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


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


‘An intensely moving and inspiring human achievement’
The Times


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


‘Utterly absorbing’
Times Literary Supplement


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


‘Richly evocative of its time and place’
New York Review of Books


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


I pass, like night, from land to land;


I have strange power of speech;


The minute that his face I see


I know the man that must hear me,


To him my tale I teach.


—Samuel Taylor Coleridge,


    The Rime of the Ancient Mariner













PROLOGUE





He was a widower, one in whom his bereavement for his lost wife never vanished. Even five years after Ira Stigman had lost her, grief over his loss sometimes assailed him unbearably, shook him with strange, dry sobs. . . He was eighty-nine years old now—on the verge of becoming a nonagenarian. Much that had once greatly exercised his attention, his partisanship, national and international strife, Israel, even things literary, the field of his own calling, these things interested him only marginally now, remotely—something to be expected of a man nearing ninety. What did he have left? At best? A year or two more of life. A year or two of feebleness, of dependence on others for almost everything, even locomotion, a year or two in which he might suffer the humiliation of incontinence—in short, a year or two left of life he didn’t want, would be quite ready to dispense with. And he would, if he could find some easy means of doing so.


The only thing that still interested him, that meant anything, helped pass the burdensome time, was his word processor. It not only helped tide him over to the awaited end, but made possible his earning the income necessary to supply him with the sustenance, the human assistance, and the creature comfort that served to mitigate this last onerous lap of the journey. Modern technology, that ambiguous genie, might prove in the end an enormous bane or an enormous boon for mankind, but at the moment, it enabled him to transmute this otherwise worthless, pain-ridden time known as old age into something of value. The computer provided



him with a modern analogy of the legendary philosopher’s stone, dream of the alchemists for transmuting the base into the noble. In this case it transmuted the pain-racked into the pleasurable, or at least into a kind of anodyne, a respite from his woes. He owed modern technology a debt of gratitude.


With those thoughts in mind, he sat nervelessly eyeing the small puddle of urine on the floor where he had missed the urinal. Like that puddle, he was probably all wet, as usual, befuddled and illogical. But if he had come anywhere near the truth, then he had accomplished something of immense benefit to himself, almost a beatitude. He had already reconciled himself with himself. And now, he had freed himself from the necessity of that reconciliation. To have suffered so much over so long a span of time over nothing. Liberated. Liberated at last in the year 1995 from bondage imposed on himself more than seventy years ago, from bondage whose depiction he had begun, and would now endeavor to continue.











PART ONE













I





Sunburned by hours of trudging on the highway, and with the unruly air of the vagabond about them, Ira Stigman and Larry Gordon were scarcely an ornament to the Spring Valley Retreat. But even the dusty mess they were, Ira never expected the cold, scant reception that Aunt Sarah gave them. A dark-haired, dark-complexioned woman, conscious of her American-born superiority, her manner toward Ira’s family had always been condescending. She was visibly taken aback by the two young wayfarers; she could barely muster a minimum of tolerance, let alone cordiality, in greeting Ira and his best friend. Even more disappointing, though, was Uncle Louis’s distant, preoccupied, and impersonal manner. Ira’s long-idolized uncle was like a different person. Gone was the wide, golden smile Ira had so glowingly described to Larry on the way over, the smile that appeared on Uncle Louis’s face when he heard the whoop of joy his nephew uttered the moment he caught sight of his uncle’s postman’s uniform. Where was his lean, magnanimous uncle, who never left without thrusting a handful of small change into his adoring nephew’s palm?


Ira had told Larry all about Uncle Louis as the two hiked along thumbing rides: about Uncle Louis the soldier, the teller of wonderful tales about the Far West, about Indians and forbidding landscapes and buffalo, while the entranced young Ira sat on the fire-escape windowsill listening to stories about the Rocky Mountains



and the torrents of Yellowstone. Uncle Louis, the real American, ever ready to unroll the Socialist Call on the kitchen table, described the future world of Socialist equality, the fraternity of Jew and gentile. In his fervor, he swept away Pop’s vacillations, and spun hopes out of doubts: the mujik would never again be the same mujik under socialism; pogroms were forever ended with the execution of Czar Nicholas, the Kolki, the bullet; the epithet jhit, Yid, was finally outlawed in the new Russia, as were all manifestations of race hatred. A new world had miraculously come into being in the year of 1917, and it would breed a new order of mankind. Uncle Louis had even made Ira want to be a Socialist himself.


Four years later, the glow had receded. Poor health—poor lungs, Mom grimaced significantly—had compelled Uncle Louis to apply for a medical retirement at half pay from the post office. As soon as it was granted, he and his wife, Sarah—and their three children—moved from the Socialist colony in Stelton, New Jersey, to a large farmhouse in Spring Valley, New York. At first, to eke out Uncle Louis’s decreased salary, and at the initiative of Sarah, they took in a small number of boarders for the summer. Apparently, the venture exceeded expectations. The next year they were at capacity all season. Thanks to their successful catering to their Jewish clientele, and because of their proximity to the metropolis, and because their rates were reasonable, the place by this year of 1925 had become quite, quite well known. With the help of a partner, who provided the finances, they had built an entirely new summer hotel. It was a high-class one, according to Pop, who had been out there and furnished the details, a large summer hotel with private rooms, private bathrooms, equipped with a swimming pool, a tennis court, and a resplendent dining hall.


With all that he had heard about the spaciousness of the new hotel, Ira was sure Uncle Louis would have room enough to put up his devoted nephew, who was, in fact, Louis’s first cousin, but enough younger to be considered a nephew, and his nephew’s friend for the night. Although both had left their probable itinerary with their parents, Larry telephoned his mother long distance to let her know in what fine fettle they were, and to keep her posted on their whereabouts and destination. They might be home a day later than planned,



if they liked the place they were heading for, and please not to worry. Their eagerness had been sharpened by inviting billboards on both sides of the highway setting forth the desirable features of the retreat.


It would happen so often in later life, that dim bewilderment at the change that had taken place in another, as if he—or she—had sloughed off an accretion of attitudes, like a skin, like a sheath. Conversation with Uncle Louis was perfunctory. The two youths were obviously in the way. They were fed an early supper on the oilcloth-covered table by a serving woman in the former farmhouse kitchen—scrambled eggs, bread and butter, and coffee and jam. And then with Uncle Louis’s older son, Gene, in the van, they were shown a well-worn army field tent some distance from the hotel, and furnished with a couple of canvas cots and blankets. That was to be their lodging for the night. Gene hung the kerosene lantern on a tent pole, and bidding them an embarrassed good night, left them to their own devices.


It was a humiliating reception, after so much anticipation, not in the slightest approaching the welcome Ira felt he had led his chum to expect. Crestfallen, he tried to explain how much his uncle had changed; he stressed his own mystification, his inability to account for the change. Was it because of Mom’s rejection of Uncle Louis’s passionate appeal? But how could that be? That was years ago. Ira apologized for misleading his friend, expressed his confusion at the change that had taken place in his uncle.


“Jesus, he’s miles away from the man I knew as a kid, the mail carrier in his blue uniform, so fond of me, so liberal with his small change. I don’t know what happened. I’m sorry.”


“Quit apologizing. His wife fed us some supper. We’ve got a place to sleep.” Larry made light of it all. “They may not have room in the hotel. Beside, look at us. What we’d look like to his guests: a couple of tramps. What we’d do to the towels, the sheets.”


“Yeah, but his attitude. Jesus, I wish I—we hadn’t come. I’d remember him the way he was. The American. My idol.”


“Well, he’s busy. You could tell the man’s tired.”


“You don’t mind?”


“Mind? This is a relief to me. You have no idea how bad things are at home since Dad died. This is a real adventure.”




*     *     *


Ira could not believe it had already been three weeks since Larry had stood in the light of the kitchen window, the kitchen window next to the iron sink, Larry in the Stigman kitchen, his handsome face framed together with the backyard fixtures of washpole and washlines, against the background of the rear of Jake’s dreary pile of a tenement. There he had stood, prosperous Larry, his cherished friend!


It was the first time he had ever visited that lowly flat on 119th Street. The homely kitchen became luminous with his presence. Ira could have embraced him out of pure joy at seeing him, but whooped delightedly instead, and the two shook hands. What was he doing here? Why had he come back to New York? He had written Ira in his most recent letter that he intended to work until Labor Day.


Larry snuffed sharply at Ira’s joyous inquiry. He snuffed sharply, as he always did when he was deeply moved, and he blinked, and with an effort held his eyelids wide open. His father had suffered a heart attack, and died before help reached the house. He had breathed his last by the time the ambulance arrived. The young intern who had accompanied the vehicle pronounced him dead.


There was nothing Ira could say at this abrupt shearing of his glee by mourning, nothing other than an earnestly attempted expression of condolence. “Gee, I’m sorry, Larry.”


And Mom, attuned to sorrow as she was, despite the narrow range of her smattering of English, readily grasped the gist of Larry’s message. If not his words, his sad mien and the tone of voice were sufficient signs of his bereavement. She stroked his arm. “Mein orrim kindt. Sit down. Sit down, pleese.” And when he seated himself, his eyes stricken, lips pinched with grief, “Alles mus’ go sleep, mein kindt, tsi rich, tsi poor,” she said. “So is it shoyn millt alle fon us, vee menshen. You should excuse me mine English.”


“It’s all right, Mrs. Stigman. I understand. Thanks.”


“Come, sit closer by the table,” Mom invited, indicating with a movement of heavy arm toward the green oilcloth-covered round table. “A cup of coffee? A keekhle. I have fresh keekhle.”


“It’s a kind of cake, Larry,” Ira translated. “It’s dry. It’s good for dunkin’,” he diffused his embarrassment.




“No, thanks, Mrs. Stigman.” Larry smiled up at Mom. “I had all kinds of things to eat before I came here.”


“A little bit, no? And coffee? Something like this should make the heart a little heppier. No?” She shook her head in sympathy with Larry’s polite, mute refusal. “Azoy shein und azoy troyrick,” she said.


“Talk English, Mom,” Ira rebuked, and for Larry’s benefit: “She says you look sad.” And to Mom again, “Noo, vus den?”


“I don’t mind your mother speaking Yiddish,” Larry assured Ira earnestly. “You seem to think I do. I really don’t. I can’t tell you why.”


“It’s atavistic,” Ira quipped uneasily.


“No, there’s something warm about it. Honestly. Please don’t stop her. Don’t be embarrassed, Ira. Some of it I think I can understand. Your mother is very eloquent, do you know? She’s really comforting. I mean it.”


“Yeah? I’m glad.” Ira still begrudged. “I don’t like it, that’s the trouble. I become kind of—I don’t know. I’m afraid she’ll get sentimental.”


“Sentlemental.” Mom had heard Ira accuse her of being that so many times, she recognized the word. “Then I’m sentlemental. What better way to ease an orphan’s grief?” She ignored his ban on her speaking Yiddish. “A great deal you would have sorrowed for your father. How loudly you would have lamented.”


“As loudly as you would,” Ira retorted in kind.


Larry looked from one to the other in candid wonderment.


“Just mother and son,” Ira explained, and added resentfully, “I’m glad you don’t mind.”


“I don’t mind, not at all. What I do regret is that I don’t understand.”


“Oh. It’s about as far from the way you and your—your family get along as I don’t know what. You can see.”


“Is that it? You know there isn’t much harmony between myself and my folks right now, and you know why. Besides, it isn’t as if we always got along. We don’t, of course.”


“I feel almost outta kilter. You come here to tell me about losing your father, and we’re all sidetracked onto something else. What about going for a walk?”




“Oh, no. This is doing me a lot of good. Don’t rush, Ira. Please.”


“Anything you say.”


“He died, your father, in the house?” Mom persisted in asking.


“Yes. He was still eating lunch. He said he didn’t feel well. He wanted to lie down.”


“Aha. On the bed he died?”


“Yes. My mother had no idea he was having a heart attack.”


“Sie hut nisht gevissen?” Mom addressed Ira.


“Yes, sie hut nisht gevissen,” he corroborated sullenly.


“So venn she know?”


“My mother went into the bedroom when Papa didn’t come back. He was just resting, she thought. But when she spoke to him, and he didn’t answer—” Larry relied on gesture. “You know what I mean?”


“Ikh farshtey, ikh farshtey. Mein son he don’t believe I farshtey. Auf eibig he laying there.”


“Ewig?” Larry caught the word. “That’s right. Auf ewig. You say eibig?”


“Tockin. Aza gitteh kup. Aza gitteh kharacter,” she commended Larry to her son. “You a goot kharacter,” she repeated for Larry’s benefit.


“Thanks, Mrs. Stigman.”


“Noo, he had a good life, no?” She clasped thick fingers.


“I think so. He was always—busy. Busy in his dry-goods store—it was in Yorkville, Ira may have told you. Downtown, in the eighties. We lived there, too. He liked trading, buying and selling, bargaining.”


“Aha. Business.”


“Yes.”


“Noo, a yeet oon business,” she addressed a scowling Ira. “Only mein sohn,” she informed Larry. “And a quviet man he vas too? In the house vit his vife and children?”


