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Corpore de patrio parvum phoenica renasci;
            

cum dedit huic aetas vires, onerique ferendo est,
            

ponderibus nidi ramos levat arboris altae
            

fertque pius cunasque suas patriumque sepulcrum
            

perque leves auras Hyperionis urbe potitus
            

ante fores sacras Hyperionis aede reponit.
            

 

And from his father’s body, so they say, a little phoenix
 springs up which is destined to attain the same length of
 years. When age has given him strength, and he is able to
 carry burdens, he relieves the tall palm’s branches of the
 heavy nest, piously bears his own cradle and his father’s
 tomb through the thin air, until, having reached the city of
 the Sun, he lays the nest down before the sacred doors of
 the Sun’s temple.
            

Ovid, Metamorphoses
 Frank Justus Miller, trans.
            




	

    
	
		
Part I

Nine Worthy and the 
Best That Ever Were
            




	

    
	
		
That there lived a man named Isidore Auberon, there can be no dispute. There is the reflex hammer with the reddish rubber tomahawk head bearing his initials. There is the red shirt, thick and coarse like Indian jute, with black buttons, in which he appears in many photographs. And in many other places there are many other things, and many people will give accounts of him.

“It is notoriously known through the universal world,” William Caxton said, “that there be nine worthy and the best that ever were.” Three pagans—Hector, Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar; and three Jews—Joshua, David, Judas Maccabaeus; and three Christians—King Arthur, Charlemagne, and Godfrey of Boulogne. Many stories portray them, and we know that they lived in this world. It must be so with Isidore Auberon.




	

    
	
		
1.

Of the Mad King on a Bicycle All Green; of That Boy Fairly Shaped and Yclept Isidore, Who Forsooth Had but Little Save Shirt and Breeches; How Isidore Waxed Big and Strong and Smote the King of the Hard Hand with Shiverous Words and Blows; and Eke How He Departed from There



THEIR FATHER PEDDLED certain lies the same way he pedaled his bicycle to and from his many jobs all over Cleveland Heights, with his monstrous canvas bag balanced on his back and his giant toolbox strapped to the bike with a three-pronged canvas belt. He pedaled his bicycle slowly and resolutely, so that he never got up any momentum, as if momentum would have been cheating, pressing and pressing on the pedals, advancing up the sidewalk righteously, slate by slate, lie by lie, without caring when he got there, without knowing he was lying. His first name was a lie: Ezer. It sounded like one of the seven dwarves, but Ezer didn’t whistle, except through his asshole. His last name was a lie, though perhaps it wasn’t his own lie: Auberon, some Ellis Island gag on Abramowicz or whatever it had been, which was itself a Polish joke on whatever it had been before that, maybe nothing. Another of Ezer’s false propositions was “corned beef soup,” being the grease water in which a hunk of corned beef had been boiled, served in three bowls as unmatched and misbegotten as the brothers who sat before them: Burt, the oldest, Isidore (his father called him Isser), and Dennis, the youngest. And Ezer didn’t like football—that was still another lie. “Such a rough game, they kill each other,” he said. But when he entered the house at 6 P.M. and sat at the table like a sphinx with sawdust sticking to his face and on his shirt, he himself was rough. When Burt reached for the jam, Ezer said without warning, “Enough jam! Jam is for breakfast!” and seized Burt’s wrist and lowered his whitish face like a hobgoblin’s, and he didn’t let go until the boy’s hand was pale as wax. Then the man got up and went off to lie in his bed with sweaty sawdust on his face. Burt held the cool jar in a hand now electric and red, and his mother let him dip his painful sleeping finger in the cold jam.
         

Of course, their father wasn’t a hobgoblin. No, he was human, with coarse unruly hair that he’d given to his sons, and a terrible gut that made the house reek, and a fleck of corned beef on his eyeglasses when he ate his lunch, and only one suit, and watery eyes cracked with tortuous red lines, lines twisted like the twisted history of life in the hovels of Jedwabne from which he’d come. And his eyelids were sad and slanted like the sad and slanted life of the shtetl and when he took his eyeglasses off, the sad hooded froggy eyes were disarming in their softness, as were the smithereen tiny purple veins across his contused rosaceous nose.

Isidore’s mother, Sophia, came over from Europe in 1937. Her brother owned a grocery store in Cleveland and had a little money. The brother sent his wife to Poland to get Sophia, but it was hard to get out by then, and the sister-in-law came back without her. So her brother sent money, and somehow she escaped the jaws of the beast in time. Sophia never learned to speak English, and the tale of her passage to Cleveland was lost to the chasms of language, of marriage, of the Atlantic Ocean, and most of all to death. Her other brother in Poland didn’t come, or anyway, he never arrived, and there might have been a photograph of him somewhere, but there was never a sound.

Now Sophia was in New York in a hospital bed, alone except for a woman from the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union who mailed her letters for her. Her brother and sister-in-law had sent her there for treatments to her stomach, Ezer said, because they had something in New York that Ezer called “the radiation.” The war, the ship full of rotting tubercles, the rains of Cleveland, and the garment factory on East Sixty-sixth Street couldn’t kill her, but after all that, it turned out she’d not been particularly strong, just lucky. Delivered at last and undamaged to the unassailable well-being of America and its International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union, she got cancer of the stomach. Her letters were addressed to Burt because, Isidore told himself, she hated Ezer like they did, and Burt was the only one of them who could read Yiddish. “Remember that I love you, Burt,” she wrote. “Take care of your brothers.” She was a soft, nice sort of mommy. He wished she’d put his name on the envelope.

  


Isidore waited outside the house where his father was fixing somebody’s faucet—one that as usual he’d already fixed before—and wondered if he was to see his mother again.

His baby brother, Dennis, had asked for a picture. Isidore drew a tank on the cold Invermere Avenue sidewalk with great big chalky clouds of smoke arising from the superheated wreckage of a battle. It was a busier sidewalk than the one outside their own house on Hildana Road.

“Is that a tank?” Dennis said.

“Yep.”

“And what’s that?” Dennis said, pointing.

“That’s wreckage.”

“That’s a good cabbage,” Dennis said.

“It’s not a cabbage.”

“That’s a good tank,” Dennis said. “I can’t draw that tank.”

“You’re four,” Isidore said. “I’m older.”

