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PRAISE FOR THE WRITING OF SAMUEL R. DELANY

“I consider Delany not only one of the most important SF writers of the present generation, but a fascinating writer in general who has invented a new style.” —Umberto Eco

“Samuel R. Delany is the most interesting author of science fiction writing in English today.” —The New York Times Book Review

Dhalgren

“Dhalgren’s the secret masterpiece, the city-book-labyrinth that has swallowed astonished readers alive for almost thirty years. Its beauty and force still seem to be growing.” —Jonathan Lethem

“A brilliant tour de force.” —The News & Observer (Raleigh)

“A Joyceian tour de force of a novel, Dhalgren … stake[s] a better claim than anything else published in this country in the last quarter-century (excepting only Gass’s Omensetter’s Luck and Nabokov’s Pale Fire) to a permanent place as one of the enduring monuments of our national literature.” —Libertarian Review

The Nevèrÿon Series

“Cultural criticism at its most imaginative and entertaining best.” —Quarterly Black Review of Books on Neveryóna

“The tales of Nevèrÿon are postmodern sword-and-sorcery … Delany subverts the formulaic elements of sword-and-sorcery and around their empty husks constructs self-conscious metafictions about social and sexual behavior, the play of language and power, and—above all—the possibilities and limitations of narrative. Immensely sophisticated as literature … eminently readable and gorgeously entertaining.” —The Washington Post Book World

“This is fantasy that challenges the intellect … semiotic sword and sorcery, a very high level of literary gamesmanship. It’s as if Umberto Eco had written about Conan the Barbarian.” —USA Today

“The Nevèrÿon series is a major and unclassifiable achievement in contemporary American literature.” —Fredric R. Jameson

“Instead of dishing out the usual, tired mix of improbable magic and bloody mayhem, Delany weaves an intricate meditation on the nature of freedom and slavery, on the beguiling differences between love and lust … the prose has been so polished by wit and intellect that it fairly gleams.” —San Francisco Chronicle on Return to Nevèrÿon

“One of the most sustained meditations we have on the complex intersections of sexuality, race, and subjectivity in contemporary cultures.” —Constance Penley

Stars in My Pocket Like Grains of Sand

“Delany’s first true masterpiece.” —The Washington Post

“What makes Stars in My Pocket Like Grains of Sand especially challenging—and satisfying—is that the complex society in which the characters move is one … which contains more than 6,000 inhabited worlds and a marvelously rich blend of cultures. The inhabitants of these worlds—both human and alien—relate to one another in ways that, however bizarre they may seem at first, are eventually seen to turn on such recognizable emotional fulcrums as love, loss and longing.” —The New York Times Book Review

“Delany’s forte has always been the creation of complex, bizarre, yet highly believable future societies; this book may top anything he’s done in that line.” —Newsday

Nova

“As of this book, [Samuel R. Delany] is the best science-fiction writer in the world.” —Galaxy Science Fiction

“A fast-action far-flung interstellar adventure; [an] archetypal mystical/mythical allegory … [a] modern myth told in the SF idiom … and lots more.” —The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction

“[Nova] reads like Moby-Dick at a strobe-light show!” —Time

The Motion of Light in Water

“A very moving, intensely fascinating literary biography from an extraordinary writer. Thoroughly admirable candor and luminous stylistic precision; the artist as a young man and a memorable picture of an age.” —William Gibson

“Absolutely central to any consideration of black manhood … Delany’s vision of the necessity for total social and political transformation is revolutionary.” —Hazel Carby

“The prose of The Motion of Light in Water often has the shimmering beauty of the title itself … This book is invaluable gay history.” —Inches
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If, then, the following narrative does not appear sufficiently interesting to engage general attention, let my motive be some excuse for its publication. I am not so foolishly vain as to expect from it either immortality or literary reputation. If it affords any satisfaction to my numerous friends, at whose request it has been written, or in the smallest degree promotes the interests of humanity, the ends for which it was undertaken will be fully attained, and every wish of my heart gratified. Let it therefore be remembered that, in wishing to avoid censure, I do not aspire to praise.

—The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, Written by Himself



SENTENCES: AN INTRODUCTION

MY FATHER HAD BEEN sick almost a year. Already he’d had one lung removed. But after a time home—which he spent mostly in bed, listening to programs of eclectic classical music (Penderecki, Kodaly’s Sonata for Unaccompanied Cello) on WBAI-FM, all of which were new to him and pleased him greatly, or sitting up in his robe and pajamas working on a few ordered and geometric paintings of cityscapes in which there were no people (he’d always wanted to paint)—he began to grow weaker. Soon he was in pain. Toward the end of September an ambulance was sent for to take him to the hospital. But the attendants who arrived to strap him into their stretcher, there in the apartment hall in his dark robe and pale pajamas, were too rough, yanking down the straps and buckles over his thin legs that, by now, could not fully straighten. After asking them twice to loosen them, he began to shout: “Stop it! You’re hurting me! Stop—!” Lips tight, my mother stood, flustered, embarrassed, and worried at once, perfectly still.

My father bellowed at the two white-jacketed young men, one black, one white, “Get out—!”

An hour later, my grown cousin (called Brother) and I helped him down the hall, into the elevator, out to the car, and drove him over to the hospital. Each bump in the rutted Harlem streets made him gasp or moan. The day was shot through with his fear and exhaustion. The pain made him cry when, in his awkward white smock, he had to stretch out on the black, cold X-ray table. I held his hand. (“I’m going to fall. I’m falling …! Hold me. I’m falling.” “No you’re not, Dad. I’ve got you. You’re okay.” “I’m falling …!” Tears rolled down his bony cheeks. “It’s too cold.”) He had difficulty urinating into the enameled bedpan as I sat with him in his hospital room, and he made little whisperings to imitate the fall of water to induce his own to fall.

For most of my life, if it came up, I would tell you: “My father died of lung cancer in 1958 when I was seventeen.”

Behind that sentence is my memory of a conversation with my older cousin Barbara, who was staying with us. She was a doctor. I said: “I guess it’s going to take an awful long time for him to get well.”

Carefully, Barbara put her teacup down on the glass-topped table with the woven wicker beneath. “He’s not going to get well,” she said. Then, very carefully, she said: “He’s going to die.”

It was, of course, the truth; and, of course, I knew it.

It was also the kindest thing she could have said.

“How long will it be?” I asked.

“You can’t say for sure,” she said. “Two or three weeks. Two or three months.”

Later I went downstairs to see Mr. Jackson.

“Is Jesse in?” I asked his wife.

“Sure.” Ann was a little woman with glasses and meticulous hair. “He’s in the back.” She stepped from the door. “Just go on in.”

Sitting in the room that served him for an office, with its floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and the framed illustrations from the young people’s novels he’d written about black children growing up in the Midwest looking down at us from the walls, I told him what Barbara had said. Jesse was a teak-colored man, with short gray hair. Somehow he’d managed to be equally close to both my father and me, an extraordinary accomplishment as Dad and I had been so often at loggerheads.

“Yes.” Jesse put his pipe carefully on the desk, recalling Barbara with her cup. “That’s probably true.”

He let me sit there without saying anything else, while he puttered around in his office, a full twenty minutes before I went back to our apartment upstairs.

An early October afternoon a heavy handful of days later, we were called in the morning to go over, and, in the darkened hospital room, I smiled and said, “How’re you feeling …?” while my younger sister reached through the oxygen tent’s plastic, scored with light from the floor lamp, to squeeze my father’s long hand with its slightly clubbed fingers. His face was lax and unshaven. “Yes,” he said hoarsely, “I’m feeling a little better …” After I followed her into the hall, her own face broke slowly apart before she covered it with her hands to cry, while some of my aunts stood in the corridor, speaking quietly of the kindnesses of one particular white nurse from Texas.

My sister and I rode home on the bus together, alone.

Sometime near five, I had just stepped from the living room as my sister came out of her room in the back, when the lock on the hall door between us ratcheted. The door swung in. Then my mother and aunts erupted through, all at once:

“It’s all over! It’s all over—the poor boy—he’s gone! Oh, the poor boy!”

(That was one of my father’s older sisters, Bessie. As the announcement broke through the women’s sobs, why, I wondered, feeling distant, do we turn in stress to such banalities?)

“No more suffering! It’s all over!” My Aunt Virginia’s voice might have been that of a traffic policeman clearing the road, as she led in my mother, an arm around her shoulders. “He’s out of his pain.”

The four of my father’s sisters, Bessie, Sadie, Laura, and Julia, as well as my mother, were in tears. (Only Virginia, my mother’s sister, was not crying.) All six women—I realized—already wore black.

That evening, over Mom’s protests, I went walking by Riverside Park. Dead leaves mortared the pavement around Grant’s Tomb. For some reason, sitting on one of the benches beside the public mausoleum, I took my shoes and socks off to amble barefoot on the chill concrete, beneath the mercury vapor lights, notebook under my arm. I’d been trying to write an elegy. It began, “They told me you were not in any pain …” because, for some reason, that’s what people had been saying to me about him a week now, even though every movement had made him gasp, grunt, or grate his teeth.

Days later, in suit and tie, I sat beside my mother in the front row of folding chairs in the funeral chapel, watching Brother (the same cousin who had driven us to the hospital, and who had been running my father’s funeral business a year now, since Dad had been too ill to work) go up at the end of the service to the casket banked left and right by flowers, take the corpse’s hand in his, and, with a sharp tug, remove my father’s ring. Then he reached up to lower dark, gleaming wood. Moments afterward, outside the funeral home on Seventh Avenue among milling relatives and friends, he handed the ring to me and I slipped it into the inside pocket of my suit jacket, before I got into the gray, nestlike softness of the funeral car for the ride to the cemetery.

Ten years ago, in 1978, while I was at the typewriter table in my office one afternoon, with Amsterdam Avenue’s commercial traffic growling by five stories down, I opened an envelope giving its return address as the English department of a Pennsylvania state college. Two scholars were undertaking a book-length bibliography of my then-sixteen years of published writing, to be introduced with a biographical essay of some fifty or sixty pages.1

Honesty? Accuracy? Tact? These are the problems of all biographers, auto- or otherwise. But the very broadness of the questions obscures the specific ways each can manifest itself. Few of us are ever biographized—especially during our lifetimes. No one is born a biographical subject, save the odd and antiquated royal heir. I have never seen a book on how to be a good one. But, like anything else, having your life researched and written about is an experience, with particular moments that characterize it, mark it, and make it what it is.

“My father died of lung cancer in 1958 when I was seventeen.” This is just not a sentence that, when an adult says it in a conversation seven or a dozen or twenty years after the fact, people are likely to challenge.

And when, to facilitate my Pennsylvania scholars, I put together a chronology of my life, starting with my birth (April Fools’ Day, 1942), that sentence, among many, is what I wrote.

I don’t remember the specific letter in which one of them pointed out gently that, if I was born in 1942, in 1958 I could not possibly have been seventeen. In 1958 I was fifteen up until April 1 and sixteen for the year’s remaining nine months. (Certainly my father didn’t die when I was fifteen or sixteen …?) WBAI-FM did not begin to broadcast till 1960. There were no Penderecki recordings available in 1958. Various researches followed, along with more questions; a sheaf of condolence letters to my mother turned up—one from a man I’d never heard of, now living somewhere in Europe, who recalled teaching my father to drive in North Carolina, when my father was seventeen or eighteen—the first time it ever occurred to me that, at some point, he must have learned. Finally, in an old Harlem newspaper, a small article was unearthed that confirmed it: my father died in the early days of October 1960.

I was eighteen.

Here’s a pretty accurate chronology based on one we prepared for the year and a half that straddled my nineteenth birthday, starting from the summer before, covering my father’s death, and ending a year later.

In June 1960 when I was eighteen, because of disagreements over school policy with the administration, I cut my graduation so as not to be present to receive the school creative writing award. My father was ill. My parents did not understand. I probably made little effort to explain it to them. But a few days later, at the beginning of July, with the son of a downstairs neighbor, Peter, a talented banjo player a year older than I and with whom I had gone to summer camp some years before, I drove up to the Newport Folk Festival, where we attended concerts in the evening and slept on the beaches at night with thousands of other young people. The notebook I filled over the four days there was typed over the next weeks to become an eighty-page memoir of the trip, whose title, The Journals of Orpheus, I rolled around on my tongue for weeks, for months.

A few days later, I left New York City by Greyhound for the Bread-loaf Writers’ Conference in Middlebury, Vermont, where I’d received a work scholarship at the recommendation of an editor from Harcourt Brace, on the strength of one of my several adolescent novel manuscripts. (One was called Those Spared by Fire; another, Cycle for Toby.) Along with a half a dozen or more young people who’d received similar scholarships, I supplemented the partial tuition by working at the conference as a waiter. My roommate was a young black poet, Herbert Woodward Martin. The late afternoon in which I got back to New York City, my father came out to the living room, in his blue pajamas and robe, to sit listening, with my mother, to my accounts of my summer with Robert Frost, John Frederick Nims, Allen Drury, and X. J. Kennedy, smiling at my anecdotes, now and then hawking into the galvanized zinc pail Mom had set by his slippered feet, with a little water and detergent in it—till, in the midst of something I was saying, he rose and walked back into the bedroom; and I realized just how sick he’d grown.

In September, I began classes at the College of the City of New York: Greek, Latin, and English, along with Chemistry, Speech (a required freshman course), and Art History. I joined the staff of the college literary journal, The Promethean. At the end of that month, my father went into the hospital—as I’ve told. I also resumed weekly therapy sessions with a psychologist, Dr. Harold Esterson, which were to continue, somewhat intermittently, through the early months of 1961.

In the last days of October, after Dad’s death, I moved in with Bob Aarenberg, a nineteen-year-old friend who lived, as my family and I had since I was fifteen, in Morningside Gardens. He had taken a small student apartment on the third floor of a grimy building on West 113th Street, the St.-Marks Arms. Bob was an amateur shortwave radio operator, and the place was jammed with ham equipment. Upstairs in the same building lived science fiction writer Randall Garrett, whom I met, with whom I became friends, and to whom I showed some of my early (non-SF) novels. That Halloween, dressed as Medusa and Perseus, Marilyn Hacker and I, with a friend named Gail (Medea), hiked through a chill Washington Square evening to a costume party at New York University’s Maison Française, where a number of our friends, among them Judy (dressed as Comedy/Tragedy), were celebrating. Our regalia was inspired by a verse play of Marilyn’s, called Perseus, whose sections she had read to me over the phone, some weeks before, day by day as she’d written them.

Over this same period (September, October, November), during which I started school and my father died, I produced translations of Brecht’s “Vom ertrunkenen Mädchen,” Rimbaud’s “Le Bateau ivre” (also a pastiche of his sonnet, “Voyelles”), and Catullus’s “Vivamus mea Lesbia,” as well as an original English version of “The Song of Songs Which is Solomon’s,” and some of Chatterton’s “Middle English” Rowley forgeries—using various English texts as cribs, such as Stanley Burnshaw’s international anthology The Poem Itself (purchased while at Breadloaf) or a recent paperback translation of “The Song of Songs”: no, my French, German, or Latin (not to mention Hebrew) was not up to the job unassisted.

On the day before Christmas Eve, a City College companion, who shared both my Speech and my Art classes and whom I’d nicknamed “Little Brother” when we became friends in the first days of school, came over to spend the night with me at my mother’s apartment. At about three o’clock in the morning, an hour after we’d stopped talking and were, presumably, asleep, he suddenly sat up in his underwear at the edge of his bed and said, “I have to go home. …”

“Hm?” I said, sleepily, from mine. “Why …?”

“Because if I don’t,” he said, “I’m going to try and get in bed with you.”

“That’s okay,” I said. “Come on.”

“I don’t think you understand,” he said, softly. “I want to go to bed with you.”

“Sure I do.” I held back the covers for him. “I want to go to bed with you, too. Come on. Get in.”

And, a moment later, he slid down beside me.

The next afternoon, when he left, I wrote some dozen rather jejune sonnets about it all—though I did not see him again for some three or four years. When the Christmas break was over, he did not return to school.

Christmas passed, and on that snowy New Year’s Eve, I went to a party of a young musician and composer, Josh Rifkin, where the two of us went upstairs and, secreted in Josh’s room, listened to carefully and analyzed for hours the Robert Craft recording, just released, of the complete works of Anton Webern, while people celebrated downstairs.

Midnight passed.

In January 1961, I began my second term at City, continuing with Latin and Greek, dropping English, Speech, and Art, and adding History, Calculus Two (I’d received advanced placement in math, allowing me to skip Calculus One), and an obligatory Physical Education course. I became The Promethean’s poetry editor.

In February I directed some friends, Eric and Esther, and myself in Marilyn’s Perseus: An Exercise for Three Voices. Marilyn was then a student at NYU: she had been my close friend since our first year together at the Bronx High School of Science. Shortly, David Litwin replaced Eric. Perseus was performed in the Grand Ballroom of the Student Center of City College on a Wednesday, once in the afternoon and again in the evening. It ran just under fifteen minutes.

In March I was spending little time at my schoolwork; rather I would devote desultory bursts of energy to my own writing. I all but ceased attending classes. Here and there at various places in the Village, I played with the folksinging group I’d pulled together around me, the Harbor Singers (who rehearsed through the whole period at Dave’s mother’s apartment in Hell’s Kitchen regularly on Tuesday evenings) and sometimes with downstairs neighbor Pete. I was an indifferent singer, but a passable guitarist. Probably in that month, rotund Randall Garrett took me to a party in Greenwich Village, possibly at John and Ann Hamilton’s, at which I met SF writer and critic Judith Merril, whose work I was familiar with through her anthologies and stories.

From a September letter to Merril six years later, here’s my attempt to recall that night for us both:


	… Randy, a terribly sentimental guy, decided to take me to a party in the Village. I hadn’t thought about writing SF at the time, and was not even a proper fan. I was told before we left that you would be there, though. You I had heard of. You I had read and much liked, both reviews and your too-few stories. (Randy was wearing his opera cape that year and, en route to the party, dived head first into a snow bank and shed blue velvet in swirls across the snow as the neon lights of the bar went coral and azure over our heads.) You sat in the back room most of the party, we talked—you were sleepy? And went to sleep. The party left, came back at about five in the morning, whereupon you wakened. I volunteered to come up [town] … with you.



I rode up with Merril on the subway to Port Authority, where she caught the bus back to Milford, Pennsylvania (famous to SF readers as the home of numerous SF writers, back then):


	We talked very seriously about SF on the subway from Eighth Street. You told me about your daughter … you were very nice and the Hope-we-meet-agains (you shook my hand with both of yours) had a nice warmth. …



After putting Merril on the bus (according to the letter), I walked home through the snow-mounded city in the aluminum colored morning, from Port Authority to 113th Street—and burrowed into the daybed across from Bob’s ham equipment for a few hours sleep.

Toward the end of April, at the Coffee Gallery, a small, second floor art gallery and coffee shop, then on Tenth Street, between Second and Third Avenues, I restaged Perseus—this time with Daniel Landau in the role of Voice Three. The program was expanded with a recitation by Marilyn of a poem called “Helen,” a ten-minute monologue presumably spoken by Helen of Troy:

… The lute-player loves me. I can see his eyes

perched like wing-clipped pigeons on my hand. …

… Once did I pray for any power that can

to pluck my womb and make of me a man.

Thus, did I choose my sex? What choice had I,

but to cause death or I myself to die.

And when the captains call you, sighing youth,

to change your notes for arrows as is dutiful,

and when a note sounds life to dying truth,

I swear you will not think me beautiful! …

… the sea is the only lover.

In her long dress (black), with her waistlength hair held back by a black band (and made up by Daniel in the tiny room in which we changed), the velvety-voiced eighteen-year-old poet brought if off stunningly. Added to this, I read a story of mine, “Silent Monologue for Lefty.” Now the program ran slightly over half an hour.

The Coffee Gallery was upstairs from the printshop where Diane Di Prima and LeRoi Jones were producing The Floating Bear. At least once Diane and some of her friends stopped in to see the performance. The program ran on weekends, Friday and Saturday night, for five weeks, with audiences ranging from three to fifteen.

In May I cut all my final exams. Unofficially, I had dropped out of school. (I managed, however, to fulfill my duties on the college magazine.) Over the previous six months I had written a number of short novels, with titles like The Flames of the Warthog, The Lovers, and The Assassination. Along with some earlier novels, I regularly submitted these to a number of New York publishers—by whom they were regularly rejected.

In mid-June Marilyn became pregnant with our second sexual experiment.

About then, a three-thousand-word article an editor at Seventeen magazine had suggested I write on Folk Music in Greenwich Village was rejected as “too informative.” A friend of the Harcourt Brace editor who’d helped me get my Breadloaf scholarship, she now suggested I try writing on something about which I knew less, striving for impressions rather than fact: jazz was something about which I knew nothing. So, early that July, I took off by bus to the Newport Jazz Festival, held on the same site as the Folk Festival. The three afternoons and evenings of open-air concerts included performances by Thelonious Monk and John Coltrane, Lambert, Hendricks, and Ross, and a whole afternoon Judy Garland extravaganza. At night, again in a sleeping bag on seaweed-strewn sand, I made notes by firelight before drifting off to sleep, while beer drinkers—an older and more rambunctious crowd than the Folk Festival had drawn—lurched about. On Monday I bussed back to the city to plunge into my article, completing it days later.

Back in New York, after the festival, I went with Marilyn to rent a four-room apartment on the Lower East Side.

In August, with a loan from another old high school friend, Sharon Ruskin (nee Rohm), Marilyn and I took a three-day trip to Detroit, Michigan, where we were married.

At the beginning of September I got a job as a stock clerk at Barnes & Noble on Fifth Avenue and Eighteenth Street, in time for the September textbook rush.

In October, almost exactly a year after my father’s death, Marilyn miscarried. She recuperated in my sister’s old room at my mother’s apartment. Two or three weeks later, she got a job as a salesgirl at B. Airman’s department store. Let go even before New Year’s, almost immediately she got a job as an editorial assistant at Ace Books.

Probably within a week (certainly no more than ten days), after a set of obsessively vivid dreams, I began what, not quite a year later, would be my first published novel, The Jewels of Aptor.

Looking over this bare and untextured chronology, it’s easy to read a fairly clear emotional story. My father’s death, my subsequent dropping out of school, and my hasty marriage speak of a young man interested in writing and music, but still under fair emotional strain. With the facts that I was black and Marilyn was white, that I was gay and both of us knew it, the implication of strain—for both of us—only strengthens. The story is so clear, I wouldn’t even think, at this date, to deny it.

Still, it is not the story I remember from that time. While all the incidents listed are, in my own mind, associated with vivid moments, rich details, complexes of sensation, deep feelings, and the texture of the real (so indistinguishable from that of dream), their places on the list are wholly a product of research. And my inaccurate statement, “My father died when I was seventeen in 1958 …” is an emblem of the displacements and elisions committed upon that more objective narrative, if not a result of that strain.

I have clear memories of my father’s death.

I have clear memories of my first weeks of classes at City College, of my new teachers, of the new friends I made there, of surprises and disappointments and great excitement, of lunches with new and old acquaintances in the cafeteria, of trips between classes through crowded halls, of extracurricular activities, including a small choral group I sang with during the afternoons, under the direction of Allan Sklar (a former music counselor of mine at Camp Rising Sun), where we prepared for a recording of an a cappella version of the Orlande de Lassus’s Two-Part Motets.

But there’s no connection between those memories and those of my father’s death in my mind. I retain no sense that one came along to interrupt the other. My entrance into college and my father’s death, instead of incidents separated by weeks, seem rather years apart. To the extent I retain any context around my father’s dying at all, it is some vague and uncertain time during my last two years of high school—possibly because I saw a friend or two I connected with that period right before or right after he died. Or because that was when he first became ill. Or because. …

But I don’t know why memory separates it so completely from the time in which, objectively, it occurred.

From the October a year later, I have clear—and painful—memories of Marilyn’s miscarriage.

I also have clear memories of the afternoon back at East Fifth Street, when, waking from a nap, I became aware of the recurrent dreams that, a day or so later, impelled me into the writing of my first science fantasy novel. In the same months when I was writing through the winter, Marilyn, thinking of her miscarriage a little before, wrote:

… The waxing body swells with seeds of death.

The mind demands a measure to its breath. …

Change is neither merciful nor just.

They say Leonard of Vinci put his trust

in faulty paints: Christ’s Supper turned to dust… 2

Some of these lines I quoted in the novel. Still, I have no sense that the book began within a month or so of the miscarriage: only the chronology tells me that. In memory, the two seem months, many months, from one another; several times, when I’ve recounted the happenings to other people, I’ve spoken of them as if they actually were.

In both cases, the disjunction in memory was strong enough to make me, now and again, even argue the facts, till their proximities were fixed by document and deduction:

A careful and accurate biographer can, here and there, know more about the biographical subject than the subject him- or herself.

My favorite autobiographical memoirs are Osip Mandelstam’s The Noise of Time, Louise Bogan’s Journey Around My Room, Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood Among Ghosts, Goethe’s Italian Journey, Paul Goodman’s Fire Years: Thoughts During a Useless Time, Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of the Life of an African Slave, Michael McClure’s and Frank Reynold’s Freewheelin’ Frank, sections of Walter Benjamin’s One Way Street, and parts of Barthes by Barthes.

With those brief and intense models shamelessly in mind (with the exception of the Goethe, the longest is just over 250 pages), I am not about to try here for the last word on event and evidential certainty. I hope it’s clear: despite the separate factual failing each is likely to fall into, the autobiographer (much less the memoirist) cannot replace the formal biographer. Nor am I even going to try. I hope instead to sketch, as honestly and as effectively as I can, something I can recognize as my own, aware as I do so that even as I work after honesty and accuracy, memory will make this only one possible fiction among the myriad—many in open conflict—anyone might write of any of us, as convinced as any other that what he or she wrote was the truth.

But bear in mind two sentences:

“My father died of lung cancer in 1958 when I was seventeen.”

“My father died of lung cancer in 1960 when I was eighteen.”

The first is incorrect, the second correct.

I am as concerned with truth as anyone—otherwise I would not be going so far to split such hairs. In no way do I feel the incorrect sentence is privileged over the correct one. Yet, even with what I know now, a decade after the letter from Pennsylvania, the wrong sentence still feels to me righter than the right one.

Now a biography or a memoir that contained only the first sentence would be incorrect. But one that omitted it, or did not at least suggest its relation to the second on several informal levels, would be incomplete.

1. Michael W. Peplow and Robert S. Bravard, Samuel R. Delany: A Primary and Secondary Bibliography, 1962-1919 (Boston: G. K. Hall and Co., 1980).

2. Marilyn Hacker, “Catherine Pregnant,” in Separations (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1976), p. 23. Originally written in late October or early November of 1962 as an untitled sonnet in triplets, this poem was later incorporated in the Catherine series, the rest of which, based largely on incidents from the life of Claudie, first wife of painter and sculptor David Logan, were written a year or more later.



THE PERIPHERIES OF LOVE

THE DELICATE PURGATION OF a tongue

turned back upon purgation: paradox

within a more intriguing paradox

of involuted mouth. The large eyes’ long

panes reflect ritual violence

hung in a room apart, the separate

bright strands conglomerating intricate

woven patternings of death and silence,

the geometric flights of music, each

intoning a formality in speech:

If you are angle, I am complement.

If you are circle, I am circumscribed.

If my hands mold, yours is the form described.

Your voice is my familiar instrument.

I sound a note, and you complete the chord.

Your eyes are an inscription in my hand

that reads my face and tells me what I am.

My singing resonates beneath your words.

A more completes a move; as games are played,

if I betray, you are the one betrayed.


	—Marilyn Hacker, from “The Terrible Children” (1960)





1. Demolition for the Village View Apartments hadn’t quite finished: July dawns you could still wander the small streets (shortly to be replaced by concrete paths between scrubby lawns and red-brick buildings) and, among the devastated acres, catch sight, in the muggy morning, of fires here and there beside one or another still-standing tenement wall. Off beyond the Jacob Riis Houses with their green sliver of park, the East River’s sluggish oils nudged the city’s granite embankments or bumped the pilings beneath the Williamsburg Bridge: girder, cable, and concrete rose from among the delis and cuchifrito stands, the furniture and fabric stores, the movie marquees on Delancey Street to span the night waters—where cars and subways and after-dark cruisers took their delicate amble above the blue-black current banked with lights—before, above the Navy Yard, striking into Brooklyn’s glittering flank.

In the summer of 1961 no one had yet named it the East Village: it was still the Lower East Side. It was the cheapest neighborhood in Manhattan. Rumors of three- and four-room apartments to be had for thirty-five dollars a month ran through the bohemian population of the city—as it was still called back then: the young people who came down to Washington Square Park on Sunday to play their guitars and sing, which included me and any number of my friends, or the slightly older ones who hung out in Village coffee shops.

After three days of looking, the best Marilyn and I could do was a four-room apartment for fifty-two dollars a month. How we wondered, would we pay the astonishing rent?

1.1. Behind the public school, the five-story tenement toward the end of East Fifth Street was the building into which the landlord, who owned a goodly number of apartment houses in the neighborhood, just happened to put all the interracial couples who came to his dim, store front office out on Avenue B, looking for a place to live.

On the top floor, there was Terry (eighteen, plump, and Italian, from upstate New York) and Billy (thirty-five, black, and vaguely related to me by marriage). They and their one—then two—offspring lived together in a living room crowded with a foldout couch and a kitchen very full of a newly purchased washing machine. Shortly after we moved in, Bill and Terry took over the management of a tiny Greenwich Village coffee shop on the north side of Third Street between Sixth Avenue and MacDougal Street, the Cafe Elysée, where, with my guitar, I would go to sing in the evenings and pass the basket, along with the likes of Tim Hardin, Karen Dalton, Dick Glass, Lisa Kindred, Fred Neal, my long time friend Ana Perez, a friendly and talented youngster, Vic Smith, from whom I learned endless guitar riffs, and an extraordinary blind Puerto Rican guitarist, Jose Feliciano, who slept on our living room daybed for a couple of weeks before taking an apartment upstairs in the same building with his girlfriend (and later wife), Hilda, Ana’s sister. Alex, who was a very lanky, very black, very stoned folksinger, and his wife, Carol, who was a very blond, also very stoned dancer, lived on the fourth floor. I was nineteen. Marilyn, my new wife, was eighteen.

Neither of our parents and almost none of our friends knew: she was pregnant.

1.2. We’d rented the four small rooms on the second floor in July of ’61. Diagonally across the tiled hallway from what turned out to be a local “shooting gallery”—an apartment where neighborhood addicts dropped in to shoot up—our flat was filthy when we moved in: the gray floorboards were littered with newspapers, orange rinds, an apple core, tuna fish cans, torn paper bags; the sink counter was strewn with matches, candle stubs, twisted spoons; and a hypodermic lay on the splintered flooring by the sink—detritus of the junkies who’d had the place before us and who, according to the other tenants, had spent their three-month stay without ever having the lights turned on. Primitive drawings sprawled the dirty, lead-white walls, and in the front room foot-high green-, blue-, and red-crayoned letters proclaimed:

HEY, HEY! WE FOUND SOMETHING THAT PLEASES THE CAT!

Over several visits we cleaned it out and got the electricity working.

1.3. One sweltering afternoon, leaving the place, as we were crossing Fourth Street, we ran into an old high school friend, Sharon, just married herself to a restauranteur named Mickey Ruskin. When she heard our story, she was quite sympathetic. “You know,” she said, shaking back her dark hair in the hot city sun, “I could lend you fifty dollars right now. Why don’t you call me this evening?”

So Marilyn did.

And she did.



2. A young friend named Paul, close to me and devoted to Marilyn, a bright adolescent with hair paler than cooked yolk, soap-white hands, and pink-framed glasses, a kid who wrote sonnets on classical subjects and who’d been helping us out in every way he could, ascertained, by searching through the Columbia University Law Library, that, because of different age-of-consent laws for men and women, not to mention miscegenation laws, there were only two states in the union where we could legally wed.

The closest one was Michigan.

2.1. The August night before we were to take off to Detroit, I spent in bed with an older, sensitive man and my mentor since my seventeenth year. “You may consider this your wedding present,” he told me. “Roll over.” Between bouts of sex, we talked of some of my reservations over the whole thing. As the lights from West End Avenue’s traffic moved under the bedroom’s ceiling, he said: “Marriage isn’t so bad. She’s a very smart girl. It may, in fact, be exactly what you need. I never regretted doing it—it’s been quite wonderful for me. How children will be for you, of course, I’m not so certain. …”

But, like many adolescents, while I felt parenthood would be the fun, the challenging, the meaningful part, the rest I wasn’t so sure of.

2.2. The next day I went down to New York’s old Greyhound bus station, where I met Marilyn. Among those dingy blue and yellow walls, she was excited and pleased and stuttered a lot. Probably we both did. And talked very loudly.

On the bus, our notebooks in our laps, we discussed poetry and Jane Austen and what the most compressed language we could possibly think of would be like.

What about one where every word was only a syllable?

No, what about one where each word was no more than a phoneme, with vowels for verbs and consonants for the other parts of speech, so that single syllables—rup or fnim—would stand for entire simple sentences: “Dorothy likes avocados” or “Iguanas will often gossip incessantly.”

To be, or not to be, that is the question:

Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune …

When we got finished with it, it came out something like: “Hyrnyroiyop. …”

Then we got to work on: “It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want. …”

While leaves flickered outside the bus window, pulling from the jungle gyms of power stations or backyards strewn with broken swings, car tires, and refrigerator doors, we went on like this for hours.

Finally Marilyn dozed against my shoulder, while evening grew all indigo behind the drifting broadcast antennas, blipping their red beacons.

2.3. In Detroit, while waiting out the three-day period of “residency,” we sat in coffee shop booths at formica tables, writing the opening chapters of a novel about a dead horse, a little girl called Messalina Schmidlap, and a lady taxidermist named Octavia Declivity. It began: “One day, on the outskirts of Detroit, in a field of blowing grain, a horse died. ….” Holding hands, we took six-hour walks through the city or crossed into Windsor; and slept the night in separate Ys—Marilyn becoming sad and nervous when we had to part for even that long, while I became confused and resentful—before, next morning, we would meet for coffee, eggs, danishes. …

“I’m trying,” Marilyn would explain, “to picture what it would be like, on the top floor of the YWCA, to have a horse barbecue. …”

2.4. We were married in Detroit’s City Hall, a bit past eleven o’clock in the morning, August 24, 1961.

In the small, bare, judge’s office beside the empty court, while the pedestrian ceremony took place, with the judge’s secretary and a policeman as witnesses, Marilyn broke out in barely suppressed giggles. As we were leaving through the beige-paneled courtroom, I asked, “What on earth was that about?”

With one hand she held mine tightly, while with the other she still carried a small bag of breakfast doughnuts. “I kept imagining,” she whispered in the echoing hall, “that, when we came out, we’d find a dead horse in front of the judge’s bench!”

Returning by bus to New York at August’s end, the first thing we did, after walking from Thirty-eighth Street, up past the Port Authority Bus Station, was to go see Gone with the Wind, which had just been revived at Forty-second Street’s Harris Theater: in part two, where Vivien Leigh, Butterfly McQueen, and Olivia de Havilland make their way by wagon from the flames of Atlanta, suddenly their horse keels over, clearly defunct, and Butterfly McQueen cries out in her childish soprano, “Miss Scarlett! Miss Scarlett! The horse is dead …!”

We howled for ten minutes while, around us in the audience, black women and Puerto Rican men tried now and again to quiet us.



3. The obligatory rapprochement visits to our families?

On my first trip home, while Mom dithered a bit, wondering why on earth we’d done it, my grandmother asked to see the marriage license and, after reading it over with her glasses held away from her nose, announced: “Well, then, you’re married. And you have an apartment. All right, what kind of things do you need?” Both were, basically, very glad to see us. Various relatives got called and informed. Congratulations warmed the afternoon.

Marilyn phoned her mother. Then we took the subway up to the Bronx. In the apartment house hall, we took a breath and rang the bell. My new mother-in-law, Hilda, answered the door; and, though I followed Marilyn into the apartment where all the slipcovers were clear plastic, after the perfunctory greeting, Hilda didn’t speak to me at all. She didn’t say much to Marilyn either. Basically she seemed stunned: but after a strained, mostly silent twenty minutes, when we were getting ready to leave, she managed to blurt: “You’ll come up to dinner—on Friday?”

Although the invitation had been directed only at her daughter, Marilyn said: “All right. Chip and I will be here.”

And Hilda looked at me, startled, blinking in surprise, as if, once again, she’d forgotten I was in the room.

3.1. That first night back in the city, at my mother’s suggestion, we spent at my childhood Harlem home, which my mother still owned, up at 2250 Seventh Avenue and where Brother sometimes lived above my father’s old funeral establishment. We slept on the couch (really a double-width daybed with a bolster along the back on which, when I was not yet three, I’d been first allowed to hold my baby sister, newly returned from the hospital. I began to cry from seeing the furniture among which I’d lived till I was fifteen covered with dust and practically unmoved since my family had left the place, the hand-carved boat I’d been given for my twelfth birthday askew in its stand before the fireplace, its sail torn and fallen over the jib, the same drapes still at the back windows, heavy with the dirt of four years, while Marilyn tried to comfort me.

We left before five in the morning.

Just after dawn, again on the Lower East Side, we threw ourselves into more cleaning, straightening, and fixing, sleeping on the floor over the next few nights till some friends, Randy and Donya (my musician friend Dave’s and his young wife’s roommates), who lived up near Columbia University, loaned us a daybed.

3.2. One of Marilyn’s old boyfriends, a Puerto Rican graduate student at NYU, some years my senior, named Rick, dropped by with a wedding present for me: half a dozen dried peyote buttons. “You should try it, Chip. I really think you in particular would get something out of these. You’re an interesting kid.” I put them, in their small brown paper bag, in a glass dish at the side of one of the kitchen shelves, where they remained, untouched, more than a year.

3.3. A day later, Dave and his wife threw us a combination house-warming and rent party, during which we collected some twenty-eight dollars in a zinc pail tied to the living room light cord toward the exorbitant fifty-two-dollars-a-month rent. That week I wrote an English paper for Dave on the first three pages of Finnegans Wake. He didn’t have time to, as he was composing a new piece involving twelve instruments that, through the course of it, played all twelve notes of the scale at once—save one, the single and silent tone moving through the insistent cacophony, making an absent melody. The piece was premiered at a Hunter College concert of new music. I believe I helped out a few times at rehearsals. (And the paper earned him, he later told me, the only A+ in his English class.) I didn’t make the concert. But I remember walking beside the wire fence along Houston Street’s overgrown half lots, now to, now from, the bocce courts at the Second Avenue subway station where, in shirtsleeves and gray fedoras, the elderly Italian men (and even some Ukrainians) cracked their big wooden (and small aluminum) balls into each other’s, through the autumn, while I pondered the implications of this musical piece that was, theoretically, music’s inverse.

A trip to the New York City Rent Commission brought up a building inspector who brought down our rent to forty-eight dollars, on account of the substandard plumbing—and earned us the landlord’s undying detestation and, a few weeks later, an invasion of plumbers and carpenters, who tore holes in our kitchen and bathroom floor, through which we could see into the apartment below, and holes in our kitchen wall, through which, a few days later, we could look at the new copper piping.

3.31. A couple of weeks before we rented our apartment, on one day The Daily News carried a story of a house just down from ours in which a rat had gnawed the head off a baby and, on the next, the tale of an apartment building across the street where some juvenile delinquents murdered a neighborhood cop. They’d hauled a concrete paving block up to the roof. Then, down in the hall, one kid blew a police whistle. When the cop ran up to the doorway to see what was going on, the others, looking down over the roof’s edge, dropped the block on him.

3.32. A couple of weeks after our marriage, my uncle, Judge Myles Paige, invited us up to his summer home in Greenwood Lake, where we spent the Labor Day afternoon nearby at another uncle’s home (Judge Hubert Delany), down by the lake itself, in a bevy of relatives and old friends of my family, while a cousin inveigled us to go water skiing.

And our friends, Dick and Alice, living then in the Van Rensselaer Hotel in the Village, besides taking us out to innumerable restaurants over those early months (I sometimes wonder if we would have survived without them), carried us off to a postwedding celebration at Palisades Amusement Park, where we all rode the Ferris wheel and roller coaster to calliope music above the waters at Jersey’s edge.

3.4. In the Grand Concourse apartment, set about with flowered chairs and sofas under transparent plastic covers, we commenced our ritual Friday night dinners with my shrill, brilliant, bewildered mother-in-law. In the first half dozen dinners of overdone roast beef and frozen lima beans, great blocks of silence would give way to sudden volleys of snippy insults—those directed to me I’d simply laugh at. Occasionally Marilyn would burst into tears. Sometimes the two of them would argue. Often I found it easier to try and make peace between them than to let things go to their natural, awkward, angry ends—which only involved more insults. Then Marilyn would bite back the perfectly-called-for hostilities she felt she could not express in anything but uncomfortable anger.

Sometimes Hilda would snap at me to “stay out of it.” But more and more often, over the year, she would declare that, as I tried to translate both mother and daughter for one another and pull them somehow together, I was a better child to her than her own, that I understood more than her own child about what she felt, that I was easier to talk to and loved her more than her own daughter—till I told her what she was saying, was, one, untrue and, two, reprehensible.

From somewhere Hilda had gotten the (perfectly true) idea that I was a homosexual. But now and again, in the midst of dinner, she would lean over to her daughter and whisper loudly behind her hand, “He’s a homosexualist, isn’t he?”

Marilyn would frown and say, “Mother …!”

I would ignore it. Indeed, these innuendos were so gratuitous—so “off the wall,” as a later generation would put it—that I don’t believe I’ve ever felt less threatened by what were so clearly attempts to embarrass and slander.

Often the butt end of the roast beef would return with us to East Fifth Street.

We visited my own mother much less frequently, and at no fixed intervals. But Marilyn and I both found the visits far more pleasant; and most of the time when we left, Mom would slip me twenty, thirty, or sometimes fifty dollars—which would often mean survival for the next week or so.

Once, on Fifth Street, a school friend dropped in to visit us, whose mother was a teacher who occasionally worked with Hilda, and we heard a strange story: Hilda was telling her friends that the Friday night dinners were what was allowing us to survive. Indeed, she’d even question what my family was doing to help the young, struggling couple. In terms of money, the few hundred dollars my mother gave us over our first year together had already exceeded anything Hilda had given us by a factor of thirty or forty. But after a moment’s surprise, I found myself overcome with a wave of sympathy for her, realizing that who was being allowed to survive was she. Hilda really hoped to keep open, if not a line of communication (for the conversation at those dinners resembled communication less than that of any other social situation I’d ever been in), at least the possibility for such a line. And now I, who’d been on the verge of suggesting we terminate these awkward and unpleasant Friday nights, began to urge Marilyn—who was thinking along the same lines—to give them a few weeks more. Still, especially in those first months, when dinner was over and Marilyn would get ready to return with me to the Lower East Side, again and again Hilda would seem tragically surprised, as if she finally expected that, this time, her daughter would stay home where she belonged.

3.5. Usually, those Friday nights after dinner, we walked down the Grand Concourse through the Bronx, across the 149th Street Bridge, along Seventh Avenue, then by Central Park West, finally to cross Forty-second Street and turn down Sixth Avenue, all the way to Eighth Street and across town through Tompkins Square Park, on down Avenue B by the RKO theater facing the public school—the ancient movie palace already slated for demolition.

And once, a few days after the second or third Friday, a moving van arrived from Hilda with a bunch of furniture—most of which was broken beyond use even for our tenement apartment and had to be thrown out. But two or three pieces (a red easy chair, a small phone table, some dishes whose designs had been all but scoured off with steel wool) joined the bricks and boards that made up our bookshelves, the bridge table from my mother, the daybed from Donya and Randy, the wooden four-drawer file cabinet purchased for an exorbitant twelve dollars from a secondhand business furniture warehouse on Delancey Street, to become part of our furnishings.



4. I’ve often asked myself why Marilyn and I married. At different times I’ve given myself different answers. Since age ten or so, I’d known my major sexual preferences were homosexual. Through my adolescence, as I’d explored this personally difficult (as all sex is) and socially confused (as most sex is) situation—at least as it awaited young people in the fifties, who then had little chance of any parental support—Marilyn had been among my few confidantes, as I’d soon become one of hers for her own heterosexual explorations.

But who were we, this Jew from the Bronx, this black from Harlem?

In many ways, neither of us was typical of the image the preceding sentence evokes—yet the truth it tells, under its bipartite interrogation, is necessary for any understanding.

Where had we come from?

How had we come together?

For all new marriages, I suspect, afford their moments of retrospection and account taking, their late-night hours, their hours at early dawn, when we survey and choose among the elements of the past that have, most likely, brought us to the present—as much as does a month spent in a mental hospital.



5. When I was three or four, for about a year a woman had a room with my family, right behind the one where my sister and I slept. It was separated from ours by double doors that rolled thunderously into the walls. A relative of my mother’s gentle brown-skinned father, she’d come up from Virginia and was only starting to work in New York City as a nurse.

Her name was Margaret White.

In memory she is large, dark, somewhat messy, with a torrential laugh like endlessly breaking glass. In my mother’s recollection she was a heavy, helpful, generous woman who doted on me and my younger sister. But for me her onslaughts of laughter and affection were the symbol of everything irrational and maniac—even more so than my father’s outbursts of anger; indeed, the two worked together to exacerbate all childhood terror.

From the other room, in the early afternoon, my father would call:

“Margaret, what are those children doing in there?”

My mother’s name was Margaret, too. She was a small woman, born in New York City, firm-voiced, quiet, and light enough to pass for white, as was my slim, six-foot-one father, though both were adamant about never doing so.

My father, from the other room, was certainly calling my mother; not Margaret White.

There was no real ambiguity, save at the level of the signifier—as a wholly later tradition might say. But was it possible, I wondered, as on an autumn evening I drifted to sleep, while Margaret White’s generous cackle spilled from the kitchen to roll back through the darker rooms, that my mother was, somehow, really Margaret Black? Or that something as solid as Margarets or mothers could harbor a secret splitting—or doubling—signaled by this duplication of names?

5.1. As a child, I was fascinated by science and math. Like so many kids of those years, I’d made crystal radios and wound high-frequency coils and designed primitive computer circuits to play nim and add numbers in binary notation. I looked up various topics of mathematics on my own and, in my manner, tried to study them. The private, progressive Dalton School I’d attended since I was five didn’t actively dissuade me—and called that lack of dissuasion encouragement. I wrote plays and tried to write novels, and was stunned, at eight, when a classmate, a girl named Gabby, wrote a beautiful letter from the hospital in the form of a rebus, illustrated with words and pictures cut from magazines (… Life [the colophon from a Life magazine] here in the Hospital [the word cut from a piece of letterhead stationery] is no Bed [picture of a bed] of Roses [picture of a bunch of red roses]. …), and died; and learned how to do splits and cartwheels from Wendy and memorized The Raven and Jabberwocky and Gilbert and Sullivan lyrics with Priscilla; and—after seeing a high school production of it one week and the next an Old Vic presentation at the ancient Metropolitan Opera House, with Robert Helpmann as Oberon and fiery-haired Moira Shearer as Titania, with impossibly ornate sets and a wonderful, obscenely homoerotic Puck—learned long slabs of A Midsummer Nights Dream with Peter; and The Waste Land and The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock—because Sue-Sue, in the high school division, told me Eliot was impossible to understand and I’d show them—and read science fiction novels with Robert and Johnny; and borrowed Priscilla’s Mad comic book to read in the boys’ john, cover to cover, and called her nightly to ask her how were things in Afghanistan; and read Robert E. Howard and drew maps of imaginary lands; and listened to Tom Lehrer records with my friend Mike, who, like Johnny and Robert, was an inveterate nail-biter and was the one other kid from Dalton who would also be going on, with me, to the Bronx High School of Science.

And in the afternoons, after swimming, my nose still sharp with chlorine, my ears still wet, I left the ten-story red-brick school building just off Park Avenue to take the bus home to the three-story private house well above 110th Street—Harlem’s southern boundary—in which my father’s funeral home filled the first floor, with Mr. Onley’s Grocery Store just to our left and Mr. Lockley’s Hosiery and House Paint Store to our right, as every morning I left that house, in my early years to be driven, and later to wait on the corner for the No. 2 bus, to transect that boundary once again: in social terms a journey of near ballistic violence, carried out each day in more or less indifferent silence.

5.2. Surprisingly to some, I had a comparatively religious upbringing. My father was a vestryman at St. Philip’s Episcopal Church; its brown and black brick parish house held the Sunday school I went to each weekend. Many of my friends on the block were Catholic and went to St. Aloysius’s around on 132nd Street, a church which both my friends and my parents told me that I, as a Protestant, must never enter. On one or another forbidden trip “around the corner” I looked through the open, green plank door, next to the Catholic school (its tan cornerstone, set higher than my head, proclaiming its laying date a whole uncountable decade ago in 1940), and between the church entrance’s ornately spiraled columns set back among the rectangular pilasters (red brick, white stone, the rising helices of glassy cobalt leaves) I saw more flowers, more candles, more sculptural decoration, all in much lighter colors, than one would ever find in our church—that edifice that seemed at once bigger, more serious, with its plain facade, darkly-colored stone, deeply brown wood, curved brass fixtures, all slanted through with dusty light from the stained and vaulted panes in the windows along the wall, windows much higher than the ones at the back of my father’s ground floor chapel.

I remember once, when I was seven, fearing, or even faking, becoming ill from the incense puffing in white whiffs from the censer swung by the dark young man in glasses and surplice walking in the aisle between the pews, while my tie and tight collar seemed to strangle me as I sat on the hard bench beside Dad.

I whispered, “… I think I’m gonna throw up!”

Annoyed, he took me from the church into the cold Harlem street.

But soon, either at St. Philip’s, or at St. Martin’s where the rest of my father’s family went, or at the little church in New Rochelle we attended when I visited Aunt Laura and Uncle Ed, some form of Sunday worship was part of my life.

Sunday school was tan walls and black-paneled wainscot, with a small front office to the right behind the dark Dutch door. Two steps led down here, three steps went up there—every room seemed to be on a different level. For at least two years my class was taught by Courtney—a brown, brilliant, socially concerned man with a balding head and great energy. When I was eight or nine, he put up with my attempt to duplicate Christ’s miracle of the loaves and fishes for my somewhat befuddled Sunday class. I tore apart the bread-and-butter snack we were served in the middle of the period. …

“I told you, you couldn’t do anything like that. Only Jesus could do that—that’s why it was a miracle!”

But what Courtney had said, of course, was: “No one would even try to do something like that today,” and I had immediately raised my hand:

“I could do it!” What I’d meant, of course, was: I could try. And without even vaguely expecting to succeed, try I had—though I don’t know whether I ever made the fine point clear. But the attempt had been for myself—not for anyone else. Surely it was possible to try the impossible—though by the end of my fumblings with crusts and butter, the crumbs on the maroon carpeting and dark floor planks, I’d learned that even to try was to endure a certain amount of incomprehension, to receive a certain number of giggles, and to court the derision of peers sitting in their cane-backed chairs and of whatever authority stood, arms folded, beside the black mantelpiece above the parish house fireplace.

When I was ten or eleven, Courtney was the first person to talk to us Harlem children about a young black minister, recently graduated from Harvard Divinity School (whose father had been a minister as well, Courtney explained) named Martin Luther King.

Whether I took it with my father (while my mother stayed home to fry fish, or fix gravied shrimp and bacon, or spoonbread, or shad roe and biscuits for Sunday morning breakfast on our return) or whether I took it alone, the walk to church was usually interrupted with a stop at Louis’s Shoe Shine Parlor. Just around the corner on 133rd Street, the parlor was a green-shingled enclosure with sliding doors, built out perhaps five or six feet from the wall on a stone slab set in the sidewalk. Inside, on a marble base, stood a high seat along the back wall, with four sets of red cushions and four pairs of brass footrests whose tops looked like the soles of baby shoes with a little dip on each to hook your heel. Multiple drawers and cabinets filled the space below.

