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Living Room
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PROLOGUE

SHIRLEY HARTMAN double-locked the door of her eighth-floor apartment, dropped her keys into her open handbag and clicked it shut She waited for the elevator, which seemed to take a long time coming.

Once in it, she glanced at the buttons and, aware of the tremor in her index finger, pushed “14.” In the years she had been living in the East Side Manhattan high rise, she had gone countless times between the ground floor and eight, but never above it. She watched the indicator lights as the elevator ascended to the top. The doors opened. She hesitated; the doors were starting to close as she quickly stepped out.

She spotted the gray metal door marked “Exit to Roof.” Pushing the door release, turning the knob, she knew that once the door slammed shut behind her she could not go back; the spring lock was meant to keep rooftop intruders from entering the building.

Her heels resounded on the concrete steps. At the top, the second door also had a spring latch. Outside, she was startled by the floodlight and quickly moved beyond its arc into the shadows. When she had leased the apartment, they had made a big point about the security of the building: a doorman twenty-four hours a day; closed-circuit television; two deadbolt locks on each apartment door.

Through gaps in the clouds drifting across the charcoal sky, she made out the moon. As a child, she could always decipher its face; now it seemed to have only a scarred surface, crags and mottled ground where instruments had been implanted, sending messages, even now.

A few rectangles of light in the higher building across the street betrayed their occupants’ sleeplessness. Shirley leaned over the waist-high parapet, her feet on tiptoe, and dizzyingly saw in the street below a taxi disgorging its passengers. Suddenly she thought of the unwashed dish with the remains of the cottage cheese and fruit. She should have rinsed it off, stuck it in the dishwasher, left things neat. And the diary she kept in her desk drawer, the leather flaking with age, the broken lock, the coded recordings of long ago, the first time she had taken pleasure with herself, the crazy evening with Harry, she should have dropped it into the incinerator! And Al’s one letter, she should have flushed it away. Al, that intolerably independent man who could live without anyone, who she thought loved her but didn’t need her, how would he react when he heard, would it surprise him, the stoic who pretended never to be surprised by anything?

Its tires screeching, the taxi accelerated away in the street below.

In the Times, she thought, her obituary would rate a picture. In the News it might even make the up-front pages, given her occasional notoriety and the scandalous nature of what she was determined to do.

Her father would think what? He’d say something like, Death can’t teach you anything you can use! In her mind, she touched fingers to Philip Hartman’s eyes, closing them so that he could not see.

Pulling herself up onto the ledge she scratched her right knee. She remembered the midtown traffic accident she had come upon and the badly injured woman lying in the street, her dress up, her pubic hair visible to the gaping onlookers; Shirley was glad she was wearing pantyhose, as if it mattered. Why was she still holding her handbag? She dropped it to the roof behind her, heard the glass of her mirror break.

What if her hurtling self hit that pedestrian late-walking his dog, or another one unseen, she was not a murderer, the only crime she wanted to commit was against herself. If there were a crowd below yelling Jump! Jump! Jump! would she leap into their midst?

It seemed funny to be afraid to stand up on the ledge. She swung her legs around to let them dangle over the side.

Would her limbs flail?

Might her head turn down as she fell? The thought of it striking the pavement first was terrible.

She stood up on the parapet, swaying slightly.

Al had said she looked better naked than she did with clothes on, as if that were the ultimate compliment. Al had nothing to do with her decision. It was her life. She wanted out. Shirley held her breath.

We had better go back to the beginning.




CHAPTER ONE

FOR PHILIP HARTMAN there were three theaters of war—in Europe, in the Pacific, and in his own heart. At forty, none of the armed services would have him even if he had volunteered. He had no previous military experience except in his own head, where as early as 1936 he had battled Hitler single-handedly out of rage. And frankly, when he went out on Sunday morning for the newspaper and some fresh Danish at the bakery and then climbed the stairs back to his apartment, his stamina was taxed. When the Nazis invaded Poland and bombed Britain, he felt as one with the Europeans caught by surprise, and his feelings joined with theirs long before his beloved Franklin Delano Roosevelt had offered official help. And that Sunday morning in 1941 when the news came in a shout from a neighbor who had heard on the radio that the Japanese were bombing Pearl Harbor, he stalked the truth in hurried conversations with friends and acquaintances; the Japanese had never really entered his consciousness in an important way—Rosalie would not buy silk stockings, that was all—and now this Oriental colossus was thrust in his ears and head, an enemy that day by day was conquering.

