal into a ripe and sanctimonious widowhood and became the perfect symbol for Victorianism. Reading Peter’s novel, between the soft covers of the Faber first edition, I missed him – with a fresh pang of baffled friendship. Not the man I knew, who could never have written this book, but the man I didn’t know, who had.




*





Which brings me back to New York: the American edition of A Quiet Adjustment was being launched. My publicist, a perfectly sensible woman named Anne, prepared me for the absence of reviews with the usual laments about the current state of literary fiction in America. I refused to believe that the story of a dead high-school teacher, survived by nothing but the unpublished manuscripts on which he had spent his private life, wouldn’t arouse the imaginative sympathies of every books-page editor in the country. But books-page editors aren’t in the business of imaginative sympathies, Anne said; they are in the business of filling advertising pages. What I could do was ‘reach out more directly to the readers.’ You mean blogs, I said. No, not just blogs: reading groups. But she didn’t really mean reading groups, either.


I had my first experience that fall of an ancient and sometimes respectable form of human association: the Literary Society. The Byron Society of America had an obvious interest in Peter’s work – Peter himself used to be a member of it. They met occasionally for lectures or meals or drinks, in New York or Boston or Philadelphia, at restaurants and private clubs. Mostly academics, of course, but schoolteachers, too; booksellers, housewives, doctors; gentlemen of independent means; grad-school drop-outs suffering from intellectual nostalgia. One of the reasons I had come to New York was to find out more about my author. His two completed manuscripts were already in print. There was nothing left but a strange uncomfortable collection of chapters, which couldn’t be published without some kind of context. The best context would be Peter’s life – it was the thought of what I might learn that made me uncomfortable. I had come to realize just how odd his silence in the school halls was. Try spending a week or even a day refusing to talk. You would need a certain amount of resentment spurring you on, but also a few things worth keeping quiet about.


For two weeks I traveled up and down the eastern seaboard. The Austen Society met in Philadelphia at a building belonging to Penn. Seven people showed up: the president of the Austen Society, the treasurer of the Austen Society, three junior professors from the English department, and two friends of mine from college. I read some of the love letters from Imposture, which Peter had cribbed almost word for word from Claire Clairmont’s correspondence with Lord Byron. Afterwards I stole a bottle of red wine from the refreshments table the English department had laid on and ended up spilling some of it on the futon where I spent the night. The Henry James Society in New York was slightly better attended. A family friend arranged the meeting at his club, and by force of, not will, exactly, but a kind of whimsy, managed to persuade a number of the members to take their cocktails into the club library where I gave my talk. I read the anal rape scene from A Quiet Adjustment. At the Club of Odd Volumes, in Boston, which admitted only men, I chose a passage from Imposture in which Peter describes the home of the bookseller Henry Colburn – the shoes that line the stairs leading from the shop floor to his private quarters.


My lectures were often followed by dinner of some kind. Members gathered in the club dining room or a nearby ‘pub’ and talked quite childishly about what is after all a rather childish love: I mean, the love of books. The oddest, saddest reading I ever gave was at something called the Society for the Publication of the Dead, one of those vague grand titles that shows up just what it’s meant to conceal. Humbleness, obscurity, insignificance. The Society was run out of the home of the club president, Mike Lowenthal, a tax lawyer who lived in Queens. Once a quarter the members got together in his living room and ate unidentifiable stews and talked about their ‘progress.’ Progress was a big word with them; I heard it again and again.


Lowenthal had founded the society, he told me over the phone, ‘in order to bring into one boat people who could be of mutual support and service to each other.’ He meant, people who had inherited unpublished manuscripts: the children of memoirists and closet novelists; the parents of precocious suicides. So far, he said, there had been a lot of support but not much service. They were very excited to have a speaker.


‘In this business,’ he said, ‘there aren’t many success stories.’


‘Is that what I am?’ I asked.


I was staying with my sister in New Haven and got the commuter service into Grand Central, then transferred to the 7 train and rode it all the way out to Flushing. For some reason I found this journey especially dispiriting. To come into Manhattan and go out of it again – to feel yourself diminishing on the way to the suburbs, into a different kind of anonymity. Mike’s enthusiasm for my success had touched a nerve. Since taking up Peter’s cause, I had published little of my own work. Nothing but Playing Days, a quiet memoir of my first long year after college, which I spent playing minor-league basketball in Germany. It came out in England first; my American publishers were still undecided about it. The book had received a more muted critical reception than Peter’s novels, and I found myself struggling, on the long train ride to Queens, against the inevitable comparisons. A dull overcast late summer day, as pale as December, and in the course of my journey the street lamps came on without discernible effect on the general whiteness.


After five years in the fiction business I should have learned my lesson. Writers get rewarded according to their exaggerations. This explains why, compared with the real thing, most novels seem so vivid and unnatural – the qualities by which critics and readers tend to recognize ‘good writing.’ What I aimed at in Playing Days wasn’t vividness, it was the mildly unusual, overcomplicated quality of the story you tell on coming home from work. Our lives are governed mostly by technicalities; literature ignores them because they are boring. We stopped at 33rd Street, 40th Street, 51st Street stations. I’m inventing the numbers but the impression they made somehow reinforced my case. The streets below us, viewed sidelong from the elevated tracks and partly obscured by window-shine, seemed more or less indistinguishable. Sometimes I even saw the same shopping chains reproduced in slightly different order. The variations in people are hardly more significant. After an hour of self-justification, I had the stuffed-up, hungry feeling you get from eating too much of the same thing. So I rested my head against the glass and closed my eyes.


Flushing was the last stop. There was no danger of overshooting, and I was plenty early in any case to be at Lowenthal’s house by seven thirty. Drifting off, I played over again a sort of internal dialogue, which originated God knows where, but had become familiar to me over the past few weeks. It’s what I thought about sometimes instead of sleeping; maybe it was the same thing as sleep. Someone said, Do you find this passage of time acceptable? A voice not exactly my own – maybe my father’s or brother’s. Yes, I always answered. After a moment it spoke again. Is there anything you have to do? No, I said. There is nothing I have to do. Then why not accept it? said the voice. Then other people intruded themselves. I could hear them like you hear your parents’ guests arrive while you lie upstairs in bed. Is this where you get off for Shea Stadium? That’s why they call it Shea Station, lady. I beg your pardon, that’s not what they call it, and so on. By the time I woke up, the artificial light of the subway car was sharp enough to hurt my eyes. It was dark outside, and I felt oddly intimidated by the hurry of the commuters going home.




*





Mike Lowenthal lived in a gray clapboard row-house about ten minutes’ walk from the station. His wife and seventeen-year-old son had died in a car accident five years before. This is one of the first things he told me as he showed me inside. There was a woman he called his Super Maid hustling around the kitchen, a middle-aged Polish woman named Marte, bulky, sweating, with the wide shoulders and hips of a Matisse or a Henry Moore. ‘Don’t introduce me,’ she said. ‘I don’t have time to talk. My hands are dirty. Don’t shake my hands.’


‘My wife was the only one who could get her to do anything,’ Mike said. ‘Now she bosses me around.’


‘Look at me, bossing,’ she called out.


‘Listen, you’re a little early. Before the rest of this crowd arrive, why don’t I show you something.’


