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NOTES TOWARD AN INTRODUCTION


On the Confessional Mode

I HAVE ALWAYS BEEN ATTRACTED TO the confessional mode in literature and, with it, the whole dynamic of confidingness, rationalization, unreliable narration, and self-aggrandizement versus self-disgust. An irresistible title when I was an undergraduate (and a favorite novel of our set) was James Hogg’s The Private Memoirs  and Confessions of a Justified Sinner. I ate up Dostoevsky’s Notes From Underground, Gide’s The Immoralist and his autobiographical writings, The Confessions of St.  Augustine, Rousseau’s Confessions, Svevo’s Confessions of Zeno, De Quincey’s Confessions  of an English Opium-Eater, Celine, Henry Miller, Kerouac. . . . I eagerly read the work of the so-called “confessional poets,” such as Ann Sexton, John Berryman, Sylvia Plath and Robert Lowell, and disagreed with their detractors when they found something unclean about their self-revealing poems, just as, more recently, I could not agree with the backlash against the memoir by critics who felt it was too narcissistically self-indulgent. My own view is that, if anything, what is wrong with most memoirs and autobiographical poems is that they don’t go far enough in their confessions; they myopically fudge the details, the close nitty-gritty of self-observation. I am endlessly interested in the wormy thoughts and regrets and excuses and explanations that people have for their behavior. “Confessional” is, to me, a descriptive term, not a derogatory one. (My first novel was called Confessions of Summer.) It was inevitable that I should be drawn to the personal essay, the form with which I am now most identified, because of its conversational and confessional attributes.

Honesty has been, for me, the one lodestar to which I never stop aspiring in print. I don’t say I attain “honesty,” but the very fact that I try to reach it gives my work, at least in my own eyes, a formal thrust, a dynamic, a topography. I want to get to the bottom of things. And as a reader, I have always loved that moment when the writer said something very daring, tore the cover off, told the real truth, and you had to gasp. Of course it is necessary to do more than merely confess and strive for honesty. (What, I wonder? Expanded argument tk.)



On the “I” Persona

I have sometimes been startled to hear a stranger, acquaintance, or even friend make some indulgent comment about me that seems drawn from assumptions about my character as it has appeared in print. For instance, they might say, “Oh, you wouldn’t like to go on a nature hike,” when in fact I am very susceptible to the charms of nature. I am not a committed curmudgeon, by any means. The contrarian role I have sometimes assumed in print, to throw my I-character into sharper relief or to distance myself from conventional thinking, has become a mental reflex, one part of my thinking pattern. But in daily circumstances, I am energetic and almost lifeembracing; I regard myself as a blend of optimist and stoic. True, I like a little complexity and darkness with my optimism, though only in a Pollyannaish culture such as America’s would such seasonings be regarded as “cynical.” (This is beginning to sound smug.)



On Style

My prose style drifts in and out of beauty. I am not one of those to break himself on the wheel of the sentence. I do not try, as Isaac Babel did, to unleash a period with the force of a bullet; I simply end a sentence and start another. I sometimes listen in amazement to the advice other writing teachers give their students, such as: You should purge your work of passive verbs or adjectives. I would never think of doing such a thing to my own prose. Where my writing is lively (there’s that “is” again—should I change it to something more active?), it’s because what I have to say at that moment quickens into vigorous expression. A writer-friend told me she never begins a sentence with a gerund. Having started many such sentences this way myself, I paid her no heed; besides, archaic diction has always had a perverse appeal for me. I have never set out to exemplify the most up-to-date prose. I expect to be clear, and that’s about it. It surprises and delights me when I come across a passage I wrote years ago that has a measure of elegance, concision, density of thought. “Knowing you can write well sometimes,” the reader might ask, “why don’t you make the effort to do it always?” I don’t know. It goes against the grain to take myself or the art of prose so seriously; Flaubert’s le mot juste makes me want to giggle. I believe in the aesthetically impure as an accurate reflection of reality, just as I believe in the acceptance of compromise as a political ideal. Perhaps it’s not a question of intentions but my limitations as a writer. (This is beginning to sound defensive. You’re going in circles, Bro.)



On the Difference Between Memoir and Personal Essay

Use that quote from Emily Fox Gordon’s essay: “The memoir tempts the memoirist to grandiose self-representation. The essay, with its essential modesty, discourages the impulse. The memoir tends to deindividuate its protagonist, enlisting him to serve as a slightly larger-than-life representative of the sufferings of a group or community, while the essay calls attention to the quirks and fallibilities we take as marks of our essential separateness. The erratic zigzag of essayistic thinking—the process that Phillip Lopate calls ‘thinking against oneself ’—makes the essay proof against the triumphalism of memoir by slowing the gathering of narrative momentum. The essayist transects the past, slicing through it first from one angle, then from another, until—though it can never be captured—some fugitive truth has been definitively cornered.” (Maybe I should take out the reference to me, especially since I stole the idea of “thinking against oneself ” from Sartre or Cioran. I can no longer remember which. Just three-dot that part.)



On One’s Proper Place in the Universe

Once, a woman who had started to go out with me decided to do some research. She was a feminist and she wanted to know where to place me on the scale of consciousness. She asked around town about me at bookstores, parties, asked her friends, and came back with a report that I had a clean bill of health; that is, I was not a male chauvinist. Somehow this miffed me a bit, because I know in my heart of hearts that I am a male chauvinist, and because there is something in this clean bill of health that suggested a eunuch. I must be giving off the wrong signal. Or maybe the women she had asked were not attractive to me; I had probably been understanding and polite with them while not making a pass—my sexual lack of interest had been misinterpreted as raised consciousness. On the other hand, I was pleased that they thought me all right.

Her report from the men she had asked was less flattering. Someone in a bookstore whom I hardly knew told her I was “arrogant.” In fact, it turned out I had a general reputation for arrogance. It pleased me to hear this, too, since it meant I was throwing people off the scent; I know perfectly well how modest I am.

