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Foreword: The Style of Goodness



by Mary Gordon


It is a fact universally acknowledged that, in fiction, good characters are not interesting. Milton’s Satan is more interesting than Milton’s God. Iago is more interesting than Desdemona. Becky Sharp is more interesting than Amelia Sedley.


This universally acknowledged truth, however, is no more dependable than the idea that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife. In the hands of a master, goodness can be riveting, even incandescent. Think of Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Ramsay, or Chekov’s Sonia, or Hardy’s Jude. The challenge is to invoke goodness without brushing up against the sticky paint of sentimentality. And this Oscar Hijuelos achieves superlatively in the character of Edward Ives.


Sentimentality thrives on generalizations—received ideas like coins passed through so many hands that the stamped image is illegible. In Mr. Ives’ Christmas, Oscar Hijuelos shirks abstractions, and instead he treats us to wave after wave of acutely observed specifics. His characters’ physicality is rendered by strikingly original, sometimes surprising details. After Ives’ friends the Ramirezes have weathered the storm of Mr. Ramirez’ infidelity, for example, Ives notes that “humiliation had thinned their eyelids.” When Ives agrees to meet his son’s murderer thirty years after the act, the skinny, jittery street punk is transformed, after half a lifetime in prison, into a three-hundred-pound slob with tear-shaped prison tats on his cheeks. Like quantum particles that gain energy from their proximity to one another, Hijuelos’ objects, weather descriptions, buildings press upon each other and explode with life. He creates lists whose variety and abundance make palpable different aspects of a lived life, from the everyday to the mystical to the ugly.


Sometimes the life is merely ordinary, but the attention paid to details makes the ordinary precious, as when, early in the novel, Ives goes through the closet in which he keeps the relics of his past. “In his closet, he had pads and sketchbooks and samples of artwork from the time he was a teenager: a few of the hand drawn Christmas cards that he peddled from door to door and sold for a nickel apiece, and everything else from matchbook covers to beer coasters, girly posters, horror comics, religious drawings, and book illustrations and mounds of mechanicals… dozens of promotional pens and paperweights put out by his agency on behalf of tobacco companies, foundation garment manufacturers, and just about anything else from gentle laxatives to pipe cleaners.”


On the day of his “mystical experience,” before his son’s death, Ives processes his vision initially through the lens of popular advertisements. “The sky was a clean wintry blue—the blue of deeply processed magazine ads, the blue of poster art for seaside vacations in Hawaii and Havana, a blue that, reminiscent of water, seemed dense and inviting, a blue of light diffused through crystal… Then, not knowing whether to shout from ecstasy or fear, he looked up and saw the sun, glowing red and many times its normal size, looming over the avenue, a pink and then flaring yellow corona bursting from it. And then, in all directions, the very sky filled with four rushing, swirling winds, each defined by a different colored powder like strange Asian spices; one was cardinal red, one the color of saffron, another grey like mothwing, the last a brilliant violet.”


In his rapt chronicling of details, Oscar Hijuelos has created a kind of hymn to New York City, but the tones are not consistently sweet. There are breakthroughs of ugliness and violence. “It bothered Ives that the neighborhood was not quieter or more genteel, that they would wake up sometimes at three in the morning because some drunks had spilled out of the corner bar to fight, shouting and breaking glass and with police sirens wheeling, or that, from time to time, one heard the prostitutes yelling at their pimps, or the occasional gunshots being fired from on high, as if from the rooftops.” When he first visits the apartment building of his friend Ramirez, Ives describes it as smelling of “that strange combination of odors particular to tenements—dog hair, insecticide, wet newspaper, leaky plaster, incinerator ash.” And the tragedy of Edward Ives’ life is a direct product of urban violence. His beloved son, seventeen years old, is shot senselessly by a fifteen-year-old Puerto Rican kid, just for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.


This tragedy is the column that supports the structure of the novel. In the same way that he lovingly creates place and atmosphere by combining likes and unlikes, Hijuelos excavates Edward Ives’ lifelong mourning, his internal deadness, his slow climb toward forgiveness, his final rising from the tomb of his grief, his reliving of the gratitude and sense of awe that marked him even as a child. There is nothing simple about Edward Ives, nor of Hijuelos’ depiction of him. He is a man of parts: foundling, artist, lover, father, mystic, broken-hearted survivor. He works in advertising in the same period as Don Draper of TV’s Mad Men, but there is no glamour attached to his job—no three-martini lunches, no bedding clients, no willing secretaries. Everyone who encounters him knows him as a good man, but this provides him with no consolation. From the beginning of the book, he is haunted by sadness, a sense of his aloneness in the universe, and a surprised, almost frightened reaction when delight somehow comes his way. Even the blessing of his happy love of Annie Maguire, who will become his wife and the mother of his children, is framed by tragedy: They become lovers on a night when they have just witnessed a young woman falling out of a building to her death on the sidewalk at their feet. His forebodings turn out not to have been unfounded: The worst thing that could happen, happens, and he must go on living.


The beauty of Oscar Hijuelos’ style permeates the whole of the novel and is present in every aspect of its composition, from his choice of individual words to the rhythm of his sentences, to the structure of the book: a series of self-contained sections with titles that function like newspaper headlines or the titles of songs. Wanting to know what went behind Hijuelos’ decision to structure the novel in this way, I consulted his widow, Lori Carlson-Hijuelos. She encouraged me to think of Dickens, whom Hijuelos greatly admired, and to think of the titles as a move to give the present-day story a Victorian resonance. And she said that Hijuelos wanted to create a series of Christmas carols, some lighthearted, some tragic. Each carol, or chapter (or, as I like to think of them, chapterlettes), has a musical beat or rhythm, often beginning con brio and ending with a decrescendo.


In considering the quiet tone of Mr. Ives’ Christmas, it is easy to forget what a daring book it was at the time of its publication in 1995. This was a year in which irony was king, and violence was glamorized, even eroticized. It took nerve to march boldly into that terrain with the story of a man who is devout, perhaps saintly, who prays and begs a God he is no longer sure exists for wisdom and courage to live when he would perhaps rather be with his son in the next world. Ives’ religious faith enables him to perform the almost unbearable act of confronting his son’s murderer and offering him forgiveness.