A middle-aged black man who smoked cigars and wore a tweed cap and layers and layers of flannel shirts and vests with a threadbare suit jacket over them all, Louis (the “s” unpronounced) would shine, polish, and buff your shoes, while two or three other black men in suits, ties, and overcoats stood, depending on the weather, nearer or farther from the kerosene heater glowing behind its grill in the corner, talking about baseball or horse racing or cards or drinking or—if my father hadn’t come with me—women, till one would remember and Shush the others: “Don’t talk like that in front of the boy!”

Toes stinging from the pressure of the shoeshine rag that had tugged my foot left and right in its bite against the brass, I’d climb down and give Louis a quarter: fifteen cents for the shine, a dime for the tip.

“Thank ya’, suh’.” Louis would touch his broken cap visor. “Say hello to ya’ dad.”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “Thank you, sir.”

One of the men would open the sliding door with its glass windows (one pane cracked; another with a decal stuck to it advertising chewing tobacco): “You give my regards to your ma for me, now.”

And, with another, “Yes, sir,” I’d step out onto the sidewalk and, through a puff of my own breath gone visible, start across the street for the back of the church.

For years I never realized that it was not the front.

I sang in the choir for two seasons, first as a boy soprano, then as a tenor—though the long-promised and endlessly joked-over adolescent breaking of my voice never came: the switch between registers, which a year later left me a comfortable baritone, was gradual and painless. In the choir I learned, despite initial disbelief, that people really could sing directly from music—just by reading the dots and flags. Thanks to my violin lessons, I got so I could pretty much pick out vocally—or at least follow—my place in the harmony if there weren’t too many key changes. Rehearsals were in a room in the church basement on Tuesday and Thursday evenings, then again on Saturday afternoons. In the worn robe he wore for practice, Mr. Witherspoon would explain: “Now, if the boys will actually come in a half an hour early next time, then they can leave half an hour early. But please, ladies and gentlemen, work on your parts at home!” Then he would raise his eyes to the tin ceiling’s stamped green squares. “Well, that’s all for tonight.”

For a season I was an altar boy. And twice I was chosen to read the lesson for the day—though I could never understand what the point of a lesson was (those few Bible verses read from the pulpit to the congregation, the heavy ladies in veiled hats, the gentlemen with long brown necks above the blue or red or striped knot, four-in-hand or Windsor) if nobody ever explained it.

Then, at thirteen, I had a rather violent (for a thirteen-year-old) break with the church. After various meetings to discuss my crumbling faith, now in the still, sun-shot chapel with Father Scott, now at an autumn evening’s dinner, sitting beside the bright, quiet jukebox at a fried-fish restaurant with only four tables over on Lenox Avenue with Father Anthony, I refused to be confirmed—and upset my parents, if not the other ministers, who, till then, had been taken with my intelligence and dedication. My father in particular felt it would not do for Bishop Delany’s grandson.

But I had announced: I was going to become a Hindu—because Hinduism accepted all religions as equally valid. (In the sixth grade, down at Dalton, we’d read abridged versions of the Ramayana and the Mahabharata; I had been impressed.) Though I stuck to my guns and never took any sort of communion, it blew over as such things do. Perhaps because it represented a conflict never really resolved, it was easier to put both sides out of mind, so that for years my strongest memory of church-going was of sitting, in my suit and tie, in Louis’s wood-walled parlor, while the long rag dragged on my foot and the men pursued their loose, laughing, Sunday morning gossip.

5.3. Winters, sometimes, my father would take me down to the Washington Market (at the city’s edge, on Washington Street), and through the vast, skylit hangars, I would walk, occasionally holding his hand, over red tiles slung with wet sawdust—gone black if there was snow outside—and gaze at the glass-fronted cold-counters. A brace of pheasants hung by their feet behind three busy butchers. Three deer dangled from high hooks, still in skins and antlers. Blood congealed at their noses, a half dozen tweedy hares swung just enough to notice, over a counter of game, set about with brown baskets of quails’ eggs. At another, salamis and sausages and bolognas were slung from waxed ropes. At still another, in rounds and spheres, thin and white, yellow and thick, waxy or creamy or crumbly about dark flecks of mold, cheeses heaped a counter covered with green paper. Somewhere else someone in purple and white vended nuts and candies, just visible between the backs of the customers. Here, men in red hats sold soups from high black pots over iron rings of flame. There, my father and I edged up to slopping marble, where a white-smocked man with a knitted cap just resting on gray hair cropped army short knifed back the shells of cherrystones or littlenecks at your order, sliding them across to you to eat with wooden, twin-pronged forks and dunked in catsup seasoned from glass cruets of horseradish.

“Raw clams …?” my father said. “I like them. But I don’t know if you will. …”

“Yeah!” I tugged the arm of his overcoat (when I was seven) to stand on tiptoes. “I will!”

And did.

And split my second dozen with him, while he laughed and I wondered at the markety smell of the place that spoke of bazaars as vast as Asia.

We would walk through those buildings big as city blocks, it seemed, now in this one, now in that, the length of ancient stadia, beneath glass roofs underhung with jungle gyms of beams and girders. The great columns near the walls were painted black to the height of my head, then white on up to the skylights.

“You can get anything in the world at this market,” my father explained, on our first trip down. “Anything. I mean it. Anything in the world.”

I looked at the pile of gold and green boxes with writing in an unknown alphabet to one side of me and the great, tilted tray of ice on the other, on which the pink and gray flesh of an octopus stretched out its suckered legs among eight different kinds of fish. And I believed him—oh, I believed him, literally and completely, as a young mage knows magic is mighty. Firmly we pushed out the lead-glass doors, with the brass bar aslant them, onto the sidewalk and into the smell of Christmas trees, bound up and ranked on wooden racks. White and black men in jeans, high laced boots, and dirty jackets wheeled dollies piled with crates.

“Watch out now, Sam!” My father pulled me aside. “Pay attention, I tell you—you’re going to get yourself killed!”

Then he went off by the market wall, tiled in white and blue, where a vendor with a long maroon scarf hanging down the front of his tan coat stood by a hill of white boxes. Open, the top displayed bright Christmas bulbs.

And I wandered on to where flames glittered behind the feathery rust edging the holes in the side—and leaped, like orange cats above the black rim—of the oil drum at the corner.

Beside it, a workman as tall as Dad and a lot more muscular stood with his jacket open over a thermal undershirt, yellow hair clawing the gray collar, the ham of a hand cupped by his mouth, calling to the men unloading crates from the back of a truck under the highway. Firelight bronzed his jaw: orange played on the muscle there, moving to his bellowing and making it sandy gold. Looking like the young Burt Lancaster—or maybe Kirk Douglas—he called again, blinking eyes that, even in the deep, four-thirty blue beyond the rim of the overhead highway, were very, very light—hazel or green—between lashes as heavy as, and darker than, his hair.

I ambled toward him, watching without thinking—when he turned, reached down, grabbed my arm, and snatched me forward: “Hey, there, little fella’—!”

I reached out to stop myself falling, one hand against his jacket—stiffened with something that made it rough as canvas—and my other hand half against his belt and buckle (beneath the thermal cloth, hard and warm): “Watch it, now!”

I twisted around to see this guy—Chinese, I think—rolling his loaded dolly along, looking over at me and shaking his head, while the workman who’d pulled me out of the way steadied me.

I looked back, where he still held my arm—hard enough to hurt. His fingers were broad as broom handles and dirt gray, with knuckles big as walnuts. What astonished me, though I couldn’t have told you why, was that his nails were as badly bitten as Robert’s at school. (My heart pounded, but I couldn’t have said if it was the scare, or what.) He was a man four or five times my (or Robert’s) size, but his fingernails, though three or four times as wide, were no longer—from dirt-lined cuticle to grease-rimmed crown—than Robert’s wrecks, as though this adult had had the habit since infancy, so that they’d never been able even to approach the ends of his fingers.

I looked up at him. He grinned—and, as anomalously, in the face that had seemed so handsome, I saw there were no front teeth. Long and yellow, two thrust down at either side of the upper gum’s gap, showing lots of his tongue when he talked: “Ya’ all right there, little fella’? You gotta watch where you’re walkin’ out here!” He loosened his grip. “It can be dangerous. Heads up, now!”

He blinked his light, light eyes.

He smiled his tongue-filled grin.

“Thank you, sir!” I blurted. “I’m all right—thank you!” Then I pulled away and dashed back to my father—trying to pay a little more attention to the rushing and hurrying people on the evening street.

Beside Dad again (who was still examining the ornaments), I looked back at the flaming drum.

The workman was shouting again to the men at the truck—but he dropped his hand now, called a curse, then loped from the curb, out between the cars and across the cobbles, firelight dulling on his jacket back.

Later that evening, in still one of the other market buildings, Dad bought a big blue tin of an oriental spice someone had told him about, which simply went by its chemical name: monosodium glutamate. (After the first week when we tried it on everything we ate, I wasn’t to hear of it again for another half dozen years.) And the next year he bought a canned plum pudding that had to be boiled for forty minutes and that tasted … well, interesting. And still another year when I went with him, he purchased a set of elliptical Christmas ornaments of pearly glass, painted with metallic reds and greens and blues, a whole eight of them, larger than any we’d ever owned. Each was bigger than my—no, as big as my father’s … no, as big as that workman’s fist! And when the first one fell from the tree and broke, I could see in the concave silver within, distorted and reflected, the whole of our Christmas living room.

5.31. At my Aunt Dorothy’s and Uncle Myles’s Brooklyn brownstone, on McDonough Street, there was an umber commemorative dish, on which, carved from white ivory, the 1939 World’s Fair Trylon and Perisphere were raised in relief. In the upstairs living room that frequently smelled of my uncle’s cigars, by the green leather chair, the dish stayed on a rotating knickknack table. Books, some of them leather, with flaking spines, sat in the turning shelves beneath. At seven or eight I’d stand, gazing into the plate, trying to imagine what “the future” had been like at the Fair before I was born. My father and Uncle Myles had explained to me that the long-vanished Fair, which they’d both so enjoyed and at which they’d seen so many marvels, had been all about the future. …

5.4. From age six on, I spent my summers at camp. That first July, in tears at separating from my family, I rode off on the bus, sobbing beside my cousin Mickey. The camp turned out to be a nightmare of a place, run by a light brown, heavy jowled woman who, though she was basically a good and cheerful sort, simply hadn’t the temperament for taking care of children; nor was she capable of gathering around her people who did. At ten, when I was enrolled in a new camp, Woodland, I was sure I was headed for more summer misery.

Were this a full-out attempt at biography, auto- or otherwise, the five summers I spent at Woodland would require a disproportionate number of pages. In terms of society, art, and—yes—sex, they simply contained the most wonderful experiences of my life till then.

The camp worked to get kids from all economic levels, races, and sections of the country, then immersed us in an array of projects to benefit the local community. We staffed and ran a folk museum; and when there was a forest fire, water canisters and hand-pump hoses strapped to our backs, we patrolled and wet down the firebreak, alongside local adolescents.

On my first day at Woodland, we dragged our trunks up the steep hill road the buses could not negotiate, all the way past the main house, the recreation and dining halls, out along a leafy, sun-blotched cinder road, beyond a small barn building, red on the outside, gray on the inside, called incongruously Brooklyn College (“Why is it named that?” “Well, when Norman and Hannah first bought the property, they found a blackboard inside with the words ‘BROOKLYN COLLEGE’ written across it. The name stuck.”), by the girls’ bunks and across the knoll into the Tent Colony—a circle of army-style tents put up every year on permanent wooden platforms over weathered two-by-fours. I wedged my violin case on top of my wooden cubby, back under the sloping cloth. The first of July’s sunlight still penetrated the double layer, gone caramel through tan canvas. Then I went outside to ask my new counselor where we were supposed to go to the bathroom.

A tall, sun-browned man from Florida, in faded jeans and light blue poloshirt, Evan stopped directing some boys who were putting their trunks, now empty, inside the flaps of one of the unused tents (filled with iron bedsteads and folded mattresses), and pointed to a dark, creosoted building with bellied screens off to the side of the seventy-five-foot clearing. “That’s the john,” Evan said. “You also take your showers in there.”

“If I do number two,” I asked, “do you want me to bring you my toilet paper when I’m finished?”

“Your toilet paper?” He frowned at me uncomprehendingly. “What on earth for?”

“So you can see whether I … did anything or not.”

Evan laughed. “Whether you ‘do anything or not,’ I really think, should be entirely your business—don’t you?”

As I trotted over to the john, he called after me, “Come on back to the tent when you’re finished.” (I glanced again at him.) “We’re about to introduce everybody and learn each other’s names.” Then he turned to help a fat yellow-haired boy, whose name I already knew was Rusty, drag his trunk up onto the platform.

I pushed through the screen door, stepped onto the cracked concrete, and went into the wooden stall. Sitting on the white toilet ring—a water heater, behind more wood, just then began to thrum—I looked at the graffiti lingering from former years. In red ballpoint the bulbous nose of a little World War II Kilroy had been drawn over a lower plank. Recalling the eliminatory rules and rigidities of my former camp (I told you it was nightmarish), I wondered if this unbelievable and astonishing freedom—you could actually go to the bathroom here, whenever you wanted—was really indicative of the summer to come.

It was.

Music was a hugely important ribbon weaving through our lives at Woodland. That summer I played the violin in the camp orchestra for a production of Herbert Haufrecht’s cantata, We Come from the City, about a bunch of young city people who arrive in the Catskills to work on the Downsville Dam. That same year, in the back of a pickup truck with a tape recorder, Norman Casden, and a half dozen other campers, I rode through the countryside to collect songs and stories from local folk shortly to be dispossessed from their neat homes (the leafy light over the gray porches and white-framed screen doors already suggesting the water that would soon cover their sites to a depth of forty feet) by the Lackawack Reservoir.

Rapt through the evening, gathered in the stone amphitheater behind the recreation hall, we sat forward on our rocky seats, while down on the concrete platform, a log fire burning at its edge, Pete Seeger flailed out “The Cumberland Mountain Bear Chase” on his banjo. At the final twanging chord, he flung his fingers down the strings so hard that two of his stainless fingerpicks flew off to spin, glittering, among the first rows of listeners. At the same moment, a catch of water in the damp cement beneath the fire—burning an hour now—exploded like a guncrack, knocking over a log and sending cement bits clicking and furious sparks up twenty-five feet, swirling above Pete (turned to gape upward now), above the stage, above the trees, and into indigo evening.

We all gasped—then applauded. And laughed.

I knew I’d come to a magic place.

My second year, at the Fourth of July celebration on the ski slope down the hill across the trestle bridge over the rocky and frothing Esopus River, I watched our new music counselor, Bob DeCormier, stand before the counselors’ chorus, crowded together with their music on the performance platform’s planks. Knees together, thumbs and forefingers touching, Bob began to conduct. Out over campers and townspeople from Ellenville and Kingston and Bearsville and Woodstock and Phoenicia, who’d come together for America’s birthday, they sang:

The heart needs a brain,

And the brain needs a heart;

And the whole is greater

Than any one part. …

That same summer, under his direction, the campers’ chorus premiered DeCormier’s profound and lyric cantata about the life and sayings of Sojourner Truth.

And in my third year I sang and danced the lead in another Haufrecht cantata, Boney Quillan, based on a local legend about a logger who ate his girlfriend’s flowers when she went off with another man, who tricked his bosses and danced out the nights and carried his ax through the Catskill mornings.

That summer my favorite counselor was a slender, light tan woman named Mary. She had a mannish voice, and when we were assigned our parts in the chorus she was pronounced—to some surprise—a tenor rather than soprano or alto.

She sat next to me during chorus rehearsals all summer.

Mary usually came to the Wednesday night social dances in jeans and short sleeves. When somebody made some comment, and she finally consented to wear a skirt, I remember her, as we stood by the wooden wall, telling me: “I have a feeling I look very funny in this thing.”

She did.

My family knew Mary’s family; and, on visiting day, when Mom and Dad came up, my father asked her, surprised: “Why in the world did you cut all your hair off like that, young lady?”

Jocularly, Mary answered: “Oh, the last time I was at the barber’s, I fell asleep in the chair. When I woke up, he’d just gone on cutting—and it was like this.” It was a rehearsed answer for an untoward question. But both my parents looked sad. Still, Mary listened patiently, again and again, while we sat at the old upright in Brooklyn College, to my faltering, incomplete attempts that August to write my own cantata—and was even encouraging; which was more, I’m afraid, than the attempts deserved.

All through those summers, professional musicians like Seeger and Luise Beavers came to make us music; and local musicians like Grant Richards sang to us about “Bessie the Heifer” and aging Mike Todd played the harmonica and clacked his rhythmic, rattling spoons in frantic chatter, stamping his boots while we listened, fascinated.

Then, in my fourth year, suddenly I was in the older Woodland workcamp, further down the hill. Now, all the time, I was in and out of a building just up across the road, which I’d only glimpsed in previous years, called, beautifully and mystically, Butterfly Cottage.

5.41. At moments of real tiredness, during mornings or afternoons, I would suddenly seem to recede down a hall, so that everything I looked at would appear to fall into the distance, as if I were observing the stairwell or the backyard or the street through a hollow tube from a paper towel roll. It didn’t particularly stop me from responding to or talking to people. In my early adolescence, I got so that—sometimes—I could make it happen; but shortly after I gained some control over it, it began to happen less and less until, when I was about sixteen or seventeen, it ceased.

And:

Each night, as I was falling asleep, suddenly I’d be shocked awake—rather as if some phantom, passing, had struck the soles of my feet. Once, when I was four, the little convulsion that went with it was enough to make me fall out of bed. This nightly myoclonic tremor grew milder and milder as I got older—but I often felt I couldn’t go to sleep until it had happened. For then, only minutes later, I would drift off again—and the next time I woke it would be morning. This continued into my early thirties. Sometimes it even happens today.

And also:

Daily—sometimes even two or three times a day—I would undergo a moment’s heart-pounding panic, as I realized that, someday, I would die … that, indeed, I would have to live through the last few seconds of my life and make the transition into permanent infinite nothing. (For all my religious upbringing, the consolations of heaven never seemed more to me than myth or metaphor—possibly, I suspected, a radically misplaced one.) At its best, this panic would last two to five seconds: if I were walking down the street, it would make me swallow, or perhaps speed my pace. My heart would hammer, twice, three times. My breath would grow rapid and shallow. These attacks were total—and almost blinding. When they lasted only a second or two, I was basically all right—once they were over. A four- or five-second one, however, could make me halt and lean against the wall of the building. I might even have to sit on a stoop. There were periods in my life when these attacks would last ten, twelve, or even fifteen seconds. At such length they left me physically devastated. When they lingered that long, I might even cry out in the midst of one, or have to lie down for half an hour afterwards. Sometimes I speculated that, should one ever last as long as a minute, I would probably not survive. This, too, I learned to control; for a while in my adolescence, by moving my thoughts closer and closer to the reality of death, I could bring one of these panics on. But since they almost always occurred as a surprise, there was seldom anything I could do to prevent one. Yet sometime in my early thirties, I realized what had been a daily occurrence all through my childhood now only happened every week or so. …

Finally even these ceased.

But consider these three things inscribed again and again, page by page, in a second column of type that doubles the one that makes up this book, a parallel column devoted only to those elements that are repeated and repeated throughout any day, any life, incidents that constitute at once the basal and quotidian—waking up, breakfast, lunch, dinner, washing, elimination, drifting off to sleep—as well as the endlessly repeated risings and fallings of desire.

There is almost nothing I will write of—or have written of—here that is more than four minutes or four hours (and certainly no more than fourteen) from one or, often, all three.

5.5. When I was about ten or twelve, my father used to take me to the movies fairly frequently. He’d always done it grudgingly, however, so that only later did it occur to me that he probably got a kick out of such movies too: for over those years, he took me with him to see Mighty Joe Young, The Day the Earth Stood Still, It Came From Outer Space, This Island Earth, and Fort Ticonderoga (because, like Outer Space, it was in 3-D). My memories of those pleasant times are tarnished by the fact that, when he would grow angry at me, he would punish my transgressions (usually, at least in my memory, fairly small ones, like speaking to him in the wrong tone of voice or some other minor enthusiasm of mine he would take as disrespect) by not taking me to see one that I wanted to.

Once he forbade me to see House of Wax (also in 3-D), as punishment for what I no longer remember. (A film I also had already missed, as another punishment, was The Five Thousand Fingers of Dr T, whose coming attractions I’d seen with my dad at another picture and been dazzled by.) When I went to spend my spring vacation with Mom over at my cousins’ in New Jersey, Dorothy (three years my senior) had taken me to see Call Me Madam with Ethel Merman and Donald O’Connor (whom I instantly fell in love with, and went tap dancing around the house till I had to be told to stop), and Oh, You Beautiful Doll. And, after I went to see it with Boyd (five years older than I), I carried on so much about Burt Lancaster’s acrobatic performance in The Flame and the Arrow, that, when my father came over to visit us in Jersey, he scowled and said, “Didn’t I forbid you to see that …?”

“No, Dad!” I protested with a sudden chill of guilt and fear, with the inchoate feeling every child has at such a parental accusation that, deeply and unknowingly, they’ve done something wrong. “That was House of Wax …!”

“Oh …” he said (while Dorothy and Boyd glanced at each other uncomfortably, thinking their young cousin had tricked them into violating an unknown parental prohibition). “Are you sure …?” unable quite to understand how I could have enjoyed something so much unless it was in violation of his will.

5.6. At Woodland, I read some of my first science fiction stories.

There I also began to play the guitar.

After half a dozen years of violin lessons, and three years in my elementary school orchestra as first-chair violinist, a position (and desk) I shared with an older boy named Tony Hiss, the new instrument was very easy. Though when I’d begun, he’d played the violin no more than I did, my father had gotten a set of elementary books and for the first three months had been my teacher—for he was a man who could get music out of just about any instrument he picked up. He’d played the cornet until shortly before I was born and, when much younger, had sat in a few times with Cab Calloway’s band. He and my mother had been close friends of Cab and his wife, Lady Constance, and Christmas—Cab’s birthday—would see the four of them at an annual hockey game with which Cab celebrated, before his party, later, up at his home, the recreation room set up as a replica of the Cotton Club, the only way that anyone black who was not a performer working there could ever get to see it, as Negroes were not allowed in as audience.

But now my father ran a Seventh Avenue funeral home.

He was a tall man, and a number of distant female cousins or young women friends of the family would confide to me, after his death, that they’d always thought him dashingly handsome. My father was also a very nervous man. My mother’s sister, Virginia, frequently put it: “If there’s any way to worry about it at all, don’t worry, Sam will find it.” His intense anxieties put a constant strain on my mother, and certainly on my sister and me—which, in my case, led to frequent arguments and general hostility.

For my twelfth birthday, my father’s best friend (another tall, good-looking black man), Bebe, made me a hand-carved sailboat. It was nearly two and a half feet long. Bebe had cast the keel in lead himself. The deck had been scored with burn lines from a soldering iron to suggest planking. The rudder was functional. Under the removable cabin, down inside, was a sponge to soak up any water that got into it; and its single mast carried the triangular sails, forward and aft, of a tall schooner. Indeed, the boat was not actually finished by April, though I was taken to see it, and there was a promise that, as soon as it was done, Bebe, my father, and I would go out to sail it in the lake in Central Park, below the walls and minarets of Castle Belvedere. A month or so later, on a Sunday morning with the boat, that’s where we were.

Bebe had never built a boat for sailing before, and even with the lead on the keel, the balance was not right. The moment it went in the water, the mast listed a good twenty degrees. My suggestion was to put a couple of rocks, which I dug up from the grasses beside the lake, down in with the sponge. It corrected the list till the mast was only about five or ten degrees off plumb. Then we began the endless adjusting of the sails.

All around us, people were sailing other boats—some with remote-control motors—easily and neatly. But beautiful job of carving that it was, Bebe’s boat would move out, turn sharply, come back, and bump the shore. Or if the breeze had any strength at all, the boat would simply turn on its side and drop its mast to the water. Bebe was an easygoing guy—all my father’s close friends had to be—and was sitting back while Dad sputtered and pulled at this string and that, and tried to tighten the other bit of slack. That’s when I looked up and saw the elderly man standing a few feet off, watching.

He was just about my height, was wearing a gray sweater, somewhat baggy pants, and cloth shoes. His white hair tufted from both sides of his head. He had a full, gray mustache, and he stood with a pipe held up against his chest in one rather slender hand. I recognized him immediately, from endless pictures in Life, in Newsweek, in Time. Now he stepped up, and when he spoke, the German accent confirmed what I was already sure of. “Excuse me,” he said. “Perhaps I can help give you a little hand?”

Without looking up, my father launched into an explanation of what, if he could just get … this thing here over there … he was trying … to do.

Bebe asked, “Do you sail boats?”

The man smiled and nodded.

“He built that one himself,” I said. “All by hand.”

“That’s very nice,” the man said with evident appreciation.

“It’s my birthday present,” I went on. “But they’re playing with it.”

“Ah!” The man laughed. He looked down over my father’s shoulder. “Excuse me,” he said. “If you will loosen the back sail there, you won’t have such a problem with the way it leans …”

My father looked up.

“May I …?” the man said.

A little flustered, my father said, “Well, all right … go ahead, if you want.”

The man knelt down at the boat. As soon as he took it in his hands, he frowned. “Oh,” he said, looking up at us. “Well, you do have a problem here. It really is just too top-heavy.” He sighed and loosened the sail anyway.

“That’s what I told him,” Bebe said, meaning my father.

“This probably won’t help then,” the man said, finishing his knot and standing, while the boat bobbed at the lake’s edge, “very much. But it certainly looks nice.”

“Thank you anyway,” I said and held out my hand. I was not going to let our visitor get away without a handshake. He took my hand firmly in his. “Thank you,” I said again.

The ritual once started, Bebe shook hands with him, and finally, standing, my father did too.

The man smiled, nodded, gestured with his pipe, and turned away. I didn’t think my father knew who he was, but I was sure Bebe had recognized him. But Bebe was looking over my dad’s shoulder again; and Dad was again squatting over the boat. I glanced back at the man, who was now thirty yards away and almost invisible through the park’s Sunday strollers.

“Hey,” I said, “do you know who that was?”

“Huh?” Dad said.

“That old guy?” Bebe asked.

“That was Albert Einstein!”

Bebe looked up, with a big frown. “Oh, no, it couldn’t.…” Then he strained to see through the crowd. “You know, it did look like him, some.”

“Not ‘some’,” I said. “It was him!”

Now my father was frowning, too. “What would Albert Einstein be doing in Central Park on Sunday morning, playing with boats?”

“I’m not kidding,” I said. “I know it was him. I’ve seen pictures.” And twenty years later I first read about the famous physicist’s hobby: model sailboats.

5.7. And at summer camp, where her mother was also working as a counselor, twelve-year-old Marilyn had a necking affair with a young man nineteen years old who worked there as a counselor. Suddenly and surprisingly, after a week or two, he stopped speaking to her. He all but pretended she didn’t exist. She was very hurt. Years later, telling me about it, she realized he probably thought he was some sort of pervert—perhaps he’d even received some sort of warning. At any rate, most certainly he’d realized he was in danger of losing his job.

5.8. The April afternoon of my twelfth birthday, I sat on the swing in my Aunt Virginia’s backyard in New Jersey, the barrel-thick oak with its circular green bench on one side, my cousins’ walk-in playhouse with its shaggy bark walls on the other. Beside the white garage, the basketball hoop on its gray backboard in front between the two roll-down doors, ran a green board fence. Somewhere beyond it, a jay yawed distantly, raucously. Leaves rustled. And I thought:

This is now. It’s my birthday. But this particular now will be gone in hours, minutes, seconds. Tomorrow it won’t be my twelfth birthday—where will I be on my thirteenth? And a year or five years or fifteen years from now it won’t be my twelfth birthday even more!

Elbows around the chains, gently swaying below the branch, I tried to absorb the moment in all its sensory detail: the worn place in the grass below the swing moving under my sneakers, the hollow blue broken up by branches overhead, the trimmed hedge ending down the slope beside the gravel driveway, the flicker of leaf-light on my khaki knees, the smell of suburban noon.

The night of my thirteenth birthday, I napped irregularly on the leather couch at Bebe’s, while in the back room Bebe and my father pulled one and another clumsy chord from the jazz guitar my father had just bought and which, in my acoustic purity, I wholly disdained. As I half dozed or lay listening, I thought:

I was right. It isn’t my twelfth birthday any more. And here I am, moving through that strange and incomprehensible place, unknown to me a year ago, that was—that is—the future: swing, jay, grass, gravel, and leaf-light, as well as the year between then and this, are, now, wholly the past.

Is it the future pouring into the present that shatters yesterday and makes of it such a jumble?



6. In June 1956,1 left Dalton and got ready to go on to the Bronx High School of Science, a city public school (yes, in the Bronx) of megacephalic reputation, where, already, some of my older cousins went. One, Nanny, a year before, had written a couple of brief, reflective essays, one of which dealt with the time years before that, when she, her younger brothers, and my aunt (my father’s older sister) and uncle had lived upstairs from us in the building on Seventh Avenue. The essay had been published in the school’s literary magazine, Dynamo, for January 1955. My family made much of it, and I sat in my cousins’ dark living room, on Fish Avenue in the Bronx, reading it again and again, now looking at other pieces in the magazine, even memorizing some of the other poems in the issue by students I’d never heard of.

Nanny had written:


	LEVY AND DELANY FUNERAL HOME was the sign that always greeted me when I came home from school. My uncle was Delany. Levy was dead and had been even before I was born. This always used to remind me of “Scrooge and Marley,” except that my uncle was no Scrooge. He was tall, mild-mannered, and quite the opposite of Scrooge or any stereotyped mortician. He and his family lived on the second floor, while we lived on the third floor of the small brick house that seemed out of place between the towering Harlem apartments. At times I wished I didn’t live over a funeral home, especially when my friends teased me about ghosts and other horrible apparitions of the dead. Although I laughed with them to hide my self-consciousness, I never could see how a corpse could harm anyone. … My young brother, my cousin [that was me, I knew], and I thought nothing of playing hide-and-seek in the basement among the new coffins on display. … There were two entrances to the building. The door to the left led directly upstairs and the door on the right to the funeral parlor. Sometimes I used the right-hand door. Once inside the funeral parlor, members of the family could use another door which opened into the hallway leading to the stairs. One day, when I came home from school, I walked through the funeral parlor toward the door to the hallway and saw two large screens near this door.

	My curiosity was aroused, and by climbing up the stairs and holding on to the banister, I was able to peer around the doorway and over the screen. I caught my breath, for lying amid white satin was a most beautiful woman. She wore a long blue gown: a red rose was fastened in her dark hair. …1



As I read and reread my cousin’s account of a memory of ten or more years before, while I recognized the tone and the timbre of her description of “the small brick building” where I now lived (my family—now—had both the second and third floors), I found myself curious over two things. First, how could she have described my father as “mild-mannered?” To me he was always an angry, anxious man. Perhaps, I thought, because he might read it, she’d had to say something nice. (Her own father, my Uncle Ed, had been, in my own memories of that earlier time, the mild and gentle man in the house.) Also (and oddly this bothered me even more), though the two doors into the building she’d mentioned in her essay were just as she’d described, she’d committed a fundamental distortion of the architecture.

Opening from one of the offices into the stairway up to the second floor (yes, that office had once been a viewing room: I could remember the screens with their maroon crushed velvet in their wooden frames standing beside the caskets), that door was much too far from the foot of the stairs, by three or four feet, to allow you, in the hall stair, to look through it while standing on the steps themselves.

Nanny was tall, almost six feet. But—and, back at home, I tried it again and again—you would have to have been at least nine or even ten feet tall to stand on the bottom step and lean forward far enough to see around the jamb and through the door into the other room. And of course with each step you went up, you’d have to be even taller. As I stood on the bottom step, holding the end of the banister and leaning out to test it, I found myself reflecting: Nanny’s clear and lucid memory was of a beautiful brown-skinned young woman with a rose in her hair, lying in one of the satin-lined caskets. Mine, from no more than a year back, was of walking, by myself, into the little morgue behind the chapel, where a dark, ordinary-looking black man, in his late twenties or thirties, lay, naked, on the white-enamel embalming table with its drain grooves leading to the trough around it. I walked around him a bit, looking at his genitals, his slightly turned-out feet, his lightly closed eyes, watching him under the fluorescent lights for a minute. Fascinated by what, I wasn’t sure, I reached over and took the cool and wholly limp hand in mine—and found myself getting an erection. …

Surely somewhere a reality lay behind Nanny’s account—an account that, indeed, presented itself as real. The family was terribly proud of her piece, passing it around from one to the other; and my father said, again and again, how touched he was by her memory. (Would I, I wondered—a full year before I entered the school—ever have anything published in Dynamo?) But whatever that reality was, it had been sealed outside of, and by, the text. I would never have dared question it, to Nanny or anyone else—because I did not want anyone to question mine. Whatever had actually happened was held, in some other time and place, safely outside any language that I could bring myself to initiate, or that anyone else even thought to.

That seemed to be, if anything, the power of writing—to hold sway over memory, making it public, keeping it private, possibly, even, keeping it secret from oneself—for I was sure Nanny felt (ten years after the fact) that the impossible feat of elongation she’d described at the foot of the stairs was as true as—many years on—I would come to feel my sentence was about my age at Dad’s death.

6.01. Secretly in those years, I would write down my masturbation fantasies in a black loose-leaf binder I kept beneath my underwear in the tall, stained-oak bureau against the wall in my third-floor room. They had nothing to do with corpses in the downstairs morgue, nor, really, with any of my childhood experiences and experiments with sex. They were, rather, grandiose, homoerotic, full of kings and warriors, leather armor, slaves, swords, and brocade, mixing the inflated language and the power fantasies of Robert E. Howard (Conan the Conqueror) and Frank Yerby (The Saracen Blade), whose books I hunted out in the local library or from the third-floor bookshelves of my Aunt Virginia’s Montclair home, with the street language of Seventh Avenue and the off-color anecdotes collected by the brothers John and Allen Lomax in their five-and six-hundred-page scholarly tomes that I found at the home of my Aunt Dorothy and my Uncle Myles—language whose erotics, in both cases, came not from any constellation of specific sexual associations but almost wholly because its “god-damn,” its “nigger,” its “shit,” its “kike,” its “piss,” its “wop,” its “prick,” its “fuck,” its “pussy” was—in our house—wholly forbidden; and the specifically sexual words were, I knew, by law, forbidden to ordinary writing.

Yet I had already discovered a trade-off between writing and desire, at ten, eleven, twelve. …

A fantasy I had not written out yet, or had only begun to write, would last me a long time, over several days—even a week or more. If, however, I wrote it down, filling in descriptions of place, atmosphere, thoughts, speech, clothing, accidental gestures, the whole narrative excess we think of as “realism” making my written account as complete and as narrationally rich as I could, my own erotic response was much greater; the orgasm it produced was stronger, more satisfying, hugely pleasurable. But, once this had occurred, the fantasy was used up. It became just words on paper, at one with its own descriptive or aesthetic residue, but with little or no lingering erotic charge.

I would have to create another.

Thus desire set two graphic poles:

At one pole, everything tried to hold off writing, to delay beginning it, to halt it, to interrupt it, to keep the word at bay and restrain it from the paper, to retain it as a secret in the mind for longer, and longer, and longer, so that the pleasure of its inner repetition would endure. …

At the other pole, all forces drove to realize the word on paper, to let the immediate feedback and intensifying potential of the letter enrich and specify, clarify and analyze, increase the imaginative specificity that was one with its insightful and experiential richness—a richness that made its resonances in my young body sing and soar—the richness art alone renders of the everyday … and which mysticism sometimes broaches with the extraordinary.

My mother found the loose-leaf and, without telling me, gave it to my psychiatrist, Dr. Zeer—a pudgy Cuban, who wore glasses and smoked cigars, and whom I was seeing at the North Side Center. My terrible spelling and the erratic grades it produced had, at that point, been diagnosed as “probably attention-getting behavior,” and the biweekly therapy sessions, on the top floor of the New Lincoln School at 110th Street, had been the result.

Dr. Zeer and I talked about them calmly and sensibly enough, though not with much comprehension on his part (or, finally, on his superior’s, Dr. Kenneth Clark, who excerpted them at some length in an article on “Prejudice and Your Child” in Harper’s magazine and then in a book of the same title) of their erotic function. But it was my first indication that the movement from private to public by way of writing was not as traumatic as desire, with its attendant terror of total, social, absolute, and individual rejection, often makes us fear.

6.1. A citywide test had been required for entrance to the Bronx High School of Science, and there’d been some question about my score: I had not received a full acceptance, but had been put on a waiting list. Then Judge Delany, a friend of the principal, had done things to get my name moved toward the top. I’d been upset about it, and—for a while—had threatened not to go, deciding to attend another city science school, Brooklyn Technical High School, where my scores had honestly gotten me in. There’d been family arguments; I’d sulked. But somehow that was all past. I was to attend the Bronx High School of Science. My father had insisted. And by now I was looking forward to it.

6.11. That June, Science held a student orientation meeting at the Science Annex. My mother, who never rode the subways, took me up to the school by several buses, and we joined the two hundred fifty entering freshmen in the basement cafeteria, big as my last school’s gym. (The entering sophomore class was several times larger.) The walls were rough yellow tiles. The windows were screened over with diamond-woven wire grilles, letting in the blue of the Bronx afternoon.

Kids and parents sat on the cafeteria benches, on the tables, or crowded around the sides of the room and, toward the front, sat on the floor. A few seats away I noticed a striking boy, sitting on a table corner, brown loafers on the bench before him. Almost all the other students had come in slacks, many in sports jackets, the girls—only one in five of the Science students was a girl—in jumpers, skirts, and fresh blouses (this was 1956). But this boy had on jeans and an electric blue corduroy shirt, several buttons open over a bare chest. He was blond, gray-eyed, and good-looking. It was also clear, as I snuck glances at him, that he’d come without his parents. I don’t remember anything the principal, Dr. Morris Meister, said. I think the main purpose of the “orientation session” was to let the bulk of us know where the school was, since we came from all over the city’s five boroughs.

After it was over, we were told to file up the stairs, cross the roof, and go down the far steps of the building to the exit. This was the way, it was explained to us, we would enter the school for the next year. (The Science Annex was actually an elementary school for the first three floors, and the entering first-year high school students used only the top two stories.) Everyone was neatly lined up along the right edge of the stairwell, in single file, parents and children. The progress was unbelievably slow, but the left side of the stairwell was still clear, thanks to our lineup.

Then an electric blue and blond streak dashed past, on up the stairs, and toward the roof: the parentless youngster had decided he’d had enough of this inefficiency-in-the-name-of-order and had used the free space to run on up, over, and out.

6.2. That summer was my final one at Camp Woodland—in the oldest “work camp” group. My five summers there were an astonishing lesson in humanity, tolerance, and the workings of the social world as truly caring men and women tried to envision them.

That particular year there was a youngster at camp named Ben. He’d suffered from TB as a kid and had been left with several major motor difficulties. He wore glasses, as I did. He was somewhat fleshy. His movements were awkward, and his speech was highly distorted. Nevertheless, Ben was a dyed-in-the-wool genius. He played the piano wonderfully. He was also a lightning calculator. You could ask him questions like, “Ben, what’s three thousand seven hundred fifty-two point seven-six times twelve thousand five hundred seventy point three?” and he would answer, “It’s forty-seven million one hundred seventy-three thousand three hundred nineteen point oh-three,” in about the time it would have taken him to recite his name.

Though Ben was my age—thirteen—he was already a sophomore at Science.

With his speech defect and his motor difficulties, plus his gigantic intellect (his range of information was certainly not limited to number crunching), he still lacked anything any other thirteen-year-old could relate to as a sense of humor.

He was something of a misfit at camp.

Nevertheless I liked him.

Also—and I think this was certainly a point of sympathy between us—we both masturbated in the same way, rubbing ourselves against our mattresses, rather than the more socially accepted hand method. In Ben’s tent, thirty feet up the hill, this was the occasion for some teasing. (I was in the boys’ bunkhouse below, and once the first comment was made to me about it, I made sure I only did it well after lights-out.) Ben, however, was hardened enough to derision that he made no special effort to keep it from the other boys, most of whom were, after all, pursuing the same ends by manual means.

By the time I’d left elementary school, back in May, I’d managed to give myself a rudimentary knowledge, largely self-taught, of differential calculus; but, if only because it was self-taught, there were great gaps in my knowledge, and though I’d made it through the first half of the elementary calculus textbook I’d taken it on myself to master, the second half (on integral calculus) had defeated me.

Ben, I think, would have responded to anyone who was friendly with him and patient. At any rate, we had lots of sessions together that summer, when he tried to cover over the holes in my self-apprehended mathematical interests. Although sometimes he lost patience, he was moderately good at it. And I was flattered to be paid attention to by a certified genius, however well or poorly I actually understood his formulas, diagrams, and mouth-muffled explanations.

I certainly knew a lot more by the end of the summer than I did at the beginning.

The kids at Woodland were in general a decent lot. They had their devilment. (Once they tied up a particularly annoying kid named Tim and pretended they were going to hang him.) But by and large they were caring and compassionate. Nevertheless, Ben could be trying for the most large-hearted bunch of youngsters. The counselors, who I think were rather in awe of Ben (all of us could relate to his extraordinary musical ability, and he played for the whole work camp on several evenings), occasionally told us, more or less seriously, “Listen to Ben. You might learn something.”

Once the following story came back to me from one of the boys in Ben’s tent. Some of Ben’s bunkmates were making a concerted effort to pay some attention to him, and Ben took the opportunity to tell them he was going to show them one of the most beautiful things in the whole world. Dutifully, they’d all fallen silent—whereupon Ben began to outline some particularly abstruse point in analytic geometry about the generating formulas for endocycloidal curves.

The guys listened for about three minutes with straight faces. Then, one after another, they began to giggle. Finally, they broke into open laughter. Ben got upset and began to sputter and rage and, finally, cry. When the counselor at last showed up, what Ben was crying was: “You’re all idiots! Everyone is an idiot! Chip is the only person who understands me! Just Chip! Everybody else is just an idiot! Everybody! Except Chip …!”

“Chip,” at Woodland, was my nickname.

6.21. Because I liked Ben and could follow some of his mathematical discussions, I have at least a sense of our sessions together as having been useful. Also, as a student in the high school I would be attending, Ben gave me some notion of what I was getting into, for which I was grateful. But there at camp, I also felt somewhat saddled with him, and I wanted to spend more of my time with other kids. There was one redheaded boy from New Jersey named Johnny (whose twin sister Margie was also at the camp), who, after lights out, would call me out of the main bunkhouse into his bed on the porch—the only bed on the bunk porch, besides the counselor’s (and the counselor didn’t come in till a couple of hours later)—and we would do warm, friendly, and pleasurable things to each other’s body in the most innocent and good-natured way. (At the same time, I had an official girlfriend, a young black camper, who pursued me with a kind of muffled hysteria into after-evening-activity necking and petting sessions, with a sense, far more developed than mine, that because we were the two black campers in that age group, we had to go together—a notion that struck me as interesting, if strange.) I very much wanted to be Johnny’s “best friend all the time,” during the day as well as at night. But Ben made that a little hard. Therefore, at August’s end, when camp was over, I was somewhat relieved to go home.

6.3. On the first day of school I took the D train up to 182nd Street, walked the two blocks up the Grand Concourse, and turned left, a block later crossed through the lozenges of sunlight falling through the Jerome Avenue elevated tracks to the concrete, and kept on down the sloping sidewalk beside the telephone company with the other students walking to the Annex, and gathered with them in the basement cafeteria, as we had done three months before at orientation. I spotted the blond boy I’d seen the last time right away—today he was in a white shirt and khaki pants. I probably went up to him and said something immediately. (Ben, a junior by now, was off in the Main Building.) I’d been voted the most popular kid in my grade a year before, and my picture of myself was that I was Someone Who Could Make Friends Easily: so, however scary it was, I’d decided I was going to make them. And as rewarding as friendships with the Bens of this world might be, I’d decided my friends here were going to be good-looking, more or less normal people.

The boy’s name was Chuck. He’d come to Science from a city Catholic school, Corpus Christi. He’d grown up in Luxembourg. His father was a career man in the US Air Force. (Chuck even spoke some Luxembourgeois.) But he and his younger sister lived with his mother here in the city. His parents were divorced.

We’d been given little cards which guided us to our class, and luck had it that Chuck and I had been assigned to the same freshman homeroom. We took our places together in line and, once again, walked up the crowded stairwell. It was nowhere near as orderly as it had been when half the group had been parents. So there was no running on ahead for Chuck today. We talked a bit more, but for a while, together in the crush, I remember he seemed to lose interest in whatever we were speaking of, and I wondered what I would have to say to catch his attention again while we made our slow way up.

Out on the red-tiled roof, with its high wire fence around the chest-high wall, the student congestion came to a complete halt under the cloud-flecked blue—as it would for three to thirteen minutes every morning for the rest of the year. Finally we crowded into the far stairwell.

6.31. Downstairs on the fifth floor, I walked into the classroom.

Chuck followed me.

I took a seat in one of the nailed-to-the-floor wooden desks toward the front of the room.

Chuck sat at the desk behind mine.

Our homeroom teacher—standing behind the desk now with his hands in his pockets, greeting us, telling us to take seats, those in the back please hurry up, we have a lot to do this morning—was the freshman algebra instructor, Mr. Tannenbaum. (He turned now to write his name on the board for us.) A thin, homely man, he wore baggy tweeds and had a shy sense of humor. He was a remarkably gentle man, for all his bony forehead and drawn-together shoulders. And he smiled if you made a joke, sometimes in spite of himself. But one of the things Science’s average 140 IQ meant was that the teachers respected the students. The school was as strict in hiring instructors as it was in admitting pupils. We all had a sense that the teachers themselves were special, as was, indeed, the whole school—despite its dilapidated housing.

Mr. Tannenbaum began to call out the names of the various kids in the class—“Please answer ‘present’”—while I looked around.

Before the end of the first session, I learned that Chuck’s full name was Charles Edward Rufus Rastus McSweeney O’Gorman Van Pelt Abramson!

(“Is that really your whole name …?”

(“Yeah. But Charles Edward Abramson is about all most people can take,” and here, on a piece of notebook paper, while I strained around at my desk, he drew a monogram, involving a C, E, and A, and the date—’56—which, over the next year, I would find written on bathroom walls, carved into table tops, or, once, fifteen years later, but still readable, gouged with a compass point into the back of a pew at Corpus Christi Church.)

At Dalton, the classes of twelve and fourteen students had sat in movable chairs at wide blond wood tables, or pushed the tables aside and drawn the chairs into an informal circle for discussion. But here were forty-two students in a single room, desks fixed to the floor and scarred by doodling generations. Even as I was talking with Chuck, it hit me that this was not the entire freshman grade but only one class—that, indeed, there were five others of the same size at the school.

At Dalton, the entire eighth grade had been smaller than this homeroom group.

For the last year, people had been talking to me about the “transition from elementary school to high school.” But the transition was really between private school and public school—and nobody had prepared me for that.

Mr. Tannenbaum announced that we were all to get up, leave the seats we had taken, and find seats in alphabetical order, starting with the first seat in the first file and working back, then continuing with the first seat in the second file, and so on.

Well, I thought, slipping out of my desk, that was the end of sitting next to my new friend. We milled around, asking each other our names, laughing, exchanging remarks. Somehow, though, it panned out that (as an “Abramson”) Chuck ended up the first student in the first file of desks, and, after we’d gone through the other A’s, B’s, and C’s, I (as a “Delany”) ended up in the second seat of the second file. I wasn’t in front of him. But I was now one seat diagonally behind him.

The person sitting directly behind Chuck and, therefore, right beside me, was a bright, personable kid from Queens, with glasses, named Danny. He made some comment on some exchange between Chuck and me, and within minutes, had joined the pair of us as friends in a trio that stayed solid through the year.

“Come to order now,” Mr. Tannenbaum said, and, once more, the general level of student whispering quieted. “It seems the next thing on our agenda is to elect the class representative to the Student Government Organization.”

There was a general groan, and a girl named Debbie raised her hand to protest. “That seems awfully silly right now. None of us really knows anyone else.”

Stacking “Delaney Cards” together for his roll book (part of an archaic filing system that only incidentally mirrored my name), Mr. Tannenbaum gave one of his inward, ironic smiles. “I think the idea is that it will help get the process of knowing each other started.”

I kind of agreed with Debbie. But diagonally in front of me, Chuck immediately waved his hand. When Mr. Tannenbaum glanced at him, Chuck declared, “I nominate Chip Delany—this guy right here,” twisting around and pointing down with his upraised hand at the top of my head.

Danny’s hand was up a moment later. “I second the nomination.”

“I guess we’re getting started then.” Mr. Tannenbaum got up to write the nominees on the blackboard. “Any other nominations?”

There were three others—one was a friend of mine from Woodland, named Gene. But he’d been sitting some seats behind me, so we hadn’t, in those first minutes, done more than nod and grin at one another.

Another, a golden, good-looking Irish kid like Chuck, was named Mike.

The last was a native Bronx boy called Leo, with an incredible amount of body hair and a winning, easy manner, who, at thirteen, easily looked eighteen or older.

The four of us were called on to say something about ourselves. I don’t remember what I said—but Gene used his time to tell a silly joke that fell flat. Moments after our impromptu campaign speeches, Mr. Tannenbaum told us to go out in the hall, where we milled about and glanced at one another, trying not to feel self-conscious; and inside the class discussed the four of us and voted. Somebody came to beckon through the wire-reinforced classroom door window.

We went back in.

I had been elected.

“All the GO representatives are meeting this afternoon,” Mr. Tannenbaum told me “in room. …” He gave me the number. “It shouldn’t take very long. It’s just to set things up.”

Chuck turned round and whispered, “I’ll wait for you, and we can go home together.”

Later, I asked Chuck if there’d been any discussion, and, if so, what had been said that got me elected. But he just brushed it off: “Nobody really said anything at all.”

At lunch, however, when I got Danny alone (Danny’s and Chuck’s friendship had been cemented through the happenstance of their ending up in the same German class; and by now, we knew, all three of us had the same English teacher, a rotund gentleman with glasses, Mr. Kotter, who, when a young man had given him a not particularly sharp answer, had planted his hands on his hips that morning and said, “You know, I don’t think you’d have sense enough to pour piss out of a boot,” at which point we’d all fallen in love with him), Danny explained that when Mr. Tannenbaum had called for comments on the nominees, it came out that all the other nominators had indeed been friends of their nominees at previous schools, and Chuck, logically and coolly, had explained that’ he had never known me until today, but simply in the few minutes’ conversation we’d already had, he’d been struck by my “intelligence, levelheadedness, and insight,” and these seemed to him better credentials than simply old friends nominating old friends. The argument had carried most of the remaining students—possibly it was a better argument than I was a candidate.

The student representative meeting that afternoon was simple and untaxing. Another math teacher, a woman even taller than Mr. Tannenbaum, gave us a brief rundown of our all but nonexistent duties.

A few minutes before the end of the meeting, Chuck’s blond head swerved around outside the window; he waved to me. I kind of nodded back. The teacher saw him gesticulating outside the door, walked over, and opened it. “Are you looking for something?” she asked. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

“I was waiting for a friend,” Chuck said.

“Then why don’t you just come in,” she said, “and sit down quietly.” So Chuck came in with his first day’s haul of textbooks in his arms and slid into a seat near mine.

About five minutes later, the meeting ended.

As the young reps were standing to leave, the front door of the classroom opened again and, rather breathlessly, a long-haired girl in glasses strode in and announced, half to the teacher and half to everyone else: “This is the student representatives’ meeting, isn’t it? I’m the GO Alternate. So I belong here.”

The teacher looked at her with the smile I was becoming so familiar with. She said: “Actually, I don’t think you do.”

“Oh, no,” the girl said. “I belong here.” She repeated, “I’m the Alternate for my class.”

“I mean,” the teacher said, “the meeting’s finished. We’re all going home now.”

“Well, I do belong here,” the young woman said again.

Then, realizing what was happening, she said loudly, “Oh. …” As she looked around the room, perhaps we saw each other. Perhaps we even smiled. Then she turned and strode out of the room.

Behind me, Chuck said: “Chip, that girl is weird!”

I couldn’t help thinking of Ben, though, busy in the Main Building being a genius. Certainly by comparison, she wasn’t weird at all.

Chuck and I rode home together on the downtown D train.

