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EPIGRAPH

In every cry of every Man,

In every Infant’s cry of fear,

In every voice, in every ban,

The mind-forg’d manacles I hear.

—William Blake, “London”
From Songs of Experience
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PART ONE

STUYVESANT

 

I

In the winter of 1921, after completing a year in their newly initiated junior high school, Ira Stigman and Farley Hewin began attending Stuyvesant High School. It was downtown, on the east side of the city, and because attendance at the school was far in excess of its capacity, two overlapping sessions had been instituted: an earlier one for upperclassmen, and a later one, beginning before noon, for freshmen and lowerclassmen.

The new Lexington Avenue IRT subway line had recently been opened, and Ira took that to school, getting on at 116th Street, changing at 86th, to be whisked downtown past two express stations to 14th, and then walking east the few blocks to the high school. With what schoolboy joy he and Farley would greet each other in the late morning when each by different routes or different trains, taken at different stations, by some magic art would arrive at the same street corner simultaneously. What windfall of happiness Ira felt. Soon, he would have to share these walks to school with others: soon, an admiring entourage would grow up around Farley, would fall in step with him. Still, no matter how many trooped along, when he spied Ira, Farley always waited for him to come to his side, a clear indication of whom he had singled out for his chum. Ira reveled in the security of that knowledge.

For it was almost as if Ira had divined it, as if his intimation of destiny were truly inspired. At the end of calisthenics in the gym class the second week of school, a short track event was held, a sixty-yard dash diagonally across the gym floor. In the first heat, a compact, heavy-thighed youth scurried into first place, in another heat a scrawny young black sprinted to the finish line ahead of the pack. Who placed first in the heat that he was in, Ira didn’t know, only that he trailed as usual. And then came the heat in which Farley competed; he won easily. With competition winnowed down to finalists came the deciding heat. The winners of the preliminary trials were pitted against one another. Grinning in secret complacence at the foreknowledge he alone possessed, and yet with heartbeat quickened, Ira watched destiny unfold. The black youth darted into the lead ahead of the pack, ahead of the heavy-thighed boy, who was in front of Farley. And then the miracle that only Ira expected took place. Those amazing, hammering strides of Farley brought him abreast of the others two-thirds of the way, and propelled him into the van at the finish—first across the line!

It was scarcely an exaggeration to say that Farley became a celebrity that very afternoon. Admirers trailed him to the subway kiosk that same evening after school let out, and Ira, Farley’s closest friend, became a notable by sheer contiguity.

In the next few weeks, Farley was relieved from regular gym exercises and given intensive training during free periods to fit him for the hundred-yard dash. At the end of September, the first of the high school interscholastic meets was held at the Armory in uptown Manhattan. Farley was entered, and won the silver medal for second place. A newcomer, a freshman, one with the barest minimum of training, inexperienced and untried under the strain of intense competition, he was hailed as sensational. His performance was featured on the sports pages of all the metropolitan newspapers. The new “Stuyvesant High School Meteor,” the sportswriters saluted him.

In the meantime, Ira, in his laggard, groping fashion, despite his pride in Farley’s achievements, his pride in being Farley’s best friend, was chafed into vague recognition that he was unhappy in Stuyvesant: he wasn’t suited to the place. His sloppiness, his ineptitude with tools, his incompatibility with material precision, his aversion to the strict, the mechanical—he could no more define what troubled him than he could define a cloud. It was more shape than thought, an undulant image, like the face of the shop teacher, quizzically watching Ira’s clumsy use of the scratch gauge on a piece of lumber. The shop teacher said “pattren”; Ira said “pattern.” At a later date, Ira might have attempted an epigram about Proteus encountering Procrustes, but that shirked coming to grips with the plain facts of what was wrong with him.

Undoubtedly his discontent stemmed from the sheer unsuitability of his temperament, aptitude, and background for the kind of technical training Stuyvesant afforded. His inability to adjust, his dilatoriness in conforming to a new regimen, the unaccustomed late hours of freshman attendance, all seemed to give substance to a sense of having veered away from potential, strayed from some dim affinity. His first month’s grades were abysmal, much worse than Farley’s, whose were respectable by comparison. Ira failed in every subject except English.


Lord. Ira realized how in this eighth decade of his life, little in so many ways the adolescent juvenile he portrayed, or strove to re-create, resembled the “normal” youngster of that age and period. The differences were too many to go into, but the greatest difference, perhaps he deluded himself, was in the matter of his way of mooning about the opposite sex, about females.

His mind was already seared, his mind was already cauterized. He didn’t have to dream about romance, enlarge on it with all the tender frills and streamers that in the fancy of others his age composed the fringes of the youthful crush. He never had one—well, perhaps at the very outset of the fateful spring of his twelfth year, when he experienced—for how short a while—the first vague, diffuse writhing within him of infatuation for Sadie Lefkowitz. She was the sister of two delinquent brothers, one of whom was shot while holding up a crap game; the other barely escaped with his life after falling from the roof to the awning of the big Third Avenue German butcher shop from which he was trying to steal whatever he could get his hands on. Sadie lived in the tenement three doors east. She had rosy cheeks; she wore her long underwear tucked into her long black stockings (and, when last seen, was an usherette in a movie house, and for hire). But Sadie was that token, as it were, to furnish him with some notion of the adolescent yearning for its idol.

“Sweet Adeline, my Adeline,” the Irish and Italian half-grown youths his age sang at night before the lighted window of Biolov’s drugstore near the corner of Park Avenue, harmonizing above the muted rumble of trains, “each night I pray that you’ll be mine.” Ira was much further along than most of them were, much further in wickedness, evil, unspeakable evil. And such self-awareness did what to him? It barred him from the exercise of run-of-the-mill, of street-average thrills. “G’wan,” Petey Hunt prompted in his tough, side-mouthed, Irish way, encouraging Ira to make his move toward plain, freckled Helen standing in the tenement doorway of a summer evening. “G’wan, ask her for a lay. We all laid her. She’ll give ye a lay.”

“No.” Ira shrank back.

Already undone. Always on that same amber screen, Ira would see enacted the moment when the irrevocable wrenching of his life began, the unutterable, shattering ecstasy that twisted his being out of shape, forever. It was like that experiment Mr. Goldblum had conducted in the eighth grade to demonstrate to the startled class the pressure of the atmosphere. Suddenly the shiny gallon can crumpled—everlastingly out of shape. He had done it; it had happened: the smooth, regular container became deformed.

