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Chapter One
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I trip every time I pass the house on St. Marks Place. If one heel doesn’t catch in a pavement crack, then my ankle turns. It happens much too regularly to be accidental.

“What are you going to do when they tear down this rotten house,” I screamed at my father when I left fourteen years ago, “and you have to stumble home to someplace new?”

But they’ve fooled me. They haven’t torn down the house. They’ve cleaned up the inside and painted the outside and rented the ground floor to people with Japanese lanterns and a very hi-fi set that hawks Ray Charles at the passers-by. The house to the east of it has a ground-floor antique store run by a slim young man who stares out indifferently through a window cluttered with oak schoolroom desks, wrought-iron door hinges, and Tiffany-glass shades. The building on the other side has a tiny clothing store called Stuff. The display window is painted black except for a small hole through which one can view a single pair of purple-velvet knickers one week, a polka-dotted vinyl motorcycle jacket the next.

Walter’s daughter, who is only a few years younger than I, bought her house on the next block for twenty thousand dollars in 1952. It is worth more than double that now, between the work that’s been put into it and the change in the neighborhood. I used to think that Walter liked to visit her often only because he knew how I hated to go there, and even now I cannot free myself of the notion that each time I go I am paying a penance.

I think of my father as watching with pleasure as I pay that penance. It matters little that he’s a thousand miles away and I haven’t seen him in years. He might just as well be walking beside me, fondling his thick black mustache, saying with his heavy Yiddish accent, “Look what you got, Ruthie. You couldn’t wait till this house should come down. And now look what you got here.”

That’s how I know what it means, my tripping when we pass the house. That’s why I’ve finally realized that my stumbling is a mockery of my life since I left his home.

•  •  •

I remember sitting in my nineteenth-century-literature course at Hunter that year, listening to old Professor Robinson discuss Trollope and the importance of money in the nineteenth-century novel. I glanced at Thea, sitting next to me; her pale serious face had a slight smile as Robinson condescendingly catalogued the advantages of having been born in this century if one were foolish enough to have been born poor. Something made me twist in my seat to look at the expressions of the other members of the class; they were the same as Thea’s, and I suddenly realized that I was the only one in the room who failed to be amused by the dedicated, matter-of-fact quest of Trollope’s heroes and heroines.

After class Thea and I rushed down to gym for the last hour of the day. She complained about the enforced exercise but I was glad of it, for I always loved to be moving. (Walter once said I liked golf and tennis because they were rich men’s games, but couldn’t explain when I challenged him why I was always the one to run after the ball, or why I walked to the market when I might easily order groceries by phone, or why I loved to swim.)

“I should have my head examined,” I said to Thea when we were back in the locker room. “Taking gym the last class of the day. One hour and twenty minutes to get home, shower, change, eat, and get to work.” I slammed the locker door and snapped the combination lock, then looked quickly in the mirror. I am pretty. I have big dark-brown eyes and curly black hair and my coloring, always good, is best when I’m flushed with exercise. (My father used to call me Beautiful when he was trying to put me on the defensive. As though I’d stolen my looks from someone who deserved them more.) I scooped up my books and shoulder bag without bothering to comb my hair.

“Hurry, hurry, hurry,” I said to Thea, who was combing her straight fine brown hair in front of the mirror.

“I hardly see you since you got that job,” she said softly, putting away the comb and picking up her things.

I laughed. “Everyone else sees too much of me.” I grabbed her arm and hustled her through the rows of rumpled, hot-looking girls still struggling into their clothes, out of the locker room, up to the main floor, and out to the bright daylight of Sixty-eighth Street. A solitary veteran, his textbooks looking incongruous with the rest of him, passed by and eyed me.

“I still haven’t made up my mind,” I said to Thea, “whether Hunter did itself a favor when it started taking those boys.”

“They have to have someplace to go.”

That was Thea, who sometimes couldn’t do her homework for remembering the faces of the old men on the Bowery, and who would get out of bed on a freezing-cold night to let a whining alley cat into the hallway.

“You’re walking too quickly,” she said breathlessly. “You forget my legs aren’t as long as yours.”

“I’m sorry.” I slowed down with an effort because what I really would have liked to do on that warm exciting spring day was to walk and run all the way home to St. Marks Place instead of taking the El. But I walked sedately with her toward Third Avenue, and only when we reached the shaded corner under the platform did I break loose and run up the long flight of stairs to the El station, then wait contritely while she puffed up after me and in noble silence got her change at the booth.

We sat in our regular place in the first car, talking mostly about school. Occasionally I’d get up to stand at the front window and watch the tracks disappear. It was, and even now is, one of my best childhood memories—trips with my father on the El at times when we might more easily have taken the bus, the noisy delight of standing at that front window, conquering space at the dizzy speed of the 1940 Third Avenue El.

Thea and I walked in silence to St. Marks, where I slowed down more than enough to suit her and then even dawdled for a moment or two in front of her house, reluctant, as always, to leave her and go home.

Thea had a significance beyond herself in my mind. She was the first—and I suppose the only—close friend I ever had. When I was depressed, I was a little less depressed if she was around, living proof that the whole world wasn’t rotten. When I was happy, her serenity enhanced my happiness so that I felt doubly blessed. Over the years there were periods when I saw Thea quite often, others when I saw her only occasionally, but always there was the idea of her with me, the knowledge of her goodness and her affection. It isn’t the least of what has happened to me this year that the idea of Thea is superfluous to me now.

•  •  •

The hallway was dark. Mrs. Adler on the ground floor swore the landlord took out one dead bulb to replace it with another. I used the key in the event that my mother wasn’t in the kitchen to open the door for me.

The kitchen smelled good, as it always did, with one of the stews my mother used to create with bones and water and some wilted greens and perhaps a small tough piece of beef. It was the only way she was canny, food, and it was her special delight to serve a dish that wasn’t what it seemed to be but something cheaper—a gefilte fish made of chicken, chopped liver made of string beans, cabbage stuffed with chopped meat that was mostly rice cooked in stock. Of course she was also a little ashamed of the deceit; being incapable of badness she turned some of her virtues into vices and then worried over them.

She came into the kitchen when she heard the door open. Small, only a couple of pounds heavier than when I was a child, hair graying although she was eleven years younger than my father, whose mop was still a lustrous black.

“Ruthie, Ruthie, darling,” she said, heading for the icebox, “you’re late. Sit down, your food is ready.”

