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Joseph Heller was born on 1 May 1923 and grew up in Brooklyn, New York. From an early age, he aspired to be a writer. During World War II, he served in the U.S. Air Force as a bombardier in Italy and flew sixty missions. These experiences later became the basis for his first novel, Catch-22. When he was discharged from the Air Force in 1945, he pursued a degree in English at New York University. Heller earned an M.A. from Columbia University in 1949 and studied at the University of Oxford as a Fulbright Scholar for the next two years. He became a professor of English at Pennsylvania State University (1950-1952). His later jobs included working as an advertising copywriter for Time (1952-1956) and Look (1956-1958) as well as a promotion manager for McCall’s (1958-1961).
 

In 1961, Heller published Catch-22. The novel was an immediate success and over ten million copies have been sold in the US alone. A popular film adaptation of the novel was produced in 1970.
 

As a member of the Beat Generation and the post-World War II era, Heller developed a very satirical approach towards institutions, particularly the national government and the military – themes that are present in all of his novels. He was deeply cynical of war and also explored the difficulties of Jewish experience in postwar America. Joseph Heller died in East Hampton, Long Island on 12 December 1999 after completing his last novel, Portrait of an Artist as an Old Man.
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BOOK
ONE






1
Sammy


When people our age speak of the war it is not of Vietnam but of the one that broke out more than half a century ago and swept in almost all the world. It was raging more than two years before we even got into it. More than twenty million Russians, they say, had perished by the time we invaded at Normandy. The tide had already been turned at Stalingrad before we set foot on the Continent, and the Battle of Britain had already been won. Yet a million Americans were casualties of battle before it was over—three hundred thousand of us were killed in combat. Some twenty-three hundred alone died at Pearl Harbor on that single day of infamy almost half a century back—more than twenty-five hundred others were wounded—a greater number of military casualties on just that single day than the total in all but the longest, bloodiest engagements in the Pacific, more than on D day in France.


No wonder we finally went in.


Thank God for the atom bomb, I rejoiced with the rest of the civilized Western world, almost half a century ago, when I read the banner newspaper headlines and learned it had exploded. By then I was already back and out, unharmed and, as an ex-GI, much better off than before. I could go to college. I did go and even taught college for two years in Pennsylvania, then returned to New York and in a while found work as an advertising copywriter in the promotion department of Time magazine.


In only twenty years from now, certainly not longer, newspapers across the country will be printing photographs of their oldest local living veterans of that war who are taking part in the sparse parades on the patriotic holidays. The parades are sparse already. I never marched. I don’t think my father did either. Way, way back, when I was still a kid, crazy Henry Markowitz, an old janitor of my father’s generation in the apartment house across the street, would, on Armistice Day and Memorial Day, dig out and don his antique World War I army uniform, even down to the ragged leggings of the earlier Great War, and all that day strut on the sidewalk back and forth from the Norton’s Point trolley tracks on Railroad Avenue to the candy store and soda fountain at the corner of Surf Avenue, which was nearer the ocean. Showing off, old Henry Markowitz—like my father back then, old Henry Markowitz probably was not much past forty—would bark commands out till hoarse to the tired women trudging home on thick legs to their small apartments carrying brown bags from the grocery or butcher, who paid him no mind. His two embarrassed daughters ignored him too, little girls, the younger my own age, the other a year or so older. He was shell-shocked, some said, but I do not think that was true. I do not think we even knew what shell-shocked meant.


There were no elevators then in our brick apartment houses, which were three and four stories high, and for the aging and the elderly, climbing steps, going home, could be hell. In the cellars you’d find coal, delivered by truck and spilled noisily by gravity down a metal chute; you’d find a furnace and boiler, and also a janitor, who might live in the building or not and whom, in intimidation more than honor, we always spoke of respectfully by his surname with the title “Mister,” because he kept watch for the landlord, of whom almost all of us then, as some of us now, were always at least a little bit in fear. Just one easy mile away was the celebrated Coney Island amusement area with its gaudy lightbulbs in the hundreds of thousands and the games and rides and food stands. Luna Park was a big and famous attraction then, and so was the Steeplechase (“Steeplechase—the Funny Place”) Park of a Mr. George C. Tilyou, who had passed away long before and of whom no one knew much. Bold on every front of Steeplechase was the unforgettable trademark, a striking, garish picture in cartoon form of the grotesque, pink, flat, grinning face of a subtly idiotic man, practically on fire with a satanic hilarity and showing, incredibly, in one artless plane, a mouth sometimes almost a city block wide and an impossible and startling number of immense teeth. The attendants wore red jackets and green jockey caps and many smelled of whiskey. Tilyou had lived on Surf Avenue in his own private house, a substantial wooden structure with a walkway to the stoop from a short flight of stone steps that descended right to the margin of the sidewalk and appeared to be sinking. By the time I was old enough to walk past on my way to the public library, subway station, or Saturday movie matinee, his family name, which had been set in concrete on the vertical face of the lowest step, was already sloping out of kilter and submerged more than halfway into the ground. In my own neighborhood, the installation of oil burners, with the excavations into the pavement for pipes and fuel tanks, was unfailingly a neighborhood event, a sign of progress.


In those twenty more years we will all look pretty bad in the newspaper pictures and television clips, kind of strange, like people in a different world, ancient and doddering, balding, seeming perhaps a little bit idiotic, shrunken, with toothless smiles in collapsed, wrinkled cheeks. People I know are already dying and others I’ve known are already dead. We don’t look that beautiful now. We wear glasses and are growing hard of hearing, we sometimes talk too much, repeat ourselves, things grow on us, even the most minor bruises take longer to heal and leave telltale traces.


And soon after that there will be no more of us left.


Only records and mementos for others, and the images they chance to evoke. Someday one of the children—I adopted them legally, with their consent, of course—or one of my grown grandchildren may happen upon my gunner’s wings or Air Medal, my shoulder patch of sergeant’s stripes, or that boyish snapshot of me—little Sammy Singer, the best speller of his age in Coney Island and always near the top of his grade in arithmetic, elementary algebra, and plane geometry—in my fleecy winter flight jacket and my parachute harness, taken overseas close to fifty years back on the island of Pianosa off the western shore of Italy. We are sitting with smiles for the camera near a plane in early daylight on a low stack of unfused thousand-pound bombs, waiting for the signal to start up for another mission, with our bombardier for that day, a captain, I remember, looking on at us from the background. He was a rambunctious and impulsive Armenian, often a little bit frightening, unable to learn how to navigate in the accelerated course thrown at him unexpectedly in operational training at the air base in Columbia, South Carolina, where a group of us had been brought together as a temporary crew to train for combat and fly a plane overseas into a theater of war. The pilot was a sober Texan named Appleby, who was very methodical and very good, God bless him, and the two were very quickly not getting along. My feelings lay with Yossarian, who was humorous and quick, a bit wild but, like me, a big-city boy, who would rather die than be killed, he said only half jokingly one time near the end, and had made up his mind to live forever, or at least die trying. I could identify with that. From him I learned to say no. When they offered me another stripe as a promotion and another cluster to my Air Medal to fly ten more missions, I turned them down and they sent me home. I kept all the way out of his disagreements with Appleby, because I was timid, short, an enlisted man, and a Jew. It was my nature then always to make sure of my ground with new people before expressing myself, although in principle at least, if not always with the confidence I longed for, I thought myself the equal of all the others, the officers too, even of that big, outspoken Armenian bombardier who kept joking crazily that he was really an Assyrian and already practically extinct. I was better read than all of them, I saw, and the best speller too, and smart enough, certainly, never to stress those points.


Inevitably, Yossarian got lost on every one of the night missions we flew in our operational training flights over South Carolina and Georgia. It became a joke. From the other enlisted crewmen I met in the barracks and mess hall, I learned that all of their bombardiers turned navigators got lost on all of their night training flights too, and that became another joke. The third officer in our crew was a shy copilot named Kraft, who, promoted to pilot overseas, was shot down by flak on a mission over Ferrara in northern Italy when his flight went over the bridge there in a second pass and was killed. Yossarian, the lead bombardier, who’d failed to drop the first time, got a medal for that one for going round the second time when he saw the others had missed and the bridge there was still undamaged. On those navigational training missions in South Carolina, Appleby would find the way back for us safely with his radio compass. One black night we were lost and had no radio compass for more than an hour. There was electrical interference from storms nearby, and to this day I clearly hear Yossarian’s voice on the intercom, saying:


“I see the bank of a river down there. Turn left and cross it and I’ll pick up a landmark on the other side.”


The bank of that river turned out to be the shore of the Atlantic Ocean, and we were on our way to Africa. Appleby lost patience once more and took over after another half hour, and when he finally pieced together the radio signals to bring us back to our field, there was only enough fuel left to carry us from the landing strip to our plane stand. The engines died before they could be cut.


We had all nearly been killed.


That did not sink in until early middle age, and after that when I related the anecdote, it was not just for the laughs.