Had Philip Hartman not been so intimidated by the Depression, had he had the guts to have a son at the proper time when he was twenty or twenty-one and first married, the boy would be a soldier now. But he and Rosalie were foolishly childless. However, his natural penchant for being a Dutch uncle to everyone younger caused his self-election as the neighborhood adviser to every boy of seventeen or eighteen in that section of the Bronx who was susceptible to advice from an older man more impartial than a parent. It was inevitable that Philip Hartman should be asked to serve on the local draft board, and inevitable also that the day of reckoning would come.

Michael O’Mahoney, a red-haired friendly man of sixty, head of the board, said, “Phil, why the long face?”

“Mike, these are all neighborhood kids, I remember some since their baby carriages. Now they stand nervous and one by one we decide this one goes to get killed here, this one goes to get killed there, who am I to decide, I can’t do it.”

O’Mahoney pulled him to a corner, out of earshot of the others who were assembling. “You Jews,” said O’Mahoney, “take everything too seriously.”

“What seriously? Life? Death?”

“Someone has to decide. Better a fair man like yourself.”

“Mike, for God’s sake, Hitler pushes strangers into gas ovens, I push boys I know into the Army or Navy or Air Corps, what is the difference between me and Hitler? I can’t do it. Please?”

O’Mahoney reluctantly accepted Philip Hartman’s resignation from the draft board.

In his apartment, watched over worriedly by Rosalie, Hartman spent evenings, weekends, poring over the newspapers, clucking over the dismal events in Europe and Asia as if the reporters whose names appeared over the stories from distant battlefields were all conspiring to bring him bad news. On the kitchen wall he had put up a massive Rand McNally map of the world in color which he would consult when reading daily newspaper accounts, trying to understand the magnitude of the calamity which was sundering the universe.

Rosalie chided him, “You should think less and live more. I mean it.”

“What do you think God gave you a brain for, for doing laundry?”

“For enjoying life,” she said, touching his cheek with her hand.

“Even in wartime?”

“Especially in wartime! Which side are you on, death or life?”

Philip Hartman had to laugh. “Rosalie,” he said, “if it had been you instead of Moses who had gone up Sinai, you’d have brought down a hundred commandments instead of ten!”

Her vitality was contagious. He turned from his map and looked at Rosalie, staring not at her face but at her breasts and body as he had not for a long time, and then with urgency led her into the bedroom, undressing her as they went, unmindful of her plea that she was not prepared, couldn’t he wait?

An old stallion let loose from a corral, he mounted his wife of many years as if seized by the devil, and thrust with such force Rosalie worried about his health as well as his sanity and then, in a rush, her concerns were swept aside in a passion such as he remembered only from the fevered early days of their romance.

And Hartman was back at her the very next day, insisting she take no precautions. So it went for a time, months of strenuous activity and a sense of duress until one day a jubilant Rosalie returned from Dr. Niemeyer’s to tell Philip that she had indeed conceived, and that evening the two of them celebrated as if for only the second time in Jewish history a star in heaven ought to be called on to witness a pending birth of such magnitude. At last the day arrived when Rosalie said, “Now,” and Hartman rushed his wife from the top of the Bronx to Mount Sinai Hospital in Manhattan so she could give birth to his son.

Philip Hartman, son of immigrants, might as well have been an immigrant himself, brought up in a world that was totally Jewish. You lived in the neighborhood in which you were born, you went to a neighborhood school, you dated Jewish girls from the neighborhood because you didn’t want to upset your parents, and you watched a friend here and there make it to City College or even Wisconsin or Berkeley (“foreigners they became”), you took piano lessons but not for long because your parents never could afford a piano and practice became a daily hassle, and you did what your father did unless you wanted to become a doctor or dentist, which Philip Hartman had not. And so he had married Rosalie, whose mother was a friend of Philip’s mother, and Philip went to work in his father’s cubbyhole jewelry manufacturing shop (shop? “Poppa, it’s a closet! there isn’t room for both of us!”), an artisan of sorts, hitting his stride just as the Depression eroded all interest in jewelry, and he settled for a life of making do, forbidding himself and Rosalie the luxury of children until now when it was almost too late.

In the hospital, pacing, he thought that the son Rosalie was bearing would not be a future soldier, there would be no more wars after this one, this son, instead, would be his liberation, his salvation, his ticket to move, to a new neighborhood, maybe a new line of business, something different, a breaking out. When the obstetrician told him it was a daughter, he said, “That’s nice,” but what he felt was, “You son-of-a-bitch doctor, shove it back in and pull out a boy, I’m too old for jokes.”

