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EPIGRAPH

 


I have ventur’d,

Like little wanton boys that swim on bladders,

This many summers in a sea of glory,

But far beyond my depth. My high-blown pride

At length broke under me, and now has left me,

Weary and old with service, to the mercy

Of a rude stream that must for ever hide me.

Henry VIII, III.ii



Not to dare quibble with peerless Will, I still question how ’tis
that his little wanton boys on bladders are first descried
swimming in a sea of glory, and lastly being swept away by a
rude stream—which suggests a torrent, not a sea, unless of
course an ocean stream, like the Gulf Stream, but that’s
scarcely rude. Tide, the alternate word, might have been more
exact, but not nearly so felicitous.
Also I would like to observe that while his use of the word
mercy is ironic, mine is not. It is literal. The rude stream did
show me Mercy.
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PART ONE




 

I


Midsummer. The three incidents would always be associated in his mind, more durably, more prominently than anything else during that summer of 1914, his first summer in Harlem. How remarkable, too, that the coming of Mom’s kin, the move to Harlem, and the ominous summer of 1914 should all have coincided—as if all his being and ways were undermined by the force of history disguised in the simple fact of the accession of new relatives. A thousand times he would think vainly: If it had only happened a few years later. Everything else could be the same, the war, the new relatives; if only he could have had, could have lived a few more years on the Lower East Side, say, until his Bar Mitzvah. Well . . .

It was in August [Ecclesias, or m’aivtate], the pair of newspaper hawkers charged into 115th Street bawling headlines in Yiddish, dissonant and confused. Each vendor toted a portentous accordion of Yiddish newspapers slung from a leather strap across his shoulders. “Wuxtra! Wuxtra!” each bellowed: “Malkhumah!” followed by a garble of Yiddish. The eight-year-old Ira had just come into the front room where his grandparents were seated next to the windows in the shade of the awnings, enjoying a breath of fresh air. Like them, his attention was drawn to the shouting below, and he looked down into the street for the cause. Beneath the window, the sun glared on the torrid sidewalk, shimmered on the black macadam. And the street, so lethargic and quiet until a minute ago, was now disturbed by two men flushed crimson roaring a hoarse gibberish of which only one word was intelligible—and repeated and repeated: “Malkhumah! Malkhumah!” War! Out of neighboring doorways of houses and stores came a scattering of buyers, some hurrying after the yammering pair of vendors, others waiting for them. The buyers frowned at the headlines, displayed them to one another, spoke, gesticulated, called up to people leaning out of windows.

“He cries war,” said Zaida.

And, “Woe is me,” said Baba.

“What is that coin I see them paying for the newspaper?” Zaida asked.

“I think it’s a nickel, Zaida,” Ira answered. “Five cents.”

“This kind?”

“Yeh.”

“Run, child. Fetch me one.” He handed the nickel to Ira, who with coin in hand sped down the two flights of stairs to the scorching street, pursued the vendors, still bawling their wares. He proffered the nickel; the newspaper was whipped out in exchange. And with the hectic cry still pursuing him, Ira raced back to the house, mounted the stairs with eager haste, and came panting into the front room.

“Indeed, war,” said Zaida after a glance at the lowering Yiddish headlines. “They’re slaughtering one another again.”

“Who?” Baba said.

“Austria and Serbia.”

“Oy, gewald!” Baba groaned. “My poor daughter. My poor Genya, and with child again in the midst of that peril. The Lord protect them. The Lord have mercy on them!”

“Madmen! Destroy! Destroy! Nothing else will suffice,” Zaida fumed. “Fortunate, we escaped in time from that charnel house. Praise His Holy Name.”

Thus the Great War came to Harlem: roaring news vendors hawking warm newsprint in the hot street; the diffident youngster offering a nickel to the sweating, red-faced herald of disaster. . . .

 

II


It was July of that year, still one month before the outbreak of war. Mom’s immediate kin were due to arrive in America in another few days. From the little hamlet of Veljish in Austria-Hungary, whence they had set forth, they would soon take up residence in Harlem. Their apartment, a large one with six rooms, only two flights up, and supplied with steam heat, electricity and hot running water—and even striped awnings above the two front-room windows—was located in the middle of the block—in the middle of 115th Street, between Park and Madison Avenues. It was called in Yinglish a shaineh b’tveen, meaning—literally—a lovely between. It was not only a thoroughly Jewish and congenial block, but one most conveniently located to shopping as well. Just east of it was the Jewish pushcart district that found shelter under the wide steel overpass of the New York Central Railway on Park Avenue. There the immigrants could haggle freely in Yiddish with the peddlers. The apartment also had the additional advantage of being across the street from the apartment of Tanta Mamie and her family (undoubtedly that was another reason why Ira’s two Americanized uncles, Moe and Saul, had chosen the place). Mamie could speak to Baba or Zaida, or one of her immigrant siblings—and they to her—from window to window, without anyone leaving the house.

Meanwhile, Mom, in anticipation of the joy that being near her family would bring, and Pop, in anticipation of the rewards that becoming an independent milkman might bring (made possible by moving close to the milk-shed, the freight yards on West 125th Street), abandoned their breezy East Side eyrie four flights up on the corner of Avenue D and 9th Street, and with their eight-year-old son, Ira, moved, united in hope, to Harlem. In her eagerness to be near her kin, and still stay within her husband’s limited means, Mom had resigned herself to living in three rooms “in the back,” the cheapest she could find in “Jewish Harlem,” three sweltering little rooms, on 114th Street, just east of Park Avenue. Into this cramped, airless little flat, the Stigman family moved as soon as school was over and summer vacation began.