“No time, Mama,” I said, scooping up the peanut butter and jelly sandwich from the plate. “I’ll eat while I get dressed.” And before she could protest, I dropped my school-books on the table and went into the front room, which I shared with my brother Martin, then eighteen, and with my father’s plants. I loved my father then and didn’t mind the plants as I might have. Our room, facing on the street, was the only one that got sunlight. The plants, large, lush, overflowing their dirt and water onto the window sill as well as the floor and the table which had been put in front of the window to accommodate the pots the sill couldn’t hold, were my father’s constant concern. They repaid him by being the envy of the other plant growers in the neighborhood. He was the acknowledged expert on how to fill out the bottom of a stalk which had grown long and skinny with leaves only on the top. He could tell which plants were getting too much water and which too little, which ones loved the sunlight and which luxuriated in cool darkness, which loved care and which thrived on negligence, which needed good drainage and which should be kept always in wet earth. He was a self-acknowledged expert on everything, but when he lectured an admiring neighbor about her plants, it was not simply for the love of hearing himself talk.

Aside from plants there were in the room Martin’s bed and mine, both narrow, his neatly covered with a khaki blanket, mine unmade, making the room look even worse than it naturally did. The only thing I’d done was to pile my blanket on top, making sure no end touched the floor. The fine red wool of that blanket (I always liked a wool blanket until summer was actually upon me and even now, during the warmest weather, I cannot sleep unless my entire body is covered, if only with a sheet) represented my entire first week’s salary at Arlou Foundations. On the small remaining wall, placed of necessity where someone was always bruising a thigh on one of its corners, was the chest Martin and I shared—four ugly squeaking drawers that jammed every time they were pulled open, two of them for Martin’s clothes and two for mine. His two were more than adequate to hold his few shirts, socks, undershorts, and shirts. Mine were just becoming crowded with the things I’d bought since beginning work at Arlou five months before—with the exception of an occasional present from my father in the years when he’d made more money, the first clothing I’d ever owned that was neither secondhand nor homemade.

I undressed quickly and in my bathrobe (a recent innovation) headed back to the shower stall, which was in one corner of the kitchen, the toilet being in the outside hallway and shared with neighbors. If I had to compress my early life into one small ugly symbol, I think it would be that kitchen shower, situated almost directly opposite the kitchen entrance to the apartment, its front shielded by an old sheet from view but not from the blast of cold air that came in the door with each visitor, its cement floor cracked so that as hard as she worked, my mother could not clean it properly, its entire shell a cozy home for roaches and the various other insects that thrived on moisture.

I let the water run for a moment before I went in, to send the bugs to their hiding places. My mother, who understood the violence of my feelings about that shower without sharing them, pretended to be too busy working to notice me as I pulled a chair close to the stall and threw my robe and towel over its back. In spite of its iciness I let the water run hard on me even after I’d finished washing. So I didn’t hear the door open or know David had come down until my mother called to me that he was in the kitchen and I shouldn’t come out without my robe. I smiled a little but I didn’t say anything. I reached past the sheet to get my robe. David grabbed my hand and I knew my mother wasn’t looking.

“I can’t reach my robe, Mama,” I said. His hand was gone before I’d finished.

“May I be of some assistance, madame?” he asked, handing the robe past the sheet. I put it on and stepped down out of the stall, almost walking into him. He grinned at me. A big male mirror of myself. Handsome. Cocksure. I loved to be with him and I loved to be seen with him and I couldn’t hide it, and that was where he had me. People meeting the three of us, David, my brother, and me, would look at David and say, “This must be your brother,” for my brother’s hair was lighter than either of ours and his carriage more awkward, except when he was playing ball.

“You’re a mess,” David said.

I stuck out my tongue.

“Ruthie,” said my mother, who’d turned from the stove in time to see me, “I’m surprised at you.”

“She’s not kidding,” I told David. “She really is.” I ran over and put an arm around her. “My mother should never read the newspapers. She’s stunned by each new delinquent, every wife beater, every unfaithful wife. Every burglary is a shock to her. How could people do such things?” I was showing off for him and he knew it, but I didn’t care as long as he liked watching me. My eye fell on the kitchen clock, bought by me a few months before because I had to keep track of minutes now. “Whoops! Five minutes to get out.” I ran into my room and hurriedly put on a navy-blue cotton dress while wolfing down my sandwich. The rule was to dress in the closet while someone was there, but I stood just on the other side of the wall from where David was standing. When I came out he was sitting at the table over a bowl of soup. I gulped down the glass of milk my mother had left on the table for me and kissed her goodbye. Then I opened the door and started down the stairs.

“Hey!” David called. I heard his chair scrape along the floor, then his feet moving quickly across it. “What’s the rush?”

“I have a job, you know,” I called without looking back.

“Will you wait a second?” he shouted. “I want to ask you something.”

I stopped at the landing and looked up at him, trying to maintain my impatient expression. “Well, what is it?”

“I have the pass tonight. Interested?”

His uncle worked for Skouras and each year had a book of passes on which the family had turns.

“What’s playing at the Academy of Music?”

“If you’re so damn fussy,” he said, “I’ll get someone else to go.”

I took my wallet from my purse and searched for a dime for carfare.

“Coming or not?”

“Sure,” I said, smiling up at him sweetly. “Unless the boss keeps me late.” And I was out of the house before he could tell me to forget it.

That was another good thing about being so rushed. It was the term before David entered law school and he had much more free time than I did. It was the only advantage I had with him. Unless perhaps you could count the way I looked.

•  •  •

From one o’clock until two I relieved Selma at the desk in the reception room, which was not elegant but had, with its linoleum flooring and white walls, a more respectable air than the dark, wooden-floored stockrooms. When Selma came back from lunch, we did invoices together. She read off the names and billings, then computed the totals while I typed. There was no need for it to be done that way, except Selma’s need to have someone to talk to in the off season when Lou was out of the office most of the time and her only company was the telephone. And the endless stream of magazines—Ladies’ Home Journal, McCall’s, Good Housekeeping, Better Homes & Gardens, Living for Young Homemakers, House Beautiful—that she pored over each month although her apartment had long since been furnished in a combination of Bronx Modern and French Provincial that would have made any of their editors go pale in the living area.

When we reached the T’s, Selma called the luncheonette downstairs and ordered coffee and Danish; it arrived just as we finished, and she paid for it, as she did every day, according to an understanding we had. I could do without coffee and cake, and resented the quarter plus my half of the tip that they would cost me. Selma wanted the coffee, but even more she wanted to sit and relax with someone and talk, mostly about her regular visits to the gynecologist whom her girl friend had sworn would help her to get pregnant. Selma wanted a baby the way I wanted to be rich—with an overwhelming, painful devotion. With a disregard for any of the small things she might have to give up for it. With the conviction that once she had it, nothing could ever make her really unhappy again. Like me, too, she could not help but react to people and things in terms of how they affected her ambition. The gynecologist she held in loving awe—the kindly judge who might rule that the prize was rightly hers. Jerry, her husband, was sweet; why, then, should he be refusing her the one thing she wanted, when the doctor and the doctor before him had said there was no reason he should not give her a baby? Jerry earned a decent salary and his job wasn’t bad—or hadn’t been, until the month before, when just as the thermometer said her best time was approaching, Jerry had been kept late to do some work and had come home so exhausted he could hardly do anything and Selma hadn’t gotten her baby although she’d had a feeling for several weeks that it was a good month for her. So she paid for my coffee and talked about it.

