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NOTES TOWARD AN INTRODUCTION





On the Confessional Mode


I HAVE ALWAYS BEEN ATTRACTED TO the confessional mode in literature and, with it, the whole dynamic of confidingness, rationalization, unreliable narration, and self-aggrandizement versus self-disgust. An irresistible title when I was an undergraduate (and a favorite novel of our set) was James Hogg’s The Private Memoirs  and Confessions of a Justified Sinner. I ate up Dostoevsky’s Notes From Underground, Gide’s The Immoralist and his autobiographical writings, The Confessions of St.  Augustine, Rousseau’s Confessions, Svevo’s Confessions of Zeno, De Quincey’s Confessions  of an English Opium-Eater, Celine, Henry Miller, Kerouac. . . . I eagerly read the work of the so-called “confessional poets,” such as Ann Sexton, John Berryman, Sylvia Plath and Robert Lowell, and disagreed with their detractors when they found something unclean about their self-revealing poems, just as, more recently, I could not agree with the backlash against the memoir by critics who felt it was too narcissistically self-indulgent. My own view is that, if anything, what is wrong with most memoirs and autobiographical poems is that they don’t go far enough in their confessions; they myopically fudge the details, the close nitty-gritty of self-observation. I am endlessly interested in the wormy thoughts and regrets and excuses and explanations that people have for their behavior. “Confessional” is, to me, a descriptive term, not a derogatory one. (My first novel was called Confessions of Summer.) It was inevitable that I should be drawn to the personal essay, the form with which I am now most identified, because of its conversational and confessional attributes.


Honesty has been, for me, the one lodestar to which I never stop aspiring in print. I don’t say I attain “honesty,” but the very fact that I try to reach it gives my work, at least in my own eyes, a formal thrust, a dynamic, a topography. I want to get to the bottom of things. And as a reader, I have always loved that moment when the writer said something very daring, tore the cover off, told the real truth, and you had to gasp. Of course it is necessary to do more than merely confess and strive for honesty. (What, I wonder? Expanded argument tk.)






On the “I” Persona


I have sometimes been startled to hear a stranger, acquaintance, or even friend make some indulgent comment about me that seems drawn from assumptions about my character as it has appeared in print. For instance, they might say, “Oh, you wouldn’t like to go on a nature hike,” when in fact I am very susceptible to the charms of nature. I am not a committed curmudgeon, by any means. The contrarian role I have sometimes assumed in print, to throw my I-character into sharper relief or to distance myself from conventional thinking, has become a mental reflex, one part of my thinking pattern. But in daily circumstances, I am energetic and almost lifeembracing; I regard myself as a blend of optimist and stoic. True, I like a little complexity and darkness with my optimism, though only in a Pollyannaish culture such as America’s would such seasonings be regarded as “cynical.” (This is beginning to sound smug.)






On Style


My prose style drifts in and out of beauty. I am not one of those to break himself on the wheel of the sentence. I do not try, as Isaac Babel did, to unleash a period with the force of a bullet; I simply end a sentence and start another. I sometimes listen in amazement to the advice other writing teachers give their students, such as: You should purge your work of passive verbs or adjectives. I would never think of doing such a thing to my own prose. Where my writing is lively (there’s that “is” again—should I change it to something more active?), it’s because what I have to say at that moment quickens into vigorous expression. A writer-friend told me she never begins a sentence with a gerund. Having started many such sentences this way myself, I paid her no heed; besides, archaic diction has always had a perverse appeal for me. I have never set out to exemplify the most up-to-date prose. I expect to be clear, and that’s about it. It surprises and delights me when I come across a passage I wrote years ago that has a measure of elegance, concision, density of thought. “Knowing you can write well sometimes,” the reader might ask, “why don’t you make the effort to do it always?” I don’t know. It goes against the grain to take myself or the art of prose so seriously; Flaubert’s le mot juste makes me want to giggle. I believe in the aesthetically impure as an accurate reflection of reality, just as I believe in the acceptance of compromise as a political ideal. Perhaps it’s not a question of intentions but my limitations as a writer. (This is beginning to sound defensive. You’re going in circles, Bro.)






On the Difference Between Memoir and Personal Essay


Use that quote from Emily Fox Gordon’s essay: “The memoir tempts the memoirist to grandiose self-representation. The essay, with its essential modesty, discourages the impulse. The memoir tends to deindividuate its protagonist, enlisting him to serve as a slightly larger-than-life representative of the sufferings of a group or community, while the essay calls attention to the quirks and fallibilities we take as marks of our essential separateness. The erratic zigzag of essayistic thinking—the process that Phillip Lopate calls ‘thinking against oneself ’—makes the essay proof against the triumphalism of memoir by slowing the gathering of narrative momentum. The essayist transects the past, slicing through it first from one angle, then from another, until—though it can never be captured—some fugitive truth has been definitively cornered.” (Maybe I should take out the reference to me, especially since I stole the idea of “thinking against oneself ” from Sartre or Cioran. I can no longer remember which. Just three-dot that part.)






On One’s Proper Place in the Universe


Once, a woman who had started to go out with me decided to do some research. She was a feminist and she wanted to know where to place me on the scale of consciousness. She asked around town about me at bookstores, parties, asked her friends, and came back with a report that I had a clean bill of health; that is, I was not a male chauvinist. Somehow this miffed me a bit, because I know in my heart of hearts that I am a male chauvinist, and because there is something in this clean bill of health that suggested a eunuch. I must be giving off the wrong signal. Or maybe the women she had asked were not attractive to me; I had probably been understanding and polite with them while not making a pass—my sexual lack of interest had been misinterpreted as raised consciousness. On the other hand, I was pleased that they thought me all right.


Her report from the men she had asked was less flattering. Someone in a bookstore whom I hardly knew told her I was “arrogant.” In fact, it turned out I had a general reputation for arrogance. It pleased me to hear this, too, since it meant I was throwing people off the scent; I know perfectly well how modest I am.


My modesty is something not to be questioned. It is not even modesty, but a correct evaluation of my talents. As a writer, for instance, I knew I would never be a Tolstoy, a Shakespeare, a Thomas Mann. Even Kafka I wouldn’t come close to touching. If I worked like a dog all my life I would have written twenty books (so far, I’m up to fourteen) with some nice passages in them that will interest mainly graduate students of the future, the way that certain Creole dialect novelists of the nineteenth century are periodically rediscovered. Professors whose business it is to know everything about post-bankrupt New York will have to consult my texts. When I was younger it seemed to me that the luckiest stroke would be if, after I died, some discerning editor or critic were to put out an anthology, choosing the best of my essays, and pointing out that, while the books as a whole do not stand up, because “he never learned to shape his material into an over-arching structure, or to cut,” nevertheless a belletristic sensibility is at work here that is “interesting,” or at least characteristic of its time.


Really, the goal of my whole life was one of those So-and-So Readers, which are eventually remaindered or sold at a steep discount in tony book catalogues. So how can you call a man like that arrogant? And now I actually have it: my own Reader! Yippee!






Afterword By Dr. Horst Shovel


These scattered notes were found on the desk of my late friend, after his fatal aneurysm. They were meant to form the core of an introduction to his Selected Writings. On one of our last jogs around the Central Park reservoir, Phillip told me he was very excited about this project, which would at least compensate for the fact that some of his books had been allowed to go out of print. Too down-to-earth and sensible to let any bitterness regarding literary reputation or MacArthur fellowships affect him for long, he yet entertained hopes that he was poised to become much more famous than he had been.


My friend, whom I have known since our college days, was riddled with contradictions and inconsistencies: one moment generous, the next, guarded; alternately cocksure and uncertain; at times an egalitarian who could mix it up with janitors and bookies, at others an elitist snob who did not deign to disguise his boredom with the small talk of ordinary people. He once said to me, “Lev, you are the only man I know who is the same person in every circumstance.” I took it as a compliment.


Of course, I am only a medical man, but I pride myself on being a good judge of literature. I can only second what Susan Sontag has said: “I am astonished that a writer of such greatness does not yet occupy the place he deserves.” To be sure, she said it about another author, but that does not make it any less true in regard to my esteemed, under-valued friend. I hope that this posthumous collection will go some way toward rectifying that regrettable situation.


He often spoke of his desire to write an autobiography or formal memoir, when he retired from teaching, which would pull together the vagrant strands of his personal writing and raise them to a new, philosophical level: it was to be his crowning achievement. Now we have no choice but to cherish this smorgasbord of his best, or most characteristic, work as the informal version of the autobiography he never got around to writing.
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My Early Years at School


IN THE FIRST GRADE I WAS IN A BIT OF A FOG. All I remember is running outside at three o’clock with the others to fill the safety zone in front of the school building, where we whirled around with our bookbags, hitting as many proximate bodies as possible. The whirling dervishes of Kabul could not have been more ecstatic than we with our thwacking book satchels.


But as for the rest of school, I was paying so little attention that, once, when I stayed home sick, and my mother had to write a letter of excuse to the teacher, she asked me what her name was and I said I did not know. “You must know what your teacher’s name is.” I took a stab at it. “Mrs. . . . Latka?” I said, latka being the Jewish word for potato pancakes (this was around the time of Hanukkah celebrations). My mother laughed incredulously, and compromised with the salutation “Dear Teacher.” As I learned soon after, my teacher’s name was actually Mrs. Bobka, equally improbable. She wore her red hair rolled under a hairnet and had a glass eye, which I once saw her taking out in a luncheonette and showing to her neighbor, while I watched from a nearby table with my chocolate milk. Now, can it be possible that she really had a glass eye? Probably not; but why is it that every time I think of Mrs. Bobka my mind strays to that association? She had a hairnet and a very large nose, of that we can be sure, and seemed to have attained middle age. This teacher paid no attention to me whatsoever, which was the kindest thing she could have done to me. She had her favorite, Rookie, who collected papers and handed out pencils — Rookie, that little monster with the middy blouse and dangling curls, real name Rochelle. “Teacher’s Pet!” we would yell at her.


Yet secretly I was attracted to Rookie, and admired the way she passed out supplies, as well as the attention she got.


Otherwise, I was so much in a daze, that once I got sent on an errand to a classroom on the third floor, and by the time I hit the stairwell I had already forgotten which room it was. Afterward, Mrs. Bobka never used me as her monitor.


The school itself was a wreck from Walt Whitman’s day, with rotting floorboards, due to be condemned in a year or two; already the new annex that was to replace it was rising on the adjoining lot. But in a funny way, we loved the old school better. The boys’ bathroom had zinc urinals with a common trough; the fixtures were green with rust, the toilet stalls doorless. In the Hadean basement where we went for our hot lunches, an overweight black woman would dish out tomato soup. Every day tomato soup, with a skim. Sometimes, when the basement flooded, we walked across a plank single file to get to the food counter. And that ends my memories from first grade.


In the second grade I had another teacher, Mrs. Seligman, whose only pleasure was to gossip with her teacher pals during lineups in the hall and fire drills (when we  were supposed to be silent). Such joy came over her when another teacher entered our classroom — she was so bored with the exclusive company of children, poor woman, and lived for these visits.


By second grade, I had been anonymous long enough. One day we were doing show-and-tell, wherein each child bragged how he or she had been to the beach or had on a new pair of tap shoes. My parents had just taken me to see the movie Les  Misérables, and Robert Newton as the tenacious gum-baring Inspector had made a great impression on me. Besides, I knew the story backwards and forwards, because I had also read the Classics Illustrated comic book version. As I stood up in front of the class, something possessed me to elaborate a little and bend the truth.


“Mrs. Seligman, I read a book called Les Misérables . . . ”


She seemed ready to laugh in my face. “Oh? Who is it by?”


“Victor Hugo.” I stood my ground. There must have been something in my plausible, shy, four-eyed manner that shook her. Her timing was momentarily upset; she asked me to sit down. Later, when there was a lull in the activity, she called me over to her desk.


“Now tell me, did you honestly read Les Misérables? Don’t be afraid to tell the truth.”


“Yes! it’s about this man named Jean Valjean who . . .” and I proceeded to tell half the plot — no doubt getting the order confused, but still close enough to the original to give this old war-horse pause. She knew deep down in her professional soul that a child my age did not have the vocabulary or the comprehension to get through a book of that order of complexity. But she wanted to believe, I felt. If I stumbled she would dismiss me in a second, and I would probably burst into tears. Yet even then I knew (children know it better than adults) that in telling a lie, fidelity is everything. They can never be absolutely sure if you keep denying and insisting. Just then one of her teacher pals came in, the awesome Mrs. McGonigle, who squeezed bad boys into wastebaskets.


“Do you know what? Phillip here says that he read Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables.” “Really!” cried her friend archly. “And you believe him?”


“I don’t know.”


“What’s it about? I’ve never read it. He must be very smart if he read it and I haven’t.”


“Tell Mrs. McGonigle the story.”