“Oh, yes. He was mostly quiet. He was happiest with the family. He liked being with the family. He was happy with all the kids around him, his grandchildren especially. He liked buying them presents.”


“Okay,” Ira interjected. “What d’ye say we go, Larry?”


“Loift shoyn,” Mom chided. “I tell you, Lerry, you name? How he die is a bless to him. Auf mir g’sukt. How old he was?”


“Seventy-one.”




“All right!” Ira raised his voice.


“Lusst nisht ausredden a vort.”


“You’ve already said more than a vort. Mom can jabber all day, and call it a word.”


“I don’t mind, Ira. I think she’s wonderful. I think I understand practically all she’s saying. She’s so kind. It comes right through.”


He gazed at Mom in steady admiration. “I was telling Ira what a wonderful mother he has.”


“He biliffs you? Hairst vus er sugt? Gleibst?” she asked of Ira.


“Yeah, I gleibst,” Ira said mockingly, stood up. “What d’ye say, Larry? Let’s go.”


“If you say so—but you know, I’m getting a lot of pleasure talking to your mom.”


“I know.”


“What about my coming here again.”


“Sehr gut.”


“No, I mean it, Ira.”


“Okay. We’ll swap places.”


Larry got to his feet. “I’m glad I met you, Mrs. Stigman, even under these circumstances. It’s been a real pleasure to be talking with you.”


“If he would leave talk longer. But you must know already mein sohn. I’m only sorry you didn’t eat a little from something. A coffee—”


“That’s all right, Mrs. Stigman.” Larry suddenly sighed, smiled at Mom in frank, gentle affection, and said, tilting his head, “I don’t need the coffee. I feel so much better than when I came in, just talking to you. You have no idea.”


“Yeh? I’m gled. Noo, gey gezunt, mein oormeh. How you say?” Mom hesitated. “I don’t know.” She turned to Ira. “Oona tateh?”


“Orphan. For Christ’s sake, don’t get sentimental.”


“Noo, bin ikh sentlemental,” Mom retorted defiantly. “Gey gezunt, meine oormeh, my orphan.”


“Thanks, Mrs. Stigman.”


“You should come back soon. Mein Minneleh, his sister, oy, ven she hears you was in the house.” Mom rocked head and shoulders in disappointment. “Und she didn’t see you. Ay, yi, yi!”


“You tell her all about it,” Ira suggested with provocative drawl.




“Ai bist die a hint, mein ziendle.”


“Okay.” Ira turned the doorknob.


“Thanks again, Mrs. Stigman.”


“You fulkomen velcome. Gey gezunt.”





Larry sat down on the canvas cot. “Ah!” He stretched out. “This feels great. Ah.” His face shone with pleasure in the lantern light shed above him. “Come on. Forget it. Stretch out on the cot.”


Ira could scarcely believe that Larry’s mourning had been so brief, that it was only three weeks ago that he had stuck his head in the Stigmans’ window. But following Larry’s lead, he lay down on the bedding. “Boy, it does feel good.” And after a few seconds’ pause, “Honest, I wouldn’t mind the tent or the cots or anything. It’s the change that’s taken place in my uncle. Boy.” He paused again. “If you knew what he was once like. He carried the Call rolled up like a baton. Well, you saw our kitchen table, he’d unroll it, and give us a lecture on that beautiful world to come. Even though I was a kid, and understood less than half of what he was saying, preaching, still, boy, it made a Socialist cut of me. That’s what I wanted to be.”


Larry chuckled upward at the sloping khaki ceiling. “Relax. That’s what I’m doing. I am. I’m just dying to see Edith after everything that has happened. I imagine we’ll both have a lot to tell each other. I’ll bet she’ll have plenty to say about French cooking when she returns from Paris. Maybe more than about the museums she visited.” He chuckled again. “Say, this isn’t bad, the tent, the cot. We have privacy at least.”


Ira listened in relief. Larry made it all seem part of the adventure: sleeping under an army tent, with the packed dirt for a floor, on a canvas cot, under a scratchy army blanket for cover. Larry was right. What a rare, what a jolly occasion, what a lark, almost like an escapade. And with so little attention paid them, with so little sense of obligation to the onetime affection between himself and Uncle Louis that Ira had expected, and had led Larry to expect, that suddenly he felt guiltily blithe and carefree. Attachment had vanished, adoration had vanished. Like a couple of droll intruders, tired and elaborately at



ease, they lay on their army cots, joking, chaffering, slapping at the all-too-frequent mosquitoes that got through the torn netting.


And to beguile his friend away from the last undercurrent of chagrin Ira felt, as the long summer twilight leaked away, he began reminiscing in the darkness: his very earliest memories in the new land to which he had been brought, an immigrant. Of contemplating the majestic russet rooster with the arching tail feathers in the backyard, when Ira’s parents lived in the same house with Uncle Louis and his family, the one on the “first” floor, the other on the “second” floor of a frame house in a place full of open fields and telegraph poles and billy goats in East New York. Maybe he was doing more than merely contemplating the rooster, Ira admitted, maybe he was chasing it, because Aunt Sarah leaned out of the second floor, her home, and scolded him. “I guess she’s still the same,” Ira added wryly, and laughed. “So am I.” He and Rosie, Uncle Louis’s only daughter, just a little older than Ira, and away in St. Louis at the moment, visiting Pop’s side of the family, had vowed to marry each other when they grew up. She and Ira, at Ira’s suggestion, had sat side by side on the floor examining each other’s sexual parts. “That ruby-red slash she had instead of the peg I had is still vivid in my mind when I think of it,” Ira confided. “However, when my Uncle Louis made the mistake of inviting me out to their Stelton farmhouse, was I ever a scamp. Did I ever pester the hell out of my prospective fiancée.”


Larry’s teeth gleamed in smile in the shadow. “The engagement was broken off at that point, I assume?”


“I guess I broke its back,” Ira rejoined. “It’s too bad she’s not around for me to see what she looks like, and how she feels about me. And about you especially. We might have gotten a better reception in that case.”


“It doesn’t matter,” Larry answered across the dark space between cots. He had taken his shoes off (both had done so), and he wriggled and spread the toes in his socks. His indulgence in the matter made his words seem peculiarly malleable. “It doesn’t make the least bit of difference. I told you, not in the least. I’d rather stay right here.”


“You sure make me feel better.”


“And I’m grateful to have my mind taken off my father. That’s



one thing. The other thing is. . . it takes my mind off waiting for Edith to come back from Europe. A little anyway.” In the interval of a pause, his sigh was less audible than inferred.


“Now it’s all going to be new. Strange. My father dies. It seems to put a period on things. You know, even if you’re sure it would have gone that way, no matter what you did, you can’t help feeling a little guilty. My switching to CCNY. Did it have any effect on him? My giving up dentistry. My falling in love with Edith. I don’t know.” His brow was troubled, and he held his big hands in front of him. “One thing, though, I don’t have that feeling of solidity I once had—you know what I mean?” He let his hands fall quite heavily on his thighs. “It’s something I can’t explain. Until I went to NYU, I lived in one world, the same kind of world my folks live in. That’s what I mean by saying that my life seemed solid. Now it’s a—it all revolves around Edith. I should say centers around her, maybe. Yes. Centers. That’s what I really mean.” He paused. “Not that I want things to be different. I love Edith. You know that. But what I’m worried about is the writing, my writing. Will it come out of me still. It will have to. I feel as if it’s tied up with my love of her. M-m-maybe more true the other way: her love for me. It depends on it. My being creative. She puts so much store in it. It’s very strange.”


Ira had nothing to offer. He sensed the gist of Larry’s statement, but no more than that. His words made intermittent contact with Ira’s fantasizing, but like his own fantasizing still lacked the substance of everyday reality.


In spite of Edith’s departure for France, the summer had begun auspiciously for Larry. He had gotten the job he applied for early in the spring, a singing waiter who also collaborated with the recreational director of the Camp Copake summer hotel in the Catskills.


Larry’s good fortune, however, had left Ira with no one to turn to in any meaningful way, which brought on an increasing sense of isolation, anomie, and futility. There were always the few Jewish working youth on the block, or in the group whose nucleus was on 119th Street. But he cared little for their company, Jake, the airbrush commercial artist, included: they shared neither his interests nor aspirations, fuzzy as Ira’s were. More and more self-engrossed, self-enclosed, swamped by quandary, all but immured often by appetite, appetite always



morticed to fear and self-reproach, he ignored their strivings, excluded their commonplace temperament and mundane activities from his range of curiosity—something he was to regret deeply later on, when, as a writer, he sought to give distinctive nature and substance to characters such as these, characters drawn from the past, Jewish youth deprived of formal education.


No matter how enervating the summer became, Ira could not go to Rockaway Beach more than once a week: he might arouse his Aunt Mamie’s suspicion. Besides, she gave him a dollar each time he appeared, and there was a limit to his ostensible shnorring. Only one thing provided relief from himself, from the slur of his existence that summer, from his bored, disdainful participations with the other youth of the neighborhood, his idleness, lethargies, feral, panicky escapades at Rockaway, despondency and guilty worry. It was Edith’s letters to him, not only to her young lover, Larry, from abroad.


She had booked passage to Europe in May, and was away in Europe that summer . . . and Ira, more than half aware of his propensity for the wish-fulfilling and the farfetched, continually fantasized, continually dabbled with the fancy—or the hope—that somewhere in the matrix of Edith’s decision to go to Europe was also the hope that during her separation from Larry, he would find a young woman to his liking, and thus bring their affair to an innocuous and conventional close. He was wrong, as usual, as far as Larry’s finding someone in the summer resort that would divert his affection from Edith. For when Larry returned abortedly to New York, he expressed his disgust in no uncertain terms about his encounters with the young female guests at the resort, because some went so far in their aggressive amorousness to make a grab for his fly.


“I don’t like that, do you?” he asked Ira, who felt, as he shook his head vehemently like some kind of mechanical toy, wound-up double springs of intense envy and disappointment. “No, I don’t either.” Goddamn crumb he was, reduced to smutty, futile, and vindictive importunings, who couldn’t get—Christ, he could hardly say it even to himself out of shame and self-loathing—out to the beach to screw his cousin often enough. “No, I don’t either,” he who had to risk everything to get at a pudgy, simpering fifteen-year-old. Or sixteen, as if another year would palliate—




Edith was traveling through Europe, through Italy and France mainly, and almost every week Ira received a letter from her. She had taken her small portable typewriter with her, the portable in its rigid black carrying case, and her letters were typewritten in a style Ira quickly came to recognize, even the darkness and spacing of the type. What surprised him at first, all but astonished him, was her style. It was peculiar to all of her correspondence: hasty, disjointed, discursive, unrevised, and with words occasionally misspelled. She poured out her impressions of places visited, food consumed, the state of her “innards,” sundry reflections, with no attempt to sort things out, no attempt at order whatever. But how he treasured those letters! How he gloried in them! How often he reread them! They were the first he had ever received from a college instructor, a college English instructor, soon undoubtedly to be elevated to an assistant professor! A professor! And she deigned to write to him, nay, wrote to him as informally and vernacularly as if he were on an equal footing with her, one near to her, one whom she could trust to be discreet about her chatty confidences about her roommate Iola, about the university, the head of the department, even about Larry, her lover. Ira was relieved Larry was away when he received the letters, however much he missed him otherwise; he didn’t have to share Edith’s letters with him—for Larry would certainly have asked Ira whether he had received news from Edith, and it was easier to write a few words in general in answer to Larry’s letters from the summer resort than to speak to him in person about them. They were her messages to him, Ira felt, her bond to him alone, an augury, so he yearned, of the realization of the only future open to him. In it he could make some sort of restitution—what else call it?—redress—find some, no the only, outlet for the discontented, the sorry mess he felt he had become. Ah, to find redress in print, in words, as his piece in The Lavender foreshadowed. They called it métier, they called it forte, oh, Jesus: call it the shape of release on the pages of something he had written. Oh, in time perhaps, in time, a whole book!


For him, the dented, tarnished brass letter box in the much-trodden vestibule of the tenement took on a sudden glory, became transmogrified, when he descried through the curlicues the black type on an envelope that could only be Edith’s. Or already brought



upstairs by Mom, a letter from Edith lying in wait for him on the kitchen table. To cherish, to read with pulsating spirit: words that sprang up before his eager eyes like a plume. Her letters praised his exceptional sense of humor, his descriptive powers, his latent abilities as a writer, his unusual maturity for his years, his astonishing gravity, for all his humor. Her words filled him with a glow of worth, discernible even to Mom.


“She writes you nice things, the Professora?”


“Yeah.”


Filling him with buoyancy, with aspiration, her letters inspired him with an eagerness to reply, and in replying, confirm the model of himself that she held up before him. And in that very reply also—adumbrated first on a scratch pad, and then carefully afterward elaborated on lined paper—certainties infused him that he was, that he could be, what she said he was, that he could rise to what she said, certainties sinking to uncertainties, and then suddenly waxing to elation, reflecting from the enthusiastic words he had committed to the page—and a moment later dampened by doubt again.


