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The critics on Henry Roth’s
Mercy of a Rude Stream sequence


‘Our curiosity at Roth’s remarkable reappearance in print should now be replaced by admiration for his continuing and powerful account of a lost world’


TLS


‘An intensely moving and inspiring human achievement’


The Times


‘Roth has once again skilfully re-created the drama of immigrant life in early-twentieth century America’


Sunday Times


‘Utterly absorbing’


Times Literary Supplement


‘Richly evocative of its time and place’


New York Review of Books


‘Dynamic and moving . . . a stirring portrait of a vanished culture . . . a poignant chapter in the life-drama of a unique American writer’


Newsweek


‘Extraordinary . . . Mercy of a Rude Stream does what has rarely been done before; it embraces its brilliant youthful original by casting upon it the calmer contemplative light of old age’


New York Times Book Review


‘At last, a genuine publishing event . . . alive with the hubbub and smells of his New York childhood . . . something brand new, wholly without cliché’


Literary Review
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EPIGRAPH


Without Haste, Without Rest.
Not thine the labour to complete,
And yet thou art not free to cease!
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—The Mishnah,
Abot, 2:16 1
Translated by Rabbi Isidore Myers













PART ONE






I


Ira Stigman’s legs were weary, legs and feet and instep, but the long march was well worth its fatigue. He had hiked and hiked, past Grand Central Station and 42nd Street, past all the crosstown trolley lines, at 34th, at 23rd, at 14th, at 10th, and then he turned west to 8th Street. Gut and innards were at peace, head was clear. He had traveled over a hundred city blocks from the red brick tenement, counting the jog west from Lexington to Fifth Avenue. Nearly six miles, according to accepted reckoning. Ahead of him, a block away, loomed two figures of George Washington, either side of the arch named in his honor, heroic in size and monumentally calm. And behind the arch, Washington Square Park spread out in a rectangle of grass and trees still verdant despite the October chill, paved walks and a fountain flourishing at the center. From the slant of sun and hint of chill in the shadows, Ira judged the time must be approaching five o’clock, though Sunday strollers were still numerous in the park, and benches well occupied. Luxuriously, negligent with liberation from acute discomfort, he considered his next step—literally. He could go into the park, find a space on a bench and sit down, rest his weary shanks awhile, and then walk east again, a few blocks past NYU to Astor Place, and take the Lexington Avenue subway home. Sunday, he’d be sure to have a seat. But he had another option: he had the keys to Edith’s apartment in his pocket.




If Edith was home, he could rest while he visited; if she wasn’t home, he could stretch out on the couch; could relieve his bladder in privacy, though it wasn’t too distended: perspiration had taken care of that. No, it would be better to piss right here in the men’s toilet in the park and be done with it, in case Edith was home. Right. He made his way across the park to the men’s toilet, relieved himself against the slate, holding his hand cupped over his cock, a trick he had learned from an obvious gentleman next to him once, learned it eagerly because he was always a little apprehensive that he didn’t stack up so well against other guys.


He exited—and now what? The walk to the pissoir had brought him a few blocks nearer Edith’s. He felt renewed. What were a few blocks more? She would be transported with mirth when he regaled her with an account of his gastronomic adventures with Leo, whom he had just finished tutoring. He could already hear the peal of her laughter as he described the waning of the bowling ball within him—to the tune of “Tramp, tramp, tramp, the boys are marching.”


Three helpings of pasta with lovely little meatballs he had consumed earlier that afternoon, with collateral slices of bread, washed down with dago red wine. “Wow!” he had told Leo as he put down his fork. “Boy, am I ever full. I’m stuffed.”


He was indeed—and more: sated to stupefaction—arms hanging down, stultified. “Hey, Leo, I got to lie down,” Ira had told his friend after they had finished.


“No kiddin’? There’s a sofa in the front room. Or you want to go in my bedroom?”


“No. Just to lie down for a few minutes. I guess I ate too much.”


Leo had led the way. The front-room windows above the sofa looked out on Lexington Avenue. Early-afternoon sunlight, which had warmed the black horsehair of the sofa, had fallen on Ira as he stretched out on top. Lethean Lexington Avenue traffic three stories below, volleys of Italian from the dining room, clink-clank of dishes and utensils being washed in the kitchen—Ira fell into a slumber like a coma. When he awoke, he felt a huge, gross lump of undigested feast inside his stomach that pressed against his abdomen like a bowling ball. He wasn’t sure he’d survive. Panicky, he got to his feet, tottered, plopped back on the sofa again, and sat there, unable even to slump, rubbing the bowling ball in his belly. “Wow!”


Leo had heard him, and had come in, faithful Leo, snub nose and thick lips awry with concern. “Whatsa matter?”


“Ow, I ate too much.” Ira massaged his bloated paunch and lamented. “Jesus, I ate too much.”


“You’re not gonna be sick or nothin’?”


“No. It’s all in there. What a bellyache.”


“You didn’t eat so much. You’re pregnant,” Leo grinned.


“Aw, cut out the shit. Jesus, I hurt.”


“Waddaye wanna do? You wanna lay down some more?”


“No, no. Jesus Christ.”


“You don’t wanna puke, do you? I can get you some o’ my mother’s bakin’ soda.”


“No, no. Don’t say anything.”


“What d’you wanna do?”


“Lay an egg. Wow!”


Leo cackled.


“I’m not kidding.”


“You ain’t?”


“No. Wooh! Did you ever see an aepyornis egg?”


“A who?”


“That’s what I got in my gut. Go to the Museum of Natural History. I gotta walk.”


“Is that where you goin’?”


“No, I’m just going to walk, walk, walk. Get me my hat and jacket, will you? I don’t want them to see me, you know what I mean?”


“I’ll go with you.”


“No, I’ll just go in and say goodbye. Get the hat and jacket.” Only the most heroic kind of locomotion could help him in the fix he was in, Ira was sure. “Wow!”


He was grateful to Leo for helping him into the jacket. He grimaced over suppressed groans, and with a smile like a plaster cast on his face, went into the kitchen and thanked Leo’s mother, then into the dining room, where the three cooks were playing cards. He said something about a great fiesta, and now he had to walk it off, and made for the door and the stairs. Leo, who insisted on following Ira down into the street, to make sure he was all right, again offered to accompany him, but Ira shook hands with him at the stoop and waved his pupil away. “Good luck. I’ll see you after the exam. I got to get goin’. Boy,” he grunted. ‘Thanks. So long.” And he headed downtown.


Ow, bowling ball, bowling ball. Why did he have to do it? He’d have to churn it up, and churn it up, and churn it down to size. Knead it and knead it back again into the dough it was supposed to be. Oh, bastinado it, drub it, rubadubdub it. No hungry generations tread thee down. O-o-o-h. Jumpin’ Jesus, how do you tenderize a bowling ball? Walk. Hoof it, man, hoof it.


He had first wheeled toward Park Avenue, tramped a block west, and there wheeled south. Forget it, if you can at least get by the side of the Grand Central ramp on 102nd Street; look at the blocks of glittery mica schist and gneiss. Watch the afternoon sun glint off the rock as you knead down the rock in your belly. He groaned.


He strode south; and thought of the kid exploring here a seeming thousand years ago, catapulted to Harlem from the Lower East Side just thirteen years ago, a thousand years ago, a geologic age. There were then pirates skulking in that railroad ramp, do you remember? Buccaneers with booty, wassailing with tankards and cutlass. Oh, jolly good ale and old they swigged. Stride, stride. There. It was a little easier, wasn’t it? By the shores o’ Gitchee Goomie, there I sat down and wept, remembering thee, O Zion. Keep goin’.


Heading south, ramp and ground intersect, the best-laid plans, and the best lays too gang aft agley, by-by, ol’ granity pal. O-o-o-h. Median strip, see? Full of grass and flowers and shrubs. Charming, ain’t it, when one was affluent? And resided in sedate townhouses on either side of wide, wide Park Avenue, with a butler or a footman visible through the glass door. Ah, hear ye, magnates, hear ye: how the trains down below rumbled softly through the vents among the marigolds, rumble obsequiously, w-o-o-o. Keep up the footwork, bud. Once more into the breech, O Peristalsis, and yet once more. Marvelous! It’s only a croquet ball now. . . .


He hadn’t seen Edith since that famous night when he escorted her with Lewlyn to the Hoboken pier, last spring, months ago now. He could have seen her last night, with her old loverboy Larry—but no, this was going to be so much better, total independence. And she liked his independence much better. Now heading west, further refreshed by his lightened load, he left the park and headed for Sixth Avenue under the El.


He could not wait to tell her about the orgy at Leo’s: three cooks, three plates of pasta, two loaves of Italian bread, bumpers of wine—if that wasn’t hilarious, despite the pain.