“I could maybe draw a cabbage, though. Why is there a cabbage under the tank?”

“It’s not a cabbage,” Isidore said. “It’s wreckage.”

“Oh,” Dennis said, thinking. “I can’t draw a tank. You can draw it because you’re older.”

“You’ll be older too,” Isidore said.

“Why did the lady say we could use the chalk?” Dennis said. “It’s not ours.”

“I guess she wanted to share it.”

A rubber-tipped cane stabbed down into the chalk drawing. “Watch it!” said the woman who belonged to the cane. She pounded her cane once more at a crack in the sidewalk and limped on. She was lugging a heavy shopping bag.

“Why did she yell?” Dennis said.

“Shhh,” Isidore said, and pointed to the woman. He watched her plodding ahead on the sidewalk with her heavy bag.

“Why did she yell?” Dennis said, more quietly.

“I don’t know,” Isidore said. “She was mad.”

“Was she mad because she has a cane?”

“Quiet, Dennis! Maybe. I don’t know.”

“Or because she was old? If I get old, I’ll be mad. Because your face cracks off and your eyeballs fall out and your brain falls out your eyeholes and they put you inside a pyramid. And your hair falls off too and then you’re bald. And you have nothing to drink.” Dennis looked down sadly.

“She wasn’t old, really,” Isidore said. “She looked young.”

“Then was she mad because you drew on the sidewalk? I’m not mad. That’s a good tank. I like it. Because you’re a good drawer.”
         

“Thanks, Dennis. Come on, let’s go inside.”

“I don’t want to go in there. Who lives there? That lady who gave us the chalk?”

“Just come on. Let’s go,” Isidore said. “Aren’t you cold?”

“Are we gonna go see Mommy now?” Dennis said. “I’m not going in till we go see Mommy. I’ll just go to New York myself. I’ll just walk. Which way is it?”

It was cold and getting colder. They hadn’t worn any jackets because no one had told them to. Isidore took a butter cookie out of his pocket and told Dennis if he came into the house he could have it.

  


All the way home, walking behind their father, who stopped pushing at his bike occasionally to turn around and tell them to hurry up, Isidore kept thinking about the woman with the cane. He’d forget her and then she’d intrude into his thoughts yet again, much as she had into his chalk drawing. He wished he’d thought to get out of her way. But the moment had come and gone. The woman was somewhere else and he wouldn’t ever see her again.

They came to Hildana with its familiar hydrant with the rusted chains and its flat and square front lawns littered with yellow leaves. Then they came to their house, which seemed to be half the size of the houses on either side of it—the green one on the left with the listing portico over the drive and columns and a low brick wall along the front of the porch and a third floor, and the house on the right with two porches, one on the first floor and one above and a high triangular roof above that over a third floor. The house where they lived, in between, had a porch too, but its steps had no railing, and there was no brick wall. Their house had no third floor, either—or rather, it had no second floor, as its second floor looked more like a third floor, with a dormer window like the other houses had on their third floors and a roof that slanted up from the gutter on top of the porch.

Their father said he had to go to the store, and the three boys went inside and sat down on the floor of the dark living room without the lights on. Isidore took the army surplus blanket from the arm of the sofa (it was so scratchy, Dennis wouldn’t touch that one), and Dennis took the plaid wool one that he considered to be “his.” Burt never used the blankets, even if it was cold. Sometimes he slept on top of his covers. They heard their father’s bicycle chain clanking in the back of the house.

Burt tried to build a house of cards. Isidore drew a picture of the woman with the cane on the back of an envelope with a pencil and Dennis watched him.

“Her face is a skull?” Dennis said.

“Yep.”

“I thought you said she wasn’t old.”

“She wasn’t. It’s just a picture. And old people don’t have skulls for faces, Dennis! They still have skin!”
         

“Oh,” Dennis said. “Izzy, I want some milk.”

“You want milk?” Isidore said, and sighed. “Okay.”

Isidore put his pencil down and stood up, and Burt’s cards fell.

“Ah, I can’t build a second level,” Burt said, “I don’t know how Moseley does it, I’m no good at this,” and he started collecting the cards into a pile.

“Who’s Moseley?” Dennis said.

“What?” Burt said. “He’s just a kid at school.”

Isidore went up the steps into the kitchen and he didn’t expect to see what he did: his father under the sink. He thought his father had gone out, but there he was, right on the kitchen floor, grunting and kicking with his face up under the sink as though trying to wrestle himself inside the jungle of pipes back there. You never knew when he’d decide to try to fix something, and neither did the people he worked for, it seemed, since they were often surprised to see him when he showed up, and angry that he hadn’t showed up sooner.

“Tateh,” Isidore said, “are we gonna go to New York to see Mommy?”

His father didn’t answer.

“Do you know what her favorite book is? I was just wondering. I never asked her.” The only things his father liked to talk about were books and labor unions, but he only read Yiddish books. He still didn’t answer.

“Tateh,” Isidore said, “why would a young woman have a cane?”

Instead of an answer, a towel came flying out from under the sink and landed near Isidore’s shoe. It had brown grease on it.

“Watch it!” Isidore said suddenly, though he hadn’t meant to. It was too much to feel guilt just then, and he blurted something else: “Ezer.”

Ezer peered out at him from under the sink. The low sun coruscated orange on every piece of glass, and outshone the dim light of the fixture on the ceiling. His father’s face looked naked and small without his glasses on. Ezer rolled himself over quickly, so quickly that he bumped his head under the sink, but he persevered and fought back against the bottles and the pipes; he clobbered the pipes with his elbows and upset the bleach bottles and at last emancipated himself from the kitchen cabinet. Ezer heaved himself off the floor with a merciless inconsideration toward the hinges of the cabinet doors and toward his own stiff joints. He kicked at the greasy towel. Meanwhile, the cabinet doors, as if to deny the sincerity of Ezer’s struggle with the pipes and bottles, stood agreeably open behind him and displayed sticky paper with mocking roses up and down them.

“Of a dirty towel, you are afraid?” his father said with foreign-sounding, Yiddish consonants that inflected his speech with bad portents.

“No,” Isidore said, and kicked at the towel himself.

“Am I to worry about you, too?” his father said.

“Huh? I’m just getting some milk for Dennis.”

“For Dennis, I worry, because he is small. For Burt, I worry, because he is…Burt. For you, I cannot worry.”

