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For Mary and Jane Ellen


Introduction by the Author

Some part of the genesis of this book must lie in the Brooklyn Navy Yard, where I worked the night shift in the shipfitting department during World War II, one of some sixty thousand men and a few women from every ethnic group in New York. It is no longer possible to decide whether it was my own Hitler-begotten sensitivity or the anti-Semitism itself that so often made me wonder whether, when peace came, we were to be launched into a raw politics of race and religion, and not in the South but in New York. In any case, whatever the actual level of hostility to Jews that I was witnessing, it was vastly exacerbated in my mind by the threatening existence of Nazism and the near absence among the men I worked with fourteen hours a day of any comprehension of what Nazism meant – we were fighting Germany essentially because she had allied herself with the Japanese who had attacked us at Pearl Harbor. Moreover, it was by no means an uncommon remark that we had been maneuvered into this war by powerful Jews who secretly controlled the federal government. Not until Allied troops had broken into the German concentration camps and the newspapers published photos of the mounds of emaciated and sometimes partially burned bodies was Nazism really disgraced among decent people and our own casualties justified. (It is a fiction, in my opinion, that national unity around the war reached very deep in a great many people in those times.)

I cannot glance through this novel without once again feeling the sense of emergency that surrounded the writing of it. As far as I knew at the time, anti-Semitism in America was a closed if not forbidden topic for fiction – certainly no novel had taken it as a main theme, let alone the existence within the Catholic priesthood of militants whose duty and pleasure was to stoke up Jew-hate. When one is tempted to say that everything in the world has gotten worse, here is one shining exception.

I was reminded of this only recently when quite by chance I happened to tune in on a local Connecticut radio station and heard a Catholic priest trying to reason an obviously anti-Semitic man out of laying the blame for several bombings of Jewish homes and synagogues in the Hartford area upon the Jews themselves. There was a widespread search going on for the perpetrators, so the man had called into the priest’s talk program to offer his ideas as to who might have been responsible. He had no doubt it was somebody whom a Jew had mistreated, either one of his employees, or somebody who had bought some defective item from him, or someone he had bilked out of money, or maybe it was the work of the client of a Jewish lawyer outraged at having been defrauded. There were, he thought, all sorts of interesting possibilities since the Jews, as everyone knew, have a habit of defrauding and exploiting their workers, and in general have no respect for right and wrong and feel responsible only to one another. (The arsonist was caught some weeks later – a mentally disturbed young Jew.)

I had not heard this litany since the thirties and early forties. Not since before the photos of the bodies were published in the papers. But here it was again, as though freshly minted, brand new discoveries that the caller was supremely confident everyone knew perfectly well but thought it bad manners to talk about in public. And such was the confidence of his manner that he soon had the poor priest on the ropes and could assert with utmost self assurance that he was simply being factual and not anti-Semitic.

The differences now, of course, are that no Hitler stands at the head of the greatest armed force in the world vowing the destruction of the Jewish people, and there is an Israel, which, notwithstanding all the futility of much of its present vision, is still capable of defending the right of Jews to exist. This book, in short, was written when a sensible person could wonder if such a right had reality at all.

It is inevitable that one should wonder whether anything like the situation in this novel could recur, and it is a question no one can answer. In the fifties and sixties I might have persuaded myself that its recrudescence was not likely, and I would have based such reasoning on what had begun to seem a truly profound shift in the world’s conception of the Jew. For one thing, anti-Semitism, linked as it was to totalitarianism, was being viewed as one of the keys to the dismantling of democracy and at least in its political forms was no longer an option for people who, whatever their private grievance against Jews, were still committed to the liberal state. This conjunction between mere private prejudice and public calamity had not even been broached when this book was written, and it is the centerpiece of its shape and action. By the end of World War II anti-Semitism was no longer a purely personal matter.

