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  To my husband,

  companion of a lifetime.


  One generation passeth away,


  and another generation cometh:


  but the earth abideth forever.


  ECCLESIASTES


  BOOK ONE


  RUGGED ROADS


  1


  In the beginning there was a warm room with a table, a black iron stove and old red-flowered wallpaper. The child lay on a cot feeling the good heat while the mother moved peacefully from the table to the stove. When the mother sang her small voice quavered over the lulling nonsense-words; the song was meant to be gay but the child felt sadness in it.


  “Don’t sing,” she commanded and the mother stopped. She was amused.


  “Imagine,” she told her husband, “Anna doesn’t like my voice! She made me stop singing today!”


  The father laughed and picked Anna up. He had a sandy beard and dim blue eyes. He was slow and tender, especially when he touched the mother; the child was comforted when he put his arms around the mother.


  “Kiss Mama!” she said.


  They laughed again and the child understood that they were laughing at her and that they loved her.


  For a long time the days and the years were all the same. In the house the mother moved between the stove and the table. The father hammered boots and cut leather for harness in his front-room shop. On the big bed in the room back of the kitchen the mother brought new babies to birth; one year there were twin boys, red-haired like Anna and Papa.


  On Friday nights there was a linen cloth on the table; there was sugar in the tea, and white bread. Papa brought beggars home from the synagogue: the beggars were dirty and had a nasty smell. They were given the best food in the house, the plum jam and the breast of chicken. The room was shadowed; the white light of the candles burned through Mama’s hands as they moved in blessing and flickered on the pearls in her ears. There was a lovely and lofty mystery in her words and on her face.


  It seemed to the child that the world had always been and would always be like this. She could not imagine any other way for people to live. The road through the village was dusty in the summer, muddy and icy in the winter; it stretched to the river where there was a bridge and went on for miles, it was said, to other villages like this one. The houses were strung along the road or clustered around the wooden synagogue, the market and the school. All of the people who lived here knew you and called you by name.


  The ones who did not know you – the Others – lived on the far side of the little river where the church steeple rose over the trees. Beyond there cattle grazed, and farther still you could see the wind make tunnels through the growing wheat. The milkman came every day from that direction, two heavy wooden buckets swinging from his yoke. People seldom went there. There was no reason to go unless you were a peddler or a milkman, although sometimes you did go with Mama to buy vegetables or extra eggs.


  The days were measured and ordered by the father’s morning, afternoon and evening prayers; by the brothers in their black coats and visored caps going to and coming from school. The weeks ran from Friday night to Friday night. The year ran from winter to winter, when silent snow fell and voices rang like chimes in the silence. The snow turned to rain, drenching the lilacs in the yard, strewing petals over the mud. Then before the return of the cold came the short, hot summer.


  Anna sits on the step in the breathless night, watching the stars. Of what can they be made? Some say they are fire. Some say the earth is fire like them, and that if you could stand far off and look at the earth it would glitter like the stars. But how can that be?


  Papa does not know; he does not care about such things. If it is not in the Bible he is not interested in it. Mama sighs and says that she does not know either. Surely it would be wonderful if a woman could be educated and learn about things like that. A rabbi’s wife in a far-off district runs a school for girls. There, very likely one could learn about the stars and how to speak other languages and much else besides. But it would be very expensive to go to such a school. And anyway, what would one do with that kind of knowledge in this village, this life?


  “Although, of course,” Mama says, “everything need not be useful. Some things are beautiful for themselves alone.” Her eyes look into the distance and the dark. “Maybe it will be different after a while, who knows?”


  Anna does not really care. The stars glow and spark. The air is like silk. Clouds foam up from the horizon and a little chill comes skimming on the wind. Across the road someone closes the shutters for the night with a clack! and click! She rises and goes back into the house.


  Sometimes she listens to scraps of talk, the parents’ evening murmur that repeats itself often enough to form a pattern. They talk about America. Anna has seen a map and knows that, if you were to travel for days, after a time you would come to the end of the land called Europe, which is where they live. And then there would be water, an ocean wider than the land over which you have come. You would sail for days across that water in a ship. It is both exciting and disturbing.


  Of course, there are many people in the village whose relatives have gone to America. Mama has a second cousin in New York, Cousin Ruth, who has been there since before Anna was born. Tales arrive by mail: in America everyone is alike and it is wonderful because there is no difference between rich and poor. It is a place where there is equality and justice; every man is the same as every other. Also, America is a place where it is possible to become very rich and wear gold bracelets and have silver forks and spoons.


  Papa and Mama have been talking for a long time about going, but there has always been some reason they cannot leave. First, there was Grandmother who had suffered a stroke. The people in America would not have let her in, and of course the family could not just have gone away and left her. Then Grandmother died, but Eli and Dan, the twins, were born. After them came Rachel. Then Celia. And Papa had to save more money. They would have to wait another year or two.


  So they would never go, Anna knew. America was only something that they talked about in their bed at night, the way they talked about household things and their neighbours, about money and the children. They would stay here always. One day, a long, long time from now, Anna would be grown, a bride like Pretty Leah whose father had the chicken farm just past the bridge, led under the canopy to the dance of violins, with a white gauze veil over her face. Then she would be a mother, lying in the bed like Mama with a new baby. But still it would be the same life; Papa and Mama would be here, looking no different from the way they looked now.


  Yes, and the sheltering house would be here, too. And Rachel stifling in the bed. The old dog jingling his chain in the yard. The blown curtain; summer nights of pine and hay and Mama’s bush of yellow roses at the gate. Rustle of night-birds, trill of frogs: I am alive, I am here, I am going to sleep.
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  Whenever Anna told or thought about the story of Pretty Leah she fell into the cadence and language of the twelve-year-old child she had been when it happened.


  “Mama sent me to the farm to buy some eggs. Pretty Leah and I stood in the courtyard counting the eggs. Then I wanted to go into the barn to look at a newborn calf, and I was there when the men came, three of them on plow horses, cantering into the yard.


  “I think Pretty Leah thought they wanted to buy some eggs because I saw her smile and look up at them. They jumped off the horses and one of them took her shoulders. They were laughing, but they were angry, too, I think; I didn’t know what they were, really, but Pretty Leah screamed and I ran up the ladder into the loft and hid.


  “They dragged her inside and shut the barn door. Her screams, oh, her screams! They were drunk and saying dirty words in Polish; their eyes were all puckered in their flat cheeks. They pulled her skirt up over her face. Oh, they will smother her, I thought; I mustn’t look, and still I could not look away from the things they did.


  “Like the bull and the cow, that time when Mama and I were out walking and Mama said, Don’t look and I asked, Why mustn’t I? And she answered, Because you are too young to understand. It will frighten you.


  “But the bull and the cow had not frightened me at all. It seemed a simple thing, what they had done. Not like this awful thing. Pretty Leah twisted and kicked; her screams under the skirt had turned to weeping and pleading, soft, soft, like a baby animal. Two of the men pinned her arms and the third lay on top of her. Then they changed places until all three had lain on her. After a while she stopped moving and crying. I thought, My God, they have killed her!


  “When the men left they flung the barn door wide. I could hear the hens clucking in the yard. The light came in and fell on Pretty Leah with the skirt over her face, her naked legs spread wide, blood sticky on her thighs. After a long time I came down the ladder. I was afraid to touch her but I made myself draw her skirt down. She was breathing; she had only fainted. There was a cut on her chin; her black hair had come unbraided. When she wakes up she will wish she were dead, I thought.


  “Then I went outside and vomited in the grass. I picked up the basket of eggs and went home.”


  That was the way she remembered it, all the years of her life, the way she would often think of a man with a woman, although she would not want to think of them like that.


  In the evening after the dishes had been put away Mama said, “Come, Anna, we’ll sit outside on the steps and talk awhile.”


  But it was dark blue dusk. There were shadows and movement of Things behind the trees, and someone was walking in the distance, rapping on the road, the fast steps coming closer.


  “I don’t want to go outside,” Anna said.


  “Very well, then, I will ask Papa and the children to sit in the yard and we can talk by ourselves.”


  The mother lay down on the bed beside the daughter and took her hand; the mother’s hand was hot and rough.


  “Listen to me,” she said softly. “I would give anything if you hadn’t seen what you saw today. Such an ugly, ugly, evil thing!” She was trembling. The long quivering shook her body, shook her voice. “The world can be so frightful and human beings worse than beasts. Still, you must remember, Anna, that most people are good. You must try to put this out of your mind as soon as you can.”


  “Will nobody punish those men?”


  “In the first place, nobody could prove who did it. Nobody saw it.”


  “I saw it. And I remember the faces. Especially the short thick one. He wears a red shirt and sometimes he goes into Krohn’s Inn to get drunk.”


  The mother sat up. “Listen to me, Anna, do you hear? You are never, never to mention that to anybody, to anybody at all, do you understand? Terrible things would happen to you! To Papa, to me, to all of us! You must never, never –!”


  The child was frightened. “I understand. But then, there is nothing that can be done about people like that?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Then how can we know it won’t happen again? Even to you, Mama?”


  The mother was silent, And Anna pressed, “How can we know?”


  “I suppose we can’t.”


  “Then they can always do what they want to do. Kill us, even.”


  “That, too. You’re old enough now to know.”


  The child began to cry. The mother held her. After a while the father came in. He stood at the door. His face was crumpled and creased.


  “I’ve made up my mind. Year after year we put it off. But this year, by spring, we’ll manage it somehow! We’ll sell the furniture, your earrings, your mother’s silver candlesticks. We have got to get to America”


  “There are seven of us.”


  “And if there were seventeen we would still have to manage it. This is no place to live! I want to lay my head down once without fear before I die.”


  So all the time, in this home of theirs, they had been afraid. Mama so calmly and skilfully arranging things. Papa humming and smiling while his strong arms hammered and cut, The child thought wonderingly: I didn’t know, I never knew.


  The winter of 1906 was strangely warm. Snow fell briefly and lay puddled in soggy grey slush. A damp wind blew; people perspired in their heavy coats, sneezed, shivered, ran fevers. Late in February the rain began, racing in long, even lines down the dark sky. The village street turned to sucking mud; the little river that curved at the bottom of the rise rushed over its banks and flooded all the yards along its length.


  The sickness started down there at the river. In the middle of March a baby and a grandfather died in one house. On the other side of the river, where the peasants lived, a whole family died. Each day brought more sickness and some deaths. Sickness travelled north and south; people on farms five miles away brought their dead to be buried in the churchyard. It was like the black rot that spreads some years in the potato fields, creeping down the rows. And there was no place to go, nothing that anyone knew how to do but wait.


  Some said it was because the floods had brought filth into the drinking water. The village priest said it was because people had sinned. Hour after hour the church bells rang for funerals and masses of intercession, making a grave, bronze clamour in the rain. Whenever the rain stopped the processions formed: the priest, the altar boys holding candles, carrying banners and a bone relic in a glass box. Men lifted a statue of the Virgin on a swaying platform; women cried.


  In Anna’s house the shutters were closed. “If this sickness doesn’t stop soon,” the father said, “they will start blaming us.”


  The mother spoke sadly. “I don’t know which is worse, fear of the cholera or of them.”


  “In America,” Anna said, “there is no cholera and nobody is afraid of anybody else.”


  “And by summer we’ll be there,” Papa said.


  Perhaps at last they really would have gone that year. Who knows?


  The father and the mother died at the end of March after an illness of just two days. Celia and Rachel died with them. Anna and the twins never fell sick at all.


  They lived, the spindly red-haired girl and the ten-year-old boys, followed the four pine coffins to the cemetery, shook in the whipping wind while the prayers were chanted, saw the first clod of earth strike the wood. Hurry, hurry, it is so cold, Anna thought. And then she thought, I shall forget them. Close your eyes: Think of their faces, remember the sound of their voices calling your name.


  They stood in the kitchen of what had been their home. Someone had aired and disinfected the house. Someone else had brought soup. The little room was crowded with neighbours in dark wraps and shawls.


  “So, what’s to be done with these children?”


  “No family! People without relatives shouldn’t marry each other!”


  “That’s true.”


  “Well then, the community will have to provide!”


  And who is the “community”? Why, the richest man, naturally, from whom all charity is expected and to whom all respect is given. He steps forward now, Meyer Krohn, innkeeper, dry goods merchant, money-lender. He is a tall, pockmarked man in peasant boots and cap. His grey beard is rough, his voice is rough, but it speaks with authority.


  “So who’ll take them? What about you, Avrom? You, Yossel? You have room enough!”


  “Meyer, you know I give what I can. I’ll gladly take one of them, but not three.”


  Meyer Krohn frowns; the furrows in his forehead are deep enough to bury the tip of a fingernail. He roars.


  “We don’t separate families! Now, who here will take in these three orphans? I ask you, who?”


  Nobody speaks. Anna’s legs are weak; the bones melt.