My modesty is something not to be questioned. It is not even modesty, but a correct evaluation of my talents. As a writer, for instance, I knew I would never be a Tolstoy, a Shakespeare, a Thomas Mann. Even Kafka I wouldn’t come close to touching. If I worked like a dog all my life I would have written twenty books (so far, I’m up to fourteen) with some nice passages in them that will interest mainly graduate students of the future, the way that certain Creole dialect novelists of the nineteenth century are periodically rediscovered. Professors whose business it is to know everything about post-bankrupt New York will have to consult my texts. When I was younger it seemed to me that the luckiest stroke would be if, after I died, some discerning editor or critic were to put out an anthology, choosing the best of my essays, and pointing out that, while the books as a whole do not stand up, because “he never learned to shape his material into an over-arching structure, or to cut,” nevertheless a belletristic sensibility is at work here that is “interesting,” or at least characteristic of its time.

Really, the goal of my whole life was one of those So-and-So Readers, which are eventually remaindered or sold at a steep discount in tony book catalogues. So how can you call a man like that arrogant? And now I actually have it: my own Reader! Yippee!



Afterword By Dr. Horst Shovel

These scattered notes were found on the desk of my late friend, after his fatal aneurysm. They were meant to form the core of an introduction to his Selected Writings. On one of our last jogs around the Central Park reservoir, Phillip told me he was very excited about this project, which would at least compensate for the fact that some of his books had been allowed to go out of print. Too down-to-earth and sensible to let any bitterness regarding literary reputation or MacArthur fellowships affect him for long, he yet entertained hopes that he was poised to become much more famous than he had been.

My friend, whom I have known since our college days, was riddled with contradictions and inconsistencies: one moment generous, the next, guarded; alternately cocksure and uncertain; at times an egalitarian who could mix it up with janitors and bookies, at others an elitist snob who did not deign to disguise his boredom with the small talk of ordinary people. He once said to me, “Lev, you are the only man I know who is the same person in every circumstance.” I took it as a compliment.

Of course, I am only a medical man, but I pride myself on being a good judge of literature. I can only second what Susan Sontag has said: “I am astonished that a writer of such greatness does not yet occupy the place he deserves.” To be sure, she said it about another author, but that does not make it any less true in regard to my esteemed, under-valued friend. I hope that this posthumous collection will go some way toward rectifying that regrettable situation.

He often spoke of his desire to write an autobiography or formal memoir, when he retired from teaching, which would pull together the vagrant strands of his personal writing and raise them to a new, philosophical level: it was to be his crowning achievement. Now we have no choice but to cherish this smorgasbord of his best, or most characteristic, work as the informal version of the autobiography he never got around to writing.
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My Early Years at School

IN THE FIRST GRADE I WAS IN A BIT OF A FOG. All I remember is running outside at three o’clock with the others to fill the safety zone in front of the school building, where we whirled around with our bookbags, hitting as many proximate bodies as possible. The whirling dervishes of Kabul could not have been more ecstatic than we with our thwacking book satchels.

But as for the rest of school, I was paying so little attention that, once, when I stayed home sick, and my mother had to write a letter of excuse to the teacher, she asked me what her name was and I said I did not know. “You must know what your teacher’s name is.” I took a stab at it. “Mrs. . . . Latka?” I said, latka being the Jewish word for potato pancakes (this was around the time of Hanukkah celebrations). My mother laughed incredulously, and compromised with the salutation “Dear Teacher.” As I learned soon after, my teacher’s name was actually Mrs. Bobka, equally improbable. She wore her red hair rolled under a hairnet and had a glass eye, which I once saw her taking out in a luncheonette and showing to her neighbor, while I watched from a nearby table with my chocolate milk. Now, can it be possible that she really had a glass eye? Probably not; but why is it that every time I think of Mrs. Bobka my mind strays to that association? She had a hairnet and a very large nose, of that we can be sure, and seemed to have attained middle age. This teacher paid no attention to me whatsoever, which was the kindest thing she could have done to me. She had her favorite, Rookie, who collected papers and handed out pencils — Rookie, that little monster with the middy blouse and dangling curls, real name Rochelle. “Teacher’s Pet!” we would yell at her.

Yet secretly I was attracted to Rookie, and admired the way she passed out supplies, as well as the attention she got.

Otherwise, I was so much in a daze, that once I got sent on an errand to a classroom on the third floor, and by the time I hit the stairwell I had already forgotten which room it was. Afterward, Mrs. Bobka never used me as her monitor.

The school itself was a wreck from Walt Whitman’s day, with rotting floorboards, due to be condemned in a year or two; already the new annex that was to replace it was rising on the adjoining lot. But in a funny way, we loved the old school better. The boys’ bathroom had zinc urinals with a common trough; the fixtures were green with rust, the toilet stalls doorless. In the Hadean basement where we went for our hot lunches, an overweight black woman would dish out tomato soup. Every day tomato soup, with a skim. Sometimes, when the basement flooded, we walked across a plank single file to get to the food counter. And that ends my memories from first grade.

In the second grade I had another teacher, Mrs. Seligman, whose only pleasure was to gossip with her teacher pals during lineups in the hall and fire drills (when we  were supposed to be silent). Such joy came over her when another teacher entered our classroom — she was so bored with the exclusive company of children, poor woman, and lived for these visits.

By second grade, I had been anonymous long enough. One day we were doing show-and-tell, wherein each child bragged how he or she had been to the beach or had on a new pair of tap shoes. My parents had just taken me to see the movie Les  Misérables, and Robert Newton as the tenacious gum-baring Inspector had made a great impression on me. Besides, I knew the story backwards and forwards, because I had also read the Classics Illustrated comic book version. As I stood up in front of the class, something possessed me to elaborate a little and bend the truth.

“Mrs. Seligman, I read a book called Les Misérables . . . ”

She seemed ready to laugh in my face. “Oh? Who is it by?”

“Victor Hugo.” I stood my ground. There must have been something in my plausible, shy, four-eyed manner that shook her. Her timing was momentarily upset; she asked me to sit down. Later, when there was a lull in the activity, she called me over to her desk.

“Now tell me, did you honestly read Les Misérables? Don’t be afraid to tell the truth.”