What had happened to him was cross-grained, unnatural, a ruinous deflection. It was the blacks who had taught him just how awkward he was, the blacks he was to work with as a laborer on WPA projects. He would tell himself the same thing later that he was telling himself now. In the natural course of things, of slum life, of slum vitality, slum venery, when Mrs. G, Jewish, deserted by the ultra-Orthodox husband she couldn’t abide, leaned on her broom in her shift and, wan and forlorn, gazed at him from her window across the street, across the street and a flight up from the sidewalk, like his. That was when a black kid of fifteen or sixteen, his own age then, might have gone over on blatant pretext to put his hunch to the test.

But you couldn’t. Ira argued with himself: you couldn’t. You would have had the spunk knocked out of you by Pop.

Yes, but when did this ruinous deflection occur? Not before his parents moved to Harlem in 1914, but afterward. Why blame Pop—or blame Pop alone? Think of what disaster Mom contributed, the very bane itself.

Blame them? Yes and no. Blame, try to fix it on anyone; it slides off. The crux of the matter is or was—and we are back at it again—that severance from folk, that severance from homogeneity that—beatings by Pop or not—would have allowed multiform exit, multiform access to the diversity in unity of the surrounding milieu.

In the primitive typescript which he had written in 1979, Ira had set down the following:

“The tried and true, or should one say, the trite and true figure of speech to describe the function of what is to follow is that of the keystone; without it, the subsequent narrative tumbles to the ground. And yet, it is this particular and essential keystone that for a long time I sought to substitute for with a makeshift. In other words, that I stubbornly balked at using because of its shameful disclosure of the character of friend Ira Stigman.

“I have been three days debating with myself, consenting one day, refusing the next, and in the end, consenting again. My acquiescence, I believe, is not owing to scantiness of fictive ingenuity in finding plausible expedients that would still preserve the integrity of the arch. But militating against such subterfuge, unfortunately, is that in the preceding account, I prepared for the introduction of the genuine article, prepared for it so strongly by the prominence I accorded my bosom companion, Farley Hewin, my cheery, staunch refuge from ruined Jewishness, that, in spite of my self-recrimination, the logic of the commitment brooks no departure from veracity.”



II

Worsening the situation of his bad grades, literally disastrous for him, was the fact that Ira in this new school kept losing things—his possessions—invariably because of inattention, carelessness, failure to keep strict guard over his property. And the moment his vigilance lapsed, the articles disappeared; they were appropriated, stolen. His entire briefcase, as his book satchel was called, the new walrus-hide briefcase Tanta Mamie had bought for him as a graduation present, which he had treasured unused until he went to a “real” high school, the briefcase and its contents, books, notebooks, mechanical drawing aids, all disappeared. He came home blubbering, anticipating the storm of recrimination such loss would provoke. And it did. Mom and Pop volleyed the cost of replacement at each other—and at him. Only his sneakers hadn’t been taken, for the simple reason he hadn’t packed them into his briefcase that day, because there was no gym. So it went, even afterward, when his briefcase was replaced: sometimes a protractor would be taken, sometimes a compass, sometimes a ruler. And always he kept losing his fountain pens, one after the other, all those presented him at his Bar Mitzva, and even the Waterman that Max bestowed on him later, a unique fountain pen with a retractable gold pen point. All, all went, purloined the minute he left them unguarded.

School attendance became sown with pitfalls, nightmarish at times. Every hour, every day, contained its start of anxiety, frantic search, rancorous reassurance—and too often the savage anguish of loss. Worries over his possessions thudded into his inattentiveness, and his inattentiveness seemed to become ever more habitual, an invincible caesura of consciousness . . . goddamn dope, forever daydreaming, woolgathering. Bad enough, but the fantasizing was far worse, his cunning conspiring to fulfill his fantasy. It was like a thickening shadow across the delight he felt being in the same school with Farley, a thickening shadow blotting out the vicarious glory of being Farley’s boon companion. He began to steal.

In vindictive fury at first, after he rushed back from the hall at change of class, to find his fountain pen gone from the groove on the desk in which he had left it—only a minute before! His last and only fountain pen! Lousy bastards, sonofabitch bastards! He’d get even. He’d snitch someone else’s pen. Frig him, whoever he was. . . . And what a cinch it turned out to be! Nothing to it. It was so easy, he’d get another one. Never have to worry about fountain pens anymore. Once you did it, had the nerve to do it, once was all that you needed to learn the knack; at the beginning of the gym period everyone divested himself of his jacket, changed shoes for sneakers, and went out on the gym floor to begin calisthenics. Ira loitered behind. Brushing, as if by accident, against a nearby jacket, exposing the inner breast pocket, brought to light the clip of a fountain pen. It took only an instant to extract, and in an instant the pen was his—his, and slipped safely into his own pants pocket.


“And thus he became predator.” Ira read the words of his first draft, the yellow typescript beside him: became! He could feel the grim sneer that bent his own lips: he became a predator from that day on. Ira appended the text: “Indeed, it seems to me not in the matter of fountain pens alone, but as if their theft was symptomatic of the metamorphosis the entire psyche was already undergoing.”

Ah, yes, the point I was about to make, Ecclesias, and then forgot, as often happens to the writer, and probably more often to the aged one; so that the intended aside seems like a luxury, a self-indulgence. I once wrote a novel, as you know well, Ecclesias, when I was young.

—Yes?

And the poor little nine-year-old tyke was victimized by the society around him, by forces in the environment around him, the good little nine-year-old tyke I might have written.

—Wasn’t he?

Yes, of course. In the novel. But the reflection is a false one; it’s quite distorted.

—Perhaps. But let me ask you: why do you say that?

I say it because it is false to me, to the one I am, to the one I actually was.

—At the time of writing?

At the time of writing, yes. That’s exactly the point—I think of Joyce’s Dedalus here, and of Joyce himself—censoriously as usual: trying to formulate my chief objection, and to test it against the evidence: that what I found most objectionable in Joyce, most repelling, was that he had brought to an extreme the divorce between the artist and the man; not merely brought to an extreme; he had flaunted it, gloried in it: the icon of the artist detached from his autonomous work, disavowing moral responsibility for his creation, paring his nails with divine indifference. Joyce had amputated the artist from the man. What baloney.