  “Ah,” Meyer says, “I know what you’re thinking! You’re thinking: Meyer’s rich, let him do it.” He thrusts his enormous arms out. “What am I, Rothschild, that I have to support half the community? “Meyer, the school needs a new stove; So-and-so broke his leg and his family is starving” – is there no end to what is expected of me?”


  Coughing and shuffling. Eli has been told that he must be a man now. He is trying not to cry.


  “All right,” says Meyer Krohn. “All right.” He sighs. “My children are grown and gone. The house is big enough, God knows. There’s a room for the boys and Anna can share a bed with the servant-girl.” His voice lowers quietly. “What do you say, Anna? And you, Eli? Which one of you is Eli and what’s the other one’s name? I always forget.” He puts his arms around the little shoulders of the boys. “Come along home,” he says.


  Oh, he is decent, he is kind! But Anna walks naked; everyone is looking at her growing breasts, the secrets of her body. Her clothes have been stripped off. She has been shamed, she has been outraged. Like Pretty Leah.


  The Krohns live prosperously. Their house has two stories and wooden floors. There is carpet in the front room. Aunt Rosa owns a fur cape. A servant does the cleaning while Aunt Rosa measures cloth and waits on customers in the store. Sometimes she helps in the tavern; sometimes Uncle Meyer helps in the store.


  Anna works wherever she is needed, and she is always needed everywhere. She is often tired out. But she has grown tall like her mother, with bright, healthy hair. The Krohns have fed her well.


  “How old are you?” Uncle Meyer asks one day. They are rewinding cloth on the heavy bolts and lifting them back onto the shelves.


  “Sixteen.”


  “How the years fly! You’ve turned out well in my house. A nice girl, a worker. It’s time we found a husband for you.”


  Anna does not answer, but this does not bother Uncle Meyer. He has a way of talking without noticing whether anyone answers or not.


  “I really ought to have done something about you before this. But I never seem to have time. People think: he’s a rich man Meyer Krohn, what has he got to worry about? My God, when I lie down at night I can’t sleep, my head spins, a hundred things at once –”


  He is always complaining, there is always an undertone of resentment even in the best humours. But Anna knows that is because he’s afraid. Growing up in a stranger’s house, you learn to watch for moods, to anticipate and analyze, to look at the outside and see what is inside. Yes, Uncle Meyer is afraid, even more than Papa was, because he is important and conspicuous in the village. When a new commissioner of police is sent to the district it is Meyer who goes to him for favours that may possibly buy the safety of the community. Also, he has his personal bribes, gifts to the peasants so the store will not be looted and wrecked during the holiday rampage. The same friendly fellow who comes with his cajoling smile to ask for credit and who, of course, receives it – can just as easily return to boot you down the stairs or set his wicked dogs upon you.


  “Yes, and there are your brothers to think about. What’s to become of them? Let’s see, how old are they now?”


  “Fourteen.”


  “Mm. Fourteen already. What’s to be done with them? How are they to support themselves?” He thinks aloud. “Rosa has an uncle in Vienna. He went there years ago, perhaps we’ve mentioned him? He sells furs. As a matter of fact, his son will be coming through here this spring to buy fox skins. It’s an idea.”


  He looks like a fox himself, Anna thought. The young man from Vienna was thin and lively; his reddish eyes snapped; his city suit fitted like skin and he talked so much and so fast that even Uncle Meyer was subdued. Eli and Dan were fascinated.


  “… and the Opera House has marble stairs and gilded carving on the walls. It’s so enormous that you could fit thirty houses, one whole side of your village, into it.”


  “Bah,” Uncle Meyer could not resist. “Who hasn’t seen big buildings? I’ve been in Warsaw; I’ve seen buildings in my time.”


  “Warsaw? You compare that with Vienna? I’m talking about a cultured country! Where Jews write plays and teach in the university, where they don’t have pogroms whenever the drunken peasants feel like having a little fun!”


  “You mean,” Dan asks, “that Jews in Vienna are exactly like everybody else?”


  “Well, naturally they don’t attend balls at Franz Josef’s palace, but neither do other people. They have grand houses, though, and carriages, and they own big shops with porcelains and Oriental rugs and fashions – you should see where I work, we’ve just doubled the place. Why, if you work hard and use your brains, you can see your family rising for generations to come and no limit!”


  The foxy young man has planted thoughts that sprout like seeds.


  “I may go to Paris in the spring,” he says carelessly. “Did I tell you that?”


  “You didn’t tell us,” Dan says.


  “Yes, well, we sell furs to some concerns there and the boss wants to discuss matters. And naturally, you can get new styles in Paris, new ideas for the retail end. The boss has promised to take me along.”


  The cat scratches vigorously; the water bubbles for tea and the questions hang in the air.


  “I shan’t be coming back here again. We’re making new contacts for furs. In Lithuania.”


  “So in other words,” Uncle Meyer says, “if you’re going to take these boys back with you it will have to be right now.”


  “That’s about it.”


  Dan turns to Anna and she sees his eagerness, his pleading. She thinks: It’s true, here there is nothing. Uncle Meyer can’t do anything for them. What will they become? Porters with ropes around their waists dragging bundles through the streets of Lublin? Or learn a fine trade in Vienna and wear the look of prosperity and ease?


  Goodbye, Eli. Goodbye, Dan. Little snub-noses, little dirty faces. I am the only person who can tell you apart. Eli has the mole on the side of his nose; Dan has a chipped front tooth.


  “I’ll send for you from America,” Anna tells them. “I’ll get there and I’ll earn money enough to send for you. America will be better.”


  “No, we’ll earn it and we’ll send for you. There are two of us and we are men. You can come back from America. If you go.”


  People don’t come back from America.


  They had been gone a few weeks when Aunt Rosa said, “Anna, I have something to tell you. Uncle Meyer has found a nice young man.”


  “But I’m going to America.”


  “Nonsense. All the way across the world alone, at sixteen?”


  “I’m not afraid,” Anna said untruthfully. Maybe, after all –? At least, the village was home. At least, its threats were familiar ones. And yet – America. For some reason she always saw it lying at the end of the voyage like a tropical island rising out of the sea, a silver-green lure. Of course, she knew it was not like that, but that was the way she saw it.


  “I shall miss you,” Aunt Rosa said shyly. “You’ve become like a daughter to me. My own I never see since they married and moved away.” And coaxing, “Just look the young man over one time. You may change your mind.”


  He came to dinner on Friday, a gentle person from another village, earning his way as a peddler of tobacco, thread and sundries to the farms. He had pimples, garlic breath and a kind, mournful smile. He was disgusting. Anna was ashamed of herself for being disgusted by a decent, honest human being.


  Her thoughts ran back to Pretty Leah, those men, what they had done. But this young man was no drunkard, no brute; it would not be like that! Disgusting, all the same.


  “Really, Anna,” Aunt Rosa said, “you have to look at the facts. You’re a poor girl without money or family! What do you expect, a scholar? Or a merchant prince? Ah,” she sighed, “these foolish unplanned marriages! It’s the next generation that suffers and pays! Your father was a good-looking man, he had a trade; and if he had married a girl with some family and substance he could have built up a business and left something for his children!”


  “My parents loved each other! You don’t know how happy they were!”


  “Yes, of course, I’m not speaking against them! Your mother was a charming woman, a religious woman; I knew her well. It’s only that – well, here you are, you see! However, it could be worse. Thank God you’re pretty, otherwise you’d have to marry an old widower and raise his children for him. At least this man is young and he’ll be kind to you. You don’t think we didn’t inquire? We wouldn’t turn a girl over to a man who would mistreat her.”


  “Aunt Rosa, I can’t …”


  Aunt Rosa clasped her hands together. Her face puckered into wrinkles. “Oh, but Uncle Meyer will be angry! After all that he’s done for you! Anna, Anna, what do you want?”


  What did she want? To see the world beyond this village, to be free, to hear music, to wear a new pink dress. To have her own place and not have to say thank you for everything. Thank you for this corner under your roof which keeps me out of the wet. Thank you for the food; I would like a second portion but I am ashamed to ask for it. Thank you for this thick, warm, ugly, brown shawl which you no longer wear and have given to me. Thank you.


  She owned four silver candlesticks, a pair from each grandmother. Keep two, the ones with the feel of Mama’s hands upon them. Sell the others for the price of one passage to America. And go.


  At the top of the rise the wagon stopped to let the horses rest. Below lay the village, held in the curve of the river. There, the little wooden dome of the synagogue. There, the market: jostling and churning at the stalls; flurry and squawk of crated fowl. Round and round, the busy lives in the order of their days.


  “Well, come,” the driver said. “We’ve a long way.”


  The wagon creaked along the road above the river. There, the last huddle of houses, the board fences and a glimpse of lilacs. In another month Mama’s yellow roses would flower like a celebration.


  Then the road turned and led downhill across level fields, dark earth steaming and wet new greenery swimming in spring light. The village was gone, erased in the moment of turning. The hill blocked out the past. The road led forward.


  Dust, flies and dirty inns. The border: guards, papers, sharp questions. Will they perhaps not let us through? Then Germany: neat railroad stations with candy and fruit for sale, Be careful not to spend too much of the little treasure in the knotted cloth wrapped up with the silver candlesticks.


  The immigrant-aid people come to expedite the journey to Hamburg. They are German Jews wearing fine suits, ties and white shirts. They bring food, sign documents, rearrange the boxes, bags and feather beds. They are generous and kindly. They are also impatient to get the strangers onto the ship and out of Germany.


  The Atlantic is a ten-day barrier between worlds. It is the lonely mourning of horns in dark grey fog. It is wind and the heaving sea, the creaking and cracking of the ship. It is retching out of an empty stomach, lying in a top berth with all strength drained and hands too weak to hold on. There is a noisy turbulence of voices: laughing, arguing, complaining in Yiddish, German, Polish, Lithuanian, Hungarian. And thefts, the poor stealing from the poor. (A woman lost her gold crucifix. Don’t let the bundle with the candlesticks out of sight.) A child is born; the mother wails. An old man dies; the widow wails.


  Suddenly it is over. There is a wide, calm river. From the deck one sees houses and trees. The trees draw closer; the wind turns up the silver undersides of the leaves. The air is tart and brisk, like witch hazel. Gulls flow over the ship, circle, climb and slide down the sky.


  America.
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  The house on Hester Street was five stories tall. Cousin Ruth lived on the top floor with her husband, Solly Levinson, their four children and six boarders. Anna would be the seventh.


  “You don’t have room for me,” she said in dismay. “You’re kind to offer but I’d be crowding you –”


  Ruth pushed the hair back from her sweating forehead. “So where do you think you’ll find a place where you won’t be crowding somebody? Better for you to stay here where at least you’re a relative. And to tell you the truth, it’s not all kindness on my part, we can use the money. We have to pay twelve dollars a month for this place, not counting gas for the light and coal in the winter for the stove. We’ll charge you fifty cents a week. Fair enough?”


  The smells! The stench surged from the street door and up the four flights: cooking grease; onions; an overflowing toilet in the hall; the sickening steam of pressing irons: a noxious drenching of tobacco from the front apartment where the cigar-makers lived. Anna’s stomach contracted. Yet how could she refuse? And if she refused, where could she go?


  Ruth coaxed. Her anxious, pretty eyes lay in two circles of dark blue shadow. “When we’re through with the sewing at night Solly and I put up the cot for ourselves in the kitchen. We put the machines in the corner and get out the mattresses. The women have the best room to themselves, the room with the windows. And the men sleep in the rear by the air shaft. It’s not so bad, really. Can you sew?”


  “Just mending. And I can make a plain skirt. I never had time to learn because I worked in the store.”


  “Well, it doesn’t matter. Solly can take you to the factory tomorrow, he has to bring the finished work back.”


  In a corner stood a pile of black bags stuffed with coats and pants. Two sallow, curly-haired children lay sleeping on top of the pile.


  “You can help Solly carry the bags, you’ll meet the boss and they can show you how to stitch pants in no time. A good finisher gets thirty cents a day, you know.”


  Anna set her bundles down and unfastened her shawl. The dark red braids fell free.


  “They didn’t tell me how pretty you are! A child, a baby –” Ruth put out her hands. Her arms were black to the elbow with the stain of the pants fabric. “Anna, I’ll look out for you, you won’t be alone. It’s maybe not what you dreamed it would be but it’s a start. And you’ll get used to it.”


  The noise was the worst. The smells and the crowding could somehow be endured. But Anna had sensitive hearing and the noise attacked her like brutal fists. On the street below the old-clothes man chanted through his nose: “Coats, fifty cents, coats, fifty cents!” Wagons rumbled. The “L” ground into the station with the squeal of metal on metal. And always until midnight the sewing machines whined. Would they ever sleep, ever slacken the struggle?


