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    It’s very thrilling to see darkness again.
  


  
    
       

    


    
       

    
—Diane Arbus
  


  
  


  
    PART ONE
  


  
  


  
    BOOK ONE
  


  
    
  


  1


  
    ON A LAMP STAND BY HIS BED MY FATHER KEPT A small stack of True Men’s Adventures and Stag, magazines with illustrated feature stories bearing titles like “Virgin Brides for Himmler’s Nazi Torture Dungeons” and “Hitler’s Secret Blood Cult” or “Death Orgy in the Rat Pits of the Gestapo.”
  


  
    I couldn’t tear my eyes away.
  


  
    The covers showed buxom, naked young women—Jewish, I presumed—in shredded slips, their panting and perspiring busts crisscrossed with luscious-looking whip welts, hung by wrists from ceilings, about to be boiled, others spread-eagled on torture tables, dripping red cherry cough drop–colored blood as shirtless bald grinning sadists manned obscene instruments.
  


  
    Is this what my birth looked like? Had my mother, a French-born Jew, been a virgin torture bride for the pleasures of the medical Gestapo? And is that why she still constantly revisits doctors and goes to the hospital to have surgeries? To my libido, it was logical.
  


  
    To her, my hungers were disgraceful. “You’re hungry? You don’t 
     know what hunger is,” she told me, mopping her flushed face with her apron, when I requested more bread.
  


  
    I was too fat, she said. “Look at you! You should be ashamed! You have breasts like a woman. In the war I hid in basements and attics, starving, and all around me German soldiers with dogs. I was just a little older than you. Hungry! What do you know? Your waist is bigger than mine!”
  


  
    But what about the Gestapo rat pits, I wondered, shutting my eyes, trying to imagine her hung over cauldrons, like the ones bubbling on the stove, or chained to a wall, naked and starving, a thin figure with voluptuous breasts, a moan parting her lips. Shifting uncomfortably in my seat, I grew hard under the dinette table.
  


  
    The magazines’ cheap black-and-white newsprint guts contained boner-inspiring photo art, grainy flicks of scantily clad women of ill repute, black bars printed over their eyes. You saw pretty clearly their cleavages, could form a mental movie. I knew that sex was bad things one did and I knew the mags were sinful, but reading was the only thing I seemed to excel in at school; I failed most subjects. I read the mags compulsively, desperately, yet with a curious mentholated sense of remove, the coolness of sin, the way others pray, for fantasy, escape from the circumstances of my life, for I did not yet understand about libraries, that you can be only eight years old but based on honor take home books, since there was no honor in my world where I was a groveling larva trying just not to get crushed.
  


  
     

  


  
    My father played cards and bet on horses. He brought home stolen hi-fi consoles and portable TVs, purchased hot, or hung out with his brother, Arnold, and the kids, who were mainly jailbirds and hoods. And if I could, I stole too—you couldn’t trust a kid like me, for now and then I took change from his pockets, filched cupcakes and comics from the candy stores.
  



  
    When an actual book fell into my hands, street-found, some yellowish crumbling paperback, Ted Mack’s The Man From O.R.G.Y., or George Orwell’s 1984, I handled these with proprietary reverence, inscribed the title page with “Property of Alan Kaufman” and a little poem plagiarized from Pop, who had it scrawled in the only two books he kept, a Webster’s and this antho of best prose from Nat Fleisher’s Ring Magazine:
  


  
    “I pity the river, I pity the brook, I pity the one who steals this book.”
  


  
    It seemed like great poetry to me. I wondered if he made it up, was some kind of poet. This, the first poem I ever learned, stolen from my dad, made me want to write others.
  


  
    I tried. When I showed my efforts to my teacher, she put across the top: “Excellent! You’re a real writer!” Even my mother encouraged this idea, and kept my poems stashed in her secret drawer of precious things, folded away among silken panties and bras—my very first archive.
  


  
    My poems, writing and reading, became erotically tinged, a way to earn love as I couldn’t by other means. Writing seemed to befriend me. I felt less lonely, began to dream, and from the page a voice seemed to speak directly to me and to no one else.
  


  
    Be a writer, it told me.
  


  
    When I learned that even I could join the library and check out books six at a time, my mother said I would run up fines she couldn’t pay, don’t I know how poor we are, but I went anyway, returning home with arms full of new sentries to post around my bed. A kind of literary fortress stood guard over my hopes: Ernest Hemingway, James Jones, Leon Uris, Thomas Wolfe, Dylan Thomas, Irwin Shaw, a new bulwark against my mother, who entered my room raging and lashing at me with a belt for my defiance as I cringed in the corner crying and glanced at the books for 
     courage. Could sense Hemingway and Dylan Thomas there in the room, encouraging. Alone, vowed someday to join them. At night, with a flashlight under my blanket tent, I mouthed artful words I barely understood, until, now and then, narratives took form, more real than my reality, and obliterated the grimness of the day and loneliness of my night.
  



  
    
  


  2


  
    DEVOURING STAG ZINES FELT DIFFERENT FROM struggling through Shaw’s “The Girls in Their Summer Dresses” or Hemingway’s “The Battler.” Books made me feel healthy and like a boy. Books fed my Angel. But the magazines bred a secret world of shame, a growing hint of uncontrolled chaos, a black drunkenness of the senses, and I plundered them with the rapt terror of forbidden realms I intuited a boy my age shouldn’t be privy to.
  


  
    This was a worldview of transgressive pornographic global evil I shared with my parents, a dark adult-only newsstand read on life, one with the sickening graininess of a Weegee Daily News photo that I felt myself too young to have, for at nine it crazed me to think that out there in the glass-strewn Bronx streets were devil worshippers, gangsters, Nazis, Commies, rapists, torturers, spree killers—scary men in sweat-drenched tees roaming with razor-buckled garrison belts wrapped around their fists, waiting to pounce on me. Yet knowing this made me feel closer to Mom and Dad, even as it gutted deep runnels in my soul, 
     hidden labyrinthine fear sewers that began to fester and stink.
  


  
    The mags were spellbindingly addictive. I could not just read one about statuesque blondes bound to altars for ritualized rape and torture and then put down the mag and go sing along with Howdy Doody. I would need to read until the stories ran out and then, jonesing like a junkie, wait until Pop brought some more home. But even the next hit of Stag was insufficient. Slowly, I descended into the bottomless pit.
  


  
    Pop frequently replenished his stock but I was not allowed to read them until he’d been through them first. An illiterate with a fourth-grade education, it could take him days.
  


  
    When home, Pop lay abed in his boxer shorts and white T-shirt, asleep and farting noxious fumes until nightfall, when he would rise and go to his job at the main post office on 33rd Street and Ninth Avenue in Manhattan, work a shift from midnight to 8:00 a.m., at which time he emerged, squinting, into the early morn and headed over to Times Square for a breakfast of burger patties and Orange Julius, and then a browse in the mag racks for the latest number of True Men’s Adventures.
  


  
    When these arrived I planned my commando raid. Waited for my mother to bustle out with shopping cart, complaining about what a good-for-nothing he was, letting his poor wife go out in the rain; how he couldn’t care less about her kidney stones or high blood pressure.
  


  
    “Oh, yeah?” he’d yell back from his throne on the bed, half asleep, face crushed to a pillow. “And what the hell you think I been doing all night? Working to put food in your big goddamned insulting mouth!”
  


  
    “Oh, to hell with you!” she called back and slammed out. While Howie lay in bed watching TV, I would gently nudge open my parents bedroom door with fingertips, peer in at my 
     father’s calloused feet, listen for his sleep breathing and crawl in on my belly slowly, noiselessly. Slithered undetected, slid the new mags off the rack, and crawled out, booty in hand.
  


  
    Dad’s gonna kill you, Howie would say. He didn’t look at the mags, didn’t dare. Lay on his bed reading comics, watching TV. A good boy.
  


