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PRAISE

The Critics on Henry Roth’s Mercy of a Rude Stream sequence

‘Our curiosity at Roth’s remarkable reappearance in print should now be replaced by admiration for his continuing and powerful account of a lost world’
Times Literary Supplement

‘An intensely moving and inspiring human achievement’
The Times

‘Roth has once again skilfully re-created the drama of immigrant life in early-twentieth century America’
Sunday Times

‘Utterly absorbing’
Times Literary Supplement

‘At last, a genuine publishing event . . . alive with the hubbub and smells of his New York childhood . . . something brand new, wholly without cliché’
Literary Review

‘Richly evocative of its time and place’
New York Review of Books

‘Dynamic and moving . . . a stirring portrait of a vanished culture . . . a poignant chapter in the life-drama of a unique American writer’
Newsweek






AUTHOR BIOGRAPHY

In 1994, Henry Roth broke his sixty-year literary silence following his classic novel Call It Sleep with the publication of volume one of Mercy of a Rude Stream, called A Star Shines Over Mt. Morris Park. The second volume in this four-part sequence, A Diving Rock on the Hudson was published in 1995, the third, From Bondage, in 1996 and the fourth, Requiem for Harlem in 1999. The series has received worldwide critical acclaim and has been hailed as ‘unsurpassable’ in the annals of twentieth-century American literature. Henry Roth died, aged 89, in Albuquerque, New Mexico, in October 1995.






From Bondage

Volume III
Mercy of a Rude Stream



HENRY ROTH

[image: images]






 

To the memory of Leah,
my mother.






THE FAMILY OF IRA STIGMAN

Ira’s Mother’s Family Tree

[image: images]






 

Ira’s Father’s Family Tree

[image: images]







ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I acknowledge the sustaining help of my agent,
Roslyn Targ, my editor, Robert Weil,
my assistant, Felicia Jean Steele,
and my attorney, Larry Fox.







EPIGRAPH

I pass, like night, from land to land;

I have strange power of speech;

The minute that his face I see

I know the man that must hear me,

To him my tale I teach.

—Samuel Taylor Coleridge,

    The Rime of the Ancient Mariner
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PROLOGUE



He was a widower, one in whom his bereavement for his lost wife never vanished. Even five years after Ira Stigman had lost her, grief over his loss sometimes assailed him unbearably, shook him with strange, dry sobs. . . He was eighty-nine years old now—on the verge of becoming a nonagenarian. Much that had once greatly exercised his attention, his partisanship, national and international strife, Israel, even things literary, the field of his own calling, these things interested him only marginally now, remotely—something to be expected of a man nearing ninety. What did he have left? At best? A year or two more of life. A year or two of feebleness, of dependence on others for almost everything, even locomotion, a year or two in which he might suffer the humiliation of incontinence—in short, a year or two left of life he didn’t want, would be quite ready to dispense with. And he would, if he could find some easy means of doing so.

The only thing that still interested him, that meant anything, helped pass the burdensome time, was his word processor. It not only helped tide him over to the awaited end, but made possible his earning the income necessary to supply him with the sustenance, the human assistance, and the creature comfort that served to mitigate this last onerous lap of the journey. Modern technology, that ambiguous genie, might prove in the end an enormous bane or an enormous boon for mankind, but at the moment, it enabled him to transmute this otherwise worthless, pain-ridden time known as old age into something of value. The computer provided

him with a modern analogy of the legendary philosopher’s stone, dream of the alchemists for transmuting the base into the noble. In this case it transmuted the pain-racked into the pleasurable, or at least into a kind of anodyne, a respite from his woes. He owed modern technology a debt of gratitude.

With those thoughts in mind, he sat nervelessly eyeing the small puddle of urine on the floor where he had missed the urinal. Like that puddle, he was probably all wet, as usual, befuddled and illogical. But if he had come anywhere near the truth, then he had accomplished something of immense benefit to himself, almost a beatitude. He had already reconciled himself with himself. And now, he had freed himself from the necessity of that reconciliation. To have suffered so much over so long a span of time over nothing. Liberated. Liberated at last in the year 1995 from bondage imposed on himself more than seventy years ago, from bondage whose depiction he had begun, and would now endeavor to continue.






PART ONE







I


Sunburned by hours of trudging on the highway, and with the unruly air of the vagabond about them, Ira Stigman and Larry Gordon were scarcely an ornament to the Spring Valley Retreat. But even the dusty mess they were, Ira never expected the cold, scant reception that Aunt Sarah gave them. A dark-haired, dark-complexioned woman, conscious of her American-born superiority, her manner toward Ira’s family had always been condescending. She was visibly taken aback by the two young wayfarers; she could barely muster a minimum of tolerance, let alone cordiality, in greeting Ira and his best friend. Even more disappointing, though, was Uncle Louis’s distant, preoccupied, and impersonal manner. Ira’s long-idolized uncle was like a different person. Gone was the wide, golden smile Ira had so glowingly described to Larry on the way over, the smile that appeared on Uncle Louis’s face when he heard the whoop of joy his nephew uttered the moment he caught sight of his uncle’s postman’s uniform. Where was his lean, magnanimous uncle, who never left without thrusting a handful of small change into his adoring nephew’s palm?

Ira had told Larry all about Uncle Louis as the two hiked along thumbing rides: about Uncle Louis the soldier, the teller of wonderful tales about the Far West, about Indians and forbidding landscapes and buffalo, while the entranced young Ira sat on the fire-escape windowsill listening to stories about the Rocky Mountains

and the torrents of Yellowstone. Uncle Louis, the real American, ever ready to unroll the Socialist Call on the kitchen table, described the future world of Socialist equality, the fraternity of Jew and gentile. In his fervor, he swept away Pop’s vacillations, and spun hopes out of doubts: the mujik would never again be the same mujik under socialism; pogroms were forever ended with the execution of Czar Nicholas, the Kolki, the bullet; the epithet jhit, Yid, was finally outlawed in the new Russia, as were all manifestations of race hatred. A new world had miraculously come into being in the year of 1917, and it would breed a new order of mankind. Uncle Louis had even made Ira want to be a Socialist himself.