“Burt’s right in there,” Isidore whispered. “He could hear you.” Isidore was by now fully awake to the long history of unequal warfare between his father and his older brother, who had according to Ezer failed—failed to recite Yiddish verses, failed to clean the dishes properly, who was always dropping things and making a mess, who had failed, who had failed, who had failed. The history seemed for both combatants to be rich with memorable incident and lay fresh in his father’s memory like a disappointment he was not yet ready to accept. He yelled at Burt often and by now Burt always yelled back. He shoved Burt and Burt slapped blindly at their father’s arms. Now that their mother was sick, there was no one besides Isidore to referee.

“From a baby, Burt made worries for your mother!” his father said loudly. “She worries so, it makes her sick! She worries so, she thinks of nothing but Burt! She does not think even of me, her husband! And now her stomach—the radiation destroys it! Fills it with burns because your uncle Mo took her to New York for treatments that I tell him are no good! And a debt, he says I owe him for the treatments! He blames me for the cancer, he says! He told her it should be a divorce between us, he says! She agrees. She wants it, he says! A divorce! Well, then I divorce her!” He swished his hands together as though ridding them of dirt. “Mo, he should drop dead! And your aunt Mara, too!” He swiped at the air.
         

A slow-melting fire had arisen in the kitchen window behind Ezer and the weird, doomed light made Isidore feel that something terrible was about to happen and that he’d been appointed to this moment for some time without knowing it—perhaps since before he was born, even.

“Her worries over Burt made a cancer in her stomach! I should know! As if Mo knows a single thing about my house! And I am one man!” Ezer yelled. “How much worry am I to bear all alone? Worry from boys who never know one day of work, even! Who never even know a worry! I fix the sink—for you to fill your greedy mouth without we have leaks and smells and holes and bugs! A child, I worked! Do you? You see this house? These walls? My walls?” He slapped his hand against the wall. “Insulated! Strong! Warm! My house in Jedwabne, it burned! To the ground! Gone! We lived in a cellar! That is no bubbe meise, that is truth what I saw with my own skull! And when we get a new house, Russian soldiers take it and again we sleep in the cellar! Unbelievable, I think. Again, here am I in a cellar with bugs! And for my brothers and sisters are the nice places. Warm! Dry! For me, the youngest almost, except for the baby what is bited by a rat and dies in that cellar, I sleep on dirt with rats and bugs, everywhere bugs, afraid that I too should die! One of those soldiers, he almost kills my father! What do you know from worry? Do you see Russian soldiers on Hildana Road? Do you see guns? Do you see fire? Do you see cold and dirt and rats?”
         

Ezer reserved most tirades for Burt. This marked something very different, it seemed, a mutation in the atoms of the air and the ground, and Isidore felt himself compelled to memorize the light of the sun before it disappeared, as if it might not ever return.

“What name do you call me?” his father said.

“I called you Tateh.”

“After.”

“After what?” Isidore said.

“After the dirty towel that you wish it doesn’t touch your foot! Sir Isser!”
         

“I called you Tateh!” Isidore said loudly.

“You said Ezer!”

“Okay, Tateh,” Isidore said quickly, “I’m sorry!”

Ezer looked into the living room, where Burt was standing on the steps with Dennis behind him. “This doesn’t concern you!” Ezer said. “For once!” Again, he chopped at the air.

“You’re wrong, not him!” Burt yelled, leaning forward into the yell and stepping halfway up into the kitchen.
         

“Zol zein shah!” Ezer yelled.
         

Burt scrambled up the steps, ran into Ezer, and slapped at his arms. Ezer swung Burt around in a sort of awkward dance step and Burt fell against the stove and got back up. Then, employing a technique he’d presumably learned at the Kishinev School of Cossack Child-Rearing, Ezer picked up a pot and knocked Burt in the head with it.

“Don’t you trip! Don’t you stumble, you actor!” Ezer yelled. “Don’t you cry! A boxer, I’m not! I didn’t hit you hard. I didn’t touch you.”
         

The sun was gone now. The yard had rapidly capitulated to a darkness that sealed the boys and their father up tight in the small kitchen as inside a coffin ship: the windows became dim, distorting mirrors, and displayed not the outdoors, but a bad replica of the kitchen instead. The yard and the glass seemed to collaborate to encircle them with warped images of themselves.

“Don’t look at me with hate!” his father yelled.
         

“I’m not!” Isidore said.

“Do not judge me, Isser! You know nothing! You’re a child!”

“He didn’t mean to, Tateh!” Dennis cried out from the bottom of the steps into the kitchen. “I asked him to get me some milk.”

“I have a terrible headache,” Ezer said, suddenly quiet, and he clutched his head. “I am going to bed.”

He mumbled some Yiddish curses, things about dark dreams for devils such as his sons, and he said the word chaloshes and said it again. As he went up the stairs, he mumbled on, about weakness, shvachkeit, and what happens to weakness in this world, which he said like “oiled” with a “V” on the front. The word made Isidore think of a valley with its “V,” the voiled, valley of darkness and toil.
         

They did not see their mother. She was already dead.

  


It would have been a good time to get help from the boys’ aunt and uncle, Sophia’s brother and sister-in-law, Mo and Mara, but Ezer wouldn’t speak to them anymore, because Mo said Ezer owed them money. It would have been a good time to get help from Ezer’s brother, Hermann, who was a furrier in New York and made a decent living, but Ezer had cut Hermann off years ago, and pointedly hadn’t even spoken to him when Sophia went to New York for her treatments. Ezer had a sister who might have helped too, but Ezer hated her husband. And while he was on speaking terms with his other sister, who ran an antique shop, she and her husband had no kids and they said they wouldn’t know what to do with one, let alone three. For a time the Jewish family service sent housekeepers to look after the boys.
         

Then one day Ezer told them Burt would be sent to Bellefaire, an orphanage on Fairmount Boulevard. Isidore and Dennis, he said, would go to a foster home in University Heights. The brothers stood together before their father and one and all held on to each others’ shirts.

At times like these, their father surprised them. He didn’t care what they wanted, but he also didn’t fight. Instead he called the foster home, as if it merely hadn’t occurred to him that there might be room for Burt.

So an old woman came in a green car with a bent antenna and all three boys climbed in. Ezer kissed Dennis hard on the head, but he didn’t kiss Isidore or Burt.

