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You no sooner passed through the arch at Station Square and entered into Forest Hills Gardens than you were met with a sign that made it clear you might not be entirely welcome: “WARNING! Entering Private Streets.”  The word “warning” was in big unmistakable red letters, and the rest of the second line was in big black ones, and beneath that was a single sentence explaining that the area was a “corporation”—a private entity to which no one should think he had some inalienable right as a citizen of the city to walk through or otherwise trespass upon. It was a sign that said in effect: “You can come in and take a look, if you want to—of course, we can’t stop you from doing that; but remember you can only look, not stay; so go ahead and walk about, and gawk if you must, but make sure that after you’ve had your fill you skedaddle back to where you came from, those tawdry outlands of 99¢ stores, greasy fast food joints, and newsstands selling lottery tickets.”  Pretty much that was the area you had passed through to get here, and if you looked back over your shoulder you could still see it—the rest of Forest Hills with its automobile-choked streets and sidewalks swarming with pedestrians who hurried from one store to another along Austin Street in a frenzied search for bargains.  And in turning your head back to this new, better place, you could almost understand how those who lived here wanted to keep it as it was—an oasis of clean gentility amid the madding crowds.

It was an aptly-named area; still more apt was the shortened name it went by—“the Gardens,” for there really was, on this June day, much that was garden-like about it. Everything was intensely green, almost lush; there were many trees lining the streets, and hedgerows and shrubs and flowering plants abounded on well-kept lawns.  It was delightfully calm and quiet. There was little traffic because motorists generally had no place to park: on every block a few signs warned them that unless they were residents of the area—unless proper identification was showing on their windshields—their cars would be towed away at their expense.  The sidewalks were unpopulated, and so clean and straight that they looked as though they had been painted on a canvas.  But most impressive of all were the houses.  They would have been big even by rural standards, but here in the city, where most people lived in cramped apartments, they were truly like palaces.  Many of them were two stories tall and in a grand Tudor style, with great wooden beams inlaid amid their brick facings, and having high, steep roofs from which chimneys of lighter-colored brick reached upward.  They were set back at the end of well-tended lawns, or obscured by high trellises, or hidden completely away behind stone walls. The least of them was worth several million dollars.  Their grand, imposing facades helped to set the sober tone of the area: one felt that one had to act more carefully here than on the indifferently crowded streets from which one had come.  Back there one could run or hop or skip or shout or babble, and people wouldn’t notice or, if they noticed, wouldn’t care: but here a strict propriety ruled, and if you acted in any way eccentric or disturbed the peace and orderliness of the place you were sure to be visited by the police whom an observant resident would have wasted no time in calling.  Such a restrictive atmosphere seemed at first intimidating or oppressive, but in a very few minutes one began to appreciate it, and even to find it refreshing.  For while there is much to be said for the freedom to act as one wishes, there is perhaps still more to be said for the immunity from having to endure the freedom of others to act as they wish.  Given the selfish nature of mankind, some reduction in personal liberty is probably always required for peace and orderliness.

As I made my way into the Gardens, I held a piece of paper on which I had written down the address that was my objective: “21 Tennis Place.” At the time I had taken it down I had smiled cynically at its connotation of leisured sport and ease; it seemed just another one of those absurd pretensions one comes across so often in New York City, for instance when someone assures you he’s an “executive vice president”—in a company that has two hundred of them—or when the city bolts a few cast iron benches onto a patch of concrete and has the audacity to name it a “park.” But with each grand, perfectly manicured street I passed it seemed to me that in this instance the intimation of a better, finer class of life really was in order. There probably were private tennis courts somewhere about, and one could imagine that behind one of these houses young men and women dressed in summery white uniforms lobbed balls at one another across a net, getting “a little exercise” while the rest of the world was busy at its dirty, boring, endless labors.  I had to ask directions of several people before finding the address, which was at the end of a cul-de-sac.  It was a huge house all granite facing, high gables, and fancy quarreled windows.  A flagged walkway led from the sidewalk across a long front yard to the front door, which was a marvel of heavy oak planks, thick iron hinges, and a disproportionally small window of thick glass. It reminded me of some immense and heavy door that might have stood at the gate of a medieval castle.  Even that door must have cost a lot of money. “Rich,” I said to myself, looking to the left and right of me, feeling dwarfed before the great place. I shoved the paper with the address in my pocket and straightened out my clothes a bit.  I had worn a jacket and one of the three pairs of pants I owned that weren’t made of denim.  I trusted that I looked presentable; at any rate, I hoped I did, for I was here for a job.

There had been an advertisement in a local paper for an English language tutor, and earlier that morning I had spoken to the woman who had placed it and she had invited me to come by for an interview.  Two months earlier I had been working part-time for an investment banking company, but I had lost the job to globalization, the executives of the company having found some Indian typist in Bombay who would do my job for a fifth my salary and be glad to survive on curried beans and rice.  Since then I had been vainly looking for something of similarly limited hours—and part-time it had to be, for I was also a writer and needed time to write.  But in New York part-time jobs are always harder to find than full-time ones, as though the workaday world is determined not to let anyone escape its clutches.  That meant I either had to find a regular, full-time job and struggle still harder to write through my exhaustion, or live off my savings till I could find another part-time job and so try to protect and preserve that freshness of mind and spirit without which one cannot hope to create anything vital.  In keeping with the reckless tenor of the whole of my foregoing life, I had chosen the latter—to follow, again, the perilously narrow, cliff-side path; and hope that I wouldn’t stumble and tumble over.  But by now I was beginning to worry in earnest.  After two months of unemployment I had very little money left in the bank.  Unemployment insurance had paid me but a fraction of my already low salary, and after constant withdrawals from my slender savings account there remained in it no more than the equivalent of two months’ living expenses.  Once that was gone I would be facing ... well, as usual, I preferred not to think of what I would be facing.  