Four years later, the glow had receded. Poor health—poor lungs, Mom grimaced significantly—had compelled Uncle Louis to apply for a medical retirement at half pay from the post office. As soon as it was granted, he and his wife, Sarah—and their three children—moved from the Socialist colony in Stelton, New Jersey, to a large farmhouse in Spring Valley, New York. At first, to eke out Uncle Louis’s decreased salary, and at the initiative of Sarah, they took in a small number of boarders for the summer. Apparently, the venture exceeded expectations. The next year they were at capacity all season. Thanks to their successful catering to their Jewish clientele, and because of their proximity to the metropolis, and because their rates were reasonable, the place by this year of 1925 had become quite, quite well known. With the help of a partner, who provided the finances, they had built an entirely new summer hotel. It was a high-class one, according to Pop, who had been out there and furnished the details, a large summer hotel with private rooms, private bathrooms, equipped with a swimming pool, a tennis court, and a resplendent dining hall.

With all that he had heard about the spaciousness of the new hotel, Ira was sure Uncle Louis would have room enough to put up his devoted nephew, who was, in fact, Louis’s first cousin, but enough younger to be considered a nephew, and his nephew’s friend for the night. Although both had left their probable itinerary with their parents, Larry telephoned his mother long distance to let her know in what fine fettle they were, and to keep her posted on their whereabouts and destination. They might be home a day later than planned,

if they liked the place they were heading for, and please not to worry. Their eagerness had been sharpened by inviting billboards on both sides of the highway setting forth the desirable features of the retreat.

It would happen so often in later life, that dim bewilderment at the change that had taken place in another, as if he—or she—had sloughed off an accretion of attitudes, like a skin, like a sheath. Conversation with Uncle Louis was perfunctory. The two youths were obviously in the way. They were fed an early supper on the oilcloth-covered table by a serving woman in the former farmhouse kitchen—scrambled eggs, bread and butter, and coffee and jam. And then with Uncle Louis’s older son, Gene, in the van, they were shown a well-worn army field tent some distance from the hotel, and furnished with a couple of canvas cots and blankets. That was to be their lodging for the night. Gene hung the kerosene lantern on a tent pole, and bidding them an embarrassed good night, left them to their own devices.

It was a humiliating reception, after so much anticipation, not in the slightest approaching the welcome Ira felt he had led his chum to expect. Crestfallen, he tried to explain how much his uncle had changed; he stressed his own mystification, his inability to account for the change. Was it because of Mom’s rejection of Uncle Louis’s passionate appeal? But how could that be? That was years ago. Ira apologized for misleading his friend, expressed his confusion at the change that had taken place in his uncle.

“Jesus, he’s miles away from the man I knew as a kid, the mail carrier in his blue uniform, so fond of me, so liberal with his small change. I don’t know what happened. I’m sorry.”

“Quit apologizing. His wife fed us some supper. We’ve got a place to sleep.” Larry made light of it all. “They may not have room in the hotel. Beside, look at us. What we’d look like to his guests: a couple of tramps. What we’d do to the towels, the sheets.”

“Yeah, but his attitude. Jesus, I wish I—we hadn’t come. I’d remember him the way he was. The American. My idol.”

“Well, he’s busy. You could tell the man’s tired.”

“You don’t mind?”

“Mind? This is a relief to me. You have no idea how bad things are at home since Dad died. This is a real adventure.”


*     *     *

Ira could not believe it had already been three weeks since Larry had stood in the light of the kitchen window, the kitchen window next to the iron sink, Larry in the Stigman kitchen, his handsome face framed together with the backyard fixtures of washpole and washlines, against the background of the rear of Jake’s dreary pile of a tenement. There he had stood, prosperous Larry, his cherished friend!

It was the first time he had ever visited that lowly flat on 119th Street. The homely kitchen became luminous with his presence. Ira could have embraced him out of pure joy at seeing him, but whooped delightedly instead, and the two shook hands. What was he doing here? Why had he come back to New York? He had written Ira in his most recent letter that he intended to work until Labor Day.

Larry snuffed sharply at Ira’s joyous inquiry. He snuffed sharply, as he always did when he was deeply moved, and he blinked, and with an effort held his eyelids wide open. His father had suffered a heart attack, and died before help reached the house. He had breathed his last by the time the ambulance arrived. The young intern who had accompanied the vehicle pronounced him dead.

There was nothing Ira could say at this abrupt shearing of his glee by mourning, nothing other than an earnestly attempted expression of condolence. “Gee, I’m sorry, Larry.”

And Mom, attuned to sorrow as she was, despite the narrow range of her smattering of English, readily grasped the gist of Larry’s message. If not his words, his sad mien and the tone of voice were sufficient signs of his bereavement. She stroked his arm. “Mein orrim kindt. Sit down. Sit down, pleese.” And when he seated himself, his eyes stricken, lips pinched with grief, “Alles mus’ go sleep, mein kindt, tsi rich, tsi poor,” she said. “So is it shoyn millt alle fon us, vee menshen. You should excuse me mine English.”

“It’s all right, Mrs. Stigman. I understand. Thanks.”

“Come, sit closer by the table,” Mom invited, indicating with a movement of heavy arm toward the green oilcloth-covered round table. “A cup of coffee? A keekhle. I have fresh keekhle.”

“It’s a kind of cake, Larry,” Ira translated. “It’s dry. It’s good for dunkin’,” he diffused his embarrassment.


“No, thanks, Mrs. Stigman.” Larry smiled up at Mom. “I had all kinds of things to eat before I came here.”

“A little bit, no? And coffee? Something like this should make the heart a little heppier. No?” She shook her head in sympathy with Larry’s polite, mute refusal. “Azoy shein und azoy troyrick,” she said.

“Talk English, Mom,” Ira rebuked, and for Larry’s benefit: “She says you look sad.” And to Mom again, “Noo, vus den?”

