

[image: ]













BARRY SPACKS


The Sophomore









[image: ]

























For Patsy and Judith






















This Harry ran straight up a wall,


But found he wasn’t there at all,


And so he had a horrid fall,


–Alas, alack for Harry!


              THEODORE ROETHKE
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‘We are each everybody’


On The Sophomore: an interview with Barry Spacks


By Richard T. Kelly





First published in 1968, The Sophomore was Barry Spacks’ debut novel. Much praised at the time, its reputation has endured, with thanks in no small part to the English novelist William Boyd who has frequently praised it as a key early influence on his own work. Faber Finds is delighted to be returning The Sophomore to readers in 2012.


Barry Spacks was born and raised in Philadelphia, schooled at the University of Pennsylvania and later at Indiana University after army service in Korea. He has published various novels, stories, three poetry-reading CDs and ten poetry collections while teaching literature and writing at MIT and the University of California at Santa Barbara, where he continues to serve as a Visiting Professor in the College of Creative Studies. Among other recognitions he has received a National Endowment for the Arts grant, the St Botolph’s Arts Award, and a Fulbright Scholar’s year at Pembroke College, Cambridge. His most recent book of poems, Food for the Journey, came out from Cherry Grove Collections in August  2008; his next is due from that publisher in August 2012. Over the years his work has appeared in numerous journals including the New Yorker, Harper’s, Atlantic Monthly, and Paris Review.


The following conversation about The Sophomore between Spacks and Faber Finds editor Richard T. Kelly took place in late February 2012.




RICHARD T. KELLY: Would you approve a description of The Sophomore as a bildungsroman of sorts? It does seem to be a novel about young people standing on the cusp of full-fledged adulthood, and resisting it to some extent – struggling with certain life-choices that they sense might define them forever after.





BARRY SPACKS: You touch on exactly what the book was after. I see it as a playful study of how artistic and sexual aspirations seem to promise an escape from the terror of obligation, the loss of selfhood that’s threatened by a life given up to responsibility, to child-raising, to the inevitable commercial job. The men in the story display a resistance to maturity, centred on the fear of being chewed up and spat out by years in the marketplace, earning daily bread …


And isn’t this still a common story? I was writing out of my own emotions and experience, thinking mostly of young writers, various sorts of talented folk – but who, short of the saints, is exempt from this kind of self-cherishing? We all try to protect whatever gifts we’ve been granted, to forward our sense of ‘specialness’, hoping we might luck out into comfortable circumstances, even glory.




RTK: I’m wondering if this is maybe a distinctively American rite-of-passage story? At one point your narrator says of the protagonist Harry Zissel: ‘he’s a kind of moral mongoloid, over-sexed, under-motivated, which may be what America is all about …’ Do you feel that the young American’s journey to maturity is particular that way – both in life and as a subject for art? Or was so at least when you wrote The Sophomore?





BS: I think it’s even more characteristic of American culture right now, certainly as to the over-sexed part. Regarding motivation, I hear echoes everywhere these days of my own struggles to maintain and forward ‘specialness’ – and it’s not limited to students with artistic leanings. We’ve had this ‘self-esteem’ thing recently to contend with, kids raised to expect constant applause in the service of their self-confidence. The desire at the heart of the wise-but-foolish Sophomore is an urge to avoid the common fate of drowning in a sea of commercialism, that pervasive win-win-win obsession that resounds all around us – maybe not in more isolated, tradition-bound cultures but certainly in the First World.


The sad part of trying to set oneself off from the rest – as the kids in my classes will come to see – is that there isn’t ‘a hell of a good universe next door to go to’, to quote e. e. cummings … You’re much more likely to suffer a degree of alienation, become a stranger to the world you came from. The aspiring artist pays appreciable dues for being a self-declared ‘exception’. Did you ever run into the sort of kid who prays to be famous and when asked ‘For what?’ says, ‘It doesn’t matter. For anything! Just give me the money, adulation, notoriety. Place me in the heaven of celebrity, clearly separated from the rest’?




RTK: At the height of Harry’s ‘dark night of the soul’ any reader can identify with his gloomy existential feelings while also enjoying the comedy of his relative deficit in life-experience. But the narrator’s chiding of Harry (‘What is it with him? Why can’t he be like everybody else and stop moaning and trying everything at once and get down to some useful work …?’) comes over as quite an ‘American’ ‘can-do’ prescription for the ills of feeling that life is hopeless, meaningless, et cetera. To what degree would you yourself endorse the merit of that prescription?





BS: I’ll tell you, in my own involvement with such striving consciousness I’ve gone through a long, slow process that you might call a ‘de-snobbing’ to return to a recognition of shared human ground – a greater identification with ‘ordinary’ folk who live so-called ‘normal’ lives. But I have this notion in one of my poems about the ego always coming round for its bow, taking credit even for ego-stinting efforts – a kind of Cartesian variation that says ‘I brag, therefore I am.’ So yeah, why not take credit for being ‘up and doing’ rather than down and moaning? Such a shift in attitude can take a lifetime to bring about. In Bellow’s Henderson the Rain King you get that hectic mantra ‘I want, I want …’ And who would speak against vigour …? But I’d put forward as a better prescription the capacity ‘to have’ what the years offer. Not so much wanting, more having? 




RTK: Thinking back to the person you were at time of writing the novel: did you still feel in yourself the sort of conflicts by which Harry and Arthur are riven – or were you perhaps a bit more ‘resolved’ as a person?