In that photograph with me is a buddy, Bill Knight, the top turret gunner that day, who was about two years older than I and already married, with a baby child he had seen but a week, and a skinny kid my own age named Howard Snowden, a waist gunner and radioman from somewhere in Alabama, who would be killed on a mission to Avignon about one month later and died slowly, moaning in pain and whimpering he was cold. We are twenty years old and look like children who are only twenty years old. Howie Snowden was the first dead human I had ever seen and the only dead human I’ve laid eyes on since outside a mortuary. My wife died at night and was already gone from the room by the time I arrived at the hospital to conclude the paperwork and begin the arrangements for the burial. She went the way the oncologist said she would, almost to the day. There was sickness but seldom much pain, and we like to think she was spared that pain because she was always a very good person, at least to me, and to the children, generally cheerful and bighearted. If angry, it was only with her first husband, and only at times, particularly because he often had not enough money for child support but enough for new girlfriends and enough to marry again a couple more times. I was lucky with dead men, said Lew right after the war, a friend since childhood who was taken prisoner as an infantryman and had seen hundreds of dead people in Europe before he was shipped back home, seen Americans and Germans, and scores of German civilians in Dresden when he was sent back in to help clean up after the British firebombing I learned about first from him, an air raid that had killed just about everyone else in the city but these prisoners of war and their guards and which I did not know about and would not immediately believe.


“Above a hundred thousand? You must be crazy, Lew. That’s more than Hiroshima and the atom bomb.”


I looked it up and admitted he was right.


But that was almost fifty years ago. No wonder our progeny are not much interested in World War II. Hardly any were born then. They’d be around fifty if they were.


But maybe someday, in a future I can’t try to measure, one of the children or grandchildren will happen upon that box or a drawer with my gunner’s wings, Air Medal, sergeant’s stripes, and wartime photograph inside and perhaps be stimulated to reflect with poignancy on some incidents of a family nature that once took place between us, or which never did and should have. Like me with my father’s gas mask from World War I.


I wonder what became of it. I loved that gas mask as a toy when small and I would play with it secretly when he was at work in the city cutting shapes from fabric from patterns for children’s dresses. I have his photograph as a soldier too. After I read, while still in elementary school, a biography of the German World War I aerial ace Baron Manfred von Richthofen, I wished for a while to grow up to be a fighter pilot and to duel with him daily in single combat over trenches in France and shoot him down again every time. He was my hero, and I dreamed of shooting him down. Soon after the war, my war, my father died and they called it cancer. He enjoyed cigars. He bought them in the small neighborhood shop around the corner on Surf Avenue, where a contented Mr. Levinson sat with his smile at a worktable with knives and tobacco leaves and marked out and rolled his cigars by hand, while Mrs. Levinson, a tranquil kind of pygmy of a woman with dark hair and freckles, sold bathing caps, earplugs, swimming tubes, and pails and shovels and other small trifles for the sand on the beach just one block away. They were childless.


Everyone worked. As a kid I hawked newspapers for a while through the streets and boardwalk bars. In summer our sisters sold frozen custard at the stands on the boardwalk, root beer. Davey Goldsmith sold hot dogs. On the beach unlicensed peddlers battled like Spartans with dry-ice vapors misting from cumbersome cartons toted in sun-browned arms to dispense for a nickel all of their frozen bars and Dixie cups before they could be nabbed by policemen pursuing them on soft sand through onlookers in bathing suits rooting with all their hearts for them to make good their flight. Many of these fleet-footed older young boys working so perilously were people I knew.


From our apartment we could always hear from the ocean the breaking of waves and the gong from the bell buoy (we called it the “bellboy,” and that still sounds right to me). At times of unusual quiet in the early or late afternoon, we could even hear very slightly the indistinct, ghostlike music of our closest merry-go-round, the exotic calliope of the tremendous carousel on the boardwalk with its turning ring of steeds of gold the color of caramels and painted strokes of shiny black and showy tints of blue and pink of other candies, like jelly beans, licorice, and gum-drops—where did those magnificent gliding horses come from? was there a corporation somewhere that manufactured just horses for carousels? was there big money in that?—almost half a mile away. No one was rich.





2
The Little Prick


The new President was coming into office legally with the resignation of his predecessor in a vexation of spiritual fatigue resulting from the need to explain continually why he had chosen such a person as his vice presidential running mate to begin with.


“Why did you pick him?” his closest friend, the secretary of state, felt compelled to keep inquiring. “Tell at least me. Your secret is safe.”


“There was no secret!” the nation’s chief executive responded pleadingly in his own defense. “There was nothing underhanded, no sneaky reason. I was simply exercising my best judgment. I give you my word, there was no criminal intent.”


“That’s what’s so terrifying.”





3
Mr. Yossarian


In the middle of his second week in the hospital, Yossarian dreamed of his mother, and he knew again that he was going to die. The doctors were upset when he gave them the news.


“We can’t find anything wrong,” they told him.


“Keep looking,” he instructed.


“You’re in perfect health.”


“Just wait,” he advised.


Yossarian was back in the hospital for observation, having retreated there once more beneath another neurotic barrage of confusing physical symptoms to which he had become increasingly susceptible since finding himself dwelling alone again for just the second time in his life, and which seemed, one by one, to dissipate like vapor as soon as he described or was tested for each. Just a few months before, he had cured himself of an incurable case of sciatica merely by telephoning one of his physicians to complain of his incurable case of sciatica. He could not learn to live alone. He could not make a bed. He would sooner starve than cook.


This time he had gone bolting back in, so to speak, with a morbid vision of a different morbid vision shortly after hearing that the President, whom he did not like, was going to resign and that the Vice President, whom he did not like even more, would certainly succeed him; and shortly after finding out, inadvertently, that Milo Minderbinder, with whom he too now had been unavoidably and inescapably linked for something like twenty-five years, was expanding beyond surplus stale commodities like old chocolate and vintage Egyptian cotton into military equipment, with plans for a warplane of his own that he intended to sell to the government: to any government, of course, that could afford to buy.


There were countries in Europe that could afford to buy, and in Asia and the Mideast too.


The vision of the morbid vision he had experienced was of a seizure or a stroke and had set him reminiscing again about durable old Gustav Aschenbach alone on his mythical strand of Mediterranean beach and his immortal death in Venice, worn out at fifty in a city with a plague nobody wished to talk about. In Naples far back, when assembled in line for the troopship sailing him home after he’d flown seventy missions and survived, he’d found himself behind an older soldier named Schweik and a man born Krautheimer who had changed his name to Joseph Kaye to blend more securely into his culture, and his name, like Schweik’s, had meant not much to him then.


Given a choice, Yossarian still preferred to live. He ate no eggs and, though he had no headache, swallowed his baby aspirin every other day.


He had no doubt he had lots to worry about. His parents were dead, and so were all his uncles and aunts.


A prick in the White House? It would not be the first time. Another oil tanker had broken up. There was radiation. Garbage. Pesticides, toxic waste, and free enterprise. There were enemies of abortion who wished to inflict the death penalty on everyone who was not pro-life. There was mediocrity in government, and self-interest too. There was trouble in Israel. These were not mere delusions. He was not making them up. Soon they would be cloning human embryos for sale, fun, and replacement parts. Men earned millions producing nothing more substantial than changes in ownership. The cold war was over and there was still no peace on earth. Nothing made sense and neither did everything else. People did things without knowing why and then tried to find out.


When bored in his hospital room, Yossarian played with such high-minded thoughts like a daydreaming youth with his genitals.


At least once each weekday morning they came barging in around him, his doctor, Leon Shumacher, and his brisk and serious entourage of burgeoning young physicians, accompanied by the lively, attractive floor nurse with the pretty face and the magnificent ass who was openly drawn to Yossarian, despite his years, and whom he was slyly enticing to develop a benign crush on him, despite her youthfulness. She was a tall woman with impressive hips who remembered Pearl Bailey but not Pearl Harbor, which put her age somewhere between thirty-five and sixty, the very best stage, Yossarian believed, for a woman, provided, of course, she still had her health. Yossarian possessed but a hazy idea of what she really was like; yet he unscrupulously exploited every chance to help pass the time enjoyably with her for the several peaceful weeks he was resolved to remain in the hospital to rest up and put his outlook together while the great nations of the world restabilized themselves into another new world order for good and forever once more.


He’d brought his radio and almost always had some Bach or very good chamber, piano, or other choral music on one FM station or another. There were too many disruptions for abiding attention to opera, especially Wagner. It was a good room this time, he was pleased to conclude, with unobjectionable neighbors who were not offensively ill, and it was the attractive floor nurse, in response to his baiting, modestly laughing and with a flounce and a flush of hauteur, who made the defiant boast that the ass she had was magnificent.


Yossarian could see no reason to disagree.


By the middle of the first week he was flirting with her with all his might. Dr. Leon Shumacher did not always look kindly upon this salacious frivolity.


“It’s bad enough I let you in here. I suppose we both ought to feel ashamed, you in this room when you aren’t sick—”


“Who says I’m not?”


“—and so many people outside on the streets.”


“Will you let one in here if I agree to leave?”


“Will you pay the bills?”


Yossarian preferred not to.


A great man with angiograms had confirmed to him soberly that he did not need one, a neurologist reported with equal gloom that there was nothing the matter with his brain. Leon Shumacher again was displaying him pridefully as a rare specimen his pupils would not have opportunity to come upon often in their medical practice, a man of sixty-eight without symptoms of any disease, not even hypochondria.


