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  Praise for William Kennedy:




  

    “Kennedy is a writer with something to say, about matters that touch us all, and he says it with uncommon artistry”




    Washington Post


  




  “Kennedy’s power is such that the reader will follow him almost anywhere, to the edge of tragedy and back again to redemption”




  Wall Street Journal




  

    “Kennedy’s art is an eccentric triumph, a quirky, risk-taking imagination at play upon the solid paving stones, the breweries, the politicos and pool sharks of an

    all-too-actual city”




    The New York Review of Books


  




  “His smart, sassy dialogue conveys volumes about character. His scene setting makes the city throb with life”




  Newsday




  

    “What James Joyce did for Dublin and Saul Bellow did for Chicago, William Kennedy has done for Albany, New York: created a rich and vivid world invisible to the ordinary

    eye”




    Vanity Fair


  




  “His beguiling yarns are the kind of family myths embellished and retold across a kitchen table late at night, whiskified, raunchy, darkly funny”




  Time




  

    “William Kennedy’s Albany Cycle is one of the great achievements of modern American writing”




    Daily Mail


  




  “William Kennedy is pre-eminent among his generation of writers . . . Kennedy is peerless in the depth and acuity of his sustained vision, and the lost, past world of

  Albany says more to us today about the current state, about the heart and soul, of American politics than any recent bestselling, Hollywood-pandering political thriller has ever done”




  Spectator




  

    “Kennedy’s writing is a triumph: he tackles topics in a gloriously comic, almost old-fashioned language. You feel Kennedy could write the Albany phone book and

    make it utterly entertaining”




    Time Out


  




  “Kennedy proves to be truly Shakespearean”




  The Sunday Times




  

    “Kennedy is one of our necessary writers”




    GQ
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  This book is dedicated to the Hard Core (they know who they are), and to certain revered and not-so-revered ancestors of the author (they don’t know who they are, for

  they are dead; but they’d know if they ever got their hands on this book).




  





  Any one who has common sense will remember that the bewilderments of the eyes are of two kinds, and arise from two causes, either from coming out of the

  light or from going into the light . . . and he who remembers this when he sees any one whose vision is perplexed and weak, will not be too ready to laugh; he will first ask whether that soul of

  man has come out of the brighter life, and is unable to see because unaccustomed to the dark, or having turned from darkness to the day is dazzled by excess of light.




  —Plato


  The Republic
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  It is Saturday, July twenty-sixth, 1958, the sun will rise in about twenty-five minutes, the air is still, and even the birds are not yet awake on Colonie Street. There is no

  traffic on North Pearl Street, half a block to the east, except for the occasional auto, police prowl car, or the Second Avenue bus marking its hourly trail. A moment ago fire sirens sounded on

  upper Arbor Hill, to the west, their wail carrying down on the silent air, interrupting the dreams of the two sleeping occupants of this house, Peter Phelan, a seventy-one-year-old artist, and his

  putative son, Orson Purcell, a thirty-four-year-old bastard.




  “Orson,” Peter called out, “where are those sirens?”




  “Not around here,” I said.




  “Good.”




  He knew as well as I that the sirens weren’t close. His hearing was excellent. But he was reassuring himself that in case of fire Orson was standing by; for I was now the organizer of his

  life (not his art; he was in full command of that), the putative son having become father to the putative father. His health was precarious, a serious heart condition that might take him out at any

  instant; and so he abdicated all responsibility for survival and gave himself utterly to his work. I could now hear him moving, sitting up on the side of the bed in his boxer shorts, reaching for

  the light and for his cane, shoving his feet into his slippers, readying himself to enter his studio and, by the first light of new morning, address his work-in-progress, a large painting he called

  The Burial.




  I knew my sleep was at an end on this day, and as I brought myself into consciousness I recapitulated what I could remember of my vanishing dream: Peter in a gymnasium where a team of doctors

  had just operated on him and were off to the right conferring about the results, while the patient lay on the operating table, only half there. The operation had consisted of sawing parts off

  Peter, the several cuts made at the hip line (his arthritic hips were his enemy), as steaks are cut off a loin. These steaks lay in a pile at the end of Peter’s table. He was in some pain and

  chattering to me in an unintelligible language. I reattached the most recent cut of steak to his lower extremity, and it fit perfectly in its former location. But when I let go of it it fell back

  atop its fellows. Peter did not seem to notice either my effort or its failure.




  “Are you going to have coffee, Orson?” he called out from his room. In other words, are you going to make my breakfast?




  “I am,” I said. “Couple of minutes.” And I snapped on the light and sat up from the bed, naked, sweating in the grotesque heat of the morning. I put on a light robe and

  slippers and went down the front stairs and retrieved the morning Times-Union from the front porch. Eisenhower sending marines into Lebanon for mid-east crisis. Thunderstorms expected today.

  Rockefeller front runner for Republican nomination for Governor.




  I put the paper on the dining-room table, filled the percolator, put out coffee cups and bread plates, and began plotting the day ahead, a day of significance to the family that had occupied

  this house since the last century. We would be gathering, the surviving Phelans and I, at the request of Peter, who was obeying a patriarchal whim that he hoped would redirect everybody’s

  life. My principal unfinished task, apart from ridding the house of clutter, was to inveigle my cousin Billy to attend the gathering here, a place he loathed.