Quickening his steps, he reached Sixth Avenue in the fine shadow of a late Indian summer, passed under the El, followed familiar diagonal shortcuts to Seventh and Morton. Around the gas station, and under the leaves of sidewalk trees, he reached house number 32, got out the key to the house door—no, no, he’d better ring. He did. No buzzer sounded in return. Then she wasn’t home. Exactly the alternate contingency he had thought of. He could stretch out on that couch—just what his knees prayed for, answer to his knees’ needs—ah, a quarter hour, half hour, and if she came home meanwhile—so what if he fell asleep?


Up the two flights of carpeted stairs, silently ascended. And just to make doubly sure, and be doubly polite, he knocked on the door . . . waited. No answer. Okay. He separated her apartment door key from the house door key, groped for the slot, inserted.


And as he did, he heard, he thought he heard, no, he heard the slightest commotion on the other side of the door, and he hesitated—


Just in time to hear Edith’s voice, unmistakably Edith’s, hurried: “Just a minute, Ira!”


Had she been asleep, had he wakened her? Oh, God! Ira withdrew the key.


A second later, two seconds later, the door swung open, and into the electric-lighted hall stepped Edith, pulling the door after her. “Ira,” she said. “I thought it was you.”


“Yeah, it’s me.” He retreated in utter confusion. “Excuse me! Gee, Edith. I rang the buzzer—I—I’m sorry!”


“I wasn’t in a position to receive callers.” The Professora’s eyes were bright, bright and roguish; and her voice high-pitched, on the verge of shrillness. “It’s quite all right, Ira.” She was wearing a new dark green bathrobe with black trefoils on it. Not merely wearing it, but by the way she held the garment at her throat, bunching the cloth together with tiny fist, by the intimate way her form swelled the cloth with contour, there could be no escaping the perception: the body her bathrobe enveloped was nude. “Ira, can you wait a few minutes? You can wait in my neighbor Amelia’s room. She’s gone for the weekend, and I have her keys. Please wait,” she appealed.


“Oh, no. What a dope I am. Gee.”


“I’m glad you came over. I’ll get her keys. Just one minute.”


“No, I was only walking. I’ll come again. It’s all right.”


“You’re sure? Will you call me?”


“Yeah, I just happened to eat too much macaroni—I mean pasta—and I—” Keys still in hand, Ira began making his way toward the stairs. “I was walking it off.”


“I’m so sorry,” Edith said. “Are you all right?”


“Oh, sure. It’s all eased up, shrunk.”


As he spoke, he took the first step down. Solicitously watching him descend, Edith opened the door behind her, and from deep inside the room, a dry, sandy chuckle emanated.


“You’ll call?” Edith’s voice followed Ira down the steps.


“Yeah. In a couple o’ days. All right?”


“I’m so sorry.”


“It’s nothing. G’bye.”


“Goodbye, Ira.”


He heard the apartment door close above him . . . walked carefully, deliberately down the stair treads, as if his doing so helped to obliterate his blunder, as if quiet would eliminate his mistake—as if it never happened. . . . What a sap. Hand slid on banister to newel post. He jingled the two keys on the ring; he could almost have flung them out into the gutter when he opened the house door, so great was his chagrin. He pocketed them instead, and stepped out onto the sidewalk.


What a dope! What an imbecile! He turned back toward Seventh Avenue. Yeah, but all those tears, all that sound and fury, storm and stress, that wracking taxi ride last spring with Edith so distraught, those floods of woe—they didn’t mean a thing; there she was in bed with Lewlyn again. The same guy she had renounced, denounced, heaped with scorn! Hey, wait a minute—and now his knees began to ache with renewed pang—couldn’t he get it through his thick head that ladies wanted to be laid? Yeah, ladies wanted to be laid, just like gentlemen wanted to lay them?


It was the same feeling of disappointment he had had six weeks before, just as his senior year of CCNY had begun, when, keeping pace with the scattering of fellow students traveling downhill, he had caught sight of Larry about a half block ahead: Larry accompanied by someone else: yes, sociology professor Lewlyn, still fleeing his unfaithful wife, Marcia Meede . . . how operatic it all did sound . . . had returned from England. Ira made no effort to catch up with the two, but kept his distance, until he saw them enter Wentworth Hall. Something to meditate on, watching the pair, the younger and the elder, instructor and student, Larry gesturing with large, white hands, Lewlyn listening benignly. Something to ponder on, with Edith the unseen despairing apex of the triangle. So much meaning inhered in it, so much meaning in this transient configuration, but what was it? Irony, irony was easy to discern—he was a mevhin of irony. But the immense, positive shape of meaning escaped him, the meaning that all this irony declared about human life. It was way beyond the mere sexual involvement of student and instructor with the same woman. What was human life striving after? If he could only discover that larger significance, that larger affirmation. Maybe there wasn’t any, though it seemed there was. He had thought he was then nothing but a big fool and a wretched sinner too.


The feeling persisted still, not a week after Yom Kippur, his unobservant atonements all for naught, as he rounded the small gas station at Seventh Avenue again. Maybe he was wrong. What the hell did he know about love? Maybe Lewlyn was now all finished with that British spinster he hoped would free him from Marcia’s net. Or maybe Lewlyn had come back to Edith again. No wonder she looked that way: droll, wanton, impish. ’Tis done, ’tis done, I’ve won, I’ve won, quoth she and whistles thrice. Yeah, but why had she wanted Ira to come over again, almost imploring him? No, he was wrong again. Nothing had changed. He could bet on that.


He had to get to a subway seat and sit down before his legs caved in. Get on at Christopher, transfer at 42nd. In the scarce remaining light from the west, Ira broke into a trot, and as he passed the news kiosk on Seventh he picked up speed, from trot to run. He tore down the stairs, in twilight’s gloom, plunked a token in the slot, for once, and breathless, he boarded the uptown train; he’d dropped his jitney into the hopper.




Ira sat with thumbs hooked in belt. Had he painted himself into a corner? Probably. But he had to keep going to keep from falling down. He tried to think back, scanned an older yellow typescript to his right: I felt baffled; I felt bitter; with this first line, the next chapter had begun. No use denying it to myself any longer, slurring the matter over as I did about so much else in life, habitually permitting connotations to blur, and thus obviate a decisive response. It was true, Ira meditated, he had a knack for being at the wrong place at the wrong time. He had already begun to hope, more and more articulately, that Edith would lose Lewlyn, irrevocably. And with Larry clearly diminishing to a mere indulgence, one depending on a propitious moment to terminate, he, Ira himself, heir apparent, somehow, sometime soon would become Edith’s lover.


Ira bolted up and suddenly addressed himself consciously to the little chips of the time when he was alive, alive, twenty-one, and entering that senior year at CCNY. Chips, he called them, noting he had used a singular instead of a plural verb. Well, chips of the time—considered as a unit. In a more illustrative way of speaking, they weren’t really chips, these notations he had beside him on the collapsible steel typing table; they were a few of the anchor points in the world he lived in, and to which the web of his existence was connected, loosely connected mostly, remotely connected. They and millions of other events like them made up the ever-changing content of his days. In this particular case, these events—the start of class, the Yankees World Series win, those agonizing fifteen seconds of the Tunney-Dempsey fight, the “slow count,” were all part, all chips, of the year 1927, nearing the end of October.


For a while, after what he had seen—and heard—that Sunday afternoon in October, his hopes seemed to him fatuous, fatuous and untenable. How could she so reverse herself, when she had hardened her mind against Lewlyn as a duplicitous and perfidious person—and weak—as one who had made it appear that he was undecided in his choice of wife, whose indecision she was gullible enough to take at face value? Was he still undecided, or was he still playing her for a fool? Which? These were difficult, nay, impossible judgments for the young and anything but acute Ira to make. According to Edith’s version in later years, Lewlyn had come back from England in the same uncertain frame of mind as he had gone, and she had resumed the relationship with him upon his return, because Lewlyn still ostensibly hadn’t made up his mind. He was still in a state of uncertainty, but Edith tended to fabricate. Ira came to learn that, to learn it by his own relationship with her, and its aftermath. It was the same thing he had discerned, intuitively, about Edith from the beginning: her trait of making herself the heroine of a tragedy in which she was enmeshed and made to suffer because others took advantage of her innate goodness. And just as she had admitted in the midst of her sobs and tears, the night Ira escorted her home from the ship, that she had been deceiving herself with regard to Lewlyn’s choice of permanent mate, so she did when he came back from England—came back, according to him, to Lewlyn, with vows of marriage already exchanged between himself and Cecilia. That he entered into a sexual transaction with Edith, that was another matter. An entire year of continence, or celibacy, was too much to expect of any man, as Ira found out when he nearly went mad in Los Angeles during his six months of separation from M in ‘38—too much to ask of any man, and yet not too much to ask of a woman, as M bore witness, as Cecilia bore witness, and how many myriads of women over the centuries bore witness? Anyway, this last sequel of the sterile affair Edith evidently entered into in a spirit of play—consciously—or in that Greek spirit that Lewlyn esteemed so greatly: wherein friendship between the sexes reached its greatest intimacy via intercourse.