The immigrants arrived: Mom’s father and mother; Zaida, bearded, orthodox Jew, already a patriarch in his mid-fifties, discontented and irascible; Baba, his patient and shrunken wife (she had loved her spouse greatly once, Mom said, but his all-consuming selfishness had drained her of affection). She had borne him a progeny of eleven children. The last two, twins, would have been Ira’s age, Mom told him, had they survived, but they died in infancy. Of the nine remaining, five were daughters and four were sons. All had now emigrated to America, except Genya, second child, Mom’s younger sister. Most attractive, according to Mom, of all of Zaida’s brood, Genya had married a man earning a fine income as an expert appraiser of lumber. They both decided to stay on in Austria-Hungary with their infant son.

 


Oh, the things that happen, Ecclesias, the things that happen, to me, to us, to my beloved wife and me, this 14th of January 1985, to our heirs, to our country, to Israel, the things that happen. My good friend, the writer Clarence G, was wont to storm at generational novels (he had Thomas Mann’s work in mind). “I hate generational novels, don’t you? They drive me crazy!” he would exclaim. I think I agree with him, but this is different, Ecclesias; how different I have yet to discover myself. . . .



 

Nine surviving offspring, five daughters and four sons, and all but Genya in America (Genya and daughter later vanished in a Nazi death camp. Husband and son, because of their shared expertise, were allowed to live—and to watch the two women herded into a lorry, and to hear the young girl cry: “Papa, I’m too young to die!”). All but Genya were in America. Mom came over first, brought here by Pop, who, in common with other immigrant husbands already in the new land, scrimped and saved, and in his case, stinted to the point of alimentary collapse, until he had accumulated enough to buy steerage passage for his wife and infant son. “We saw leviathans, great sea-creatures following the ship,” Mom tried vainly to awaken Ira’s memory. “You don’t remember? And you cried for milk, for which we had to pay extra: milk, the only word you could say in Polish.”

After Mom came to America, Mamie followed, Baba’s third child and Mom’s second younger sister, mettlesome and assertive Tanta Mamie. Once here, she boarded with Zaida’s brother, Grand-uncle Nathan, a thriving diamond merchant of somewhat flawed scruples. The poor girl was virtually indentured in his household as a domestic—until she found work in the garment industry, and thus earned enough to rent a room of her own in Manhattan. Almost at the same time she met her future husband, Jonas, an immigrant of equal acculturation as herself, a gnome of a man who worked in the adjacent building as a cloak’s operator, “by clucks.” At first, he courted her at lunchtime, then after-hours, when he would escort her to her room, and at length, to show serious intent, took her to the Yiddish theater on Second Avenue on Saturday night to hear the famous Yiddish thespian, Tomashevsky. They married, set up housekeeping, not on the East Side, where Mom and Pop already lived, but in a small apartment in Jewish Harlem, in the same b’tveen where Baba and Zaida and their unmarried children were later to reside.

Next in order of birth, and next to emigrate to the United States, was Moe, Baba’s fourth child and first-born son. Unlike his sister Mamie before him, Moe boarded with Ira’s family, by now living on 9th Street, high above the horse-car trolley tracks on Avenue D. Moe eschewed the needle trades; he preferred to work in heavy industry: he applied to steel fabricating shops, to a storage battery plant, but was turned away because he was a Jew. He found work in a café, and there toiled inordinate hours as a busboy, regarded in those years as the necessary apprenticeship to becoming a waiter. Of above-average height, for the epoch, though not tall, Moe was solid and robust in build (he had worked in logging camps in the Carpathian forests). Blue-eyed, fair, anything but the “typical” East European Jew in appearance, Moe was the guileless, outspoken country bumpkin. Endowed with Mom’s kindliness, her open-handedness, her lenience and her ready laughter, Moe was unaffectedly fond of his first-born nephew, first-born grandchild of Ben Zion Farb, the patriarch. Moe, or Morris, the name he preferred, would return from the sawdust-strewn café where he worked, trudging home on a summer night, to the big corner house on Avenue D; and with his nephew hanging on to his hand, make for the candy store at the foot of the house. There he would buy five or six or more penny Hershey chocolate bars, and bestowing one of these on his clamorous nephew, strip the wrappers off the others, and crowd the dainties one after another into his mouth, until for a minute he radiated chocolate spokes, like misplaced rays of the Statue of Liberty.

Moe was the second of Mom’s immediate kin to make the crossing (Utter rustic! In Hamburg, where the young simpleton had to stay in a lodging house overnight before boarding ship the next morning, he blew out the gaslight ere he went to bed, and had it not been for the timely arrival of a bed-fellow, Moe’s journey to America would have ended then and there).

Next came Saul, devious, surreptitious, hysteric Saul, who also became a busboy like his brother, but unlike his brother, as soon as he reached the status of waiter, he spurned working in Jewish restaurants. The best hotels, the most exclusive dining rooms—where the “white slaves” worked, as Pop called the German waiters, when he himself became a waiter, too—were the only places Saul would deign to wait at table.