“It’s about this man named Jean Valjean who stole a loaf of bread,” I began, my heart beating as I recounted his crime, aware that I myself was committing a parallel one. By this time I had gotten more than the attention I wanted and would have done anything to return to my seat. Mrs. McGonigle was scrutinizing me sarcastically with her bifocals, and I was much more afraid of her seeing through my deception than Mrs. Seligman. But it came to me in a dim haze of surprise that Mrs. Seligman seemed to be taking my side; she was nodding, and shushing the other woman’s objections. Perhaps nothing so exciting had happened to her as a teacher for months, even years! Here was her chance to flaunt a child prodigy in her own classroom before the other teachers. I told the story as passionately as I could, seeing the movie unroll scene by scene in my mind’s eye, a foot away from the desk.


“There’s only one way to find out,” interrupted Mrs. McGonigle. “We will take him down to the library and see if he can read the book.”


My teacher could not wait to try this out. She rose and took my arm. “Now, class, I’m leaving you alone for a few minutes. You are to remain quiet and in your seats!” So they marched me over to the school library. I was praying that the school had no such volume on its shelves. But the librarian produced Victor Hugo’s masterpiece with dispatch — as luck would have it, a sort of abridged version for young adults. I knew enough how to sound out words so that I was able to stumble through the first page; fortunately, Mrs. Seligman snatched the book away from me: “See? I told you he was telling the truth.” Her mocker was silenced. And Seligman was so proud of me that she began petting my head — I, who had never received more than distracted frowns from her all year long.


But it wasn’t enough; she wanted more. She and I would triumph together. I was to be testimony to her special reading program. Now she conceived a new plan: she would take me around from class to class, and tell everyone about my accomplishment, and have me read passages from the book.


I begged her not to do this. Not that I had any argument to offer against it, but I gave her to understand, by turning dangerously pale, that I had had enough excitement for the day. Everyone knows that those who are capable of great mental feats are also susceptible to faints and dizzy spells. Insensitive as she was, she got the point, and returned me regretfully to the classroom.


Every day afterward I lived in fear of being exhibited before each class and made to recount the deed that I had not done. I dreaded the truth coming out. Though my teacher did not ask me to “perform” Les Misérables anymore, nevertheless she pointed me out to any adult who visited the classroom, including the parents of other children. I heard them whispering about me. I bowed my head in shame, pretending that modesty or absorption in school-work made me turn red at the notoriety gathering around me.


So my career as genius and child prodigy began.


“Victor Hugo, hélas! ” Gide said, when asked to name the greatest poet in the French language. I say “Victor Hugo, hélas! ” for another reason. My guilt is such that every time I hear that worthy giant’s name I cringe. Afterward, I was never able to read Les Misérables. In fact, irrationally or not, I have shunned his entire oeuvre.
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Willy


MY MOTHER WAS SEEING ANOTHER MAN. His name was Willy. It may have been childish confusion — I was eight years old at the time — or a trick memory plays on us, but I seem to remember the jeep he drove was also a Willys. This car has disappeared from modern life. I am unable even to picture it. But at the time it colored all my thinking about the affair. First, it was described to me as rugged, able to handle rough terrain, and so I came to picture the man himself. Second, the Willys had military associations, like my toy jeeps with green GI Joe soldiers jolted out of the wheel seat as the car went over the wooden runners separating one room from another.


My mother and Willy both worked in a war plant near the Brooklyn Navy Yard, manufacturing radio parts for the troops in Korea. My mother admired Willy for having been in the army, and even reenlisting for a second tour of duty. I come from a long line of draft dodgers. My paternal grandparents fled Russia around 1900 to escape military conscription. My father was excused from World War II because he had four small children. But Willy was not afraid of the service. Willy’s only mistake, my mother said, was to marry a woman who was a complete bitch and only wanted his paycheck.


But now Willy was talking about leaving his wife and taking Mom and us kids to California, driving across the country in his jeep to the land of fruit trees and big defense factories.


And what about my father? Were we just supposed to leave him behind?


All that I understood about the Willy situation came to me from far away, and I kept forgetting what little I knew as quickly as possible, so that each time I heard about the affair, it seemed to be a novel, improbable rumor. I was still suffering from the childhood dreaminess that allowed me to ponder, for minutes on end, the order of dealing with socks and shoes, and even resulted once in my forgetting, when I had been sent out in a snow to bring back crumb buns and onion rolls, what I was supposed to buy, where the bakery was, and finally, as I looked about and saw everything covered with white, where my house had disappeared to! Not that I was stupid, but my attention was extremely selective. Car fins fascinated me. I was good out of vagueness rather than will. When it finally came to family matters, I relied on my older brother, Hal, to let me know if something important was starting to happen.


The girls had already met Willy and seen his jeep. One day after work, Mom had introduced them to her boyfriend and they went for a ride around Brooklyn, all the way to Coney Island. It seemed as though Mom was buying off the girls with this spin in a real automobile, saying: This is what our life could be like every day with your new “fun” father.


Somehow Hal and I had not been included in this pleasure jaunt. One more reason to detest our sisters when they came back with excited reports about Willy. What did girls know? Hal said. Their heads could be turned so easily by flashy things like cars. But in a way you couldn’t blame them. Molly was just a kid—seven—hair still in ringlets, happy, goofy, a daredevil. And the baby, Leah, was three. She went where she was told, had no real mind of her own yet. A cute kid who liked to run around without panties and climb up the piano.


We lived on the top floor of a five-story tenement in Williamsburg, facing the BMT elevated train, or as everyone called it, the El. Our floors and windows would vibrate from the El, which shook the house like a giant, roaring as his eyes were being poked out. When we went down into the street we played on a checkerboard of sunspots and shadows, which rhymed the railroad ties above our heads. Even the brightest summer day could not lift the darkness and burnt-rubber smell of our street. I would hold my breath when I passed under the El’s long shadow. It was the spinal column of my childhood, both oppressor and liberator, the monster who had taken away all our daylight, but on whose back alone one could ride out of the neighborhood into the big broad world.


My father usually took us somewhere on Saturdays—not because he especially wanted to, but because my mother hounded him to get us out of the house. She said she would go crazy if she didn’t have a few hours of privacy. In the years when they were still getting along, Father and Mother used to send us to the movies on Saturday afternoons at the Commodore Theater when they wanted time alone together. But once the trouble started, my mother wanted my father out of the house as well. She nagged him and we ganged up too, like wild wolves smelling blood, until about noontime he would put down his book, and take us someplace on the train.


But first, however, he would show his resentment by an uncomfortable little ritual. When we reached the stairway to the elevated train, Father would line us up for inspection. He would find something dirty on our faces, and, wetting a finger, he would correct the offending smudge with his rough laborer’s hands till our eyes watered from the pain. Or he would straighten our collar, grumbling aloud, “Your mother lets you go around like ragamuffins!” Never mind that his own fingernails were streaked by green ridges of dirt. His dissatisfaction with our appearance signaled to us that for the moment at least we were our mother’s children, he wanted nothing to do with us, perhaps had never wanted us.


Strange, but I would feel a twinge of sympathy for him then. That he should be trapped into working like a dog to clothe and feed us useless kids.


Sometimes he would take us to his factory, which he referred to simply as “the Place.” I have to go to the Place, he would announce, and everyone would know he meant his job. It was a ribbon-dyeing plant, with vats and troughs of ink — a business that trafficked only in color, scarlet and indigo. I thought of it also, because of the word dyeing, as a place connected to death, a dying factory, where my father gave up his life each day. But it was at work alone he seemed fully alive, lifting enormous spools of ribbons with his knotted arms onto a high shelf, moving through bins with purpose and direction, as he never seemed to move at home.


When he came home he wanted nothing except to eat, fall asleep, or read. Difficult, moody books — Faulkner, Schopenhauer, Dostoevski, James T. Farrell — were his favorites, and when he read it was the same as when he was sleeping. If you woke him accidentally from his nap, he would look at you with harsh nearsighted eyes, his glasses still on the sofa arm, like a boarder who didn’t know where these children came from. Sometimes he made us laugh, tickling us with his long simian arms, or letting the girls comb his hair into bangs. Tall and gaunt, he reminded us of Abraham Lincoln. When he was in a joking mood, he would say strange things like “You are being inordinately obstreperous,” using words we didn’t understand for their humorous effect. It was our mother who would say the really important things, like “I want a quart of milk and some bread and bring back change” — statements to which you had to pay attention. My father drifted from ornamental language into silence. He would slip so far into himself that at the dinner table he would point, as if he had forgotten the words for sugar, knife, meat. “What’s the matter?” my mother would say sarcastically. “You don’t have a tongue?” We kids, hating her for humiliating our father in front of us, would nevertheless snicker at his strangeness; and he would frown at us with a ferocious look of being betrayed by the mob, that Et tu Brute stare.


My attempts to please him, and his to please me, always seemed to misfire. His tender moments had a self-defeating fragility, as though he expected to be rejected for having done something foolish. Since at home he was always under attack for his absentminded clumsiness, he developed an apologetic, apathetic manner, a humility that infuriated my mother even more. It was hard to reconcile in a single notion of “father” both the dread and the pathos he inspired — the first because he was still king of the household, meted out the disciplinary beatings and had a scary temper, the second because he seemed the butt of everyone’s ridicule, almost an untouchable.


I remember, for instance, the incident of the marble cake.


We’re sitting at the dinner table and eating marble cake. I love marble cake. My father is wearing glasses. He has a serious look, like a monkey concentrating on a metal puzzle. Suddenly he picks his nose, rubs the boogie into a green ball, and, in an absentminded manner, rolls it against his forehead.


“Stop that, you’re such a slob!” my mother says.


At first he doesn’t know what she’s talking about. Then he realizes what he has been doing and his hand descends. We children look away.


“Is there any more marble cake?” I ask.


“No, that’s all,” says my mother.


My father pushes his portion toward me. “Here, you can take mine.”


I stare at the plate, wishing I could eat it, but disgusted because he has already put part of it in his mouth. “No, thank you.”


“Go ahead,” he offers, “I’m not hungry anymore.”


Still, I can’t bring myself to eat it. I stare at the soggy end with regret; my father doesn’t understand what’s wrong. Finally a look of discouragement comes over his face and he leaves the table.


The particular Saturday morning I remember, we did not go to my father’s factory. No, it was the Brooklyn Museum. As usual, my mother called to us out the window, remembering at the last moment some food to pick up on the way back. This time, though, at the El’s entrance, there was no inspection. My father just took us by the hand, Hal on one side, me on the other, and swung our arms as though we were great friends. The girls ran ahead. Molly was the adventurous one in the family. She ducked under the turnstile with Leah in tow, pretending to be underage herself. On the platform, Molly started leaning over to watch the first sight of the train coming round the curve from Manhattan. Ordinarily, Father would have scolded her, but this time he gently took her hand, moving a safe step backward, and smiled at us boys. What in the heck was going on?


We got on the last car for Molly’s sake. The girls raced over to the rear window to look out. Pop, Hal and I took two cane benches facing each other. I loved those old tan wicker seats, loved to run my hand in the weave and pick out the loose ends. I sat by the window, my legs rocking in excitement. To be inside the train while it was making one of those wide whooshing turns like a roller coaster that could easily jump the track and spill us down into the streets but never did, to look into other  people’s windows and fire escapes, to scrape past the moldy warehouses with their flaking olive walls, to stare down at the public square below every other El stop, with its pizza and delicatessen signs — all this was too marvelous to sit still for. Of course there were no elegant neighborhoods — wherever the El went it looked on or created blight, as who with money would want to live next door to it? — but poverty worse than ours was fun to watch from this height, and sometimes in the distance there would be blocks of trim private homes.


Father pulled out a pad of lined paper, and began writing. Usually he worked the crossword puzzle on the train, but today he was doing a poem. I remember having to memorize a poem for school: “In winter I get up at night / And dress by yellow candlelight.” I asked Father what a poem really was. He said it was an expression of feeling, with certain rules that you had to follow. I sat quietly beside him and watched him composing. At one point, he took a pocket thesaurus from his coat and looked up a word.


“Who are you writing this for?” I asked timidly.


“It’s for your mother.”


“But it’s not her birthday. Why are you writing a poem to Mom?”


“To get her love back. Shhh. . . .”


Hal gave me a brief nod, as if to say he understood everything and approved. Hal was like a wise old man sometimes; not a serene old man, but one who had seen too much pain and was afflicted with a permanent wince of understanding.


Looking over my father’s shoulder, I read the first stanza:




	Once in an antique time you seemed to love me,

	 Your quivering flesh I circled in my arms; 

	You panted out your gratitude — remember? 

	Such amorousness was but a false alarm.






	I do not fear your look of proud contempt, 

	Albeit your motives seem so recondite; 

	I will not bore you with my sad laments 

	For disillusionment has banished spite.




“That’s good, Pop,” I said, not knowing what it meant. He accepted the compliment silently, continuing to work. I was fascinated by the way he kept crossing out words and moving lines around. Writing seemed suddenly sculptural, like modeling clay.


After a while I went to see what the girls were doing. Molly and I fought for the window; then we shared it. There was nothing I liked better than to stare out the back window of a train and watch the world be taken away. Later I turned around and saw Father and Hal in serious conversation, leaning toward one another.