  Sometimes on breathless nights Anna and Ruth went out to sit on the stoop. It was impossible to sleep indoors and they were afraid to join the others on the fire escape since a woman from across the street had rolled off in her sleep and smashed to the street. The sky was a cloudy pink from the glow of factories that smoked all night; you could scarcely see the stars. At home on summer nights they had been so clear, winking and pulsing above the trees.


  “You’re so quiet,” Ruth said. “Are you worried about anything? About your brothers?”


  “I miss them. But they’re all right, they’re doing well. They have a nice room in their boss’s house and Vienna is beautiful, they say.”


  “It’s not beautiful here, God knows”


  “That’s true.”


  “But one has a future here. I still believe that.”


  “I believe it, too. I wouldn’t have come if I hadn’t believed that.”


  “You know,” Ruth said, “you know, I’ve been thinking there isn’t any reason for you to work as hard as you’re doing. At your age you ought to have some life. You ought to be meeting men. It’s my fault, I’ve done nothing for you, after four months. I’ll ask Solly to look around for you, for a dancing class. There are lots and lots of good dancing classes.”


  “If I’m going to take the time off I’d rather go to night school. Working here like this I’ve had no chance to learn English.”


  “That’s not a bad idea, either. If you could learn enough to be a typist you could find a husband more easily, a better class of man. Typists don’t earn much, just three dollars a week, but the work has prestige. Only,” Ruth’s voice grew doubtful, “I really think you have to be American born. Still, it’s worth trying.”


  “I’m not so interested in finding a husband. I just want to learn something.”


  “You’re like your mother, I remember her well.” Ruth sighed. “I, too, would like to learn. But with all the children to feed, and now another –” She sighed again, resting her hand on the swelling beneath her apron.


  Only ten years ago Ruth had been the age Anna was now. Was this what marriage made you, so tired, so resigned? But Mama hadn’t been like that. Or could she have been? What could Anna when she was twelve years old have really known about her mother?


  Ruth said, lowering her voice, “One doesn’t want to complain. But it’s hard to get ahead. Though some people do, I don’t know how they do it. There’s a knack to making money. My poor Solly hasn’t got it.”


  A shifting light moved in the window. Someone inside had got up to light the oil lamp and a yellow flare fell over the steps.


  “There was a girl who came from home with me – Hannah Vogel, your mother knew her. She married a fellow she met on the boat. He didn’t have a cent when he came, but he was smart. Somehow he made a connection and moved to Chicago. Opened a haberdashery there. I hear he owns a chain of stores now –” Ruth’s voice brightened. “My Solly’s got very friendly with the factory manager. You never know, changes are always being made; he might decide to open his own place and take Solly in with him.”


  Anna thought of Solly in the corner, bent over his machine, A thin man with the timid pointed face of a mouse. Poor hopeful Ruth. Poor tired Solly. They would never get out of here.


  People who had come from Europe twenty years before them still lived on these streets. The old men were thin, with dark, beautiful eyes: they seemed more fragile, somehow, than the old men Anna remembered from home, leading their wagons of secondhand clothes, chickens, hats, fish and eyeglasses. Their old wives were fat, potato-shaped and potato-coloured, their hanging white flesh untouched by the sun.


  Where were the pink dresses, the freedom and the music?


  Still, there were many marvels. The streets were almost as bright at night as by day, not like home where you stumbled down the road holding the lantern high. In a vacant store down the street there was a machine, a nickelodeon, where you could look in and see a picture that moved: Indians attacking a train, a beautiful woman named Irene Castle and a tall man swooping and gliding in a dance.


  Anna walked, taking no particular direction, just walking and looking. Under the Second Avenue elevated the women sat at the horseradish machines, weeping their smarting tears. She avoided the tramps who slept over the baker’s ovens in the yard. She went past the synagogues in the tenements on Bayard Street. She walked five, ten blocks and more, until the people on the streets looked different and spoke in languages that she did not understand. On Italian streets the children swarmed more thickly than on Hester Street. A man sold pink and yellow sweet ices from a little cart. An organ grinder wearing a bandana and earrings made melancholy music in the bright morning; on his shoulder sat an eager, tiny monkey in a red jacket. She watched; she listened to the melody of Italian speech. It was like singing.


  Then the Irish streets. The saloons with harps and shamrocks on the signs above the doors. The beautiful women in their ragged dresses and the curving sweetness on their faces.


  And Mott Street, where the strange-eyed peddlers sold watermelon seed and sugar cane. Through half-open cellar doors you saw Chinese men playing fan-tan. Their pigtails came below their knees. You never saw Chinese women or children. Why was that? How could that be?


  Worlds. Every few blocks another world. From what strange places had all these different people come? Villages in China, in Ireland – how different could they be from home? Had these people felt fears like ours? Are they perhaps like me after all?
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  Her name was Miss Mary Thorne. Thin and precise in her dark serge skirt and starched shirtwaist, she stood at the front of the classroom with the map of the United States on one side and the portraits of Washington and Lincoln on the other. She looks like them, her face is American, Anna thought. Americans are always tall and slender, with long faces.


  Evening school was held in a room that must have housed ten-year-olds by day. One’s knees didn’t fit under the desks; one had to sit twisted sideways. The ceiling bulb glared harshly and the heat from the sizzling radiators made people yawn. They shifted restlessly. But Anna hardly moved. She watched. She listened. Miss Mary Thorne was pouring knowledge like a good drink out of a pitcher.


  Toward the end of the winter she was called to the desk after class. “You’ve done amazingly well, Anna. It’s hard to believe you never studied English before. I’m going to promote you to my intermediate group.”


  “Thank you, miss,” Anna said. Proud and embarrassed, she stood looking at Miss Thorne, not knowing quite how to leave the room with grace.


  The teacher looked back at her. People were often intimidated by Miss Thorne: she had a stern face most of the time, but not now. Her eyes, magnified behind the unrimmed glasses that clung to the bridge of her nose, were soft.


  “Do you think about what you want to do with your life, Anna? I ask because it seems to me you are different from so many others. I see so many. … Every so often someone sits in this classroom who is different from the rest.”


  “I don’t know what there is for me to do,” Anna said slowly. “I suppose what I really want is just to know things. I feel that I don’t know anything, and I want to know everything.”


  Miss Thorne smiled. “Everything? That’s a large order.”


  “Of course, I didn’t mean that. But you see, the way it is, sometimes I feel there is a screen between me and the world. I want to pull it away to see more clearly. I don’t know anything about the past, or the way the world is now, except for these few streets and the village that I came from.”


  “Did you study anything there in the village?”


  “There was a woman teacher who came to the houses for the girls. We learned numbers and writing and reading. In Yiddish.”


  “Not Hebrew? Oh no, that’s only for the boys, isn’t it? The sacred language.”


  “Yes, only for the boys.”


  “Well, it’s not like that here, as you know. A girl can study whatever the boys do.”


  “I know. That’s a good thing.”


  “Yes. Well.” Miss Thorne stood up and went briskly to a shelf of books behind the desk. “The secret to it all is reading, Anna. Nothing else. I’ll tell you something: if you read and read and read you don’t even have to go to school, you can educate yourself! Only don’t tell anybody I said so! First, you must read the newspaper every day, the Times or the Herald. Don’t read the Journal, it’s cheap and sensational. Then I’m going to make up a list of books for you, long enough to take years to get through. You’ll be reading it long after I don’t see you anymore. Now, tonight I’m going to start you with this, you must learn about your new country from the beginning. It’s a book about Indians, a wonderful poem called Hiawatha, by one of our best poets, Mr Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. When you have finished it, bring it back and tell me what you thought about it. And then I will give you another.”


  Over the fireplace there was a round mirror in a gilded frame. Everything looked queer in it: she could see herself holding the flowered teacup on the embroidered napkin, see the little table with the teapot and the cake plate and Miss Thorne on the other side of the table. All of these were squat, condensed and flattened out. Even Miss Thorne looked wide and flat.


  “That’s a bull’s-eye mirror,” Miss Thorne said, following Anna’s gaze. “I don’t see much point in having it myself. But then, it’s not my house.”


  “Not?”


  “No, my nephew’s. He and his wife have only the one child and it’s a large house, so when I came down from Boston they invited me to live here with them and it has been very nice for me indeed.”


  “And were you a teacher when you lived in Boston?” Anna asked shyly.


  “Yes, I’ve been a teacher ever since I left school myself. I came to New York to be the assistant headmistress at a private school for girls. That’s what I do all day, you see. Then at night I teach English to newcomers like you.”


  “And what do you teach the girls in the daytime, since they already know how to speak English?”


  “I teach them Latin and ancient Greek.”


  “Oh. But why – excuse me, I ask too many questions.”


  “Not at all. How will you find out if you don’t ask? Tell me what you wanted to know.”


  “Well, I want to know what Latin is. And ancient Greek.”


  “A long time ago, two thousand years ago and more, there were powerful countries in Europe where those languages were spoken. The languages aren’t spoken anymore; we say they’re ‘dead,’ but the laws, the ideas those people left to us, are very much alive. And it’s also true that the languages are the great-great-grandparents of English. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


  Anna nodded. “I understand. Those girls in your school are so fortunate, learning all these things, I think.”


  “I wish they all thought so. Or had your eagerness, Anna. That’s why I like to teach in your school, at night. Because so many of you want to learn – I feel I’m doing something really important.”


  Now that she had been invited here to tea Anna felt bolder. It was different from the classroom, with the elevated platform where the teacher sat above everybody else.


  “Do people speak differently, is that why you speak differently, because you’re from Boston?”


  “What do you mean, differently?”


  “I notice that some words are different. The way you say “park,” for instance? That’s not the way some other Americans say it.”


  “Extraordinary, your ear! Yes, it’s true, we have a different accent there. In the South, in the Midwest, there are all sorts of accents.”


  “I see. And will you answer something else, please?”


  “If I can.”


  “Please, I’ve never had tea in a cup like this. What must I do with the spoon after I’ve stirred the tea?”


  “You just lay the spoon on the saucer, Anna.”


  “That was probably a foolish question. I might have figured it out for myself. Except that I should like to do things right, the American way.”


  “It wasn’t a foolish question. Only, let me tell you something. Wherever you go, and I hope you’ll go far, don’t ever be nervous about manners. Manners are mostly common sense, being tidy about things and considerate of other people. I don’t think you’ll have the slightest trouble about either of those, Anna.”


  “Then, may I have another piece of cake, please? It’s very good cake.”


  “Of course. And when you’ve finished I want to give you the list of reading that I’ve made out for you. I finally got around to it. That’s one of the reasons I asked you to come today, because we can talk better than at school.”


  The list was pages long, written in a neat script that looked like Miss Thorne herself. Anna scanned it.


  Hawthorne: House of the Seven Gables


  Hardy: The Return of the Native


  Dickens: David Copperfield, Bleak House


  Thackeray: Vanity Fair


  Henry James: The Bostonians, Washington Square


  “Washington Square? That’s where we are now, the same?” Anna cried.


  “The very same. Henry James lived not far from here before he went to live in England. My family, my father’s people, knew him well. My mother’s family came from Boston.”


  “Really American,” Anna murmured.


  “No more than you. We just arrived sooner. You can be as American as anyone, never think otherwise. That’s what this country is about, Anna.”


  Anna said, suddenly troubled, “I only wish, I wish I had more time to read all these books. It takes me so long.”


  “You’ll find the time. You can get a lot done just on Sundays alone.”


  “Sundays I work.” And as Miss Thorne looked puzzled, she explained, “I took the afternoon off today because you invited me and I was so honoured, I wanted so much to come. But I’m really supposed to be working.”


  “I see. Sewing, where you live at home.”


  Anna nodded.


  “Tell me, then, is there any place where you can read by yourself? I suppose not.”


  “Alone? Oh, no! Only on the front stoop when the weather is warm, and it’s noisy enough there. But in cold weather, there’s no place. It’s so hard even to write to my brothers. With everybody talking I can’t think of what I want to say.”


  “A pity, a pity. And so many empty rooms in this house alone. If only one could do what one wants to do. One thing, though: my niece is about your size, and I’m going to ask her whether she has a good warm coat to give away. It would be better – shall we say, more American? – than your shawl. Also, I have duplicate copies of a few of the books on this list and I’m going to give them to you to keep, so you can start to build a library of your own. I’ll get the things to you, since it’s hard for you to take time to come here.”


  Anna put the shawl around her shoulders and they went out into the hall. On the other side a door was ajar; a room was filled with books from ceiling to floor; a little boy was practicing at a huge dark piano.


  “You don’t mind the offer of the coat, Anna?”


  “Mind? Oh, no, I’m glad, I want a coat!”


  “Someday you’ll be one of the people who gives, I’m sure you will.”


  “I shall be happy to give if that day ever comes, Miss Thorne.”