BS: Thanks for that question – it gives me a chance to confess. Looking back on the guy I was at university age, or myself as a young teacher, I see an embarrassing amount of Harry/Arthur misery, blended in with the rebel’s necessary wildness. The mantra I stumbled on at the time seemed to be ‘Please Don’t Domesticate, Thank You!’ – an extension of Huckleberry Finn’s lighting out for the Territory ‘because Aunt Sally, she’s going to adopt me and sivilize me …’ It’s Arthur’s wife Doris who remarks of Harry that he has a queer attitude to marriage: ‘He acts as if it’s death or something …’ What happens to both men as they try to run away from the great female nesting spirit supplies the story’s comedy: males as selfish, females as generative, mix them together and follow the fizz.




RTK: Whendid you start writing the novel? Working back from publication date in 1968 one assumes you were in your mid-to-late thirties, but had it been gestating in your head for longer than that?





BS: The seed of the book came to life one day in a writing workshop where I offered the group what I thought was a deeply mournful short story, centred on Harry’s desire to be recognised as a significant artist without creating anything in the way of significant art. The reaction in the workshop was laughter … I hadn’t expected that, hadn’t seen the comic potential in the character’s stance until then. And the tonic of laughter released the tone of the book to follow. I think the wry altitude of Harry’s commenting ‘voice’ and the mock-epic strain in the narrative’s tone evolved from this workshop recognition that such self-importance is funny.




RTK: You had a lot of higher education yourself, then you were teaching in college from your late twenties onward, so clearly you knew the academic/campus environment well. Is it fair to assume the campus environment in The Sophomore was inspired by all of that experience? Were you influenced by the student you had been? Or also – or alternatively? – by the students you were meeting and teaching by the time you were writing?





BS: Exactly, by both. My experience has borne out the wisdom that if you want to learn, teach. In my classes at our College of Creative Studies in Santa Barbara I face the same hunger in the kids – a hunger that consumed me at their age, an ambition to shine way beyond a developed capacity to even come minimally alight. We’re all woven from multiple strands of personality, that braid of dumbness and wisdom, selfishness and compassion. No? The teacher I became took dominance in the book by gazing back with a forgiving smile at the hard-breathing undergraduate I’d been.




RTK: Harry is the sort of aspiring writer all writers can recognise, one who, as you say, wants to be a significant artist before he’s done the actual work. Had you felt emotions and predicaments similar as a young writer? Or was it more a case of lightly satirising a certain type you had observed?





BS: That theme came right out of the person I’d been, entirely self-sourced. Though by the time of writing I knew that beyond the bildungsroman quality loomed a common, painful maze many wander through. And still do, at any age, in any country. I think generally as an adult one aspires to remain decent, helpful to others, a nurturer – yet at the same time hoping to be more or less exempt from the hard parts, the ordinariness, the hanging in there as a good scout, a team player, without distinction. That was certainly me back then, wanting the rewards of being seen as a chosen soul, only gradually taking up a fuller range of everyday human experience and obligation.




RTK: There’s a lot of pleasure in the novel’s unfolding sense of comic construction, beginning with the farce of the girl in the closet, then leading (through a growing sense that Harry and Arthur may end up exchanging fates) back to where we came in. How much of your plotting was in advance of starting to write? Did you intend that comic effect from the get-go?





BS: The comic approach came as a gift from that workshop laughter, but finding what I came to call the ‘X’ plot of reversals and repetitions was a matter of sweating it out over the typewriter keys. The book managed to end up with the closet again, with the denial of female force giving way to its acceptance, with crisscross structure, as it found a path to the crucial line ‘Make love to your wife’, among other discoveries won in the heat of the battle of composition. But that early scene where the aunt and the mother pay a surprise call on Harry, and Miriam has to hide in a closet? That came right out of my own experience … We start with our actual stuff and by manipulation of story, theme, comedy – if we’re lucky – we wind up with effective form.




RTK: Right from the start one of the things that is distinctive about the novel is the elegantly lengthy construction of its sentences. Do you recall which writers struck you as offering the best models of English prose style back in1968?





BS: In the sense of inspirations? I’d instance John Barth, Tom Robbins, Roth, Barthelme, Borges, my friend and collaborator Malcolm Bradbury, Eudora Welty … but oh so many important to me, Fielding was particularly alive to my impulse. And once we mention such major players, how to leave just about anybody out of the catalogue? Conrad and Cervantes. I mean, we’re talking a life-length lit student and teacher here.




RTK: What do you think led you to adopt that big omniscient authorial voice that opens the novel and steers it along throughout? Clearly it was a bold choice to be inside each of the characters’ heads at one point or other, and for this narrator to seem to direct the strings of the plot from a cosmic height.





BS: That voice simply asserted itself from the start, was suddenly there brooding over the little world that was coming into place word by word. There’s this sense of fatedness about our roles in life, isn’t there? Our weaknesses and talents seem to imply an organising or contemplating force involved somewhere that, in this case, at least, lends itself to comic and authoritative uses. In a way, that Voice in the book represents a running joke about God as the cause of all – God as a trickster, His motivation always obscure.




RTK: I assumed the novel’s setting was contemporary, i.e. mid-to-late 1960s, and that was certainly the feeling I took from its description of relations between the sexes. But it keeps clear of any evocation of campus political activism or ‘counter-culture’, the sorts of things that got going at UC Berkeley and so on during this era. Was all that stuff outside of this novel’s scheme for you? Or was it less prevalent at the time – or in that place – than we tend to assume from the vantage of today?





BS: Everything changed with the coming of the ferment years that started on most campuses in the States in the late 1960s or even early 1970s. The historical timing makes the novel a sort of nostalgia piece – it’s set back just a bit from the era of activism, before politics and protest took up a large share of the action. For a while there, private matters, relationship complications, career aspirations were all that folks deeply involved themselves with.




RTK: Turning to the characters of Doris and Miriam, it seems they present two disparate types of young womanhood, but is it fair to assume they are less disparate than either might think? For instance Doris, late on, talks about a female ‘trade secret’ – ‘what girls want’ being ‘both things at once, a poet who’s also an insurance company executive’. Might we take that maxim as applying to both Doris and Miriam?