 


The sun reflected off the windshield of a passing car. The light burst into lurid spectrum, shattering the darkness of Ira’s half-closed eyes focused on the computer screen. Ira mused on the meaning of the Syrian-controlled PLO hit squads reported by radio to be slipping into other countries for the purpose of assassinating Arafat’s henchmen. And the mind with its involuntary shorthand signaled: Arafat was cozying up to Hussein, and he to Iraq, while Syria was to Iran. Did that mean Arafat was becoming mollified, resigned to reaching a compromise with Israel? Doubtful. Highly.



 

Saul strove after all things American: “Especially loose shiksas,” Mom murmured to her young son in embarrassment. “It’s not seemly.” Among the scanty images of his uncle, incubated over the years since childhood, two were preserved intact: Saul’s vindictive swatting, with a rolled-up copy of the Journal American, of a couple of copulating horseflies on the sunny granite rocks of Mt. Morris Park. By some chance Ira had accompanied Saul, and the younger, lately arrived uncle, Max, to the park. . . . Another time, of an evening, as Ira stood by, listening: In reply to Pop’s proposal that he and Saul both pool a couple of hundred dollars each, and as partners invest in a certain luncheonette, Saul bragged, lifting a reckless, yet Semitic, face to the light of the street lamp: “I’ve spent more than that on a whore for a night.”

“Shah!” Pop exclaimed, shocked—and cautionary of the young ears heeding.

These four siblings, Mom and Mamie, Moe and Saul, were already in the New World. Some time in the spring of 1914, Zaida sold his little gesheft in Veljish, his little general store, and used the proceeds to defray the cost of second-class passage to America. Second-class passage was much more expensive than third-class, and the expense of transporting six adult passengers practically exhausted Zaida’s resources. But since only thus could he assure himself and his family a kosher diet during the crossing, the six arrived second-class. They came to America in style, though almost penniless. Zaida would rely on his two sons in America to take care of him—and of Baba—until his immigrating offspring could help shoulder the burden, which they did, unquestioningly.

Two parents and their four children arriving in the new world: two sons, two daughters, all four unmarried.

At one stroke the number of Zaida’s and Baba’s offspring in America was doubled; at one stroke Ira acquired not only two grandparents, but four new uncles and aunts. Six close relatives all at once. It was a little bewildering at first.

Ella was the oldest of these four new siblings. Quiet, plain, self-effacing, she was extraordinarily gifted in needlework. (Years later, Ira would muse on what these, like millions of other immigrants, might have achieved in the new world, given the least guidance, the least assistance.) Products of Ella’s handiwork were the delightful Hebrew samplers on the walls of the new apartment, the only adornments other than savings bank calendars. Ella’s were the traditional lions of Judah rampant over the tablets of the Law embroidered on the sapphire velvet of the bag in which Zaida stored his phylacteries and prayer shawl; hers the charming gold-threaded designs on the scarlet velvet matzah caddy that graced the table on the Passover.

Next in age, and quite unlike her older sister temperamentally and in many other respects, was Sadie. She was very homely; she was rambunctious; she was rashly impulsive and willful. She was illiterate as well. Perhaps due to her extremely defective vision, which, in the hamlet where the family dwelled, had gone uncorrected for lack of an oculist, Sadie was the only illiterate one of Zaida and Baba’s brood of nine surviving children. So myopic was she that twice she poked her head through the panes of closed windows in the Harlem apartment. Taken by Mom to be fitted for glasses, when Sadie was asked to read the eye chart, she began a pathetic alphabetic chant of “Ah, beh, tseh, deh . . .” Commented Mom dryly: “The oculist understood what he had to do.” Later, when she was engaged to be married to Max S, a waiter, from whom her illiteracy was concealed, Sadie, by now fitted with eyeglasses, gave herself over to an earnest attempt to learn to read a little English under her juvenile nephew’s tutelage. The effort was vain. Fitful, spasmodic, she seemed unable to focus on print—and after awhile, the adolescent Ira was unable to focus on teaching her. Her twitchings, her flutterings of helplessness aroused him—which she noticed—and sessions were suspended.

After her vision was corrected, Sadie too displayed exceptional manual aptitude. Following her initiation into the ways of the American shop (and the ways of getting there and home), she became highly adept in the making of feather ornaments for ladies’ hats, earning by piecework higher wages than Ella did with her fancy embroidery. Her very good wages, after deductions for room and board to the common household fund, left her a tidy surplus; part of this, of course, she deposited in the savings bank, and part of it she spent on finery and cosmetics. It was the cosmetics that drove her older brother Saul beside himself. Not only long since Americanized, but well acquainted with the subdued elegance of the suave patrons he waited on in the high-toned hotel dining rooms—and the high-tone harlots he pined for—he objected violently to the strong perfumes, the thick shingles of face powder, the lurid rouge with which his sister bedizened her features. A frenetic he was, and his sister, in her willfulness, a match for him: fierce spats broke out between them, in which “whore” and “whoremonger” were bandied about, until such a vortex of acrimony was reached, especially on a Sunday, when all were still in bed, that the other siblings were drawn in, egging on or protesting. The apartment became a babel, an uproarious babel in Polish, Yiddish, Slavic and broken English, a babel only Zaida could quell. And quell it he did, wading in with cane and yarmulka and flailing adversaries and adherents right and left without distinction. Two or three of these hideous squabbles Ira witnessed: Impecunious little shnorer that he was, Sunday mornings were the best times for him to visit Zaida and Baba’s house, to collect a few coins, the small gratuities of kinship. Once, he entered the house just as his uncle Saul leaped out of bed, and rushing over to Sadie’s bed, slapped her; she retaliated in kind. Instantly the apartment became bedlam. Poor, patient, wrinkled Baba retreated to the kitchen murmuring to herself unhappily; and Zaida, uttering towering imprecations, restored order in customary fashion: with cane and yarmulka.