  I first came here in 1934 for a funeral. Peter passed me off as the son of his landlady, Claire Purcell (which I was and am), whom he had never brought to this house even for tea, though he had

  been living with her then in Greenwich Village for more than fifteen years. I liked Albany, liked the relatives, especially my Aunt Molly, who became my nurse after I went crazy for the second

  time, and I liked Billy, who always tried to tell the truth about himself, a dangerous but admirable trait. I went to college in Albany before and after the war and came here for dinner now and

  again, slowly getting to know this ancestral place and its inhabitants: the Phelans and the McIlhennys, their loves, their work, their disasters.




  I came to see how disaster does not always enter the house with thunder, high winds, and a splitting of the earth. Sometimes it burrows under the foundation and, like a field mouse on tiptoe,

  and at its own deliberate speed, gnaws away the entire substructure. One needs time to see this happening, of course, and eventually I had plenty of that.




  Colonie Street in Arbor Hill was the neighborhood where these people had implanted their lives in the last century. The first Phelans arrived from Ireland in the 1820s to finish digging the Erie

  Canal and by mid-century were laborers, lumbermen, railroad men, and homemakers of modestly expanding means. The McIlhennys came in the late 1870s, poor as turkeys and twice as wild.




  Michael Phelan inherited twenty-one thousand dollars upon the death of his father, a junior partner in a lumber mill, and in 1879 Michael built this house for his bride, Kathryn McIlhenny,

  creating what then seemed a landmark mansion (it was hardly that) on a nearly empty block: two parlors, a dining room, and seven bedrooms, those bedrooms an anticipatory act of notable faith and

  irony, for, after several years of marriage, Kathryn began behaving like an all-but-frigid woman. In spite of this, the pair filled the bedrooms with four sons and three daughters, the seven coming

  to represent, in my mind, Michael Phelan’s warm-blooded perseverance in the embrace of ice.




  The siblings were Peter and Molly; the long-absent Francis; the elder sister, Sarah; the dead sister, Julia; the failed priest, Chick; and the holy moron, Tommy. Peter had fled the house in the

  spring of 1913, vowing never to live here again. But the family insinuated itself back into his life after a death in the family, and he came home to care for the remnant kin, Molly and Tommy.




  Peter’s pencil sketches of his parents and siblings (but none of his putative son) populated the walls of the downstairs rooms in places Peter thought appropriate: Francis in his baseball

  uniform when he played for Washington, hanging beside the china closet, the scene of a major crisis in his life; Julia in her bathing costume, standing in the ankle-deep ocean at Atlantic City,

  where her mother took her to spend two months of the summer of 1909, hoping to hasten her recovery from rheumatic fever with sea air, this sketch hanging over the player piano; Sarah, without

  pince-nez, in high-necked white blouse, looking not pretty, for that wasn’t possible for the willfully plain Sarah, but with an appealing benevolence that Peter saw in her, this sketch

  hanging on the east wall of the front parlor, close to the bric-a-brac Sarah had accumulated through the years, the only non-practical gifts the family ever gave her; for her horizon of pleasure in

  anything but the pragmatic was extremely limited. Molly hung in the back parlor also, with one foot on the running board of her new 1937 Dodge, looking very avant-garde for that year.




  Peter sketched Chick at sixteen, in the black suit, Panama hat, and priestly collar he wore in the seminary, and hung the sketch in the front hallway, next to the autographed photo of Bishop T.

  M. A. Burke, former pastor of St. Joseph’s, whose sermon in 1900, on the fortieth anniversary of the church, inspired the fourteen-year-old Chick to devote his already pious life unreservedly

  to God. The parental sketches hung between the two windows of the dining room: Kathryn in the laundry of St. Peter’s Hospital on Broadway, which she worked in as a girl, then supervised for

  three years until the birth of Peter, after which she never worked; and Michael in his coveralls, at trackside with his gandy dancers, and with the same engine that killed him sitting benignly on

  the tracks behind him.




  Only Tommy’s sketch was upstairs (Peter did numerous self-portraits but hung none of them), hanging in his old room, which I occupied when I moved in to take care of Peter. Tommy is

  moon-faced and young and has already gone bald in the sketch, and his mouth is screwed rightward in a smile that makes him look both happy and brainless at the same time. Sarah was Tommy’s

  caretaker, and though Tommy went to work every day as a sweeper in the North Albany (water) Filtration Plant, a major achievement in coherence for Tom, Sarah viewed it otherwise. She had a theme:

  “Oh God let me outlive Tommy, for he can’t survive alone.” But then she died and Tommy didn’t, and Peter became his brother’s keeper.




  This was in the fall of 1954 and Peter was nearly destitute, a recurring condition; and so he welcomed a place to live rent-free. He moved up from Greenwich Village and settled back into the

  homestead. His old bedroom fronted on Colonie Street and, because its three bay windows offered the best light in the house, he turned it into his studio. He took down all the drapes, curtains, and

  dark green shades with which his mother and Sarah had kept out the light of the world for so long, and by so doing he let in not only the sunshine but also the nonplussed gazes of Arbor Hill

  rubbernecks who went out of their way to watch crazy old Peter Phelan, artist without a shirt, standing morning and afternoon with his expansive back to the open windows, forever dabbing paint onto

  his great canvases. Not like it used to be, the Phelan place.