“Yes! it’s about this man named Jean Valjean who . . .” and I proceeded to tell half the plot — no doubt getting the order confused, but still close enough to the original to give this old war-horse pause. She knew deep down in her professional soul that a child my age did not have the vocabulary or the comprehension to get through a book of that order of complexity. But she wanted to believe, I felt. If I stumbled she would dismiss me in a second, and I would probably burst into tears. Yet even then I knew (children know it better than adults) that in telling a lie, fidelity is everything. They can never be absolutely sure if you keep denying and insisting. Just then one of her teacher pals came in, the awesome Mrs. McGonigle, who squeezed bad boys into wastebaskets.

“Do you know what? Phillip here says that he read Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables.” “Really!” cried her friend archly. “And you believe him?”

“I don’t know.”

“What’s it about? I’ve never read it. He must be very smart if he read it and I haven’t.”

“Tell Mrs. McGonigle the story.”

“It’s about this man named Jean Valjean who stole a loaf of bread,” I began, my heart beating as I recounted his crime, aware that I myself was committing a parallel one. By this time I had gotten more than the attention I wanted and would have done anything to return to my seat. Mrs. McGonigle was scrutinizing me sarcastically with her bifocals, and I was much more afraid of her seeing through my deception than Mrs. Seligman. But it came to me in a dim haze of surprise that Mrs. Seligman seemed to be taking my side; she was nodding, and shushing the other woman’s objections. Perhaps nothing so exciting had happened to her as a teacher for months, even years! Here was her chance to flaunt a child prodigy in her own classroom before the other teachers. I told the story as passionately as I could, seeing the movie unroll scene by scene in my mind’s eye, a foot away from the desk.

“There’s only one way to find out,” interrupted Mrs. McGonigle. “We will take him down to the library and see if he can read the book.”

My teacher could not wait to try this out. She rose and took my arm. “Now, class, I’m leaving you alone for a few minutes. You are to remain quiet and in your seats!” So they marched me over to the school library. I was praying that the school had no such volume on its shelves. But the librarian produced Victor Hugo’s masterpiece with dispatch — as luck would have it, a sort of abridged version for young adults. I knew enough how to sound out words so that I was able to stumble through the first page; fortunately, Mrs. Seligman snatched the book away from me: “See? I told you he was telling the truth.” Her mocker was silenced. And Seligman was so proud of me that she began petting my head — I, who had never received more than distracted frowns from her all year long.

But it wasn’t enough; she wanted more. She and I would triumph together. I was to be testimony to her special reading program. Now she conceived a new plan: she would take me around from class to class, and tell everyone about my accomplishment, and have me read passages from the book.

I begged her not to do this. Not that I had any argument to offer against it, but I gave her to understand, by turning dangerously pale, that I had had enough excitement for the day. Everyone knows that those who are capable of great mental feats are also susceptible to faints and dizzy spells. Insensitive as she was, she got the point, and returned me regretfully to the classroom.

Every day afterward I lived in fear of being exhibited before each class and made to recount the deed that I had not done. I dreaded the truth coming out. Though my teacher did not ask me to “perform” Les Misérables anymore, nevertheless she pointed me out to any adult who visited the classroom, including the parents of other children. I heard them whispering about me. I bowed my head in shame, pretending that modesty or absorption in school-work made me turn red at the notoriety gathering around me.

So my career as genius and child prodigy began.

“Victor Hugo, hélas! ” Gide said, when asked to name the greatest poet in the French language. I say “Victor Hugo, hélas! ” for another reason. My guilt is such that every time I hear that worthy giant’s name I cringe. Afterward, I was never able to read Les Misérables. In fact, irrationally or not, I have shunned his entire oeuvre.
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Willy

MY MOTHER WAS SEEING ANOTHER MAN. His name was Willy. It may have been childish confusion — I was eight years old at the time — or a trick memory plays on us, but I seem to remember the jeep he drove was also a Willys. This car has disappeared from modern life. I am unable even to picture it. But at the time it colored all my thinking about the affair. First, it was described to me as rugged, able to handle rough terrain, and so I came to picture the man himself. Second, the Willys had military associations, like my toy jeeps with green GI Joe soldiers jolted out of the wheel seat as the car went over the wooden runners separating one room from another.

My mother and Willy both worked in a war plant near the Brooklyn Navy Yard, manufacturing radio parts for the troops in Korea. My mother admired Willy for having been in the army, and even reenlisting for a second tour of duty. I come from a long line of draft dodgers. My paternal grandparents fled Russia around 1900 to escape military conscription. My father was excused from World War II because he had four small children. But Willy was not afraid of the service. Willy’s only mistake, my mother said, was to marry a woman who was a complete bitch and only wanted his paycheck.

But now Willy was talking about leaving his wife and taking Mom and us kids to California, driving across the country in his jeep to the land of fruit trees and big defense factories.

And what about my father? Were we just supposed to leave him behind?

All that I understood about the Willy situation came to me from far away, and I kept forgetting what little I knew as quickly as possible, so that each time I heard about the affair, it seemed to be a novel, improbable rumor. I was still suffering from the childhood dreaminess that allowed me to ponder, for minutes on end, the order of dealing with socks and shoes, and even resulted once in my forgetting, when I had been sent out in a snow to bring back crumb buns and onion rolls, what I was supposed to buy, where the bakery was, and finally, as I looked about and saw everything covered with white, where my house had disappeared to! Not that I was stupid, but my attention was extremely selective. Car fins fascinated me. I was good out of vagueness rather than will. When it finally came to family matters, I relied on my older brother, Hal, to let me know if something important was starting to happen.

The girls had already met Willy and seen his jeep. One day after work, Mom had introduced them to her boyfriend and they went for a ride around Brooklyn, all the way to Coney Island. It seemed as though Mom was buying off the girls with this spin in a real automobile, saying: This is what our life could be like every day with your new “fun” father.

Somehow Hal and I had not been included in this pleasure jaunt. One more reason to detest our sisters when they came back with excited reports about Willy. What did girls know? Hal said. Their heads could be turned so easily by flashy things like cars. But in a way you couldn’t blame them. Molly was just a kid—seven—hair still in ringlets, happy, goofy, a daredevil. And the baby, Leah, was three. She went where she was told, had no real mind of her own yet. A cute kid who liked to run around without panties and climb up the piano.