BS: Surely. I see the four major characters as seemingly contrasted with one another at the start, but gradually the same strands of being assert themselves in each. The book appears to believe that, in varied proportions, we are each everybody.







RTK: One of the first moments where we feel Harry has some self-awareness is his affecting contrition about how he underestimated his late father. I understand you were the first person in your family even to finish high school, much less be college-educated – and you went on to become a poet. Did you yourself feel that slight sense of alienation from the place whence you came – an alienation that’s often noted in writers who have been the first artists to emerge within their families?





BS: Yes, certainly, and that alienation represents a major theme in my own life-story of flight and return. I feel this as a universal theme, certainly among people in entertainment and the arts – that gradual reintegration of what might be thought of as original morality with the compulsion to escape its restraints in the name of serving a creative force.




RTK: Forty-four years after its first publication, how do you feel about The Sophomore now – as a piece of writing within the body of work you’ve since built up, but also about its characters and the world it describes?





BS: Back at the time it was made, I saw the book as playfully self-revealing, a work mainly intended to charm. Now, as we talk, I feel large interpersonal themes working out in the story as well. A bildungsroman is only useful, really, if in some degree the lifeline it follows belongs to all. To me the book still speaks to the moment, to the same struggles going on in the personal sphere of middle-class people no matter what takes place on the grand stage of world affairs. You can find a self-assured, teasing Miriam, a disappointed housewife Doris, a miserably married teacher Arthur, and an ambitious, whacky, pained and exuberant Harry Zissel in people you know, maybe even in yourself.



















ONE





Muse, sweetheart, let’s not be too hard on Harry Zissel, let’s save the judgments and the morals and so on till later, the symbolic significance and the redemptive advice, because if Zissel’s life to date reveals nothing so much as a persistent and painful tendency toward the inconclusive, who are we to throw stones or refuse to take him seriously or look down our noses? He’s twenty-two years old and still a sophomore, his love life is all loused up, he’s back at school but that isn’t working out, it’s as if his experience were being managed by a Metaphysical Force with a weakness for farce or pathos but lacking a middle range. What he needs is some quiet understanding, so for the moment let’s merely observe, leaping in at the middle, or rather going back about a month when the weather was just turning warm, and Harry and Miriam—she’d been living with him for only a few weeks at the time—had managed to borrow a lakeside cabin some six miles out of town for the weekend, very quiet, the cabin set toward the top of a sloping meadow with rocky pinewoods rising behind. There were still traces of snow among the trees and a rotting rowboat turned keelside up on the pier and across the lake a white house with several outbuildings and a formal garden.


Harry had let Miriam sleep late that Sunday; it was past ten when the sunlight on her face drew her up from sleep like a cup filled to brimming. She’d begun to smile in the last slow moments of her dream; her father was with her there, the smoke from his cigarette drifting mildly; in the dream it was dawn, she and her father were in lawn chairs, reclining, looking up at a pale sky; they were on a terrace of old brick, she knew that coffee stood on a table between them, he had built the house, he had built everything, he was saying ‘No need to hurry. Do whatever you want.’ She had savored the peacefulness of that last moment of dreaming with her whole body as she came awake.


The cottage had been very still; Miriam was conscious of bird-sound, nothing more, and then she heard a chair creak in the other room, a chair or a table, and realized that Harry was up, heard the sound of his pen scratching; she could imagine him there at the pine table under the windows, wearing khakis and a white shirt, bent to his writing. Still lying warm in bed, she’d felt completely happy; she hunched her shoulders against the lumpy mattress and turned to thrust her face into his pillow, because she had made it happen, he was working, they would never leave, they would have their food delivered and stay on in the cabin like children in a cave.


Later she brought him coffee, they settled side by side in the wide, stepless front doorway, wearing sweaters, their legs dangling, reading old advertisement-throwaways addressed to Occupant. ‘How come you’re all dressed?’ he asked. ‘You off somewhere?’


‘Sure, I’ve got another man for the weekends, over there, in that long white shed. He’s a gamekeeper.’


‘Does he give green stamps?’ Harry moved his big toe along the instep of her foot.


‘Plaid.’


‘Nice clean habits and all?’


‘Shut up,’ she said, mock-swinging at him. ‘He’s clean, all right, not a slob like you.’


‘He’s a dear,’ Harry said, ‘but I’m your friend.’ He was still in his pajamas under the sweater; unshaven. ‘You were working,’ she said.


He laughed. ‘Oh sure.’


‘Weren’t you? You were, come on!’


‘I wrote three speeches. Count ’em—three.’


‘Well? That’s great! What do you expect?’


‘And they’ve gone to their just reward.’


‘You tore them up?’


‘Flushed them down. That’s what I call a morning’s work.’ He put his arm around her and she leaned against him. They sat in the doorway. An Irish setter came sniffing through the long grass near the lake; Harry whistled and the dog paused, head turned, then ran back the way he’d come.


‘The beasts of the field,’ he said.


And it had all become sad, just like that. Before them the winter-ruined meadow sloped down toward the water. Near the far shore the lake glittered, the March morning  was bright, a boy in a riding habit came along a path of the estate on the other side and disappeared behind the white shed, which might have been a boathouse, emerging beyond the farther edge mounted on a brown horse, transformed from walker to rider as if in a circus joke, looking too small for the size of the horse; when he began to trot they lost him among the trees.


‘Don’t be discouraged,’ Miriam said. ‘It’s such a nice day.’


‘You know, Kafka could never finish anything either.’


‘Then you’re in good company.’


‘Oh, sure. I’ve always got lots of company when I’m writing, there’s a whole grand jury up there in my head. They sit in those steep rows like people watching an operation.’