6.32. One other friendship I must speak about formed in that same time. Elements of it coalesced during the same minutes as those I’ve already written of. It was probably more important, at least to me as a writer, than those with Chuck or Danny. Reviewing it, however, what strikes me is how quickly the written narrative closes it out—puts it outside of language. Reading over what I’ve already written of that first day, searching for a margin in which to inscribe it, within and around what’s already written, I suspect it might well be printed in the column parallel with the above, rather than as a consecutive report—certainly that’s the way I experienced it.

Return, then, for a minute, as we came down from the roof. …

I walked into the classroom.

Chuck followed me.

As I slid into a seat behind one of the wooden desks toward the front of the room, I glanced aside at the students crowding up the aisle beside me, where I glimpsed a hand—a large hand—on which the broad nails were gnawed back behind a line of adolescent grime. The hand stayed there a second, two, tapped on a denim thigh, and was blocked by another student. I looked up, to see a tall boy—perhaps one of the two or three tallest kids in the class—with dark brown hair, peering over the heads of his classmates. He was wearing a dark brown, long-sleeved shirt. He sighed now, realizing that all the seats near the door were already taken, and began to make his way with the others around the desks to find somewhere to sit.

Chuck sat at the desk behind mine.

Our homeroom teacher, standing behind the desk now with his hands in his pockets, greeted us, telling us to take seats (“Those in the back, please hurry up. We have a lot to do this morning”) turned now to write his name on the board.

Mr. Tannenbaum began to call out the names of the various kids in the class—“Please answer ‘present’”—while I looked around.

Once the names had been gone through, behind me Chuck whispered: “I could have really messed up his day and told him my whole name. Charles Edward Rufus Rastus McSweeney O’Gorman Van Pelt Abramson.”

I turned around laughing. “Is that really your whole name …?”

Mr. Tannenbaum glanced over, and I looked back.

“Yeah,” Chuck went on whispering, obliviously. “But Charles Edward Abramson is about all most people can take.” I looked over my shoulder again, where, on a piece of notebook paper, Chuck had begun to draw his monogram.

Mr. Tannenbaum called out more names.

The tall kid was sitting diagonally back in the room from me. I glanced around at the students, correcting their names through the roll call. His name was Joseph Torrent. (“Do people call you Joe?” Mr. Tannenbaum asked.

(“Yeah—or Joey. …”A kind of squeakiness accented his premature adolescent baritone, as though his voice had not quite finished changing.)

Moments later, Mr. Tannenbaum was announcing that now we were all to get up, leave the seats we had taken, and take seats in alphabetical order, starting with the first seat in the first file and working back, then continuing with the first seat in the second file, and so on. I moved quickly to the back, momentarily losing Chuck (who’d gone forward, knowing his name would put him toward the front), and angling toward the big kid. I nearly bumped into him. With the same determination I’d had when I initially spoke to Chuck, I said, “Joe, this has got to be a lot more confusing than it’s worth.”

“Yeah,” he said. And grinned. “It sure is.” Then he frowned again. “What was your name again?”

“I’m Chip.” I held out my hand. Not expecting that sort of greeting in the crush of students, he looked a little surprised, and then took it and shook. The skin was dry and warm, and slightly roughish. I liked that. Somebody toward the front said, “Hey, there were some more D’s and E’s—I know!”

“That’s me,” I said. And took off, back toward the front of the room, to take my seat, realizing that it was only one seat diagonally behind Chuck’s anyway. “This isn’t so bad,” I told him.

While the kid beside me said, “Was your name Chip? I’m Danny.”

“Hi,” I said to the kid in the glasses with his spade-shaped face and hair that was nappier than mine, and shook hands. The fingers were thin, the nails ordinary length and clean, and not, to me, interesting at all. “This is Chuck,” I said.

Chuck turned around. “Pleased to meet you.”

Mr. Tannenbaum said, “Keep it down, now. We’re trying to do this with as little noise as possible.” He began to stack “Delaney Cards.” “It seems the next thing on our agenda is to elect the class representative to the Student Government Organization. …”

While I waited outside the room with Gene, Mike, and Leo for the election to be over, I wondered whether Joey had voted for me or not. Someone beckoned us in through the window. As I came in, after Gene and before Mike, I glanced at Joe. He grinned, and I grinned back—then went to take my seat beside Danny and Chuck, as Mr. Tannenbaum announced, “Chip Delany is our GO representative,” and I looked at the board where my name was written, the ghosts of the three others just legible on the black slate under the sweeping marks of the eraser. Well, I thought to myself, chances were Joe had.

Between two other classes where neither Chuck nor Danny was involved—I did not want any of my other friends to know about this friend—I talked to Joe some more. There were three lunch periods. Danny’s and Chuck’s was not the same as mine, that first term. And so I ate my lunch with Joe, asking him about himself, telling him a bit about me—and, every time I could without being obtrusive about it, glancing at his big, heavy-fingered hands, with their permanently grubby knuckles and their gnawed nails.

When Chuck and I came down from the GO meeting, as I walked into the school’s dark foyer, out in the sun beyond the stained glass transom I saw Joe and several of his other friends standing around—apparently for some reason they had stayed after school too. They were just turning to leave—but I stepped up to the wall, where a wide bronze plaque hung (commemorating what in the elementary school’s nether history, I could not possibly say now) and demanded, “Now who do you think all these people could be?”

Chuck looked back, came up, and in minutes we were joking about this name and that—for at least five minutes … time to let Joe get to the corner and out of sight. I even contemplated suggesting I’d forgotten a book upstairs, and asking Chuck to return with me. But certainly Joey was far ahead enough by now to obliterate any possibility of my having to talk with both at the same time—a burden that seemed to lie just beyond the edge of possible endurance.

On days when I didn’t ride home on the subway with Danny or Chuck, however, I’d hunt up Joe and ride down with him, occasionally going a few stops past the 135th Street station, where ordinarily I got out, to the Ninety-sixth Street station, where he left the train. Sometimes, I even sat with him on the benches against the station’s tiled wall for half an hour, listening to him talk about adolescent problems that ran from his difficulties in getting along with his mother (like Chuck’s, Joey’s parents were divorced) to misunderstandings he’d had with some friends with whom, from time to time, he played basketball.

Science’s 140 IQ average meant, of course, that many students were substantially above it. (I didn’t realize at the time that a kind of instinct made me seek out the brighter kids.) But it also meant that there were many below it—students of good or even ordinary intelligence, who had acquired good study habits, who were by temperament hard workers, and who were willing to put real energy into whatever tasks were put them.

Chuck and Danny were students who glittered. Whether they did well or badly, whatever they were involved in was always interesting. Joe, on the other hand, fell squarely into the latter group. (He had done better than I on the entrance exam; no one had had to maneuver his name around on a waiting list.) The problem these students had at Bronx Science was that often, if only because of their diligence, they’d been the smartest or among the smartest students in whatever school they’d come from. But now because there was such a concentration of real brilliance around them—and all the eccentricity that went with it—they were reduced to the position of the normal. Often they were not happy with it.

And that was very much Joe.

6.321. The double narrative, in its parallel columns. …

(When, thirty-three years later, I asked Chuck about his recollections of our first day in school together, he told me over long distance from Missoula, Montana, while sunlight through Amherst’s leaves dappled my uncurtained storm windows: “The thing I remember about that first day was that Mr. Tannenbaum wore ‘space shoes’ … that this man, who from the way he dressed, should have been wearing the most conservative dark-brown wing ripped Oxfords—he wore space shoes! In the newspaper, every weekend, there used to be that little advertisement, ‘Come get your feet poured …’ or something? And he had them—like your mother. I can remember her wearing them, in the library across from the Museum of Modern Art where she worked. ‘Space shoes’—they were really strange to see on someone back then.” But because my mother did wear them, Mr. Tannenbaum’s hadn’t made the same impression on me.)

With the two (or more …) tales printed as they are, consecutively and not parallel at all, a romantic code hierarchizes them: the second account—full of guilt, silence, desire, and subterfuge—displaces the first—overt, positive, rich, and social—at once discrediting it and at the same time presumably revealing its truth.

Yet reread closely.

Nothing in the first is in any way explained by the second, so that this “truth” that the second is presumed to provide is mostly an expectation, a convention, a trope—rather than a real explanatory force.

(The third, Chuck’s “space shoes,” parenthetical, oblique, idiosyncratic, ironic, simply problematizes the first two, opening the space for a continuation of codes to write, to revise, to develop. …)

The more historically sensitive among us will remember an older—and conservative—code from which the Romantic questioning, distrust, and uneasiness with the feelings grew. It holds that, in day-today occurrences, the desire- and deceit-laden narrative always develops alongside the “socially acceptable” one. Doctors, lawyers, and artists are privileged to discuss it when it impinges on their specialized domains: the body, ethics, representation. But for the rest of us, the old code says, it should be private (rather than subjective: it is the abolition of the private code by active medical, legal, and aesthetic intervention that creates, that necessitates, that constitutes Romantic “subjectivity”). As adults, we have the right—indeed, the duty—to keep it so.

Why speak of what’s uncomfortable to speak of?

What damage might it do to women, children, the temperamentally more refined, the socially ignorant, the less well educated, those with a barely controlled tendency toward the perverse?

Since publishing it in most cases explains little or nothing of the public narrative, why not let it remain privy, personal, privileged—outside of language …?

But if it is the split—the spaces between the columns (one resplendent and lucid with the writings of legitimacy, the other dark and hollow with the voices of the illegitimate, and even a third aglitter with ironic alterities)—that constitutes the subject, it is only after the Romantic inflation of the private into the subjective that such a split can even be located. That locus, that margin, that split itself first allows, then demands the appropriation of language—now spoken, now written—in both directions, over the gap.

6.33. The second morning, Chuck and I somehow weren’t together among the students shoving each other up the steps. The traffic snarl out on the red-tiled roof, in the September cool and sun, was particularly bad that day. While I was standing in line, the girl with the long hair and glasses whom I’d seen the day before at the end of the GO meeting ran up through a hiatus in the crowd, in the absolutely opposite direction from anybody else, her coat flapping. She came to a halt before me, and, with a breathless smile, declared, “I just wrote three poems last night!”

“Good for you!” I said. “What’s your name?”

“Marilyn,” she said. “Yours …?”

“Chip,” I told her.

Then, just as she’d left yesterday’s meeting, she ran on.

“What was that?” which was Chuck, who’d just managed to join me; he’d recognized her from yesterday too. I shrugged. But Chuck, the most normal of fellows in his sexual orientation, would usually have a comment to make about any girl I talked to—and, indeed, any boy. Fortunately, I thought most of them were funny.

That night I pondered the rooftop encounter. “I wrote three poems …!” What, I wondered, was the experience this young woman had gone through that was so exciting she’d blurted it to an all-but-stranger? In my third-floor room, sitting on my bed, back against the brown wainscot up to the yellow molding, I turned to a new piece of paper in my school looseleaf and wrote … five!

A day or so later, when I ran into Marilyn again, I mentioned—very casually—the poems I’d written. But she had written even more by then. She even showed me some. And while I was prepared for my own concept of poetry, I wasn’t prepared for hers to be full of bright words and electric with inner music. I wasn’t prepared to find lines like:


	The time comes when I cannot fathom night …2

	or for such cascades of glossolalia as



… Skies are strumming

stormy coming

and the yellow

light is mellow,

though the hazy

morning daisy

withers soon

to afternoon …

I aspire

to a higher

range of power

up a tower

in ascendant

like a pendant on the gory

neck of glory …

I will run down

in the sundown

to redeem a

tragic dreamer;

so his sorrows

or tomorrows

not arriving

will be thriving

on the laughter

rippling after.

With his eyes on the horizon

he will not per-

ceive me grieve …3

In short, I was not prepared for the poems to be—as far as any thirteen-or fourteen-year-old could tell, judging the work of another—good, however that is defined for or by the young. (Oscar Wilde once said, “The only true talent is precosity”) A year ahead of me, Marilyn was thirteen when I met her and an entering sophomore, though she turned fourteen two months later in November.

Where I had gone to private school, she had gone to public. She had been able to read perfectly well at three, and one of her earliest school memories was being told to sit in a corner with a book (usually of the teacher’s choosing and well below the level of what she was already reading on her own) because she already knew the work. “For years,” she told me in those first weeks, “I really thought I was being punished for being smart—go sit in the corner. I mean, that’s what you tell dunces.”

A year or so younger than most of the people in her class, even at Science, her best friends seemed to be among the brightest students in the grade ahead of hers. Because of this I met, and heard even more about, a whole circle of older students I would not have otherwise known.

There’d once been a show, which, after a lengthy career on radio, moved briefly to television, called “The Quiz Kids,” on which bright youngsters in caps and gowns answered questions sent in by adults. For a season, when she’d been seven, Marilyn had been the youngest Quiz Kid. (To give her credit, for she was never a braggart, I didn’t even learn this till I had known her at least three years.) She was curious, hugely talented, deeply compassionate, and wonderfully generous; she was quite attractive, though in many ways she was physically awkward; and she had emotional blind spots that were glaring and, I suspect, as crippling as some of her physical limitations. She could be extraordinarily perceptive about other people. She was very excitable, very funny, and very smart. And we were very soon friends.

6.331. A couple of months into the term, I sat down to begin writing a novel. Joey Torrent, I thought. Certainly his second name had all the romance one could ask for. But maybe “Joey” was a little ordinary. What about “Erik” Torrent? That was more dashing. I wrote out the title page:


	LOST STARS



by Samuel R. Delany

Then, on the next page of my looseleaf, I began to describe how tall, dark-haired Erik Torrent stood on the walkway of the George Washington Bridge, watching the sunlight flash and flicker on the water hundreds of feet below, while farther out it became a sky blue slab of light, his fingers resting on the metal railing.

And I described in detail after detail his hand.

I had been looking at such hands on bus drivers, on the garbage man, on construction workers sitting with their lunches against brick walls, on a friend in school, on subway conductors, on a workman bellowing from the corner beside a flaming drum, or on strangers across from me on the train—black, white, and Hispanic—for years. (Their descriptions had been among the first naturalism to make its way into the purloined looseleaf.) I tried to describe his astonishing fingers (and I knew already that the astonishment was a bodily response such hands could produce in me when I saw them) in such a way that would fix this experience outside of language somewhere (I knew the fascination was private and sexual and couldn’t have spoken of it to Chuck or Danny or Marilyn—or, indeed, to Joey himself), somehow within it.

6.332. Walking up the subway platform at 125th Street, school books dragging down my arms, through the people standing about, waiting for the train to take them to work, I saw Chuck standing before one of the gum machines attached to the columns at the platform edge. His books were on the cement at his feet. Squatting a little so he could see himself in the small mirror the machines had bolted to their faces, he was combing his blond hair with a black pocket comb, smoothing it each stroke with his free hand, pushing it a little one way, then the other.

I’d heard people say, “You know, boys are just as vain as girls.” But I wondered if that didn’t mean Catholic boys; for besides Chuck, the only boys I’d ever seen do that were the Hispanic kids, on their way to Cardinal Hayes High School or—I just assumed in my adolescent smugness—to the various vocational schools in the city.

“Hi!” I called.

Looking up, Chuck shoved his comb in his back pocket. “Hey, there! How you doin’ …!” He squatted down to grab his books up between the knees of his jeans; but the train whose light now flashed on the far columns down the tracks roared up on the platform’s opposite side to reveal itself an A—not our D. So we had a few more minutes to wait, to talk.

6.4. Many mornings Chuck and I ran into each other, hanging from the enameled handholds in the loud, crowded cars (that had replaced the leather straps of a generation ago, which had given New York subway riders the nickname “straphangers,” and which, a generation hence, would give way to a single horizontal bar), books under our arms. Along the base of the phone company building we strolled past, mornings and afternoons on our way between the train station and the Annex, was a row of rectangular windows that looked into the basement offices, through which we could see men in white shirts and sports jackets working at paper-covered desks. One day that September, Chuck and I stopped to look in one of the windows. Chuck made some comment on the young man in shirtsleeves and glasses bent over his papers inside.

Talking there, however, we must have blocked his light, because he looked up at us.

So Chuck made a funny face, danced up and down, and waved with animated enthusiasm. Inside, the man—twenty-five or twenty-six—burst out laughing, sat back, and waved in reply. We laughed and continued walking. But the next day, we stopped at the window, waved, and made faces again—and again the young man answered in kind.

Coming and going to school, we made this a daily act. From time to time Danny joined in it with us. But after one or another of these mini-comic mimes, I had a serious conversation with Chuck.

“You know, Chuck,” I said, “you or I could grow up to be really famous—a Nobel Prize-winning scientist, or a great musician. Yet this guy, there in the phone company, he’d never know it. Still, we’re all really friends by now. Only he doesn’t even know our names—and we don’t know his. Maybe he could be one of those famous writers, like Eliot in the bank. And we wouldn’t have any way to know.”

“We only see him from the top down, and he only sees us from the bottom up,” was Chuck’s comment. “We probably wouldn’t even recognize each other if we met at eye level.”

And we walked on to the Concourse and the Ascott Bookshop, where, with Chuck lowering over my shoulder, I bought my first Vintage paperback of Camus’s The Stranger and The Rebel (“A brilliant piece of thinking!” declared the small bald man who ran the tiny card-and-book shop. “A brilliant job! You’re really in for a treat!”) and Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury with As I Lay Dying in the marbleized green cover adjoined to it.

The mini-mimes continued. Apparently they became something of a topic in the phone company: once or twice, after a month or so, the guy had several other young men and women waiting at the desk with him, who all made faces back through the glass and laughed with us when we passed. Then one morning in spring, when school was nearly over, as we walked by the building, the window was open!

When we looked in, the man got up from his desk, walked over, and said, “Hello!” He stuck his hand out the window and we bent down to shake. “What are you guys’ names, anyway …?” he asked. “I mean, after all this time. …”

“We decided,” I said, a little taken aback, “that our not knowing your name and your not knowing our names was really part of the relationship. So maybe it’s better if we don’t tell you.”

“And you don’t tell us yours,” Chuck added.

That indeed had been, after much discussion, our decision.

The young man looked a little surprised, but then pursed his lips and nodded. “Okay,” he said. “That’s fine.”

From then on, we went back to our pantomimes, with just as much mugging and laughing. It wasn’t quite the same. But school had only a few more weeks to go.

6.5. School closed.

I left the Annex in June of ’57 with an average just over ninety.

That summer I went to a new camp, an international scholarship camp for boys, called Rising Sun. Though the campers were smart enough and nice enough, the place seemed, with its broad catalpa trees and cool gnat-infested waterfall, its Indian rituals and endless talk of the “philosophy of camp,” to gesture abstractly after the ideals Woodland had achieved concretely without effort—or, rather, with great human effort from its owners and organizers, reflected in the seeming effortlessness of its rich and musical reality. While I was away my family moved from the ten rooms above the funeral parlor on Seventh Avenue to a new, fourth-floor, two-bathroom co-op apartment on LaSalle Street. My father drove us back from the camp bus, Elvis Presley sang “Love Me Tender” on the car radio, and as we passed the old brick house on Seventh Avenue, with “Levy & Delany” in aluminum letters still above the door (the sign that had once greeted Nanny had had neon letters in green tin shadow masks and hung out from the building; but that had been taken down years before), I realized I no longer lived there—nor had I realized, two months before when I’d left, that I was not coming back to it.

An evening or so later, standing on LaSalle Street and looking down between the dozen twenty-one-story apartment slabs that made up the Morningside Gardens Cooperative to the right and the city-subsidized General Grant Houses to the left, like a gigantic folded drape of red brick above the sycamore saplings down both sides of the street, just set out in their plots (with guide poles and support wires and cloth bindings still wrapping their trunks), the thousand lighted windows yellow and orange above them under the deepening blue, I knew I had started another sector of my life.

6.51. I was a week or so back from Rising Sun. Bill Kuba, the crew-cut Iraqi camper, who’d stayed with us a few days and impressed Mom with his shopping acumen when she’d taken him to Sak’s to buy his mother a coat, had flown home. I was stretched out on the bed in my new bedroom, reading the new Theodore Sturgeon novel, The Cosmic Rape. Suddenly my radio stopped its music and the newscaster came on to announce, with great excitement, the successful Russian launching of Sputnik, the first satellite to circle the earth. He finished with an account of the school opening at Little Rock, Arkansas, that day, where local students and their parents had demonstrated angrily against the Supreme Court’s ruling that the schools should no longer be racially segregated: “… standing outside the school shouting insults and even hurling rocks and beer cans at the Negro students who had to walk between them into the formerly all-white school.”

A few hours later on that blowy September afternoon, I wrote to a Danish camper, Munthe, drafting the letter on a page in my school notebook. “It’s both astonishing and tragic that these should happen on the same day.” Then, I walked into the living room where a copy of the Times lay half on the hassock and half on the floor. That Saturday’s book review was ebulliently praiseful of its novel that week, On the Road, by a new rebellious, experimental writer, Jack Kerouac, whose name I’d already seen on the dedication page of a small black and white pamphlet of poems I’d recently bought, called Howl, by Allen Ginsberg.

6.52. Chuck had moved down with his father to an Air Force base in Florida—and a year later would transfer to a boarding school in Alabama and become involved in civil rights activities. The first thing I did in our new co-op was organize a dance for the teenagers who lived in Morningside Gardens and those who lived in the General Grant Houses, so that we would at least all have met each other and might hopefully begin easing any tensions built into the situation of a middle-income co-op and a low-rent city housing project cheek by jowl. Despite the disapproving mother of one of our kids—the wife of another black city judge—it worked and well, too. There were no incidents between the children in the two projects for more than half a dozen years. And I was a sophomore in Science’s main building—which was on the other side of the Concourse, so that I no longer passed the phone company mornings and afternoons.

Not much happened to Erik Torrent as he made his way through the pages of Lost Stars, which I took up again that year. Mostly he wandered around the city, thinking about his problems with his mother (for me, this was quite a narrative exercise, since my own mother was a bulwark of common sense and sensitivity; I’d always thought problems were by definition associated with fathers; that my exercise fell in the decade’s attack on Mom in particular and women in general I didn’t twig for three more years), or sometimes with his basketball buddies. I’d made him fifteen, rather than fourteen—who could possibly be interested in the adventures of a fourteen-year-old (my age—and Joey’s—when I began it)? Also there was no way to tell, from reading it, if Erik did or did not go to school. (Who could possibly be interested in reading about something as dull as school? Even a school like Science.) From time to time he sat in the subway station, having deep and intense conversations with his brilliant, witty, compassionate, but darkly troubled (and always nameless!) friend. Even more frequently, especially as the book went on, he would go home, go to bed, drift into slumber, and begin to dream—whereupon I’d insert a new short story, perhaps a play I’d been writing, an A+ seventh grade English composition that had turned up among some old papers; once I even considered including an old science report on viruses that had gotten a particularly good mark in Dr. Joseph’s natural science class—in short, pieces about entirely unrelated characters and topics.

The next morning, after one or another oneiric interpolation, Erik would wake and, once more, begin his wanderings about the city.

It bespoke an odd conception of the novel.

6.53. Once, while I was writing Lost Stars, I bit off all my own nails, making them as short as I possibly could. Then, with the point of a straight pin, I scraped beneath their quicks till they bled, in order to bite away just a bit more—so that I would know for myself what it felt like to have such wonderful hands. It was an experiment that fell somewhere between the erotic and the aesthetic. I also spent a few hours gnawing at my cuticles, in hopes they would thicken (like Robert’s, like Johnny’s, like Mike’s, like Joey’s). In the midst of all this, my Uncle Hubert stopped by to visit Dad and noticed my fingers. “You’re biting your nails,” he said to me, frowning at me in my father’s office, standing over the fluorescent desk lamp. I was surprised anyone had noticed and was, on some profound level (though I’d already realized most people held it a reprehensible habit), shocked. “I’ll tell you what,” he went on. “If you can stop biting them for a month, I’ll give you five dollars. How’s that?”

“Okay,” I said—though I had never really bitten my nails before that week.

A month later, I presented him with my hands, the nails grown neatly out again. It was certainly the easiest five dollars I’d ever made. For though from time to time I tried to, it was as impossible for me to establish the habit as, doubtless, it was for Robert or Joey to break it.

6.54. It’s arguable that the strongest factor helping along Marilyn’s and my friendship was the happenstance that, at the beginning of my sophomore year and her junior one, when those of us who’d been at the Annex were moved to the main building, we were both assigned pale green coat-lockers in the back of the same classroom (it happened to be my homeroom), so that now we met every morning and every afternoon.

There, in the first days of classes, we stood about discussing the textbook for Marilyn’s creative writing class, which contained a story called “One With Shakespeare,” which had been the butt of much joking. Suddenly, at the front of the room behind her desk, my homeroom teacher—who also taught me social studies—a tiny, redheaded woman with glasses, boomed out, to fill the room with a sound none of us suspected she’d possessed: “YES, DICTION AND PROJECTION ARE EXTREMELY IMPORTANT FOR ALL THEATRICAL EFFECTS!” Then she smiled and said: “I used to be in the theater, you know.” But the space between the scarred desks and the back wall became a locus of surprise and exploration, as well as one of friendship.

There I listened to Marilyn talk with distress about an advanced math class to which she had been assigned and from which she was transferring. (I was bewildered why anyone would want to get out of such a class—I was even rather disapproving.) There Marilyn told me her creative writing teacher, Mrs. Applebaum (who’d been my cousin Nanny’s teacher when she’d written her “Sleeping Beauty” essay that had appeared in Dynamo), had assigned the class to purchase special notebooks to keep for journals. Even though I was a year away from any such class, that afternoon I purchased my own brown spiral notebook from a candy store on the Grand Concourse where many of us stopped in for school supplies and seven-cent egg creams—a wonderful New York beverage that contains no egg at all. That evening I began a journal, which, intermittently, I’ve kept ever since. And it was in front of those lockers that, laughing, Marilyn told me how another young woman in her writing class, when a young man read out an overwritten, self-indulgent, ten-page poem, sat back and, after a moment’s silence, remarked: “It needs a little cutting. But you’ve got great material there for a couplet.” And her friends from her own year—Cyndy and Lew and Richard—would drop by there to meet her. And soon I seemed to have been absorbed and more or less accepted by the older group.

Now, along with my schoolbooks, I carried my spiral notebook everywhere. Generally I wrote down impressions, journal entries, or jottings on occasional projects (along with a fair amount of homework) in the front of the book. In the back, usually working forward, I would write more masturbation fantasies—the black looseleaf had never been returned.

Two parallel columns …?

The entries in the back and the front of the book, over a period of four to six weeks, would move closer and closer together, like complex graphic parentheses, eating from both sides the diminishing central sheaf of blank, blue-lined white—till, sometimes, they interpenetrated.

Then, writing itself would seem to be—whether devoted to reality or fantasy, material life or lust, whether at the beginning or at the end of the notebook—marginal to a vast, empty, unarticulated center called the real world that was displaced more and more by it, reducing that center to a margin in its turn, a mere and tenuous split between two interminable columns of writing, one finished, one still to be begun … as I began the next notebook.

6.55. At Science, the Jewish holidays transformed the school: a good eighty percent of the student body stayed home, so that for practical reasons classes had to be combined and condensed. On these days nothing of pedagogic import got done. But suddenly the student population crowding the stairs between classes was seventy or eighty percent black. On the stairwell, during one such changeover, as I looked up at the heads crowding before the wire-covered landing window, I saw one of the black students.

He’d been in my freshman gym class and had always been quick with banter and repartee with the gym teacher, who’d alternated between enjoying it and being frustrated by it.

But that afternoon there’d been a tie-up on the steps, and, lean and with his small round head, the young man had set himself apart. Now he called out: “No, stupid, you go this way. And you guys go that way, then there won’t be any tie-up. No, this way! Go on, now!” and with the overhand gesture of his long arm in its blue-and-white striped shirtsleeve, the traffic jam dissolved.

His name, I knew from gym, was Stokely Carmichael. The year before, Chuck had had occasion to make a couple of remarks about him. I think they’d been put on detention together.

Later on in the term, for what offense I don’t recall, I was assigned three days’ detention (my single brush with it during my four years at the school), which meant coming in early and sitting with the senior gym teach, Mr. Ray, and the eight or nine other delinquent students there at any one time, until classes started.

On the subway my first morning, when I got on at 125th Street, Stokely was sitting across the car from me. We smiled at each other, and I went to sit by him on the yellow wicker seat with its green metal rim. “Now what are you doing, coming in this early?” he asked me.

“I’m on detention.”

“You?” Stokely laughed. “Detention’s for me. I didn’t think you did stuff like that.”

“Well,” I said. “I guess I do.”

“It’s not so bad,” he said, reassuringly. Not that I’d really been worried about it. “I think they’ve got me on detention for the rest of the year, just about!”

I commiserated. But Stokely pooh-poohed it.

We fell into talking. I remember he told me about his grandmother and that his family was from the West Indies. That morning, in the detention office, we sat together. Pretty soon Stokely was joking back and forth with the massive Mr. Ray, who kept up his end pretty well, only remarking at one point, trying to suppress his own grin while the rest of us were laughing: “You know, Carmichael, this isn’t supposed to be fun in here. This is punishment!”

“I know,” Stokely said. “But you gotta give a guy a break sometimes, don’t you?”

6.56. Meanwhile the “novel,” with one dream and another, grew, in its agglutinative manner, till it was more than a hundred eight pages long. Finally, it just … stopped.

And the friendship with Joey had lost its silent, sexual edge.

Once the new term started, he was simply one of my school acquaintances, a little less interesting than some, a little more friendly than others—so that it was hard even to remember why it had been so important to keep the relationship, which in its reality, had never been more than conversational, away from Danny and Chuck, from Marilyn—from, indeed, anyone else; though, really, even Joey had no idea what had prompted my period of deep and committed concern with all that had concerned him.

The position of “Muse,” if that’s the word, had by that time been taken over by two new boys.

One was a towering, bronzed, crew-cut senior named Constantine, whom everyone called Gus, and whom, as I watched him for days, now as hall monitor, now joking with his friends, now flirting with the senior girls in the lunchroom (a head and a half taller than anyone else in the school, including Joey, his nails were bitten to a wholly different order—the details and differences I would notice and notate were endless), I only got to speak to him maybe three times: as a senior being addressed by a sophomore, he was all goodwill and, at once, completely unavailable to anything beyond the immediate comment of the moment. He was going to NYU next term—the terrifying possibility of running into him there was probably at least a minor reason, when, a year later, I won a four-year scholarship to the place, I turned it down in favor of City College.

My second Muse for that year was another senior, named Peter. In many ways he was a more compact, more muscular Chuck. Sophomores and seniors took gym together. Peter and I were in the same gym class. In the first session, when the gym teacher was testing us, Peter (in his black chinos, white T-shirt, and sneakers) and I were the only two students in our section who could do a flying split. Later, in the locker room, joking about it with him after class, I realized this muscular, ivory and gold student, two years ahead of me, had a severe speech defect. He’d been born with a paralyzed uvula (at first, I thought it was a cleft palate; the distortion it lent his speech was much the same). Though he didn’t bite his nails, the fascination was similar to that I’d felt toward Joey, toward Gus—and just as sexual. Though we didn’t become particular friends, I began to watch him all around the school, following him pretty much unobserved, making notes about him, writing down my impressions of him. Though the results were not another novel, eventually Peter (unnamed) became the object of an informal essay, which took a second prize in the next year’s National Scholastic Contest.

6.561. One thing that has slipped between these enumerations is the Jack and Jill of America. The Jack and Jill was a black social club which middle-class black parents joined to provide monthly programs for their younger children and seasonal affairs for the older ones: horseback riding afternoons, outings at Bear Mountain, days at the beach, parties at Halloween, Christmas, and Easter—and dances all through the spring and summer. I’ve since known black parents who would have done anything short of kill to get their children into the Jack and Jill. (One of the members was the handsome, aggressive, adopted son of the first black cabinet member, Robert Weaver. The boy flirted mercilessly with my sister at one of these summer parties, danced the “fish” with her, and was as spectacular a nail-biter as Gus or Joey—and, half a dozen years later, killed himself.) And I have met others who would have died before letting their kids join, hating all it spoke of dusky country clubs, of an Old Darkies’ network, loathing the whole web of middle-class social connections and middle-class social pretensions it stood for.

What has kept it out of these pages, however, was a value that still lingers with me from my adolescence, a value I was taking to eagerly at Science: a value that said that dances, that dating (and dating the right children of the right parents), indeed, that the whole conservative social machinery through which the Jack and Jill both existed and managed to wield its considerable social power, were, in themselves, beneath contempt for intellectuals. Yet despite any contempt I felt for it, Jack and Jill functions had still filled up my childhood, and continued to, up through the first high school years. It was at one of their spring dances, in the crepe paper-festooned basement of a midtown social center, the room hot as only a summer’s dance could be before the days of universal air conditioning, the red and amber gels turning over the ceiling spotlights, two or three mothers with arms folded and smiling from beside the punch bowl, and the rhythm-and-blues records moaning over the slow couples for a higher order of love, that I sat down on the banquette to talk to Mary.

Mary was my age and had been in my class at Dalton. Her father was my parents’ lawyer. And she’d been my date at the eighth-grade prom. We hadn’t seen each other for a while. “What have you been doing?” she asked.

“Actually,” I said, “I’ve written a novel.”

I was not referring to Lost Stars, though—at least in my own mind.

“Really?” she asked. “What’s it called?”

“The title’s Scavengers.”

“That’s interesting,” she said. “What’s it about?”

“Well,” I said, crossing my legs in my dark blue suit—and began to outline-cum-invent the plot of a book that, mistily, had been in the back of my mind to write. The justification for what I took to be a simple social lie was that, after all, I had written one novel (even if it really didn’t have an ending)—so it didn’t seem too much of an exaggeration to say I’d written another that, really, I was considering. The surprise came, however, when, at the end of my synopsis, Mary said, with what I immediately recognized as more than polite interest, “That sounds fascinating! I’d like to read it. Why don’t you let me see it?”

“Well,” I said, “actually, I’ve got a couple of weeks’ more work to do on the end. But I’ll give it to you soon. …” Then, while the record ended and Jack-and-Jillers drifted by us to the refreshment table, I added, “I’ll be sure to get it to you as soon as it’s done!”

Next day at home, in a paroxysm of guilt, I sat down at my typewriter, put in a page, and typed:

SCAVENGERS

by Samuel R. Delany

Beginning in June of ’57,1 worked on the book three weeks, six weeks, two months, three months. I outlined it. I re-outlined it. The first part (it was divided into five sections) bore an unsettling resemblance to Lost Stars—that is, the hero (nameless this time) spent the first forty pages wandering around and observing the city: perhaps it was my theme.

(And a novel was always conceived to occupy the center of my notebook, to fill it up unto both covers; and, in the writing, always slipped now to the front, now to the back, the intricacies of compositional order destroying, as notes accrued in an order all their own, all organizing schemas.)

But when he decided to run away to the country, plot took over, and he joined with a number of other disaffected youngsters, who now tried to live by themselves in the woods near a small country town. What plot there was, was simply Theodore Sturgeon’s More Than Human, stripped of its science-fictional trappings and with the cast of characters expanded. A lot of the kids in it were portraits of my several new Puerto Rican friends who lived across LaSalle Street in the General Grant Houses. Some of its intense climaxes were over purely metaphysical conflicts so rarefied even I, a month after writing them, could not be sure what they were about. I never did show it to Mary. (At one point I saw her walking hand in hand through Morningside Gardens with Wally, a rambunctious white boy with whom, back at Dalton, I’d had a yearlong, after-swim-session, locker-room affair, and decided—on what justification I couldn’t tell you now—that she was probably no longer interested. But I was now writing other stories, too, with titles like “Payday at Coal Creek Don’t Come No More,” “Passacaglia with Death in the Higher Voices,” “Animal in the City,” and “The Pigeons.” In this second novel, though, nobody dreamed.) I did, however, show it to Marilyn.

In the Horn and Hardart Automat at the southeast corner of Forty-second Street and Eighth Avenue, we drank cup after cup of watery coffee while Marilyn criticized my manuscript.

Some of her comments were withering—especially toward my handling of the female lead, who, when she was by herself, was a rather overweight, plain, fifteen-year-old girl (based on one of my school friends), but who, whenever the plot demanded she do something romantic, like kiss the hero, would conveniently disappear for a couple of weeks, lose forty pounds, and return to the scene of the action ravishing and svelte, whereupon she would “slip beneath him,” for some sort of sex.

But whatever her criticism, I think she was impressed, as, in fact, was I, that I’d managed to type more than two hundred consecutive pages about more or less the same characters who stayed more or less in the same place and more or less took part in the same story.

Together that year, again and again after school, we would ride from her subway stop at 175th Street to mine at 125th Street and back, till as late as ten o’clock at night; then, at home, we’d continue the conversation another hour on the phone.

6.562. Once—in ’57? ’58?—I told Marilyn about a memory connected with our old house on Seventh Avenue, of lying in bed at night there, in my third-floor room, watching the traffic lights from Seventh Avenue sweep across my ceiling. And Marilyn wrote:

The child of wonder looks in bed

at naked ceilings overhead.

Infinity eats up the skies

as burning teardrops cauterize

his wet, white eyes. …

The child of wonder cannot pass

the curved rococo looking glass.

Suspended in between the pair,

body and image frozen there,

he whirls to stare. …4

6.563. Also Marilyn wrote:

The searing curve of beauty is a thought too bright to tell of

in fire and desire. Every meaning is a shell of

polynomial perfection, never factored, not equated,

in fluctuating fancy for perfection uncreated.

Its crystalizing concept, agonizing extrospection,

in perfect affirmation has denied its own perfection.

Its perfectness imperfectly fulfills its own condition.

Reality as realized refuses recognition.5

6.57. My basic vocational leaning, since my childhood, had been, as I’ve said, toward the sciences. In my second year at Science, the experimental math course I’d signed up for, instead of the usual twin terms of geometry and trigonometry, covered group theory, field theory, the theory of functions as ordered pairs, and elementary mathematical logic. Geometry and trigonometry would be compressed into a few weeks at the end—and we would be required to take the State Regents’ Examination in both, even though we were doing them in days.

The course was wonderful.

Our soft-spoken teacher, with his crew-cut white hair, Mr. Kaplan, was as excited about it all as we students were. During the final days, when we were trying to crush a term into two weeks, his patience was endless. My marks for both the class and the Regents’ were in the mid-to high nineties. I resumed my friendship with Ben, visiting his house, having him over to mine. I attended the math club after school regularly (where I watched a very blond boy named Mark almost lose a finger in a blood-dripping accident involving the six-foot wooden slide rule hung up over the blackboard for demonstration purposes, when his red-headed partner, Mike, shoved the oversized slide through its runner at the wrong moment) and the Science Fiction Club desultorily—with Marilyn. I stopped going to the latter when a story of mine, read to the group and based on what I thought was an infinitely clever variation on a notion lifted from Wyman Guin’s classic Beyond Bedlam, met with general incomprehension. In the Science Fair I received an honorable mention for a homemade computer (actually constructed in Danny’s basement with his father’s impressive set of power tools), and, even more important, became friends with the girl who had the exhibit next to mine, an intensely bright, somewhat heavy, Puerto Rican girl, Ana, whose project on the electrophoresis of proteins took a well-deserved second prize—the model for the heroine of that second novel.

In that same term, yes, I wrote stories and a violin concerto for a young violinist named Peter Solaff, whom I’d met at a party of some old Woodland friends up at Croton, Barbara and Greg Finger; and I composed and recorded a chamber symphony and put together electronic music and (again, with Danny’s astonishing amount of hi-fi and Ampex recording equipment) made more electronic compositions and took photographs and worked on Dynamo, the school literary magazine that had seemed so distant from me two years before. But it was all, I fancied, secondary to my scientific interests—the way, Life magazine assured us all, Einstein, down at the Princeton Center for Advanced Studies, played his violin to relax. I read Scientific American each month and memorized the names of each new meson and antimeson, each lepton, hyperon (my favorites), and boson as it was discovered (there were fifty-six elementary particles, as I recall, back then), along with each one’s charge, spin, and decay products.

Taken all together, these were what made the life of a scientist interesting, no?

At the end of the first term, we were told of another experimental course to start in the fall, this one in physics, with a syllabus some educators at MIT had set up for high schools. They wanted to try it out at Science. Many of us from the math course signed up for the experimental physics course, looking forward to an equally broadening and exciting experience as the math course had just provided.

After the Christmas break, the school moved three subway stops to the north, just west of the great gouge for the railway tracks beneath the deco overpass, with the waterworks at the end of the street, into a new, ten-million-dollar building—to a cascade of corruption scandals: while the old building’s auditorium had been able to hold all the students and their parents, the new auditorium could contain only a fraction of the entire student body. Vast amounts of expensive equipment had been bought that did not function. The stairwells, half the width of those in the old dilapidated building we’d just left, could not accommodate the student flow between classes. A huge, ugly, and expensive mosaic mural had been placed so no one could see it. There was no swimming pool. (There’d been a nice, if rundown, one in the old building.) And our prizewinning swimming team was faced with dissolution. On rainy days the cafeteria (down below the wide-paved walkway that led into the building) leaked torrentially. Dr. Meister had retired. Our new principal wanted to impose a jacket-and-tie dress code for the first time in the school’s history. Fortunately he failed.

The physics course was a disaster.

It was as badly planned as it was possible for such a course to be. Vast numbers of mimeographed pages would detail, in wooden, un-grammatical prose, brainlessly simple general concepts—followed by formulas presumably derived from them but whose variables and constants were often left wholly undefined. Following these were problems that frequently required entirely unrelated information (as well as other formulas) to solve. Revisions arrived weekly from MIT, usually to fill in absolutely necessary gaps the course designers had discovered in material we’d presumably finished with, three weeks or three months before. The teacher was as unfamiliar with the topics (mostly wave mechanics) as we were, and often two and three periods would pass in which most of the time was simply filled with head-scratching and bewildered silences.

An “experimental” physics course?

It had never occurred to me that an experiment could go so disastrously awry.

Yes, we had to take the regular physics Regents’ exam, anyway. But unlike the math course, no time had been set aside to study the traditional material.

I got a seventy-five.

But far more important, I came away with the feeling that I had been robbed of a term of science learning. I felt wholly cheated and unprepared to continue with the study of the sciences. Physics was all I had come to high school to learn. Over the same period, to retreat from this bewildering fiasco, I had buried myself more and more in the writing of fiction (I had been taking a creative writing course as well), more into my journal (which I was never now without), into notes and stories and plays and, on occasion, poems.

Often now I walked home from the 125th Street subway station with a girl named Judy, who also lived in Morningside Gardens, who also went to Science, who played the viola and sang in a folksong quartet with me and Ana and Dave (when Chuck met her on his occasional visits north to see his mother, he was perfectly friendly to her in person, but, as soon as she was out of earshot, appalled me by saying, most unfairly, “She looks like a CPA in training!” But then Chuck was incapable of resisting what he felt to be a good line), and who pointed out to me on the angled brick wall across from the firehouse and the gas station a sloping, mysterious graffito painting in foot-high letters aslant the brick:


	ANGELLETTER



Later she wrote a story about it that appeared in Dynamo. And at the end of our junior year she received an early admission to Radcliffe.

But every time I returned to my mother’s or left through General Grant, the mysterious glyphic hung there, unreadable on almost any level save that of euphony (joined ten years later by a misty KNIGHTS), till I was thirty, till the firehouse was shut up, till the gas station was only a triangular bit of raised paving in the middle of the street, till Sydenham Hospital on the corner had been shut down, abandoned, and opened again—and somebody, with gray-blue paint, finally sprayed it out.

6.58. In 1958, when she was fifteen and at the end of her own junior year, after winning a spate of literary prizes in both city- and nationwide high school contests, Marilyn received an early admission into NYU, along with a four-year scholarship.

Throughout my own junior year of high school and Marilyn’s first year of college, however, we became better and better friends.

Marilyn’s father, Albert, had been an inventor and engineer without a degree. He had died from cancer of the pancreas at the end of her first year at Science, three months after her fourteenth birthday, some months after we’d met on the school roof. Her mother, Hilda, was a small, nervous woman who taught elementary school and later became an assistant principal, coming in first in the city on the assistant principal social service exam. Many years before, she’d gotten a Ph.D. in psychology that she’d never used professionally. The opinion of most of her colleagues for the many, many years she’d taught second grade (she didn’t begin to study for the assistant principal’s position till two or three years after Marilyn and I were married) was that she was working far below her intellectual capacity. Marilyn’s relation with her mother was—the only word I can use—disastrous. Her mother was diabetic and prone to go into insulin shock with near-suicidal frequency.

Now Marilyn and I took long walks in the Village, where we made endless jokes to each other about fourteen-year-old poets—which we had been when we’d started joking. Was that only a few months ago?

6.6. When I was sixteen, I got my father to take me to see Bergman’s The Seventh Seal, where it had recently opened at the then comparatively new New Yorker Theater. We both went expecting some sort of medieval costume fantasy—after all, the Sunday Times had printed a picture of a knight playing chess with death on a desolate beach. And a clip of the same sequence had been shown on a TV program. But the film’s patina of intellectuality troubled, perhaps even offended, and, probably, excluded my father.

I’d found it fascinating.

Dad said he didn’t understand it. Nor could he understand why I’d liked it. He rather pooh-poohed and even laughed at my so clearly having been moved at the film.

We didn’t get in a really big argument over it. But it meant that another cord of communication between us (and there were very few) had broken—as now it seemed that I liked one kind of film and he liked another.

6.61. Both Marilyn and I now wanted to be writers, at least as part of whatever else we might do. And I was now sixteen and had launched into a third novel. It was called Those Spared by Fire, and it was the first time I had tried to tackle directly characters and institutions around me—my school, the community center where I went in the evenings, the kids who were my friends over in the General Grant Houses.

It also essayed a good deal of nonlinear storytelling. I’d begun to read in Faulkner and Joyce, and had been as influenced—in all the predictable and awkward ways—as one could be.

Our downstairs neighbor, Jesse, the children’s book writer, read it over and wrote me a note in which he declared, “If you keep on like this, you will probably be in print before you reach voting age.” A friend I’d made through Marilyn, the poet Marie Ponsot, found a typist for me in Queens (and gave me a hardcover copy of Djuna Barnes’s Nightwood). After several deep and intense conversations with Jesse, my father decided he would pay the sixty-eight dollars to the Queens housewife who worked out of her kitchen (thirty-five cents a page) with an old Remington on the formica table, to retype the book for me.

This parental support was so out of keeping with his usual disparaging attitude toward all my extracurricular projects that, after my initial gratitude, I really had no idea how to respond.

On a warm Saturday morning toward the end of summer, Dad drove me out to Queens to deliver the finished manuscript. I sat beside him in the car’s beige interior, my blue typing-paper box held in my moist hands and resting on my lap. In the white-haired housewife’s yellow kitchen, Dad even paid her in advance—with a check. And two or three weeks later, with my friend Ian, a diminutive kid from my creative writing class, who wore thick glasses and liked to wrestle, I went out by subway to pick up the finished job. The coppery sunlight had already taken on an autumnal slant; the first leaves scattered the Queens sidewalk. We rode home on the E train, carrying the box—with two manila envelopes, now—containing the original, the retyping, and two carbons. And I began to submit my third novel here and there—and receive my first rejections. It intrigues me that I do not remember to which publishers those early submissions went. But they were rather mechanical, and I was already involved with more writing projects.

6.611. … and I seemed to recede down a hall, so that everything fell into the distance, as if I were observing it through the hollow cardboard tube from a paper towel roll. Only, as I recognized what, again, was happening, I emerged from the tube’s other end. Blinking, I looked around me, at the grass, at the blanket I sat on. It was wonderfully sunny, with the light itself like a fog or haze. A boy sat on the other side of the blanket from me, cross legged, in jeans. He was barefoot. His plaid shirt was too big. One rolled-up sleeve hung midway down his arm. And the buttons were open over his dark chest. He was a year older than I—we were of the same racial makeup.

“Hello,” I said.

His mouth moved a little, but there were no words.

“You can’t talk …?” I said, only a little surprised.

He touched his throat and smiled at me with the pleasure of not having to explain.

“That’s okay. I can understand you.” I moved nearer; he moved nearer. He took one of my hands in both of his, and came even closer. We leaned our heads together and his toes now pressed the top of my sneaker. His cheek beside mine was warm. I felt his breath against my neck. Without words, he told me his name was Snake. Bad people had cut his tongue out, and he’d been afraid no one would ever understand what he was saying again. He’d tried to learn some sign language, but not many people knew it. He moved his fingers on my palm to let me feel the shapes they made, as if we were both blind in that luminous mist. … Finding someone who could understand him made him want to cry with relief and release. So we held each other—and sometimes cried.

When I woke the next morning, in my bed, I thought back on the astonishingly satisfying dream—had it only been the night before? Or had it been going on over several nights? Had, in other dreams, Snake and I talked—silently—of other things?

But even before I pushed back the spread, I knew this strange, gentle youngster, castrated of language and rephallicized by his name, was some version of myself, who both doubled me and split something off from me, as though my self (itself) had itself been split by an astonishing gap. Outside my windows, birds were chirruping, and the sun dazzled in the trees of Morningside Gardens.

6.62. And on Saturday mornings, with redheaded, full-breasted Ellen and tall Hispanic Ruben, I went down to the Hunter College Dramatic Workshop for Young People, and took drama lessons and wrote plays for them (which, somehow, I never got around to showing them, but some of which, after the fact, became still more “dreams” in Lost Stars), and talked to Marilyn’s friend Judy for hours from the drugstore phone booth out on Amsterdam Avenue or walked barefoot down by St. Marks Church in the Bowery and across Ninth Street to visit her friend Gail, and took my first job, as a page in the library at the St. Agnes branch on Amsterdam Avenue at Eighty-first Street, and on Thursday afternoons attended ballet class at Ballet Theater (suggested by Judy), and even auditioned for the Donald McKyle Dance Company, only to be told, kindly but firmly, to take a few more years of lessons, and joined a little group called Chamber Theater and the New York Repertory Company on St. Marks Place, and spent two weeks on Martha’s Vineyard with my family, reading Atlas Shrugged in the car up to New England and on the ferry across from Woods Hole. When I came back, I plunged into a cycle of short stories about the sea, called Cycle for Toby, then another novel about bohemian life in Greenwich Village, called Afterlon.

Most of my energy toward friendship at the time was taken up by Ana—of the electrophoresis experiment and the heroine of Scavengers.

She had dropped out of Science and was now a patient at Hillside Hospital, whose adolescent pavilions housed a number of personable youngsters with more or less serious emotional disturbances. Ana had a clear and lovely singing voice. I reconvened the folksinging group, this time with Ana, Dave, and a young black woman who’d lived next door to me when we’d lived over the funeral parlor, Laura. We even got so far as to make a demonstration record of The House of the Rising Sun (found in the pages of some Lomax anthology) after about three months of rehearsal in the early summer of ’60. Ana’s and my friendship was indeed fraught enough to fill novels. At that time I tended to form close friendships with any number of young women (Frances, a fine pianist sharing her time between Science and the Julliard School of Music; Ana; and Judy, one of Marilyn’s closest friends at college), friendships in which there was sometimes sexual interest on the part of the girls, which I generally tried to discourage.

6.63. Somewhere in her first two years at NYU, Marilyn wrote her verse play, Perseus: An Exercise for Three Voices, which changed our relationship mightily. When, at fifteen, Marilyn had entered NYU, a young man named Bartolomé had been in her calculus class. Then, in her second term, he’d disappeared. Sometime in her third, she encountered him again in the school hallway. “What happened to you?” she asked.

Bartolomé answered coolly, “I had a nervous breakdown. I spent seven months looking at the wall in a mental hospital.”

The incident struck her (“… Why did he look at the wall? Why did he look at the wall so long …?”), and over the next weeks she began to write her play:


	Bartolomé



for one month on the whitened plaster saw

the grave configuration of the law. …

She would phone to read me sections (“… the second month he waited in a guise / of stone with strange words chipped into his eyes …”), or we would meet on various subway platforms between Morningside Heights and the Village and she would show me another section:

The fifth month, with the wind behind him,

he was sickened by the chill of liberty …6

6.64. When I was seventeen, Uncle Myles and Aunt Dorothy came over one winter evening. My uncle’s laughter and enthusiasm dwarfed everything and everybody in our house. “You’ve got to see this, Margaret! You’re not going to believe it. Sam—” he meant my father—“it’s right over there, at the Apollo! They’re female impersonators! But really, it’s the cleverest thing you’ll ever see!”