Philip Hartman’s smashed quest for a male heir, though there was nothing to inherit except the name, led him to rationalize his fierce want by suggesting that at a time when the Jews of the world had their numbers decimated by the barbarians, the least the Hartmans could do was to reproduce their number by having one more child. But Mrs. Hartman’s obstetrician forbade it; there had been complications at Shirley’s birth of a kind that increased with a mother’s age, and he felt a further pregnancy would be unwise and possibly dangerous. Dr. Niemeyer concurred in that judgment. A cabal of doctors defeated Philip Hartman’s one wish.

From that moment on, Hartman, who did not know that Gentiles also have guilty consciences, took to envying them because he thought the Puritan conscience made Gentiles feel bad only about things they did that they knew to be wrong, or things that they said that they knew to be wrong, and the bane of his existence was that he felt badly about things that he thought. His utter frustration at Rosalie producing in middle age an only child that was a girl!—and, even more, his rage at God, who deserved the neglect he was getting from socialists and others, for permitting this injustice, consumed him for months until he would allow himself to notice that Shirley was really a pretty baby, and what was more important to any Jew in his right mind, very bright. He began to feel the pulse of hope once more.

True, his hope was that this quick-learning, attractive baby girl would grow up to snag an Einstein at least, an Einstein that would be a male child once removed. By the time Shirley was three and her genius should have been evident to all the neighbors, Hartman knew that she would bring him pride, skipping classes, getting straight A’s, the school valedictorian, scholarships, fellowships, Guggenheims, Pulitzer, maybe one day a Nobel prize. An Einstein was no longer good enough for her, Einstein may have been a genius with a blackboard but was clearly a naive nincompoop about earthly justice.

“What do you want for your three-year-old princess,” said Rosalie, “a King Solomon?” She turned to Shirley and said, “Sweetheart, you come up to his pupik and already he thinks Einstein isn’t smart enough for you, the Jewish justices on the Supreme Court are too old. Listen to your mother, not to him.”

“You’re so smart,” said Philip Hartman. “Where are the young Cardozos and Brandeises and Frankfurters?”

“For a three-year-old? Shirley, close your ears, your father is having hallucinations!”

Hartman, bending, put his hands on Shirley’s arms, and said, “I am right to be worried about you. American Jews are becoming goyim, politicians, big businessmen, impossible people!”

Rosalie took his hands off Shirley and lifted the child up in her arms. “She’s too young,” she said. Then in Shirley’s ear whispered, “If you listen to me and not that meshugener for the rest of your life, you’ll be all right.”

Shirley understood little, only that she should stop being the cause of their quarrel.

Fate tricked Philip Hartman twice. First the boy was Shirley. And then, when Shirley was seven, Rosalie announced that she had to go for a curettage, and then after the curettage for a hysterectomy, and then they tried to explain to Philip Hartman that the hysterectomy was too late and that he would have to bring up his only child alone. For four days he did not shave, an expression of ultimate self-disgust, and then on the fifth day, he went in to shave and smashed his shaving cup into the bathroom mirror, shattering both, and he turned to see the little girl standing at the bathroom door frightened at the broken glass and her father crying and he picked her up in his arms and said, “Shirley, Shirley, it’ll be all right.”

It was only when he picked her up that Philip Hartman realized that Shirley had a fever. How long had she had it? Had he in his clumsiness and total unpreparedness for the role of father-mother dressed her inadequately for that terrible day when, against all the advice of friends and relatives, he took his seven-year-old to the cemetery in the rain to see the wooden crate holding her mother being lowered into the mud? What kind of insanity had made him impress the indignity of death into the child’s mind?

Frantically he searched for a thermometer in the medicine cabinet, the night table, the kitchen drawer among the spoons and knives, and finally found it in Rosalie’s sewing basket among the spools of thread that now would never be used.

Shirley held the thermometer between closed lips for the requisite three minutes. It registered 104 degrees. Hartman refused to believe, shook it down and made Shirley hold it between her lips again, dismissing this joke of God’s, but it was no joke, it was still 104 degrees! Was his daughter going to be taken away in the very week that his wife died? Did that bastard Jehovah think he could play Job with Philip Hartman? You pushed Philip Hartman only so far. The girl would live or God would die!

And so he put Shirley to bed, covered her over with every blanket in the house because though her skin was hot to the touch she was shivering. He phoned the doctor’s office and got the hopeless answering service. He called the doctor’s home number and urged his wife to try to track the doctor down. An hour and a half they waited for Niemeyer to arrive, every minute an agony not only for Philip Hartman but for Shirley, who read the terror in her father’s face as a sure sign. If as her father said millions of Jews had died in Europe, why should a Jew anywhere be spared?

Dr. Niemeyer came in breathless from the stairs, apologizing for being late, he had a patient who was dying—undoubtedly Jewish, thought Hartman, another one gone or going.