Although maybe there was another reason, too. She’d expected trouble from me and she hadn’t gotten it. An infinite number of part-time girls had drifted through the office during her eight years there, most of them college girls, many of them good-looking, many of them smart. Many openly unwilling to take orders from her—even to treat her respectfully—although Lou told them when they were hired that she was their second boss. So Selma had waited for the usual signs from me—the yawning when she talked, the insolent smile that told her how lucky I felt that I didn’t spend eight hours a day in a dump like this, the refusal to do her filing, and the eventual suggestion that yes, she should speak to Mr. Fine about it if she didn’t like it. And she was pathetically grateful to me that the signs had never come. I don’t think she ever wondered why I didn’t mind filing her letters; she just figured me for a nice girl and about twice a month extended an invitation to come home with her for dinner, an invitation I usually refused on the grounds of too much homework. Maybe I was a nice girl, and it didn’t matter that I did as she asked without complaints in much the same way as one executes the senseless maneuvers of a dream without questions because questions would only tighten the net of the dream.

Lou Fine came in at around four, as we were separating the invoice originals from the carbons.

“Look at my two girl friends,” he said to the elevator operator, who winked at me.

“Hello, Mr. Fine,” we said.

Smiling, he came into the reception room, gray-haired, gently handsome, rumpled and perspiring although the worst of the summer was far away, a little apprehensive because he was the type who began worrying about taxes at the moment the sweepstake ticket paid off, and after all these months he still waited for some sign from Selma that I had turned out to be like the others, after all. The elevator doors clattered together behind him. Selma reeled off the messages: Two suppliers with delivery questions; someone who’d gotten a message to call the number but had never heard of the firm; an agent who wanted to know if we needed more space; Lillian. What did Lillian want? She wanted him to pick up a quarter-pound of bologna because the maid was coming tomorrow. Selma’s face was impassive and Lou didn’t wince, but I couldn’t look at either of them. It hadn’t been long enough for me to get accustomed to Lillian, who’d been unable to get up from her wheelchair for sixteen years although no specialist had been able to find a reason why she should not walk; who went through maids much more rapidly than Arlou went through extra clerical help, partly because when the current maid looked for her lunch each Friday she found a single bologna sandwich set on a plate in a refrigerator that was otherwise empty, partly because Lillian wheeled around the apartment after her all day, pointing out things she’d missed and loudly despairing to herself over the fact that people didn’t take pride in doing a good job as they had when she was a girl.

Selma gave Lou the completed invoices and he disappeared with them into the stockroom. He hadn’t returned yet when she was ready to leave at five. I stayed at the desk when she went back to say good night. A few minutes after she’d left the approved invoices with me and gone home, he came out, holding his copy of Women’s Wear.

“Look here, Ruth,” he said, pushing aside the pile of invoices and the box of window envelopes. “Look at that advertisement.” He spread out the paper on my desk. The ad covered both pages; the left side was written for the trade and the right showed an ad they would run in consumer magazines. The caption was, “Take inches away, Nature’s Way.” At my side, Lou stepped back to scrutinize the pages. Without looking, I knew the expression on his face—deep, thoughtful, appraising. He didn’t daydream over the stock-market quotations or the real-estate columns; he just endlessly compared the brand-name advertisements, inspecting the artwork and layouts, asking my opinion, as an English major, on the copy, asking Selma if she liked them so she wouldn’t be hurt, cutting out and putting in a folder any that struck him as being particularly clever.

“What do you think?”

“It’s okay,” I said. “I suppose it’s tricky.”

“Tricky? What’s tricky? You use the same word twice, naturally it rhymes.”

“That’s true.”

“Of course it’s true. So what do you do about it?”

“I don’t know,” I said, going back to stuffing invoices into envelopes. “What would you suggest?”

“It’s a hard one. I was thinking of, ‘Take inches away and still be gay.’ ” When I failed to show enthusiasm he added quickly, “I don’t say it’s perfect. But it’s better than this.”

I nodded. He picked up the paper and began prowling around the reception room.

“Such ambition,” he said to nobody. “She can’t stop for a minute with her invoices.”

“It’s not ambition,” I said. “I just want to get out on time.”

“And so honest, too.”

Not honest, either, I thought—although I don’t know why. I always had the sense that if people thought I was nice, or honest, it was because they didn’t know me. Not that I think they wanted to; people don’t care how you are but only how you are to them. He looked at the ad a while longer before closing the paper.

“So,” he said. “Everything’s all right.”

“Fine.”

“Everybody’s happy.”

“So far.”

All of which was code confirmation of the fact that Selma hadn’t gotten her period yet. Selma’s period was a matter for anxiety to everyone from Lou to the shipping clerk, their concern for her being tempered with their concern over the way she treated them, their nervousness being intensified by the irregularity of her cycle as well as of her behavior during it; she might refuse to talk except when business demanded it, or she might come in deceptively high-spirited and break into tears when someone questioned a bill of lading.

I left promptly at six. I never felt like getting into a bus or subway after my five cramped hours at Arlou. Sometimes I made myself do it, but other times I walked down Fifth Avenue, through the park at Twenty-third, across Twenty-third and down Second Avenue. There were some wonderful stores on Fifth Avenue—an Armenian rug place, and an oriental import house that always displayed richly carved chests and ornate brasses. The stores on Second Avenue weren’t interesting to me, though. Food, glass, dry goods. Candy stores. Dry cleaners. Movies. More food. When I read books about the Lower East Side it’s like reading about a country I’ve never seen. The rich fabric of life that writers love to wrap around themselves—if I was aware of it, I was aware in the remote disinterested way that a boss knows his secretary’s mother to be ill. I’ve read more than one loving description of the Second Avenue candy stores with their metal-capped jars of oddly flavored soda syrups and their glass-front cases crammed with penny candies. To me a candy store was a place where the scum of the neighborhood boys collected to tease you as you walked by—loudly or softly, depending on how you looked that day and how great were their numbers, which made them brave.