My mother’s brother-in-law Myles, another judge, was just not usually so boisterous about such things—at least not when I’d seen him before.

“That’s the Jewel Box Review,” my mother said. “Yes, I read about it.”

“Men dressed up like women?” one or another of my cousins commented. “I think it sounds nasty. They’re probably all fairies, anyway!”

My aunt was saying, her voice undercutting her loud husband’s: “You know, Margaret, the show in the first ten rows of the theater was even stranger than what was going on on stage.”

“I can believe it,” Mother said to her older sister.

“Well—” Uncle Myles shrugged—“I don’t know about that. But it’s certainly entertaining. Everybody sings and dances in it. At the beginning, the master of ceremonies, this nice-looking young fellow named Stormy—he’s colored too, I think; and with a real, fine tenor voice—tells you that the company is made up of twenty-five men and one real woman. Then the impersonators come out and sing and dance and do their numbers—some of them are good, too! Not just because they look like women, either—though some, I swear, nobody could tell. Then you’re supposed to see if you can figure out which one is real. Oh, I thought it was the cleverest thing!” He turned again to my father. “And then of course, at the end, it turns out—”

“Now don’t tell,” Aunt Dorothy said. “They might go see it.”

“Oh!” Uncle Myles laughed. “Sam and Margaret aren’t going to see anything like that! But at the end, Stormy, the master of ceremonies, comes out and asks the audience which of the performers do you think is the real girl. And while people are calling up this name or that—” he laughed again—“and everybody thinks they know it’s this one or that one, Stormy pulls this thing that’s been holding his hair back and shakes it out—and you realize that he’s been the … I mean, she’s been the real woman all along! And it’s right over there at the Apollo.”

“Now that’s not the usual sort of thing they have there, is it?” my father asked. “Is that what they’re doing there now?”

“I don’t like to go there,” Aunt Dorothy said. “The jokes the comedians tell are always so dirty!”

“The company travels around, I guess,” Uncle Myles said. “That’s just where they’re playing while they’re in New York.”

My father said: “Now why would they bring something like that there?”

“No!” my uncle protested, again laughing. “It’s really good!”

I stood in the living room, like someone grown invisible, listening, wondering, puzzling that Uncle Myles, usually so staid, could grant his approval, even his enthusiastic approbation, to something so anarchic. At the same time I yearned to see this transvestial extravaganza with a desire approaching the electric. Perhaps I would notice something, meet someone, recognize something in one of those strange people who’d clearly been marked as foreign and alien to everything I knew, that would, in some way, enlighten me about my own sexuality.

I committed myself to seeing the show with the same desperation with which I had sought out Gide’s Corydon and The Immoralist (coming across me reading it behind a book at my desk back in my freshman English class, Mr. Kotter had begun to thunder, “And what is it that’s so important that you’re reading it in here. … Oh—” and, on recognizing the title and the Nobel Prize-winning author, returned to his normal conversational tone—“well, that probably is more important than anything I’m saying right now. You go on.”), Tellier’s The Twilight Men, Vidal’s The City and the Pillar, Baldwin’s Giovanni’s Room.

The next Saturday, I strolled over to 125th Street and the fabled Harlem theater, where regular movies alternated through the day and evening with live entertainment. This month’s show, proclaimed the marquee, was, indeed, the Jewel Box Review. I paid the five dollars for my ticket (half my month’s allowance), went in, and sat as close to the front of the orchestra as I dared, watching the last half hour of an unremarkable western. The audience was mostly black—but a few white people had come, as though somehow this particular show transcended parochial racial interests.

At the film’s end, the lights came up on the stage, the first curtain swept back, and, in purple sequins, a middle-aged black woman comic came out to regale the audience with a barrage of jokes far more sexually suggestive than I would have thought—in those days—it was legal to tell from a public stage.

Toward the end of her routine—which, vulgar as it was, was very funny—the orchestra players filed into the small pit. Then the music crashed up and out. Another curtain swung back. And an amplified voice announced to the multiple balconies in the dark: “And now, Ladies and Gentlemen, what you’ve all been waiting for: the fabulous Jewel Box Review!”

Why double my uncle’s description with accounts of the glitter and feathers and sweeping trains in which the female impersonators danced with their “male” partners—a maleness suddenly thrust into quotation marks by the fake breasts, cinched waists, and wigs around it, for here all masculinity seemed as questionable as any femininity on show. Be-tuxed and black-tied, Stormy introduced “Mr. Alberto Pavlova,” who, in tutu, toe shoes, and silver wig, began to dance the Dying Swan—only to break into something hot and kicky, with a sudden lurch of the music toward jazz. Now, from the other side of the stage, Stormy introduced “Mr. Georgie Brown,” a hefty black transvestite, who, in wig and high heels, with inch-long crimson nails, clutched a bit of sequined gauze to his padded bosom and sang “Day In, Day Out” in a volcanic contralto that laid chills all down my shoulder blades. Once or twice someone in the first row ran to the footlights to hand a bouquet of roses up to one or another of the stately queens. And, at the end, Stormy pulled loose her hair to let it fall over the tux’s satin collar, as the whole company came out to sing, “We’re Twenty-Five Men and a Girl …!”

Yet as the curtain finally swept across the tinsel, plumes, and lamé, and the house lights came up (briefly, before the movie began again), there seemed no way for me to break through the doubled and redoubled artificiality of this entertainment that had just made me laugh and thrill and madly applaud its falsifications, this one artful, that one pathetic, yet all insisting on the entire range of artifice that was art.

It was dark in the street when, hands in my army jacket pockets, I strolled from under the bright marquee to walk back home. I never even mentioned to anyone in my family that I’d gone.

It was some years later, when the Jewel Box had again made its annual swing through the Northeast, coming to light at the Apollo, that I overheard my mom and a downstairs neighbor talking in our kitchen.

“Certainly I was curious, but … well, I couldn’t have gone to see it,” Mom said, putting down her coffee cup. “You know how her mother feels about it. Really, she never would have spoken to me again, if she’d found out.”

“Now, that’s the one I read about who plays the master of ceremonies. …” The neighbor’s voice both repeated and confirmed at once. “The one they call ‘Stormy’ …?”

“Yes—that’s Mary.”

“Who used to be a counselor up with Sam and Peggy, at camp, about six or seven years ago?”

My mother nodded. “That’s right.”

And for a moment (and only a moment), it was as if a gap between two absolute and unquestionably separated columns or encampments of the world had suddenly revealed itself as illusory; that what I had assumed two was really one; and that the glacial solidity of the boundary I’d been sure existed between them was as permeable as shimmering water, as shifting light.

6.641. On my eighteenth birthday, while we were walking through Washington Square Park and looking up at the Washington Arch, Marilyn said, “Next year, let’s meet on your birthday under the Arch of Triumph in Paris.”

“Sure,” I said. “Why not?”

6.65. “Bronx Science is a very important school,” our new principal, Mr. Taffle, had told the student body from the podium on the stage of the old building—in an attempt to establish a dress code for the first time in the school. From the balcony’s great and curving gallery, sitting among the other students, not far from the film projection booth (while two or three more students stood behind it, chatting), I listened with the rest. “At this point you have to understand that what you look like is even more important than what you learn.” Unanimously we all began to boo, loudly and angrily. But that perfectly intelligent educators might make such statements, convinced that in them a radical truth was joined to common sense, was perhaps the greatest condemnation of that security-mad decade—the fifties—now drawing to its close.

In the new building auditorium, there was no balcony. Nor could the groundfloor space hold more than a fraction of the student population. The general feeling of demoralization was intense, and with various new policies, new inefficiencies, and a few more inopportune—or possibly misinterpreted—statements from the administration, it only grew worse.

Most of my extracurricular work for the past three years had been with the school literary magazine, yes, Dynamo. But Miss Baskind was the faculty advisor for both that and the school newspaper, The Science Observer. A fair amount of activity went back and forth between the two publications. That year, as well as a college calculus course, I was taking both a Senior Journalism elective and a College English course. I decided to write an article on the general student dissatisfaction with these attempts to orient the school so blatantly toward display at the expense of learning. At a newspaper meeting, it was informally decided I would take over Scott’s monthly “From the Gallery” column for one winter issue. (“After all,” Scott commented, “we don’t have a gallery anymore.”) My friend Jeff brought in his Polaroid camera; I came to school wearing a jacket and tie, and, in the first floor hallway so we could get as much light as possible, he snapped my photograph.

“Does that really look like me?” I asked, peering over his shoulder, as the black and white picture cleared.

“We’re just using the head. And it gets reduced to an inch by an inch,” Jeff reminded me. “I don’t think it really matters—but I’m going to take a couple more anyway.”

I was very proud of the article I wrote, though Miss Baskind suggested—firmly—I drop a sentence that seemed, in her words, “unwisely critical” of the school. Even thus edited, it was pretty strong. It came out in the February 1960 issue of The Science Observer, just after the winter break.

For some reason—possibly because that issue had been printed over the holidays—the printer delivered substantially fewer copies than usual. The bundles of papers left outside the attendance office for students to take had peeled away, sheet by sheet, particularly fast. People were actually talking about what I’d written, so I felt very good.

At that week’s Dynamo meeting, Miss Baskind mentioned she’d been speaking with the principal.

I asked: “Did he say anything about my article?”

“Well—” She glanced at me; Miss Baskind was a short-haired woman, young and rather energetic—“I don’t think he was exactly happy about it. But.…” She shrugged.

A week or so after the paper came out, usually one or two unopened bundles still sat in the corner of the newspaper office. But after reading and rereading two or three copies of my own to a frazzle, when I went to Miss Baskind to ask for two or three more pristine issues to take home and preserve, she told me: “We’re all out. I don’t know what happened to them. We thought the printer was going to deliver another bundle, but they never did. We don’t even have any file copies of that issue!”

Graduation from Science that year passed as a happening parenthetical to the rest of my life. I was to receive the school creative writing award, and, with half a dozen other award winners, I refused to be at the graduation assembly to be called up on the stage—and be displayed—accepting my plaque.

For the same reason, my picture was not in the school yearbook. Though I still took my learning seriously, a year of this attitude from the school’s administration made it hard to take seriously anything the school officially said or did about that learning.

I came to school on graduation day, but once the proceedings started, I and a few other school friends who felt much the same—among them my musician friend Dave, and Ian—went off and sat on one of the grassy banks of the playing field across from the school to talk through the afternoon.

Eventually some boys came by, drinking beer. They were from De Witt Clinton High School on the other side of the huge field that was too overgrown for anyone ever to play on it. They too were cutting graduation.

They asked where we were from.

When we said Science, they poured the beer over our heads and half-heartedly tried to start a fight—not with any sense of malicious fun, but with only the tentative boredom of people carrying out a ritual whose purpose had been forgotten, whose origins are obscure. Actually I think it had something to do with the fact that Science’s swimming team, who averaged eighteen months younger and half a head shorter than theirs, still beat theirs consistently. And now they had to endure an added ignominy: since the opening of our new, ten-million-dollar building, our team had to practice over in De Witt Clinton’s pool.

We yelled at them and got shoved and shoved them back and told them to cut it out.

They did—and went away.

The fallout of the day was that I learned beer is sticky when it dries in your hair.

6.66. One of the first things I did during my second term at City College was to stage Perseus with some of our friends: Dave, Esther, and myself in January or February. It had two afternoon performances in the Grand Ballroom of the Student Union.

For the rest of the afternoon, after the first day’s show, I discussed Sappho’s meter with one of the older students from my Greek class, and we rolled Catullus’s onomatopoetic evocation of the sea about in our mouths (… litus ut longe resonante eoa / tunditur unda …), declaiming it loudly in the all-but-empty ballroom beneath its ancient chandeliers, comparing it with Homer’s.

6.67. Before his death my father had already been ill for nearly a year and had spent great blocks of time at home. Since all we seemed to do was argue, through most of my senior year in high school I’d felt the best thing I could do was stay away from the apartment as much as possible. Much of that time I’d spent at the apartment of some older friends of Marilyn’s—Victor (a young man from England, with whom Marilyn had initiated her own adult sexual exploration pleasantly enough a year or so before), Lloyd, Steve, Stewy, and Paul—on Seventy-fourth Street. Later, after he died and I was struggling with college, I hung out with my friend Bob, a year my senior, in his apartment on 113th Street, with all his ham radio equipment. He’d lived in Morningside Gardens and we’d been friends since my family moved there in ’55. Bob had been anxious for me to move in with him as a roommate for some time. Alas, none of this did much to put my mother at ease.

The friendship between Marilyn and me had gone on to include some necking and petting, usually commenced by her. My own feelings about it were uncertain. I knew this was not where, by inclination, my urges went. But I was complimented by her interest. I was also curious if I could function heterosexually.

After my return from Breadloaf, after school began, after my father died, and a month later, I’d finally moved in with Bob, Marilyn came over one afternoon while I was there and Bob was out, and made it clear that we were to go to bed.

What about birth control, I wanted to know. I didn’t have any condoms.

I’ve got a diaphragm, she explained. For the last year or so, she had been involved in a number of affairs with “older men” (twenty-three, twenty-one, twenty-eight), which made her, to me, quite sophisticated.

All right, I said, I’ll give it a try. But I’m not promising anything.

In Bob’s back room I discovered (and was, I confess, pleased about it) I could perform heterosexually—but, while I enjoyed the laughing and the play, as well as the orgasms and the affection, I knew this just wasn’t what I was interested in, save intellectually. There was nothing particularly unpleasant about it. But there was a whole positive aspect, somewhere in the hard-to-define area between the emotions and the physical that I knew from my experiences with other men was missing. (I certainly had no feeling that the experience “cured” me in any way.) As I explained to Marilyn, a man could physically excite me from a distance. I seemed to need actual contact with a woman in order to become excited—and I had to think about men in order to reach a climax.

She seemed to find this interesting.

But I was pleased we emerged from it still friends. And I put it pretty much out of my mind, aware from time to time that Marilyn still wanted physical contact, and not particularly resentful—from time to time—of giving it. But her main sexual interests seemed to lie with other people anyway. I was someone to talk about them with—though sometimes her interest in what I was doing seemed almost oppressive. We still necked and petted. From time to time I wondered if I would ever be able to strike up a friendship with a male as interesting as my friendship with Marilyn, and which would also include sex.

6.671. On my nineteenth birthday, Marilyn gave me a sonnet entitled “Sous l’Arc de Triomphe, 1 April 1961,” about two people who did not manage to meet in Paris that year.

6.68. In spring I restaged Perseus for a second-floor combination coffee shop and art gallery on Tenth Street just east of Third Avenue—called, of course, the Coffee Gallery. Dave’s part was taken by a young actor, Danny (another Science graduate, he). The evening performance was filled out by Marilyn’s presentation of a Browningesque poetic portrait called “Helen” and by my reading a short story that had appeared in Dynamo back in my junior year, “Silent Monologue for Lefty.” Each weekend night (it ran for five weeks), we recited our lines among the small tables (most of which were empty), with their squat candles flickering in the half-dark, put on or removed our makeup in the gallery’s tiny back room (mostly under Danny’s supervision). And as we walked to or from the Tenth Street gallery, Marilyn and I talked of literature and poetry and art.

6.7. One evening in June of ’61, Marilyn showed up with scratches on her face and bruises. She and her mother had gotten in another fight. She did not want to go home. So we spent the evening wandering around the city together, talking about her problems, her affairs (she was juggling a couple of older boyfriends at the time, with whom she’d been sexually involved; the fight may have been about one of them), her poems.

By one, two, three o’clock in the morning, I’d made several attempts to bring the evening to an end, pointing out that she must go home eventually—that I really was out far beyond the time I was comfortable. But her face fell. Once she cried. She did not want to be alone. And she did not want to have to return to her mother’s. My arm around her shoulder, we strolled around Central Park, now inside on the grass-bordered paths, now outside along the stone wall by the benches under the trees, now along Central Park West, and, an hour later, along Fifth Avenue, till finally we reached the Conservatory Gardens, with their vined arcades across from the white, concaved facade of the old Fifth Avenue Hospital. We could go in the park, she suggested, and make love.

We could also, I suggested, go home.

She looked frightened and unhappy. We walked a while more. She made the suggestion again.

“You don’t have any birth control,” I said.

“I just finished my period yesterday,” she explained. She couldn’t possibly, she said, get pregnant now.

I felt sorry for her. Her situation with her mother seemed to me at once awful and impossible. We turned into the park. The sun by now was coming up. In a thicket, she put her arms around me and we began to make out.

While the sun broke fitfully through the summer overcast, we had sex.

She was a great deal happier afterward.

“You know,” I said, as we put our clothing back together, “you really have to go home.”

She sighed and nodded.

Eventually, though, we went to her friend Judy’s house, from which she phoned her mother. (“Hello, Mom …? I stayed over at Judy’s last night. I’m sorry I didn’t phone you. …”) Then I walked her to the subway and saw her onto the train. Fifteen minutes later I was back in the park, sitting on one of the benches, leaning forward with my elbows on the knees of my jeans. I was exhausted. I wondered if the friendship was not getting out of hand. It was the second time we’d actually been to bed in a year, but it was not where I wanted the friendship to be going.

What was I doing?

The previous summer, just before Dad’s death, up at the Breadloaf Writers’ Conference, I’d begun what I’d since planned out as a huge novel. Why wasn’t I working on it? Just who was I? Where was I going? Through my tiredness, questions glimmered.

I was a young black man, light-skinned enough so that four out of five people who met me, of whatever race, assumed I was white. (Some figured I was Italian or possibly Spanish.) I was a homosexual who now knew he could function heterosexually.

And I was a young writer whose early attempts had already gotten him a handful of prizes, a few scholarships—prizes and scholarships, most of which Marilyn had already won for her own writing a year before I had.

I spread my arms out on the back of the bench.

So, I thought, you are neither black nor white.

You are neither male nor female.

And you are that most ambiguous of citizens, the writer.

There was something at once very satisfying and very sad, placing myself at this pivotal suspension. It seemed, in the park at dawn, a kind of revelation—a kind of center, formed of a play of ambiguities, from which I might move in any direction.

A few weeks later, Marilyn told me she had missed her next period. “Should you get a pregnancy test?” I asked her, worried.

“Oh, probably,” she said.

6.8. She went for the test.

A day later on the underground subway platform at 125th Street, she met me in the early afternoon. “Well,” she said. “I’m pregnant.” We talked for an hour, as one subway and another racketed past. (Sitting on the bench at the Forty-second Street subway platform a year before, she’d first read me the poem, two of whose ten-line stanzas I’ve used to head all this, when we’d emerged from some other adolescent adventure, chaste as far as each other was concerned, and firm in our friendship.) Abortions were illegal and generally presumed to be dangerous. I suggested one anyway, though neither of us knew where to go to get one or how to pay for one. For our different reasons she looked frightened and unhappy and I felt frightened and unhappy—convinced I must not let it show.

More trains passed.

I was living at Bob’s, then, and I knew Marilyn desperately wanted to get away from her own home. (She had left twice between the ages of sixteen and eighteen, once having gotten a Lower East Side apartment and a part-time clerical job at NYU. Her mother had had her brought back by the police, her bank account frozen, and her scholarship revoked. Girls could be made wards of the court until age twenty-one for such delinquent behavior in 1961.) We could get married, I suggested, and you could have the baby.

She liked the idea.

But look, I said. You know I am queer. That’s not going to change, I explained.

I’d be very silly if I expected it to, she said.

You’re really up to getting involved with someone like me?

I’m pretty much involved with you already.

You really wouldn’t mind that I’m going to be sleeping with men—probably a lot.

I haven’t minded it up to now, she said.

So we discussed that for another half hour.

By the time we’d left each other that afternoon, we’d decided to get married. My image of the future was something like an apartment with separate bedrooms; a room for each of us to write, with shared housework; and the coming child …

As a fantasy, it produced a worried smile. But the feeling was basically pleasant.

Once we returned to New York after our Detroit wedding at City Hall, however, reality turned out to be that we slept together in a single bed, had sex twice a week or more; most of the housework and much of the cooking fell to me; and writing became more and more difficult for Marilyn and, as it became so, an area of greater and greater resentment.

6.9. Marilyn had two very close young women friends, Judy and Gail. Judy had been a child actress on Broadway and had already danced with James Waring’s avant-garde troupe. Gail was Italian and from New Jersey, with endless enthusiasms for Camus, Kafka, and Hesse. They’d met in the first days of Marilyn’s French class at NYU. Smart and adventurous, they were at times as close, or closer, to Marilyn’s early writing than I was. The three clove together for the whole of her years in college and, now and again with protracted interruptions, throughout their young womanhood.

Twenty years later, when I had run into Judy and was reminiscing about some of those early days, she said, “Chip, when you were seventeen, eighteen, you were simply a dish. You were smart. And you were nice. We knew you were queer—you used to go on to me about it enough—but what did that mean back then? When we were seventeen, the three of us used to spend hours talking about how we were going to get you into bed. Marilyn just won.”

1 Nanny Murrell, “Sleeping Beauty,” in Dynamo, the annual literary magazine of the Bronx High School of Science for 1955.

2. This line is from an uncollected, unpublished poem by Marilyn Hacker, whose title I no longer recall.

3. From “Soliloquy for a Sunset” by Marilyn Hacker. In four long stanzas, this poem is uncollected and unpublished. I quote these lines from memory.

4. Hacker, “Chanson de l’enfant prodigue,” in Presentation Piece (New York: Viking, 1974), p. 8.

5. Hacker, “Mathematical appeared in Dynamo, the annual literary magazine of the Bronx High School of Science for 1958.

6. The lines in this section are from Perseus: An Exercise for Three Voices, by Marilyn Hacker. The poem is uncollected and unpublished.

7. Three weeks after our marriage, Marilyn’s mother must have worked herself up to coming down to take her daughter back home. Marilyn’s living in some tenement on the Lower East Side was ridiculous. Hilda had to do something about it. So she enlisted her brother. The two of them came down to the Lower East Side.

She must have been very upset, and though I have no way to know for sure, I suspect she may even have been perturbed enough to worry the stolid, older Abe, who, with his wife, Marion, owned a small factory that made sports clothes.

Marilyn was out seeing some friends; I was at home that night, cleaning. With a pail in the middle of the kitchen, I was mopping the bare wood floor when the key in the doorbell was twisted loudly.

Mop in hand, I opened the door. “Hilda,” I said. It was the first time my mother-in-law had come down. “Come on in.”

“Where’s Marilyn?” she said.

Uncle Abe hung back in the hall.

“She’s not here,” I said. “Come on in. I was just mopping—”

“I don’t want to come in!” she said. “I want Marilyn!”

“She’s not here, now,” I said. “Are you sure you don’t want to—”

“I think we better go inside,” Abe said, behind his sister.

Somewhat flustered, Hilda stepped in. “Where’s Marilyn?” she repeated. Abe stepped in, too.

“She’s out,” I said. “She’s with some friends. She’ll be back in an hour or so, I’d imagine. Would you like to sit—?”

“I wouldn’t sit on anything in this dirty house!”

“Hilda,” Abe said.

“Are you keeping Marilyn from me?”

“Come on, Hilda. He said she’s out.”

“You’re welcome to wait for her, if you like,” I said. I was only beginning to pick up on Hilda’s shaky despair. And I was also beginning to feel invaded and somewhat put out.

“I don’t want to wait,” she said. “I don’t want to wait here.”

“Hilda,” Abe said, as though he might have said it before, “you know the kids are married. You said they’ve both got jobs—”

“Oh, I don’t believe he’s got a job,” Hilda snapped, turning in her cloth coat on the wet kitchen floor.

Since I’d been working all day at Barnes & Noble, I laughed.

“Well, at least he’s mopping the floor,” Abe said.

“Why isn’t Marilyn here?” Hilda demanded once more. “I want to get Marilyn. And I want to go home!” She was close to tears.

It went on like this another ten minutes. They came inside.

But after Hilda rebuffed two or three more of my attempts at civility (one that stays is her refusal to sit in the red chair that, just days before, she’d sent down to us. “It’s too filthy! I won’t sit on it! Everything here is too filthy!” In the living room, with her hands in her pockets, she held the coat tight about herself. Abe’s London Fog hung widely open over his tie and checkered jacket), I let Abe handle it. Then, as precipitously as they’d come, they left. “Good night,” I said. “I’ll tell Marilyn you were here.” Shaking my head, I closed the door and went back to mopping.

I learned later that Abe was rather impressed that I was cleaning the house and became something of an advocate, if not of me, then at least of sanity in dealing with what had to be dealt with. A family who’d come to this country as immigrants, they knew what it was to be poor and live in a slum.

And I was a polite kid.

But as Hilda made her slow, always more or less unhappy adjustments to having a married daughter, I was often more discommoded by the relation between Marilyn and her mother (in which, out of only that politeness, I became more and more a middleman) than I was with any strains between Marilyn and me.

And Friday night dinners in the Bronx continued as though nothing had happened.

7.01. To return to Fifth Street, at least from the west, you walked east on Fourth Street a third of the way along the block beyond Avenue B, then turned up an alleyway between the back of the schoolyard’s handball court and the red brick wall of the window-frame factory. “D.T.K.L.A.M.F.” was the only graffito scrawled in black paint over the handball court’s wall in those days. An extraordinarily handsome fifteen-year-old Puerto Rican boy named Rusty, whose mother ran the aforementioned shooting gallery, explained to us that the “D.L.A.M.F.” part meant “down like a mother-fucker.” The T and the K, however, remained a mystery.7

Perhaps they were angel letters.

7.1. The most disturbing incident in those early days of marriage—for me—happened in my first days of work at Barnes & Noble. I don’t remember where I learned that B & N was hiring for the September textbook rush, or why I even considered working there. I think I wanted to get any job I could. I remember going in to fill out a preliminary application, being told to return the next day at ten; and when I did, with a dozen other applicants I was ushered upstairs into an office floored with black-and-white tile, with a few full-to-overflowing aluminum-stand ashtrays of the sort you used to see sometimes in doctors’ waiting rooms, where we filled out the more complicated bonding application. If none of us turned out to have criminal records or proved otherwise unacceptable to the bonding company, we would start work on Wednesday at nine—and eight-thirty every day thereafter.

Back home, I told Marilyn I had a job. She seemed pleased. And I suppose I’d vacillated between wondering why she hadn’t also applied at B & N herself to deciding it was just as well we weren’t working at the same place. Both opinions, I’m sure, I had been very vocal with. But now, Marilyn commented sensibly enough, since one of us was working she could take a few days to look through the Times want ads for something a bit more substantial. It sounded sensible to me. We probably took a walk that night over to the Village, where we looked into the Fat Black Pussycat, or stopped in the Cafe Feenjon for a mug of overpriced espresso, and finally walked back to the Lower East Side.

On Wednesday morning, I got up, made coffee, asked a sleepy Marilyn if she wanted breakfast—“Okay,” she said—and I fried some bacon and scrambled some eggs. Sitting on the edge of the bed, Marilyn in an orange robe, me in my slacks and a T-shirt, we ate together. I wondered aloud if, to be a book clerk, you should wear a tie on your first day.

“I don’t think so,” Marilyn said.

We ate more eggs.

“Do you think you could clean up the house while I’m at work?” I asked, as we were finishing. “There’s not very much to do. You know—spread up the bed, wash the breakfast dishes, pull some of the things out from the wall, and get behind them when you sweep the floor? I don’t think it could take you two hours at the outside.” Looking around the living room, I figured it was more like forty minutes’ work. “I’ll pick up something for dinner on the way home. We’ll have something nice.”

“Okay,” she said.

I got into my shoes, my shirt. The night before, Marilyn had started the first chapter of Middlemarch. When I left, she had picked up the chunky Modern Library volume and moved to the easy chair. “I’ll see you later,” I said at the door.

Marilyn turned another page and glanced up. “Bye.”

I walked up to Eighteenth Street and Fifth Avenue. In the textbook area at the rear of the old, then rather dismal store, we were shown the hive of the textbook stacks; how to fill out various receipts; how to help customers fill out call slips; we were told things we should never say, were shown who we should go to for help, and what to do about checks, etc. Some of the clerks asked stupid questions, others intelligent ones. It was a young, friendly group, and in the long run, it was more interesting that not.

That evening, when I shouldered through the kitchen door, I noticed the breakfast dishes were still in the sink where I’d put them before I’d left. Well, I thought, I wasn’t in love with dishwashing either. Maybe Marilyn hadn’t gotten to it. It would just mean—though I found myself frowning as I set the groceries down on the counter—it would take another ten or fifteen minutes to get started on dinner.

When I looked into the living room, I saw that the bed was in the same rumpled state, to the wrinkle, as when I’d left. “Hello,” I called.

“Hello,” Marilyn’s voice came, cheerily.

I stepped inside.

Still in her robe, Marilyn was still in the easy chair. Middlemarch was open in her lap. It looked as though she had about thirty pages to go. The room gave the overwhelming impression that not an object had been moved since I’d left this morning.

I was a bit perturbed. But I also thought it was a kind of silly thing to make a fuss over. I mentioned what I’d brought for dinner.

“That sounds good,” Marilyn said.

“How’s Middlemarch?” I asked.

Whereupon Marilyn, getting up from her chair, launched into an astonishingly detailed account of the doings of Dorothea Brooke, Mr. Casaubon, Will Ladislaw, and Dr. Lydgate. She followed me into the kitchen, telling me about the story while I washed the dishes and fixed dinner. I was wondering, of course, when she would say, “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t get to the housework. I got too involved in the novel,” but that was as absent from whatever she spoke about as were any questions on what had happened to me in my first day at work.

The next morning, I made breakfast again. While we were again eating on the bed, I said, “You didn’t get to the housework yesterday. Do you think you could get to it today?”

“Oh,” she said. “Sure.” Although she had a rather confused expression.

I took another bite of bacon. Then I looked at her and grinned. “Have you ever cleaned a house before?”

I think she laughed. “No,” she said. “I don’t think I have.”

“Really,” I said, “it’s not that hard. Come on. When we finish eating, I’ll show you.”

When we got finished, I took the dishes in to the sink. “I know you can wash dishes,” I said. “I don’t have to show you how to do that.” I got the broom and the dustpan from beside the sink. Marilyn followed me back into the living room. “You move the furniture out from the wall,” I said, pulling out the bed, a bookshelf, the phone table, the chair. “Sweep behind them,” I explained; and in a minute, I brought a small pile of dust to the middle of the floor. “You just get that up with your dustpan and push the furniture back. Not difficult, huh?”

She shook her head.

I leaned the broom against the living room wall and set the dustpan down beside it. “Have you ever made hospital corners?”

“No,” she said.

I went to the bed, pulled loose the sheets from the foot, and went through the summer-camp operation. “Tuck in the foot. Lift in a forty-five-degree angle. Tuck again. You try it on this corner.”

With pursed-lipped concentration, on the other side of the bed’s foot, Marilyn made her first hospital corner. “You don’t have to do that with the top sheet up at the head. Just the bottom. The rest is just spreading it up.”

My model for all this was my mother or one of her sisters showing a new cleaning woman How Things are Done in This House. As such, I’m sure it was shot through with an intolerable arrogance. Still, years before, Mom had spent a fair amount of time instructing me on how to clean. “You’ll probably have to teach your wife how to do all this,” she’d said back then. “You might as well learn it now.” And here it was, happening just as predicted. It all seemed great fun and terribly amusing.

“Okay,” I said. “If it takes you half an hour, I’ll be surprised. I said two hours yesterday just because I figured you’d be pleasantly surprised how much faster it was.” I kissed her on the nose. “Well, I gotta go. We had steak last night,” I opened the door to leave. “What do you want this evening? Chicken or chops?”

“Oh,” she said, standing in the middle of the living room in her robe. “Chicken. Unless you want chops.”

“Chicken it’ll be,” I said. “See you this evening.”

That evening, after work, I got back to the apartment with a cutup broiling chicken, some spaghetti, and frozen beans in a brown paper bag. As I pushed into the apartment, I glanced at the living room.

The broom was leaning against the wall, where I’d left it that morning, the dustpan on the floor beside it. When I took a step toward the living room, I saw that the dust I’d swept up that morning was still in the middle of the floor. The bed, with two hospital corners at its foot, was untouched.

I said, “Hello …?”

From the living room, Marilyn answered, again cheerily, “Hello.”

I turned back to the sink to put the groceries down on the enameled counter—where the dishes were still in the sink. I went into the living room. Marilyn, in her robe, was sitting in the chair. She was most of the way through another thick book—the night before, I remembered now, she mentioned thinking about rereading Daniel Deronda. She was pretty much finished with it, by now.

I scratched my head. “I guess you got caught up in your novel,” I said, “and didn’t get to the housework.”

She looked up, with a small frown. “Hm?”

“Did you just decide you didn’t want to do it?” I asked.

“No,” she said, with a kind of bewildered look, as if I’d just asked her a very silly question.

“Then why didn’t you do it?” My belligerence, I’m sure, was starting to come out.

“I don’t know,” she answered with annoyance, as if somehow I’d mistaken her for Ben and had just asked her some impossible mathematical problem.

(Ten years later, when, by chance, we were discussing this again, Marilyn broke my heart describing how, eighteen, pregnant, and very frightened, she would sit through the first days when I would go out to B & N, sure someone was about to break in and do what, she could not even imagine, afraid to move, flinching at every sound outside on the stairs, not eating, trying very hard to pay attention to the book in her hand, wondering how long it would be till I would be back, her heart pounding when she’d hear, finally, someone push in the door—with a wash of relief moments later, on realizing it was only me. But in the thirty years I’ve known her, I have never heard Marilyn say, as an immediate response to any situation, “I’m frightened,” or “I’m scared.” Taking refuge in her own fears has never been her style. This means, as it often does with incomprehensible actions, there was a certain bravery in what she was doing, even if I missed it at the time.

(That night, however, this was nothing that I knew anything of. And it became an argument:)

“If you didn’t want to do it,” I said, “couldn’t you just say so? ‘I don’t feel like it. I’d rather read a book.’”

“That’s not the point,” she insisted. “Why is housework all that important? You said yourself it was only half an hour of work.”

“Was I unpleasant when I asked you to do it? I mean, after I left, did you say, ‘Fuck him, I’m damned if I’m going to do it’? Really, I’d understand that. It would make more sense!”

“Of course I didn’t,” she said. “I didn’t think about it at all. Why is sweeping the floor such a big deal?”

But the result was that from then on—at least for the next few months—I did the housework. What was frightening, at least to me, was that I now knew (whether it was because of Marilyn’s refusal to articulate her own fears, or her inability to acknowledge mine) there were going to be vast areas to our relationship that were just “not thought about,” that were not going to be spoken of. And any attempt to articulate them would be met with blank incomprehension that, if pressed, would only lead to anger, hurt, and resentment.

7.2. 1961’s was a hot September. Outside, among the domino games on the sagging bridge tables at the sidewalk’s edge, grubby kids without shirts, in shorts and sneakers, opened both ends of empty beer cans (this was pre-poptop; this was when some women carried a “church key” [a pocket can opener] to rip the necks of muggers or sexual assailants) and used them to deflect arcs from the spuming hydrants up through the harsh purple light of the newly installed vapor street lamps, high enough to spatter our second-story windows with bright drops, while I crouched on the daybed in the living room, working in my notebook in red ball point on a one-act play, The Night Alone, inspired by James Ramsey Ullman’s novel, The Day on Fire, which, though it contained the best, if fragmentary, translations of Rimbaud’s prose poems yet to appear in English, seemed (to me) to have no understanding of the young poet’s psychology.

Marilyn sat in the easy chair, reading a novel by Disraeli.

Every once in a while I would get up to wander into the kitchen to stir the skillet full of spaghetti sauce I’d done up from a recipe on the back of the small white-and-green cardboard box of oregano leaves, the counter still flaked with bits of onion and three fugitive pieces of tomato. Or I’d wander into the front bedroom—just as another arc from the hydrant below broke between the black fire escape slats to sing across the glass, and five hundred purple crescents would gem and drool the pane, while I stood watching the motion of light in water.

“Marilyn, come in and take a look at this. …”

Then we’d go back into the living room—and I’d kneel down on the bed and write some more.

7.21. My play dealt with the shooting of Rimbaud by a Verlaine, egged on—in my version—by his wife, Mathilde, from her frustration over having been kept a Victorian prisoner, first by her parents, then by her twenty-eight-year-old husband, when Mathilde herself was only a few months older than the eighteen-year-old vagabond poet.

7.3. Of that tight trio of friends—Gail, Judy, and Marilyn—Marilyn had not been the first to marry. Nearly six months before we’d eloped to Detroit, Gail had married a thirty-five-year-old Italian native of the Village, named Mike. Mike was an affable, if excitable, character, something of a ne’er-do-well, and whose involvement with drugs went well beyond the acceptable bounds of marijuana into heroin and speed. He was rather dazzled, I suspect, when his somewhat joking marriage proposal got him an enthusiastic yes from the attractive, lively, and intelligent twenty-year-old New Jersey-born undergraduate.

Their relationship developed some fairly serious problems fairly quickly, however. I remember a pleasant dinner with them, which Marilyn invited me along to, at their downtown flat a few weeks before we went to Detroit. But other friends were soon reporting arguments and a generally uneasy atmosphere around the two of them.

Between my sexual adventures and my writing pursuits, I’d always considered myself a pretty sophisticated young man. But before the warm weather turned, an incident happened that brought home to me just how naïve about the real world I was.

One evening, minutes after Marilyn and I had finished eating, there was a loud knock on the door. The key in the bell was twisted hard, three times. Then the knock came again.

Marilyn and I frowned at each other; then I got up and went to the door.

“Yes?” I said, looking through the peephole. The unshaven face of a man in his mid-thirties at first I didn’t recognize. “Who is it?”

“Chip?” the man called from outside. “Marilyn—?”

I opened the door as I realized it was an angry Mike, who was stepping from one foot to another. “Where’s Gail?” he demanded. “Is she in there?”

“No,” I told him, surprised. “Why should—?”

“’Cause if you’re hiding her from me—”

“Mike?” Marilyn said, stepping up behind me.

“Where’s Gail?” he demanded over my shoulder.

“She’s not here,” Marilyn said.

“Come on in,” I said. “Why don’t you come in and sit down for a—”

“Well, if she’s not here,” Mike said, “you tell her when you see her I’m gonna—” He made a fist, lifted it in front of me, but, as if another idea took him, turned abruptly from our doorway and galloped down the stairs.

I closed the door, turned back to Marilyn, who was frowning again, and shook my head.

“What do you think that was all about?” she asked.

“God only knows,” I said. We went back into the living room to speculate on Mike’s and Gail’s vagaries while from the street now and again a shout echoed in the cul-de-sac that, the third time it came, Marilyn realized was probably Mike, howling imprecations at, or about, his temporarily vanished spouse.

Five minutes later—certainly no more than ten—there was another knock. Again very loud.

I sighed, got up, and went back to the door, assuming Mike had returned.

When I opened it, though, two policemen stood there, Mike between them, hands cuffed before him, demeanor wholly changed from the irate husband of minutes ago.

His blue work shirt was darkly sweat-blotched. Between the open buttons, his chest and its hair gleamed with perspiration. His stubbly face was covered with bright drops. He sagged against one of the cops—at first I wondered if, with the billy club one had obviously just knocked against my door, he’d been beaten. Mike’s eyes were wide.

The policeman on the right hefted up his stick and said to me, “Do you know this guy?”

The seconds I stood there watching the policemen while Mike panted under the hall light, remain lucid as an image. What went on in my mind, in that same time, will be forever opaque. I must have been thinking of how many cops-and-robbers movies. I must have been thinking of Mike’s often bragged-about criminal career. I know I wondered what he’d want me to say. Finally, I made a choice and said, with a kind of questioning look, “No, I don’t …?”

Mike sagged back even farther, clasped his hands in prayer, and lunged forward. “Aw, Jesus Christ, Chip! Come on …!”

Flagrantly, I’d said the wrong thing. “Yes,” I said, now. “I know him.” I told them Mike’s name. “He was just here to see us a few minutes ago.” I was frightened at that point; but I probably sounded ridiculously blasé.

“Okay,” the cop said.

They turned away from the door—taking Mike. When I went inside, back to Marilyn, I knew that, for the most naïve reasons, I’d come close to getting Mike into even more serious trouble than he already was. And for all my much self-vaunted nineteen-year-old sophistication in the ways of the marginal world, I hadn’t even known what to do when faced with an ordinary identification check.

7.4. Then there was another party, this one a wedding celebration for my tall cousin Nanny who, a scant month after us, married an intense musician/karate instructor/black radical with a gentle smile and a sense of humor that could smart like finest emery cloth. It was a quiet Buddhist ceremony at a small midtown temple. My elderly maiden aunts, whom everyone feared would be shocked, sat primly on the floor with everyone else. Those two slim black ladies, the older, Sadie, a domestic science teacher (I remember a photograph of her as a girl in a college schoolroom at a blackboard, while Professor Boyer with his pointer indicated the declension of λελυχα, λελυχας, λελυχε…), the younger, Dr. Bessie, a dentist (who, as she got older and older, became more and more like Sadie’s fiestier twin), who, together, thirty-five years before, at the rerelease of Birth of a Nation, when the pickets and protests outside seemed to be accomplishing little, bought tickets on line (they were light enough to be mistaken for white), went into the theater, to run down the aisle, leap onto the stage, tear down the screen, and start a riot. Many years later, both would take up the serious study of yoga.

Then the younger guests repaired to our apartment on East Fifth, where Marilyn and I had cooked pounds and pounds of yellow rice and paella (toward which my mother had contributed thirty dollars), me vaguely perturbed as to whether anyone would think to ask if the lobster tails had been imported from South Africa, as indeed they had—a fact I’d only discovered on the bottom of one label after I’d gotten the two dozen of them home from the supermarket and out of the red, white, and clear plastic wrappers.

7.5. There was no lock on the front door of our building. The door itself was usually left standing open. Day and night, especially in cold weather, from the hall we would hear the claws of two, three—some times half a dozen—ownerless dogs, running on our stairs. Daily we found their turds on the tile landings.

Across from us was a factory where they made aluminum window frames. In the first three weeks we lived there, the owner’s sister once called Marilyn up and asked her not to change clothes in front of the window, “… because the men all run over to watch you. They put down their hammers and they won’t work!”

For years Marilyn laughed about this. It became one of her standard anecdotes about her life on the Lower East Side. She always seemed rather proud of it.

But we got shades.

A doctor’s office was on the ground floor of the building directly opposite. Along the block were various bodegas (where you could get credit for a week or so; and from time to time we did), botanicas de fe, garages, other apartment houses—most of them tenements as squalid as our own. One, next door, called the Mildred, was in miraculously decent condition at the head of the row of slums.

7.6. One Saturday afternoon when Marilyn was out, it began to rain cats and dogs. Suddenly the kitchen door burst open, and Marilyn came in, her arms full of soggy brown-paper grocery parcels. I took the bags from her arms and put them on the counter, while she stood in the middle of the floor, hair in streaks across her forehead, looking disheveled and unhappy.

I handed her a paper towel to dry her glasses—“Wait a second”—and dodged out of the room, to return in a moment. “Here.” I handed her a pair of my jeans.

At that time, we both wore size 28/28 pants.

“Thanks.” In the middle of a growing puddle on the kitchen floor, Marilyn undressed, toweled herself off with a green towel I got her from the bathroom, and slipped into my pants. She zipped them up, turned around, and slid her hands into the pockets.

“What’s the matter?” I asked.

She’d gotten the strangest expression. “The pockets …” she exclaimed. “They’re so big!”

Then she showed me the pockets in the pair of girls’ jeans she’d bought a few weeks ago. And the pockets in her overcoat. And in her skirts. None of them was large enough to accommodate a pack of cigarettes without its sticking out the top. (Remember: this was pre-Beatles; pre-wrap around skirts. And phrases such as “women’s liberation” or even “women’s rights” were never uttered.) The idea that pockets in men’s clothes were functional had never occurred to her. The idea that pockets in women’s clothing were basically decorative had never occurred to me.

We talked about this, and soon I realized that, though we’d gone to the same high school, had seen each other almost daily for four years, had shared thousands of intimate conversations, somehow, without even knowing that the other existed, we had been raised in two totally different cultures—though it was part of a dialogue Marilyn had been conscious of at least as far back as our talks in the Forty-second Street Automat.

7.7. In the first weeks we lived on Fifth Street, I went with some neighborhood acquaintances to clear out (read: loot) an apartment a block or so away that had belonged to a twenty-five-year-old male dancer who’d died of hepatitis in a city hospital. The only thing I could bring myself to take away was a bathtub stopper. I recall looking at an immense pair of tennis sneakers lying on the invaded bathroom’s paint-splotched floor, wondering just how tall the dead dancer had been.

At home now and again the apartment rat would jump up on the back of the kitchen sink, while one or the other of us was brushing our teeth—shocked paralysis holding a moment between human and rodent, before one of us shrieked and the other fled; or it skittered out from under the tub to dash toward the toilet and leap to the rim for a drink—halting only because I was sitting there!

The next day, when Marilyn was leaving the apartment, in the hall she met the middle-aged Polish woman from the apartment next door. “I hear you have rats,” the woman said.

Marilyn was surprised. “Eh … yes,” she answered. “But how did you know?”

The woman laughed. “I heard your husband shout last night!”

We named him Gregor, after Kafka’s giant waterbug.

7.8. One October morning, I woke before sunrise and, after lying in bed for some minutes, realized I was wide awake. I got up. Three months pregnant, Marilyn looked up sharply to ask: “What’s the matter?”

“Nothing,” I said. “I’m just awake.”

I padded out to our kitchen and to the bathroom, padded back, decided to put on my clothes.

I think Marilyn may have asked again, “What’s the matter? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I repeated. “I’m all right.”

I’d thought to play my guitar for a while. I’d decided to take it up to the roof. Still uncurtained since we’d moved in, the back window onto the airshaft showed the first deep blue. I got my shoes on and picked up my guitar case. “I’m going up to the roof for a little while. I’ll be down soon.”

Marilyn raised up on one elbow. “Oh, please! Don’t. …”

I opened the kitchen door, went out, and closed it softly behind me—took a deep breath and sucked my teeth.

7.801. I’ve since known many people whose automatic response to anxiety was to immobilize the other: “Don’t go!” “Don’t move!” “Don’t speak!” But Marilyn was the first such I’d ever been involved with. My own, equally automatic response to anxiety was to immobilize myself.

When anxieties are high and shared, this is a very unhappy combination. If I had to present a single reason why we stayed married, together and apart, for nineteen years, this is probably it.

Still, after only a month of claustrophobic marriage, I’d found a strategy to survive in such a situation. When you’re not anxious, more or less ignore the other person and do what you want. And I was feeling pretty good that morning.

As strategies go, it’s a very cruel one.

7.81. I carried my guitar case up the stairs past the fifth floor, turned up the last flight to the roof, opened the iron hook, shoved back the old metal door—ineffectually painted pale blue, like the rest of the hall (its creak and roar, as the weighted chain clambered through the eyebolt, shocked the morning)—and stepped over the sill to mica-flecked tar paper.

The sky was already lighter than I’d expected. I leaned the case against the wall of the entranceway, opened the snaps, and took out my Martin with its new Granger machines, carried it over to a skylight by a TV antenna, sat down on the skylight’s edge, stared at the roofs around me a while—and played.

After minutes of augmented and diminished arpeggios, falling through to sevenths and ninths, sixths and thirteenths, I looked up.

Fifteen feet from me stood a young man in his mid-twenties, with short red hair. His hands were in his jeans pockets. His feet were bare. His shirt hung open over a bony chest. His sleeves were rolled up on freckled forearms. I wasn’t sure if he’d just come up (probably not, because the roof door was pretty loud, and I would have heard it open), or if he’d been there all along behind one of the abutments.

I nodded to him, went on playing.

He nodded back.

Later, I stopped and said, “Hello.”

He wandered over. “Hi.”

“You live in the building?”

He shook his head. “No.”

“Where you from, then?”

“I just got back,” he said, “from Greece. Yesterday. I’m staying here with a friend. Downstairs.”

“Oh,” I said. “Greece. Did you like it?”

“Yeah,” he said, matter-of-factly. “It was wonderful.”

“How long were you there?”

“Two years.”

The conversation went on, much like this, infected with the October morning’s calm, while the sun came up to smear salmon and copper over the indigo. His name was Tony. Most of his time abroad had been spent on Crete, where, as with all the Greek islands, he told me, it was incredibly cheap to live.

How cheap, I wanted to know.

Well, he and some friends had rented a house for six dollars a month—only after the first month his landlord had never collected any more rent. From time to time the villagers, knowing some impoverished foreigners were in the dilapidated shack, had left baskets of food in front of their door. No hot water. But cooking was done with something called “Petrogaz.” He wasn’t sure what it was, though. At any rate, they had survived for most of the time, in his estimation, on no money at all.

“It sounds like a good place to go to write.”

“I guess so,” he said. “Of course, you can’t just walk down to the store and buy things like typewriter ribbons. Or typing paper. Or ballpoint pens. Oh, I suppose in Athens you could. But not on the islands. …”

Soon I went back downstairs.

I never saw Tony again—or even found out the friend with whom he’d been staying. His time in the building must have terminated very shortly after that. But now, sunk again in the tenements and shadowy streets, I retained, mixed with memories of Graves’s White Goddess and The Greek Myths, of Durrell’s Alexandria Quartet, a yearning now luminously associated with music and morning.

7.82. There were hours, certainly, most of which had to do with intellectual pleasures, when Marilyn and I truly enjoyed each other. Given the insistently intellectual youngsters we could be, it would be false to slight them.

Still, taken as a whole, the relation drifted from one aspect to another of low-key nightmare—even more so for her, I suspect, than for me. One particular facet of the torture was that as soon as we’d actually married, Marilyn, who through her adolescence had been extremely prolific, found herself less and less able to write.

Watching her poems come, being her confidant and her critic, had, till then, been the aesthetic experience of my life. But both of us felt, though we did not often talk about it, a fear that if Marilyn stopped writing completely, there would be nothing to hold us together. And Marilyn, we both knew, would be the one most hurt by that. With its oscillating combination of guilt and dismay, that fear was equally real for us both, however unequal at any one time it was in its intensity.

7.83. In the next days of October, it grew suddenly and surprisingly chill. Marilyn wrote of life in our second-floor slum:

These nights old madwomen chant in the streets

wailing their deaths to the October dusk.

Precocious cold sullies our gelid sheets.

Our hands turn yellow, and sticky crust

devils our eyelids waking. …

The rats wax bold without enough to eat.8

7.84. A little while on, perhaps a few days, when, with a surge of Indian summer, the temperature had crept back up into the sixties, coming home through the alley, Marilyn realized she was hemorrhaging. She phoned her obstetrician, who advised her that, if she had to go into the hospital, she best go through the emergency room and not say she had a private doctor.

Perhaps an hour later, holding on to the edge of our paint-stained tub, in our dirty, narrow bathroom, she miscarried.

I came home about an hour after that. Though she’d made an attempt to clean up, her lap was again sopped with blood. She opened the door for me and started to speak, only to begin sobbing.

It was a day of fear, endless frustration, and finally futile rage: in emergency rooms at that time it was just assumed that any eighteen-year-old who miscarried, married or unmarried, must be in the aftermath of a then-illegal abortion, and she was treated by hospitals and their staff as a criminal. Finally, when it became necessary at the hospital to phone the doctor, he claimed he had never heard of her—thinking he was doing her a favor. And, with Marilyn still hemorrhaging and in great pain, we were just sent away.

When, half a day later, Marilyn finally managed to obtain the necessary D & C procedure, both of us were emotionally drained and Marilyn was physically exhausted by a tragedy, by bureaucratic inhumanity, and by a general level of fiasco that assumed Kafkaesque complexities before things finally resolved.

In the midst of things I finally phoned my own mother, who appeared twenty minutes later with great compassion and great efficiency. Mom moved Marilyn up to her own apartment for the next few days to recuperate in my sister’s old room. We discussed the advisability of telling Hilda, till Mom withdrew from the argument. “That’s got to be up to you two—and really a decision for Marilyn.”

Marilyn decided not to. And I think it was the proper decision for the time.

As soon as she was well, Marilyn consulted her doctor about birth control, again using a diaphragm and, later, the pill.