I rang the doorbell and waited.  When no one came to the door immediately I wondered if I had written down the right address and scolded myself for my bad memory and sometime lack of attention to details; it would have been just like me to get it wrong.  “Stupid!” I murmured against myself.  But in another moment the door opened and I stood face to face with a woman whose smile and air of expectation assured me that I had gotten it right.  In an inquiring tone of voice she said my name, and when I nodded and replied with, “Yes—Mrs. Larke?” she smiled a little more comfortably, opened the door fully, and asked me to come inside, into the foyer, where she shook my hand.

“Did you find your way all right?” she asked, as she closed the door behind me.

I told her that I had—that I had asked a few people along the way and they had directed me.

“Good—glad to hear it. Some of these streets are a little confusing if you’re not used to them. Please, follow me: we’ll go out back.  We can talk there.”  

I followed her through her home.  To say it was tastefully furnished would not be saying enough, for what really struck me was that it was genuinely furnished. In an age when so much in the way of furnishing and architecture was for economic considerations artificial, consisting of veneers and plastics and glass, here the furniture was of real wood, the fireplace of real granite, the silver plate in the hutches of real and solid silver—a burglar’s dream.  Everywhere here the sense of old, solid, beautiful quality flared out at me, which only goes to show that so long as one has a modicum of taste even a lifetime of lower middle-class contentment and pride in faux things is incapable of wiping out the sensibility that detects the real and better article.  The paintings on the walls also impressed me.  I am sure that if I knew more about painting I would have found in the signatures at the bottom of those canvases the names of artists admired by connoisseurs.  One of them was a full-length portrait of Mrs. Larke and her husband when they had been young, perhaps in their thirties; a large painting of some five feet tall, it dominated the wall it hung upon.  Telling from the style of Mrs. Larke’s dress and hairstyle it had been painted in the early ’60s.  Its solid, heavy frame gave it an extra measure of splendor.

We passed through the living room, through a kitchen with a marble floor and sparkling new appliances, and through sliding glass doors to a solarium, an addendum to the back of the house. It was nothing but a skeleton of aluminum beams, for the glass panels they ordinarily held in place had been removed for the summer and replaced with screens.  Just beyond it grew banks of flowers:  red roses, white and purple lilacs, and deep pink azaleas.  They perfumed the warm air, and their brilliant colors lured intermittent bees that alighted on them and probed their meretriciously exposed cups in search of nectar.  Beyond this stretched a very green and recently cut lawn interpolated with several large trees whose branches spread out to offer shade to most of the ground beneath them and to host the birds chirping away in their midst.  It was almost hard to believe that such peaceful, gracious prospect lay only a few minutes’ walk from the car-choked, filthy bustle of the rest of the city.  

Mrs. Larke invited me to take a seat at a white wicker table here. Apparently she had been having breakfast when I had rung the doorbell.  On the table were an insulated carafe of coffee, a small plate with the remnant crumbs of cake or toast, and her own half-emptied cup.  A copy of the New York Times had been hastily thrown aside when she had gotten up to answer the door.  She was just about to resume her seat when she hesitated and asked, “Would you like some coffee?”

“That would be great, thanks.”

“Let me get you a cup.”  

She returned only seconds later with a cup and saucer, and poured my coffee for me.  It came out hot and steaming from the carafe.  She sat down.

“Did you take the train?” she asked.

“Yes.  The local, the M train.”

“You came from Sunnyside, right?”

“Yes.  Right off Queens Boulevard.”

“Oh, that’s not so far,” she said, as though pleased that I should not have had too much inconvenience.  “There’s the milk and sugar, just help yourself,” she said, nodding to them.

I helped myself to each, and marveled at the small ornate ceramic pitcher and bowl in which they were contained: finely made items with little gilt splayed feet and exacting tendrilous decorations that must have taken some time to produce and paint.  It struck me how even such small and unimportant articles could be beautiful, and I admired Mrs. Larke for having had the taste to pick out and purchase them, for they made even the otherwise indifferent act of having one’s morning coffee that much more pleasant.

“It was pretty easy to get here,” I said.  “It only took me about forty minutes.  I’ve never been here before.  I mean, I’ve been to Forest Hills before, and I’ve even walked out this way a little, but never this far back.  The houses are amazing.”

“Yes, some of them are nice, aren’t they?”

“They’re amazing,” I repeated, putting down the spoon with which I had stirred my cup.  “It’s like a whole other place—a whole other world.  It’s like not being in New York at all.”

Mrs. Larke smiled in appreciation of this roundabout compliment on her own house.

She was not as I had expected her to look, but then again one always has such strange ideas of how people look by just talking to them on the phone.  Earlier that morning I had imagined her to be a woman of perhaps fifty years old, of medium height, with dark features and a plain, kindly face. The only thing I was right about was the kindliness; in all other things not.  For she was a tall, slender woman in her late sixties, her complexion fair and her hair dyed to maintain what had once been its natural blonde.  She was still attractive “for her age,” as the phrase goes, but less because she was well-preserved (to use yet another phrase) than because she had been so pretty to begin with that even age hadn’t been able totally to compromise her features, which were still, as they had always been, aristocratically fine and sharp.  The nose was small, severely straight, ending in delicate nostrils; the eyes were large, bright, hazel; the well-shaped ears stood close to the head; the lips formed a thin, bowlike curve; and the high cheekbones gave a glamorous curve to her face when she turned it ever so slightly this way or that.  Her hands were remarkable for the long, slender, elegant fingers ending in short, polished, tapered nails.  That morning she was wearing a light-colored, summery, cotton outfit of slacks and blouse. She wore no jewelry aside from a pair of tiny diamond-studded earrings.  In her movements, in the way she looked at you, in the way she nodded slightly when you spoke as though agreeing with you, everything about her was quiet, refined, and—one felt—sympathetic. She spoke good English, enunciating her words precisely. She seemed to be fairly well educated.  There was no question in my mind that she had had a charmed, privileged life.  She had undoubtedly seen a lot of the world, had stood amid the famous, storied places the likes of which someone like myself had only read about.  My sense was that if she didn’t “go anywhere” these days it was only because she had already gone everywhere worth going to. I remember suddenly hoping that she wouldn’t ask me whether or not I had “traveled,” had visited Europe, say, or the Far East, or knew German or French, for that line of questioning would have soon enough revealed to her how circumscribed my life had been.