The doctor put down his black crackle-leather bag, took one look at Shirley, a small vessel nearly hidden under the covers, and exploded at Hartman as he flung the offending covers to the floor. What did he mean smothering the child in blankets? With a fever that high a mere sheet would do, a child should be cool, was he trying to bring an early end to his own daughter?

Niemeyer stopped his accusations when he noticed Shirley gathering the top of the sheet around her face to stifle the sobbing. The doctor shushed her from the left side of the bed and Hartman, defeated, patted her head from the other side till Shirley’s chest-deep sobs came less and less frequently and she was able to respond to the doctor’s questions.

Was she spitting up blood? Did she have diarrhea? The questions, to which she shook her head vigorously, started her crying again, and Hartman had to restrain his anger at Dr. Niemeyer.

The doctor probed Shirley’s abdomen with a gentle hand. He pressed here and there, then here again, until he raised his head. The locus of the pain was in the same place that her mother had first felt the pain that eventually killed her.

In the other room, out of Shirley’s earshot, Dr. Niemeyer said, “Hartman, this could be a reaction to her mother’s death, but I’m puzzled. Could a fever of a hundred and four be psychosomatic?”

“You don’t know?” asked Hartman.

“I don’t know,” the doctor admitted.

“How many years since medical school are you taking dollars from your patients because of some superior knowledge and now, when I need you for the first time since I buried my wife, you say you don’t know?”

And so a specialist was called.

He charged fifty dollars, a fortune for those days.

He could find nothing.

“Ech mir a specialist,” was Hartman’s conclusion. “Doctors are not a profession, it’s a club full of guessers.”

Eventually, as Philip Hartman saw it, God relented. First, Shirley’s fever subsided. Then the pain, psychosomatic or not, faded away.

But Shirley would not leave her bed. Hartman pleaded with her. She was missing school. She was well, he could see that. He accused her of having the devil with her in her bed, certainly a serious charge against a child of eight.

To herself, Shirley confided that although she did not feel her old self, it was a borderline case; she could either get up, or not. But the hazards of the outside world being what they were, the chances of catching death so great, whether from another child in school or from Hitler or getting hit by a car while daydreaming, it was better to stay put. Besides, in the previous year she had begun to read books and the days in bed, now that her pain was gone, were a train of borrowed experiences, books from the library that her father fetched her, used paperbacks he bought her for ten cents down on Canal Street—romantic novels, mysteries, science fiction, she read it all.

“You’ll be a permanent cripple!” said Hartman one Sunday.

Shirley accused him with silence.

The next day, dragging his guilt like a sack full of stones, he brought her some atonement from the library.

Hartman could not stay away from work. Dashing to his shop, hurrying home to see how Shirley was, dashing back, losing weight, losing self-control, finally he got Mrs. Bialek to come and care for Shirley five days a week.

In the morning when her father would be giving Mrs. Bialek her special instructions, a list of groceries to put in for the weekend or how to get the usually drunk janitor to fix the leaky washbasin, Mrs. Bialek would listen to him, one hand on a hip, in a way that seemed to Shirley a bit familiar, a seductive stance that was unfair to a man who needed to rush away to work, especially since there was presumably, somewhere, a Mr. Bialek for whom her hand-on-hip pose should be kept.

One evening Shirley referred to her as “Mrs. Houseworker.” Philip Hartman said, “Never call her that! Mrs. Bialek is doing us a great favor by coming here every day!”

“You pay her,” said Shirley.

“Pay is not the basis of human relations,” he told his daughter, who understood only that the witchcraft of Mrs. Bialek’s special way of standing and talking was a bad influence on her father.

Then there was the inevitable visit from a truant officer, who looked at Shirley with eyes almost closed, sharp-visioned, to see if he could with insight determine what Dr. Niemeyer could not.

“Would you like to go back to school?” he finally asked her.

“You bet,” she lied.

He wrote something in his notebook, satisfied.

The next visit was from her homeroom teacher, Mrs. Smetley, who gave her assignments to memorize. It was so easy for her, Shirley began to have her doubts about the process of education, a ritual to satisfy the government, her father, Mrs. Smetley, the truant officer, but her—not for an instant!

In the evenings, Hartman, tired and worried about his bright little girl who refused to leave her bed, talked to her, held her hand, fed her the broth and vegetables that Mrs. Bialek had prepared, wondered about the mystery of her illness. On Friday evening, in shul, he questioned God. Was he missing a cue? What was his responsibility? Rosalie, Rosalie, he thought, please come back if only for an hour, you’ll know what to do.