7.85. Back on East Fifth, alone one afternoon in the apartment, I looked out the narrow back window of our living room, which opened onto the foul roof of a small outbuilding between the airshaft walls. The platform was thick with defenestrated refuse from the floors above. On it lay a rat’s corpse, which made me wonder—as I had seen still another dead rat in the gutter up the street only a day before—if, at least for the neighborhood, we weren’t due for an outbreak of plague. With such thoughts, I turned to lie down on the daybed in the shadowed living room, to sink, tingling with hyperawareness (once again), into the luminous evening waterfront of a primitive city, to climb, dripping, from the river into the ruined streets of an abandoned futuristic metropolis, to toil through glimmering jungles alive with violet sunsets and red bugs and ghouls, above which soared ivory and onyx vampires and in whose rivers dwelt a slimy aquatic race, jungles where I watched a man turn into a wolf while I tramped past mossy temples to the foot of a volcano abroil on the night, and where great violence was done to a four-armed child, which woke me (again), sharply and shockingly, in the dim tenement—

In the shadowy second-floor living room, I sat on the edge of the bed, palms and bare feet tingling, between writing and sleep, while outside, on one October day or another, someone threw away an old appointment calendar in the alley. For weeks the broken paving stones were scaled with white rectangles, blowing here and there, a few of them getting as far as the Fourth Street gutter, all of them marked with black numbers signifying a day of the waning year—till a rainy weekend in November rendered them gray mulch.

7.851. Near that time, Marilyn wrote:

Eternal pressures shrink the finite earth.

The waxing body swells with seeds of death.

The mind demands a measure to its breath

and in its convolutions comprehends

the endlessness in which it is contained,

the change that is its necessary end.

Change is neither merciful nor just.

They say Leonard of Vinci put his trust

in faulty paints: Christ’s Supper turned to dust.

Winter dries the grass, freezes the dew. …9

7.86. My own response to the loss of potential fatherhood was a kind of numbness. Now and again I wondered what I ought to feel. The numbness was a tense equilibrium between three emotions. I was angry because the whole situation seemed one that just shouldn’t have been mine to deal with: it had come about through my doing things that, had anyone asked me, I could have said I honestly hadn’t wanted to do anyway. But I also felt an equally real compassion for what Marilyn had been through. Also, a very basic loss ran somewhere through it all, having to do with the moments when, however anxiously, I’d tried to imagine myself a father, if not a husband. The conflict between the three didn’t encourage talking about any of them.

One chilly day when I’d been cleaning, I suddenly stopped, took my army jacket off the back of the red chair, and walked into the kitchen. “I’m going out for a while,” I called in to where Marilyn lay on the daybed.

She looked up, then frowned. “You don’t even have your shoes on …!”

“I know.” I stepped out the kitchen door and pulled it to behind me.

Barefoot on the hall’s tile, I slid one arm and the other down the jacket sleeves. My jeans were ones I’d gotten from my cousin and slightly too long. Going down the stairs, when I stopped on the marble landing, I got the backs under the foot, between my heels and the grey-white stone—in one of whose worn depressions, under the reticulated glass in the hall window, a foot-wide amoeba of yellow water glimmered, with three butts afloat.

My plaid shirt (with no sleeve buttons and a large hole in the elbow) was open. I didn’t button it up now but just zipped frayed drab halfway up in front of it. Coming out through the vestibule, I walked down the cold stoop.

The air was still.

The sky was gray.

Between two cars, I stepped over a broken beer bottle onto the street’s smoother macadam, and crossed to the alley. On the far sidewalk, I glanced back at our second floor window behind the fire escape, to see if Marilyn had gone to look after me.

But she hadn’t.

With the mechanical glances at the pavement for glass of the barefoot New Yorker, I went out through the alley and walked toward Avenue B. I hadn’t even taken my notebook with me, which was unusual. Past the drugstore, I strolled on for another block. At the corner, I lifted some change from my pocket. Coins slipped by my fingers. Two nickles lay on my palm.

Though subways had just gone up, the Staten Island Ferry was still a nickel each way.

Among the other coins, there’d be the subway fare to and from the boat. I began to zig-zag up toward the Astor Place stop.

Inside the turnstile, while I stood next to the worn red counter of the news kiosk, I started looking at the headlines of the various papers stacked there. I went from one to the other, my hands in my pockets, reading whatever text was on the page. After a minute, the man who’d been stacking papers beside me went in, sucked his teeth, and put his fists down behind the green and yellow boxes of chewing gum. “You wanna buy somethin’?”

I glanced at him.

“I asked you, you wanna buy somethin’?”

I looked back at the papers.

“Hey, I’m talkin’ to you! You wanna buy somethin’? You don’t wanna buy somethin’, get away from the fuckin’ papers, huh?”

I looked at him again.

“Hey, I’m talkin’ to you! You wanna buy somethin’? Just tell me: Yes or No?”

I frowned, questioningly.

He looked uncomfortable. Finally he said, “Jesus Christ, get away from the fuckin’ papers, will you?”

I blinked.

“Get away!”

I stepped back, turned aside. I hadn’t shaved that morning. Maybe, I thought, I should grow my beard back.

From where she stood at the edge of the platform by one of the columns, a young woman with low heels, short hair, and a black coat glanced at me, very seriously.

On the subway, I sat with my heels in the aisle, hands in pockets, and toes up, looking at the people pointedly not looking at me. It was about three and not very crowded. Somewhere before South Ferry, I remembered my dream of §6.611. I think I laughed. I walked up the stairs, came out of the station, and continued on up into the ferry terminal—to slide my nickel between the steel lips of the green stile; and pushed through.

I’d thought to linger in the waiting room, looking at the concessions along the walls (postcards, magazines, candy bars …), watching the passengers; but at the far wall the long metal doors were already rolling back on the small wheels on their high rails. And the lights above the door said the boat was in. The dozen people standing there began to walk forward. I walked between the wooden benches to follow them.

Moments later, by wheels and chains and pulleys, as I came down the ramp onto the upper deck, the engine thrum rose. I walked through the cabin by the hotdog and hamburger concession and out to the back deck. After another minute, the boat lugged out from the dock, beginning its hugely attenuated, slow motion sway. Above the top of the cabin, I saw the city slip to the side. We floated out between, then banged once into, the sagging wall of pilings.

Cold air pried like a shoe horn under my collar. What I hoped—realized, indeed, I’d been hoping it for several days—was that someone, maybe not too different from me, might simply start speaking to me, warmly, understandingly.

I wouldn’t speak in reply.

But I wouldn’t have to.

If there was something sexual in the meeting, it would be silent and known. But as I glanced at the elderly woman to my left at the waist-high gate before the chain, then at the two businessmen—one holding his gray hat and, with napping coat, turning now to go back into the cabin—I knew I wouldn’t find it here. Back inside, I walked down the gritty steps, looking out the scarred and stained windows over gray water without feature, to wander the oily plates between the parked cars on the boat’s lower level.

Before we pulled into the far slip, I went up on the passenger deck again.

You had to go out, around, pay another nickel, then come in again. In the Staten Island terminal’s waiting room, I sat on the benches a while. Then I walked around a bit.

Among the concessions, in one corner was a florist booth. It was made of green wood—like a shoeshine parlor. Inside was a refrigeration unit with glass doors. Outside, on a green wooden step, stood some cardboard vases, like the ones in which my father had occasionally received particularly cheap floral presentations for funerals. One was full of some scraggly orange flowers. Along a ledge at the booth’s top were clamped some small spotlights. Shafts of yellow beamed down, one falling on some roses leaning over the rim of an earthen pot. In the terminal’s high hall, the dark and dusty hue of paint flaked from an old barn, their lapped petals were menacingly beautiful.

Puttering busily at the counter inside, the guy running the place was fifty, squat, balding, and probably Irish. Out at the elbows, his maroon cardigan showed a dirty striped shirt beneath. A two-inch pencil was stuck behind one ear, and he looked like he should have been chewing a cigar stub—but he wasn’t. He wore gray workman slacks and new high-topped basketball sneakers, striated rubber around the toes and rubber circles over the ankle’s black cloth, suggesting the sorest of feet or an even worse orthopedic infirmity—

Because sneakers on an adult (in that time when construction workers rode to their jobs on the subway wearing jackets and ties—however beat up—perhaps with their workshoes on, perhaps wearing a knitted cap, only to change into overalls at the site) were almost as rare then as my lack of shoes.

Half a dozen years later, indeed, bare feet on urban kids would flower as commonly as poodles on Park Avenue in spring. But as I stood, watching the man, the stall, the flowers, I realized I’d only seen people barefoot in New York streets twice before in my life. Once, when I’d been leaving the 135th Street subway station, I’d watched a very tall black man in black suit and clerical collar coming down the steps, followed by two equally tall black women in nun’s outfits. The man’s immense feet were naked. As they passed me, at each step long toes sliding from beneath the habits’ hems, I realized the smiling women were barefoot too. The one nearest me, on her dark foot had a bunion on her little toe the size and color of an unpeeled almond. Chatting together in a foreign language (were they some kind of reverse African missionaries?), the three had walked by as I turned to stare. The next time was at night in the Village, perhaps a couple of years later, when some seventeen-year-old kid with lots of curly red hair, a blue plaid shirt, and one hand and arm shortened and deformed by a birth defect, ran down the steps of a coffee shop on the east side of MacDougal Street to sprint past Marilyn and me, and—as I turned, surprised, to watch—vanished around the corner of Bleecker, so that the last I saw of him was the street light on one, then his other, naked heel, with just the lozenge of pavement dirt at their center. Such unshod incidents were rare enough so that, wondering what people might make of me, I remembered both now.

When I looked up from the flowers, the man—still working with wire and blue tissue paper inside—was watching me. I looked at him—and he went back to working, glancing up now and again. After about three minutes, he suddenly came to the door, stepped out, looked around the empty terminal, then at me. His eyes went from my feet, to my face, and back—a couple of times.

I stepped away from the flowers, wondering if I should leave.

“You lookin’ at the flowers?” He shook his head. “I don’t think you’re gonna buy none of those, are you? But you can come inside and look—what’s your name?” He stepped back into the small, wooden stall. Curious, I stepped in after him. “What’s your name?”

I didn’t say anything.

“What’s your name?” he asked a third time.

Suddenly I reached up and took the pencil beside his ear. He frowned. On the edge of a piece of wrapping paper on the counter, I wrote:


	Snake.



Now he frowned at me, then at what I’d written. “Solly …?” he said. “Sammy …?” Then: “I can’t read that!” (Because I’d been surprised how close he’d come just by accident to my actual name, only later did I realize he was saying he didn’t really know how to read at all.) My handwriting was very clear, and I’d printed it. “What’sa matter, you stupid?” He said the word the way someone else might say “retarded.” Or “deaf.”

I still didn’t say anything.

“You one of them stupid kids, huh? Here, come on and look at these. These are nice flowers, ain’t they?” He put his hand on my shoulder and led me farther along the short counter to show me a pot in which were just some florist’s greens. Then, after he glanced out the door again, he reached under the counter, put his hand between my legs, and rubbed me, hard. “That feel good, huh?”

I was surprised to realize his interest was sexual. I looked at him, and I don’t think I smiled or frowned. I was more curious than anything. And numb.

“You like that,” he said. “Good. Come on. That feels good, don’t it?”

There was an eighteen-inch storage space behind the refrigeration unit, which he pushed me rather roughly into. “Get your pants down!” he whispered, hoarsely. He began to pull at my belt, pushing me farther back among the brooms and planks of wood stuck in there, wedging himself in after. He opened his fly and pulled himself free. He wasn’t very big and kind of stubby. “Come on, get ’em down.” He shoved my jeans down to my thighs. “Jesus Christ,” he said. “Come on. Hurry up. Turn around!”

I wasn’t really sure if I wanted to do that. But he managed to get me with my back to him in the small space, and pushed forward. Even though he didn’t get it in, he shoved hard enough to hurt. I wasn’t sure what I should do. But in less than a minute, wedged in the crease between my buttocks, he grew wet. He took a big breath and backed out of the place, already zipping up his gray pants. “Come on—come on! Get your pants up and get out of here, now. Before anybody sees you.”

I pulled up my jeans and stepped out of the narrow space.

“No, close ’em. Close ’em up. Jesus Christ, a stupid kid!” The inflection was sort of wrong, with more accent on stupid than kid. “Come on, now. Hurry up.” I got the top button in its hole and zipped my fly. He had his hand on my shoulder again. “Come on, now. Get out of here. Before my boss gets back—I’m just helpin’ out, see?” Almost shoving me, he got me out the door. “Before somebody sees you. G’on, now.”

It seemed to have taken no time.

I stepped from the door, then turned to look at him again. He went back to the counter, started to do something, then, from inside, looked up at me. After a moment, he said: “What do ya’ want?”

I just stood there.

Suddenly he took a breath and started forward. I flinched a little, wondering if he were angry. But he turned to the ledge beside the door, reached down, and took one of the roses. “Here—no. … Those are expensive.” He put it back and took some of the orange flowers instead. “You take these.” He thrust the small bunch at me. “You stupid kids, you’re supposed to like this stuff—flowers and things, right? Now come on.” He sounded imploring. “Get out of here now, will you?”

With the flowers, I walked across the waiting room to the benches.

It wasn’t long till the ferry got in, and the light came on over the big door. As I walked onto the boat again, I wondered if this was what happened to the mute or simple-minded wandering New York.

The flowers were pretty old and the stems were kind of limp. As I stood on the upper deck and we plowed back to the Battery, a blossom fell off to slant down past a gull taking off from the lower deckrail, then blew for moments over water like black glass.

When I came in, I put the remaining bunch in a jelly jar to the back of the kitchen counter.

“Where did you get those?” Marilyn asked, stepping from the bathroom.

“When I was out,” I said. “Somebody gave them to me.”

7.9. If anything, the miscarriage rather galvanized Marilyn—I guess that’s the word. Shortly afterward, with the help of a friend of my mother’s in the department store’s personnel division, Marilyn took a job at B. Altman’s to train for the Christmas rush. Once she was working, she was much happier about sharing housework. She’d always been willing to cook—and now did it better and better so that in the sharing of practical household duties we were soon approaching fifty-fifty—not that it eased much tension.

Cooking, for example, was a problem. Marilyn did it well and liked to do it—was, indeed, quite willing to do it. We were both learning more and more things in the kitchen. But I enjoyed doing it too. My logic ran something like this: since I did the sweeping and much of the bed making, I should at least get to do the household chore I enjoyed. So I cooked whenever I could and edged her away from the stove whenever I could manage it. Whenever she needed help, opening a stuck oven door or getting the lid off a jar, if I could possibly use it as an excuse to take over, I would.

And whether I could or not, I went around thinking of myself as the one who did it all. Also I wanted the privilege of feeding whom I wanted to:

One of the Barnes & Noble stock clerks and I had become good friends. The shy, handsome son of a Chicago minister, he lived in a furnished room over in the Village on Waverly Place. Since he had no place to cook, why didn’t he come over and eat with us? After a week of it, Marilyn objected. She didn’t feel like … cooking for three every night—fine, I said, I’ll do all the cooking. And did, whenever he came over. It still left Marilyn miffed, since that wasn’t the point. The point was, I was quite in love with him—though I didn’t think there was the slightest chance of the feeling’s being reciprocated. Why didn’t she bring home some friends of her own? She did: a young black woman with whom she worked at the store. With great—if not somewhat forced—graciousness, I cooked dinner and tried to be a perfect host. It didn’t really improve things.

7.91. Another clerk at Barnes & Noble was a young woman a few years older than Marilyn and I. Her name was Rose. She had bright red hair and was given to diaphanous blue dresses. She lived a block to the northeast in a building in better condition than ours by several degrees. After I invited her over for dinner one evening, she took on a motherly attitude toward us.

Rose had been taking a Shakespeare class that met evenings at the New School for Social Research. Nothing would do but that we attend the next six-week session. The instructor, a Professor Lewis, was a theatrical and enthusiastic gentleman with a reputation for making “dead topics” come to life. Not that Shakespeare was particularly dead for either Marilyn or me. But this session, the plays to be read were As You Like It, Coriolanus, The Tempest, and King Lear. And I had read the two comedies but not the tragedies.

At the first evening’s gathering that November, on the third floor of the building on Thirteenth Street, Professor Lewis led a truly exciting discussion of Coriolanus—that play of a son with a strong, strong mother, in which the ghosts of the grain riots that perturbed fifteenth-century England are manifested among the lines of Shakespeare’s ancient Romans.

Two weeks later, our first class on Lear began with Professor Lewis sitting on the corner of his desk, reading the opening scene to us, paraphrasing as he went.

In his explication of the scene-one altercation between Lear and Kent, just as Lear is preparing to curse Cordelia, I realized, as Professor Lewis stopped to give an explanation now of this line, now of that one, that he’d interpreted Lear’s interruption of Kent’s petition with line 144 (“The bow is bent and drawn. Make from the shaft”) as “You’ve spoken too long. Get to your point,” i.e., “Your bow is bent and drawn, Kent. Let your arrow fly,” as if, indeed, the line were another version of Gertrude’s exhortation to Polonius in Hamlet, “More matter, with less art.”

In the discussion that followed, I took what I thought was the mildest exception and suggested the line was better interpreted as: “My anger is ready to become action. If you do not move away from it, it will strike you too,” i.e., “My bow is bent and drawn, Kent. Move away from the arrow.” I pointed out that he’d conflated the meanings of “bow” and “shaft” (i.e., “bow” and “arrow”).

I thought I was pointing out the most obvious of mistakes and expected Professor Lewis to say something like, “Oh, of course,” and was quite surprised when he declared that here “shaft” meant “any piece of wood” (I’m sure he was thinking of “staff”) and that the word here, in fact, meant “bow”! My reading was, he explained, obviously and patently wrong. The argument became heated, with Marilyn and me as the chief spokespersons for my reading and the rest of the class on Lewis’s side.

At one point, he actually took a vote—as if the question could be decided in such a manner!

At that point, I decided it was time to get up off it. And did—so as not to interrupt the class further. But poor Rose, a few seats away from us and intuiting that we were correct and that Lewis was wrong (“I know the difference between ‘shaft’ and ‘staff’ perfectly well. And ‘shaft’ means ‘bow’!” he had declared. “I don’t care what it says in your dictionary!”), was the most upset person in the class.

7.92. On two or three evenings, with Marilyn, I searched up an old building on James Street—one of those nineteenth-century wooden tenements with a high stone stoop you could still find occupied back then, here and there in Manhattan. In the back apartment with its metal sink and scratched walls, another Barnes & Noble stock clerk, Billy (“Now don’t get that confused with Saint James Street,” he’d explained carefully. “They run right off each other.”) had invited us for dinner. Not that this was a particularly egalitarian era—still, both Marilyn and I were a bit surprised at the young, dark-haired woman (“This is my girlfriend, Bobbi.”) busily making spaghetti and salad in Billy’s bachelor digs. Other times I remember Billy and Bobbi coming to our apartment on Fifth Street—where I would make spaghetti one night, or chili another.

7.93. One winter’s afternoon, when the enamel sink top was covered with what was to become dinner, I picked up an oddly shaped green pepper, about twice as long as most and rather thinner, with a gently phallic curve—it looked more like a cucumber—Marilyn came up to me and put her hand on my shoulder.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Green pepper,” I said. Then I nodded to the stove, where, on the bottom of the Dutch oven, in a slather of bacon grease, bits of onion were sautéing like a scatter of translucent rectangular pearls. “Beef stew.”

She nodded at the pepper. “Looks like yours,” she said.

I frowned at it. “So it does,” I said. “Well”—I raised the kitchen knife—“let’s castrate the fucker,” and whacked off the end of the pepper on the small cutting board. Then I whacked off two more pieces—

And glanced at Marilyn, who’d said, “Oh …!”

I saw she’d started to cry. “Oh, hey—!” I said and put my arm around her. “I was only kidding! I’m sorry—”

“I know,” she said, laughing a little herself, while the tears kept on. “But it was so sweet—”

By the time the rest of the stew was on to simmer, I think we ended up in bed, her thin arms holding hard around my neck, both of our breaths smelling faintly of green pepper.

7.94. Billy didn’t like many foods. When I invited him over the first time, I’d been going on about one or another of my culinary extravaganzas, but the tall, sunken-chested, Jewish young man, with his square face, frizzy hair, and glasses, said: “Now you just fix something simple for me. If I’m going to come, I just want something simple.”

7.95. Minor infidelities? One newly chill October night, cruising the Williamsburg Bridge walkway ended me up with a tall Midwesterner in jeans and a navy-blue wool shirt. As we walked down Delancey to his studio loft, he told me his name was Jack Smith. I realized he was an experimental filmmaker, whose work I’d read Susan Sontag praise in the Village Voice.

Inside, a low-wattage bulb over the corner cot lit only half the messy bedding and a circle of dark floor boards. We stripped down, and, after a night of crowded sleep, I woke—alone—to gray light falling through the tall windows, left from when the place had been an industrial storeroom.

I pushed up from under the army blankets, looking around. It was six times the size it had seemed when, in the dark, we’d entered.

Still sleepy, but up and dressed, Smith was walking about, pretty much ignoring me.

In another corner, among sets and props and beamed racks leaning against the walls or forming makeshift dividers, an orange and red tasseled print partly curtained an alcove. From behind the skew hanging stepped a quizzical Puerto Rican transvestite in a coral blouse, a worn tan sweater, and wearing a blue and pink head kerchief. While sitting on the cot’s edge, I got my drawers and socks up from the floor, and we began to talk. “Hello, I’m René.” Holding my underpants, I stood up to shake his extended, olive, manicured hand. “René Rivera. Jack’s letting me stay here, between parts. I’m a star.” He showed me his “dressing room,” with brass-steaded bed, vanity, and brightly light-ringed mirror, crowded against a rack of “costumes,” behind the hanging shawl. “Just like in It Happened One Night.” He’d been working under the name Mario Montez: “And I’m thinking of going with it.” Years before I’d seen The Cobra Woman, with his female namesake, on Channel Five afternoon television and grinned at the cleverness. Obviously he was pleased I’d recognized the reference. “I’m the lead in Jack’s next film. Maybe you’ve seen me in the movies already, darling …?” He’d acted in a number of Smith projects. “I’m surprised how many people coming through here have.” René/Montez was affable, chatty, and as considerate of a nineteen-year-old, somewhat befuddled by the morning after, as was possible. On the corner hotplate, he boiled up water for white crock mugs of instant coffee, tinkling semi-clean spoons within their rims, while I got my clothes on. He offered me canned condensed Pet Milk, sugar (“Though that condensed stuff is so sweet, you don’t really need it”), and kept up a pleasant run of early morning small talk, generally evincing a human level of concern—while Smith, on whom I’d laid three loads by dawn and from whom I’d pulled out two, ambled between leaning flats and papier maché scenery, occupied by what creative problem I would never know. Eventually, he rolled a morning joint and, from the studio’s far side, absently asked if I wanted a hit. Once I said no thank you, Smith pretended I wasn’t there.

So, leaving a half cup of coffee on the white enameled tabletop, I said thank you and good-bye to Mario, and left.

When I got back to the Fifth Street apartment and told Marilyn, she seemed quite pleased with what I think she may have taken as more of a conquest than it was. “Why don’t you go back and volunteer to give him a hand with his next film project?” It sounded interesting. But I never did.

7.96. Dick and Alice, with whom we had dinner that night, mentioned that the previous weekend they’d made love a dozen times. Back on Fifth Street we talked about it. Then, between Saturday morning and Sunday night, we made love thirteen times. It was fun.

7.971. I’ve said my cousin Nanny and Walter were married only weeks after Marilyn and me.

For the first year or so, they lived in a sprawling loft above the narrow sidewalk at 20 Spruce Street, well below Houston. Walter was a diminutive black trumpet player with a generous heart, precise diction, and a cutting sense of humor. The first time Marilyn and I met him, with Nanny, a week or so before their wedding, he’d launched into a twenty-minute monologue about Jackie Kennedy’s freckles that would have done proud any Mort Sahl or Shelley Berman. Just before various public appearances, freckles kept breaking out on Mrs. Kennedy’s face, which put the White House staff in a tizzy: they were afraid that if enough showed up, people would begin to believe the First Lady was secretly “colored.” (This was two years before the assassination.) There were press conferences denying the little brown spots’ significance; there were Joint Chief of Staff and Cabinet meetings. (“Gentlemen, there’s been another … how do I put this tactfully … freckle.”) It laid us out on the floor that afternoon.

We laughed about it for a week.

One of Nanny and Walter’s plans was to open their loft a night a month for a jazz party. Walter’s musician friends would drop by to jam. Nanny would cook a huge pot of black-eyed peas and rice. Admission was a dollar at the door. Musicians who played got in free—so did, I have a feeling, just about anyone short a buck.

7.972. They must have kept this up a good while. (They stopped and started it again a couple of times.) Marilyn and I went down on half a dozen nights. But somehow it never quite worked out the way it was supposed to. Sometimes there just wasn’t the right combination of musicians—three drummers, two double bass players, and Walter. Sometimes there were too many people and not enough peas. One night, when they’d reopened after not holding it a while, their publicity must have been particularly good. Instead of thirty or forty people, they got a hundred, who couldn’t get in—so never came back. At another, only fifteen or twenty people showed up—and if you didn’t get a solid thirty-five or forty, making food just wasn’t worth it.

7.973. They were nevertheless great fun.

From somewhere Billy knew Walter—I never found out just how. But one evening, when Marilyn and I came into the loft, there was Billy, from Barnes & Noble, in the largely black crowd. Billy had a kind of bumptiousness that at first tickled Nanny—but finally rather got on her nerves. Eventually she started referring to him as “your friend Billy,” with a raising of her eyebrows on the “your.” She told me once he dropped in when they were not having one of their monthly parties, hung around (in Nanny’s words) “an awfully long time,” and did not seem to pick up on the fact that this was also their home and that they had things to do. But all this—jazz parties and black friends and the Lower East Side and writers and poets—was what Billy had left his Long Island parents and come to the city to find. He seemed very happy in it all.

7.98. In November I got involved in my first major infidelity. You remember the stock clerk whom I’d been bringing home to dinner every night? One evening as I was walking him back home, he paused on the chill corner of Avenue B. He had something to confess to me that he knew would wreck our friendship; but he could hold it no longer. He was homosexual. He wanted to go to bed with me. …

In the course of the whole thing, on the night of Marilyn’s birthday, he burst into our apartment, and actually declared to us both, “We can’t go on like this!”

The unhappiness all around us for the ten days or so of it finally established, however, what became a kind of house rule regarding outside sex: “I don’t care what you do when you’re not here,” Marilyn finally told me. “It’s just how it makes you act when you are here I object to!”

It seemed reasonable to me. But over the years it was easier for me to adhere to the parameters of behavior that suggested than it was for Marilyn.

7.981. My affair brought my own writing to a halt (for a week) and produced a sudden creative spurt in Marilyn’s: most of the fragments that became her poem “Prism and Lens.”

7. Familiar with the street culture of those years and encountering the above passage in the first edition of this book, a contemporary reader, John Del Gaizo, informs me that the “T. K” stood for the words “to kill”—so that the entire acronym expands to “Down to kill like a mother-fucker.”

8. Hacker, “Prism and Lens,” in Separations, p. 67.

9. Hacker, “Catherine Pregnant,” in Separations, p. 23.



8. On a chill, immobile evening, during a midnight November walk, through a window in an alley adjacent to the Village View construction Marilyn glimpsed two or four or six naked people—multiplied or confused, in a moment of astonished attention, by some mirror on the back wall, as the window itself added a prismatic effect to the bodies inside, gilded by candlelight or some mustard bulb—before they moved behind a jamb, or she walked beyond the line of sight, the image suggesting proliferations of possibilities, of tales about those possibilities, of images in harmony, antiphon, or wondrous complementarity. Once, when I was gone for the night, she went walking—and was stopped by two cops in a patrol car, curious what a woman would be doing out in that largely homosexual haunt—on the Williamsburg Bridge. It was a time of strained discussions in our tenement living room, in the midst of which a bit of plaster from the newly painted ceiling would fall to shatter over the mahogany arm of the red chair.



9. Directly after Christmas Marilyn was let go from Airman’s. She was down over it. I’d been kept on at Barnes & Noble once the textbook rush had ended. She’d been hoping to stay on into the new year at the store.

In a day or two, though, she began looking through the papers for another job. Very close to New Year’s she got an interview at Ace Books for a job as an editorial assistant.

She told them she was twenty-one to get the position. When I spoke to her the evening after the interview, she said, somewhat pensively: “The editor-in-chief—his name is Wollheim—told me I’ll probably get the job … because I’m Jewish. He said Jews have a hard time getting into publishing, and so he always favors Jewish applicants.”

9.1. We were both excited over the prospect. Ace published a good deal of the science fiction we both enjoyed reading. As well, they’d published a cleanly and elegantly written novel called Junkie by one “William Lee.” It was an open secret among those who spent time around the Village that “Lee” was a pseudonym for William Burroughs. We’d both been impressed by the fragments of Burrough’s Naked Lunch we’d read in Big Table. Though it was still unpublished in its entirety, the book had been referred to as one of genius any number of times in print.

And a man named Carl Solomon also worked at Ace (he was the publisher’s nephew and his title was Idea Man), who had figured prominently in an energetic and passionate poem published a couple of years before in that small black-and-white pamphlet by Allen Ginsberg—Howl.

It seemed like an exciting place.

9.11. “There’s a guy who works there,” Marilyn told me after her first day, “—he’s twenty-five—who used to be a reader for Scribner’s. He told me this afternoon that he rejected Nabokov’s Lolita when he was there. He said he still doesn’t think it’s a good book.” She shook her head. “He’s still bragging about it. And he’s Jewish.”

We both laughed.

Well, one strike against them.

9.2. The dreams (nightmares, I’ve called them since, though they clung to memory, lurid, fascinating, and as pleasurable as they were unsettling) returned for the sixth or seventh time in five or six weeks, and I resolved: yes, I’d try to catch their hypervividness in words. I’d weave some science fantasy novel through those light-shot locations, one that might even appease Marilyn’s complaints about the books she was now editing.

And with the first of the year, my own job dropped to part-time.

9.3. Marilyn had been working for Ace perhaps two weeks when she learned that a young man named Ed (friendly, blond, and—incidentally—Protestant), hired as an editorial assistant at the same time as she had been, was making eighty-five dollars a week—twenty dollars a week more than Marilyn’s sixty-five. Out of curiosity, she asked the office manager why. It was Ed’s first publishing job as well. On the record, Marilyn and Ed were the same age: twenty-one. The office manager, a rather brassy older woman (incidentally Jewish) explained it was just customary to start men at a substantially higher salary.

Shortly a phone was installed in the office Ed and Marilyn shared—on Ed’s desk. By this time Marilyn was doing rights and permissions work, which meant she was pretty constantly on the phone to other publishers. Ed was basically reading manuscripts, writing reader’s reports, and copy editing. So Marilyn had to get up from her desk and go use the phone on Ed’s whenever she had to call the rights department at another publisher. After a couple of weeks, she mentioned this to the office manager. “Oh,” the woman said, “we never give phones to women employees. They make too many personal calls.”

In 1961 nobody even thought such a statement insulting—or might need to be dissembled just for the sake of manners.

About a week after this, Marilyn came home upset by an encounter she’d had that afternoon with Ed. As I said, Marilyn needed the phone for her work. Most of the calls that came into their office, however, were (personal) calls for Ed. In the first week, simply because her work required she use the phone to call out so much, she’d taken to answering it—putting down the paperwork she was doing, getting up from her desk, going over to Ed’s. But now that it had become clear what the phone pattern was, she’d realized Ed still expected her to do the same thing. He was quite prepared to sit and read, while the phone rang seven or eight times at his elbow, till Marilyn got up, came over, answered it, and said, “Just a moment. I’ll get him … it’s for you, Ed.”

That day after lunch, Marilyn—who was correcting galleys—had simply decided she wasn’t going to answer the phone anymore. The next time it rang, she let it ring—till Ed looked up and asked, “Are you going to get that?”

“Nope.” And Marilyn went on with her galleys.

There was no blowup. Ed had answered the phone—which was for him. Later, though, he’d asked Marilyn if she would at least answer the phone when there were writers or other editors in or around the office. He went on to explain that he didn’t mind answering the phone, since most of the calls were for him. But it would make him uncomfortable if anyone saw him answering the phone and it turned out to be for her. In short, Marilyn had realized he wanted her to pretend to be his secretary. But he was discommoded by the notion of anyone’s mistaking him for hers.

This bothered her enough for us to talk about it through an evening.

Still, Marilyn was popular at her job. The surly elevator man, who took the editors up to the dingy offices in the old slab-doored elevator (both the elevator and office lobby floors were covered with maroon battleship linoleum), was famous for not speaking to anyone save in grunts. Marilyn’s pleasant “Good morning,” had elicited the first “Mornin’, ma’am,” from him anyone remembered.

When, a few times, I went to pick her up after work at the dismal, ancient office complex, it was all anyone of the staff seemed able to talk about.

9.31. On Wednesday morning, at Ace, there were editorial meetings, to which assistant editors were not invited. Marilyn had already realized that the only way to survive the work situation was to move up as quickly as possible. She had been a prodigy.

Over several evenings, she put together a six-month publishing program for educational reprints of public-domain classics in demand in school programs, as Ace had already been dabbling in the educational market. She showed the program to editor-in-chief Wollheim, who showed it to the publisher, A. A. Wyn—who decided that Marilyn must be a “pretty bright girl.” The next week, Marilyn and Ed were invited to the Wednesday editorial conference.

No, Ed had had nothing to do with the program, with its drafting, or with its presentation. But it was customary (the office manager told Marilyn) to invite male editorial assistants to the editorial meeting after they had been with the company six months as a matter of course.

No, women editorial assistants were not invited to editorial conferences at all.

But since an exception had been made in Marilyn’s case, it had been decided to move up Ed’s invitation by four months so as not to make him feel bad that Marilyn had been invited before he had.

At the same time, I was having my own problems at work back at Barnes & Noble. The store was hooked into a kind of Muzak where vast 16-rpm records played the dullest semi-popular sop imaginable over the store loudspeakers all day long. Led by a young woman clerk named Sue, who was also a graduate student up at Columbia University, a bunch of us got together and got hold of some 16-rpm Mozart divertimenti (the original Muzak—but oh-so-much-better done!). The store manager, someone had told us, actually had a degree in music from a western university. A deputation of us went to her and asked her if we wouldn’t all be happier if she swapped the Mozart for the Muzak.

Her response?

“I can’t abide Mozart.”

So that was that.

Not long afterward I quit.



10. Without him many of us would have never happened.


	—Karl Shapiro, “Auden”10



My old elementary school friend, Johnny, had come to our rent party cum housewarming. Johnny’s father, Louis, had collaborated with W. H. Auden on The Oxford Book of Aphorisms. Along with accounts of Chester Kallman’s imitations of Diana Trilling at Johnny’s parents’ last Christmas fête, Johnny had given us Auden’s address and assured us the poet was a genial and accessible man with a sincere interest in young writers. I’d first gone to 77 St. Marks Place, where the two poets lived, at the tail end of August 1961 (the basement bar on one side of the steps up to the entrance, the printer’s shop on the other), days after our return from Detroit, to introduce myself to Auden and mention that my wife of a week was a poet who’d already won a number of writing awards and scholarships—but I learned from the slim, golden college youths subletting the place, who, when I pressed the bell button, came down to answer the door, that Auden and Kallman would not be back from Austria till September. Sometime later, toward October’s end, Marilyn took some poems over to their house, where she was received by Kallman, who, at the head of the first-floor landing, in a blue kimono, asked her what she wanted and somewhat grumpily took her poems in to Auden. One day in November Marilyn ran up the stairs, excited, with an envelope in which was a white postcard with a handwritten invitation from Auden to come to tea. A day or two later, the phone rang in our apartment. I picked up the receiver. “Hello?”

“Hello,” a vaguely English voice returned, the accent somewhat cut away by mechanical transmission. “May I speak with Marilyn Hacker?” I seem to remember Marilyn with an expression that suggested right then she didn’t want to be bothered with anyone.

“Who shall I say is calling?”

“This is Wystan Auden.”

As I covered the mouthpiece, there was that swelling excitement and surprise, perhaps a little akin to fear, that comes at such a time. “It’s Auden …!” I told her.

She opened her eyes to look quite as surprised as I felt, then took the phone.

“Yes. … Yes. … Yes. … Certainly. … Thank you. … Yes. Goodbye.” She put down the phone and turned beside the small, polished wooden phone table (that had come, with the easy chair, from her mother’s). “He wants me to come to tea in two weeks …!”

10.1. Here’s Marilyn’s account of her tea (not a full week after her birthday), from an interview twenty-five years and a National Book Award for poetry later:

“I’d been moving furniture that day and looked like a nineteen-year-old girl who’d been moving furniture in paint-stained khaki work-pants and three plaid flannel shirts. [At tea, Auden] said a sestina I’d sent him wasn’t really a sestina because the six repeated words weren’t repeated in the proper order. But he was otherwise encouraging.”

10.2. One of the poems she had given him was “The Song of Liadan,” whose source in Graves’s White Goddess (which, along with Pound’s ABC of Reading, was simply required fare for literary-minded adolescents in those years) Auden recognized at their November meeting. After they’d spoken about some of the other poems, he asked her if she thought Marianne Moore had a tin ear—a few years before, he’d dropped the

“… week/ … physique” quatrain from the famous Yeats elegy, because he found his own rhyme tinny. As they talked, Auden reminisced about his boyhood interest in engineering—which, though she didn’t mention it, Marilyn remembered having read about in some textbook blurb on Auden in one of our old high school poetry anthologies.

10.21. When she came home from her critique session, she wrote a nine-line fragment and a sonnet about the visit. The first recounted waiting for Auden to come out of the back room and join her:

In the chill outer rooms of strangers’ houses,

women’s rearrangements or men’s disorders,

with nothing that remains to do but wait,

chafing the cold palms between the knees,

sometimes watching a corner of the ceiling,

sometimes watching a small obtrusive spider

skeletize a silken polyhedron

from a remoter corner of the ceiling,

[another order imposed upon the chaos;

another chaos supersedes the order.]

Someone is waiting in the other room …11

If the “women’s rearrangements” were Marilyn’s own generalization placed, for whatever reason, on the Auden/Kallman domicile, the spider was there—in the upper corner of the room. (The lines I’ve placed in brackets were, a year later, cut.) And it was, yes, cold.

10.22. Auden came into the front room to talk to her. And the result was the following, written right after:

We sit in a cold room. A. pours the tea.

A gaudy twilight helps us hide ourselves.

I try to read the titles on the shelves

and juggle cup and saucer on my knee.

A. tells me anecdotes that I have read.

I poise a studied ambiguity.

A. wonders will I turn my head and see

the crumpled blue kimono on the bed.

I pick a crystal ashtray up to watch

its slow rotation slap a waterfall

of iridescent limbs across a wall,

fumble with cigarettes. A. strikes a match

as the enormity of darkness swells

upward in a cacophony of bells.12

… ringing from the tower of St. Marks Church a few blocks north—or from one of the closer Ukrainian churches.

10.23. If this was her serious response, her lighter one was some bits of doggerel, composed possibly even a few weeks before her visit:

Critic, do not beat your breast.

Though Chester Kallman is a pest,

he must have done strange things to broaden

the attitudes of Wystan Auden.13

This was her private revenge on Kallman for being so brusque on her first visit to bring Auden the poems in the first place. Completely unconnected with the visit, but within the same day or two, Marilyn also wrote, on the blue flaking wall of the hall outside our apartment in heavy ballpoint:

A tree can grow from any clod,

but only Jews could make a God.14

10.24. I am not a poet. Nor have I ever thought of myself as one. (A love for reading poetry, which I have, is not the same as a talent for writing it, which I lack.) But, like all young writers, from time to time I would try my hand at it—none of it, despite how hard I worked on it, very good. Marilyn’s response to one of my early attempts about this time (and it set me chuckling in our four dark rooms for an hour) was:

There was a young man named Delany

whose verse wasn’t overly brainy.

When you start to get with him,

he completely drops the concept of rhythm

and after a while doesn’t even bother to rhyme.15

I have never considered myself any sort of poet since. The difficulties of prose are quite enough.

10.3. The furniture we’d been moving that November day—and the reason Marilyn was in paint-stained khakis (a pair of mine, I believe)—was to allow us, finally, to finish painting our apartment: I’d hauled paint cans from a store out on Avenue B; Marilyn had carried a ladder up from the basement; we’d bought trays and rollers and started in that morning, covering the dead lead white with an innocuous beige.

The whole project had begun with an argument. Did we have to paint the house this very weekend, right then and there? I was writing a novel, and I wanted to work on it.

Yes, we did. Marilyn was miserable. We’d been living in the place, unpainted, getting on more than two months, saying we’d get to it every week. And a new coat of paint alone, she explained, would cheer her up.

And Marilyn miserable could be pretty daunting.

So we’d painted—Marilyn taking a few hours off that afternoon to go over to Auden’s.

When she came back, she threw herself into the work as well as into her account of the afternoon.

I don’t think there was a great deal of argument that evening as, into the night, we slathered beige over the ceiling and walls.

The only moment of dissension I remember was, when I was up on a ladder finishing a corner of the living room and Marilyn was on her knees trimming molding at the baseboard, at one point I said something that she took exception to. She returned, angrily, “Oh, for God’s sake, Mother—!”

It came out with no irony. But a moment later, as she heard what she’d said, we both began laughing.

10.31. Marilyn was a very logical and analytical young woman. Though her miseries could be intense, she had a wonderful sense of humor and a wide, raucous silly streak. I’ve mentioned she’d been a Quiz Kid. She was also an avid SF reader—as was I—by the time we met at the Bronx High School of Science. Having been a certified child prodigy, she was somewhat wary about exposing herself to new areas of information. Since she’d always been able to turn in a pretty spectacular intellectual performance in just about any area she tried, the prospect of being a beginner again was not one she cherished. But new life experiences, on the contrary, she sought out with astonishing gusto, given that she was physically so frail. And for Marilyn poetry—and everything connected with it, from criticism to material for poems—was, well before it was an area of knowledge, an area of life.

In the years just before and just after our marriage, watching this thin young woman in thick glasses write her early poems, being around her while the detritus of daily life was transmuted into lines of dizzying musicality, not to mention being the poems’ first reader, was unspeakably exciting.

It made my whole adolescence and early manhood an adventure—an adventure I was thrilled and pleased to be sitting at the edge of.

A social situation had followed us through adolescence, however, that, till now, has escaped these pages. By temperament I was both more outgoing and easygoing than Marilyn. Prose is easier for most people to talk about at length than poetry. And there are simply more social models available both for being and for dealing with male artists than there are for being and dealing with women artists. Several times Marilyn had found new groups of friends who had become terribly excited by her work, her wit, and her intelligence. Marilyn would introduce me to them. And over a period of days, weeks, months, there would be a clear shift of interest, away from her and toward me. At first I basked in it; and Marilyn worried about it.

Then we both worried.

Marilyn’s worries tended to be in terms of what it meant. Did it mean there was something wrong with her work? Did it mean there was something wrong with her?

I worried because I hated the effect it had on Marilyn. However pleasant it might be for me, it was a situation that, with repetition after repetition, caused her hurt and insecurity. That I believed completely in the power and art of her writing meant that, for support, she had to turn again and again to the source of the pain. It was not a situation to make any artist happy and relaxed. Rightly or wrongly, my perception was that all our lasting friends sensed this social situation and—the good friends—in the deployment of their attention between us and between our work, tried to compensate for it. And I was terribly grateful that they did. But if that were true, Marilyn wondered, didn’t it mean that when they talked about her work they weren’t really all that interested in it? Did it mean they would rather have been talking to me about mine? For me these were non-problems: for a youngster from my multiple worlds, such compensation was what good manners said you did for everyone. Why should someone you like, love, and respect be an exception? For Marilyn, however, a young woman from a culture where “good manners” and sincerity were always seen to be somehow at odds, my even speaking of it in such terms only opened up possibilities for her of silent deceptions, unspoken contempt (was there something wrong with her manners …?), secret judgments: it just went round and round, the grooves becoming raw and painful.

Marriage itself had been a way to escape some of these social and artistic anxieties—though, as we brought the mortar and brick out of which they were built along with us pretty much wherever we went (while society laid out the blueprints for their construction), they did not dissipate. We knew Auden and Kallman were homosexual. Wouldn’t they likely become more interested in a bright and attractive young man than in maintaining an interest in a young woman poet, however talented …?

10.32. Besides both poetry and doggerel, Marilyn also wrote, at my urging, a note to Auden thanking him for his time and asking whether he and Kallman might come to dinner.

Auden returned a friendly note saying they would indeed come, but that they were busy all through the Christmas season and, really through January as well. They would not be free till after the first week in February. Marilyn responded with a note giving them their choice of Monday, February the eighth, or Friday, February the twelfth.

Auden phoned to accept for the eighth.

10.4. At the time what I knew of Auden’s work was largely his half dozen overanthologized warhorses. A few years before, I’d seen him read on the Sunday morning television show “Camera Three” (and had become an admirer, through that reading, of his poem “The Shield of Achilles”). And I’d watched the NBC Opera production, on Channel 4, of The Magic Flute, with the young Leontyne Price as the Queen of the Night, more or less unaware that Auden and Kallman had translated (and rearranged) the Schikaneder libretto. Years before that, while working at a summer job as a page at the St. Agnes Branch of the New York Public Library when I was fifteen, I’d spent an hour or so in the basement with the score of The Rake’s Progress, where I’d traced out, between Stravinsky’s staves of neoclassic melody, Auden’s and Kallman’s verbal inventions for Tom, Shadow, Ann, and the bearded Baba-the-Turk. And only months ago, in the Barnes & Noble basement, where I’d gotten that first postmarital job, I’d stolen several hours over several days and, back in the basement stacks, perched on the top of a ladder, my head among the asbestos-covered pipes with purple rounds of light falling on the page from the dirty glass tiles in the sidewalk above, now and again blocked by overhead pedestrian feet, I’d read Auden’s For the Time Being: A Christmas Oratorio (as well as The Sea and the Mirror, with which it had been published). I felt, as I suspect many of its forties and fifties readers did, that it was a more ambitious, focused, and finally better poem than The Waste Land, some of whose themes it shared. The fact that Auden’s poems had been written twenty years after Eliot’s had not really registered. After all, the two names had always appeared in the same sentences in the introductions to the various high school poetry anthologies where I’d first met them. To me, at nineteen, both Auden’s and Eliot’s efforts were simply “modernist works.”

10.41. At the prospect of the dinner visit, Marilyn and I had taken out of the Tompkins Square Library (named after Vice President Tompkins, buried over in the churchyard at St. Marks in the Bowery), Nones, Homage to Clio, and The Shield of Achilles (and looked in vain for Kallman’s Storm at Castle-franco), read them over quickly (dwelling on “Primes,” on “In Praise of Limestone,” on “Shorts”), and returned them a few days before the poets arrived—so as not to have them ostentatiously lying about.

Yet if you’d asked me just before that evening, I’d have said I was far more familiar with any number of other poets—Eliot, Pound, Dylan Thomas, Hart Crane, e.e. cummings, George Starbuck (“Oscar Williams fills a need, but a Monkey Ward Catalogue is softer, and gives you something to read. …”—Starbuck’s scathing acrostic was the intellectual secret of every bright fifteen-year-old with poetic leanings in the latter half of the fifties), X. J. Kennedy, Allen Ginsberg, John Crowe Ransom, or Gregory Corso.

10.5. The morning of the eighth, I worked for a few hours on my SF novel, now called The Jewels of Aptor, stopping when the landlord’s carpenters arrived to start work on our bathroom, built into the kitchen’s corner, to go out to the open-front fish store around on Avenue C. Tramping about in the sawdust among the larger, cigar-smoking, rough-languaged men working there, Johnny, the redheaded near-midget fishmonger, measured me out a pound and a half of shrimp. A young man probably no older than I, in a bloody white apron, orange work shoes, thick gray sweater out at the elbows with a rolled-down shawl collar, his small, heavily veined hands sported frantically bitten nails, his fingers translucent from fillets and ice.

Back home, with rice, canned tomatoes, some wine, onions, and curry powder, I got started on dinner as the winter windows darkened to blue, then black. Just before six, Marilyn came home from work. I slipped out of my jeans and flannel shirt to dress.

10.6. Outside, the night was freezing. The apartment was swelteringly overheated. Steam from the saffron rice I was preparing licked up under the blue kitchen cabinets, with their painted-over broken panes.

In my dark brown suit and bright red tie, I was, by my own choice, to be merely the cook and the maker of conversational filler. Though I was certainly as excited as she, it was, of course, Marilyn’s evening. Her two and a half feet of bronze hair were up in a bun; she wore a green wool winter dress, a bronze deco pin on her shoulder from which hung a brazen fringe. Charging in and out of our tiny bathroom off the kitchen, we were about as flustered as a nineteen-year-old couple could be, anticipating such guests, and kept making anxious quips to each other to the effect that we hoped they would be fashionably late, to give us time to get organized. In rather a frenzy, we passed from arguments on how to do this or that to hysterical laughter, then back, minute by minute.

From time to time I glanced at the eye-level hole in the kitchen’s blue, blistered wall, within which sweated the copper pipes.

10.61. About ten minutes before the eight o’clock dinner hour, someone twisted the key outside on our ancient doorbell. I turned to answer it. Unbuttoning overcoats over gray herringbone suits and somber ties, first Kallman, then Auden, stepped in. After I greeted them in our cramped kitchen, with Marilyn somewhat nonplussed behind me (I don’t think she really believed they were coming), I told them, “If we had a schedule, which we don’t, we’d be about twenty minutes behind it.”

“Then perhaps,” Kallman said (as Marilyn finally got out her “Hello,” her smile, her hand …), taking a paper bag from under his arm, “we should all have some of this—” and broke out a small bottle of gin (not vodka, that night)—“unless you’re serving something else …?”

There was also a small bottle of Noilly Prat in the bag.

10.611. When I shook Auden’s hand, I noticed he was a serious nail-biter and, I think, fell in love with him a little bit.

10.62. I took their coats and put them in the back bedroom. Left over from the housewarming (and we only had two real glasses), paper cups did for the martinis.

Auden and Kallman were both big men, and our apartment was suddenly very small. Beneath the somewhat long, graying hair, Auden’s face had already begun to split into those astonishing crevices from the Touraine-Solente-Golé syndrome he suffered with—though they were not yet so deep as later photographs show them, nor was his increasing fleshiness yet so pronounced. For now, indeed, he was a handsome fifty-four—days away from his fifty-fifth birthday, though we didn’t know it.

Through the opening conversation both men were as complimentary as possible about our apartment. They wanted to know how much we paid for it and told us they paid, I believe, $148 a month for their own St. Marks Place flat—which whispered to us of the luxurious life truly successful writers might lead.

10.63. From Gail, I believe Marilyn and I had borrowed a copy of the 1949 translation, put out in Paris by Editions Morihen, of Genet’s Notre Dame des fleurs, called, rather rakishly, in English, Gutter in the Sky. The black hardcover had an oddly illustrated double-spread title page, which included a drawing of a seventeenth-century French wig in a little circle on the upper right of the recto. In the actual text, each new male character was introduced with a parenthetical aside, e.g., “(Perruque, nine-and-a-quarter inches.)” or “(Perruque, seven-and-a-half inches.)”: perruque means “wig” in French and is also argot for “cock.” (Apparently Genet omitted these bits from the 1952 Gallimard edition from which Bernard Frechtman did the current translation that appeared in 1963—unless they were extra-auctorial interpolations to begin with, inserted to spice up a text that, while lurid as to its depicted social milieu, was, in texture, all but nonerotic.) In the living room the book was lying on the bridge table my mother had given us, and on which we were to eat. Either Auden or Kallman picked it up; one of the other of them hadn’t actually seen the translation before, but I don’t remember which. The perruques were duly chuckled over. As I recall, Genet didn’t linger in the conversation.

10.64. They approved of and cuddled our black kitten, Tamuz.


	“He’s a marvelous cat,” Marilyn told them, “except at four o’clock in the morning, when he decides to do his imitation of six dray horses pulling a beer wagon over the living room floor.”