October was in its third week when in the afternoon’s mail delivery Ira recognized the single letter showing through the scroll in the dented brass letterbox as Edith’s: inside her unmistakable envelope was her typed note, single-spaced as was her wont, helter-skelter, and dashed-off. PLEASE! PLEASE! Her letter appeared almost hysterical. Would he telephone her as soon as he could? She was very much concerned at not hearing from him. She had telephoned the drugstore, Biolov’s, but they told her nobody answered the door. Please, would he call her as soon as he received this. Ira had refused to come along to visit Edith, Larry had told her. She thought she knew why, but not hearing from him so long, she was deeply upset. She had something terribly important she wanted to tell him—and only him.


Ira had sulked awhile. Was that “something important” just an inducement? Was he wrong about Lewlyn? And what if he was wrong? And Lewlyn and Edith had just made shift to while away the time until Lewlyn could marry elsewhere. They played the two-backed beast in the meantime, as Shakespeare called it, expediently and amicably franfreluquied—how did Quarles spell it? So there was still Lewlyn. And there was Larry still. So he would kind of squeeze in between them, if he ever did. Make up a troika. Nah. And he wouldn’t know how to break down the barrier anyway. If he couldn’t when he lay next to her in the same bed, when would he have the gumption? All he had about a career as a writer was just a bunch of hallucinations, his usual muzzy fantasies. Leaving his briefcase on the kitchen table of Mom’s empty kitchen, he tripped lightly down the dingy stairs. Fishing the nickel out of his pocket, he crossed the street, entered Biolov’s, twirled his hand in greeting at Joey Shapiro behind the counter. Joe was the younger son of Mrs. Shapiro on the same floor, and now a longtime Biolov’s unlicensed pharmacy assistant. Ira opened the telephone booth’s folding wooden doors and called Edith’s number.


“Ira, is that you? Heavens, I’m dreadfully sorry about what happened. I didn’t offend you, I hope. I wouldn’t offend you for the world.”


“Oh, no. It’s just a—” He shrugged at the transmitter. “It wasn’t your fault. If I barge in like that.”


“You’re always welcome. You know that. I was hoping you’d be with Larry when he came over. I don’t know how I could have made amends. Or somehow—indicated—I was with Lewlyn.”


“I know. I heard him.”


“You did? One of those utterly meaningless things still continuing. You must have gone away thinking I’m a perfect fool.”


“No. I just figured.”


“I’d made up my mind I wasn’t going to break my heart a second time. And just when I do, wouldn’t you know this silly thing renews—only it’s far from silly.”




“What do you mean?”


“Oh. Can you come over? I miss not being able to talk to you terribly, Ira.”


“What d’you mean? When?”


“This afternoon, for a few minutes.”


“Today?”


“Yes. Can you? I’ve gotten so dependent on you.”


“Well, if you want me to.”


“Very much.”


“All right. I’m in the street already. I’ll take the subway.”


“You’re a treasure.”


Utterly meaningless. Ira mulled over her words as he directed his purposeful stride toward Lexington Avenue. At the corner of Lexington, he turned right to 116th Street. Less of a walk. What did utterly meaningless signify? It meant that she didn’t expect anything to come of this, what d’you call it? Liaison. That was what it meant. What the hell, he laid Stella every chance he got; he wasn’t going to marry her. It was what he was telling himself a couple of weeks ago—that Surfeit Sunday, he could call it, the way goyim, gentiles, called a certain Tuesday—before Lent? After Lent? No, before Lent, Mardi Gras, Fat Tuesday, Schmaltzy Tuesday. And what else? Maundy Thursday. What the hell was Maundy?


How the stores had all proliferated along the avenue, now that there was a subway station on 116th Street. It was just Pop’s bad luck that he had invested in a delicatessen on 116th near Lexington too soon, before the subway was built. He might have prospered afterward.


Ira descended the subway stairs, wedged his jitney into the slot, and bulled through the turnstile to the platform. What he should be thinking about was Edith’s saying meaningless—meaningless what? Meaningless pastime—oh, no, she didn’t say that; she said utterly meaningless. That was it. It could only mean one thing: it was just pastime, just as she had said. Lewlyn was betrothed, fancy word, to the other woman in England. That was what it meant. So the way was open. Wow. He entered the uncrowded downtown train. So he wasn’t wrong. Destiny was destiny. Jesus, how would he do it then? She said he was a treasure. So what should he do? Lie to her? Say he had never done it, but wanted to do it with her. He liked her, dearest person he knew. She was so fond of him too, valued his friendship, she said. So he—he needed, like Lewlyn, like Lewlyn’s Greek idea of intimacy consummating. Ah, hell, he couldn’t. He was sure she would, but he couldn’t. Jesus Christ. Edith pulling up her knees, drawers off, pussy out, bare-ass. He couldn’t. He couldn’t think of her that way. Delicate, refined, Ph.D., professor of English literature, a professor. That was the trouble. . . .


II


Open-mouthed, aware momentarily that he had lapsed into total un-awareness, he listened to Edith.


She had suspected she might be in for trouble, Edith said, when she was four days overdue. She had always been so regular. But now she was certain, after the examination by Dr. Teragan. There could be no doubt about it: she was definitely pregnant. “It’s so strange,” she said. “I feel so blithe, and yet I’m terribly concerned. Abortions are no joke, Ira, and it looks as if I may have to go through one.”


“Why?” he asked numbly.


She had tried everything else, she explained. Everything that might bring on menstruation, camomile, angelica, even castor oil. Of course, what she was really trying to do was to bring on miscarriage, but nothing had worked. She was lavish with particulars; feminine and arcane, they agitated rather than edified: there might be all sorts of complications from an abortion. Even with the best of them, when one had money enough to have them done by a doctor, they were illegal, and abortionists risked their licenses to perform them. Also because of the pressure on the physician, and the conditions of secrecy under which he performed the operation, sterility might be neglected; hemorrhaging and infections might result, and often did. With lagging and uneasy attention, Ira interrupted only once: that was when she said, “I can imagine how risky these back-alley ones must be.”


“What are back-alley ones?” he asked.


“When they’re done by midwives or other nonprofessionals.” She laughed ruefully. “What women have to go through.” And because the doctor did risk his license, the fee he charged for an abortion was high. And that brought on another round of problems, problems centering on money, or the lack of it, and why: “I can ill afford the expense of an abortion right now,” she said. “It comes at such a dreadful time. I ought to send my sister something for the child’s birthday. Something, now that she’s divorced. Her husband is deliberately delaying alimony. He has plenty of money. He was law partner of Woodrow Wilson’s secretary. But that’s his way of getting back at Leona. And of course, she’s a fool when it comes to managing her affairs. Father is in a terrible fix. He can’t help her. He needs help himself. He’s hardly able to carry on his own law practice. And Mother’s life insurance payments are due.” Still, oddly enough, despite all the difficulties and obligations she enumerated, she was animated in feature and in movement, and she laughed—quite gaily for Edith. “If I could, if it weren’t that kind of a male-dominated world, I’d be tempted to go through with it. I really think I would, for the sake of the sensation of well-being. I don’t imagine it lasts.”


“Go through with what?” God, his mouth was wet enough, he had to run the back of his hand over his lips.


“Have the child.”


“You would?”


“Oh, yes. Can you imagine the shock I’d give the head of the English department? Can’t you just see Professor Watt’s face when I became unmistakably pregnant—walked into our faculty office, big with child!” She was jesting, something she almost never did, deliberately breaking out of her patina of solemnity with witticism of her own making. “In some societies one could. I’m sure I could have my own child if I so wished in modern-day Russia, without benefit of a marriage license. But alas, it’s our own sanctimonious America, and I’ll have to have an abortion, and an illegal one too, as if even a legal one were fun. And I’ll have to find the money to pay for it. And that’s going to be a great, great nuisance, to say the least. And I’ll have to find an abortionist. I don’t know any. And I’ll have to turn to Lewlyn. It is his child.”


Ira felt as if all his past worries, worries and anxieties—and memories of anguish—effectively dammed the flow of even simpleminded inference. “So if it is?”


“I think I know exactly the day. I thought it was one of my safe ones.” Her little hands, locked negligently in her lap, tightened. “Oh, I understand. I don’t have the money. Can you imagine what would happen if I didn’t have an abortion—in the impossible event I didn’t? Lewlyn would regard that as willful, deliberate entrapment, do you understand, Ira? As if I were compelling him to marry me. I wouldn’t stoop to that, it goes without saying.” Her brown eyes held steady in determination, and she added: “I no longer want him to marry me.”


“No? I didn’t think of it that way.” How could he tell her in what way he thought of these things? What these things were to him that she dwelled on so freely, things that to him were snarled into such knots and tangles of wrongdoing he could never hope to loosen them. So she was pregnant. Pregnancy pointed toward abortion, abortion to abortionist, abortionist to his fee, to money. That was how it went. He frowned with downcast eyes at the stylized corn symbol on the gray Navajo blanket at his feet. That was how it went, how it ought to go, diagrammatic, honest. His mind felt so caught in its own coils—no, struggling with its own coils, trying to free itself, to see, see what? Objectively, no, more than that: see himself oppositely, from the woman’s point of view—Edith’s view—his mirror image in his own head. “Does Lewlyn know?” he groped.