It makes sense, then, for the novel to begin and end in a church. As a young man, Ives finds himself in St. Patrick’s Cathedral “lost in a kind of euphoric longing.” As an old man, having endured a life of loss and sorrow, his final vision retains that youthful euphoria, hard won, dearly bought. Despite the evidence of the mind and the senses, Ives believes in a final goodness, a good God who will “take him away, and all the others who were good in this world, into His heaven, with its four mysterious winds, where they would be joined unto Him and all that is good forever and ever without end.”


The book concludes on the word end. The final decrescendo.
















It is difficult to be religious, impossible to be merry, at every moment of life, and festivals are as sunlit peaks, testifying above dark valleys, to the eternal radiance.


—Clement A. Miles
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LONG AGO AT CHRISTMAS


Years ago, in the 1950s, as a young man working for a Madison Avenue advertising agency, Ives always looked forward to the holiday season and would head out during his lunch hours, visiting churches, to think and meditate, and, if he was lucky, to hear the choirs as they practiced their hymns and sacred songs. Often enough, he walked along the burgeoning sidewalks, crowded with shoppers and tourists, and made his way to Saint Patrick’s Cathedral, where he’d become lost in a kind of euphoric longing—why he did not know. And in a moment, he would find himself, as a child, attending Mass with his adoptive family again, so many memories coming back to him: of standing beside his father during the services and noticing, as he looked up at his father’s kindly face, just how moved he seemed to be by the prayers, and the Latin incantations, and the reverential chants; so moved, especially during the raising of the host, that he almost seemed on the verge of tears.


Each time he entered a sanctuary, Ives himself nearly wept, especially at Christmas, when the image of one particular church on Seventh Avenue in Brooklyn, whose choir was very good and the worshipers devout, came back to him, its interior smelling mightily of evergreen boughs, candle wax, and pots of red and white blossoms set against the columns. Dignified Irishmen, with greatly slicked heads of hair, dockworkers for the most part, turned up in ties and jackets, their wives and children by their sides. And there were bootleggers and policemen and carpenters and street sweepers in attendance as well. And a blind man whom Ives sometimes helped down the marble stairs; a few Negroes, as they were called in those days, all, Ives was convinced, believing in the majesty of the child. The old Italian ladies, their heads wrapped in black scarves and their violet lips kissing their scapular medals, and crucifixes and rosaries, kneeling, nearly weeping before the altar and the statues of Christ and His mother; and at Christmas, the beginning of His story, sweetly invoked by the rustic and somehow ancient-looking crèche.


The fact was that Ives, uncertain of many things, could at that time of year sit rather effortlessly within the incense- and candle-wax-scented confines of a church, like Saint Patrick’s, thinking about the images, ever present and timeless, that seemed to speak especially to him. Not about the cheery wreaths, the boughs of pine branches, the decorative ivy and flowers set out here and there, but rather about the Christ child, whose meaning evoked for him a feeling for “the beginning of things,” a feeling that time and all its sufferings had fallen away.


Of course, while contemplating the idea of the baby Jesus, perhaps the most wanted child in the history of the world, Ives would feel a little sad, remembering that years ago someone had left him, an unwanted child, in a foundling home. (To that day, to all the days into the future, there remained within him the shadowy memory of the dark-halled building in which he lived for nearly two years, a place as cavernous and haunted as a cathedral.) A kind of fantasy would overtake him, a glorious vision of angels and kings and shepherds worshiping a baby: nothing could please him more, nothing could leave him feeling a deeper despair.


Enflamed by the sacred music and soft chanting, his heart lifted out of his body and winged its way through the heavens of the church. Supernatural presences, invisible to the world, seemed thick in that place, as if between the image of Christ who is newly born and the image of the Christ who would die on the cross and, resurrected, return as the light of this world, there flowed a powerful, mystical energy. And his sense of that energy would leave Ives, his head momentarily empty of washing machine and automobile advertisements, convinced that, for all his shortcomings as a man, he once had a small, if imperfect, spiritual gift.


That, long ago, at Christmas.


A SENTIMENTAL MAN


More sentimental than he would let on to others, Ives, in his later years, was the kind of fellow who saved just about everything, a practice that had something to do with his foundling beginning. In his study, he had file cabinets filled with letters, postcards, and Christmas greetings. He kept funeral cards, Jesus Christ with His burning heart welcoming the sanctified into heaven, the glorious place. He had autographed drawings from Winsor McKay, Walter Lantz, Otto Messmer, Lee Falk, Dick Caulkins, and dozens of other cartoon artists. And piles of cards and correspondence from commercial artists like himself, many of them friends with whom he had collaborated over the years. A curiosity: somehow and somewhere, he had acquired an autographed publicity shot of the actor Ray Milland. And there was also his collection of affectionately kept handwritten notes from fellow artists much more famous than himself. His favorite, because it took him back to a happier time during his childhood, was the note Walt Disney had sent him back in 1935, when, at the age of thirteen, he submitted some funny-animal drawings and gag ideas on the chance that he could go to work for the Disney studio, then making a new kind of animated, feature-length film called Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. A form letter turned him down, but a few lines had been added, which said, “Keep in touch and keep it up, your work is swell! Walt Disney.” Ives showed the note to all his friends and passersby, as they walked by his stoop, the mild praise had him floating for weeks.


(He even had a crinkly-edged black-and-white photograph taken of him back then—Ives in a tie and jacket posed on the steps of his building in Brooklyn, just after he’d come back from Mass, with the letter held up before him, for all to see. His expression was happy. Ives with his long dagger nose, dark eyes, and wavy hair did not look like someone named Ives but rather a Spinelli or a Martinez or a Jacobs, though that had not mattered to the man who had adopted him. The picture was taken by his older adoptive brother, Johnny, in his pinstriped suit, a toothpick in his mouth, his handsome face gnarled from concentration as he took the shot, his pretty flapper-looking date by his side. “Smile, Eddie,” and click… He sat there, his shoes and hair shiny, a missal on his lap, his coat by his side, a goofy grin on his face, nothing of his sad feelings about life showing in that moment. A friend, Butch, a tough alley cat of a street kid, stood off to the right and stared into the camera, a menacing smirk across his freckled mug. Then the doorway, the hall, a second door and, if you squinted, Ives’ adoptive sister, Katherine, about his age and pretty but thin and lost and not the brightest kid in the world. In a straw hat with flowers in its brim and opened coat with three of its buttons torn off, she seemed to be looking sadly out through the shadows.)