But to my point, the writer I was imagined, given trifling variations of detail and time, that he was faithfully projecting, enacting, faithfully engrossing himself in his milieu, nay, faithfully representing himself in relation to his milieu. Do you follow me? The guy really believed he was purveying the truth, realizing actualities.

—Do you deny that the writer was victimized?

But not in that way! He was part of the process. And it is his part in the process he unconsciously suppressed, unconsciously omitted, and hence the picture is distorted. I can say the same thing another way: the writer was under the delusion that he was portraying truth, but in fact, he wasn’t.

—How do you know he is now?

I don’t—with any absolute certainty; only the relative certainty that I have at least taken into account, born witness to, hitherto ignored relevancy.

—Could it be at the expense of art? Could it? You are silent.

I don’t know.



The theft of the fountain pen led to the theft of another, and still another. Their acquisition conferred on Ira something akin to freedom, a new kind of freedom, unwonted freedom from concern: not only from that shudder of alarm over whether he had or hadn’t taken his fountain pen with him when he changed classes, and would now have to pay the penalty for his neglect (even if he did, there were more where those came from); but the freedom accorded by callousness, the license that sprang from callousness, callousness that dispersed the thought of the unhappiness he brought the one he had despoiled, callousness that bartered sympathy for power, that toyed with depravity.

And then came the inevitable, the inevitable in its devious way. Came the day when in the breast pocket of one of the jackets that he brushed against was clipped a magnificent fountain pen, the upper barrel glistening in silver filigree. Silver! Vine and arabesque! He clawed at it; it was his.

His!

For a long while he kept his superb trophy hidden in his favorite cache, the dusty floor underneath the lower drawer of the built-in wardrobe in Pop and Mom’s bedroom, kept it wrapped up in a piece of brown paper bag beside its run-of-the-mill mates. The round knobs on the dingy-white drawer, the dark maw within when the drawer was pulled all the way out, the accumulated dust on the floor whereon his fountain pens were secreted became accomplices of his stealth, abettors of his crime. The preciousness of his unique prize, the silver-filigreed Waterman, continually glided through his mind, continued to twine about it, like the silver filigree around the barrel of the pen.

On a sunny weekend toward the end of March, he and Farley lazed together in the sandy-carpeted mortuary—once again reinstated as the Hewin family parlor—lazed and chatted about the track meet Farley was scheduled to compete in next month. He felt sure he would place. Coaching and practice had greatly improved the two things in his running that most needed improving: his start and his stride. He had already been unofficially clocked in the 110-yard dash in the awe-inspiring time of 11.6 seconds.

Every now and then, Ira would wind up the phonograph, put on “Mavoureen” with John McCormack singing, and, paying only token attention to Farley, drift off into enchanted reverie under the spell of the Irish tenor and his mellifluous brogue. Clipped to the inner breast pocket of Ira’s jacket was the silver-filigreed fountain pen. He had brought it with him. Why? Because it was safe to sport it on weekends, with no school, and no owner to claim the beautiful object as his, not Ira’s. Because the pen tantalized Ira’s consciousness so continually, he had to wear it—even if he didn’t display it. He had to wear it concealed or he had to give it away, because what was the fun of wearing it concealed?

Farley was talking about Hardy, the black youth who always came in second to Farley at workouts. “You never saw anybody eat the stuff he does,” Farley laughed. “You know, Irey, he’ll eat a hot dog, mustard and sauerkraut—and an ice cream cone all together.” Farley stopped speaking when Ira drew the pen out of his pocket. “Hey, that’s nifty.”

“Here, have a good look at it.” Ira extended his arm and brought the pen within Farley’s reach.

Farley rotated the barrel, admiring the filigree. He admired it, frankly, just as Farley would, without envy, happy in his friend’s possession of something so handsome and so costly. “Hey, never saw anything so nifty, Irey!” he congratulated.

And with that suffusion of affection, of blood swamping the brain, Ira presented Farley with the pen. Oh, no. Farley tried to return it. He couldn’t accept it. It was too valuable, too beautiful, to be given away. But Ira insisted; he wanted Farley to have it. That was why he had brought the pen with him today. One of his rich uncles, a jeweler, Ira fabricated, had given him the pen, and he wanted Farley to have it. He himself had a satisfactory, plain Waterman—which he showed Farley. No need to have both. He wanted Farley to have this one. In the end, Ira persuaded him to accept it. For Farley, appreciation paled the hue of his blue eyes. In spoofing ritual of exchange, he tendered Ira a new yellow pencil from his father’s supply. For Ira, the moment was like a rush of vertigo: immense joy danced in his head—but it was immense joy suddenly bonded to a wraith of qualm; it was immense delight in Farley’s pleasure at receiving the gift—but coupled with a specter of foreboding.

Excused from participating in calisthenics, and the other activities of the triweekly gym program, Farley had been appointed “monitor” of the gym class. Each student occupied a preassigned spot on the gym floor, and Farley was accorded the privilege—or the honor—of checking off the attendance on a chart on which names corresponded to spots. Grimacing in broad, familiar wink at Ira, who grinned back in acknowledgment of his special status, Farley came through the columns of students as the short, burly gym instructor barked the tempo of the drill. Ira was checked off on the chart, and Farley went on. . . . A minute later, he was back, his features furrowed questioningly, his blue eyes darkened with seriousness.

“Hey, Irey,” he said in a subdued tone, “there’s a guy up front in the next row, says it’s his pen. It was yours, wasn’t it?”

“Sure it was mine. He’s crazy!” Ira blustered.

Farley left. In another minute he returned, even more serious this time. “He says he’s going to the office if he doesn’t get it back. Do I give it back to him?”

Ira’s world began to buckle, to crumple into a shapeless wad. He felt his very being wobble about and lurch, abandoned by any guidance, bereft of any center. Still he persisted, clung stoutly to the untruth, to the integrity of his lie bound in the integrity of his gesture of friendship to Farley.


God Almighty! Some kind of wholly irrational, wholly impossible urge clamored within Ira as he typed: I’ll barter. I’ll swap you the next ten million seconds, any ten million seconds of my life, for ten seconds of lucidity way back then, ten seconds of caginess, ordinary, garden-variety common sense. How could anyone be so goddamn preordained to do the wrong thing?