I followed his back up the staircase running through the center of the house. He had the ordinary, loose-skinned face of a middle-aged working man, but from behind he looked like some strange vegetable, with all its weight gathered in the middle and tapering away to the top and bottom. When he reached the landing, he turned towards the rear of the house into a boy’s bedroom. Pinned to the door, a large official-looking sign: Beware of the Teenager. There was an unmade single bed in the room, under a window that overlooked the backs of the row-houses: porch lights glared as regular as street lamps. Mike sat down at his son’s desk, wheezing a little from the stairs. There was nowhere for me to sit but the bed. Something about it, however, made me hesitate, and the awful thought crossed my mind that the sheets hadn’t been changed in five years.


He lifted a thin sheaf of papers from a drawer, cheaply bound and covered in clear plastic, and laid it out carefully on the leather of his son’s desk. It looked like a senior essay and was titled: NOT THE FIRST LOVE STORY IN THE WORLD, BY STEVEN LOWENTHAL. It cost him some effort to rise to his feet again. ‘I’m going to get out of your hair. What you don’t need is me standing over your shoulder.’ Then, in a sudden change of tone: ‘What are we doing here. Let me get you a drink.’ He put his hands quietly together, an effeminate gesture; it struck me that he was waiting for me to make room. At that moment the doorbell rang and Marte called up to him something unintelligible. ‘They’re playing my song,’ he said and moved awkwardly past me to the head of the stairs, where he stopped and turned again. We looked at each other for a moment and I felt strongly the need to add something. Then the bell rang again, the quick double-ring of social, light-hearted impatience. ‘Take as long as you want,’ he said. ‘This crowd is good for nothing till the food arrives.’


Once he was gone, I closed his son’s door and spent a few minutes looking over the bedroom, which still smelled of sleep. It struck me that Mike probably used it as a guest room or slept in it himself when his marriage bed seemed too large for one. The desk, square and old-fashioned, crowded out a corner of the window and seemed like a recent addition. Maybe Mike used the room as an office and napped there when he got tired. On the wall over Steven’s bed was a poster of Norm Duke, a big-eared, red-faced grinning young man, stuck on with Blu-Tack. The poster said, Winner of the 2000 PBA National Championship, Toledo, Ohio; and I noticed on the top shelf of the narrow bookcase a row of bowling trophies, several honorable mentions and a 2nd place finish in the father/son category. The books were mostly the books you’d expect to see on the shelf of a high-school senior: A Tale of Two Cities, The Great Gatsby, The Norton Anthology of Poetry. There were also a few more personal touches: The Big Lebowski on VHS, and a series of fantasy novels, with women on the cover entwined around swords, etc.


I sat down to read NOT THE FIRST LOVE STORY IN THE WORLD. The opening paragraph was a single sentence: They say that grief is transient. As I skimmed the rest of it, the doorbell continued to ring. A young man, who seems to be unnamed, falls in love with a girl from his high-school chemistry class, Laura Salzburger. He is a very nice young man, in most public ways, a good student, but he imagines doing all kinds of unspeakable things to her. Because of his terrible imagination, he breaks out in a sweat whenever he sees her and can never manage more than the most perfunctory conversation. Eventually he decides to announce his feelings for her ‘in prose.’ He writes a story about a beautiful girl named Laura Salzburger, who dies tragically and mysteriously and is mourned for the rest of his life by the awkward young man who never had the courage to ‘express his feelings for her.’


A short story, then, or a novella – fifty-odd pages long. I wondered if he meant to suggest that the protagonist himself had been responsible for the girl’s death. This is the kind of thing teenaged writers like to hint at. Regardless, the story was more or less unpublishable and contained many of the simple flaws, easy to spot but awkward to correct, which had become familiar to me in my teaching. Sudden shifts in tense and point of view. False oppositions; grammatical carelessness. A tendency to rely on the first phrase or thought that comes to hand, which is usually the phrase or thought left lying around on the surface of the imagination by bad movies and books: ‘Laura Salzburger had a beautiful smile that lit up not only most rooms but her own blue eyes.’ It’s common, in creative writing seminars, to talk about the difference between the reader’s truth and the writer’s truth – in other words, about the gap between what you see in your mind and what you can put on the page. But this difference matters little in practice. Most young writers put on the page exactly what it is they do see, a world of bright, textureless, unconnected parts, some of it borrowed from other books.


Then I thought, and he’s dead, and he’s been dead five years. And it’s quite possible that this story is basically ‘true.’ That Steven Lowenthal had a crush on a girl from his chemistry class, his first real sexual crush; and that he imagined doing all kinds of perfectly acceptable things with her, which he felt terrible about from the point of view of his decent, daylight, pre-sexual personality; and that he never got the chance to reconcile himself, as most of us do and should, to certain aspects of his human nature. One of the things I had learned after three years in teaching is that my training had taught me to distinguish between good and bad writing, but not between what was true and what wasn’t. I’d had kids handing in stories about their alcoholic mothers you could have sworn were lifted from the plots of daytime television until you saw them shivering in your office, holding themselves by the arms to keep from crying. What’s happening to these people, you think, that it comes out so badly written? Don’t they suffer too?


For a minute I sat at Steven Lowenthal’s desk, calming down. Saying to myself, what are you getting worked up about. Below me I heard Mike’s voice, not the words themselves, but the muffled shape of the words, diminishing as he moved away from the stairs in the hall. More guests. And the feeling returned to me that I was lying half-asleep in my parents’ house and listening to one of their parties. Another minute, I thought, another minute. Then decided I was probably angry about being somewhere I didn’t want to be and doing something I didn’t want to do; and at that point I stood up and went downstairs.


When I walked into the living room, there were nine or ten people sitting down, haphazardly, with food on their laps. The oldest was in his eighties, bald and straight-backed, with thick rolls of skin on his forehead and the back of his neck. I learned afterwards he had recently lost a great deal of weight. Henry Pantolini. He offered to make space for me on the piano seat.


‘There’s not much of me,’ he said, with a kind of pride. I sat down for a minute beside him. ‘I don’t play any more because of my hands,’ he added and held up his hands. ‘When I was your age I used to work nights sweeping floors at the Harry Eichler School in Richmond Hill. They kept a little upright Mason-Hamlin in a corner of the gym. Sometimes, when I had the place to myself, I played whatever they had on the stand, like “Bandstand Boogie”, that kind of thing. For ten, twenty minutes. Very spooky and loud. This was my second job, and the rest of my free time was taken up with an accounting degree. It’s amazing how hard you can work when you have no choice. Now I get tired rolling out of bed.’ I could think of nothing to say to any of this, and he took pity. ‘Why don’t you get some food.’


The youngest was Sarah, in her mid-twenties; an undergraduate at Queens College. Permed hair; an accommodating blouse; and a dark skirt made of some synthetic material that clung to her thighs when she stood up. She told me within a few minutes of conversation that she was a single mother with a two-year-old child at home. ‘I come here to meet men, that’s what I tell people,’ she joked. ‘This is my fifth meeting, and you’re the first one I’ve seen. Age-suitable, I mean.’ Her father, before he died, had written her what started out as a long letter about the year and a half he spent as a teenager in Birkenau. The reason she started school so late is because he needed taking care of, and also because of her daughter. The letter by the time he was done was a hundred and fifty pages long. ‘Some letter,’ she said. She didn’t even look at it before he was dead, but by the time I met her she had read it ‘five or six times over, and always with tears in my eyes. The old bastard. If he does this to me, who had every reason to resent him, what will he do to people he didn’t annoy?’