He had portfolios with hundreds of drawings in them, none of which he ever looked at anymore. And comic-strip ideas that had never quite cut it, for all the times he had tried: “Cosmo the Ghost,” “Nicky Steele, Private Eye,” “Lord Lightning” were the titles he remembered. He kept oil paintings and watercolors that he had done over the years, and many early nudes of his wife, and studies, done casually and nearly effortlessly, of his two children, during certain moments of rest or play or prayer when they were small.


He had a favorite possession: an authentic etching by Albrecht Dürer, bought at the height of the depression from a down-and-out art dealer in Greenwich Village, a man with a mad Russian face and trembling hands, as kindly as his adoptive father, who’d sold him the work for ten dollars. He had a pencil sketch by George Bridgeman, with whom he had once studied, another by Burne Hogarth. He had a lacquered, souvenir-shop, postcard-sized reproduction of Raphael’s “La Madonna del Granduca,” a heartbreakingly beautiful portrait, done in the tondo or circular format, of a young Florentine noblewoman in white, a Christmas gift from his daughter, Caroline. She’d bought it for him when she was a teenager and knew him well enough to remember that, in his opinion, it was the finest portrait, ever, by any artist. He loved it because it was an exquisite work by a true genius, and because the first time he’d laid eyes upon it, hanging on a cluttered wall in a second-floor gallery in the Pitti Palace in Florence, it was 1960, and they were on their first European vacation as a family and his son, Robert, was still alive.


WHAT ELSE DID HE HAVE? THE BETTER QUESTION, WHAT DIDN’T HE keep? In boxes that sat in the attic study of their little country house there remained a half-dozen two-tone erasers, some worn more than others, from the days when he was an in-betweener for the Steichman Brothers animation studio of New York. And there were some old No. 2 pencils, still in their boxes, from that period, and in a manila envelope, wrapped in a thick rubber band, several dozen 1939 wallet calendars that he’d knocked out for a plumber’s outfit, which gave them away by the entrance to the World’s Fair. In his closet, he had pads and sketchbooks and samples of artwork from the time he was a teenager: a few of the hand-drawn Christmas cards that he peddled from door to door and sold for a nickel apiece, and everything else from matchbook covers to beer coasters, girly posters, horror comics, religious drawings, and book illustrations and mounds and mounds of mechanicals and studies for print ads, some of which had been highly regarded in their time by fellow professionals. He had a dozen old course certificates from the Advertising Club of New York. And dozens of promotional pens and paperweights put out by his agency on behalf of tobacco companies, foundation-garment manufacturers, and just about anything else from gentle laxatives to pipe cleaners. And reams of old stationery from the place where he’d worked for thirty years, with the coolly scripted company logo saying: THE MANNIS AGENCY, 10 EAST 40TH STREET, NEW YORK 16, N.Y. NEW YORK, SAN FRANCISCO, LONDON, MEXICO CITY.


But most sorrowfully, there were a few items kept hidden in a closet that related to his son—a white leatherbound New Testament, a baptismal card, a pile of paperbacks, and a new watch, never used, that had been purchased as his Christmas present at Macy’s the afternoon before his death.


THAT SAD EVENT TOOK PLACE ONE EVENING, A FEW DAYS BEFORE Christmas 1967, some six months before Robert was to enter the Franciscan order as a young seminarian; just a few minutes after attending a late-afternoon choir practice at the Church of the Holy Ascension, his life had ended. He was seventeen at the time of his death, and not an hour passed when Ives did not calculate his son’s age were he still alive. Now he would have been in his early forties and working as a pastor somewhere, maybe as a priest for the Church of Saint Francis downtown, or teaching seminarians upstate near Albany. Ives liked to think that they would have remained close over the years. In one of the dreams that he had long stopped having, he’d find himself sitting in a church and watching his son raise the Host at the altar. Then the time would come, and he’d kneel by the communion railing, his wife by his side, and, with his eyes closed, his head lifted toward his son, he would wait to hear the words “Body of Christ” and for his priestly hands to slip the consecrated wafer upon his tongue.…


In his retirement and much slowed down, Ives still had days when he blamed his son’s death on God’s “will.” God had timed things so that his murderer, his face scowling, came walking down the street just as his son and a friend were standing around talking. Pop, pop, pop, three shots in the belly because his son had simply turned his head to watch his murderer’s exaggerated and comic gait as he went by. A fourteen-year-old kid, who’d reeled around asking, “What chew looking at?” his gun out before an answer. A kid, now a man, whom Ives should have forgiven, but couldn’t, even when he tried to—Lord, that was impossible—so filled was his heart with a bitterness and confusion of spirit that had never gone completely away.



“YOU HAVE TO PUT IT BEHIND YOURSELF”


Since his retirement from the agency in 1982, Ives and his wife divided their time between Manhattan and their small getaway home near Hudson, New York. There wasn’t much around their tract of land other than a pretty view, magnificent and blooming with flowers and trees in the spring and summer, frigid and desolate in the colder months, which drove his lively wife, Annie, crazy. They had some moody younger neighbors about a quarter mile up the road, and there were a few deserted summer houses further on, so that on some days they hardly saw anyone, an isolation that made his wife eager for their flat in the city, on Ninety-third Street off Columbus.


They moved downtown from Claremont Avenue some ten years before, in ’84, after their apartment had been burglarized and because Annie had thought the change would do her husband some good. His stubborn inability to stop mourning their son, to keep his sorrow hidden from others but to let it flourish around her, had tempted Annie to leave him several times over the years. But she loved him too much. Again and again, she told him, “You have to put it behind you, my love,” but as the years passed, nearly thirty of them, with their thousands of days and hundreds of thousands of hours, he still could not get a certain image out of his head: his righteous and good son, stretched out on the sidewalk, eyes glazed and looking upward, suddenly aware and saddened that his physical life was ending, that image coming to Ives again and again.


Trying to make sense of what had happened, he awaited a revelation but over the years had been let down often enough so that, after so many years, Mr. Ives, formerly of Brooklyn, New York, and Madison Avenue, had gradually turned into stone: a civil, good-hearted man, but one made of stone all the same.


There had been his bad dreams and his bad skin, tormenting maladies that had come about after the death of his son and had gotten gradually worse, not better, with time, Ives keeping Annie up on many a night with his twisting about and endless scratching. There had been his daylong silences and his overwhelming solemnity toward the most ordinary things, like going to a movie, and the way he would sometimes stand by the window at night for hours, as if waiting for someone. Though she loved him, all this sometimes made her feel a little boxed in, and she would fall into her own state of gloom. That’s when she would ship him off to Hudson, so that she could work in the city on her various educational projects in peace.