Despite my insecurities I was also sensible that she was respectful, even somehow deferential, toward me.  And I knew the reason for this.  It was because I had published a few novels, a fact I had disclosed to her earlier that morning when, during our initial conversation on the phone, she had asked me for my credentials.  That had been the first time I had ever tooted my horn about my “accomplishments,” and I had only done so in the hope that it would help me land the job.

“So, you have a few books out,” she said, smiling, leading into the subject that had most recommended me to her.  “That’s very nice.  I checked on the computer”—she meant the Internet—“and saw them listed on a few sites.  Very impressive.  I’ll have to get them.”

I thanked her for the kind remarks even as I hoped she didn’t expect me to talk about my books.  For the first had been published by a small company of questionable repute, and two more had been published at my own expense.  And yet the fact remained that my books were available to the public and had even been stocked by a few public libraries.  If someone were to ask me why none of my works had been published by a large, well-established company and in a big way, I could only have replied that it hadn’t been for want of trying.  For almost two decades I had tried to place my work with mainstream publishers, only to have it consistently returned unread, or under-read.  (I knew this, by the way, because in those days I used a simple but infallible method by which my returned manuscripts always revealed the extent to which they had been handled.)  In the meantime I had watched and wondered at men and women of lesser ability having their inept or moronic scribbling spread across the country, across the world, and give them some kind of income and notoriety, while my efforts left me as anonymous and poor as ever.  Constant disappointment is a harsh taskmaster;—eventually it whips the naiveté out of you.  I had come to understand that the literary world could be ruthlessly hit or miss, and that someone with the title of “editor” could very well be a dunce.  And in general the world is less eager to recognize and promote talent than to applaud that which has already somehow made its way.  In light of this reality one sees that the only door likely to open for you is the one that you yourself kick in; and even then it will probably not open more than a crack.  At any rate, I had never made any real money with any of my books.  The proceeds from my latest novel—the work of a year—had enabled me to buy a pair of shoes, and not an especially good pair at that.

I thanked her for her compliment, and added, by way of humility and truthfulness, that the sales rankings for my books were all low.  “Nobody buys them,” I said.

“Oh?  Well, I hope you haven’t gotten discouraged,” she said, kindly.  “I read parts of them on the computer and they seem very good, very well-written.  I’m sure you’re talented.  You know, when I was younger I was a writer myself—a journalist.”

“Really?”

“When I left college—oh, a long time ago now!—I was hired by the Boston Herald as an assistant editor and helped to write articles.  I could have had a career in journalism, I suppose.  But I met my husband ...”

Her husband, as I would later learn, had come from a wealthy family, from “old” money, and at only twenty-six years of age had been through his family’s connections comfortably ensconced in a well-paying position in a large bank, the first of many powerful positions which would result in his becoming a chief executive in a major Wall Street firm in which his responsibilities were indeed weighty but recompensed by a yearly salary of tens of millions of dollars.  After marrying him there had no longer been a financial reason for Mrs. Larke to work, and she had been too intelligent to buy into the notion that there is something intrinsically noble in pursuing a “career” when one could be pursuing life itself. Undoubtedly too her five-month stint as a reporter-in-training had been enough to convince her that having one’s nerves rattled into wakefulness by an alarm clock each morning, then having to knock oneself out eight to ten hours a day for only enough money on which to survive, wasn’t exactly a civilized way to live.  Instead she indulged in her love of reading, she traveled, she learned of the world firsthand and enriched her life.  She had a child, a daughter, whose son it was that now lived with her and for whom she was seeking a tutor.

“I’ve often thought of taking up writing again,” she continued.  “Actually, I think I’d like to write my auto-biography.  I’ve seen some interesting things in my life—done some interesting things—met some interesting people.”

“You should, then.”

“Oh,” she said, modestly, shaking her head, “I’d probably botch it up.  You just can’t sit down and start writing like that.”

“It’s true that you can’t do it all at once.  But you can do it little by little—a paragraph, a page at a time.  You’d be surprised how much you can get done in a couple of hours a day so long as you’re consistent.  Just take your time. You’ll see—you would get it done.  It might be very good.  It might be wonderful.”

“Who would publish it?” she asked, in a way that was, I felt, fishing for information.

I told her that that was always the hardest part, but if she had something to say, and it was unique, or even just uniquely expressed, it wouldn’t matter whether or not it was published in a large or a small way.  Books were strange things, I said; if they were worthy, they had a way of taking on a life of their own.  There were obscure books that had survived for centuries, revered by a small discerning audience, while the majority of the bestsellers of the day made their world-rattling splash and seemed to be in the hands of every other person, only to sink into obscurity in a few years, and be utterly forgotten by the next generation.

“Just write it and see what happens,” I said.

She smiled appreciatively at my encouragement and no doubt too at my confidence in her literary ability.  Like so many people who have been blessed with wealth, she wanted to believe that there was something about her—in herself and apart from her financial standing—that made her special and worthy.

We began talking again about the area.  Or rather, I brought it up again, mentioning again how impressive it was.

“Actually it’s ironic you say that,” she responded.  “It’s gotten pretty bad over the last ten years or so.  Not around here so much, maybe, but you know—out there,” she said, moving her head in a way that was almost a nod, as though to say every other place round about this one.  “I used to enjoy going shopping so much, not even to buy, especially, but just to get out—to look, to walk.  Now, I go out there and”—she shook her head—“I can’t stand it for more than a few minutes at a time.  I don’t like what I see and hear.  People aren’t ...”—she struggled for the words to express precisely what she wanted to say; and, not finding them, settled on the general and tepidly imprecise explanation—“... they aren’t  any more.  Do you know what I mean?”