  “It will. And when it does I hope we shall still know each other. Then I’ll remind you of what I said.”


  I don’t believe we shall know each other, almost surely not. But just as surely, I will remember Miss Mary Thorne. Yes, I will, always.
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  “You must be Anna,” the young man said.


  He stood above her as she sat reading on the steps: This is the forest primeval. The murmuring pines and the hemlocks –


  Unwillingly she returned to the street, stilled on the Sabbath afternoon, the old men in their long black coats walking on quiet feet, and now this new voice prodding softly.


  “May I?”


  “Of course. Sit.” She moved over, observing him without seeming to. Medium, he was. Medium height and age; medium brown suit, eyes and hair; medium features in a neatly fashioned face.


  “I’m Joseph. Joseph Friedman, Solly’s cousin.”


  The American, so called because he had been born in New York. The house painter from uptown. And of course Ruth had arranged this. The same as Aunt Rosa! They can’t rest until they’ve got a man for you. He can be ugly, stupid, anything, as long as he’s a man. Not that this one is ugly, but I wanted to read and I’m not thinking about men right now anyway.


  “Ruth asked me to come down here to meet you To tell you the truth, I almost didn’t come. They’ve tried to hitch me up to every girl who ever got off a boat; I was getting tired of it. But I can tell straight away I’m glad I came this time.”


  Anna stared at him, weighing his astonishing words. But there was no conceit in his face, only the direct and simple return of her look.


  “I’m so embarrassed,” she said. “I knew nothing about it. Ruth shouldn’t have –”


  “Please! I know you had nothing to do with it. Shall we take a walk?”


  “All right,” she said.


  He pulled her arm through his. He had clean hands, clean fingernails, a fresh collar. She respected that, at any rate. It is no easy thing to be clean when you are poor, in spite of what people say.


  They began to see each other every Saturday. In the afternoon heat they walked the shady side of the street. They could walk for two or three blocks without speaking. Joseph was a quiet man, Anna saw, except when a mood came on him and then one could hardly stop him. Still, he was interesting, he had a vivid way of describing things.


  “Here’s Ludlow Street, there’s the house where I was born, We lived here while my father had the tailor shop. After his sight failed – he couldn’t even see the needle anymore – we moved where we are now, my mother and I. Or where my mother is now, I should say. Two rooms behind the grocery store. What a life! Open six days a week until midnight. Bread, pickles, crackers and soda. My mother made salad in back of the store. Such a little woman, such a patient smile. When I remember being a child, I remember that smile. And what the hell was there to smile about? It didn’t make any sense.”


  “Perhaps she was happy about her children, in spite of everything else.”


  “Child. Just me. They were both over forty when I was born.”


  “And your father? What was he like?”


  “My father had high blood pressure. Everything upset him. He was probably already worn out by the time they got to America. But why don’t you stop me? Here I am, chewing your ear off!”


  “I like to hear about people. Tell me more.”


  “There isn’t any more to tell. You live here. You know what it’s like to live on these streets, just walking around, because there’s no place to be comfortable inside. We were poor, and that’s the whole story.”


  “Even poorer than we were in Poland, I should think.”


  “Well, I don’t know how poor you were, but I can remember making supper sometimes out of bread and pickles – before we had our own store, that is. Not all the time, of course, but often enough.”


  “Still, I think,” Anna said thoughtfully, “it hasn’t hurt you I think you’re a very optimistic person after all.”


  “I am. Because I have faith, you see.”


  “Faith in yourself?”


  “Yes, that too. But what I meant was faith in God.”


  “Are you so religious?”


  He nodded seriously. “Yes, yes, I believe. I believe there is a reason for everything that happens, even though we don’t see it. And I believe we must accept everything that happens, whether good or bad, on trust. And that we, we as individuals, must do our best, do what God intended. I don’t give a damn for all the philosophy you hear them spouting in the coffee houses where the loafers sit around and solve the world’s problems. They were all solved years ago on Mt. Sinai. That’s what I believe.”


  “Then why is there still so much trouble in the world?”


  “Very simple. Because people don’t do what’s right. Very simple. You’re not an atheist, Anna, I hope?”


  “Oh, no, of course I’m not! I just don’t know much about religion. I don’t really understand it.”


  “Well, naturally, women don’t have to. But I can tell what you are all the same. Honest and kind and good. And very smart. I admire you for educating yourself with all these books.”


  “You don’t read, ever?”


  “I don’t have time. I’m up before five, and when you’ve been craning your head back on a scaffold with a paintbrush all day you’re too tired at night to improve yourself. Although, to be truthful, I never was a student. Except in arithmetic, I had a good head for figures. At one time I even thought I might become an accountant.”


  “Why didn’t you, then?”


  “I had to go to work,” he said shortly. “Tell you what, there’s a place over on West Broadway that’s pretty good, we could have supper there. Soup, stew and pie for thirteen cents. Not bad, with a schooner of beer thrown in. Will you go with me?”


  “Yes, but I don’t drink beer. You can have mine, too.”


  Ruth said: “One good thing about this country is you don’t have to have money to get married. It’s not like the other side. Of course, some people still go to marriage brokers, but modern people don’t. You like each other, you get married. You both work.” And when Anna did not answer, she said: “Tell me about you and Joe.”


  “Joseph. Nobody ever calls him Joe,”


  “And why not?”


  “I don’t know. But Joseph seems to fit him. It’s more dignified.”


  “All right, then, Joseph. Tell me about you and him.”


  “There’s nothing to tell.”


  “Nothing!”


  “Well, I like him. But there’s no –” Anna looked for a word. “Fire. There’s no fire.”


  Ruth threw her hands up. Her eyes and brows moved upward. “So why do you go with him?”


  “He’s a friend. It’s lonesome without a friend.”


  Ruth looked at her. I might as well have spoken in Chinese, Anna thought.


  “You know how many people around here have never even been north of Fourteenth Street?” Joseph had asked Anna.


  “I’m one of them.”


  “Wait, then, I’m going to show you something.”


  The slippery cane seats were cool and the spring breeze ran along with the trolley car as it gathered speed up Lexington Avenue. The bell clanged with authority. When the car stopped at the corners one could see on the side streets row after row of narrow houses, all brownstone, with high steps and tubbed evergreens at the front doors. Hester Street was a thousand miles away.


  “We’ll get out at Murray Hill and go over to Fifth,” Joseph said.


  They walked through the quiet streets from sun to shade, from shade to sun. Now and then a carriage passed; the horses had glossy hair and braided tails.


  “Going for a ride in Central Park,” Joseph explained. Anna was surprised that he knew so much about this part of the city.


  A motorcar stopped in front of one of the houses. The lady in the back seat wore a wide hat tied with a veil. The driver, in uniform and leather boots, walked around and helped her out of the car. She had two small fawn-coloured dogs, one under each arm. Then the house door was opened from inside and a young woman came down the steps. Her dress was narrowly striped in blue and white; her little apron was edged with lace and her cap matched it. She took the two dogs and followed the lady up the steps.


  “There! What do you think of that?” Joseph asked.


  “Oh, it’s nice here!” Anna said. “I never imagined anything like this.”


  “This is nothing. Wait till you see Fifth Avenue. That’s something to see!”


  The sunshine glowed. The trees in the park across the avenue at Fifty-ninth Street glowed green and gold.


  “That’s the Plaza Hotel,” Joseph said. “And on this side, this is the famous Hotel Netherland.”


  A young man wearing a straw hat (“That’s called a “boater,” Joseph said) came out under the awning. The girl with him wore a bunch of violets on her coat, a beautiful coat, pale as the inside of a peach. They crossed the avenue walking swiftly, going somewhere. Anna and Joseph ambled along behind them, going nowhere in particular. When the policeman’s whistle blew, the traffic started up and they were stopped on the concrete island where General Sherman, larger than life, reined in his horse.


  “Some statue, hey?” Joseph said.


  Anna read the inscription. “That’s the Union general who burned all the houses when he marched through Georgia during the Civil War.”


  Joseph was astonished. “I never heard about him! I know about the Civil War, of course, but how do you know so much?”


  “History. I’ve a book of American history,” Anna said with pride.


  Joseph shook his head. “You’re something, Anna, you really are.”


  Beyond General Sherman stood a great house of red brick and white stone, with iron gates. “The Vanderbilt mansion, that is. Or one of them, I should say.”


  “That’s not a hotel?”


  “It’s a house. A family lives in there.”


  She thought he was joking. “One family? It’s not possible! There must be a hundred rooms.”


  “I’m telling you the truth.”


  “But how can they be so rich?”


  “This particular family made it in railroads. All up and down this avenue I could show you dozens of houses like this. Fortunes made in oil, steel, copper, and some just from owning land. You know where you live downtown? A lot of those tenements are owned by people who live here. When people like us pay rent it goes to these people here.”


  She thought of the crumbling house on Hester Street. “Do you think that’s right?”


  “Probably not. Or maybe it is, I don’t know. If they’re smart enough to get it, maybe they’re entitled to it. Anyway that’s how the world is, and until a better world is made I’ll adapt to this one.”


  Anna was silent. And Joseph went on, his voice rising with excitement, “I’m going to live like this someday, Anna. Oh, not in a palace like these, but uptown in one of those nice places on the side streets. I’m going to do it, mark my words.”


  “You are? But how?”


  “Work. Buy land. Land is the key to wealth, you know, as long as you own it free and clear. Its value may go down for a time but it always rises again. This country is growing, and if you can hold on to land you’re bound to be rich.”


  “How do you get the money to start?”


  “An, that’s the question! I’m trying to save enough for a small house of flats, but it’s hard.” He said stubbornly, “I’ll do it, though. I’ll live like this one day if I have to break my back.”


  The fierceness that she saw in him disturbed Anna. He hadn’t shown it like that before. All of a sudden he seemed too angry and too large, although he was not a large man at all. His voice was too loud. She thought windows would open and people lean out to look, although no one did.


  She said quietly, “You think too much about money.”


  “You think so? I’ll tell you something, Anna. Without money the world spits on you. You’re nothing. You die like my father in a dirty little shop. Or rot away like Ruth and Solly. You want to rot away like that?”


  “No, of course not.” One shuddered to think of it. But still it couldn’t all be as he said. “The great writers, the artists, they had no money. And the world honours them. You make everything too cruel, too ugly.”


  Joseph turned her face up to his. His eyes were suddenly soft. “You look about fifteen years old, Anna,” he said gently.


  The idea came to her on a stifling night, when the smell of frying hung in the airless rooms. The hair at the back of her neck was wet with sweat; she longed for a bath in cool water. But there was no place, no privacy. Other women walked in while you were meagerly sponging off. Some of these women disgusted her; they weren’t clean. And one poor creature cried and whimpered into her pillow all night. Ruth’s five-year-old was sick and restless. It was impossible to sleep.


  She thought of the maid coming down the steps of the house with the tubbed evergreens. On the ship crossing the Atlantic, some of the peasant girls had talked of the jobs that waited for them in America, jobs in neat, clean houses like the ones uptown. In such a house she would sleep quietly, and have a place to keep a shelf of the books which Miss Thorne had given her, maybe even save money and buy some more for herself at second hand. After all, there would be no rent to pay and no food to buy. One could live decently, one could walk on those fine streets. She lay awake, thinking and thinking, and at last made up her mind.


  “Ruth says I’m crazy to go to work as a servant,” she told Joseph, a few days later.


  “Why so? It’s honest work. Please yourself, Anna, not other people,” he told her.
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  This, then, was how they looked inside, these houses behind the long windows where the shades, demurely pulled, were like downcast eyelids in a quiet face. Velvet carpets; your footsteps made no sound. Pictures in gilded frames. Fresh roses, cream and pink, although it was September. And stairs, turning up and up again. Anna followed Mrs Werner.


  “We’re a small family. My daughter is married and living in Cleveland. So there are just Mr Werner and I and our son, Mr Paul. This is his room.” She opened a door and Anna saw books on crowded shelves, riding boots in a corner and over the mantel a large blue banner: For God, for Country and for Yale.


  “They’re all Yale men in our family. Mr Paul won’t be home from Europe till next week but I’d like to have the room dusted every day all the same. Now, on the top floor is your room.” They mounted the stairs again; more dark railings and no carpet on this flight. “This front room we use for the seamstress. She comes for two or three weeks every spring and fall to do my clothes. Back here is Cook’s room and yours is next to it.”


  The two rooms were identical: a neat bed, a dresser, a straight wooden chair. Cook’s room had an enormous wooden crucifix above the bed. Unbelievable. Rooms like this, all for one person. With electric lights. Even a bathtub for the maids, a high white bathtub on claw feet.


  “Do you think you would like the position?”


  “Oh I would, I would.”


  “Very well. The wages will be fifteen dollars a month. Ordinarily I pay twenty, but you have no experience, you’ll need to be taught. Have you any questions?”


  “No.”