Every so often he would catch an Amtrak train north and spend a week at a time in that house, drawing, reading, and taking care of his mutty hounds, Rex and Alice. And while doing so, he would think of just how much his son had loved his life and had loved God, and Ives would doubt that God existed.


Then the holidays would come and the past would hit Ives like a chill wind. Memories of his son plaguing him, there came many a day, around Christmas, when Ives would plaintively wait for a sign that his son, who’d deserved so much more than what he had been given, was somewhere safe and beloved by God. Each day he awaited a slick of light to enter the darkness. And when life went on as usual, without any revelation, he’d await his own death and the new life or—as he often suspected—the new oblivion to begin.


HE USED TO LIKE SPEAKING SPANISH


In the years just after his son’s death, when he’d become a somber man, Mr. Ives would walk over from Claremont Avenue, in upper Manhattan, toward the subway on 125th Street on Broadway, on his way to work, with a black portfolio or a briefcase in hand, unable to look at anyone, his head down, a hand in his coat pocket. And when he did make contact, his eyes were as wide open and filled with as much pain and disappointment as any eyes had ever been. Everyone who knew him in the neighborhood, for his righteousness and mellow demeanor—the way people had thought about his adoptive father in Brooklyn—felt saddened by that event, but the shooting had been a source of particular disgrace for the Spanish-speaking inhabitants of the neighborhood. As an important enough Madison Avenue executive who had helped many of the local Hispanic families with jobs and whose best friend was a Cuban man, named Luis Ramirez, Ives watched his love and admiration for the culture diminish; for a long time he would not forget—though he had tried—the fact that his son’s murderer was Puerto Rican.


It wasn’t easy or pleasurable for Ives to have such feelings: Ives himself, over the years, was sometimes taken to be a person of mixed blood, in looks if not manner, and therefore had been the victim of prejudice himself. Looking in the mirror, as if at a map, certain of his features revealed a bit of ethnic identity, startling him. His almond eyes and the darkness of his own countenance were such that different people often took Ives to be one of their own. With his unknown beginnings he might well have had Spanish blood; perhaps his mother was Puerto Rican, Cuban, or from the Dominican Republic. But even without knowing the truth, he had gravitated toward that culture simply out of curiosity and affection.


For years he would stop by Juanito’s barbershop and speak a Spanish that, while imperfect, was affable and diverse; the Spanish of a man who had never formally studied but had related to and loved the language. For years he had read El Diario and the Deportes columns, just so he could participate in conversations about baseball and boxing; and he used to enjoy leaning back in the barber’s chair and listening to the Spanish-language radio and its sweet canciones. He used to go there every couple of weeks for a trim, and always waved and flashed a smile at his friends, as he walked by. But one day he had not bothered to even look over and refrained from going in, his contemplative face and sad expression something they now viewed from afar, through a stencilled sunlit window.
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THE FOUNDLING HOME


Even in his youth, he had a pensive disposition. But he was not especially bright (or at least he never thought so), and though he was not a wildly funny young man, he loved people and things that were amusing: humorous illustrations from old books, illustrators like Soglow of “Little King” fame and George “Krazy Kat” Herriman, satirical cartoons, newspaper comics, screwball comedies, animated cartoons, and, going back, certain silent-screen comedians like Laurel and Hardy, Chaplin, and Harold Lloyd (the latter to whom he thought he bore some kind of resemblance). Having to wear glasses as a teenager, Ives chose round tortoiseshell frames like Mr. Lloyd’s and wore a black-ribboned straw boater, which gave him a jaunty air.


Outwardly lighthearted and ever courteous, Ives had lived with a notion that he was worthless. The first three years of his life were largely a blank; his fourth and fifth years were spent in Saint Stephen’s in Brooklyn. Not a day passed when certain thoughts about that place and the circumstances that led him there did not fail to depress him. As he walked down the avenue, or made his way along the busy halls of his agency to show sketches to his art director, certain remembrances weakened his knees and stopped him in his tracks. Ives would suddenly pause by a water cooler or mimeograph machine or by a pretty secretary’s desk, to look off into the distance, his mind lost in some sad dream. To those coworkers who found him staring out the window, with its grand view of the avenue stretching northward toward Fifty-seventh Street, he’d seemed to be musing about life or the weather—how dainty the clouds looked on certain days—or about the spectacular beauty of the Art Deco edifices, office towers with their ziggurat tops and black marble-slab walls. Yet what he really saw instead, in some dark place, was another view from another window: a dingy tenement somewhere in Brooklyn in the early 1920s. In his thoughts, it was always night with snow on the ground, and he was cold and lost and peering out desperately, furtively toward the other windows and rooftops and wishing he could run away. A memory, passing in a flash, of his mother, a pretty woman with olive skin, dark hair, and frightened eyes, huddling in a corner and calling to him in a language that he could not identify or remember; and of a man, immense and beastly, shouting and breaking things; and his mother breaking up inside herself and weeping; and a hard slap to his face and a strap of a belt against his legs and the room turning.


He believed that his father had been a man of foreign extraction who’d had something to do with the sea—a fisherman or a sailor, who’d perhaps met his mother on a night’s leave in Brooklyn, ravishing her on a pile of coiled ropes or burlap bags by the harbor or in some flea-bitten hotel. In all likelihood, his mother was typical of the kind of women who abandoned children: young, very poor, and scared for her life. She was probably a factory worker, or a prostitute, he sometimes thought, the latter notion both tormenting and fascinating him.


(One day, when he was in midtown on his way back from a job, he wandered into the Forty-second Street library. Although he wanted to find some art books, he somehow found himself sitting at a table reading an archaic book of statistics, put out by the New York City Department of Child Welfare, which had information about the number of orphans and abandoned children in New York in the 1920s, the period of Ives’ tenure in his foundling home. The book contained many confusing charts and tables, statistics with miniature citations in their upper right-hand corner that he carefully studied and tried to comprehend. There were statistics about the occurrences of tuberculosis, pneumonia, rheumatic fever, blindness, and deafness “per ward” in a given calendar year—columns and columns of numbers that referred to the many unwanted children, but told nothing of their stories, Ives daydreaming about the very home where he had stayed as he read over the lists.)