Hartman decided that he would read to Shirley each night out of the Old Testament, a book that gave him comfort because of its familiarity. The stories alarmed Shirley and brought on dreams and nightmares.

One night she awoke from a garbled nightmare, a patchwork of scenes and characters from the stories her father had read to her, and in the dark, her eyes open, she imagined Moses coming down from the mountain, not the huge, bearded, angry father she had always thought of him as, but as her mother Rosalie, gowned in a robe of colors Joseph would have envied, a diadem gracing her hair, and when her mother found the people dancing around the golden calf, she did not smash the tablets she was carrying, full of advice, but brought understanding to the passing weakness of the godless celebrants, talking to them in gentle commandments. Suddenly, Shirley imagined her mother removing her splendid robe and instead of her mother’s stoutness under the robe, it was an eight-year-old girl, herself, standing there naked. The people had all stopped what they were doing, looking at her, the men and women alike, and when they were quiet, she spoke with wisdom somehow learned from her mother, and from her father’s reading to her, and from some knowledge that seemed to have been with her since birth, and she knew it was her responsibility, this mission to lure the attention of the people away from their false gods.

In the morning, when Philip Hartman woke up, his daughter was sitting on the edge of his bed. He thought he would have an instant heart attack from the excitement. It is true that when she tried to walk any distance it was difficult because her legs had not been put to use for so long, but a young body adjusts readily, its restoratives flowing, and with just two days of practice with Mrs. Bialek in the daytime and her father in the evening, Shirley was ready to go back out into the world.

“Now,” said Shirley to her father in private, “we don’t need Mrs. Bialek any more.”

“Please, please,” said Mr. Hartman, “I have arranged for Mrs. Bialek to come every afternoon to give you milk and a cupcake. Can I allow the shame for you to come home from school to an empty house? Besides, who is to make up the beds and clean up the apartment?”

When Shirley volunteered, Hartman told her she wasn’t well enough yet to both go to school and to clean house, and besides didn’t she know that Mrs. Bialek’s husband was dead and she needed the money?

Shirley was sure of two things. That Mrs. Bialek’s husband had died of neglect, and that her father wanted her not so much for cleaning up the house as for providing an additional audience because it was with great relish that each evening he told them both of his daily adventures, wild elaborations of actuality, entertaining, not to be denied but to be enjoyed.

“Promise me,” said Shirley, “that you won’t get married again.”

“Of course I promise, foolish child,” he said, kissing her forehead and wondering what went on in the skulls of children.

*

In school the teachers were kind to her. When they asked what had been wrong, they accepted Shirley’s answer that “It’s better not to talk about it.” While she could be mysterious with her teachers, the other children presented a problem. Now a year behind, Shirley’s classmates were not the friends she had made the preceding year, but girls and boys who knew each other but not her. She was a stranger, marked for abuse. “Left back, left back,” they taunted her. “Orphan, orphan,” others said. And when Shirley proved herself a quick master of her studies, the antagonisms of her peers increased.

One day, in the schoolyard, a boy secretly got down on his hands and knees behind her, a girl came over pretending to be friendly, suddenly pushed Shirley, who tripped backwards over the kneeling boy. When she held up her skinned hands, the children all laughed. A week later the girl who had pushed her, Charlotte, a tomboy of sorts, was baiting her again in the period just before lunch. Shirley chose to ignore the taunts and went off by herself. It was a sunny day, the sky was clear and blue, and Shirley was looking up, marveling at how beautiful it was compared to the clouds of yesterday; she didn’t notice Charlotte’s accomplice behind her and only saw Charlotte suddenly rushing at her across the yard, arms outstretched, and before Shirley could brace herself, Charlotte, running, hit her full force against the boy kneeling behind her. Shirley went over backward, her left elbow scraping the rough concrete, skinned raw, her dress torn even beyond Mrs. Bialek’s ability to sew it up.

Shirley, who believed in law and order, told Mrs. Smetley about the two incidents. Mrs. Smetley advised her that she must settle her own peer problems, God helps those who help themselves.

And so at the first opportunity Shirley walked coolly over to where Charlotte was chittering away with her friends. Shirley had had the experience of watching other schoolyard transactions and had observed that those who asserted their rights through force or the successful threat of it, were let alone.

She came up to within two feet of Charlotte, glancing back to make sure no one was getting behind her, and hoping that somewhere among those faces some boy or girl would get behind Charlotte so that Shirley could push her over.

No one did. She was alone.

Shirley was prepared for Charlotte to say “Left back, ha ha” or “Orphan, ha, ha” but was not prepared for what Charlotte actually said.