  “Anna, it is proper to say, ‘No, Mrs Werner.’”


  “No, Mrs Werner.”


  “Do you want to start today?”


  “Oh, yes! Yes, Mrs Werner.”


  “Then you may go back and get your things. It’s eleven o’clock now – let me see – I shan’t be needing the car until two. Quinn can drive you down.”


  “In a machine?”


  “Yes. It’s a miserable trip in the trolley carrying heavy parcels.”


  “I haven’t got very much. Just my clothes and my candlesticks.”


  “Oh?”


  “They were my mother’s. They’re very valuable.”


  “Well, bring them, then, of course.” There was a touch of amusement, not unkind, at the corners of the lady’s mouth.


  The cleanness of it. First the bath, the high tub filled with hot, hot water. Anna almost fell asleep in it. Then the fresh clean bed all to herself; she could turn, she could spread her arms and legs to the very edge.


  Her mind went back over the day. The ride in that car, all closed in; it was like a little room, lined in pale sand-coloured cloth as smooth as silk. A tug of dark grey fur with a big W sewn on it. Quinn the chauffeur sat outside without a roof. He didn’t talk to me. I think he didn’t like going down to Hester Street with all those people staring at the car. There was hardly room for it because of the pushcarts. Then the children started climbing on the car and Quinn got angry. But he did help me with my boxes.


  I wish Joseph had been there to see that car. Ruth said again that I was crazy to give up my freedom to be a servant, but I can’t see what freedom she has. And if I stayed there, I’d only get like her. Still, I shall miss her.


  “How is it that you are called Mrs while I am called by my name?” Anna inquired of the cook in the morning.


  “The cook is always called Mrs,” replied Mrs Monaghan. “You’re the first Jewish housemaid we ever had here, you know that? Even though the family’s Jewish.”


  Anna was astonished. “The Werners are Jewish?”


  “Of course they are, and grand people, too. I’ve been here seven years now. My sister-in-law told me I was making a mistake to work for Jews but I’ve never regretted it. A lady and a gentleman, and no doubt about it.”


  “I’m glad to hear that,” Anna said stiffly.


  “And did you sleep well, I hope? Your first night in a place, it’s hard to sleep.”


  The coal fire, which had been banked all night, flared up. Something with a smoky pleasant smell was frying in a pan.


  “What’s that?” asked Anna.


  “That? Why, bacon, of course. What’s the matter?”


  “But you said these are Jewish people! How can they eat bacon?”


  “I’m sure I don’t know. Ask them. Mister has bacon and eggs every morning. She only has a cup of tea, toast and marmalade in her room. I’ll show you how to fix her tray, and you’re to take it up at a quarter past eight. You’ll have to step lively, there’s no time to waste in the morning.”


  “I can’t eat bacon,” Anna said, the acid of nausea in her mouth.


  “Well, don’t eat it!” Then Mrs Monaghan’s face brightened. “Oh, it’s your religion, ain’t it? You’re not allowed to.”


  “No,” Anna said.


  “And why would that be?” Mrs Monaghan asked, flipping the bacon.


  “I don’t know. It’s not allowed. It’s bad.”


  Mrs Monaghan nodded sympathetically. “Now, the butcher boy will be ringing in the areaway to take the order for dinner. The family will be having duckling and, seeing that it’s Friday, I’ll be having fish.”


  “Why must you have fish because it’s Friday?”


  “Well, our Lord died on a Friday, you know.”


  Anna wanted to ask about the connection between fish and the death of the Lord. But the bell sounded in the pantry and Mrs Monaghan scurried.


  “Heavens, she’s early this morning! Here, reach me a cup and saucer, the blue and white china. And put the New York Times on the tray! Oh, for pity sake, that’s the iceman ringing! Answer, will you? Tell him fifty pounds, there’s a good girl –”


  It wasn’t hard to learn the life and ways of the house. Open the door and take the lady’s coat, the gentleman’s hat and stick. Serve from the left and remove from the right; don’t chip the china or the crystal. Water the flowers; don’t spill a drop on the tables, it turns the wood white. Bring in the tea things at five o’clock: remember Miss Thorne? Mrs Werner and her friends come in from shopping; the chill air enters on their furs; their perfume smells like sugar. Learn how to use the telephone; you crank it on the wall, you give the number to central and put your mouth close to it when you talk. Be sure to write all messages accurately on the pad.


  And when you are all finished in the evening, you may go up to your room, your own private room, with the row of books standing on the dresser. You can lie in bed and read, finish The Cloister and the Hearth – what a wonderful story! … and even have an orange or a bunch of grapes.


  “Might as well eat them,” Mrs Monaghan says, “before they go bad.”


  “Yes,” Mrs Monaghan says, resting her elbows on the kitchen table, “rich people is queer, all right. The Mister’s folks has got a place in the Adirondack Mountains, a big homely house made out of logs, like those pictures of Lincoln’s cabin, only big. You look out the windows and all you can see is the lake and trees, not a living soul for miles. Gives you the positive creeps, I wouldn’t pay a penny for it. Takes you all night to get there from here. You go up in a sleeper. Though I must say, that part of it is kind of an adventure.


  “They was awfully good to my nephew Jimmy! After he broke his leg they took him and his sister Agnes up there with us for the whole summer. Jimmy and Mr Paul is the same age, you know. They had a great time. When they was kids, I’m talking about. Jimmy works in a garage now and Mr Paul’s in the family bank. Did you know they own a bank? Big place, Quinn says. On Wall Street or somewheres.


  “You’ll like Mr Paul, he’s that nice and easy to like. They say he’s smart, but he’s that plain, you’d never know it. Except he keeps buying books all the time. There’ll be no more room in the house for them soon, I’m thinking.”


  It is a treasury of books. Anna always takes her time doing his room. There are antique books on yellowed paper, in tiny print. There are volumes of vivid art: columned marble archways, palaces; mothers and children; women naked under casual scarves; even pictures of the cross and the hanging man (the peaceful expression while the blood oozes from the hands and feet!). Anna turns those pages quickly.


  What kind of man is he who owns all these?


  He arrives home early in September, taking the front steps two at a time, followed by Quinn and a pile of cases labelled: Lusitania, First Class.


  It comes to Anna, standing in the front hall with the family, that she must, without thinking, have expected him to resemble his parents, to move neatly in small spaces as they do, to measure his speech neatly.


  He moves, instead, like someone striding fields, too loose a person for narrow halls. His bright blue eyes (surprising eyes in a dark face!) look as if they have just finished laughing. He has brought presents for everyone and insists now on giving them out immediately.


  “Perfume?” says Mrs Monaghan. “And where would I be wearing perfume, an old woman like me?”


  “To church, Mrs Monaghan,” Mr Paul says firmly. The blue eyes twinkle: Funny old soul, isn’t she? “There’s no sin in bringing the smell of flowers to your prayers. Doesn’t the Virgin herself wear flowers?”


  “Oh, the glib tongue of him!”


  “And a bottle for Agnes; she hasn’t entered the convent yet, has she?”


  “Not yet, and I don’t think she will, although it’ll break her father’s and mother’s heart if she don’t.”


  “Oh, I hope not, Mrs Monaghan.” The laughter leaves his face. He says seriously, “Agnes must do what she must with her own life. That’s her right and she oughtn’t feel guilty about it.”


  Anna lies in bed that night unable to sleep. She thinks she hears her heart pounding. Whichever way she lies, on either side or on her back, she feels her heart. It seems to her suddenly that the world is full of sharp and beautiful excitement, that it will pass by. She is missing it all, she will work and die, having missed it all.


  “Well, what did you think of Mr Paul?” Mrs Monaghan asks
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  The vine grows imperceptibly during the night. In the morning it looks the same as it did the evening before. And then there comes a morning when one sees that it has grown halfway up the tree; how did that happen? It must have been growing all the while, because here it is, thick and strong, clinging so tenaciously that one can barely tear it away.


  It is so ridiculous, so shameful to be thinking about Paul Werner all the time! How did it happen? She doesn’t know a thing about him and she has no business knowing! He walks in one day, a stranger who scarcely knows that she exists, and he takes possession of her mind. Absurd!


  In the morning, straightening his room after he and his father have gone to the office in their dark suits and hard, round hats, she has to hang his dressing gown in the closet and arrange his brushes on the bureau. Her hands tremble. It troubles her so to touch these things, to smell them (hair tonic, shaving lotion, pipe tobacco?). Often she hears his voice from the floor below. Knocking at the door of the upstairs study, he calls: “Father? Father?” Then afterward in her mind’s ear the voice repeats, exact in tone and timbre: “Father? Father?” And all day long she hears it, while she is dusting the porcelains, even while she is talking to Mrs Monaghan at lunch.


  Mrs Monaghan likes to gossip about the family. They have, after all, been almost her entire world for so long. She tells about the cousins from Paris who came visiting. She tells about the daughter’s wedding at the Plaza. “You should have seen the presents! It took a van to carry them out to Cleveland. We gave the bridesmaids’ dinner here at home; twelve girls, and every one of them got a gold bracelet from the bride. The ice cream came from Sherry’s, moulded in wedding bells and hearts, oh, it was lovely!”


  Mrs Monaghan would be only too pleased to talk about Paul Werner. Anna could easily guide the conversation that way, but she is too ashamed, not because of the old woman, but because of herself.


  When she looked in the mirror her face went hot with embarrassment. The house was full of mirrors. Ten times a day she met herself in apron and cap: a becoming cap, really, a lace coronet on her dark red hair which was now piled high because of course she could hardly wear braids anymore! Sometimes it seemed to Anna that she was a very pretty girl, and sometimes she thought she looked stupid in the cap and apron. Stupid like the organ grinder’s pathetic monkey in his cap. She felt anger inside. Why should he look at anybody like her? Why should he? He hardly ever did look at her, except at breakfast and dinner, and he was often out for dinner. She wondered about the places where he must go and the girls who would be there, girls in taffeta and feathered hats like the occasional daughters who came calling with their mothers in the afternoon. At breakfast he only smiled, “Good morning, Anna,” which he would have done if she had been Mrs Monaghan. Well, what did you expect, Anna, foolish Anna? Mr Werner always had some extra remark, some little pleasantry about the weather, all that cold stagnant winter, grey with snow: “Better put earmuffs on if you go out today, Anna, or you’ll freeze your ears off.”


  But the son never said anything.


  Whenever she had to talk to him it seemed he must know her thoughts, that they must be visible in her face. The saying of her few words, the delivery of a message (Mr So-and-So called and will call again at nine o’clock) were made to seem so much more important than they could really have been. Then his answer would sound in her head: (Mr So-and-So, you said? He will call back at nine?).


  Why should one human being be drawn to another this way? Why?


  “You aren’t yourself,” Joseph observed after some minutes’ silence. They were having supper in the kitchen on Mrs Monaghan’s Sunday out. Mrs Werner, having met Joseph once in the basement hall, had remarked that he was “a very nice young man”, and that Anna was welcome to ask him to stay to dinner. “What’s bothering you? Aren’t you happy here?”


  “To tell the truth, I don’t like it so much.”


  “But you said the work was easy!”


  “Oh, it’s easy enough.”


  “What then?”


  “I don’t know, exactly.”


  “You’re awfully secretive, Anna.” Joseph’s eyes were troubled.


  She felt a wave of guilt because of her thoughts. He couldn’t know what she was thinking: dull, he’s grey and dull, no colour in him.


  “You’re so good,” she said. “You’re so good. But don’t worry about me, I’m all right.”


  “I think I know what it is,” he said, brightening. “You’re worried about your brothers. You miss them. That’s it, isn’t it?”


  “I miss them, of course I do. But they’re very well. Dan writes that he and Eli will be going to Paris with their boss the next time he goes.”


  Joseph shrugged. “Fine. But I can’t understand why they would want to stay in Europe when they could come here.”


  Anna said, “I heard Mr Paul telling somebody on the telephone that if he could be born again he would either choose France or northern Italy. He says Lake Como is the most beautiful place in the world.”


  “Bunk! Why doesn’t he move there, then? The USA can get along without him, I’m sure.”


  “You don’t have to be nasty about it!”


  “I didn’t mean to be. But talk like that makes me angry. People should be proud of their country and appreciate it. Especially a fellow like him, living in a house like this.”


  “He didn’t mean anything, I’m sure.” She spoke eagerly; she could almost hear the eagerness in her own voice. “But I suppose when you’ve always lived like this you take it for granted. You don’t see how wonderful it is.”


  “Yes, after your family’s put a fortune into your lap you can afford to take it for granted.”


  “Joseph, you’re envious, that’s all.”


  “Of course I am!” He leaned forward in the chair, all tense and tightly wound. “I’ll tell you something. I hope the day will come when my children will be able to take these things for granted. Only I hope they won’t do it. I hope they’ll have a little feeling for the father and the country that gave it all to them. Other than that, I don’t care what they do, raise chickens, for all I care.” He sighed. “Ah, when you have money you can do anything. Money is class and class is money, even in America. Because human nature is the same everywhere, and that’s the truth.”