“No. He’s crazy! It’s my pen.”

“You sure, Irey?” Farley’s tone of voice and countenance both pleaded loyally on Ira’s behalf. “I can give it back to him, and that’s all there is to it.”

Farley went away again. A few minutes later, the young gym instructor who was Farley’s coach came through the lane of students. He had the silver-filigreed pen in his hand, and was trailed by a tall, delicately built, steady-eyed youth with an olive complexion.

“Will you come with me,” the young instructor requested of the dazed, the benumbed Ira.

All three left the gym, climbed the flight of stairs to the main floor, and entered the office of the assistant principal, Mr. Osborne. After explaining the nature of the dispute, the young gym instructor placed the fountain pen on Mr. Osborne’s desk, was thanked with a grave nod and relieved of further stay.

Ira knew his doom, the inexorable, irreversible doom that had befallen him—nay, nay, invited to befall him.

The pen, asserted the youthful classmate quietly, had been given him on his graduation from public school by his father. Even in the void drained of reality, the lineaments of the other’s good breeding were manifest. He could bring his father to school and prove the truth of what he said.

And Ira, now nauseated to the very soul with guilt, with the dread sickness of the abject felon, asked to speak to Mr. Osborne alone. Mr. Osborne was a large, kindly, unpretentious man in his fifties, corpulent with sedentary life, and with a fine, wide, pale brow. He asked the other student to step outside the office, to wait outside the door.

A few more seconds, and Ira was alone with the assistant principal, alone with him—and with the portraits of former administrators on the wall. Ira broke down completely. Poor automaton, poor nitwit, Ira mocked himself: with what easy resolution history could be revised: he needed only to have asserted that he found the pen on the cloakroom floor near the gym, in the hall, anywhere, concocted anything plausible—and very likely gotten off with no more than a stern reprimand for not turning in lost property. And since he had implicated the most promising track man who had entered Stuyvesant in all its history, the whole matter might have been glossed over with a show of severity.

But no, Ira burst into tears and confessed all: he had stolen the pen from the other’s jacket pocket in the gym cloakroom. How many such thefts had he committed? Mr. Osborne asked. Three or four, Ira lied: he didn’t know. Mr. Osborne meditated gravely, came to a conclusion. The youth waiting in the hall outside was called into the office. He was handed the fountain pen, and at the same time directed to report back to the gym. Blubbering Ira was left alone with a thoughtful Mr. Osborne. Patiently, soberly, he listened to the delinquent’s tearful lamentations of having been robbed of his own fountain pens, robbed of his briefcase and all its contents, of everything he left behind on a desk, even a little assignment book. He had given the fountain pen as a present to his best friend.

Pathetic lump of sniveling juvenile, Ira could imagine later what he must have looked like to Mr. Osborne. Nor was it difficult to surmise what went on in the other’s mind: how best to dispose of the case before him, determine the fairest thing to do about the dripping clod of doleful adolescence. In the end, Mr. Osborne informed Ira that he was excused from classes—and from school—that he was to bring his father to Stuyvesant tomorrow, to bring him to the same office he was in now, the assistant principal’s office. Mr. Osborne would then make known the decision he had reached in the case. Meantime, Ira was to leave all textbooks now in his possession in the secretary’s office next door, and bring with him tomorrow all other textbooks belonging to the school. He would write Ira a pass that would permit him to pick up his belongings and leave the building. Mr. Osborne issued his instructions with sober compassion, but with firm authority.

Ira obeyed. He gathered up his belongings in the gym cloakroom, changed to shoes outside the secretary’s office, deposited his textbooks on her desk, where a pass was waiting for him. Then with an unnaturally light briefcase, as if all its former weight were inside him now, he pulled on his light topcoat, handed the door monitors his pass, and stepped out into the changeable March day, into the fresh breeze against his face. Overhead, before him at the street’s end, a regatta of shining clouds veered toward him between high buildings.

Doomsday. Doom everywhere. On street and edifice, the pall of doom, on vehicle and pedestrian and storefront, in passing sounds of the city the knell of doom. In every step, in breath and heartbeat. Crook. Thief. He had been caught. Too late now to regret deeds done or undone: to have kept the pen concealed, steadfastly, not made a gift of it to Farley, maybe sold it to somebody, outside the school. Waddaye say? Five bucks? No? Then three bucks. All silver. And with one of the dollars for her. Okay? Huh? Okay? Easy, instead of this—oh hell, forget it! Why hadn’t he claimed he had found it? Under a bench in the gym—anywhere?

Too late, too late and irrevocable. With his near-empty briefcase, a taunting reminder, dangling from his hand, he walked west, half cognizant of the direction he was taking, distracting remorse with motion, ruffling it with New York’s changing scene. Where was he to go? The Lexington Avenue subway at 14th would take him home—too soon, too soon to mourn in futility in the kitchen, too soon to sit shiva over climax of woe with Pop’s return from work. Ira was sure he would be expelled—why else had he been asked to hand over his schoolbooks, and bring the rest tomorrow? And what had Mr. Osborne said? “You’re not bad habitually, but this stealing of student property has to stop.” Expelled. Wish to Christ he had gone on with the rest of the grammar school graduating class, gone on to work, to a job, become a pruster arbeiter, as Mom said. If only her obdurate ambitions for the improvement of his lot weren’t so indomitable. Or he so willful, so incorrigible, so rotten. Right away finding comfort in the dollar he could flaunt. What if he were working, making a dollar like Sid or Davey or Jake who had moved into the block? What then? Oh, too late, too late. Ira had been caught stealing—from another fellow in high school. Caught stealing and confessed, confessed and about to be expelled. It was altogether different from stealing on a job. You’d be fired. You’d get another job. This was different: the pen wasn’t the company’s, wasn’t nobody’s; it belonged to somebody, to another. And now you wouldn’t be just fired. Mom would scream in Yiddish, Oh, a veytik iz mir! You’ve wrecked, broken your career. And he had lied to Farley, his best friend, and now Farley knew it.