Marte had made two kinds of stew, one with meat and one without, which bubbled thickly in the kitchen, still in their pots. I moved vaguely towards it, through an arch in the living room. Next to the pots were bowls and slices of cheap white bread. ‘I don’t know you,’ a woman said to me, ladle in hand – middle-aged, round-bellied, with a girlish, unpretty face. She wore her red hair in a bob. ‘You’re the new kid.’


‘Do you normally know everybody?’


‘It’s a pretty good crew,’ she said. Crowd; crew. They had found odd, affectionate ways of referring to each other.


‘I’m sure it is.’ I stood waiting for her to finish serving herself. ‘I don’t know what the thing you say here is. To new members, I mean.’


‘You mean, who died? My sister. She didn’t have any specially awful story, except she wanted to be a writer and couldn’t get published. I teach high-school English in Forest Hills. What she wrote is not bad. I don’t have any illusions about it, either. She died last February, not this year’s but the one before. Forty-five years old. You know how many manuscripts she left behind? But what do you care; let me ask you. Who died for you.’


‘A guy I used to teach with. In Riverdale. I was also a high-school English teacher.’


Mike interrupted me, with a hand on her shoulder. ‘This is our distinguished speaker,’ he said. And then: ‘Can I have a word?’ He led me to a sidebar in the sitting room, where the drinks were kept. The house reminded me of my grandmother’s house and suggested a touching Jewish faith in material quality. I could hear her commenting, ‘the best of everything,’ and meaning, the most expensive. Thick white carpets; club chairs; the carpet still white and the chairs recently re-upholstered. All of which struck me as evidence that either Mike Lowenthal was doing okay or Marte was more helpful than he pretended. The television lived in a mahogany wall-cupboard, which was built out of the fireplace and matched the piano stationed prominently in the bay window. So passers-by could look at it and admire. It was also a fact about my grandmother that she played beautifully, with real feeling.


‘I don’t know if you had a chance to look at . . . what I showed you,’ Mike said to me. His voice had dropped.


‘Do you mind talking about your son?’


‘Believe me, that’s one thing you do get used to. I understand your concerns, though. So far as I know he was no kind of sexual pervert. But then, he was a seventeen-year-old boy: what I don’t know about him could fill a much bigger book than he wrote. Such a vocabulary. In conversation, you were lucky to get a yes or no.’ He picked up a lemon and began to cut. ‘Gin and tonic? Isn’t that what you English types like to drink?’ He handed me a tall glass, and we shifted slightly into a corner of the room. ‘I can guess your next question,’ he went on. ‘My wife was literary, that’s where he gets it from. When I was a young man, just in practice, I joined what has since become, so people tell me, a very fashionable kind of association. I mean, a book group. Mostly I was on the lookout for girls. Whenever I made any kind of comment about wouldn’t it be nice to clear up this point with the author, you can’t believe the grief they gave me. Now everybody I show it to, these publishing guys, want to know the same thing. There was no Laura Salzburger in his high-school graduating class. But was there a Meira Schulzman, a Rachel Littman, a Deborah Leibowitz? Of course there was. More than that I couldn’t say.’


I wasn’t sure if he was angry or enjoying himself, or both; his voice had risen again. ‘Next question,’ he said.


‘Can you tell me anything about how he died?’


‘Like I said, a car accident. This isn’t an interesting or dramatic kind of death, not like cancer, which seems to get so much press these days. I mean from you people, the writers. (You see, I’ve been reading your books.) There wasn’t even some drunk running a red light I could devote myself to putting behind bars. My wife hit a patch of black ice coming off the White Stone Expressway five years ago last December. Nobody’s fault but dumb luck’s; she was going about forty miles an hour. They had just been to visit her mother in Florida – she had the cancer, and outlived them both to see the funeral. Somebody, I think it was Delta, used to run a very reasonable shuttle from Fort Lauderdale to La Guardia. I came back late from work to nobody home, but you know how it is with flights; there’s always delays. Even if the flight comes in, they lose the luggage. Till about midnight, I was perfectly calm and sensible. I brushed my teeth like a good boy; I went to bed. First I can’t sleep and then, after twenty minutes of fighting the sheets, my heart begins pounding and I start making calls. It turns out when I stopped being sensible I was more or less on the money, but I didn’t invite you here to talk to you about this.’


‘No, you wanted to talk about publication.’


He looked up at me and waited. Eventually, I said, ‘I can anticipate several difficulties about publication. Let me add, this is a line I’ve heard myself in one way or another more than thirty times. You see, I keep count. Also, I’m not a publisher, I’m a writer, and what I know about is the trouble I might have selling my own work.’ It seemed to me that people were listening in, so I continued as quietly as I could. ‘Here is the first problem. Nobody wants long short stories. Nobody wants short short stories, either, but at least they don’t take up much space.’


‘What I was thinking of was somebody might write some kind of introduction and bulk it up a little. Like you did.’


‘Who did you have in mind?’


He stared at me, with a conscious smile, and lifted his hands. ‘Look, I’m no writer.’


‘It’s not just a question of length,’ I said. ‘There’s a problem with the ending. I know what he meant to do, but he hasn’t done it, and even if he had it wouldn’t have worked.’


‘Listen, don’t worry about the ending. That’s what I expected you to say. You mean, in real life, it’s the boy who dies, not the girl. Am I right? That’s what seemed to me the problem, too; I mean, if you want to sell this kind of thing on context. I’ll be honest with you. Publication for me is just a means to an end. What do you reach with your books, if you don’t mind me asking, by way of audience? Fifty, sixty thousand? If you’re doing well. Look at the box-office results they print in the Monday papers, after the first weekend of business. Even the flops take in a few hundred thousand, in two days. Publication for me is just a stepping-stone to the movies, and in the movies you see this kind of thing all the time. Right off the bat the hero dies, and then they show the rest of the picture to explain why. In this case there is no why; that’s what breaks your heart. What this kid went through for puberty every boy should see. God knows the difference it might have made in my life. It took me four years of college before I had the nerve or opportunity to stick my prick in anything other than my own hand. That means about ten years of unnecessary shame and frustration, but I didn’t have the words to describe them. You can imagine what I felt when I first read my son’s story. I discovered it a few days after his death on the computer I bought him for his bar mitzvah. Probably what you felt just now, only he wasn’t your son and he hadn’t just died. Shame on top of grief on top of loneliness. But I’ve been living with that story every day now for five years, and every time I look at it I see something else. This was not a bad kid. This was a kid going through a difficult transformation, who had the talent and the emotional maturity to step outside of himself and put it into words. But the girl he falls in love with doesn’t get it, and people in my personal opinion will happily pay out ten bucks fifty, or whatever it costs these days to go to the movies, to see if at the end of two hours she understands what it means to be a young man.’ Then he added: ‘Look and your food’s gone cold. While I’ve been chewing your ear off.’


The girl from Queens College called out, ‘Let’s get started here. My sitter is costing me ten bucks an hour.’


Mike stepped forward, taking up space in the center of the room, and introduced me. I chose to read my preface to Imposture. For two reasons – it’s what they wanted to hear, and I had written it. This preface tells the story of my inheritance: how I came to know Peter during a stint teaching high school in New York; how we lost touch; the resentment I felt at being saddled with a stack of manuscripts he hadn’t had the energy or the luck to see into print himself. Afterwards, in the Q and A, Mr Pantolini asked me why, since I didn’t know Mr Pattieson well, I had gone to so much trouble to get him published? ‘Since you seem to have little personal feeling for the man.’


‘Personal feeling doesn’t come into it. I might ask all of you the same thing. Why do you want these manuscripts to be published? It won’t bring the people you loved back to life. It will only mean that others can see them more coldly and clearly than you see them yourself.’