Late afternoons or sometimes early in the evening, Leon would drop by just to chat awhile in singsong sorrow about his long hours, ghoulish working conditions, and unjustly low earnings in tactless, egocentric fashion to a man they both knew was soon going to die.


He was not considerate.


The name of this nurse was Melissa MacIntosh, and, like all good women to a sophisticated man with a predilection to romanticize, she seemed too good to be true.


By the beginning of his second week she was allowing him to caress with his fingertips the border of lace at the bottom of her slip when she stood or sat beside his bed or chair while she hung around and talked and flirted back by allowing him to advance in his flirting. Pink with discomfort and enlivened by mischief, she neither consented nor prohibited when he toyed with her filmy undergarment, but she was not at ease. She was in terror someone would surprise them in this impermissible intimacy. He was praying somebody would. He concealed from Nurse MacIntosh all the subtle signals of his budding erections. He did not want her to get the idea that his intentions were serious. She was lucky to have him, she agreed when he said so. He was less trouble than the other men and women in the private and semiprivate rooms on the same floor. And he was more intriguing to her, he saw—and therefore more seductive, he understood, and maybe she did not—than all of the few men she was seeing outside the hospital and even the one or two men she had been seeing exclusively, almost exclusively, for a number of years. She had never been married, not even once or twice. Yossarian was so little trouble that he was no trouble at all, and she and the other floor nurses had little more to do for him than look into his room each shift just to make certain he wasn’t dead yet and needed nothing done to keep him alive.


“Is everything all right?” each one would inquire.


“Everything but my health,” he sighed in response.


“You’re in perfect health.”


That was the trouble, he took the trouble to explain. It meant he had to get worse.


“It’s no joke,” he joked when they laughed.


She wore a black slip in one day after he’d begged her to switch, affecting aesthetic longing. Often when he wanted her there he found himself in dire need of something to need. When he pressed his call signal, another nurse might respond.


“Send in my Melissa,” he would command.


The others would cooperate. He suffered no nursing shortage. He was in good health, the doctors restated daily, and this time, he was concluding in morose disappointment, with the sense he was being cheated, they appeared to be right.


His appetite and digestion were good. His auditory and spinal apparatus had been CAT-scanned. His sinuses were clear and there was no evidence anywhere of arthritis, bursitis, angina, or neuritis. He was even without a postnasal drip. His blood pressure was the envy of every doctor who saw him. He gave urine and they took it. His cholesterol was low, his hemoglobin was high, his sedimentation rate was a thing of beauty, and his blood nitrogen was ideal. They pronounced him a perfect human being. He thought his first wife and his second, from whom he had now been separated a year, might have some demurrers.


There was a champion cardiologist who found no fault with him, a pathologist for his pathos, who found no cause for concern either, an enterprising gastroenterologist who ran back to the room for a second opinion from Yossarian on some creative investment strategies he was considering in Arizona real estate, and a psychologist for his psyche, in whom Yossarian was left in the last resort to confide.


“And what about these periodic periods of anomie and fatigue and disinterest and depression?” Yossarian rushed on in a whirlwind of whispers. “I find myself detached from listening to things that other people take seriously. I’m tired of information I can’t use. I wish the daily newspapers were smaller and came out weekly. I’m not interested anymore in all that’s going on in the world. Comedians don’t make me laugh and long stories drive me wild. Is it me or old age? Or is the planet really turning irrelevant? TV news is degenerate. Everyone everywhere is glib. My enthusiasms are exhausted. Do I really feel this healthy now or am I just imagining I do? I even have this full head of hair. Doc, I’ve got to have the truth. Is my depression mental?”


“It isn’t depression and you’re not exhausted.”


In due course, the psychologist conferred with the chief of psychiatry, who consulted with all the other medical men, and they concluded with one voice that there was nothing psychosomatic about the excellent health he was enjoying and that the hair on his head was genuine too.


“Although,” added the chief psychiatrist, with a clearing of throat, “I am honor bound to flag you as a very good candidate for late-life depression.”


“Late-life depression?” Yossarian savored the term. “About when would that be?”


“About now. What do you do that you really enjoy?”


“Not much, I’m afraid. I run after women, but not too hard. I make more money than I need.”


“Do you enjoy that?”


“No. I’ve got no ambition, and there’s not much left I want to get done.”


“No golf, bridge, tennis? Art or antique collecting?”


“That’s all out of the question.”


“The prognosis is not good.”


“I’ve always known that.”


“The way it looks to us now, Mr. Yossarian,” said the chief medical director, speaking for the whole institution, with Leon Shumacher’s head, three quarters bald, hanging over his shoulder, “you might live forever.”


He had nothing to worry about, it seemed, but inflation and deflation, higher interest rates and lower interest rates, the budget deficit, the threat of war and the dangers of peace, the unfavorable balance of trade and a favorable balance of trade, the new President and the old chaplain, and a stronger dollar and a weaker dollar, along with friction, entropy, radiation, and gravity.


But he worried too about his new pal Nurse Melissa MacIntosh, because she had no money saved. Her parents had none either, and if she lived long enough, she would have to live on only her Social Security benefits and a pittance of a retirement pension from the hospital, provided she continued working there for the next twenty or three hundred years, which seemed out of the question, unless she met and married before then some fine gentleman of means who was as appealing to her then as Yossarian was to her now, which seemed to him entirely out of the question also. Few men could talk dirty to her so charmingly. More than once he contemplated her with a pang: she was too innocent to abandon to the heartless dynamics of financial circumstance, too sweet, unsuspecting, and unselfish.


“What you absolutely must do,” he said one day, after she had begged him to advise whether she and her roommate should open individual retirement accounts—Yossarian advised that he could not see what fucking practical use an individual retirement account was going to be in the long run to anybody but the banks soliciting them—“is marry someone like me now, a man with some money saved who knows something about insurance policies and legacies and has been married only one time before.”


“Would you be too old for me?” she asked in a fright.


“You would be too young for me. Do it soon, do it today. Even a doctor might work. Before you know it you’ll be as old as I am and you won’t have a thing.”


He worried too about the reckless sentimentality of extending concern to a person who needed it.


That was not the American way.


The last thing he needed was another dependent. Or two, for she spoke with pride of an eye-catching, fun-loving roommate in her cramped apartment, a woman named Angela Moore who was taller than she and freer, a natural-blonde Australian with brighter-blonde hair and a larger bosom in stiletto heels and white lipstick and white eye makeup who worked as sales representative for a novelty manufacturer to whom she submitted ribald ideas for new products that rendered tongue-tied and incredulous the two elderly Jewish family men who owned the company as partners and made them blush. She liked the effect she knew she made in the costly midtown bars to which she often went after work to meet the convivial business executives to go dancing with after dinner and then discard without pity at the downstairs doorway of the apartment house when her evening was ended. She hardly ever met any she liked enough to want to stay longer with because she hardly ever let herself drink enough to get drunk. The private phone number she gave out was of the city morgue, Melissa MacIntosh related to him in such joyful praise of her confident and exuberant conduct that Yossarian knew he would fall in love with this woman at very first sight provided he never laid eyes on her, and would remain deeply in love until he saw her the second time. But the tall blonde somewhere near forty with the white makeup and black stockings with climbing serpentine patterns had no rich parents or money saved either, and Yossarian asked himself:


What was wrong with this lousy earth anyway?


It seemed to him reasonable that everyone toward whom he bore no grudge should have enough money assured to face a future without fear, and he hung his head in his noble reverie of compassion and wanted to take this outstanding, full-bosomed waif of a roommate into his arms to dry her tears and assuage all her anxieties and unzip her dress as he stroked her backside.


That would really be something for the private detectives who’d been following him to write home about, wouldn’t it? The first private eye—he took for granted the eye was private—had trailed him right into the hospital during visiting hours and come down immediately with a serious staphylococcus infection that confined him to bed with a poisoning of the blood in a different wing of the hospital with three former visitors to other patients in the hospital who had also come down with serious staphylococcus infections and who, for all Yossarian knew, might be private detectives also. Yossarian could have told all four of them that a hospital was a dangerous place. People died there. A man from Belgium checked in one day and had his throat cut. A private detective dispatched to replace the first was laid low in a day by salmonella food poisoning from an egg salad sandwich eaten in the hospital cafeteria and was now bedridden also and recuperating slowly. Yossarian considered sending flowers. Instead, he signed the name Albert T. Tappman on the get-well card he sent to each. Albert T. Tappman was the name of the chaplain of his old army bomber group, and he wrote that calling down too and wondered what the recipients of these get-well cards thought upon receiving them and where the chaplain had been taken and whether he was being intimidated, abused, starved, or tortured. A day after that he sent second get-well cards to both private detectives and signed them with the name Washington Irving. And the day after that he mailed two more cards, and these he signed Irving Washington.


The second private detective was succeeded by two more, who appeared to be strangers to each other, one of whom seemed as mysteriously curious about investigating all the others as in keeping track of Yossarian.