I stopped off at the grocery for a minute to see my father. He was sitting behind the counter, reading his Post. He didn’t look up. He never did when people came in—his revenge for being a big handsome man behind a tiny counter (actually, I realized later, I had always seen him as bigger than he was), a clever man using his brains to compute bills in a tiny grocery store owned by a younger brother who didn’t have his looks, his intelligence, or his aggressiveness but had somehow managed to save a few thousand dollars during his early unmarried years in this country. I asked for a box of Fig Newtons and he looked up then and came out from behind the counter to kiss me.

“Your mustache is getting too long,” I said.

“And my daughter is getting too fresh, maybe,” he said.

Back on the street I walked quickly, but slowed up before reaching our block in case David should be looking out of the window. My brother was home, probably because my father wasn’t. He was reading a magazine at the kitchen table. One end of the table was set for our dinner (his and mine; he usually waited for me while my mother ate with my father before he left for the store at five). At the other end was a pile of mending, subcontracted to my mother by a so-called friend who had an Invisible Reweaving store uptown and got for each job five times what he paid her. She wasn’t around.

“Hi, pal,” Martin said, putting down the magazine. He was as tall as David, though slighter, and as handsome as my father. In fact, my mother swore that Martin at eighteen had exactly the face my father had had when she met him, an idea both of them vigorously resisted.

“Hi, yourself.” I plopped down at the table, tired for the first time all day. “Where’s Mama?”

He looked over my shoulder in the direction of my parents’ bedroom.

“Another one?”

He nodded.

“What was it this time?”

“Forget it. It’s too stupid to talk about.”

“I’m sure it is. But tell me anyway.”

He pushed his chair away from the table and tilted it back against the wall.

“I had a conference with the guidance idiot at school today. I was telling Mama about it. He was reading. I didn’t even know he was listening or I wouldn’t’ve started in the first place. You know I never—”

“I know, I know. Go on.”

“There’s hardly anything else. All of a sudden he butted in and started screaming at me. You know, all the old stuff about—”

He broke off as my mother came in, her eyes dry but still a little red and swollen, her manner very natural, not at all like the Martyr-in-my-Own-Time style that Mrs. Landau affected after an argument with David. She gave us both dinner, the stew and pumpernickel, then sat down and picked up her mending. She wasn’t prying; she just wanted to be sure someone was there to present my father’s side.

“You could go on, Martin,” she said to him. “I hear from the bedroom but I feel like an eavesdropper.”

He flushed.

“What was the conference about?” I asked him.

“Nothing. Just the regular annual thing. Do you know yet what you want to major in? Your card says such and such, and is it true? Do you feel you need assistance in determining your major field of interest? Garbage.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I told him I didn’t know and I wasn’t in any great hurry to find out.”

“Oh, that’s fine.”

“Don’t be dense,” he said irritably. “You know I didn’t say it that way. I just said I was interested in a lot of things and I didn’t want to confine myself.” He attacked his stew as though it were the guidance idiot.

“Why did you have to come home and talk about it in front of him? You know how he is about—”

“First of all,” he said angrily, “I wasn’t talking to him and I didn’t know he was listening.”

“You could see he was listening,” my mother said quietly.

“Second of all,” Martin said, ignoring her, “that wasn’t the end of the conference. The guy went on to tell me how there’s no reason why I should be confined if I feel that way. He said as long as I’m getting passing grades and taking required courses that’ll mostly be good for any degree, I don’t have to know my major for sure. And that’s what I wanted to tell her, because they’re always so worried that I don’t know what I want to do.”

My mother looked up. “You didn’t say that.”

“He never gave me the chance! As soon as he heard what I said to the guy first, he jumped up, slammed down his book, and started shouting at me as if I said I wanted to be a bank robber. Or a gigolo or something.”

“How should he know?” my mother asked.

“Damn right, how should he know,” Martin said. “He doesn’t know anything because he never listens long enough. Not to me, anyway.”

“That’s not so, Martin,” my mother said. But it was, and we all knew it—she with the conviction that although Martin didn’t seem to her like a good-for-nothing, my father was smarter than she and must have good reasons for thinking my brother was one; Martin with a futile anger that each day drove him further into his shell and increased the intensity of his eruptions from it; I with the helpless knowledge that my father was almost always wrong and a frequent dissatisfaction that I could not love him the less for it.

“He only wants him,” my mother appealed to me, “to know where he’s going.”

“For God’s sake, Mama,” I said wearily, “he’s eighteen years old.”

“David Landau,” my brother mimicked bitterly, “knew he wanted to be a lawyer when he was ten years old.”

“It’s true,” my mother said.

“So what?” I asked her patiently. “It takes some people longer than others. Martin’s not some bum spending his life in front of a candy store.”

“Still,” my mother said after a minute, “he shouldn’t blame his father for being concerned.”

That drove Martin out of the room.

We continued that way for a while, the two of us, almost by rote, never angry with each other, I occasionally exasperated by her slow-witted idolatry of my father but never letting my exasperation show. Two dogged attorneys, both for the defense, arguing gently in a court that couldn’t adjourn. I was looking for a way to end it when David knocked and came in, affecting annoyance at my not being ready to go. He dropped it, though, when he saw the two of us sitting at the table as we were. He knew right away what was going on.

•  •  •

We took Martin to the movies with us. David invited him; I paid his admission because the pass was only good for two. Martin never had any money. He’d tried unsuccessfully to get a job after school and my father, having agreed in principle to give him a small allowance, usually forgot it. We saw Under My Skin with John Garfield, a household god. The girl was very beautiful and the villain very villainous and we didn’t stay for the Dorothy McGuire feature because it was understood among us that Martin had to be home in bed before my father returned from work.

Martin was pathetically grateful when we did this kind of thing for him. He shouldn’t have been; we both loved him but we were using him, too. Often one of us would invite him to tease the other—part of a stupid perpetual game whose basic rule was that you scored by denying the other even if in the process you had to deny yourself. So I sat between them in the movies and pretended not to notice David’s arm on the back of my seat. Afterward we went into a cafeteria for coffee. Martin was still quiet—the wound-up kind of quiet that didn’t let us forget for a moment, whether it was intended that way or not. David tried to jolly him out of it by talking about sports—the only thing that really made my brother come alive. He talked about the swimming team, which Martin had already made, and varsity basketball, which he would probably make the following year. But when Martin’s mood did finally improve, it wasn’t because of anything David or I said.