The good nuns had found some of their children waiting hungry and exhausted on the steps of the home, before its thick double doors, and some were delivered like laundry by the city, whose own agencies and wards were always jammed to bursting; and some were carried in the arms of softhearted cops who’d discovered the runts, tots, and abandoned infants wrapped in rags or newspapers in dustbins or garbage cans or left on subway or trolley car seats; and some arrived in the arms of distraught mothers—poor flower girls, foolish actresses, dime store clerks—who for whatever their reasons, pleaded with the nuns to take their babies inside. Some arrived wearing dainty lace bonnets and underthings and embroidered blouses and gowns, as if they had been dressed as a last gesture of care, but most arrived filthy and weeping and starved to the bones, and some were covered with bruises. Some arrived with birth certificates or names written out on pieces of paper, and often misspelled, but written out all the same, and some, like Ives, came into that home without so much as a slip of paper to say where he might have come from, their veins filled with the blood of parents they would probably never see again, their brows wrinkled by confusion, and their expressions reflecting an innocent acceptance of destitution.


In the foundling home there were dark rooms, lonely hallways, and high windows that looked out onto sooty brick walls. There were nuns whose mysterious ways had sometimes frightened him. There were crowded rooms and crowded beds, and nights when he was afraid to shut his eyes. And there was a little chapel in which he learned to pray. In that room he would kneel before a statue of Jesus as a boy, and touch its marble face, as if it might suddenly come alive. And there was a room in which, if he’d soiled his bed at night, the nuns would lock him for hours at a time, alone. There were black-and-white tile floors in one of the rooms, cracked white tiles in another; a clock out of whose bottom crawled cockroaches the size of watermelon seeds, which hung on a wall above a statue of the Holy Mother. Each dormitory had high double doors with small rectangular wire-crossed windows, which were locked at night and impossible to open even if one pushed and pushed.


But he was lucky: several times a month, the nuns would dress the children up, girls in one dormitory, boys in the other, and march them out into a grand hall with lime-green-flecked walls where they would sit on benches awaiting the chance to meet with prospective adoptive parents. Graced with pleasant enough looks and a quiet, though vaguely shocked demeanor, and neatly attired in knee pants, clean shirt, and bow tie, he made a good impression. With eyes that invited pity and a sad smile, Ives was a fine example of “a poor poor thing.” On one of those visitors’ days, around Christmas, he found himself standing before a well-dressed, middle-aged gentleman, whose own eyes were sad—the older Mr. Ives—who placed his warm hand on the boy’s face and kneeling before the lad, took a long, long look, making his decision.


He’d remember that he had trembled; that he could barely look toward that kind face; that for all his timidity, he soon enough found himself living a new life.


That, around Christmas.


HIS ADOPTIVE FATHER


The older Mr. Ives, a widower who worked in the printing business, had never been able to provide him with more than the name of the foundling home. Although he gave his son the strong faith that he had through much of his youth, he could not give him a history. In fact, his father had been a foundling himself, his name, Ives, coming from a priest who had taken it from a Currier & Ives print popular in 1870, the year his adoptive father was born. (Framed Currier & Ives prints could be found everywhere in New York back then, on bar- and poolroom walls, in hotel lobbies, in bowling alleys, in restaurants, on Third Avenue trolleys.) In terms of appearance, the older Mr. Ives could have been French, as in Yves, or of English or Scottish extraction. He had a gaunt, intelligent face, a furrowed brow, aquiline nose, and deep blue eyes, and dressed, despite his lack of formal education and working-class manner, like a gentleman, often wearing a long coat and top hat, and carrying an ivory-tipped cane. And although he could give his adoptive children a history of his life in the printing business, and the cause of his wife’s death in childbirth (“a puerperal infection had taken her, God bless her soul…”), he had nothing by way of insight to offer his son, for whoever had brought Ives to Saint Stephen’s had left him with neither a note nor a word to anyone, and he’d been admitted into the home on the evening of December 22, 1924, and adopted several years later, during the very same holiday season.


MR. IVES SENIOR WAS ABLE TO GIVE HIS THIRD SON CLOTHES AND books, two brothers and a sister, a little money, and a room in his large, somewhat rundown brownstone, three stories high, on Carroll Street. And a name: Edward. And encouragement when, in one of the miracles of his life, young Ives, at the age of seven or so, had started to draw, spending his leisure hours not out on the street playing with the local ruffians, who’d slide down coal chutes and throw bottles off rooftops at passing trucks, but resting on his belly on their front parlor floor, copying out drawings from newspapers and the illustrated books that found their way into the house. His father had liked such books very much, notably those from England with engravings by the likes of John Tenniel or those artists who illustrated the works of Charles Dickens, whose line drawings enchanted the young Ives. (There was a row of books, memoirs and sporting novels, illustrated by Phiz, Cruickshank, Alken, Leech, Seymour, and Heath, among others.) He also taught his son how to pray, when to kneel and stand and bow his head and close his eyes during the consecration of the Host; taught him to take in the beautiful goodness that he was desperate to believe existed; to tremble before the “enormity of it all.”


HIS FATHER MANAGED A PRINTING PLANT ON CHAMBERS STREET. IT was a large operation that took up the ground floor of a building, its façade zigzaggy with fire escapes, its interior a thunderous, machine-filled room the size of an airplane hangar. He ran the plant for its rich Park Avenue owners, overseeing a crew of compositors, machine operators, make-readiers, engravers. There were a number of cubicles for proofreaders and rows of large and noisy many-geared presses smelling of ink, turpentine, and oils. Books, all manner of pamphlets, playbills, and print advertising art, were printed though not bound, but now and again some quite delicate engraving work would take place on the premises. In this atmosphere, the young Ives had passed many a day, as a general assistant, as a collater of pages, as a messenger scrambling about, watching the typesetters and lithographers at their trade. Even as a child he enjoyed the work, reveling in the tactile pleasures of the business, the smell of ink and lead and pulp and metallic filings, and took joy in the weight and detail of the loose letters in the printers’ trays, which he’d played with like soldiers on the floor. He’d remember much about that place, remember faces as well: so many of the babushkaed, sad-eyed women who walked up and down the streets near the plant on their way to their jobs in dress mills, shoe, eyeglass, and watch factories, whose narrow entranceways always saddened him. And there were the men who stood by their soup and hot-chestnut wagons across the way, stomping on their feet in the cold, and the dirty urchins with blackened hands who came down the street begging every so often, especially during the worst years of the depression. On the corner, a certain bald Mr. Mullins, a man in his forties who had lost his sight during the First World War, to whom Ives’ father gave twenty-five cents—enough for a warm meal—each day, until the winter months when Mullins would be paid to stand inside the front doorway of the plant, functioning as a kind of concierge, for a dollar.