He wondered what they hoped to find out about him that he would not be willing to tell them outright. If they wanted adultery he would give them adultery, and he began to grow so troubled about Melissa MacIntosh’s good heart and precarious economic future that he began to worry about his own future as well and decided to demand the oncologist back for some tip-top guarantees about a major killer and to hear him discourse further perhaps on the supremacy of biology in human activities and the tyranny of the genes in regulating societies and history.


“You’re crazy,” said Leon.


“Then get me the psychiatrist too.”


“You don’t have cancer. Why do you want him?”


“To do him a good deed, dope. Don’t you believe in good deeds? The poor little fuck is just about the gloomiest bastard I’ve ever laid eyes on. How many patients do you think he sees in a week to whom he can bring good news? That guy’s disasters are among the few around me I might be able to avert.”


“They aren’t mine,” said the joyless oncologist, upon whose small features a foreboding aspect seemed to have settled as naturally as the blackness of night and the gray skies of winter. “You’d be surprised, though, how many people come to believe they really are my fault. Even colleagues don’t like me. Not many people want to talk to me. It may be the reason I’m quiet. I don’t get enough practice.”


“I like that spirit,” said Yossarian, who could not see that he had much. “Does it buck you up to know that sooner or later you are likely to play an important role in my life?”


“Only a little.” His name was Dennis Teemer. “Where would you want me to begin?”


“Wherever you want to that is without pain or discomfort,” Yossarian answered cheerily.


“You haven’t a symptom anywhere that might suggest closer investigation.”


“Why must we wait for symptoms?” queried Yossarian, talking down to his specialist. “Is it not conceivable that since we concluded our last explorations something may have originated that is blooming away hardily even as the two of us sit here procrastinating complacently?”


Dennis Teemer went along, with a shimmer of animation. “I guess I have more fun with you than I do with most of my other patients, don’t I?”


“I told Leon that.”


“But that may be because you’re not really my patient,” said Dr. Teemer. “What you conjecture is conceivable, of course, Mr. Yossarian. But it is no more likely to be happening to you than to anybody else.”


“And what difference does that make to me?” countered Yossarian. “It is not much solace to know we all are susceptible. Leon thinks I’ll feel better knowing I’m no worse off than he is. Let’s get started.”


“Suppose we begin with another chest X ray?”


“God, no!” cried Yossarian in mock alarm. “That might just get one started! You know how I feel about X rays and asbestos.”


“And tobacco too. Should I give you a statistic I think you’ll relish? Did you know that more Americans die each year of diseases related to smoking than were killed in all of the years of World War II?”


“Yes.”


“Then I suppose we might as well go ahead. Should I hammer your knee to test your reflexes?”


“For what?”


“For free.”


“Can’t we at least do a biopsy?”


“Of what?”


“Of anything that’s accessible and simple.”


“If you will find that reassuring.”


“I will sleep easier.”


“We can scrape another mole or another one of your liver spots. Or should we test the prostate again? The prostate is not uncommon.”


“Mine is unique,” Yossarian disagreed. “It’s the only one that’s mine. Let’s do the mole. Shumacher has a prostate my age. Let me know when you find something wrong with his.”


“I can tell you now,” said Yossarian’s favorite oncologist, “that it will give me great pleasure to inform you that the results are negative.”


“I can tell you now,” said Yossarian, “that I will be happy to hear it.”


Yossarian yearned to go deeper with this depressed man into the depressing nature of the pathologies in the depressing world of his work and the depressing nature of the universe in which they had each been successful in surviving thus far and which was growing more unreliable daily—there were holes in the ozone, they were running out of room for the disposal of garbage, burn the garbage and you contaminate the air, they were running out of air—but he was afraid the doctor would find that conversation depressing.


All of this cost money, of course.


“Of course,” said Yossarian.


“Where is it coming from?” Leon Shumacher wondered out loud, with a palpable snarl of envy.


“I’m old enough for Medicare now.”


“Medicare won’t cover a fraction of this.”


“And the rest is coming from a terrific plan I have.”


“I wish I had a plan like that,” Leon sulked.


It came, explained Yossarian, from the company for which he worked, where he was still on the books in a semi-executive capacity as a semi-retired semi-consultant and could remain for a lifetime provided he never tried to get much done.


“I wish I had a job like that. What the hell does it mean?” Leon mimicked in sneering derision: “Yossarian, John. Occupation: semi-retired semi-consultant. What the hell are our epidemiologists supposed to make of that one?”


“It’s been another one of my careers. I work part of the time for all of my fee and no one listens to more than half the things I say. I would call that a semi-retired semi-consultant, wouldn’t you? The company pays for everything. We are as large as Harold Strangelove Associates and almost as lovable. We are M & M Enterprises & Associates. I am one of the associates. The other people are enterprising. I associate, they enterprise.”


“What do they really do?”


“Whatever makes money and isn’t dishonestly criminal, I suppose,” Yossarian answered.


“Is one word of this true?”


“I have no way of knowing. They can lie to me as well as to everyone else. We keep secrets from each other. I’m not making it up. You can check. Tie me back up to that heart machine and see if it skips a beat when I tell a lie.”


“Will it do that?” Leon asked with surprise.


“I don’t see why it wouldn’t.”


“What do you do there?”


“I object.”


“Don’t get so touchy.”


“I’m answering your question,” Yossarian informed him pleasantly. “I object to matters that are not up to my ethical standards. Sometimes I work very hard at objecting. Then they go ahead or don’t. I am the conscience of the company, a moral presence, and that’s another one of the things I’ve been doing since I dropped by there more than twenty years ago for illegal help in keeping my children out of the Vietnam War. How’d you keep yours out?”


“Medical school. Of course, they both switched to business administration as soon as the danger was past. By the way, my grapevine tells me you still seem to be having a pretty hot time with one of our favorite floor nurses.”


“Better than I’m having with you and your associates.”


“She’s a very nice girl and a very good nurse.”


“I think I’ve noticed.”


“Attractive too.”


“I’ve seen that also.”


“We have a number of very fine specialists here who tell me frankly they’d like to get into her pants.”


“That’s crude, Leon, really crude, and you ought to be ashamed,” Yossarian rebuked him with disgust. “It’s a most obscene way of saying you’d all like to fuck her.”


Leon was sheepish and Yossarian manipulated this momentary loss of self-possession into a favor involving a No Visitors sign outside the door, which was in place before the next one came by to disturb him.


The knock was so diffident that Yossarian hoped for an instant the chaplain was back as a free man from wherever it was that he was being lawfully detained unlawfully. Yossarian was out of ideas to aid him and just about helpless there too.


But it was only Michael, his youngest son, the underachiever among four adult children in what used to be a family. In addition to Michael there were his daughter, Gillian, a judge in a very low court; Julian, his eldest, another overachiever; and Adrian, who was average and content and was disregarded by the others because he was only average. Michael, unmarried, unsettled, unemployed, and unobjectionable, had stopped by to see what he was doing in the hospital still again and to confess that he was thinking of dropping out of law school because he found the work there no more stimulating than the medical school, business school, art school, graduate school of architecture, and several other graduate schools of assorted character he had been dropping out of after brief trials for as long now, it seemed, as anyone wanted to remember.


“Oh, shit,” mourned Yossarian. “I keep pulling strings to get you in, and you keep dropping out.”


“I can’t help it,” Michael said with discouragement. “The more I find out about the practice of law, the more I’m surprised that it isn’t illegal.”


“That’s one of the reasons I gave that up too. How old are you now?”


“I’m not far from forty.”


“You still have time.”


“I’m not sure if you’re joking or not.”


“Neither am I,” Yossarian told him. “But if you can delay the decision of what you want to do with your life until you’re old enough to retire, you will never have to make it.”


“I still can’t tell if you’re joking.”


“I’m still not always sure either,” Yossarian answered. “Sometimes I mean what I say and don’t mean it at the same time. Tell me, my apple of my eye, do you think in my checkered history I ever really wanted to do any of the work I found myself doing?”


“Not even the film scripts?”


“Not really and not for long. That was make-believe and didn’t last, and I wasn’t that crazy about the finished products there either. Do you think I wanted to go into advertising, or Wall Street, or ever get busy with things like land development or puts and calls? Whoever starts out with a dream to succeed in public relations?”


“Did you really once work for Noodles Cook?”


“Noodles Cook worked for me. Soon after college. Do you think we really wanted to write political speeches, Noodles Cook and I? We wanted to write plays and be published in The New Yorker. Whoever has much choice? We take the best we can get, Michael, not what enraptures us. Even the Prince of Wales.”


“That’s a hell of a way to live, Dad, isn’t it?”


“It’s the way we have to.”


Michael was silent a minute. “I got scared when I saw that No Visitors sign on your door,” he confessed in a mild tone of injury. “Who the hell put it up? I began to think you might really be sick.”


“It’s my idea of a joke,” mumbled Yossarian, who had added to the sign with a brush-point pen the notice that violators would be shot. “It helps keep people out. They just keep popping in all day long without even telephoning. They don’t seem to realize that lying around in a hospital all day can be pretty demanding work.”


“You never answer your telephone anyway. I bet you’re the only patient here with an answering machine. How much longer are you going to stay?”


“Is the mayor still the mayor? The cardinal still the cardinal? Is that prick still in office?”


“What prick?”


“Whatever prick is in office. I want all pricks out.”