He sent his letters to her forwarding addresses—and received in return others that boosted his spirit skyward. His letters were so full of colorful detail and interesting observation, she wrote. He made her feel she was at the very place he was describing, experiencing his sensations. His letters were so direct and unaffected. She looked forward to them. She wished Larry could learn a little of that knack. He tended to poeticize his prose too much, and that was too bad, because it made his letters too studied. Followed immediately by remarks that although traveling was interesting, and she had met interesting people, traveling in general didn’t agree with her. French cooking especially. It was too rich, was always served under cover of rich sauces. It was constipating. She had to take frequent enemas. Ira could feel himself duck in embarrassment at her frankness, and yet at the same time feel a stirring of pride that she trusted him to the extent of imparting such confidences. She missed the absence of plain American cooked vegetables. She might have to curtail her trip by a week or two because of her constant “indigishchin,” she deliberately misspelled.


*     *     *




Silence separated the dark space between them, a solemn silence. As they lay there on their cots, Larry began again. “Only one thing matters,” Larry said, trying to convince himself more than Ira. “Edith. She’s the only person in the world that really matters to me. . . . Ah, to be able to solve that problem.” His words, so full of gravity, distributed themselves throughout the semigloom of the tent. “We’re back again to the crux of the problem—whether I should leave my family and marry Edith. I know that’s what you’re saying to yourself, Ira, that I should not care what anyone else thinks.”


“Oh, no, go ahead, go ahead.”


“Leave home now, with my father gone? It seems less possible—I seem less able to do it now than ever. It becomes more cruel. Really cruel. I’m at a crossroad. Up till, up till Papa died, I thought, if necessary, I had the—the necessary heartlessness. I thought I’d mustered up the courage while I was at Copake to carry out my resolution. The more some of these, you know, sex-hungry ones threw themselves at me, the more resolved I became. But Papa’s death was a cruel blow. More than the loss of a father. I mean, it shakes up everything I’ve made up my mind about.”


The time for bantering, for flightiness, was indeed over, at least for a while. Ira couldn’t fathom Larry’s world, that was all, he couldn’t fathom it. What the hell was he doing here with Larry in the first place? With Larry and his proper, decent problems. Problems of love, of solicitude about his mother, and still influenced by family judgment. Scruples, yeah. And he, Ira—talk of love, talk of family! No, all he could hope for, speculate about, was his slim chances of a quick screw with Stella in Mamie’s front room. Jesus. Yes, Larry’s solemnity affected him, but by the very incongruity of it all. As if the two were like clouds in the obscurity of the tent. What a place. What an interlocutor—


“All right, I know you don’t get along well with your father. The situation is—or I should say was—” Larry’s big hand moved in a pale arc through the shadow. “Was. Say you’re in my shoes. You’ve got no father. You’ve lost him, right?”


“Yeah?”


“Your mother is a widow. Oh, you’ve got family—but if she ever needs you, it’s now. Your sister is soon going to be married. You’re



the last child. I’ve asked you something like this before. But now the question has really become sharp, intense.”


Two pale hands plowed the gloom. “Would you, if you could, go off and leave your mother? Get a room somewhere, a part-time job somewhere? Whatever. I know you’re attached to your mother—as I am to mine, maybe more. Would you leave her—to herself? Remember, your sister is gone. We’re going to sell the house, move to an apartment in Manhattan.”


“Oh, yeah?”


“Would you?”


“Leave Mom?” Ira asked.


“Yes.”


“Where am I going?”


“I told you. Some one-room place in the Village maybe. Leave your mother and go to a rooming house. I don’t know. You get some kind of a job, part-time. Nights. You can’t afford an apartment.”


“What’s the aim?” Ira temporized.


“You know the aim. The same as it’s been. Break all the ties that I, you, have.”


“I don’t have any, any like yours.”


“But that’s not relevant. Break all the deep, close family ties. Change your whole outlook. What’s dear to you. What you value, enjoy. You’ve got to undo what you were. All right? I’ve said all this before. I’m repeating myself, I know. Become a bohemian, toss out ambition, career, profession, live any old way,” Larry suddenly stressed. “Live just to write poetry, live to be a writer. Live I don’t know how.” He paused. “Well?”


Was the guy looking for a way out? The thought drilled through Ira’s mind. Nah. “Listen, pal, you’re practically asking me to decide your life.”


“In a way, yes.” Larry spoke as grimly as Ira had ever heard him. “Decide my life now.”


“Wow!”


Silence again in the space between the two cots. Decide my life now, Ira heard repeated in his own mind. Literally. It could be that. Then what did he want? Decide my life now. If he told Larry what he would do, if he told Larry the truth, about his own willfulness, callousness,



self-centeredness, stemming from what he had become, yes, stemming from his own contemptible gratifications, his corroded character—in which the once resonant Lower East Side world, holistic, Jewish, with its cheder, reverence, fear of God, and all the rest, were all lost in the fog of himself, all turned to pulverized, floating sensations, impressions in a self devoid of integrity—hell, he had gone astray—in more ways than one.


Silence, presumably deliberative, meditative. Larry was waiting. Start again. If he told Larry the truth, the course of action he would have blindly pursued, blindly, instinctively, his course of action—he would have said: sure. He would leave Mom. With somebody like Edith the goal, the prize, that kind of future, or whatever to call it, option—and for himself, he knew damned well there was no other, no other avenue open to him. But hell, for Larry, a hundred avenues were open. A hundred twats too. Nah. Then he would have to lie. And if Larry took him seriously, if his answer counted seriously in forming Larry’s course of action, he was bending Larry’s destiny, he was consigning Larry to his fate. Unless he, Ira, was willing to play a subordinate role to Larry indefinitely, as he had told himself before, feed Larry with all his own wild imaginings, his agonies and capers, he was advancing his own future at Larry’s expense. It was like an envisaged sacrifice of Larry to his own aims. Ira imagined he could see his own face in the lamplit canvas overhead, see eyeglasses and all, leering at himself in knowing mockery at his imminent betrayal. Jesus, it wasn’t right. He tried to stall. One last opportunity to ward off perfidy: “‘Decide my life now,’” Ira finally said. “You mean if I were in your place?”


“No! You make the decision in your place. Not for me. For yourself.” Larry’s voice filled the tent with vehemence. “Your mother.”


“My mother?” He was nailed to an answer—no, he was nailing Larry with his answer: “I guess I wouldn’t.”


“Wouldn’t what?”


“Leave Mom—all alone.”


“You wouldn’t?”


“Well, with me it’s different. I don’t have that kind of family you have. We don’t have any of that kind of—well, affluence—”


“We’re not really all that affluent.”




“Compared to me, for Christ’s sake. And different life, background. Years in Bermuda. Culture. All right? So you don’t have to do as I say, as I advise. If I didn’t have a sister, I wouldn’t leave Mom alone, that’s all.”


“It makes my leaving home all the more difficult, judging from what you say.” A note of irritation at Ira’s manifest lack of logical coherence crept into Larry’s voice. “According to you, I have so many advantages; in other words, I have a dozen times more reason to stay at home with my mother than you have, and yet what I’m trying to tell you is those are the reasons I ought to leave.”


“Well, you asked me what I would do in my case,” Ira said forcibly. “It’s hard.” The argument made him feel less like a traitor. “I can’t do both, you know. Be poor as we are, and be well off as you are.”


“Would you stay home if you were well off? I mean, you lacked for nothing. All right? You’re making it seem that you would stay home because you don’t have anything. That’s not an issue.”


“But now you’re asking me to be as you are.”


“We’re not considering money.” Larry transmitted his insistence across the dim interval. “Would you leave your mother at this point? Yes or no?”


“No.” He had committed it, the ultimate in transgression, betrayal.


“That’s what I want to know. . . . Why?”


“In your case, or my case?”


“In my case.”


“You told me yourself why.”


“Does it seem like a good reason to you?”


“No.”


“Oh, for God’s sake!”


“I can’t help it. It’s just too tough for me.” Ira raised his voice. “Christ’s sake!” He swatted at the thin fine sting of proboscis penetration. “Bastard. I think I got him. But I’d have to get out in the light to see if there’s any smear of blood. But—aw, nuts, if I got out into the light, they’d eat me alive. I’m sorry I dragged you into this place, adventure or no adventure. We could have hitchhiked right home.”


“It’s all right. I told you I have no complaint,” Larry insisted strongly. “As a matter of fact, it’s paid off better than hitchhiking



home. I mean, talking to you clarifies a few things in myself. I can’t leave my mother. I’ll have to work this thing out some other way. If I could just talk to Edith, and get her opinion. But then again, I know what she’d say. Stay home. Get my degree. Do the sensible thing. All that. But we’re both in the same situation. She’s uncertain too. I would have to do the thing that would make her certain. Do you follow me? It would depend on my action. Am I certain? Am I ruthless for her sake? And so I go right around in a circle again.”


Silence once more. Something else to talk about, to distract. It was too taxing, all they had been discussing; it was too fateful. Jesus, he was caging himself into a future as well as Larry, a possible future. If he was instrumental in excluding Larry from occupying the space, there it was. That didn’t mean it was automatically his, of course, but maybe a step closer. Oh, hell, what was he thinking of? He couldn’t stand anything so strict as behaving the way Edith expected. He wasn’t built that way, no matter what kind of insidious perceptions pricked his mind. Aw, bull.


“I was telling you we lived in the same house as Uncle Louis in Brownsville,” Ira said to change the subject. “We shared a flock of chickens. Mom told me that all the chickens were stolen one night. Including the marvelous rooster. Disappeared.”


Larry seemed not to have heard, not to be listening.


His attempt at diversion scarcely glanced off the brooding Larry. Ira pondered. How the hell was he going to get the guy off the subject of their destinies? He had to get off it. Jesus. Get off it, and away from his sense of guilt. “Mom told me that the reason we moved away—to the East Side—and how different everything would have been if we hadn’t—was that Pop, as usual, got into one helluva row with Uncle Louis, his nephew. They called each other all kinds of terrible names, cursed each other. Ze vun sikch balt geshlugen tsim toit”. And expecting as always Larry’s “What does that mean?” he prefaced translation with remarks about the Yiddish tendency toward horrendous invective. “‘Drop dead’ is the mildest of them,” Ira tried to humor his friend. “‘Be burned to death, be slaughtered.’ ‘Be drawn and quartered.’ Hey, I’m rhyming,” he added comically.


No acknowledgment came from the outstretched, discernible figure on the cot on the other side of the tent.




“I think maybe it’s what Jews may have seen or suffered over the centuries.” Ira spoke more slowly. He was becoming discouraged, as though he had no audience. Surely, Larry’s silence wasn’t owing to Ira’s counsel, which Larry perhaps perceived as false, as treacherous. Nah. “I have a hunch that’s it,” he continued, paused, received no confirmation of being heard. “Funny thing is they never swear by genitals. Know what I mean? Wops’ll say ‘yer mudder’s ass,’ or ‘yer fodder’s hairy balls . . .’” His voice trailed off. No use. The best thing to do was to turn over on the cot, forget the whole damn thing, wait, sleep if he could, till morning. Jesus, Larry was in a bad way. Larry was in a bad way, or he himself was in bad. Boy. Ira bent forward to reach for the rough blanket at the end of the cot. “My father had better hoss blankets than this,” he grumbled, barely audibly.


“You know, I’ve never asked you,” Larry said, almost abruptly. “Have you ever been in love?”


The ground had shifted. In the ambiguous gloom under the sloping walls of an army tent, a bell tower reared up from the summit of Mt. Morris Park hill. “Well, I told you about Rosie, my uncle’s daughter,” Ira stalled.


“Oh, no, that’s just kids investigating. Have you ever—well—it’s personal. Do you mind?”


“Oh, no. God, after you telling me all your—all the private things about yourself.”


“All right, I’ve told you. Have you ever been with a woman? Or a girl? I realize I’ve volunteered information. But asking is different. So—”


“Oh, no.”


Larry let a few seconds of silence go by. “I have a reason for asking. I’m not just prying.”


“Okay. Shoot.”


“Have you ever gotten so excited you came too fast? You got a premature orgasm?”


“Oh, is that it?” Ira debated, foresaw consequences—in every answer, save one: profession of complete ignorance. What was the next best choice to outright lying? “Oh, maybe once or twice.” Ira still felt secure behind seeming casual curiosity. The locus of concern was within Larry’s province.




“Once or twice. But not usually?” He rolled about to face Ira. “I seem to have run into some sort of trouble that way. It really bothers me. I don’t know how to get over it.”


“Yeah? Maybe you ought to see a doctor.”


“I may have to. I’m sure there are any number of men who’ve run into the same thing. You didn’t do anything special about it?”


“Me! Oh, no.” It was gratifying how little truth it took to deflect, to stopper up the genie within the vase.


“Then I can be frank about the whole business. I didn’t think you’d had any experience. You never mentioned it.”


“Mentioned what?”


“Sexual intercourse.”