Ira turned north on Broadway, the bustling continuum of the thoroughfare streaming by his fluctuating woe. Uptown, aimlessly walking. So you get fired. Pop got fired. So he went to the employment agency, and now to the union hall, the Waiters Local AFL, number, what was the number? Number two. Get the New York World, Ira counseled himself: look in the Boy Wanted ads, Young Man Wanted, as long as it didn’t say Christian only, Protestant only. But this, expulsion from high school, all of destiny balanced on this. You could feel it teetering on its fulcrum the second time that Farley came around and said, The guy says it’s his. One tiny grain would have changed the whole future, a single word: yes. You wouldn’t even have had to say it was his. Just: yes. But he had lied to his best friend, and was trussed up by his lie: “My uncle gave it to me.” No, no, no! It’s his, it’s his, Farley. Give it back to him. I’ll explain later. And because Farley was a sensational track star, the sports pages said, once the pen was restored to its owner, all would have been overlooked, forgotten. So easy. So easy. But then he would have had to say, I lied to you, Farley. I—I found the pen.

Walk.

Through the crowded, noisy, fitful avenue, past indifferent landmarks, the Flatiron Building, past hectic intersections, Herald Square, Times Square, onward plodding: Columbus Circle, dully recognizing the changing character of the neighborhood, from commercial to apartment house, from utilitarian building to ornate, many-storied, multi-balconied edifice. At 96th Street, he quit Broadway, turned west toward the Hudson, entered on the lofty viaduct above the riverbank. On the paved paths down below—mothers, nursemaids, tending prams, the infants in them so snugly, colorfully bundled against the variable, brisk river wind. Strollers. That man twisting his mustache tighter, the way Mom twisted the end of a thread before addressing the eye of the needle. How enjoyable was every sight and sound, if every sight and sound didn’t drag a lead weight after it. Look at the water of the broad Hudson, choppy, whitecaps nicked out of the cold gray river by the wind.

The Palisades across the river, with the huge Domino Sugar clock on the face of the bluff, giant hands telling the time: between 3:45 and 4:00 P.M. He could imagine the clock like a vast branding iron, every moving minute, every trailing hour, searing into his memory. He had walked until his legs had grown sluggish, bare hands grown cold, fingers cramped gripping the useless near-empty briefcase. He sat for a while on the green park bench, rested just long enough so that when he got to his feet again sinews had stiffened, joints ached. He trudged on. The sun slanted, abandoning the cliffs to long shadows, shadows that whetted the breeze to a cold edge. It would soon be lamplighting time, soon be gloaming. The paved walks below had all become deserted, a bare, desolate net of dim paths of pavement thrown over the sloping, darkened lawns that separated the empty, silent river below from the auto traffic on the viaduct above, the viaduct where he plodded. As if hoarding the waning light, the steel tracks of the New York Central freight lines gleamed on their dull gray beds of gravel, metallic streaks dividing river from land, the river that lapped against the massive blocks of granite, sustaining the railroad bed, blocks dumped higgledy-piggledy into the water.

Just a few years ago, he had gone swimming there with the Irish bunch in the street, gone in all innocence, in the years of trust and innocence. They wouldn’t let the other few Jewish kids on the block come along.

“We don’t want youse Jew-boys wid us,” Grimesy snarled at Davey, Izzy, Benny. But him they had accepted. Why? Why had they let him go with them?

And afterward, when they had dried off, and put their clothes on to go home, a cattle train full of steers passed, the animals lowing behind the bars of their rolling pens, rolling toward the abattoir downtown. They threw rocks at them, the bunch of Irish kids did, at the parched beasts on a sweltering afternoon on their way to be killed. Ira had felt a pang, then. Always thoughtless cruelty became unfunny; the glee leaked out of it as if he himself were the butt of it, the victim. He couldn’t help it. Maybe because of Mom, maybe because he was a Jew.

There was the path, there, upstream, that they used to take; you could barely see it now, serpentine through the dead grass, under leafless yet feathery-thickening trees, there; it reappeared like a slash down the steepest slope to the railroad tracks. Oh, he had gone that way a dozen times: nine years old, ten years old, eleven years old—when was the infantile paralysis year? Swam and soaked the disease-preventive camphor balls Mom had tied in a little bag about his neck. He should never have grown older. The words came out in English out of the oft-heard Yiddish with their malicious twist: “Zolst shoyn nisht elter vern” And now, too late, he would leave the viaduct to take the same path again: Zolst shoyn nisht elter vern. . . . There it was, just as when he was nine and ten and eleven. Follow it. . . . Follow it through the grass, down the slope, not so steep as it looked, across the clean, shiny tracks on the ties on the gravel, across the shiny tracks unfazed by the frowning ties on the busy gravel . . . crunching footsteps to the tumbled river-rocks where the water dyed their margins darker than the dry granite above. Sun sheared off now, lopped off by the Palisades. Domino Sugar clock; what time was it as he made his way? Past the secluded, jagged little pools of water in the crevices of the giant jumble of rock. Here was the flat rock off which everybody dove. Flat rock, diving rock, curl your toes around the edge and belly-whop into the cool river. “An’ no wires, or nothin’ underwater to get tangled in,” said Feeny, and everyone agreed. What had he done? What would happen to him now?

He couldn’t think, that was his trouble. So he would be expelled from Stuyvesant; so his good name would be ruined. So he would be known as a thief, as a goniff. He alone knew that before; now it would be known by all. . . . And what if, what if he also knew, it were also known, that he had been caught too, committing something worse than theft, an abomination? As it well might be, but a single slip. Then throw your briefcase into the water now. Forestall everything: if he threw his briefcase into the water, he’d have to jump after it to get it back. And then? He wouldn’t have to think about anything anymore. Sure, the water was cold, gravel-color cold. It would sting. But if he took a deep breath, a real, tired deep breath . . . in the water . . . it might all be over . . . before the water got through his clothes . . . his secondhand topcoat, his secondhand jacket. What was there to be afraid of? He might not even feel it. Anybody could slip off a rock in the river, even a flat one . . . like this . . . just swing the briefcase into the restless, dented water, as far as you can, into the water, rippling all the way to the gloomy Palisades. Come on. Soon be dark, and no more nerve. If he could only think. Yisgadal, v’yiskadash, sh’mey rabo, the mourner’s chant, was that how it went? What did it mean? That’s how it sounded. Pop would sit on a wooden box, the way he did when his father died, after he learned about it in a letter from Europe, slit the buttonhole of his vest with an old Gem razor blade, and sit on a box, sit shiva. And Mom, Mom, Mom! Wait—

Wait: now he knew. The river had just told him. He didn’t have seykhl enough to discover it by himself. It didn’t matter. It was true. No, it wasn’t loony; it was true. If it wasn’t true, then nothing was true; and if nothing was true, what difference did anything make? But here he was, standing with his briefcase on the diving rock on the Hudson, with his briefcase to throw in the water before it was nighttime. Why would he be standing here if it didn’t make any difference? If nothing was true? Then something was true. Here he was, at day’s end living; in a moment to drown.