We lived on the top floor of a five-story tenement in Williamsburg, facing the BMT elevated train, or as everyone called it, the El. Our floors and windows would vibrate from the El, which shook the house like a giant, roaring as his eyes were being poked out. When we went down into the street we played on a checkerboard of sunspots and shadows, which rhymed the railroad ties above our heads. Even the brightest summer day could not lift the darkness and burnt-rubber smell of our street. I would hold my breath when I passed under the El’s long shadow. It was the spinal column of my childhood, both oppressor and liberator, the monster who had taken away all our daylight, but on whose back alone one could ride out of the neighborhood into the big broad world.

My father usually took us somewhere on Saturdays—not because he especially wanted to, but because my mother hounded him to get us out of the house. She said she would go crazy if she didn’t have a few hours of privacy. In the years when they were still getting along, Father and Mother used to send us to the movies on Saturday afternoons at the Commodore Theater when they wanted time alone together. But once the trouble started, my mother wanted my father out of the house as well. She nagged him and we ganged up too, like wild wolves smelling blood, until about noontime he would put down his book, and take us someplace on the train.

But first, however, he would show his resentment by an uncomfortable little ritual. When we reached the stairway to the elevated train, Father would line us up for inspection. He would find something dirty on our faces, and, wetting a finger, he would correct the offending smudge with his rough laborer’s hands till our eyes watered from the pain. Or he would straighten our collar, grumbling aloud, “Your mother lets you go around like ragamuffins!” Never mind that his own fingernails were streaked by green ridges of dirt. His dissatisfaction with our appearance signaled to us that for the moment at least we were our mother’s children, he wanted nothing to do with us, perhaps had never wanted us.

Strange, but I would feel a twinge of sympathy for him then. That he should be trapped into working like a dog to clothe and feed us useless kids.

Sometimes he would take us to his factory, which he referred to simply as “the Place.” I have to go to the Place, he would announce, and everyone would know he meant his job. It was a ribbon-dyeing plant, with vats and troughs of ink — a business that trafficked only in color, scarlet and indigo. I thought of it also, because of the word dyeing, as a place connected to death, a dying factory, where my father gave up his life each day. But it was at work alone he seemed fully alive, lifting enormous spools of ribbons with his knotted arms onto a high shelf, moving through bins with purpose and direction, as he never seemed to move at home.

When he came home he wanted nothing except to eat, fall asleep, or read. Difficult, moody books — Faulkner, Schopenhauer, Dostoevski, James T. Farrell — were his favorites, and when he read it was the same as when he was sleeping. If you woke him accidentally from his nap, he would look at you with harsh nearsighted eyes, his glasses still on the sofa arm, like a boarder who didn’t know where these children came from. Sometimes he made us laugh, tickling us with his long simian arms, or letting the girls comb his hair into bangs. Tall and gaunt, he reminded us of Abraham Lincoln. When he was in a joking mood, he would say strange things like “You are being inordinately obstreperous,” using words we didn’t understand for their humorous effect. It was our mother who would say the really important things, like “I want a quart of milk and some bread and bring back change” — statements to which you had to pay attention. My father drifted from ornamental language into silence. He would slip so far into himself that at the dinner table he would point, as if he had forgotten the words for sugar, knife, meat. “What’s the matter?” my mother would say sarcastically. “You don’t have a tongue?” We kids, hating her for humiliating our father in front of us, would nevertheless snicker at his strangeness; and he would frown at us with a ferocious look of being betrayed by the mob, that Et tu Brute stare.

My attempts to please him, and his to please me, always seemed to misfire. His tender moments had a self-defeating fragility, as though he expected to be rejected for having done something foolish. Since at home he was always under attack for his absentminded clumsiness, he developed an apologetic, apathetic manner, a humility that infuriated my mother even more. It was hard to reconcile in a single notion of “father” both the dread and the pathos he inspired — the first because he was still king of the household, meted out the disciplinary beatings and had a scary temper, the second because he seemed the butt of everyone’s ridicule, almost an untouchable.

I remember, for instance, the incident of the marble cake.

We’re sitting at the dinner table and eating marble cake. I love marble cake. My father is wearing glasses. He has a serious look, like a monkey concentrating on a metal puzzle. Suddenly he picks his nose, rubs the boogie into a green ball, and, in an absentminded manner, rolls it against his forehead.

“Stop that, you’re such a slob!” my mother says.

At first he doesn’t know what she’s talking about. Then he realizes what he has been doing and his hand descends. We children look away.

“Is there any more marble cake?” I ask.

“No, that’s all,” says my mother.

My father pushes his portion toward me. “Here, you can take mine.”

I stare at the plate, wishing I could eat it, but disgusted because he has already put part of it in his mouth. “No, thank you.”

“Go ahead,” he offers, “I’m not hungry anymore.”

Still, I can’t bring myself to eat it. I stare at the soggy end with regret; my father doesn’t understand what’s wrong. Finally a look of discouragement comes over his face and he leaves the table.

The particular Saturday morning I remember, we did not go to my father’s factory. No, it was the Brooklyn Museum. As usual, my mother called to us out the window, remembering at the last moment some food to pick up on the way back. This time, though, at the El’s entrance, there was no inspection. My father just took us by the hand, Hal on one side, me on the other, and swung our arms as though we were great friends. The girls ran ahead. Molly was the adventurous one in the family. She ducked under the turnstile with Leah in tow, pretending to be underage herself. On the platform, Molly started leaning over to watch the first sight of the train coming round the curve from Manhattan. Ordinarily, Father would have scolded her, but this time he gently took her hand, moving a safe step backward, and smiled at us boys. What in the heck was going on?

We got on the last car for Molly’s sake. The girls raced over to the rear window to look out. Pop, Hal and I took two cane benches facing each other. I loved those old tan wicker seats, loved to run my hand in the weave and pick out the loose ends. I sat by the window, my legs rocking in excitement. To be inside the train while it was making one of those wide whooshing turns like a roller coaster that could easily jump the track and spill us down into the streets but never did, to look into other  people’s windows and fire escapes, to scrape past the moldy warehouses with their flaking olive walls, to stare down at the public square below every other El stop, with its pizza and delicatessen signs — all this was too marvelous to sit still for. Of course there were no elegant neighborhoods — wherever the El went it looked on or created blight, as who with money would want to live next door to it? — but poverty worse than ours was fun to watch from this height, and sometimes in the distance there would be blocks of trim private homes.