A girl named Vivian Mandel, whom he’d loved madly, briefly and typically, stopped by at our table to say hello, introducing her date and then proceeding to ignore him and flirt with Martin. Martin was as cool and remote as only he could be with a girl who no longer interested him. But a minute or two after they’d gone, the three of us left the restaurant, and suddenly Martin’s whole manner changed. He told a couple of bad jokes he’d heard at school, laughed at them himself and laughed harder at our failure to be amused, then began whistling and intermittently asking if we couldn’t walk a little faster. It was almost eleven when we reached home. David asked if I was tired. I shook my head because that, too, was part of the game, and anyway it was true that I was far less tired than I had been at home a few hours before. Martin said good night and went upstairs, his feet clomping as carelessly as though it were noon. We waited a few minutes on the off-chance that there would be trouble upstairs, then we began walking back up Second Avenue, cutting across Fourteenth Street again, then heading uptown at Herald Square. Both long-legged, both unwilling to admit to tiredness, we kept walking, in silence, sometimes holding hands and sometimes apart, sometimes arms around each other, sometimes not, until we reached Fifty-seventh Street, and then we headed west toward Central Park, staring with paupers’ immunity at the occasional midweek sophisticates on their way between cabs and night clubs. In the park we finally sank down, exhausted, under a big dark tree. If there were other people around, we couldn’t hear them. The only noises were of cars whipping through the Park Drive and crickets trilling in the grass.

“I don’t know why the hell you dragged me here,” David said, putting his arm around me, pulling me back so we were leaning against the big rough trunk of the tree.

“Poor David. Always being bullied.”

“I don’t even have carfare home.”

“I do.”

He laughed.

“Why do you always make me feel uncomfortable about having a few miserable dollars?”

“Dunno. How much do you have?”

“I don’t know,” I said, although I did—to a penny. “Three or four dollars.”

“Fine. We’ll take a cab.”

“Why not?” I said, trying to sound very offhand because it was meant to infuriate me and it did. I had already spent too much of the eleven dollars a week I kept out of my salary for clothes and daily expenses. (Out of my net of twenty-one dollars I gave my mother five and put five in the bank.)

“If I promise not to take you up on it,” he said lazily, “will you stop shaking?”

I pulled away from him and sat up.

“C’mere,” he drawled at my back.

“I don’t feel like it.”

“I’ll make violent love to you. You can pretend I’m John Garfield.”

As if I had to.

“The bark is too rough against my head.”

“You’re getting spoiled.” He sighed. “All right. You can sit on my lap.”

I twisted around and looked at him. He smiled but then when I just sat there he held out his arms, and because all I’d really wanted was to be asked I moved quickly into them and he held me very tightly and kissed me. And instantly I was warm and excited and could only wonder why we had waited so long, teasing and sniping at each other, when this was all we had come for.

I don’t know how much later it was that out of tiredness and frustration we fell asleep in each other’s arms. David was awake when I opened my eyes. He was smoking a cigarette. The sky was beginning to fade. I stood up and brushed the grass and dried leaves from my clothing and my hair. He watched me and only when I was finished threw away his cigarette and got to his feet, He put his arm around me as we walked out of the park, and a pleasant sensual reminder waved through me. I looked up at him to see if he felt it but his face didn’t tell me anything. It never did. I never knew what he was thinking or feeling and maybe if I had things would have been different, although I’m inclined to doubt it. My own thoughts rambled rockily around a circle whose center was David. First I thought how unjust it was that he should excite me so easily when books and movies were full of heroines who succumbed to sexuality only when they were quite ready to—or perhaps when the hero’s insistent lips and forceful embrace transformed their ladylike fury into womanly lust. Then I thought of how ironic it was that only outside things should prevent us from making love. Ridiculous things that should have had no importance in human affairs. The time and the place. Long times, that is, in the right place. Not twenty dirty minutes on David’s bed while his mother went to the corner for soup meat.

We did end up taking a cab because the first clock we found told us it would soon be five. I fell asleep again during the ride and David had to shake me so I would wake up and pay the driver. (He refused the subterfuge, on occasions when I paid, of letting me slip him the money.) He’d had the driver stop on Second, around the corner from the house. Already there were a few trucks making deliveries. St. Marks itself was dead, and all the uglier for not having an occasional bit of bright clothing to relieve its drabness. We kissed good night in the foyer downstairs and didn’t speak again. When we reached my floor David just walked softly by and continued on up. I unlocked the door and tiptoed in, carefully closing and locking it again, not even going to the sink to wash because my father was a light sleeper and I was afraid of awakening him.

Martin was soundly asleep. I got into my nightgown and fell asleep happy with the thought that it was Saturday, and I wouldn’t have to get up early.

•  •  •

I was too wrapped up in my own affairs to concern myself with the world the newspapers recorded. But I don’t know that it would have mattered if I’d read them; the people who did were no less surprised than I to learn one day that something like a war was going on in a place called Korea. And what a strange war that I should have to remember when it began, or when our knowledge of it began, at any rate, by saying to myself: It was the week before I started working for Walter, the summer before I turned twenty. 1950. I remember the week itself quite well. Martin decided to enlist.

Thea was going to work in the Catskills and David had a job in an uncle’s wholesale house. When I mentioned the possibility of going away with Thea, he refused to display the slightest regret at the thought of not seeing me all summer. This had the effect of making me feel that I had to go and force him to miss me. I began to wonder if there weren’t some job that would get me out of the city and still pay a decent salary.

I didn’t bother to answer most of the “mother’s helper” ads in the Times—“Ten dollars a week and all the shit you can eat,” David had once said. I answered the Stamms’ ad only because it was for a tutor and companion, and it made a point of saying the salary would be good.

The apartment was at Fifth Avenue and Ninety-sixth Street. I was to be there at five-thirty, which meant leaving Arlou early. I had bought my first suit, a tailored black one, not long before, and I wore it to school that day with a white blouse and high-heeled pumps. I suppose I was reaching for the Nanny effect but I didn’t make it, of course. The short unruly hair was against me, for one thing. And I didn’t own a hat or gloves.

I was surprised at myself—at my growing excitement as I reached school, at my inability to concentrate in any of my classes. It was the last week of the term and Professor Robinson was winding up with Meredith. I’d never been able to get involved with Richard Feverel, anyway; of the two I cared much more for his father, although I succeeded in pitying Richard for a while before all that terribly romantic nonsense at the end turned my pity to boredom; and Thea was disappointed in me, I recall, for not crying when Richard died.

Maybe it was because I’d refused to tell Thea just where I was going that the interview had taken on the proportions of an adventure. Maybe it was just because I’d never been in a Fifth Avenue apartment before. It wouldn’t be my first contact with rich people; I’d met a couple of David’s relatives who had huge garment houses, and at least a few Arlou clients had more money than they’d ever need, even when they were through planting trees in Israel and having their names engraved on laboratory walls in the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. These people would be different, if only because they lived on Fifth Avenue instead of in Scarsdale or Long Island. If only because they weren’t Jews.