Museums were something to be gotten through; room after room of early American portraits, men in blue uniforms with white socks and wigs, women in salmonpink satin gowns, the George Washingtons and Mrs. Martin Van Burens. But we’d come here for Hal’s sake. Hal was good at art in school. Though only eleven, he knew he wanted to be a painter. Hal would go right up to the canvas and study the brush strokes. And I would be proud of him studying the brush strokes, being influenced.


But after a while it was not so interesting, with the Egyptian jewelry and the Colonial bedrooms, and the corny French carpets on the wall; running after Molly, who was getting mischievous, and quieting Leah, whimpering with tiredness; and that burning sinus headache I always got behind the eyebrows in museums from the pearl-grey light diffused by the skylights on an overcast day.


Coming home on the train, Pop was still being so loving toward us boys that I decided to test him by curling up across him with my head on his lap. Who knows, maybe what I had wished for had finally arrived. Maybe a whole new feeling-life would spring up between us. I would no longer be afraid of him, and he would play ball with me in Prospect Park like the other boys’ fathers, and he would be good to Hal from now on instead of yelling at him. He would be a whole new father. I cuddled against his arm, pretending to be asleep.






2.


A train had stopped outside our living room. It was level with our windows, so the passengers could look in on us, and we at them. Intensely real for a second, these strangers presented their solitude in the dim rushing light, leaving behind a single detail: the memory of crossed legs, a grey creased hat.


“Which is better, Hal, a Studebaker or a Hudson?” I asked.


“A Studebaker.”


“Which is better, a Studebaker or a . . . Chrysler?”


“Chrysler,” said Hal, unenthusiastically.


“Isn’t it true, that a Russian MiG is better than a Sabrejet?”


“How should I know?”


He knew. He knew everything, my brother. “You do too know.”


“I don’t know. Why are you asking me all these stupid questions? And hold still.” “Am I allowed to look out the window?”


“No.”


“Can I talk? I can talk at least.”


“Only if I’m not working on your lips.” My brother frowned and smudged the charcoal with his finger. He was trying to learn shading. Before, he had always done Battleships — dramatic murky black watercolors of storm clouds and aircraft carriers like those in the Brooklyn Navy Yard. But lately he had become interested in drawing people.


“Are you working on my lips now?”


“I’ll tell you when I do.”


“What did Daddy say to you? On the train yesterday?” I tried to sound casual, but I had been waiting for the moment to ask this question.


“I don’t know if I should tell you.”


“Why not?”


“Because. You might be too young.”


“Oh, I’m not too young to model for you and I’m not too young when we go to the library. I’m not too young to play ball when you need someone to play with, but suddenly I’m too young. I hate that!”


My brother shrugged. “I tell you almost everything.”


It was true. In spite of our three-year age difference, he treated me like an equal, his best friend — except when his friends were around. But those betrayals were rare. “Then why can’t you tell me what Daddy said?” I persisted.


He looked up at me and looked down at the pad, without answering. Either he was turning it over in his mind, or he was too engrossed in drawing and forgot the question, or he was teasing me.


“I’m not going to stay still if you don’t tell me what Daddy said.”


“Okay, okay. You’re the one who kept pestering me to draw you.”


“You said you needed people to draw.”


“Just let me finish this.” He worked for a minute longer. When he looked up I sensed a change in him. “Daddy said Mommy wants to leave him because she loves somebody else. She wants to get a divorce.” Hal’s voice cracked, the way it did when he was close to tears.


“Why would she do that?”


He thought for a while, trying to gain control of himself, then answered with feigned calmness: “Because she’s a bitch. I hate her. She wants to take us all to California with this stupid guy Willy.” He pronounced the name with disgust. “I don’t want to go to California.”


“I don’t want to go to California.”


“Sunshine — big deal! I’d rather stay behind in New York with the cold and snow. We can live here with Daddy.”


“Yeah, we can live with Daddy,” I said, not really sure what was going on.


“What Mom’s doing isn’t right.”


“What else did Daddy say?”


“He said the men in the family should stick together. Like the Three Musketeers: all for one and one for all. Are you in on it?”


I nodded, but unsurely. I knew enough to stand in line with the men if we were dividing up that way. The only problem was, how could a little kid like me affect anything? “But did Daddy say what we should do?”


“No, not yet. But he said that if we men were unified — you know, that means if we stick together — that we could change Mommy’s mind. She would never want to lose her children, because she loves us too much. So if we keep insisting and insisting that we won’t go, she would have to give up all this stuff about Willy.”


“I don’t understand. Why couldn’t she just take us, even if we didn’t want to go?” “Because, jerk, she doesn’t want us to hate her! Anyway, I have a plan.”


My neck was stiff; I got up and stretched. Then I wandered over for a peek at Hal’s drawing. “It doesn’t look like me but it’s nice.”


“I still have trouble with noses. So do you want to hear my plan?”


“Sure.”


“We don’t talk to Mommy. Just ignore her. Pretend she’s dead.”


“What if she yells at us?”


“So? Let her scream away.”


“All right, but . . . what if she beats us with the ironing cord for not answering her?”


“Then she’ll beat us,” Hal said grimly. “Are you in on it?”


“I’m in. But, why don’t we try to get the girls too?”


“Forget the girls. They’re undependable.”


“Yeah, I guess.”


“Besides, we don’t need everyone. All we need is to keep the plan and not give in. Come on, I need you in on it.”




“I’m in on it. But the only thing is — won’t it hurt Mommy’s feelings?”


“So what if it hurts her feelings!” Hal said fiercely. “That’s the whole idea, isn’t it?”


Hal had everything figured out, but it still baffled me. For instance, I was puzzled about his taking Father’s side, because Hal had never seemed to like our father very much. Hal was always arguing with him and trying to get in the last word, with Mom quieting them both. It had even come to blows between them recently. Hal brought home a report card with low marks in arithmetic, and Father punished him with a beating, and Hal actually had the nerve to punch him back! Mommy had had to tear Daddy off him. And now we were all allies against her, trying our hardest to hurt her feelings.


Well, it was time I stopped being such a baby. I was a soldier in Hal’s regiment, and if the order came down to ignore her, then that was what I would do.


When Mom came home from work, around four as usual, she asked us what kind of day we had had at school. Hal caught my eye, shook his head no, and walked out of the kitchen. I followed him.


“I’m talking to you,” said my mother. “Don’t I deserve an answer?” We heard her rattling pots around. “What is this, a pigsty? Doesn’t anybody wash a dish? I’m supposed to do everything around here? I’m speaking to you boys! Come in here.”


I felt my body strain to obey but Hal signaled no.


“You hear me? If you don’t get in here in five seconds I’m going to smack your bottoms with an ironing cord. And I mean it. You know I don’t kid around. One . . . two . . . ”


“We don’t have to talk to her,” I whispered.


“Three . . . Ah! so you decided to make an appearance. What do you call this? The table’s a mess, the sink’s full of dishes, the stove has — soup stains all over it. Whose idea was it to make tomato soup? Don’t you know that when you make something you have to clean up after yourselves?”


I almost started to say, Hal was drawing me and we didn’t get to it yet. Since Mom was partial to our artistic efforts, that would have been a good enough excuse. But Hal’s bashful, demoniacal grin reminded me to keep silence.


“What’s the matter, you two got lockjaw? You’ll answer me good when I whack your fannies. You don’t want to talk to me? So go take a flying leap. Ich hub dir. See if I care,” she said, her eyes watering. “See if I answer when it’s: Mommy, I need money for this, I love you, Mommy, I need a quarter —”


Hal squared his shoulders and walked out of the apartment. He had guts! Behind him I flew down the steps as fast as my feet would take me, and Mom stood at the top of the banister, yelling like the witch in Hansel and Gretel, “Boys, where are you going? Boys, come back here!” There was a new tone in her voice. For the first time it sounded as though she was begging us.


We ran past the Spanish family that lived underneath; the young mother who had long black braids and made strong Bustello coffee opened her door in her slip to see what was the matter. She looked up at my mother screaming to us. We raced down the third floor, and past the second-floor apartment of our landlady, mean old Mrs. Einstein. We were still running, out the front door, past old miser Einstein’s sweatshop on the first floor where the elderly foreign women bent over their sewing machines, when we realized we had nowhere to go.


We hid in the cellar for an hour. Then we came up reluctantly for dinner. But Hal and I snubbed Mother all that night. During the next few days, though she pretended to be indifferent, we could tell the routine was getting to her. You could see her will crumbling.


By myself I would have given in long ago, but I stayed close to Hal, because Hal alone had the vision to defy this all-powerful Empress of our childhood. It was not so much that we were afraid of her. No, what took vision was to defy someone who had been so good to us. Mama had wrapped us in our snowsuits when we were small, and pulled us to market in a sled (lashed together so that we would not fall out). She had protected us the time an ugly grey rat got into my bunk bed, by chasing him with a broom; she had set the mousetraps and thrown out the poor filthy beasts with snapped necks when no one else would touch them, not even my father. It was she who got up on cold mornings without steam and lit the stove to warm the room for us, and made us hot cocoa before school; and when we came home and lay on the floor covering page after page with drawings, she was the one who applauded them all and kept us in crayons and pens.


When you depend upon someone for everything, it’s not surprising if your helplessness collects hostility. But that resentment alone would not have taken us very far. We needed to fan our imagination, Hal and I, with propaganda about Mother as an evil woman, a Delilah. I had seen enough movies Saturday afternoons to know that there was a type of woman who was “bad.” Oversexed. Went from man to man. It was necessary to keep this picture sharply in mind whenever my mother appealed to either of us with her hurt, “human” expression.


In the evenings, Hal would go to Father and they would have a private talk. I gathered that Father approved of what we were doing. Meanwhile, he was trying in the only way he knew how to win back Mother’s love: there were more poems, one a day, begging, cajoling, accusing.


I would come across them unexpectedly all over the house, these onionskin sheets with blots of ball-point ink where my father’s hand had rested. Mother would read the poems to herself with a half-sneering, half-pleased look.






3.


On the third afternoon of the pact against our mother, I came home from school to an empty house. Hal had stayed after school for Art Club, Leah was at nursery school, and Molly was running through the streets with her band of friends, boys who played hooky from school.


I took out my pack of warplane cards. I slipped the rubber band off and touched their frayed, greasy edges: the B29, the Shooting Star, the Thunderjet, the Sabre. Olive and khaki, their very drabness signified awesome power. On the back of each bubble-gum card were statistics about speed and bombload, the name of the builder and a little history. I was particularly fascinated by Sikorsky, the renegade count and White Russian who had come over to our side. On the bottom of the pile was my favorite card, the Russian MiG, with its dread butcher’s belly, like Stalin himself. I had a secret sympathy for the enemy — not because my parents were pro-Rosenberg and even knew some Communists, but because I believed what they taught me in school, that the Russians were treacherous, and I admired them for their villainy, just as I admired the Joker in Batman comics. Children are obsessed with fairness. I envied the Soviets their freedom to be mysteriously unfair, unfair without a qualm, which at the time I wished I could be.


Then, too, the war was like a baseball game, with its own bubble-gum cards: Americans were the Yankees, the “good guys,” who always won. I, being a Brooklyn Dodger fan, hated the Yankees. The Russians were the underdogs. The Americans were bland and righteous and strong — they were like Willy, all wanting to drive to California and take my mother away from this dark Kremlin household under the El.


But the Russian MiG would shoot them down. Ha ha! I was just setting up my cards for a battle in the air when I heard Mom come in. I knew who it was by the sound of her high heels. “Anybody home?” she called. I heard her kick off her shoes and unzip her dress. That was the first thing she did when she came home, got out of her work clothes.


“Oh, it’s you,” she said as she opened my bedroom door. How I wished Hal was there to direct me! “Why don’t you come in the kitchen, I’ll make you some cocoa.” I followed her into the kitchen.


“Did you have a nice day at school?”


I nodded. A nod didn’t count.


“Where’s your brother?”


I shrugged.


“I’m worried about him. Are you sure you don’t know where he is? It’s after four . . . if he doesn’t come home soon I’m going to have to call the police.”


I bit my lip; that would be awful, to have the police arrive. It would be my fault. Looking at the front door, I prayed that he would come in.


“I saw Molly downstairs playing hopscotch, and I told her she had to be up by five. But I’m worried about that brother of yours. Where could he be? I’m just going to have to call the police, that’s all —”


“He had to stay after school!”


My mother smiled. She couldn’t control her delight at having tricked me into speaking. Then she put her arms around me and kissed me. “I’ve missed you, honey. Let’s make up.”


“Okay.”


She poured me the cocoa and watched me drink it. “This is good,” I said, feeling weak-willed and embarrassed.


“Come inside my room,” she said. “I want us to have a talk. And I have to change my clothes.”


I followed her into her bedroom and sat on the mattress beside her. My mother was wearing her black nylon slip, out of which she seemed to burst. There was a large expanse of freckled cleavage, and her skin close up had soft pores and a smell of buttermilk. I did not like to look at her heavy thighs, the insides of which were riddled with purple varicose veins that made me think of blood poisoning — they came from standing on her feet too much at work, she said — but my eyes kept seeking them out nevertheless. Perhaps it was the desire to overcome my pity and repulsion that made me stare at them. I began to wish she would put on her clothes, as she said she was going to, but instead she kept sitting beside me half dressed, sighing and reaching for the right words.