But there was also the shift, however paradoxical, in the perception of the Jew as a consequence of the first successful decades of Israel’s life as a state. In a word, the Jew was no longer a shadowy, ghettoized mystery, but a farmer, a pilot, a worker. Throwing off the role of victim he stood up and was suddenly comprehensible as one of the world’s dangerous peoples – dangerous in the conventional military and characterological sense. He was like everybody else now and for a time it would be difficult to imagine the traditional anti-Semitic attitudes feeding themselves on warriors rather than passive victims. For a time Israeli technical and military missions were spread across Africa and her example seemed about to become an inspiration for any poor country attempting to enter this century.

This exemplary condition was not to last. An irony so gigantic as to sweep the mind into the explications of mysticism moved Israel partially in fact, entirely in the world’s perception, from a land settled by pastoral socialists and internationalist soldier-farmers, into a bellicose armed camp whose adamant tribal defensiveness has inevitably hardened against neighboring peoples to the point of fanaticism. Jewish aloneness is back, but now it is armed. One more impersonation has been added to the long historic list that supplied so many contradictory images: Einstein and Freud and/or Meyer Lansky or another gangster; Karl Marx and/or Rothschild; the Prague Communist chief Slansky running Czechoslovakia for Stalin, and/or the Jew Slansky hanging by the neck as tribute to Stalin’s paranoid anti-Semitism.

Focus is much involved with impersonations. Its central image is the turning lens of the mind of an anti-Semitic man forced by his circumstances to see anew his own relationships to the Jew. To a certain degree, it seems to me that Newman’s step toward his human identification with some part of the Jewish situation has indeed occurred, at least in sectors of the democratic world, since the mid-forties, and so the projection of such a change as occurs in this story was not altogether romantic and unlikely.

But in the four decades since writing Focus certain new perspectives on the Jewish situation have opened up from surprising angles. In particular the attitudes of some Asian peoples toward certain successful strangers settled in their midst, for example the Chinese in Thailand and the Vietnamese in the Cambodia of Sihanouk before the Vietnamese occupation of that country. It used to amuse me to hear descriptions in Bangkok of the local Chinese, which were so exactly similar to what people used to say about Jews, and doubtless still do in the West. ‘The Chinese really have only one loyalty, to one another. They are very clever, study harder in school, always try to be first in their studies. There are lots of Chinese bankers in Thailand, too many; in fact, it was a real mistake to give Chinese Thai citizenship, because they have secretly taken control of the banking system. Besides, they are spies for China, or would be in time of war. Actually, what they are after is a revolution in Thailand [despite their being bankers and capitalists] so that we would end up as dependents of China.’

Many of the same contradictory things were being said about Vietnamese who had been settled in Cambodia for generations, and they too were more industrious than the natives, of doubtful loyalty, on the verge of being spies for Communist Vietnam despite their being fervent capitalists, and so on. Two striking similarities exist in these instances – the Chinese in Thailand and the Vietnamese in Cambodia were very frequently visible as merchants, landlords of stores and small houses, peddlers, and an inordinate number of them were teachers and lawyers and intellectuals, enviable in a peasant country. They, so to speak, visibly administered the injustices of life as far as the average Thai or Cambodian could see, since it was to them one paid the rent or the limitlessly inflated prices of food and other necessities of life, and one could see with one’s own eyes how soft a life they led as intellectuals.

It is important also that the host people were self-characterized as somehow more naive than these strangers, less interested in money making and more ‘natural’ – that is, less likely to become intellectuals. In the Soviet Union and the lands ruled by her arms and culture in Eastern Europe the same sort of accusations are made openly or implicitly. Focus is a view of anti-Semitism that is deeply social in this particular sense: the Jew is seen by the anti-Semitic mind as the carrier of that same alienation that the indigenous people resent and fear, the same conniving exploitation. I would only add that they fear it because it is an alienation they feel in themselves, a not-belonging, a helplessly antisocial individualism that belies fervent desires to be a serving part of the mythic whole, the sublime national essence. They fear the Jew as they fear the real, it often seems. And perhaps this is why it is too much to expect a true end of anti-Semitic feelings. In the mirror of reality, of the unbeautiful world, it is hardly reassuring and requires much strength of character to look and see oneself.


Chapter One

HE had gone to sleep exhausted by the heat; his bones hurt. For a long time he lay there purposely seeking a dream that might draw him off to unconsciousness. And seeking it he fell asleep, and a dream arose.