‘Is that what happens when you publish a book?’


‘More or less.’


No one asked me about Peter’s novels. There was a smattering of applause, and I was allowed to refresh my drink at the bar. Mike pulled out, from under the piano, a small box of books my publicist had sent along and began to arrange them on the piano itself. ‘I almost forgot,’ he said. ‘These came for you.’ I told a joke I like to tell after readings, a line from a Dawn Powell letter about the difficult build-up to publication day, the anticipation, the waiting around. She used to call this period, I said, ‘the calm before the calm.’ A few laughs. But none of them cared about that kind of calm; they had another kind of calm on their minds. ‘Okay, since nobody’s asking, I’ll ask,’ said the woman with the short red hair. ‘You talk a lot in this preface about receiving the manuscripts, but you don’t say much about getting them published. That’s what we want to know. How did you get them published?’


‘I’m a writer,’ I said. ‘It wasn’t so hard for me. The truth is, people publish the people they know.’


Mr Pantolini said, ‘Does that mean we know you now?’


‘I’m not an editor.’


‘Well, how did you get to know your editor?’


‘He was the friend of a friend of a friend.’


‘I have friends of friends, too,’ Mr Pantolini said. ‘But it doesn’t help me.’


Afterwards, in spite of anything I could say, they approached me with their manuscripts. Most of them bound, like Steven Lowenthal’s, with a cheap black spine and plastic covering. The queue took on an oddly formal shape: I might have been selling tickets. Only the red-haired woman had shown up empty-handed. She was on the edge of tears. ‘I didn’t know there would be a chance for that,’ she kept repeating and asked me for my card.


‘I don’t have a card,’ I said.


‘Then where are you staying in the city?’


‘I’ll be leaving in a few days. I’m flying back to England.’


‘A few days doesn’t matter. I can drive down tomorrow after work and drop something off, if you tell me where you’re staying.’


‘Please don’t drive down,’ I told her. ‘Not for my sake.’


‘Who are you kidding. It isn’t for your sake.’


So I gave her my address in London, and she promised to send me ‘only one or two.’


Novels, I supposed. ‘How many are there?’


‘I won’t tell you. I don’t like how many there are. It makes me unhappy, to see them piled up. I’ll send you the best.’


Mike looked around for a bag I could carry the manuscripts in. I had eight in all, some of them hundreds of pages long. Too much for a paper shopping bag, even when we split the load in two. We gave the bags a trial run in the front hallway and on my second turn back to the piano one of the handles broke. The whole party had gathered round me, making suggestions. I felt like a sergeant on parade; my mood had lifted. Eventually, someone proposed the box Peter’s books had come in, which was made of stiff cardboard and about two feet deep and wide. But what should I do, I said, with all those copies of Imposture and A Quiet Adjustment, which were lying untouched on top of the piano? And Mike, with the sudden enthusiasm of a man rallying his troops, began very efficiently to auction them off – by naming names. ‘Sarah,’ he said, ‘one book or two books? How much dough you got on you?’ And so on, going all the way down the line. I ended up with something like two hundred and sixty dollars in my pocket, in cash and checks. Also, a few books left over, though we managed at last to pack the manuscripts around them.


Then it was just a question of making it to the subway: with both arms stretched out underneath and my elbows propped against my ribs; with several brief stops along the way, every few hundred yards. I always dress up for readings in jacket and tie and could feel the sweat gathering on my neck and staining the collar. Mike had said to me something like Go forth. A number of the others stood in the doorway to wave me off – as if I were catching a boat, a long-haul steamer. Instead, I made it breathlessly to the train, which was standing at the station with open doors. There were three empty seats in the first car and I set my box down gratefully on two of them. Then the train continued stationary for another five minutes, and I could feel like a blush the heat coming off my neck and through my shirt. But nobody looked at me. Most people traveling back towards the city at the end of a long day don’t have very sociable reasons.


It was almost midnight before we reached Manhattan. Steve Heinz had finally gotten in touch and invited me to lunch at Horatio Alger the next day. He had also apologized for his silence. There was nothing behind it but the fact that his wife’s sister was staying with them. She wasn’t very well. He had reached the age, Heinz said, of medicalization, and most of the people he knew suffered from one kind of unmentionable disease or another. Anyway, this woman was a very simpatica, strong-minded, independent woman but at the moment the most important and noticeable fact of her personality was that she needed a lot of attention. His wife gave her the daily dose, but in the evenings he had also been on call. All of which was a roundabout way of saying could I come up to see him at work. He promised me ‘impossibilities: a free lunch.’ And it occurred to me on the long train ride that I should have some questions to ask him, about Peter, the right questions, the questions he wouldn’t mind answering.


Why couldn’t the guy get himself published? I knew first-hand the luck involved, the almost willful persistence. Liking a book is like liking a human being: you need a good introduction. People publish people they know, not because editors are corrupt, but because there’s a big difference between spending two minutes on the first page of a manuscript and five minutes on it. Novels are only good or bad at certain speeds. I knew this, along with all the other excuses an unpublished writer thinks up to explain why nobody buys his work. After ten years of rejections, I had a lot of excuses. But I also knew, from the other side of the business, that if you can spell, and put one sentence after another, and tell a story that seems both unpredictable and inevitable; if you can do these difficult things and don’t mind the humiliations of self-promotion, you should find a publisher in the end. Especially with an income to support you and a life untroubled by dependents.


It’s not as if Peter was stuck in the foothills of Appalachia. He had a position of influence and authority over wealthy New York kids, themselves the children of influential people in diverse fields. I couldn’t help thinking, if he wants to get published, he gets published – he wasn’t Mike Lowenthal’s son or the redhead’s sister. Unless he decides that the humiliations of self-promotion are worse than I think they are, or he has other reasons for keeping a low profile.


When I reviewed novels, for a half-living, I used to spend weeks going over the backlists of particular authors. Lying on a couch to ease the pressure on my spine, which had been badly reorganized by years of basketball. A cup of cold tea on the sofa arm and a heap of books on the floor. I remember being struck by the fact that most writers write the same novel again and again. Not just on the grand scale – they also repeat phrases, ideas, characters, events and places. So what? So the imagination even of gifted fantasists is limited, who cares? But it occurred to me that if you could somehow map these elements onto a transparency and lay them on top of each other, then the repetitions would solidify into a landscape of sorts – which might more closely resemble the literal truths of the author’s life. The houses he has lived in; the things his wife says; what his father was like.


At Woodside a man in slovenly tied work boots came on with what at first glance I took to be his daughter, a child of darker skin, maybe twelve years old. But the way he put his arm around her arrested my attention. He wore the kind of comfortable red plaid jacket that remains fashionable both among people who care a great deal about their clothes and those who don’t. The girl was in tights and a short soft skirt; she might have just edged seventeen. I felt a certain amount of disapproval concentrated on them – she drowsed in his armpit – and before we reached Manhattan they got off again. An old guy a few seats down from me said, ‘What do you think that was about?’ To no one in particular; one of those old men who voices general concerns aloud because they have few people available for private conversation. Nobody answered him. Eventually, to prove he was uncowed, he added, ‘I’d like to see her mother, that’s all.’


‘What’s he done to you?’ someone called out.


‘Piqued my curiosity.’


Then the car settled into silence again.