“Dray horses!” Auden declared, laughing. And to Chester, “This cat can imitate a dray horse!”

Auden told a story about a cat of theirs in Ischia, who walked over his typewriter and sat on his papers, and whom I was sure I recognized, from his poems, as “Lucina,/Blue-eyed Queen of white cats …” Her initials, “L. K.-A.”, Marilyn and I had identified only a few days before as “Lucina Kallman-Auden.” After a bit Kallman suggested we three men remove our jackets in the overheated living room. We did—and opened some windows as well.

10.65. Dinner was a very mild shrimp curry—and I note that the Noilly Prat martinis were probably a good idea, as Marilyn and I, still teenaged hosts, had only thought to provide (for four!) a single fifth of red wine.

The conversation ranged from the preparation of escargots with Chester (“Really, the best thing to do in this country is to get them canned; the shells come separately, and you can always reuse them …”) to the fact that Auden had also at one time taught Shakespeare at the New School—as well as at Swarthmore.

We outlined the nature of the controversy with Professor Lewis.

Auden explained that “of course” my reading was right and that Lewis’s was “ridiculous.”

10.66. Some years before, out of Pound’s ABC of Reading, I’d memorized two poemlets, by, respectively, Walter Savage Landor and Arthur Hugh Clough.

One was:

Dirce

Stand close around, ye Stygian set,

While Dirce on one barque conveyed,

or Charon, seeing, may forget

That he is old and she a shade.

The other was:

On Seeing a Lock of

Lucrezia Borgia’s Hair

Borgia, all that remains to thee these plates enfold:

Calm hair meandering in pellucid gold.

Today, without looking them up, I couldn’t tell you which poem was by which poet. But I recall that evening, I recited one and asked Auden: “How do you pronounce ‘Clough’—‘Arthur Hugh Clough’? I mean, is it ‘Clow’ or ‘Cluff’?” Myself, I’d opted for “Cluff.”

With the surprise of an adult realizing, faced with children, that history is running out, Auden answered: “It’s ‘Clow.’ Oh, it’s very definitely ‘Clow.’ Not ‘Cluff.’ Arthur Hugh Clough.”16

10.661. Auden’s biographers tell of an Auden who, by the sixties, pontificated rather than conversed. Had he been inclined to pontificate that evening, he would have had a willing audience in Marilyn and myself. That night, however, both he and Kallman were convivial. Auden sat forward on our daybed, which doubled as a couch, alert and asking questions about everything. Kallman sat most of the time, more relaxed, back against the beige wall. Where had we gone to school? they wanted to know. They asked about Bronx Science. (In those days almost everybody did.) Most of the talk was, of course, directed to Marilyn, Auden conversing with her, while Kallman talked—about cooking, largely—to me. At one point, however, when Kallman returned from the bathroom and sat down on the daybed beside Marilyn, leaving Auden between us, Auden turned to me and asked: “And what do you do?”

“Oh,” I said, “I scribble science fiction to survive.” Immediately I grew embarrassed.

The science fantasy novel I had been contemplating back in October had grown, by now, to a handful of chapters. After a couple of weeks’ hesitation, I’d shown what I’d done to Marilyn, who’d suggested, as I’d hoped she might, that I submit it to Ace when it was finished. But as yet no one besides her at Ace Books had even heard of it, much less seen it; survival—i.e., money—was not even a question.

At this point Kallman looked over. “What was that?”

“He scribbles science fiction,” Auden said, “to survive.”

“Oh,” said Kallman, not unkindly at all.

But hearing my words come back at me like that, they sounded awful! What I’d intended, of course, was to maintain an appropriate modesty about an enterprise I took as seriously as anything I’d ever done. But what I’d actually managed to blurt was an untrue boast, laced—I could hear it when Auden repeated the words to Kallman—with the most ingenuous self-contempt. The conversation went on, while, red to the cheeks, I swore to be more circumspect about what I said in the future concerning my SF writing.

10.662. It’s only small consolation, though I didn’t discover it until years later, but Auden himself had already noted, somewhere in The Age of Anxiety, that human beings are creatures who can never become anything without pretending to be it first—such as a publishing science fiction writer. I had managed to get in my moment of pretense; then I sweated for it the rest of the night.

10.67. Before the evening was through, there was a fire in the paper garbage bag in the kitchen from one of Auden’s several times emptied and refilled cigarette dishes (we had no proper ashtray). We learned of it through our elderly upstairs Filipino neighbors, who smelled smoke before we did: it had trickled from the garbage bag, to be sucked into that hole in the wall, where it was drawn by the draft beside the new copper piping and into their rooms above.

When I opened the kitchen door to their insistent ringing, they blurted: “You have fire! You have fire!”

“Oh, I don’t think so,” Kallman said, stepping up behind me. “There’s no fire here.”

“Oh, yes! Yes! You have fire,” the wizened husband persisted, while his wife tugged at his arm and Auden and Marilyn joined us, all of us looking from one to another.

Then Marilyn or Auden noticed the smoke threading up from the rolled-down rim of the paper garbage sack against the wall by the sink. …

When it was out, and the couple had gone, and we’d been sitting and talking again for perhaps twenty minutes, the doorbell key was twisted once more. Once more I went to open it, and found myself staring at an old high school friend in a black leather jacket, who, as soon as he was brought awkwardly in and introduced (“Cary, this is Chester Kallman and Wystan Auden. …”), said hello, wide-eyed, and, recognizing the visitors on whom he had intruded, stripped off his jacket fast enough to make it seem as if it had vanished, to reveal a tie and button-down blue shirt—the only time Marilyn or I had ever seen him wearing one. He stayed long enough to smoke half of a very thin Cuban cigar. (Would Auden or Kallman like one …? No; they’d pass.) Finally nervousness got the better of him, and he fled—as did our auspicious guests a polite ten minutes later.

Marilyn and I were left wondering whether, despite the night’s adventures, the dinner had been a success or not. But we were pretty pleased with ourselves.

10.671. There’s a process politicians know well: a hand shaken is a vote secured. The reason is simply that once the hand has been touched, all subsequent information about the politician’s policies takes on the character of gossip about a person briefly known; and to the extent there’s any intelligence behind those policies at all, the attention we pay to gossip is more likely to ferret it out than the attention most of us (Americans, at least) pay to politics per se. There is an analogous process in the arts, by which the great writer, once met, however fleetingly, ceases to be a passing, passive interest and becomes an active object of study. Shortly after our dinner, a copy of the old Random House Collected Poems of W. H. Auden found its way into our apartment, to be digested practically poem by poem. Then the Faber editions of the Auden/Isherwood plays began to arrive on our shelves. At one point I even had a photocopy of Auden’s bit of rhymed pornography, “The Platonic Blow,” about a gay tryst between the narrator and a mechanic. In later years I always tended to be at the edge of a social circle that knew Auden, though I never spoke to him after that night. A librarian friend in San Francisco claimed to have been picked up by him in Washington Square during the fifties. And in the spring of 1966 in Athens, in a moment of sun-shot beer-soaked Gemütlichkeit, outside a Plaka cafeneon, Gregory Corso invited me to lunch at Alan Ansen’s elegant Kolonaki home, with its warm gray walls and original Cocteau drawings. That afternoon Gregory cooked a casserole with many too many hot peppers, which Ansen and I sweated over but ate anyway. (Gregory said we didn’t have to, and didn’t eat any himself beyond the first bite.) But from that afternoon’s conversation about the book I was working on, A Fabulous, Formless Darkness, Gregory, still irritated over his culinary failure, made a comment that I took for an epigraph to one of my chapters.

Nine years later, while visiting Ansen in that same house, some fifteen months after Auden’s death, Chester Kallman died.

And in 1982 I found myself in the center of the confusion over the location of some forty pages of Auden’s letters to Kallman, found at 77 St. Marks Place by a friend of a friend, when, after Auden’s and Kallman’s deaths, the apartment was left open almost a year.

10.672. Today Auden is certainly the modernist poet whose work I know best. Time tends to shift our allegiances to encountered gods. I suppose this all brings up the obvious, if pompous, question: What influence has Auden had on my own writing? Well, a few pages in one of my SF novels began as a pastiche of “Caliban to the Audience,” and another SF short story began as a commentary on Auden’s own poetic commentary, The Sea and the Mirror; but these are more in the nature of allusion than influence. Auden has certainly given me great pleasure as a reader on many fronts. But, as to writing, I don’t think influence per se is there. The reason is that, very soon, I knew his work too well. Writers who influence us, at least when we’re young (pace Harold Bloom), are not usually the ones we read thoroughly and confront with our complete attention, but rather the ill- and partially-read writers we start on, often in troubled awe, only to close the book after pages or chapters, when our own imagination works up beyond the point where we can continue to submit our fancies to theirs.

10.673. I think it’s reasonable to suppose that, as poets, Kallman and Auden were broadly and generously interested in what younger writers might be doing.

That’s why they accepted Marilyn’s invitation.

But parental transference working as it does, the visit was more important for us than for them, however it might have assuaged their curiosity: under the older writer’s gaze the youngsters’ self-critical faculties turn up another anxious notch. No matter how dispassionate or nonjudgmental the elder actually is, the younger can only read it as the awful gaze of History.

This is not a bad thing.

10.7. Next day, at work on The Jewels of Aptor, I went back and memorialized what I’d taken to thinking of as the Lewis/Auden New School debate over the interpretation of the Lear line in anagram.

10. Karl Shapiro, “Auden,” The Harvard Advocate, 108, no. 2 and 3 (1976): p. 25.

11. Hacker, “Prism and Lens,” in Separations, p. 70.

12. Ibid., p. 71.

13. Uncollected, untitled, and unpublished doggerel by Marilyn Hacker.

14. Uncollected, untitled, and unpublished couplet by Marilyn Hacker.

15. Uncollected, untitled, and unpublished limerick by Marilyn Hacker.

16. A few years later, Auden changed his mind about the pronunciation; in a subsequently published “Academic Short,” he was to rhyme “Arthur Hugh Clough” with “enough.” But that night was “Clow.”



11. My clearest memory of Billy comes from no more than a day or two after Auden’s and Kallman’s visit. At work, Billy told me his parents had given him and Bobbi two tickets to a new musical opening that night on Broadway, called Oliver! An article in the theater section of the Sunday Times had explained how the show, a smash in England, was now coming to New York. Throughout my adolescence, I had lived on Finian’s Rainbow, West Side Story, The Most Happy Fella. But this was based on Dickens; it was English; and, I suspected as we talked, though Billy felt musicals in general were not very interesting, this one might have some worth.

“I’ll be curious,” I told him, “to hear what you think about it tomorrow.”

That night, near nine-thirty, when Marilyn and I had finished eating what dinner I’d whipped up, outside in the hall someone twisted the key to our bell. I went to the door and opened it on Billy, in overcoat, suit, and tie. Behind him, in a black coat with a white corsage, stood pretty, quiet Bobbi. “Hi,” Billy said. “Do you mind us stopping by for just a minute?”

“No,” I said. “Come on inside.”

And Marilyn, who had less tolerance than I for people dropping in unannounced, looked up from the six-hundred-page Victorian she was halfway through and frowned.

Bobbi followed Billy in. They didn’t stay long enough to take their coats off. But the story Billy told, in consternation, was as follows. He and Bobbi had gone out to dinner. Then they’d gone to the theater. The show had started—with a bunch of starving orphans singing, “Food! Glorious food!” Billy said it made him feel very uncomfortable. Then the children went on (in Billy’s words), singing and dancing about how wonderful life was for the poor and starving. After about twenty minutes, Billy suddenly stood up from his orchestra seat, grabbed Bobbi’s arm, and declared loudly enough for the whole theater to hear: “This is about starving children, for God’s sakes! This is in terrible taste; it’s the most appalling thing I’ve ever seen!” It was disruptive enough to get a reaction from the stage. Billy stalked from the theater, with Bobbi behind him. Then they’d come on back to the Lower East Side—where, it’s true, in all sizes and colors, a lot of hungry-looking children were wandering the streets—and decided to stop by and say hello.

I think I made the point that, if it was in that bad taste, I’d have been tempted to stay to the end just to see what they did with it—especially if the tickets had been paid for already.

“Actually,” Billy said, “I thought about asking for my money back.”

“But I stopped him,” Bobbi said. “I mean, we didn’t pay for them, after all.”

“I probably should have done it anyway,” Billy said, dismally. “It was really awful!”

Billy and Bobbi left.

Oliver! soared to stupendous Broadway success.

My least clear memory of Billy is a momentary glimpse of him, after a performance of La Traviata, when, in his black sweater, through his glasses and over the heads of the crowd, he gave me a great grin. He and Bobbi had been working backstage at the tiny, downtown opera company—some of its singers only a shade away from amateur. They, indeed, had gotten Marilyn and me the tickets. But it was my first live opera, and my cheeks were still streaked with tears from the wholly unexpected emotional onslaught with which Verdi’s music—familiar from how many recordings and broadcasts from the Met, listened to on some unlocatable childhood Saturday afternoon with my grandmother—had overwhelmed me.

The memory bright as sudden stagelights is the performance!

A few years later, I got an announcement of Billy’s and Bobbi’s marriage, somewhere out on the Island: I didn’t get to go. Still, I remember thinking back to the evening after Oliver! While walking out was something curiosity simply wouldn’t have let me do, I’d still been struck by Billy’s moral fervor.

12. Twenty-five years later, I walked to the vestibule door downstairs from my apartment, with the sun spilling through the white curtain around a tall man’s shadow. I opened the door to see Billy for the first time in more than two decades: he was wearing a faded navy T-shirt and faded black shorts. There was the same frizzy, dark blond hair; the same round glasses on the friendly, squarish face. “Billy!” I said. “How are you! Mom told me you’d called and that you’d be coming by …” while I picked out the familiar lines and features I hadn’t seen since he was twenty-five, now enfolded in the face of a man near fifty. The bumptiousness was still there, though a gentleness overlay it that, while not new, was a kind of reweighting of old personality factors—as if he’d learned over the past quarter century that he’d best wait for signs that said it was all right to be as enthusiastic about things as he naturally wanted to. In the course of a sunny Saturday morning visit, we reminisced about James Street, Barnes & Noble, the Lower East Side. He and Bobbi had gotten married, had had two boys, had gotten divorced. “You know,” I told him, “one of my strongest memories of you is the night you and Bobbi walked out on Oliver!”

To his somewhat curious frown I recounted the incident as I recalled it.

When I was finished, he chuckled quietly: “That’s probably one of the reasons Bobbi and I aren’t together today. I had a tendency to lay down the law on what we would and wouldn’t do a little too hard and fast.”

We sat smiling at each other across the sun-filled living room (had we ever been together in a room that large before? Certainly not in either his Lower East Side flat or mine), revising our images of each other across the decades.

Incidents turn, in time, to reveal a previously hidden facet. Up in Harlem the old St. Philips Parish House where I went to Sunday school has long since been pulled down and replaced by a glass and brick building a block north. Down on the East Side, James Street and St. James Street were now alleys through twenty-story pink brick housing projects. And all that’s left of Louis’s Shoeshine Parlor is half a chipped slab of marble, an inch or two high, extending from the building wall some feet out on the sidewalk, and a few stains and discolorations on the old brick that only suggest the shingled wooden shelter to someone who already knows what was there. Now and again, if rarely, we’re given opportunity to look back and judge if what we thought was so characteristic of a place, a person, eternal unto judgment, was after all, so telling.



13. Some days on in winter, work on The Jewels of Aptor halted again, as the heat in our apartment gave out entirely. At the same time, I developed an ingrown hair on my jaw which became infected. After a week spent sitting about all day, huddled with Marilyn under blankets, I’d developed a swelling on the left of my face the size of an emperor grape. A trip to Bellevue’s emergency ward one cold gray afternoon only got me seen by a rather nervous intern, who suggested that it might be an abscessed tooth and, before they did anything, I should come back to their dental clinic—just to make sure.

That was on Friday.

The dental clinic was not open till the following Wednesday.

13.1. Sunday, I was stricken with chills and fever. The swelling had gone from the size of a grape to the size of a plum. Monday night, in my old army jacket, with a towel around my neck for a scarf, I walked, fevered and shivering, to the drugstore on the corner of East Fourth Street and Avenue B: an impossibly crowded counter, a small tiled floor, and three wooden phone booths along one side, where we’d often gone to make calls when we’d first moved in. The druggist was a large, round-faced, balding man who ran the store with his small, white-haired father. In such an impoverished neighborhood, he served as a kind of first-level doctor, within the limits of the law. That night he talked to me for a minute, heard my chattering teeth, saw my hunched shoulders and ballooning cheek, and phoned a small clinic just below Houston Street. Yes, I should go there right away. There was a doctor on duty till nine.

The clinic was on the second floor above a storefront. I remember fluorescent lights, blue walls, white-enameled pots on a table, a glass-faced cabinet, and a very tall, white-haired doctor in shirtsleeves, who, when I said something about the Bellevue intern’s suggestion of a possible impacted tooth, muttered, “… idiots!” then anesthetized and lanced the swelling, to drain a good half cup of bloody pus from my jaw. Then he packed the wound with gauze and bandaged it.

My fever broke in the office.

Soaked and cold, I walked back through the blowy February night, my teeth chattering, the streetlights incredibly sharp in the black, now and again doubled in reflection on my glasses. I climbed upstairs in the dark (the hall light had been smashed again) and crawled into bed with Marilyn.



14. And Auden? Two years after our dinner, Marilyn and I attended a reading with our friends Dick and Alice that Auden gave at the New School for Social Research. Though he could occasionally do inspired readings of his poems, Auden was sometimes a worse reader of his own verse than Delmore Schwartz was of his. (Schwartz was a large and disheveled man, whom a few times, when we were wandering through Washington Square Park with Dick—one of Schwartz’s chess friends—we met. He was pathologically shy and had some small speech defect you immediately overlooked in person, but which became glaring from the podium of the Columbia University Auditorium where Marilyn and I went one evening to hear him.) At that night’s New School reading, Auden was not inspired.

Afterward, however, Marilyn went up among the others who’d gathered around him at the front of the auditorium to offer her good wishes and congratulations.

When she returned to us through the crush, Dick asked: “Did he remember you?”

Marilyn laughed. “Of course not!”

The four of us walked back across Fourteenth Street toward the Lower East Side.



15. The Jewels of Aptor required several poems. When I’d begun the novel, I’d told Marilyn that the plot would require some magic spells. It also needed variant versions of a hymn, the identity of the authentic version of which the whole plot more or less turned on.

Would she write them?

Enthusiastically, the first day I suggested it, she created the spell for calming an angry bear: “Calmly brother bear.…” I thought it lilting and lovely.

But nothing else came. The book was close to its end. As late as March when the first draft was done, I still cherished a notion of Marilyn working along with me.

Off the living room was a little cubicle that had been built out into the room. Our first plan was to fix it up as an office space. A table, a typewriter, a chair was moved in. Yes, it could be Marilyn’s office. (I didn’t really need one. I seemed to be able to write in an easy chair or sprawled on any bed.) For about a week, I recall, Marilyn did not even go into it.

Once I asked her if the space was all right for her, and only got a snarl and a shrug to leave her alone.

I went on writing in the living room, sitting in the bathroom, in a corner of the bedroom. One afternoon, I decided I might as well go in just to use the typewriter for a while. I was typing there that evening when she came home.

I heard her come in, finished the sentence, and got up to greet her. As I stepped out the door into the living room, I saw she was upset.

“Hi …” I said.

“Why are you using my office?” she demanded, and then went into the back.

“I was just typing something up—” I began to explain.

But, I also realized, all chance of the wanted poems for the novel had vanished. The next day I wrote my own paltry versions, without mentioning them to her. I would only insert them at the last minute—which, a couple of weeks later, is what I did. And until Marilyn read over the whole manuscript, decided that she liked it and wanted to submit it to Ace, and I began a final retyping, both of us stayed out of the little office room, with its typewriter, pad of paper, and glass full of unused pencils and pens.

15.1. In the last two days of February, I finished the final chapter in longhand and dated a draft of The Jewels. Then, for the next three weeks, into March, I did what rewriting struck me as necessary—so that it might be more accurate to say that the book wasn’t really completed until late March, four or five days before my twentieth birthday. (I’ve always let the February date stand, though.) I got through a final retyping by mid-April, three weeks later.

Marilyn took the manuscript into the Ace office. It carried the pen name “Bruno Callabro” (lifted from a melancholy character in the earlier, adolescent Those Spared by Fire). Ace Books editor-in-chief Donald Wollheim read it, liked it, and accepted it at the tail end of May with some enthusiastic comments about “epic scope” and comparisons to The Odyssey, which, even at the time, I thought overblown when Marilyn relayed them to me. Once the book was accepted and the order had been put in for contracts, Marilyn mentioned that “Bruno Callabro” was her husband, Chip.

“Good,” said Wollheim. “Then he can go back to his own name. I hate the name Bruno Callabro.”

Samuel R. Delany signed and returned the contracts on his first published novel in the opening days of June.

15.2. Don, at his desk, explained:

“This needs to be cut—see if you can take seven hundred twenty lines out of it. That’s not a lot. And I don’t think that’ll hurt it too much. It can stand a little tightening.”

“Huh?” I said. “Yeah, sure. But why? Was there some particular place you thought it was too … loose?”

“Oh, no,” said Don. “But it has to fit into a hundred forty-six pages. And it casts off at seven hundred twenty lines too long. I’ll do it for you if you’d rather I—”

“Oh, no!” I said. “That’s all right! I’ll do it.” I took the manuscript, in its rubber band, from him.

Throughout one night, a few days later, kneeling on the living room daybed with its threadbare spread the color of dirty Pepto-Bismol, the madras throw crumpled against the wall, I cut the manuscript by seven hundred twenty lines.

(“Epic scope …” I thought. “The Odyssey.…”)

Seven hundred twenty lines is a bit over twenty pages, and it came from a manuscript that ran to 206 pages in typescript.

The retyping had already involved a rigorous line-by-line cutting, in which I’d tried to remove as much superfluous language as I could.

It was an odd feeling to enter the manuscript once more in an attempt to do what I’d already thought done.

I did it, though.

It was the most painful self-mutilation I can conceive of. Once or twice, when there seemed nothing more that might reasonably go, in a sour-mouthed daze, I simply pulled out a random page, tossed it on the blackened wood floor, and wrote the ends of the sentences on the page before and after together.

15.3. The next day, I woke—Marilyn had already gone off to work—and lay on the bed awhile, watching a mouse run out from under the easy chair, dance by the chair leg, jump up and down, turn, skitter this way, that, then dance a bit more. I got up finally, went into the office, looked in the wooden file cabinet at one of the two uncut carbons, took it out, riffled through it, then put it back.



16. If those first months of marriage were not the most emotionally satisfying time, for me they still produced a flurry of writing. I mentioned a play, finished in days; there was also, finished days later, a fairy tale, “Prismatica”—only published twenty years after. And besides The Jewels of Aptor, I also wrote another hundred or so pages on what I then considered my major project: that vast novel, planned at Breadloaf, about poets, criminals, and folksingers loose in the streets of New York, Voyage, Orestes! In it, a young poet named Geo had written a book-length poem called The Fall of the Towers, which I’d envisioned as something between Eliot’s The Waste Land and Crane’s The Bridge.

16.1. Before the winter was out, Marilyn began to take painting classes at the Art Students League. It was always very hard to tell just how seriously Marilyn took her painting. Any compliment, no matter how sincere or from whom, would evoke from her a surprised frown, if not an outright snarl—partly, I suspect, because her own standards were so high, and partly because compliments represented a kind of social exchange she was just basically uncomfortable with. Her own doubts about her work, about her life, were myriad, obsessive, intense, and misery-making—and she tended to move through the world perfectly sure that her own endless castigations of herself were shared by practically everyone she passed on the street, and were the basis of any casual good morning or comment about the weather. Similarly, when a real piece of criticism was, however respectfully, offered by just about anyone other than me, it was a surprise and a shock and often devastating. But neither talent nor intelligence is necessarily contingent to social ease or self-confidence.

Yet the talent and the intelligence were there—and, I always felt, whether she was satisfied with its results or not, furiously at work.

One darkening afternoon, as she was leaving the League’s Fifty-seventh Street building, Marilyn was accosted by an interviewer and some cameramen, doing a section for that night’s ten-o’clock TV news. “Why, in this age of science,” he asked her, along with half a dozen others making their way home, “do you want to be an artist?”

“I don’t really see that much difference between them,” Marilyn answered, into their lenses through hers. “Both are based on fine observation of the world.”

It was a pretty clear expression of her aesthetic back then—and one I was happy to take as my own.



17. The possibility of selling fiction was fascinating.

The five-hundred-dollar check that came to me a few weeks after the signing of the contract (with a further five hundred promised on publication) actually paid a couple of months’ rent, the light bill, the phone bill!

And I had already begun a second science fantasy—a set of five short stories of various lengths I assumed could be published together as a novel. With titles like “They Fly at Ciron,” “Ad Steshobovne,” and “In the Ruins,” only two were even vaguely readable—and the relation among them all was tenuous. As far as making a coherent book, they were only cobbled together.

Still, I was surprised when, toward the end of the month, Don rejected them. (“I don’t think they quite make a book, Chip. So I’ll pass on them.”) But it brought home a lesson every young writer must learn: just because one book or one story or one poem has placed, this doesn’t mean that one is “in”—indeed, the condition of “in-ness” itself is only an illusion of people who are out.

Back in February, hadn’t Auden himself mentioned in passing some poem of his that had recently been rejected?

Coming down from the new Ace offices—for, shortly after Marilyn left off working there, they had moved into a bright, modern building on Sixth Avenue and Forty-third Street—I considered the cutting and the rejection.

The result was that I decided to come up with an SF project of density and seriousness.

17.1. What changes occurred between the first autumn of our marriage and the first spring?

After a brief bout of full-time in the Barnes & Noble children’s department, working under an energetic blond character with a handsome, hawklike face gone red and riotous from adult acne, I’d quit sometime after Valentine’s day.

The largest change, however, is that we got a double bed (at about the same time I left B & N: it was a gift, but from whom I don’t remember), which meant we now slept in the front bedroom.

One reason the bed remains so firmly in mind is because its springs were loose. On one of Marilyn’s last days at Ace, I remember, foggily, her rising and dressing for work, while I dozed on and off. I woke up as Marilyn came to the bed and leaned over. “Okay,” she said, “bye-bye,” and leaned down to give me a kiss.

“Bye …” I said.

As she stood up, I felt a blinding pain. It was complete and total and pure as the white light of death. It left me unable to move or blink or make a sound. Through it, as through a veil of magnesium fire, I saw Marilyn hurry from the room, heard her go through the living room and into the kitchen, and a moment later, close the door behind her.

Somewhere in it I managed to gasp out one breath, gasp in another, trying some movement that—at this point—made me clamp my jaws and eyes.

What had happened (and how I figured it out or how I got loose from it remains at this point a blur) was that one of the springs in the bed had suddenly come loose; the awl-sharp coil had thrust up through the thin mattress pad, the sheet, and jabbed an inch and a half into my left buttock!

By the time Marilyn came home that evening, I was patched up; and the spring had been wired down.

In the living room, the daybed continued to serve as a couch, till it was finally returned (carried on our heads, up Avenue B) to Randy and Donya, who’d now moved down to the East Side too.

17.2. One evening I was to meet Marilyn up at her mother’s apartment for our ritual Friday night dinner. On my way up to the Bronx, when I got off at the 175th Street station, I decided to stop in and see what sort of sexual activity was going on in the subway john there. I’d never gone into that one before, perhaps because I usually came there with Marilyn.

I pushed into the yellow-tiled space, with its dim, caged light-bulbs. There was only one guy at the urinal, a tall workman in greens and scuffed orange construction boots—which had, only in the last year or so, become standard wear for the nation’s laborers. I stood a stall away from him, and we glanced at each other. When I smiled, he turned toward me.

I reached for his penis.

Holding it, I realized something was wrong with it, but, for the moment, couldn’t quite figure what. For its thickness and hardness it was too short. It ended in a kind of flat stump, like a sawed-off dowel, without the collar or taper of glans, making me think he was uncircumcised. Only there was no cuff of skin.

That’s when he said, a little hoarsely, “That’s what there is. If you want it, it’s yours. But that’s it.” And I realized that, either from medical procedure or some other, the first inch or so had been amputated.

He came very fast.

I wanted to talk with him afterward, but he zipped up once we were finished and hurried away. I never saw him again, though I looked for him. But the image stayed, unsettlingly, awhile.

17.3. This happened late June:

Various fragments had been gathering in my head for a few days now. I’d made a few notes in the spiral notebook I always carried with me.

A surge of warmth followed an unseasonable spring coolness. As we neared the end of our first year of marriage, the tensions of the opening months had given way to a kind of calm. Ambling down the Bowery to the narrow stone steps that lead up to the Brooklyn Bridge’s central wooden walkway, Marilyn and I had been discussing the limits of the American “buddy novel” as a template for adventure fiction since we’d left the house. (Writing was something we could always talk about; often we took refuge in it when our more emotional problems threatened to swamp us. In the midst of high ire or deep depression, “Tell me about literature” from either of us was always a sign for truce; and the other would usually try to take up the topic.) As the late afternoon’s first violet understated the clouds over the sounds beyond the intersections of slant and vertical cables, we started across the bridge, talking about the problems of making the “social chronicle novel” as exciting as the “adventure novel” and worrying whether or not this could be done in science fiction.

Among the conclusions we reached that evening, as we strolled or paused at the rail with the cars sweeping by below us, or walked once more, fingers interlocked, cables wheeling above, was that for a novel, SF or otherwise, to show any aesthetic originality in the range of extant American fiction, it must portray, among many other sorts of relationships, at least one strong friendship between two women characters. Also, the major heterosexual relationship would have to involve a woman as active as the man. (Leslie Fiedler was shortly to announce that the proper subject for the novel was “mature heterosexual relations”; and we were too young to realize the phrase itself might just be—in our culture—a contradiction in terms.) Both characters must be developed as human beings, we decided, before they hooked up.

Do you remember the incident with the pockets?

The women friends who dropped by our Lower East Side apartment that year seemed to have only one topic of conversation. Most of them were Marilyn’s university friends, and they were all moving from the world of the university and home to the world of work and self-sufficiency. The most frequent topic of conversation was:

What do you do about jobs that advertised positions as “editors,” “travel agents,” or “stockbrokers” in the women’s classified section of the Times and that closed with the phrase: “Some typing required.” The inclusion of this phrase, all these young women had found out, meant that, regardless of the title of the job, you were going to be somebody’s secretary.

They didn’t want to be secretaries.

They had just completed university.

They wanted to be editors, travel agents, stockbrokers.

I must have sat and listened to hundreds of hours of conversation in which these young women tried to figure out strategies for how to deal with this. Some simply had refused to learn to type. Some refused to admit that they already knew. One strategy that, to me anyway, looked good at first was to respond to such an ad with: “I can type enough for my own correspondence,” which seemed to be putting it on the line: you lie to me, I’ll lie to you, and we both know what we’re talking about. The only problem with that tactic was that the people doing the hiring were not interested in hiring people who could—or who even wanted to—get around their strategies.

They wanted college-trained secretaries whom they could pay two-thirds or less of the salary they would have to pay someone coming out of secretarial school with no college diploma. And mostly they got them.

Yet this was women’s talk—and as such was as outside the official parameters of language as was the sex I indulged in.

What was within language was what appeared in the Times: want ads for women editors, women stockbrokers.

But I no more considered writing about what the women who came to my house were talking about than I would have considered discussing with my mother-in-law, over Friday night’s overdone roast beef, the mutilated cock in the men’s room.

17.31. For weeks before that afternoon, we had discussed what was necessary in fiction to portray characters of both sexes accurately: both male and female characters needed to be presented by purposeful, habitual, and gratuitous actions. With both men and women, the character’s economic anchors to the world of the tale had to be clearly shown. And I had already found out in one novel how hard, starting with these principles, it was to apply them egalitarianly.

It was tepid stuff in the face of the analysis that, some six years later, the women’s movement was to provide in a clearly articulated critique. But by 1962 it occupied a good deal of our thought and talk—about eighty percent of it, if I recall.

The experience of cutting The Jewels of Aptor to fit Ace Books’ sixty-thousand-word-146-page paperback-original format still smarted. I knew that SF series were often popular. We were talking about a sizable work. The idea of making this a trilogy of SF novels came up before we reached the first stanchion. ‘“Anyone can write a three volume novel …’” I said.

“‘… All it takes is a complete ignorance of Art and Life,’” Marilyn finished. “Don’t forget what Oscar Wilde said.”

I laughed. “Maybe I’ll just let on that I don’t remember.”

But most likely what was in my mind at the moment, as we climbed the metal steps that led to the higher platform where the bridge’s concrete tower gathered up the cables all across the afternoon, was a memory of those nights, years before, when Chuck in his apartment and I in mine would listen to Jean Shepherd at one, two, three o’clock in the morning and he would discuss I, Libertine, by “Frederick R. Ewing” (a passing pseudonym for my favorite science fiction writer, Theodore Sturgeon), the first volume in a projected trilogy—how often had I walked along, rolling the words “projected trilogy” about on my tongue. (Yes, I had read Asimov’s Foundation trilogy when I was thirteen.) And here I was, daring to contemplate writing one.

My high school senior English teacher had been a marvelous woman, Dr. Isobel Gorden, and a great fan of Conrad Richter’s The Trees, The Fields, and The Town. (Thirty years later, when I ran into her, with her husband, on the Broadway bus, she said with characteristic candor: “Oh, yes, I remember you very well, Chip. You could never sit still. You were always running around and involved in everything.” At least one bit of running I’d done at her assignment found me in the New York Public Library Reading Room poring over the Latin exercises of the fifteen-year-old Mary Queen of Scots on the scarred dark-wood tables under the green glass lamps, searching for some clue to the adult Queen’s conception of honor.) One incident from Dr. Gorden’s description of Richter’s novels always stayed with me, however: the kidnapping of the heroine’s younger sister by Indians in the first volume. “But then,” she had explained enthusiastically to our advanced-level English class, “she returns as an adult, who’s been raised by Indians, in a later volume …!” When Richter’s trilogy appeared in paperback, I bought all three volumes and plunged into the first. But after forty pages, I’m afraid I found it unreadably mucky. I’d even tried a brief parody, where the heroine, Seyward Luckett, became Swayback Lunkhead. But still, someone ought to have written a trilogy with such an exciting effect—thus the abduction of Prince Let to the forest in my own Book One and his return to the throne in Book Two.

“That could work,” Marilyn said.

Beside us, thick as an old oak and smooth as a winter sky, the bridge’s main suspension cable swooped below the walkway’s edge for a few yards, before rising toward the far stanchion, pulling with it its web of wound steel. North of us the walls of Manhattan and the walls of Queens drew together over green water.

But the question remained, how to make it art?

Formally, parallels and contrasts among the three volumes would provide the major aesthetic resonances. The first chapter of Book One would cut across all the social classes that the remainder of the story would deal with. The final chapter of Book Three would survey the same locations but in reverse order. (The notion of having each volume turn on a different slogan didn’t come until I began writing the second book.) The theme would be freedom. The story would begin with the main character’s escape from prison—no, better, just after his escape. The escape itself would be recounted in each volume, but each time from a different point of view. The prison escape in the first book would be an “objective” narrative; the second book would retell the escape from the point of view of a prison guard, which would deepen its meaning. The full meaning would not come clear, however, until in the final book it was recounted by one of the prisoners remaining behind.

Myself, I’ve always felt that the stories we tell ourselves about the books which we only know slightly and fleetingly, by rumor or inflationary report, end up being even more “influential” than the works we encounter full on, absorb, judge, and come to occupy some balanced relation with. From well-read books we absorb the unquestioned laws of genre, the readerly familiarity with rhetorical figures, narrational tropes, conventional attitudes and expectations. From the others, however, we manufacture the dreams of possibility, of variation, of what might be done outside and beyond the genre that the others have already made a part of our readerly language.

17.32. As we walked the bridge that evening, before a city skyline not yet dominated by the World Trade Center, the United States was already in the first years of the immoral and grueling Vietnam War. Glorifying war as a viable field for personal growth, Robert Heinlein’s Starship Troopers had recently won a Hugo Award for best SF novel of its year. At the insistence of Ana, who frequently nudged SF books my way, I had read it, a little over a year before, while at my parents’ home, and my response had been complex.

Much in the book had fascinated me.

But much in it had appalled.

I wanted to make my work an answer to what I felt (and still feel) was specious in Heinlein’s argument.

We talked about War and Peace that evening on the bridge (I’d read it in the same month that I’d read the Foundation series), in terms of the proportions of the story to be devoted to war and civilian life.

I very much wanted to write a tale that would deal with the real effects of war on what, some years later in his fine SF novel Camp Concentration, Thomas Disch would call “the fabric of the everyday.” If direct portraiture of military action took up more than a certain percentage of the whole, then by definition that portrait would be distorted—at least if its aim were social completeness. I would use the alternate chapters of the middle volume alone, I decided, to tell a “military tale” that would critique the soldiers’ relation to what was happening in the greater society.

17.33. A night or two before that evening’s stroll across to Brooklyn Heights, I’d had another intensely vivid dream that was to become the assassination of Prime Minister Chargil at the dawn ball, which begins Book Two, The Towers of Toron. And there had been still another dream, of soldiers in a foggy landscape cupping hallucinatory seashells and flaming women in their dirty palms—an image I’ve since traced to an illustration by Don P. Crane in a child’s life of Goethe I’d read as a boy. That image would appear in the military novella that weaves the second volume. That particular evening on the bridge, however, while I knew both dreams would eventually provide scenes for the books, I had no idea where or how.

17.34. I’ve already mentioned reading Auden, both before and after his and Kallman’s winter visit. As we mounted the steps of the stanchion to walk under the arched and cabled stone, I knew that I wanted my books to convey the same air of abstract topicality and compassionate analysis as Auden’s longer poems. I even considered calling the project And at the Present Time for a few minutes—a homage to Auden’s oratorio.

For me at twenty, fiction itself was the series of overwhelming effects from works I’d read in adolescence: the torture scene in Heinlein’s “Gulf”; the scene in Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath where, after endless and exhausting trails, the Joad family comes upon the peace, cleanliness, and community of the government migrant labor camp; Dr. O’Connor’s “Watchman, What of the Night?” monologue in Barnes’s Nightwood. That evening on the bridge I decided, about as coldbloodedly as any twenty-year-old could who’d suddenly realized that, through a largely preposterous fluke, part of his meager livelihood might now come from making novels, that, in my SF, I would try for science-fictional effects comparable to those that, in my other reading, had so struck me.

The Queen Mother’s interrogation of Alter in Book One was my essay in reproducing the Heinlein.

Jon’s and Alter’s arrival at the City of a Thousand Suns in Book Three was my attempt to duplicate the Steinbeck.

And Vol Nonek’s terminal monologue was my try at recreating the Barnes.

What else had I been reading? Besides Gutter in the Sky, I’d also been very much enjoying Beckett’s trilogy, as each volume appeared in the early Grove Press trade paperbacks. For four or five years now, I had been following each new work by Camus to come out in Vintage paperback. Three years before, Judy had taken me to see the revival of James Waring’s Dances Before the Wall at the Henry Street Playhouse, where she led me backstage afterwards and introduced me to dancers Fred Herko and Vincent Warren. I had followed John Rechy’s stories, eventually brought together in City of Night, through their initial publication in The Evergreen Review, reading the “Winnie” section and “The Wedding of Miss Destiny” aloud to Chuck on his last trip up to the city, at all hours. In the second issue of Evergreen, I’d first read Robert Duncan, Charles Olson, Allen Ginsberg, Jack Spicer. Alexander Trocchi’s Cain’s Book was my personal nomination for the most successful novel of 1960. But it wasn’t till some years later that I began to recall these in a search for new aesthetic models. For now, the gut effects of Heinlein and Steinbeck seemed more trustworthy. Gut effects then, I thought, was what I’d best try for—compassionate analysis notwithstanding.

The fragmentary and episodic method Sturgeon had used in The Cosmic Rape to depict the carrying out of complex plots and schemes had always struck me as an effective, suggestive, and economical way to put over general plot hugger-mugger, of which I was sure my books would have a fair amount. Very well, then, I would appropriate Sturgeon’s method for myself.

What else had gone into preparation?

Shortly after my seventeenth birthday, I’d first read Moby Dick. From the “Afterword” to the gilt-covered Signet Classics paperback, I’d gleaned the notion—or at any rate first seen it articulated—that greatness in a novel was a matter of form: the richness to the pattern of emotional contrasts between the various sections, the pacing and placing of those lines or metaphors that recall for the reader whole scenes or sections located earlier in the text—in short, the entire range of intratextual mechanics by which a novel sets up resonances and echoes within itself. Struggling even then with juvenile attempts at novels of my own, I’d logged Moby Dick’s thirty-five “nonfiction” chapters and noted where they came in the narrative proper, as well as where Melville had chosen to place his rhapsodic “silent monologues” or the several playlets that punctuated his book.

One of the Pequod’s crew had been a Gay Header.

During my seventeenth summer, my family had spent a few weeks on Martha’s Vineyard in the black section of Oak Bluffs. While there, we took a trip to the multichrome clay cliffs at Gay Head. During our car ride across the island, it rained; by evening the air was thick with yellow fog. When I got out of the car and went to look down the rocks, all I could see in the sunset was a single spot of ocean burning orange-white down at the sand’s edge, like a splatter of glass and silver in the mist, fifty yards below.

It might as well have been a lake as the sea. …

It might as well have been a foggy dawn as evening. …

17.35. The summer I’d spent waiting on tables at Breadloaf, along with my memory of the spot of water below the Gay Head cliffs, and an even older memory of an afternoon patrolling a firebreak during a forest fire that had devastated the nearby mountains when I’d been at Camp Woodland, had produced a novella I’d called The Flames of the Warthog, after a line from a poem by John Ciardi (at that time Breadloafs director). The story was about a young waiter in a summer resort who suddenly stops speaking, leaves his job, and goes to live in the woods, where he is taken in by a kindly, woods-wise hermit. With the hermit’s help, the young man returns to language.

The central section of Warthog, with about a third of its pages rewritten, would become Prince Let’s sojourn in the forest with the forest guard Quorl—Chapter 8 of Out of the Dead City. And in the first practice session for my high school’s short-lived freshman gymnastics team, I’d learned my first three stunts at the hands of our gym coach just the way Tel learns his at the hands of Alter in Chapter 5.

17.36. Back in my high school years, the acknowledged star of our school’s creative writing program (which included the future journalists Todd Gitlin, Sheldon Novick, Stewart Byron, and Michael Goodwin; poets Lewis Warsh and, of course, Marilyn; and SF/fantasy writers Peter Beagle and Norman Spinrad) was a bright, gaunt youngster named Cary.

(Yes, you’ve seen him, in his black leather jacket, at the end of the Auden/Kallman dinner.)

Cary was a Marxist and had been two years ahead of me at Science. His dark hair was very thin. He usually spoke softly, intensely, and he could be very funny when he wanted to. For half a dozen years, starting in my first year at high school, his moody lyric prose, now in letters, now in short stories or personal essays, often passed around in more and more dog-eared manuscript among the awed students, was the exemplum of art—at least as far as I was concerned.

Cary also drew.

In his junior or senior year he’d done a set of perhaps seven drawings he’d called The Fall of the Towers. They were multiple portrait studies, three to five heads on a sheet: a variety of children and old people, men and women, boys and girls, some clearly middle class, some explicitly working class, reacted to a catastrophic incident, outside the frame and never shown—this one with a look of curiosity, that one with an expression of distrust, another with an excited gaze, but most with a stupefied fascination hardly distinguishable from indifference. He’d first shown them to me on a Bronx street corner one breezy November afternoon. To me they’d had all the forceful commitment of Kathe Kollwitz (an artist we all admired hugely) combined with the delicacy of Virgil Finlay (whom only those of us familiar with science fiction magazines knew of). And like everything else Cary wrote or drew or even said, to me they were Art!

Today I suspect that, as figurative drawings go, they were pretty good. But I was overwhelmed by them—at least by what I took to be the concept behind them.

But we are again speaking of the fifties, a decade in which our parents, reacting to the Great Depression’s hardships and the war years’ disorientation—first World War II, with the horrors of Auschwitz and Hiroshima, then the Korean War—along with the McCarthy period’s blow to leftist and liberal thought, made “security” our nation’s watchword. People who lived in Greenwich Village or people, like Cary, who spent time there sitting in coffee shops, talking or reading, people who were members of YPSL (the Young Peoples’ Socialist League) or YSA (the Young Socialists’ Alliance), as almost all my teenage friends were, people who moved away from home early to live on their own (and during one of my teenaged attempts to get away, I’d slept on the floor of Cary’s roach-infested East Fourteenth Street furnished room for a week, and gone to meetings and parties with him at the St. Marks Place offices of The Militant, New York’s Communist Party newspaper, where I’d folded circulars and stuffed envelopes for mailings and where I was bought a fair number of meals by the sympathetic older volunteer workers, and had gone to Herbert Apthecker’s lectures at the Jefferson School—a building darker and more dilapidated than the old building at Science), people who played go and chess at Liz’s coffee shop above the Gaslight on MacDougal Street, waiting to score a nickel bag of pot from a black dealer named Ronny Mau-Mau: such people were still “bohemians.” And even those odd folks who were actually “beatniks” did not yet have long hair.

A few weeks after our Detroit marriage in late August ’61, Cary had dropped over to our East Fifth Street apartment in his black jeans and black sweater. What had happened to The Fall of the Towers, I’d asked. Myself, I’d been convinced that the fullness of time would bring them to some museum wall between the Modigliani portraits and the smaller nude studies of Gericault.

Cary explained that, in one of her periodic attempts to shake this “art” nonsense out of his head and make sure he did something with some “security” to it, his mother had destroyed as much of his writing as she could find, along with as many of his notebooks and letters and drawings as she could manage to cram down the incinerator. The Fall of the Towers had gone up in smoke in a basement furnace somewhere in the Bronx.

Had I visited the Museum of Modern Art and found that Picasso’s Guernica or Tchelitchew’s Hide and Seek had been destroyed, I couldn’t have been more devastated.

There had to be a way to make some gesture to the fact that the drawings had existed, had delighted, had awed. And while I wondered how, wandering with Marilyn through the cable shadows slanting the plank walk, looking back at Manhattan, looking ahead at Brooklyn, I decided that must be my trilogy’s overall title.

17.361. As I strolled through the start of summer with Marilyn, between two island shores, trying not to look down at the green glitter between the wooden walkway slats, a hundred thirty-three feet below (I am a hopeless acrophobe), the sky went yellow, then blue behind the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ Watchtower offices. We paused to speculate, as usual, on whether any of the windows we could see might be the one through which Hart Crane and his lover, the nameless ship’s printer, had gazed out on the bridge in winter, listening to “… the long, tired sounds—fog-insulated noises: / Gongs in white surplices, beshrouded wails, / far strum of fog horns … signals dispersed in veils. // And then a truck will lumber past the wharves / As winch engines begin throbbing on some deck; / Or a drunken stevedore’s howl and thud below / comes echoing alley upward. …”

17.37. But not all things I felt on that bridge walk were so admirable. Among the other things I wanted that June evening—simply and baldly and with absolute envy—was to write a novel at twenty that would be more ambitious and better wrought than Truman Capote’s Other Voices, Other Rooms, which I’d read a few years before and knew he’d written by the same age. I wanted to write a novel better than The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, which Carson McCullers had finished at twenty-three.

The five hundred dollars I’d received after I signed the contract for my first SF novel (with the promise of another five hundred on publication, three whole hopeless and uncountable months away) along with the equally real warning from the rejection of my second, had convinced me that fiction—and, yes, science fiction—was serious business.

By the time we walked down the metal steps at the bridge’s second stanchion, we’d made it from Tolstoy to Balzac: the novel, modern or classic, always seemed at its most lively when a character was learning to negotiate a social position somewhere up or down the scale from the one that he (or she) was used to. Take a lesson, then, we decided: make sure the plot pushed the various characters out of the social strata in which they began. Did that work for the science fiction novel too? It certainly seemed to provide the frame for all the energy in Alfred Bester’s The Demolished Man and, even more so, The Stars My Destination. If it worked for Balzac and Bester, then it could work for me.

17.4. Let’s pause a moment, on an image of two young writers at the second stanchion of the bridge, ambling into Brooklyn, for another marginal tale that takes its significance from a contrast with all these moments of positivity.

Leave them, suspended, hand in hand, above the light-shot waters, and go back in time a bit.

As long as we preserve the split between what we’ve told and what’s to come (or had been, or now runs along beside), we can return.

For a number of historians the year Marilyn and I entered high school, 1956, marks the transition from America’s “Industrial Period” to its “Postindustrial Period”: it was the year the country’s white-collar workers finally exceeded in number its combined blue-collar and agricultural workers. As a transition point, it’s somewhat arbitrary. Whatever effects might be ascribed to this work deployment shift, they’d long since occurred in the country’s major cities, where that redeployment had been the case for decades: three years before, in 1953, the city subway fare, which had remained a nickel since well before World War I, had doubled—to the outrage, consternation, and bewilderment of the whole multiethnic urban populace. And the price of milk, which for many years had been more or less stable, between 21 and 24 cents a quart, had recently moved up to a quarter, to 27 cents, and, in very little time, to 35 cents a quart, introducing us to the constant and inexorable inflation that has since become the national condition—a condition very different in feel, cause, and form from the irregular upward jerks in pricing the US had lived with since the Depression.

Four years later, in the late summer of 1960, only years after this postindustrial point (only a few weeks before or after I returned from Breadloaf to regale my mother and dying father with the summer’s literary anecdotes), Allan Kaprow first presented a new work, Eighteen Happenings in Six Parts. It was repeated on several evenings in a Second Avenue studio apartment. It was the first time the word “happening” had been used in such a performance context; and, though the particular work never achieved overwhelming popularity, over the next dozen years, through Kaprow’s later “happening” works and from the word’s appropriation by many other artists, the term passed into the general American vocabulary (not without a progressive banalization, which reached its peak in the seventies, when Diana Ross recorded a million-copy pop music hit, “The Happening,” at which point the notion of art had been wholly replaced with the notion of desire). Many times now Kaprow’s piece (today we would call it “performance art”) has been cited by art historians as the (equally arbitrary) transition between the modern and the postmodern in cultural developments. But I don’t believe I’ve yet read a firsthand account of it by any of its original audience. I jot here, for my own reasons, then, what I remember, twenty-five years after the fact of that first performance:

When walking somewhere along Eighth Street, on the side of an army-green mail collection box I’d noticed a black-and-white mimeographed poster, stuck up with masking tape, announcing: “Eighteen Happenings in Six Parts, by Allan Kaprow,” giving the weekend dates (“Friday, Saturday and Sunday”), time (“7:30 P.M.”), and price (“Contributions, $3.00”), and location.

Such posters were fairly common in the Village, advertising the newly burgeoning galleries on Ninth and Tenth Streets, or telling of a poetry reading at one or another coffee shop on the periphery of the tourist area. (Another such poster put me in touch with a group called Chamber Theater, run by an energetic and visionary woman named Risa, an undertaking which occupied me for most of a summer. Another introduced me to the New York Repertory Company, who rented the St. Marks Theater for a summer season, and where I performed for several months at the site of what is now a vintage clothing store, between the Valencia Hotel and the closed-up shell of the St. Marks Baths.) In this case, it was the word “happening” that intrigued me. An idea was abroad—and it had saturated the times so that even a bright eighteen-year-old might respond to its modernist scrip, if not the Wagnerian bullion behind it—that art must somehow get up off the printed page, must come down from the gallery wall. Lumias and theremins were the cutting edge of visual and auditory art—as yet there were not quite lightshows and synthesizers. And the word “happening”—with its lack of fanfare on the poster—spoke of just such a moment in which art might step from its current frame into a larger and more theatrical concept and context.

I wrote down the dates, time, and place in my notebook.

And I spent a lot of time mulling over what Eighteen Happenings in Six Parts might, indeed, be—quite sure, however, that I would find them exciting, whatever they were.

The weekend of the Eighteen Happenings, my cousin Boyd, five years older than I, was in from medical school. Why didn’t he come along with me?