“I don’t mind your mother speaking Yiddish,” Larry assured Ira earnestly. “You seem to think I do. I really don’t. I can’t tell you why.”

“It’s atavistic,” Ira quipped uneasily.

“No, there’s something warm about it. Honestly. Please don’t stop her. Don’t be embarrassed, Ira. Some of it I think I can understand. Your mother is very eloquent, do you know? She’s really comforting. I mean it.”

“Yeah? I’m glad.” Ira still begrudged. “I don’t like it, that’s the trouble. I become kind of—I don’t know. I’m afraid she’ll get sentimental.”

“Sentlemental.” Mom had heard Ira accuse her of being that so many times, she recognized the word. “Then I’m sentlemental. What better way to ease an orphan’s grief?” She ignored his ban on her speaking Yiddish. “A great deal you would have sorrowed for your father. How loudly you would have lamented.”

“As loudly as you would,” Ira retorted in kind.

Larry looked from one to the other in candid wonderment.

“Just mother and son,” Ira explained, and added resentfully, “I’m glad you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind, not at all. What I do regret is that I don’t understand.”

“Oh. It’s about as far from the way you and your—your family get along as I don’t know what. You can see.”

“Is that it? You know there isn’t much harmony between myself and my folks right now, and you know why. Besides, it isn’t as if we always got along. We don’t, of course.”

“I feel almost outta kilter. You come here to tell me about losing your father, and we’re all sidetracked onto something else. What about going for a walk?”


“Oh, no. This is doing me a lot of good. Don’t rush, Ira. Please.”

“Anything you say.”

“He died, your father, in the house?” Mom persisted in asking.

“Yes. He was still eating lunch. He said he didn’t feel well. He wanted to lie down.”

“Aha. On the bed he died?”

“Yes. My mother had no idea he was having a heart attack.”

“Sie hut nisht gevissen?” Mom addressed Ira.

“Yes, sie hut nisht gevissen,” he corroborated sullenly.

“So venn she know?”

“My mother went into the bedroom when Papa didn’t come back. He was just resting, she thought. But when she spoke to him, and he didn’t answer—” Larry relied on gesture. “You know what I mean?”

“Ikh farshtey, ikh farshtey. Mein son he don’t believe I farshtey. Auf eibig he laying there.”

“Ewig?” Larry caught the word. “That’s right. Auf ewig. You say eibig?”

“Tockin. Aza gitteh kup. Aza gitteh kharacter,” she commended Larry to her son. “You a goot kharacter,” she repeated for Larry’s benefit.

“Thanks, Mrs. Stigman.”

“Noo, he had a good life, no?” She clasped thick fingers.

“I think so. He was always—busy. Busy in his dry-goods store—it was in Yorkville, Ira may have told you. Downtown, in the eighties. We lived there, too. He liked trading, buying and selling, bargaining.”

“Aha. Business.”

“Yes.”

“Noo, a yeet oon business,” she addressed a scowling Ira. “Only mein sohn,” she informed Larry. “And a quviet man he vas too? In the house vit his vife and children?”

“Oh, yes. He was mostly quiet. He was happiest with the family. He liked being with the family. He was happy with all the kids around him, his grandchildren especially. He liked buying them presents.”

“Okay,” Ira interjected. “What d’ye say we go, Larry?”

“Loift shoyn,” Mom chided. “I tell you, Lerry, you name? How he die is a bless to him. Auf mir g’sukt. How old he was?”

“Seventy-one.”


“All right!” Ira raised his voice.

“Lusst nisht ausredden a vort.”

“You’ve already said more than a vort. Mom can jabber all day, and call it a word.”

“I don’t mind, Ira. I think she’s wonderful. I think I understand practically all she’s saying. She’s so kind. It comes right through.”

He gazed at Mom in steady admiration. “I was telling Ira what a wonderful mother he has.”

“He biliffs you? Hairst vus er sugt? Gleibst?” she asked of Ira.

“Yeah, I gleibst,” Ira said mockingly, stood up. “What d’ye say, Larry? Let’s go.”

“If you say so—but you know, I’m getting a lot of pleasure talking to your mom.”

“I know.”

“What about my coming here again.”

“Sehr gut.”

“No, I mean it, Ira.”

“Okay. We’ll swap places.”

Larry got to his feet. “I’m glad I met you, Mrs. Stigman, even under these circumstances. It’s been a real pleasure to be talking with you.”

“If he would leave talk longer. But you must know already mein sohn. I’m only sorry you didn’t eat a little from something. A coffee—”

“That’s all right, Mrs. Stigman.” Larry suddenly sighed, smiled at Mom in frank, gentle affection, and said, tilting his head, “I don’t need the coffee. I feel so much better than when I came in, just talking to you. You have no idea.”

“Yeh? I’m gled. Noo, gey gezunt, mein oormeh. How you say?” Mom hesitated. “I don’t know.” She turned to Ira. “Oona tateh?”

“Orphan. For Christ’s sake, don’t get sentimental.”

“Noo, bin ikh sentlemental,” Mom retorted defiantly. “Gey gezunt, meine oormeh, my orphan.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Stigman.”

“You should come back soon. Mein Minneleh, his sister, oy, ven she hears you was in the house.” Mom rocked head and shoulders in disappointment. “Und she didn’t see you. Ay, yi, yi!”

“You tell her all about it,” Ira suggested with provocative drawl.


“Ai bist die a hint, mein ziendle.”

“Okay.” Ira turned the doorknob.

“Thanks again, Mrs. Stigman.”

“You fulkomen velcome. Gey gezunt.”


Larry sat down on the canvas cot. “Ah!” He stretched out. “This feels great. Ah.” His face shone with pleasure in the lantern light shed above him. “Come on. Forget it. Stretch out on the cot.”