I began, in my mind’s eye, gently to lay Peter’s books on top of each other. Mothers and fathers both featured in Imposture and A Quiet Adjustment. He didn’t flatter them, but they offered nothing consistent, either, to suggest the presence of real figures in his life. One mother was an alcoholic; another so faint a personality she was almost invisible. The fathers were either kindly and ineffectual or pompous and ineffectual, but not both at once. Grand houses occasionally appeared: Halnaby Hall, where the Byrons honeymooned; his apartments in Piccadilly; various mansions in St James’s and Mayfair. My personal knowledge of such historical details is poor, but I assumed he had borrowed them from fact. (As I thought these thoughts the warehouses and factories of Queens, lit from below by street lamps, rushed past, surrounded by tracks.)


The literary influences were easier to trace. I could imagine most clearly from his life the books on his shelves. Byron, of course. James is prominent, too, especially in the second novel. Jane Austen. One reviewer mentioned the Silver Fork school, which I had never heard of and spent a few days in the British Library looking up: writers like Bulwer-Lytton and Disraeli, and novels like Tremaine: Or the Man of Refinement, many of them published by Henry Colburn, one of the villains in Imposture. But there seemed to me also a distinct American influence: the super-rational prose of Edgar Allan Poe, the clause-addiction of Melville. Of course, the greatest influence on any writer’s work is what I sometimes think of as the IKEA of his imagination, which disassembles the cheap materials of his reading and experience and puts them roughly back together. With some screws loose, others left over. Veneer effects, bad hinge-work, unbalanced feet. A few standard devices for solving the problems of construction.


This line of thinking suggested to me what his novels really have in common. They both turn on sex-acts involving dubious consent. In the climax of Imposture, Polidori deflowers Eliza, who thinks he’s Lord Byron, at their Brighton hotel. She shrieks at him childishly after he reveals himself: ‘This is not what I wanted at all!’ And he can think of nothing else to do but leave a handful of money on her bed and run away. In A Quiet Adjustment, Annabella gives herself up wholeheartedly to marriage only after Byron has sodomized her in his sister’s house. She realizes that she has become involved in a species of sinfulness that can corrupt even her own cold virtue; there is no way out. And on top of these examples, the unpublished stories. What was darkening into shape was something unhappy in the bedroom. I thought of Peter’s famous reserve, how much it had to do with shyness or arrogance. His silence might have been the silence of the victim or the exploiter; silences sound alike. And I recalled my own sexual discomfort around him. Some instinct had warned me against Peter, but if it was just the stupid, red-faced, heterosexual suspicion of gay friendship, or something sharper, I couldn’t be sure.


In Manhattan I transferred at 42nd Street for the number 9 train – the same train I would take in the morning up to Riverdale and Horatio Alger. I was staying for a couple nights at an apartment on the Upper West Side. When I lived in New York, I lived east of the Park and rarely had to navigate the platforms, alleys, stairwells and ramps of Times Square. Even at that hour, the station was full of its New York types. Under the sign for the uptown red line, I saw a short, tired man in a suit trying to undo the knot in his tie; his elbow held a briefcase against his ribs. As he tore it loose, I felt suddenly unencumbered – worried and unencumbered, and realized I had left the box of manuscripts in the subway car. It was too late to go back for them. The only novels that reached me came in the post several weeks later, from the red-haired schoolteacher. Out of guilt, I looked them over more carefully than I otherwise might have. The first ten pages; a middle chapter; the endings. She was right about her sister’s work. It wasn’t bad or particularly good, and there was nothing I could do for her.




***





Around eleven o’clock the next morning, I made my way up the hill from the subway at Van Cortlandt Park – a broad flat green at the foot of Riverdale, just across the river from the warehouses of northern Manhattan. Sometimes in the spring I used to see cricket played there on Friday afternoons. Friday was the only day I didn’t take the school bus. A few of the teachers met at Dorney and Malone’s, a bar underneath the elevated tracks, and drank beer (rarely more than one) and ate popcorn from wooden bowls, before taking the train into town and beginning the weekend. Students passed by us on their way home and sometimes caught us going in. It pleased them, to see signs of ordinary life in their teachers; they felt they had something over us.


The hill is steep enough that I paused at a bend in the drive to catch my breath and look back. Van Cortlandt expands as you rise above it; the dirty industrial face of Inwood appears over the treetops. The last time I walked up that hill I was twenty-three years old, and most of the things that now define my life had not yet occurred. I was unmarried, daughterless; I had never published a book. But as I approached the school gates, the strong original sense of my first impressions returned to me – including the dread I always felt each Monday morning on re-entering a world of children.


Peter and I, whenever we could, used our free periods to wander the streets. ‘Shuttered with branches,’ as he once put it, and away from them. We stopped sometimes in front of the gabled houses, set back behind driveways and driveway hoops; looked at the expensive cars, the lawns maintained by men in overalls, filling the daylight hours with slow work. Peter had the trick of falling in step with the kind of conversation I might have had with myself. We described the weather or talked about some of the kids. We also discussed the deep restlessness of a schoolmaster’s life: the things we thought about while we lectured or looked at out of the classroom window. Teachers are sometimes granted a second chance at the friendships of youth, which are based on the small intimacies of people bounded on all sides by unwanted tasks.


I entered the grounds through the parking lot (Peter always stood just outside the gates to smoke his pipe) and climbed over a low wall. Two or three concrete steps led to the back door. Classes, at least, were in session; most of the halls were empty. Only a few of the older kids had gathered around their bags in the corridors. I used to reckon up in the first few years after teaching the number of students who would remember me if I came back. Diminishing year by year: teachers and students alike pass slowly through the bloodstream of school life after they leave and then disappear altogether. It was actually a relief when my youngest class graduated, though I still dream sometimes about entering a room full of kids whose names I have forgotten, about losing my way in the halls.


At reception, I asked the way to Heinz’s office. The bird-like Irish woman at the black phones, smaller than she used to be, blinder (her pale staring blue eyes were fading into the whites), remembered me. ‘Sure I know you,’ she said, ‘tall as you are. You were Mr Pattieson’s great friend.’


‘I knew him a little and liked what I knew.’


‘A very amusing man. A great one for impressions.’


‘I never heard his impressions.’


‘Well, I suppose he didn’t intend them for the upstairs.’ Most of the department offices were on the second floor. The ground floor housed administration, and that’s where she directed me now, back the way I had come. ‘To the door with the window in it,’ she said. I stopped a moment at her desk; she worked in a little cubicle just off the main entrance, with an old-fashioned switchboard over her head that hadn’t been used in years.


‘I hear he died a few years ago. I was very sorry to miss the funeral.’


‘You weren’t the only one who was sorry.’


‘I hear he wrote a few books.’


She gripped me confidentially on the back of the wrist and said, ‘I wouldn’t bother with them. I had a look at one of them – one of the teachers brought it in, for show, you know. It looked sad stuff to me. He was much more amusing in life, but then, most people are.’


When I walked in Heinz’s office, he called out, ‘Ah, the famous Markovits.’ Whenever old students came to visit him, this is what he cried: ‘Ah, the famous so-and-so.’ He had taken me under his wing for the nine months I taught at Horatio Alger. I had been warned by other teachers that he liked to play the father-figure, but I didn’t stay long enough for any strain to develop. Still, it disappointed me mildly to be greeted with the stock enthusiasm he showed to everyone else. People who play the father-figure usually find replacements for the young men who leave them behind. Also, in my case he might have meant a dig about the way I had given up an honorable profession to make a name for myself.