So there was Ella, there was Sadie, and what hatred she and Pop harbored for each other! Die blindeh, he dubbed her: the blind one—because she stood her ground, refused to be intimidated by his wrath, as Mom so often was in those early years. Not in the least cowed, Sadie would fling back at her brother-in-law: Meshuggener hint! Mad dog! (And too often, alas, Ira secretly agreed with her.) “Why didn’t I learn to read?” she confided bitterly to her young instructor during those fruitless and now ambiguous sessions, when it was becoming all too evident that his flighty, twitching pupil couldn’t curb her restlessness, nor Ira his carnal hopes. “I didn’t learn to read,” Sadie said, “because I was sent to be a little serving-maid in your parents’ home in Tysmenitz where they lived with your father’s father—on his bounty. At a time when I should have received some schooling I was there instead, tending to you, an infant.” Her brown eyes behind thick glasses trained an angry gaze at her nephew; whose own glance wavered between distraction of her thick, plastery powdered nose and fierily rouged cheeks, and distraction of his guilty desires. “And do you know what your father would do to me, when your mother was heavy with you, when your mother was in labor, and I took care of the housework? He would fart in my face.”

“Yeah?” Ira projected sympathy. Strings were a single strand; ropes were twined: ambivalence about the genuine: What if Baba’s twins had lived, the boy and the girl, the girl, the girl his age to teach English to? Maybe . . .

There were Ella and Sadie. The former married Meyer D, owner of the then-thriving kosher butcher shop across the street, where Baba traded, and continued to trade when she realized Meyer was an eligible bachelor. He was a heavyset man, taciturn, quite middle-aged, his sole diversion apparently a game of pinochle played in a café on 116th Street. So Ella was married first, and then Sadie. She married the tall, slender Max S—who discovered too late, so well dissembled was it, that his bride was an illiterate (Ut azoi und ut azoi, ran the Yiddish ditty, nahrt m’n uhp a khoosin. “This way and that way the groom is duped.” Max S made light of the revelation. He had found what he sought, a compatible, faithful and diligent Jewish wife.

Ira’s two new uncles were the youngest members of his grandparents’ family. Of the two, Max F was older than his brother Harry—and far more beguiling, whimsical and humorous. Average in height (for those times), Max was close-knit and well-proportioned; his eyes blue, his nose snub, Slavic, like Baba’s—and like Mamie’s too. His hair was chestnut in hue, and surpassingly thick and wavy. In addition to being ingenious, inventive, a great “fixer,” Max was a self-styled Hero (It was one of the first English words that Max learned; his use of it puzzled Ira at first, who associated the word with a warrior of great daring. Only afterward Ira realized that Max meant “ein Heldt,” which in Yiddish didn’t necessarily signify a person of great valor, but a stalwart person, or even one who was merely hale and hearty.) Max actually undertook to prove he was a Hero—and an ingenious one as well: With a contraption of hooks connected by cords to a heavy comb, he sank the teeth of the comb into his dense locks, and engaging the hooks at the other end under a weighty bureau, he lifted the bureau from the floor. Could Samson himself brag of more heroic hair?

An hour after the new arrivals had installed themselves in the apartment—it was to be Ira’s earliest, earliest recollection of his uncle Max—the young immigrant invited his boy-nephew to guide him to the pushcart mart under the railroad overpass on Park Avenue. There, he asked Ira to inquire as to the price of two small carrots. They cost one cent. Max produced the copper, and Ira made the purchase. How neatly, how deftly Max scraped the carrots clean with his penknife—and then proffered his nephew the smaller of the two roots:

“But it’s raw!” Ira drew back. “Nobody eats a raw carrot, Uncle.”

“Ess, ess,” Max urged (in Yiddish). “Taste. It’s sweet.” And to Ira’s surprise, so it was: sweet and crunchy. The memory, the fading composite of the vaguely smiling Max, the produce on the pushcarts, the penknife peeling a carrot, the warmth of summer, and the contrast between the shadow under the huge steel canopy of the railroad trestle and the bright sunlight on the sidewalk, would condense for Ira into the first inference he was ever conscious of as inference: From that summery composite, he could deduce the kind of life that was lived by Mom and her family, by Zaida, Baba and the rest in the lethargic, Galitzianer hamlet named Veljish. The moist, orangy, peeled carrot at the core of recollection substantiated all that Mom had told him: about the meagerness of rations, about the larder kept under lock and key, about Zaida’s autocratic sway, his precedence in being served, in being served the choicest—and to satiety. As to his progeny, “The child who is given good bread and butter ought not look for more.” That was Zaida’s maxim.

 

III



And now would follow one of those episodes, the first of many Ira was ashamed of, that seemed to indicate the beginning of attrition of his identity, an episode that Ira always connected with his removal from the East Side to Harlem.