“You can’t stay here that long!” cried Michael. “What the hell are you doing here anyway? You had your annual workup only a couple of months ago. Everyone thinks you’re crazy.”


“I object. Who does?”


“I do.”


“You’re crazy.”


“We all do.”


“I object again. You’re all crazy.”


“Julian says you could have taken over the whole company a long time ago if you had any ambition and brains.”


“He’s crazy too. Michael, this time I was scared. I had a vision.


“Of what?”


“It wasn’t of taking over M & M. I had an aura, or thought I did, and was afraid I was having a seizure or a tumor, and I wasn’t sure if I was imagining it or not. When I’m bored I get anxious. I get things like conjunctivitis and athlete’s foot. I don’t sleep well. You won’t believe this, Michael, but when I’m not in love I’m bored, and I’m not in love.”


“I can tell,” said Michael. “You’re not on a diet.”


“Is that how you know?”


“It’s one of the ways.”


“I thought of epilepsy, you know, and of a TIA, a transient ischemic attack, which you don’t know about. Then I was afraid of a stroke—everyone should always be afraid of a stroke. Am I talking too much? I had this feeling I was seeing everything twice.”


“You mean double?”


“Not that, not yet. The feeling of suspecting that I had gone through everything before. There was hardly anything new for me in the daily news. Every day there seemed to be another political campaign going on or about to start, another election, and when it wasn’t that, it was another tennis tournament, or those fucking Olympic Games again. I thought it might be a good idea to come in here and check. Anyway, my brain is sound, my mind is clear. So is my conscience.”


“That’s all very good.”


“Don’t be too sure. Great crimes are committed by people whose conscience is clear. And don’t forget, my father died of a stroke.”


“At ninety-two?”


“Do you think that made him want to jump with joy? Michael, what will you do with yourself? Disturbing my peace of mind is my not knowing where the hell you’re going to fit in.”


“Now you are talking too much.”


“You’re the only one in the family I really can talk to, and you won’t listen. The others all know this, even your mother, who always wants more alimony. Money does matter, more than almost everything else. Want a sound idea? Get a job now with a company with a good pension plan and a good medical plan, any company and any job, no matter how much you hate it, and stay there until you’re too old to continue. That’s the only way to live, by preparing to die.”


“Oh, shit, Dad, you really believe that?”


“No, I don’t, although I think it might be true. But people can’t survive on Social Security, and you won’t even have that. Even poor Melissa will be better off.”


“Who’s poor Melissa?”


“That sweetheart of a nurse out there, the one that’s attractive and kind of young.”


“She’s not so attractive and she’s older than I am.”


“She is?”


“Can’t you tell?”


Toward the end of Yossarian’s second week in the hospital they hatched the plot that drove him out.


They drove him out with the man from Belgium in the room adjacent to his. The man from Belgium was a financial wise man with the European Economic Community. He was a very sick financial wise man from Belgium and spoke little English, which did not matter much because he had just had part of his throat removed and could not speak at all, and understood hardly any English either, which mattered greatly to the nurses and several doctors, who were unable to address him in ways that had meaning. All day and much of the night he had at his bedside his waxen and diminutive Belgian wife in unpressed fashionable clothes, who smoked cigarettes continually and understood no English either and jabbered away at the nurses ceaselessly and hysterically, flying into alarms of shrieking terror each time he groaned or choked or slept or awoke. He had come to this country to be made well, and the doctors had taken out a hunk of his larynx because he certainly would have died had they left it all in. Now it was not so certain he would live. Christ, thought Yossarian, how can he stand it?


Christ, thought Yossarian, how can I?


The man had no way to make his feelings known but to nod or shake his head in reply to insistent questions fired at him by his wife, who had no serviceable way to relay his responses. He was in more dangers and discomforts than Yossarian could tick off on the fingers of both hands. Yossarian ran out of fingers the first time he counted and did not try again. He had grown no new fingers. There was normally such strident commotion in his vicinity that Yossarian could hardly find the time to think about himself. Yossarian worried about the man from Belgium more than he wanted to. He was moving into stress and knew stress was not healthy. People caught cancer under stress. Worrying about his stress put Yossarian under more stress, and he began to feel sorry for himself too.


The man was in pain that was unimaginable to Yossarian, who received no painkillers for it and felt he would be unable to endure it much longer and pull through. The man from Belgium was drugged. He was suctioned. He was medicated and sterilized. He kept everyone so busy that Nurse MacIntosh hardly could find time for Yossarian to fondle the lace at the bottom of her slip. Business was business, and the sick man from Belgium was serious business. Melissa was rushed and rumpled, distracted and breathless. He did not feel right cajoling her attention with so much that was critical going on right next door and, once spoiled, felt impoverished without her. No one else would do.


The man from Belgium, who could hardly move, kept them all on the run. He was hyperalimentated through a tube stuck in his neck so that he would not starve to death. They fed water intravenously into the poor man so that he would not dehydrate, suctioned fluids from his lungs so he would not drown.


That man was a full-time job. He had a chest tube and a belly tube and required such constant ministration that Yossarian had little time to think about Chaplain Tappman and his problem or Milo and Wintergreen and their squads of invisible bombers or of the tall Australian roommate with the white makeup in stiletto heels with full breasts or anyone else. A few times a day Yossarian would venture into the hallway to look into the other room just to see what was going on. Each time he did he came reeling back to his own bed and collapsed in a woozy faint with an arm pressed over his eyes.


When his vision cleared and he looked up again, the more mysterious of the private detectives would be peering in at him. This secret agent was a dapper man in trimly tailored suits and muted paisley ties, with a foreign complexion and dark eyes in a strong-boned face that looked vaguely Oriental and reminded him of a nut, a shelled almond.


“Who the fuck are you?” Yossarian wanted to shout out at him more than once.


“Hey, who are you?” he did ask one time amiably, forcing a smile.


“Are you talking to me?” was the lordly rejoinder, in a soft voice with perfect enunciation.


“Is there anything I can help you with?”


“Not at all. I was merely wondering about the thickset, balding gentleman with yellow hair who was here in the corridor a good deal up until a few days ago.”


“The other private detective?”


“I haven’t the faintest idea who you mean!” the man replied, and ducked away.


“Who the fuck are you?” Yossarian did shout after him just as the familiar cry went up in the corridor again and the pounding of gum-soled shoes resumed.


“Who speaks French? Who speaks French?” The wounded wail went up a dozen times a day from Nurse MacIntosh, Nurse Cramer, or one of the other nurses, or from one in the myriad of attending physicians, technicians, or Afro-American, Hispanic, or Pacific-rim aides and other kinds of economic refugees attending the Belgian on salary in that bizarre, unnatural hospital civilization that was perfectly natural. Now that there was a cash dispensing machine on every floor alongside the candy and soda dispensing machines, a patient with a credit card and major medical insurance never had to set foot outside again.


The secret agent with the faultless speech and impeccable English tailoring did not once volunteer that he could speak French, although Yossarian would bet he was able to, and could break codes too.


Yossarian spoke a little bit of French very poorly but decided to mind his own business. He was nervous about malpractice. Who could tell? Conceivably, an error in translation might render him liable to a charge of practicing medicine without a license. Yossarian could tell: he could tell about himself that if he ever had to go through all that at his age for four or fourteen days just to be able to go on living with or without a voice box for God knew how little longer, he thought he would object. He would prefer not to. In the end it came down to elementals. He could not stand the Belgian’s pain.


He was going to have to leave her.


Yossarian was symptom suggestible and knew it. Within a day his voice turned husky.


“What’s the matter with you?” Nurse MacIntosh snapped with concern the very next morning after she had reported for work, put on her makeup, straightened the seams of her seamless stockings, and then come into the room looking her niftiest to make sure he was all right. “You don’t sound the same. Why aren’t you eating?”


“I know. I’m hoarse. I’m not hungry right now. I don’t know why I’m so hoarse.”


He had no fever or physical discomfort and there was no visible evidence of inflammation anywhere in his ears, nose, or throat, said the ear, nose, and throat man who was summoned.


The next day his throat felt sore. He felt a lump there too and had difficulty swallowing his food, although there was still not a sign of infection or obstruction, and he knew as surely as he knew anything else that he too would soon lose his larynx to a malignancy if he hung around there any longer and did not get the hell away from that hospital fast.


Nurse Melissa MacIntosh looked heartbroken. It was nothing personal, he assured her. He promised gallantly to take her out soon to dinner at a good restaurant, and to Paris and Florence, and Munich too, perhaps, and window-shop for lacy lingerie with her, if they found they hit it off, and if she did not mind being followed by private detectives whenever they were together. She thought he was joking about the private detectives and said she would miss him. He replied with perfection that he would not give her the chance, wondering, even as he gazed sincerely into her earnest blue eyes and warmly pressed her hand good-bye, whether he would ever even remember to want to see her again.
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Lew


I was born strong and without fear. To this day I don’t think I know what it is to be afraid of another human being. I didn’t get my muscles and big bones and deep chest from baling old newspapers and doing heavy lifting as a kid in my father’s junkshop. If I didn’t have the strength he would not have made me do it. He would have put me to work keeping count and running errands, like he did with my sisters and my older brother Ira. We were four sons in my family and two girls, and of the boys I was the second from the last. My mother would tell people I was the strongest baby she ever saw, and also the hungriest. She needed both hands to pull me away from the breast.