  
    We had twin beds, side by side. Lying on mine, I compulsively read them from cover to cover, all the way to the Frederick’s of Hollywood ads. The horrifying stories, stimulating, strange, stirred vague longings, desires that I could not identify but felt increasingly frightened of and sickened by, though I couldn’t stop, aware as I read of the stirring between my legs.
  


  
    All this made me feel nightmarishly arrant in the watching invisible eyes of the world and of the writers I admired, as if Hemingway could see me from his throne in the sky library and shook his head in disappointed disgust.
  


  
     

  


  
    Yet, I did not know what sex was. My birds and bees were satanic torture rites and Goering’s Pain Slaves.
  


  
    I did not even know about coupling. Didn’t exist. The stag mags only alluded indirectly to coitus, draping the act in coded euphemisms.
  


  
    When kids made screwing jokes, I hadn’t a clue what they were referring to, just couldn’t guess. Babies came from torture chambers, where now and then my mother lay moaning and bloody on some hospital table, surrounded by Nazi surgeons, an incorrigible torture bride getting her insides scrubbed, stabbed, and stitched. In front of the TV, her eyes grew soft watching movie people kiss. “You should get yourself a nice girl someday,” she’d say, turning to me. “One with a lot of money.”
  


  
    There were the magazine women in bras and corsets idling 
     bored on chairs, with black-barred eyes, and the citizens of weird disintegrated streets like the ones around Times Square—denizens of a neon zone I knew well, for my brother and I had been enrolled in singing lessons at a Broadway talent school since my mother’s loss at term of a nameless baby girl who would never live to be our sister. We were five at the time of our first class. Year after year we went. This was also about the time my mother began to beat me, at first intermittently and then, as I grew more able to protest, incessantly, with a rolling pin, clothing hanger, or belt. She would then collapse in the bathroom behind a locked door, crying hysterically as she lay on the tiles. I would stand behind the door, ear pressed to the wood, tugging on the doorknob, pleading with her to please open up, Oh, Mommy, let me in, always at about one o clock in the morning, well after my father had gone to work.
  


  
    She would groan, “Let me die here!”
  


  
    “Mommy, please!!”
  


  
    And sometimes the door opened and stumbling out she’d rush to a window, throw it open, threatening to jump. I would beg, weep, until I reasoned so persuasively that little by little I coaxed her back. It may have been such incidents that convinced her of my theatrical ability, because twice a week my mother dressed us in matching blue suits, white shirts, and red bow ties, all things between us being equal, shined our shoes to a high gloss, and marched us, the American flag twins, from the subway to the talent school. The school was located in Times Square next door to a shooting gallery, around which hovered the hookers who looked just like the stag-mag ladies, though sans black bars of identity concealment—hard-edged, angry, feral women, unwashed, with fumey, bloodshot eyes, smoking and talking loudly, calling out to passing men. I sensed that they might have something to do with the sexual menace.
  


  
    Upstairs, in a classroom with several other children, my brother 
     and I listened to a man named Donald ramble on about the glories of the footlights. Donald played scratchy records on a phonograph and we all stood at our desks warbling up and down the scales. I was riveted by the Camel Cigarette billboard across the street of a man with a hole-mouth from which big gray wobbling puffs of ring-shaped smoke dissolved over Broadway. Then, lesson done, my mother hauled us into a penny arcade, which had a voice-recording booth and where for a dollar she cut a plastic single of Howie and me trilling “Tea for Two.” Sometimes she took us into Hubert’s Freak Museum to see photos of Sealo the Seal Boy or Alberto Alberta, the half-man, half-woman, or Congo the Jungle Creep. Then, back to the Bronx, where as reward she let us stay up late and sprawl on her bed while she snored in the armchair and my brother lay on his back, reading comics.
  


  
    With my father’s mags out, I had myself a real smut fest.
  


  
    Snarling black panthers wearing collars adorned with swastikas bared fangs at the near-naked breasts of a spread-eagled and manacled “Reich Sex Prisoner” as flesh-gobbling tattooed and feathered cannibals gleefully hog-tied a stripped redhead in prep to become a “Living Sacrifice for the Amazon Snake God”—an immense boa-sized cobra that slithered toward its bug-eyed and screaming victim across a cave floor strewn with skulls.
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    IN THE STAGS THERE WERE CRIME STORIES. Real-life photos of cold-eyed sex slayers, killers captured after their latest interstate spree. The young men always seemed to have buzz haircuts, deadpan remorseless faces defying the mug-shot photographer to find even a smidgeon of pulpit decency in their soulless lonesome eyes.
  


  
    They had raped and mutilated scores of young women with beehive dos, flaring nerdy horn-rim glasses, and sleeveless blouses that always buttoned to the neck, the affronts and outrages detailed in graphic terms, except for the rapes, which were described in police blotter officialese: “Lab tests showed that the victims had been repeatedly penetrated.”
  


  
    As yet I had no idea that a penis entered a vagina, or that a breast might be suckled for reasons other than milk. In such accounts, the stabbings became the sex: eroticized knifings, orgasmic woundings.
  


  
    I only learned about sexual congress at age nine, when my 
     mother decided to decamp with my brother and me on a cross-country exodus to Los Angeles to enlist a talent scout whose ad had appeared in the back of one of my father’s stag mags.
  


  
    After a four-day transcontinental Greyhound haul we arrived exhausted at the home of a drunken failed actor and director who pretended to audition us, knocked Howie from the box, declared me star material, and offered to help enroll me in Warner Brothers Talent School in exchange for a small fee of ten thousand dollars.
  


  
    Realizing that she’d been duped, my poor mother marched us out of there and launched on a tearful, zigzagging suicidal meander from state to state, motel to motel—lying whole days in dark rooms, crying, while Howie and I wandered hand in hand, gnawed by hunger, through whatever city or town we happened to land in, and in one of these—Miami—I learned from a dark-skinned Cuban boy named Juan, who spoke near-perfect English, that my father stuck his penis, which Juan called “dick,” into my mother’s vagina, which Juan called “cunt.”
  


  
    He was slender, good-looking, older than me—maybe ten or eleven—and we had settled into a game of trapping scorpions as they wandered in the grass lawn of the motel. We threw matches onto their backs, or jabbed them with sharp sticks, or crushed them into goo with rocks. The scorpions certainly deserved painful deaths, we reckoned, seeing how poisonous they were.
  


  
    Juan asked, gaping lewdly: “You seen your father fuck your momma?”
  


  
    Heart pounding at the sound of the F word, I gaped back. “I dunno.”
  


  
    “I saw my poppa screw my momma other night. You ever see them do it?”
  


  
    “Do what?”
  


  
    “You know, man! IT!” Into a circle made with one hand he 
     jabbed a finger of the other, hard, fast, in and out. “Screwing! Your daddy put his dick in your mommy’s cunt!”
  


  
    Instantly, I saw what he meant and began to cry.
  


  
    “It’s not true!” I protested. “My dad don’t do that to my mom.” But it sounded hollow. Juan jabbed his stick thoughtfully up and down on a scorpion’s back as it writhed in its own leaking fluids. Then he stood up, smiled wickedly, and implanted in my consciousness a nightmare that would lead to my eventual ruin. “Why I lie to you, man? Everybody do it! When you grow up, so will you.”
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    UNTIL HOLLYWOOD, HOWIE HAD BEEN A WARM, talkative kid. After the thumbs down, he clammed up. I became his emotional conduit, as if appointed to feel for both. I was Mother’s little genius, earmarked for escalating special treatment.
  


  
    Whenever she laid into me in the motel rooms, screeching, he stood by, silently watching, half hidden by the doorway, sucking his thumb, big dark eyes grown wide with terror as I called out: “Howie, help! Make her stop!” But what could he do? Trapped and helpless as we were in the rat pits of her fury?
  