“Not yet.”


“No?”


“I wasn’t certain myself until I wrote you.”


“No.” Again, Ira felt compelled to resort to the back of his hand against his moist lips. “I don’t know how it goes. I just feel scared.”


“You’re very sweet,” she said. Voice and feature combined in endearment. “I knew I could turn to you. No, it’s not all that dangerous,” she reassured. “There’s always a chance of infection, of course. And bleeding. The nastiest thing is the illegality of the whole business. And that’s not very comforting. But most people walk out of the doctor’s office after a few hours’ rest not too much the worse for the experience. I suppose because I’ve never had an abortion I’m less fearful about it than perhaps I should be. What worries me most at the moment is the financial aspect of it. As I say, Lewlyn will have to take financial responsibility for that, or part of it. I don’t expect there will be any trouble on that score. Marcia and her friends can undoubtedly put him in touch with a competent abortionist.” Seated on the gunny-sack-cloth-covered couch, with her back to the wall as always, she tugged absently at the ash-gray hem of her skirt, toward trim, silk-smooth calves. And as absent as her act, her mien: “Irony is, I no longer care.”


“No? When we came back from the ship, last spring, I asked you, why did you have to do it? You explained. Love was that way. You wouldn’t be denied the beauty of its ending. Something like that. You said you were—you weren’t wise.” Ira gesticulated. “So why did you begin again?”


“I can’t resist another’s need.” She smiled placatingly.


“But everybody needs.”


“I do too. I need to be reassured in my insecurity with men. I mentioned Louise Bogan to you, I remember. I have a feeling of inadequacy with the typical masculine male, the kind of thing she doesn’t have. I have to shore up the feeling that haunts me of not being entirely—not being properly a woman.”


The perplexity on Ira’s countenance must have been graphic; her delicate lips formed into tender sympathy. “I don’t suppose I make too much sense.”


“Not yet, but that’s probably me.”


She laughed outright.


“No, I don’t mean that,” Ira hastened to amend. “I mean, I’ll think about it. That’s how I figure things out. I go over what somebody said. Over and over. And then there’s a kind of message comes out of it.”


“I know. You’re remarkable. I’m going to tell you something,” she said after a brief pause. “Something I’ve never told anyone else. It’s something in the nature of a confession. It’s the other side of what I just said about not being able to resist another’s need. It needs to be said, so you won’t think I’m all magnanimity, I’m all altruism. In other words, I have my wicked side.”




“You? You have a wicked side, Edith?”


“Why did I begin again? It’s my secret way of evening scores. With Marcia, with Cecilia. I guess Marcia would see it in her typically anthropological way. We’re all apes, you know. It’s a female’s way of evening scores, and not a very nice one. I’m going to have to pay for it too.”


“I just hope it comes out all right.”


“Yes. But I’m much tougher than I seem.”


“I hope so, Edith. I hope I can help, but I don’t know how.”


“You have already. A great deal. As long as you don’t become impatient with me.”


“No. Gee.”


“You’ll call me? Often. Do you have enough money?”


“Enough? A whole nickel?”


“I don’t want you to go without. Ira, you’re very dear to me.” She slid forward, and pretty above the knees too, stood up.


Ira did too.


“I guess I’ll go.”


“I won’t let you go unless you let me help you—for all the help you’ve given me.”


He was all too familiar with the maneuver. “I haven’t! I haven’t given you any help,” he protested—pro forma. “You’re gonna need the money yourself.”


“Not to that extent. I need you more. Please. I know how little allowance you get.” She extracted a five-dollar greenback from her purse, tendered it.


“You keep tempting me, Edith, and I can’t resist.”


“Don’t. You’ll hurt my feelings.”


She could look so winning at some moments, moments like these, the gleam on her olive skin, her brown eyes appealing, she’d get him started, when it was the furthest thing from his mind: maternal, that was it: she wanted to take care of him. Maybe because she was pregnant. He took the five dollars from her, guiltily, yet with a sense of sheepish inevitability. Rumors of the future could petrify you where you stood between the dark piano and the dark tapa on the door. “Thanks, Edith.”


“How are courses going, Ira?”




“Huh? ‘Orful,’ as Mom would say. The only thing I get anything out of is Milton.”


“Do you?”


“Yeah. What vowels: Ophiucus huge. Makes you drool.”


“I may get to work on an anthology of modern poetry—after this is all over.”


“Oh, yeah?”


“It’s Professor Watt’s idea, his and the publishers. They believe I ought to have a textbook for my course. You can see why.” She inclined her head pertly. “I’ll get very little out of it, either in money or glory. Do you think you’d care to help? I have a feeling I could use your help once it really begins to take shape.”


“Me? How? I can spull good, that’s all.” He chortled.


“Indexing, acknowledgments, and other chores. How’s your cold, by the way? You seem to have recovered.”


“I did. I got over it a long time ago.” He moved, self-conscious and awkward again, reached for the doorknob, fell silent a second peering at the dark tapa. “I wish your troubles didn’t amount to more than my cold.”


“I’d be glad if they didn’t. Unfortunately it’s not one of those things that goes away by itself.” She extended her hand.


And for the first time in his life, he felt like kissing somebody’s hand. She was so kind, so fond, so brave in the midst of trial, you had to bow before her. It didn’t seem artificial, lifting her tiny hand to his lips. It seemed as if the act were already presaged, preformed in space. She raised her other hand toward her bosom. . . .




He glanced at the top of his yellow typescript, his notes, prepared years before. Nearly two decades ago he had attempted a first draft, on his Olivetti manual, with much prompting from dear friends, when his hands could still stand the impact of the keys. Now he knew he would never finish. Fortunately, the holy sages of his people relieved him of the obligation: “You are not required to finish,” ran the Talmudic dictum (as if it could be otherwise). A posthumous novel that might never see publication, floppy disks that might never be printed into paper copies.




His thoughts returned to Edith. And when I crumble who will remember the lady of the west country. Who could remember now, so many years after, decades after, why he had paid a visit to Mamie’s so late in the evening? Had he also been to Edith’s? Had he just left Edith’s, and on impulse on the way home gotten off at the 110th Street station on the Lenox Avenue line? Or had he just gone mad with craving for a piece of ass, vulgar as he thought of it, burning within? Need, desire, lust that had driven him out of the house and along the tract from 119th and Park Avenue to 112th west of Fifth. Skip to my loo, my darling. Memory held a kind of detritus, an intimation, that he was coming from somewhere, perhaps Edith’s, keeping him informed of the latest developments of her pregnancy, or the steps being taken to abort it, the appointment made for her by Lewlyn with the abortionist, the place, the fee. Was it twenty-five dollars? Or was that some figure that merely stuck in his mind for some reason? Still, twenty-five bucks was no mean sum in those days, a week’s pay (after all, Ira had earned about twenty-seven dollars for a fifty-six-hour work week in the subway repair barn). It would be ironic if his vestigial memory was correct: if he had actually come from a visit to Edith’s to Mamie’s—and hence called on Mamie so much later than usual. Ha, where the hell had he come from?


He had sought the answers to some of these questions with Marcia over twenty years ago at a luncheon in New York. “Once in the evening at Edith’s . . .” Ira lunged heavily into the subject, hesitated for lack of preamble, and tacked into generalities. “I want to point this out first, the shock the uninitiated receives simply because he was unacquainted with the nuances, or hadn’t yet learned the—” he gesticulated erratically—“the amenities of the culture into which he was being inducted.”


“The manners?” Marcia sipped her martini.


“All right, the manners,” he acquiesced. “You and Edith were engaged in a tête-à-tête, when I came calling—unannounced and inopportunely, as I realized as soon as she opened the door. Do you remember that?”


Marcia gazed at him steadily from the other side of the table. Basilisk, the fearful alertness of the blue eyes behind her eyeglasses. “I’m not sure.”


“Then it doesn’t matter. I wouldn’t be able to restore the situation for you. It was way back in the twenties. So there’s no point to the question I wanted to ask you.”


“I remember being at Edith’s one evening with you and Lewlyn and your friend Larry.”




“No, Marcia, that must have been some other evening. Before this. I recall one of Edith’s soirées when you had just heard Heisenberg’s lecture on his theory of indeterminacy. You gave us the benefit of what you had heard.”


“I believed it implied the existence of free will in the universe. And gave indirect proof of Christian theology. It implied the Christian concept of a deity—”


“But that’s not what I’m coming at,” Ira wrenched himself loose. “The occasion I’m referring to was when you and Edith were alone. Or you had been until I arrived. And you just said something to Edith—as you were pulling on your gloves—about her having enjoyed Lewlyn while she could.”