I nodded.  I knew what she meant.  She was referring to the rising tide of vulgarity which had over the last few decades begun to overwhelm New York.  What had once been only scattered, clearly-defined pockets of the utterly benighted and violently coarse had metastasized even into areas once considered “good” and “safe.” For a long time things had been changing in the city.  To a large degree the traditional middle class, which had always been the backbone of the city’s social stability, and had infused it with an ethos of politeness and law-abidingness, had vanished—run off to find their cleaner, safer American Dream in the suburbs of Northern New Jersey or Long Island, where they could at least raise their children without having to worry about them being shot on the street, stabbed in their schools, or associating with hoodlums.  All that remained were those who were either too poor to move, or could find work nowhere else, or who still clung to the belief—this despite the evidence of their own eyes—that New York City was the “greatest city in the world.”  And yes, there was one more group that had remained: the wealthy.  They could live anywhere they wanted, and they lived in New York only because they did not have to live in it the way everyone else did.  Their home was some luxury condominium on Park Avenue, guarded by doormen round the clock, or a house in some exclusive borough enclave, such as Forest Hills Gardens, and wired with an alarm system that went directly to the local police station.  They rarely if ever rode the subways, and their pampered skins crawled at even the thought of taking a cab, its back seat the site of unimaginable tawdry events or persons, and its driver perhaps an aromatic fellow from a place where American notions of personal hygiene (a daily shower and underarm deodorant) were regarded as ridiculously degenerate.

Mrs. Larke frankly mentioned how she too had wanted to flee New York.  She had wanted to buy a home upstate, perhaps in the Adirondacks, in some beautiful place where merely looking out of one’s window was a pleasure.  But her husband had always kept her in the city on account of his job, though repeatedly assuring her that they would move out “soon.”  Yet even after his death she had remained in New York.  Probably she hadn’t moved for the same reason that most of us stay where we are:  because we convince ourselves that things aren’t so bad after all, or because we have learned through experience that every place has its drawbacks and that in moving to escape one set of problems we find we have only exchanged them for another.

We finally got around to the reason why I was there.  She spoke to me about her grandson for whom she wanted to find a tutor.  She said that he was her daughter’s son and that she had taken him in when her daughter had died five years earlier.

“I’m sorry to hear it,” I said.

She smiled sadly and nodded in thanks for the condolence. She went on to mention that the boy’s father was “out of the picture”—alive but (to tell from the whiff of contempt with which she mentioned him) extremely persona non grata. Obviously there had been in this family, as there are in so many others, great and irreconcilable rifts.  It was not my place to inquire into them, though these too, in time, would become known to me.

She got up from her chair and walked a few steps into the adjoining kitchen from where she called out, “Joseph!  Joe!  Joey, dear, where are you?”

Very faintly, from elsewhere in the house, a boy’s voice responded that he was “up here.”

“Come down here!  I want to see you!”

She glided back into the solarium and resumed her seat with the slightest of embarrassed smiles, as though to apologize for having raised her voice before me.  In another minute her grandson was standing before me

Let me confess that I spotted it at once in the boy: the inherent, the essential, the (one might as well be blunt about it) genetic and therefore irretrievable vulgarity.  Nature had stamped it unmistakably on his frame and face.  Everything about him was thick, clumpish, coarse.  Easily twenty pounds overweight, his face was round, his forehead sloping, his jaw prognathic, and he had full humid lips of the sort that never come together and therefore give their unfortunate possessor an expression of stupid wonder.  His small dark eyes were dull, sluggish, and unresponsive.  As it was summer he was wearing short pants, a short-sleeved shirt, and sneakers.  His heavy thighs touched each other long before they reached his torso, and the lower part of his legs looked a little bowed and ended in large, floppy-looking feet.  He was carrying a basketball.

“Darling, come here!”  Mrs. Larke said, waving him over.

He duly entered, keeping his eyes on me all the while.  He stood beside his grandmother and, in doing so, presented such a complete contrast to her that one wondered how it was possible for them to be so closely related.

“This is Mr. Sullivan,” she said, introducing me to him. “He’s a very nice man.  He answered the advertisement I put into the paper about being your tutor and he might be helping you with your English lessons!”

She had spoken enthusiastically as though she were doing him a great favor, but the last thing a child wants to hear about after the almost mortal tedium of a school year is that he will, no matter to how small a degree, be plunged back into hateful studies.  Moreover the boy was understandably appre-hensive about a stranger who had been foisted upon him without his consultation.  It wasn’t just that I might become his tutor (with all its onerous implications) but that I was, just as regrettably, an old man with whom he could have nothing in common.  For he was a boy of thirteen and I was thirty-five years old, and I have never been so divorced from my childhood as not to know how children regard grownups—as creatures fundamentally apart from themselves, and with whom they can never have important things in common.

“Go on, Joey,” she told her grandson, “shake Mr. Sullivan’s hand!”

He would have preferred to keep his distance, but he did as he was bidden, putting his basketball under his left arm, then reluctantly leaning his body forward and extending his right hand.

“Pleased to meet you,” I said, shaking his hand.

He nodded and uttered a begrudging, pro forma, “Me too.” 

Shifting my eyes to his basketball, and wanting to make a connection with him on some personal level, I said jovially, “So, you like basketball!”

He nodded again and after the slightest hesitation ventured, “Yeah ... do you?”

I didn’t—I loathed it—but out of deference to his interest in the sport, and wanting him to like me, I temporized by saying that only times I had ever played the game were in high school during gym class, and that since then I hadn’t really followed it. The boy indifferently accepted my indifference and proceeded to tell me about his favorite teams.  There were two of them, he said—one from New York and one from Chicago.  His eyes took some light, his voice became animated, as he told me about the games they had played the night before.  He had watched one on television while he had recorded the other.  He mentioned half a dozen names of basketball players, whom he described as “awesome.”  He used the same word (it was one of his favorites) when he related how they had played—how they had eluded the “blocks” of this one, “passed” the ball to that one, “sunk the ball” from a great distance, or had “flown” up to hoop despite several members of the opposite team crowding in on them and trying to claw them down.  He related how “at least five guys” were “all over” a particular player who had nevertheless “sunk the ball” after freeing himself from an impetuous congress of the opposing team.  (I could just imagine the frenzied collision of sweaty, evil-smelling armpits.)