The building was simple and elegant with shiny marble floors and newly upholstered sofas in the lobby. I had to pass Doorman’s Inspection before being told the floor number, but the old gentleman running the elevator didn’t even bother to turn his head when I walked in and asked for fourteen. At the fourteenth floor I stepped out into a small hall; there was only one other door. A girl who looked a few years younger than I opened the door. She was pretty, in an unexceptional way, and dressed more neatly than most of the high-school girls I saw. Her hair was long and brown and pulled back from her face in a pony tail.

“Is this the Stamm home?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said in a low, shy voice. “Come in, please.”

I followed her into a foyer that could have held most of our apartment. The walls were white; an oriental rug covered most of the floor; several chairs lined the walls, creating the air of a waiting room.

“Please have a seat,” the girl said. “My father should be ready soon.”

She left the room and I sat down. From behind one of the doors leading off the foyer I could hear a high-pitched female voice. I remembered that I’d meant to comb my hair. After a couple of minutes one of the doors opened. A girl of about my age came out, followed by a slender handsome man who nodded at me as he escorted her to the door. At the door he thanked her for coming and said that the decision would be made within a few days, then he closed the door and turned to me. His face was unlined but his hair was entirely gray, and although his posture was good, something about him suggested fragility, or age. I introduced myself.

“Won’t you come in, please, Miss Kossoff,” he said. “I’m Walter Stamm.”

It was a library. A very proper library, with wood-paneled walls, dark-green carpeting, a huge desk, leather chairs, and floor-to-ceiling bookcases filled with rows and rows of volumes so neatly lined up they could have been the false fronts that stage designers used. The big desk was in one corner of the room; a swivel chair stood behind it and two chairs faced it. He beckoned me to one of them and sat down in the other. A pad with some notations rested on the desk near his arm. He started a new page with my name, address, and number. When I explained that the number was that of neighbors who would give me a message, he was at first unable to understand that I was saying we had no phone, and then he was embarrassed. When he had recovered he asked me to tell him something about myself. I said that I was not quite twenty years old, that I was a junior at Hunter, that I was an English major with a minor in education, and that I intended to teach when I graduated the following year—which was not entirely true, since the education credits had always represented a safeguard rather than a preparation. I told him where I was working, that I had been a camp counselor the summer before, and that during that year I had worked as a tutor to a girl whose parents had moved here from Florida and who was behind her class in most subjects. He asked a lot of questions about the tutoring, then said that if I didn’t have another engagement, he would like me to talk to Mrs. Stamm.

Who will not like me, I thought.

“I’ll be glad to wait,” I said.

He excused himself, saying that I was welcome to browse in the library. I did, not for something to read but because I wanted an excuse to move around. Most of the shelves held bound sets—the Encyclopaedia Britannica, law books, atlases. Then there were travel books, art books, hundreds of reference books, and a lot of history, mostly about Russia and Germany. Over in one corner were a few current volumes—The Wall, The Cocktail Party, American Freedom and Catholic Power—all with covers slightly frayed. I don’t know why I started when the door opened behind me; I suppose because I felt as though I were snooping even if I’d been invited to snoop.

“And what can you tell about us from our reading habits?” a deep woman’s voice asked.

I turned around. She wasn’t at all what I’d expected. She was short and on the stocky, muscular side. Her features were small and regular yet they created, with their frame of short brown hair, worn in bangs, a weird effect. A middle-aged Buster Brown. Or a circus midget whose face, you felt, ought not to have wrinkles of age. Her smile was bristling, determined, and like everything else about her, down to the tweed suit and incongruous nylon blouse, sexless.

I smiled back. “Only that you have them,” I said.

“Safe.” Her smile was cunning now, as though she’d cracked a code. “But that’s all right. Safety first.” From her jacket pocket she took cigarettes and matches and lit one, then held out the pack to me.

“No, thank you.”

“You don’t smoke?”

“No.”

“Don’t like it?”

“I can’t afford it.”

“Good.” She nodded. “I like to hire people who need money. They don’t quit the first time you look at them sideways.” She crossed the room and sat down at the swivel chair behind the big desk, beckoning me to sit across from her. I could feel her little midget’s eyes on me as I came over and sat down.

“You dress well for a poor girl.”

“I work.” I held her gaze steadily and hoped she wouldn’t notice my flushed cheeks.

“Spend it all on clothes?”

“Not all. I give some to my mother and put a little in the bank.”

“Do you take as much care of your room as you do of your appearance?”

“No.”

I’d said it because I thought she would like anything I said if she thought it was honest. I’d been right, too, and I was rewarded with a snorting laugh. She took another cigarette from her pocket and lit it with the first one.

“But I don’t let it get filthy, either,” I added, caution getting the better of me.

“We have a local woman up at the lake,” she said, mashing out the first cigarette in a monstrous marble ashtray. “Comes in once a week to do the cleaning. You’d have to keep it neat. Mr. Stamm and I will be away most of the time. I have a law practice. We both work a good part of the summer, but we might take it into our heads to come up without notice and we wouldn’t want to find the place looking like a garbage scow. Mr. Stamm, in particular. He’s more fastidious than I am.” She looked at me expectantly. I nodded. “You would also be responsible for the laundry; but there’s a washer-dryer at the house, so that’s no great problem. If there were more ironing than you could handle, we’d bring some of it to the city when we came in. The girl spends half the summer sleeping, anyway, and it doesn’t hurt to remind her she’s on a salary. Can you cook?”

“Simple things.”

“That’s all right. I just don’t want the kids eating cream-cheese-and-jelly sandwiches three meals a day when I’m not there.”

I smiled.

“Lotte’s a good cook, as a matter of fact. I’m an excellent one, myself, and I’ve taught her. But like most people she’d rather cram a piece of rotten store bread into her mouth than cook a meal when there’s no company.” She paused to trim her cigarette ash on the tray rim.

“Is Lotte your daughter?”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” she began, “didn’t Walter—? Never mind. Yes. Lotte’s my daughter. She’s sixteen. Boris is eleven. And that brings us to the important part of the job. Mr. Stamm didn’t tell you anything about it, I gather.”

“No.”

She opened the desk drawer and took out a pack of little brown cigarillos, lighting one and mashing out the cigarette although there was a good part of it left. “Boris is in the fifth grade. He is a nice boy and a likable one, but he is not particularly intelligent.” My face must have betrayed surprise because she flashed her belligerent, small-toothed smile and said, “If you’re shocked, it might help to bear in mind that your shock is only due to the fact that parents so rarely assess their children with any degree of objectivity. At any rate, in a public school Boris’s intelligence would be adequate to carry him through and get him into one of the mediocre colleges the country abounds in. But for a boy with a background like his, an education of that sort would be the kiss of death when he began looking for a niche in the world after graduation. Any fairly intelligent personnel director, say, who looked at his résumé would immediately see the discrepancy between his address and his schooling—might even know the family, and the schools Boris should have attended—and would at best offer him one of those awful little pseudo-respectable clerkships that many men these days find preferable to the honest manual labor for which they’re suited.”