  
    Out there, on the road, when my father was nowhere about, she beat me mercilessly. This went on, day after day, in motels with names like The Sandman and The Costa Rica and Holiday Bungalow. Muffled by the happy squealing clamor of families in bathing suits frolicking in the pool, my shrieks for help fell on deaf ears.
  


  
    Back in the Bronx, she woke me at late hours when Pop would be gone—and the harder I screamed, the louder she struck. No mercy shown once she was engaged. My only hope to play dead, stifle my 
     cries, though this always proved impossible, as she managed to find that one spot in the elbow or knees which provoked more pain than I could bear.
  


  
    She caused me to break, plead, to no avail. With a shrieking sense of injury, at such times I was not a self or a person but a blinding blur kinesthecized by tears. My shadow, on the ground or on a wall, seemed more real than me.
  


  
    My mother bought the magazines too. I read them when she was out. A shadow world grew in my thoughts. Desires so forbidden their sheer weight crushed me. Often they took the shape of a beautiful adult woman, trussed and blindfolded, helpless to resist my caresses, endearments, or cruelties. She couldn’t shrug me off or slap me away. She couldn’t hit me with a hanger. She had to let me touch her and kiss her as I liked. She had to let me rub against her, love her as I wanted, for as long as I wished. Such thoughts triggered hard-ons so painful that only repeated ejaculations brought relief.
  


  
    Turning ten on the road, moving around from motel to flophouse, I began to fear that I was a serial killer, one of those baby-faced blue-eyed butchers gazing back from the dingy newsprint pages of my parents’ mags.
  


  
    I masturbated constantly. Following which I experienced a wave of remorse, sometimes horror. This drew me further into myself.
  


  
    Barred from decent human society, I was left only with books and with stray dogs, pigeons, hoboes, parks, endless streets, the cold round sun, hunger, and the black-smudge ink traces on my fingers from the smut mags and paperbacks I browsed in the candy stores.
  


  
    If I was in fact a potential killer, I had best stay hidden from sight, away from women especially, who I feared could at any moment unleash their rage on my exposed elbows and turn me into the tortured son of the Nazi torture bride.
  


  
    Life had once been a nice place to visit but I didn’t want to 
     live here anymore. I felt everything too intensely, became twisted, writhing, a knot of fierce furtive agony. Around women, I grew subdued, pitilessly shy. At school could barely bring myself to speak. We moved from city to city, state to state, the perennial new kids on the block. When money ran out, we wound up in a San Francisco Mission Street flop, out-of-state indigents. Soon after we arrived in the city, my father traveled there to join us. I suppose my parents missed each other, though I suspect she was in flight from the life he had made, which was no life. Naturally, he arrived penniless. Now there was no money and a fourth mouth to feed.
  


  
    To make ends meet, my mother worked as an au pair temp and every night my father went out into the foggy streets to walk her home. They returned with a can of spaghetti and a bottle of orange soda: dinner for four.
  


  
    I remember this as a time of lice-crawling despair and sinister strangers. There was not even money for the stags. I recall a couple named Joanne and Bob, young Linkhorn drifter types, descendants of poor Dustbowl refugees who’d thought, same as us, to find Paradise in California, who had befriended my parents and paid frequent visits to our squalid little room to find relief from their own dirty hole on the next floor up.
  


  
    Once, to prove how tough she was, Joanne threw me face down on the bed, thrust a knee into my back, and jerked my arm behind, twisted until I howled but still didn’t relent, even when I begged her to stop.
  


  
    “You little shit!” she said with a laugh. “Go on! Kick and scream! It won’t help you! Do it!”
  


  
    My parents and her husband stood by guffawing. It was as if I was now a stag story. Stretched for sacrifice. I swore then I’d never let that happen again. From there on, I must serve as my own shield and sword.
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    WE RETURNED TO THE BRONX, TO STAY FOR GOOD. Fed on fat and starch, morbidly obese, with large femalelike breasts that the teen boys would squeeze until we wept, Howie and I had the hell beat out of us.
  


  
    There was a guy named Billy the Barrel, an adult, who would waylay me en route to the schoolyard, force me into doorways to fondle his testicles. He pressed up against me, panting hard, a hand on my throat, grunted: “Hold them harder. Hold them fuggin’ balls.”
  


  
    There were others, strangers, men who chased me down, pinned me against hot metal fin-tailed Buicks and Chevys as indifferent passersby walked on. They whimpered excitedly, squeezed until my breath strangled, grinding their groins against me, their thick cold tongues squirming in my ear.
  


  
    Struggle was futile. In their arms I went limp, let them do what they wanted until it was done, and once escaped, hurried off to try to return to my body, which I’d left when their hands trapped me, 
     flown off while still in the predatory embrace, to hover over it all in a kind of disembodied aerial astonishment.
  


  
    Fled, I sat in the cool shadows of some alley, hid among trash cans where no one would think to look, and amid the refuse and stink searched for signs of something lost, a sense of me as good, to retrieve if I could even as I knew that I couldn’t, that what had just occurred had happened too often. That with my big breasts and my helplessness I must have been some sort of girl who was supposed to be a boy, or why else would they touch me that way? And then grew amazed, sickened, cursing myself for my passivity. And fantasized about what I should have done. Stab them with a big knife like Jim Bowie, with a sword like Zorro, run them through! Or shoot them dead like the Lone Ranger. Saw myself shouting and punching, wanting to be a hero, but felt only a coward. And slowly, the numbing helplessness and shame filtered through until it was all over me, every part, an invisible infection about which I could not speak to anyone, for what would they think? My father? If he knew? What would he say? Forget about it! And my mother? How would she look at me as I told her about the men touching me in that way?
  


  
    Forget about it.
  


  
  


  
    BOOK TWO
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    BY AGE FIFTEEN, AFTER YEARS OF SCHOOLYARD training in gutter violence and sports, my body shot up, gained muscle, lost fat. I became a skilled, ruthless fighter who laughed at pain, relished blood, savored mayhem.
  


  
    Known around the hood as “Moony,” I prided myself on bruises and scabs. I grew my hair and sideburns long. My curled lip sneered and my eyes grew sharp.
  


  
    Billy the Barrel still came around, thinking I’d forgotten his enforced ball-holding. Saw me once and called out: “Hey, there’s fugging Moony. Look who got big. You still a punk! Get the fug outta here!”
  


  
    At stickball, with a bat wagging in his fists, cigarette dangling from his lips, he shot off his mouth at some scared kid whom he’d coerced into a game of pitching in. “C’mon, ya moron!” he screeched at the kid. “Throw me something I can hit! C’MON!”
  


  
    When he spotted my approach, his face grew grave, he turned 
     away from the pitch, and the ball bounced off his arm as he tossed the cigarette aside to aim his bat at my forehead.
  


  
    “C’mere,” I said, smiling. He swung. The bat broke against my arm with a loud crack. I laughed. To this day I can feel my hand clamped on his hair, slamming his head into cement studded with glass shards. Had a broken bottle neck going for his eye when hands from behind pulled me off as others hauled him to his feet and hurried him away, bawling, blood gushing through his fingers. Never saw him again.
  


  
    Other times, I broke teeth. One guy’s face exploded against my fist. Another with a knife out, who’d picked on my brother, got beat to a pulp outside a pizza joint, against a car. Once, this huge baboon named Fat Joe put out word on the street that he was gunning for me. I put word back that we should meet in a dead end off the Concourse at such and such a time. He brought an entourage, who stood silent witness as I turned his ape face into a swollen mask of blood.
  


  
     

  


  
    On a family visit to Uncle Arnold’s place in the Castle Hill Projects, we brought big bags of White Castle hamburgers, quarts of Coca-Cola. Cousin Dennis had just returned from serving a stretch. At the time he and his brother Harvey were engaged in heroin dealing, car theft, robberies, and other felony crimes. Ivy, another brother—in all there were nine—had a serious monkey on his back. Entering their home felt like crossing over the threshold of a demonic haunt where crazed devils lived. The edginess of that household was amazing.
  