“Oh.” The scrawny colored woman who had replaced the comely Pearl of the ladies’ rest room atop Yankee Stadium? Scrawny Theodora, apparition in the doorway opening on a stuffy ground floor, shmatta-draped room. Jesus, you couldn’t mention that. “Well,” Ira began, had to clear his throat to dispel reluctance. “Nothing to be proud of.”


“Oh, sure. I wasn’t interested in romantic adventure. I was just interested in whether it was usual, that’s all. You said once or twice. I guess that answers it.”


A boxer hung on the ropes in Madison Square Garden. Strands in his own brain shuttled back and forth, twisting to a cable of last refuge: I used to lay my sister. Try and say that. All right, make Stella older: I lay my cousin a lot. I still lay my cousin every chance I get. Jesus, he’d been afraid of that, afraid at the very moment when Larry proposed the trip. Lucky it wasn’t a whole week, as Larry had suggested, a suggestion he had shrunk from in advance, within his own mind. Lucky. The urge to unburden, to claw at the toils of the net holding the pent-up self. Boy, if he ever got started, there was no telling where he’d end. Older cousin, older than what, than he was, than she was? “I . . .” he began. “It isn’t very nice. But you know, sometimes the damn thing runs away with you.”


“Sometimes?” Larry echoed mirthlessly. “That’s the understatement for today. Runs away with you is right. If I wasn’t keeping faith with Edith, listen, I’m no prude, you know? I made up my mind.”


“You sometimes get started early. By surprise. Well, nearly by surprise,”



Ira corrected himself. There it was: he stood on the threshold of the moment of transfer. Transfer of what? Energy. The potential trapped within himself. Motive force. Power. Explosive memory. The anguish and folly that supplied the sole, the unique surge that drove him toward his chaotic visions.


II





How did his day begin? He sat there not so much trying to recollect as marveling at the amazing diversity of reflections and revelations that could occur, that the mind could generate in the course of a couple of hours—between arising from bed and sitting down before the word processor. So much more, yes, so much more interesting, valuable, than the snarled skein of yarn he spun. In the first place, in the time when M was still alive, the day began drearily, cold, with a fine snow falling. He hadn’t arisen from bed yet. M had come to his rescue, as she did more than once in their last few years together, slipped her hand under his neck, and helped him sit up. Then she stood beside the bed, making sure he was steady enough to be safely left alone. He had a whistle, a small plastic whistle, that M had equipped him with, attached by a string to his pajama buttonhole, a child’s police-type whistle, which trilled when he blew it, and which he blew when he was ready to get up, or needed help.


On such mornings, M had gotten out of bed a half hour or so before him, had turned the furnace up, set in motion coffee-making procedures, and begun the arduous diurnal chore of pulling on her heavy elastic stockings—not mere support hose, but the heavy anti-varicose-vein stockings she wore, and had worn for many years. So strongly elastic was the fabric she had to exert herself to the utmost to draw the stockings up, a task made all the more difficult because of the reinforcing pads she also had to keep in place at the same time, powder-puff pads against her ankles, where she had to contend with dormant ulcers. He groaned when she hoisted him to a sitting position, and then sat on the edge of the bed after she left. He sat with eyes squeezed shut against the atrocious pain.




Every joint in his body ached, from finger to elbow, to shoulder, to neck—worst offenders of all were the neck joints, where they connected with the left side of the head—the pain they caused often kept him from sleeping, and from getting up. That was the way consciousness returned in the morning, giving vent to its advent in a scarcely suppressed howl: “Ow-o-oh!”


So to his study, shuffling along in the moccasins he wore in bed (to keep the winter bedding from chafing the skin off his big and middle toes).





—What a recital, my friend, organ recital, as they say.


       I know, Ecclesias.





To his study, because he had provided it with its own wall heater, and it was next to the bathroom, and because he kept his shorts and trousers there, and could get them on by himself after his shower. (M had to help him with his upper garments.) Next, he sat in the swivel chair beside his computer, which had a white hood over it, which came to a peak, like that worn by the KKK, an amended trash-can liner, improvised into a dust cover. There he sat, groaning while he toilsomely removed pajamas and white socks. Then to the bathroom, into the tub, turning on the water of the shower, and adjusting its temperature as hot as he could stand it.


Where, empty-headed, he often sang “La donna è mobile,” and all the songs he still remembered, and he still remembered them all, songs that Miss Berger, that hatchet-faced crone, had taught him. He knew and loved almost all.





A tinker I am.


My name’s natty Dan.


From morn till night I trudge it. . .





        Or:





Out on the sea when the sun is low,


and the fisherman homeward turns . . .







        Or:





Men of Harlech, in the hollow,


do ye hear like rushing billow. . .





        The other juveniles, his fellow classmates, snickered and sang:





A stinker I am.


My name’s snotty Dan.





They sang, “Men of Harlem, in the hollow. . .” But she singled him out to bring Mom to school. He should have gone straight to Mr. O’Reilly, poor, damn fool, timid Jewish oaf he was, straight to the principal with the twitch on his cheek, who understood him, and said, “I didn’t do anything, Mr. O’Reilly. I didn’t do anything bad. I just grinned. I forgot what you told me.” Oh, appeal to the dust. Where was Mr. O’Reilly? Where were seventy years? More than seventy. My God, it was now nearer eighty than seventy.


Meanderings, reflections in the hot shower that limbered grateful joints and sinews, limbered, eased their rheumatic ache. And as the pain abated, allowed him to think, after a fashion, and with nothing else importuning for attention, he would invariably address a group of his peers with his favorite, nay, his perennial thesis: the reason for our failure, yours and mine, to go beyond that first book or two, or trilogy, whether we were black or white, we practitioners in black in white, in print, Jew or gentile. The reason for our failure was the discontinuity we suffered during our development, or having reached the peak of our development. There was the central reason. The first few years of our lives, the psyche laid down the basis, the foundation on which we expected, consciously or otherwise, to build upon all the rest of our lives. What did he mean by that? Perhaps he had made these foundations seem too static; they were not; they were dynamic; they were processes. Those first few years built an interpretational system within each human being—Christ, why didn’t he write it all out, and deliver it as the content of a lecture? Which he had been invited to give so many times, and declined: because he knew himself to be the world’s worst lecturer, a sheer flop on a podium, a stranded jellyfish.


—As you are now.


Sí, sí, amigo Ecclesias. Verily. As I am now.




*     *     *


Write the goddamn thing out, and read it. Memorize it after a while. Jesus, the dough they offered him: all expenses paid, and a fat honorarium to boot. He could have been affluent, he and his beloved spouse.


Lecture like crazy (well said): a grave discontinuity was what he suffered from, a grave and disabling discontinuity. The child expected that those things implanted into his psyche would flourish as he developed: the landscape, the field or farm or village or barrio, would also comprise his larger world as he grew up. And the language: how important a factor that was: Yiddish, in his case. He witnessed its drying up, his mother tongue shriveling in a single lifetime. For the Italian, the few who wrote, DiDonato, the same, or the Chicano, Anaya, or even the Southern black. And the people, the kind of people that composed his ambience, the same thing could be said of them, the way they spoke, what they did, the way they did it, their mannerisms, parochialisms, whether of region, of enclave, all were built into the nascent personality, all were expected to continue: the folkways, the people, their pursuits. And they didn’t. That’s the whole point. They didn’t. They were truncated—


Ira’s lecture increased in fervor as physical distress was relieved: sometimes more drastically, sometimes less, he declaimed in silence, the cosmopolitan world displaced the parochial one. And simultaneously much of the parochial world also disappeared, also was absorbed in the cosmopolitan one, at times dramatically as with the Jewish East Side, at times more slowly, as with rustic existence in America. The hick town ceased being so, the barrio as well. Fortunate the author who could return to what was left, or was still undergoing change, and draw on the remainder, the vernacular and the folkway. Because otherwise, he found that he would have to start again with a new landscape, a new ambience, a new set of conditions and characters, customs and behavior, functions that didn’t match the foundations already laid down, the interpretations settled upon for maturity, didn’t jibe with the pristine norms. The two were incommensurable. Yes.


And much of it, nay, most of the motive force driving the transformation was economic. Economics, the drive to get out of the precincts of impoverishment, the drive to escape the restrictions imposed by the parochial milieu, restrictions closely associated with poverty, restrictions that were part and parcel of penury.




The mind, informed now with awareness of the greater opportunities of the cosmopolitan world, chafed in revolt against prohibitions, prohibitions that only yesterday were nurturing traditions, but now newly perceived as constraints. Thus, when the revolt against the parochial world succeeded, and the individual, say a writer, cast off the restrictions that were part and parcel of his formative milieu, he simultaneously abandoned his richest, most plangent creative source: his folk, their folkways, his earliest, most vivid impressions, the very elements of his formation. Hence the price of success in his best work was to condemn him to discontinuity, if he was to continue. What a paradox! Condemned him to draw on shallower, lately acquired sources different in kind, in nature, from those that imbued his best work. Hence he was condemned to repetition, to academia, to Hollywood, to booze, to immobilization, singly or in combination. Q.E.D.


Ira shut off the shower, and bent over the faucets to turn the small handle between them that deflected water from shower to tub, and also allowed the residual water in the shower pipe to trickle into the tub. Then, holding on to a variety of handgrips he had attached long ago, to prevent M from slipping on the tub bottom—and now, what irony: it was he who needed them, not M—he trod carefully on the antiskid toadstool shapes M had stuck to the bathtub bottom. At the other end of the tub, he reached around past the shower curtain to the yellow bath towel hanging on the clothes hook affixed to the narrow door of the small utility closet close by.


Yes. Therein lay the contradiction. He might have returned to his source, he might have continued to write about a dwindling, a crumbling away of life, once lusty and flourishing, and—how unbelievably soon!—disintegrating. But who could do so with any validity and conviction—after he had rejected that life, after he had been infected by association with the cosmopolitan, the larger world in which he now functioned and moved freely? Others had managed to do it, return to a stagnant or depleted source. He too might have done so, and continually extruded a different model of it, the same sausage in a different casing, a different version of a world no longer extant, or no longer viable. . . . He could have echoed and reechoed himself, rung variations indefinitely. . . sold hundreds of thousands of copies of each new edition . . . lived in luxury off the royalties . . .


Head and neck, neck eased by hot water, he could towel off without too much trouble; it was armpits he couldn’t reach, couldn’t stretch stiff, unyielding sinews that far. With his back he had difficulty too, in drying it;



still, if results weren’t wholly satisfactory, the effort was tonic. No use striving to dry his legs below the knees. No use and dangerous too. He might topple over—so. Sold hundreds of thousands of copies.


But that was a minor, minor point, though how nice to have all kinds of dough, but that was a minor point. He began folding the bath towel. Dropped to the floor just below: to raise the makeshift elevator he had devised for getting out of the tub: oddity of oddities, oh, everything about him was oddity. It was a pretty piece of wood, supported underneath by the wooden drawer knobs, which added height, knobs of drawers; but a pretty platform the pretty piece of wood made. It had been the cover of the outhouse toilet of Ira’s home in Augusta, Maine, when he and M had first bought the place. He stepped out of the tub safely onto the platform—no, the important question was: why were those first novels so often the best ones? No, that was obvious. He had already answered that. The earliest were the freshest. But still, other first writing, fresh though it might be, might also suffer from ineptitude, the crudity of the novice. No, no. The question was: why did those first (and sometimes only) novels frequently have such wide appeal? They were often best-sellers, if not at the outset, then, like his own, and others as well, eventually. Why? The answer was that it was not only the writer, the literary artist, who suffered from disabling discontinuity; it was the multitude, the populace, the reading public who were troubled by the selfsame thing as well. He was certain of it—


His moccasins on, he padded back to his study, where his shorts lay on the open pages of the unabridged Webster on its improvised stand, a flimsy TV serving table on wheels—certain of it as hell. That was what his fable had been all about without his knowing it; unwittingly he had struck the universal chord of what had affected millions of people. In the U.S., in foreign countries via more than a half-dozen translations. Why the hell should a dope like him, who could write nothing of any consequence thereafter, have established an international reputation of sorts? Imagine: on that teeming East Side, who would have dreamed, who would have wagered a dollar to a kopeck, among all those millions of immigrants, that the Stigman brat, who lived in the corner house on 9th Street and Avenue D, would distinguish himself in any way except maybe becoming a rabbi. . . well, maybe one guy might have surmised: the boarder in their fifth-story aerie, before Uncle Morris came to America, Feldman by name, who prophesied to Mom, with extraordinary clairvoyance, even if a bit wide of



the mark, “There grows another Maxim Gorky.” Who else would have dreamed that the little gamin whom the poor harassed rabbi, or malamut, was preparing to translate Lushin Koydish into Mama Lushin would one day see his English step-Mama Lushin translated into modern Lushin Koydish.


But really—Ira chided himself—the thought was a bagatelle, a bauble, a one-liner. The genuinely significant idea, which one Israeli reviewer writing in Haaretz delivered, was: “Childhood is not a step of the way, but the whole way.” The man was uncanny! Without knowing more about the author than the book itself, he had unerringly probed to the truth. The source of the novel’s strength lay in the novelist’s weakness; the adult may have accreted literary techniques and virtuosity; the creator was still the child, precocious perhaps with respect to letters, but still a child.