As the car rolled slowly backward toward the street, the old woman repeatedly slammed on the brakes, which slammed the boys’ heads into the unforgiving vinyl behind them.

Their father called out to them from the top of the brick steps that had no railing: “You must come back to visit to me!” And he waved slowly from under the dark porch, with eyes sadder than ever, as if the boys were abandoning him, when in fact he had sent them away.

The foster parents were old, and they lived not so far away from Hildana, in University Heights in a house that smelled like dogs, but it felt like another country. The old lady had her own kids, one who still lived there and seemed quite old himself, and two dogs, and she didn’t hear well, but that first day she did give them some cranberry bread and it seemed to be edible. There was evidence that the old man’s ears were fine, but he seemed disinclined to use them. He liked to play with the dogs in the backyard and had a bunch of weird magazines next to his bed that had pictures of women in their underwear. They said MAN on them in big letters. The boys went to the foster home in University Heights in the winter, and Isidore changed schools.
         

They shared a room and a dresser and even socks and underwear, and Isidore opened the drawers for Dennis and showed Burt that you had to lift as you pulled or they wouldn’t open at all. It seemed important that the top drawer should be for those sacred articles worn against the privates, and that was where he’d put their underwear, even though that drawer was slightly too high to reach into comfortably and hurt the elbow and the armpit to reach into the back of it, where he kept his mother’s lilac blouse. After their first dinner he came back to the bedroom and scraped his elbow while pulling out the blouse.  He went into the closet with it and brushed a sticky spiderweb off it, and there he unrolled the blouse and tried to smell her on it, but all he could smell was the unfamiliar chest of drawers and the musty closet. In the hot stuffy air underneath his winter coat, with his elbow burning, he cried till his nose ran and his brothers heard and came to him and, for their sakes, he made himself stop.

Ezer did visit them after all, and especially in the winter they dreaded news of his arrival. In the winter, when other carpenters picked up side jobs, Ezer collected unemployment. He would bring the boys back to Hildana Road and sit around in their old house reading Morgen Freiheit, the Yiddish communist newspaper, and bitch at the air in Yiddish. Isidore figured that he sent them to Yiddish school three days a week at Der Arbeter Ring instead of Hebrew school just so he’d have someone around who could understand his bitching. In the summers, when he was working, he came to see them less and sometimes he took them to the picnics that the Jewish communists threw on Sundays, and those were best—not because the picnics were any fun (they weren’t, though there were generally hot dogs), but because Ezer could complain to sympathetic ears about the plight of the workingman, or talk about the Yiddish theater, and the boys usually got through the picnics without any shouting matches between Ezer and Burt.
         

At the end of three years at the foster home, Ezer got married to a woman whom the boys called the Bitch. Her son was a drug dealer, and one time he threatened Burt with a gun. Ezer bought a new house, on Meadowbrook Boulevard. A few months later and, as far as they could tell, having nothing whatsoever to do with the loaded gun in Burt’s face, Ezer and the Bitch were divorced. But the Meadowbrook house was big enough and the boys were old enough to move into it with or without a Bitch.

  


By the time Ezer took the boys back, Isidore didn’t think of himself as a boy anymore. He could ride a bike and do his own laundry. He could make scrambled eggs. He had seen weird pictures of women in their underwear, and could throw a baseball and a football, could tell time both by hour and minute (you had to consider them separately, then add them back together), he could multiply, and he could read anything, even the Cleveland Press or Morgen Freiheit.
         

There were enough bedrooms for the boys to sleep separately—which was desirable considering the odor and quantity of Burt’s farts. But Burt didn’t even have to say anything. When it got late enough to go to sleep, Isidore and Burt dragged his mattress into the room with the other beds and they stayed all together in one room as it had been at the foster home. Their father didn’t know or care where they slept, and the other bedrooms remained empty, without any shades on the windows.

To eyes less jaded than Isidore’s, the new photographs on the wall of the dining room might have hinted at new developments in Ezer’s soul, but Isidore perceived immediately that his father was unchanged. For one thing, while new to the dining room wall, the photos were otherwise old. One showed Ezer and his brother, Hermann, but Ezer had evidently cut the picture in half and thrown his brother away so that it was just Ezer by himself now, reaching off the edge of the world toward a space that had formerly been Hermann, but was now just the brown underboard of the picture frame. There was another of Ezer and Sophia, which had a magic force about it, as though it had caused something new to exist that didn’t before, but again, his parents’ youth, while new to Isidore’s eyes, in fact belonged to the past. His mother was not smiling and her skin looked the color of porcelain and hard—another lie. Ezer looked smart and radical in it, like a 1930s socialist playwright or somebody like that. Aunt Mara said he’d wanted to be a Yiddish-school teacher and in fact had tried to get certified once and, before he met Sophia, Mara said, he’d even acted a bit in the Yiddish theater in New York.

There was a picture of Ezer’s father, Nachem, on the wall also, with a visage remnant from another era and cold-blooded, just exactly like the haunting, cold, reptilian visage of a crocodile with eyes that move but do not seem to see. The crocodile on the wall had made and sold barrels. It had been that cooper and father of eleven whose bed the Russian officer had slept in, that man whom the Russian officer had driven into the basement with his wife and eleven children and threatened to shoot in the head when the cooper stuck it through the cellar door to ask for water while the soldiers were at cards.

Perhaps it was that crocodilian old cooper whose iron grip on past and future had stunted Ezer’s means of expression in English. True, Ezer had no ambition anymore and never tried to learn English really well, but it also seemed that for him there was hardly any need for those tenses apart from the present; for past was merely the stain of injury on the film of the present; and future the corresponding photogravure of permanent resentment. He couldn’t change himself any more than he could change the expression of that old cooper on the wall.

Their neighbor, Mrs. Polanska, said she was sorry for Ezer. “He just needs a lady friend to help keep the house,” she said, but suggestions as to who were not forthcoming.

Like the Bitch, perhaps? She had not seemed like much of a housekeeper. Mrs. Polanska and her shtetl ways! She couldn’t help Isidore, or his brothers, either. He had to take care of his little brother, Dennis, and of his older brother, who told Isidore he was the closest thing he had to a mother. They didn’t even have a cousin or an uncle worth half a pancake. Their foster mother would write, she said, and Isidore believed her. Yet he had known from the day the green car with the bad antenna rolled up their drive: he had his own mind and his own body and his sense of humor and a belief in something better, if only mind and body and humor hungered after it hard enough—and that was it.