She went on that way for a while. Boris attended an excellent private school where he managed to keep his head above water by virtue of having private tutors who helped him with his work both in advance of and during the school year. The tutoring was not exactly a state secret but obviously he was not particularly encouraged to discuss it at school or with his friends. The most important single facet of my job during the summer would be to anticipate his curriculum for the coming year, with review, where necessary, of the previous year’s work. Emphasis would be on English and social studies, since Boris held his own in arithmetic, but if I should be competent to help with arithmetic as well, that would be all the better. She was pleasantly surprised to learn that I was good in math, since usually English and language majors were not. She loathed women who were horrified by figures, yet she had to admit that she herself had no aptitude for them. Lotte, who was so much more intelligent than her brother, had to struggle much harder than he did with math courses.

I listened only enough to let the words lodge in my brain where they could be picked over later for sense. The rest of me was thinking of her ugliness, of her wealth, of her fake-academic brutality. And of how little I wanted to work for her. She finished finally and sat looking vaguely expectant, as though I should keel over with her brilliance.

“Any questions?”

“Can you tell me, please, what the salary is?”

She laughed, then looked at me speculatively. “What did you have in mind?”

“I wasn’t thinking of a specific figure,” I told her, irritated.

“Were you thinking of a general one?”

“I can make sixty dollars a week in the city,” I lied.

“Not including room and board.”

“I don’t pay for those at home.”

“Carfare. Lunches.”

“That doesn’t come to much.”

“You can hardly compare a summer in the country to one in the city.”

I hated her more as I saw how much she was enjoying the game of bargaining.

“I’m not working for the sake of the scenery.”

“True.” She lit a new cigarette. “How does forty a week sound? It’s more than I’d expected to pay.”

“I’m sorry.” I stood up. “I can’t afford to work for that.”

She stood up with me. “What is the minimum you would consider?”

“I’m not sure. Fifty or fifty-five a week.”

The smile again. “You drive a hard bargain, Miss Kossoff.”

I shrugged. “Not for the fun of it.”

“Well,” she said, motioning to me to walk with her to the library door, “let’s say this. Mr. Stamm has your references. If they’re as good as your manner suggests they’ll be, and if we can’t find someone as good who’s a trifle less hungry—” she paused to watch my reaction but anger simply made me more rigid—“then you will have yourself a rather good job. I expect to get the whole business settled this week so that the girl we hire will have adequate time for preparation.” She opened the library door and we walked into the foyer. “If you’re hired, I’ll want you to come back next week to meet the children and get the syllabus material. Fair enough?”

I nodded.

“Fine.”

She extended her hand and instinctively I grasped it harder than I normally would, which was good because it would otherwise have been crushed in her fleshy vise.

The elevator man nodded at me this time, apparently in recognition of the lengthy period I’d spent at the Stamms’. I didn’t nod back.

•  •  •

My anger was out of proportion to the incident and fed, I think, by my knowledge that I could not touch, change, make a dent in, these people whose foolishness and cruelty were so well buttressed by their wealth. The whole thing would have been perfectly at home in a Trollope novel. I’d done my final paper for Professor Robinson on Trollope—an attempt to show how false was the attitude that he was writing about another world. I’d gotten the paper back with an A scrawled on the cover page but next to it, in a small and genteel script, the words “My goodness!” which served to negate everything I’d said and leave credit only for the way I’d said it.

I walked across Fifth Avenue and sat on one of the park benches, but I was too restless and upset to stay there for long, and I began walking downtown, trying to blot out the interview but being reminded of it by every chauffeured limousine, French poodle, and colored cleaning woman waiting for a bus. Finally I gave up and headed toward Third Avenue to take the El. Instead of going directly home when I got off, I walked to the store to see my father. There was a woman at the counter, but he stopped waiting on her when he saw me and walked around to kiss me.

“Wait in the back, Ruthie.”

From the back I could hear him say to the woman, “Excuse me. My daughter.”

“A good-looking girl,” the woman said.

“The looks have no importance,” he told her solemnly. “It’s what’s inside the head that counts.”

And in the storeroom’s darkness I grinned, remembering how a few years before I had split my lip in a fall and he’d come into my room twice during that night, having awakened from a dream that my looks were ruined.

“No light?” he asked when he came in a minute later. He pulled the chain on the ceiling bulb. “You’re saving money for Daniel?”

“God forbid,” I said, because saving money for Daniel was one of the most serious crimes in my father’s book. He was constantly looking, in the lists my mother gave him of things to bring home from his brother’s store, for evidence that she had skimped for fear of taking advantage of Daniel.

“A quarter-pound of American cheese,” he would say, scrutinizing the list. “That adds twelve cents to my salary this week. Are you sure Daniel can afford it?” And it was a source of irritation to him that his brother should have bought a grocery instead of a market with proper meat and produce departments where all our food needs could have been satisfied.

“You’re all dressed up,” he said.

“I had a job interview.” My depression, momentarily forgotten, returned. “Some people named Stamm.”

“You didn’t get it?”

“It’s not that.” I waved a hand to dismiss the whole thing, but of course I could not. So I got up and began roaming around the storeroom, looking at the stacked cartons—Sacramento tomato juice, Chicken of the Sea, matzos, cookies, toilet paper, kosher soap—and telling him about the interview. I could indulge in more rhetoric with him than with my mother, who would be sympathetic but would say I was upset for nothing, or would, if Mrs. Stamm’s exact words were forced upon her, assure me that people said things they didn’t mean. I described everything—the house, the elevator man, the Stamms. Twice customers came in and I had to assure him the story would hold before he would go out to wait on them. When he came back he repeated exactly the words at which I’d broken off. Occasionally he would interrupt to comment on the basic injustice of a world where it was such people who had the money, or to ask for some detail I’d overlooked—Mr. Stamm’s exact first words to me, or whether Mrs. Stamm had offered me a cigarette when she took out the first one for herself. He hated my being in the position of having to ask for anything, and long before I’d gotten to Mrs. Stamm’s final dig at me he was running his hands through his thick black hair in exasperation, starting to interrupt, then realizing he had nothing to say, circling furiously around the chair where I’d been sitting, so that, catching sight of him, I stopped pacing for fear someone would walk in unheard and find two lunatic figures doing an angry dance in a dimly lighted storeroom.