Well—after trunks, pants, after shorts, trousers, take your choice. Standing up, following even a brief period of sitting down, was a consideration these days, with knees what they were, capable of a single poor and painful thrust. He tried to “rationalize” the business, spare himself superfluous movements: put shorts on partway, then draw his pants up to his knees, before getting up, so that he had to stand up only once, not twice: pull his shorts up to the waist, then his trousers while still standing; keep his trousers from falling down by tightening the belt so that the garment stayed above his knees. Oh, there were tricks in every trade, more than one way to skin a cat, or outwit rheumatoid arthritis—chief point was that in his novel, he had stumbled on a fable that addressed a universal experience, a universal disquiet, more prevalent in this age, undoubtedly, than ever before in human history: the sense of discontinuity.


He didn’t have to be a supreme literary genius—Ira walked barefoot through the hall toward the kitchen. M had already transferred there, as she always did, his socks, his wristwatch, his sneakers and upper garments—it was John Synge, Ira reflected, who had already discovered the foregoing. John Synge, whom Ira admired as man and writer, who had taught Ira so much, from whom he had never grown estranged, whom he had never grown to detest, as he did Joyce, but admired to this day. It was Synge who had observed, to paraphrase him, that talent wasn’t enough. The writer had to strike a chord reverberating in harmony with something deep within his time. That was why a dub like himself could write a classic of its genre, as it was called. A real fluke.


He entered the kitchen, where M had everything ready to finish dressing



him. She waited for him, ever kind, ever forbearing, in pink skirt, brown sweater, her long, elliptical, Anglo-Saxon countenance wrinkled and beautiful, her hair gray and ivory, and she uttered consoling, cheerful words as he came in. He sat down in the big armchair bought especially for him, because its high back provided support for his neck. On the table, already collected in a Chinese enameled spoon, were his vitamins and minerals, capsules and pills, about six of them, and there was fruit juice to get them down with, and near at hand the little kit with swab and tub of anti-athlete’s foot cream which M dabbed between his toes after drying them. Within reach was the small square wooden platter that bore utensils, salt and pepper-grinder—and the vial containing the Imuran tablets, of which he took one, and the other vial containing the prednisone five-milligram tablets, his cortisone, of which he took two. Meanwhile M at the stove spooned out the whole-grain porridge she had cooked this morning. . . .


III





A faint light came through the mosquito netting at the entrance of the tent, and lifting his head, Ira saw someone light a lantern on the back porch of the farmhouse. They had been given their supper there. Probably the help ate there; it seemed to have become a satellite to the hotel. And now light gleamed on the eyeglasses of the figure bearing the lantern down the porch steps—and toward them. . . . It was Uncle Louis. Ira felt a resumption of affection, a renewal of boyhood gratitude. Uncle Louis had considerately taken a little spare time to come over and talk to them. Away from the hotel and his cares, perhaps he would indulge in a round of friendly conversation, display a token of his former heartening sympathy that had so endeared him to his nephew in years gone by. Now perhaps Larry could see for himself that Ira’s praise of his uncle was at least partly justified.


“My uncle is coming over.” Ira sat up, swiveled about on the cot, then stood up . . . waited until the approaching figure was within earshot.




“Uncle Louis. Gee, I’m glad to see you, Uncle. Come in away from the bugs.” Ira held open the mosquito netting. “Come in and sit down.”


“No. I didn’t come to talk.”


“No?” Ira was at a loss. “I’m sorry, Uncle. I thought maybe you would.” His regret was intermingled with appeal. “I was telling my friend here, on the way”—he indicated Larry, who had lifted his head and soberly regarded Uncle Louis—“how much you knew about socialism, how much you influenced me in wanting to be a Socialist.”


Uncle Louis was never other than lean, but now he looked gaunt. As he hung his lantern on a second hook on the tent pole, the cords of his skinny neck crossed above the open collar of his striped shirt. The second lantern’s light seemed to dredge creases in his careworn, leathery features. Uncle Louis shook his head.


“I can see you’re tired, Uncle,” Ira said forgivingly.


Curtly, his eyes behind rimless eyeglasses glinting disapproval, Uncle Louis turned away from the lantern. Gone was all indulgence, the gentleness that had disabused Ira when at fourteen he announced he wanted to go to West Point, and Uncle Louis said, “They don’t like Jews in West Point,” a different voice, but the same person, now said: “It’s a waste of time.”


“What is? You mean socialism, Uncle?”


“Yes, socialism. Don’t waste your time on it.”


Ira was too confounded to say anything more, to do anything more than gaze. Uncle Louis’s disillusion, like the light of the lantern he had hung upon the center pole, drove away everything of an entirely different personal nature that had instilled the semidark with a different strain and crisis only a minute ago.


“It’s nothing. It’s worse than nothing.” Uncle Louis scarcely raised his voice, as if the subject had long ago become a matter of indifference to him, had died. “It didn’t turn out to be anything like we thought. No idealism, no principles, no brotherhood. What is there in Russia? Socialism? They murder Socialists. The Communists are greater tyrants than the czar ever was. They oppress the common people more than ever, the honest, hardworking farmers. What kind of socialism is that? Freedom, we thought, freedom. They tell you what to do, where to go, what you should think. Nobody is safe. You



can’t open your mouth, you can’t disagree. The bureaucrats’ll take your head off. It’s total subjection. You know what subjection is?”


“Of course, Uncle.” Ira could hear the plaintiveness in his own reply.


“That’s what they have in Russia. It’s subjection, it’s not socialism. And Jews? Ah! Jhit is on every Russian’s lips. The same as it was before. Worse than it was before. Stalin is a murderer, he’ll be worse than anyone thinks. You talk about anti-Semites. He’s an anti-Semite of anti-Semites. Every Jew is trying to slip out of Russia, even Socialist Jews. Lenin’s friends Stalin sends to the firing squads. A murderer. And this is what we waited and prayed for, the Socialist revolution. What a Socialist revolution.” Uncle Louis stood in gaunt immobility a few seconds, hopeless. “Noo.” He dismissed the subject with a wave of the yellow slip of paper in his long bony hand. “Take my advice, don’t waste your time on it. You’ll only be disappointed in the end.”


“You really think so, Uncle?”


“I guarantee it. It’s only a question of time.”


So once again, Uncle Louis quenched the illusion he had kindled within his nephew’s mind. Only now that Ira was older, and able, at least fleetingly, to perceive motives that he had scarcely been responsive to before, hardly ever taken the pains to probe, he wondered whether the things Uncle Louis was saying in disparagement of socialism and the Soviet Union were true. Or whether it was because he now owned a summer hotel, or had just naturally become disenchanted because he was growing old, or both. How strange that so much could happen within the space of time in which less than a decade of disillusion was compressed. Compressed into a small bail, yeah, bale: Ira felt that Uncle Louis’s withdrawal from the ranks of idealism meant his withdrawal from life. He had given up, and it was now Ira’s task to carry forward the bold ideas his uncle had abandoned. It seemed almost inevitable that he would have to be that youth who bore a new banner when shades of night were falling fast. That was how it always went: that stupid “Excelsior” of Longfellow that anybody with the least modern attitudes, with the least taste, just plain gagged at for its sappy sentiment. “Excelsior.” No wonder the kids snickered: wood shavings. You packed shipments with it. But it was more than the ideals of onward and upward, justice to the downtrodden



—and tolerance of Jews—that had moved Ira toward socialism, that made him so ready to absorb Uncle Louis’s fervor, and transform it into something personal, into an answer to a deep need—with scarcely the ability to put the need into words. It was what he felt he had become, was ever more becoming, a thing he despised. Socialism addressed his self-contempt; socialism fluoresced against the pall over him. He could never be Larry sitting there, almost immobilized with indecision, in love, in love with a mature, cultivated woman, Larry harrowed by conflicts between decent, coherent choices. But maybe he, Ira, could stop being himself, through socialism. Within the space of a minute, the unexpected became the preordained. He would have to pick up where his uncle left off. Without benefit of words, inner colloquy signaled assent and difference like patches of color.


‘Thanks for the lantern, Uncle,” Ira said. It wasn’t surprising that his uncle’s visit would mean so much to him, and so little to Larry, still sitting motionless on the cot, his incurious gaze directed upward at Uncle Louis. “Don’t you want to sit down even for a minute, Uncle?” Ira motioned to his cot. “Funny, I was sure you brought the lantern to talk.”


“No, no. I just came for a minute.” Uncle Louis warded off the invitation with curt flap of the yellow slip in his hand. He bent toward Larry on his cot. “Are you Larry Gordon?”


Through all sorts of turbid perspectives, as through a spectral shimmer and shadow, the yellow slip in Uncle Louis’s bony, veined hand materialized into the slick surface of a Western Union telegram envelope.


“Yes, I am.” Larry’s apathy gave way to attentiveness, his bent posture straightened in concern. “Is that for me, Mr. Sanger?”


“Here you are.” Uncle Louis tendered the yellow envelope. “I knew we didn’t have any guests by that name.”


“Thanks. This can’t be—” Larry stood up. “I lost my father the same way. A telegram.” His voice and hands trembled. Every bit of light in the tent seemed to focus on him as he tore open the thin yellow envelope, scanned—


“Ohh!” He threw his head back in prolonged cry. He slapped hands and yellow paper together. His features were transfigured, his



countenance beatified, his impassioned gladness cast new light in the tent itself. “She’s back!” he cried. “Edith is back! Edith is back! She’s back in New York! Oh, thanks, thanks, Mr. Sanger! Sorry I’m so excited. I couldn’t get better news than this! It’s wonderful!” His words tumbled out in rapturous disorder. “Oh, great! Oh, marvelous!”


Ira grinned in embarrassment at his friend’s ecstasy, in embarrassment looked from Larry to Uncle Louis in the hope he would understand, make allowances. He and Larry were about the same height, standing close together in lantern light under the ridge of the sloping canvas walls, their faces level, the one young, handsome, exalted with joy, the other drained, wasted, creased.


“I see you’ve got some good news,” Uncle Louis, unbeguiled, wearily sanctioned.


“Oh, have I, Mr. Sanger. I don’t think I’ll get news as good as this if I live to be a hundred years old! I can’t tell you how happy I am. I mean—” Larry’s head tossed shadows on the tent walls. “It’s just impossible. It’s fantastic, it’s so good.”


“I’m glad for you. Glad you got it. The Western Union boy left it at the desk. I just barely happened to think it might be you.” Uncle Louis stretched a lank arm for the lantern. “You won’t need this. It only draws more mosquitoes.”


“Mr. Sanger, I wonder if—if I dare—please—beg a favor of you—on top of all your kindness,” Larry entreated. “May I make a long-distance call? Collect, of course. May I use the phone? Would you mind? Right now? To New York.” Winning, breathless, Larry importuned.


“No reason you can’t. Go ahead. You can use the phone in the kitchen.” Uncle Louis brought the lantern down, beckoned with it. “Just follow me. It’s the same way you came.” Dour and exhausted, his suppressed groan trailed after him. “Be sure to tell the operator to reverse charges.”


“Oh, certainly. I know. I know. Certainly, Mr. Sanger! Thanks.” Larry quickly made shift to hold the mosquito netting open to follow his guide. He turned to Ira as Uncle Louis moved away from the tent. “Coming?”


“No. I’ll stay here.” Ira remained standing—and called, “Good night, Uncle. Goodbye.”




“Goodbye, goodbye,” came from the laconic voice in the dark above the departing lantern. “Give my regards to your father and mother.”


Larry paused, beckoned for Ira to follow, his pale hand fervent in obscurity.


Ira signaled him to go on.


IV





And leaves the world to darkness and to me, Ira thought as he sat waiting, glum, confused, perturbed—“Anh,” he heard himself flout himself. Too much, too conflicting, too contradictory. And boy! Agitated, yeah. Amid Larry’s hopes, problems, hopes, elations, and joy! Contrasting with Uncle Louis’s weary disenchantment, as if his main concern was to survive amid the ruin of his hopes and ideals. Jesus, pathetic, what a sight! And he, Ira? Seeing both, seeing both together, in his own goofy way, through his own twisted cravings, and nearly giving way, betraying himself to Larry. “Anh.” Go there, go back to the kitchen with him, listen to his rapturous outpouring? Sure as hell he was calling Edith. Love, dove, love, shove. My darling, darling, and all the hotel help there too maybe, listening, while Ira tried not to shrink. And Uncle Louis there also. Jesus, wasted away, wasn’t he? Like his ideals of socialism. And strict, exacting, patronizing Aunt Sarah, making sure the call was collect. . . . So Edith was back. Yeah, tender words, sighs, endearments, verbal caresses—by Larry, gushing with rapture. And himself bystander, lamely attending, for everybody to see, hanger-on. But what the hell was that about premature orgasm? Ira had to tear it off in a hurry because, because, Christ, anybody knew why. Larry had all the time in the world. Jesus, life was full of jokes. Contrarieties. How much he had once wanted Uncle Louis for a father. Once wanted him to lay Mom. Lyupka. Sarah should know. Uncle Louis should know he made his nephew dream a stiff peg against Mom’s rump, and she laughed. Pop should



know. All that socialism was a waste of time, said Uncle Louis. Oh, nuts.