He was in some sort of amusement park. A crowd was listening to a barker whose face was pouring perspiration. He moved away from the crowd and walked aimlessly. The ocean was nearby. Then before him stood a large carousel, strangely colored in green and purple patches. Somehow there were no people there. It was deserted for acres around him. And yet the carousel was moving. The brightly colored carriages, all empty, were going in a circle. And then they stopped, and went backwards. They stopped again and went forwards. He stood there perplexed, watching the shuttling of the carousel, and then he knew that underneath, below the ground, there was a gigantic machine operating: a factory, he realized. Something was being manufactured beneath the carousel, and trying to imagine what it was he grew frightened. The empty carousel kept going forwards and backwards, and he began moving away from it. Then for the first time he heard a noise coming from it, a growing sound, a cry … ‘Aleese! Aleese! Aleese!’

With a shock he awoke. It had sounded like a woman. How sharp! He was panting. With open eyes he lay on his bed listening.

The night was quiet. A slow summer breeze was swaying the curtains pleasantly. He looked at his window and regretted having left it open so wide. Suddenly the cries came again. ‘Aleese! Aleese!’ His fleshy arms jerked down to his sides. He lay perfectly still. Again the sounds pierced his room. ‘Aleese!’ They were coming from the street. Was he still dreaming? He tried lifting a leg. It worked. He got out of bed and walked barefoot out of the room and along the corridor to the front bedroom windows. Silently he raised the venetian blinds.

Near the lamp post across the street he could sense two moving figures. The cry went up again, but this time Mr Newman could make out what it said: ‘Police! Police! Please, police!’ He strained to see through the darkness, and crouched very still at the window. A woman seemed to be out there struggling with what looked like a large man. Now Mr Newman could hear the man’s voice. It was growling threateningly, drunkenly bass. The woman broke away from him now and ran into the street toward Mr Newman’s house. On the manhole cover in the middle of the street the man caught up with her and slammed his arm against her head. The manhole cover clanked under his weight. As he held her she broke forth in a shrill tirade of something that sounded like Spanish. Probably Puerto Rican, Mr Newman decided. The man’s sounds were English, however, he recognized with relief. The drunk’s free arm came up again as though to strike at the woman and again she screamed for the police. But now she was pleading for them, weeping to the darkness around her. Mr Newman, twenty yards from her, could hear the frantic breath rushing out of her body as she screamed for the police. She turned in the direction of his window now. She must have noticed that his blinds had come up only a moment before. Mr Newman quickly stepped back into the room. ‘Police!’ He thought of his bare feet; without his slippers he could not be expected to go out and stop this. Nobody else on the block was out there anyway. If he called the police the woman and the man would probably be gone by the time they arrived, and he would be embarrassed to explain why he had made such a fuss. The pair were struggling no more than ten feet from the edge of his little front lawn now. He could not see the woman’s face because the street light was behind her, but in the night, and awakened rudely from sleep, he thought he saw her eyes. The whites were bright against the dark skin, and she was darting helpless glances at his and all the other houses from which people were undoubtedly watching her. But he backed away from the window, the woman screaming ‘Police! Police!’ in her accent. He turned in the dark and went out of the room.

‘Police!’ In his bedroom he lowered his window until it was too far closed to allow anyone to creep in. Lying on his back he listened. The night was silent again. He waited a long time. From six blocks away the elevated grumbled and stamped on toward Manhattan. There was no sound from the street any more. In bed he shook his head, trying to imagine what sort of woman would be out at this time of night, and alone. Or if not alone, then with that kind of man. Possibly she was returning from a night shift and had been molested by the man, a stranger. Improbable. Her accent satisfied Mr Newman that she was abroad at night for no good purpose, and it somehow convinced him that she could take care of herself because she was used to this sort of treatment. Puerto Ricans were, he knew.