  
    While my Aunt Ray sat in the dining room screeching that Arnie should drop dead, Arnie and my father—in full sight of Ray and her circle of sympathetic girlfriends—enjoyed the living room, oblivious to her rants. Arnie wore boxer shorts, wifebeater tee, and 
     house shoes, while my father looked real sharp in an Italian knit, sharkskin slacks, and Florsheim gator loafers.
  


  
    They blew smoke rings on fat White Owl cigars, remonstrated about lost bets, and argued back and forth about the Yankees. Sometimes their voices dropped and they talked about things I wasn’t meant to hear. Bored, I tried wandering down the hall to my cousins’ room but Pop’s voice cracked like a whip above my head: “Hey, dummy! Where you think you’re going?”
  


  
    “I’m bored. I wanna go see my cousins.”
  


  
    “Get your ass over here NOW!”
  


  
    “Let ’im go see them pieces of shit,” said Uncle Arnold. “It’ll be a good warning to him.”
  


  
    “YOU’RE THE PIECE OF SHIT, NOT YOUR SONS!” Ray shrieked. Her bottle brunette big-hair girlfriends, in pantsuits, nodded in accord.
  


  
    “Awright,” my father said. “But if they try to give you any dope, you let me know. I’ll go in there and knock them dumbheads off. You morons in there hear me?”
  


  
    From my cousins’ room came laughter.
  


  
    “Keep your nose clean!” my father warned me.
  


  
    “Yeah, sure,” I said insolently and knocked on the door. Heard Dennis call: “Who’s that?”
  


  
    “It’s me.”
  


  
    “Hey, Cousin Alan! C’mon in, man!”
  


  
    I entered, found them in their Skivvies, stretched on cots, smoking Camels, having themselves a little chitchat, or plotting heists.
  


  
    “Cousin Alan!” said Dennis. “How’s it goin’, man? Have a seat, relax.”
  


  
    Down one side of his mouth ran a scar I hadn’t seen before.
  


  
    “It goes,” I said.
  


  
    “How old’re you now? said Harvey. “Fifteen, goin’ on fifty?”
  



  
    They both snickered.
  


  
    Dennis waved me into a folding chair. “Don’t listen to that dummy, Cousin Alan.”
  


  
    I sat there. And tried hard not to stare. But gawked anyway at the tattoos covering Dennis’s arms, chest, shoulders. They hadn’t been there before he got sent up and they were a little like the hand-drawn numbers that my mother’s friend Ruth—who’d been in Auschwitz—had on her arm. But the tats on Dennis were even more jagged looking, crudely drawn.
  


  
    Dennis, noticing my stare said, pleased: “You checking these out? I got ’em in the joint.”
  


  
    “Them’s tattoos,” I said.
  


  
    “Yeah,” he said.
  


  
    “But I thought Jews don’t get those. My mom says Jews don’t get buried Jewish if they get those.”
  


  
    “Yeah,” said Dennis, glancing over at Harvey with a mischievous grin. “Well, I guess I’ll worry about that when I’m dead.” They both guffawed.
  


  
    “Lemme see?” I said.
  


  
    “Help yourself, Cuz.”
  


  
    “You got all those doing time?”
  


  
    “And a couple on the outside.”
  


  
    Soon after, Dennis got into trouble again and tried to kill the DA’s main witness during a trial for a jewelry heist and was sent upstate to Sing Sing. While Harvey, who kept up his end of the heroin trade, slipped a bag of smack to his brother Ivy, who OD’d and died in his mother’s bathtub.
  


  
    For Ivy’s funeral, two police bulls brought Dennis down cuffed and dressed in a prison-issue brown suit to say goodbyes. They led him into the chapel by the elbows, a defiant sneer on his face as he peered into his brother’s coffin, and then led him out, no chance to speak to anyone.
  



  
    My Aunt Ray cried and screamed, and my Uncle Arnold looked lost, but out behind the chapel, Harvey, who’d slipped the hot shot to his brother, lounged with his crew, leaned up against a big two-toned, fin-tailed Chevy, and was passing a joint around, the smell of which wafted inside. My father said to me, “C’mon,” and out back we went. Pop walked right up to Harvey and backhanded the joint from his mouth. None of Harvey’s crew dared move against Pop. They kept their traps shut and I noted as I scanned their hate-filled gazes (my own hand on the K-55 knife in the side pocket of my jacket) that a lot of them had tats on their hands and arms. This was the late Sixties and ink was already common among gangs.
  


  
    “C’mon, let’s get the hell outta here,” my father said in a tone of utter disdain, and we returned to the chapel.
  


  
    At the burial, Arnie got the idea that the Kaufman men should take over from the gravediggers, bury our own, even though our own had killed our own. We each took hold of the balancing straps and, on Arnie’s cue, eased the coffin down into the hole. Someone lowered too fast, the coffin dropped, my cousin, wrapped in his white burial shroud, spilled out.
  


  
    Around the grave Aunt Ray, my mother, and other female relatives swooned, screaming, hands to foreheads. My Uncle Arnold ripped open his new silk shirt and howled like an animal. My father stood there, shaking his head, muttering, “Goddamned hopeless, all of ’em.”
  


  
    I jumped in, followed by my cousin Larry. Brushed the grave dirt from Ivy’s eyes and scooped it from his mouth with two fingers. He felt like cold butchered meat. Then we rolled him into the box, sealed it, and I yelled up: “Goddamit! Bury ’im!” The gravediggers tossed in dirt fast and drumming on his coffin. But though I had stuck my very hand into the corpse mouth of a dead drug addict I did not think of it as a warning.
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    AROUND THIS TIME I FOUND WORK AS A FLOOR sweep and general grease monkey in the Bronx Motorcycle Repair shop on Soundview Avenue. It was the main custom shop for the Angels’ chapters of the Northeast, from NYC to Massachusetts, and was run by this guy named Eddie, a gearhead genius who turned cherry full-dress Harleys into chopped hogs with extended forks and with flaming death’s heads painted on the peanut gas tanks.
  


  
    He paid me under the table and fed me take-out shrimp-salad heroes and quarts of chocolate milk. I think he kept me out of pity, because I wasn’t much with a wrench, couldn’t tell a lug nut from a washer.
  


  
    The gig was a get-around boon for a tenement-poor sewer rat like me—gave me the bucks to take out my first girlfriend, Kathy, a short, seventeen-year-old mixed Puerto Rican and Greek girl with long black hair down to her waist. Kathy wore stilettos, miniskirts, and tight sweaters with uplift bras that turned her breasts into milk bottle torpedoes.
  



  
    I belonged, with my brother, to a dead-end crew that had its own storefront clubhouse bankrolled by a nutjob bodybuilder named Paul, where we drank wine, smoked joints, planned trouble, listened to the Four Tops. When I had Kathy in back, on the cot, she’d moan, “Keeese me, Alan! Keeese me, my baby!” I loved rolling and sweating, grinding and upthrusting those breasts into my face. But she wouldn’t let me get further than a copped feel, which gave me blue balls so bad I limped.
  


  
    One day at the motorcycle shop I heard a ground-rumbling roar that sounded like a tank charge by Patton’s Third Army and watched as the endless ranks of the Angels rolled up in waves of chrome and fire.
  


  
    They dismounted, and Eddie, dressed in his usual ragged greasy jeans, black boots, and ripped T-shirt, stepped out to greet them, mopping his face with a sweat-soaked bandana. He led them into the cavernous shop, introduced me to everyone.
  


  
    “This here kid’s Alan,” he said. “He’s Jewish, right? So, his mother was hunted by Nazis in the war. And she survived. Ain’t that right, Alan?”
  


  
    “That’s right.” I nodded shyly, avoiding eyes, hands jammed in pockets, shoulders slouched: a big proud strong kid planning to go out for varsity football that fall.
  


  
    The bikers, fearsome, wild, studied me with interest. Then they parted ranks and up stepped an Angel with long black stringy hair, a grizzled face, and a certain familiar look of intense and torturous intelligence.
  