  When I moved into Tommy’s room I swept out the cobwebs and dingbats, took off the old Tommy bedclothes, heavy with dust, and discovered the Tommy treasure under the bed: dozens of packages

  just as they’d been when he’d bought them at Whitney’s and Myers’ and other Downtown stores where he spent his wages. I opened one box and found white kid gloves, size four,

  petite, lovely, brand new in white tissue paper; opened another and found a beige slip with lace bodice; opened a third, a fourth, found pink panties, a pink brassiere.




  “He gave them away to ladies,” Peter told me. “He did that all his life until he ran out of ladies.”




  Did you buy on spec, Tom, you old dog? Did you then walk the town till you found the hand, the bodice, the thighs that fit the garment?




  —Excuse me, ma’am, but I bought you a little gift.




  —A gift, for me? Who are you? I don’t know you.




  —That’s all right, ma’am, you don’t have to know me.




  And you tip your cap and move on, leaving the woman holding the bra.




  “The three Foley sisters up the street,” Peter said. “They were his ladies before the war.” And I tried to imagine what they gave Tommy in return for his gifts. Did they

  model the garment? Give him a bit of stocking, a bit of white thigh? Could he have handled more? Whatever the Foley sights, they were not unfamiliar sights to many men in Arbor Hill, or so Peter

  said. But then one day Tommy’s Tommy-love went unrequited by all Foleys—the sap bereft—and the gifts piled up under the bed.




  I began to create this memoir five years ago among the pines and hemlocks of a summer hotel on the shore of Saratoga Lake, not knowing what its design would be. It began as a

  work of memory, passed through stages of fantasy, and emerged, I hope, as an act of the imagination. Freud wrote of imaginative artists that they could, through artistic illusion, produce emotional

  effects that seemed real, and so, he said, they could justly be compared to magicians.




  Never mind art or justice, but I am a bit of a magician, having been exposed to the wisdom of the hand, the innocence of the eye, at an early age: when my mother was an assistant to Manfredo the

  Magnificent, a mediocre illusionist in the age of vaudeville. But I also learned magic by studying Peter Phelan, for, while Manfredo played tricks on the gullible, fantasy-ridden public, Peter

  pursued freedom from cheap illusion and untrustworthy instincts by trying for a lifetime to find magic in what was real in the world and in his heart, ultimately reaching a depth of the self that

  others rarely achieve. I tried this myself, went through my theatrical double breakdowns in Germany and Manhattan in the process, and have now produced this cautionary tale of diseased

  self-contemplation—my own and others’.




  I’ve often used my talent as a magician, that is as a card manipulator, to entertain, but only rarely for personal gain. The first time I did that I was finishing my bachelor’s

  degree at Albany State after the war and found myself welcome at the tables of Fobie McManus’s blackout poker game on Sheridan Avenue.




  Fobie was a mean-spirited erstwhile burglar who ran a saloon that catered chiefly to newspaper people. He furnished them with drink and warmth until closing, then offered them the solace of

  dollar-limit poker until dawn. I was working weekends as a nightside rewrite man on the Times-Union, trying to pay my tuition. But the wages were puny and I would’ve quit if I

  hadn’t discovered Fobie’s game.




  It was peopled with printers, reporters, and copy editors who fancied themselves gamesters of a high order. But there was only one minor-league thief (he hid cards) among them, a few anal

  retentives who nurtured their secret straights with confessional glee, and an assortment of barflies whose beer intake spurred them to ever greater mismanagement of their hands.




  I was light-years beyond them all in handling both the deck and myself, for I had learned from Manfredo that a magician is also an actor; and so I considered my financial gain from those

  ink-stained wretches to be fair exchange for a thespian’s risky performance. Some nights I chose to lose heavily at the outset, though good luck would usually stalk my later play. On

  occasions I might even drop thirty dollars on the night to prove my vulnerability, but by so doing was then free at the next sitting to fleece again those good- and well-tempered suckers. Thus did

  I move ever closer to my degree in education.




  I interrupted my college career to enlist in the army in 1942, when I turned eighteen, gained a lieutenancy, and in ’44 I landed at Normandy with replacement troops after the heroes and

  martyrs had taken the high ground as well as the beach. I was seldom in danger from then on but could not let go of the universal fantasy that death was a land mine ten steps ahead. I walked the

  wrong way to die, it turned out, and after the war I went back to Albany to finish my degree in three years instead of four. After graduation, instead of teaching, I found a job with the Manhattan

  publishing house where my father had worked as an illustrator.




  Idiotically, I’d stayed in the reserve after the war, so when Korea erupted I turned into a retread. We started at Fort Benning, creating an infantry division from scratch. The Captain who

  had been assigned to establish the Public Information Office, the division’s press section, liked my record: precocious scholar, sometime newsman, editor of books, working on a book of my

  own, and, on top of it all, a line officer in the big war. What can I say?




  We went to Germany instead of Korea, the first troops to go back to Europe since the war, and we headquartered in the Drake Kaserne, a comfortable old Nazi Wehrmacht barracks outside

  Frankfurt, which brings me to Giselle, my somewhat excruciating wife, and the cause of my using my talent with cards for the second time in my life to enhance my net worth.