“I remember reminding her that he was irrevocably pledged to Cecilia.”


“Was that it?” Ira prompted.


“Just to make sure she had no illusions her possible childbearing would alter the situation. I don’t think she did. I believe she said, ‘I’m going to miss him. He’s such a wonderful lover.’ And I said, ‘France is full of wonderful lovers, Edith.’ And she answered with a kind of pretend wistfulness: ‘But I’m not in France.’ Is that what you mean?”


“Ah, that’s what I remember! Her saying to you with a smile: ‘But I’m not in France.’ It seemed so apt.”


“Were you in the apartment at the time?”


“Inconspicuously. Behind a book or a magazine.”


“Strange. I don’t remember. I don’t have any blocks in my memory either. Lewlyn does. But I don’t.”


“Lewlyn does?”


“Oh, yes. Many.”


“I’m sorry to hear that. I hope to see him soon.”


“I warn you, be careful. His memory has become very patchy. Do you have his address?”


“Yes, thanks. Anyway, there you both were speaking so casually, so lightly, as if over a trifling matter. Do you remember what you said to her on leaving?”


“Not exactly.” Marcia paused long enough for the waitress to set down the bowl of steak tartar she had been ordered to bring for her, and the omelette for Ira. “I may have said I’m afraid this will have the opposite effect: of terminating the interim affair.”


“Ah, then you did! That’s my point about different cultural nuances, the shock they transmit to the uninitiated on recognition.” Ira wagged his finger at her, conscious of the irony of seeming to enlighten the most celebrated social critic of their time. “Do you know what Edith did as soon as you said goodbye, and closed the door behind you? She burst into tears. I was never so surprised in my life. I felt as if I were profaning a rite—or being initiated into one. In my tradition, when feelings got wrought up to that pitch, imprecations were exchanged, insults hurled, sometimes blows. Here, antagonisms were so rarefied I never sensed them. Cultivated spoofing, I thought.”


Marcia’s countenance betrayed rue—not penitence—rue, that she might have caused undue distress to one who nevertheless merited reproof then, but was now dead. Marcia said nothing for a moment, but sank her fork into the rubicund mound of steak tartare before her. “I may have been a little forthright,” she said. “That’s quite possible. I’m not ashamed to admit I never did approve of Edith’s dealings with men. They were anything but restrained. In fact, very nearly, well, very, promiscuous. I suppose my resentment showed. We used to say that sex with Edith was an extension of hospitality.”


“You did?” Ira grinned at the neatness of Marcia’s epigram. Trust Marcia; she could epitomize things more pithily than anyone else. “I was once crude enough to recite to her a list of her lovers. She burst into tears. Boorish of me.”


“Why, she even seduced my younger brother,” Marcia said in a tone bordering on vehemence.


“Oh, she did?” Ira congratulated himself that his guile had paid off.


“It didn’t hurt him any. But I was furious at the time.”


Ira addressed himself to his omelette. “I must say that he wasn’t on my list.”





III


It was a raw, sodden afternoon in November when Ira left the shelter of the Christopher Street subway kiosk—and left behind the more prudent passengers, lingering on the top steps, anxiously studying the lowering outlook for some sign of abatement of the rain. He set out as fast as he could toward Morton Street and Edith’s apartment, driving himself through cold, slant flurries, and over street rill and puddle, yet he still arrived with shoes soggy and dripping, and topcoat drenched through to the jacket shoulder. Just as well he had decided to stow his briefcase in his locker for the day; would have been one more thing to lug through the rain. Tomorrow was Friday anyway, and he had only one class that day, Culture and Education. He would read the damned assignment sometime in the morning. Or try to. Enough to get by.


It was actually interesting stuff, if he gave it a chance, but he didn’t. He let his brain turn to concrete when he opened a text in education. He didn’t give a damn. How the hell was it that Larry could stand up in class and palaver with Professor Elkins minutes on end, as if the rest of the class didn’t exist, or was an audience, about the effect on the Renaissance of Vittorino da Feltre’s theories of education—with a bewitched Professor Elkins? Just the reverse of the way things had been in that elocution class long ago—everything seemed long ago.


In black-and-white herringbone skirt, and finely knit black sweater, a wanly smiling Edith admitted Ira into the apartment. But no sooner had she done so than she sat down with an air of constraint, hastily, in her usual place on the gunny-cloth-covered couch, her back to the wall. Perhaps it was the black sweater that made her look paler than usual, or it may have been after she told him about her condition that he thought so in a kind of instant retrospect. She was her considerate, solicitous self: “Heavens, Ira, you didn’t tell me when you called you had no umbrella and no rubbers. You’re soaking. You’d better take off as many layers of those wet clothes as you can. And your shoes and stockings.”


“I wear socks.” Dripping fedora in hand, he stood raptly before the fire in the steel basket of the fireplace. “Boy, you got a fire going, Edith. That’s really nice.” He removed his topcoat, approached the hearth. “Gee.”


“You’re sopping wet. Ira, please take off your shoes, dear. You’ll catch your death.”


“Yeah? I don’t mind.” He sat down on the wicker armchair—which snapped disconcertingly under his weight. “I mean, I don’t mind taking off my shoes . . . my socks too. . . . What d’you call that kind of coal, those big chunks, do they have a name?”


“Cannel coal.”


“Cannel coal?” He looked from fluttering flame to Edith, and back at flame appreciatively. “I wonder why?”


“I had the janitor bring them from the man across the street. It’s such a dreary day. I’ve been so cold.”


“Yeah? It’s so cozy. Only thing is, it’s expensive, I bet.”


“Moderately. But on occasion—” Smiling, in obvious discomfort, she thrust her legs out stiffly over the edge of the couch. “I thought I’d splurge.”


“Yes?” Shoes in one hand, socks in the other, Ira stood up. “Mind if I spread these on the radiator for a while? I bet they’ll start steaming too.”


“Please don’t stand on ceremony—after all these years. You can take your trousers off and dry them if you want to.”


“Oh, no! I just want to dry the socks. The shoes—” He flapped his hands in token of hopelessness. “They’ll take all night.”


“Yes? As long as that?” Again, there was no mistaking the stiffness with which her back slid up erect against the wall behind her—and the way her neck became rigid. “I had no business letting you come in all this weather. But I did desperately want to talk to you—” She laughed weakly. “As always.”


“That’s all right.” Ira sat down, tried rubbing toes together. “In front of this fire, after wading through all that rain, it’s like a reward—” He turned to look at Edith again, and stopped: something about her appearance he wasn’t taking into account, something amiss. He could feel his brow furrow as his gaze became intent. “You all right, Edith?”


“Not at the moment, I’m afraid.” She grimaced uncharacteristically, more in annoyance with herself than in pain. Still, the way she shifted her body on the couch bespoke extreme discomfort.


“What’s the matter?”


“I’ve had the abortion.”


“When?”


“This morning. At about half past ten.”




“Pete’s sake, you let me talk about socks and shoes, and you’ve had an abortion? Doesn’t it hurt?”


“Oh, yes. I’ve canceled classes. Tomorrow too probably. I called up the secretary of the English department—”


“What does the doctor give you? Does he know?”


“She.”


“All right, she. Does she know?”


“I’m to see her tomorrow morning again. It’s bearable. I’m sorry I’m so—conspicuously uncomfortable.” She grimaced again. “The doctor scrapes the inside of the uterus, scrapes the embryo off. It’s like an induced miscarriage—”


“I know. You told me.”


“Of course, there’s some internal hemorrhaging—”


“And as much pain as that?”


“That’s what worries me.”


“No wonder you keep moving around.”


“I just hope there are no complications. Infections and that sort of thing.”


“No.” Ira was silent, his own helplessness manifest. “Can I do something? Can I get you something to eat?”


“Oh, no. Thanks. I’ll have a cup of canned soup later. I’m not altogether helpless; I just feel awful.” She smiled bravely. “I’m sorry. I must look like something the cat dragged in.”


“Oh, no. What’s the difference?” Ira felt oppressed by the sheer gravity of the event, oppressed, compelled to undivided focus. “Infections. That’s something to worry about.”


“Oh, I’ll be all right, I’m sure. There may be a few more complications than usual.”


“I hope you’re wrong. Anybody with you? Anybody coming? I mean Lewlyn.”


“No.”


“No?”


His fists struck both thighs. Thoughts slipped one past the other in his mind, rendering all opaque. Jesus, he could pass judgment—or he could feel disapproval—freely about Lewlyn. Real indignant. The night the Yankees won the series, he and Stella, Murderers’ Row, all right.




“You’re an angel to bear with me this way,” said Edith.


“Oh, no! Gee whiz.”


“You are. You’re the only one I care to see.” Her small hands in her lap, slack torso against the wall, brown eyes very large in the sallowness of pallid olive skin. “I’ve finished with all my lovers, I’m glad to say.”


All? Ira made no attempt to reply. The word all bulked in his mind, too unwieldy to budge.