Edith had called up Larry’s home first, Larry informed him when he returned to the tent. She had been told where he was, where he probably was—by Larry’s sister, after some hesitation. And so the telegram. . . delivered to the tent in the dark, and by lantern light. . . by lank and changed and spent Uncle Louis . . . delivered to Larry brooding on his cot, brooding about his predicament.


 


Ira had never asked him, in the years afterward, during the decades that went by, Do you remember that time? Has anything happened to you more exciting than that? He had never asked. Strange that he hadn’t—well, not so strange. That was his own, imperfect, egotistical nature—or, to give him the benefit of a little charity, his tactfulness, sensitivity: why drag that up, the illusions, the infatuations, the hopeless emotional entanglements of youth? What could you say to Larry about an eventual loss, an eventual defeat—at your hands? Wasn’t that a thrill, Larry? Something banal as that. Boy, wasn’t that something? The tent, the dark, the dirt floor, the mosquitoes—real New Jersey mosquitoes in New York you could throw a saddle over. And Uncle Louis coming in with the lantern and the telegram. Maybe you could, after many, many years, hark back, when it hardly mattered any longer, muse on it, share it, add a jot to the patter. . . No. For obvious reasons.


Sit with hand in pocket awhile, head hanging. It was the summer of 1925, again. And the mind stands still or seems to, but of course it doesn’t. Silly business, the whole thing, like existence itself. That he, Ira, to reiterate, should be with a well-bred, tenderly reared youth like Larry, should have had designs on the guy already, wavered, shaken off loyalty in the nick of time, compulsively determined to make of him, his friend, a vehicle for a future with only the vaguest definition, haziest outline. How do you do it? It wasn’t done consciously, that was the odd part of it; it was done by an act of involuntary imagination. Nobody else could have been that crazy. . . . How the hell did you ever dream you could do it? Well, he had told himself before how he had done it, a dozen times, or tried to. Think of that dreary cold-water flat on 119th Street, think of Larry’s comfortable,



well-furnished, roomy apartment in the Bronx, an apartment occupying the entire floor, and Larry with a room of his own. Oh, fare thee well, friend, friend and stepping-stone. Larry accused Ira of using him just for that—much later, when recriminations were in order—Larry told Ira what he was. And he was right. But what the hell can you do? Nada. The guy had to make life fit fiction.


So, as a consequence of all these circumstances, coincidences, connivings, conscious and unconscious, he, Ira, managed to write a novel that eventually won wide acclaim. Whether the acclaim was merited or not, it would take a few more generations to decide, just as it would take a few more generations for a firm appraisal of Joyce to be made: whether Joyce deserved to be ranked with a Milton or a Shakespeare, deserved to be enshrined among the supreme in literature. Even if the acclaim for his own novel remained firm, say as firm as the deserved esteem accorded to an Oliver Goldsmith, or somebody a lot less worthy, a Jack London, a Nathanael West, a Mike Gold, maybe Lowry, Wright, Ellison, Abe Cahn, the question Ira directed at himself was: was the achievement worth it in terms of the personal suffering, and the suffering of others, Larry’s, Edith’s? Was the achievement worth it at the expense of the man too? His integrity, his character? Foolish question, futile question, it would seem at first cry. And yet the whole thing involved a moral element that could not be denied or rejected. Who could say that the impaired moral element, the moral canker inherent in the achievement, did not exercise a subtle retaliation when again he came to assay the next stage of the creative process, this second novel—whether it was not that same moral canker, metastasizing within him, that disabled him? The thought had come to him in the midst of what seemed an easy disposal of the question. That was the way it happened, the way it went was already on the monitor, when the new insight intervened—succeeded by the words Foolish question, futile question. And yet, was it? Deterioration of character was the price of a serious moral flaw, deterioration of character or of identity, and when the next stage came, when both character and unified identity were required, mature and sound, he was found woefully wanting. Over just such moral questions, Ira surmised, did old man Ezra Pound rue the day he ever set pen to paper. And what did he think of Joyce afterward, of Finnegans Wake? Something about writing a gospel? Or Scripture? Was that it? Something disapproving.


Well, of what use were these lucubrations, even if true? And what of



value could he, Ira, any more than Pound, transmit to his fellow humans, to posterity, what glimmer of enlightenment could he impart, that would help others avoid the pitfalls he had been prone to, help others, in a substantial way, to live lives more befitting human beings, with dignity, with decency, with a sense of probity—and some sense of fulfillment? Probably not much more than any preacher. Salvation, such as it was, moral improvement, character change for the better, very rarely derived from homily or from sermon. And for each one improved, changed for the better, social conditions, the environment, probably bred a hundred in need of redemption—or rehabilitation. The great changes, the mass changes for the better, required mass action, the concerted activity of the mass in converting the society to one more favorable to the promotion of decency, their decency; and that meant, in the first place, improvement in the material conditions of life, the quality of life, and in the second place, tangible incentives to improve their lot, convictions that would translate into action. And much more. One thing was a fairly safe bet: anybody, damn near, could behave virtuously in his dotage without too much difficulty.


 


It was predawn dark when Ira was awakened—by Larry insistently calling him from across the tent. Larry was already sitting on his cot, lacing up his shoes. Predawn darkness for the predent. Jesus, what a time to get up. Ira groaned in protest, yawned long and uncouthly, clawed at mosquito bites, hissed and swore, sat up, and dug his feet into his shoes.


“How the hell’d you wake up?”


“I’ve been lying here awake for I don’t know how long. I wanted to make sure it was near morning.”


Predawn. There it was, faintly marbling the sky on the other side of the netting. Neither knew the time. Cool, bleary, Ira got up from the cot, slipped around the tent, urinated against the nocturnal damp, huffed, puffed, broke wind, rejoined Larry in the tent. Larry had his jacket on, ready to go. Lights were on in the kitchen windows of the farmhouse. Uncle Louis was probably up. Maybe if they went in to bid goodbye, they could get a cup of coffee. But Larry urged they skip it, skip the coffee, and get out on the highway to New York.



The earliest hours offered the best chances of getting a lift, he reminded Ira, who agreed, but reminded him in turn they only had a short way to go: they were close to the city, about forty or fifty miles. What was the sense—he tried making his grumpiness sound amusing—of hitchhiking by starlight. “We’ll need the Big Dipper to know which way.”


Larry’s urging prevailed. Striding along the narrow ribbon of pavement to the main highway was invigorating—and reviving. Dawn pried the night open, like an entering wedge, making room for sunrise. They reached the three-lane concrete Route 1, and both tramping New Yorkward, Larry wheeled and thumbed, aggressively wheeled and thumbed.


Soon, the countryside took on form and green, and houses along the road variety and shape; the concrete road began to glare. Larry thumbed for rides, back-walking tirelessly toward destination, exuberantly imploring the motorists. Within a half hour after sunrise, a truck slowed down, stopped on the shoulder of the road. The two sped after it for dear life. The driver was a Jewish poultry-and-egg farmer, Manhattan-bound with crates of eggs for the wholesale market. In a glorious moment, full of breathless laughter and exclamations of gratitude, they boarded the vehicle, slid into place beside the ruddy, middle-aged, thickset man at the wheel.


Identities were confirmed. Larry entertained their benefactor at once with his enthusiasm, his large gestures, and his non-Jewish appearance and Jewish charisma—and with snatches of song and story, recent acquisitions from his weeks as singing waiter at Copake. The harassing dilemmas of last night quickly disappeared. Buoyancy and self-confidence were restored. He was Larry again, receptive and congenial, as if both indecision and mourning were a thing of the past. Those few hours in the tent between the arrival of the telegram and the first light of dawn must have been spent coming to some kind of resolution. Although he said nothing about it to Ira, it was evident he still found the resolution valid, even exhilarating, in the full light of day. His alacrity this morning, the springiness of his step as they hurried to reach the main highway, his cheeriness, assurance, all seemed to indicate that a crisis within himself had passed, and a happy faith in himself had taken the place of misgiving.




Ira wondered, as the truck bowled along, with new tires alternately whining and thumping, in transit from concrete slab to slab, like a train over the gaps in rails, whether the intense discussion he and Larry had had last night had determined anything in his decisions, whether Ira’s own compulsive self-serving—was it the creating of reality, or was it self-creating?—had misled his friend. At the moment he hoped not; it weighed on his conscience. Let Larry determine his own future. It already sounded to Ira as if, from his point of view, Larry had decided to do exactly the thing Ira could secretly exult about: Larry had decided to do the wrong thing—for Larry, for his hopes as a writer, for that future that imperceptibly (to Larry) the two had begun to vie with each other.


Oh, it was crazy, it was crazy. But there it was. What was his gaiety and gladness all about? Just because he would soon see Edith, be with her? Certainly. But Larry himself had said that Edith wanted him to stay home, live at home, get his degree, and he was acting in accordance with her advice. And yet at the same time, last night he had said that it was up to him to lead the way, lead the way by doing the opposite of what she advised, convince her by an act of the depth of his sincerity, take the crucial step, the drastic step, even if it wasn’t the wisest one, that marriage to him would be feasible, that he was ready to break all other ties to marry Edith. His behavior didn’t seem to indicate that kind of indomitable resolution—if intuition had anything to say about it. Larry had somehow reconciled his love for Edith with his affection for family, with his ties to his family. At least in his own mind, and he was happy with his compromise. Again, dumb hunch prevailed: Larry could avoid disruption and pain and strife that way—postpone it. Well. . .


Thoughts unreeled against the passing countryside, trailed past buses and meadows, slipped over houses, floated against the clouds beyond the trees at the margins of hayfields.


As if he were eavesdropping, Ira remained silent, trying to assess the implications of his friend’s merriment—and the implications they would have for himself—for potentialities, the advantages. Meanwhile, Larry entertained the Jewish poultryman. And he—Asher was his name—never lost his smile of contentment. He



beamed as he drove. Even as they approached the city, and traffic began to hem them in, he steered through it with a smile, with the look of a man getting the better of a bargain, the bargain of Larry’s anecdotes, Larry’s mirthful borscht-circuit tidbits, acted out with infectious enthusiasm, with all the vigor of a seasoned showman. If the resolution of last night’s conflict with himself had liberated Larry from dilemma, his release showed itself in something Ira had only seen traces of before, never seen exhibited with such verve and aplomb as Larry demonstrated, seated beside the beguiled poultryman in the cab of the rolling truck: it was Larry as the performer, Larry enjoying his role as performer.


 


They entered the city, reached the last station on the elevated subway line. When the two offered to alight, Asher told them to sit still, and then he generously drove them all the way through the Bronx. At length he drew up to the curb under the platform of the station after which he would have to branch off from the subway line, stopped, extended his hand, invited them to drop in at his farm not far from Spring Valley. “Asher’s Shady Brook, everybody knows it. You wanna see good farmerettes, like they called them when the war was on? My four girls. And they’re all pictures too.”


Assuring him they would try to avail themselves of his hospitality, the two set off, with much laughter. Ira, too, felt himself suddenly possessed by a vivacity he could scarcely recognize, that didn’t belong to him. And indeed, there was something inebriate about it all, blithe, the spell of Larry’s release. No, he was all wrong—Ira felt a fleeting giddiness, as though he were displaced from himself. This was the way to be. Stop scheming, stop calculating, furtively nourishing fancies he ought never spawn. Larry’s choice was the right one. Who the hell was he to think he had any part in the matter, could conceivably benefit one way or the other, no matter what Larry decided? Who the hell was he? Nobody. He was a shlemiel So get back to being one.


They dashed up the stairs at the rumble of an approaching train, jabbed coins in the slot of the turnstile, and charged into the train,



cheating the closing doors . . . panted, grinned in private frolic, hung on to straps and stood, although there were empty seats interspersed among sitting passengers.


After a two-station ride, they separated; Larry got off the train. “Call me in a couple of days. Call up. Day after tomorrow! I’ll be home.” Moving along the platform, Larry shouted through the partly open window, loud enough for the whole car to hear, and Ira, secure in his induced excitement, felt no embarrassment, but shouted in return:


“Right!”


The train went on, it left Larry behind, but for a second, the window through which Ira last saw him seemed to trail after it the lover’s face, blissful, radiant with happiness and anticipation.