“Tell me, why haven’t you and Hal been talking to me? Am I such an ogre? Have I done anything to hurt you?”


“It’s not that. We wanted to help Daddy.”


“I figured your old man had been talking to you! What did he say?”


“I don’t know, he talked mostly to Hal.”


“Did he tell you I was going to leave him?”


“Yes,” I said in a small voice.


“And that I was ‘running around with another man’? . . . I could kill him! What right — what right does he have to use my children against me?”


“He didn’t tell us not to talk to you. That was Hal’s idea — and my idea,” I added scrupulously.


“But you kids are being used.”


“But we don’t want you to leave Daddy.”


“You don’t know the whole story,” she said, and let out a powerful sigh.


“Well, tell me.”


My mother smiled. “I almost think I could explain it all to you, you seem so understanding sometimes. Naw, forget it.”


“No, explain it,” I said. I put on my most thoughtful “listener’s” face, as I had watched adults do, scrunching up my brow — and waited.


“I’m unhappy, baby. You know the old expression, I feel like I’m being torn to pieces? That’s me. A piece here, a piece there. I don’t know what’s right. I met a man. . . . And he makes me happy. I know you think of me as an old lady. But I’m only twenty-eight. I got married young, I was a — teenager, and I started having babies right away. I’m not saying I didn’t want to have babies, of course I did. Your father was the one who. . . . But that’s beside the point; what I’m trying to say is that I have years and years ahead of me. I don’t want to be unhappy for the rest of my life.”


“Why can’t you be happy with Daddy?”


“Because I can’t. He’s miserable, and he’s dragging me down. It’s no use. You think I haven’t tried. You know what living with your father is. He doesn’t care about anything but the game on the radio and the book in front of his face. He married me because he needed a mother, someone to cook for him and wash his socks. He doesn’t lift a finger to help me around the house. Oh, it’s not all his fault, I know that. Your Pop had it rough when he was your age. His mother died young, and his stepmother made him wash floors. Like Cinderella. His father, Grandpa — well, you know, Grandpa’s no bargain either. A real bastard, cold as they come. No one gave Bert much love, and as a result he — never learned how to show affection. But meanwhile, I’m the one who’s paying for what his family did to him! It’s like I’ve got five children to take care of instead of four, and your father’s the most helpless of all.”


“He sometimes helps you clean up.”


“Oh, it’s more than that,” she said. “A woman needs — to be satisfied by a man — needs tenderness.” Mom looked at me with hungry blue eyes. “He doesn’t go out of his way to — do for me. A woman — likes to have a man who has manners. Who will open a door for her occasionally, make a nice compliment once in a while, be — considerate. That’s all; just to show a little consideration. When you grow up, try to remember that.”


“I will.”


“I know you will, honey; you’re already considerate.”


I was flattered that Mom thought I would grow up to be the sort of man she admired. At the same time, I had the feeling that I was being sidetracked and was not advancing Dad’s case enough. “But he writes poems to you, doesn’t he?” I said.


“With sixty-four-dollar words that I don’t understand? Where’s the heart? Where’s the warmth? I can’t even read them without a dictionary. They make me feel stupid. . . . Who’s he trying to impress, me? No, he’s showing off his great brain.

 Sure, he’s smart. I married your father because he was the most intelligent man I knew. I wanted to have bright children. That part worked out fine. But did I know he would turn into a zombie? He used to be fun. We would go to nightclubs and he’d explain to me all about art and — and current events. . . . What did I know? I was a dumbbell working in a beauty parlor, I never even finished high school. And here was this guy Bert, who knew everything. I’m grateful to him for improving my mind. But now — he’s given up. He’s stuck in that lousy factory job and all he ever talks about is the Place. He gets up, goes to work, comes home, sleeps — like a robot! He’s got a good brain, why can’t he use it? I tried to get him to go back to college. It’s hopeless. And I’m drowning. We’re all drowning. You want me to drown? Look, try to see it from my side. I found someone who’s crazy about me. So he’s not as intelligent as your father. Maybe it’s just as important to be kind and #x2014; and decent and . . . ”


I said nothing, and my silence seemed to force her doubts to surface. Let’s face it, in our family intelligence was what counted; we weren’t about to trade it in for something as insipid as kindness.


“I don’t know what your father has told you about Willy,” she said. “You’ve never met him. You’ve never given him a chance. He’s a very sweet man. He loves children. He’s willing to take care of all of you, to break his back for us. Don’t you want to go to California? It’s warm all year round, it’s not freezing like this — hellhole!” “But I like the snow,” I said. “And I don’t want to leave Daddy.”


“Try to understand. See it from my side! I’m not saying we’re going to leave Bert. I haven’t made up my mind about that. But if this is my only chance, I’d be a fool not to take it. Wouldn’t I. . . . I don’t know what I want to do, that’s why I’m telling you this. Nothing is decided, honey. I’m all mixed up.” She kept talking in circles and looking beseechingly into my eyes, as if I had the answers for her. It was then I think I learned that if you stay very quiet and listen to the confusion of others and nod from time to time, people will think you understand. They will go away feeling better.


Much of what she said sailed over my head, but I understood the main part: that she was unhappy. In years to come, whenever I’ve found myself reenacting this scene of listening to someone (usually a woman) in torment between two courses, my mind has gone back to Mother in her black slip. When I was in a mood to rebel against my personality, I would reproach my mother for taking away my childhood by placing me in the position of her judge and pardoner, and by telling me things that perhaps were not suited to my age. But what’s the point of blaming, when it is questionable who seduced whom? She needed someone to talk to, and I would have sold out my “golden childhood” a dozen times over for a compliment like the one I received.


She said: “You know, I keep forgetting that I’m talking to an eight-year-old. It’s as if I were speaking to someone older and wiser. You’ve made me feel a lot better.” I blushed. I had found a new way to make my mother love me.


“Baby, promise me you’ll forgive me for making such a mess of things? That you won’t hate me?”


“I love you,” I said.


She squeezed me against her and kissed me, murmuring, “Precious, precious.” I stood there accepting her warm, embarrassing kisses. Then she said with sudden impulsiveness: “Let’s celebrate! I don’t feel like cooking. Why don’t we go across the street and buy some specials.” (Specials were the fat kosher hot dogs we loved.) “And pastrami and salami and lots of pickles, sour ones, the kind you like.”


“Do you have money?” I said. I hated to ask the bald delicatessen man across the street to “put it on my mother’s bill.”


“Of course we’ve got money. Here, take a ten-dollar bill, I’ll write out a list for you. And if you see anything you like — just for yourself — like a piece of strudel or knish, throw that in, too.”


I dreaded the moment when Hal would come home and see us talking; but he accepted the new situation without a word, and never demanded an explanation, even in private.


I felt optimistic that everything would work out now. Because we had had this heart-to-heart talk, and I had taken Father’s side and she seemed chastened, I assumed that the trouble was settled. It was my first instance of placing excessive faith in the medium of confession. Mother continued seeing Willy, she still made herself look pretty when she was about to leave for work, she still hummed to herself.


My father, meanwhile, had become desperate. The poems had stopped; now he made threats, which my mother laughed at. She seemed to be daring him, like Carmen and Don José. One afternoon she kept needling him:


“Come on, Bertram, why don’t you get off your bony ass and put down the goddamn book, As I Lay Dying or whatever it is, and help with the cleaning. Make like a human being! Who do you think you are — Sitting Bull?”


“All right!” Those were his only words, and they came out in a strangled, tortured voice garbled by phlegm. Then, strangely, he went back to reading.


“No, it’s not all right. Why the hell should I slave on the weekends cleaning up when I work all week same as you. You know, if you were half a man, you would bring in enough money so that I could stay home and keep this place decent and look after the kids —”


“All right, all right!” he yelled. It was amazing how a man of his extensive vocabulary could exist inside those two words for days at a time.


“I’m sorry I brought it up, Your Highness. I didn’t mean to disturb your train of thought. I don’t know why I bother. It’s like talking to a stone wall. I feel like putting on my hat and coat and saying goodbye and never coming back.”


“Then go! Go to your lover-boy.”


“What is that supposed to mean?” she said.


“You know what it means,” he muttered.


“I’d rather not discuss it here like this, if you don’t mind.”


“Then I’ll go. If you don’t want me around so much, I’ll leave you alone.”


“Always making promises, never coming through,” she said with a bitter laugh.


My father got up without a word and left the house.






4.


One thing we had never expected was for Father to run away. By dinner time he had still not returned, and we all felt guilty.


“Where did Daddy go?” Molly asked Mom for the third time.


“Who the hell knows?”


“What is Daddy doing now?”


“Maybe he’s hanging himself, maybe he’s run off with a blonde. How the hell should I know?” Whenever Mother felt worried, her language became coarser. “Maybe an A-bomb will drop on our heads and we’ll all be dead. What am I, a fortune-teller? Come on, get into your pajamas. Hey, September Morn! Put some clothes on.”


“I’m taking my bath,” Leah said indignantly, with a lisp, stark naked as usual.


“All right, take your bath.” Mom turned on the radio and we listened to “The Green Hornet.” We were allowed to stay up later than usual because of the family catastrophe.


The next evening, my mother got a phone call; she made me run for a pencil to write down the number. He had moved into a YMCA room. “Oh, for crying out loud!” we heard her say into the receiver. “Why don’t you come home? You know we can’t afford two rents.” It seemed he wanted her to agree to stop seeing Willy before he would promise to return. Mother resisted: “I can’t make guarantees! What are you trying to do, force me by running away? That’s so childish, Bert.” They argued back and forth; but what struck me was that my mother kept saying “Please take care of yourself ” and “Don’t do anything foolish” and “We’ll work it out.”


She agreed to meet him alone for dinner, after work Tuesday night.


Five nights later, on Friday night, my father returned home. No one said, “How was the Y, Dad?” We allowed him to sink back into the family routine. He was sheepish and, for the most part, silent, and we had had too-recent evidence of his fragility to risk upsetting him.


As far as I was concerned — as far as I knew — the episode with Willy was closed. I assumed Father would not have returned unless some satisfactory agreement had been reached. But again I assumed wrong. He had merely given in, tired of his protest at the Y. We had underestimated Mother’s stubbornness. She went on seeing her lover. That is, until one shocking night, which ended everything to do with Willy.






5.


My father was beating my mother. She had come home after midnight and he had lost no time smacking her; then he threw her into their bedroom. She screamed but did not run away. Strange to think of him shoving her around because she was the larger — we used to call them Fat and Skinny; but he was stronger, of course.


Through the locked door, and from the other end of the five-room apartment, in the girls’ room where we all gathered, we could hear our father beating our mother with an open hand. His slaps came down on her plump body, the flat sound of his hand smacking her reverberating flesh. And Mother’s cries: “Enough, enough!”


“I’ll tell you when it’s enough!” I could picture his spittle dripping at his mouth, the way it did when he lost control.


My brother and my sisters and I held hands. We could see nothing, we could only hear the sounds, which made it worse. It seemed like the end of the world. Little Leah began to wail. Molly and I held each other tighter, frightened but excited by the violence as by a fight in the school yard. Hal’s fists kept clenching and unclenching. He looked demented. Suddenly his high-pitched voice startled us. “Leave her alone! You stop hitting my mother! ”


“Don’t, Hal, he’ll hit you too,” I whispered. “He’ll murder us all!” I tried to hold Hal by the arm but he pulled away, screaming: “You leave my mother alone or I’ll kill you!”


We heard our mother say: “Bert, the kids are listening. Don’t shame me in front of them!”


“You should have thought of that sooner,” Father said, growling. Remorselessly he continued his beating, like a man with a long day’s work ahead of him. He had found a rhythm for the blows. When would it be enough? How would he know when the job was finished?


At the other end of the apartment we saw the crazy elevated train blazoning our ceiling with its orange headlights. Maybe passengers could look right in their bedroom and see the beating. Our whole living room was lit up with the train’s lurid glow, like a bonfire. Crackling and flaming, the train pulled out, leaving us again in darkness.


Leah was crying hysterically. Molly and I tried to do something to comfort her. “It’s all right,” we took turns saying, “it will be over soon” — as much for our own benefit as for hers. Hal gazed fiercely in front of him. Rocking himself back and forth, he seemed to be measuring the strength in his small arms. But what could he do against Father? Besides, it seemed wrong to me that he should get in the middle of their fight. Mother had to take her beating like the rest of us. Something about the way she was moaning and weeping made me sense that they knew what they were doing, that this had to be done, and that they would respect the limits. They were both playing their roles in concert, with more cooperation than was usual between them. “I swear I’ll never go back,” she pleaded. “I just had to tell him it was over, Bert!” And he: “If you go back I’ll kill you!”


He called her every name under the sun, and with each name his hand re-claimed its harsh beating rhythm. He had found the words at last.


Part of me identified absolutely with my mother; another part was experiencing a sort of sweet revenge. But the greatest part of which I now remain aware told me that this is how it is, this is the mystery you must understand.


How different my hypnotized response was from Hal’s. The hero of my childhood, he thought he could act to rescue our mother. And in a way he did. He dashed to the other end of the house, through the frightening no-man’s-land separating us from them, and pounded on their door. “Stop it! Stop hitting her! I’ll call the police!”