“To make matters worse, Larry was here yesterday. That was quite a session.”


“Yesterday? He didn’t say anything to me.”


“Hardly surprising.” Nuances never found him prepared: Hardly surprising. “He came to resolve certain doubts he had about his mistress. About me—Are you in a draft?”


He had sneezed. The current of air flowing close to the floor had cooled his bare feet. He eased his sopping pants cuffs away from his shins.


“I’m all right.”


“Here, put this cushion over them.”


“No, it’s okay.”


“Please, lad, I don’t want you catching another cold. I have a blanket somewhere—”


“That’ll be fine. That’s enough.” He got up with forestalling haste and took the cushion she proffered, went back to the wicker armchair, and snuggled his toes under the velvety cover.


“That’s plenty.”


“You sure? I can’t tell you how guilty I felt about your last cold.”


“Nah.”


“Larry felt that our relationship was no longer the same as it had been, that I no longer loved him, that he was no longer as dear to me as he had been. I no longer gave him the kind of encouragement I once had. He sensed my indifference. He sensed all kinds of changes had taken place between us—all of which was true. And then he asked me point-blank: was I having an affair with Lewlyn?” Edith straightened her back again. “I said I was—”


“Yeah, but—” Ira interrupted impulsively, mechanically. “You said it was over.”




“I said I was—deliberately. I might have added ‘had been,’ but I didn’t.”


“No?” How complex the form of those delicate lips in the face across the room now seemed.


“On the eve of an abortion, I no longer felt like coddling him. Perhaps I was a little hardhearted. But he seemed to have recovered very well from that one incident involving his heart, and it was time he knew the truth. He didn’t own me; he couldn’t possibly own me. I didn’t tell him he’d become too commonplace for words. I did tell him I was pregnant—there was no possibility in the world the child was his. Not the least. And for very obvious reasons. For very obvious reasons.”


Ira’s attention sheered away. There it was again: the cramped synopsis of cat on the wall, and the shriek, and the bunny-hugging—


“Cruel of me to tell him, because he would certainly know as much. I told him I was sure the child was Lewlyn’s. Oh, we had quite a session. I didn’t tell him how much I would rather have the child than go through an abortion. I didn’t want to hurt him any more than I could help. Good heavens, if only there were a man who saw fit to marry me and give the child color of legitimacy—” Her pallor increased, her large brown eyes became protuberant and her countenance resentful.


“I wonder what I would have done if I were a man who loved, or thought I loved, a woman who was pregnant by another man—would I feel enough protectiveness to overcome my jealousy or vanity? I wonder. I think I would. I did as much for a friend once with much less at stake. But I really shouldn’t complain. I was fortunate.”


“Fortunate!” Ira could hear his own Yiddish intonation.


“Larry ranted at me: I was promiscuous, I was loose. I was unfaithful. All sorts of rubbish. Fie on thee, I thought: I told him I was due to have an abortion tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow?” Ira felt the momentary throb of headache, as if he had gulped down too much ice cream. “You mean today?”


“Yes, of course. Just what I expected happened. He was through with me. I didn’t deserve his love.” She found solace in a deep breath. “Thank heavens he won’t be too hurt. He won’t hurt himself. At least, I’m sure of that: the one thing I was so afraid of. What a relief that is!”




Her pallor had increased, ashy; her solemn brown eyes bulged; her shoulders drooped. He wasn’t following her.


“Maybe you shouldn’t talk anymore,” Ira pleaded. “Listen, I’ll stay around till you go to bed. Whatever you want.”


“No, I’d rather forget the pain. Please. If you don’t mind.”


“Yeah, but maybe it’s no good for you.”


“Oh, no. It is. Wait till you hear why: he slammed the door when he left. Larry actually slammed the door. I knew then he had protected his ego. He was safe.”


“Oh.”


Ira turned his chilly feet toward the fire for a second or two. Tongues of flame rising from the blocks of coal inaudibly mulled the thought in warmth and color: so that was how she knew: the guy slammed the door. The guy was sore, so he slammed the door. He slammed the door, so he was safe. The gray rain pattered hard against the window when Ira faced Edith again.


“So he’s through with you?”


“Oh, yes, he’s through.” She spoke with such animated disdain it approached derision. “His undefiled love for me is at an end—poof! But what I’ve been through—what I’m going through this minute—is nothing.”


“You hurt?”


“I hurt like fury.”


“I’m so sorry, Edith.”


She laughed—and wept. Ira sat quietly, wondering what to do next. Pity, he heard a block of coal shift in the basket grate behind him: pity. The fire somehow felt good at his back. Pity was consumed into comfort, oxidized into warmth. Why, let the stricken deer go weep; the hart ungalled play. Yeah, he had willed it all. But what could he do? . . . Just sit there, socks drying, woman weeping, Bulluc sterteth, bucke verteth, murie sing cuccu. In a little while, the rain would let up a little maybe, but it wouldn’t matter if it didn’t. He couldn’t console her, he couldn’t help her. What it must feel like with your insides scraped—about where would the uterus be in him? Belly-button height, or lower? Imagine it rubbed against a grater, Mom’s riebahsel. Well, he’d get his socks, and see what she said: whether she wanted him there any longer, or wanted to be alone with her suffering.




He got up from the creaking chair and went to the radiator. Her gaze followed him; drearily, she wiped the copious tears on her cheeks with dainty handkerchief. “I bet you hate the sight of everybody who wears pants,” Ira ventured.


“Not quite everybody.” She held the damp ball of handkerchief in her lap. “Are you going out in this?”


“I think I better.”


“I don’t blame you.”


“No, it isn’t that,” he protested the implication of his deserting her. “If you want me to stay—or do something.”


“You’ve borne with me quite long enough.”


“Nah.”


“I’m a little ashamed of myself, as usual. I ought to be able to stand this, without having to weep on your shoulder.”


“It’s all right. Boy, these socks are nice and toasty already.”


“At least one good thing has come out of the whole sorry mess: a harmless end to a long-drawn-out, silly affair. I don’t think you’re likely to see Larry here again very soon.”


“No,” Ira agreed. “I guess not.” Curious, how the past coalesced into a kind of opaque introspection that marked the end. “Could I get you a drink, Edith? Would you like something? I think my socks are pretty dry by now. I could go out to a restaurant.”


“No. Thanks. I’d like some tea. Would you?”


“Yes, sure. How do you make it? I saw you use a teapot. You just put the tea in it? I mean, at home, Mom makes a kind of essence. It’s separate, and you add hot water.” Was his garrulity welcome to her, he wondered: she sat so passively enduring pain. “We have tea when we have meat for supper. If you have coffee, you can’t have milk in it.”


“Really?”


“Yeah, I only learned here you can drink coffee black. So what do I do?”


“There’s a teaball in the drawer of the kitchenette. I think I ought to stay quiet.”


“Oh, yeah, I’ll find it. I’m the champeen finder of teaballs. Which drawer?”


“Usually, it’s in the one on the left—unless Dorotheena changed it when she cleaned.”




“Then it would have to be on the right. Hmm!” Why did he feel compelled to clown? “My inferences—” he wagged his hand—“nobody can match them. Except when I have to find something. I’ll need hot water, right?”


“Yes.” Was that a wan smile she tried to retain through a troubled shifting of her body? “About half-fill the copper kettle. And no more tea than half in the teaball. I use much less. I like it weak. I’m afraid you’ll have to rummage in the shelf above the sink for the package of tea. Can you find it? I keep it up there with the coffee and the Grape-Nuts.”


“Oh, yeh, yeh.” He held the copper kettle under the gushing brass faucet in the closet kitchenette. And after he had lit the flame on the two-burner gas stove and set the kettle on it, he hunted for the other articles. He found them also. Finding them was no great trick, since utensils were few, and the place was so small. “You going to want some toast? I see there’s slices of package bread here.”


“No, thanks, dear, I’d better not. I’ll consider myself lucky if the tea stays down.”


“Is that so? It hurts that much?” He couldn’t help noticing the gray cast over her olive skin. “I’ll sit down where I can keep my eye on the kettle.”


“Make some toast for yourself, if you like. There’s marmalade.”


“No, I’ll spoil my supper. I’ve got to have an appetite like a wolf, or I don’t eat. And then Mom moans and groans—Wait a minute: you want me to stay? I mean it: I can stay as long as you like.”


“No, thanks. It’s sweet of you, Ira, but I’ll be all right. I’ve just got to get through the next twenty-four hours. I have some kind of painkiller the doctor gave me if I needed it.”


“Well, don’t you need it?”


“I hate to take it. It has morphine in it, I’m sure.”


“Oh, yeh?” Ira glanced at the kettle.


“It’s terribly constipating.”


“Well, maybe you’ll get dreams, like De Quincey. I read that Coleridge was interrupted in the middle of ‘Kublai Khan’—” He chortled at his absurd non sequitur. “I mean somebody interrupted him.” She regarded him with patient indulgence. “Another minute. Maybe I put too much water in the kettle. But I got the teaball in the teapot already. Then I pour about half full of boiling water in the teapot. Is that the idea?”