“Whatdya want, kike, another push?”

In one flash, Shirley appealed to heaven for strength in her right arm, and threw her entire body behind the one smashing punch to Charlotte’s face in the way she had seen the boys do when they fought, and her fist hit, hurt, and as she staggered back, Charlotte’s reddening face revealed a white area where Shirley’s fist had landed. As a teacher on schoolyard duty was striding over, Charlotte burst out crying, which caused the tension of the surrounding children to release itself in laughter at the tomboy vanquished, the tables turned.

By the end of the afternoon the whole school knew. Eyes watched Shirley in a different way. A touch of respect? Shirley, who had the habit of reflecting on her experiences, had learned that a free man carries his fist in readiness if he wants to be let alone.

From that day, Philip Hartman sensed something about his daughter and himself. When they walked together, or talked, he did not seem her protector any more. This nine-year-old was beginning to take charge not only of her own life, but of all those in her environment. She had begun her long siege in bed as his little girl. She had gotten up metamorphosed somehow, a stranger prepared to deal with the world.




CHAPTER TWO

IN 1956, SHIRLEY, a quick-developing thirteen going on fourteen, had reached her full height. Her five-foot-three body was constantly in motion; her short-of-shoulder-length blond hair framed restless eyes; her brows needed eyebrow pencil to be noticeable; and her mouth had lately taken to staccato sentences, exclamation points and an occasional four-letter word Philip Hartman pretended not to hear. She gobbled food, books, records and new acquaintances. “Shirley,” Hartman said, “how can you read a book, listen to a record and be on the telephone to a friend at the same time?”

“You got to cram,” said Shirley.

“Cram what?!”

“Everything!”

“It’s okay,” said Mrs. Bialek, “it’s a phase.”

Though Shirley was zipping through her days like a stream of tracer bullets, when it came to sexual matters she was inexperienced and unprepared for the nature of her first encounter.

She had asked and received permission from her father to attend a school dance. Shirley was embarrassed by the fact that dancing didn’t interest her; she had learned how, she had danced with girls and danced with boys. A year earlier, at twelve, her figure had blossomed (“You look beautiful, cover yourself up!” said her father, coming upon her getting out of the shower) and she knew she looked attractive as her jitterbugging partners flung her away and pulled her back; when she stood on the sidelines watching her friends do the same dance they seemed like savages in a tribal ritual. Shirley once dared her opinion of that kind of dancing to Harry, a boy she liked more than most. Harry had said to her, “Shirley, you’re a snob.”

His remark had hurt. Unless you did what everyone else did the way they did it, you had best shut up. It was not Shirley’s nature to keep her mouth shut in or out of class, and so she experienced the falling off of friends, and a sudden sense of complete loneliness.

On the occasion of this particular dance, she had no date, and so she sat, the only pretty girl among a group of seven or eight, watching the boys and girls on the dance floor. It was surprise that made her heart jump when Harry—she hadn’t seen him come over—asked her to dance. The music blared through amplifiers. Though you could not carry on a conversation, you could shout an occasional short phrase at your partner, who might hear.

Shirley, who loved conversation more than dancing, tried the simplest expedient, a short question.

“How’ve you been?”

“What?”

She repeated the question to her gyrating partner.

“Oh,” Harry said. “Not bad.”

She would have welcomed a chance to be off in a corner somewhere with Harry, a quiet place, talking. Harry was smart, fifteen, a grabbag of ideas for subduing the world. He was running for class president.

“I’m going to vote for you” would sound like buttering up. What could she ask him—shout at him through the din—in a short sentence that wouldn’t sound idiotic?

It was Harry who said, “What do you think of this number?”

It was her mother’s voice she heard leaning into her ear: Don’t be smart-ass.

“What’d you think?” repeated Harry.

Unfortunately the music came to a stop just as she said too loudly, “It’s aboriginal,” and the word lay there on the dance floor between Harry and herself, heard by others around him. Harry came up very close to her and she thought he might be suggesting they go off somewhere to talk.

“I’m sorry to have bothered you,” he said, turned his back, and walked off into the crowd.

She wanted to yell after him, “I didn’t mean it that way,” but she found her bewildered way back in silence to the group of girls, unreduced in number.

To Caroline, who had been watching Shirley, though the words exchanged on the dance floor had been inaudible, the scenario was clear. She took Shirley’s hand and stroked it.

Shirley, reconstructing the last few minutes, thinking what she ought to have said, tried to invent a dialogue with a more pleasant outcome. Caroline had, by now, taken her arm, and Shirley suddenly became aware of the tenderness with which her hand was being held.