  “I suppose it is,” she answered, not caring to hear his philosophy.


  “Anna, are you really all right?”


  “Yes,” she said impatiently, “I told you I was.”


  “Would you tell me if anything were wrong? If you were sick or anything?”


  “I would tell you, I promise.” She stood up, went to the stove and took the kettle down for tea.


  Last night in her room, while reading, she had come upon a word she did not know. She had looked it up in the dictionary. Obsession: persistent feeling which a person cannot escape. She thought now, pouring Joseph’s tea, handing the plate of buns, clearing the table, moving dreamlike across the room, Obsessed. I am obsessed.


  Anna was still working in his room when Paul Werner came home unexpectedly one Saturday before noon.


  “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ll hurry, I didn’t know.”


  “That’s all right! You didn’t know I was coming back early,” he said considerately. “Oh! You’re interested in paintings?”


  She had left one of the enormous books open on the desk. “Excuse me! I only –”


  “No, don’t close it! What were you looking at? Monet?”


  “This,” she faltered. A walled and fruited garden. A woman in a summer dress. Sunlight without heat: cool, fragrant and cool.


  “Ah yes, that’s a marvel, isn’t it? One of my favourites, too. Tell me, do you look at these often?”


  Might as well tell the truth, come what may. And he was young, not stern like his mother; he would not be very angry.


  “I look at that one especially. Every day.”


  “You do!’he said. “And why that one?”


  “It makes me happy to look at it. To think that there is such a place.”


  “That’s as good a reason as any. Would you like to borrow the book, Anna? Take it to your room for a while? You’re welcome to take it, or any book you like.”


  “Oh, thank you,” she said, “oh, thank you very much.” Her hands had begun to tremble. She was sure he could see the trembling and she clasped them behind her back.


  “Don’t thank me. Libraries are meant to be used. Here, take it now.”


  “I haven’t finished sweeping the floor. Do you want me to finish?”


  “Go ahead, I don’t mind. I’ve a letter to write.”


  He sat down at the desk. She ran the carpet sweeper over the floor. Downstairs in the yard next door men were beating carpets hung over clotheslines. Thwack! thwack! they went, frightening the sparrows, raising spurts of dust in the chill sunny all.


  “How is your young man?”


  She looked up, startled.


  “I said, how is your young man?”


  “My what?”


  “Your young man. My mother told me you have one. Is he a secret? Have I said something I shouldn’t have said?”


  “Oh, Do! It’s just that – he’s only a friend. It would be too lonesome without any friends at all.”


  “I should think it would.” He put the pen down. “Do you see him often?”


  “Only on Sundays. On my day off he has to work.”


  “And which is your day off?”


  He hadn’t even noticed when she wasn’t there. “I go out on Wednesdays.”


  “And where do you go when you go out?”


  “Sometimes I visit my cousin downtown. Sometimes I walk in the park or go to the museum.”


  “You do! What museums do you go to?”


  “The Natural History. Or the art museum. I like that the best.”


  “What do you like there?”


  “It’s so big, I haven’t seen it all yet. But I liked the Egyptian things … And last week I found Cleopatra’s Needle out behind the building. I had missed it before.”


  He shook his head. “I’m thinking, Anna, how strange it is that here we’ve been living under the same roof for all these months and we’ve never talked until today!”


  “Not so strange, when you think about it.”


  “You mean, because it’s my parents’ house and you just work in it.”


  She nodded.


  “Isn’t that artificial, though? Isn’t that stupid? But thank goodness that sort of thing is changing. People make friends where they find them nowadays, not just in the same little group that their families grew up with. Much better that way, isn’t it?”


  “Oh, yes, much better!”


  “Tell me something about yourself, Anna.”


  “I don’t know what you want to hear.”


  “What your parents did, what your home was like, what made you leave it.”


  “But I can’t now. I have to go downstairs, I have work.”


  “Next Saturday morning, then. Or whenever else we can find the time. Will you?”


  They found the time, odd minutes of it, on Saturday mornings, or in the hallway after dinner – he standing in the doorway of his room, she standing by the staircase, whenever she happened to be going up or down on some errand or other. She told him about her village. He told her about their Adirondack camp. She told him about her father. He told her about Yale. She thought of their talk as a game, a ball going back and forth over a net. She was as breathless as though it had been a game. She sang as she went about the house, and had to catch herself. She laughed a lot and was aware of it.


  One day halfway through spring, he said: “Tell your friend not to come next Sunday. I want to take you to tea.”


  “But I don’t see how we can! I don’t think –”


  “What don’t you think? I want to talk to you, to sit down and have a proper talk!”


  She hesitated and felt a creeping fear.


  “Nobody needs to know, if that’s what you’re worried about. Although there’s nothing to hide! I’m not asking you to do anything to be ashamed of.”


  They sat on gilded chairs with a screen of palms at their backs. A waiter brought cakes on a little cart. Violins waltzed.


  “You look really beautiful, Anna, especially in that hat.”


  He had insisted on buying the hat for her. When she had protested he had bought it anyway, a magnificent straw hat crowned with red silk poppies and wheat.


  “I can’t take it,” she had said. “It wouldn’t be right.”


  “Oh, damn the proprieties, how idiotic they are! Here am I, a man with plenty of money to spend, and here are you, a girl who needs a spring hat and hasn’t got enough money for a nice one. Why shouldn’t I make myself happy by giving it to you?”


  “You make it sound so simple,” Anna had said.


  “It is simple. Take it and wear it to tea.”


  So here she sat, the greenhorn Anna, in this vast perfumed room, watching the people come and go, all the tall, easy, graceful people who belonged here.


  “I’ve been thinking a lot about you, Anna. You’re so young and already you’ve done so much with your life.”


  “What have I done? Nothing, it seems to me.”


  “But you have! You’ve taken your life into your own hands, coming across the world by yourself, learning a new language to get along in –”


  “I’ve never thought about it like that.”


  “While I have only been acted upon. You see what I mean? I was born in the house where I live now; I was sent to school, then put into my father’s, actually my grandfather’s, business. It’s all been done for me. I don’t really know anything at all about what the world is like.”


  “That’s what I think about myself!” Anna laughed.


  “You are absolutely lovely when you laugh. I go all over the city, and do you know, I never see girls as lovely as you?”


  “Why, right here this minute there are such beautiful girls! Look over there at that one with the yellow dress, and that one, coming through the door –”


  “Not like you. You’re different from them all. There’s wonder in your face. You’re alive. Most of these people wear a mask. They’re tired of everything.”


  Tired of everything? How could that be? You would need to live a hundred years to see everything you wanted to see, and then that wouldn’t be enough.


  The orchestra struck up a charming, spritely dance. “How I love the sound of violins!” she cried.


  “You’ve never been at the opera, have you, Anna?”


  “No, never.”


  “My mother has a ticket for the matinee tomorrow, but we’re all going to my Great-aunt Julia’s funeral. I’m going to ask her to give it to you.”


  The music questions and insists. It asks Where? and answers Here! Asks When? and answers Now!


  She leans forward in her seat. Two large ladies in the row ahead have dared to whisper. She taps one on the shoulder, mighty in her outrage.


  “Will you be quiet, madam?”


  Ashamed, they stop talking and she leans back again. The music swells and rises. The angelic voice of Isolde soars above it. All grief, all longing, all joy are in that radiant song. Tristram replies: the shimmering voices twine and fuse into one.


  It is all here: the girl-child’s ignorant dream of love and the passion of the woman. It is all here: flowers, sunlight, stars, rapture and death.


  “I know, I know, she thinks.”


  She does not move. Her hands are clasped.


  It ends. The storm rests and the tension breaks. The final chords sound quietly and die.


  Her eyes are wet; she cannot find her handkerchief. The tears fall on her collar. The great curtain falls and the marvellous beings who have pretended to be Tristram and Isolde come before it, bowing and smiling. Applause clatters, people stand to clap. In the rear young men are calling: “Bravo! Bravo!” People are twisting into their coat sleeves. And Anna sits there, unwilling to return from the Breton coast and the summer sea, from dying Tristram, the clasping arms –


  The lady in the next seat is Curious. “You liked it?”


  “I – pardon?”


  “I asked whether you liked it?”


  “It was – it was heaven! I never imagined there could be –”


  “Yes, it was a very fine performance,” the lady agrees, nodding pleasantly, and steps out into the aisle.


  In the evening Mr and Mrs Werner paid a condolence call and Mrs Monaghan went to the basement to iron her Sunday shirtwaist. Anna climbed the stairs to her room. When she came to the landing at the floor below it seemed entirely natural that he should be waiting for her there.


  She clung to him. The wall at her back, which was all that held up her weak legs, was warm and firm. The man was warm and firm, but soft, too; his mouth, wandering over her neck and face, was soft. Finding her mouth it fitted there with a long, long sigh.


  Her eyes shut; things spun in a luminous dark.


  He broke away. “You’re so lovely, Anna! I can’t tell you how beautiful you are.”


  She was dazed, re-entering the light. Gently, he guided her to the last flight of stairs. She thought, between fright and glory, that he was going upstairs with her.


  “We must – you must go upstairs,” he said gently, and went to his room.


  She stood for a long time looking at herself in the mirror. She raised her nightgown. Statues in the museum had breasts like hers. At Cousin Ruth’s she had seen women undressed; some had enormous, shapeless mounds; some sagged into long, flattened tubes; others had almost no breasts at all. She took the pins out of her hair, letting it slant across her forehead and fall over her shoulders. The hair felt warm on her bare shoulders. Music sounded in her head, a lovely flow, Isolde’s song. He would not have kissed her like that if he did not love her. Now surely a great change had come into her life. A greater change was coming. Now surely.


  From the yards below where the clotheslines ran from fence to fence came a wild, lonely cry, the wail of a lost child. Anna started. But then she thought, It’s only cats and turning out the light smiled into the darkness and fell asleep.
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  In the morning Mrs Monaghan said, “Company tonight, you know. My niece Agnes will be coming to help. Just a family dinner, the madam says, but sounds fancy to me. Turtle soup, lobster mousse, lamb. She wants you to go with her now to set the table.”


  The dining room glittered with crystal, lace and silver. Silver platters and candelabra. Silver bowls for the chocolates and the roses.


  “Some of these pieces are almost two hundred years old,” Mrs Werner explained. “This coffeepot belonged to my great-great-grandmother Mendoza. See, here’s the M.”


  “They brought all this from Europe?”


  “No, this is American silver. My people came here from Portugal a hundred years before this was made.”


  “So different from me,” Anna said.


  “Not really, Anna. Just and accidental turn of history, that’s all. People are the same everywhere.” Mrs Werner’s rare smile softened her cool face.


  There’s something about her that’s like Mama, Anna thought. I never noticed it before. Something dependable and strong. I would like to put my arms around her. It would be good to have a mother again. I wonder whether she knows anything?


  Mrs Werner was handsome in dark red silk. She had wonderful white shoulders for an old woman, over forty. The guests at the table looked like a family: parents, a grandmother and two sisters about Anna’s age. They had fair, freckled skin; their prominent, arched noses made their faces proud.


  “I’d much rather go to Europe,” one of the sisters said. She wore blue lawn and her long pearl earrings moved like little tassels.


  “Still, a month in the White Mountains is so lovely, don’t you think?” the grandmother remarked. “I always come back utterly exhausted from Europe.”


  Anna moved around the table, passing and repassing the silver platters, pouring ice water out of the silver pitcher. Be careful not to spill. That’s Valenciennes lace on the grandmother’s collar. Mrs Monaghan told me about Valenciennes. I’m glad he’s not looking at me. Shall I see him later?


  Talk circled the table with Anna. Flashes of it sparked in her ears.


  “The Kaiser is a madman, I don’t care what they say –”


  “I hear they’ve sold their place in Rumson –”


  “This outrageous income tax, Wilson’s a radical –”


  “– bought the most magnificent brocade at Milgrim’s.”


  “Ask Mrs Monaghan and Agnes to come in, will you please, Anna?” Mr Werner whispered.


  She was not sure she had understood and he repeated it “Then bring the champagne,” he added.


  He poured three extra glasses and handed them to Agnes, Mrs Monaghan and Anna. Then he raised his own glass, and everyone waited.


  “I don’t know how to tell you how happy we are. So I’ll just ask everyone to drink to the joy of this wonderful day in all our lives. To the future of our son Paul and to Marian, who will soon be our daughter.”


  The wine goblets touched, making chimes. Mr Werner got up and kissed the cheeks of the girl in pale blue. The girl said something, very sweetly, very calmly, and made the others laugh. The laughter popped like champagne corks.