Before he had finished grade school, Isidore had learned not to try to change his father, but to circumnavigate him instead. False apology, the oldest of their strategies, remained available to them, but as they got older, they acquired new and more powerful means of resistance, like the boot full of coins they called their unger bluzen fund. He and Dennis regularly trolled the gutters for old Coke bottles and traded them in at the grocery store for a nickel or a couple of pennies. They put the coins in a boot in the bedroom closet and when a fight erupted between Ezer and Burt, and Ezer went to bed with a headache in the middle of the afternoon and refused to go grocery shopping, they could buy cereal and milk with their unger bluzen coins even if their father lay in bed all day. No one had to utter a single false apology.
         

That strategy was standard operating procedure until high school, when Isidore quickly grew and became bigger than his father, much bigger, in fact. (When he was six feet tall, Mrs. Polanska started calling him a “long noodle.”) If it came to it, he could defend his brother with his body. For example, one night when Burt was making dinner, he dropped a hot dog on the floor and Ezer started to ride him for being a klutz and they yelled, nose to nose. Ezer got so mad he went and grabbed a crowbar out of the basement and chased Burt up the stairs with it. But before it ended up lodged in Burt’s cranium, Isidore wrested the weapon from his father’s hands. He threw it out the back door into the snow, where it landed with a pleasingly dull thud.

  


The old era came to a close with evident permanence the night before they went to wash the garbage trucks. By the back steps, Burt slammed the garbage can down and kicked it twice and ripped his shirt open, stripping off the buttons and tearing the shirt, which he probably did (knowing Burt) just to give himself a reason to open up their father’s verboten sewing kit.
         

Burt rode out on the trucks on Saturdays in spring and summer, when garbage smelled worst. He’d wed himself to the job, like Sisyphus to his stone, for three years. Isidore had worked the garbage route between Cedar Road and Lake View Cemetery the summer before, and he’d signed up to do it this year too, since he needed a job and told Burt he would, but he’d be goddamned if he ever did it again.

“Don’t torture yourself on account of him,” Isidore said.

“The old fart would let me work in a coal mine before he gave me a nickel.” Burt let loose a wild laugh.

“There are a hundred other things you could do,” Isidore said.

“There are a hundred things you could do, Izzy.”
         

“And you.”

Burt seemed not to hear and cursed his father up and down. He picked up the rusted crowbar they’d found on the little hill in back of the house. The snow had melted and there it was one day, the weapon, and they remembered the bad fight—something to do with a hot dog—and they wondered if Ezer would feel bad when he saw it. When Ezer came home Isidore asked him why he had the crowbar in the first place, and for what job, and Ezer said he didn’t remember ever seeing it and that it probably belonged to the Polanskas. Isidore put it outside with the trash, but the garbage men had not taken it away, and there it was again, like an albatross that can’t be gotten rid of. So Burt picked it up and whacked the trash cans in the guts with it until they were badly dented. A couple of terrified squirrels raced up the tree behind the house and a startled dove flapped away off the roof. Somewhere during the tantrum, the buttons popped off Burt’s shirt.

“Ah shit, I shouldn’t have done that,” Burt said, examining the shirt. “Now I gotta sew this up.”

“Don’t do it, Burt,” Isidore said. “He’ll go crazy.”

“I don’t have that many shirts, Izzy. I have one good one left clean, and tomorrow night I got a date.”

“I’ll give you one of mine.”

It was about the middle of April and it must have been a Monday that Burt tore up his shirt because they washed the garbage trucks on Tuesday mornings. Burt collected up the shirt buttons he could find in the dirt beside the garbage cans, and then he entered the house with his shirt hanging open and his big chest exposed. He went into the closet and took the sewing kit down from the shelf. It seemed he made sure to commence work on the damaged shirt in the most public manner possible, disposed on the front of the living room couch, as though he wanted Ezer to find him there.

That April at the end of Isidore’s junior year was a warm one that sweated up the sticky carpet in the lightless upstairs hall, and refreshed the fusty air of the living room with small and faraway sounds of cars on wet pavement and kids at the playground, and refreshed the kitchen air with new air that smelled like it had come even farther, from mountains and meadows somewhere. The fresh air and the strange sight of Burt sewing at his shirt while he was still wearing it cast a pall of instability on the living room, and Isidore went out of it, into the kitchen, and turned on the oven.

The squabbling over the sewing kit had over years imbued it with unnatural significance—like a house where someone famous once lived, or a much-sought-after treasure chest that’s discovered not to have any treasure in it. The kit was a square wicker basket with a lid, painted pink—it had of course belonged to their mother—but over the years the basket had changed complexion from pink to the color of flesh. A long time ago Isidore played with the buttons inside it. How many and how varied in size and color were those buttons, unfastened and heaped on the floor of the kit, under the clear plastic tray full of needles and thread. In a house that was frequently out of toilet paper, it was a marvel to see so much of anything accumulated in one place. Burt and Isidore had once played a game with the buttons where they flicked them across the dining room table at each other. But Ezer, who frequently used the sewing kit in the evenings to mend his socks, did not like this debit on his button ledger. He warned the boys to stay out of the sewing kit, and Isidore did stay out (and made fun of his father behind his back: “Keep away from my buttons! Keep away from my buttons!”). Since it had been their mother’s, however, the boys privately agreed it was theirs now, and the warning to stay away of course caused in Burt more interest in the sewing kit rather than less.

Isidore heard his father’s bicycle chain clanking and the kitchen door opened.

“Burt!” Isidore said, but it was too late.

“Where is Burt?” his father said.

Isidore didn’t answer or raise his eyes from the meat loaf on his plate. His father went down into the living room. Isidore followed him with his dinner half-eaten on the plate.

Ezer did not yell, “Keep away from my buttons!”

He didn’t yell anything. He approached the couch, and stood over Burt, and Burt calmly continued with the hopeless project of fixing his buttonless shirt, which he was still wearing. Still, Ezer did not yell. Burt put the end of the thread into his mouth without looking up at his father and tried again to guide it through the eye of the needle. Ezer took the lid of the sewing kit and held it firm, watching.