He turned around on the block of stone, turned his back to the river. So now suffer. Everything. The outcries at home. The expulsion from school. The shame. That was only the outside, the outside wreckage. What he was, what he already was inside, he would have to bear. He didn’t know what he meant, only that the agony would be worse, and he had chosen to bear it, bear the havoc of himself, the only thing true. . . .

He climbed up toward the paved, lonely, darkling lanes, went underneath the viaduct, went on toward Broadway, into motor-din, store-light, headlights, human cries; he plodded south. It would be a long way to 119th Street, a long way to Park Avenue. But that was nothing compared to what lay in store for him. Just a long hike compared to what waited at the end . . . just a long hike—nothing, compared to destination. . . . Yes, what was anything compared to himself?

III

An hour later, Ira trudged home. It was after dark, well after dark, and long after even a belated arrival from Stuyvesant’s second session might have warranted. A moment he stood in the hallway under the transom light, and then numbly opened the kitchen door: perceived the blank window shade drawn full-length down the window on the other side of the room; perceived the green oilcloth on the kitchen table, the silly, little-figured red apron hanging from the rim of the black iron sink; perceived the gas-stove burner on; green-painted icebox with alarm clock on it and box of household matches, green-painted icebox in the corner of green-painted blistered walls next to the bedroom door where the mop handle leaned. And Pop seated at the table, and partway through supper, his dog-brown, worried eyes lifted to Ira as he entered. Heard Mom exclaim in relieved Yiddish, berating, “A plague take you, Ira. Where have you been since school let out?”

Followed at once by Pop’s sardonic “Uh-huh! I can see by the crestfallen nose on his face something’s gone wrong for him again.”

Words clotted in Ira’s throat; speech jammed. He crossed the room, took the mop handle from the corner, and handed it to Pop.

“Are you crazy?” Pop turned pale.

Passage had to be forced, passage for confession, his covenant with the river: “I was caught stealing a fountain pen. Another boy’s fountain pen. The—” Ira hardened himself for retribution. “The assistant principal wants you to come to school with me tomorrow.”

But instead of retribution, Pop threw the mop handle down. He looked, he was—could it be?—stricken close to tears. He threw the mop handle down, and fled from the kitchen into the gloom of the bedroom. Strange, the merest mote of a revelation formed in Ira’s mind: Pop wasn’t as strong as he was. Pop couldn’t mete out what his son was ready to endure. Soft inside. So that was what he was?

“I think I’m going to get kicked out of school.” Ira spoke stolidly, stood stolidly. “They took away my books. They want me to bring the rest tomorrow.”

“Oy, a brukh af dir!” Mom drove the execration home with a fierce nod of her flushed, broad face. “Get buried, won’t you! For all the torment you cause us! Dolt! Clod!”

And as suddenly as he had fled, Pop was back. “I hope to see you dead!”

“They were stealing from me!” Ira broke into wailing lament. “They stole my new briefcase, all my fountain pens.”

“Dummkopf! If you’re not smart enough to keep track of your own belongings? Whom are you deceiving?” Mom flung at him. “Others also have briefcases, have fountain pens. And who knows what else? And still they manage to keep them! Choke on your excuses!”

Pop heaped rage on rancor. “I hope you rot out of my sight! Rot! And this child I nourish? May flames char him to cinder. This thief I pamper?” He turned savagely on Mom. “It’s all your fault. It’s all your doing. You send him to high school. Hah! I would send him—you know where? To dig in the ground. To lay turf. For that he’s suited. And may he lie under it!”

“Oy, vey, vey!” Mom groaned, stooped, stooped to pick up the mop handle, “Blunderer! Great ox! Oh, you’re nothing to me but grief!”

“Send him to high school! She needs, she craves, a learned son. Nah! You have him: as learned as a canker. I told you!”

“You told me. Good.” Mom opposed Pop’s vindictiveness with her own anguish. “Can you say anything more than that? May a black year befall him. Oh, my grief!” And to Ira, “Yes, stand there like a post. Got’s nar. Take off your hat and coat and sit down. How did they discover you were a thief?”

“I stole a silver fountain pen from a rich kid, from a rich kid’s pocket. And I gave it to Farley. He went around with it in the gym. You know: where we go—for exercise.” He lamented in English: “The gym. And the kid—he saw it. He wanted it back.”

“Then why didn’t you give it to him?”

“Don’t know. I told Farley it was mine. I gave it to him.”

“A fool,” said Pop. “You see? A fool ought never be born. A fool should be stomped on! You idiot! Why am I so cursed? With her for a mother, with him for a son.”

“Gey mix in der erd.”

Ira sobbed.

“Weep! Now you weep?” Mom said bitterly. “It would have been better had your eyes fallen out, your hands fallen off, before you stole the pen. And what do they want of you now? The pen was returned, no?”

“Yeah, but I told you already. I told the assistant principal I stole it. He wants Pop to come to school.”

“Ai, be torn to shreds!” Pop bared his teeth in a fresh outburst of tortured rage. “Only be torn into shreds! Ai, yi, yi, to shame me further! To tell me I have shit for a son. For this I have to take time off from work to learn what a wretched dolt I’ve raised?” He swept the saucer of compote away from him. “Here. Feed this to your next husband!”

“Why do you say that to me?” Mom’s throat mottled angrily. “I haven’t taught him the ways to righteousness a thousand times? How many times have I shown him how a good Jewish child behaves? If a demon possessed him, what do you want of me?”

“Go. Enough. Speak to the wall. He’s yours, and yours he remains. One thing he’ll soon learn: what it is to be a crude breadwinner. Every day, every day, to go to work, to a job, to a boss, to labor for a pittance. Let him fill his own craw. He doesn’t deserve anything better than that; he never has. You’ve fattened a gross sloth, and now you’ll both find it out. Who knows, with toil he may scratch up a seed of wisdom.”