  
    He pointed at the armada of hogs parked in neat rows outside. “My name is Jewish Bob,” he said. “That’s my bike. You see the sissy bar?” I followed his pointing arm to an iron Star of David welded atop the sissy seat of the baddest chopped Roadster I’d ever seen. It had giant monkey handlebars and chrome everything; 
     sat so low that cockroaches had to detour around it.
  


  
    He pulled up the sleeve of his striped jersey and showed me a Star of David tattoo. “You been circumcised, kid?” he asked.
  


  
    “Yeah,” I said.
  


  
    “No, you ain’t. You see this knife?” He slipped one from an ivory scabbard slung on a black garrison belt with a grinning skull buckle. “Look at it. Genuine SS battle blade. My own father took it off a Nazi in World War Two after he shoved a bayonet up his ass. See that swastika on the handle?”
  


  
    I saw it.
  


  
    Balancing the knife in one hand, he took hold of the loose hanging tongue of my belt, sliced it off with a lightning stroke, and held it up for all to see.
  


  
    “Check out this fuggin’ foreskin!” he shouted, and the bikers laughed and cheered. “Today he’s just got a circumcision, Angel style! Now he’s really a man!” And he shouted the Hebrew toast to life: “L’chaim!”
  


  
    All the grinning bikers pounded me on the back and jostled and made me feel like I belonged. I’d never seen a Jew like Jewish Bob. He seemed like the toughest, craziest Angel. As the day wore on he stripped off his shirt and colors and walked around bare-chested. He danced drunk, dropped some acid, and careened laughing into doors. Back and front he was a roped muscle wall of black tattoos, including what I recognized as the Hebrew word for God, YHWH.
  


  
    From then on, I had friends among the clubs. One, a sergeant of arms for the New York chapter of the Angels, drove a Dad’s Root Beer truck to make ends meet and worked the door as a bouncer for the Fillmore East. Every so often he would pull up in the truck, drop off a few cases of root beer, and hand down guest passes for shows.
  



  
    One night, I showed up at the concert hall with Kathy and was greeted by a cheerful “What’s going on, Alan!” from the Angel bouncer, who let us in for free. This so impressed Kathy that later, at the club, she almost let me go all the way, but not quite, which swelled my nuts so bad I howled.
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    SUMMER ENDED, I MADE FOOTBALL SQUAD AT A sports powerhouse, the biggest all-boys high in NY, a state penitentiary posing as a school, and eventually became offensive tackle and defensive end on a team heading for the city crown.
  


  
    One night out with a couple of schoolyard guys in Van Cort-landt Park, passing big gallon jugs of Gallo port back and forth, I felt the universe snap into view. I stumbled, drunk, to the grass and lay with arms and legs akimbo, like an altar sacrifice, smiling at the blazing stars. For the first time in my life, I felt connected, happy, sure that life belonged to me and I to it. And I drank myself unconscious.
  


  
    From then on, my life’s game plan became to someday live by myself in a room stocked to the rafters with bottles of Gallo and books by famous writers.
  


  
    Once, I met up with a few players from the team at the Killarney Rose, near Fordham Road; guzzled pitchers, and then shots. Completely sloshed, I picked a fight with someone’s face and 
     broke the place up. It was my first drunken brawl. The last thing I recall before passing out was lying with a swollen eye atop an Irish barfly dressed in a brassiere, in her upstairs bedroom, the feel of her stubbly upper lip as I tried to plant a kiss. The next day, sick as a dog, I learned from the others, who’d waited a turn with her, that I’d puked up on her neck as I passed out.
  


  
    Finally, when my sexual threshold had grown explosive, I sought relief from a Delancey Street whore named Michelle, who worked for a cathouse on the Lower East Side and charged me ten bucks for a half-and-half—a bang and a blow job. My first real try at sex, I could barely get it up. The old nightmares roared back. “Are you tense? Is this your first time?” she asked. I nodded that it was. “Just relax,” she cooed. But I began to obsess about human sacrifice, blonde virgin brides. The obsession with human sacrifice had nothing to do with the act of being blown; it was what my mind threw on the screen as sex occurred—an old obsessive way to buffer reality with twistedness. Still, the anguish it brought was sharp, real. I focused obsessively on a crumb-encrusted fork jammed into a butt-heaped ashtray on the nightstand, overcome by panic that if she saw me staring at it she would apprehend my sudden urge to thrust it into her chest.
  


  
    Now ensued an unspoken game of eyes. If I happened to glimpse the fork as she performed oral sex, she’d snap my eyes away by stopping and asking how it felt.
  


  
    I was sure that she had seen my eyes make contact with the utensil; knew, fathomed, my homicidal phobia. It made me so ashamed. I just wanted to crawl away from my skin and die.
  


  
    After I came, I skulked out ashamed as Michelle looked on sadly. I felt that I barely deserved to live, so filled with nightmares that I could not even enjoy sex with a beautiful woman.
  


  
    My response to this strange fork-stabbing fear in the weeks and 
     months ahead was to drive my fist into another man’s face, a kind of surrogate stabbing, I suppose, the wrestling, the spurting blood, the furious rush. In the Bronx, fights always had a manslaughter element. And football was like that, a kind of stabbing sex. All of me came to play. I slammed my opponent with everything I had, tumbled like a pit bull locked in a grunting death bout. But at the end of day, there was only loneliness, and the sore trek home under seagull-haunted skies, and the weight of an equipment-laden duffel bag, home to a family who hated my guts. I wanted so badly to entangle my legs with a woman’s, cradle my head on her soft shoulder, lips at her breast, listening to her heartbeat, touching her pussy possessively—and reaching wholeness with a bottle of Gallo port.
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    LINDA WAS THE FIRST REAL GIRLFRIEND WITH whom I had serious sex. I was seventeen, a high school junior; she, nineteen, a miniskirted, blonde Bronx Community College sophomore with long legs, sweet tits, and blue, defiant eyes.
  


  
    Her father, Fred, like mine, worked night shifts in the PO, different branch. Her mom, Raz, was a cripple laid up with MS.
  


  
    I would go to her house when Fred had left for work, slide into her bed, spend the night. My first time with her I got so excited I couldn’t get it up; delirious, pardoned myself, went to the bathroom, sat on the toilet, jerked off. When I emerged, she saw a spot of sperm on my thigh and said with a witchy laugh: “What’s that?”
  


  
    “Snot,” I said. “I blew my nose.”
  


  
    “That’s not snot. That’s sperm.” She grinned and, leaning over, kissed me.
  


  
    After that, I had no problem with sex, though once in a while I wrestled with stabbing nightmares.
  


  
    Sometimes, leaving Linda’s house, hunkered in my black varsity 
     letter football jacket under bright blue autumn skies, I sat next to scarved old ladies gabbing on the projects benches, and smiled at how nice the world seemed.
  


  
    I thought about her all the time, the way she looked, how she loved Laura Nyro, how devoted she was to her mother. I got a job working nights at Krum’s, a big confectioners on Fordham Road, to save for a going-steady ankle bracelet engraved with our names.
  


  
    When I presented it, she was so happy she cried.
  


  
    It felt damned wonderful, so I bought her tickets to see Laura Nyro and she couldn’t believe it. Also got her a beautiful sweater, Leonard Cohen albums, took her to a fancy-dress dinner restaurant with a foreign-sounding name.
  


  
    Our parents got to know each other. My parents liked Linda. Everyone felt sure that someday we’d marry.
  


  
    Then, one night, while she was attending to Raz, I happened across a telephone bill lying open on her white dresser and noted a long string of collect calls from Fort Lee, New Jersey, charges reversed.
  


  
    When she slipped back into bed, I asked: “Who’s in Fort Lee?”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “All the collect calls from Fort Lee. Who’s that?”
  


  
    She froze. “A friend.”
  


  
    “Oh, yeah? Which?”
  