“You should have seen it!” he exclaimed.  “It was awesome!” He had taken the basketball out from under his arm and was passing it from one hand to the other.

Mrs. Larke had been smiling politely as the boy spoke, but there was something in the way she avoided my eyes—in the way she resolutely kept them on him—that told me she was conscious of how looking at me at that moment might betray something she would have been embarrassed to let me see.  I knew what it was, even then.  For though she didn’t look at me, I now and then glanced at her, and her expression of grandmotherly tenderness was incapable of fully masking a tinge of disappointment. She knew as well as I did what a bad impression the boy made—she for whom impressions were so important, so much an indication of who and what one was. After he had gone back to his room, she resumed her easy and gracious manner and began telling me all her grandson’s good points, all his “talents.” He drew pictures, she said—wonderful pictures; and for the next two minutes she recounted half a dozen examples of his wonderful imagination.  To hear her speak of him one might have thought she had a little Leonardo on her hands.  I smiled, nodded, uttered the occasional “Ah!” and “That’s nice!” as though there were no question about the accuracy of her glowing assessment of her grandson’s abilities.  But I had begun to sense that she didn’t believe her own words and was saying such things because she felt she ought to say them. A grandparent’s bragging about her grandchild is always excusable and charming—that is to say, so long as there’s some, even the smallest basis for the boast.  But in Joey I had seen none, and I suspected that she didn’t either.

“Unfortunately,” she said, “he’s not doing as well in school as he should be. This year he did especially badly—they wanted to hold him back, again,” she said, the word “again” coming out after what was almost a hesitation, a kind of embarrassed catch in the voice, as though it had slipped out just before her better judgment could keep it in.  “I’m sure it’s just a matter of his not having good study habits. The problem is that he doesn’t apply himself. He has too many distractions.  You know how kids are these days, with all the games and computers and TV shows they have—they just don’t concentrate.  That’s what it is. He pays attention to everything but his books. But I told him that this was it: no more fooling around; that I wasn’t going to tolerate him wasting away his summer with nonsense, and that he would have to study during his vacation, and that’s that. And I’m sure with a private tutor he’ll do a lot better.  You know how these schools are—even the good ones—and he goes to a good one—they all have large classes, and teachers just can’t give kids the kind of personal, one-on-one attention they need sometimes.  With a private tutor, with someone who can spend time with him, I’m sure he’ll do a lot better.  I specifically want to make sure he does better with the basics, you know?  Reading, writing, math.”

This mention of math alarmed me.  She had not mentioned it in her advertisement for a tutor, nor had she said anything about it in our telephone conversation.  But nothing could have been more impractical for me to do. I have always been bad at numbers.  They confound me.  They get me mixed up.  I blunder at the simplest addition and subtraction.  I sat there with the rising sense that I had wasted both her and my time.  Yet the consciousness of my fast-dwindling bank account urged me to act to act as though I were capable of teaching the boy anything he needed to know.  I reckoned that it would take her at least a couple of weeks to figure out that I was a mathematical dunce, by which time I would hope to have made some money—and some is always better than none.  But in the end I decided that it wasn’t a gamble worth taking because it wasn’t likely to work: the boy himself was bound to give me away after our first session, if only to get rid of me and have more of his summer vacation to himself while his grandmother found a replacement.  

“Mrs. Larke,” I said, tentatively, “about the math part ...  I have to tell you that I might not be the best choice for that.  I’m not very good at it.  I can do basic addition and subtraction, I guess, but anything more than that ...”—and I shook my head, looking at her apologetically and preparing to get up and leave.

She smiled a little as though she regarded my confession as nothing more than a too-modest protestation of abilities that were in fact entirely acceptable.  Then I thought she was going to believe me, but not let me go without mildly berating me for having misrepresented myself and wasted her time. Instead she returned brightly: “Oh, but you’re not going to be teaching him that.  Did you think I wanted you to tutor him in math, too?”  And she watched me with some amusement.  

“I wasn’t sure.”

“Not at all,” she said, graciously. “I’ve already hired a math tutor for that. He’s a very nice man.  He’s a retired schoolteacher.  He used to teach at Forest Hills High School.”

“Oh ...”—relieved.

“Believe me, I’m not so great at mathematics either,” she said, giving a little, self-deprecating laugh.  “My husband—he was the whiz at that stuff, not me. But anyway, what do you think?  Does the job interest you?”

“Very much,” I said.  I doubt whether in all this time she had had any idea of how anxious I was to have it.

“Well ... I’ve only seen one other person so far—you’re the second—and another person called me about the job, and she’s coming by tomorrow.  So why don’t we do this: I’ll let you know by the end of the week if I decide to go with you.  Fair enough?”

“That’s fine.”

She showed me to the door and in taking leave of each other we shook hands, she thanking me for coming by, I thanking her for having seen me, but even as I turned away and walked off I resented her for not having hired me then and there. What was there to wait for, to see another person for, after all?  It seemed to me that she must know whether or not she wanted me.  This attitude was childishly unfair of me, and arose out of frustration at not having found—yet again—gainful employment.

When the end of the week, Friday, came, and I hadn’t heard from Mrs. Larke, my hope of being employed by her faded and I was back to scanning the Internet for job openings, sending out my resume, and calling placement agencies.  The responses were always the same: in so many words, “Sorry, but we have nothing available ...”   

As I mentioned earlier, I only had the means to afford another two months of rent and utilities.  There began to spring up in my mind a vision of hardship that could no longer be dismissed as absurd, as the ridiculous fruits of a neurotic imagination. The economy was getting worse with each day; the news reports were full of stories of banks closing, of stores going out of business, of companies laying off more and more employees; it was getting so bad that perhaps I wouldn’t find work for a long time; and then what?  True, my landlord wouldn’t be able to throw me out of my apartment immediately, but even supposing I’d have a roof over my head for several months after my last rent payment, the warrant of eviction would eventually go through and soon enough a few burly city marshals would be pounding at my door intending to haul me and my stuff out onto the sidewalk.  And even before that happened, how was I going to pay my electric bill, or buy food?  I didn’t mind so much sitting in the dark at night, but going hungry was another matter.  There appeared before me a worst-case scenario in which I skulked around fruit stands, grabbed an apple or a bunch of grapes, and made a run for it ...