‘Who? Who are they?’


‘Oh, there’s one section reserved for everybody I’ve ever known, relatives and teachers and so on. Friends. They’re mostly asleep. Then there’re all the critics, they throw things, or else they twirl their noisemakers. And then there’s the central section full of writers packed in there. Dickens and Homer and Scott Fitzgerald. Old Ibsen, and Hemingway, and Ezra Pound—all those guys.’


‘What do they do?’


‘The writers? They become violently ill. Or stand aghast. What do you suppose that means, “stand aghast”? Sounds great, doesn’t it?’ Miriam shrugged. ‘Sometimes,’ Harry said, ‘when the critics go to sleep, the writers twirl the noisemakers or say cheap, cheap like a stack of birds. Or sometimes the relatives wake up and start going best-seller, best-seller, best-seller! And then sometimes one of the writers stands over my shoulder and I write a sentence and look up at him and he shrugs. It’s usually Aeschylus, he has a very expressive way of shrugging, so I cross out the sentence and then the whole audience goes crazy shouting at me.’


‘Shouting what?’


‘Chicken!’


‘Really?’


‘No. Of course not. You know why Kafka couldn’t finish those novels? Because that’s the point, it was what he was writing about—nothing makes any sense, so how can you have a conclusion? For conclusions you have to have logic, isn’t that right?’


‘Poor baby.’


‘Listen, Mir, there’s no need for you to keep on at the shop, I can always get a job and let you go back to school.’


‘I know. Don’t get started now.’


‘Shit,’ he said, ‘it’s hopeless.’ He cursed himself. ‘Why do I have to be so completely hung up? In everything I do? Everything!’


She took a cigarette from the pack in his sweater pocket, her first in a long while. The initial drag made her lightheaded. ‘I was working for Johnny before you ever came in for a bed lamp, remember?’ They had gone over this ground before; she tried to keep it light, but the edge of impatience showed through. ‘I’m not doing anything for you,’ she told him. ‘You’re always saying everyone should feel free. So …’ she faltered. ‘Sometimes I think you’d rather have to work. I mean at a regular job, like if you had a big family or something.’


He gazed out at the lake. He needed a haircut, the hair feathered out around his ears. She burrowed into his neck: he smelled like sunshine. Closing her eyes, with a humorous feeling, she touched her tongue to his ear. He lay back against her. She ran her lips dryly along his nose, and he groaned and pulled her to him. They kissed, and in the kitchen of the cabin the old refrigerator began a rhythmic buzzing like a dentist’s drill, which made them laugh. She’d whispered, ‘You’re my horny friend.’ They eased down from the doorway, fell together in the matted grass and he was above her.


‘Baby, my skirt


The ground was painfully cold, it seemed to be cutting into her, but his legs covered her and she felt hidden beneath him and gradually it was as if her body drank. His mouth was open against her ear. He pressed into her one last time and for her it was pain and the smell of wool and then she came, like stone melting into a river of silk, of sun, and at that moment she was certain a child had come alive inside her. Later, after she’d changed her clothes, she became frightened, and immediately angry at herself for that. She thought she would have his child. It was all right. An exaltation followed her fear. He was showered  and dressed, cleanly shaven, looking years younger. He sat in the main room, reading in front of the fire. He had gone away from her.


She’d felt proud. At her very core, she’d felt a strange warmth and pressure and in her pride she had wanted to talk of it, wanted to make a joke, say it, so that they could be together with what they had done. She was about to speak when he glanced up from his book and his eyes were harsh. He’d looked then like a frightened boy, this man of hers who had given her a child.


‘That wasn’t so smart,’ he said.


‘No.’


‘What time of month is it?’


‘The wrong time.’


‘Naturally.’


She could taste his bitterness, his sense of betrayal, as if he had passed it like a wafer from his tongue to hers.


Tears had come to her eyes. It had never been so good for her before, but she didn’t tell him that. Always before whatever pleasure she had taken from sex had been what she imagined it was supposed to be, what a woman was apt to feel. She only wanted him not to destroy it, their one good time.


‘I thought you still had your thing in,’ he said. ‘Didn’t they say you were supposed to leave it in for twenty-four hours?’ He looked at her and stopped.


‘Shit,’ he said. ‘What are you so sad about. What?’


‘Just shut up,’ she told him, ‘can you? Do you know how to do that?’


He slammed down his book and locked his hands behind his head. She went to the bedroom and when she returned he was lying on the floor, smoking pot, his head propped up on the book he’d been reading. The sweet odour of marijuana hung in the air.


‘You want?’ he asked, holding out the flimsy cigarette. She said nothing. ‘Say, where you going? Miriam? Listen, look at the wall. No, look there, at the wall, there’s three, there’s four ants walking up, all coupled together like a … coal train.’


‘Don’t take too much,’ she said. ‘Don’t make yourself sick again.’


‘Oh boy, it’s starting to hit me. Oh man, that’s lovely stuff. Hey, Mir? Come’ere, baby. Where you going?’ He reached behind him for matches. There was an ant on the cover of an old copy of Life magazine on the floor. She saw the ant rear up and move its antennae. It was a big one, shiny beads, The ant moved across the lips of the sad, bearded, boy-like face of Ernest Hemingway on the slick-paper cover of the magazine.



