  The enlisted men of our PIO section were throwing a Christmas party that year (it was 1951) and invited the Captain and me to stop by for a bit of wassail. I was already there when the Captain

  arrived with this remarkable beauty on his arm. They’d have a drink, then go to dinner; that was their plan. The men had hired a belly dancer named Eva to elevate the lust factor at the party

  and she was dancing when the Captain and Giselle arrived. The troops were yelling at Eva to remove garments, but she wouldn’t even lower a strap. She did a few extra bumps, but that

  didn’t cut the mustard with the boys, and half a dozen of them backed her into a corner. Because of who knows what reason, Giselle spoke up.




  “Leave her alone,” she said. “I’ll take over.”




  The Captain looked stricken as Giselle picked up a high stool from a corner and carried it to the center of the room. All eyes went to her as she sat on the stool with her hands in her lap,

  evaluating her audience. Then she undid the two top burtons of her blouse, revealing a contour—the quartering of a small moon. She lifted one leg, pointed her toe, her instep arched inside

  her elegant black pump, the heel of her other shoe hooked over the stool’s bottom rung. One up, one down. The upward motion of her right leg moved her skirt a bit above the knee. She swept

  the room with her eyes, engaging everyone like a seductive angel: madonna of the high perch.




  The swine who had been attacking Eva suddenly realized that Giselle’s panorama seemed to be accessible. They didn’t even notice Eva backing off to a corner, snatching up her coat,

  and running out the door.




  The swine grunted when Giselle brought her right leg back and hooked her shoe on the highest rung, her skirt going higher still. Oh how they grunted, those swine. They were all in uniform, their

  Ike jackets swinging loose. They jostled each other to solidify their positions. They knew, as others jostled them, that their turf nearest Giselle had become valuable. They could have

  rented it out.




  One of them leaped into a crouch, inches away from Giselle’s knee, and he stared up the central boulevard of her shadow. But no one dared to touch her, for they intuited that vantage was

  all they would ever get, and the jostling grew stronger.




  They moved in an ellipse, the ones with a clear view of the boulevard being the first to be shoved out of the vista.




  Shoved out of the vista, imagine it.




  Poor swine.




  But they ran around the ellipse, got back into line, and shoved on. “Keep it moving” was the unspoken motto, and on they shoved, those in the best position always trying to retain

  the turf. But they’d lose it to the needy, then circle back again.




  Giselle started to sing, in French, “Quand Madelon.”




  “Et chacun lui raconte une histoire, une histoire à sa façon . . .” she sang.




  Then she moved her blouse to the right and exposed more of that region. My impulse was to photograph her from a low angle, but when I told her this later she said she’d have considered it

  rape. She touched her breast lightly and I thought, “Phantom queen as art object.”




  “La Madelon,” Giselle sang, “pour nous n’est pas sévère.”




  The swine kept moving round and round, like the old ploy of running from one end of the photo to the other in the days when the camera panned so slowly you could put yourself into the photo

  twice. I see those piggies still, moving in their everlasting ellipse—that piggy-go-round—shouldering one another, hunkering down as they moved to their left for a better view of that

  boulevard, lowering themselves, debasing all romance, groveling to Giselle’s secrets with bend of knee and squint of eye.




  I still can’t blame them.




  And what did the swine see? Quite amazing to talk about it afterward. One saw wildflowers—black-eyed Susans. Another said she wore a garment. Yet another no. A sergeant who’d

  been in the Fourth Armored during the war said he saw a landscape strewn with crosses and corpses, the reason why the war was fought.




  And then she gave one final rising of the knee, stood up, and put herself back together. Slowly the troops started to applaud, and it grew and grew.




  “More, more,” they called out, but Giselle only buttoned the last button, threw them a kiss, and returned to the Captain’s side. The troops shook the Captain’s hand,

  congratulated him on his taste in women, and when he went for their coats I asked Giselle her name but she wouldn’t tell me. Then the Captain came and said, “All right, Giselle,

  let’s go.”




  “Ah, Giselle,” I said.




  It took me only a few days to track her to the office where she worked as a translator for diplomats and army bureaucrats.




  “I’ve come to rescue you from old men,” I told her.




  “I knew you would,” she said with a foxy smile.




  But she resisted me, and professed fidelity to the Captain, who, though twice-and-a-half her age and going to fat, was flush with money from his black-market adventures in coffee and

  cigarettes.




  “Can you take me to Paris for the weekend as he does?” she asked me. “Can you fly me to the Riviera?”




  “How direct the mercenary heart,” I said. “I understand your point. I suspect we are much alike.”




  But the truth was that I never valued money except when I had none. And Giselle’s hedonist remarks were a façade to keep me at bay. You see she was already starting to love me.




  Each day I sent her a yellow rose—yellow the color of age, cowardice, jaundice, jealousy, gold, and her own radiant hair. In a week the flowers softened her telephone voice, in two weeks

  she agreed to dinner, and in three to a Heidelberg weekend, which was the first stop on my road to dementia.




  We stayed at a small pension and left it only for meals. Otherwise we inhabited the bed. She put all of her intimate arenas on display and let me do with them what I pleased, with a single

  exception: I could enter none of them with my principal entering device.




  I had never been more excited by a woman’s body, though I know the relative fraudulence of memory in such matters. Denial of entry was of small consequence to a man of my imagination,

  given the beatific pot of flesh to which I had access in every other way. Giselle said she was fearful of pregnancy, of disease, of sin, even of vice, can you imagine? But I know she was actually

  testing my capacity to tolerate her tantalizing. I’ve known exhibitionistic women, several, but none with the raw, artistic talent for exposure that Giselle demonstrated in Heidelberg. This

  was my initiation into the heavenly tortures of Giselle-love.