Ira could scarcely believe that Larry’s mourning had been so brief, that it was only three weeks ago that he had stuck his head in the Stigmans’ window. But following Larry’s lead, he lay down on the bedding. “Boy, it does feel good.” And after a few seconds’ pause, “Honest, I wouldn’t mind the tent or the cots or anything. It’s the change that’s taken place in my uncle. Boy.” He paused again. “If you knew what he was once like. He carried the Call rolled up like a baton. Well, you saw our kitchen table, he’d unroll it, and give us a lecture on that beautiful world to come. Even though I was a kid, and understood less than half of what he was saying, preaching, still, boy, it made a Socialist cut of me. That’s what I wanted to be.”

Larry chuckled upward at the sloping khaki ceiling. “Relax. That’s what I’m doing. I am. I’m just dying to see Edith after everything that has happened. I imagine we’ll both have a lot to tell each other. I’ll bet she’ll have plenty to say about French cooking when she returns from Paris. Maybe more than about the museums she visited.” He chuckled again. “Say, this isn’t bad, the tent, the cot. We have privacy at least.”

Ira listened in relief. Larry made it all seem part of the adventure: sleeping under an army tent, with the packed dirt for a floor, on a canvas cot, under a scratchy army blanket for cover. Larry was right. What a rare, what a jolly occasion, what a lark, almost like an escapade. And with so little attention paid them, with so little sense of obligation to the onetime affection between himself and Uncle Louis that Ira had expected, and had led Larry to expect, that suddenly he felt guiltily blithe and carefree. Attachment had vanished, adoration had vanished. Like a couple of droll intruders, tired and elaborately at

ease, they lay on their army cots, joking, chaffering, slapping at the all-too-frequent mosquitoes that got through the torn netting.

And to beguile his friend away from the last undercurrent of chagrin Ira felt, as the long summer twilight leaked away, he began reminiscing in the darkness: his very earliest memories in the new land to which he had been brought, an immigrant. Of contemplating the majestic russet rooster with the arching tail feathers in the backyard, when Ira’s parents lived in the same house with Uncle Louis and his family, the one on the “first” floor, the other on the “second” floor of a frame house in a place full of open fields and telegraph poles and billy goats in East New York. Maybe he was doing more than merely contemplating the rooster, Ira admitted, maybe he was chasing it, because Aunt Sarah leaned out of the second floor, her home, and scolded him. “I guess she’s still the same,” Ira added wryly, and laughed. “So am I.” He and Rosie, Uncle Louis’s only daughter, just a little older than Ira, and away in St. Louis at the moment, visiting Pop’s side of the family, had vowed to marry each other when they grew up. She and Ira, at Ira’s suggestion, had sat side by side on the floor examining each other’s sexual parts. “That ruby-red slash she had instead of the peg I had is still vivid in my mind when I think of it,” Ira confided. “However, when my Uncle Louis made the mistake of inviting me out to their Stelton farmhouse, was I ever a scamp. Did I ever pester the hell out of my prospective fiancée.”

Larry’s teeth gleamed in smile in the shadow. “The engagement was broken off at that point, I assume?”

“I guess I broke its back,” Ira rejoined. “It’s too bad she’s not around for me to see what she looks like, and how she feels about me. And about you especially. We might have gotten a better reception in that case.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Larry answered across the dark space between cots. He had taken his shoes off (both had done so), and he wriggled and spread the toes in his socks. His indulgence in the matter made his words seem peculiarly malleable. “It doesn’t make the least bit of difference. I told you, not in the least. I’d rather stay right here.”

“You sure make me feel better.”

“And I’m grateful to have my mind taken off my father. That’s

one thing. The other thing is. . . it takes my mind off waiting for Edith to come back from Europe. A little anyway.” In the interval of a pause, his sigh was less audible than inferred.

“Now it’s all going to be new. Strange. My father dies. It seems to put a period on things. You know, even if you’re sure it would have gone that way, no matter what you did, you can’t help feeling a little guilty. My switching to CCNY. Did it have any effect on him? My giving up dentistry. My falling in love with Edith. I don’t know.” His brow was troubled, and he held his big hands in front of him. “One thing, though, I don’t have that feeling of solidity I once had—you know what I mean?” He let his hands fall quite heavily on his thighs. “It’s something I can’t explain. Until I went to NYU, I lived in one world, the same kind of world my folks live in. That’s what I mean by saying that my life seemed solid. Now it’s a—it all revolves around Edith. I should say centers around her, maybe. Yes. Centers. That’s what I really mean.” He paused. “Not that I want things to be different. I love Edith. You know that. But what I’m worried about is the writing, my writing. Will it come out of me still. It will have to. I feel as if it’s tied up with my love of her. M-m-maybe more true the other way: her love for me. It depends on it. My being creative. She puts so much store in it. It’s very strange.”

Ira had nothing to offer. He sensed the gist of Larry’s statement, but no more than that. His words made intermittent contact with Ira’s fantasizing, but like his own fantasizing still lacked the substance of everyday reality.

In spite of Edith’s departure for France, the summer had begun auspiciously for Larry. He had gotten the job he applied for early in the spring, a singing waiter who also collaborated with the recreational director of the Camp Copake summer hotel in the Catskills.

Larry’s good fortune, however, had left Ira with no one to turn to in any meaningful way, which brought on an increasing sense of isolation, anomie, and futility. There were always the few Jewish working youth on the block, or in the group whose nucleus was on 119th Street. But he cared little for their company, Jake, the airbrush commercial artist, included: they shared neither his interests nor aspirations, fuzzy as Ira’s were. More and more self-engrossed, self-enclosed, swamped by quandary, all but immured often by appetite, appetite always

morticed to fear and self-reproach, he ignored their strivings, excluded their commonplace temperament and mundane activities from his range of curiosity—something he was to regret deeply later on, when, as a writer, he sought to give distinctive nature and substance to characters such as these, characters drawn from the past, Jewish youth deprived of formal education.

No matter how enervating the summer became, Ira could not go to Rockaway Beach more than once a week: he might arouse his Aunt Mamie’s suspicion. Besides, she gave him a dollar each time he appeared, and there was a limit to his ostensible shnorring. Only one thing provided relief from himself, from the slur of his existence that summer, from his bored, disdainful participations with the other youth of the neighborhood, his idleness, lethargies, feral, panicky escapades at Rockaway, despondency and guilty worry. It was Edith’s letters to him, not only to her young lover, Larry, from abroad.