Shake your head in reproach, my friend; let your fingertips join in a cage, and ponder: You brought home for the first time in your public school career a report card marked C C C, unsatisfactory in deportment, in effort and in proficiency. It was so disgraceful a report card, you tried to inveigle Mom into signing it without Pop’s seeing it, but she refused . . .



 

Harry, Ira’s youngest uncle, was sixteen years old. Still regarded as a child by Baba—and his earnings not required toward the support of the prosperous household, to which five wage earners contributed, for Max too had found work—Baba was eager to have her youngest son enrolled in an American public school, and given the advantages of an American education—like those enjoyed by her oldest grandchild. Moreover, enrolled in the same school as Ira, the uncle could learn the routines and protocols of classroom attendance from his nephew.

Unfortunately for Harry, and for Ira too, by the time school opened in September, Mom and Pop had decided to move from 114th Street, east of Park Avenue, to 119th Street, east of Park Avenue. A difference of five blocks, yet the move was a fateful one. Not only were they relocating to a much less desirable b’tveen, a goyisher b’tveen instead of a Jewish b’tveen; but the school nearest Ira’s house was an elementary school: P.S. 103 on the corner of 119th Street and Madison Avenue. It accepted children up to the sixth grade only, which meant that the oldest children in P.S. 103 averaged about twelve years of age—while Harry was already sixteen!

Why did this unfortunate situation come to pass? Because Mom had become unhappy with their first choice of rooms in Harlem. Not only were they small and sweltering. That could be endured. After all, the rooms did have hot running water, and would have steam heat in the winter, like Mamie’s and Baba’s. No, Mom had become unhappy because the rooms were “in the back.” The view out of the windows was lifeless and unchanging; the same backyards met the eye day after day. It reminded her too much of her old home in Veljish: dormant. Inanimate. She became despondent. She craved a window to lean out of and contemplate the changing scene below. She craved a dwelling with windows “in the front.” Such had been their home on 9th Street. All the windows looked out on the front: On one side, Avenue D, full of movement of old and young, of people waiting on corners for horse-drawn trolley cars. Why, Woodrow Wilson himself had appeared on Avenue D doffing his stovepipe hat to the public on either hand. Only four flights down, you could see the light glint on his zvicker, the pince-nez eyeglasses the presidential candidate wore. You could see 9th Street out of the other windows. You could see the East River. Ah, a wonderful thing was a five-room flat on the corner. “I lacked only one thing,” said Mom. “What nonsense: lyupka.”

But front-room dwellings in Jewish Harlem were exorbitant—by Pop’s standards. Everything Jewish was dear, dear because Jewish and dear in dollars and cents. Outside of Jewish Harlem, however, rents dropped sharply, especially rents for cold-water flats. And Pop, intent on saving every nickel for his project as milkman-entrepreneur, decided to sacrifice a Jewish milieu for a cheaper rent. So outside of Jewish Harlem they moved: to a four-room cold-water flat, a flight up, “in the front.” Their new residence was the five-story, dingy, gray and brown brick tenement that occupied the lot at 108 East 119th Street.

It was here, even if they had to give up certain amenities—hot running water, electricity, steam heat, private bathroom—it was here that their needs most nearly dovetailed: Mom had a window on the street to lean out of, Pop had to pay only $12 per month for rent. And miraculously, a block away on Lexington Avenue, there was a stable where he could put up his newly purchased old horse and milk-wagon. What a convenience, what an auspicious omen! What if their new home was on the borderline between Jewish and goyish Harlem? Jews would be sure to move there in the not-too-distant future. What if they had to use gas light for illumination, and not electricity? They were used to that on the East Side. What if the bathroom-toilet was not in the house, not intramural, but in the hall, and the bathtub looked like an immense green-painted tin trough set in a wooden coffin of matched boards, and the paint came off and stuck to your bottom in hot water? They had no hot running water anyway, and bathed in warm water from the kettle rarely. Rent was only $12 per month; that was the important thing. Mom had immediate access to a window on the street, Pop a convenient stable for his horse and milk-wagon.

But for all the satisfied needs and auspicious omens, only misfortune ensued. For Ira, misfortune was long lasting. It altered his entire life for the worse. For Harry it was short-term—painful, but brief. Had Baba not been so persuaded by her acculturated American son, Saul—with Pop to confirm him—that Harry would fare best under Ira’s guidance, and instead of enrolling her youngest living offspring in P.S. 103, enrolled him in the large and conveniently located school on 116th Street west of Fifth Avenue, P.S. 86, a combined elementary and grammar school that went all the way to the eighth grade, the lanky stripling Harry might have passed relatively unnoticed among the fourteen- and fifteen-year-olds attending the school. And of much greater importance: He would have been in a school that was largely Jewish in composition, and at the very least, tolerant of the new immigrant. In P.S. 103 he became at once, from the moment of his appearance, the object of derision, of Irish derision (and what derision had a sharper edge?). He became the object of taunts and Jew-baiting: target of spitballs, rubberbands, blackboard erasers and pieces of chalk. That was inside the school. Outside the school, the target of bolts of horse manure and stones, and later on, in cold weather, of ice-filled or gravel-filled snowballs. Over and over again, in full view of his cringing, craven nephew (whose final recourse was to disown his kin, slink into a bystander role, even appear to participate in the hounding), his uncle would stand at bay attempting to drive off a swarm of maddening Irish gamins.