Though he did not speak the language himself, his father had in his employ a dozen or so Spanish-speaking workers—some from Puerto Rico, some from Spain or Cuba. Most were machine workers, but because he published many magazines and books in Spanish (there were many Spanish-language publishing concerns in New York before the depression put most of them out of business), he had a Spaniard working as a compositor and a Cuban proofreader at the plant, and they had taken an interest in the young Ives. He would always remember a certain Mr. Dominguez, an elderly Cuban, who ran one of the press machines. From the time Ives was a little boy, Dominguez always regarded him with a kind of familiarity, and would often say, “You know, you’re so much like a brother I once had, when he was your age.” Or “If no one has told you before, I will now. You look like a Spaniard. Did you know that?”


And he’d tell him, in his homesickness, about a beautiful place he had come from, Cuba, his home. Across the sea to the south of Florida, his little island. He’d bring Ives some bakery pastries from a Spanish restaurant, run by a brother, and meat pies—cumin, garlic, and onions among the magic ingredients. He would send him out on errands and throw him a dime, when that was good money, and in general treated him well. He’d call Ives Eduardo, never Edward, and would sit at lunchtime writing out certain words in Spanish, alongside their English counterparts, on a pad of paper. In his foundling’s loneliness Ives tended to associate such simple kindnesses not with foreign lands, nor with bent-over white-haired men with exhausted eyes and filthy lead-blackened fingers, but with a simple notion of calm and, perhaps, love.


OTHER MEMORIES? HE’D LIKED THE IDEA OF BEING A SPANIARD, EVEN if it was a fantasy. Working alongside Dominguez, he got into the habit of learning, little by little, something of the language. He’d picked up some Italian as well and a few phrases in Yiddish, from some of the other workers. But he was most attentive with Dominguez, who was so touched by his interest that he gave Ives a few basic Spanish grammar books. Ives never perfected his Spanish, but continued to study it, on and off, when he could, over the years, getting to the point where he could visit Dominguez at his home in Staten Island, near the harbor, the sea always delighting him, and have rudimentary conversations with Dominguez’ family, a raucously friendly consortium of plump and beautiful children and adults, who made barbecues yet dressed formally, in suits and dresses, simply because they were having guests. Then there had been the marriage of Dominguez’ daughter to an Italian man. The Ives family had been invited, and they all went, turning up at a rented hall on Fourteenth Street for the reception, where a rumba orchestra, presided over by a short Rudy Vallee–looking man who sang through a megaphone, providing the music. That afternoon the jefe’s son, Eduardo Ives, was cheerfully harassed by dancing old women and young women in bright pink and yellow dresses with flowery skirts; they made him blush, during one song after the other. He was the kind of kid whose feet ached, but who did not complain, and sat ever so politely next to the old grandmothers, who told him stories about distant places he had never seen and which, even when he was so young, he daydreamed might well have been the land of his ancestors. He’d talk to priests, and struck people as a “good” and guileless boy.


And at these parties he would attempt his conversations in Spanish, and hit the piñatas with the other kids, and later go home to Brooklyn with his pockets stuffed with candies, his head filled with certain new words, which he wrote down in notebooks, as if those words somehow eased the loneliness he felt within.


HIS NATURAL MOTHER AND FATHER


For all his grief, he somehow kept a warm spot in his heart for the idea of the parents who had abandoned him, and although he loved his adoptive father and got along with his siblings, he had always wanted to meet them. Those cravings grew their strongest when he was a teenager and just starting to draw nudes at the Brooklyn Museum—the first sight of a grown woman’s bristling pubic hair startling him. In those days, when he had started getting out more on his own, he got into the habit of traveling by himself around the city with a sketchbook, making quick studies of people’s faces, as one would encounter them, on the streets or living in shantytowns. Mornings would find him in the Fulton Fish Market or on a jaunt through the Brooklyn Navy Yard; out on the ferry to Staten Island or to Hoboken or Weehawken. Or over to Chinatown, or off to prowl about the seasonal art shows in Washington Square… or drifting through midtown Manhattan, gawking, impressed by the architecture.…


And everywhere he went Ives would move through bustling crowds and, catching sight of a man or woman who seemed vaguely familiar, wonder, with a strange hope raised, whether that man or woman might be a relation. Or he’d ride the cane-seated subways and notice someone staring at him, as if a process of recognition were taking place, a vague feeling of disappointment coming over him when the eyes turned quickly away.


As a teenager working at the printing plant in Lower Manhattan, he’d sometimes make the trip over from Park Slope on foot—since he loved to walk if the weather was good. His route took him up Flatbush Avenue, across the glorious Brooklyn Bridge, into the Lower East Side, where he sometimes saw aspects of his own appearance on the faces of the Hasidim. At the same time, it was not unusual for him to sit down in an Italian restaurant on Mulberry, where the senior Mr. Ives liked to eat, and have a waiter, unacquainted with him, ask for his order in the Sicilian dialect.


Once, when he was about sixteen, while delivering some printer’s proofs to one of his father’s clients in the Wall Street area, Ives began to follow a petite, harried-looking brunette in her late forties. It was about seven at night and dark, the streets deserted, and without knowing why, Ives adopted a protective attitude toward this woman, whom he had first seen standing on a corner, waiting for a light to change. Watching her, he had been struck by how much her dark and brooding face, pretty in a defeated kind of way, appealed to him, her emotional fragility being something he had experienced in himself.


He was about five feet ten and thin, but able to take care of himself, his older brother Harry having taught him to box. A quiet fellow, Ives had simply smiled at her as if to say, “Don’t be worried, I’ll walk with you and make sure that no one bothers you,” but that only seemed to have made her feel anxious.


She walked on one side of the street—was it Church or Broad?—he on the other, a vague sense that he may or may not have known her having come over him. Without realizing it, though he was earnest and well-intentioned, he was frightening the woman half to death—she must have thought him a thief. In one instant, Ives, four blocks out of his way, and laden with heavy engravers’ plates, had smiled and waved and with that, he crossed the street. But she ran into an alleyway, shouting in a shrill accent, “Help, police! Help! Help!”