He was a short, round-shouldered man in his early sixties, with a short white beard that covered his cheeks and the loose skin of his neck. I should add, it was one of his jokes that we were distantly related, through a cousin on his side and a married aunt on mine, who had roots in the small close-knit community of Pittsburgh Jews.


‘Look at you,’ I said to him. ‘You’ve got a fish tank.’ Fish tank, mahogany shelves, a new Persian rug. The chair he sat in rotated effortlessly between the two wings of an L-shaped desk. Which had a view, across it, of the baseball field – itself brand new and bright with fresh chalk and turf.


‘It’s what they give you when you reach higher office.’


‘To see if you can keep something alive?’ And so on. This is how we talked.


‘Listen,’ he said at last, ‘I got a class to teach. Why don’t you come along and we can get lunch after.’


I followed him into the hallway, suddenly filled with students (the noise of them like the noise of ugly birds). The school board didn’t believe in bells; it was one of the illusions of the place that this traffic was voluntary. At the beginning of class, he introduced me as ‘the famous writer,’ but mostly what I felt, as I leaned my head against the back wall, was sixteen years old. For the next forty minutes I sat in a gray plastic chair beside an opened window and listened to a discussion of Bartleby the Scrivener. Heinz was a good teacher; he had the gift of reviving at will his passion for a familiar book. Teaching is like marriage, he once said to me. ‘After thirty years of Shakespeare you got to figure it takes a certain effort of the memory to get it up.’


Outside I could see the kids with early lunch finding a spot at the edge of the baseball field to sit and eat – the regents were particular about the diamond. And I remembered another conversation I had had with Heinz about marriage. He rarely joined us for a beer at Dorney and Malone’s. At the time he was head of the English department; maybe he liked to keep a certain distance. But shortly before the end of the spring term, he asked me between classes if the young guns still liked to hit the bars on Friday afternoons because he wouldn’t mind tagging along. I said sure; in the end, nobody came and it was just the two of us, which probably suited him.


There was something on his mind. A son from his first marriage was graduating (cum laude) from Rutgers in a few weeks’ time, and his ex-wife was making difficulties about the weekend arrangements. But he didn’t want to talk about these disagreements, which were equally petty and painful, and more boring than anything else. He never thought when he was young that he would invest so much of his energy and intelligence on administrative detail. Not only at work but at home. It should be clear by now that I spent most of the afternoon on the listening end of this conversation, though he paid for my two beers and his own modest ginger ale. The popcorn came free. I kept eating and drinking, out of embarrassment. This was the first time someone from my father’s generation had opened up to me.


No, what he wanted to talk about was something else. His second marriage was much happier, thank God, a fact that had a great deal to do with the character of his second wife, which he had recognized almost immediately. But it was also true that he had learned a few things from his first marriage, which might prove useful to me. By this point he knew I was leaving for London at the end of the year. ‘To become a writer,’ I had told him – though, of course, what I became first was a sponge and a part-time tutor; subsequently a book reviewer and assistant editor, and finally, etc. What upset him so much about the current round of stupid negotiations with his ex-wife was the fact that all he could think about, even while fighting his own corner, was, This is what I have done to you. You are the way you are because of me.


‘Look, I’m not trying to beat myself up here with self-hatred. For some situations I got plenty of hatred to go around. And in this case, when I feel these things, partly what I feel is also, listen lady, when did you get to be so unreasonable, selfish, vain and deliberately hurtful? Because when I met this woman she was none of the above. This was a sophisticated, curious, warm-hearted, pleasure-seeking human being. Most of the first five years of our relationship she had to drag me along, intellectually, socially, emotionally, you name it. Sure, we fought a lot of that time, nobody likes being dragged, we fought like hell. But then we entered a patch of clear water, which lasted long enough that we both came to believe it was the new rules of the game. So we got married. And it was only after five or six years of marriage, after the kids were born and we had started to sleep again and return to some kind of acceptable human existence, that I realized why we had stopped fighting in the first place. It became clear to me that I had created an atmosphere, I don’t know what else to call it, in which all of the qualities I originally admired about this woman had become blighted. The sexual creature I had fallen in love with had more or less withered and died in front of my eyes. Partly because of childbirth; I take a healthy enough dose of self-loathing without blaming myself additionally for biological facts. Partly because of what’s required to keep two kids fed and clothed, to get them to sleep at night and out of bed in the morning, even to hand them over every day to the people you pay huge sums of money to in order to take such problems off your hands. But I’m convinced that what was essentially lovable about this woman – and let me be clear here, this is no longer a lovable woman – would have survived these traumas if I had not created an atmosphere around her that was basically poisonous to her best nature. Not deliberately, I won’t go as far as that, but out of some instinct for survival that has everything to do with who I am. I beat this woman down for ten years, with conversation, with argument, by insisting on certain pleasures and opinions and denying her others, and at the end of those ten years I looked at her and thought, Why don’t you get up, God damn it, why don’t you get up any more?’


What should I have said to him? I was twenty-three years old. With two weeks left in the school year, the only thing on my mind was how to get through them. But I asked him dutifully why his second marriage had turned out better.


‘Look,’ he said. ‘Before you get married you have to judge in cold blood two people you’re unaccustomed to treating with any detachment. It requires a cold-blooded decision. Maybe you think, one thing I know about myself is that I’m a bit of a social climber; and this girl here is something of a snob. Not attractive qualities, in either one of us, but they could play to our advantage. I mean, in forging the kind of life we need to forge for us to be comfortable together. I’m old enough to know a few unpleasant things about myself. I like to have my say. To have a wife who is curious and receptive, a natural student, who admires me and lets me talk – this, for me, is no disaster. Of course, if she were nothing besides these things, God help us. But in addition, she is patient and stubborn and maybe even a little passive-aggressive. I’m a blowhard; mostly she gets her way.’


He seemed ashamed of talking too much and excused himself to take a leak. And coming back, with wet hands, he lifted his jacket from the round shoulders of his chair. ‘I should let you go,’ he said. ‘I should go myself.’ But even on our way out, he couldn’t help himself. ‘I’ll tell you the real trouble with Barbara’ (his first wife). ‘She knew me when I was young and stupid and couldn’t believe I had grown up to be anything else.’


‘My mother likes to say that the secret to happiness is love and work. And children. I’m not sure you’re right, though, about the importance of cold blood.’


‘Prodigious youth!’ he said.


‘I suspect she would think, you’re better off being too much in love. Then you’ve got time afterwards to work out why.’


‘I had much love for Barbara. Like Othello for Desdemona. But listen to your mother.’


A few months after this conversation, when school was out, I got a letter from Heinz in London. I was living for free in the basement of a house in Hampstead, which belonged to friends of my parents – the use of this flat was one of my inducements for going abroad. He wanted to see how I was getting along, Heinz wrote, though the real point of his letter was the apology he offered at the end of it for his ‘outburst in that tacky bar. Real bar talk, too, full of wifely complaints. I should be ashamed of myself. I am.’ The fact is, he said, he was more upset than he knew by his negotiations with Barbara about their son’s graduation weekend – which went off almost harmlessly, he added. ‘I mean, I knew I was upset, but I wasn’t completely clear on what I was upset about. I thought I was angry with Barbara, but I was even more angry about other things that weren’t her fault, and which, you might say, she suffered from equally. The way life turns out. But let me stop here before I embarrass myself again with further confessions.’ This was the last letter I ever got from him; he didn’t answer the note I sent in return.