Exhausted, dull again, hardly realizing he had been awake at all, he closed his eyes and tried to sleep. Slowly his round little fingers opened and his lips parted and sucked like the lips of a fish, for his sharp nose could not pass enough air into him. As always he lay flat on his back with one hand resting on the rise of his belly, his short, slightly bowed legs stretched out with the toes tenting the sheet. Even in sleep he seemed to cling to his sense of propriety, for when the breeze died in a little while his hand gently folded the sheet away from his body and then moved back to its place on his warm belly. When he awakened there would hardly be a crease in the bedding and his reddish hair, trained flat from the part on the left side, would really not need combing.


Chapter Two

THERE had been a time – until a few weeks ago – when he enjoyed emerging from his house in the morning. He would come out onto his high front porch with the quick vigor of a bird, and descending the brick stoop would scan his ten square feet of front lawn for any scraps of paper the night might have blown up. Then, rapidly picking up the rubbish and dropping it into his garbage can at the curb, he would give his house a quick but warm glance and head for the subway. He had a fast, forward-leaning way of walking, like certain dogs which come down a street looking neither right nor left. He was a man who seemed afraid of being seen loitering.

But when he stepped onto his porch this morning the heat struck his fair, childishly puffed cheeks, reminding him of his body and his trouble, and for a moment he felt weakened and afraid. He walked to the top of the stoop, and halted when he heard a crackling under his shoe. Bending way over from the waist he peered at the brick floor of the porch and lifted his shined, round-toed shoe and saw a piece of cellophane. He picked it up between two fingers and went down the stoop and along his little cement walk to the curb, where he opened the garbage can and deposited the cellophane. For a moment he stood smoothing his navy blue summer jacket down over his belly – which was beginning to make a coastline, as he said – and felt perspiration inside his starched collar. Blankly he looked at the house.

A stranger on the block could never have noticed any difference between Mr Newman’s house and the others. They stood in a flat-topped line, attached two-story brick, with the garages built in beneath the high front porches. Before each house grew a slender elm which was neither thicker nor much thinner than its neighbor, all of them having been planted in the same week some seven years ago when the development was finished. To Mr Newman, however, there were certain vital differences. Standing for a moment beside his garbage can, he glanced up at his shutters which he had painted a light green. The other houses all had dark green shutters. Then his eye moved to his window screens, which he had hinged at the sides so that they opened like doors instead of swinging out from the top as the others on the block did. Many times he had wished, improvidently, that the house had been built of wood so that there would be more surface to paint. As it was, he could only work around his car which stood on concrete blocks in the garage. On Sundays before the war he would take the car out and go over it lightly with a waxed cloth, brush out the interior, and drive his mother to church. Without admitting it, however, he enjoyed the car much more now when it was on blocks, for it is well known that rust is a terrible menace to an unused machine. On these war Sundays he took the immaculate storage battery, which he kept in the basement, and installed it in the car and ran the engine for a few moments. And then he disconnected the battery and hauled it back into the cellar, and walked round the car looking for rust spots, and turned the wheels a little with his hands to keep the bearing grease mobile, and generally did each Sunday what the manufacturer had advised doing twice a year. At the end of the day he enjoyed washing his hands with Gre-Solvent, and sitting down to a good dinner, feeling the presence of his muscles and his good health.

Glancing at the garbage can now to be sure it was covered tightly, he walked down the street in his earnest way. But despite his even stride and the confident, straight-ahead set of his head, he felt his insides moving and to quiet himself he thought of his mother, who was sitting now in his kitchen waiting for the day maid to arrive and make her breakfast. She was paralyzed below the hips and spoke of nothing but pain and California. He tried to involve his mind in her, but as he neared the subway his abdomen became quite taut and he was glad for the necessity of halting a moment at the corner candy store where he bought his paper. He said good morning to the proprietor and paid his nickel, careful not to touch the man’s hands with his own. He would not have been especially horrified to have touched them but he did not like the idea of it. He fancied a certain odor of old cooking coming from Mr Finkelstein. He did not want to touch the odor. Mr Finkelstein said good morning as usual and Mr Newman walked the few yards around the corner, paused an instant to firmly grasp the handrail of the subway stairs and made his way down.

He had another nickel ready for the turnstile and inserted it after expertly feeling for the slot, although had he seen fit to lower his head he could easily have made it out. He did not like to be seen lowering his head.