“Yes.”


“Another minute. My mother never lets me do anything around the kitchen.”


“I’m sure this puts an end to any notion I may have had of having children,” Edith said apathetically, as if at a distance, or talking to herself. “It may not be the worst thing: they take up one’s whole life, unless one is rich and can afford a maid to take care of them. And how often they turn out like some relative one has no use for. Or worse, perhaps, in this case: like the father. But they are adorable as babies.”


Slowly, the extent, the numbness of her dolor communicated itself to him, vacated his masquerade of concentrating on the kettle. He glimpsed for an instant something outside his ken, the frustration of a womanly urge, a woman’s reality, a woman’s woe. And there was nothing to offer in the face of that, only the silence of pity, and nothing commensurable with it either, only the troubled forcing of fingernails against the flesh of fingers—even as he listened. So that was an abortion, a bereavement of her body.


“I no longer expect magnanimity from any man,” she went on in the same hopeless, contemplative tone. “The child might have been Larry’s. There was that chance. But you see what his reaction was. And Lewlyn’s—his was the most truly craven behavior in the whole ugly mess.”


“Yes?” She activated all kinds of memories of his own vile behavior, behavior of a trapped rat. Murder-prone. Yes, but Jesus Christ—swiftly justification welled up—how did Lewlyn’s fix compare to having once possibly knocked up his own sister? Ira listened with averted eyes, glowering with inner contention: and where would he have gotten the dough for an abortion? Whom could he have asked to help him out? Leo maybe? To whom could he have dared confess he’d knocked up his sister?


“Lewlyn reminded me it could have been Larry’s—about which I told him there was almost no chance. Or as he said, that other Palestinian—he meant Zvi Benari, the Zionist agronomist friend of Shmuel Hamberg’s, the man I knew at Berkeley. I told him I hadn’t seen Zvi in months.” She shook her head. “Lewlyn was sure it wasn’t his. In spite of my own instincts, my own certainty, he refused to believe it was his. Isn’t that revealing? You have no idea of the panic he went into about accepting mere responsibility, as if I would take advantage of him—which I would never dream of doing.”


“No.”


It was all so grim. While she softly carried on, he thought that he was himself blood brother to Larry in his evasion of responsibility, and to Lewlyn also—though in different, wildly different circumstances. He might have done the same thing—although once again he justified his panicky evasion by rejecting the analogy: how did this compare to the anguish, the murderous anguish, the high school kid had felt that fall afternoon, an afternoon that twisted him past his tolerance to endure any more.


Ira studied the raindrops under the top of the window, each waiting for reserves to swell it out before sliding down the pane. Her acrimony was different from Minnie’s, wasn’t it, but it was still acrimony. There was no forgiveness if they thought you knocked them up—you were the father, they said—whether you thought you were or not, or whether you knocked them up or no. You were to take care of them, defenseless with child.


Everything he learned, he learned here. A block of coal in the fireplace split, and he turned just in time to see the two interfaces separate, and each half foliate, like thick decks of some kind of black cards. Black cards, blackguards. Life was always in flux, but it always seemed to go to a predetermined end. Why did he think that?


As though she were answering his unspoken question, “You’d believe I was having the abortion solely for his sake,” Edith said. “I was to have the abortion to keep his skirts clean. I shan’t have anything more to do with Lewlyn. You can be sure of that.”


To keep his skirts clean. She had used that expression before, and he never could visualize it. Men didn’t wear skirts, unless she was thinking of Lewlyn, the former priest with black surplice buttoned down to his shoes—and you’d have to be sure the first button matched the first buttonhole—but hell, don’t get yourself sidetracked, don’t bounce back into woozy orbit again.


There it was: I shan’t have anything more to do with Lewlyn. And just before that she had said: You won’t see much of Larry around here. Not Larry and not Lewlyn. And he himself, he, the least and the last, here he was, trying to comfort her after an abortion for which the other two might have been responsible. Just as if he had made it up out of whole cloth, as they said, as if he had made the future jump through the hoop of his fantasy. He almost had, hadn’t he?


When the hell was that kettle going to boil? Should he raise the flame? There—there went the kettle: Boiling. Steaming. About time.


“I wonder if discolored teakettles take longer to boil.” Ira stood up. “Now the hot water goes into the teapot, right?”


“Yes. But be careful of the handle.”


“It’s not too hot.”


“And let the ball steep—oh, a minute will be enough. You can leave it in longer after you’ve poured mine.”


Leave it in a minute longer after he had poured hers. “And in a minute there is time,” he said, effacing involuntary smut with a quote as he pressed the teapot cover in place. Too bad to be bent out of whack forever. “You take sugar?”


“No, thanks.”


“No? I was in a cafeteria once, and the counterman asked the customer sitting beside me if he wanted tea. The guy said tea with a slice of lemon. And the counterman said no, we don’t have any lemon. So the man just shrugged, as if what’s the use? It’s strange how some things remain in your mind forever.”


“You’re priceless.”


“I don’t know about that.”


“Oh, you’ve found the paper napkins too?”


“Oh, yeah.”


“I’ve agreed to do the anthology. I have that to do. And I have a couple of narrative poems in mind—narrative poems have a much better chance of being published than lyrics.”


“They do?”


“And I’d love to do them—especially I seem to want to do one about Lewlyn. I have just the right title for it too, I think: ‘The Reassembled Man.’”


“Reassembled?” Ira repeated. “You mean he came apart?”


“He had come apart,” she stressed. “He showed it during my pregnancy. You never saw a man so unhappy. It was as if my pregnancy were the last straw to the breakdown Marcia’s rejection of him had begun.”




“So why is he—I mean, who’s going to reassemble him?”


“It’s the English spinster who’s going to do that: fit him out with new ideals, with a sense of self-worth. Make a new person of him. He hurried frantically to make all the arrangements—with Marcia’s help, you can be sure, to get my pregnancy out of the way. He acted as if his salvation depended on it. And Marcia was only too happy to direct things for him.”


“Yeah?”


“She wanted him punished just enough for his mistake in taking me for a mistress, and then to rescue him. And he was only too happy to have her rescue him, as if he were a baby—I think it’s steeped long enough for me. He is a baby.”


“Yeh? Okay, I’ll pour it.”


“I had no idea how puerile he was. I know now.”


“Yeh? Like that?” Ira brought her tea over. “It looks shvakh, so weak.”


“Oh, no, that’s fine, thanks. You’re an angel. I wish I owned a pair of house slippers big enough for you. Would save your traipsing around in your bare feet.”


“That’s all right. Athlete’s foot fungus isn’t fussy. You don’t want sugar?”


“No, thanks. Just leave the spoon on the saucer.” She reached out tiny hands.


“So how can you drink tea without sugar?”


“The taste really comes through better.”


“And that’s what you want? That’s the opposite of the guy who wanted the slice of lemon.”


“He wasn’t very sophisticated.”


“Oh.”


“If I can manage to get invitations to Yaddo or Peterboro these next two years, I think I could get both jobs done.”


“Which jobs done?”


“The anthology and the narrative poems.”


“Oh.” He poured his own tea, added sugar. “That’s pretty hot, you know. You want me to come over and hold your cup so you can sit up more?”


“Oh, no. I can manage, thanks. I just hate to move at the moment. Do you think you’ll be able to spare Saturdays or weekends to help me with the anthology—once this nonsensical crisis is past? There’s been some money allocated for clerical assistance.”


“Me? I’d be glad to help. But I told you all I was any good at was proofreading. That’s in part because I’m fairly good at spelling.”


“That’s very important, too. Proofreading this kind of work is very important. But there are a hundred other things you can do, tiresome chores, if you wish, that I resent very much, but devilishly necessary in preparing an anthology—as I said before: writing poets or publishers for permissions, making sure of acknowledgments, checking bibliographies—oh, hundreds of things. Even helping me edit my own writing. I tend to be too hasty these days.” She smiled at last. “And discussing ideas with me.”


“Yeah? Ideas? You worry me.”


“Oh, no. Please, Ira. You have as good a mind as anyone.” She sipped cautiously from her teaspoon. “The tea is just right, thanks. I conceive of the book, for whatever worth it will have, as reflecting the realities of city life, and the moods they generate in the poet. And what I badly need, or mainly need, is someone like yourself born and brought up in the city—”


“I was born in Galitzia,” Ira groused in demurral. “And I’m not a poet. I’m scared, Edith. Honest.”


“Oh, fiddlesticks. You spent your entire life in the city,” Edith persisted. “You’ve already shown your grasp of the city mind in that piece of yours that appeared in your college magazine. You’re the ideal person to provide an antidote to the saccharine romanticism of people like myself brought up in the West. I suppose I’m a little better now than I was,” she qualified.


“How do you mean?”