In the end that voice must have gotten through to my father. He left off. But my mother continued sobbing for another hour. We heard her through the door, each sob feeding involuntarily on the last, winding down bitterly to a questioning whimper, like that of a crying doll pushed forward at the waist.






6.


And after that they remained together. Whether that was providential or a tragedy depends on whom you talk to; I for one was glad. It seemed to my childish mind that a beating had saved the family, though that was probably not the case. There were beatings all through my childhood, and disturbances between my mother and father were to occur again and again — but none came so close to splitting us up as the Willy episode, and none seemed to end quite so suddenly. I came away from that night with both a heightened respect for power and a nausea for violence. The peculiar part, though, was that it seemed to me my father’s will had been broken, not my mother’s, that night. Afterward he acted more defeated, as though the beating had smashed up something in him. And she seemed to pity him more.


Some say that life is a blessing; others, that the truth of life is cruelty. The strong have an air of believing both: they celebrate their ability to overcome experiences of a particularly coarse, violent nature with a heady realism; or else they compress their former exposure to horror into a steady stream of gentleness. Myself, I am made uncomfortable by the notion that mankind is, at bottom, brutal. I would prefer to honor the ironies, pleasures and civilities of life. Yet I cannot get beyond certain brutal memories from childhood whose rumble I still hear going on in my head like an inner trembling. And maybe I hold on to them too much, also, out of pride.


Often I have a dream where I have gotten off an elevated train at the end of the line; the tracks curve to a stop above my head like a hanging comma. Where am I? In the distance there seem to be nothing but empty lots, undeveloped property at the edge of the city line. I turn back in the other direction and examine the store- fronts under the El, looking for the old corner delicatessen and the Marcy movie house with its familiar marquee. But in this dark crisscrossed world I recognize nothing. This is a part of Brooklyn I have never been to before. Should I walk back under the tracks until they get to Williamsburg? Should I move on into the rockfilled empty lots? Try something new? The dream always ends there, without my making up my mind.






















3
Samson and Delilah and the Kids


I GREW UP IN THE ERA OF THE GREAT JEWISH LOVERS. Samson and Delilah,  David and Bathsheba, Solomon and Sbeba were burning up screens across the land. I never managed to see David and Bathsheba (though I knew the coming attractions by heart), because the movie industry in its wisdom decreed that I was too young for this adulterous tale. Inconsistently, they let me into Samson and Delilah when I was seven.


I still remember my excitement when I first saw the poster announcing its imminent arrival in our neighborhood. “See Samson battle a lion with his own hands! See Samson tear down the Temple of Dagon! See Delilah tame the strongman!” I was so crazy about movies that I saw everything connected to them as a promesse de bonheur: lobby stills, newspaper ads on the entertainment pages, and especially the tenfoot billboards displayed outside the Commodore, where giants held at bay an encircling, ungrounded chaos of tempting panoramas.


My tolerance for celluloid had been built up over the long Saturday matinees that my siblings and I attended regularly, and which included a double feature, seven cartoons, newsreels, coming attractions, and a Flash Gordon or Hopalong Cassidy serial. “O dark, dark, dark, amid the blaze of noon!” (Samson Agonistes) By the time we had stumbled onto the street, sated with the blood of scalped cavalrymen, the highballs served by Veronica Lake, the dynamite set off by a Bugs Bunny in drag, it was already dinner time. We would walk under the El past the discount stores serving our ghetto in Williamsburg, Brooklyn; past Stevens Bakery, which specialized in white icing; past the fish restaurant with its grotesque lobster tank in the window; past the tough shoeshine boys on the corner, past the synagogue, quickly andguiltily, because it was Shabbes, and make our way back to the tenement where we lived, debating our favorite scenes all the while.


If you ask me what the Bible meant to me as a child, I can tell you it signified two things: those awkwardly drawn comic strips the Brooklyn Eagle would run (next to “Dick Tracy” or “Mary Worth”) each Sunday, “Tales from the Scriptures,” featuring stern, bearded patriarchs and women with pitchers on their shoulders, and the biblical spectacles we were constantly told cost “millions” and had “casts of thousands.” Whatever possessed Hollywood to turn out all those biblical/Roman clinkers throughout the fifties? The postwar audience’s abandonment of a neo-realist aesthetic for the escapist anodynes of costumed bloodshed, the advent of widescreen technologies that cried out for spectacle, the more conservative political mood, the irresistible formula of having one’s cake (sin) and eating it too (piety), the collapse of the studio system and its replacement by international package deals— all must have contributed to the zenith of this ill-fated genre.


Cecil B DeMille’s Samson and Delilah (1949) was one of the first of the postwar biblical spectacles. Watching a VCR tape of it some thirty-five years later, I am struck by how dioramic and artificial (if entertaining in a kitschy way) it looks now, its drama as stylized as Kabuki, its sets like an old World’s Fair made of endless lathe and temporary grandeur. The virtues of the biblical epic—which DeMille had a large hand in shaping—were mainly to be found in art direction, costumes, and special effects. DeMille began in the silent era, and there is an echo of Griffith’s Babylonianism in the idol-gargoyled Temple of Dagon.


“Before the dawn of time . . .” intones the narrator in the opening shot; we see clouds, and marching feet, and are treated to a little lecture about the struggle between tyranny and freedom. Biblical epics tended to be made after both world wars, when America, as “leader of the free world,” had a need to wrap itself in the sanctimonious mantle of previous Chosen Peoples. Curiously, the word “Jew” is never mentioned in the DeMille film, nor are the words “Hebrew” or “Israelite.” Samson’s people are referred to only as “Danites,” in what may have been nervousness about anti-Semitism during the McCarthy era.


Samson and Delilah boasted one of those “international” casts: the star (Hedy Lamarr) spoke Viennese-scented English, her leading man (Victor Mature) hailed from Kentucky, and all the Philistine opponents of Judeo-Christianity had, in the curious convention of such films, British accents (George Sanders, Angela Lansbury, Henry Wilcoxin).


A DeMille scholar told me that the director had wanted to make Samson and  Delilah ten years earlier but that he couldn’t secure the financing. By the time the deal had come together with the actress he wanted, a certain freshness had gone out of Lamarr: she looked bruised by another decade’s strain of holding together her glamour. But her worldly, mocking Viennese air had some of Dietrich’s alluring melancholy, especially when it came up against the younger, oafish Mature: it was the Old World seducing the New World, yet again.


Hedy’s basic Delilah costume consisted of a sleeveless halter that stopped just below her breasts, a long skirt, usually with a slit to show off her nice legs, and, anachronistically, a pair of pumps as well. After she becomes a Bad Woman she is never seen without a feather-duster plume, which she waves around to make her points, and which is color-coordinated to match her silver, turquoise, rose, and sapphire gowns. At times she seems to act mainly with her midriff (midriff eroticism being a staple of these epics, rendered more piquant by the code rule forbidding umbilici on-screen), or with her eloquent shoulder blades, as she leans against a wall, thrusting her breasts forward. Even though she seems rather diminutive next to Mature, she is altogether luscious with her upturned nose, saucy gazes, and spit curls.


Mature responds with a supercilious sneer like a country bumpkin who knows they are putting something over on him but isn’t sure what, and hopes his cynicism will distract attention from his slowness. It was about this actor that David Thomson wrote, memorably if cruelly: “It is too easy to dismiss Mature, for he surpasses badness. He is a strong man in a land of nine-stone weaklings, an incredible concoction of corned beef, husky voice and brilliantine—a barely concealed sexual advertisement for soiled goods. Remarkably, he is as much himself in the cheerfully meretricious and the pretentiously serious. . . .” Here, however, he seems bewildered, his eyes look dead when he is called upon to say things like “You—daughter of hell!” He wears a green leather jerkin that leaves most of his chest uncovered, and his broad body, by our more stringent, Schwarzenegger standards of muscular definition, looks fat. (Incidentally, there is nothing in the Bible that says Samson was a brawny, muscular person. Since his strength came from God’s spirit inhabiting him, the theological point might have been better made by casting Mickey Rooney or Arnold Stang.) 


Yet, by that familiar phenomenon that makes it difficult to picture a story’s characters afterward except in the physical shape of the actors who played them onscreen, however miscast they may have been, the past-her-prime Lamarr and the stalwart ham Mature will always remain in my imagination the quintessential, the actual, Samson and Delilah.


As a child I was a very forgiving moviegoer. If a picture had one or two scenes that excited my imagination, I would simply evacuate the duller parts from consciousness and concentrate on these privileged images, carrying them around like mental slides long afterward and consulting them solacingly in bad moments. Such a scene was the destruction of the Philistine hall in Samson and Delilah, where the pillars crumbled in sections like gigantic white Tootsie Rolls. For me, Samson was essentially a Superman figure. Just as I would jump off a chair and pretend to fly like the Man of Steel, so I used to play at tying my hands together and ripping the ropes off; eyes closed, I would grit my teeth and fantasize pulling a building down by straining with all my might. I had dreams of toppling P.S. 11, breaking everything I hated into rubble, like the newsreels of bombed Berlin. (As it happened, many blocks in Williamsburg already looked that way, torn down to make way for the future BrooklynQueens Expressway.)


 I prayed to get back at everyone who had humiliated me in one blow, like poor Samson, the blind giant. Not that I had so many enemies, but every child suffers from powerlessness, bossed around by adults, older brothers, classroom bullies. There was one tormentor, Ronald, big for his age, who used to beat me up after school. I would imagine ways to torture him, a new one each night like Scheherazade. As I grew older I began to concoct more subtle revenge fantasies, sometimes even letting my prisoner go. Curiously, this reprieve gave me a greater frisson: I enjoyed the idea of playing cat and mouse with my victim, one day vicious, the next unexpectedly benevolent. Control, restraint, sadism, creativity. I was only a few years from eroticizing this fantasy with a chivalric twist.


In sixth grade I was attracted to a girl with a Roman nose named Felicia, as were all the boys, since she already had the curves of a woman. She was from a better family than ours, her father was a lawyer, and she carried herself rather haughtily. “She thinks she’s Cleopatra—or Delilah!” we would say behind her back, because she knew all the boys fancied her. Secretly, I imagined myself drawing daily closer to the beautiful Felicia and impressing her with my intelligence. One afternoon when I tried to make friendly conversation she ridiculed me, saying that I wore the same clothes, the same ugly sweater, every day. It was true. I had taken no notice of what I had on, and neither, apparently, had my parents.


After she had humiliated me, I began to have dreams in which Felicia would knock on my door, completely naked and defenseless. Someone had stolen her clothing. Not only did I not take advantage of the situation, I would immediately throw a coat or blanket around her shoulders and escort her home. This chaperonage would sometimes take us down dank castle steps in which I would have to protect her honor by sword fight. Never did I ask her for so much as a kiss in payment—though sometimes she would reward me with a feast of kisses.


The closeness with which dreams of gallantry and revenge were tangled in my brain must be why, even today, when I remember to act in a polite manner (for instance, giving up my seat to a woman in the bus) and am thanked for being “chivalrous,” I instantly feel a twinge of guilty conscience. But then, I am chronically guilt-ridden about my virtuous side, if you will. “You were always a good boy,” my mother has told me so often. “You I never had to worry about.” Even as a baby, before I had any choice in the matter, I was “good”: when my mother was in the maternity ward, when all the other babies were wailing from the air-raid sirens, I quietly found her breast.


One of my earliest memories, from about the age of four, is of my older brother and younger sister experimenting with matches. “They shouldn’t be doing that,” I thought. Sure enough, the kitchen curtain caught fire. There was smoke, flames; my mother came home in the nick of time and doused the fire with pots of water. When it was over she demanded to know what had happened. My brother and sis- ter pointed fingers at each other. “I didn’t do anything,” I kept telling her. Finally she said, “I know, cookie, I know you didn’t.” The question years later is, Why didn’t I do anything? Why was I such a goody-goody? Was I good because I chose to be or because I was too timid, too programmed to do otherwise?


There were rewards for being the “good” boy, but sometimes it came as a mixed blessing; I was both my mother’s favorite and the one to whom she paid the least attention, because I didn’t cause her trouble. By nursery school, I had already developed a reputation for honesty. “Phillip never lies,” my nursery teacher said. My mother, pleased to hear it, nevertheless insisted healthily, “Every child lies.” “Not Phillip,” said this woman, whom I had clearly managed to make fall in love with me. One day, not long thereafter, I was jumping up and down on my parents’ bed, using their mattress as a trampoline. I was no angel, I wanted to have a good time, to break the rules, to become an evildoer! (In Part 2 of The Brothers Karamazov, which Dostoevsky never got to write, the saintly Alyosha was supposed to turn into a great sinner.) In mid-jump I heard my mother coming. “What were you doing?” Were you jumping on my bed like I told you not to?” “No, uh-uh,” I protested “I saw you do it!” she exclaimed. “Don’t fib to me.” Though I got a beating afterward we were both relieved: he lies!