  In the days that followed, she and I moved together in a delirium, I sick with love. When I was away from her I fell into what I came to think of as the coma of the quotidian, my imagination

  dead to everything except the vision of her face, her yellow hair, and the beige, angelical beauty of her sex, though that describes only the look of it, not the non-angelical uses to which she put

  it.




  One understands addiction, obsession. It begins as the lunacy of whim, or desire, but ends as the madness of need, or essence. I could not be without her, and so all my waking movements were the

  orchestration of our next meeting.




  I bought her gifts: Hummel dolls, a cuckoo clock, a Chanel suit, Italian shoes, cultured pearls (I could not afford diamonds). I bought her books. She’d never heard of Kafka, or

  Christopher Marlowe, or Philip Marlowe, for she was a visual animal, fascinated by art and photography, the twin provinces of her mother, who ran an art gallery in Paris.




  I bought her a camera, took her to Versailles, Mont St. Michel, and other spectacles for the eye, took her to Omaha Beach and tried to explain to her some of the war and my puny part in it.

  She’d lived in Paris the entire war and saw no fighting, only occupation, during which her father had been executed by the Nazis. Her mother, a paragon of independence and survival, raised

  this very willful daughter.




  There was much more, but, to get to the point, Giselle-love broke me. I ran through my paychecks and small savings account, and got a bit of money from my mother. But I soon went through it all,

  and it was out of the question to ask Peter for money. He never had any.




  Then I remembered Walt Popp, captain of Special Services, mentioning a game of poker. That was a month after I met Giselle, the days when I had no time for any other game but her. Now I tracked

  down Popp at the officers’ club and bought him a drink.




  “I thought you were getting a poker game together,” I said.




  “I did ask a few guys. Are you ready?”




  “I could use a little action.”




  “I thought you had this beauty, this cover-girl type.”




  “Hanging out with you mugs, I’ll appreciate her even more.”




  “I’ll round up a crowd for Friday night,” Popp said.




  So I practiced. There’d never been a time I hadn’t, really. Manfredo’s wisdom was that once you lose your touch it will never come back with quite the same delicacy. Any talent

  must be husbanded or else we diminish in the breach; and so I spent two hours a week, maybe three, handling the cards, cutting them for aces, dealing seconds, bottoms, reading the deck when I

  shuffled. I practiced in bed, in the latrine, anytime I was alone. Almost nobody after Fobie’s knew about me and cards. My magic was still in my hat.




  Popp told the Captain there’d be a game and I’d be playing, and the Captain brought it up the next day in the office.




  “Cards? You mean you aren’t seeing Giselle anymore?”




  “Matter of fact I am,” I said.




  “I don’t see her anymore.”




  “Is that so?”




  “You damn well know it’s so.”




  “I don’t follow you around, Captain.”




  “You follow Giselle around.”




  “I wouldn’t deny it.”




  “She likes ’em young.”




  “She’s young.” She was twenty.




  “I miss her,” he said.




  “I’d miss her too.”




  “You took her away from me.”




  “That’s not how it happens. People do what they want.”




  “She liked me.”




  “We all like you, Captain.”




  “You do good work, Orson. It’s a good thing you do good work.”




  “I try not to disappoint.”




  “That’s smart. Never disappoint. What time is the game?”




  “Seven o’clock.”




  “I’ll see you across the table,” he said.




  It sounded like an invitation to a duel.




  “Is the coffee ready, Orson?” my father called.




  “It is,” I said. “Come on down.”




  I heard him shuffling toward the stairs in his slippers, and I remembered when as a child I shat in one of his slippers, a moment of my precocious psychosis. It is a thief’s traditional

  trick to shit in the victim’s lair, and I had been a thief of vision—of my father’s and mother’s private life. The occasion was an argument over love. Whose property was

  Claire Purcell? Was she owned body and soul by Peter, her live-in lover, or was she the intimate assistant to Manfredo the Magnificent?




  I awoke in the middle of the night to find my father home after a two-week absence, heard his voice, moved toward it comprehending no words, closed on the parental bedroom to see my naked father

  standing over my supine, naked mother, and hear him say: “Why don’t you take your cunt back to Manfredo and have him give you another one?”




  I, at the age of eight, had never heard the word “cunt” uttered other than once in schoolboy talk: Why do they call it a cunt? . . . You ever see one? . . . Yeah . . . Well, then,

  what else would you call it? Nor did I understand the import of the phrase “another one,” until time had passed and I had dwelled sufficiently on the overheard words to conclude that my

  father had been talking about me, the only one there was: Orson Purcell, son without siblings (living or dead) of Claire Purcell-never-Phelan. I was “son,” “sonny,”

  “Orse,” and “Orsy-Horsey” to Peter Phelan, the only father I’d ever known. But when I at last understood the meaning of his assault on my mother (I soon began to use

  the term “father” in an ambiguous way, and eventually abandoned it), then it occurred to me that bastardy might be an enduring theme of my life. I grew angry at Peter for not (if

  not) being my father, grew angry also at Manfredo, who was unacceptable as a father.