The good thing about placing oneself in a worst-case scenario is the relief you feel when, for the time being at least, you realize it won’t happen to you.  Later that day my phone rang and it was Mrs. Larke calling to me that she wanted to hire me as a tutor for her grandson, and was I still interested in the job?  

“Yes, of course,” I said, closing my eyes in gratitude.

“Good.  I’m glad.  So I was thinking three days a week— how about Monday, Wednesday, and Friday?”

“That sounds fine.”

“Good!  So what if we start, say ... this coming Monday?  At eleven o’clock?”

“I’ll be there,” I said.

 

II

 

These days hardly anyone remembers the Kranzler murder-suicide case, but that summer it was big news in the city—one of those stories that captures the public’s imagination, or at least its prurient interest.  Walter H. Kranzler had been an immensely wealthy self-made man, the head of Kranzler Associates, an architectural firm that specialized in designing and building airports.  He had lived on Long Island’s North Shore—the so-called “Gold Coast” famous for its mansions and history of wealthy inhabitants such as the Vanderbilts, the Roosevelts, and J. P. Morgan.  He had seemed to have everything: good looks, an immense fortune, a beautiful wife and children, an easy work schedule.  Then one day he had come home from work, shot his family to death, and turned the gun on himself and blown his head off.  Adding to the sensationalism of the case was his good reputation. By all accounts he was an entirely sane and charming man, a loving husband, and a fair-minded, even altruistic businessman.  For weeks the local news carried a nightly report about the case—even if it was to report that nothing new had come to light.  The reporters would stand before the Kranzler mansion, looking with their usual assumed expressions of intense seriousness into the camera as in consciously-cadenced voices they “filed” their reports.  Most of the time they ended with the same question, the question “everyone is asking—why?”

“Why?  They want to know why?  Puh!  It don’t take no rocket scientist to figure that one out!  The man was crazy, that’s why!”

—So my neighbor, Mr. Hecht.  He was eighty-seven years old and looked every year of it. Short, sunken, white-haired, severely wrinkled, his face was covered in age spots and he walked with a cane in a slow, painful shuffle.  The poor fellow had become so frail and tired that he didn’t leave his apartment much, though he always came out once a day to check his mailbox in the lobby.  He was a veteran of World War II and used always to wear on his lapel or jacket some pin or sigil of his service or patriotism, though for some time now he had ceased to do so.  On the Monday that was to be my first day tutoring Joey I ran into him while waiting for the elevator.  After we had exchanged a few words about the weather, the Kranzler case somehow came up, bringing a cynical sneer to his face and evoking the quote transcribed above.  He continued by saying:

“You know what the problem is?  No one has any pride in themselves these days.  That’s what the problem is. Everything’s gone upside down in this country.”

By what process of deduction he made such a sweeping conclusion, or even what specifically he meant by it, was a mystery to me.  He didn’t bother to expatiate on it, and it seemed more an outburst of geriatric grumpiness than anything else.  I just shrugged and nodded as though I agreed with him. We got into the elevator together and he asked me about work. He remembered our last chat and how I had told him that I had been laid off.  I told him that I had found a temporary job as a tutor.  

“I knew you’d get something,” he said.  “You’re a smart young man.”

His use of the word “young” made me smile. “It’s only for the summer,” I said.

“Ehhhh, don’t worry about it.  You’ll find something else.”

Why is it that people who no longer have to worry about meeting their living expenses are so often breezily certain of the same security in others?  Do they really believe what they are saying, or is it merely a mechanism by which they save themselves the discomfort of thinking about another person’s misfortune? 

When we got down to the lobby I held open the door for him and he shuffled off to get his mail.  I watched him move on and pitied him.  At his age, in his condition, the thought of death must have consumed him.  Every stage of life has its own worries.

On that first day I was to tutor Joey I got to Mrs. Larke’s house ten minutes early.  She invited me into the living room to have a seat and wait till the math tutor, Mr. Miller, had finished. He was scheduled to tutor Joey on the same days I did, only an hour earlier.  At precisely eleven o’clock I heard muffled voices from upstairs as he took his leave of the boy and then the sound of his feet on the stairwell.  When he had descended into the living room Mrs. Lark introduced him to me.  He seemed a pleasant enough old fellow.  In his late sixties, of medium height, trim, his thinning hair white, his complexion wrinkled and rosy, he smiled a great deal and had quick, youthful mannerisms. In our short introductory chat I learned that he lived in Kew Gardens, “not far from the courthouse.”  He had taught at Forest Hills High School for forty years and had retired two years earlier. Like so many mathematical and scientific people there was about him something that I can only describe as shamblingly intelligent—that is to say, he was casual to the point of near sloppiness; which is further to say that he was just eccentric enough to be interesting 

“How did everything go?” Mrs. Larke asked him.

“Oh, fine, fine,” he said cheerfully, looking at his employer with a bright, contented optimism as though it could not have gone any other way.  “Today I just wanted to get a feel for where he left off in school and to give him a few things to do for Wednesday.”

Mrs. Larke thanked him for his time and walked him to the door, and I watched his shambling figure leaving the room with a sense of pity.  Was he tutoring because he needed the money too?  Of course he was, and that was sad for him, and hopeless for me: for it only went to show me that a man could work all his life—spend the best energies of his youth and manhood in making a living and “planning for the future”—only to have the future refuse to cooperate with him. Mr. Miller had had a long career as a teacher, was probably collecting a pension and most certainly a government stipend, yet he still felt it necessary to “get out there” and make a few more dollars.  When did it end?  Was there every any rest?  For average men like me and Mr. Miller, did the long, weary, and sometimes desperate search for “security” ever stop short of winning a lottery or dropping dead?