  Mrs Werner said, “Now I can confess that this is what we’ve been hoping for ever since you two were children.”


  Someone else said, “What a wonderful thing for our two families!”


  And Mrs Monaghan said, “The saints bless us, another wedding in this house!”


  Only he had said nothing. He must have said something, though, something she hadn’t heard. But it was all swimming, blurred and faint and far away –


  Back in the pantry, Mrs Monaghan whispered, “Anna! Go pass the cake for second helpings!”


  Anna leaned against the cupboard. “The cake?”


  “The walnut cake on the sideboard! What on earth is wrong with you?”


  “I don’t know. I’m going to be sick.”


  “Jesus, Mary and Joseph, but you do look green! Don’t up-chuck in my kitchen! Agnes, here, take her apron and go back to the dining room. That’s the girl! And you, Anna, get upstairs, I’ll look to you later. What have you gone and done to yourself? Of all times!”


  “You’re feeling better this morning, Anna?” Mrs Werner was troubled. “Mrs Monaghan told me you wanted to leave. I couldn’t believe it.”


  Anna struggled up in bed. “I know it isn’t right to leave you so suddenly, but I don’t feel well.”


  “You must let us call the doctor!”


  “No, no, I can go to my cousin’s house downtown. They’ll get a doctor.”


  Mrs Werner coughed lightly. The cough meant: This is nonsense because both of us know what’s the matter with you. Or possibly it meant: I can’t imagine what’s come over you but I am obligated to find out.


  “Is there anything you want to tell me, Anna?”


  “Nothing. I’ll be all right. It’s nothing.” No tears. No tears. He kissed my mouth. He told me I was beautiful. And so I am, much more than she.


  “Well, then, I don’t understand.” Mrs Werner’s hands clasped the bed rail. Her diamonds went prink! twink! “Won’t you talk to me, trust me? After all, I’m old enough to be your mother.”


  “But you’re not my mother,” Anna said. An accidental turn of history, was it? People are the same, are they?


  “Well, I can’t stop you if you’ve made up your mind. So when you’re ready I’ll have Quinn take you in the car.” At the door Mrs Werner paused. “If you ever want to come back, Anna, you’ll be welcome. Or if there’s anything we can do for you, call us, won’t you?”


  “Thank you, Mrs Werner. But I won’t come back.”


  On a damp night a few weeks later Joseph and Anna sat on the front stoop talking. The sun was down. In the last light boys played a final game of stickball on the street. One by one their mothers called them in with long, shrill cries: Benn-ie, Loo-ey! Peddlers led their tired nags back to the stables on Delancey Street, the shaggy heads sunk, the shaggy hooves trudging. The life of the street ebbed away.


  They talked about this and that, fell silent and talked again. After a while Joseph told Anna that he loved her. He asked her whether she would marry him. And she answered that she would.


  9


  He worshipped her. His eyes and his hands moved over her body and worshipped her. In the new brass double bed which he had bought he raised himself on his elbow and studied her.


  “Pink and white,” he said. He twisted a length of her hair around his wrist, her slippery, living hair. He laughed and shook his head in wonder. “Perfect. Even your voice and the way you pronounce “th”. Perfect.”


  “I’ll never speak English without a foreign accent. A greenhorn, I am.”


  “And you’ve read more, you’re more clever than anybody I know.”


  “Just a greenhorn, Joseph,” she insisted.


  “If you’d had a chance at an education, half a chance, you could have been something, a teacher, even a doctor or a lawyer. You could.”


  Sighing, she stretched out her hand, the one with the wide gold band on which he had had engraved “J to A, May 16, 1913.” “I’m a wife,” she said aloud.


  “How do you feel about it?”


  She did not answer at once. He followed her gaze through the door to the yellow-painted kitchen and the clean, new linoleum on the parlour floor. Everything was clean in the home he had prepared for her. Unfortunately, the rooms were level with the street so that the shades had to be drawn all day. When you raised the shades you could see feet passing on the street, at eye level. You could crane out to see the Hudson and the Palisades, and feel the fresh river wind. At night the bedroom was a closed private world, the bed a ship on a dark quiet sea.


  “How do you feel about it?” he repeated. This time she turned to him and laid her hands lightly over his. “I feel peaceful,” she said.


  She stretched and yawned, covering her mouth. Ten chimes struck delicately from the clock on Joseph’s dresser,


  “Pompous, silly thing,” Anna cried.


  “What, the clock? I don’t know what you’ve got against that beautiful clock. You just don’t like the people who gave it to us.”


  One day, a few months after their marriage, a delivery man had brought a package from Tiffany.


  “He looked puzzled,” Anna said. “I don’t suppose he’s ever delivered in this neighbourhood before.”


  It was a gilded French mantel clock. Joseph had placed it carefully on the kitchen table and wound it Through the glass sides they had watched its exquisite rotating gears and wheels.


  “I knew the Werners were going to give us a present’ he had said. “I wasn’t to tell you, but they sent their chauffeur down to Ruth’s to ask about your health and she told him we were married. Aren’t you pleased? You don’t seem pleased.”


  “I’m not,” she had answered.


  “I can’t understand,” he remarked now, “why you resent those people so. It’s not like you, you’re always so kind.”


  “I’m sorry. Yes, it was good of them to do. But it’s too rich for this house. We’ve no place to put it, even.”


  “True. But we’ll have a better place someday. Good enough for this and your silver candlesticks, too.”


  “Joseph, don’t strain so much, don’t work so hard. I’m satisfied the way we are now.”


  “Satisfied with a basement flat on Washington Heights?”


  “It’s the best place I’ve ever lived in.”


  “What about the Werner house?”


  “I didn’t really live there. It wasn’t mine.”


  “Well, it ought to be. That’s the way I want you to live. You will live like that, too. You’ll see, Anna.”


  “It’s after ten,” she chided him softly. “And you have to be up by five.”


  Anna’s breathing whispered in the dart. She moved her legs and the sheet rustled. Footsteps hurried, clacking on the sidewalk only a few feet from his head. “The little clock went ting! eleven times. “There was no sleep in him, only a rush of thoughts, sharp and clear, one after the other, clear as etching on glass.


  He worried. It seemed to him that as far back as he could recall he had always known worry. His parents worried. All the people in the houses on Ludlow Street, all the way over to the East River, worried. They worried about today and tomorrow. They even worried about yesterday. They were never able to let yesterday die.


  Naturally, he had never seen the Old Country, yet he knew it well. It was a landscape of his life as surely as the street and the five-storey tenements, the crowds and the pushcarts. He knew the Polish village, his grandfather’s horse, the frozen walls of snow, the sliding mud, the bathhouse, the cantor who came from Lublin for the holidays, the herring and potatoes on the table, his mother’s baby sister who died in childbirth, his grandmother’s cousin who went to Johannesburg and made a fortune in diamonds. He knew all these, as well as the terror of hooves on the road and the whistle of whips, the heavy breathing in the silence behind closed shutters, the rush of flames when a torch is put to a roof and the sigh of ashes settling in the morning breeze.


  The burning of Uncle Simon’s house had been the act that decided his parents. They were a strange couple, still without children, so without reason for living, no? (What else is there to live for but to have children and push them up, healthy and learned, to a region higher than your own? That’s what it’s all about, isn’t it?) But they had none, and his mother grew old before her time. Not fat and old from birthing and nurturing, but dry-old, pinched-old, empty-old. She had a stall in the market, and was known for her charity. His father was a tailor with round shoulders and red eyelids. He sighed as he worked, unaware that he was sighing. When he put his machine away he went to the synagogue. When he had said his prayers he went home. Tailor shop, synagogue and home, the triangle of his days. Why should such a pair bother to go to America? For what?


  Then came the burning and something galvanized the husband.


  “Your father came in,” his mother said. “The village was quiet. They had burned five houses, not ours, but it was an awful thing to see your neighbours, the women crying and the men just standing there, looking. So your father came in and he said, “We are going to America, Katie.” Just like that he said it, and no more than that.”


  “Did you want to come? Were you scared?” Joseph used to ask.


  “It was all so fast, I didn’t have time to think. We got our tickets, I said goodbye to my sisters, and we were at Castle Garden.”


  “And then what happened, Ma?”


  “What happened?” Her eyebrows went up, rising in a semicircle under her stiff and fading wig. “As you see, we opened a tailor shop. We ate, we lived. The only difference was that here everybody was all jumbled up, without grass, without trees.” For an instant there was slight regret in her voice. “Also no pogroms, no killing and burning.”


  “And that was all?” Joseph used to press, waiting for the next part, the important part.


  His mother played along. “Of course all! What else should there be?”


  “I mean, nothing else happened to you after you came here?”


  His mother would frown a moment, pretending to be puzzled. “Oh, yes, of course, one other thing! We were here two years a little more, actually – when you were born.”


  Joseph would stifle a smile of pleasure. When he was very young, at seven or eight, he liked to hear this part. Later, whenever the subject of his birth arose, he would frown and wince inside, would change the subject or leave the room. There was something ridiculous in such old people having their first, totally unexpected child. He was the only one of his friends who had parents like his; more like grandparents, they seemed. The other boys had thin agile fathers and mothers, who moved about the streets quickly, yelling and running after their children.


  His father, heavy and slow-moving, sat all day behind the sewing machine. When he stood up he was stiff, he moved awkwardly, grunting and shuffling to the back rooms where they ate and slept, and to the toilet in the yard. On Saturday he shuffled to the synagogue, came home and ate, lay down again on the cot in the kitchen and slept the afternoon away.


  “Shh!” Ma would admonish when Joseph banged the door, “Your father’s asleep!” And her warning finger would go to her lips.


  At night Pa would move from the cot to the bed where he slept with Ma. Where they would –? No, not decent to think about that. You couldn’t imagine him doing – He was so quiet. Except now and then when he fell into a terrible rage, always over some trivial thing, His face would flame, the cords stand out on his temples and in his neck. Ma said that someday he would kill himself like that, which was exactly what happened. Much later, of course.


  The house smelled of sleep, of dullness and poverty. There was no life in it, no future. You felt that what had already been done there was all that ever would be done. Joseph spent as few hours there as he could.


  “What, going out again?” Pa would ask, shaking his head. “You’re always out.”


  “A boy needs companions, Max.” His mother defended him. “And as long as we know he’s in good company – He only goes to play at the Baumgartens’ or over to your own cousin Solly.”


  Solly Levinson was a second or third cousin of Pa’s, only five years older than Joseph. Joseph could remember him in that first brief year after his arrival in this country at the age of twelve, that first and only year when he went to school, before he began to work in the garment trade. He had learned English astonishingly quickly; he was bright and timid, or perhaps only gentle and hesitant. Strange how he metamorphosed after five children and fifteen years of working on pants! As different from what he had been as the caterpillar is from the butterfly. Strange and sad and wrong, Joseph thought, remembering Solly teaching him to dive in the East River, Solly playing stickball, wiry and fast. He had come from a very rural place in Europe, had swum in rivers, had known how to move and run. Such a brightness in him! And now all quenched.


  Anyway, Joseph had liked to go to Solly’s. The rest of the time he lived on the street.


  His father complained. The streets were dangerous, full of bad influences. He heard his parents talking, often in his presence, more often from behind the drawn curtain that separated his cot in the kitchen from their bed in the back room.


  “Bad influences,” his father said again. Gloom and foreboding. Joseph knew he was talking about the boys who had gone socialist and worse, the boys who stood in knots on the sidewalk, lounging on the synagogue steps to taunt the worshippers, even smoking on the Sabbath, while the old men with their derby hats and beards looked the other way.


  “Joseph is a good boy,” his mother said. “You don’t have to worry about him, Max.”


  “Show me a mother who doesn’t say her son is a good boy.”


  “Max! What does he ever do that’s bad? Be sensible!”


  “True, true.” Silence. And then he would hear, how many times had he not heard? “I wish we could do more for him.”


  Now Joseph understood, but even then when he was a child be had begun to understand, to pick up truths about his parents and the life around him. He knew that his father, like most of the fathers, was ashamed of doing even worse for his family in America than he had done in Europe. He was ashamed of not speaking the language, so that when the gas man came to ask a question about the meter, an eight-year-old son had to interpret. Ashamed of the meagre food on the table toward the end of the month when the money was being scrimped together for the rent. Ashamed of the noise, the jumbled living in the midst of crowds and other people’s scandals. The Mandels upstairs, the terrible screaming fights and Mr Mandel leaving, disappearing “uptown,” Mrs Mandel’s bitter weeping and scolding. Why should a decent family be subjected to the indecencies of others? Yet there was no escape from it.


  The father was ashamed too of the dirt. He hated it. From him Joseph knew he had inherited his extreme love of cleanliness and order. For a man to love those things in a place where there was little cleanliness and no order!