Followed a long grievous silence, while Pop, grim-faced, taut, made an effort to peruse his Yiddish newspaper, sigh-groaned audibly, irregularly, again and again. . . .

“When did you eat last?” Mom asked.

“Me? I don’t know. Before I left for school. Ten o’clock. The bulkie you gave me.”

“I would feed him.” Pop flapped the newspaper. “Chopped sorrows.”

“What you would do I already know,” Mom retorted.

“I’m not hungry,” said Ira.

“No? I’m sure. Even your spectacles are stained. Go wash your unhappy countenance. I have pot roast and gravy on the stove. The noodles are already cold.” Tears came to her eyes. She snuffed, went to the sink and blew her nose. “Noo? What are you waiting for?”

“I have to go to the toilet.”

“Then go.”

He entered the shadowy bathroom, held the door open until he located the dangling light pull, and as he tugged it, heard Mom say before he shut the door, “So he’s a fool. But a child of indigence he is too. And of sorrow. Even if it were a golden pen, it doesn’t matter. He’s my child.”

In the green-painted bathroom, against one shiny, uneven wall, stood a small chest of a dozen tiny drawers that Biolov had been about to discard, and Ira had retrieved; against the other wall stretched the long green-painted bathtub in its casket of matchboards. Ira lifted the chipped toilet seat, and was surprised at how little he had to urinate; after all, he had been weeping—the odd notion occurred to him—all those hours of roaming. He yanked at the toilet chain, tugged the light pull, and returned to the kitchen.

“And where were you straggling all this while?” Mom held the loaf of heavy rye bread against the flame-flowered cotton cloth of the mussed housedress covering her deep bosom, while she applied the gray carving knife with its tarnished concave blade toward herself through the thick crust. “All this time. When did you leave school?”

“I don’t know. Gym is the first period. That’s all I went to.” He could feel appetite revive. “Maybe nearly one o’clock.”

“And all that time roaming. Go to the sink.”

“I didn’t want to come home.” Ira removed his glasses, smeared soap on his face, cupped hands under spouting cold water, wiped face on towel, wiped glasses. “I walked, that’s all.”

“And where?”

“Why are you asking stupid questions?” Pop interjected. “You’ll have to pay the cobbler for his shoes. Then you’ll know.”

“True. And his father is also a man of means.” Mom set the thick-hewn slice of bread before Ira, who began devouring it ravenously. “Wait, I’ll cut some meat.”

“I didn’t know where to go, that’s all.” Ira tore away a mouthful. “I walked by the river. On Riverside Drive.”

“And why Riverside Drive?”

“I don’t know. It was by the river.”

“Aha! I understent. You went by the water.”

“By the water,” Pop scoffed, brown eyes hard with animus. “Immediately he’s leaped in. How the woman submits to his contriving.”

“Chaim, let me be,” Mom said quietly. “I haven’t woe enough? And you haven’t fear? Whom are you deluding?” She met Pop’s set gaze with her own—until he looked away. And then she hacked at the meat in the pot, conveyed a chunk to the plate, tilted the pot to spoon gravy to cover the slab of meat, added noodles.

“Here. Eat.” She set the plate down before Ira—and again confronted Pop. “He’s my child. He may die for his golem’s brain, and the suffering he’s causing me. And you as well. He gets it from you, after all. Let’s tell the truth,” she challenged him, “how did you steal out of Galitzia the first time?”

Pop put down his newspaper, thrust forward a startled, tense countenance toward Ira. “Look what she scratches out of the dirt! What has the one thing to do with the other?”

“I’m asking you.”

“Gey mir in der erd!”

“You filched the passage money to America. True or not?”

“Kiss my ass.”

“From your father. From his wallet.”

“Go drop into your tomb.”

“There!”

“She throws that up to me—how I quit Galitzia. How else was I going to leave? I had no money. My brothers were in St. Louis. I wanted to go, too.”

“Well?”

“Whose money was it? You horse’s head! My father’s, no?”

“But you did steal it.”

“Gey mir vidder in der erd! How else was I to get it?”

“Oy, vey,” Mom sighed. “When you returned to Austria, were you hanged for your misdeed?”

Pop wagged his head at her irately. “Would God I had never returned! A demon sent me back to Galitzia. To her! To you! The devil sent me back. But what—if fortune fails you, what can you do?”

Mom seemed too spent for anger. “Believe me, if fortune failed you, it failed me.” She sat down, speaking calmly. “What would have been the harm if I hadn’t suited you? I would have been an old maid. Ben Zion would have married his other daughters under me. As if he had any other choice. Sooner or later the Lord would have sent me a fat, sleek Jew of a widower, with a fine beard and a great paunch and a houseful of children. What would I have lacked? Do you want some more noodles? My pitiful son.”

“I want some more bread.” Ira chomped.

Mom stood up. “And what time does your father have to be at the school tomorrow?”

“I think maybe ten o’clock. Mr. Osborne comes in. He’s the assistant principal.”

“I’ll have time to finish a breakfast serving,” said Pop. “I’ll slip away between breakfast and lunch.” He nodded, addressing Ira. “Thank you for your thoughtfulness.”

And Mom, bringing Ira another slice of bread, added, “Throw yourself at his feet. Implore his forgiveness. Tell him you’re the poor son of impoverished parents. You saw the silver pen. You snatched it. You couldn’t help yourself. Never again will you be guilty of such foolishness. You can speak English. Then speak. Plead.”

“He had to own a fountain pen.” Pop rested elbows on the open sheets of Yiddish newsprint on the table. “Haven’t I seen a hundred times yeshiva youth in the subways, pale, famished Talmud students going to the yeshiva near where I work? And what were they carrying in their hands? A plain bottle of ink. A steel pen in a wooden holder. Only this princeling had to have a fountain pen. Without it he couldn’t learn, he couldn’t record wisdom. And not only to have one fountain pen, but another to give away. You hear?”

“Shoyn farfallen,” said Mom. “Enough torment.” And to Ira, “If you’re not allowed back into the school, what will you do?”

“I don’t know.”

“You’ll come home.”

Ira shook his head sullenly.