She had booked passage to Europe in May, and was away in Europe that summer . . . and Ira, more than half aware of his propensity for the wish-fulfilling and the farfetched, continually fantasized, continually dabbled with the fancy—or the hope—that somewhere in the matrix of Edith’s decision to go to Europe was also the hope that during her separation from Larry, he would find a young woman to his liking, and thus bring their affair to an innocuous and conventional close. He was wrong, as usual, as far as Larry’s finding someone in the summer resort that would divert his affection from Edith. For when Larry returned abortedly to New York, he expressed his disgust in no uncertain terms about his encounters with the young female guests at the resort, because some went so far in their aggressive amorousness to make a grab for his fly.

“I don’t like that, do you?” he asked Ira, who felt, as he shook his head vehemently like some kind of mechanical toy, wound-up double springs of intense envy and disappointment. “No, I don’t either.” Goddamn crumb he was, reduced to smutty, futile, and vindictive importunings, who couldn’t get—Christ, he could hardly say it even to himself out of shame and self-loathing—out to the beach to screw his cousin often enough. “No, I don’t either,” he who had to risk everything to get at a pudgy, simpering fifteen-year-old. Or sixteen, as if another year would palliate—


Edith was traveling through Europe, through Italy and France mainly, and almost every week Ira received a letter from her. She had taken her small portable typewriter with her, the portable in its rigid black carrying case, and her letters were typewritten in a style Ira quickly came to recognize, even the darkness and spacing of the type. What surprised him at first, all but astonished him, was her style. It was peculiar to all of her correspondence: hasty, disjointed, discursive, unrevised, and with words occasionally misspelled. She poured out her impressions of places visited, food consumed, the state of her “innards,” sundry reflections, with no attempt to sort things out, no attempt at order whatever. But how he treasured those letters! How he gloried in them! How often he reread them! They were the first he had ever received from a college instructor, a college English instructor, soon undoubtedly to be elevated to an assistant professor! A professor! And she deigned to write to him, nay, wrote to him as informally and vernacularly as if he were on an equal footing with her, one near to her, one whom she could trust to be discreet about her chatty confidences about her roommate Iola, about the university, the head of the department, even about Larry, her lover. Ira was relieved Larry was away when he received the letters, however much he missed him otherwise; he didn’t have to share Edith’s letters with him—for Larry would certainly have asked Ira whether he had received news from Edith, and it was easier to write a few words in general in answer to Larry’s letters from the summer resort than to speak to him in person about them. They were her messages to him, Ira felt, her bond to him alone, an augury, so he yearned, of the realization of the only future open to him. In it he could make some sort of restitution—what else call it?—redress—find some, no the only, outlet for the discontented, the sorry mess he felt he had become. Ah, to find redress in print, in words, as his piece in The Lavender foreshadowed. They called it métier, they called it forte, oh, Jesus: call it the shape of release on the pages of something he had written. Oh, in time perhaps, in time, a whole book!

For him, the dented, tarnished brass letter box in the much-trodden vestibule of the tenement took on a sudden glory, became transmogrified, when he descried through the curlicues the black type on an envelope that could only be Edith’s. Or already brought

upstairs by Mom, a letter from Edith lying in wait for him on the kitchen table. To cherish, to read with pulsating spirit: words that sprang up before his eager eyes like a plume. Her letters praised his exceptional sense of humor, his descriptive powers, his latent abilities as a writer, his unusual maturity for his years, his astonishing gravity, for all his humor. Her words filled him with a glow of worth, discernible even to Mom.

“She writes you nice things, the Professora?”

“Yeah.”

Filling him with buoyancy, with aspiration, her letters inspired him with an eagerness to reply, and in replying, confirm the model of himself that she held up before him. And in that very reply also—adumbrated first on a scratch pad, and then carefully afterward elaborated on lined paper—certainties infused him that he was, that he could be, what she said he was, that he could rise to what she said, certainties sinking to uncertainties, and then suddenly waxing to elation, reflecting from the enthusiastic words he had committed to the page—and a moment later dampened by doubt again.

He sent his letters to her forwarding addresses—and received in return others that boosted his spirit skyward. His letters were so full of colorful detail and interesting observation, she wrote. He made her feel she was at the very place he was describing, experiencing his sensations. His letters were so direct and unaffected. She looked forward to them. She wished Larry could learn a little of that knack. He tended to poeticize his prose too much, and that was too bad, because it made his letters too studied. Followed immediately by remarks that although traveling was interesting, and she had met interesting people, traveling in general didn’t agree with her. French cooking especially. It was too rich, was always served under cover of rich sauces. It was constipating. She had to take frequent enemas. Ira could feel himself duck in embarrassment at her frankness, and yet at the same time feel a stirring of pride that she trusted him to the extent of imparting such confidences. She missed the absence of plain American cooked vegetables. She might have to curtail her trip by a week or two because of her constant “indigishchin,” she deliberately misspelled.

*     *     *


Silence separated the dark space between them, a solemn silence. As they lay there on their cots, Larry began again. “Only one thing matters,” Larry said, trying to convince himself more than Ira. “Edith. She’s the only person in the world that really matters to me. . . . Ah, to be able to solve that problem.” His words, so full of gravity, distributed themselves throughout the semigloom of the tent. “We’re back again to the crux of the problem—whether I should leave my family and marry Edith. I know that’s what you’re saying to yourself, Ira, that I should not care what anyone else thinks.”

“Oh, no, go ahead, go ahead.”

“Leave home now, with my father gone? It seems less possible—I seem less able to do it now than ever. It becomes more cruel. Really cruel. I’m at a crossroad. Up till, up till Papa died, I thought, if necessary, I had the—the necessary heartlessness. I thought I’d mustered up the courage while I was at Copake to carry out my resolution. The more some of these, you know, sex-hungry ones threw themselves at me, the more resolved I became. But Papa’s death was a cruel blow. More than the loss of a father. I mean, it shakes up everything I’ve made up my mind about.”