  They used to go to the baths together once a week, Pa and Joseph. In a way the child dreaded it, the smell of the steam and the press of naked men. How ugly old bodies were! And yet, in another way, it was the only time they ever talked together, really talked, there in the steam and later on the five blocks’ walk home.


  Sometimes he was subjected to homilies: “Do right, Joseph, Every man knows what right is and he knows too when he has done something dishonest or unjust. He may tell others and himself that he doesn’t know, but he does know. Do right and life will reward you.”


  “But sometimes wicked people are rewarded too, aren’t they, Pa?”


  “Not really. It may seem so on the surface, but not really.”


  “What about the Czar? How cruel he is, and yet he lives in a palace!”


  “Ah, but he hasn’t lived his life out yet!”


  Joseph considered that doubtfully. His father said with firmness, “When you do wrong, you pay. Maybe not right away, but you always pay.” And then he said, “Would you like a banana? I’ve a penny here, and you can buy two at the corner. One for your mother.”


  “What about you, Pa?”


  “I don’t like bananas,” his father lied.


  When Joseph was ten Pa’s sight went bad. First he had to hold the paper very far away. Then after a while he wasn’t able to read it at all. Joseph’s mother had never learned to read. In the Old Country it wasn’t essential for a girl to learn, although some did, of course. So Joseph had to read the paper in the evening, because his father wanted to know what was going on in the world. But it was difficult; Joseph didn’t read Yiddish very well and he knew his father wasn’t satisfied.


  For a while Pa had struggled on in the tailoring shop, hunching lower and lower in the yellow flame from the gaslight, for even at noon the daylight was shut out by the fire escapes outside the window. When it was evident that he could work no more they had closed the shop and his mother became the unacknowledged breadwinner.


  The store was the square “front room”, with the counter running across the back and the large brown icebox standing at one side. In the two rear rooms separated by a dark green cloth curtain, they lived, their arrangements the same as they had been in the tailor shop two blocks away. The kitchen table was covered with oilcloth once blue, now a spoiled grey. Here they ate and here his mother made the potato salad and the coleslaw that went into the brown refrigerator in the store along with the soda bottles and the milk. Bread was stacked on the counter; coffee, sugar and spices stood on the shelves; crackers and candy were in boxes and barrels on the floor, along with the pickles floating in their scummy brine. A bell jangled when the door was opened. In the summer you didn’t hear the bell because the screen door’s spring was broken. His father never knew how to fix anything, so the door hung open. Curving bands of yellow flypaper hung from the ceiling fixture, and huge black flies collected on it, disgusting flies, black and wet when they were squashed, bred in the horse-droppings on the street. … Strange that his father, who was so fastidious, didn’t seem to mind them, Joseph thought, until he realized that the old man didn’t see them.


  From six o’clock in the morning until ten at night his mother stood behind the counter. Not that they were so busy; it was just that one never knew when someone might come in to buy. Sometimes the jangling would ring past ten at night.


  “Oh, Mrs Friedman, I saw the light, I hope it’s not too late. We’re out of coffee.”


  For the neighbourhood it was a convenience, a place where one could go at odd hours to pick up something one had forgotten, after the markets had closed and the pushcarts were covered with tarpaulins and guarded for the night. A small convenience. A small living.


  “Max Friedman”, read the sign above the door. It should have read, “Katie Friedman”. Even at the age of ten Joseph was able to understand the tragedy in that.


  He had a snapshot of himself sitting in front of the store, the first picture taken of him since his infant portrait when he lay naked on the photographer’s fur rug. He was twelve years old, in knickers and cap, high shoes and long black stockings.


  “How solemn you were!” Anna said when she saw it. “You look as though you had the weight of the world on your shoulders.”


  Not the weight of the world, but a great one, nevertheless. For that was the year when he went from childhood to adult knowledge in one night. Well, make it two or three nights, at the most.


  Wolf Harris came into the store one day where Joseph was helping after school. He was some very remote relative of Solly’s on the other side of Solly’s family. He was eighteen and aptly named. His nose was thin; his large mouth was always drawn back in a scornful smile.


  “Want to make some money, kid? Mr Doyle wants a kid to run messages for him.”


  “Doyle?” Pa had come from his chair next to the stove. “Why should Mr Doyle need my son?”


  “Because. He needs a boy he can trust to deliver stuff on time, not to lose things. He’ll give him a dollar and a half a week to come in after school every day.”


  A dollar and a half! But Doyle was rich, Doyle was from Tammany Hall. He was Power, Government, Authority. Nobody knew exactly what he did, but they did know you could go to him for anything. He had no prejudice. Astonishing America, where the government didn’t care whether you were Chinese, Hungarian or Jewish! If you needed money for a funeral or a ton of coal or somebody in the family was in trouble, you could ask Doyle and he would take care of it. All you had to do in return was to mark the square he told you to mark on election day.


  Pa went inside and Joseph heard his parents talking for a minute or two. Then Pa came back.


  “Tell Mr Doyle,” he said to Wolf, “that my son will be happy to work for him and we thank him, his mother and I.”


  Doyle had a dignified office near Tammany Hall on Fourteenth Street. Every day after school Joseph went over through the front room where a row of girls sat at their typing machines and down the corridor to the back where he knocked and was admitted. Doyle was bald and ruddy. He had a stick-pin in his tie and a ring on his finger which Wolf said was a real sapphire, “worth a fortune”. He liked to joke. He would offer Joseph a cigar or pretend to hand him a coin: “Go down to Tooey’s Bar and get yourself a beer.” And then he would always give a treat, an apple or a chocolate bar, before sending him on his errands.


  Doyle owned a lot of property. He owned two houses on the street where Joseph lived, as a matter of fact. Sometimes Joseph had to deliver papers to plumbers or tinsmiths and others having to do with Doyle’s houses. Sometimes he had to take envelopes to saloons, or pick up papers there that felt thick, as though there might be money inside. He learned to go right in at the front door and ask for the proprietor, who was usually behind the bar, behind the bar with the glittering bottles and the painting of a naked lady. The first time he saw a painting like that his eyes almost popped out. The men at the bar saw what he was looking at and thought it was very funny. They told jokes that he didn’t understand, and he felt uncomfortable. But it was worth it. A dollar and a half! Just for walking around the city carrying envelopes!


  One day Mr Doyle asked to see his handwriting. He got a sheet of paper and said, “Now, write something, anything. I don’t care what.”


  When Joseph had written very neatly, Joseph Friedman, Ludlow Street, New York, United States of America, Western Hemisphere. World, Universe, Doyle took the paper away and said, “Very nice, very nice … how are you on arithmetic?”


  “It’s my best subject.”


  “Is it, now! Well, what do you know! How would you like to do a bit of writing and arithmetic for me? Would you like that, you think?”


  And as Joseph looked puzzled, he said, “Here, I’ll show you. See these two ledgers? Brand new, nothing written in them? I’ll show you what I want. I want you to copy down in these from the lists that I’ll give you. See here, a list like this, with names and doll – numbers, never mind what it’s for, you don’t need to go into all that. … Just copy all the names in this ledger with these numbers, see? And then put the same names in the other ledger with these other numbers, see? Think you can do it?”


  “Oh, sure, sir, I can do it. That’s easy.”


  “It’s important to be accurate, you understand. Take your time. I don’t want any mistakes.”


  “Oh, no, sir, I won’t make any mistakes.”


  “Good. So that’s what you’ll be doing from now on. You’ll work at the desk all by yourself in that little room next to mine, and nobody’ll bother you. When you’re finished you’ll hand the ledgers back to me. And Joseph, one other thing. You’re a good religious boy, aren’t you? I mean, you go to synagogue regularly, don’t tell lies?”


  “No, sir, I mean yes, sir, and I don’t tell lies.”


  “You know God punishes you when you do wrong.”


  “That’s what Pa says.”


  “Of course. Then I can depend on you to keep your word. Never to talk about what you write in the books. Never to mention the books to anybody at all. It’s just between you and me. Government business, you understand.”


  Doyle was very pleased with him. Wolf told him so. And one day when Doyle was in the neighbourhood he came into the store and talked to his parents.


  “Your son’s a very smart boy. Dependable, too. A lot of kids, you can’t count on them. They say they’ll come to work, then they go play ball or loaf around and forget.”


  “Joseph’s a good boy,” Pa said.


  What do you plan to do with him? What’s he going to be?”


  His father shrugged. “I don’t know. He’s young yet. He should stay in school, maybe go to college. But we have no money.”


  “He’d make a topnotch accountant. And there’s always money around for a smart boy like him. When the time comes, I’ll see that he gets a chance. He could go to N.Y.U. Just tell him to stick with me.”


  “Could be only nice talk,” his mother remarked that evening. “To make the parents feel good, telling them what a fine boy they have.”


  But Wolf said otherwise. “He thinks a lot of you, he means it. He wants you to study accounting. He can do it, too. He can get anything done, lay his hands on money whenever he needs it.”


  Joseph was curious about what Wolf did for Doyle. There were always so many people around Doyle, you could never figure out what they all did. Some were connected with the police and fire departments, others had to do with building inspections or the courts, with Doyle’s real estate or with elections, a maze of businesses and interests. Wolf lived with an older brother; he always wore good clothes and had cash in his pocket. But you would never ask Wolf about anything personal. There was a distance between him and you. It was hard to say why; there was just something that put you at a distance.


  Joseph had a best friend, Benjie Baumgarten. They walked to school together and back, went to the synagogue on the Sabbath and sat together and confided everything in one another. Benjie was curious about Wolf and Doyle.


  “What do you do for him?” he pressed.


  “Run errands. And write records.”


  “What sort of errands? And what do you write?”


  “It’s confidential. Business,” Joseph said importantly.


  “Oh, you dumb ass! Sure, private business with the Governor, I’ll bet. Or the President, maybe.”


  “No, really.” Benjie was envious, of course. Joseph could afford to be tolerant, lofty. “I’d tell you if I could, but I promised. You wouldn’t want me to break a promise to you, would you?”


  “No …”


  They were crouched on the cellar stairs in number eleven, an abandoned building down the street from Joseph’s house. The house had been condemned and the tenants had all moved out, except for some tramps, who, everybody knew, slept in the basement to get out of the cold.


  Benjie had brought a plug of chewing tobacco which they were trying for the first time. This was a good place to avoid being seen.


  “The sign says keep out – penalty of the law,” Benjie said. “What’ll happen if the owner catches us?”


  “Nothing. Mr Doyle is the owner, if you want to know. Well, a part-owner anyway. He wouldn’t mind.” Joseph felt important.


  So they were hiding under the stairs, feeling faintly nauseated and neither one willing to admit it to the other, when the door in the yard creaked open and a wedge of late afternoon light appeared. Wolf Harris came in, carrying a can.


  They drew back, making no sound. The can was filled with some liquid, which Wolf poured out as he moved around among the empty boxes, piled newspapers and broken baby carriages. When he had emptied the can he went softly out and closed the door. The fumes of kerosene rose up the staircase.


  “Now why do you suppose he did that?” Benjie whispered. “I’m going out to ask him.”


  “You shut up!”


  “Why should I!”


  “Because. Wolf told me never to talk to him unless he talked to me first. Not to speak to him on the street, especially when he was with somebody else.”


  “That’s funny. I wonder why?”


  “I never asked him.”


  “You scared of him?”


  “Yeah, a little.”


  “He’s got a fierce temper, Wolf has. Once I saw him beat up a guy and break his nose. The blood came like water out of a pump.”


  “You never told me!”


  “Well, it happened!”


  “I believe you.”


  “Why do you work for Doyle?”


  “What’s Doyle got to do with what we’re talking about?”


  “Nothing. I just wondered.”


  “Because we need the money, stupid!” He wasn’t going to mention anything about the accountancy course. Benjie might get the idea and horn in on it. Friend or no friend.


  “Wolf scares me,” Benjie said irrelevantly.


  “Oh, shut up, will you!”


  Joseph felt suddenly uneasy. “The tobacco juice puckered his mouth. “I’m going home,” he said.


  The fire sirens woke him during the night, they and the noise of the crowd in the street. He and his parents got up and went outside. Number eleven down the block was blazing. Smoke, blown by the wind from the East River, stretched in ribbons across the sky. Flames exploded like rockets inside the tenement. Their light went surging from the first floor to the second, to the third. On the third floor faces appeared at the windows; arms moved in anguish.


  “Tramps!” Ma cried. “My God, the house is full of tramps and they can’t get out!”


  Of course. In the winter, most people puttied the windows shut to keep out the cold.


  “Oh, my God,” Pa said.


  The fire burned all night. Its flames warmed the night air all down the street. The water from the fire hoses froze on the sidewalks. The fire horses neighed at the flames and stamped their huge feet. Toward morning the fire burned out. The interior of the building had been hollowed; the blackened stone front was a jagged ruin. There were seven known dead. The crowds came silently to stare.
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