Apparently in despair of ever resolving the situation, Miss Flaherty, the principal, relieved Harry of regular classroom attendance, and gave him private lessons in English within the sanctuary of the “Principal’s Office.” In between times he was dispatched on errands: to buy bananas at the fruit stand on the corner, to deliver messages to individual teachers, to carry stacks of textbooks or supplies from repository to classroom. The apparition of the lanky, glum greenhorn coming through the door in the midst of a lesson was something Ira would never forget: the snickering, the suppressed catcalls, the taunts, despite the general reprimand of the teacher, would remain clearly in memory all the rest of his life—ineffaceable emblem of his first repudiation of his own kith and kin, cruelly assailed. After many decades, Ira would speculate on what would have been the result had Harry been enrolled in an East Side school, with its myriad of recent immigrants providing the very latest ones with a kind of protective matrix. How much happier that outcome for both himself and his adolescent uncle would have been. As it was, not only was Ira’s first report card marked C C C, failure in all three categories of performance, but his second and his third report card as well. Not till his fourth would the marks improve to B B B, and whether Harry’s quitting school in favor of getting a job had anything to do with the improvement, Ira would never know. He doubted it.

He doubted it because this was not the first instance of rejection of his own kind. The seed of rejection had already been sown—before his abandonment of his youthful uncle—sown weeks and weeks before, before school opened, sown at the first sight of his new kinfolk. At the moment of their entering their new apartment in Harlem, rejection inherent in the chagrin and disenchantment he felt at his first encounter with them. It was then, at that very instant, that irrevocable disappointment made its corrosive inroad: When the two taxicabs drew up to the curb in front of the apartment house, the two taxicabs bearing the six immigrants and their baggage—and their two shepherding sons, Moe in the one cab, Saul in the other—and the newcomers alighted in the sunlit street, Mamie, ever volatile in emotion, and close to fainting with rapture, screamed from the window: “Mominyoo! Mominyoo! Tata! Tata!” And Mom, though more self-controlled, carried away by excitement, and tears of joy welling from her eyes, and everyone, even little Stella, Mamie’s child, all crowding into the two front-room windows, screaming down at the uplifted faces screaming upward to mingle in joyful Yiddish cacophony that brought people to the windows of neighboring houses, it was then and there the desolate breach opened between himself and himself that was never to close.

For during the days and weeks preceding their arrival, as Mom’s anticipation grew, her longing, perhaps entangled in the nostalgias of her own girlhood, transmuted itself within Ira into fantasies as remote from the actuality he was soon to encounter as dream: into noble images of uncles and aunts, kindly, munificent, affectionate and indulgent. He imagined, in childish fancy, that the newcomers would be like “Uncle Louie”—Pop’s nephew, though older—Americanized, a government employee, a letter carrier in postman blue; who had served in the United States Army, could reminisce entrancingly about Indians and buffalo, about mountain and desert; and above all, was boundlessly generous with his pretend-nephew, fond and generous, never leaving after a visit, whether to the house on 114th Street, or the one on 119th, without first bestowing on Ira a handful of small change, an entire handful to a child who otherwise could rarely boast of possessing an entire nickel. Though Pop might cry, “Beloy! Beloy!” Desist! Desist!, Uncle Louis would override him with his square, gold-dentured smile, his brown eyes arch behind his gold-rimmed glasses. “Beloy! Beloy!” was to no avail with Americanized Uncle Louie! What jingling, silvery rich coins were Ira’s. . . .

He thought the new relatives would be just like Uncle Louie, bountiful, endowed with a store of beguiling anecdotes, with rare knowledge of customs and places which they were only too happy to impart on their doting little kinsman. In short, they would be somehow charmingly, magically, bountifully pre-Americanized. Instead—they were greenhorns! Greenhorns with uncouth, lopsided and outlandish gestures, greenhorns who, once they cried out how big Leah’s infant had grown since they last saw him, paid no more attention to him, greenhorns engaged in all manner of talk too incomprehensible for him to understand, speaking “thick” Yiddish, without any English to leaven it, about the ways of the New World, the kosher shopping nearby and the work to be found here, and about relatives and friends and affairs in the little hamlet they had left behind: dull, colorless, greenhorn affairs.

Once again—Ira would reflect later—had their advent into the New World taken place in the ambience of the East Side, their outcry, their foreignness, their Yiddishkeit would not have seemed so garish. But here, already translated from that broader, homogeneous Jewish world, already glimpsing, perceiving on every hand, in every cautious exploration of the surrounding neighborhoods, how vast and predominant was the goyish world that surrounded the little Jewish enclave in which he lived, almost at once, a potential for contrast was instilled, a potential for contrast that waxed with every passing day on 114th Street. From erstwhile unawareness, awareness became insupportable; contrast became too much to bear: The newcomers’ crudity and grimace, their green and carious teeth, the sense of oppressive orthodoxy under Zaida’s sway—how they rushed to the sink at his behest to rinse their mouths in salt water—their totally alien behavior combined to produce in Ira a sense of unutterable chagrin and disappointment.