Caroline put her lips to Shirley’s ear and said gently, “Never you mind.”

Shirley felt alarm. Is this what being made love to was like? “What are you doing?”

“Nothing,” said Caroline, letting her hands drop.

Shirley, confused, knew one thing: it was not nothing.

Although she had told her father she would be home at ten-thirty, she arrived home an hour earlier, let herself in with her key, and wanting a human being to talk to, and not finding him in the living room, quietly went to the door of his bedroom, tapping on it ever so lightly in the hope that if he had gone to sleep early, as he sometimes did, he would not hear, and otherwise he would come out and talk.

“What is it?” said her father’s voice, a strange tremor in it.

“It’s me,” said Shirley, carefully pushing the door open and seeing in the light from the hallway, not her father but Mrs. Bialek sitting up in bed, the blanket gathered up to her chin, her face a fury.

Shirley said, “Where is he?” and only then noticed the hump under the bedclothes and realized her father was in the same bed, hiding.

“I’m sorry,” said Shirley, her unsteady hand closing the door.

*

Now Mrs. Bialek, who never slept over because it would be an admission of culpability, remonstrated with Hartman for not having a lock on the bedroom door.

“She was not coming back till ten-thirty!”

Further lovemaking was useless. Though the last person either of them wanted to see was Shirley, they had no choice but to dress in silence. Afterward, they looked in the living room and kitchen and then in Shirley’s bedroom. She wasn’t anywhere in the house. By this time, it was very nearly ten-thirty, she couldn’t have gone back to the dance, she didn’t stay over at friends’ houses, she had no one close friend he could call, so Mr. Hartman put on his overcoat and went down into the street, expecting to find his waif sulking under a street lamp.

She wasn’t anywhere that he looked. At midnight, he called the police and reported Shirley as a missing person.

“Do you have a recent photograph?” the desk sergeant asked. How could he tell this policeman, a stranger, that he had no photograph of Shirley because it was Rosalie who had taken the snapshots until Shirley was seven, and none had been taken since. “Didn’t I describe her good?”

“A photograph would be a big help.”

Hartman’s chest felt like it was bursting, what could he say? “Will you send someone to look for her?”

“We’ll send out a teletype.”

“How will a teletype find her?” said Hartman in alarm.

“I have to ask this question,” said the sergeant. “Is your girl on drugs?”

“She’s thirteen years old!”

“Please tell us if she’s on drugs.”

In despair, Hartman hung up without a further word. Mrs. Bialek put her arms around his heaving shoulders, trying to stop him from thinking when would they find the corpse.

In fact, Shirley at the moment was miles away, at the Brooklyn terminus of the subway. At the end of the line, she got off when everyone else got off, and then, seeing a bum on the station, she got back on the train just as the doors closed. But the train did not move. The bum was watching her through the window. He took a slurp from the head of a bottle sticking out of a paper bag. Shirley ran through the empty train to the front, hoping to find the motorman in the first car.

There was no motorman. The train was not going anywhere. And when she looked out on the platform for help, all she saw was the breathless bum, who had run along the platform, laughing.

Suddenly the doors all opened, the bum stepped in, but so did a motorman, who looked surprised to see a thirteen-year-old girl alone at that time of night, but not too surprised, since anything can happen on the New York subways. He went into his cab and the bum sat down opposite Shirley.

The train roared off into the darkness of the tunnel. Why had she not behaved with Harry the way he had expected? Why had she returned home early and poked her head into her father’s bedroom? Had God, in retribution, provided the impulse to flee on a subway train so that at the end of the line, this bum who relished young girls would be waiting to tear her legs apart like a wishbone? Would his stiff thing look like the picture in the hygiene book, curving for better aim? Would it matter if he knew she had the curse and had not changed the Kotex since before leaving for the dance?

At the next stop, a couple got in. Would they come to her aid? Would anyone in New York see or hear?

Shirley moved to the other end of the car, next to the couple, engrossed with each other. The man gave her a look: What kind of oddball girl, all those empty seats in the train, was she looking for a three-way deal?

“Look, kid,” said the man, “why don’t you go back to where you were sitting before?”

Shirley started to point to the bum and saw that he was stretched out now, asleep, the paper bag with the wine bottle nestled beside his cheek. Embarrassed, she left the train at the next stop.

The empty station was frightening.

It was Harry’s fault. When she said aboriginal, she was being descriptive. Knocking on her father’s bedroom door and going in, that was her fault. Being alive was a fault. Her mother, dead, was blameless. Or was it all her mother’s fault for having deserted the living? Wanted dead or alive the poster had said, as if it didn’t matter. If that thing of hers could be sewn shut, would that be a defense?