“And now we will see,” Ezer said, “if a boy who cannot remember his verses and cannot carry a hot dog from the icebox to the stove can sew even one button.”

“I’m not a boy anymore, Tateh,” Burt said, and reached into the kit. “A pin, a pin,” he said. All the boys had observed their father pinning buttons into place before attaching them with needle and thread. “Let’s see, a pin, a pin,” Burt said, and rummaged through the tray of the kit.

“The pincushion, idiot!” Ezer said, squeezing the lid of the little sewing basket so hard that his knuckles turned white. Burt looked up helplessly. “There!” Ezer shouted again, and he snapped the lid down onto Burt’s hand. Burt leaped off the couch and screamed.
         

“Ah! Ah! You stabbed me, you shtunk!” Burt hopped off the floor and hopped again, holding out his finger, which had blood on the end of it. He made a fist of his wounded hand, and feinted toward his father, who didn’t move.
         

“My heart breaks, zuninkeh,” Ezer said. “Because you cannot sew a button!”
         

And instead of yelling any more, Burt hung his head—because he thought the things his father said were true; he thought he wasn’t good enough to sew a button.

“Don’t listen to his bullshit!” Isidore shouted, almost letting the meat loaf slide off the plate.

His father began to curse in Yiddish.

“You shut your mouth, you sick old Yid!” Isidore said. “Don’t make me any madder or I don’t know what I’ll do to you, I really don’t! I have had it up to here with your bullshit! You ride Burt and you ride him. Why don’t you ride yourself, you lazy bum? What the fuck did you ever do, you fucking lousy bum?”

“What did I ever do?” his father screamed, and added more Yiddish curses. “I came here. I made you an American. You are here because of me that I fight to be here, where you have such a luxury to complain over a little stick with a pin. What is it that you do, that it can’t be done in all the world? You never sleep in the cellar, without a roof, with black night and stars cold like knives whining and scraping at the cellar door! My father slept with a table leg so it wouldn’t be a Russian come and take our food and rape my mother and my sisters! You never hear the wind in Jedwabne at the cellar door, a sound it should make you believe in a devil and a dybbuk! Except that I, without help from nobody, no brother no father no God, hold tight to reason, not such bubbe meises, even in the darkness of Jedwabne, and I give to you this reason! I give to you America! And that is enough! That is a future, I give to you!”
         

With a cry of primal hatred, Isidore shattered the plate and the meat loaf against the wall.

His father stopped yelling and looked in disbelief.

“This you will clean,” Ezer said, “or you will find another house to sleep tonight.”

“You clean it!” Isidore yelled. “You’re lucky I didn’t put that plate in your fucking ear!”

“Nah, it’s my fault,” Burt said. “I deserved it. Don’t blame Izzy for that, Tateh. I’ll get you a new dish, Tateh. I will.” And he started up the uncarpeted stairs with his buttonless shirt hanging open and his shoulders in a miserable hump.

“Gimme a break!” Isidore shouted after him. “Did that ridiculous speech about the Jedwabne stars and Russian rapists make you feel sorry for him? Nobody deserves him!”
         

Burt went on creaking up the stairs.

“Don’t you care about anybody, you troll?” Isidore said to his father. His ears felt full of blood, but it was just his own heart pouring blood into his skull, a heart that wished to kill. “You think Mama would like what you did? But you, you’d eat your lunch on Mama’s grave, you black hole.”
         

Isidore looked forlornly at his ruined dinner and then collected his schoolbooks and left the house. He went to the pool hall where he sometimes bussed the tables and he opened his books on the green felt of a table in the back. Under its dim light, through which climbed tapes of boa-like smoke, he read about the Gold Standard Act of 1900 and the McKinley assassination. (Emma Goldman claimed innocence, the book said, not because she was sorry he got killed, but because McKinley was “too insignificant” for her to bother murdering.) He read till midnight, when he found himself leaning over the book, half-asleep, and the bartender told him to go.

  


In his dream, he was juggling balls of yarn in a house with big holes in the roof, and a pair of girls yelled at him from the bottom of some stairs, and he threw the balls of yarn down at them but couldn’t move his arms fast enough to hurl them with any aim or force. He also dreamed of a knife fight where he didn’t have a knife but only a blunt-tipped meat thermometer, and he was about to push the meat thermometer into someone’s chest when the alarm clock rang. It was 4 A.M. and Burt lay sleeping on his back like a slain warrior with his mouth open and his Adam’s apple poking up unbeautifully. Izzy could hear the loud engine of their ride waiting on Meadowbrook, which looked like a road in a different world at this hour, a road through mist and purple darkness with curbs hard and cold as tombstones. They drove in woozy silence along that road. It led to the unholy terminus of the sanitation department, where a smell of ash and rotting food spoiled the dark air before the heat and light of the sun could begin to chasten it. They banged the trucks to scare off the crows and fired their hoses.
         

When he’d returned from washing trucks, Isidore washed himself, twice from head to toe, and ironed his shirt on the dining room table and got himself dressed. A warm shirt made him think of his mother, and even if she was mostly an idea now, he still felt sniffly and foolish. He went on anyway sniffling a bit over his cereal and made himself a lunch. He made it with the only food in the house now that the meat loaf was gone, some stale bread from the Invermere bakery and an avocado that was turning black, and he put the sandwich in a bag and took it to school. At lunch they laughed at his black avocado sandwich and passed it around and said, “Oh my God, look at that!” And the sandwich went around the lunch table and Isidore waited for it to come back to him. When the sandwich came back he said, “It’s pretty ugly, huh, this sandwich?” and the kid who had first taken it said, “No, it’s beautiful,” and Isidore raised the sandwich to his lips like he was going to eat it but instead of biting it he flung it into the kid’s face.

Before the next class he went and said hi to everybody he knew in the hallway. As he passed them at their lockers he touched them on the elbow or clapped his arm around their shoulders whether they liked it or not, even if he still smelled like garbage—he didn’t know and he didn’t care. And the guys said hey and the girls smiled; it was mostly a nice group there at Heights High and he was the president of his class, and it made him feel better about the black avocado and the broken plate.

He walked home with a girl named Ellie who lived on Chelton Road. The week before at Bonsdorf’s ice cream shop, he’d bought Ellie a root beer float, with Mr. Bonsdorf watching them benignly from behind the glass.