Ives did not follow her but headed off in a bewildered state to drop the plates off in an office in a high-rise by the river. And walking, he later found himself sulking by the waterside, the widening blackness of the water, with its little jewel-like moons, ever so inviting.


CERTAINLY HE WOULD HAVE BEEN A PRINTER


Over the years, while working on and off in the plant, he learned much about the business and became something of an asset. Helpful to the workers, he never displayed the kind of torpor or disdain for “dirty” work, as did Harry, who’d show up on weekends with his college textbooks and girlfriends’ telephone numbers, and spend his days with his feet up on his father’s desk, studying or reading the newspapers or yapping on the horn. But Eddie or Eduardo, as certain of his father’s workers called him, loved that atmosphere, so much so that he’d sometimes come in on his own time, just to watch the engravers, even then a dying breed, as they transferred illustrations onto acid-etched plates, the simple pleasure of watching something beautiful being made enchanting to him.


Certainly he would have been a printer if he hadn’t been so interested in drawing. He took classes whenever he could and had the good fortune of studying with George Bridgeman for figure drawing and Max Beckmann for painting at the Art Students League. Although he had never been the most talented of artists, as he’d tell his son, Robert, years later, he had a highly developed work ethic. A conscientious and self-effacing laborer, ever humble before his craft, he never thought he’d have any money and figured out, as a young man, that he would always live humbly, “without means,” practicing his illustrative and painterly skills into his old age. And if he was lucky, getting along on numerous fleeting jobs, he might one day have a show of beautiful portraits—he very much liked the works of John Singer Sargent and in another life would have been content as the official portraitist of an exclusive men’s club. Perhaps he would make enough money to see something more of the world than just the view from his window or where the trains and subways of the mass transit system would take him. Paris, Tahiti, Rome—names that he associated with artists and adventure. That was all he wanted.


He also wrestled with his conscience about another vocation: the priesthood, which, when he prayed and felt protected and loved in church, and witnessed many times the devoutness of his father, seemed like a most inviting calling. But coming from a void, he had always wanted to have his own family one day and, though he was tempted by the quietude of that life, he turned his back on that vocation. He wanted to study art in college instead and, truthfully, he did not consider himself strong enough to resist the company of a woman. Having looked at so many of their naked bodies, he had a natural curiosity and a sinful desire to experience such pleasures.



AS A TEENAGER JUST TRYING TO FIGURE OUT SOMETHING MORE ABOUT LIFE


Before the war, as a teenager just trying to figure out a little more about the world, when he was not working in the printing plant, he had also held other jobs. For a time he had been an usher in a big movie house on Ocean Avenue several days a week. It was a job he did not mind because he loved gangster stories and westerns and animated cartoons with rubber-limbed animals. Movies about orphans, like Little Lord Fauntleroy and Oliver Twist, often made him get teary-eyed and sad. (Images of redemption and eternal salvation, such as Christ rising in a radiant cloud to heaven, in churches did the same.) And he enjoyed wearing a velvet-buttoned dark gray outfit and escorting the perfumed pretty girls down to their seats. He fell in love every week but was too shy to do anything about it. He also painted window displays and made special signs for local Brooklyn merchants, and worked in big stores like Macy’s doing the same, for a friend named Mr. Frankie. He picked up a little extra money working as an occasional messenger boy for the local Western Union office on Atlantic Avenue, and sometimes worked as a temporary mail sorter in the post office at Christmas. Every so often he had gone to work for the Steichman brothers, whose animation studio was down on Lafayette Street; and, on occasion, he had been a pallbearer for the local funeral parlor, as well.


(For his part, Ives had most enjoyed his on-and-off job with the Steichmans. It was an obscure studio, the big animation houses being out in California—Disney, Lantz, Warner Bros.—and it produced mainly kiddie melodramas, its characters bugs and tender animals with cute names like “Mike the Moth,” “Zippy the Squirrel,” or “Trinket the Tomcat,” creations that never really made it with the public. Now and then he went to work for them, after school hours and on the weekends, mainly drawing backgrounds and inking minor characters. The other artists were usually young Jewish art school graduates, though a few were Italians, and they were all underpaid and approached the job as a kind of education. The storyboards were the brainwork of the Steichman brothers, and their scenarios usually involved grisly monsters chasing after helpless little creatures—a formula they repeated again and again that had something to do with the fact that the brothers had strong memories of the pogroms in Russia. “You, Ives, wouldn’t have any idea of what it was like,” Julius Steichman would tell him. “You with your nice shoes and gabardine trousers wouldn’t know about having your home burned down or what it would be like to see your dear uncle hanging from a tree.”)


Then the war had come. Exempted from active service because of bad hearing in one ear, from a time he had nearly drowned while swimming at Coney Island late one summer, he did his bit as a civilian employee with a unit of the Army Information Service out in Secaucus, New Jersey, where he worked for three years during the war, churning out instructional comics with titles like “Health Tips for the Lonesome G.I.” and “Hygiene at Sea,” pamphlets, and posters about everything from malaria to VD, dental hygiene to the practical necessity of using a condom during the act of love. Every so often he was sent over to one of the military airfields, where he would spend many an hour in the open air painting inspirational insignia, cartoon characters, and movie stars on the fusilages of bombers and fighters—Betty Grable in a bathing suit one of his specialties. He even had a chance to work for six months in La Jolla, California, for Walter Lantz, creator of Woody Woodpecker, whose studio had been making animated shorts for the army. He had a cubicle in a long barrackslike building and spent day after day inking animation cells, work, in its tedium, so heartbreaking that by day’s end he would walk back and forth along paths that overlooked the Pacific Ocean, daydreaming of some other life, perhaps as a sailor or a porpoise, whose arching backs he sometimes saw popping out of the ink-stained waters.