TWO





Midway through the spring vacation Miriam told him she was pregnant, now that it was clear she wasn’t, not knowing before she opened her mouth that she would say anything in particular, amused as always with her own performance, interested in what might happen next, knowing from experience that weeks or months would have to pass before any particular impulse could be seen as coming inevitably out of her past like a freight train clacketing along over preset switches, going somewhere beyond her own control, the function of her whimsical hand upon the throttle restricted to the speeding up or slowing down of the journey. She hadn’t actually said ‘pregnant,’ a word she found repulsive; she told him that she was twelve days overdue, and he went white and began to stammer and then he sat down with his head in his hands as if she had struck him an enormous blow, as if she had come up from behind and brained him with a sledgehammer. She looked on, fascinated, observing him more closely than she had for a good while; she took another bite out of the lox and cream cheese sandwich his mother had brought for him and reached gingerly to touch him as if feeling for the wound. The freight train had surprisingly picked up steam and run poor Harry down. It had happened on a Tuesday afternoon, April 13th, a beautifully warm day; the mother had arrived while they were trying to make love. Miriam should have been getting ready for work, but instead she was tangled up with Harry on the couch in the front room of the apartment, precariously maintaining a graceless position while he’d searched with a free hand for the passage in The Kama Sutra about love-bites and nail-wounds which she had once made the mistake of finding hilarious. ‘What do you think you’re doing, for God’s sake,’ she’d complained, feeling glum, uninterested, her mind on other things. ‘It’s not right yet,’ he said. ‘Try to relax, will you? Hey, don’t move, don’t thrash around, Miriam, you’ll break my leg!’


A scene of youthful abandon, not to everyone’s taste, but almost immediately the mother’s knocking had begun at the apartment door. ‘Ignore it,’ Harry whispered, ‘it must be the wind.’ She shoved at him with both hands, cursing, and he was ejected from her with a groan; she slipped on his terrycloth robe as the knocking came again and Harry stumbled toward the door, pausing to climb into his underwear shorts, wondering who it could be, at noon. The campus police after his pitiful supply of marijuana in the john water closet? His Philosophy 207 instructor, coming personally after his overdue Plato vs. Aristotle paper? Disgusted, Harry was about to throw open the door when he heard from without his mother’s painfully loud voice: ‘Flora, look through the keyhole, I’ll have a stroke, what’s happening in there?’


‘Come on, Miriam, move!’ Harry whispered, racing back. ‘No, here, she’d never get over it if she found you. Hurry up, Mir!’


‘What are you doing? Do you want me to smother? Harry!’


‘Sssh, be calm, they’ll hear. I’ll make them go away, it’ll just be for a minute, please, Miriam!’ And he closed her into the front-room closet, wondering how to account for all the time it was taking to answer the door. Inspired, he stuffed their various items of clothing under the couch cushions and swung the hands of the alarm clock until the bell rang shatteringly. ‘Stuffed in a crummy closet …’ ‘Shut up,’ he hissed and ran on tiptoe through the debris on the floor trying to look as if he’d just awakened. His mother and his aunt were dressed in identical powder-blue suits, both wearing pillbox hats and silver-fox collars. ‘Well look who’s here!’ he cried. ‘For goodness’ sakes!’


‘We’re not supposed to come in? You’re busy or something?’


He embraced them, filling the doorway. ‘Wonderful,’ he shouted. ‘Why didn’t you phone? It’s a mess in here, just wait on the landing, I’ll be out in a flash.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous, Harry.’ They pushed past him with a gust of perfume, small, plump-faced women, their pillbox hats riding level. ‘Something unkosher going on,’ his mother said. ‘What’s all this junk on the floor? Something fishy, there’s something fishy here, Flora, something’s—’


‘I was sleeping, didn’t you hear the alarm?’


‘Sleeping? It’s lunchtime, how could you be sleeping?’


‘Huh? Is anything wrong at home?’


Aunt Flora told him that while the store was being renovated they were taking a little vacation to Canada. ‘Sleeping?’ his mother said, ‘in this kind of mess?’


‘Quit it,’ Flora told her sister, ‘give the boy a chance to catch his breath.’


Boy—he’d always be a boy to Aunt Flora; his heart went out to her. ‘Harry’—she reached up to kiss him on the cheek—‘how are you, honey? How come you’re undressed? Uncle Raymond’s waiting in the car, he and your mother aren’t speaking already, can you imagine? It’s an argument about your father’s tombstone.’


‘Wonderful,’ he said, darting off at top speed to the bedroom. ‘Have a seat, have a seat, I’ll be ready in a second, we’ll go out for lunch.’


‘Here, I brought you lunch,’ his mother called. He ran back for the tiny paper bag she held out to him. ‘Look at this place, it’s like a maelstrom in here!’ Across the room the closet door moved minutely ajar; Harry saw Miriam’s eye at the crack. Manœuvring over he leaned back languidly until he heard the latch click. ‘Some living conditions you got,’ his mother said. ‘This is sickening, I’m not kidding. Why are you living here instead of the dorms?’


‘Have a seat, Momma. Relax, will you?’ He raced down the hall and threw on a pair of pants and some shoes, but his mother’s voice followed him: ‘A seat? Where? Where’s there to sit with all this junk?’ Returning, pulling a fresh shirt over his head and emerging from the other end, he saw the apartment for an instant through her eyes, through the eyes of a floor-waxer, an ashtray emptier. She was inching across the room toward the closet door. ‘Ready!’ he cried. ‘Let’s go!’


‘Ready for what? Comb your hair, Harry. Open the bag, eat, it’s a lox and cream cheese sandwich.’ She screwed up her features as if she were contemplating an unpleasant smell. ‘Tell me, is somebody else here?’


His face made an effort to express incomprehension. ‘Of course not.’


‘You sure? In that door there?’


‘That’s the closet, Momma, how could anyone live In a closet?’ But she was on the scent, it made him terribly nervous, he could see poor Miriam in among the stored winter coats and things, her head ducked under the shelf, sweating away in the terrycloth robe, all self-pity and suffocation. She might just come walking out, she was opposed to relatives, opposed on principle. ‘What’s so important in the closet you can’t come home for a weekend? You got to stay right here even on Easter vacation?’ His mother sat abruptly on the couch, which was riding a little high with the clothing he’d stuffed under the cushions. ‘This is some comfortable couch,’ she said. ‘Like a camel.’