*





Of course, I had other things on my mind besides these memories. His lecture; the late summer weather, making its way by air and light into the classroom. There was a girl sitting three rows ahead of me in the sunshine of the next window along. She wore a knitted cap, even indoors, even in September; her short brown hair pushed out around the edges of it. Afterwards, I asked Heinz about her, and he said, ‘You mean the second Kostadinovic girl. The first was a delight, a real wit; at Brandeis now. But this one I don’t know what to do with. Won’t say a word.’ When she looked out the window, as she did from time to time, her face had the full dark coloring of a breathless boy’s – she might have been running all day in the sun. Something about the atmosphere of Heinz’s classroom had reminded me of the qualities my own used to bring out in me. The sexual self-consciousness; the boastfulness. The pretense of detachment. Peter once said to me, passing Heinz in the hall on the way to one of our walks, ‘The uncle with a special gift at Christmas.’ A charge just vague enough I could excuse myself for failing to stand up for a friend.


At lunch, the Kostadinovic girl sat down just across the glass partition separating faculty and students in the cafeteria. I saw the wires of headphones emerging from her knitted hat; she wore a printed dress over jeans. With a pang, I noticed her pull the earplugs down against her cheeks – a boy had set his backpack beside her. And the feeling returned to me, familiar from my teaching days, that I was on the wrong side of some divide. That what was happening to other people mattered more than what was happening to me. But I also took in a number of other impressions. The noise of two hundred teenagers at feeding time. The really distressing atmosphere of disorder (napkins on floors, being kicked about; spilt drinks, dropped books), which requires months of habituation, and even then becomes only tolerable. Such scenes were once the staple of my daily life. ‘What is it about these kids they wear their wooly hats indoors?’ I said to Heinz, waiting in line with our trays.


Lunch was taken up with re-introductions. A number of people I once shared a faculty lounge with had stayed put. Even their names revived old sympathies: Peasbody, Beinstock, Bostick. Politely I showed an interest in my old life. Politely they responded with curiosity about my new one. But after lunch Heinz led me on a tour of the new grounds, and we had a chance to talk.


The board of regents had raised a great deal of money in the past ten years. The school I had taught in was more or less a Victorian jumble of buildings, complete with cracked-tile hallways and steaming pipes. It had since become a modern college campus. A science observatory, built mostly of steel and glass, offered views across Manhattan of the Chrysler Building and the Empire State. Below it, on the steep slope leading to Van Cortlandt, stood the new theater, surrounded by freshly planted woods. From inside the building you could see the architect’s intentions: tall narrow windows let in the silvery birch-light. We might have been anywhere, in the rural wintry depths of a Pushkin story. Even on a warm hazy September day the sunshine came through coldly. Heinz showed more pride in these developments than I would have expected – partly, no doubt, because they contributed to the status of his new position. But, eventually, in the resonant quiet of the theater, he himself brought up the question of the Byron books.


‘So how long you gonna keep this game up with Peter Sullivan? My wife says I shouldn’t ask you, so I’ll ask you.’


He had pulled two metal folding chairs from the wings of the stage.


‘What game?’


‘Come on. Nobody’s buying this business with the manuscripts. I knew Peter. He couldn’t write an end-of-year report unless you held his hand.’


‘He didn’t like writing end-of-year reports. He liked writing novels.’


‘So you plan to keep a straight face about this whole thing?’


Heinz had put me in a false position. What I wanted was to find out more about Peter. But people have a bias for certain confessions over others. For a minute I considered telling him about the Society for the Publication of the Dead. ‘Look, these are the people I waste my time with . . .’ I wanted to make clear that the past few years had been difficult for me, from a professional point of view. What I needed from him was a little information about Peter, and then I could wind up my responsibility towards his literary remains, such as they were, and begin again.


‘I’m telling you, my first novel cured me of any interest in historical fiction,’ I said. ‘The people who matter don’t respect you for it. Besides, you know yourself I’m a lazy bastard and have no head for facts. The kind of book I like to read, the kind of book I have been trying to write, is a straightforward but textured account of a mildly interesting experience. Like Playing Days. What do I care if Byron slept with his sister? I’ll tell you something else, if Peter had lived to push his own books he’d have got sick of such questions, too. All anybody wants to know about is how much is true.’


‘So what are you coming to me for?’


‘I want to know how much is true.’


‘You mean, you want me to tell you what I know about Peter.’


‘That’s it. You see, there isn’t much left – of his work. A few unpublished stories. And the character of these stories . . . raises certain questions. If you need any more convincing: these aren’t the kind of stories I could have written myself. In me, the shame of the human being is still stronger than the shamelessness of the writer. There are subjects I won’t touch, and Peter did not have my scruples.’


‘Oh, the shame of the human being.’ He lifted his hand. ‘But you want to know why Peter stopped talking? To me and everyone else. This is a dramatic declaration of character, don’t you think? And childish, too. Someone who takes himself with a sense of humor has to talk; it isn’t the kind of thing you can choose to do or not. Even when those rumors started spreading about him, he kept quiet. That he used to play minor-league ball, or gigged with the Ramones. I found all that bullshit deeply off-putting – this about a guy who never did anything more adventurous in his life than feel up some kid.’ After a moment: ‘Is that what you were expecting? I voted to hire him, let me say that. He was a good teacher. He came to us out of Beaumont Hill, outside Boston. They fired him for fiddling one of the boys, but the evidence was weak; there was a lot of family pressure. I said, if the guy’s innocent, you got to hire him. Or un-convicted. Anyway, these boys’ schools. There’s a kind of perfectly reasonable human being who can’t help himself at an all-boys school. Just look at the Catholic Church. They’re not all bad men. In different circumstances, with different temptations, some of these priests would have healthy, decent appetites and attitudes towards sex. As far as I’m concerned, that’s unquestionable. So out of principle I vote for Peter, but by the end of the first year I already regret it. It’s clear to me this is not a man with a healthy attitude towards sex.’


‘I didn’t know there was such a thing.’


‘Listen,’ he said, ‘how old are you. Thirty-three, thirty-four years old. Been married a few years, there’s a baby on the scene. Don’t blame yourself too much for lecherous thoughts. This is also a phase you’re passing through. But someone like Peter; natural to him isn’t natural to you or me. He was a sick man.’


‘Then why didn’t you fire him?’


‘It wasn’t anything he did. At least, not that I know of. But the whole presence of the guy. The dirty clothes, the beard. We went out of our way to make ourselves sociable. It was suggested he change his name for publicity reasons: the case in Boston attracted a certain amount of press. But who’s he kidding with this Pattieson business? You think I don’t know who Peter Pattieson is? I run an English department, for God’s sake.’ (Peter took his new name from the narrator of Walter Scott’s novels – which is how I managed to break down his reserve. I found him out.) ‘It’s insulting, to the boy involved as well. As if this whole thing were an excuse for dressing up. And then stories started getting back to me, things he said.’


‘Like what?’


A boy came in from the wings, dragging a plastic container behind him across the floorboards. He looked up at Heinz and me. A boy already with the stamp of the theater on him, the pallor and pimples, the narrow expressive structure of face and limb. He wore a collared shirt buttoned up to the top and tucked inside his tight-legged trousers. ‘Mind if I set up?’ he said, gesturing at the stacks of folding chairs to the side. ‘Dr Schwarz lets me out early to set up.’ Heinz considered him. ‘Give us five minutes, and we’ll be out of your hair.’ So the kid sat down on one of the folding chairs with a patient expression, until Heinz repeated, ‘Five minutes. Out of our hair. This is grown-up time.’