Boyd was a lover of Fielding’s Tom Jones and a figurative artist of some talent, as well as a medical student. I think he was intrigued—if not by the artistic prospects, then by the notion of “the Village” with its romantic glimmer. As well, he had some curiosity as to what his younger cousin, who’d already established a family reputation for intellectual eccentricity, might be up to. And so we got on the subway (with the small, new copper tokens, brighter than clean pennies, just down from the size of dimes), and rode to the Village, to wander across town by Cooper Union, in plenty of time for the performance.

Below the bell in the apartment building’s narrow, white vestibule, the same poster I’d seen on the mail holder was taped to the wall.

Upstairs, when we walked in, most of the space was taken up by temporarily erected polyethylene walls on unpainted wooden frames. These walls divided the performance area into what I assumed, at this distance, was six square chambers, each about eight feet by eight feet, each accessible from a door-wide space on the outside, but separated from one another, and through whose translucent wavering walls, you could make out only the ghost of what was going on in the chambers beside or across from yours.

Possibly because Boyd and I were early, no one seemed set up to take our contributions.

Two or three young women were walking around in black leotards, apparently part of the proceedings—one of them on the plump side. There was at least one male assistant in jeans and T-shirt, all shoulders and cheekbones and deep-set eyes, who had something to do with the small, harsh, overhead lights. A gangling man in his late twenties or early thirties, in khaki slacks and a shortsleeved shirt, with a short haircut that nevertheless peaked in front—the fifties prototype for any number of today’s more conservative punk coiffures—was apparently Kaprow. The rest of the audience (somewhere between twenty and thirty-five of us) wandered in over the next half hour. Someone eventually took our money, looking rather surprised that we were actually paying.

Clearly most of the audience had been invited.

In each of the polyethylene-walled chambers, there were half a dozen or so blondwood folding chairs. It became clear that we were to be deployed between the six temporary rooms—I don’t remember whether or not there was some lottery arrangement to divide us up. But at one point I suggested to Boyd: “Why don’t you sit in another room so we can see as much of it as possible and compare notes afterwards?”

“That’s all right,” Boyd whispered to me. “I’ll stay in here with you.”

Were there six people in our particular room?

Were there six rooms?

The only truly clear memory I have of the performance proper was that I wasn’t very sure when, exactly, it began. One of the assistants came in and set a small mechanical windup toy to chatter and click around the floor—which ran down faster than was expected, and so had to be wound up and set going again, several times, through the twenty minutes or so of the work’s duration. I also recall a dish of water sitting on the floor, and a ball of string on a small table—but they may have been in other rooms than ours, whose entrances Boyd and I had glanced into while we’d walked around, waiting for the piece to start. During the brief performance, while we sat in our room, now and again from one of the other chambers we could hear the sound of a single drum or tambourine beat—or, at one point, laughter from one of the isolated groups when something in another room went (presumably) not quite according to plan. And just above floor level, through the grayish plastic to our right, a wobbling buttery glow came through from a candle that had been set up as, or as part of, a happening in an adjacent space.

There was general silence, general attention: there was much concentration on what was occurring in our own sequestered “part”; and there was much palpable and uneasy curiosity about what was happening in the other spaces, walled off by the translucent sheets, with only a bit of sound, a bit of light or shadow, coming through to speak of the work’s unseen totality.

At one point another assistant brought another child’s toy—this one a blue tin noisemaker with two little balls, which, when twisted back and forth, make a childish racket—silently into our room; but two steps in, she realized she had the wrong space and ducked out.

After a while, a leotarded young woman with a big smile came in and said, “That’s it.” For a moment, we were unsure if that were part of the work or the signal that it was over. But then Kaprow walked by the door and said, “Okay, it’s over now,” and Boyd and I got up and stepped out of our plastic-walled cubicle.

“Did you understand that?” Boyd asked softly as we waited our turn among the crowd at the doorway to go downstairs. “I mean, could you explain to me what that was supposed to be about?”

“I don’t think it’s about anything in the way you’re asking,” I said in my best tone of aesthetic neutrality. “You’re just supposed to experience it.”

A woman was standing next to us, wearing some voluminous caftan in a green print.

“That was kind of fun,” I said to her, to get out from under what I took to be the embarrassment—or the superiority—prompting my cousin’s question.

“Oh,” she said, “did you think so? How did you come here?”

“I saw it advertised on a poster taped up on the side of a mailbox. It sounded interesting. So we just came by.”

“You did?” she asked, a bit incredulously. I’d already noted that Boyd and I were probably the only two black people in the audience. Today I also suspect we were two of the very few there that evening unknown to the others, at least by sight. “You liked it?” And she smiled. “How unusual.”

This was, remember, 1960.

Then we were going down the stairs.

Boyd continued to question me as to the “meaning” of what we had just seen, all the way uptown. And I continued to resist explaining. But he had obviously been tickled by it all. And clearly it had meant something, though I was only willing to clarify it for myself once Boyd’s somewhat amused attentions were diverted from me and he could tell the rest of the family about the strange artistic gathering I had taken him to in the Village.

Figuring it out for myself, I began by reviewing my expectations from the title: Eighteen Happenings in Six Parts.

I’d assumed that the work, regardless of its content, would be rich, Dionysian, and colorful; I’d thought that the happenings themselves would be far more complex, denser, and probably verbally boundable: someone might come in and put on or take off a costume; someone might come in and destroy a baby carriage. Someone else might come in blowing bubbles under colored lights. I’d also thought the eighteen happenings, despite their partition, would crowd in on one another, would tumble into my perception one after another, that they would form a rich, interconnected tapestry of occurrences and associations. In short, while I had not assumed they would have the singular, synopsizable meaning Boyd was asking for, I’d nevertheless thought they would be rich in meanings and meaning fragments, full of resonances and overlapping associations, that they would be thick with ready-made suggestions, playful, sentimental, and reassuring—like a super e.e. cummings poem; indeed, I’d assumed from the title that they would be much like what many “happenings,” as other artists took over the term, were actually to be in the next decades (beginning the banalization that led to the Diana Ross hit).

The work I’d experienced had been, however, spare, difficult, minimal, constituted largely by absence, isolation, even distraction. For all its immense framing in wood and polyethylene, the actual work was even difficult to locate as to its start, content, style, or end. (Other than the chattering toy, Boyd and I were very unsure which were “our” actual happenings and which were things that merely facilitated them.) An hour later at home, however, I was already reflecting to myself that a little arithmetic might have disabused me of some of my expectations of meaningful richness: eighteen happenings in six parts generally suggests about three happenings per part, which, in turn, suggests Apollonian concentration, sparsity, and analysis—not Dionysian plenitude.

But what exactly had been our three happenings? Or had there been only one happening in our room, while four or five took place in one of the others? Or perhaps the title had simply lied about the work: either by accident or design, there could have been a few, or many, more than (or less than) eighteen happenings deployed among the chambers. In our isolated groups there was no way to know for sure.

Had there, indeed, been six chambers?

I, of course, had expected the “six parts” to be chronologically successive, like acts in a play or parts in a novel—not spatially deployed, separate, and simultaneous, like rooms in a hotel or galleries in a museum. I’d expected a unified theatrical audience before some temporally bounded theatrical whole. But it was precisely in this subversion of expectations about the “proper” aesthetic employment of time, space, presence, absence, wholeness, and fragmentation, as well as the general locatability of “what happens,” that made Kaprow’s work signify: his happenings—clicking toys, burning candles, pounded drums, or whatever—were organized in that initial work very much like historical events.

No two groups had seen the same ones. No group was even sure what the other groups were seeing. No one in the audience—nor, possibly, the artist or any of his assistants—could have more than an inkling (at best a theory) of the relation of a textured and specific experiential fragment to any totalized whole. Nor could the audience be sure any authoritative statement about it, from the artist’s title to the announcement of the work’s conclusion, was the truth.

Beginning with the separate chambers, the unity of the audience had been shattered as much as any other aspect of the work.

And of course there still remained the question for me over the next few days: how, in our heightened state of attention, could we distinguish what a single happening was? What constituted the singularity that allowed the eighteen to be enumerable? Had the performance of our windup toy been one happening? Or was the winding up one happening, its walking about a second, and its running down still a third? And how were we to distinguish facilitation from content—that is, how were we to distinguish “information” from “noise”? Certainly noise could figure in the interpretation of the meaning of a particular performance. (Earlier that spring I’d played and played a record of George Antheil’s Ballet mécanique to a frazzle.) But that presupposes noise can be identified as such.

Still, was that mistaken assistant’s momentary ingress with her silent noisemaker one of the eighteen happenings or not?

The impressive three-dimensional frame, which not only contained the work but the audience as well, and that divided the work and the audience as well as contained them, truly shattered the space of attention and, therefore, threw as many, or more, such distinctions into question as, or than, I was ready to deal with. And in a work whose title, organization, and accidents seemed set up to question precisely such distinctions, how was one to fit their sudden problematization into an interpretation?

It would be disingenuous to say that the interested eighteen-year-old, just back from, or just about to go off to, the Breadloaf Writers’ Conference that summer went through this entire analysis in the hours and days after Kaprow’s piece. Exactly how much of it I went through then, I can’t, at this distance, say. “Subject,” “problematization,” and “interpretation” were not then part of my critical vocabulary; but “man,” “question,” and “meaning” were. And they were adequate to much of it. Certainly I had no particular difficulty accepting it as art or believing that, along the lines I’ve just sketched out, the piece was decipherable. Nor was I caught up in the search for narrative singularity—at whatever level of allegory—that, I suspect, Boyd wanted.

Still, I confess now (in a way I was unwilling to admit to Boyd at the time), I’d been disappointed in it: Boyd wanted his singular narrative meaning. And I still wanted my meaningful plentitude. But I can also say, at this distance, that mine was the disappointment of that late romantic sensibility we call modernism presented with the postmodern condition. And the work I saw was far more interesting, strenuous, and aesthetically energetic than the riot of sound, color, and light centered about actorly subjects in control of an endless profusion of fragmentary meanings that I’d been looking forward to. Also it was far more important: as a representation and analysis of the situation of the subject in history, I don’t think Kaprow’s work could have been improved on. And, in that sense, Eighteen Happenings in Six Parts was about as characteristic a work as one might choose in which to experience the clash that begins our reading of the hugely arbitrary postmodern.

The larger point is that this notion of history is almost absent from The Fall of the Towers—from the SF trilogy I planned on the bridge two years later—although I had been exposed to that notion in its most intense artistic representation and had even understood a bit of it. If it emerges in certain of the books’ images (the multichambered computer, the macrosocial structure, the fragmentary social portraiture), it is accidental, cursory—not psychological, not aesthetic, but … historical.

17.5. And two writers, a poet and an SF novelist, walked down the stanchion steps to the wooden walkway, continuing their amble along the concrete ramp into Brooklyn.

Today, watching them, the only thing I can look back on with complete sympathy from that evening (and even that sympathy makes me smile) is the seriousness with which we leaped from “Gulf” to War and Peace to Starship Troopers to The Grapes of Wrath to The Cosmic Rape to Père Goriot to The Stars My Destination to Nightwood to … well, to whatever had struck me as effective, to whatever had seemed instructive.

Provençal poetry has its tradition of the dompna soisebuda, or “borrowed lady”—that ideal woman with the eyes of Judith, the complexion of Susan, the voice of Linda, the breasts of Roxanne. … Whatever its ambition, The Fall of the Towers was the most “borrowed” of SF works. Perhaps all that can be said for it is that, given the age and experience of the writer, it couldn’t have been much else.

Not thinking any of this, but caught up in it like blind moths in its flicker and heat, we continued through the June warmth into Brooklyn Heights, to join Dick and Alice for dinner, where they now lived in a small brownstone.

I don’t believe I’ve said: Dick was a playwright. Sometime later Alice was to become a psychotherapist.

The talk that evening was mostly over the play Dick was writing, The Tyrant, an intensely concentrated and intricately worked piece about a revolution in an imaginary Central American country. Mostly we argued over the presentation of its single woman character, although from time to time the conversation drifted to Stendhal, Flaubert, Pound, Eliot, Auden, or Provencal poetry. …

The next day, back on East Fifth Street, I sat down at my typewriter, ran a piece of paper around the narrow black platen, and typed:

THE

FALL

OF

THE

TOWERS

Then I rolled the paper down, moved it to the left and typed:


	a trilogy of novels:

	1) Out of the Dead City

	2) The Towers of Toron

	3) City of a Thousand Suns



I rolled the paper down farther and moved it right:


	
		by

		Samuel R. Delany

		629 East Fifth Street

		New York 9, New York

	



(Yes, this was before Zip Codes.) I took the page from the typewriter, slipped it into my notebook where I’d already begun to make notes on the organization of Book One’s first chapter and the last chapter of Book Three, and went on with what I’d begun in longhand of Chapter 1.



18. Hilda was understandably anxious for her daughter to return to school and get her degree. Anything that hinted of it, she encouraged: and that included the classes at the Art Students League. Mexico City College had a fine art school.

Marilyn had thought about going away to Mexico to study art, where a friend had gone some years before. At one point Hilda offered to supply money for the trip.

When Marilyn had been sixteen, she’d gone with her mother to Mexico City for a week or so. The time had been pleasant, and Marilyn had come back from that first trip to attend a performance of mine at the New York Repertory Theater on St. Marks Place, and, afterwards, in some coffee shop, had shown me, among the poems she had written on that early trip, an arch monologue entitled “Jeremy Bentham in Guanajuato,” where, at the inspiration of the famous Ray Bradbury short story, she and her mother had gone to visit. Coupled with an anecdote about the post-funeral instructions of the English pragmatist, it had produced the memento mori.

But this was a much longer trip: six weeks of art classes, two weeks of travel, a living allowance, new people in another country. Surely Marilyn would decide to give up this Lower East Side squalor and do something … sensible.

It was as naked and as clumsy an attempt as any of her mother’s to pull Marilyn away from me. Hilda was not subtle about her intentions; and Marilyn’s immediate response, when she told me about it after coming from seeing her mother, was anger and understandable resentment. But our own situation day to day was developing all the strains so similar in every relationship that does not work—open, as ours was, or closed—and which only bear chronicling when overall patterns can be teased from them.

One evening, as we lay in bed, I said, “I don’t know whether either one of us wants this relationship to go on. But I do know this: if we don’t get some time apart, it’s not going to last more than a couple of months longer.”

“Why are you always threatening me with leaving?”

“I’m not threatening you with anything,” I said. “But you know what we’ve been going through. How does it look to you?”

A couple of days later, Marilyn told Hilda she would spend the summer in Mexico.

I don’t think I ever threatened Marilyn with leaving, actually. Very early I’d decided that to talk about it when I wasn’t sure I was going to do it would be simply torturous. But for most of our first year, I lived daily with the thought: Maybe I can stand this for another three days—then it’s got to be over with! Maybe I can survive this another two weeks. Surely then I’ll have to tell her I’m getting out of this—it’s not her fault or mine, it’s just who we both are. Well, maybe till the end of the week. …

Unspoken, such thoughts must have made the atmosphere far more threatening than it would have been had they been stated, discussed, resolved.

18.1. “You’re not very happy about going,” plump Terry from upstairs said. “I can tell.”

“Of course she’s happy!” Billy declared. “Who wouldn’t be happy about spending a summer in Mexico City? I’d sure be happy!”

“She’s not happy,” Terry said. “Look at her—oh …!”

Because, in her chair, Marilyn had begun to cry.

“Billy, you always have to say something like that! You see what you’ve gone and done?” In her housedress, Terry pushed back her black hair, gone damp with the first summer’s heat. “He does that with me all the time!”

“I’m sorry,” Marilyn said. “Really.” What she could not say was that she had no idea if, in eight weeks, she would be coming back to any sort of relationship at all. She knuckled at one eye.

Terry laughed.

“You’re leaving Chip; you’re leaving New York. I’m sure you’re just worried to death about everything. If I were leaving him,” Terry thumbed toward her older, brown-skinned husband, “I’d be scared to death he’d get into some kind of horrible trouble! Well, I’ll tell you—you don’t have to worry about Chip. He can come up and eat with us.” Terry turned to me. “You give me ten dollars a week—unless that seems too much—and I’ll just include you in the shopping. You can come and eat dinner with us while Marilyn’s gone.” Terry nodded to Marilyn. “That way I can keep an eye on him, for you.”

“Oh, Jesus, Terry,” I said, “I can cook!”

“I know,” Terry said. “But I have to cook, so I might as well include you in. Besides, we can talk about science fiction. Billy never reads any. And if you feel guilty, you can always babysit for us every once in a while.”

So for ten dollars a week, Terry laid a place for me at dinner; and at six-thirty I would climb up to the top floor, knock on the door of the apartment diagonally across the hall from where ours was down on two, and come into the small, busy kitchen, where clothes were washing in the washer, or little Billy, a devilishly handsome child with a perfect median complexion between his Italian mother’s and black father’s, just over one, crawled around underfoot.

“Besides, I figured,” Terry said, our first dinner together, little Billy in the high chair beside her, while Big Bill opened another bottle of beer, this one for me (laundry made a kind of white-and-blue maze under the ropes across the ceiling), “you were working on your book. It would have to be easier if you didn’t have to worry about getting your food—even if you cooked like God Himself! I want to read it. This way, I figured, you might finish it faster.” Then Terry sighed and said, “I hope Marilyn writes lots and lots of poems in Mexico. She’s so good. Maybe she will, once she gets away from you! The way you’re just working all the time, I wouldn’t be able to do a thing around you myself!” Terry had read Marilyn’s poems—and had had her compliments rebuffed. But though it hadn’t stopped her friendship in any way (it was the last week in June; Marilyn had left that afternoon), she was sensitive enough to realize that it was best not to mention writing in front of Marilyn—Marilyn’s or mine.

By now the topic was too delicate.



19. Months before, a painter named Simon had told me about the trucks parked under the highway out by the docks at the river end of Christopher Street as a place to go at night for instant sex. (Simon’s vivid and precise canvases seemed more luminous to me than any art since Cary’s. Once, his downstairs neighbor, another artist named Shirley, was hired by some businessman to copy several Vermeers. Often I, and occasionally Marilyn, would sit in Simon’s tiny fourth-floor flat, with intricate iron-scrolled railings upright for gates in the windows and driftwood and brass bells on the sills, while Simon worked at his easel and, at the table, artbook open beside her, Shirley worked on her copies—and, from time to time, Simon would point out to her the way around some technical problem, such as how Vermeer had used the texture of the canvas to suggest the wattle behind a bit of fallen plaster, or the way a line between two subtly different grays opened up the space between as a storage for light.) That Simon was also gay came as a jarring surprise after I’d known him almost a month.

I went once to the docks, stood across the street, under the street lamp, watching the trucks almost twenty minutes—and saw nothing of the mass orgies Simon had described. Now and then, a lone man in jeans wandered across to disappear among the parked vehicles—some driver checking his van?

But that was all.

“No,” Simon told me the next afternoon, “you have to cross over and walk around between them. And you still probably won’t see very much.”

“Isn’t that kind of scary?” I asked.

“You got it,” Simon said.

A few nights later, I went back. And crossed over. And discovered that, from about nine in the evening on, between thirty-five and a hundred fifty (on weekends) men were slipping through and between and in and out of the trailers, some to watch, but most to participate in, numberless silent sexual acts, till morning began to wipe night from above the Hudson, to dim the stars, to blue the oily water.

I stayed perhaps six hours, had sex seven or eight times, and left, finally, exhausted.

19.1. Now, with Marilyn gone, the plan was to finish up Out of the Dead City over the eight weeks. I hoped to work on the book during the day, have dinner with Billy and Terry in the evening, and perhaps stroll over to the West Side docks after a little while—but after only a few days, I found myself drawn to the growing Voyage, Orestes! Every once in a while, I’d try to return to the trilogy. But I seldom wrote more than a page or two on it. Once, I even mapped out an alternate SF novella, The Ballad of Beta-2. I worked on it intensely for four days; but at the three-quarters point I bogged down in the fragmentary tale. The next day I was back on Voyage, Orestes! The trips to the dock, however, became an almost nightly excursion. More and more I skipped dinner with Terry and Bill. For a good deal more was going on that summer, with Marilyn away, than just writing.

19.2. Among the first nights that I went out in June, on my way back I met a guy about twenty-four or -five. His name was Al and he wore an incongruous watch cap on a warm evening. Talking in some doorway on Greenwich Avenue, he seemed nice, if somewhat preoccupied. I took him back with me to Fifth Street. The sex was very good. He worked, he said, at the vegetable seller’s on the corner of Greenwich and Sixth. Sex with men was fairly new to him—he had a girlfriend and didn’t know quite what to do, as his own predilections were moving him more and more toward homosexuality. I told him a little of my own situation. He said he liked talking to me. We should get together again. I was pleased. That he was, yes, another nail-biter didn’t hurt.

Perhaps, I thought, we might even start a regular thing that would endure the length of Marilyn’s trip.

Two days later, though, when I went to the vegetable stand and asked if an Al worked there—the one who wore the cap—I was told, yes, he’d been there. But he’d only been taking someone else’s place for a few days. He lived out in Brooklyn, and none of the Village Italian men working there now was sure where.

19.21. Just a year later I saw him, again working at the stand; then, once more, he was gone.

19.3. Within a night or two of meeting Al, when I was coming home from the docks through Tompkins Square Park at one or two in the morning, I saw a guy in an uncharacteristic (for the neighborhood) suit and tie standing near the public john—a pleasant-looking thirty-five with glasses. He was still watching me when I looked back. I turned around, came back to say hello.

Hello. His name was Harry.

Mine’s Chip. I was going home to Fifth Street. Did he want to come?

That’s very nice of you. Sure.

The sex was satisfactory enough. But later, as we lay awake talking into dawn, I learned that Harry worked in a bank uptown and that he was passionately in love with a twenty-four-year-old part-time hustler named Eddy, who lived in the neighborhood. This largely unrequited affair (I think they’d had sex, he told me, only half a dozen times) had been going on for five years, now. Harry’d been looking for Eddy that night—and had only gone with me when he couldn’t find him.

Over the next hours, while sometimes I drifted off, I heard encyclopedias of Eddy’s history, his relations with his foster parents, his various adventures at the boys’ correctional home where he’d spent three years, his problems with his girlfriend, tales of his other johns, his drug preferences—all dim today. One image remains from that dawn dossier of lumpen biographia—because, a few years later, I used a version of it in a story.

Once Eddy had come to see Harry at his apartment uptown and arrived drunk with a case of lemons that had been sitting outside a grocery down the block and which Eddy had decided to filch. Harry had answered the door. Eddy had stepped in, grinning, and declared, “You want some lemons?”—at which point one of the slats had suddenly given way along the case’s bottom and lemons had cascaded all over the floor of Harry’s living room.

At the beginning of the evening, I’d been kind of impressed by Harry’s generally civilized demeanor. But when, at seven in the morning, I saw him, briefcase in hand, tie in pocket, and shirt collar open, on his way out my door, after three hours of Eddy stories I just said goodbye, smiled, and didn’t bother to invite him back.

19.4. A little after that I brought home a gaunt guy in his late thirties, who turned out to be an intelligent and incisive actor and acting coach named Claud. As he came into the apartment and saw the clutter I’d allowed to gather over those first hot days, he said: “My god, is this what you think of yourself?” I was surprised at his directness. But though sex did not last in our relationship more than two or three meetings (now over at his Village apartment, now back at mine), we remained friends for years.

19.5. On the first night of July, coming home one rainy dawn from the docks, I picked up a 240-pound, thirty-year-old Canadian ex-convict (he was not tall) named Sonny, who was lingering across from Whelan’s Drugstore at the corner of Eighth Street and Sixth Avenue. He ended up staying with me for a couple of weeks, his illegal activities bringing down on me only one invasion of the police. Besides his more or less casual sex with men, Sonny (I learned on the second night he was with me) had a penchant for old women, often derelicts and bag ladies, whom he would bring up to the apartment, douse with the cheapest of perfumes, a bottle of which he kept for the purpose, and screw—gently, solicitously, and with much the same affection, humor, and consideration for their age, infirmities, and pleasure with which, before he found them and after they left, he’d have sex with me—which was considerable. I remember coffee, the morning after, with one of his sixty-seven-year-old girlfriends, during which we sat around a long time, trying to make heads or tails out of some complicated dream she’d had during the night, involving floating babies in long lace dresses. My approach was psychoanalytic, though Sonny was sure it had something to do with that day’s number.

That Fourth of July I’d been planning to go up to the Newport Folk Festival; the friend driving me up had just lost one of his passengers, so, on a whim, I got a second set of concert tickets for Sonny. All through the drive to Rhode Island in the red convertible, Sonny kept referring to folk music and the Folk Festival as “the old folks’ music” and “the old folks’ festival,” much to my friends’ amusement. At Newport we hung around the beach fires and drank beer and slept on the sand, and attended the evening concerts with Peter, Paul, and Mary, with Pete Seeger, with Ewan MacColl and Peggy Seeger, with Jean Ritchie, and Jeanie Redpath, and—in one of the afternoon sessions—my friend, young, blind, pyrotechnic José Feliciano.

Sonny provided me some of my first evidence for what I’ve since come to believe is a general rule: people who are considerate in bed are—barring extenuating circumstances—considerate in bed with pretty much everyone, women, men, or whatever. Likewise, people who are socially sensitive generally try to use that sensitivity in all social situations. But there all correlation ends. The most genial and affable of folk may turn out to be a lummox between the sheets. And Sonny, who had (frankly) the table manners of a dog, the emotional sensitivity of a rhinoceros, and the belligerence of a goat, was nevertheless a concerned and considerate lover.

He knew it too.

And he was proud of it.

Whenever he suspected that, on social grounds, he’d fucked up, his amends was always to offer himself for sex. The offer per se was seldom more romantic than a wistful, “You wanna suck on my dick?” But “Sure” got you an hour or three of mutual, complex lovemaking, interlarded with laughter and bits of conversation far more interesting than most he came up with at other times, followed by an affectionate, cuddling snooze. Nor was he above making amends three or four times a day.

Sonny’s criminal exploits ranged from the colorful to the terrifying. He’d been the youngest and only boy in a family of twelve. His sisters, most of whom I met over the next months, were as loud, boisterous, and good-natured as their youngest, petted brother. A number of them were prostitutes—and several had also been in jail. Sonny’s father was a hogshead of a man who’d spent ten of his twenty years as a US citizen in the penitentiary.

As an exchange for the trip to Newport, Sonny invited me to his father’s birthday picnic out on Randalls Island the next week, with some eight of his hefty sisters and generally slim brothers-in-law—a loud, beer-soaked bash of fried chicken and potato salad and deviled eggs, in which the old man, over three hundred pounds of him, sat like a surreal bloated spider in the center of the picnic blanket, sweeping food and drink in from all around him, devouring immense quantities provided by his seemingly endless daughters. “My old man’s a fuckin’ pig,” Sonny said, nudging me to take a look—and wolfing a chicken leg of his own. “Once I got an ax and tried to bust it over his fuckin’ head when he was going after Rita, there.” With a thumb, he pointed out one of his sisters, who was lugging another picnic hamper across the grass. “I was really gonna kill him, that time!”

“I remember that …!” his father bellowed, with a torrential blubbering laugh. “You were a fuckin’ asshole! You’d be dead too, if I’d a’ moved a little faster!” Then, with another laugh to me: “You havin’ a good time?”

“Sure,” I said and drank more beer.

At the picnic site, they seemed to get on pretty well. But later, Sonny told me, “I’d kill the motherfucker today if I thought I could get away with it. He’s just about halfway between a pig and a piece of shit!”

I don’t think Sonny was exaggerating. His self-presentation was just not that of a braggart, though he claimed that as a teenager, he’d been involved in a number of teenage gang fights, in which, by his own estimate, he killed some five people. His last murder had occurred before he was twenty-one and had taken place in a battle on the walkway of one of the city’s bridges, during which he’d thrown a bottle of gasoline with a flaming twist of rag stuck in it at another boy. The bottle smashed; the boy, splattered, had burned furiously—and eventually, died.

“I had bad dreams about that one myself, for two whole years,” Sonny explained. “So I just figured, I wasn’t gonna kill nobody no more. I didn’t like the way it made me feel. And I ain’t done it again, neither.”

His own three years in the penitentiary had been on account of a complete botch, he explained. He’d been asked to drive a car in an armed robbery that had fallen spectacularly to pieces. “I knew it when I said yes, I should’ve stayed with my own people.” Sonny’s “own people” apparently meant an ex-brother-in-law with whom, so went the tale, every Tuesday night, he would commit a burglary, rotating between some dozen neighborhoods scattered throughout Queens, Brooklyn, and Long Island. “You break in—midnight, one, two in the morning—and if it’s some old folks’ home, they’re so frightened they just lie there and pretend to be asleep and let you take anything you want. Most of the time,” he told me, “I’d fuck the women, too. If they was old and had some perfume or toilet water on the dresser, I mean—and didn’t seem too scared. You don’t wanna fuck one who’s gonna come unglued and shit all over the goddamn bed or something—that happened to me, once or twice, too! We didn’t even use loaded guns. But that’s ’cause we was regular professionals. We’d keep a couple of bullets with us, of course. But we’d never have the guns loaded. Regular professionals don’t ever use loaded guns. Just really crazy kids do that. You get caught pullin’ a job with a loaded gun, and it’s a lot more serious—yeah, most of the time they’d lie there and pretend to be asleep. Some of it was pretty good stuff. Bobby—my brother-in-law—he didn’t get involved in any of the fuckin’. That’s ’cause he was married. But he sure liked to watch me—standin’ around, playin’ with himself, and holding a gun on the old man. Sometimes I think maybe he was a faggot—like you!” This struck him as very funny. But finally he fell to musing. “Every Tuesday, man, for two fuckin’ years. Made a good livin’ at it, too.”

Sonny took me to visit my first fence—in a crowded, cluttered Chinatown candy store, where, like something out of a wholly unbelievable film, the aged Oriental owner pulled aside a tatty blanket—no more—hanging in a doorway at the back, ushering us into a vast, skylighted warehouse space filled with televisions, typewriters, stereos, furniture—all, presumably, hot.

Sonny enjoyed cops-and-robbers pictures, and we saw a number of them up on Forty-second Street in those two weeks. When he talked about them with his friends, I always got the impression he was discussing them not as entertainments, but as serious plans for possible crimes—that aspect of it, among others, was creepy.

Once we ended up drinking beer and yakking with two or three of his cronies on some stoop on Tenth Street, across from the old market building (smaller cousin of those long since closed down over on Washington Street), at five in the morning. One, sitting with his knees wide on the step above me, was a tall, swarthy guy with curly brown hair, about twenty-four, named Eddy, who I first thought was Hispanic, but who said there wasn’t no Spanish blood in him. He was Irish and Greek and something else. From something he’d mentioned (as Sonny went to the curb to take a leak, a taxi pulled up across the street; the driver, getting out, glanced across as us, and Sonny bellowed, “What the fuck you starin’ at! You wanna suck my dick?” as his urine arched into the gutter), I realized that this was Harry’s Eddy!

From what dawn devilment I don’t know, I mentioned the name of the correctional home Harry’d said he’d been in, from that other morning’s recitation.

Eddy frowned down at me, picked up his beer, then moved to the step below. “I didn’t tell you about that, did I?”

“Sure, you did,” I said. “The last time we were drinking together. Or maybe two times before.”

“What do you mean?” Eddy said. “I never met you before!”

“Aw, come on,” I said. “I’ve known you for four, five years, now. Most of the time we were drinking. But you mean to tell me you don’t remember telling me all about how you got drunk and stole this thing of lemons from in front of a grocery store and brought it up to some guy’s house—?”

“Yeah! That was Harry! I told you about that …?”

Over the next half hour, talking of this and that incident, I managed to convince Eddy we were old friends. By the end of it, he was explaining to Sonny, “Naw, man. Chip and me go back a long ways! We’ve been gettin’ drunk with each other for years.” By this point he’d even put together a vague memory of where he must have met me.

“What you know him for?” Sonny said when we were walking back to East Fifth. “Eddy’s a fuckin’ asshole!”

But it had gotten too complicated to explain.

For the next ten years, though, every time I ran into Eddy—making his way across Eighth Street, waiting for a bus on Fourteenth—from Eddy himself, now, I’d get the next installment of the narrative Harry had begun, as Eddy moved on to a legitimate job, a marriage, and even—for a couple of years—flying lessons, about which he was hugely enthusiastic; then divorce, and drink, and drugs once more, till our infrequent meetings ceased.

Once I took Sonny with me up to the Ace Offices—to see the Jack Gaughan cover for The Jewels of Aptor. When we reached the door, I noticed Sonny, who would back-talk at policemen and yell at truckers in the street, had grown subdued and nervous. Finally, he said, “Your boss is in there, huh?”

“My editor,” I said.

“But that’s the same thing as the boss, for a writer, ain’t it? That’s what you told me.”

Picturing Don somewhere beyond the receptionist, behind a manuscript-covered desk, I said, “That’s right.”

Hulking Sonny took a breath, then shook his head. “I can’t go in there!”

“Why not?”

“’Cause it’s your boss! Suppose he does somethin’ to me?”

“What in the world is he going to do to you?” I asked, surprised. “He’s just going to show us a painting.”

“No, but I mean—if he’s angry or somethin’!”

“He’s never even met you!” I said. “What’s he going to be angry with you about? He’s my boss, not yours. And I told him on the phone I was bringing a friend—”

“Well, suppose he’s angry at you about somethin’. You just spoke to him an hour ago. You don’t know what he’s gonna be like when you get in there. And if I’m there, or he’s changed his mind or something he could do anything!”

This went on, baffingly, another five minutes. Finally I said it was all right if he waited out here in the hall for me—he wouldn’t even come into the reception area—and left nervous Sonny, to enter the citadel of power alone.

The receptionist smiled and told me just to go on into the back. Don greeted me, asked what had happened to my friend (“At the last minute,” I said, “he couldn’t make it”), took me into the art director’s office, and showed me the painting. It was dark blue, with a pair of vampire creatures staring up at some floating globes, in each of which a skull glimmered eerily: the jewels …

Back outside in the hall, Sonny asked: “Was everything okay? He wasn’t angry at you or nothin’, was he?”

“No,” I said. “He wasn’t angry. Everything’s fine.”

“That’s good.” Sonny sighed. “But let’s get out of here, okay? Before somethin’ happens …?”

We went back downtown.

But to this murderer, geriatric rapist, occasional mugger, and overweight cat burglar, the concept of the boss—the ultimate authority sitting up in his office—was a notion beyond terror, even if, I supposed, that office had been empty!

A few days later, when I decided it was time for Sonny to go, with great goodwill he moved in with one of his elderly girlfriends who had gotten an apartment about three blocks away; we’d grin and greet each other, when I passed him sitting on the stoop. Sometimes we’d even have a beer or two, on and off through the rest of the year.

19.6. A day or two after Sonny left, I’d planned to knock off writing in the late afternoon, but a sudden downpour that turned into a torrential summer rain kept me transcribing from my notebook on the typewriter far longer than I’d intended, so that when, finally, I lay down for an early evening nap, I felt the satisfaction of having put in a much better day’s work than I’d hoped.

I woke, late, hot, alert, slid out of bed, and turned on the light. What time, I wondered, could it be? I didn’t feel at all like going back to sleep, so I dressed in my jeans, sneakers, rolled up my shirtsleeves, and went outside. The street was cooler than the apartment. Slurred here and there with dark water, already mostly dry, the sidewalk was empty. It was probably after eleven, if not midnight. I crossed to go down the alley and head over through the Village, making for the waterfront.

By Christopher Street, I realized it was even later than I’d thought. Clocks glimpsed through the dark windows of this liquor store and that dry cleaner had confirmed it was after three.

At one, at two, the activity among the trucks tended to fall off—except for the weekends. And even then, there was always some change of tenor.

Sometimes to walk between the vans and cabs was to amble from single sexual encounter—with five, twelve, forty minutes between—to single sexual encounter. At other times to step between the waist-high tires and make your way between the smooth or ribbed walls was to invade a space at a libidinal saturation impossible to describe to someone who has not known it. Any number of pornographic filmmakers, gay and straight, have tried to portray something like it—now for homosexuality, now for heterosexuality—and failed because what they were trying to show was wild, abandoned, beyond the edge of control, whereas the actuality of such a situation, with thirty-five, fifty, a hundred all-but-strangers is hugely ordered, highly social, attentive, silent, and grounded in a certain care, if not community. At those times, within those van-walled alleys, now between the trucks, now in the back of the open loaders, cock passed from mouth to mouth to hand to ass to mouth without ever breaking contact with other flesh for more than seconds; mouth, hand, ass passed over whatever you held out to them, sans interstice; when one cock left, finding a replacement—mouth, rectum, another cock—required moving only the head, the hip, the hand no more than an inch, three inches.

That evening, because it was late, because it was not the weekend, as I crossed under the highway, I expected to find the former. But because activity always increased just before dawn, because the rain had kept people in at the night’s start, the latter is what I stepped into.

It was engrossing; it was exhausting; it was reassuring; and it was very human. At one point I heard someone saying to one guy who, I guess, got overexcited, “Okay, okay—calm down now. Relax for a moment. Just take it easy.” And later, when I emerged into a small opening, I saw, sitting on the back of one van, a tall black guy, in jeans and a red T-shirt, about thirty, whom I’d seen there every night I’d ever come, but who never seemed to do anything, fanning himself with a folded newspaper and looking very pleased.

I vaulted up into the van and was caught by two guys (“You okay there?”) steadying me, one of whom, I realized as I moved forward between him and someone else, was naked.

Later, pausing for minutes, I stood at the great beam along the edge of the water. Beyond the covered dock to the south, the sky was getting light. Looking to the west, I saw the black had taken a blue glaze. The water shook and shimmered with the cobalt reflection.

A little way down stood a white guy in his late twenties, early thirties. He wore workman’s greens, short sleeves rolled up over muscular arms. He had one workshoe up on the weathered ten-by-ten that ran the concrete edge. He looked like a driver from one of the trucks. He saw me looking at him and beckoned me over. I walked down the few feet between us, and he squatted, then sat on the blackened wood, put one hand on my hip, and, with very thick fingers, tugged my fly open. He moved forward, and I took his head, his ears against my palms. His brown hair was pulling away from his temples and thinning over a coming bald spot.

He grinned up, then went down.

Looking over his head at the water, I felt very good and very tired. Running across the stretch of dawn river just below us were two nets, one of shadow, one of light, on the wrinkling and raveling tide interlaced, interpenetrated, pulled endlessly one out of the other.

It seemed for a moment that both would become one, or would reveal themselves to be two aspects, differently lighted, of a complex singularity. …

The wet heat of his mouth on my engorged penis retreated, came forward, retreated, came forward again. The third time, he just stayed there. He let me go from his mouth to lean his head against my lap. Then he laughed and looked up. “I’m tired,” he said, with a kind of embarrassment.

If he’d had a morning like mine, I wasn’t surprised.

“Okay,” I nodded. “Stand up a minute. I’ll do you.”

He stood. I got down in front of him.

He let me go at his cock for about a minute. Then, with his work-hardened hands, he stilled my head. “I’m too tired,” he repeated and patted my shoulder. “I can’t make it. You work on him for a while,” and fed another cock—from a black guy who’d stepped up to watch us—into my mouth.

He let one hand stay on my head and with the other cupped the teak testicles with their tight hair, loose below my chin. I held on to his heavy, reddened ones, his uncircumcised dick slowly lowering, warm, over the back of my hand, till he patted me again, took a breath, turned—and my hand was empty and cool—to walk, unsteadily, away.

But I was exhausted too; the black guy helped me up and, about three minutes later, I started home.

19.61. The parallel column containing the discourse of repetition, of desire, whether satisfied or unrequited (but always purveying its trope of truth), forever runs beside one of positive, commercial, material analysis. Many of us, raised on literature, have learned to supply the absent column when the material is presented alone. And a few of us have begun to ask, at least, for the column of objects, actions, economics, and material forces when presented only with, in whatever figurative form, desire. I would have hoped that the parallel column to the accounts I have written above might have been the chapter of Voyage, Orestes! (or the pages from Out of the Dead City or The Ballad of Beta-2) I’d been working on that day, the day before, or the day after. But there is nothing—certainly not in The Fall—to maintain the split, the gap, the margin between columns. Nothing there sustains the river dividing the two shores that allows all articulate passage, a river that is itself never constituted of anything more meaningful than blue lines (cut by a red marginal indicator) over white paper—or the motion of light in water.

19.7. Three days after the last night on the docks I’d described, as I was going down the stoop steps into the noon heat to get a can of soda from the bodega down the block, I saw Billy coming across the street.

“Hey,” I called to him, “can I talk to you a minute?”

“Sure.” Billy edged between the parked cars and stepped up on the curb.

“Do you know anything about gonorrhea?” I asked, stepping down to the sidewalk.

“The clap?” Billy said. “Sure I do. You think you got it?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

He grinned. “Well, I just bet you ain’t been the good little boy you were supposed to be while Marilyn was gone, if you’re asking.”

“Shit, Billy—”

“Naw—” He raised his hand—“I’m not saying anything. You stingin’?”

“Yeah,” I said. “When I take a piss.”

“You drippin’?”

I frowned. “A little bit.”

“Are you fuckin’ around?”

“Yes, I’ve been fucking around.”

Billy made a painful face and grabbed his crotch. “Then you got it! Ow! That hurts me almost as much as it hurts you—” Then he laughed. “Not to you, it don’t, huh? You better get your ass to the doctor’s. He’s gonna stick it full of penicillin, too. You’ll be okay.”

I grunted.

There was a doctor’s office directly across the street in a first-floor sunken apartment, whose sign on the wall I’d noticed every time I came through the alleyway. I checked to see how much money I had in my wallet, then crossed over.

When the nurse called me to go into the office, I was surprised to see it was the same doctor who, back at the clinic on Delancey Street, had lanced my jaw. “What’s wrong with you, young man …?”

That evening, at dinner, just before dessert, Terry said, “Billy says you’ve been a bad boy—” and broke out laughing.

“Now why you gonna go tell him I told you about that for?” Billy demanded.

“That’s all right,” Terry said. “I just couldn’t help it. I know, these things happen. Did you get it taken care of?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I did.”

“That’s why he’s sitting so gingerly on his right cheek, I bet,” Billy said—though the soreness from the shot had already gone.

The next day, however, I’d developed a summer cough. I kept on with the oral penicillin that had been prescribed for me—and worked into the evening. Once Terry knocked on my door, and I told her I probably wouldn’t be up for the next few dinners, as I wanted to work through the nights.

“Suit yourself,” she said. “But we always like to have you.”

“Thanks,” I told her. “But I want to clean the place up a little, too. Marilyn’ll be back at the end of the week.”

Over the next two days the cold got a lot worse.

I disappeared into my apartment for four days.

19.8. Marilyn got home, with her suitcase, and found me in bed. The trip had had its rough spots, but basically she’d enjoyed it. She’d gone traveling about the country with two Mexican friends. And she’d written three poems. One was a lovely and sinuous sestina she’d composed on the occasion of purchasing, somewhere in Mexico City, a beautiful alexandrite pendant, the yellow stone looped in gold at the end of its chain, to give to her mother as a birthday present. And there were two other six-line-long character portraits (“The tow-and-aster Texans drawl, scuff, slur / the condescension of conquistadors …”17 and, “Senora P[edrosal]”18) that might, she thought back then, become part of something longer.

Three poems in six weeks? In the previous six months she had fully completed only two.

She sat on the bed’s edge and read the new ones to me, showed me the pendant in its white box—and I was as pleased as she was. “But what’s wrong with you?” she finally got around to asking.

“Just a summer cold,” I told her. “I feel terrible, but I love the poems! I’ll be all right.”

“Well,” she said, peering at me, “you don’t look very good.”

We had a thermometer in the bathroom, and Marilyn decided to take my temperature: it was a hundred three.

A couple of hours later, she loaded me into a cab and took me up to Bellevue, where I was X-rayed, diagnosed as having pneumonia, admitted, and hooked up to an IV.

The fever hit a hundred four that night before it broke.

I stayed at Bellevue a few days, then was transferred to Sydenham for two weeks—where I could look out my window down at the ANGELLETTER wall. My mother and aunts and sister came to see me. I think even Hilda came by. Two weeks later I was out and back at East Fifth Street.

19.81. Claud had called to invite Marilyn and me over for brunch. But that morning Marilyn was feeling tired and on the verge of a cold, and so excused herself.

When I came into Claud’s small, top floor Village apartment, he had a large kettle for hardboiled eggs on the stove. “If you put a little vinegar in,” he explained, “then, when you peel them, they come out smooth and the whites don’t stick to the shells.”

“What—” I was curious—“are we having for brunch that requires three dozen hardboiled eggs?”

“Oh, no—those aren’t for us.” It seemed that Claud had gotten a part-time job with a catering company. He had to boil and peel the eggs for them.

So I washed my hands. Claud cooled the eggs under cold water at the sink; and for the beginning of the morning, we sat at the kitchen table together, while he showed me the proper way to peel one—by making a small crack, rolling the egg on a hard surface so that the shell shattered over the whole of it, then slipping it off with a motion or two, the white fragments clinging to the inner membrane.

“We’re having scrambled eggs,” Claud said, when we were finished. He put away the glass bowl of glistening white ovoids with here and there the faintest green showing. “I always think scrambled eggs come out better if you cook them in a double boiler—do you mind if I put in a dash of Worcestershire Sauce? It adds something I’ve always enjoyed—but it may not be you.”

“Sure,” I said. “Go ahead.”

Claud got out his white enameled double boiler and returned to the stove. “I’m just so sorry Marilyn didn’t come with you. …”

I’ve often pondered on the terms “gay culture,” “gay society,” “gay sensibility.” The hard-headed Marxist in me knows that we must be talking about behavior, mediated through psychology, that responds to a whole set of social and economic forces that it would have been as easy to locate under Claud’s life as under mine. But at the intuitive level (i.e., that level wholly culture bound), where we feel as if, somehow, there is such a thing as a culture apart from infrastructural realities, gay society has always seemed to me an accretion of dozens on dozens of such minutiae, a whole rhetoric of behavior—how to twist the skin off a clove of garlic, how to open the doors to the unsold box seats at Carnegie Hall with a dime, the shifting, protean, and liquid knowledge of where sex is to be found in the city, this season, or Worcestershire Sauce in your eggs—that together make up a life texture I was at once almost wholly appreciative of, and at the same time felt almost wholly estranged from: as if it were a myth that I could never quite reach.

But perhaps (though today I still like Worcestershire Sauce in my eggs) any “identity”—semantic, generic, personal, or cultural—is always such an accretive, associative, but finally disjunctive illusion.

19.82. I was curious how Marilyn would take to Sonny. I’d told him about her; her about him. I wasn’t interested in continuing the sexual side of our relationship. (Did Sonny bite his nails? No. Often he let them grow to none too clean and almost womanly length.) Marilyn was not the most outgoing and trusting of nineteen-year-olds, and I did not see her having much tolerance for a thirty-year-old overweight grifter and thug. Several times I had seen Sonny’s good-natured gruffness become outright cruelty, and I was ready, with Marilyn’s return, to end the friendship altogether, which had been winding down anyway. But perhaps because of his twelve sisters, or perhaps because Marilyn was simply too young to be of sexual interest to him (“I like good-lookin’ young guys and sweet-smellin’ old ladies. Anything else I gotta fuck is work!”), just after I got out of the hospital Sonny came knocking at the door of our dead-end Fifth Street apartment; and Marilyn seemed to draw out of him all sorts of attempts at acting civilized, which, however they misfired, absolutely tickled her. He showered her with attention in a perfectly nonthreatening way.

I suspect she saw him as a cross between a teddy bear and an underclass Prince Charming. (Once he even came to bring her some rather dilapidated flowers.) Sonny soon became one of her favorites among my friends. The only strain on the relationship was once, when we ran into him in the street, he introduced Marilyn to one of his crazed, aged women friends, half bent over with arthritis—who, I suspect, was slightly schizophrenic and who began to finger Marilyn’s clothing and talk a stream of incomprehensible babble. All the uneasiness and barely masked distaste that I’d thought would have greeted Sonny came out now—though the woman’s response seemed only that she now decided, in her incoherent way, Marilyn must need infinite care, concern, and protection, which, I’m afraid, made Marilyn more confused and uncomfortable. Sonny took it all in stride, though.

17. Uncollected, untitled, and unpublished short poem by Marilyn Hacker.

18. Hacker, “Senora P.,” in Separations, p. 16.



20. In a poem written in 1985, Marilyn looked back on some of this time:

… Moondark to dawn, loud streets were not-quite-scary

footnotes in a nocturnal dictionary

of argot softer on my ears than known

four-walled cadenzas …

From Avenue C west to Sixth Avenue

and Eighth Street, I’d aim for the all-night Whelan’s,

eat solo ham and eggs. The night sky paled, sands

into the river’s timer. One more day:

jeans switched for dark dress, tight shoes; the subway

to work at Altman’s. Five months short of twenty,

I knocked back whatever the river sent. He

was gone two days: might bring back, on the third

some kind of night music I’d never heard:

Sonny the burglar, paunched with breakfast beers;

olive-skinned Simon, who made fake Vermeers;

the card-sharp who worked clubcars down the coast …19

The argot of the times? We “knocked back drinks” at Dirty Dick’s—i.e., drank them. But a literal reading retains the suggestion of rejection. Does it matter that it was Shirley who made the “Vermeers,” not Simon? Or that it was Bigelow’s half a block north, with its all-night breakfast counter—not Whelan’s (which served no food)? Or that I have no memory at all of the card-sharp I might have brought home? Are these matters of meter or memory—and what is their intricate connection?

Such points do not matter for the poem. I have no problem recognizing it.

19. Hacker, “Nights of 1962,” Grand Street 6, no. 1 (1986).



21. Some new friends we made that August included a couple who lived down on Fourth Street, Baird and Margie. Baird worked at the post office; Margie was a keypunch operator. Both were artists, though Margie, a comfortable blond from Mt. Eyrie, West Virginia, had the greater talent and the greater energy. Somehow we all managed to end up taking life drawing classes together in the basement of the Art Students League up on Fifty-seventh Street. And Marilyn now had a scholarship to one of the League’s painting courses, with Edwin Dickenson. Somehow we all spent a lot of time singing together, despite the fact that Marilyn couldn’t carry a tune. I started taking my guitar over to sing in the Village coffee shops during the evenings; another friend was a young dyke named Carol, who formerly managed a long, narrow coffee shop on Third Street, just west of MacDougal, the Cafe Elysée, where from time to time I’d go to sing and pass the basket among the tourists in the evening, sandwiched in between some of the singers I mentioned earlier. (Eventually Carol would write the lesbian column in The Matachine Newsletter, “Move Over, Boys.”)

22.1. My mother had a small summer house in the Beacon-Poughkeepsie area, just beyond a railroad crossing called Hopewell Junction. My father had designed the place—stolid, foursquare, compact—and supervised its construction before I was born. For years, throughout my childhood, we’d given an annual Labor Day party there, where a whole pig was split open and barbecued throughout the night, under the orange canvas tarpaulin held up with ropes and its four hickory poles, beside the cinderblock furnace that burned its hickory logs in the darkness. The party came after days of preparation, of pie baking, of coleslaw making, of corn husking, of general cleaning and window washing—Irving, my cousin Boyd’s best friend, traditionally came up for that job, to sit in his sleeveless undershirt and jeans, in the kitchen window, sweeping his crumpled newspaper (dark arms swinging back and forth) over the sun-shot glass, while light broke on the round lenses of his own glasses.

Labor Day weekend my cousins Dorothy and Boyd, Edward, Nanny, and Bill, Betty and Barbara, and attendant aunts and uncles were crammed in every corner of the attic, in every downstairs bedroom. And on Labor Day itself, near noon, the first car pulled up to park across the road over the old filled-in cesspool and disgorged the first of what, some years, would be as many as a hundred guests. On the backyard lawn by the ice- and soda-filled wading pool, in undershirt and apron, my Uncle Hap would whet his cleaver at the chopping block over the washtub full of pig parts and begin to hack up the barbecue—

Since my father’s death, though, the house had gone unused.

My mother decided she would make an effort to rent it out once we got to the first of the year.

“But you kids could go up and use it, if you wanted,” she told us, “while there’s still some good weather left. I really don’t feel like going, of course. But it seems a shame just to let it sit there.”