When Mrs. Larke came back to me, she offered to escort me up to her grandson’s room.  Together we ascended the stairs, not speaking, she a step or two in front of me, I trailing behind her with a sense of expectation and some anxiety.  On the second floor we walked down a hall about twenty feet and came to her grandson’s room.  The door was closed and she knocked on it lightly, saying, “Joey?  Mr. Sullivan’s here!”  And though there was no answer, she pushed in.

He was sitting on the edge of the foot of his bed, a few feet away from his desk on which rested, among other things, his computer.  The chair to the desk was pulled out somewhat and apparently this was where Mr. Miller had been sitting.  On one side of Joey lay an open math book (Mr. Miller had brought it), and, on other side of him, several stray sheets of paper and a spiral-bound notebook in which calculations had been scratched out.  The expression on the boy’s face was unforgettable: one of agitated bewilderment. His open, humid lips were farther apart than ever and his small unblinking eyes betrayed distress as though he had been forced into a situation he didn’t know how to handle or get out of.

“Mr. Sullivan’s here, sweetheart,” Mrs. Larke said, smiling; and to me, “Well, I’ll just leave you two alone.”

“How did your math class go?” I asked, after Mrs. Larke had left the room.

He shrugged.  “Okay.”

“Wasn’t too hard was it?”

He shook his head, no, but my sense was that it had been hard for him—impossibly hard.

“Well, I’ll let you in on a little secret: I’m not the best mathematician in the world myself.”

The boy smiled faintly, tentatively, hopeful that I wasn’t going to be as unpleasant as he had found Mr. Miller to be.

I looked about the room.  It was no different from what one might expect the room of any boy his age to be, with this all-important difference: it was fuller of those things that other boys his age were generally not fortunate enough to have.  On his desk was a new computer with an oversized monitor. Against the wall opposite his bed stood a bureau on which bulked a large flat screen television.  Beside this was a unit that enabled him to record any of the hundreds of cable channels that came into his room.  On the night table by his bed were a new camera, two handheld devices that played videos and music, along with a few crumpled twenty dollar bills—these the indifferent excavation of his pants pockets. Posters, held up by tape applied across their four corners, covered a large portion of the painted walls.  Some of them were for sci-fi movies and showed futuristic space ships or absurd monsters in postures of imminent destructive fury.  These were naively fantastic and therefore charming.  But some of the other posters evoked in me an opposite sentiment.  They were of the musical idols of the day—at least, the ones Joey was interested in.  In every one of them the face of a stupid- and vicious-looking thug stared out at me.  Some of them stood with arms crossed and smirking heads thrown back in an attitude of contemptuous hostility, as though they would as soon plunge a knife into your back as say good morning.  A few of them were loaded with jewelry; thick, gaudy gold and diamond-encrusted rings, chains, and watches, inferring some connection between their gangsterism and their glitz, their proclivity to violence and their possession of wealth;—a strange confounding of the repugnantly vile with the conventionally admirable.

“Who the heck are they?” I asked, nodding to them.

Joey laughed at my ignorance of these “celebrities,” who bulked so large in his world and informed so much of the content of his mind.  He couldn’t imagine how someone might not know who they were.  He told me their names, or rather their stage names—all of them ridiculously strange or silly or willfully illiterate.  He asked me if I wanted to hear their music. As we only had an hour together I didn’t want to waste time doing that, but then thought that it would probably be in my and his best interest to do so for a few minutes, if only to start off our relationship on a friendly footing.  For the next ten minutes he played me his favorite songs.  Each one was worse than the next. The overall impression was one of rank savagery—a complete and utter break from any civilized sensibility.

“Enough!” I said, after he had played ten seconds of the second “song.”

“Don’t you like it?”

I told him that there was little to like.  There was no real music to speak of; no lovely or even interesting melody, no harmonies, no especial musicianship, above all no vocal ability; nothing but steadily pounding drums and percussion, with booming bass lines and a few electronic trills and whirrs thrown in along the way to accompany doggerel rhymes shouted in stupid-sounding voices about low subjects.  “What’s ‘doggerel’?” he asked.  I told him, and suggested the names of a few contemporary bands and singers whose work was listenable.  He had heard of some of them, he said, but didn’t know their music.  “Well, when you get a chance look them up,” I suggested; “you’ll like them.”

One of the first things I found out from Joey was what he had been doing in school before summer vacation—in particular, what reading or writing assignments he had done, and what books he had used.  It happened that he and his class had only been using one book, evidently a standard textbook for his age range, though he had also had to read novel of his choosing.

“What was it?” I asked.

He mentioned a science fiction title about a robot.

“Did you like it?”

“Well”—he shrugged, looked at me a little apologetically— “it was okay, I guess.  I didn’t really get to finish it all.”

“Why not?”

“It was kinda long.”

“How long?”

“Like, almost a hundred pages!”—and he rolled his eyes and let out a huffing breath as though to say anyone who would write a book more than a hundred pages long had to be almost as crazy as someone who would actually read it.

“Well, we won’t be doing anything that long,” I told him.  “In fact, the things we’ll be doing are going to be very short. Let me show you what I brought.”

In the shoulder bag I carried with me were two manila envelopes, which I now brought out, handing one to him.  Each contained copies of poetry and prose scanned from an English literature anthology into my computer and then printed out in a large, accessible, serif font.  There were poems by Chaucer, Keats, Byron, Swinburne, Hardy, and Yeats, and prose passages (never more than a paragraph or two long) by Hume and Robertson, Carlyle and Ruskin, Dickens and Eliot, Conrad and Woolf.  Excising such small sections from larger works would be taking them out of context, but my intention was not polemical so much as artistic: my idea was to present to Joey, perhaps for the first time in his life, great literature.  He would be exposed to the richness of language, of his language, which was a birthright of great value.  I didn’t expect him to understand or even like everything that I had put together for him, but there were bound to be a few pieces that kindled his interest, that nudged into a little life an aesthetic sensibility hitherto dormant.  To my mind it wasn’t so important that he knew grammar, or even read certain books; all that, and more, would come in time if only someone—I—could fire his interest in letters.  It seemed to me that the mistake traditional education made was that it sought to “teach” students when it ought to have inspired them to teach themselves. And so it was my intention to inspire the boy.  I would show him the great things he had missed out on, the things he had never suspected.  His eyes would be opened and he would be changed.