After he returned from his excursion with Max in the pushcart district, a feeling of isolation, of such intense disenchantment pervaded Ira, that to escape from his disconsolateness, he asked Mom if he could go downstairs. She consented, and in token of her joy, gave him a nickel to spend on anything he fancied. He descended the two flights of stairs, came out of the hallway into vacant, bright and comfortless 114th Street; and finding no one there his own age to strike up an acquaintance with, he trudged aimlessly west toward Fifth Avenue, then into the first candy store he came to, and bought a cheery box of Cracker Jacks. Munching the sweet, molasses-covered popcorn, he turned south toward the 110th Street corner of Central Park.

The Cracker Jacks did little to relieve him of his dejection. After he had consumed half a box, they afforded no comfort at all, rather an obligation to eat all he had paid for, despite his becoming cloyed with them. He felt inconsolable; he had been tricked somehow by the perversity of reality, a wayward reality that flouted all his cravings, his needs, his hopes. Greenhorns, crude, embarrassing uncouth greenhorns, of no avail against the vacancy gaping ever wider within him since moving to 114th Street. How homely they were, what impenetrable Yiddish they spoke, with what contortions they accompanied speech. They were here to learn about America themselves, to learn American ways, to earn their living in America, not to treasure him, or slip coins into his hand.

No, no, no. They had no money themselves: Max and his two carrots for a penny, Max splurging a whole penny to buy a treat. He had come here to find work, because you couldn’t make a living in that hamlet, Veljish, and his two aunts to find work and husbands. Otherwise they’d become old maids, as Mom had told him. Nahh. You’d have to wait until they got jobs before you could hope for a nickel. . . He veered toward the curb. Always the same cloying sweetness, molasses sweetness, covered each cluster of popcorn. It made you thirsty. The happy picture on the box of frolicking kids at a baseball game promised way, way more than was inside. Nah. He wished he had his nickel back. He dropped the empty box into a small puddle at the curb. Never again.

Prosperous Fifth Avenue . . . He trudged south. This part of Fifth Avenue always seemed fat to him, fat and prosperous: like chicken schmaltz. Full of “all-rightnicks,” complacent, well-fed, contented Jewish people. Fat couples in summer wear with their kids licking ice cream cones. Even the stores and the restaurants looked prosperous, looked fat. Only he, mopey he, threaded among the self-satisfied strollers, discontented. So . . . that . . . anh . . . that yearned-for passage, passage from himself to them, Mom’s relatives, was barred, utterly untenable. The longed-for communion, lost sense of belonging that gnawed at him, almost without his knowing, ever since leaving 9th Street, that he hoped they would provide, the way Uncle Louie did, so briefly, with his sympathy and understanding, his largesse and laughter, they never would, they never could provide. Ludicrous to think so. The new kind of loneliness that he had begun to feel ever since coming to Harlem deepened. Grotesque greenhorns his delightful envisagings had become. What a dope.

He entered the park: sunny, restless ripples on the lake, rowboats floating on spangles of water, troubling the smother of reflected brilliance. Shifting pedestrians, noisy kids running about, infants in prams, mothers seated on the green benches, admonishing, gossiping, couples sauntering. Two paths opened before him as soon as he entered the park, two paved walks diverged. He could take the one that skirted the lake west toward the boathouse. He could take the other that skirted the lake toward the south. To walk west was to walk parallel to 110th Street, parallel to the car tracks on which the electric “dinky” ran, the little, lurching, battery-powered crosstown trolley that everybody made fun of. To walk south was to walk “downtown.” To Ira, 110th Street was a kind of subjective southern border of Harlem. The sprawling Harlem Casino, used for Jewish marriages, fancy Bar Mitzvahs, and other special occasions, that stood on the corner of Fifth Avenue and 110th seemed the anchor of the solid rows of choice elevator apartments that stretched from Fifth Avenue west, imposing elevator apartments of eight or ten stories, in a solid front toward Lenox Avenue and Seventh Avenue, all the way to the imaginary west boundary of Harlem, the lofty El curving in charcoal sweep around the northwest corner of the park. Beyond that, affluent Central Park West became workaday Eighth Avenue.

Ira already had determined these boundaries, determined his own boundaries, because he had no one to ask, because he had scouted the precincts alone. Alone; that was altogether different from the way he had reconnoitered the environs of 9th Street when they first moved in, always, always in company of other kids, Izzy or Moish or Ziggy or Hersh or Yussie. With one or another or all, almost in awe they had stood in the shadow of the dark, brooding Fulton Street Fish Market under the bridge to Brooklyn, the looming gas tanks on East 14th Street, like huge drums by the drumstick smokestacks. Or the other docks on the East River, where you could watch scows with all kinds of cargo aboard, lumber or coal or cobblestones, shepherded by different tugboats to their moorings, see the great hemp hausers looped around the iron stanchions. Or hie westward to Avenue A, and the Free Baths with the slippery tile floors. Ah. But now solitary.

In whichever direction one chose to go after entering the park, west or south, one walked alongside the iron-pipe fence that bounded the small lake. On the other side of the lake, a bosom of stone swelled up from the water, a granite bosom, surmounted by shrubs and trees that grew thicker and thicker until they met the sky at the top in a high, shady grove. The grove seemed to beckon, offering seclusion in keeping with his own sense of isolation. He walked south, skirting the lake, until he came to a paved walk leading upward. . . . Stone steps and paved walk and stone steps once more, until he reached the summit. From there, narrow wooded trails led down toward the lake, patches of whose glittering water he could glimpse from above. From the summit too he could see the facades and windows of apartment houses on 110th, and even a “dinky” trolley jigging along its tracks. It had rained the day before, and near at hand, rills still ran through channels over bits of twigs and last year’s brown leaves.