SOMETIMES WHILE RESTING IN THE DARK


Other things came to him with a fine immediacy. Sometimes while resting in the dark, traffic noise would take him back to his early days in Manhattan, after the war, when he lived in a walk-up on Fiftieth Street and Tenth Avenue, as a plodding, ever slow but first-rate free lancer, who fell in love with Annie MacGuire. He would see his old RCA radio, which he’d hauled up out of the street and fixed with some new tubes from the corner store; and next to that their rust-bladed electric fan, which used to make the living room, an oven in the summers, a little more bearable; and then his old drawing board, the old-fashioned kind with a heavy steel frame that he’d bought from another of his teachers, Max Rosen of the Art Students League, for five dollars—Max who’d thrown himself off the Williamsburg Bridge; then the artwork, a few mock-up ads for a new kind of hosiery, a “nudie” pinup, a page of free-lance comic-book art, for Planet Comics or Mutt and Jeff or Felix the Cat. An ashtray filled with cigarette butts; his stained corduroy vest, draped over the back of his chair; a visored cap, such as card dealers wear; a pair of his round tortoiseshell-frame glasses on the board itself. Then their little record player and the pile of recordings they kept, most out of their sleeves. The “classical” pieces were his, the jazzy stuff like Spike Jones and Duke Ellington hers, though there were a few cha-cha-cha records that he’d gotten from his friend Ramirez, the bartender whose acquaintance Ives had first made at the Biltmore Hotel’s Men’s Bar. The lamp with the torn shade. The goldfish bowl in which they kept pennies. The little Swiss cuckoo clock with a barometer that had a little sign saying RHEINGOLD BEER, in which they’d stash their savings, five- and ten-dollar bills. A Chinese screen, and then, later on, the crib in which his son, Robert, or Roberto as he’d call him, would sleep. Adorable and ever so tender, on his back, little feet up, his face would go into delighted contortions when Ives, the shyest and most reticent father in the world, would stand over him and touch his belly. His son’s tender skin.


DECEMBER NIGHTS 1948


Thinking about Robert, Ives would always fondly remember those evenings he spent in 1948, at the Art Students League on West Fifty-seventh Street, where he took classes several nights a week. After a day freelancing, he’d walk in and sit in the back, his sketchbook, charcoals, and pencils set out before him. And often enough he’d notice that among the twenty or so students there sat the quiet Annie MacGuire, whose intensity and concentration had always impressed him. The few times he had spied her work he had been struck by the simplicity and elegance of her drawing—words which he would have used to describe her. He did not know much about her, other than what he’d once overheard her saying during one of the breaks, when the artists would congregate out in the hall chain-smoking. That she was an art and English teacher at a Catholic girls’ school on the Upper East Side, her pay lousy. She liked books, he’d noticed, and was probably taking a night course in literature, because she always walked in with thick novels, PROPERTY OF HUNTER COLLEGE stamped on them. Novels by Fielding, Smollett, Trollope, and Dickens, the latter of which Ives knew best, mainly through their illustrations.


She was shapely, of average height, with a demure and reserved bearing, and when she’d walk into the studio, her portfolio in hand, she’d barely acknowledge the presence of others. Ives couldn’t tell if she was a snob or simply private like himself. In any case, she rarely noticed how Ives often watched her. Half-ensconced behind an easel, pretty, with her Celtic, wholesome features and piercing eyes, her thick dark and curl-tipped hair cut to just below the ears, she seemed completely entranced by the quietude of drawing.


At first she wore rather ordinary conservative dresses—much of the time, a schoolteacher’s understated outfit: a long blue cotton skirt, ruffle-collared blouse, and large bow at her neck. She favored dark stockings and thick, low-heeled shoes. A thin, nearly imperceptible gold crucifix hung down, glowing (in Ives’ vision of her), just below her chin. Most of that time she upheld an image of wholesomeness, but then for several months began to turn up with a fairly good-looking but strange-behaving friend. A colleague from night school, who’d cultivated a bohemian air. While most of the artists usually began their charcoal or pencil drawings with the spinal column, this fellow started his drawings haphazardly. With a hand-rolled cigarette dangling from his mouth, he drew with various colored crayons in a frantic and noisy abstract style, his drawings and manner turning Ives’ stomach. She got rid of him, thank God, Ives thought, but, to Ives’ displeasure, soon started showing up with another fellow, a cheerful-looking and quite handsome actor with a cleft chin, sparkling blue eyes, and a beautifully winning smile, whose drawings were rigid, bottled-up things—nothing fluid about them. And they seemed very much a couple, to the point where on one occasion each had come to class wearing an identical aquamarine silk scarf. Then that was over. That’s how it went. Sometimes she turned up, sometimes not, Ives and Annie passing certain evenings sitting on opposite sides of the room, sweetly isolated from the troubles of the city and keeping to themselves.


But then there had been the night when the scheduled model did not show up and Max Rosen roamed the halls looking for a replacement. He was about to cancel the session when Annie got up and walked over to him. They spoke for a few moments and then, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, she went behind a Chinese screen, which was off to the side of the models’ platform, pinned back her thick brunette hair, slipped off her low-heeled shoes and nylons, removed her dress—blue with a skirt to the ankles, white mother-of-pearl buttons, a black cloth belt—and her undergarments. Shortly she stepped onto the platform, where, in the powerful beams of overhead lights, her quite naked body exposed for all to see, she embarked on a series of ever-lengthening poses. To put it mildly, Ives, who had been drawing naked female models from about the time he was twelve, was further stricken. There she stood, voluptuous and muscular, her body sturdy as a swimmer’s—in fact she swam several miles a week at the Y—her pubic mound a burst of thick, yet curiously flattened hair that seemed to flail upward, as if while getting undressed she had taken a hairbrush from her purse to groom herself there. Her breasts were fuller and more firmly shaped than Ives could have envisioned, nipples surprisingly inverted, until a chill swept through the room during one of the longer poses, and they turned dark and engorged.


Now it happened that during a break in the session, when many of the students were out in the hall, Ives had come back from the men’s room to find Annie, in a terry-cloth bathrobe, looking over one of the drawings he had lovingly made of her. Nodding with approval, she told him, “You’ve got something here. How long have you been at it?”


Ives told her, “For as long as I can remember. I guess I could draw before I could write my name.”


She nodded, as if to say, “It was the same for me,” and began to search through her robe pocket for something and then said: “You wouldn’t have a cig, would you?”


Remembering that Rosen usually kept a pack of Camels or Luckies on his desk, Ives found himself rushing over to get her a cigarette, his hand trembling as he lit a match, her slender and artistic fingers holding him by the wrist, Annie inhaling. Then she looked off, as he sometimes did, at nothing in particular, and he felt a wave of shuddering sadness coming from her. No one else would have noticed it, but Ives did, and she seemed to know that he had. Shortly she came out of that state and asked him, “What’s your name, anyway?”
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