What a splendid, exciting span of time, of existence, so heady, so vicarious, spent in another’s enamored, ardent state, vicarious and ephemeral. It had been great. Like the difference between a completed drawbridge and a single cantilever, open, himself yeah, what he was. . . . Let’s see. He could sketch a little strategy while he rode, serve up a pretty little core within the racket the train made traveling, traveling over the rails downtown. Do a little planning on the banging din, Gunga Din, let’s see, as he swayed, train-davening toward the 96th Street and Broadway exchange that would take him back uptown to Lenox Avenue and Harlem. Then let’s see how lucky he was: if he was lucky, no explanations were needed. Catch Stella in a favorable moment, home now from a month at the beach. Easy as pie. Oh, maybe bestow on her, and Mamie, and Hannah, if they were home, a few bits about his trip with Larry, like sprinkles on a cake, to improve the tedium of temporizing while he waited his chance. Oh, he was cunning, he congratulated himself, versatile and devious. In that department, nobody could beat him; he knew the most ingenious moves. But if he wasn’t lucky, if he wasn’t lucky. It happened often—he suppressed a shrug—if he wasn’t lucky, then tough luck, tough luck. He couldn’t fall back on Minnie on Sunday mornings any longer. Jesus, that goy with the car, he got his licks in these days on Saturday night, after work. He laid her first, humped her in the back of the car, sure as hell. Dished him out of his whack on Sunday



morning, the way the Irish kids said, dished him out of his turn at bat. It was over. She spurned him, that was all. He’d be wheedling; they’d be arguing, till Mom got back from shopping. Stella was his only bet.


He cast his gaze down from knees across the aisle to shoes on the cement subway floor. He reduced exposure of prurient maunderings that way, with his head down, as if examining trampled tabloid headlines beneath his own feet: SCOPES TRIAL BATTLE LOST BUT NOT WAR: DARROW; FRANCE DEMANDS DEMILITARIZED RHINELAND. Only trouble was, it made him drowsy when he tried to read the smaller type. And drowsy he might well be, after last night’s wakeful excitement, Larry sputtering away, like a fuse, wasn’t he? And e-e-e, the whine of mosquitoes, and then suddenly, boom, the telegram: looky, looky, looky, here comes nooky. And Uncle Louis, what a pathetic wreck, what a difference between him and the lean sinewy guy in prestigious postman’s blue who tried to lay Mom—only about seven or eight years ago. She should have let him.


What the hell are you gonna do? Suddenly surly with himself, he rebuffed his internal thoughts, his self-esteem, with its hated sneer. Who the hell was he to tell him? Did he get a fancy, dainty Ph.D. to lay, like Larry? No. So quit yapping, goddamn you. Get a job after school, spend two bucks for a lay, like other guys. Yeah—his demurral dripped with skepticism: lazy bastard. Broke. Get a dose maybe. Excuses: he was shy, he was timid. Hell, why could Larry go to a nice, clean, white apartment in a house on St. Mark’s Place, with that pretty view outside the window in the late, late afternoon, when all four came back from that excursion up the Hudson River to Bear Mountain? And back of the house, what a pretty yard down below, the sculpture on the lawn, the trees, the shrubs. Like a landscape framed in the window. All the time in the world to enjoy each other, stroke each other smooth, and shmooze and smooch and smooch and shmooze. Minnie wouldn’t even let him kiss her anymore, and Stella half the time exhaled onions, canned salmon and onions. And never a word to say, just cover-up gab. But with Larry and Edith, they mingled kisses with talk about Beauty, Beauty, Beauty, like Edna Millay, talking about Euclid alone. While he? Yeah. At Mamie’s, he knew all



too well, he would—with the dance band blaring—drive it into her with a front-room straddle of an evening by the Stromberg Carlson Superheterodyne radio.


They were passing the 110th Street station . . .just passed . . . 103rd next. Next 96th. And he, he got a couple o’ crumbs out of it, out of Larry’s romance. Like the khoomitz Pop used to brush up with a feather the morning before the first Passover night, crumbs of unleavened bread. Went into a wooden spoon. Tied up with a rag. And burned in the street—Ira snorted silently, sourly, joke. Who bothered today? You could really make it funny on 119th Street: hey Mickey, hey Feeney, hey Maloney, you know what this is? It’s khoomitz, a few dry bread crumbs. So they’ll say, Yeah? Waddaye do wit’ it? And you’ll say, Burn it in the street. And they’ll say, Go ahead, we’ll piss on it. You Jews are nuts. . . .


103rd Street. Passover. Pesach. Matzohs. When Moses led the Hebrews out of bondage. When the landlord, the Irisher, did Mom a favor and painted the kitchen. And painted the toilet, and painted the big tin bathtub in its wooden casket of matchboards, cheap green house paint that stuck to your ass in hot water. But, boy, was the bathtub big. . . .


96th Street was next, he’d better stand up. . . .


So big you could float in it. Passover, 1918, when he was twelve. When the World War was still on. Talk about bondage. Boy, he could yell, Nates, nates, nates! He knew the fancy name, as he did so many others. Natey, nickname for a Jewboy. But to be understood, he’d have to yell like a wop. Boy, was it smooth and slick: levitation, levitation, right out of the tepid water. And that was before Passover. Moses—or was it God?—parted the Red Sea with a titanic—nah, cosmic command. How the hell could one little Israelite guy with one little staff split a whole sea asunder, cause such a cataclysm?


Ah, the hell with it. Here came 96th. Try your luck, you never lose. The train slowed, stopped. He eyed the gray rubber pads between doors, waiting for them to part . . . smirked. Anh. Maybe Larry was at this minute just getting ready to go to Edith’s.


Nonetheless, Ira wasn’t lucky at all. Having gone home first, he didn’t try Mamie’s right away, and when he did, Stella was out. So Minnie was at home. She had, she said, stopped “dating” her gentile



boyfriend, the gentile “buyer” of the firm in which both worked, Rodney, “the goy with the car,” as Ira jibed. He wanted to come to the house, her last week at the job, and why not? He liked her a lot. He wanted to meet her parents. His folks lived in Schenectady, otherwise he’d already have taken her to meet them. He was serious about her. He wanted to go steady with her; she was nice, he said, she was sharp and shrewd, and feisty too. But mostly, she was faithful. He was sure of it. She was the kind of woman he wanted for a wife; she would never two-time him. And how was he going to meet her other than in her home, if he was serious about her? On a street corner? That wasn’t right. He had a good job, and Minnie had one year more to go in high school. She could say yes or no to an engagement, right then and there. He was sure she would say yes; they hit it off so well together. After they were married, and had a place of their own, she could go right on to Hunter as she planned. That was okay with him if she wanted to teach for a few years.


“Oh, no, listen,” Minnie confided to Ira, informing him of developments, “I could never marry him, he’s a goy. I’m breaking it off. I shouldn’t have started in the first place.”


And to leave no doubt about her intentions, she announced that she would be home for supper this Saturday. “And don’t ask why. Never mind. I’m going back to Julia Richmond. I don’t need him. I want to be a schoolteacher.”


“Ah!” Mom said resignedly. “Noo, I won’t ask.”


“We never even saw him once.” Pop’s mien bespoke his sympathy.


Minnie prefaced rejoinder with a flap of her hand. “Who wants him to see this place?”


“Well, let’s move, let’s go in search of new rooms.” Pop was generous where Minnie was concerned.


“Let’s move to the Bronx,” Mom suggested. “There are fine rooms in the Bronx, and it’s becoming very Yiddish—more and more.” She began to enumerate neighbors and acquaintances who had recently moved there. “And kosher butchers, and live fish stores, for Friday. And delicatessens and bakeries too. You’ll show me two or three times how I should travel to Mamie to see Zaida. Then I’ll be able to go there alone.”


“Never mind moving to the Bronx! I told you. After I’m finished



with Richmond, then I’ll talk about steady boyfriends. At least I’ll have a high school diploma. Right now I don’t want to talk about it anymore. So do me a favor.”


Ira knew why, and gloated. She had to ditch her goyish goldfish. If she brought him to the house—not that Mom would mind. Maybe not even Pop. But oy, oy, oy, Zaida, the relatives—oy, yoy, a goy! She was a good kid, though, Minnie, to give him up, chase him off. Jesus, he wouldn’t have, if he liked him—or her, Ira bridled at the idea—to hell with Zaida and everybody else. But she liked the guy—a lot. Rod looked as if he were going to cry when she told him she wouldn’t go out with him on Saturday-night dates anymore. Minnie sniffed in the telling, and before she was done, she also shed an honest tear or two. And how Ira sympathized with her, in true crocodile fashion, with “Ah, tsk, tsk, tsk,” and “Gee, I’m so sorry, he sounds like such a nice guy,” and he stroked her bare arm in her nightgown. “You’ll find somebody else, Minnie, somebody Jewish. Don’t worry. You’re a real grown-up, and good-looking. Sure, if he thought you were smart, and if he thought you were good-looking, what’re you worrying about?”


“Mostly I thought, if you wanna know the truth—maybe he would shmott—you know he’s circumcised? They did it in the hospital.”


“Yeah.”


“But I gotta get that Hunter diploma. I can’t take any chances. If we got married. Something came up. I got pregnant. Or—” Minnie nervously pushed back a lock of auburn hair from before mobile features creased in frown. “Something else comes up. I already heard about trouble with mothers-in-law. She’s gentile, I’m not. If I had a baby, the baby would have to be Jewish. Suppose he didn’t want to, or she didn’t. I better end it while there’s a chance. I’m going back to get my high school diploma.”


“That’s smart,” Ira commended, with the approving pat of an older brother on her bare shoulder. “Lucky too, because it’s a natural break.”


“You know, I was really beginning to love him.”


“Tsk, tsk.” Ira sedulously wrung each precious minute of Mom’s absence. “You poor kid.”




Tears welled up in her eyes. “My dear brother. I got nobody else.”


“Oh, you will have. You’ll see. Right now you got Julia Richmond High School to keep your mind off him.” God, why was he built that way; why did he have to know he was built that way? Conscious of a dual conscience: like Mercury’s caduceus in the doctor’s office, medical caduceus, with the two snakes twining up the single staff, twin sine curves intersecting at nodes: sin curves abbreviated in trig, sin curve was right, in frig . . .


He felt sorry for her, at these moments, he really did. He could let her grieve, be a brother, a real mensh of a brother, for once.


V





He could summon up the tableau at will, many years later: Edith standing in the open door of the weather-stained day coach of the railroad train. In a light sage summer dress, figured with pale vines, petite, olive-skinned, she stood framed within the gunmetal sides of the railroad car that appeared to have slid apart to make room for the slight figure between. It was Edith Welles herself, her large, heavy-lidded brown eyes searching, seeking for a familiar face among the few people awaiting the train. The station had no platform, only stout planks between tracks. And while the gold-spectacled conductor in his blue uniform, with his immemorial brass plate on his visored cap, and his heavy gold chain across his vest, stooped paternally to set the snub pair of wooden steps to supplement the iron ones on the train, she continued to survey the scene before her. Her chin was tilted, which gave her whole mien an aspect of defiance, proud defiance and determination. And yet, about the large brown eyes, and the brow under its black cloche, something contrary hovered, something akin to doubt, to concern. Within a bland, September-sunlit doorway of a day coach, a small figure, her countenance self-denigrative,



but still brave, she peered into the light drenching the primitive station that was Woodstock.


At the hail of her joyful young lover, she smiled, tenderly, ruefully, resignedly, as if accepting her foolhardiness and folly, as if claiming her prerogative of enjoyment at her own deliberate act of imprudence. Pleased and unbeguiled, she descended the iron steps of the day coach to the wooden ones below, steadied in descent by the conductor, who solicitously relieved her of the suitcase she was carrying—in the one hand—and set it down on the planks below, while she held on to her black portable typewriter case in the other. And in the dusty train windows, faces of passengers, contemplative and discreet witnesses of a glowing reunion of a handsome youth bounding with a cry of unrestrained rapture to greet the new arrival, a woman of indeterminate age, not girlish, though girlish in figure, girlishly diverted by the brimming ardor of the youth who took her portable typewriter, her suitcase, and guided her to the single taxi already engaged and waiting. . . .


Eyed by the departing passengers in the train windows, the two would be left behind forever, it seemed to Ira, who trailed, conscious of his inveterate, twofold role of being part spectacle, part spectator—the two would be left behind in unresolved attitude, while the passengers themselves would be borne away to their obscure destinations.


A wave of the conductor’s arm. He stepped aboard the train, in his hand the stumpy auxiliary stairs. To the accompaniment of gleaming wheel and chuffing locomotive, the mystery of arrival and departure was accomplished.


The three got into the taxi. Not venturing to embrace, Larry and Edith sat hand in hand, gazing at each other. What transport of love Larry exuded, while Edith, indulgent recipient, patted his large hand with her tiny free one. And Ira, conscious of self as always, slum youth from a shabby tenement in East Harlem, privileged to assist at this wondrous, romantic encounter: so beautiful, beautiful, yes—and beyond him, as someone in limbo, or on the other side of a diaphanous, intangible partition of blissful, acceptable amorousness, of love, love, the state he was barred from. He had forfeited empathy, or ruined it. Yes, once again, who would understand? He had ruined



it by knowing the end before knowing the beginning: knowing the shattering consummations, but torn out of the context of tenderness, the sanctity of tenderness and affection he witnessed here—that was it. By craving, or cravenness, stealth, or collusion, coupling having once united him with Minnie, now Stella, only to bar him from all else that love meant. “Don’t kiss me,” his sister had said. And Stella, except that once, who wanted to kiss her? Watching you come in her astride, her shallow, wide-open blue eyes glazing in orgasm. So where was love? Love, shmuv, shove.