Father pulled out a pad of lined paper, and began writing. Usually he worked the crossword puzzle on the train, but today he was doing a poem. I remember having to memorize a poem for school: “In winter I get up at night / And dress by yellow candlelight.” I asked Father what a poem really was. He said it was an expression of feeling, with certain rules that you had to follow. I sat quietly beside him and watched him composing. At one point, he took a pocket thesaurus from his coat and looked up a word.

“Who are you writing this for?” I asked timidly.

“It’s for your mother.”

“But it’s not her birthday. Why are you writing a poem to Mom?”

“To get her love back. Shhh. . . .”

Hal gave me a brief nod, as if to say he understood everything and approved. Hal was like a wise old man sometimes; not a serene old man, but one who had seen too much pain and was afflicted with a permanent wince of understanding.

Looking over my father’s shoulder, I read the first stanza:


	Once in an antique time you seemed to love me,
	 Your quivering flesh I circled in my arms; 
	You panted out your gratitude — remember? 
	Such amorousness was but a false alarm.



	I do not fear your look of proud contempt, 
	Albeit your motives seem so recondite; 
	I will not bore you with my sad laments 
	For disillusionment has banished spite.


“That’s good, Pop,” I said, not knowing what it meant. He accepted the compliment silently, continuing to work. I was fascinated by the way he kept crossing out words and moving lines around. Writing seemed suddenly sculptural, like modeling clay.

After a while I went to see what the girls were doing. Molly and I fought for the window; then we shared it. There was nothing I liked better than to stare out the back window of a train and watch the world be taken away. Later I turned around and saw Father and Hal in serious conversation, leaning toward one another.

Museums were something to be gotten through; room after room of early American portraits, men in blue uniforms with white socks and wigs, women in salmonpink satin gowns, the George Washingtons and Mrs. Martin Van Burens. But we’d come here for Hal’s sake. Hal was good at art in school. Though only eleven, he knew he wanted to be a painter. Hal would go right up to the canvas and study the brush strokes. And I would be proud of him studying the brush strokes, being influenced.

But after a while it was not so interesting, with the Egyptian jewelry and the Colonial bedrooms, and the corny French carpets on the wall; running after Molly, who was getting mischievous, and quieting Leah, whimpering with tiredness; and that burning sinus headache I always got behind the eyebrows in museums from the pearl-grey light diffused by the skylights on an overcast day.

Coming home on the train, Pop was still being so loving toward us boys that I decided to test him by curling up across him with my head on his lap. Who knows, maybe what I had wished for had finally arrived. Maybe a whole new feeling-life would spring up between us. I would no longer be afraid of him, and he would play ball with me in Prospect Park like the other boys’ fathers, and he would be good to Hal from now on instead of yelling at him. He would be a whole new father. I cuddled against his arm, pretending to be asleep.
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A train had stopped outside our living room. It was level with our windows, so the passengers could look in on us, and we at them. Intensely real for a second, these strangers presented their solitude in the dim rushing light, leaving behind a single detail: the memory of crossed legs, a grey creased hat.

“Which is better, Hal, a Studebaker or a Hudson?” I asked.

“A Studebaker.”

“Which is better, a Studebaker or a . . . Chrysler?”

“Chrysler,” said Hal, unenthusiastically.

“Isn’t it true, that a Russian MiG is better than a Sabrejet?”

“How should I know?”

He knew. He knew everything, my brother. “You do too know.”

“I don’t know. Why are you asking me all these stupid questions? And hold still.” “Am I allowed to look out the window?”

“No.”

“Can I talk? I can talk at least.”

“Only if I’m not working on your lips.” My brother frowned and smudged the charcoal with his finger. He was trying to learn shading. Before, he had always done Battleships — dramatic murky black watercolors of storm clouds and aircraft carriers like those in the Brooklyn Navy Yard. But lately he had become interested in drawing people.

“Are you working on my lips now?”

“I’ll tell you when I do.”

“What did Daddy say to you? On the train yesterday?” I tried to sound casual, but I had been waiting for the moment to ask this question.

“I don’t know if I should tell you.”

“Why not?”

“Because. You might be too young.”

“Oh, I’m not too young to model for you and I’m not too young when we go to the library. I’m not too young to play ball when you need someone to play with, but suddenly I’m too young. I hate that!”

My brother shrugged. “I tell you almost everything.”

It was true. In spite of our three-year age difference, he treated me like an equal, his best friend — except when his friends were around. But those betrayals were rare. “Then why can’t you tell me what Daddy said?” I persisted.

He looked up at me and looked down at the pad, without answering. Either he was turning it over in his mind, or he was too engrossed in drawing and forgot the question, or he was teasing me.

“I’m not going to stay still if you don’t tell me what Daddy said.”

“Okay, okay. You’re the one who kept pestering me to draw you.”

“You said you needed people to draw.”

“Just let me finish this.” He worked for a minute longer. When he looked up I sensed a change in him. “Daddy said Mommy wants to leave him because she loves somebody else. She wants to get a divorce.” Hal’s voice cracked, the way it did when he was close to tears.

“Why would she do that?”

He thought for a while, trying to gain control of himself, then answered with feigned calmness: “Because she’s a bitch. I hate her. She wants to take us all to California with this stupid guy Willy.” He pronounced the name with disgust. “I don’t want to go to California.”

“I don’t want to go to California.”

“Sunshine — big deal! I’d rather stay behind in New York with the cold and snow. We can live here with Daddy.”

“Yeah, we can live with Daddy,” I said, not really sure what was going on.

“What Mom’s doing isn’t right.”

“What else did Daddy say?”

“He said the men in the family should stick together. Like the Three Musketeers: all for one and one for all. Are you in on it?”

I nodded, but unsurely. I knew enough to stand in line with the men if we were dividing up that way. The only problem was, how could a little kid like me affect anything? “But did Daddy say what we should do?”