Coming onto the platform he turned left and strolled leisurely, noting as he went that as usual most of the people were crowded together at the platform’s center. He always went to the front end – as they should if they had the sense to observe that the first car was always emptiest. When a stretch of some twenty yards lay between him and the waiting people, he gradually slowed and came to a halt beside a steel pillar. He turned toward it unobtrusively, and stood with his lace a hand’s width from the indented center of the steel I-beam.

With an acute squint he screwed the pupils of his eyes into focus. Raising and lowering his head he searched the white-painted surface of the pillar. Then his movements stopped. Someone had written here. As he read, his skin began to warm with anticipation. In a pencilled scrawl, hastily written between the arrival and departure of trains, was Come L A 4-4409 beautifull and dumb. As he had many times before, he stood wondering now whether this was actually an advertisement or a wishful joke. A breath of adventure touched him, and he visualized an apartment somewhere … dark and scented with women ….

His eyes searched farther down. A well-drawn ear. Several [image: image] marks. It was a fairly fruitful pillar, he felt. Often they were washed clean before he arrived in the morning. My name IS NOT ELSIE caught him for a moment and he shook his head and nearly smiled. How angrily Elsie – or whatever her name was – had written that. Why were they calling her Elsie? he wondered. And where was this Elsie now? Was she asleep somewhere? Or on her way to work. Was she happy now or regretful? Mr Newman felt a tie, an attachment with the people who wrote on these pillars, for it seemed to him that they said only what they meant. It was like opening someone’s mail …

His head stopped moving. Above his eyes was carefully printed, Kikes started W A R. Below it, Kill kikes kill ki. Apparently the author had been interrupted by the arrival of his train. Mr Newman swallowed and stared as though caught in the beam of a hypnotizing light. Above the fierce slogan stood the exclamation, Fascists!, with an arrow pointing down at the call to murder.

He turned from the pillar and stood looking down at the tracks. His heart had grown larger, his breathing came faster as a titillation of danger danced upon his mind. It was as though he had just seen a bloody fistfight. Around this pillar the air had witnessed a silent but terrible contest. While above on the street the traffic had calmly moved and people had slept through the night, here below a wild current had flowed darkly and had left its marks and was gone.

He stood unmoving, caught. Nothing he ever read gripped him so powerfully as did these scrawled threats. To him they were a kind of mute record that the city automatically inscribed in her sleep; a secret newspaper publishing what the people really thought, undiluted by fears of propriety and selfish interest. It was like finding the elusive eyes of the city and staring into her true mind. The first rumblings of an approaching train roused him.

As to a severed limb he turned again toward the pillar, and stopped when two women smelling of cherry soap halted near him. He glanced over at them. Why, he wondered, must these things always be written by such obviously ignorant hands? These two women, now – they share that slogan-writer’s indignation and yet it is left for the lowest people to step forward and spell out the truth. Air began to whirl and rise around his legs as the train thrust like a piston into the cylindrical station. Mr Newman stepped back a yard and his elbow brushed the dress of one of the women. The cherry smell was strong for an instant, and he was glad she was a well-kept woman. He liked to travel with people who were well kept.

The doors hissed open and the women went in. Mr Newman waited an instant and then followed carefully, remembering how a week before he had started in before the doors had been fully withdrawn and had collided with them. As he reached up and grasped an overhead porcelain handle his face grew pinker at the memory of that moment. His blood began to pump rapidly. He brought his arm down as the train started, and drew his white cuff out under the edge of his jacket sleeve. The train sped toward Manhattan. Relentlessly, mercilessly it carried him toward that island, and he closed his eyes for a moment as though to contain himself and his fear.

His paper was still tucked under his arm. Remembering it, he opened it and pretended to read. There was no banner headline. Everything crawled beneath his eyes. Holding the paper as though engrossed in it, he looked over its edge at the passenger seated in front of him. Ukrainian-Polish, he registered without thinking. He studied the man as well as he could. Worker’s cap. Soiled windbreaker. He could not make out the man’s eyes. Probably small, he supplied. Ukrainian-Polish … taciturn, hardworking, inclined toward strong drink and stupidity.