The time for bantering, for flightiness, was indeed over, at least for a while. Ira couldn’t fathom Larry’s world, that was all, he couldn’t fathom it. What the hell was he doing here with Larry in the first place? With Larry and his proper, decent problems. Problems of love, of solicitude about his mother, and still influenced by family judgment. Scruples, yeah. And he, Ira—talk of love, talk of family! No, all he could hope for, speculate about, was his slim chances of a quick screw with Stella in Mamie’s front room. Jesus. Yes, Larry’s solemnity affected him, but by the very incongruity of it all. As if the two were like clouds in the obscurity of the tent. What a place. What an interlocutor—

“All right, I know you don’t get along well with your father. The situation is—or I should say was—” Larry’s big hand moved in a pale arc through the shadow. “Was. Say you’re in my shoes. You’ve got no father. You’ve lost him, right?”

“Yeah?”

“Your mother is a widow. Oh, you’ve got family—but if she ever needs you, it’s now. Your sister is soon going to be married. You’re

the last child. I’ve asked you something like this before. But now the question has really become sharp, intense.”

Two pale hands plowed the gloom. “Would you, if you could, go off and leave your mother? Get a room somewhere, a part-time job somewhere? Whatever. I know you’re attached to your mother—as I am to mine, maybe more. Would you leave her—to herself? Remember, your sister is gone. We’re going to sell the house, move to an apartment in Manhattan.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Would you?”

“Leave Mom?” Ira asked.

“Yes.”

“Where am I going?”

“I told you. Some one-room place in the Village maybe. Leave your mother and go to a rooming house. I don’t know. You get some kind of a job, part-time. Nights. You can’t afford an apartment.”

“What’s the aim?” Ira temporized.

“You know the aim. The same as it’s been. Break all the ties that I, you, have.”

“I don’t have any, any like yours.”

“But that’s not relevant. Break all the deep, close family ties. Change your whole outlook. What’s dear to you. What you value, enjoy. You’ve got to undo what you were. All right? I’ve said all this before. I’m repeating myself, I know. Become a bohemian, toss out ambition, career, profession, live any old way,” Larry suddenly stressed. “Live just to write poetry, live to be a writer. Live I don’t know how.” He paused. “Well?”

Was the guy looking for a way out? The thought drilled through Ira’s mind. Nah. “Listen, pal, you’re practically asking me to decide your life.”

“In a way, yes.” Larry spoke as grimly as Ira had ever heard him. “Decide my life now.”

“Wow!”

Silence again in the space between the two cots. Decide my life now, Ira heard repeated in his own mind. Literally. It could be that. Then what did he want? Decide my life now. If he told Larry what he would do, if he told Larry the truth, about his own willfulness, callousness,

self-centeredness, stemming from what he had become, yes, stemming from his own contemptible gratifications, his corroded character—in which the once resonant Lower East Side world, holistic, Jewish, with its cheder, reverence, fear of God, and all the rest, were all lost in the fog of himself, all turned to pulverized, floating sensations, impressions in a self devoid of integrity—hell, he had gone astray—in more ways than one.

Silence, presumably deliberative, meditative. Larry was waiting. Start again. If he told Larry the truth, the course of action he would have blindly pursued, blindly, instinctively, his course of action—he would have said: sure. He would leave Mom. With somebody like Edith the goal, the prize, that kind of future, or whatever to call it, option—and for himself, he knew damned well there was no other, no other avenue open to him. But hell, for Larry, a hundred avenues were open. A hundred twats too. Nah. Then he would have to lie. And if Larry took him seriously, if his answer counted seriously in forming Larry’s course of action, he was bending Larry’s destiny, he was consigning Larry to his fate. Unless he, Ira, was willing to play a subordinate role to Larry indefinitely, as he had told himself before, feed Larry with all his own wild imaginings, his agonies and capers, he was advancing his own future at Larry’s expense. It was like an envisaged sacrifice of Larry to his own aims. Ira imagined he could see his own face in the lamplit canvas overhead, see eyeglasses and all, leering at himself in knowing mockery at his imminent betrayal. Jesus, it wasn’t right. He tried to stall. One last opportunity to ward off perfidy: “‘Decide my life now,’” Ira finally said. “You mean if I were in your place?”

“No! You make the decision in your place. Not for me. For yourself.” Larry’s voice filled the tent with vehemence. “Your mother.”

“My mother?” He was nailed to an answer—no, he was nailing Larry with his answer: “I guess I wouldn’t.”

“Wouldn’t what?”

“Leave Mom—all alone.”

“You wouldn’t?”

“Well, with me it’s different. I don’t have that kind of family you have. We don’t have any of that kind of—well, affluence—”

“We’re not really all that affluent.”


“Compared to me, for Christ’s sake. And different life, background. Years in Bermuda. Culture. All right? So you don’t have to do as I say, as I advise. If I didn’t have a sister, I wouldn’t leave Mom alone, that’s all.”

“It makes my leaving home all the more difficult, judging from what you say.” A note of irritation at Ira’s manifest lack of logical coherence crept into Larry’s voice. “According to you, I have so many advantages; in other words, I have a dozen times more reason to stay at home with my mother than you have, and yet what I’m trying to tell you is those are the reasons I ought to leave.”

“Well, you asked me what I would do in my case,” Ira said forcibly. “It’s hard.” The argument made him feel less like a traitor. “I can’t do both, you know. Be poor as we are, and be well off as you are.”

“Would you stay home if you were well off? I mean, you lacked for nothing. All right? You’re making it seem that you would stay home because you don’t have anything. That’s not an issue.”

“But now you’re asking me to be as you are.”

“We’re not considering money.” Larry transmitted his insistence across the dim interval. “Would you leave your mother at this point? Yes or no?”

“No.” He had committed it, the ultimate in transgression, betrayal.

“That’s what I want to know. . . . Why?”

“In your case, or my case?”

“In my case.”

“You told me yourself why.”

“Does it seem like a good reason to you?”