“Like Hercules in his crib,” Sammy Singer said once.


“Who?”


“Hercules. The infant Hercules.”


“What about him?


“When he was born a couple of big snakes were sent into his crib to kill him. He strangled one with each hand.”


“It was nothing like that, wise guy.”


Little Sammy Singer knew things like that even when we were kids back in public school in the third or fourth grade. Or maybe it was the sixth or seventh. The rest of us were doing book reports on Tom Sawyer and Robinson Crusoe and he was doing them on the Iliad. Sammy was clever, I was smart. He looked things up. I figured them out. He was good at chess, I was good at pinochle. I stopped playing chess, he kept losing money to me at pinochle. Who was the smart one? When we went into the war he wanted to be a fighter pilot and picked the air corps. I picked the ground force because I wanted to fight Germans. I hoped to be in a tank and ride right through hundreds of them. He turned out a tail gunner, I wound up in the infantry. He was knocked down into the water once and came home with a medal, I was a prisoner of war and was kept overseas until the end. Maybe he was the smarter one. After the war he went to college with the government paying, I bought a lumberyard outside the city. I bought a building lot and put up a house on spec in partnership with a few of my customers, who knew more about construction than I did. I knew more about business. With the profits from that one I did the next house alone. I discovered credit. We did not know in Coney Island that banks wanted to lend money. He went to operas and I went out shooting ducks and Canada geese with local plumbers and Yankee bankers. As a POW in Germany I worried each time I changed hands what would happen when the new guards looked at my dog tags and found out I was a Jew. I worried, but I don’t remember that I ever had fear. Each place I moved as they shipped me deeper and deeper into the country toward Dresden, I made sure to find some way to tell them before they found out. I did not want them to get the idea they had someone who was hiding anything. I did not think until Sammy asked later that they might spit in my face or smash my head with the butt of a gun or just lead me away from the others into the bushes with their rifles and bayonets and stab or shoot me to death. We were most of us kids, and I figured they might bully and sneer awhile and that I just might have to bust a few jaws before I taught them to stop. I never had any question I could do that. I was LR, Lewis Rabinowitz from Mermaid Avenue in Coney Island in Brooklyn, New York, and I never had doubts back then that I could not be beaten at anything and could succeed in doing whatever I wanted to.


I always felt that way as a kid. I was big and broad from the start and had a strong voice, and I felt bigger and broader than I was. In public school I could see with my eyes that there were older kids who were bigger than I was, and maybe they were stronger too, but I never felt it. And I was never in dread of the kids in those few Italian families we had in the neighborhood, all those Bartolinis and Palumbos, that all of the others were almost afraid to talk about unless they were home. They carried knives, those guineas, it was rumored in whispers. I never saw any. I left them alone and they didn’t bother me. Or anyone else for that matter, as far as I could tell. Except one time one of them did. A skinny older one in the eighth grade came slouching past and stepped on my foot deliberately as I sat on the sidewalk at the front of the line outside the schoolyard after lunch, waiting for the doors to open and the afternoon session to begin. He wore sneakers. We were not supposed to wear sneakers to school except for gym, but all those Bartolinis and Palumbos did whenever they wanted to. “Haaay,” I said to myself when I saw it happen. I’d watched him coming. I’d seen him turn in toward me with a mean and innocent look. I did not see my arm shoot out to grab him by the ankle and squeeze there only hard enough to hold him in place when he tried to pull free and continue past me without even moving his eyes, like he had a right, like I wasn’t even there. He was surprised, all right, when he saw I wouldn’t let him. He tried to look tough. We were under thirteen.


“Hey, what’re you doing?” he said with a snarl.


My look was tougher. “You dropped something,” I said with a cold smile.


“Yeah? What?”


“Your footsteps.”


“Very funny. Let go of my leg.”


“And one of them fell on me.” With my other hand I tapped at the place he had stepped on.


“Yeah?”


“Yeah.”


He pulled harder. I squeezed harder.


“If I did, I didn’t mean it.”


“I thought you did mean it,” I said to him. “If you swear to God and tell me again you didn’t mean it, I think I might believe you.”


“You a tough guy? You think so?”


“Yeah.”


Other kids watched, girls too. I felt good.


“Well, I didn’t mean it,” he said, and stopped pulling.


“Then I think I believe you.”


After that we were friends for a while.


Sammy decided one day to teach me how to fight and to show me while doing it how much better he was at boxing.


“You can’t just do it on brawn, Lew.”


He had a book of instructions he had read and some boxing gloves he had borrowed. I had to keep smiling at him as we laced each other up. He showed me the stance, the lead, he taught me the jab, the hook, the “uppracut.”


“Okay, tiger, you showed me. Now what do we do?”


“We’ll go about three minutes, rest for one, and I’ll show you what you did wrong, and then we’ll go another round. Remember, keep moving. No hitting in the clinches, no wrestling there either. That’s not allowed. Put your left hand up, higher, keep it up and stick it out more. Otherwise I’ll come right in and bop you. That’s good. Let’s go.”


He struck a pose and danced in and out. I moved straight toward him and with my left hand pushed both his arms down easily. With my right I grabbed his face in my open glove and twisted it playfully from side to side.


“That’s a clinch,” he yelled. “You’re not allowed to hold a face. You have to punch or do nothing. Now we break and start again. Remember, you’ve got to try to hit me.”


He danced around faster this time, popped the side of my head with one of his jabs, and flew right back. I moved right at him again, shoved his arms down easily with one paw, and began patting him on the face lightly with my other paw. I couldn’t help laughing as I looked at him. I was grinning, he was panting.


“Let’s do something else,” he said miserably. “This just isn’t working, is it?”


I used to worry sometimes about little Sammy because he couldn’t do much and liked to needle people. But he was smart and it turned out he only needled people he could tell would not get angry at him. Like me.


“Hey, Lew, how’s your girlfriend with the big tits?” he would say to me during the war when I had started dating Claire and had brought her around.


“You’re a clever fellow,” I would tell him with a forced smile through gritted teeth. I have a nerve at one side at the back of my jaw and the side of my neck that I used to feel twitch when I was starting to boil. I would feel it in pinochle too when I had bid too high and needed every trick.


“Hey, Lew, give my regards to your wife with the big tits,” he used to say after Claire and I got married. Winkler started baiting me that way too, and I couldn’t crush him if I didn’t crush Sammy, and I couldn’t crush Sammy. He would have been my best man, but my folks wanted my brothers, and in my family all of us did what the other ones wanted us to.


They named me Lewis and called me Louie as though my name was Louis, and I never saw that difference until Sammy pointed it out. And even then, I still don’t see much difference.


Sammy read newspapers. He liked the colored people and said they should be allowed to vote in the South and be free to live wherever they wanted to. I didn’t care where they lived as long as they didn’t live near me. I never really liked anyone I didn’t know personally. We liked Roosevelt awhile when he became President, but that was mainly because he wasn’t Herbert Hoover or another one of those Republicans or one of those hayseed anti-Semites in the South or Midwest or that Father Coughlin in Detroit. But we didn’t trust him and we didn’t believe him. We didn’t trust banks and we didn’t trust bank records and we did as much of our business as we could in cash. Even before Adolf Hitler we did not like Germans. And among the Germans who did not stand a chance in our house were German Jews. And that was even after Hitler. I grew up hearing about them.


“I never wished harm on anyone,” my mother would repeat. I heard her say that over and over again, and it wasn’t true. Her terrific curses fell everywhere, even on all of us. “But if ever a people deserved to be punished it was them. When we came through from Poland to Hamburg they could not make themselves look at us. We were dirt in their eyes. We made them ashamed with our valises and our clothes, and we couldn’t talk German. They were all of them ashamed of us and made us know it. Some stole money from us when they could. When there was an empty seat on a train or a bench on the street somewhere they would put down a hat there to make believe somebody was using it so we could not sit down near them. For hours they would make us stand there, even with our children. The people with money all did that. And they even all made believe they could not speak Yiddish.”


When Sammy came up to the house for a visit with me not long ago he mentioned he thought that probably German Jews did not speak Yiddish. My mother would have pretended to be hard of hearing if she ever heard that one.


When the war came in Europe we were all of us still a couple of years too young to be drafted right away. I switched from Spanish to German in high school—I began getting ready—and began driving guys like Sammy crazy with my achtungs, wie gehts, hallos, and neins and jawohls. When they yelled at me to cut it out I threw them a danke schön or two. I kept up the German even into the army. By the time I enlisted I knew enough German to bully the POWs I found at Fort Dix and Fort Sill and Fort Riley and Fort Benning. As a POW outside Dresden I could talk to the guards a little and sometimes interpret for the other Americans. Because I could speak German, I was sent into Dresden in charge of a work detail, even though I was a sergeant and didn’t have to go.