His eyes moved to the man sitting next to the worker. Negro. His eyes continued to the next, and held there. Contriving to move a step closer, he lost all sense of his surroundings. There sat a man whose type to him was like a rare clock to a collector. The man was staidly reading the Times. His skin was fair, the back of his neck flat and straight, his hair was probably blond beneath the new hat, and on squinting, Mr Newman caught a glimpse of the Hindenburg bags under the subject’s eyes. The mouth he could not see clearly, so he supplied it – broad and full-lipped. He relaxed with a certain satisfaction that always came to him when he played this secret game going to work. Probably he alone on this train knew that this gentleman with the square head and the fair skin was neither Swede, nor German, nor Norwegian, but a Jew.

He glanced again at the Negro and stared. Some day, he thought – as he always did when a Negro face confronted him – some day he must look into the various types of niggers. It was academic, he knew, for he did not need the information for his work, but still …

A hand touched his shoulder. Instantly his body stiffened as he turned.

‘Hullo, Newman. Just looked up and seen you.’

With the expression of affable condescension which changed his face whenever he encountered Fred, he asked, ‘How was it in your house, warm last night?’

‘We always get a breeze through the back windows.’ Fred lived next door. ‘Didn’t you get a breeze?’ he asked, as though he lived in a breezier part of town.

‘Oh certainly,’ Mr Newman said, ‘I slept with a blanket.’

‘I’m putting a cot down cellar,’ Fred said, prodding New-man’s arm. ‘Now that I got it all finished off down there it’s cool as hell.’

Newman considered. ‘Probably be damp down there.

‘Not since it’s finished off,’ Fred said, definitely.

Mr Newman looked away inconclusively. For one thing Fred worked in the maintenance department of the same company, although in a different building, and wore his overalls to work as well as his overall manners. As he often did when confronted by Fred, Mr Newman felt an irritated resolve to have his own cellar finished off whether he could afford it or not. He could never understand how this lumbering boar could be worth twice what he was to the same company, considering the importance of his own work and the exceptional nature of his talents. Neither did he enjoy being seen on the subway with Fred, who invariably jabbed him with his finger when he spoke.

‘How’d you like the row on the street last night?’ Fred asked. There was a suppressed smile of the risqué on his heavy jaw, which was attached to his face by two long, deep creases on either side.

‘I heard it. How’d it wind up?’ Mr Newman asked, his handsome lower lip protruding judiciously as it did when he became intent.

‘Oh, we went out and got Petey to bed. Boy, he was crocked.’

‘Was that Ahearn out there?’ he whispered in surprise.

‘Yeh, he was comin’ home with a load on and he seen this Spic woman. She wasn’t bad from what I seen of her.’ Fred had a habit of glancing behind him as he spoke.

‘Did the police come?’

‘Naa, we kicked her off the block and put Pete to bed.’

The train stopped at a station and they were separated for a moment. When the doors closed Fred came back to Mr Newman. They stood silent for several minutes. Mr Newman kept looking up at Fred’s hairy wrist which was very thick and probably powerful. He remembered how well Fred used to bowl last summer. It was strange how sometimes he enjoyed being with Fred and Fred’s gang on the block and then at times like this could not bear him around. He remembered a picnic they had had at Marine Park and the fight Fred had …

‘How do you like what’s goin’ on?’ Fred’s smile had gone but the two long creases remained like scars in his cheeks. He searched Newman’s face with his puffed slit eyes.

‘Going on how?’ Newman asked.

‘The neighborhood. They’ll be movin’ niggers in on us next.’

‘That’s the way it goes, Iguess.’

‘Everybody’s been talking about the new element movin’ around.’

‘That so.’

‘Only reason most of the block moved way out here was to get away from that element, and now they’re trailin’ us out here. You know that Finkelstein?’

‘The candy store?’

‘He’s got all his relatives movin’ into the house on the corner. The left-hand side next to the store.’ He glanced behind him.