“No.”

“Oh, for God’s sake!”

“I can’t help it. It’s just too tough for me.” Ira raised his voice. “Christ’s sake!” He swatted at the thin fine sting of proboscis penetration. “Bastard. I think I got him. But I’d have to get out in the light to see if there’s any smear of blood. But—aw, nuts, if I got out into the light, they’d eat me alive. I’m sorry I dragged you into this place, adventure or no adventure. We could have hitchhiked right home.”

“It’s all right. I told you I have no complaint,” Larry insisted strongly. “As a matter of fact, it’s paid off better than hitchhiking

home. I mean, talking to you clarifies a few things in myself. I can’t leave my mother. I’ll have to work this thing out some other way. If I could just talk to Edith, and get her opinion. But then again, I know what she’d say. Stay home. Get my degree. Do the sensible thing. All that. But we’re both in the same situation. She’s uncertain too. I would have to do the thing that would make her certain. Do you follow me? It would depend on my action. Am I certain? Am I ruthless for her sake? And so I go right around in a circle again.”

Silence once more. Something else to talk about, to distract. It was too taxing, all they had been discussing; it was too fateful. Jesus, he was caging himself into a future as well as Larry, a possible future. If he was instrumental in excluding Larry from occupying the space, there it was. That didn’t mean it was automatically his, of course, but maybe a step closer. Oh, hell, what was he thinking of? He couldn’t stand anything so strict as behaving the way Edith expected. He wasn’t built that way, no matter what kind of insidious perceptions pricked his mind. Aw, bull.

“I was telling you we lived in the same house as Uncle Louis in Brownsville,” Ira said to change the subject. “We shared a flock of chickens. Mom told me that all the chickens were stolen one night. Including the marvelous rooster. Disappeared.”

Larry seemed not to have heard, not to be listening.

His attempt at diversion scarcely glanced off the brooding Larry. Ira pondered. How the hell was he going to get the guy off the subject of their destinies? He had to get off it. Jesus. Get off it, and away from his sense of guilt. “Mom told me that the reason we moved away—to the East Side—and how different everything would have been if we hadn’t—was that Pop, as usual, got into one helluva row with Uncle Louis, his nephew. They called each other all kinds of terrible names, cursed each other. Ze vun sikch balt geshlugen tsim toit”. And expecting as always Larry’s “What does that mean?” he prefaced translation with remarks about the Yiddish tendency toward horrendous invective. “‘Drop dead’ is the mildest of them,” Ira tried to humor his friend. “‘Be burned to death, be slaughtered.’ ‘Be drawn and quartered.’ Hey, I’m rhyming,” he added comically.

No acknowledgment came from the outstretched, discernible figure on the cot on the other side of the tent.


“I think maybe it’s what Jews may have seen or suffered over the centuries.” Ira spoke more slowly. He was becoming discouraged, as though he had no audience. Surely, Larry’s silence wasn’t owing to Ira’s counsel, which Larry perhaps perceived as false, as treacherous. Nah. “I have a hunch that’s it,” he continued, paused, received no confirmation of being heard. “Funny thing is they never swear by genitals. Know what I mean? Wops’ll say ‘yer mudder’s ass,’ or ‘yer fodder’s hairy balls . . .’” His voice trailed off. No use. The best thing to do was to turn over on the cot, forget the whole damn thing, wait, sleep if he could, till morning. Jesus, Larry was in a bad way. Larry was in a bad way, or he himself was in bad. Boy. Ira bent forward to reach for the rough blanket at the end of the cot. “My father had better hoss blankets than this,” he grumbled, barely audibly.

“You know, I’ve never asked you,” Larry said, almost abruptly. “Have you ever been in love?”

The ground had shifted. In the ambiguous gloom under the sloping walls of an army tent, a bell tower reared up from the summit of Mt. Morris Park hill. “Well, I told you about Rosie, my uncle’s daughter,” Ira stalled.

“Oh, no, that’s just kids investigating. Have you ever—well—it’s personal. Do you mind?”

“Oh, no. God, after you telling me all your—all the private things about yourself.”

“All right, I’ve told you. Have you ever been with a woman? Or a girl? I realize I’ve volunteered information. But asking is different. So—”

“Oh, no.”

Larry let a few seconds of silence go by. “I have a reason for asking. I’m not just prying.”

“Okay. Shoot.”

“Have you ever gotten so excited you came too fast? You got a premature orgasm?”

“Oh, is that it?” Ira debated, foresaw consequences—in every answer, save one: profession of complete ignorance. What was the next best choice to outright lying? “Oh, maybe once or twice.” Ira still felt secure behind seeming casual curiosity. The locus of concern was within Larry’s province.


“Once or twice. But not usually?” He rolled about to face Ira. “I seem to have run into some sort of trouble that way. It really bothers me. I don’t know how to get over it.”

“Yeah? Maybe you ought to see a doctor.”

“I may have to. I’m sure there are any number of men who’ve run into the same thing. You didn’t do anything special about it?”

“Me! Oh, no.” It was gratifying how little truth it took to deflect, to stopper up the genie within the vase.

“Then I can be frank about the whole business. I didn’t think you’d had any experience. You never mentioned it.”

“Mentioned what?”

“Sexual intercourse.”

“Oh.” The scrawny colored woman who had replaced the comely Pearl of the ladies’ rest room atop Yankee Stadium? Scrawny Theodora, apparition in the doorway opening on a stuffy ground floor, shmatta-draped room. Jesus, you couldn’t mention that. “Well,” Ira began, had to clear his throat to dispel reluctance. “Nothing to be proud of.”

“Oh, sure. I wasn’t interested in romantic adventure. I was just interested in whether it was usual, that’s all. You said once or twice. I guess that answers it.”