He was thirsty. And yet, not so thirsty he couldn’t easily have waited until he got back to the faucets in the kitchen of Zaida and Baba’s new house. But his thirst seemed bound up with vague new longing spawned by disenchantment, as if intense disappointment distilled its own anodyne to assuage it. Fancy suddenly imbued him. Fancy suddenly buoyed him up, lifted him high above despond, scattered disgruntlement: He was a Scout, lone explorer in trackless America, self-sufficient, resourceful and intrepid, roving through the visionary land, and arrived at this rivulet in the primeval forest. For a moment the countervailing thought crossed his mind that the rill at his feet might have been peed in; though it looked clear, maybe wasn’t safe to drink. But he had to be resolute—he was a bold, buckskin-clad Scout, the wide-ranging explorer, slipping silent as a shadow through the trackless wild: He had pledged himself to a new resolve, to a new “pledge allegiance,” a new covenant he couldn’t name, an American covenant; he had to drink to confirm it: Kneeling, he bent facedown to streamlet, sipped a few mouthfuls. . . .

 

IV


It was still vacation time, a few days before school, P.S. 103, opened. So persistently had Ira nagged Mom to revisit 9th Street, to revisit the East Side—out of a longing grown all the more intense now that he found himself in Irish-dominated 119th—that she finally consented. Truth was she too wanted to meet old neighbors and acquaintances in the old surroundings. On a morning before Labor Day, he and Mom made ready to go.

Spruced up, in fresh blouse, best knee-pants, he skipped along beside Mom in happy jaunt as the two walked east along 116th Street all the way to the Second Avenue El station, where Pop had directed them to go. There they boarded the almost-empty train, rode downtown on clacking wheels, stopping at countless local stations, while Ira, jubilant, kneeled on the straw-colored train seat and gazed out of the open window at the roofs and rusting metal eaves of the rows and rows of low, dull brick houses that lined the El route.

They came at last to the 8th Street station! Scarcely heeding her admonitions to be careful, Ira skipped down the El stairs to the street, beyond the farthest boundary of his and his friends’ wanderings, Second Avenue; still, even from there he could already descry to the east familiar landmarks: First Avenue, the green corner of the little park on Avenue A, where the Free Baths were, where he and Izzy and Heshy and Mutke and the other East Side kids dowsed under showers during the summer, slid on their pink butts for a sleigh ride over the slippery tiles.

They walked on; and soon he was in his old haunts, Avenue C, with its lines of pushcarts and stir and gabble of haggling and cry of wares—in Yiddish—and flow of crowd of shoppers, Jewish crowd, hands waggling and whiskers prominent. Already he could see the tall red-brick house—his!—on the corner of Avenue D . . . the windows up there near the edge, high, his, and a little patch of the river, the cool East River always at beck, beyond the junkyards with the carrion stink of dead cats, where they played follow-the-leader over old boilers and scrap machinery, past the blacksmith shop reeking of seared hooves, and that little wooden house where the sandy-haired Polish janitor’s kid had called him a sheeny; and Ira’s, “Wait, till I get you downstairs.” How bold he had been then, a good fighter, the other kids said; and he had posed for his tintype with fists outstretched in approved boxer’s stance: had to hide under the bed and listen to Mom lie that he wasn’t home, when some irate mother of a kid whose nose Ira had bloodied came storming up to the house. And now he had become apprehensive, he had become uneasy.

“Oh, I wanna go back,” he suddenly cried out in English—he was sure Mom would understand. “I wanna go back to 9th Street. I wanna come back here. I don’t wanna live in Harlem.”

“Bist Meshugge?” Mom said startled. “Are you mad?”

“It’s full of Irishers. They always wanna fight.”

“And you can’t? Since when?”

“Yeah, but everybody! Everybody is Irish. They’re all on their side.”

“Nu, you’ll have to learn to avoid a quarrel—with a good word, a jest. How can I help you? This is an ancient story of Jews among the goyim. You got a Jewish head. You’ll have to learn to fend for yourself.”

“Yeah, but even 114th Street was better!”

“I’ll sit there looking out at brick walls? And what? If your father is a lunatic and seeks only dreck? Twelve shmoolyaris a month. Pay another dollar or two, and rent something with electricity, with hot water—No! A twisted head. And every penny he had to save to buy milk from the farmers, to buy oats, to buy hay. And he works day and night. Another would be satisfied to work for a boss. What can I do?”

“Ahh!”

“Go, don’t be a fool. I have there my sisters, my mother, a little happiness. He has his stable nearby. You’ll have to make the best of it.”

Ira was silent. It was useless. They passed the cheder-entrance across the street, passed the weathered wooden platform in front of Levi’s Dairy for whom Pop had once worked, the platform where Ira had sat with other kids a summer afternoon, and still remembered Mutke saying, “So if there was a Silver War, when was the Golden War?” They reached the candy store where his uncle Morris had been so generous, even saved up enough purchase-tickets to take Ira and Mom to the premium store and buy his nephew a tricycle, which was stolen from him the first day. How he wept! It was his street, his world
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