‘We thought we’d take you over to Sheila’s with us,’ Aunt Flora told him. ‘Uncle Raymond can drive you back after supper. Otherwise we won’t get a chance even to see you, we’ll be on the road to Canada by eight in the morning.’


‘Wonderful,’ he said, but then Aunt Flora sat down too. ‘How is Sheila these days?’ he asked, standing for an instant hip-shot and casual. Sheila was his cousin, Aunt Flora’s married daughter, she lived in a housing development south of Hartford, he could think of few people whose condition in life interested him less. ‘Ah,’ said Flora, ‘she got herself pregnant again.’


‘You didn’t tell me,’ said Harry’s mother.


‘Who can tell you anything? She stuck her thumbnail through her diaphragm, that’s what she gets with those fancy fingernails.’ A sound like a death rattle came from the closet, hangers clashing, what was Miriam doing in there? ‘It’s nothing,’ Harry said, ‘it’s the wind—shouldn’t we go? Uncle Raymond’s probably starving in the car.’


‘They’re not speaking,’ Flora said. She sat on the plush chair, openly watching the closet. ‘I’ll tell you, Harry, your mother, even if it has to be her own sister that says so, is one extremely touchy individual.’


‘You’re not telling me anything,’ he said. ‘Let’s go eat, okay?’


‘We’ve been here a half a minute,’ his mother said, ‘what’s the big rush? What’s the mystery? For one thing, I’m going to straighten up in here.’ She popped to her feet, but he gripped her by the shoulders. ‘Momma, don’t be ridiculous. Come on, it’s depressing, let’s go out to Hulbert’s.’


She picked up a decaying liverwurst sandwich from the ironing board beside the table in the kitchenette, and then didn’t seem to know what to do with it. She sat down again. ‘So if it’s depressing why can’t you come home sometimes? Even Gordon in Los Angeles I see more than you. Am I a widow whose sons move out on me or is that a lie? At least at home you’d have hot meals, a warm, human atmosphere—’


They were settling in for the afternoon, their eyes riveted on the closet door. Miriam would smother in there in another minute. He played with various possibilities. I want you to meet Miriam Hippolyto, she sublets the closet. This is my friend Miriam, she just stopped in to develop some photographs.


‘Sonny,’ his mother said with a sorrowful look, ‘just offer me an explanation. There’s your lovely room at home, you got a desk, a bookcase, nobody would bother you—’


‘Five times a year we have the same argument, Momma.’


‘So explain it to me, that’s all I ask. You couldn’t transfer to Adelphi? What’s the attraction here, the dirt?’


‘And who’d accept my freshman credits? I’ve told you, I’m working, I’m trying to get the scholarship back. We don’t even speak the same language.’


‘I don’t speak English?’


‘Look, please, can’t we go eat?’


‘I don’t read? I didn’t join the book club? I’m not a widow whose sons walk out on her? Listen, when your Cousin Stanley, a Ph.D. in public relations already, says it’s a pleasure to come into my house for a meal—’


‘Momma, am I trying to change your life? Am I? You’ve got your card game, your color television … what do you want?’


‘It’s a sin to look at color television? Let me tell you, you’re the crazy one. You. In the insane asylum all the crazys think everybody else is crazy, did you realize?’


And then a really major noise took place in the closet. ‘It’s nothing,’ he said, shrugging. ‘The wind.’ The two sisters looked at each other with pronounced frowns; Hannah Zissel rose and began to walk casually across the room.


‘Oh, it must be my rat,’ Harry said.


His mother came to a halt and turned to him.


‘Don’t bother him, Momma, it’s his lunchtime, he’ll come jumping out.’


‘You’ve got a rat in there?’


‘Certainly. It’s a sin to keep a rat? I’ve started to teach him how to talk.’


‘Harry, you’re crazy.’ She looked at Flora, as if for confirmation. Flora shrugged.


‘There’s a part in my play for a talking rat. Can I help it? I’m writing a play for my creative writing course and there’s a part—’


‘He’s teasing you, Hannah,’ Flora said. ‘It’s a joke.’


‘Some joke. That’s a nice way to joke to your mother? A rat in the closet? You’ve got a girl in there!’


‘A rat! A rat! His name’s Polonius.’ A rapid rattle of coat hangers; that crazy Miriam! ‘See, he heard his name. Do you want me to bring him out on the leash? Hey, Polonius, recite something.’


‘I’ll have a heart attack,’ said Hannah Zissel levelly as a rhythmic squeaking sound came from the closet. ‘Flora, let’s get out of here—maybe he’ll be saner in the fresh air. You can come out of the closet now,’ she sang. ‘We’re just leaving.’


‘The wind goes in there through a hole in the wall,’ Harry explained to his aunt. ‘It’s always rattling the coat hangers or something.’


‘We’re just leaving,’ sang Hannah. ‘All the stuff in this place! A junk shop he’s running! Rats! Be careful where you walk, Flora, you could break a leg in here. What’s this junk-heap?’ She stopped before Harry’s construction.


‘An art work,’ he said, ‘it’s not finished—it’s for my studio lab. I’m a Renaissance Man, I’m trying everything these days, I mean some day I may figure out—’


‘—an art work? What do you mean an art work?’ She walked gingerly around the construction, toward the closet side. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘on the top he’s got a skull with a zipper and buttons stuck on. You can come out now,’ she crooned to the closet door. ‘We’re going to lunch.’


And Miriam rattled the coat hangers once again—he had to remove his mother’s hand from the closet doorknob finger by clenched finger. ‘Quit it,’ he kept saying, ‘haven’t you ever heard of human rights?’