The junk business boomed while I was still a kid civilian. Sammy’s mother saved old newspapers and donated aluminum pots and pans, my father sold them. There was a good living in waste, as the old man found out, and a few small fortunes for the dealers in scrap metal. We went racing for buildings slated for demolition. We followed fire engines. The big Coney Island fires were always a gold mine, for us a copper mine and lead mine, because of the pipes we salvaged. When Luna Park burned down soon after the war we had a bonanza of junk. They paid us to take it away and they paid us again when we sold it to scrap dealers. Everything hot was packed in asbestos and we took the asbestos and baled that too. We were pretty well off after that one and the old man had the ten thousand to lend me to buy the lumberyard, at stiff interest too, because he was always like that, and because he didn’t like the idea. He didn’t want me to leave the junk business and he didn’t want us to move almost three hours away. Old schoolhouses and hospitals were especially good. We bought a second truck and hired neighborhood strongmen who could lift and who could scare other junkmen away. We even hired one big shvartza, a strong, quiet black man named Sonny who walked in one day and asked for work. We tore through plaster walls and asbestos insulation with metal claws and hammers to get at the copper and lead pipes with our baling hooks, crowbars, and hacksaws. My pop fired Smokey Rubin.


I passed on the word. News came back from Smokey that he would be out looking for me and that he’d better not find me. At night after that I went to Happy’s Luncheonette on Mermaid Avenue and sat down to wait for him. Sammy and Winkler looked weak when they came in and saw me. I thought they would faint.


“What are you doing here?” Winkler said. “Get out, get out.”


“Don’t you know Smokey is out hunting for you?” said Sammy. “He’s got a few of his pals.”


“I’m making it easier for him to find me. I’ll buy you some sodas and sandwiches if you want to wait here. Or you can sit where you want.”


“At least go get your brothers if you want to act crazy,” said Sammy. “Should I run to your house?”


“Have a malted instead.”


We did not wait long. Smokey spotted me as soon as he walked in—I sat facing the door—and came right up to the booth, backed up by a guy named Red Benny and a weird one known as Willie the Geep.


“I’ve been looking for you. I’ve got things to say.”


“I’m listening.” Our eyes were locked on each other’s. “I came to hear them.”


“Then come on outside. I want to talk to you alone.”


I mulled that one over. They were thirty or over, and we were seventeen and a half. Smokey had been in the ring. He’d been to prison and was cut up badly at least once in a knife fight.


“Okay, Smokey, if that’s what you want,” I decided. “But have your boys there sit down awhile if you want to talk to me alone outside, and if that’s what you want to do.”


“You’ve been saying bad things about me, right? Don’t bullshit. Your father too.”


“What bad things?”


“That you fired me and I’ve been stealing. Your father didn’t fire me. Let’s get that thing straight. I quit. I wouldn’t work for any of you anymore.”


“Smokey”—I felt that nerve on the side of my cheek and neck start to tick—“the old man wants me to be sure to tell you that if you ever set foot in the shop again he’ll break your back.”


That made Smokey pause. He knew the old man. If the old man said it, Smokey knew that he meant it. My father was a short man with the biggest, thickest shoulders I ever saw and small blue eyes in a face that reminded people of a torpedo or artillery shell. With his freckles and hard lines and liver spots, he looked like an iron ingot, an anvil five and a half feet tall. He’d been a blacksmith. All of us have large heads with big square jaws. We look like Polacks and know we’re Yids. In Poland with one blow of his fist to the forehead he’d killed a Cossack who’d raised his voice to my mother, and in Hamburg he came close to doing that again with some kind of immigration warden who’d made that same mistake of being rude to my mother but backed away in time. In my family no one ever got away free with insulting any of us, except, I guess, for Sammy Singer with me and my wife with the big tits.


“How’s your dad, Marvin?” Red Benny said to Winkler, while everyone in Happy’s Luncheonette watched, and after that Smokey had another reason to be careful.


Winkler drummed the fingers of one hand on the table and kept quiet.


His father was a bookmaker and made more than just about anyone else in the neighborhood. They even had a piano in the house for a while. Red Benny was a runner, a collector, a loan shark, a debtor, and a burglar. One summer he and a gang cleaned out every room in a resort hotel except the one rented by Winkler’s folks, making the people upstate start to wonder what Winkler’s pop did for a living to let just him be spared.


By then Smokey was already slowing down a little. “You and your father—you’re telling people I stole a building from you, right? I didn’t steal that house. I found the janitor and made the deal for it all by myself.”


“You found it while you were working for us,” I told him. “You can work for us or you can go in business for yourself. You can’t do both the same hour.”


“Now the dealers won’t buy anything from me. Your father won’t let them.”


“They can do what they want. But if they buy from you, they can’t buy from him. That’s all he said.”


“I don’t like that. I want to talk to him. I want to talk to him now. I want to straighten him out too.”


“Smokey,” I said, speaking slowly and feeling suddenly very, very sure of myself, “you ever raise a voice on even one word to my father, and I’ll see that you die. You lift a finger to me, and he’ll see that you die.”


He seemed impressed with that.


“Okay,” he gave in, with his face falling. “I’ll go back to work for him. But you tell him I’ll want sixty a week from now on.”


“You don’t understand. He might not take you back for even fifty. I’ll have to try to talk to him for you.”


“And he can have the house I found if he gives me five hundred.”


“He might give you the usual two.”


“When can I start?”


“Give me tomorrow to try to bring him around.” Actually, it did take some talking to remind the old man that Smokey worked hard and that he and our black guy were pretty good together at chasing other junkmen off.


“Loan me fifty now, Louie, will you?” Smokey begged as a favor. “There’s some good smoking stuff from Harlem outside that I want to invest in.”


“I can only lend you twenty.” I could have given him more. “That’s funny,” I said when they’d gone out the door. I was flexing my fingers. “Something’s wrong with my hand. When I gave him that twenty I could hardly bend it.”


“You were holding the sugar bowl,” Winkler said. His teeth were shivering.


“What sugar bowl?”


“Didn’t you know?” Sammy snapped at me almost angrily. “You were gripping that sugar bowl like you were going to kill him with it. I thought you would squeeze it to pieces.”


I leaned back with a laugh and ordered some pie and ice cream for the three of us. No, I hadn’t known I was gripping that cylindrical thick sugar shaker while we were talking. My head was cool and collected while I looked him straight in the eye, and my arm was ready for action without my even knowing it. Sammy let out some air and turned white as he lifted his hand from his lap and put back down the table knife he had been holding.


“Tiger, why were you hiding it?” I said with a laugh. “What good would that do me?”


“I didn’t want them to see how my hands were shaking,” Sammy whispered.


“Would you know how to use it?”


Sammy shook his head. “And I don’t ever want to find out. Lew, I’ve got to tell you right now. If we’re ever together and you feel like getting into a fight, I want you to know that you can positively count on me not to stand by you again.”


“Me neither,” said Winkler. “Red Benny wouldn’t do nothing with me around, but I wasn’t so sure about the others.”


“Gang,” I told them, “I wasn’t counting on you this time.”


“Were you really going to hit him with that sugar shaker?”


“Sammy, I would have hit him with the whole luncheonette if I had to. I would have hit him with you.”


I was already past sixty-five, two years to the day, when I nabbed that young purse snatcher, a tall, swift guy in his twenties. It’s a cinch to keep track because of my birthday. As a present to me, I had to bring Claire down into the city to one of those shows with songs that she wanted to see and I didn’t. We got there early and were standing outside with a bunch of other people under the marquee of a theater that wasn’t too far from that Port Authority Bus Terminal. That bus terminal is a place that still gives me a laugh whenever I remember the time Sammy had his pocket picked coming back from a visit to us and was almost thrown in jail for yelling at the police to try to make them do something about it. By then I’d already made peace with the Germans and drove a Mercedes. Claire had one too, a nifty convertible. All of a sudden a woman let out a geshrei. I saw a couple of guys come racing away just in back of me. Without thinking I grabbed hold of one. I spun him around, lifted him up, and slammed him down on his chest on the hood of a car. Only when I had him down did I see he was young, tall, and strong. He was a brown guy.


“If you move a muscle, I’ll break your back,” I said in his ear. He did not move a muscle.


When I saw how careful the cops were in searching him I kept shaking my head with what should have been fear. They combed through his scalp with their fingers for a blade or some kind of pick. They pinched through his collar and pockets and through all of the seams of his shirt and his pants, feeling him everywhere from top to bottom for a gun or a knife or anything small and sharp. I realized I could have been killed. Only when they got down inside his sneaker tops and finished did they all relax.


“You were very lucky, sir,” said the young cop in charge, who was the oldest one there.


People kept smiling at me and I kept smiling back. I felt like a hero.


“Okay, Lew, your show is over,” Claire said to me dryly, as I could have bet she was going to. “Let’s get inside now for the real show.”


“One minute more, Claire,” I answered her loudly and swaggered. “There’s that nice-looking blonde girl over there who I think might like to get to know me better.”


“Lew, will you come inside already, for God sakes,” she said, “or do I go in without you?”


We walked in laughing. Just two weeks later my symptoms returned, and I was back in the hospital for chemotherapy.
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John


Outside the hospital it was still going on. Men went mad and were rewarded with medals. Interior decorators were culture heroes, and fashion designers were the social superiors of their clientele.