“He doesn’t realize we’re Jews,” Isidore said.

He liked her because she’d said it wasn’t stupid at all that he was going to apply to Harvard even though he had no money. He’d said he was hoping to go to Miami of Ohio and that it looked so beautiful in the brochure, just like what college was supposed to be, a million miles away from the Old Country of his father, and she’d said she was applying there too, and they said they’d get another ice cream together when they were down in Oxford, since they wouldn’t know anybody.

Isidore purposely avoided his own street, Meadowbrook, on the way home, but by some cosmicomic misfortune, they ran across Ezer anyway, pedaling up Tullamore Road on his green bicycle with knees rising and falling slowly, rising and falling, rising and falling, rising and falling, the heavy canvas bag balanced on his back and the toolbox strapped to his bike with the three-pronged canvas strap.

Ezer squeezed the brake handles several times, and the old bike jerked, shuddered, and groaned to a stop. Ezer steadied the rickety machine and pulled his sweaty shirt from inside the waist of his pants as though he were proud of it. “You will come home now, please, and do the wash,” he said. “And you will eat on a newspaper like a dog.”

“You know this guy?” Isidore said.

“No,” Ellie said.

“There is no plate for you,” Ezer said.

“Never mind him. He’s the Crazy Old Man of Meadowbrook Boulevard. Goes around sticking his fingers in kids’ ears.” Isidore wanted to lift up the manhole cover in the street and climb in.

Ezer jerked his head toward Ellie and said, “Aroisgevorfene gelt.” A waste of money.
         

Isidore was so tired his eyes burned, and his fingers were sore from wrestling the high-pressure hoses to keep them trained on the garbage trucks; his biceps ached, and he was so hungry and faint because he’d thrown his sandwich away that the ground seemed to be slowly rising like leavening dough.

When he came back to the sunny drive of the house on Meadowbrook, his father was standing outside the house on the steaming asphalt with a hose, watering the grass with a limp stream. The sweat itched on Isidore’s neck and chafed between his legs, and the air smelled of hose water and dead grass uncovered by melted snow. Isidore figured he’d see if Dennis was home yet and maybe cash his paycheck and buy them dinner somewhere. But once he was on the drive, which was bleeding silver rivers from the coreopsis bush in front of the spigot, the words aroisgevorfene gelt, a waste of money, pulsed in his ears and he walked up to his father without saying anything and shoved him so hard that he tumbled onto the wet lawn and his glasses came flying off and landed in the grass. His father sat up and looked down slowly at the wet blades of grass stuck to his elbow and then looked slowly up at Isidore and then slowly back at his elbow.
         

“Yeah, I’m terrible!” Isidore shouted. “That’s right, I’m terrible! I’m the monster! This, from the troll who lives under the bridge!”
         

But at night he cried, thinking of his father without his glasses and with water stains on his pants—thinking even of the inimical stars over the cellar door in Jedwabne. He cried not because he loved his father, which he really didn’t, but because it could be, he thought, that he, too, was a monster. It could be that monstrosity was a family trait passed down from that old crocodile on the wall. He cried harder than he had since the day they arrived at the foster home in University Heights in the car with the bent antenna.

“What’s the matter?” Dennis said.

Burt just rolled over and said in a voice muddy with sleep, “I’ll break your knuckles, you consternummpin-fffffffff.”

Isidore couldn’t even answer. All he could say was “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m sorry I woke you up. Go back to sleep, Denny. Go back to sleep. I’ll ruin your sleep.”

And the next day, Isidore was late to school. He guessed he was late so he would get a demerit and have to apologize to somebody who wasn’t his father.

“I’m sorry,” he said to Mr. Connelly, the homeroom teacher, who didn’t give him a demerit but looked him in the eye with priestly significance. He wished he hadn’t said he was sorry then and he sat down at his desk. It was a crude and bloody thing to be alive! But if he had to choose blood to be alive, then he chose blood. He watched Mr. Connelly, and said in a low voice, “Up yours, shit-for-brains.”

His father didn’t forgive people and neither did he. After his Harvard interview, he’d begun to believe he could really get in, because he’d told how he quit his job with the butcher, who’d thumbed his scale and sold bad meat, and the interviewer had seemed to like that story quite a bit. When he got the envelope, a gigantic thing like a letter from a king, he was surprised anyway and very proud, not only because it was Harvard but because he’d been rewarded for years of corned beef soup and emptying garbage cans when it was too early to smell anything like that, and for years of collecting Coke bottles from the gutters of Warrensville Center Road, years of looking after his brothers when he himself was so new and small he had to push a kitchen chair up to the counter and climb on it just to get himself or Dennis a cup to drink out of. He had no interest in telling his father, but there was also no hiding the big, fancy envelope with VE-RI-TAS spelled out on three little books on a crimson crest. “Harvard,” his father said. “A groyser tzuleyger now, I guess.” A big shot. And when Isidore came back to Cleveland in the summer, he didn’t call to tell his father he was back in town. He was free. He would let his hatred wrestle his father’s hatred in some realm of eternal hatred, some rank of the inferno cold and dark forever.
         


	

    
	
		
2.

Of Isidore’s Quest for a Damosel for to Make a Home and How He Grew Nigh Weary of It, and Also of His Dolorous Advision at Night and How He Rove Himself through the Thigh



PHONY HARVARD HIPPIES with their daddies’ money in their wallets and their prep school degrees. He saw them watching him from the table by the window. He saw them sneering and sniggering. Yeah, I serve you lunch in the dining hall. Yeah, I do your dishes, and so what? You think you’re better than me? That makes me better than you, you shitheads. He would rip their heads off and drink their blood. He’d crack their skulls and grease the skids of his own career with their spinal fluid. He’d—
         

“And you ordered a roasted chicken?” the waitress said.

“Yes, please,” Isidore said.

“I’ll be right back with that.”

“Thank you very much,” he said.

James’s girlfriend, Joyce, a girl from Smith, spilled a glass of water all over the table. James said they were living in the age when all the heroes had been destroyed. John F. Kennedy was dead. Joyce and James seemed to be having another fight.

“What do you know about heroes?” Joyce said. “Your hero is Burt Lancaster.”

“An imaginary hero is as good as any in this day and age,” James said. James was another Cleveland Jew without any money. They were dishwashers living in the basement of Dunster House. But five more years and they’d be golden, they’d be doctors.