‘I won’t hurt her,’ said his mother. ‘I just want to see.’


*


After he’d got them out at last and they’d all ordered cheeseburgers and coffee at Hulbert’s he excused himself, said he’d better grab a coat if he was going over to Sheila’s with them, and raced back to the apartment to make sure Miriam was okay. What a rush of pure admiration he’d felt the last time she’d rattled the coat hangers! What a gutsy woman she was! What a gumdrop! As he ran down Beachum Street he recalled the time she’d bought the haddock: a weekend ad for the Double-D Food Jamboree revealed that haddock was going at a fantastic price, and with him trying to keep up she’d raced to the store, banging into a smallish clerk with a black plastic bow tie as she went up the aisle to fill their cart with fifty frozen sticks and fish, zooming right through the check-out, eleven cents a pound, because once an impulse took Miriam there was no hope, the clerk at the Double-D was lucky she hadn’t been mounted on a motorcycle, she would have come right out of the closet in another minute, aunts and mothers or no aunts and mothers. She was great, a great woman all right, even if they had been eating haddock for a month. But she was gone. Impossible, but she’d somehow gotten out of the apartment already—he couldn’t find her in the living-room, the bedroom, the bath. He opened the closet to get his raincoat and there she was: he laughed, crowded in after her, tried to bite her at the smooth curve of the neck and shoulder. ‘Don’t. I hid out. I thought it was all of you coming back for some more conversation.’


‘Polonius the Rat,’ Harry said, gripping her by the bony shoulders. He gave her the little bag his mother had brought. ‘Lox and cream cheese on a bagel! Save me a bite, okay? I’ve got to get going, I said I’d go to Sheila’s with them, I just wanted to see—’ He saw Miriam’s brassière snuggled cozily between two of the couch cushions like a snake in a nest. ‘In plain sight, no wonder they were all that suspicious.’ He held the bra like a fish by the tail. The label read Gevner’s ARMORED CLOUD. He handed it to Miriam who proceeded to hitch it on, gazing right at him, frowning, her hair still mussed, her face grim. ‘Why are you going to Shelia’s?’


‘I don’t know. They want me to go so I’ll go. What am I supposed to do, spit in my mother’s face?’


‘Oh no. Think of your mother, by all means. At all times,’ she said fixing the tie of her blouse. And then: ‘Why did I have to hide in the goddam closet? Haven’t you told them about me at all?’


‘Tell them? My mother would tear you to pieces! Look, I may not be home till late, Mir, it’s an hour’s drive.’


‘Are you ashamed of me or something?’


‘Don’t be crazy. Listen, I’d better run—’


And that was the moment she’d picked to give him the news. Twelve days overdue. And she was as regular as the tides. He sat down and held his head and rocked like a mourner.


‘Are you sure?’


She pursed her lips. She was sure.


‘Was it last month, out at the cabin? Jesus, Miriam!’


‘Take it easy,’ she said, ‘don’t get hysterical.’ She smiled, mimicking his fake-Yiddish accent: ‘You’ve got something against children?’


‘Don’t joke,’ he said, ‘God almighty.’


He smoked two cigarettes while she put on lipstick, combed her bangs with her fingers, stepped into her shoes, and made herself a cup of tea.


‘We’ll have to get an abortion,’ he said. ‘It must have been that time—’


‘—Oh God,’ said Miriam, ‘just go away, will you? Dissolve, please. I made it all up, forget about it.’


He asked if there wasn’t some sort of test, so that they could be sure, and she threw up her eyes and frowned, sitting at the table with her tea, biting into the lox and cream cheese sandwich. ‘Maybe it’s just a rat in the closet,’ she said. ‘The wind.’ She was sorry she’d said a word, but she was enjoying his reaction. She chewed, then grinned, cream cheese on her lips, and his heart went as cold as a rock at the bottom of the sea.


At Hulbert’s his cheeseburger had waited, dying a natural death, the edges of the cheese like old parchment. The family stared back at him as he came through the door with his black raincoat over his arm, all three of them at the big table in the rear chewing grindingly away. His heart worked to the same rhythm, chewing, grinding his insides.


‘Well,’ he laughed, ‘tell me something. What’s happening with the store, Uncle Raymond?’


‘Expanding,’ Raymond said. ‘Growing larger.’


‘Being fruitful and multiplying,’ Harry said.


‘Why not?’ said his uncle with a laugh. ‘After all, it’s a fruit store, no?’ He nudged his wife: ‘Get it? Fruitful? fruit store?’


‘Very good,’ said Flora, ‘I never said you weren’t gifted, Ray.’


‘What took you so long to get a raincoat?’ Hannah inquired. ‘You couldn’t find it in the closet? Things were too crowded in there?’ Harry said nothing. They ate. ‘Listen,’ his mother said, swallowing, ‘do you happen to be married?’


He went pale at the word.


‘You know what I mean, Sonny.’


‘Oh,’ he said, ‘the brassière! I’m just’—he laughed dryly—‘a clothes fetishist, that’s all.’


‘A what?’


‘Nothing, nothing, forget it.’


‘A clothes-what?’


‘Nothing, Momma. It’s a joke.’


‘My son’s living with a girl up in his apartment,’ Hannah Zissel commented to the waitress, who grinned politely. ‘Twenty-three years old and he’s still a sophomore.’


‘Twenty-two,’ Harry said.


‘Listen,’ said Flora, ‘that’s how they are now. I was saying to Penny on Parent’s Day, all I said was her skirt could be a little bit longer so she wouldn’t catch pneumonia in the private parts, and you should have heard her, just like him, we don’t talk the same language, there’s the new morality, on and on.’


‘What’s the new-morality?’