  
    His name was Eddie, a former boyfriend now in the National Guard, who was lonely, had no dad, and had a lush for a mom. Linda felt sorry for him, accepted the charges when he called because of how broke he was.
  


  
    “He calls a lot. There’s like fifteen calls for this month.”
  


  
    “He’s having a hard time. His mom’s dying. Please don’t be upset. It’s nothing, really. I love you.”
  


  
    “Okay. I’m cool,” I lied.
  



  
    Then, over a period of several weekends—our usual hang-out times—she became ever less available, due, she said, to end-term exams; kept canceling, last minute.
  


  
    And then one day, on a park bench, she said, “Things have an order. Romance can’t be number one!”
  


  
    I thought, She has to study: no sweat. “You do what you gotta do, baby,” I told her. “I’ll get the hell out of your hair for a while.”
  


  
    She smiled, nodding somberly, in this very adult way, asserting, as never before, her emotional leverage over me, as if I were some delinquent little crud grounded until I’d learned some pointless lesson.
  


  
    Pride stung, I left without goodbye, no embrace, hands jammed in pockets—shuffled out of there, dismissed, bewildered, ashamed, sauntering through the Pepto Bismol–pink brick housing complex, feeling a faint draft of the old unbearable loneliness.
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    I DIDN’T DRINK. AND TURNED DOWN OFFERS OF smack from friends as the drug spread like wildfire through the Bronx. When my parents were out, Puerto Rican friends locked themselves in the bedroom, cooked, tied up, and booted. Others sat around the kitchen, drinking wine, huffing glue. When some of the players fixed up in the locker room I looked the other way, played football, wrote poems, studied. I tried to avoid trouble. But my doubts about Linda had infected me.
  


  
    One Saturday night, when she called to say that she couldn’t see me—she and Shelly cramming for some important exam, the usual story—I sweetened my voice, told her no problem, you’re my girl, do what you gotta. I’m here for you. Lotsa luck with the tests!
  


  
    Off the phone, I dressed for combat—an old football jersey, jeans, black Cons, river rat hat, a bandana wrapped around my wrist, a short blackjack in my hip pocket, night’s leaden weight in my soul. Palming my K-55, I headed out.
  


  
    I rode the uptown IRT in a mood of grim resolve, like an animal 
     with a bullet in its side, bleeding out, hiding in the bush, waiting to charge.
  


  
    I had dreams of becoming a writer and had hoped Linda would share this life, and escape, with me, the blue-collar lack of options grinding down our parents’ lives. I went to Shelly’s. Pounded on the door. Heard hushed voices. Kool & The Gang on the stereo. Mazor, Shelly’s boyfriend, dressed only in briefs, cracked the door a notch. “She’s not here,” he said and started to shut it on me. Behind him, I glimpsed Shelly in panties and bra. I blasted the door open. Shelly screamed as I bounded up the steps to the next landing, scanned the corridor, figuring that if Mazor had to ball her in the downstairs then someone must be in the upstairs. I kicked in Shelly’s bedroom door.
  


  
    She was naked on her back with him, I guessed it was Eddie, above her, between her legs, white ass muscles clenched, sliding his red horse-sized dick up and down inside her. She screamed. He jumped off comically, dick wagging. I reached for my K-55. Could have lopped it off. Stabbed her to death too.
  


  
    But amazed, ashamed, embarrassed, I turned and left. I don’t know if they called the police.
  


  
    I found a liquor store. An old Irish guy stood outside. “Look,” I said. “Here’s two fins. Go in there, get me a jug of Gallo, keep the change.”
  


  
    Moments later he emerged with the medicine. I took the big green bottle with the blue-black contents up to the parkway lawn overlooking the columns of headlights barreling north. Unscrewed the cap, tilted the big jug, and took a long shuddering pull. Then another. Felt so hurt inside I thought it would kill me. Wanted to howl. The firm cold grass pricked my neck. I turned my head to drink more fortified wine, and I saw her, wrapped around his waist, her manicured red fingernails pulling him down by the 
     shoulders into herself, to take him deeper, and on her leg, the ankle bracelet. She had not even had the decency to remove it before giving herself to him.
  


  
    I thought: Fug it. The wine’s sharp grape smelled pleasantly feverish, like a fatal wound. I shuddered and drank more.
  


  
  


  
    BOOK THREE
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    THAT SUMMER, I FLEW TO EUROPE WITH THREE rock-and-roll heroin addicts named Barry, Jimmy, and Danny, who weighed a hundred pounds each and wore their hair in giant Jewfros. Their faces oozed with smack pimples. They all smoked Newport menthol cigarettes and were obsessed with the thought of either scoring methadone in Piccadilly—the Brits handed it out to addicts gratis—or else obtaining some large quantity of pure H in Marseille, a drug trade crossroads made famous by the film The French Connection.
  


  
    Because they dealt smack, they lent me enough money for the summer, and then some. I purchased my ticket on a Freddie Laker flight for a ridiculously low sum, proud that they had let me come along.
  


  
    In London, we headed over to Hyde Park and fell in with a band of hippies who offered us giant rolled cigars of cheap tobacco sprinkled with stingy pinches of pot. It didn’t work well and we all began to jones. Barry and Jimmy went off, and in no time returned with bags of H, passed them around. I snorted too. Then 
     we crashed with a hippie couple. Jackie Mod, with bangs and go-go boots, worked in a Chelsea boutique. Royal Richard drew amateur cartoons. He hadn’t much patience, and after fiddling with pen and ink he’d sigh, slap his thighs, rise, and say: “It’s all bollocks! Off to the pub!” We’d get hammered on pints of piss-warm bitters. Jackie Mod, coming home and finding us regularly smashed, grew understandably upset and left, she said, to go bang his best friend, Corey. Outraged, Royal Richard stalked off after her. Soon, my friends also melted away into the ulcerated underbelly of London, cruising for meth. They always found it and stumbled back to Royal Richard’s and Jackie Mod’s to boot up and nod.
  


  
    I drank pints of bitters in a local pub and went to see my first play by Samuel Beckett, Endgame, at the Young Vic. It affected me profoundly because his characters inhabited the same lonely madness that I felt.
  


  
    Often, I dropped in on Granny Takes a Trip, His Majesty’s clothiers to the Who and the Rolling Stones, Rod Stewart and the James Gang. The Gang happened to drop by one day. There we were, sitting side by side on little Shanghai stools, as long-legged SoHo girls in hot pants and teensy sweaters helped us try on patchwork leather kicks and snakeskin shoes, velvet two-toned jackets and embroidered silk shirts. What are you doing tonight around two? the James Gang asked me. Nothing. Here’s a pass to our after-hours club. They were some of the most ferocious rock-and-roll guitar gunfighters of all time, wielded their Gibsons like Colt .45s. Even the fearsome Winter Brothers, Johnny and Edgar, wouldn’t draw on them. Two days later, eardrums stunned, I crawled out of that club on hand and knees, converted.
  


  
    Not long after, we shot up north to Gloucester, to this commune I heard of, and there were sheep and foul communal stews and everything looked Dark Ages gray.
  



  
    One night, I escaped to a pub with a single motorcycle parked outside. Inside was a gang sporting patches on cutoff denims. I sat down at their table and introduced myself as a visitor from the Bronx. Impressed, they asked me what it was like. I told them about working at Eddie’s motorcycle shop. “So you met the Angels?!” They fell over themselves to stand me drinks. “Where are your bikes?” I asked. “I saw the BSA outside. What about the rest?” They laughed. There were no others. Too poor. One bike between the whole club is all they had. That night, I went back to their clubhouse, a welfare flat on a crooked street in a dingy slum. We drank cider, dropped mescaline, listened to the Rolling Stones. We tripped, and told each other jokes that made us vomit out our guts with mirth. Come morning, I joined a biker named Flash as he followed a horse-drawn milk wagon, filching the bottles from doorsteps and bringing them back for the club’s breakfast. The rest of the day was spent groaning in the crapper.
  