“No, not yet. But he said that if we men were unified — you know, that means if we stick together — that we could change Mommy’s mind. She would never want to lose her children, because she loves us too much. So if we keep insisting and insisting that we won’t go, she would have to give up all this stuff about Willy.”

“I don’t understand. Why couldn’t she just take us, even if we didn’t want to go?” “Because, jerk, she doesn’t want us to hate her! Anyway, I have a plan.”

My neck was stiff; I got up and stretched. Then I wandered over for a peek at Hal’s drawing. “It doesn’t look like me but it’s nice.”

“I still have trouble with noses. So do you want to hear my plan?”

“Sure.”

“We don’t talk to Mommy. Just ignore her. Pretend she’s dead.”

“What if she yells at us?”

“So? Let her scream away.”

“All right, but . . . what if she beats us with the ironing cord for not answering her?”

“Then she’ll beat us,” Hal said grimly. “Are you in on it?”

“I’m in. But, why don’t we try to get the girls too?”

“Forget the girls. They’re undependable.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Besides, we don’t need everyone. All we need is to keep the plan and not give in. Come on, I need you in on it.”


“I’m in on it. But the only thing is — won’t it hurt Mommy’s feelings?”

“So what if it hurts her feelings!” Hal said fiercely. “That’s the whole idea, isn’t it?”

Hal had everything figured out, but it still baffled me. For instance, I was puzzled about his taking Father’s side, because Hal had never seemed to like our father very much. Hal was always arguing with him and trying to get in the last word, with Mom quieting them both. It had even come to blows between them recently. Hal brought home a report card with low marks in arithmetic, and Father punished him with a beating, and Hal actually had the nerve to punch him back! Mommy had had to tear Daddy off him. And now we were all allies against her, trying our hardest to hurt her feelings.

Well, it was time I stopped being such a baby. I was a soldier in Hal’s regiment, and if the order came down to ignore her, then that was what I would do.

When Mom came home from work, around four as usual, she asked us what kind of day we had had at school. Hal caught my eye, shook his head no, and walked out of the kitchen. I followed him.

“I’m talking to you,” said my mother. “Don’t I deserve an answer?” We heard her rattling pots around. “What is this, a pigsty? Doesn’t anybody wash a dish? I’m supposed to do everything around here? I’m speaking to you boys! Come in here.”

I felt my body strain to obey but Hal signaled no.

“You hear me? If you don’t get in here in five seconds I’m going to smack your bottoms with an ironing cord. And I mean it. You know I don’t kid around. One . . . two . . . ”

“We don’t have to talk to her,” I whispered.

“Three . . . Ah! so you decided to make an appearance. What do you call this? The table’s a mess, the sink’s full of dishes, the stove has — soup stains all over it. Whose idea was it to make tomato soup? Don’t you know that when you make something you have to clean up after yourselves?”

I almost started to say, Hal was drawing me and we didn’t get to it yet. Since Mom was partial to our artistic efforts, that would have been a good enough excuse. But Hal’s bashful, demoniacal grin reminded me to keep silence.

“What’s the matter, you two got lockjaw? You’ll answer me good when I whack your fannies. You don’t want to talk to me? So go take a flying leap. Ich hub dir. See if I care,” she said, her eyes watering. “See if I answer when it’s: Mommy, I need money for this, I love you, Mommy, I need a quarter —”

Hal squared his shoulders and walked out of the apartment. He had guts! Behind him I flew down the steps as fast as my feet would take me, and Mom stood at the top of the banister, yelling like the witch in Hansel and Gretel, “Boys, where are you going? Boys, come back here!” There was a new tone in her voice. For the first time it sounded as though she was begging us.

We ran past the Spanish family that lived underneath; the young mother who had long black braids and made strong Bustello coffee opened her door in her slip to see what was the matter. She looked up at my mother screaming to us. We raced down the third floor, and past the second-floor apartment of our landlady, mean old Mrs. Einstein. We were still running, out the front door, past old miser Einstein’s sweatshop on the first floor where the elderly foreign women bent over their sewing machines, when we realized we had nowhere to go.

We hid in the cellar for an hour. Then we came up reluctantly for dinner. But Hal and I snubbed Mother all that night. During the next few days, though she pretended to be indifferent, we could tell the routine was getting to her. You could see her will crumbling.

By myself I would have given in long ago, but I stayed close to Hal, because Hal alone had the vision to defy this all-powerful Empress of our childhood. It was not so much that we were afraid of her. No, what took vision was to defy someone who had been so good to us. Mama had wrapped us in our snowsuits when we were small, and pulled us to market in a sled (lashed together so that we would not fall out). She had protected us the time an ugly grey rat got into my bunk bed, by chasing him with a broom; she had set the mousetraps and thrown out the poor filthy beasts with snapped necks when no one else would touch them, not even my father. It was she who got up on cold mornings without steam and lit the stove to warm the room for us, and made us hot cocoa before school; and when we came home and lay on the floor covering page after page with drawings, she was the one who applauded them all and kept us in crayons and pens.

When you depend upon someone for everything, it’s not surprising if your helplessness collects hostility. But that resentment alone would not have taken us very far. We needed to fan our imagination, Hal and I, with propaganda about Mother as an evil woman, a Delilah. I had seen enough movies Saturday afternoons to know that there was a type of woman who was “bad.” Oversexed. Went from man to man. It was necessary to keep this picture sharply in mind whenever my mother appealed to either of us with her hurt, “human” expression.

In the evenings, Hal would go to Father and they would have a private talk. I gathered that Father approved of what we were doing. Meanwhile, he was trying in the only way he knew how to win back Mother’s love: there were more poems, one a day, begging, cajoling, accusing.

I would come across them unexpectedly all over the house, these onionskin sheets with blots of ball-point ink where my father’s hand had rested. Mother would read the poems to herself with a half-sneering, half-pleased look.
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On the third afternoon of the pact against our mother, I came home from school to an empty house. Hal had stayed after school for Art Club, Leah was at nursery school, and Molly was running through the streets with her band of friends, boys who played hooky from school.