Joyce had brought along a friend from Smith named Danielle. She’d been advertised as good-looking, and in fact she wasn’t bad. She liked to talk on and on about Bull Connor and the South. At least she cared, which was better than the last girl. But she was one of these girls who puckered her lips knowingly and nodded slowly like she was bringing everybody else the news, news that was by now old.

Isidore drank up two beers and felt he would fall asleep. He let his arms and legs fall where they would and wondered if he had mono.

“You’re really a great big teddy bear, aren’t you?” Danielle said.

“Oh, sorry,” Isidore said, and pulled his legs together under the table and crossed his arms.

“A great big teddy bear.”

“Uh,” he said.

When Joyce burst into tears and climbed over James and out of the booth, James clutched his head in both hands and, his black hair standing up in a sheaf, chased after her.

“That was awkward,” Danielle said.

“Uh, happens a lot with those two,” Isidore said.

“Hey,” she said. “You’re pre-med, aren’t you? Would you look at my hand? I was on vacation in Florida and I fell on it. That’s what I get for trying to play volleyball for the first time!”

“You know, they don’t teach much about volleyball injuries in organic chemistry.”

“That’s okay. Do you think it’s sprained?”

He took her hand. “Not really swollen. Does it hurt?”

“A little, when I move it like this.”

He saw very clearly what she was up to, but he tapped the back of her wrist. “Well, it’s not broken at least.”

“James told me about you,” she said. “He’s very impressed with you.”

She wore her brown hair in a bob swept across the top of her head and hairsprayed perfectly round and wore thick, dark eyeliner or eye shadow or whatever it was and dark mascara, which he liked. A pointy bra with fairly big breasts underneath and good thick thighs you could bounce a coin off.

“Darn that Florida sun,” she said, scratching at the neck of her sweater. “That darn volleyball game gave me a sunburn, too.”

“Well, I’ll have to make a thorough examination of that!” he said, because he guessed that was what she wanted to hear.

“Ah, ah, ah!” she said, and waved her finger no, but her eyes flashed yes like meteors, bridal white.

It would be nice to see her tan lines. But he was tired, and what he wanted more than sex was something else, maybe to be seen and felt as well as he could see and feel.

“I think you’ll be a good doctor,” Danielle said.

Isidore didn’t have a chance to answer because James came back in with his hair still standing up and his eyes a bit teary, which he made no effort to hide. He sat down next to Isidore and grabbed him around the neck with the cold rolling off him like he’d just come out of a meat locker.

“You all right, mate?” Isidore said.

“Ahoy. Bring me the hogshead,” James said, pulling Isidore close to him and kissing his hair. “This here Jack Tar, Danielle, he’s going all the way. Don’t you worry, I’m looking after him. He’s got a world-class arm and I won’t let him waste it on men in tights that carry around wet feathers.”

“What does that mean?” Danielle said, looking horrified.

“He thinks he’s a poet,” James said. “He goes around reading Romantic poetry and writing poems!”

“Don’t mind him,” Isidore said, “he has Osgood-Schlatter disease.”

James laughed.

“What is that?” Danielle said.

“Doesn’t that typically affect the knees?” James said.

“In rare cases it affects the brain. Apparently.”

“I mean,” James said, “he’s the hard-luck kid with the world-class fastball and I can’t wait to see the World Series, that’s all. Now bring me the hogshead!”

  


Joyce came back but would not speak to James. Isidore and James waited with the girls under the light of a dim and frozen lamppost to see what would happen, and if Joyce would soften up again, but she didn’t. She stared straight ahead until the bus came barreling in on tortured brakes, a hard and hardy machine lighting up the bleached asphalt from within, grinding salt under its wheels and boiling sulfur in its engine. It sat in gusts of white vapor from its own tailpipe, the lamplight shining on its black windshield.

“I’ll call you,” James said.

“Don’t bother,” Joyce said.

Isidore walked the girls to the door of the bus and kissed Danielle courteously. “I had fun with you girls,” he said. “Thanks for making the trip, Danielle, you’re sweet.”

“Never mind Joyce!” she said. “You call me! You make sure and call me!”

“Maybe next month,” he said. “There’s a dance.”

When the bus had roared off, they walked onto the bridge and James said, “Are you gonna call her?”

“No. But Joyce did well. She really tried this time.”

“Izzy?” James said seriously.

“Yes?”

“Do we have oranges in the room?”

“Oranges? No. There might be some peanut butter left on one of the mousetraps, though.”

“I think I have plague.”

“You want to buy some orange juice?” Isidore said, looking around for a store. “Jesus, what time is it? It’s been dark since lunch. It’s like the North Pole.”

The cold Charles River flowed under the bridge like the path of a nightmare down into darkness. Above the numb and dimly lit spires of Harvard, the moon was bright as a C sharp on a trumpet against the black sky. Harvard was a city upon a hill. Its ivy and polished windows and legion of janitors showed its power and its age. And he was a part of it. Of those to whom much is given, much is required, Kennedy had said. But the assholes at the other table could still fuck themselves, fucking cocksuckers, more was required of them than they would ever give.

  


“How much do you honor the dream,” he wrote to Dennis. “Sorry if I was incoherent when you called. I was half-asleep,” he wrote. “Remember that I believe in you, okay? And remember,” he wrote, “if you have an emergency, the parking lot of the grocery store is the best place for a last-minute bottle collection.” And he opened up the wine-red book to the dusty lines by Wordsworth. On onionskin paper, he typed up the lines of the poem that suited him.


But yet I know, where’er I go,

That there hath pass’d away a glory from the earth.…

 


But there’s a tree, of many, one,

A single field which I have look’d upon,

Both of them speak of something that is gone.…

 


The homely nurse doth all she can

To make her foster-child, her Inmate Man,

Forget the glories he hath known,

And that imperial palace whence he came.

 


Behold the Child…

A six year [old].…

 


But for those first affections,

Those shadowy recollections,

Which, be they what they may,

Are yet the fountain-light of all our day,

Are yet a master-light of all our seeing.…

 


Though inland far we be,

Our souls have sight of that immortal sea

Which brought us hither.…

 


What though the radiance which was once so bright

Be now for ever taken from my sight,

Though nothing can bring back the hour

Of splendour in the grass, of glory in the flower;
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