“That’s all?” he asked when I’d finished.

I laughed. “What else did you expect?”

“I expect you should have some pride. To say nothing to them! To let them spit on you like that! Germans!”

“Really, Papa,” I said, becoming calmed by his anger. “It wasn’t all that bad. I mean, it wasn’t just what she said that got me. It was everything about her. The whole place. And the whole business.”

“So?”

“So nothing, love,” I said. “All this is silly because I’ll probably never see any of them again.”

“So they didn’t want you.”

“I think they did. But they won’t pay me enough.”

“If they paid you a million dollars,” he said, “I wouldn’t let you work for them.”

“Time enough to worry about that,” I said, laughing at him, “when they hold out the million dollars.”

•  •  •

Helen Stamm called four days later and offered me the job. I asked her what salary she would pay me. She said fifty dollars a week, and I said I was sorry, it wasn’t enough. She said fifty-five, and I said I would consider and call her back. She said that if I would give her a definite answer then and there, she would make it sixty. She reminded me that aside from having virtually no expenses in the country, I would need fewer clothes, and said that as a matter of fact, teenagers being what they were, Lotte cast off many things which were still in perfect condition and which I would be welcome to if I wanted them. What I wanted was to tell her to go to hell. Instead, I accepted the job.

I went up to their apartment one evening the following week to get the tutoring material, as well as to meet the children. Boris was very much a boyish version of his father, with light hair and a shy, serious manner. Lotte was quiet, too, but whether out of shyness or indifference I couldn’t tell. For all that I talked with either of them, I need not have come; Helen Stamm chose to acquaint me with her children by talking about them, first while they sat with us, then later, when they’d been excused, while we sat together over coffee and cake in the living room. Toward the end of the evening she gave me all the material and mentioned that I had succeeded in pulling off my “little highway robbery” only because my references had been superb. She offered to have someone pick up my luggage the day before we left for the lake. I thanked her and said it would not be necessary. She looked amused—I don’t think that even she had any idea of how little luggage there would be—and said that in that case I should be at the apartment at nine in the morning. I took a cab home and told myself that my extravagance had nothing to do with Helen Stamm, I was simply eager to see David.

•  •  •

I knew something was wrong before I opened the apartment door. I could hear angry voices from the hallway downstairs. They stopped briefly when I reached the landing, but then I opened the door and saw that my father was standing in one corner of the kitchen when he should have been at the store. My mother, her expression a combination of misery at what was happening and relief at seeing me, stood near him, one hand clutching the rim of the shower stall. I walked in and closed the door behind me. Martin was framed in the entrance to our bedroom, his face sulkily defiant. He didn’t look at me.

“Ruthie,” my mother said, “make them stop.”

As though it had been a signal, my father resumed his shouting while pretending to talk to me.

“A bloodsucker!” he said. “That’s what you got for a brother!”

I put my bag and the folder on the table.

“Ruthie,” my mother said.

“Never mind,” my father said. “We’re not concerned with Ruthie. We’re concerned with this . . . this bloodsucker.”

“If you’re going through the whole thing again for her benefit,” my brother said, “I’ll leave. I heard it already.”

My father moved toward him, a hand raised, but my mother and I grabbed his arms to stop him.

“What happened?” I asked her.

“Your father is upset,” she explained helpfully. “Martin—”

“Martin is a bum,” he said, struggling free of us but not advancing on Martin. “A bum. He doesn’t work, he doesn’t help in the house, all he does is go to school a few rotten hours and then he doesn’t pass his courses.”

I looked at Martin. He was staring at my father in astonishment.

“What-?”

“Here’s what,” my father shouted, taking some postcards from his pants pocket. “Here’s what. Mr. Martin Kossoff, the genius. C in English, F in history.”

It knocked the defiance out of Martin and left him wilted. I wanted to run and put my arms around him but I knew that would make my father worse.

“For God’s sake,” Martin said. He leaned against the door-jamb, his eyes closed, his face drawn. “If that’s what it was about, why didn’t you just tell me?”

“So I told you,” my father said. “So what are you going to do now? Go out and change the mark?”

“Come on, Papa,” I said. “Have a seat. Calm down a little. I could hear you downstairs.”

“So what?” he demanded. “I got nothing to be ashamed of.”

“Abe,” my mother said. “Sit. You’ll make yourself sick.”

Martin sank into one of the kitchen chairs, his elbows on the table, his head in his hands.

“Worry about your son,” my father said, thickly sarcastic. “He’s tired from bumming around all day.”

I sat down at the table near my brother. He looked up.

“I told you about the history exam,” he said to me softly. “The stupid bastard spent the whole term on the Greeks, then gave a final on the Romans.”

I nodded.

“Who’re you calling a stupid bastard?” my father asked behind me.

Martin stiffened.

“Abe,” my mother said.

“A responsible man,” my father intoned. “With an education. And a steady job.”

He had expressed quite different opinions about teachers who failed to appreciate me.

“Who’s a stupid bastard? Who bums around the city and comes home two hours late for dinner, his mother doesn’t have enough to worry about?”

“I don’t mind, Abe,” my mother said. “Ruthie was going to be late anyhow.”

“You don’t mind. He could put you in front of the door to wipe his feet, you wouldn’t mind.”

“Is that how it started?” I asked Martin.

He nodded helplessly.

“That’s right,” my father said. “Ask your sister what to do. The big man!” I could feel him moving closer in back of me.

Martin stood up, his back against the wall. I turned to my father.

“Papa, please come for a walk with me. Please. I want to talk to you.” I could see Martin, like a cornered animal, sidling toward the entrance to our room.

“Look at him,” my father taunted. “What’s the matter, your sister can’t help you? Such a big man, with the swimming, and the basketball, and the-this ball and the-that ball?”

Martin backed through the doorway. My father followed and I tried to hold him back but could only slow him down. The room was dark except for the light from the kitchen.

“Ruth,” my brother said, his voice trembling, “don’t let him come in here.”

“What are you saying?” my father yelled. “Whose house is this?”

“Ruth,” Martin said, standing silhouetted against the window, leaning against the table, his body framed by the tall plants on the table and sill, “Ruth, you better stop him.”

“Ruth,” my father mimicked in savage falsetto, “please save me, Ruth.”

I held my father’s arm, but I felt as though I were the one being held. Not just held but torn at. Torn in two by the two of them. And before I’d even realized the meaning of Martin’s plea, he had whirled around, picked up one of the flower pots, and hurled it at my father so that I heard first a loud oath as the pot grazed my father’s shoulder and then a crash as it split wildly against the doorframe and its pieces thudded to the floor in their own dirt.
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