This was what fascinated him about Fred. You wished he would speak more softly, but you somehow wanted him to go on for he said things you felt and dared not say. A foreboding of some sort of action always descended on him as Fred spoke. It was the same feeling he got around the pillars – something was building up inside the city, something thunderous and exhilarating.

‘We’re thinking of getting’ up a meeting. Jerry Buhl was talking to Petey about it.’

‘I thought that outfit was out.’

‘Out, nothin’,’ Fred said proudly, drawing down the corners of his mouth. In the mornings especially his lids were so puffed they nearly closed over his eyes. ‘Soon as the war’s over and the boys get back you’re goin’ to see fireworks like there never was around here. We’re just layin’ low till the boys come home. This meetin’ looks like the first start, y’know? Can’t tell, the war might be over any day, the way it looks. We want to be on our feet and ready. Y’know?’ He seemed to need Newman’s confirmation, for his expression became uncertain.

‘Uh huh,’ Newman muttered, waiting for him to speak on.

‘You want to come ? I’d take you along in the car.’

‘I’ll leave the meetings to you fellows,’ Mr Newman smiled encouragingly, as though deferring to Fred’s powerful build. But actually he did not like the type of people at those meetings. Half of them were cracked and the other half looked like they hadn’t had a new suit of clothes in years. ‘I’m not much good for meetings.’

Fred nodded, unimpressed. His tongue slid over his cigar-worn teeth and he looked out a window at the lights rocketing by.

‘All right,’ he said, blinking his eyes, rather hurt, ‘I thought I’d ask you. We just want to clean out the neighborhood, that’s all. I thought you’d be interested. All we gotta do is make it hot for them and they’ll pack up.’

‘Who?’ Mr Newman prompted avidly, his round face pleasantly interested.

‘The Jews on our block. And then we’ll help the boys across the avenue with the Spies. There’ll be pushcarts on the streets before you know it.’ He seemed indignant at Newman. He had a pocked chin which now showed little red bumps.

Again the titillating of danger caught Mr Newman. He was about to reply when he looked down and saw the Hindenburg Jew studying him. The man seemed about to get up and push him or something. He turned to Fred.

‘I’ll let you know. I may have to work late Thursday,’ he said quietly, turning his back on the Jew. The train was coming into his station. Fred touched his arm and said OK. The doors opened and Mr Newman quickly stepped onto the platform. Instantly upon facing in the direction of his stairway his body began again to tremble inside. The train pulled away and he walked toward his exit, careful about his distance from the platform edge, and climbed the stairs.

On the sunny sidewalk he stood still for a moment and caught his wind. As he raised his arm to press his Panama more firmly onto his head, a cool drop of sweat fell from his armpit to his ribs. Every day of the past weeks he had halted on this corner, dreading what might await him in the office, and as always during these pauses his skin became creamy in the heat of the sun and his imagining. Walking neatly now, watchfully along the already baking sidewalk, he tried to think of his block and the houses all identical standing there like pickets on a fence. The memory of their sameness soothed his yearning for order, and he walked toward his building judiciously gathering the full force of his wits.


Chapter Three

WITH a few aged exceptions he had hired every one of the seventy girls who worked at the seventy desks on the sixteenth floor of that building.

A block away from it he looked distracted, his lip moving spasmodically as though to find a place of composure on his face. Passing through the Gothic entrance of the Corporation’s skyscraper his lips seemed to die and become still; as the elevator lifted him upward his lips hardened, and when the doors opened and he stepped out onto the sixteenth floor his mouth was set as severely as if he were refusing food.

The transformation was much older than his recent fear. For twenty years and more the mammoth size of the company had forced it upon him. He knew that the company owned a hundred skyscrapers like this, in nearly every state and foreign nation, and the thought of its size had depressed him, had become a weight upon him whenever the possibility arose that he might have to defend himself against it. He had seen other men trying to defend themselves against it, and he had seen them crushed, and so he stepped onto the sixteenth floor with his features set in a mask of responsibility, as though to display to anyone who might be watching that he was already concerned about the morning’s work. It was the face of a pastor moving toward the altar on a high occasion, and the girls at their desks responded by
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