  
    Back in London, reunited with my original group, we bought a broken-down tiny green-and-white station wagon, which we registered using the Cornwall YMCA as our home residence, and headed to France, where we drove around Paris tripping on acid. Slept in an abandoned lot next to a Turkish camper overrun with rats, and next morning, horrified, drove hell-bent for leather to Marseille, a city of Africans with scarred cheeks, sunglassed Moroccans with bronzed chests, and police officers in white kepis out of Casablanca. But there was no one willing to peddle us smack. And no one could really blame the Marseille dealers if the sight of three American furry freak brothers with a long-haired brute Bronx bodyguard in tow made them doubt our true intentions.
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    TIRED, BROKE, WE RETURNED STATESIDE. I WAS now almost nineteen and went to a podunk college in Michigan on a promise of a possible football scholarship. Long-haired, earringed, brain corrupted by LSD, my chin ringed by a Mormon’s beard, twenty pounds under my playing weight, unwashed, pasty-faced, stoned, I stood insolently in front of the coaches with beer breath and bloodshot eyes, and I got benched, and then dropped.
  


  
    Began to cruise around with Goldie and Moondog, two local Ann Arbor heads who hipped me to the White Panthers, a political pot party formed to free rock activist John Sinclair (sentenced to ten years for a single joint). I spent a month in their safe house, crashed on a fold-out couch that contained a duffel bag packed with weed, which I smoked the way others chew mints. One day, in walked the Panthers’ house band, the MC5. Their underground hit “Kick Out the Jams, Motherfucker” became the prototype of punk. I recall being backstage at one of their famous Ann Arbor gigs too, and it may be that Beat legend Allen Ginsberg—whom someday I’d 
     perform with—was there. Hard to say, though. The memory is fuzzy because I was so zonked.
  


  
    Done with sports for good, I was admitted as an undergraduate in American lit with a minor in Jewish studies at the City College of New York, still known, at the time, as the Harvard of the Proletariat.
  


  
    I studied with Yitz Greenberg, a Jewish studies pioneer, in a course on Israel and the Superpowers, and enrolled in a seminar with Elie Wiesel, the dean of Holocaust literature.
  


  
    Elie, as we called him, frail, refined, wore an air of somber courtesy. But underneath lay an invincible sadness that was like a reproach. Virtually everything he said accused the world and confirmed what my mother had tried to teach in her own crude way.
  


  
    Another Holocaust was certain to come. Governments of any kind cannot be trusted. The world is and always will be against the Jews. The Holocaust was a civilizational crime, but in a very real sense, no one, yet, had truly paid for it. In fact, those most culpable were now prospering.
  


  
    Once, Elie stood at the blackboard, elbow cradled in his hand, eyes wistful, and pronounced in that slow, sad, thoughtful way of his: “The Holocaust is not the end point. No. It is a new kind of beginning. For mankind, a singular sort of precedent. History has shown that once something unprecedented appears in this world,”—he scanned our transfixed eyes—“rather than go away, it sets the stage for future reenactments of the same, more genocides, but on an even larger and more criminal scale.”
  


  
    Inflamed with anxious visions of impending Holocaust, I dreamed of armed resistance. Tried to think of ways to acquire guns. Even called Elie once, at his home. He listened, appalled, as I ranted and raged, drunk on Gallo port, about the need to rise 
     up. The Hit Man and the Angel warred in me. The Angel won. With virtually no resources, I launched a magazine called Jewish Arts Quarterly.
  


  
    The first issue contained work by Wiesel as well as lesser-known scholars and poets. My way now seemed clear. I must become a Jewish writer. I launched myself on this course with prophetic gusto. After many months of determined effort, I decided to announce my career path to none other than the quintessential Jewish writer of all time: Isaac Bashevis Singer.
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    THE FUTURE NOBEL LAUREATE AND YIDDISH author, who situated many of his best short stories on Manhattan’s Upper West Side, also made his home there. His phone number was listed. He was famous for permitting just about anyone to drop by.
  


  
    It took me some time to screw up the courage to call. I did so in part because I was fast becoming aware that my plan to be a distinctly “Jewish writer” was considered to be something of a career hazard by not a few of my teachers, themselves Jews, who warned me on the sly to avoid the label “Jewish writer” by any and all means.
  


  
    One I recall in particular, who advised me, face screwed up in distaste: “All the New York intellectuals are really Jewish writers, but none of them, not even Roth or Bellow, cop to it. Only Malamud—the third of that ‘Hart, Shaffner, and Marx’ of literature—proclaims it, and he’s the weakest of the three! There’s Ozick, of course: she’s very out about it. But on the whole, publishers don’t really like the ‘Jewish shtick.’ And the lit mags, well, they’re all run 
     by Wasps like George Plimpton. Want to get ahead as a writer? Don’t be too Jewish in your work.”
  


  
    “What about I.B. Singer?” I said.
  


  
    I remember the look I got. “Sing-er?” His voice dropped. “You want to end up like that?”
  


  
    I kind of did.
  


  
    After moving to the Upper West Side, I would often spot Singer, already old, dressed in a dignified blue suit, shuffling down the dingy Broadway sidewalks, careful of pigeons, fitting right in with the boulevard’s rich stew of old Jews with numbered arms, young seedy hotshots loitering outside the Off-Track Betting Office, Puerto Ricans and blacks crowding the Chinese-Spanish restaurants, and aproned Italian hot dog vendors with cigars poking from their mugs. I wanted to be like him, a writer hidden among life’s weeds, one who cared for ragged birds and conversed with everyday folks. I never dared approach Singer in the Four Brothers Restaurant, where he sometimes went to eat, or in Famous Dairy, his usual lunch spot. But I needed to speak with him, badly. I sensed that only he could help.
  


  
    For all the well-meaning advice that I’d been handed, I was in fact now incurably cursed with Jewish Writeritis. In the wake of Wiesel’s class, whenever I set pen to page, out popped some Jewish character anguishing over the Holocaust. I felt like a throwback to another age. It was the Seventies, but I wasn’t hip: I was obsessed with Auschwitz. My fellow writers effulged in prose about smoking pot and free love, but I wrote about a lonely Jewish survivor who spoke to his parrot and a dreamy sculptor who perished in the gas chambers. To make matters worse, I had launched, with my own meager resources, the Jewish lit mag and it was how people most identified me. I had gone from a cool Kerouac type to a pathetic, outmoded Sholom Aleichem, on my way to committing professional suicide.
  



  
    I felt that only Singer would understand, and so I called.
  


  
    “Who is this?”
  


  
    “Alan Kaufman,” I said.
  


  
    “How can I help you, Mr. Kaufman?”
  


  
    “Mr. Singer,” I began, heart racing, “I’m a college-aged writer, a novice. I publish a Jewish magazine. My mother was in the Holocaust.”
  


  
    There was a tired pause. “Your mother, she was in the war?”
  


  
    “Yes,” I said.
  


  
    Another pause, this one kinder somehow. “I see. And so. I can help you with something?”
  


  
    “Please, may I…come see you?”
  


  
    He considered. Then: “So, come. The address you know?”
  


  
    I read it off the telephone directory listing.
  


  
    “Good. You’ll be here soon?” He seemed almost concerned for me.
  


  
    “Right now!”
  


  
    “I’m the building on the left, off the courtyard. Goodbye.”
  


  
    I ran the thirty blocks, and when I reached his amazing building on West 86th Street, a giant wedding cake of a thing with a doorman in a booth, I gasped, “Here for Singer!” and was waved right through. By the gloomy lobby lights I searched the mailboxes, and there, incredibly, affixed to the dented brass lid, was the name—IB SINGER—and his apartment number.
  


  
    He met me dressed in the white shirt, black tie, trousers, unsteady on his feet. “Come in,” he said, and led the way into his bedroom, where an open valise lay on the bed. “Alma, my wife, is already down in Miami. I’m flying tonight to join her.”
  