In Judges, the story of Samson begins with his mother’s barrenness. An angel appears to the wifé of Manoah and tells her she is going to have a son, but she should drink no wine nor eat anything unclean, and “No razor shall come upon his head, for the boy shall be a Nazarite to God from birth; and he shall begin to deliver Israel from the hand of the Philistines.” (Judges 13:5) She runs and tells her husband what the stranger has said, and Manoah gets the angel to repeat these instructions a third time. Then a puff of smoke, flames, and the couple realizes that the stranger is indeed an angel of the Lord; they fall on their faces to the ground. This angelic visitation to a barren woman is a recurrent biblical formula; only in the context of Judges, with its dense narrative style, does the incident’s leisurely redundance surprise. Why is a whole chapter of twenty-five verses “wasted” on this business? Certainly no other judge is accorded such preliminary buildup; it is almost as though the whole Book of Judges were taking a breath before launching into the Samson story.


In a way, also, the chapter lets us know that before Samson is even born he is in God’s debt. His body itself doesn’t quite belong to him—it’s a sacred weapon for God to inhabit with His spirit when He so desires. Moreover, without any choice in the matter, Samson is pledged to be a Nazarite: one who is consecrated, abstinent, separate from others, pure. No wonder Samson acts “bad”: he is trying to make a space for his own life, inside the one already owed to his parents and God.


So he indulges in skirt-chasing. All his troubles—but also all his heroic deeds— stem from whoring and womanizing. He falls in love easily, and, it seems, purely on a physical basis. Like Portnoy, he is drawn to shiksas. In our very first encounter with the adult Samson, he has just seen a woman in Timnah, the daughter of Philistines, and wants her for a wife. His parents object: “Is there not a woman among the daughters of your kinsmen, or among all the people, that you must go to take a wife from the uncircumcised Philistines? But Samson said to his father, ‘Get her for me, for she pleases me well.’” (Judges 14:3)


Now, this first time he is exonerated from blame, because the text immediately assures us that Samson’s romantic entanglement was the doing of the Lord, who “was seeking an occasion against the Philistines.” Later, in the Delilah episode, this cosmic alibi is withdrawn; Samson will be made to stand completely alone with his mistake. Everything in the Samson story happens twice, sometimes thrice; repetitions establish his character patterns. Thus, if he had let only Delilah wheedle a secret out of him, that would be one thing, but before he does so he gives the woman of Timnah the answer to his wedding riddle, “because she pressed him hard.”


Samson is a man women nag. For all his strength, he seems not to engender their full respect, much less their obedience. They know how to play on his guilt with tears and reproaches (“You don’t really love me or you’d tell me your secret”), to twist him around their fingers. And ultimately, they betray him. Not only does the woman of Timnah broadcast the riddle’s answer, forcing Samson to pay everyone the betting price, but she cuckolds Samson by giving herself to “his companion, who had been his best man.” (Judges 14:20) Delilah does even worse: she ruins him. Sandwiched between these two women is the harlot in Gaza, who also endangers Samson by keeping him occupied while his enemies surround his house. He escapes by lifting the city gates on his shoulders, but he is clearly tempting fate.


Samson also is a man who seems to enjoy being righteously angry. “If you had not ploughed with my heifer, you would not have found out my riddle,” he tells the wedding guests, kills thirty men, and stomps off “in hot anger.” Later, when he returns to Timnah and finds his wife has been given to another man, he rejects the offer of marrying her younger sister. “This time I shall be blameless in regard to the Philistines, when I do them mischief,” he says, then ties three hundred foxes together, attaches lit torches between their tails, and lets them burn up all the Philistine orchards and grain. The Philistines retaliate by torching his wife (who had already abandoned him) and her father. Samson retorts: “‘If this is what you do, I swear I will be avenged upon you, and after that I will quit.’ And he smote them hip and thigh with great slaughter.” The implication is that any destruction, however disproportionate, is “justifiable” if interpreted as retaliation. No wonder Samson allows himself so often to be betrayed: it frees him to do what he wants.


I grew up in a household where there was much arguing and yelling, even hitting. But it was necessary, as we learned from imitating my mother, always to lay a groundwork of self-righteousness before any explosion. “I am only doing this to you because you did X and Y to me first.” Within the never-ending chain of injured feelings that is family history, it is not always easy to find the beginning of a causal series, which is why the person with the loudest voice or the longest memory is generally able to make the best tit for tat. My older brother, Hal, whose voice is very strong, was for a while the undisputed king of righteous explosions. Fortunately, Hal would fulminate so long on the heinousness of the wrong done him that it was possible to get out of the way of any serious physical harm before he swung into action. We were much more terrified of my father, who was phlegmatic, quiet, and withdrawn for the most part; but if he blew up you had less than a second’s warning. When my father got physical the slaps and punches came hard and fast, as in a street fight. He had powerful, bony hands and sharp elbows, and in anger he seemed to lose control, with white spittle foaming at his mouth like a mad dog—or at least that was how it looked to a child. Curiously, he always tried to get out of spanking us; he had no heart for premeditated disciplining, leaving such beatings to my mother.


She would take out her ironing cord—a black-and-white fabric switch, which we thought of as a live creature. What was interesting about the way she beat us was that she would herself grunt and make awful faces each time she picked up her arm. “You had enough?” she would demand, after each blow. “Gonna try that again?”


It was a dialogue; we were supposed to respond correctly so that she would know when to quit. My brother would take his punishment like a man; howling only when he was in pain. I was more of a faker: very early I caught on that it was all symbolic, and I would scream and carry on from the first hand-raise so that she would let me go with next to nothing. My sister Molly, however, would laugh in my mother’s face, would giggle or hum a tune to herself, refusing to concede even when I could see tears welling in her eyes, until finally my mother would stop, baffled, her arm exhausted.


I am struggling to find the pattern between all these pieces. I have the sense that the Samson story and my family story touch in odd ways; I try to put the stencil of one over the other, and, while they occasionally overlap, just as often the connection seems farfetched. Nonetheless, I am convinced that at the center of both is the mystery of power relations between men and women. I start to write “How did it come about that I started mistrusting women, or thought they would betray me?” But then I pause: Do I really? Aren’t I often less guarded around women than I am with men? Let us say that a part of me still fears (hopes?) that women are treacherous creatures. I know that growing up, watching the unhappiness between my parents, watching my mother disparage my father every day and my father refuse to let her go, made me cautious toward the opposite sex. Then, too, my mother was very insecure as a young woman: we would climb into her lap and she would suddenly push us away, saying “Don’t start that ‘Mommy I love you’ crap, you’re only being loveydovey because you want something out of me. Okay, what is it this time? An ice cream? A quarter?” Naturally, I learned to be skeptical of affection, almost to want  a barbed hurt to accompany love. As for my father, he had been treated wretchedly by his stepmother, who put him to work all the time, so he was both desperate for maternal warmth and suspicious of any feminine softness. When these two hurt, insecure people, the black sheep of both their middle-class families, came together to live in poverty and raise their own family, the results were not pretty.


My parents had a bookcase which held a few hardcovers and a library of Pocket Books, whose flimsy, browning pages would crack if you bent down the corners. I can still picture those cellophane-peeling covers with their kangaroo logo, their illustrations of busty, available-looking women or hard-bodied men or solemn, sensitive-looking Negroes; with titles like Intruder in the Dust, Appointment in Samarra,  Tobacco Road, Studs Lonigan, Strange Fruit, Good Night, Sweet Prince, The Great Gatsby, The  Sound and the Fury. . . .


Father brought home all the books, it was his responsibility; though Mother chafed at everything else in the marriage, she still permitted him at the time to be her intellectual mentor. I have often wondered on what basis he made his selections: he’d had only one term of night college (dropping out because he fell asleep in class after a full day in the factory), and I never saw him read book reviews. He seemed, all the same, to have a nose for decent literature. He was one of those autodidacts of the Depression generation, for whose guidance the inexpensive editions of Everyman, Modern Library, and Pocket Books seemed intentionally designed, out of some bygone assumption that the workingman should—must—be educated to the best in human thought.


My father had an awed respect for the power of good fiction, especially when it was able to mirror uncannily the conflicts in his own life. He would often marvel at Kafka’s story “The Judgment,” in which the patriarch tells his son to jump off a bridge—obviously because his father, my grandfather, had treated him like dirt. He never stopped praising The Brothers Karamazov, which had the status of the Bible in Brooklyn at the time. Again, I suspect its patricidal theme excited him more than Dostoevsky’s philosophy. He did dip into one philosopher, Schopenhauer, and would occasionally read aloud one of the gloomy German’s misogynistic aphorisms. These were usually to the effect that women had no capacity for ideas, that their only cleverness was in tricking men to perpetuate the species. (My mother gave an odd sort of credence to this theory by boasting that she had “seduced” my father into siring us—finagling away the contraception, I suppose—since he hadn’t really wanted children. Four times she tricked him? Whether true or not, it was her way of making us feel indebted to her and opposed to him).


In any event, Schopenhauer’s bons mots were his single means—a delayed one, at that—of answering Mother’s nagging. My father was one of those dependable Jewish workingmen of his generation who regarded housework or any physical task around the house as anathema. (In his case, the phobia may have been increased because of his chore-filled childhood.) He would not “lift a finger around the house, if it killed him!” my mother would say. It was she who had to bang the nails, unstick the windows, lay the linoleum, complaining while my father sat, the soul of passivity, reading a book or napping. It enraged her partly because she had to go to work, too, and partly because my father was so able-bodied. As a young man he was tall, wiry, and very strong, like Samson. In his factory he could lift huge bales; at carnivals he would ring the bell, he triumphed at arm wrestling. Yet he became a weakling as soon as he arrived home; his kryptonite was family life. If my mother said something sarcastic to him, like “Why don’t you get off your bony ass and do something?” or “What do I need you for? You’re not married to me, you’re married to your easy chair and the goddamn ball game!” he would merely sink deeper into a defeated shrug. But I believe that behind his stoical, resigned mask there raged a fierce misogyny.


What I would call the Blue Angel/Of Human Bondage plot—the educated or sensitive man who is dragged down by a coarse, sluttish vixen—had a particular vogue with my father’s generation. One of the books he often touted to us was Ludwig Lewisohn’s novel, The Tyranny of Sex. When I was sixteen and still a virgin I read it, naturally, to find out what was in store. Its lumpy, post-Dreiserian naturalist style disappointed, and I remember feeling the author was weighting the scales a bit too unfairly against the wife. Nevertheless, the luridly compelling story remained with me: a man becomes attracted to a woman, wants to sleep with her, and the next thing he knows he is married, cuckolded, in debt, his dreams for himself have flown out the window, his wife has become a slattern, no longer even attractive, a nagging shrew—in short, woman as swamp, quicksand.


Given the atmosphere in my home, I found the Samson and Delilah story the most natural in the world. Already I had imbibed from my father his sense of sexuality as a nightmarish tyranny, robbing a man of his strength, just as I had absorbed from my mother a rebellious, defiantly flirtatious, erotic appetite for life.


My mother had bought a piano, and she practiced her songs on it, preparing for the far-off day when she would become a professional entertainer. She sang mostly torch songs, the kind Helen Morgan made famous: “The Man I Love,” “Just My Bill,” “I Must Try to Make the Man Love Me,” “Bewitched, Bothered, and Bewildered,” “I Want a Sunday Kind of Love.” With her pretty, tremulous voice, she would pour all her yearning and disappointment into these bittersweet verses. The message was unmistakable, even to a little kid: she was not happy with my father, she was still looking for something better, for “romance.”


I loved to listen to her practice, glancing over her shoulder at the rising and falling syllables of the sheet music. All day in elementary school, her songs would go round in my head. At recess I would play tag or punchball to the rhythms of her longing.


One day, when it was too rainy to go outside, the teacher herded us into the auditorium and staged an impromptu talent show. Each child was urged to perform in front of the combined second and third grades. There were rampant cases of stage fright; some kids started to entertain, then giggled and hid their faces; others came on and rattled through a comic ditty or radio jingle so fast you couldn’t make out the words. I wanted to sing. I faced the group and, hearing my mother’s semitrained voice in my ears, I let her guide me through the melody.






	Some day he’ll come along, the man I love 
 	And he’ll be big and strong, the man I love




I could sense the teachers snickering, trading looks that said “We know how this  one’s going to turn out.” My classmates started laughing. I realized too late that the song was for a girl, they would think me a sissy. I had no choice but to finish. At least I could try to sing on key and with feeling, as my mother did; maybe I would seduce them into liking it.


When the last contestant was finished, the teachers awarded me “first prize,” a comic book. I, part Delilah, wondered if I would ever become a real man.