He took up the topmost page from out of his folder and looked at it blankly.  Another boy might at least have flipped it over to see what was on the other side or what lay beneath, but Joey only turned his eyes back up to me with an air of uncertainty as though he weren’t sure what he was holding or what he was supposed to do with it.

It was a selection from Ruskin, one of those crafted passages of English prose that quicken the hearts of poets and which the dullard minds of journalist-critics decry as unbearably purple.  He looked down at it and his eyes quickly scanned from left to right, not reading so much as looking at the words and letters.

“This comes,” I told him, “from a book called The Stones of Venice.  It was written more than a hundred years ago by a very great man.  It’s about the old palaces and great churches in Venice, which is in Italy—how they were built and why they were built as they were.”  

He was still looking down at the page filled up with large text.  I didn’t expect him to see anything in it at first; he had to hear it for himself.  I read it over to him in an easy, conversational tone of voice, always, however, conscious of the rhythms of the prose; conscious too that the boy was looking at me as I read. When I had finished, I asked him, “What did you think?”

He hardly knew where to put his eyes.  He looked off to one side of the room, then down to the floor, then back up at me. He knew that I was expecting from him a certain kind of response, but he wasn’t even sure what kind it should be.  He shrugged.

“Did you like it?” I asked.

“I don’t know.  I mean ... I guess so.”

“Well ... what did you think about the way it was written?”

“I don’t know.”

“You understood it, didn’t you?”

His thick, humid lips were open as usual and his uncertainty seemed to increase.  He shrugged.

Before I read it over again I asked him to stop me if I spoke any words he didn’t understand.  As every word in the passage was of the simplest kind, he heard me out again without interruption.  I also hoped that though he might not have grasped the ideas in the passage at the first reading, he would surely do so after the second, and be more confident about having an opinion about it.  But once again I raised my eyes to see him looking at me expectantly, waiting for me to explain to him what it was all about.  I did my best to do so, but I was aware of doing him a disservice by paraphrasing something that could not have been better expressed.  

Next, we read together a lovely lyric from Thomas Wyatt, about animals taking bread from his hand;—then a magical speculation of Swinburne’s, about the gods and the feet of the years;—then something by Yeats, about the wild flappings of the wings of swans.  Joey always watched me read with his lips apart, his eyes dull and inquiring, as though he couldn’t make heads or tails of what I was saying.  Now and then he glanced down at his own text and squinted at the words; for a few seconds a look of hard concentration would pass over his face; but as though he were incapable of maintaining that kind of exertion, he would in another few seconds pull back and look up at me with patient, or rather longsuffering expectation.  The more enthusiastically I touted the wonders of these short passages, the more he fidgeted, frowned, and heaved impatient breaths. He kept looking at me in a way that was half bewildered, half wondering, as though no one could possibly expect him to make heads or tails of any of it.

What astonished me most of all that first week with the boy was how little he had learned in school.  He could barely read, and still less write.  That he had “passed” his reading classes and graduated year after year into the eighth grade mystified me till Joey himself told me that he had had to “stay back” two times—repeat the fifth and seventh grades.  In both instances he had done no better the second time around than he had done the first, but the school authorities had graduated him anyway, probably because he had been growing rapidly, was large for his age, and would have been a distraction to the other students in his class.  Perhaps they also hoped that he would “catch up” once he was placed among children closer to his age.

Nevertheless during those first two weeks my enthusiasm remained high, for I was excited and even proud about my position as a tutor, and was convinced of my own insightful ability in that way.  It pleased me to think I would have an important influence in a child’s life, that on account of my efforts he would grow into a finer, more enlightened human being. I imagined him one day looking back on our sessions together and saying to himself gratefully, “That’s when things changed for me!”  As we read together, discussed the ideas we read, I always expected to see some glint in his eye, some flash of a smile or a sudden, gleeful impetuosity in his manner indicating that the words had bypassed the groping intellect and gone straight to heart, that the revelation of the joy of language had effloresced within him. But the weeks passed and it never happened.  Instead he would sit beside me, the text in his hand or on his lap, reading it with a slow, fumbling uncertainty. His homework assignments were to practice reading these passages so that the next time we met he would be fluent in him.  He was also to write a short “essay”—no more than a page long—about any thoughts he might have on what he had read.  But he was never any more fluent at our next session, and his written assignments were ridiculously unacceptable.  His handwriting was atrocious, a run of barely-legible scratches and dots which, once you interpreted them, turned out to be full of misspellings (usually phonetic). There was no logical cohesion to his statements; he flitted from one thought to the most disparate next.  The notion of elaborating on a subject, of concentrating on a thought and explicating it to its finer, fuller, more intricate end was alien to him.  He rebelled against that kind of precision, saying:

“But people know what I’m talking about.”

“Well, maybe they do and maybe they don’t, but with a little more effort you can make sure that they do.”

And when on another occasion I encouraged him to develop his ideas more fully:

“They wouldn’t want us to do all this in school.”

“On the contrary, I’m sure they would.”

He shook his head, no.  “My teachers always say keep it short and to the point.”

“You can keep it short and to the point,” I said, “the next time you’re giving a presentation with bullet points to a business meeting.  But this is your writing assignment.  I want you to develop your opinions, not truncate them.  If your teachers don’t understand that keeping something to the point doesn’t necessarily square with keeping it short, then they’re idiots.”

He laughed appreciatively at my criticism.  After looking at me uncertainly a few moments he asked, “What’s ‘truncate’ mean?”

He employed any number of “tricks” (as he probably considered them) to make his homework look more substantial than it was.  For instance, he would write in a large hand and copy lines out of what he had been given to read
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