“And why wouldn’t they be?” Frances Beach had already replied to this observation of Yossarian’s, exercising an enunciation so nearly perfect that others often pondered how anyone could pronounce English so flawlessly and escape sounding adenoidal. “Have you forgotten what we look like naked?”


“If a man said that, John,” said Patrick Beach, her husband, pleased with her once more, “he’d be flayed alive.”


“Men do say that, darling,” said Frances Beach, “at their spring and fall collections, and make billions dressing us.”


There were still plenty of poor people.


Yossarian looked askance at a bunch sprawled on the sidewalk outside the hospital as he strode out to the curb and the stretch limousine with black windows waiting there to transport him to the luxury high-rise apartment building across town in which he now made his home. He had reserved a sedan; they had sent the limousine again; there would be no additional charge. The high-rise apartment house he lived in was called a luxury building because the costs of living in it were large. The rooms were small. The ceilings were low, there were no windows in his two bathrooms, and no space in the kitchen area for a table or a chair.


Less than ten blocks from this home was the bus terminal of the Port of New York Authority, a structure stacked with landings seven stories high. On ground level was a police desk with three principal holding cells continuously in use, which overflowed with new prisoners several times each day, and into which, a year earlier, Michael Yossarian had been hauled upon emerging from a subway exit and attempting to step back in after realizing he had got off too soon on his way downtown to the architectural firm for which he was doing drawings.


“That was the day,” he still recalled, “you saved my life and broke my spirit.”


“Did you want to be locked up with all those others?”


“I would have died if that happened. But it wasn’t easy, seeing you blow up and bamboozle all those cops and get away with it. And knowing I could never do the same.”


“We get angry the way we have to, Michael. I don’t think I had much choice.”


“I get depressed.”


“You had an older brother who bullied you. Maybe that’s the difference.”


“Why didn’t you stop him?”


“We didn’t know how. We didn’t want to bully him.”


Michael responded with a token snicker. “You were really something to watch, weren’t you?” he accused with envy. “You had a small crowd. There was even clapping.”


Afterward they were both devitalized.


People lived in the bus terminal now, a resident population of men and women and wayward boys and girls, most of them sleeping at night in the darker depths and emerging like commuters for much of each day to conduct in the open what normal business affairs were theirs to attend to.


There was hot and cold running water in the lavatories on the different levels, along with an abundance of whores and homosexuals for every appetite, and plentiful shops close at hand for such basic daily necessities as chewing gum, cigarettes, newspapers, and jelly doughnuts. Toilet tissue was free. Fertile mothers in flight from idealized hometowns arrived regularly with small children and took up lodgings. The terminal was a good home base for streetwalkers, beggars, and young runaways. Thousands of business commuters, along with hundreds of visitors, tried paying them little mind as they passed through each morning on their way to employment and back to their homes at the conclusion of the working day. None were rich, for no one who was rich would travel to work by bus.


From the lofty picture windows in his high-rise apartment, Yossarian commanded an unobstructed view of another luxury apartment building with an even higher rise than his own. Between these structures ran the broad thoroughfare below, which teemed more and more monstrously now with growling clans of bellicose and repulsive panhandlers, prostitutes, addicts, dealers, pimps, robbers, pornographers, perverts, and disoriented psychopaths, all of them plying their criminal specialties outdoors amid multiplying strands of degraded and bedraggled people who now were actually living outdoors. Among the homeless were whites now too, and they also pissed against the walls and defecated in the alleyways that others in their circle eventually located as accommodating sites to bed down in.


Even in the better neighborhood of Park Avenue, he knew, women could be seen squatting to relieve themselves in the tended flower beds of the traffic islands in the center.


It was hard not to hate them all.


And this was New York, the Big Apple, the Empire City in the Empire State, the financial heart, brains, and sinews of the country, and the city that was greatest, barring London perhaps, in cultural doings in the whole world.


Nowhere in his lifetime, Yossarian was bound often to remember, not in wartime Rome or Pianosa or even in blasted Naples or Sicily, had he been spectator to such atrocious squalor as he saw mounting up all around him now into an eminent domain of decay. Not even—he had added in his cynicism more than once to Frances Beach, his lady friend from far back—at the sexless fund-raising luncheons and black-tie evening events he attended more times than he wanted to as the only presentable official of M & M Enterprises & Associates, an eligible male and a person who could chat with some fluency about something other than business matters to well-informed others who imagined egotistically that they were affecting world events by talking about them.


It was nobody’s fault, of course.


“My God, what’s that?” cried Frances Beach, as the two rode back in her rented limousine with her rented chauffeur from still another tepid tea-and-wine party for those trustees and friends of the trustees of the New York Public Library who were still in town and had concluded, after long bouts with indecision, that they did want to go there.


“The bus terminal,” said Yossarian.


“It’s awful, isn’t it? What the devil is it for?”


“Buses. What the devil did you think it was for? You know, Frances,” Yossarian taunted kindly, “you might consider sponsoring your next fashion show in there, or one of your glittering charity balls. I know McBride.”


“What are you talking about? Who’s McBride?”


“An ex-cop who works there now. Why not a wedding,” he went on, “a really big one? That would really make the news. You’ve had them—”


“I haven’t.”


“—in the museum and the opera house. The terminal’s more picturesque.”


“A society wedding in that terminal?” she rejoined with a smirk. “You must be mad. I know you’re joking, so let me think. Olivia and Christopher Maxon may be looking for a new place soon. Look at those people!” She sat up suddenly. “Are they men or women? And those others—why must they do those things out there in the street? Why can’t they wait till they’re home?”


“Many don’t have homes, Frances dear,” said Yossarian, smiling benignly at her. “And the lines for the toilets at the bus terminal are long. Reservations must be made for the peak hours. No one can be seated without them. The lavatories in the restaurants and hotels, say the signs, are for patrons only. Have you ever noticed, Frances, that men who take leaks in the street usually take very long ones?”


No, she had not noticed, she informed him frostily. “You sound so bitter these days. You used to be funnier.”


Years back, before either had married, they had luxuriated together in what would today be termed an affair, although neither then would have conceived of applying a title so decorous to the things they were doing with each other so ardently and incessantly, with never a pledge or serious care of a future together. Then, in little time, he had turned away from his promising work as a beginner in arbitrage and investment banking for a second crack at teaching before going back to the advertising agency and then into public relations and freelance writing, succeeding, in time, as a jack-of-all-trades except any encompassing a product that could be seen, touched, utilized, or consumed, a product that occupied space and for which there was need. While she, with curiosity, drive, and some inborn talent, started finding herself attractive to theatrical producers and other gentlemen she thought might prove useful to her in stage, screen, and television.


“And you,” he reminded her now, “used to be much more sympathetic. You’ve forgotten your past.”


“You too.”


“And radical.”


“So were you. And now you’re so negative,” she remarked without much feeling. “And always sarcastic, aren’t you? No wonder people are not always comfortable with you. You make light of everything, and they’re never satisfied you really agree with them. And you’re always flirting.”


“I am not!”


“Yes, you are,” Frances Beach insisted, without even turning her head to add conviction to her argument. “With just about everyone but me. You know who flirts and who doesn’t. Patrick and Christopher don’t. You do. You always did.”


“It’s the way that I joke.”


“Some of the women imagine you have a mistress.”


“Mistress?” Yossarian turned that word into a snorting guffaw. “Only one would be one too many.”


Frances Beach laughed too and her suggestion of strain vanished. They were both past sixty-five. He had known her when her name was Franny. She remembered when they called him Yo-Yo. They had not toyed with each other since, not even between marriages, neither one of them ever possessed by a need to test the accommodations made by the other.


“There seem to be more and more of these people everywhere,” she murmured mildly, with a despair she made clear would be easily controlled, “doing everything imaginable right out in public. Patrick was mugged just in front of our house, and there are whores on our corners day and night, unsightly ones in unattractive outfits, like those at that building.”


“Drop me off at that building,” said Yossarian. “It’s where I live now.”


“There?” When he nodded, she added, “Move.”


“I just did. What’s wrong? On the top of my magic mountain we have a couple of health clubs, and one of them is a temple of love. At the bottom there are nine movie houses, two X-rated and one gay, and we have stockbrokers, law firms, and advertising agencies in between. All kinds of doctors. There’s a bank with a cash machine and that great supermarket too. I have suggested a nursing home. Once we have a nursing home, I can live there a lifetime and practically never set foot outside.”


“For God sakes, John, don’t always joke. Go to a good neighborhood.”


“Where will I find one? Montana?” He laughed again. “Frances, this is a good neighborhood. Do you think I’d set foot in a bad one?”


All at once, Frances looked tired and dispirited. “John, you used to know everything,” she reflected, dropping the affectation of cultured speech. “What can be done?”


“Nothing,” he obliged her helpfully in reply.


For things were good, he reminded her: as measured by official standards, they had not often been better. This time only the poor were very poor, and the need for new prison cells was more urgent than the needs of the homeless. The problems were hopeless: there were too many people who needed food, and there was too much food to be able to feed them profitably. What was wanted was more shortages, he added, with just a small smile. He did not volunteer that by now he was one more in the solid middle class who was not keen to have his taxes raised to ameliorate the miseries of those who paid none. He preferred more prisons.
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