My mother was bawdy: she reveled in calling a spade a spade. She had a store of witticisms about excretory malfunctions, and she would tell smutty Hollywood stories—the scandals of her youth—about Fatty Arbuckle’s Coke bottle and Mary Miles Minter, George S. Kaufman (“Oh, he must have been hot stuff!”), and Mary Astor’s diary read aloud in divorce court. All this was a little hard for me to take. I particularly found it embarrassing when my mother let slip her physical appraisal of men. If we were watching a baseball game, say, on television, and Ted Kluszewski with his cutoff sleeves stepped up to bat, she would say, “Look at the shoulders on that guy! That’s for me!” or “Boy, that Campy’s built like a brick shithouse. He’s gorgeous.” The drama of the baseball diamond would be spoiled; I would suddenly be forced to see it from a sexual perspective, and imagine Mother having trysts with the local butcher, the baker, the ballplayer, whoever possessed a massive physique. (It didn’t help that we all knew my mother was having extramarital affairs. Later on, I came to see that she had done the right thing for herself in scraping together a little happiness by going outside a marriage that was irredeemably bleak and frustrating, but when I was coming into puberty myself I sympathized with my father and thought her “cheap,” a Bad Woman.) These comments about male physique made me feel especially inadequate, since I had narrow shoulders and a scholar’s untoned body. If being a man meant having a body like Victor Mature or Roy Campanella, then forget it, I would never make it. Fortunately, my mother had another erotic ideal besides the powerful bruiser: the sensitive, poetic “gentleman” with manners and an English accent—Leslie Howard, her favorite, or James Mason. I at least had an outside chance at this ideal. If I speak gently today, to the point of habitually mumbling, it is probably because I am still trying to be Leslie Howard for my mother.


Samson “loved a woman in the valley of Sorek, named Delilah.” But nowhere does the text say anything about Delilah loving Samson back. Indeed, immediately after this first sentence introducing Delilah, the Philistine lords approach and say: “Entice him, and see wherein his great strength lies, and by what means we may overpower him, that we may bind him to subdue him, and we shall each give you eleven hundred pieces of silver.” In the Bible, Delilah is literally a femme fatale: she comes on, performs her treacherous function, and disappears from the narrative. We are left to guess whether she betrays Samson just for the money or because it is her nature. Virtually all later adaptations soften the harsh functionalism of the biblical Delilah, both by “humanizing” her with ambivalent motives of love, jealousy, revenge, and politics, and by having her visit Samson after he is in captivity. But the first Delilah is the pure Delilah, a dark female force who destroys men with her sex. Like a dominatrix, she is remarkably straightforward about her intentions: “Tell me, I pray thee, wherein thy great strength lieth, and wherewith thou mightest be bound to afflict thee.” (Judges 16:6)


Fair warning. Samson receives even more evidence of her treacherous intent when, after fending her off with a false explanation of his strength, she calls in the soldiers, who had been hiding in her inner chamber, to seize him. Any man with half a brain would leave at this point. But no: three times Delilah entices Samson to give her his secret, three times he puts her off with fabrications, and three times she summons the Philistine troops to ensnare him. (The fourth time works the charm.)


The mystery is: What happens to Samson’s famous self-righteous anger during this period of the three wrong explanations? Either Samson likes the danger, finds it spicy, or has come to expect nothing from women other than constant betrayal. Or does he simply overestimate his power to resist Delilah’s coaxing (which would be foolish, given his past history)?


His hanging around her obviously booby-trapped tent has a comical side. Later dramatizations of the Samson story refrain from showing all four of Delilah’s interrogations about his strength and his answers, partly because it would be dramatically redundant, but also because it would get farcical, and Samson would lose too much stature. Any man who puts up with that many consecutive betrayals is not a tragic hero but a sblemiel.


Although not necessarily. In fairy tales, it often happens that characters make the same mistake three times (for instance, misuse their wishes), and at the end of each mistake there is no accrual of wisdom. The point is made that human nature keeps screwing up the same way over and over. Seen from this perspective, Samson is Everyman: his continuing to stay with Delilah after he knows she will betray him is no more unusual than, say, a woman who remains with a husband who beats her, or a man who puts up with a wife who continually cheats on him.


Saint-Saëns’s operatic Samson is so sexually fixated on Delilah, like Don José on Carmen, that he can’t pull himself away, however much he realizes that she intends to ruin him. And she, for her part, betrays him because that seems the inevitable melodramatic outcome of all fatal passions. But this “fatal passion” explanation, so nineteenth century, seems incomplete. The biblical Samson takes too much active pleasure inventing the three lies about his strength for him to be seen as merely a passive moth drawn to the flame. Gradually, he himself allows Delilah to get a little “warmer,” the third time actually referring to his hair, telling her that to tie up seven locks into a web would subdue his strength. In a way, the two are like children playing a game. Each time she notifies him “The Philistines be upon thee, Samson,” she is in a sense calling out a ludic formula, such as “Tap, tap, Johnny, one two three!”


There is an undeniably playful element in this part of the Samson story. One could say that the strong man is experimenting with disarming himself and seeing how close he can come to being trapped, a Houdini who ties himself up in order to escape. After all, Samson delivers himself voluntarily into his captors’ hands not once but twice: the first time was earlier in Judges, when his own people betrayed him to the Philistines and he ended up smiting a thousand with the jawbone of an ass.


The strong would seem to have a need to experiment with the limits of their strength—to experiment, indeed, with their weakness, as though it held a key to selfknowledge. Often in stories the great warrior “forgets” his duty to fight, detained in the arms of a beautiful woman: Samson and Delilah belong in the same company with Ulysses and Circe, Antony and Cleopatra, Lord Nelson and Lady Hamilton. Yet in these trysts, isn’t the strong man measuring his fortitude against an opponent he recognizes as potentially more dangerous than an enemy general?


The strong man enters the erotic interior of the tent, the boudoir, with the understanding that other rules prevail than those on the battlefield. Here he hopes to be refreshed, but also tested in an intriguing manner. With a too-docile love slave, there would be no stimulating tension, no edge to the encounter. An experienced wanton like Delilah cannot offer the challenge of her virginity, so there must be another kind of advance-retreat. Like the geisha who are celebrated for their pert replies, wheedling, and jealous tantrums, the woman to whom the strong man surrenders must be in command of an entire repertoire of catlike capriciousness.


He enters the dark interior of her body to explore, to reconnoiter like a soldier moving laterally across a field; but by the end he has become soft and feminized, his ejaculated penis small. The strong man enters the tent, secretly, to become a woman. Lovemaking allows him to be tender, to loll about in bed, to be playful and “effeminate,” to exchange sexual roles:





	I yielded, and unlocked her all my heart,
 	Who with a grain of manhood well-resolved 
 	Might easily have shook off all her snares.
 	But foul effeminacy held me yoked 
 	To her bond-slave.




— Milton, Samson Agonistes




Afterward, the man resents the woman, wanton or not, for several reasons: because she has witnessed his “weakness”; because he needed her in the first place; and because she can go much longer than he can, sexually speaking—she has no sword to break. Men take revenge for their dependency by projecting their sexual needs onto women, reviving the figure of the insatiable temptress, the castrating Delilah.* Proverbs warns “Give not thy strength unto women” and “The horseleach hath two daughters, crying, Give, give. There are three things that are never satisfied, yea, four things say not, It is enough: The grave, and the barren womb, and the earth that is not filled with water, and the fire that saith not, It is enough.” (Proverbs 30:15, 16) The Bible is filled with a sexual-economic fear of women, not unlike the general in Dr. Strangelove who practices celibacy so as to hold on to his “precious bodily fluids.” The Samson story would seem to admonish us that sex with women depletes the hero of his strength—if not through one “castration” (the postcoital shrunken penis; the depleted fluids), then indirectly through another (the cut-off hair).


Yet while the message of Samson’s fall, like Adam’s, would seem to be cautionary and misogynistic, underneath we experience his time with Delilah as a liberating fantasy. That is why the story has such continuing claims on us. Don’t we secretly rejoice at his having the good sense to follow the route of his desire, to free himself from the “good-boy” Nazarite onus by putting himself in temptation’s way?


After all, Samson has always been a loner. “If a leader, he was one from a distance. Almost everything he did was as a private individual,” writes the Israeli Talmudist Adin Steinsaltz. And Robert G. Boling, in his Anchor Bible commentary, notes: “The whole structure of the Samson segment is different from that of the other judges. There is no participation by Israelites in his elevation to judge and no mention of Israelites taking the field behind him.” He is so alone, he might as well be an artist. The first time he comes to grips with another human being and doesn’t run, doesn’t go off angry or bloodthirsty, but stays, is with Delilah. It is progress of a sort.


The retreat of lovers from the world has always been perceived as both an alluring ideal and a dangerous threat to society, which must be punished—if not by the authorities, then by the dynamic of romantic love itself. In the Japanese film Oshima’s In the Realm of the Senses, a geisha and a bouncer run off together. They become so immersed in making love that they rarely go out, they forget to eat, they become mystics in the pursuit of higher and higher pleasure. But the logic of ecstasy seems to dictate ascending risk; normal intercourse is no longer enough, they experiment with short strangulations to intensify the orgasmic rush. In the end, the woman strangles her lover fatally and, realizing he is dead, cuts off his penis and runs through the streets with it. It is unclear from the film whether the man has submitted to the woman’s homicidal castrating tendencies or whether she has been the instrument of his suicidal desires. They have reached a point of such fusion, such boundarylessness—the desideratum of lovers, according to poetry—that it is pointless to speak of one “doing” anything “to” the other.


I would like to offer the possibility that a similar sort of collaboration or collusion existed between Samson and Delilah. Not that “she done him wrong,” but that together the lovers were able to bring about the desired fatalistic result, which they had been working up to in practice three times. This interpretation is, I realize, perversely revisionist, it has little support in the text. What the good book does say is that Delilah pressed Samson until “his soul was vexed to death.” Finally he opened his heart to her. “A razor has never come upon my head, for I have been a Nazarite to God from my mother’s womb. If I be shaved, then my strength will leave me, and I shall become weak, and be like any other man.” (Judges 16: 16) The irony is that Samson’s great folly consists in nothing more than telling the truth—and telling it to one he loves.


“And she made him sleep upon her knees; and she called for a man, and she caused him to shave off the seven locks of his head; and she began to afflict him, and the strength went from him.” (Judges 16: 19) She places his head in her lap, that maternal gesture. He is finally “unmanned” by surrendering to his need for mothering. This is at the heart of the male fear of Woman: that she will touch him in that sore place and open up his bottomless need for mother-love, which he had thought he had outgrown, and he will lose his ability to defend himself.*


I hated getting haircuts. When my mother took me, it seemed that the barber would pay more attention to her than to me. And when I was big enough to go alone, I still felt invisible in the large barber chair, always imagining that the barber must be bored cutting a little boy’s head, or annoyed that he would not be getting the full fee, or inattentive because he’d been working all day and wanted to close up early.


One time, when I was around eleven, I went to get my hair cut at a barbershop near the Havemeyer Street markets. I had heard that this particular barber was twenty cents cheaper than most, and I hoped to use the money I saved for a treat. The barber turned out to be a tiny old man with a yarmulkah and a palsied shake to his hands—no wonder he was so cheap. His fingers had liver spots on them, like my grandfather’s; I was tempted to get up and run, but the cover sheet was already around my shoulders. He brought the scissors close to my head, trembling, stopping at an arbitrary point where he jabbed them into my temple. As he clipped he would make a hundred tentative approximations in the air, like the outlines in a Giacometti drawing, before he landed. When he shaved the nape of my neck, he nicked me. “Oh, did I cut you?” he said “I’m sorry.”


I couldn’t wait to escape. The second after I paid him I darted out of the shop and ran several blocks. Finally I stopped in front of a luncheonette. I had twenty cents to spend: I read all the signs above the counter, grilled cheese sandwich, burger and fries, bacon lettuce and tomato . . . I had never tasted bacon. Though my parents did not keep a strict kosher household, we lived in an Orthodox Jewish neighborhood and eating pork was taboo, it just wasn’t done. I ordered a BLT, feeling sinful but defiant, telling myself I deserved to break the rule because I had had to suffer that haircut, therefore my sin would be canceled out, I would be “blameless.”


I wanted to say something earlier about tests of weakness. Even as a child, I had a strange experimental tendency to indulge a lassitude at the most inopportune moments. Once, when I was about nine, I let myself dangle upside down on a swing and refused, as it were, to exert the necessary muscle traction to grip my legs to the seat. I fell on my head and had to have several stitches taken. Superheroes fascinated me as much for their sudden enfeeblements as for their vast powers. I would picture being in the presence of kryptonite and the voluptuous surrender to weakness. All my childhood illnesses were rehearsals for this crumbling of the will, this letting go of the effort to be a little man.


As an adult, I still often experience the temptation to go weak as a babe, or to let my body get into incredibly clumsy positions, knowing full well that with a little extra effort I could manage the action better. I will forgo putting down one kitchen object before picking up another, and in my awkward maneuvering let food spill. Or I will go limp as a beanbag when having to extricate myself from the back seat of a car. Or sometimes, when I am helping several people lift a heavy piece up the stairs, I will suddenly become dreamy, forget to hold up my end. It isn’t goldbricking exactly, because I’m not generally lazy about work. It’s a way of resisting life on the physical plane.