I took out my pack of warplane cards. I slipped the rubber band off and touched their frayed, greasy edges: the B29, the Shooting Star, the Thunderjet, the Sabre. Olive and khaki, their very drabness signified awesome power. On the back of each bubble-gum card were statistics about speed and bombload, the name of the builder and a little history. I was particularly fascinated by Sikorsky, the renegade count and White Russian who had come over to our side. On the bottom of the pile was my favorite card, the Russian MiG, with its dread butcher’s belly, like Stalin himself. I had a secret sympathy for the enemy — not because my parents were pro-Rosenberg and even knew some Communists, but because I believed what they taught me in school, that the Russians were treacherous, and I admired them for their villainy, just as I admired the Joker in Batman comics. Children are obsessed with fairness. I envied the Soviets their freedom to be mysteriously unfair, unfair without a qualm, which at the time I wished I could be.

Then, too, the war was like a baseball game, with its own bubble-gum cards: Americans were the Yankees, the “good guys,” who always won. I, being a Brooklyn Dodger fan, hated the Yankees. The Russians were the underdogs. The Americans were bland and righteous and strong — they were like Willy, all wanting to drive to California and take my mother away from this dark Kremlin household under the El.

But the Russian MiG would shoot them down. Ha ha! I was just setting up my cards for a battle in the air when I heard Mom come in. I knew who it was by the sound of her high heels. “Anybody home?” she called. I heard her kick off her shoes and unzip her dress. That was the first thing she did when she came home, got out of her work clothes.

“Oh, it’s you,” she said as she opened my bedroom door. How I wished Hal was there to direct me! “Why don’t you come in the kitchen, I’ll make you some cocoa.” I followed her into the kitchen.

“Did you have a nice day at school?”

I nodded. A nod didn’t count.

“Where’s your brother?”

I shrugged.

“I’m worried about him. Are you sure you don’t know where he is? It’s after four . . . if he doesn’t come home soon I’m going to have to call the police.”

I bit my lip; that would be awful, to have the police arrive. It would be my fault. Looking at the front door, I prayed that he would come in.

“I saw Molly downstairs playing hopscotch, and I told her she had to be up by five. But I’m worried about that brother of yours. Where could he be? I’m just going to have to call the police, that’s all —”

“He had to stay after school!”

My mother smiled. She couldn’t control her delight at having tricked me into speaking. Then she put her arms around me and kissed me. “I’ve missed you, honey. Let’s make up.”

“Okay.”

She poured me the cocoa and watched me drink it. “This is good,” I said, feeling weak-willed and embarrassed.

“Come inside my room,” she said. “I want us to have a talk. And I have to change my clothes.”

I followed her into her bedroom and sat on the mattress beside her. My mother was wearing her black nylon slip, out of which she seemed to burst. There was a large expanse of freckled cleavage, and her skin close up had soft pores and a smell of buttermilk. I did not like to look at her heavy thighs, the insides of which were riddled with purple varicose veins that made me think of blood poisoning — they came from standing on her feet too much at work, she said — but my eyes kept seeking them out nevertheless. Perhaps it was the desire to overcome my pity and repulsion that made me stare at them. I began to wish she would put on her clothes, as she said she was going to, but instead she kept sitting beside me half dressed, sighing and reaching for the right words.

“Tell me, why haven’t you and Hal been talking to me? Am I such an ogre? Have I done anything to hurt you?”

“It’s not that. We wanted to help Daddy.”

“I figured your old man had been talking to you! What did he say?”

“I don’t know, he talked mostly to Hal.”

“Did he tell you I was going to leave him?”

“Yes,” I said in a small voice.

“And that I was ‘running around with another man’? . . . I could kill him! What right — what right does he have to use my children against me?”

“He didn’t tell us not to talk to you. That was Hal’s idea — and my idea,” I added scrupulously.

“But you kids are being used.”

“But we don’t want you to leave Daddy.”

“You don’t know the whole story,” she said, and let out a powerful sigh.

“Well, tell me.”

My mother smiled. “I almost think I could explain it all to you, you seem so understanding sometimes. Naw, forget it.”

“No, explain it,” I said. I put on my most thoughtful “listener’s” face, as I had watched adults do, scrunching up my brow — and waited.

“I’m unhappy, baby. You know the old expression, I feel like I’m being torn to pieces? That’s me. A piece here, a piece there. I don’t know what’s right. I met a man. . . . And he makes me happy. I know you think of me as an old lady. But I’m only twenty-eight. I got married young, I was a — teenager, and I started having babies right away. I’m not saying I didn’t want to have babies, of course I did. Your father was the one who. . . . But that’s beside the point; what I’m trying to say is that I have years and years ahead of me. I don’t want to be unhappy for the rest of my life.”

“Why can’t you be happy with Daddy?”

“Because I can’t. He’s miserable, and he’s dragging me down. It’s no use. You think I haven’t tried. You know what living with your father is. He doesn’t care about anything but the game on the radio and the book in front of his face. He married me because he needed a mother, someone to cook for him and wash his socks. He doesn’t lift a finger to help me around the house. Oh, it’s not all his fault, I know that. Your Pop had it rough when he was your age. His mother died young, and his stepmother made him wash floors. Like Cinderella. His father, Grandpa — well, you know, Grandpa’s no bargain either. A real bastard, cold as they come. No one gave Bert much love, and as a result he — never learned how to show affection. But meanwhile, I’m the one who’s paying for what his family did to him! It’s like I’ve got five children to take care of instead of four, and your father’s the most helpless of all.”

“He sometimes helps you clean up.”

“Oh, it’s more than that,” she said. “A woman needs — to be satisfied by a man — needs tenderness.” Mom looked at me with hungry blue eyes. “He doesn’t go out of his way to — do for me. A woman — likes to have a man who has manners. Who will open a door for her occasionally, make a nice compliment once in a while, be — considerate. That’s all; just to show a little consideration. When you grow up, try to remember that.”

“I will.”

“I know you will, honey; you’re already considerate.”

I was flattered that Mom thought I would grow up to be the sort of man she admired. At the same time, I had the feeling that I was being sidetracked and was not advancing Dad’s case enough. “But he writes poems to you, doesn’t he?” I said.