  This latter anger prevailed after I entered a dressing room of the Palace Theater in Albany, just after Manfredo had finished his act on stage. There sat Mother on the dressing-room vanity,

  naked legs akimbo. There stood Manfredo in top hat, tux jacket, and pants around ankles, thrusting his magic wand into her rabbit, and giving moon to all visitors who did not know they were not

  wanted, just as the magic couple did not realize that they had not locked the door until after the Orse was gone.




  Orson the adventurer, Orson the thief of vision. I waited a week before making the assault on my father’s slipper (I should have shat in Manfredo’s hat) as an ultimate gesture of

  rebellion against his verbal cruelty. My mother rejected my act of solidarity with her, terming it loathsome, and my father, whose anger with Claire had abated, took off his belt and said,

  “Now I’m going to whip you until you bleed,” and did. I then brooded myself into a dream of being attacked by crocodiles and, while pulling myself out of the water, of being

  consumed by the crocs up to the neck, my head floating away to live a disembodied life of its own.




  That, more or less, is the truth of my head.




  Peter finally reached the bottom of the stairs and shuffled toward the dining room.




  “I never thought my bones would turn into my enemy,” he said with a great wheezing sound. “Skeletons are not to be trusted.”




  He sat at the dining-room table and I put the toast and butter on the table and poured his and my coffee.




  “Are you going to go to work?” I asked him.




  “I have no alternative.”




  “You could take it easy. Take the day off. It’s a special day, isn’t it?”




  “That’s like cheating at solitaire. Who gets cheated?”




  “Are you nearing the end of this painting?”




  “There’s distance to go, but there’s even more to do after this one.”




  “You always talk about dying but you don’t behave like a dying man.”




  “As soon as you behave like a dying man, you’re dead.”




  “You’re a man with a mission.”




  “A man with curiosity. I come from a long line of failed and sinful flesh, and there’s a darkness in it I want to see.”




  “Speaking of sin,” I said, “isn’t today the day that Adelaide comes to give you your therapy?”




  “You have an abrasive tongue in your head this morning.”




  “I just want to make sure I’m here to let her in.”




  “You’re a thoughtful boy, Orson.”




  “I used to be a boy,” I said.




  We looked at the window at the beginning of the day, a grudging gray light, no sunbeam to color it brilliant.




  “They say it’s going to rain,” I said.




  “They always say that,” said Peter. “And they’re always right.”
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  Those who do the great heroic work of being human never work solely from experience. My father, for instance, could never have painted his Malachi Suite, that remarkable

  body of paintings and sketches that made him famous, without having projected himself into the lives of the people who had lived and died so absurdly, so tragically, in the days before and after

  his own birth. I am not implying here that any historical reconstruction is heroic, but rather that imaginative work of the first rank must come about through its creator’s

  subordination of the self, and also from the absorption into that self of what has gone on beyond or before its own existence.




  Clearly there is no way to absorb the history of even one other being wholly into oneself; but the continuity of the spirit relies on an imagination like my father’s, which makes the

  long-dead world, with a fine suddenness, as Keats put it, fly back to us with its joys and its terrors and its wisdom. Keats invented the term “negative capability” to define what he

  saw in the true poetical character: a quality of being that “has no self—it is everything and nothing . . . it enjoys light and shade; it lives in gusto, be it foul or fair, high or low

  . . .” The poet should be able to throw his soul into any person, or object, that he confronts, and then speak out of that person, or object. “When I am in a room with people,”

  wrote Keats, “if I ever am free from speculating on creations of my own brain . . . the identity of every one in the room begins to press upon me [so] that I am in a very little time

  annihilated . . .”




  I speak with some authority when I say that it is a major struggle for anyone to annihilate his or her own ego, to cure the disease of self-contemplation, for as you will see there is ample

  attention paid to myself in this memoir. But I believe it could not be otherwise, for only through what I was, and became, could the family be made visible, to me, to anyone. And so I invoke Keats,

  without any claim to art of my own, both to drain myself of myself, and to project myself into realms of the family where I have no credentials for being, but am there even so; for I do know the

  people in this memoir, know where and how they lived, or live still.




  I know, for instance, what is going on in the Quinn house on North Pearl Street in North Albany this morning at a little past five o’clock. Two sleeping men are nearly naked, and three

  sleeping women are ritually modest in their shorty summer nightgowns. In each of three bedrooms a crucifix hangs on a nail over the sleepers’ beds and, in a luminous print looking down at Peg

  and George Quinn in their double bed, the Christ exposes his sacred heart, that heart encircled by tongues of fire.




  The house normally rouses itself from slumber at seven o’clock, except on Sunday, when late rising is the rule. As the milkman sets foot on the front stoop next door at this crepuscular

  hour, that house’s resident chow disturbs all light sleepers here with his murderous bark from the back yard. Under the quietest of circumstances it is not easy to achieve sleep on this

  infernal morning, but after the chow’s bark, George Quinn, vigorous still at seventy-one, raises himself on one elbow, rolls himself onto his wife’s body, and then, with high comfort

  and the expertise that comes with practiced affection, he rides the lovely beast of love.




  Dead heat was saturating the room, the sheet and pillowcases under the two bodies soaked from the long and humid night, no breeze at all coming in the fully opened window, no leaf moving on the

  trees of North Pearl Street; nor was any cross-ventilation possible, for the bedroom door was closed now in these moments of hot waking love, all nightclothes strewn on the floor beside the bed,

  the top sheet kicked away.