A manly man will pick up a tool and perform a task with just the right amount of well-focused energy. I, on the other hand, view all implements as problematic, and all chores as a test of manhood that I am half-eager to fail. My mechanical ineptness is so fertile that it borders on creativity. I have no sooner to pick up the simplest can opener than I feel all vigor drain from my hands. I struggle to concentrate my sluggish fingers, to make a go of it; I tell myself “Even a child can do this.” I force myself to grip the can opener and sink its sabertooth into the metal. Then, all too quickly, growing impatient, I bludgeon my way around the circle, starting half a dozen punctures. Soon the whole top is a twisted mess and I am tearing it off with my bare hands, cutting my flesh in the process. From lassitude to excessive force, with nothing in between. In all this feigned weakness and physical inattention, one sees a reluctance to leave the boy-man stage, as well as a perverse intellectual vanity, since what is not given to the body must be given to the mind.


Why does Delilah betray Samson? That is the problem all adaptations of the story have sought to solve.


The most complex answer, and the most noble Delilah, are found in Milton’s Samson Agonistes. She is the secret hero of that great poem. First, the poet raises Delilah’s status by making her Samson’s wife. Though this allows Samson’s father, Manoa, to quip, “I cannot praise thy marriage choices, son,” and the blinded hero to roar when she visits him in prison, “My wife, my traitress, let her not come near me,” she herself behaves with sympathy and dignity. She begs his forgiveness several times, offering a spectrum of explanations. The first is that, being a woman, she was subject to “common female faults . . . incident to all our sex, curiosity” and the urge “to publish” the secrets she learns. Then she says they were both weak, so they should both forgive each other. The strong man has very little sympathy for this excuse, retorting that “all wickedness is weakness.” Then, more tenderly, she brings up the “jealousy of love”; she has seen his wandering fancies and wanted to hold him near her, to keep him from all his “perilous enterprises.” She swears, too, that she was tricked by the Philistines, who assured her that no harm would come to her husband. He accuses her of betraying him for the gold. Dalila vigorously denies this, claiming that the magistrates had told her she had a “civic duty” to “entrap a common enemy,” and the priest had appealed to her further on religious grounds, asserting that Samson was a “dishonorer of Dagon.” He bats this argument away indignantly, saying that she had a primary duty to her husband, not her country. Dalila answers, abjectly, “I was a fool, too rash, and quite mistaken . . . Let me obtain forgiveness of thee, Samson.” She paints a picture of the life they could lead from now on: she thinks she could secure his release; true, he is blind, but “Life yet hath many solaces, enjoyed/ Where other senses want not their delights/ At home in leisure and domestic ease. . . . ” He refuses to be caught again, ensnared by “Thy fair enchanted cup.” Dalila: “Let me approach, at least, and touch thy hand.” Samson practically jumps out of his skin. The extremity of his reaction, threatening to “tear her joint by joint,” betrays how much feeling he has for her still. Sorrowfully, she notes: “I see thou art implacable. . . . Thy anger, unappeasable, still rages.” It is a beautiful matrimonial scene; she understands full well the function and operation of his rage. When he tells her that her name will be notorious forever, she allows herself a proud parting shot: if she is to be infamous among the Israelites, her own people will commemorate her as a heroine. And she compares herself to Jael, who in the same Book of Judges, “with inhospitable guile/ Smote Sisera sleeping through the temples nailed.”


Indeed, any judgment of Delilah is complicated by the fact that her behavior seems structurally not so different from Jael’s, or from Judith’s decapitation of Holofernes. All three actions occur in a tent, with a guileful woman bringing a warrior down while he sleeps. Yet Delilah’s “sisters,” narratively speaking, are admired and celebrated, while she is reviled as the epitome of sluttish perfidy. History is written by the winners.


The Saint-Saëns opera also makes Delilah a Philistine patriot, but adds the dimension that she is the apostle of Love and is jealous of Samson’s primary devotion to God. She carries on like a forlorn Dido about to be jilted by her Aeneas (Mon  coeur s’ouvre à ta voix . . . ), weeping and appealing to his pity.


In the movie, DeMille’s scriptwriters introduce yet another motive by conveniently making Delilah the younger sister of the woman of Timnah (played by Angela Lansbury). The tomboyish Delilah develops a schoolgirl crush on her older sister’s fiancé, Samson. When he rejects her as the replacement for the errant Lansbury, she is a woman scorned, and vows to get even by becoming a great courtesan. But her anger fades away during the idyllic period after she has seduced Samson; indeed, the scenes of the lovers dallying by the stream and inside Delilah’s commodious tent are so charmingly playful that it becomes difficult to believe her subsequent betrayal, except as the reemergence of some innate “Delilah” nature. The Hollywood version has the lovers reunited, and it is a contrite Delilah who leads Samson to the pillars, gladly volunteering to die with him!


Why do men want Delilahs? If not in their homes, then in their fantasy lives? Why is the Bad Woman, the deceitful betrayer in all her film noir guises, always able to sell movie tickets? Because she is beautiful and sexy? So might be a virtuous woman. Because one yearns to be swept away by a passion stronger than one’s reason, which can only be proven if it goes against one’s own best interests; because by losing control one can turn around later and blame her, she tempted me, she snatched away my willpower; because one never takes her seriously as a partner for life, and so there is no threat of having to make a commitment; because, while she may destroy you, she will not smother you with admiration or doting affection, which makes you feel like a fraud; because her treacheries are exciting in an operatic (if ultimately tiresome) way, they keep you feeling alive and angry, and anger is an aphrodisiac; because she confirms your worst ideas about women; because you want to feel alone, to guard your solitude; because she is full of surprises and that keeps you off-balance; because you who have hurt women so often dream of being a victim, of being punished for your crimes; because, while Delilah may lack the domesticity and compassion of the woman in Proverbs whose “price is far above rubies,” she possesses other arts: the ability to sustain an appearance of glamour (which is a function of the imagination as much as good looks); the control of scents; the manipulation of interior spaces; the ability to keep the humdrum everyday world at bay; sometimes the art of dance and playing an instrument; a refreshingly candid lack of decorum; the naughtiness of a young girl or a kitten or anything but a fully adult woman (who would remind you of your own death); a touch of androgyny when called for; a keen insight into men; and a thorough knowledge of sex.


All my life I have been searching for a woman who will live up to—or down to— this bad-girl archetype. Instead I have met, on the one hand, a succession of kind, sweet, devoted women (worse luck), or, on the other, hassled, self-absorbed, remote women (worse still). I am still waiting to encounter Hedy Lamarr’s Delilah, with the headband around her forehead and her many teases.


Actually, I did come close to finding a Delilah type. She was capricious, sexy, smart, crazy, abusive, and pretty, and she tortured me for seven years. We started with a strong erotic spark, which later grew to be rooted in mutual anger—mine at her infidelities, hers at my refusing to take her “seriously.” During all this time I was very productive, managing to put her provocations and scenes in the back of my mind and working out of that bottomless pit of creative energy, the feeling of being unloved, le chant du mal-aimé. As it happened, Kay was a writer, too, but her work did not get published very often. She would become furious and throw tantrums when she saw my poems in magazines unless I placated her for half an hour about how much better her poems were—which I rarely did. Once she asked me point-blank: “How are you able to wield so much power in the world? Teach me, how does one get literary success?” I shuddered. It was Delilah’s question: Where does your strength come from? I was tempted to say my literary prominence was hardly so grand as to merit envy; but I had to admit that, compared to her, I was “successful.” She felt that as a woman she had been kept in the dark about worldly power and now she wanted to become more like men, initially, perhaps, by sleeping with them. Myself, I was able to do very little for Kay as a poet—not that I tried very hard. She hated me at times with a palpable shocking openness that was, if nothing else, different: most people like me. My own feelings were a murk of pity, lust, and confusion, revulsion at her misconduct and disgust at myself for staying in the relationship. But I admit that, in a way, it kept me amused.


So Samson is captured and blinded, and made to grind wheat in the prison house, like a beast of burden. “Howbeit the hair of his head began to grow again after he was shaven.” Odd that the Philistines, having paid so dearly to learn that the secret of Samson’s strength resided in his hair, should let him grow it back again. In any event, the foreshadowing detail has been planted, and the stage is set for the final catastrophe. The rest we know well: the Philistines trot him out for sport on their feast day to Dagon, and Samson tells the lad who leads him: “Let me feel the pillars on which the house stands, that I may lean against them.” It is a very satisfying narrative invention, this meeting of architectonics and apocalypse. Samson prays to the Lord for his strength to be returned, “only this once, that I may be avenged upon the Philistines for one of my two eyes.” The Lord complies, and the house topples on everyone in it. “So the dead which he slew at his death were more than they which he slew in his life.” (Judges 16: 30)


A good death. To redeem a whole misspent life by the manner of one’s dying— to take this inevitable poll tax, mortality, and turn it into a tour de force of accom- plishment—has been a dream of many suicides through the ages, from Samson to Sydney Carton to Mishima. However, Samson redeems himself not just by destroying slews of Israel’s enemies, which is nothing new for him, but by his self-awareness, contained in his words: “Let me die with the Philistines.” He does not pray to God, as he might have: “Let me destroy them in such a way that I can get off harmless.” His conscience considers his sins, his follies, his own betrayal of his potential, and logically asks for the death penalty. We tend to forget that Samson was also— in whatever sense we care to take it—a judge (“And he judged Israel twenty years”): his last judicial act is to pronounce sentence on himself. When he says “Let me die with the Philistines,” he also seems to be alluding to his taste for Philistine women: I have eaten trayf, it is only just that I go down with the trayf-eaters. With his last noble words, he exiles himself from his own people and joins the Diaspora of the dead. A bitter ending, but he has come a long way from the young, self-righteous man who petulantly exclaimed, before wreaking havoc, Now am I blameless for the harm I will do them. Like a hero in a Greek tragedy, he has finished his journey from warrior pride to humility by taking responsibility for violating the tribal laws.


I have said that my father was a physically strong man; this made his inability to deal with my mother or manifest any ambition all the more puzzling to me as a child. It often seemed to me that, in another situation in life, he would have realized a heroic potential. Though he never went into the army (excused from service because he had too many children), he would have made a good soldier. He was intelligent and stoic and did not shirk duty. I am not romanticizing, I hope, when I say that he would have run into a burning building to pull us out, without giving any thought to his safety. I still get shivers remembering one occasion when he risked his neck. We were locked out of our house—someone had lost the keys during a family outing—and my father went next door to see if he could leap from the neighbor’s fire escape to ours. It was no small distance, if he slipped and fell he would hit solid cement. We couldn’t see how he was doing because the fire escapes were all on the back side of the building and we waited in the front vestibule. My brother Hal started whistling the Funeral March. “Hope you like being a widow. Was that a splat?” he said, cocking his ear. Ordinarily, sarcasm and gallows humor were the preferred family style, but this time my mother chewed her lips and stared through the locked glass door, holding her mouton coat closed at the throat. She had tried to talk my father out of the attempt, insisting they could call the police to break down the door, but my father wouldn’t hear of it. This was his job. I remember my mother’s terrified, tear-streaked face while she waited in suspense. Molly said, “Ma, I don’t think this is such a good idea,” and my mother slapped her across her face for saying what all of us were thinking. Eventually we saw my father’s trousers coming downstairs, the whole of him shortly after. When he let us in, we kids cheered: “Our hero!” “Don’t give me that bullshit,” said my father, modestly and gruffly. It did not take my mother long to recover her acid tongue: “Big show-off! You could have gotten killed, dummy!” But her agitated concern during those few minutes he’d been gone was a revelation to me. Maybe she cared about him more than she let on.


My father is now seventy-six, my mother sixty-eight. Two years ago she finally gave herself a present she had been wanting for over forty-five years: a divorce. Not that I blame her: she was, as she said, tired of being a full-time unpaid nursemaid to someone she didn’t love. She kicked my father out of the house, and he went to live in a less-than-desirable nursing home in Far Rockaway. He has been depressed and emaciated, and he misses the city streets. Recently, we heard of the possibility of an opening in a much better old-age home near Columbus Avenue, in the middle of Manhattan. There is a long admissions procedure; it is as complicated as getting into an exclusive prep school. My mother took him to his interview herself, crowing afterward that the director mistook them for father and daughter. So far his chances look pretty good: my father is not very outgoing, but he is ambulatory and in his right mind. We all have our fingers crossed. So far the home has raised only one objection, my mother tells me: they would want him to shave his beard.




This essay was written originally for an anthology of essays about the Old Testament, Congregation, in which each author was asked to establish personal ties with a biblical text. I chose to focus on the Samson story, both because it seems to me one of the key narratives in the Bible (its richness attested to by the many plays, operas, epic poems, films drawn from it), and because I suspected the Samson and Delilah dynamic had helped to shape me as a man, like it or not.


*Not that castration fear should be seen solely as a projection of male insecurity. There really are psychologically castrating women, analysts tell us. My mother belittled my father every day of their marriage. She was certainly provoked—he had a maddeningly taciturn, withdrawn, ungiving nature—but she took to provocation like a duck to water: “What are you good for? What do I need you for? You’re like a mummy. Get lost, why don’t you,” she would say, “take a hike.” One day he did, and jumped into the East River. Someone fished him out, fortunately, before he could drown. The police brought him home in his wet clothes.


*Is it only my mishegoss that associates the Samson story with Oedipus? Both men dealt with riddles, both suffered ruin by sleeping with the wrong woman, both were blinded. Maybe the two legends came about in the same period or influenced each other.
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