A train roared into the station.

Was standing up safer? She sat down. The conductor shook her awake in the Bronx because they were nearing the end of the line and he thought she might miss her stop.

It was almost two in the morning when she let herself into the apartment, ablaze with lights. Philip Hartman jumped up from his chair. Behind him came Mrs. Bialek, and a policeman holding a notebook and pencil. With one swift movement, Hartman slapped his daughter’s face, then put his arms around her, and as a startled policeman watched these Jews whom he didn’t understand, Philip Hartman and his daughter cried in each other’s arms.

*

Three weeks later Shirley answered the telephone in the apartment, expecting this or that person to remind her father about paying a bill, and heard instead Harry’s voice saying could he have a date.

Her vocabulary tumbled through her head, retorts, questions that answered instead of asked, sharp-tongued, sarcastic, needling things. She closed her eyes and said only “Yes.”

“What would you like to do?”

“Most?”

“Most.”

“Can you teach me to drive a car?”

“Do you have a learner’s permit? How about the movies?” What Harry had in mind, as it turned out, was not a movie, but what he called a get-acquainted walk in the park, during which he held her hand, and then led her, acquiescent, to the apartment his parents had abandoned for the evening. As soon as they were inside the door, he kissed her on the lips the way some people shake hands, firmly without feeling. Tenderly, she wanted to say, softly. He would take advice badly. She said nothing, but thought of Caroline’s tenderness and wondered whether women were naturally more tender or was there something wrong with her?

“Want a beer?” Harry asked her.

“Sure,” she said. She had tasted beer once and thought it dreadful.

He brought in two bottles and she wanted to say that it would be pleasanter to have it in glasses, but held her tongue. Then he said, “I’d like to show you something.”

She thought he was about to unzip his fly. Instead he went to the bookshelf and from behind some large volumes on the highest shelf he took down a book. She yearned for discussion, all action being fraught with danger. Would it be history he was taking down from the shelf, or something more contemporary, about politics, since he had now succeeded Charlie Bryans as school president? Should she tell him that she understood his interest in power, that she herself was seriously tempted if only she could contrive to let her tongue say what charmed people instead of letting it chatter along on its own?

Harry sat by her side and opened the book to a predetermined page. She looked down. It was a two-page photograph of a man with a tattoo on his arm fornicating with a girl who was wearing only stockings.

“What do you think of that?” asked Harry.

What she thought of, in truth, was her father in bed with Mrs. Bialek, and wondering whether the whole embarrassing idea of sex would quiet down in her mind if she actually did it once.

Just once.

But they said that if you did it once, you couldn’t stop doing it again. Besides—she looked at Harry, his question still unanswered—and wondered if he was really the right one, or did it matter?”

“I said—” Harry began.

“I heard you.” Don’t let your mouth get you into trouble, she thought. What she said, pointing to the book, was, “What I’m more interested in is what do you think I think of that?”

“Does it bother, you know, offend you?”

“Nothing human offends me,” she said.

Harry seemed excited.

“But,” she continued, “I wish he didn’t have a tattoo.” Oh my God, she thought, he’ll accuse me of being a mob.

“Well,” he said, “it’s probably hard to get normal people to pose for pictures like that.”

“You think a tattoo isn’t normal?”

He shook his head.

“I’m glad we agree,” she said. “You never see women with tattoos except in the circus.”

“That’s a good observation,” Harry said, turning the page. The left-hand side was text. The photograph on the right-hand side was a bit difficult to make out at first. Then Shirley realized it was a close-up of a penis entering a vagina.

“What do you think of that one?” asked Harry.

“The photographer must have needed a lot of light for that close-up. It’s a wonder the man was able to keep his thing up.”

“He must have been pretty interested in what he was doing.”

“He couldn’t have been terribly interested in the girl. I mean to let themselves be photographed like that. I think people in love prefer to be alone with each other.”

“You’re right,” he said, but he remembered the several occasions on which he and two of his friends had spent time together with Rhoda, the most promiscuous girl in the neighborhood, and the lack of privacy itself had been exciting. He thought that since Shirley was not like Rhoda, he ought to kiss her again. This time, as he put his arm around her, Shirley held the sides of his head, so that when he thrust his mouth at her, she checked him.

“Tenderly,” she said.

It offended Harry to be instructed by a girl. But here they were, and he didn’t want the opportunity to go to waste. He smiled at her in a way that had won him votes from boys and girls and that inspired adult compliments.

“We’re friends, aren’t we?” said Harry, wondering what she looked like without her clothes.

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
rom Uthor r’lé'M

SUL SIHN

D)