  As they moved in their naked heat toward mutual climax the door creaked open, its faint crack a thunderclap to both lovers. George knelt abruptly up from his wife’s soft and sodden body,

  grabbed for his pajama bottoms as Peg felt for the lost topsheet to cover herself; and the door creaked again, the gap between its edge and its jamb widening, the hall light striping the room with

  a sliver of brilliance, then a board’s width; and there, in the foot-wide opening, appeared Annie Phelan’s face, ghostly inquisitor with flowing white hair, her face growing larger and

  more visible as she pushed the door open and stared into the bedroom of interrupted love.




  “What is it, Mama?” Peg asked.




  Behind the door George was stepping into his pajamas, and Peg, with the use of one deft arm, the other holding the found sheet in front of her breasts, was threading herself into her

  nightgown.




  “What time is it, Margaret?” Annie asked.




  “It’s too early,” said Peg. “Go back to bed.”




  “We have to make the coffee and set the table.”




  “Later, Mama. It isn’t even five-thirty yet. Nobody’s up except you.”




  From his darkened bedroom Billy Phelan inquired: “Is Ma all right?”




  “She’s all right,” Peg said. “She’s just off schedule again.”




  Billy raised his head, flipped his pillow to put the wet side down, and tried to go back to sleep, thinking of how he used to work the window in Morty Pappas’s horseroom, but no more.




  Standing in the doorway of the third bedroom, where she and Annie Phelan slept in twin beds, Agnes Dempsey, wearing a pink knee-length nightgown, and yawning and scratching her head with both

  hands, said to Peg, “I didn’t hear her get up, she doesn’t have her slippers on”; and then to Annie Phelan: “What kind of an Irishman are you that you don’t put

  your slippers on when you walk around the house?”




  “Oh you shut up,” Annie said.




  “Go in and get your slippers if you want to walk around.”




  Annie went into the bedroom. “The bitch,” she muttered. “The bitch.”




  “I heard you,” Agnes said.




  “You did not,” said Annie.




  “I could stay up and make the coffee,” Agnes said.




  “No, it’s too early,” said Peg. “She’d stay up too, and then we’d never get her back on schedule.”




  “You go to bed,” said Agnes. “I’ll keep her in the room. I’ll put the chair in front of the door.”




  George was already back in bed, eyes closed and trying for sleep as Peg lay on her back beside him and hoisted her nightgown to thigh level to let her legs breathe. Her interrupted climax would

  probably nag her at odd moments for the rest of the day, but she wouldn’t dispel that now with her own touch. She wondered when the day of no more climaxes would arrive, wondered whether it

  would be her failure or George’s. How long before George was as senile as Mama? When was Mama’s last orgasm? When did she last feel Poppy’s hand on her? Peg had no memory of

  anything sexual in Annie’s life, never caught them at it the way Danny caught her and George up at the lake. We thought he was swimming for the afternoon, but in he came, George doing great,

  and me on the verge. He opens the door with the key and we both look at him. “I didn’t know you were sleeping,” he says, and out he goes, and that’s that for that.




  Peg charted the day to come: office till noon, the boss, and Basil, probably. Work will be light, all their attention on the strike vote in the shop this morning. I hope there’s no fights.

  Then Roger. He wants to drive me down to Peter’s luncheon. It’d be easy to go along with Roger. He has a way about him, and funny too. Smart and funny and so young. It’s so silly.

  The important thing is to turn George around.




  “Are you asleep, George?”




  “Nobody can sleep in this stuff. It’s like sleeping in pea soup.”




  “We have to buy this house.”




  “We do like hell.”




  “Think about it, damn it all, think about it! Where could we ever again find this much space for that kind of money?”




  “Who needs all this space? Danny’s not home anymore.”




  “He comes home sometimes. And we still have Mama.”




  “Yeah, and we also got Agnes. Jesus Christ.”




  “She’s a big help.”




  “She’s also another mouth.”




  “If she wasn’t here we’d have to pay somebody to watch Mama, unless you want to stay home and do it.”




  “Why can’t Billy take care of his own mother?”




  “Billy can’t do that sort of thing. And he wouldn’t. The personal things, I mean.”




  “You always got an answer,” George said.




  “So do you. And the answer’s always no.”




  Peg pushed herself up from the bed, pulled off her nightgown, thrust herself into a cotton robe, and strode briskly to the bathroom, leaving the bedroom door ajar. The hall light would fall

  directly into George’s eyes. Good. George stood up, walked to the door and closed it, sat back on the bed, and looked at his dim reflection in the dresser mirror.




  “You’re gonna die in the poorhouse of bullshit and other people’s generosity,” he said to himself.




  In her chair by the parlor window Annie Phelan monitored the passing of neighbors, sipping her first cup of tea of the day from the wheeled serving table, popping white grapes

  into her mouth, chewing them with great vigor, coming to an end of chewing, organizing her lips and tongue, and then spitting the grape seeds onto the oriental rug.




  Billy, in the kitchen breakfast nook, was reading the baseball results (the Red Sox and the Albany Senators had both lost) in the morning Times-Union, his right leg stretched kitchenward,

  its plaster ankle cast covered by the leg of his navy-blue Palm Beach trousers, the toes of his shoeless foot covered by half a white sock, his hickory cane standing in the corner of the nook next

  to a paper bag containing his right shoe.