  
    “I shouldn’t be a pest,” I said. “I can come another time.”
  


  
    “At my age, there is no other time,” he said without a hint of jest. “Have a seat.”
  



  
    I sat on the edge of the bed, as often in childhood I would perch on my mother’s bed.
  


  
    “And so, what is your trouble?” he asked. I hadn’t said anything about trouble, yet he knew. And so I told him about my obsession with the Holocaust. That I felt alone, not only as a writer but even among American Jews; like a ghost, separate, inhabiting a kingdom of the dead unseen by the living, one made up of the murdered Jewish communities of Europe. I said that in my prose I wrote more for the dead than for the living. He listened intently, while slowly folding and packing shirts.
  


  
    When I finished, he looked at me carefully and said: “You were born here, in America?”
  


  
    “Yes, in New York. But how I ended up among the living, I don’t know. I really shouldn’t be alive.”
  


  
    He nodded. “This is because your mother was a survivor. She felt guilty and you took this on yourself from her. You might be right. Perhaps you are a ghost. I, too, believe in spirits. This is something we both share. But you should also know that in Jewish lore, when a funeral meets a wedding in the road, the wedding has the right of way. Life comes first. So, you brought me something to see that you wrote? Most young writers do.”
  


  
    Ashamed, I nodded and handed him a copy of my magazine containing what I considered my best work, a trilogy of short stories about Jewish American immigrants. After all, the only reason for a broke young student to publish a mag is to feature one’s favorite author: oneself.
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    I CONTINUED TO WRITE AND ENTERED ONE OF THE immigrant stories for City College’s prestigious Samuel Goodman Short Story Award. It won second prize: fifty bucks.
  


  
    Emboldened by success, I audited a seminar with Anthony Burgess, author of A Clockwork Orange, who provoked my immediate outrage by publishing an essay in the Sunday New York Times Magazine in which he characterized his students, which included me, as a bunch of long-haired pot-smoking drunken bongo-playing ignoramuses.
  


  
    It was true enough, but my ire was provoked; he was rumored to have been paid two hundred thousand dollars for his services. Incensed by his lack of gratitude, I stormed into his office one day.
  


  
    “What the hell do you mean by this?” I demanded, tossing the magazine article onto his desk.
  


  
    He glanced down, recognized the piece. “What I mean is the work pays well, and the Times pays well. I’m in need of bucks. About your edification, or that of your cronies, I couldn’t care less. 
     I regard you all as utterly hopeless orangutans.”
  


  
    He reached down, jerked open a heavy iron desk drawer, removed a bottle of gin with two tumblers, poured us each an ample helping, and offered up a toast, which I, standing there outraged, declined to join.
  


  
    “Here’s to bongo jungle. And your loss, by the way. This is better stuff than any of the crap you can afford.” He belted it back, wiped his mouth. “But here’s the trick,” he said, gasping and pouring another while nudging my untouched tumbler closer to me. “If you stop protesting, start fugging writing, and if you stop worrying about what some old British arsehole thinks, you could someday afford to buy this kind of gin for yourself, and with money paid for by your own books instead of mine. Now, wouldn’t that be nice?”
  


  
    Watching him down the second drink, I had to admit: it would. Defeated, I hoisted my glass with a weak smile and savored its slow burning descent down my throat.
  


  
     

  


  
    In 1977, two years out of college, I lived in a squalid boardinghouse room on the Upper West Side where I continued to slug whiskey and bang out short stories about the Holocaust and about Jewish immigrants, stories that only the rarest journal would lend space to.
  


  
    One of these was Shdemot, magazine of the kibbutz movement, to which I sent a story about a Jewish sculptor who is betrayed by her Gentile lover and perishes at Auschwitz. The editor, David Twersky, fired off a letter of acceptance which arrived in an onionskin-thin envelope with Israeli postage bearing the image of Theodore Herzl.
  


  
    I couldn’t have been more thrilled. Included was a handwritten note from Twersky himself inviting me to “drop in at the Shdemot offices” should I ever find myself in Tel Aviv.
  


  
    To me, who had no link to Israel or to anyone who did, it was 
     like receiving an invite from Ben-Gurion himself to hang out at the Knesset.
  


  
  


  
    BOOK FOUR
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    GROANING, STRETCHED ON MY SHOULDER, I surveyed the scene with fuzzy hungover eyes, blinking in the harsh sunlight at sun-browned feet, then up to knees, then the hem of a summer dress, a string-net shopping bag dangling from the wrinkled hand of an old woman wearing tortoiseshell sunglasses, a face framed by a cloud of white hair.
  


  
    Came to my feet, swaying, asked the senior: “Where am I?”
  


  
    She didn’t say.
  


  
    “Ma’am? Ma’am? If you don’t mind: where am I?”
  


  
    Astonished, with a thick accent, she replied: “What do you mean, where am I? You are in ISRAEL!”
  


  
    Pale-faced, clammy with sweat, overdressed in a sweater and a tan knee-length thrift-shop camel-hair coat, clutching in one hand a leather suitcase and in the other a typewriter, I asked, baffled: “Where? Where in Israel?”
  


  
    She gaped back, annoyed. “Tel Aviv! The city. In the center!”
  


  
    We stood on a traffic island on one of the busiest thoroughfares 
     in Tel Aviv. I had no idea how I’d gotten here. The last I recalled, I was stumbling drunk through Piccadilly Circus in London; then remember vaguely passing somehow through customs at Ben-Gurion airport. After that, drew a blank. I concluded that how I got here didn’t matter: I was here. Good enough! Now needed to situate myself. Twersky had suggested that I go to a kibbutz.
  


  
    “Would you happen to know where I can find the offices of the kibbutz movement?”
  


  
    “Which movement? Each is different.”
  


  
    I remembered. “Ihud Hakibbutzim. Ten Dubnov Street.”
  


  
    “Dubnov? Dubnov is near. Here is Dubnov.” She pointed. The loose underskin of her browned arm swung. “You see this big antenna? A couple buildings down is a white building, yes? That is your place. You are from America?”
  


  
    “New York,” I answered, as though it were a separate nation.
  


  
    “You don’t look so good. Are you all right? Why are you sleeping here? You are poor? A poor American? I didn’t know there is such a thing.”
  


  
    “No,” I said, smiling. “Not poor. Drunk. A drunk New Yorker. There are plenty of us.”
  


  
    Stiffly, she shrugged and crossed at the light to get away from my leering insolence.
  


  
    Looked around. Saw a sign in Hebrew. Oh, my Lord, I thought. I’m really here.
  


  
    As dubious a prospect as I may have seemed, I was assigned to a first-rate kibbutz and given a bus ticket to get there. The kibbutz, Mishmar Hasharon, or “Guardian of the Sharon Valley,” was a sprawling agricultural settlement in the central plain, orange grove country, near the coastal city of Netanya.
  


  
    The proud land swept through my eyes like a vision. In January, the sun flashed out of somber rainy skies with blades of steely light 
     that clarified the sky into a pale-blue watercolor wash. And the hills sparkled with new green life. Everywhere people in sleeveless shirts and shorts sauntered along happily. Lining the roads were hitchhiking soldiers, and one could see in their faces that there was no meanness in them, that they were good men and women, serving the Jewish state with a sense of belief, of purpose. I was the stranger passing through, my cheek resting on my fist, leaning against a vibrating bus window, given up to an almost pleasant sense of unreality: In this realest of real places, I felt unreal.
  


  
    The kibbutz was a kind of paradise, with little white red-roofed cottages, winding rose-lined paths, a swimming pool, horses, and long-legged bikini-clad volunteers from the Scandinavian countries. Swedes, Danes, Finns strolled around in flip-flops, laughing languidly, making eyes at me.
  


  
    I was young, tall, broad-shouldered, Jewish, unfettered, single. Could hardly believe my luck.
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