“Oh, now, Ira. The city means so much more to you than it does to me. More in nuance, more in evocation, in metaphor. Do you understand? Especially because you’re still a student, don’t you see? An intelligent and sensitive student.”


The first tinge of liveliness heightened her olive skin, gray and lusterless until this moment. “You’re not a student in some out-of-the-way, self-contained campus, with its dormitories and fraternities and sororities and small-town stores and meeting places. You’re a student in the city, and that’s exactly the kind of student I have in my classes at NYU. Jewish mostly. So you can see how useful you could be—because those are the ones the anthology would be addressing: those living within city blocks, not in the country, not under open sky—”


“Yeah, but you got to have taste, you got to have—” He began rotating his shoulder against a sudden itch. “I mean—what do I mean?—discrimination in poetry, modern poetry. The kind of thing you have when you review somebody’s book of poems for the Times or The Nation. You’ve got that kind of certainty.”


“Oh, I’ll choose the poems, if that’s what’s worrying you. Between the textbook publishers and Dr. Watt, they’re going to want to get out the anthology on a shoestring. It’s only a scheme to put money into their pockets anyway. The anthology, so called, will be required reading in my modern poetry courses.”


“I’ll be glad to help with the—with the, with the mechanics—”


“No, I’d like your opinion about the poems too—”


“Listen, Edith, I don’t have opinions. I like or I don’t like. I’m still just the same as a kid. Sure, I can tell you I like Tennyson’s Tithonus’ way ahead of his ‘Ulysses,’ but that’s a hundred years ago, and who cares? I like some of Vachel Lindsey, I like Conrad Aiken’s Senlin, I like some of Robert Frost. But what’s the difference? Everybody knows they’re good poems. I learned those from Larry’s Untermeyer anthology. But what I’m trying to say is I would never have known Eliot was a great poet except for you, reading him right here: ‘Prufrock,’ The Waste Land—”


“That’s more than Larry ever learned.”


“Yeah, but Larry’s got ideas. He can tell you why he’s got his opinion of a poem. I couldn’t. You got to have ideas why it’s good, why it’s bad.” Ira raised his voice. “I don’t. Gee whiz.”


“Well, you do have ideas, of course you do! Far better than his ever were!”


“I don’t!”


“Oh, rubbish, Ira. Will you stop that!”


“Parakutskie, that’s the way I should be drinking,” he grumbled.


“What, dear? I’m sorry.”


“Well, if I had a lump of sugar, the way they used to break them off a loaf that came wrapped in blue paper on Passover, on the East Side, I could pour the tea in a saucer and suck it through the sugar. That’s parakutskie. Maybe I wouldn’t get a chance to holler so much—at a sick woman.”


“I’m not really sick.”


“No?”


“No, I intend to go on living.”


“That’s good. I’m really happy. Honest, Edith, I am.”


“I’m much happier too. Will you take my umbrella with you when you go home?”


“Oh, no, my socks must be bone-dry by now. I’ll duck in between the raindrops. I don’t want an umbrella, Edith, I’ll lose it.”


“Then you’ll have to take five dollars. I want you to call me Saturday. And have dinner with me.”


“It costs only a nickel to call, and you’ve had a great expense already.”


“But your call is easily worth five dollars.”


“Oh, yeh? Your five dollars, and my Aunt Mamie’s dollar, I’m gonna get rich.”


“Silly.”


“More tea? There’s more.”


“No, thanks. I’d appreciate it if you took my cup.”


“Oh, yeh, sure.”


“Thanks. It distresses me, Ira, to hear you run yourself down so.”


“Well, I’m just comparing myself with others.”


“And I am too, child.”


IV




Hollow. . .


Why he wanted to start the section with that particular word he wasn’t quite sure, nor whether it was appropriate. Probably only roughly appropriate. Jess had flown in Thursday evening from a geophysics conference he had attended in Dallas—and stayed until Sunday morning at the Monterey.




Jess had been with his parents from Thursday night until Sunday morning (actually, Saturday night, for he had arranged to take the shuttle bus from the motel to the airport so early Sunday morning they didn’t see him off). They had had the pleasure of his company Thursday night, and two whole days. And a pleasure it had been indeed. Their son with them, rangy, charming, distinguished in mind and in person, and graying, graying, alas—their little boy was now forty-five—no matter what had happened before, no matter Jess’s now ingrained silences. Perhaps Ira’s son no longer knew how to communicate over the entire spectrum of his rich personality—a cause for sorrow rather than animus: who knew how badly hurt he had been by that first ill-fated marriage of his? Anyway, Ira felt himself doting on his son again, as he had when the grown man had been a child.


Ira had never been allowed to be a child, nor had Ira the father allowed his son. Too late in life Ira had tried to redress the situation, do incompetent penance for blame. He and M had gone shopping one day, and he had bought his eldest son, Jess, a gift, remarking when he presented it how damned few times he had bought his children presents (with which M concurred later, when Ira repeated the remark): a combination digital clock and auto compass, marked down from three dollars to two. (And Ira had received a gift in return, bought at the Albuquerque Museum, which Jess and M visited: a book entitled Pioneer Jews, by Harriet and Fred Rochlin, about the role and career of Jews in the West and Southwest, full of archival photos and interesting accounts of all sorts of prosaic, mercenary, and picturesque Jewish characters, including even a major general, but mainly of resourceful merchant Jews from Germany who emigrated to America in the latter half of the nineteenth century, amassed fortunes there, and often attained high political office, including, in several cases, governorships of the states or territories they had settled in.)


“Maybe you shouldn’t have turned off your word processor,” said M on the same occasion, when the two came back into the kitchen after closing the water valve under the mobile home. “But then you may not be able to work anyway.”


She was right, to a certain extent: right, write, rite. Damn. Griefs of the mobile home owner. It hadn’t occurred to him when Jess was still here, fixing a leak in the little valve in the copper tubing leading to the evaporative cooler—it hadn’t occurred to him that the small pilot light in the heat tape, which was wrapped around the water pipe that supplied kitchen and bathroom, might be on, while the tape itself was burned out. Such had apparently been the case. For when he went outdoors first thing in the morning after breakfast to check on whether the job was effective—after a cold night, with the temperature dropping to the low twenties—although he had let a small trickle of water run from the kitchen faucet as additional safeguard and kept a 100-watt lamp burning under the “trailer,” he noticed damp semicircles on the cement at places where the skirting at the bottom of the mobile home touched the patio. Evil omen. He hadn’t noticed those damp half-moons yesterday, and the night before last had been just as cold. Well, maybe it was just precipitation, cold air coming in contact with the relatively warmer skirting. Ah, man and his fond hopes. So he and M had gone out and raised one of the “hatches” in the skirting in order to ascertain the cause, the origin of the damp places on the cement, in order to verify their hopes that condensation indeed was responsible, and not a break or crack in the water lines.


“No, it doesn’t look very hopeful,” M had said, when Ira pointed to the cement at the edge of their neighbor’s skirting—which seemed bone-dry. If the cause of the wetness had been condensation of cold air on the skirting, why wasn’t her patio strung with half-round splotches? Everything pointed in the right direction: the heat tape was shot, burned out, done for. And so it was. And last night, having assured himself everything was in order, 100-watt lamp on, the holes of the nearby ventilation strip in the skirting duly masked with a sheet of plastic, and a slender stream of water flowing in kitchen sink and bathroom lavatory, he had slept as he hadn’t slept in many a night, the sleep of the just, and he awoke almost pain-free. Fool’s paradise. Well. He had poked his arm into the open hatch, and crooked the elbow so that he could run his fingers along the near edge of the floor, and encountered a kind of shallow channel there, for what reason it was there he didn’t know, but moist it was, more than damp: wet. Hélas!







V


Hurl’d headlong flaming from th’ ethereial sky
With hideous ruin and combustion down
To bottomless perdition, there to dwell
In adamantine chains and penal fire,
Who durst defy th’ Omnipotent to Arms.


“Well, where is he?” Mom’s voice came to Ira as if across the centuries, from the present to the time Milton wrote Paradise Lost. He had finished reading the lesser poems, finished Comus and Lycidas, and begun reviewing the first six books of Paradise Lost for the midterms.


“Who? Pop?” Ira looked up from the page.


“Pop, shkrop, the sire, the shmire,” Mom found satisfaction in the pejorative echo. “You can’t trust him at all.” She opened the kitchen window—on the immediacy of bare wash lines in the cold, darkening backyard. Pushing aside the butter dish and half-full quart bottle of milk in the window box, she brought in the freshly prepared jar of horseradish. Its tarnished metal cap was tightly screwed down over a scrap of brown paper that covered the mouth of the jar. Next she took out of the window box an enameled pot—gefilte fish balls, Ira conjectured—that she had set out in the cold to congeal the sauce into aspic. And finally, she brought into view a glass bowl of fruit compote, prunes and raisins and dried apples. Ingredients of the Shabbes supper, of Friday-night fare, they were as familiar as the pair of solid brass candlesticks on the cloth-covered table.
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