They had come there to spend the two weeks just before college opened, to tryst in the mellow old stone cottage on the outskirts of the town of Woodstock. Enchanting to Ira, unbelievable the freedom within unity, of its random, stony façade that seemed to draw its enduring strength from the rambling white veins of lacy mortar that bound rock to haphazard rock. The house gave him a sense of nestling in continual shade, whether of vines clinging to the walls, or the large trees overshadowing the front lawn, or the sunken front entrance in a corner, a sense of shade—and seclusion. Even the mowed backyard, a retreat rather than a yard, though open to the sky, was walled about with a high and stately, yet rustic wall. Green lawn, late flowers, flagstones embedded in turf, shaded by hemlocks above. Natural beauty everywhere floated on the surface of sensation—anchored unseen below by sights and scenes of East Harlem.


The house had been made available to them by John Vernon, Edith’s colleague in the English department. “My fairy godfather,” Larry quipped. Not that John owned the place. It belonged to his sister, who planned to join her husband, a corporation executive, at present in Scotland. With great aplomb, with worldly urbanity, Larry met the very finical, well-nigh askance scrutiny of the proper mistress of the estate, and won her over with a convincing display of responsibility, maturity, and appreciation of the antique charm of the appointments and decor. They conferred about kitchenware and facilities, the care of the grounds, the gardener, who would come in at least once during their stay, and his wife, who was the cleaning woman. Debonair, yet deferential, Larry listened with close attention to all the lady’s instructions. In the end, obviously satisfied the place would be well cared for, she named, as she said, a nominal sum, little



more than would cover the utilities. Larry made out a check, a blank check, which Edith had already signed, and handed it over to the lady—who, after a glance at it through her lorgnette, stood for the briefest interval, contemplating Larry. Never had he looked so expressive, handsome, and worldly-wise. . . . All this while, to one side, scarcely taken note of, stood Ira, like a mute in a play, hat in hand, hearkening intently, feeling his face flicker with the wonderment within, but too bewildered with novelty to grasp more than the merest snatches of what went on.


They were alone that night, Ira and Larry, after Larry telephoned Edith to confirm that he had successfully obtained occupancy, and the place was beautiful. She called him the next morning to tell him what train she was taking, and when it would arrive. It would reach Woodstock by late afternoon, and though Larry chafed with impatience, Ira secretly welcomed the interlude. It gave him time, time to orient himself, accustom himself to utterly new surroundings, isolate their elements, hedge them within memory. He was grateful for a chance to admire, humbly and slowly to appraise simple elegance, and to try and judge what made it elegant. Again and again he felt like shaking his head: he shouldn’t be there; he was learning too much, and hardly understanding what he learned, just feeling it. Yes, he wanted to learn. But he was too susceptible, impressionable, or something; he was being—he was being spoiled. That was funny. He didn’t really mean spoiled; he was being moved away, further away than ever before, from his customary round of existence, his established base, like being moved away from his center of gravity—and once moved, he couldn’t return. Elegance didn’t just grow, didn’t sprout out of having a lot of possessions, a lot of money, being wealthy, a pooritz, as Mom would say in Yiddish, a magnate. None of that by itself made for simple elegance. It went beyond that. How should he say it to himself? That’s what was spoiling him: taste. He could feel it right away—like that feeling he got inside the brownstone house into which he mistakenly delivered his first Park & Tilford steamer basket when he was twelve. He was vulnerable to it. It made his mouth water like something delectable: good taste. The rough gray flagstones before the sunken entrance to the cottage, the thick rich ivy draping the fieldstone walls. And the flowers and



shrubs, he didn’t know what, between cottage and road. The spruce tree sentinels before the house. And inside, in the big living room, the fireplace wrought out of boulders, under the mottled marble mantelpiece, and the brass andirons, so appealing, Hessians in Revolutionary-time uniforms, in tall, imposing hats. And on the wall, paintings of early Americans, in the colorful vests and knee breeches, against a background of light blue, and women in high white bonnets. You could really study them, portraits of once living people, maybe the owner’s own ancestors, in their wrought-gilt frames posing so tranquilly in the azure atmosphere of another age. And those opulent and plain wooden chests, and the sideboards with deep mirrors, and those spindly high-backed rocking chairs, and settees and divans with striped cloth. And that lustrous piano—and even the round, rotating piano stool with wood that was warm and dense and rich.


He went outdoors again, to the lawn in the backyard: leafy-covered walls surrounded it, walls conferring delicious privacy, communion with sky and cloud. On the grass stood filigreed iron garden furniture, so white, so heavy—how lovely to eat out there. So informal, so lovely and pleasant everything. Elegance. What else should you call it? And now all of a sudden, go back in your mind to East 119th Street, near Park Avenue and the Grand Central overpass, the stoop with the kids sitting on it above the cellarway, the dark hallway after the battered letter boxes, the dingy stairs, climb them, enter the scrubbed kitchen, clean and bleak, Jesus, and after it, through the railroad flat with the vile air shaft on the way. It wasn’t fair: Mom and Pop arguing about how much allowance was still coming to Mom for the week. Arguing about the relatives, about money, about who ought to pay for the new washline. Upbraidings and beratings, and Jesus Christ, his own machinations and designs, having devised secret snares for Minnie right in the house, while Pop and Mom argued, right there, around the kitchen table, figuring out enticing webs, disarming wiles. Like a crook casing a joint for the best entrance. Best entrance was right. Wasn’t that funny? Now that she had dismissed her Rod, her “goyish feller,” Minnie tried to steer clear of her brother, steer clear of Ira, suspicious of him still.


But, boy, was he a coaxer, when he wanted to be, what was the word? What a wheedler, wheedler, yeedler. Cajoler, cadger. Well, what



could you do? He wanted it, and having seen when he was eight that rusty pervert pull off, his scum dripping from the tree, he just fought it; he wasn’t going to do it. Nearly every time he did, he felt like cutting his prick off afterward, as if he’d sunk to something worse than he already was: like “Joe,” that pederast in a porkpie hat. Anh, kill yourself, you bastard. No. Better to assume his well-practiced fake negligence, say he would walk to Mamie’s, show his duty to Zaida, pay his respects to the old hypochondriac. Sure his grandson was a louse. But to whom wasn’t it fair? Were they doing him a favor? Right away his head turned into a mulligatawny, the word he read in a book, a farrago. Why couldn’t things be straightforward within his mind, the way they were within Larry’s mind, clean, unlittered, instead of always crisscrossed with shunts and with crazy Moebius detours, like those Dr. Sorel showed the math class? Why?


And he had to be careful, on guard. It was just at these times of baffling rumination that Edith would regard Ira with her large, solemn eyes, trying to fathom him, and he would hang his head slightly, and grin. Step up and call me crazy Moebius the Dopius, he should have said to her, and maybe made her laugh. But then she would have asked him to explain. And hoo-hoo, that crawling, infested mire he had inside him; his hideosities, he called it, admiring his triple portmanteau. Even to hint of it, even as close as he had come with Larry, was unthinkable. But what the hell, enough of that.


He tried to think, those two days while he and Larry were awaiting Edith—and after she arrived. He tried to think of matters outside himself—in this sumptuous house he was living in, in this all but bizarre situation. He tried to think, to conjecture, to grope toward motives: perhaps Edith was deliberately coming to test the feasibility of marrying her young swain, as he had continually implored her to do. Perhaps not. The idyll at Woodstock might be a defiant assertion of her right to a private life as a woman in a male-dominated world, as she so often emphasized. Defiant. But necessarily cautious, because it was a male-dominated world, and her livelihood, her position at the university, could be jeopardized. Her own and the welfare of those dependent on her, her mother, father, sister, all of whom she was supporting in part, the younger brother she was helping through college;



their welfare was in jeopardy, if her highly unconventional behavior was discovered—highly unconventional at best, turpitude at worst.


Foggy as Ira felt himself to be about all kinds of sophisticated matters like these, he couldn’t escape awareness of how dangerous this adventure was for Edith, altogether different from his sordid ones, but just as clandestine. So alike in that respect, it made him all the more keenly mindful of the trust placed in him, all the more determined to deserve it, to protect Edith. She was violating accepted mores; she had to be circumspect, very much on the lookout for friends and acquaintances who might recognize them, and especially recognize Edith. What a scandal, what a commotion, that would whip up at the university! Certainly there would be much ado in the English department, that was certain. Confronted by it, Professor Watt, respectable and decorous head of the English department, for all his flirting with the unconventional in the hiring of his teaching staff, would undoubtedly protect himself by dismissing Edith. She could expect to be fired. A love affair with a freshman, an eighteen-year-old freshman. Bad enough with a graduate student.


So Edith was tense, on edge. The more so because Iola, who had agreed to join them in their rendezvous, and had all but decided to go when Edith did, reneged at the last minute, leaving Edith to bear the whole burden of exposure herself. An illicit ménage, Iola had blandly avoided it, disloyally too, shirking the debt she owed Edith, who had helped get her the position in the NYU English department. Edith was piqued, Ira disappointed. Edith attributed Iola’s refusal to join them to the imminent return of Richard Smithfield, to whom she was as good as betrothed—if he opted in favor of hetero-sexuality, and not, as John Vernon hoped, homosexuality. Some such picture as that, Ira fuzzily gathered: Iola didn’t want to offend her quasi-fiancé who would soon be returning to America on completion of his Rhodes Scholarship at Oxford. But Richard had been “raped” by a sodomist, or someone like that, in a taxicab in Paris, and the shock had unnerved him to the extent that he had become ambivalent about his own sexuality, uncertain in his relation to Iola. She was no longer sure of him.


But Ira had his own surmise to account for Iola’s last-minute defection



from the symmetry her presence would have conferred on the group: how the hell could a grown man get raped in a taxicab, Parisian or otherwise? A man, not a woman, get raped, without consenting? Christ, stop the cab, even if he didn’t know French, and Richard, scholar that he was, must surely have known the language. And how would a man get raped? Open his fly, get at his cock, suck him off, pull him off, or what? Without compliance? Jesus Christ. Nah, the guy must have had half a mind to submit to the experience. No wonder Iola was beset by doubts, and Vernon was licking his chops in anticipation.


Iola would have taken a chance and joined Edith, made it a foursome. There was plenty of room, and bedrooms and bathrooms, in the fine two-storied abode. No, he himself was the reason Iola declined to accompany Edith: it was his irresolute, his tenuous appeal, his wavering sex appeal. The supposition refused to be lulled or staved off: it was his timidity, his shyness, his accursed flimsiness of libido because of what he had become, or had made of himself, with his never ending steeping of himself in incurable guile and guilt, stealth, fear, degradation, and worst of all, in an ambience of violated taboo. No, he had wrenched normalcy apart forever, for aye and for good, that terrible afternoon, when only a few problems in plane geometry leashed frenzy from committing murder. Leashed madness, yes, but gnarled something in the mind too far, irrevocably. That was how it felt.


That was how it was. That was why Iola didn’t join them. What would Richard have known about it if she had? John Vernon wouldn’t have told him. He might be a homosexual, but he was honorable: look what he was doing for Edith, like a good sport who had lost: securing this wonderful place in Woodstock for her and her young lover. No. It was he himself who was to blame. Iola could sense his vitiated manhood, suppressing virility, his shrinking from adult encounter. No. Ruined for the rest of his life his—his—ability to rise to the occasion. Yeah, some joke. That time she took the rolled-up papers out of his hand—rolled-up prospectus of CCNY courses of study, or something like that, after his “Impressions of a Plumber” appeared in The Lavender: “You’ve written another piece? For me?” She reached out her hand and took hold of it, her blue Scandinavian



eyes sinking into his as she reached for the scroll. God, you get the cuckooest ideas, you know: phallic, her holding it, veiled incitement in her gaze. But no, he didn’t have a manuscript for her. No. Goddamn it. How arch she was, that afternoon, that matinee, when they had all met on the upper balcony of the Theater Guild to see Shaw’s Arms and the Man.


A dark fearful anguish once more assailed him in a way it hadn’t for a long time, and he smiled drearily at Iola’s teasing. Christ, yes, no doubt about it: he had telegraphed once again his botched virility. So why the hell should she come here and join them, if he had nothing to offer? Not Richard she was concerned about, but Ira, his perceived lack of phallic response. He saw in her droll, Scandinavian-thin features that she could be wanton. She could flirt, and did. But what did he have to offer her? Nothing but his rolled-up CCNY course summary. Epitomized it: braided-haired blond woman provocative in green dress, coquettish before curtain call to Arms and the Man. Arms and the Man! Jesus, everything scrambled around in horny symbols, and you, paralyzed long ago by the illicit—you, riven by shameful false alarms—flinched away from the overture. But hell, months ago you could have asked her to stroll through the woods of Bear Mountain, if you could have screwed your courage, as Bill Shakespeare said, to the sticking point. But you couldn’t. So goodbye. You stripped your threads, or most of ’em. . . .
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