“You’ll come home,” she repeated. “No one need know. I don’t want you roaming the streets.” She sat down again, studied him with meditative eyes deep with sadness. “May God help you tomorrow with this assistant principal”—she assayed the English words. “May He help you indeed. But if not, if you’re cast out of the school, that’s not the end of life, you hear? You’re a dolt, and you’ve learned a terrible lesson. Only don’t lose your will for your career.”

“Career,” Pop echoed. “Keep filling his head with nonsense. He needs a career like I need an abscess. You’ll see his career, and you’ll see your dead grandmother at the same time, Leah.”

“I can still hope,” Mom said. “What else can I do but hope? You’re his father. Do you wish to see him wholly destroyed? Nothing to become of him?”

“Ira has already given me good tokens, good signs of what to expect. Do I need more? And pray, spare me your questions.” He averted his face, drawn again with inner torment. “I can assure you he is a fool.”

“In truth. But who had the silver pen, and who didn’t? Would the other need to steal one?”

“You’re altogether clever. Would the other be the clod this one is? In his home tonight, fear not, the other’s parents are rejoicing. And well they might: not only have they recovered a treasure. Their son showed wit; he showed judgment. He wasn’t going to let the opportunity escape to recover what was his. There’s a son.”

“Dolt” said Mom. “May your heart ache as mine does. A little compote? I know you’re fond of stewed pears.”

“Yeah. And another slice of bread.”

IV


Ira knew where he was at. He let the spate of memories flow through his mind: oh, those first years in rural Maine, in Montville with his family, his beautiful, young M, the two boys, in the latter half of the forties at the end of World War II. The ditch he dug in which to lay the copper tubing from the brimming, truly—how should one say—sylvan, precious pool of spring water on the hillside, to the kitchen sink. The half-stick of dynamite at the end of his pickax, half-stick of dynamite skewered harmlessly on the pickax point. Stop. Stop. The hardships, especially for M, the quasi-romantic impracticality of it all. But they had been together then, young relatively, though he was already forty by that time. But together! The hillside, crowned with stout rock maple trees, leafless at the close of winter, the sap gathering, the syrup making. Why did some things in the past become so much lovelier than they were, even as the ugly became hideous? One had to lower the sluice gate on the bygone somehow, or be swept away by the flood of reminiscence.

Ah, Ira hadn’t even slept well last night. He had admitted to his friend and rheumatologist, Dr. David B, that in order to overcome the pain and lethargy of rheumatoid arthritis he frequently had to resort to ingesting a half-tablet of the narcotic Percodan. Dr. B remarked that he resembled Charles Swinburne in that respect. Swinburne too had depended on drugs to sustain his muse. And of course there was De Quincy and there was Coleridge, both of whom became addicted to opium. The effect of the half-tablet, the “high,” the elevation of mood inspired thereby, was brief, but enough to overcome his inertia, and that was usually enough to enable him to proceed from that point on. The drowsiness that sometimes followed could be overcome by taking one of another of the proprietary caffeine tablets. The million vagaries, gestalts, that occurred to him during these times of lethargy were also valuable, Ira mused.



Wakefulness thudded brutally against the compassionate swaddling envelope of sleep; wakefulness pounded by reminders, hard and edged, that cleaved through oblivion into consciousness that it was morning. The bedroom airshaft window framed a gray slurry of daylight. Pop had already gone to his breakfast-luncheon stint. He would meet Ira in front of the school at ten o’clock. Ira was to wait there for him. . . . He dressed, in tense, apprehensive silence, ate the buttered roll Mom served him, gulped down his sugared mix of coffee and boiled milk in the dismally familiar stark kitchen. The backyard light over the uncurtained top of the window presented the gray washpole preening washlines in the blue baleful sky of March. Cruel aubade and foreboding fanfare ushering in the dread of the coming crisis. With Mom’s injunctions almost unheeded, scarcely penetrating the density of his fear, he readied for school much too early. Better to patrol the sidewalk in front of Stuyvesant than stay in the house knowing what Mom felt, looking at her grief-harrowed face. He had only one book to return, the English grammar.

“You’re not to stray blindly about,” Mom enjoined before he left.

“When?”

“Afterward. If ill fate takes over.”

“No, you told me that ten times.”

“You promise? Swear.”

“I swear. Ah, Jesus, leave me alone.”

“I implore you. You know it would destroy me.”

“I won’t destroy you. I’ll be home.”

“Have mercy on your mother, Ira.”

“Yeah. Yeah. G’bye.” He left. . . .

Immune to the March day, he moved toward the Lexington Avenue and 116th Street subway station, moved on joints all but fused with anxiety: moved through and by and into an unreal, gritty, pitted world, a world with only a single channel open: via three bright streets to a sallow subway platform, and then via stale train atmosphere downtown. Only local trains stopped at 116th Street. He got on the first to arrive, and stayed on it all the way: to stall, to wear down oppressive time, to segment it with local stops, with change of passengers to churn the haunted lethargy. Then came the walk from 14th Street to Stuyvesant, and the resdess wait. He had gotten to the rendezvous more than half an hour early. He paced . . . on the quiet sidewalk in front of the school building. . . .

And there came Pop, in workaday coat, features sharp and strained under the brim of his weathered gray felt hat, his nose capillaried as it was when he left for St. Louis. Ira tried to smile in grateful greeting, was rebuffed, left dangling, downcast before Pop’s glare. Ira led the way into the school, past the monitors at the door, explained with dull indifference that left no doubt that Mr. Osborne had ordered him to bring his father to school.

Into the scholastic atmosphere, made strange by Pop’s presence, through corridors inset at times by an open classroom portal, through which blackboards glimpsed, and hands driving chalk . . . a hand rolled a map down, the flat, tinted world like a window shade.

The two climbed the short flight of stairs to the main floor, heard gym activities remotely below. Trailed by Pop, who muttered, “Wait a second,” Ira paused before the door of the secretary’s office, stepped inside, and laid the English grammar book on the nearest desk. Mr. Osborne’s office was next. Ira entered, in the van of Pop, and waited the second of the two to be recognized.

“Come right in. Please!” Mr. Osborne stood up. Big frame, not corpulent, fleshy, his large pale countenance and brow tinged with warmth and sympathy. His whole approach was cordial, his hand outstretched in greeting to Pop. “Mr. Stigman. I’m pleased to meet you.”

“Yeh
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