  Agnes Dempsey, practical nurse and Billy’s special friend, who’d been a now-and-then overnight guest for years, and who became a full-time live-in member of the household a year ago

  April, when Annie’s feebleness and vagueness were becoming a family problem, Agnes Dempsey at forty stood at the counter by the sink, breaking soft-boiled eggs into coffee cups with broken

  handles.




  Peg, dressed perfectly, as usual, in high heels and blue flowered dress, stood at the gas stove pouring a cup of coffee, the only breakfast she would allow herself, except for one bite of

  Billy’s toast, she in such a high-energized condition that we must intuit some private frenzy in her yet to be revealed.




  Agnes brought Annie her breakfast before serving anyone else, stirred up the eggs with a teaspoon, topped them off with a touch of butter, salt, and pepper, then set them in front of Annie along

  with two pieces of toast. Annie looked at the eggs.




  “They got bugs,” she said.




  “What’s got bugs?”




  “Those things. Get the bugs off.”




  “That’s not bugs, Annie. That’s pepper.”




  Annie tried to shove the pepper to one side with a spoon.




  “I don’t eat bugs,” she said.




  “That’s a new one,” Agnes said when she set Billy’s eggs in front of him on the oilcloth-covered table. “She thinks pepper is bugs.”




  “Then don’t give her any pepper,” Billy said.




  “Well, naturally,” said Agnes, and Peg saw a pout in Agnes’s lips and knew it had more than pepper in it. They all ate in silence until Agnes said, “I’ve got to get

  a room someplace.”




  “You don’t have to go noplace,” Billy said.




  “Well, I do, and you know I do.”




  “Let’s not create a crisis,” Peg said.




  “I’m not creating a crisis,” Agnes said. “I’m saying I’ve got to get out of here. Father McDevitt said it, not me. But I’ve been thinking the same

  thing.”




  “Then why didn’t you ever say anything?” said Billy.




  “Because I didn’t know how to say it.”




  “Well, you’ve said it now,” said Peg. “Do you mean it, or is this just a little low-level blackmail?”




  “What’s that mean, blackmail?”




  “Agnes,” said Peg, “go on with your tale of woe.”




  “I’m saying only what the Father said. That we can’t go on living this way, because it doesn’t look moral.”




  “Very little in this life looks moral to me,” Peg said. “When are you leaving?”




  “She’s not leaving,” Billy said. “Who’ll take care of Ma?”




  “We can’t let Ma interfere with Agnes’s new moral look,” Peg said.




  “You heard the Father,” Agnes said. “ ‘How long have you been here, my dear?’ A little over a year, Father.’ I felt like I was in confession. ‘You did

  that? How many times did you do it, dear?’ They always want the arithmetic.”




  “I’m surprised the Vatican hasn’t sent in a team of investigators to get to the bottom of this,” Peg said.




  “Whataya talkin’ about, this?” Billy said. “There’s nothin’ goin’ on.”




  “Then you don’t have anything to worry about,” said Peg.




  “Worry? Why should I worry?”




  “You shouldn’t,” Peg said. “You’re clean.”




  “Look, I know what you’re gertin’ at,” Billy said, “and I’m not gertin’ married, so change the subject.”




  “Changed. When do you move out, Ag?”




  “ ‘We don’t want to give scandal,’ the priest says. What does he think we do here?”




  “He imagines what you do,” said Peg. “It probably keeps him peppy. What else did he say?”




  “He says we have to create the sacrament.”




  “What sacrament?” Billy said.




  “I don’t think he meant baptism,” said Peg. “Do you?”




  “I don’t know what he means sacrament,” Billy insisted.




  “No more profane love in the afternoon, maybe? Make it sacred?”




  “You’d better watch what you say,” Agnes said.




  “You better organize this act you’ve got going here,” Peg said. “And you too,” she said to Billy “I really don’t give a rap what the priest says, or the

  bishop either. This is our house and we do what we like in it. But I think you ought to make a decision about your own lives for a change. I’ve got to get to work.” She bolted her

  coffee and stood up.




  “I’ll call about supper,” she told Agnes. “I’ve got that luncheon with Peter and Orson. The lawyer’s picking me up and I suppose the whole gang will be there.

  I want to go down early and help with the lunch.”




  “We’ve got a roasting chicken and lamb chops,” Agnes said.




  “Better be careful about lamb chops,” George Quinn said, coming through the swinging door into the kitchen. “That’s why Annie had her stroke. Always showin’ off

  eatin’ lamb-chop fat.”




  “I’m going where there’s no lamb chops,” Peg said. She gave George a quick kiss and went out.




  The phone rang and George, the closest to it, answered: “Hello there, who’s calling this early? . . . Who? . . . Oh, yeah . . . Well, no, Peg’s gone to work.

  Any message? . . . Yeah, Billy’s right here,” and he handed Billy the phone with the words, “It’s Orson, that floo-doo.”




  “What’s the prospect, Orson?” Billy said into the phone.




  “I need to get out of this goddamn house,” I said. “What are you up to?”




  “I gotta go to the doctor’s.”




  “When?”




  “This morning.”




  “I’ll take you,” I said.




  “What’s your problem down there?” Billy asked.
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