Flora shrugged. ‘Sex,’ she said. ‘Drugs. What else?’


‘Orgies,’ said Uncle Raymond. ‘Incest.’


‘I wouldn’t mind,’ said Hannah, ‘if he had some common sense. He got kicked out of college once already using bad language on the radio. What if something happens? Some husband he’d make!’


‘Why don’t you ask Raymond to have a little talk with him?’


‘Raymond and I are not speaking.’


‘Ray, she wants you to have a little talk with Harry.’


‘About what?’


‘Sex and so on.’


‘Sure,’ said his uncle, ‘fine. You know about rubbers?’


‘Harry will be careful,’ Flora said. ‘Won’t you, Sonny? The two of you are living together in that place? Her parents allow her to do that?’


‘Who are you talking about?’ Harry inquired with a certain degree of cool. But a sickly smile kept nudging itself into his face.


‘These things are all part of an education today,’ said Flora.


‘I bet he’s living off her.’


‘Who?’


‘The girl in the closet. I bet he’s living off her.’


‘No he’s not. Are you, Harry?’


But his aunt had to repeat herself, he was a little distracted; his attention wasn’t exactly riveted to the conversation. Twleve days overdue. But that didn’t prove anything, there were women who did that all the time. False pregnancy.


Not Miriam, his voice whispered to him. Miriam’s as regular as the tides.


So we’ll get married, he told the voice. What’s wrong with marriage?


Ha!


Which was true enough.


You’re not the type, the voice informed him, you don’t have the discipline. Better join a monastery. Or take a part-time job, save up a little money and get yourself a fast abortion, what do you say?


Would Miriam go through with a thing like that? An abortion?


Wouldn’t she?


He decided she wouldn’t, it would be bad form, she’d simply have the baby, Happy Mother’s Day; one morning he was going to wake up and there’d be a baby in his bed and she’d go off to work and the baby would start crying and then what?


You’d have to feed it. Change its diapers or something.


How should I know what to do with a baby?


With such thoughts he sat in the back of Raymond’s Oldsmobile with his mother, hearing how Aunt Berthe looked since her operation (terrible), picking up the latest from his brother Gordon in L.A., who according to Hannah was doing chiropractic on all the big movie stars now. They were expanding the store, incorporating the Quality Drug, putting up a new façade and new fixtures; it would be double in size, be a regular supermarket by the end of the month, and meanwhile a vacation in Canada, which would be one jolly trip, since everything his mother had to say went first through Aunt Flora.


‘Tell him why is he driving so fast? What’s the rush?’


‘Ray, she wants you to slow down.’


‘Ray-she-wants-you-to-slow-down! Let her drive! All I hear is criticism!’


Twelve days overdue. And cousin Sheila’s pregnancy was a grim reminder; she’d married a fat accountant named Sheldon Suberstein and they were always busy making more Subersteins. How many did they have? Two sons, the infant girl, this other one on the way, and Sheila barely twenty-four—if she kept at it she’d break the inter-suburban record. Children! No wonder they called these clumps of houses developments: they were local population explosions, that’s what they were. What did people see in children? Children and money, that was all his family could ever get really interested in, which made him wonder how much it might cost for an abortion; he doubted they would even look at him if he listened to the voice and applied at a monastery.


When Sheila’s two younger ones were in bed at last they sat down to supper, and all through the meal Aunt Flora kept telling Derek, the five-year-old, to finish his carrots. ‘Don’t you want to see in the dark?’ she would ask pleasantly, and the fat little kid, all smeared with grease and a mangled chicken leg in his fist, said, ‘Feh, who wants gooky old carrots?’


Children.


‘I despise gooky old carrots!’ shouted Derek Suberstein, and his father shouted back: ‘Derek! Shut your mouth and eat the goddam carrots! Look at his face! Somebody wipe off his mouth, for chrissakes! One of these days I’m going to give him such a clop he won’t be able to eat, he won’t have no teeth!’


Head down Derek muttered, ‘I’ll clop you, buddy,’ and the adults smiled.


‘I’ll clop him and clop him,’ Derek said. ‘Clop! Double clop!’


On Harry’s left Uncle Raymond belched and rose from the table. On his right his mother took out her knitting. In the living-room the television played without sound: the screen showed a woman opening and closing a refrigerator door. This seemed to give the woman great pleasure, so she did it again. Maybe he should have hidden Miriam in the refrigerator. The face of the woman on the television screen came up large with some mute, earnest talk. Wink. Dissolve to refrigerator spinning off into the distance like a dancer.


All was silent at the dining table. Harry, Sheila, Hannah gazed transfixed at the disappearing refrigerator. ‘What’s on?’ said Derek, twisting in his chair.


‘Drink your milk to the bottom,’ Sheila told him as she left the room, ‘and you can watch Great Fortunes with the big people.’


Flora came up and whispered, ‘Hannah, join us, Sheila’s getting nervous. Come on, be a pal.’


‘I’ll ride with him in the car,’ Hannah said, ‘for your sake. But that’s all.’ She attended to her knitting, her lips tight.


‘Honestly, this is ridiculous. Izzy, may he rest in peace, he has a a stone over his head, doesn’t he? The man’s not exactly lying in an unmarked grave.’


‘Sure he has a stone. A beauty. And I have a bill for three hundred dollars.’


Her knitting progressed as if it had a life of its own as she gazed at the television screen. Her husband had died the year before, and as far as she was concerned it was the store that had killed him, as sure as if the roof had fallen in on his head. For twenty years he had worked there like a ditch-digger, like a working-machine, with never a complaint, and after his first coronary how long was he at home? Three weeks exactly, because if Raymond stayed alone in the store they’d all be in the poorhouse.


‘Come sit in a comfortable chair, Aunt Hannah,’ Sheila called.
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