A boxer hung on the ropes in Madison Square Garden. Strands in his own brain shuttled back and forth, twisting to a cable of last refuge: I used to lay my sister. Try and say that. All right, make Stella older: I lay my cousin a lot. I still lay my cousin every chance I get. Jesus, he’d been afraid of that, afraid at the very moment when Larry proposed the trip. Lucky it wasn’t a whole week, as Larry had suggested, a suggestion he had shrunk from in advance, within his own mind. Lucky. The urge to unburden, to claw at the toils of the net holding the pent-up self. Boy, if he ever got started, there was no telling where he’d end. Older cousin, older than what, than he was, than she was? “I . . .” he began. “It isn’t very nice. But you know, sometimes the damn thing runs away with you.”

“Sometimes?” Larry echoed mirthlessly. “That’s the understatement for today. Runs away with you is right. If I wasn’t keeping faith with Edith, listen, I’m no prude, you know? I made up my mind.”

“You sometimes get started early. By surprise. Well, nearly by surprise,”

Ira corrected himself. There it was: he stood on the threshold of the moment of transfer. Transfer of what? Energy. The potential trapped within himself. Motive force. Power. Explosive memory. The anguish and folly that supplied the sole, the unique surge that drove him toward his chaotic visions.

II


How did his day begin? He sat there not so much trying to recollect as marveling at the amazing diversity of reflections and revelations that could occur, that the mind could generate in the course of a couple of hours—between arising from bed and sitting down before the word processor. So much more, yes, so much more interesting, valuable, than the snarled skein of yarn he spun. In the first place, in the time when M was still alive, the day began drearily, cold, with a fine snow falling. He hadn’t arisen from bed yet. M had come to his rescue, as she did more than once in their last few years together, slipped her hand under his neck, and helped him sit up. Then she stood beside the bed, making sure he was steady enough to be safely left alone. He had a whistle, a small plastic whistle, that M had equipped him with, attached by a string to his pajama buttonhole, a child’s police-type whistle, which trilled when he blew it, and which he blew when he was ready to get up, or needed help.

On such mornings, M had gotten out of bed a half hour or so before him, had turned the furnace up, set in motion coffee-making procedures, and begun the arduous diurnal chore of pulling on her heavy elastic stockings—not mere support hose, but the heavy anti-varicose-vein stockings she wore, and had worn for many years. So strongly elastic was the fabric she had to exert herself to the utmost to draw the stockings up, a task made all the more difficult because of the reinforcing pads she also had to keep in place at the same time, powder-puff pads against her ankles, where she had to contend with dormant ulcers. He groaned when she hoisted him to a sitting position, and then sat on the edge of the bed after she left. He sat with eyes squeezed shut against the atrocious pain.


Every joint in his body ached, from finger to elbow, to shoulder, to neck—worst offenders of all were the neck joints, where they connected with the left side of the head—the pain they caused often kept him from sleeping, and from getting up. That was the way consciousness returned in the morning, giving vent to its advent in a scarcely suppressed howl: “Ow-o-oh!”

So to his study, shuffling along in the moccasins he wore in bed (to keep the winter bedding from chafing the skin off his big and middle toes).


—What a recital, my friend, organ recital, as they say.

       I know, Ecclesias.


To his study, because he had provided it with its own wall heater, and it was next to the bathroom, and because he kept his shorts and trousers there, and could get them on by himself after his shower. (M had to help him with his upper garments.) Next, he sat in the swivel chair beside his computer, which had a white hood over it, which came to a peak, like that worn by the KKK, an amended trash-can liner, improvised into a dust cover. There he sat, groaning while he toilsomely removed pajamas and white socks. Then to the bathroom, into the tub, turning on the water of the shower, and adjusting its temperature as hot as he could stand it.

Where, empty-headed, he often sang “La donna è mobile,” and all the songs he still remembered, and he still remembered them all, songs that Miss Berger, that hatchet-faced crone, had taught him. He knew and loved almost all.


A tinker I am.

My name’s natty Dan.

From morn till night I trudge it. . .


        Or:


Out on the sea when the sun is low,

and the fisherman homeward turns . . .



        Or:


Men of Harlech, in the hollow,

do ye hear like rushing billow. . .


        The other juveniles, his fellow classmates, snickered and sang:


A stinker I am.

My name’s snotty Dan.


They sang, “Men of Harlem, in the hollow. . .” But she singled him out to bring Mom to school. He should have gone straight to Mr. O’Reilly, poor, damn fool, timid Jewish oaf he was, straight to the principal with the twitch on his cheek, who understood him, and said, “I didn’t do anything, Mr. O’Reilly. I didn’t do anything bad. I just grinned. I forgot what you told me.” Oh, appeal to the dust. Where was Mr. O’Reilly? Where were seventy years? More than seventy. My God, it was now nearer eighty than seventy.

Meanderings, reflections in the hot shower that limbered grateful joints and sinews, limbered, eased their rheumatic ache. And as the pain abated, allowed him to think, after a fashion, and with nothing else importuning for attention, he would invariably address a group of his peers with his favorite, nay, his perennial thesis: the reason for our failure, yours and mine, to go beyond that first book or two, or trilogy, whether we were black or white, we practitioners in black in white, in print, Jew or gentile. The reason for our failure was the discontinuity we suffered during our development, or having reached the peak of our development. There was the central reason. The first few years of our lives, the psyche laid down the basis, the foundation on which we expected, consciously or otherwise, to build upon all the rest of our lives. What did he mean by that? Perhaps he had made these foundations seem too static; they were not; they were dynamic; they were processes. Those first few years built an interpretational system within each human being—Christ, why didn’t he write it all out, and deliver it as the content of a lecture? Which he had been invited to give so many times, and declined: because he knew himself to be the world’s worst lecturer, a sheer flop on a podium, a stranded jellyfish.

—As you are now.

Sí, sí, amigo Ecclesias. Verily. As I am now.


*     *     *

Write the goddamn thing out, and read it. Memorize it after a while. Jesus, the dough they offered him: all expenses paid, and a fat honorarium to boot. He could have been affluent, he and his beloved spouse.

Lecture like crazy (well said): a grave discontinuity was what he suffered from, a grave and disabling discontinuity. The child expected that those things implanted into his psyche would flourish as he developed: the landscape, the field or farm or
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