‘Like what?’ I said again, when the boy was gone.


‘At lunch Peter’s overheard telling a story about a friend of his. The punchline goes something like this. Anyone who considers a high-school girl sexually immature has never gone down on one.’


‘You heard him say this? I thought his preference ran the other way.’


‘It was reported to me. His friend supposedly said it; Peter was just repeating the joke.’


‘So on the strength of something somebody tells you about something somebody once told Peter, you turn against him. You hired the guy because he wasn’t convicted, and you convict him on that?’


‘I don’t convict him. I quietly have a word with him, about what we consider acceptable lunchtime conversation in this school. And by the way, I’m perfectly capable of hiring a guy according to the presumptions of the law and at the same time thinking he’s a sick son of a bitch. Afterwards, Peter refused to talk to me, and pretty soon after that, when the sympathies of the rest of the faculty became clear, he refused to talk to everybody else. What are you looking at me like that for?’


‘Ten years seems a long time to live in purdah.’


‘He could have broke out of it whenever he wanted to.’


‘By doing what? These things get to be a habit. Probably he thought, by speaking to him the way you did, you showed your suspicions about the Beaumont case. Let’s say he really is innocent. That’s a hell of a thing to live with.’


‘Maybe he didn’t fiddle the Beaumont boy, I’m willing to believe that much. But this was certainly not an innocent man.’


‘Even if he never did anything? Even if he only thought it?’


‘Let me tell you something about sexuality. Nobody only thinks it. Not with the opportunities Peter had. Now answer me a question. The story about going down on high-school girls, does it sound like him or not?’


‘Yes, it sounds like him. It sounds like the kind of thing he would have mocked you and me for, mature, healthy, heterosexual men. For thinking about in class.’ But I wasn’t sure. Both of us at this point were aware of the way our voices carried, across the stage and into the empty rows. It also surprised me how angrily I had taken Peter’s side. My sympathies with Heinz were basically stronger and deeper. He seemed to feel something similar and asked, more gently, ‘So what are these stories about then, the unpublished ones?’


‘Fiddling boys,’ I said.


Afterwards, he walked me as far as the school gates – through the birch wood, then up a flight of stone steps, expensively set into the sloping earth, and along the parking lot.


‘What’s in this for you?’ he asked me, with a hand on my shoulder. ‘Why don’t you get back to your own work? Honestly, I’m glad the Byron isn’t your responsibility. It means I can be straight with you. Yes, I’ve read them, or near enough – read over them. A little goyish, to my taste. A little blue-blooded, with all that that entails. Country houses, sexless marriages, Continental tours. Okay, two hundred years later we have our own tours, called cruises, from which God defend me in my old age. But that Peter should have lost himself in these fantasies doesn’t surprise me. He had no people. You and I – perhaps we don’t make it to synagogue as often as we’d like. And I understand your personal history is a little complicated, but this also is the Jewish experience. We have people. The man who wrote these books has ink running in his veins. Everything is books with him. I thought maybe something had happened to you after ten years in England. A Quiet Adjustment is three hundred pages of repression, of a particularly English kind.’


He wasn’t finished, and I felt rising within me the counter-arguments I wanted to get off my chest. We stood on the curb of the school drive, which winds along the side of the hill, downwards and outwards, to the subway station. A late September day still warm enough to make me feel the heat of my ideas in my armpits and smell them, too. Certain conversations also involve a form of arousal.


‘I’ll tell you why I didn’t mind that novel you wrote about the school,’ he said. ‘Perhaps you were expecting more resentment from me, maybe even hoping for it. The teachers are all inverts or perverts. I don’t mind that. But in the end, what the girl learns is, she is the child of love. That was the phrase you used – I have a head for quotation, too. There is no love in these Byron books, and I thought, something has happened to the young man I knew. It’s a relief to learn you’re not responsible. Maybe you had obligations to his friendship I don’t understand. Whatever they were, what you’ve done must be more than enough. Leave him alone; he was no good. Not that I blame him entirely. At his funeral, I introduced myself to his mother – a short, red-faced, real Irish-looking woman, whiskery with drink. Everybody else pretending that what had happened to this man of advanced years is not that he killed himself. Except her. “It was only to spite me,” she says. “As a boy he said he’d kill himself to haunt me. And now he has.” A real piece of work.’


There was more along these lines. Maybe fifteen minutes later I kissed him goodbye on both cheeks, a habit we had somehow fallen into because of his insistence on the blood kinship. And in fact, walking to the station, I felt very strongly (mixed with nostalgia and less sentimental regrets about the course my life might have taken) the passion of our former friendship. His beard was still short enough you could feel it redden your skin. But it was a relief, as it always had been, to escape the school grounds and turn my back on the world of children.




*





I was staying with some friends of my parents, and when I got back to their apartment, it was empty – one of those grand old New York apartments, with high ceilings and interconnecting halls and rooms, whose large windows overlook the cheaper, newer buildings all around it. Their rooftops seemed to be covered in aluminum foil. Hatches and vents and pipes occasionally broke the surface; there were deckchairs, too. A long way below, you could see a slice of Broadway, crawling with traffic and people. In my head, I was still carrying on the argument with Heinz. After sitting down to a glass of cloudy water in the kitchen, I stood up again to get Peter’s last manuscript, which I spread out carefully over the kitchen table. It was hand-typed, loose-leaf. I’d been schlepping the pages around in my backpack from Boston to Philadelphia and felt a little guilty about the state they were in.


The manuscript was divided into three chapters. Peter had written the titles in black ballpoint on the front page of each: ‘Fair Seed-Time,’ ‘Behold Him Freshman!’ and ‘A Soldier’s Grave.’ As if he came up with them only afterwards. There was also a cover page, with the words CHILDISH LOVES typed in capitals across it; underneath, Peter had added the quote from Byron that serves as the motto to this book. I started reading, to see if what Heinz had told me would change my reaction to the story. ‘Fair Seed-Time’ begins the summer after Lord Byron turns fifteen. He’s just come home from Harrow School to stay with his mother. Home is Southwell, a provincial town a few miles east of Newstead Abbey, the Byron family estate; but Newstead’s in bad shape, the Byrons have no money, and the young lord has been forced to rent out the only habitable part of the Abbey to another nobleman, Lord Grey. All of this I remembered more or less from my Masters in English lit. It was hard to see any personal angle, anything that reflected Peter’s own life. But by the end I wasn’t so sure, and I sat in the quiet kitchen staring at the last couple pages for several minutes – until I heard the front door opening, at which point for no good reason I quickly put them away.


Early the next morning I caught the all-day flight to London out of Newark. I sleep very badly on planes. In response to this problem I try to reduce all activity, mental and physical, to a minimum: drinking water, staring at the seat in front. I lie dormant, as if eight hours occupied by the upright tray-table will pass more quickly than the same stretch of time taken up with random impressions. It doesn’t, of course, and besides, I don’t have such strict control over my mind. Even when my eyes were closed, I thought about Peter. On our lunchtime expeditions, our escapes from the school grounds, he used to walk holding his hands behind his back. Probably he thought me not much older than one of his students. When I spoke, sometimes he stepped towards me, leaning in to listen. He also seemed very pleased to be talking himself. Once he confessed, quite seriously, that he’d never read Tom Jones. This is what passed for intimacy between us. Was there really anything I could learn about him from what he had written? All the way to Heathrow, I drifted in and out of this question, and got nowhere.
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