“With sixty-four-dollar words that I don’t understand? Where’s the heart? Where’s the warmth? I can’t even read them without a dictionary. They make me feel stupid. . . . Who’s he trying to impress, me? No, he’s showing off his great brain.
 Sure, he’s smart. I married your father because he was the most intelligent man I knew. I wanted to have bright children. That part worked out fine. But did I know he would turn into a zombie? He used to be fun. We would go to nightclubs and he’d explain to me all about art and — and current events. . . . What did I know? I was a dumbbell working in a beauty parlor, I never even finished high school. And here was this guy Bert, who knew everything. I’m grateful to him for improving my mind. But now — he’s given up. He’s stuck in that lousy factory job and all he ever talks about is the Place. He gets up, goes to work, comes home, sleeps — like a robot! He’s got a good brain, why can’t he use it? I tried to get him to go back to college. It’s hopeless. And I’m drowning. We’re all drowning. You want me to drown? Look, try to see it from my side. I found someone who’s crazy about me. So he’s not as intelligent as your father. Maybe it’s just as important to be kind and #x2014; and decent and . . . ”

I said nothing, and my silence seemed to force her doubts to surface. Let’s face it, in our family intelligence was what counted; we weren’t about to trade it in for something as insipid as kindness.

“I don’t know what your father has told you about Willy,” she said. “You’ve never met him. You’ve never given him a chance. He’s a very sweet man. He loves children. He’s willing to take care of all of you, to break his back for us. Don’t you want to go to California? It’s warm all year round, it’s not freezing like this — hellhole!” “But I like the snow,” I said. “And I don’t want to leave Daddy.”

“Try to understand. See it from my side! I’m not saying we’re going to leave Bert. I haven’t made up my mind about that. But if this is my only chance, I’d be a fool not to take it. Wouldn’t I. . . . I don’t know what I want to do, that’s why I’m telling you this. Nothing is decided, honey. I’m all mixed up.” She kept talking in circles and looking beseechingly into my eyes, as if I had the answers for her. It was then I think I learned that if you stay very quiet and listen to the confusion of others and nod from time to time, people will think you understand. They will go away feeling better.

Much of what she said sailed over my head, but I understood the main part: that she was unhappy. In years to come, whenever I’ve found myself reenacting this scene of listening to someone (usually a woman) in torment between two courses, my mind has gone back to Mother in her black slip. When I was in a mood to rebel against my personality, I would reproach my mother for taking away my childhood by placing me in the position of her judge and pardoner, and by telling me things that perhaps were not suited to my age. But what’s the point of blaming, when it is questionable who seduced whom? She needed someone to talk to, and I would have sold out my “golden childhood” a dozen times over for a compliment like the one I received.

She said: “You know, I keep forgetting that I’m talking to an eight-year-old. It’s as if I were speaking to someone older and wiser. You’ve made me feel a lot better.” I blushed. I had found a new way to make my mother love me.

“Baby, promise me you’ll forgive me for making such a mess of things? That you won’t hate me?”

“I love you,” I said.

She squeezed me against her and kissed me, murmuring, “Precious, precious.” I stood there accepting her warm, embarrassing kisses. Then she said with sudden impulsiveness: “Let’s celebrate! I don’t feel like cooking. Why don’t we go across the street and buy some specials.” (Specials were the fat kosher hot dogs we loved.) “And pastrami and salami and lots of pickles, sour ones, the kind you like.”

“Do you have money?” I said. I hated to ask the bald delicatessen man across the street to “put it on my mother’s bill.”

“Of course we’ve got money. Here, take a ten-dollar bill, I’ll write out a list for you. And if you see anything you like — just for yourself — like a piece of strudel or knish, throw that in, too.”

I dreaded the moment when Hal would come home and see us talking; but he accepted the new situation without a word, and never demanded an explanation, even in private.

I felt optimistic that everything would work out now. Because we had had this heart-to-heart talk, and I had taken Father’s side and she seemed chastened, I assumed that the trouble was settled. It was my first instance of placing excessive faith in the medium of confession. Mother continued seeing Willy, she still made herself look pretty when she was about to leave for work, she still hummed to herself.

My father, meanwhile, had become desperate. The poems had stopped; now he made threats, which my mother laughed at. She seemed to be daring him, like Carmen and Don José. One afternoon she kept needling him:

“Come on, Bertram, why don’t you get off your bony ass and put down the goddamn book, As I Lay Dying or whatever it is, and help with the cleaning. Make like a human being! Who do you think you are — Sitting Bull?”

“All right!” Those were his only words, and they came out in a strangled, tortured voice garbled by phlegm. Then, strangely, he went back to reading.

“No, it’s not all right. Why the hell should I slave on the weekends cleaning up when I work all week same as you. You know, if you were half a man, you would bring in enough money so that I could stay home and keep this place decent and look after the kids —”

“All right, all right!” he yelled. It was amazing how a man of his extensive vocabulary could exist inside those two words for days at a time.

“I’m sorry I brought it up, Your Highness. I didn’t mean to disturb your train of thought. I don’t know why I bother. It’s like talking to a stone wall. I feel like putting on my hat and coat and saying goodbye and never coming back.”

“Then go! Go to your lover-boy.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” she said.

“You know what it means,” he muttered.

“I’d rather not discuss it here like this, if you don’t mind.”

“Then I’ll go. If you don’t want me around so much, I’ll leave you alone.”

“Always making promises, never coming through,” she said with a bitter laugh.

My father got up without a word and left the house.
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One thing we had never expected was for Father to run away. By dinner time he had still not returned, and we all felt guilty.

“Where did Daddy go?” Molly asked Mom for the third time.

“Who the hell knows?”

“What is Daddy doing now?”

“Maybe he’s hanging himself, maybe he’s run off with a blonde. How the hell should I know?” Whenever Mother felt worried, her language became coarser. “Maybe an A-bomb will drop on our heads and we’ll all be dead. What am I, a fortune-teller? Come on, get into your pajamas. Hey, September Morn! Put some clothes on.”

“I’m taking my bath,” Leah said indignantly, with a lisp, stark naked as usual.

“All right, take your bath.” Mom turned on the radio and we listened to “The Green Hornet.” We were allowed to stay up later than usual because of the family catastrophe.

The next evening, my mother got a phone call; she made me run for a pencil to write down
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