We decided that Edward (Nanny’s younger brother—though a couple of years older than I, and my closest male cousin) and I would drive up, open the house, turn on the water, check the electricity, do some cleaning, and see what was needed in the kitchen.

The following week, Nanny and Walter, Baird and Margie, Edward, Marilyn, and I would leave the Lower East Side for a weekend in the country.

A week before Labor Day, Edward got Uncle Ed’s car for a few days and we drove up to Hawthorne Circle and on across the aluminum web of the reservoir bridge, turned off on Carpenter Road, finally to cross the train tracks and, minutes later, the wooden bridge to the filling station by Kaplan’s Drugstore (its ice cream fountain, one of the few that still smelled like an ice cream fountain was supposed to, its comic book rack over the whole back wall; and Mr. Kaplan—always affable and accommodating as if he really were the thirty-five-year-old son of my fifty-five-year-old high school math teacher—the last white man we would see for a while) and on out to the house.

When we drove up the steep, quarter-mile driveway (the bulldozers, grating and roaring when I was seven, or standing silent while the drivers were off eating and I climbed up to the perforated metal seat, painted bright orange, and sat, gazing through the leaves into the sun), most of its cinder top washed away, I expected the house to look very small; the last time I’d been here my father was alive and we’d brought Louis, a compact, handsome, slow-talking kid from the General Grant Houses, who was in the remedial reading class I taught at the Community Center. He and my dad had ended up in a hot cherry pepper-eating contest, and I suddenly saw, for the first time, why someone not a part of the immediate family might think my father mild-mannered. (In the little country kitchen with its blue vinyl flooring, in his overalls, his heavy farm shoes, and his broken-brimmed painter’s cap, tall Dave, of near West Indian blackness, watched Louis and my father and shook his head: “You guys really gonna eat them things?” I saw Dave laugh.

(“Sure,” Louis said. “They good.”

(“They’re not bad,” my father said. “You want one?”

(“Naw …!” Dave declared.) But when Edward and I drove out of the trees and, through the windshield, I saw the foursquare A-frame on top of the grassy knoll, with its red brick chimney and its gray-and-black fake brick walls, it looked so much like I’d remembered, I was almost disappointed.

“Let’s go drive down to Dave’s,” I told Edward, “and get the keys.”

“Sure.” Beside me, Edward started the car again.

While we drove the dirt road, under the lowering branches, I wondered if we would find Dave, his wife Sugar, and his mother-in-law Dada sitting around the kitchen table, drinking beer and playing tonk, as they had so many summer evenings.

But only after I had gotten out of the car and was crunching across the gravel toward Dave’s screen door did some passing gossip of my mother’s, from more than a year ago, come back; Dada had died several years before.

With the keys from a shyly smiling Sugar (in her colorful West Indian-style head kerchief), we drove back to the house. As we walked up the concrete steps my father had molded and poured himself when I was eight, opened the outside screen, and turned the old-fashioned key in the brass lock on the white door, I found everything, from the sound of the hinges to—once we stepped in—the smell of the rag rug before the hearth, achingly familiar.

Edward and I began to explore.

There was a kitchen cabinet full of thick white soup plates (out of which I’d eaten my mother’s chili when I was five) and a drawer full of bamboo place mats (which I used to hold up to my face and stare through into the striated sunlight—I lifted one now, and, even though they were wholly dry, they still gave off the same wet woody smell). My father’s stuffed pheasant was still mounted on the living room’s knotty pine wall, and the sepia print of Joe Louis fighting Billy Conn still hung over the mantel in the birch frame I’d watched Dad nail together when I was too young to know my age. In the blue bureau’s second drawer (a few flaked spots told of the years when the whole had been painted red) lay, folded into a rounded oblong, my check-style army blanket in its two unnameable shades of tan (baked bean on dusky sweet potato?), the corner, as I lifted it, bearing a small name tape, sewn neatly on both sides, “Sam Delany,” from one summer at hideous Hill-and-Dale, or from another at wonderful Woodland. Lined up in front of still another kitchen drawer were the half dozen joined salt-and-pepper shakers on their pewter bases with the black-and-white spring-release mechanisms, which, for years, had sat out on the enameled gray porch tables at my Uncle Myles’s house at Greenwood Lake, but which had somehow—probably a nostalgic gesture of my mother’s, when Aunt Dorothy, on selling their summer house, was going to throw them out with the mangy deerskin and the old wooden rack of poker chips and the brown ceramic jug with the little man’s head on the cork and the music box in the base that had once played “Show Me the Way to Go Home”—ended up here, in our kitchen drawer, beside our aluminum summer sink.

Turning on the water and electricity (now a trip to the earth-smelling cellar, now one to the resin-rich attic) took only half an hour.

The sky outside the window was going blue behind the birch trees. We’d had a big lunch before we’d left. Neither of us was particularly hungry. “Why don’t we walk down to Kaplan’s?” Edward suggested.

“And get some comics,” I added.

Which made Edward laugh—because that’s what we’d have done when we’d been here at nine, at twelve, at fourteen.

We left the house, walked down the all-but-bare cinder drive to the highway, then strolled up the shoulder the mile to the filling station and Kaplan’s, with the big floor fan still standing and humming in the corner by the prescription counter.

We looked at comics, bought ice cream sodas, walked around outside, went behind the building (which I had never done before), and saw black oil drums sitting in the tall weeds, bought a few things from the grocery next door, then went in again, and said good-night to Mr. Kaplan (“Now you give my best to your mother, when you see her. It’s so sad about your father. So sad. He was such a gentle man.”), who really did look a lot older.

When we started back up the highway (I was holding the brown grocery bag in one arm), it was cool. The sky was a deep blue, two stars already showing, and only minutes from full night—which overtook us while we walked.

I don’t know what we were talking about—perhaps the conversation had fallen to a halt.

When the headlights loomed up the road, I squinted. They veered closer—first I stopped; then, when I realized they were coming right at me, I jumped at the same time Ed pulled me to the side. (The grocery bag fell.) Under a highway light on a pole right by us, the door handle flashed its chrome not ten inches from my hip, as the car—its tires yowling now—swerved back toward the other side of the highway. We both whirled to watch, not breathing.

The car swung around sideways. The wheels flipped up, showing the crisscrossed struts of the base, and the car came to rest on its roof, wheels to the stars, some twenty-five yards down the road.

“Jesus Christ …!” I whispered. My heart thudded.

Edward said: “Nobody’s alive in that …!”

I was wondering if it was going to go up.

But Edward said, “We better go see, though.”

We sprinted toward the inverted wreck.

As we got there, just beyond another tin-shaded road light high on a phone pole, we saw an arm, with a large cuff link and sports jacket, reach out the window and feel around in the green and icy splatter of window glass. Then a head stuck out—glasses askew.

Edward squatted down to help the man. “You all right?” he asked.

I gave a hand, expecting the guy to gasp any moment from the pain of a broken leg, a shattered hip. But he got free of the upside-down car, stood up, and began to beat dust from his slacks. A pudgy white guy, maybe twenty-five or thirty, he shook his head once, adjusted his glasses, and said, “What a bitch!” He shook his head again, stepping around a little unsteadily. “What a bitch, man! What a bitch!” He made a disgusted gesture at the upside-down machine. “Best fuckin’ car I ever owned too!” He looked at Edward, at me. “Now can you believe that? Best fuckin’ car I ever owned! What a bitch!”

“You all right?” Edward asked again.

“Maybe you better sit down,” I said.

“What a bitch!” the man repeated, and looked again, disgustedly, back at the car.

Lights had gone on in one of the near houses, and a woman came out. While the driver paced and cursed, Edward reached in to turn on the headlights, which were generally pointed up the road. The woman went in to get a red emergency light, to phone someone.

Finally we started back toward the house—I picked up the grocery bag. Once we were around the next curve, Edward finally began to laugh. Soon we were both in hysterics. “In a minute it’s going to hit him what he just went through,” I said, “and he’s gonna piss on himself!”

“He’s one lucky son of a bitch!” Edward said.

We began to laugh again.

22.2. The country visit a week later is much less clear. I remember making a sixteen-inch aluminum skillet full of scrambled eggs, over the electric stove’s nested cherry rings; they took far longer to set than I’d expected.

I recall Nanny and Walter waking in the daybed, under white chenille, against the living room’s knotty pine wall; and Baird and Margie walking together toward the house through the tall grasses down the hill; and twenty-two-year-old Edward sitting down in the ancient backyard swing, with flakes of red paint still on the pipe frame, to take a great pumping kick, and the thing almost turning over—he leaped off just in time.

I remember going with Marilyn to look at the abandoned foundation that sat behind the row of pines we’d planted to hide it along the edge of our property. Half fallen in now, it was all but a garbage dump. There was an old and complex story about the place, full of strain among friends and family, with betrayals and bad feelings. The final turn of the screw was that the woman who’d never been able to complete the house on the land that no one had wanted her to have anyway had finally gone mad and was in an asylum somewhere. That, at any rate, was the tale. I remember staring up through the leaves of the bushy red maple Dad had planted in the front yard as a two-foot sapling (“Now this is going to be your tree. …”) and once I stepped outside the kitchen screen, all dappled with sun, to look at the bench we’d built between the two trees out back. A plank had been painted red, nailed to two three-inch posts driven in the ground, and the ends nailed to pieces of wood—themselves nailed to the two hickory trunks. During my childhood it had been level and fire engine bright.

Now it was all but colorless and the ends had bent up nearly three inches with the trees’ growth.

And later I sat reading in the overstuffed tatty green chair in which my grandfather had sat a dozen years before, when I’d jump from the bunk beds in my sister’s and my bedroom to run in and show him the ad on the back pages of my Judy Canova comic:


	SEND ONLY 25 CENTS!

	LEARN THE SECRETS OF

	MESMERIC MAGIC!

	HYPNOTISM!

	HAVE HER IN YOUR POWER!



And to the family’s astonishment, gramps had looked into my eyes, had moved his hand—slowly—before my eyes, had told me, your eyes are getting heavy, sleep, sleep, let your eyes close, sleep … and actually managed to hypnotize me!



23. Other memories cluster loosely at that autumn, the associational bonds connecting them as uncertain as the weather, as insubstantial as a momentary play of light in yellow leaves.

23.1. Marilyn and I were coming home together one evening, and, outside the apartment door, noticed that it had not been fully closed. I pushed it in—

The refrigerator door was open. Garbage was strewn over the kitchen floor. Marilyn looked into the living room and gasped. The boards of the bookshelves had been dismantled, and the twelve-volume Shakespeare with the nineteenth-century engravings had been thrown about the room. The mattress had been pulled off the bed. And on the easy chair, a roast beef, taken from the icebox, had been left to bleed on the cushion in a few bits of its wax paper.

We’d been burglarized.

A few pieces of jewelry had been taken and—to me, the most devastating of all—the typewriter. As we began to clean up the mess, we realized the vandalism that had accompanied it was to make ascertaining the details of what had actually been stolen that much more difficult. It took two hours to get a reasonable list of what had probably been loaded into a pillowcase and carried off. We reported it—futilely—to the local police precinct, who—futilely—made a note. But for the next two days, we would discover other things that had gone with the rest.

And our door, which we had left open for more than a year without incident, we now locked.

23.2. Certainly not long after the robbery, we went to visit Baird’s stepmother up at Brewster. Rosemary was a delightful, well-tailored, if eccentric woman, on the verge of retiring from advertising, to whom all women were “gals” and all men were “fellows.” Rosemary drove through the October hills of New England—“I think we haven’t quite gotten to the leaves’ changing yet. But next week all along through here is just going to be gorgeous, I can tell you!” Baird, Margie, and Marilyn sat in the back, and I sat in the front beside her. She kept a Styrofoam coffee cup full of gin, pinkened slightly with bitters, sitting on the dashboard, from which she sipped regularly throughout the trip. “And I’ve never had an accident—oh, well, maybe one or two tiny ones. But I can’t afford any, with that in here—now, can I?”

The Brewster house was as modern and elegant as my mother’s was solid and working class: wide glass walls, deep carpeting, and the outside covered in silvery barn lumber. Our initial entrance? I recall opening a door and seeing a splatter of dead flies, victims of the first chilly days of autumn, lying on the carpet before the stairs to the second-floor studio.

We sat in the living room around a huge coffee table, looking at evening grasses through the great glass window in the dark wooden wall. “We had a break-in here, too, last winter,” Rosemary told us. “One of the local bad boys got in, drank up some liquor”—we were all drinking gin by now—“and vandalized some of the art books. He just tore out the pictures of the naked ladies. You know perfectly well what he wanted them for. He was really a very sad fellow. I felt sorry for him. But there was nothing we could do.”

I remember standing before the bookshelf in the upstairs room where Marilyn and I were staying, looking at the spines of three dark red books, François Villon, Volumes One, Two, and Three, by Tiffany Thayer. They were beautifully boxed and, apparently, as I pulled one out to examine it, formed a vast historical trilogy—that, as I tried a page here and a page there, seemed all but unreadable. Among the startling new historical theories that Mr. Thayer was presenting in his magnificently researched work (explained a little publicity card inserted in the front of the first book) was the newly revived idea, gaining a wider and wider hearing among reputable scientists today, that the earth was actually flat.

When we got ready to leave, Rosemary gave me an ancient portable typewriter—so old, in fact, that I had never seen its particular sideways machinery before. “But it works just smashingly. I had it when I got my first advertising job. I hope it brings you as much luck as it brought me,” she said. “But you’re a writer, and you have to have something to type on.”

“You know, I write too,” Marilyn said, jocularly, from the other side of the room, where she’d just set down a bag for the car. But everyone heard the hurt that underlay the humor—and which I knew was because she had written so little in the last months and because she was so unhappy about it.

We drove back to the city.

23.21. Now, with the new typewriter, I settled down seriously to work on Out of the Dead City. The book came fairly easily, moving smoothly toward its end.

23.3. Here are three things that happened in October ’62, a year after the miscarriage, two years after my father’s death.

23.31. I woke to sirens, rolled in the sweaty sheets of the persistent Indian summer—I remembered no scheduled test. Just then, outside the apartment, a jet snarled somewhere in the sky. Could that be the plane with the bomb, I thought, idly. Lying there, I got chills—and immediately tried to reason them away. This was the sort of coincidence, I thought (blinking at the dull window), that can ruin a good day.

Then the window filled with yellow light.

I leaped from the bed, taking the sheets with me. My throat cramped, my heart exploded in my chest, while I watched gold fire spill window to window down the tenement across the street.

The fireball!

The thought quivered beyond the pain in my body that, in each of its parts, had gone, individually, into terror. The light’s here now, I thought. The shock and sound will arrive in four seconds, five seconds, and I will be dead. …

Four seconds, five seconds, seven seconds, ten seconds later, I was still standing there, trying to think of some place to hide.

The clouds, in coincidence compounded, had simply pulled away from the sun. The plane was gone. The little electric clock on the bookshelf said noon. The siren—which, of course, went off at that time every day—lowered its pitch, softened its whine, and ceased.

23.32. That was the month, of course, of the Cuban missile crisis. Over the days of the event, newspaper and radio—we had no television—were filled with nothing else. History has remembered the event as one of Kennedy’s successes that somehow compensated for the embarrassment of the previous year’s Bay of Pigs invasion. But what the American public lived through was an anxious week when, yet again, World War III seemed momentarily imminent.

23.321. On the day of the special UN session, Marilyn and I were visiting my mother’s where, indeed, we watched the special session, running on all channels, with most of New York City, with most of the country.

At the UN, the United States would speak. Russia would speak. And Cuba—the country at the center of the dispute—would speak. All the major TV channels were covering the sunny afternoon’s proceedings at the same time—as, indeed, were most radio stations. Perhaps because we owned no television ourselves, when Marilyn and I came into my mother’s apartment, to hear the coverage we turned on the radio out of habit.

A small educational station, Riverside Radio, was giving its report on the all-day goings-on at the United Nations.

“You know it’s on television too,” my mother said; so I turned on the TV in the corner. The sound coming from the radio and the TV speakers—the opening remarks by the Secretary General—was identical, so there was no reason to turn the radio off.

We settled down on the couch to watch and listen.

The US ambassador to the UN, Adlai Stevenson, made his statement. At the end there was a shuffling of papers; a few people coughed.

CBS switched, after a few moments, to a news analyst, who gave a minute or two of commentary of the US statement, while on the radio behind us, the noise of coughing and shuffling continued in the General Assembly hall, until the Secretary General stepped to the podium to introduce Ambassador Valerian Zorin from the USSR—and once more the sound from the TV speaker and the radio speaker became congruent.

The Soviet ambassador made his statement. The translator’s words came over, the Russian, like a ghost, leading the halting English version, through both the speaker behind us and the speaker before us. The statement was greeted with a similar silence, similar shufflings, similar coughs. Once more CBS cut to a news analyst; and once more the radio simply overlaid it with shufflings and coughings and the sounds from any large meeting hall between activities. (On the radio, now, an announcer’s voice, with the timbre of adolescence, came on to identify the station, once more, as Riverside Radio.) When the Secretary General resumed the podium, a minute later, again the speakers’ sounds became one. The Cuban ambassador was introduced. In Spanish, he began to talk.

In English, the translator followed him. There was a very different feel to the Cuban’s speech. It seemed far less peremptory. He spoke of US atrocities committed regularly against his country. He spoke of his country’s unsettled position, geographically close to one great power, ideologically closer to a more distant one, and the huge experience of risk this created across his island. He spoke of the pain and death of the 1961 Bay of Pigs invasion, to which the recent buildup of Soviet missiles in Cuba was (partially) a response.

The body of his speech over, he leaned back from the podium to take a breath—

And something happened I’ll never forget.

CBS, the major television channel on which we were watching the UN coverage, again cut to a live news analyst, who began to explain that the Cuban ambassador had just said more or less what was to be expected, full of emotion, but without content.

Meanwhile, on Riverside Radio, the ambassador, after his breath, clearly had leaned forward again, to continue speaking. The translator ended his pause and continued translating. The actual speech came to a close perhaps half a dozen sentences on. Beyond what the TV audience heard, it ran on another—oh, a minute and a half—possibly two. Confused, though, I’d already gotten up and begun switching TV channels, to see if any of the TV stations were staying with the UN—as the FM radio behind me was. On channel after channel I stared at, and listened to, the same analyst, talking calmly, as if, indeed, the Cuban ambassador’s speech had reached its conclusion just like the other two. All the networks shared the same picture.

Behind me, on the radio, the Cuban’s speech actually ended—and I heard a sound.

It was applause—the applause of the General Assembly and the whole audience. Neither of the two other ambassadors had received any such ovation. It was applause that rose, over the first two or three seconds, to a volume to equal that of the traffic on the industrial avenues in the city just before noon. The applause came on and on. There were shouts of approbation in it. I have been in theaters and know the difference between the sound of an ordinary ovation and a standing ovation. And I will tell you, though I did not see it, in the General Assembly of the United Nations, as they applauded, people stood.

On TV, on all channels available, the analyst went on (do I add, in memory, a vague sense of flusteredness to his words, as if he had not been prepared to start as early as he had, and had been still making notes, considering what he was to say, when he’d been directed to go on—now!) but what had happened was that someone, sensing what the reaction to the speech would be, had decided that the American people should not see the General Assembly audience go wild with support for Cuba, and so had made a decision, given a direction; and the Cuban ambassador’s speech had been truncated, and the analyst had been purposely brought in to obliterate both the ending to the speech and the overwhelming reaction to it among the delegates from the rest of the world.

I suspect whoever did this still thinks of himself as a hero. I suspect many who saw it or abetted it finally convinced themselves that it was, at best, an unimportant snafu, since the major information had, in fact, been given.

I suspect if it was ever questioned, excuses of time and programming were given, and, however absurd the excuses sounded, heads were shaken and the thing was more or less internalized, repressed, and forgotten.

But it remains one of the most direct and terrifying manipulations of the media I have ever seen.

23.33. I’m not sure which of the above two incidents, the false bomb scare, or the UN General Assembly session, came first. I don’t know whether both, one, or neither came just before (or just after) the incident below.

23.34. Some prologue, to explain the third incident: Of the fifteen hundred-odd graduates each year from the Bronx High School of Science, only fifteen were allowed to apply to Harvard. (There were other application quotas to other Ivy League schools.) Of those fifteen applicants, Harvard traditionally accepted four. During my early years, this quota system had even been questioned, and a representative from Harvard’s admissions office had been quoted in the Times as saying that if Harvard had accepted Science’s entire graduating class, it would do nothing but raise the academic standing of the university. But if we did that, the man had gone on to say, then our entire Freshman class would be nothing but New York Jews.

This blatant anti-Semitism had raised something of a furor—but not a furor large enough, by my junior and senior years, to change the application quotas.

I had received advanced standing in both English and mathematics—and had been one of my year’s fifteen Harvard applicants. But after what seemed an extremely successful interview in one of the crimson-lined offices of the Harvard Club, I was rejected. One of the four to make it, however, was a particularly bright senior named Geoff Hayworth.

During his first months at Harvard, Geoff became interested in sculpture and managed to study in Europe over the following summer with a couple of very well-known artists; then he came back to this country—at which point he had the first of several breakdowns and spent some time in a hospital. We’d been moderately friendly in school, but once, while Marilyn and I were living on East Fifth Street, I ran into him on Avenue B. A tall, gangling, genial youngster with glasses (and a nail-biter spectacular enough to shame Joey or Auden or fishmonger John), he’d rented a storefront studio only a few blocks up, where he was now working. He’d invited me to drop up and see him—he was always up early, he assured me.

So one weekend morning during that same October, I left Marilyn asleep and, minutes later, came out on the cool, bright avenue, and walked up toward the address Geoff had given me.

The number was over a small, streaked, plate glass window, rather dark inside. But when I knocked, Geoff bounded to the door, grinning. He was up and busy. He made me a blue mug of incredibly strong coffee, complaining the while that the place wasn’t really big enough to do full-sized work.

On the shelf in the store’s window, however, he’d arranged a series of cardboard shapes, of different sizes, all of which had been painted a neutral gray. The shapes had been made from different-sized mailing tubes, various boxes, and what have you. Some of them were as high as two feet. Some were only a few inches tall. They were part of the “sculpture game” Geoff had invented for himself. To play the game (he explained), you tried to arrange the shapes in a pattern that looked pleasing both from inside the studio and from outside the store window on the street. Geoff “played” a round, and we stood back and admired his pattern.

“Okay,” he said, “now you try it—” moving the pieces at random to destroy his creation.

I spent a minute or two putting the pieces in a pattern, and we looked at it.

“Mmmm …” Geoff said.

But even before we spoke, I could tell that somehow my pattern was just not as abstractly pleasurable as his had been.

“Just a second,” he said. He rearranged a few of them—clearly his revision was an improvement. We talked of other things awhile—of whom he had studied with the previous year, what famous sculptor he had a possible job with for the coming summer in Europe. But later, while I walked back to East Fifth Street, I contemplated the surprising fact that Geoff’s game had brought home to me. The rules governing abstract art were just as codified as those by which we judge “realism.” As an adolescent, you understand, there’d been periods when I’d practically lived at the Museum of Modern Art, and I was about as familiar as one could be with the modern collection at the Metropolitan. I was a regular visitor at the various galleries that, back then, clustered about Tenth Street and Third Avenue the way, today, they do in SoHo. But in the same way I had internalized the rules that—although I could not produce a terribly realistic drawing—nevertheless allowed me to recognize one, I had also somehow—although I could not make a very good one of my own—internalized the rules that allowed me to recognize a pleasing abstraction.

23.4. For a moment, release these three incidents from their decimal enumeration and consider them—the false bomb scare, the media distortion, the aesthetic demonstration—as objects to be arranged or rearranged on the stage called “October 1962.” Which orders are most pleasing? Which orders are not?

And why?

If the UN Council session preceded the false bomb scare, it certainly suggests a particular psychological progression—but, alas, there is no way to be sure it did. And nuclear anxiety had been part of adolescent life since the air raid drills from the end of World War II on.

And, of course, to bring the tale of the aesthetic demonstration to the fore by even this much is to assume for them all that the pleasure of their organization is, itself, primarily aesthetic.

To say, by the same token, that all three inhabit the same “historical” field—or, even, that they generate it—is to hypostatize “History” out of our very ignorance of the relations between the “experiences” that produced it. For “History” is what we create by the scratching, the annoyance, the irritation of writing, with its aspirations to logic and order, on memory’s uneasy and uncertain discontinuities.

Unlike the sculpture game, then, there is more than one game to play here: psychology, history, art—which is to say, while “story” is what we can create, what we can recount, what we can recall, “History” (as one evokes it in biography, in autobiography) is what most of us do not remember, what most of us cannot speak of.



24. Across from the trucks at the Christopher Street Pier, earlier that summer, a bar changed owners, though the old name—yes, Dirty Dick’s—persisted. The new owner was a brassy, gregarious woman in her early thirties who went by the name of Pat and who, several operations ago, rumor was, had been a man.

The new clientele was largely gay.

Now Marilyn and I went over one night. Catering to the late-teenaged dykes whom we would sometimes see sitting on the church steps as far east as Sixth Avenue, to colorful bevies of Puerto Rican drag queens, to a whole range of truck drivers from the yards around, to various guys who would have liked to have been mistaken for drivers, and to the odd tailored uptown businesswoman, the place was kind of a haven—even more so for Marilyn than for me.

The bar was oval. There was a dance floor in the back. The story was that the straights stood on one side while the gays cruised the other, with everyone coming together to dance to the music. But such a cut-and-dried schema hardly ever pertained in the place. It only suggested a categorization that reassured the newcomer—if he or she needed reassurance. The jukebox hit that season was “Walk Like a Man,” which produced a galaxy of patriarchal parodies on the dance floor from both the men and the women.

Some folks we met there were people we already knew, like Carol, who, with her boy-short hair (in that time when women’s hair was always long and men’s always short), dressed in slacks and men’s shirts, and had managed the Elysée before Bill and Terry; before Marilyn had gone to Mexico, she’d booked in one of my ersatz folksinging groups, either some transient resurrection of the Harbor Singers, or the duo I’d briefly formed with red-headed Ellen’s motorcycle-riding young husband from the Bronx (who was studying creative writing with Marguerite Young, when he was not working or rehearsing with me) under the name of Waldo and Oversoul. On our first night together there, Carol stood us for drinks and introduced us both to half a dozen other friends.

When, at irregular intervals, a policeman stopped by to check the place out, a light would come on over the jukebox, the dancing couples—mostly male and male—would part, drift back to the walls, and take up their drinks. (Remember, it was six years to Stonewall.) The cop would joke with the bartender, maybe flirt with one of the queens, cast a contemptuous look toward another, then leave. The light would go off. The jukebox would come on. And the dancing would begin—for which Pat, or her backers, paid an outrageous protection fee.



25. While she was working as an editor of a company in-house organ, Marilyn took a postal worker as a lover that summer, an older, easygoing guy, somewhat in awe of her talent and intelligence. The relationship gave me a sense of relief—and Marilyn some pleasure. I was to meet them one evening at his Fourth Street apartment, where the two of them would be waiting, and the three of us would go out—possibly over to the waterfront bar.

I climbed the narrow marble steps to the fourth floor. It was an ancient house, whose leases still stipulated in fine print that horses could not be stabled inside the apartments. Outside the door, I realized I could hear Marilyn and her friend talking together in the kitchen as they waited for me.

Marilyn had always been a person who spoke easily and eloquently in public. When she had to speak in groups, she expressed herself with intelligence and insight. But in personal conversations, when caught up in the grip of excitement or anxiety, she often developed a slight and persistent stutter. Indeed, it had come about just at the point we’d first decided to go off and get married. As I stood there that evening, I realized Marilyn was not stuttering at all.

As they talked, now of her class at the League, now of work conditions at the post office, I realized I was listening to a voice I hadn’t heard for more than two years—and that I had very much missed.

It was a warm, easy, and personable voice.

I stood listening for five minutes or more, just enjoying it, before I knocked.

Her friend answered the door. “Hi!” he said. “Come on in.”

“Hello.” I stepped inside.

At the kitchen table, Marilyn turned and smiled. “Oh, hi!” she said. “Hello. You got here!”—both the o’s and the h’s catching faintly on her tongue to make the small stutter that was the only voice she could now speak to me with.



26. It had been a lucrative Saturday night at the Elysée—surprising, because, thanks to some scheduling mix-up on Billy’s part, five singers were working there that evening, rather than the usual three. But the tourists had responded. When Terry pulled the blind down over the glass door at three in the morning, we’d each ended up with sixteen or eighteen dollars.

Marilyn did not like staying in the Fifth Street apartment alone. But sitting for hours in a coffee shop, night after night, from seven till three, while a handful of singers sang the same dozen songs over and over left her bored and irritable. That night, however, because there’d been more performers, because the audience had been so lively, because friends had dropped by, she’d enjoyed herself. A group of stalwarts, Marilyn and I among them, had walked down to Chinatown for a three-thirty supper in an all-night basement restaurant. Now, as dawn rose—rose bright and still—in the empty streets, we walked back to Fifth.

The hard guitar case had grown heavy on my arm, lugging it to and from Canal Street. We were talking about how few people trusted each other—indeed, had just pulled out the old saw about how people step over other people in the street. We were passing the schoolyard; behind the wire fence, on one of the benches, I saw a young man, sleeping. His back was to us. He wore sneakers, black jeans, and a black shirt. Clearly it was someone in his late teens or early twenties.

It had been a fine night. We were both feeling magnanimous.

Marilyn looked up at me; I looked at her, and we turned back to the gate to wake whoever it was and ask him if he needed a place to stay.

I reached down and shook his shoulder.

The young man started, turned over, and … became a young woman. “Chip …?” she said, blinking sleepily.

Surprised, I realized I was looking down at Carol—former manager of the Elysée, late denizen of Dirty Dick’s.

“Carol!” Marilyn said. “What are you doing out here?”

Sleepy Carol’s story was sordid and confusing, and came out in bits and pieces over the next day or so. As best I could make out, another woman had hired two men to break into her apartment and sexually molest the woman who was now either Carol’s roommate or lover, in an act of jealous revenge. (Sonny had first introduced me to the notion that there were “rape artists” for hire and, at a Clancy’s Bar on Twenty-third Street, even introduced me to a pale, gangling, thirty-nine-year-old Irishman who pursued this unwholesome specialty. “Naw,” he explained to me over a mug of Piel’s, “most of the people that hires me is women. Men gonna do something like that, I guess, they do it themselves.”) Where the other woman had gone, I was not clear. But afraid lest the assailants return, Carol had felt safer out on the street.

We took her back to our apartment, where we all—Carol in the living room and Marilyn and I in the bedroom—slept late into the day. Carol stayed with us two or three days. That evening, when she was in the bathroom, she recognized some drawings Marilyn had taped to the wall of one of the models she’d drawn regularly at the League—a woman who was rumored to be the daughter of a judge. It was a friend of Carol’s.

In the poem I’ve already quoted in §20, Marilyn wrote:

… The night she spotted her

sometimes girlfriend naked in my red chalk

drawings taped to the john wall, we had a talk

about how she bridged night’s work and day’s work,

a dude till dawn, a nine-to-five file clerk

in heels and hose. Some grass: she demonstrated

her butch walk, girl walk, paced like a five-gaited

horse the splintered floor, miming her cross-

over from flunkey to 3 A.M. yard boss.

Fox-faced in burnt sienna, the judge’s daughter

ignored us. Was it Carol who had bought her

the watch she left on, posing, to keep time?

I learned the lesson as a paradigm

of living day-life, night-life, Janus-faced.

Why didn’t Carol, older, have her own place?

Where did she sleep the nights she didn’t crash

on our spare mattress at East Fifth Street? Cash

she stored in the front pocket of her drip-

dry Chinos, which she slept on, laid out under

the mattress for their knife-edge. Who, I wondered,

did she sleep with, now? She’d told things to

Chip she wouldn’t tell me, who’d only (she’d guess) botched

stoned fumblings while somebody’s boyfriend watched.

I knew the boys’ bars—did she go to one

for girls? I dawdled nights on the question.

Two weeks later: what did they make of me

on a barstool at the Sea Colony

in a paint-spattered Black Watch shirt, old khaki-

work pants, one long braid straight down my back,

chain smoking Camels, making my second Bud

last? I sipped it as slowly as I could,

looking around me surreptitiously.

Boys’ bars had dance floors. Puerto Rican queens

in mohair sweaters, who worked up routines

in kitchens, line danced to “No Milk Today,”

“From a Jack to a Queen,” “Walk Like a Man,”

too cool to giggle at the double enten-

dres, cruising without seeming to cruise.

No one was dancing, here. Women in twos,

each suit-and-tie paired with a plunge-necked sheath,

held hands at tiny tables, closed. Bad teeth

and Brooklyn accents, nineteen-year-old snob

thought, in the wrong outfit for either job

—and how invade with chat hermetically

sealed couples? Somebody romantically

forty-plus, foreign, solitary, face

defined by facing danger, in the place

for R. & R., who’d like my mind, whose bed,

dovetailed by bookshelves, was four blocks away …

Seduction by the French Department head

to whom I owed a paper on Genet

was what I had in mind, and I assumed

she’d know how to proceed beyond the full-

face closeup kiss on which my mind’s lens zoomed

in, blanked out. I should have followed Carol

on her night off. She knew the regulars,

I guessed. I couldn’t sit on a barstool

reading, till closing. Chip had adventures;

I, it seemed, had trepidations. Full

of them, I got down the rest of my beer

and turned tail, out the door into the night

streets, which aroused just reasonable fear …20


	20. Ibid.





27. Ana, now a young folksinger, just twenty or so, working the coffee shops as I did in the Village, had developed a kind of passion first for me, then for Marilyn.

Ana was dark-haired, full-bodied, very smart, very talented, and she lived with an older man (thirty-five or so … ahem) named Fred, who used to come to the coffee shops where she performed and, gazing through his wire-framed glasses, waited for her sets to be finished with, then would walk with her, carrying her guitar case, back to the Second Avenue apartment (hers) they shared.

For a while, both Marilyn and I alternated between being flattered and being a bit annoyed by her attentions. I guess one evening when she was over visiting us to sing for us a song or three she had just written, we both decided to be flattered at the same time. The three of us ended up in bed together.

For me it was an abundance of breasts, a thicket of thighs, an arbor of arms. There was a lot of laughing, a lot of quiet affection, and mouths moved everywhere over the various hills of various bodies. I was fascinated to see that a certain politics of attention applied here, prone, with two women I knew as friends just as much as it did, over at the trucks, upright, with four men who were complete strangers.

Because feelings, emotional and physical, are so foregrounded in sexual encounters, the orgy is the most social of human interchanges, where awareness and communication, whether verbal or no, hold all together or sunder it.



28.1. One night when Marilyn was out—narrative closure urges me to make it her visit to the Sea Colony she details in the poem in §26 (a notorious, if staid, lesbian bar in the fifties and sixties) described above, but Mnemosyne (though at her most untrustworthy) tells me that visit was on a cooler evening, perhaps in November—Ana dropped over for a return engagement.

It was a sweltering night.

I’d been somewhat surprised that I’d been able to get an erection before, as two women at once as a fantasy simply bore no erotic charge for me.

And yet—like how many heterosexual men confronted with a homosexual encounter—I’d discovered that the reality of human bodies, despite the intricate psychic web that binds it, is often, and especially in the young, more agile than our expectations. I liked her. And I was still interested in exploring the limits of my own sexual map.

Ana bit her nails as badly as any boy I’d ever mooned after. I’d always felt the habit, hugely erotic for me in men, would become a damper to sex when exhibited by women. But, while in our last encounter it had not added anything the way it would have with a man, it had not halted me either. With Marilyn, of course, I was sexually familiar and at ease. What would it be like without her?

We went to bed.

My memory is that it was hot, sweaty work—made pleasant enough by the moments of conversation and joking that, now and again, punctuated it. In the middle of some particularly sweat-drenched and robust bout, there was an insistent knock at the door.

Then the bell rang, equally insistently.

I raised my head, frowning.

I thought it was Sonny—when he dropped by, he always knocked and rang both—so I didn’t bother to put on any clothes. All the lights were off in the apartment. I intended just to open the door, tell him it was the wrong time to come by, and go back to what I was doing.

Streaming sweat in the dark kitchen, I turned the brass lock and pulled the door back.

And looked out and up on a tall man in glasses.

Under the sweat, I was almost immediately overcome with goose-flesh, the way one is at the sound of nails on slate or, sometimes, on learning that someone near to you has just died.

“Excuse me,” he said, “Chip.…”

It was Fred. He wanted to know if I’d seen his young girlfriend. She’d been talking about possibly coming to see me and Marilyn, and, as she hadn’t returned, he was worried about her …

It was impossible not to recall the moment, from months back, when Mike had come pounding on the door looking for Gail. However much milder Fred’s demeanor was, certainly it was compensated for by the reality enfolded in the damp sheets inside.

“Gosh, Fred,” I said, “no, Ana hasn’t been by here.” Then I added, “I’m sorry, but I have a friend of mine inside—” (It was pretty well known in the Village folksinging circles I moved in that I was gay; and I knew people frequently speculated on what sort of “arrangement” Marilyn and I had. And I was standing at the cracked doorway, obviously buck-naked) “—and he doesn’t have much time. Do you mind if I get back to him?”

“Oh,” Fred said. “Okay. I’m sorry.”

“If I see her,” I said, “I’ll tell her you’re looking for her.”

“Okay,” Fred said. “Thanks.”

“Good night.” I closed the door, turned the lock, and started back through the dark kitchen, thinking about a lot of things.

Understand: Marilyn had been the first woman I’d been to bed with—and the act had precipitated me almost immediately into an uncomfortable marriage. Ana, inside, was the second; and here I was, already lying my way out of a situation from some Feydeau farce. In hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of homosexual encounters, casual or committed, nothing like this had ever happened to me. Was it, I wondered, something in the institution of heterosexuality that was, itself, just … off? Occasionally I’d told myself that if women were as easily available as men, I might pursue more of them sexually. And as often I told myself that that was a rationalization. Little or nothing in my fantasy life pushed me to such pursuit. But now I found myself thinking that, perhaps, if I had a choice, heterosexuality was something better avoided and just much too much trouble for someone who was not particularly disposed in that direction anyway.

I sat down on the damp mattress, where the sheet had pulled loose. “That was Fred,” I said, “looking for you.”

“Oh,” she said. “I thought it might be. I’m awfully glad you didn’t tell him I was here.”

We stayed in bed together another hour.

Then she showered and went home.

When Marilyn got back, we sat together on the living room bed, made up neatly now, and I aired some of these thoughts.

She almost laughed herself silly. And she and Ana were planning to take a five-day hitchhiking trip together up to Provincetown soon, anyway.

28.2. To those among my straight friends with whom it came up, I usually characterized myself as homosexual. But among my gay friends, out of a kind of niggling guilt—since whatever my fantasy life, my relationship with Marilyn, once we were married, was one of easy and regular sex—I’d call myself bisexual.

The minister’s son who had been the object of that catastrophic ten-day affair the previous November now dropped by to say hello. He had developed a permanent lover, a redheaded church organist, half a dozen years older than he, Marilyn, and I—a young man who, it turned out, was another, former Science graduate.

Sitting and talking with him, that afternoon he came over, at one point, when he’d asked me what I thought of myself as, and I’d answered, with a shrug, “… bisexual,” he took a drag of his cigarette and said: “Maybe there isn’t any such thing, really, as bisexuality.”

28.3. It was the first time, though not the last, I heard the suggestion. The behaviorist approach to psychology (“You are what you do”) that dominated the forties and fifties, only to be seriously challenged in the sixties—and that I was still upholding, however tentatively, by my declaration of bisexuality—was not a sui generis invention of Dr. B. F. Skinner. It was rather an academic operationalization of the modernist aesthetic that was just as clearly expressed in the conclusion of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Tractatus (1921), “Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent,” as it was in the precepts of the Imagist poets, or in the prose of the academic favorite, Ernest Hemingway, or the popular favorite, Raymond Chandler. Those—later in the sixties—who saw a strain of fascism running through behaviorism were responding to just this element, as it is the political operationalization of an aesthetic (as Susan Sontag has pointed out) that is the fascist hallmark: “It doesn’t matter what it feels like as long as it looks good.”

The messy and marginal, which is how fascism has always conceived its enemy (“It doesn’t matter what it looks like—so long as it feels good”), besides always appropriating fascist emblems for their own look, always use a code of appearances to determine precisely how things feel—or are supposed to feel.

Twenty-five years later, I would simply have answered that there is definitely such a thing as bisexuality. And though, indeed, I am not it, I have met too many who are for it not to exist. In terms of subject, how things feel has got to be part of specifically behavioral categories—certainly in matters of desire.

28.4. But the reason the minister’s son had come by was to invite Marilyn and me to dinner at the apartment of his lover, Guy. He himself did not have many friends his own age—and his lover had made the suggestion that he invite us in the first place.

It was an eminently civilized gesture—and it began a series of very pleasant evenings, now at their apartment on Hudson Street and, a little later, in their second-floor flat in the picturesque alley of Patchin Place, just next to where E. E. Cummings had lived and right across the cobbles from where the aging Djuna Barnes still resided, during which their downstairs neighbor, a mannish woman named Dotty, would drop in to regale us with fascinating stories of various Village characters, from Smith College encounters with “Vincent” (her name for Edna St. Vincent Millay) and, striding through the night in the black cloak given her by Peggy Guggenheim, Barnes herself.

One evening Dotty invited the four of us into her cramped apartment, with its framed Beardsley on the wall above the fat plush sofa arm, where she passed out brandy snifters. Marilyn, John, and I sat on the floor, Dotty sat on the couch, and Guy in a corner chair. My sense is, in that diminutive Patchin Place livingroom, no knee was more than six inches from any other.

“Five or six years ago, now, I was walking my dog—” Dotty explained, putting the bottle back on the side table and bending to pat the head of the creature, at her feet as were we—“somewhere over in the East Village; though it was the East Side, then. It occurred to me I wanted a beer; and I was passing this bar, on Seventh Street, I think: McSorley’s. So I turned in—”

We all perked up. McSorley’s Old Ale House was a holdover from the mid-eighteen-fifties, famous (especially, during the first half of our century) with Ivy League fraternity men for not allowing women on its premises.

“Understand, I knew nothing about the place. I walked over to the counter and said to the bartender, ‘I’ll have a draught, please.’ Well, between the porch and the alter, I’d already noticed an odd feel. Everyone was staring at me—the way I dress, sometimes people do; though mostly I barely notice: I thought it was because I had the dog. The bartender hesitated a moment, then went and drew me a glass, brought it back, and I picked it up and drank from it. Well, don’t you know, at that moment everybody in the place applauded—and stood up! I looked around. That’s when I saw that they were all men. Well, then, somebody explained what the place was. It wasn’t a gay bar, though it might as well have been. There’s a sign on the window I hadn’t seen: ‘Women will not be served.’ Apparently, they told me, I was the first woman who had been through the door in a hundred years. Even the woman who owned the place had never come inside!” Dotty laughed explosively. “Well, I’ll tell you, after I finished my beer, I was quite happy to go! I certainly wasn’t interested in a place with no women! Really, I felt rather sorry for them. But, I thought, leave them be. Still, to applaud—that was gallant.” Laughing with her and sipping Hennessy, crossed-legged on the rug in that little room, which, in memory, is lit with ivory light from behind me and orange from my right, even then I had a sense Dotty’s mid-fifties infiltration of that all-male space had been a political turning point. Also it carried a lesson about power (as opposed to material strength, with which power may or may not be enforced): It is always located with the people, no matter the claims of an administration, and may be defied as easily as pristine ignorance’s stroll across a bar’s dark floor planks.



29. My first professional publication was an article in Seventeen magazine and was a result of a recommendation from the same editor who had recommended me to Breadloaf. The article was on folksingers working in Greenwich Village. The original commission for the piece had actually come before Marilyn and I had married. The three-thousand-word essay I’d written just before we’d taken off to Detroit had been debated for three or four months. Then it was suggested that I do another on jazz. I did. Six months later, the second was finally rejected as “too intelligent.” Another editor unearthed the original folk music essay—which was cut down to some five hundred words and, in October or November of 1962, appeared.

You might understand why I was not too excited by it.

What is often a major event in a young writer’s life was, for me, like my high school graduation, just another parenthesis.

A month later, however, I received two hundred and fifty dollars for it. That fee, deposited in the bank on the corner of Fourth Street and Avenue C, where Marilyn and I both had our small accounts now, doubtless made possible the winter night’s adventure I’ll tell of after I fix one image from the night of The Jewels’ publication.

29.1. My first SF novel The Jewels of Aptor’s official publication date was December 1, 1962.

But when I was a handful of chapters into The Fall’s Book One, in November the first copies of The Jewels of Aptor arrived at Ace Books (in a double volume with James White’s novella Second Ending, a former Hugo nominee to help sales for the unknown Delany, on the other side), recently moved up to new offices on Sixth Avenue and Forty-eighth Street.

Walking, after dark, with Marilyn along West Fourth Street, somewhere near Gerdes Folk City (then two blocks east of Washington Square), suddenly I hurled the clutch of paperbacks into the air with a whoop of joy, then ran along by the manhole cover in the cobbled street to swipe one from where it had landed, spraddled open, both covers up, while Marilyn stood behind me, laughing.

29.2. The next day at the Fifth Street apartment I was back at work on the final chapters of The Fall’s first volume, but with a strangely distanced feeling. Why didn’t the real pleasure of my first book’s publication (a copy lay on the green metal wing of the typewriter table, as I typed up the current chapter from my notebook) do more to impel me through the writing of this one? But it didn’t. Nor has it since. And it seemed grossly unfair—as I knew by now that worry over what was happening to an earlier book could trouble work on a new one.

29.3. The first check for five hundred dollars I’d received for my first novel had been absorbed immediately by rent, lights, phone, food, and like necessities. Three weeks after the book appeared, when the second (and last) five-hundred-dollar check arrived, Marilyn was now working for the post office. On weekend evenings, I was singing in the Village and although it was the most desultory and unstable of incomes, the three or seven or sometimes even fifteen dollars that might come in on Friday, Saturday, or Sunday night, from passing the basket around the tourist audience, would give us a meal together with some of the other singers, down in some basement restaurant in Chinatown at three or four in the morning. And while some of the new money was immediately earmarked, we were on a slightly more even keel.

“I’m going to take fifty dollars of this,” I told Marilyn on a chilly evening, “and go out and have a good time. I’ll be back late. Or maybe tomorrow morning.”

“Sure,” Marilyn said. “I think you should. After all, it’s your novel.”

Late that afternoon, I came out of the house onto the chill stoop in my army jacket, my notebook under my arm. Within its black lace of soot, snow clutched the sidewalk’s edge. But it was warmer than it had been, by a little. The light had gone deeply blue—with some gold still streaking behind the school building’s low roofs beyond the fence and across the yard.

I went down between the factory and the handball court (D. T. K. L. A. M. F. …) and out onto Fourth Street. I walked out of my way to pass the tiny storefront of Stephen’s Book Service on Third Avenue, whose half dozen revolving racks carried half a dozen copies each of every new SF paperback to appear: but it was already closed, and white-haired, deep-chested, nervous Mr. Takacs (another nail-biter, he, which made it pleasant to hang around his store; back then, because he ran Stephen’s Book Service, I thought his name was Mr. Stephens) had gone home to Staten Island. Over in the Village I dropped into the Eighth Street Bookshop, back then occupying the ground floor and basement on the corner of Eighth and MacDougal Streets, where tall Martin was the manager and my slightly older friend, Snoozey, worked as one of the clerks when he was not substitute-teaching at the school that blocked off East Fifth, behind which I lived. Ever since I’d been seventeen, summers had seen me clean-shaven, but in winters I always grew a beard. I rubbed my mustache with my thumb, looked at the two copies of The Jewels of Aptor still on the Eighth Street’s SF shelf, and wondered what a good time was going to be. I went over to the Paperback Book Gallery on Sheridan Square—a bookstore open twenty-four hours a day. But it wasn’t even that late.

And they’d never gotten the book in anyway.

The stall that had sold fresh clams right behind the Cafe Figaro was shut down now for the winter. Maybe, I thought, I could go up to Forty-second Street. The cruising in the movie theaters was usually pretty depressing; but the whole strip was open all night long, and maybe, in the late hours, when I’d never been there, things might go better. And there was always Grant’s, on the downtown corner of Broadway and Forty-second Street, for clams, burgers, and hot dogs. The winter walk up Central Park West was usually pretty bleak. But it was at least a place to look. … Soon I was walking up Eighth Avenue, hands in my pockets, now and again dropping my face when the wind would roll down the dark avenue.

Somewhere in the high twenties, I saw a guy standing in a doorway. He had on orange construction boots, all scuffed up. He was wearing a green canvas windbreaker and a green cap. And he was looking at me.

I held his eye as long as I could, walking past. At the corner I turned around and walked back. He was kind of stocky. Which I liked. And when he saw I was coming back, looking at him, he began to grin.

“Hi,” he said, and stuck out his hand. “My name is Al!”

Another Al, I thought. “I’m Chip,” I said. We shook.

“You’re a nice-looking kid,” he said. “I don’t have much money. But we could have a good time, I bet.”

“Sure,” I said. “A good time. That’s what I’m out for.”

“Five,” he said. “Maybe ten. But that’s all I got. Is that okay?”

I laughed. “That’s okay,” I said. I was twenty. He was somewhere over thirty-five. “I’m not hustling.”

“Oh,” he said. He looked a little confused. “You’re a great-lookin’ kid. What do you like to do?”

He seemed pleased by me.

His hand was hard and thick. The nails were work short, if not bitten. And his excitement had a naked energy that was very winning. There was nobody around on the street, so I stepped forward and put my arms around him. He grabbed hold of me, put his tongue as far into my mouth as he could, held me, and shook. He kind of pawed at my pants, and a minute later stepped back and said, “Oh, shit … You’re great! I mean—” He took a breath. Then he just looked happy and confused.

At which point a policeman turned the corner.

“Let’s walk,” I said.

“Yeah,” he said. “Sure …!”

We started up the street.

At the corner he said, hesitatingly, “Look, maybe at my truck I got some money. I work out of the truck garage, around on Thirty-fifth, behind the post office—”

I laughed again. “I’m not kidding,” I said. “I’m not looking for money. I’ve got my own money. I want to have some fun. It looks like you do, too.”

He grinned, shook his head, and we crossed the street.

When we got to the next corner, he said, “Lemme buy you a beer.” Within sight of the great Greco-Roman revival post office, we turned into a bar. At the counter, Al got me a beer. We talked, and he told me something about his job, something about where he’d come from before getting to New York, something about where he hoped to go.

I didn’t tell him I was a writer celebrating the publication of my first novel.

He got a second round.

“You have to let me buy the next one,” I said.

“Oh, no,” he said. “No, that’s all right.”

Outside, in another doorway, with smoky breaths billowing between us, we made out some more. He got his hand in my pants, then dropped to a squat in the corner of the doorway in front of me. From time to time he looked up. “How’s that?” he said.

“Fine,” I said. I held his head; his cap came loose. His hair was thinning on top. He reached up to adjust the visor, then took my cock in his mouth again.

“Your turn,” I told him, after a minute.

He looked up again. “Huh?”

I got a hand under his shoulder. “Stand up.”

“You’re gonna do me?”

I squatted down in the doorway, and fumbled open the zipper on his warm corduroys. His hands went first to my shoulders, then to my head. He leaned his head in the doorway corner, taking big breaths. After a while, he said, “Stop, stop—man. I’m gonna come …! I don’t wanna come right away. Please. Please, I wanna stay with you a while. Please …” I stood up. We necked a little more in the winter doorway.

Then we walked a little more. “You’re a great kid,” he said. “Look, I told you. At my truck, I got money. I could make it fifteen. Even twenty. You could stay with me all night. Do you think you could do that? It’s not that much, I know.”

“Look,” I said, “I’m not hustling. Really. I’ve got my own money. I’d really like to spend the night with you—if we could find a place. Hey, you don’t believe me?” I reached in under my jacket into my shirt pocket and pulled out the wad of five folded tens. “Here,” I said. “You hold on to it.” I pushed the money into the breast pocket of his windbreaker. I had the notion that somehow a radical gesture was called for. “Now don’t talk to me about money anymore, you hear me?”

He looked at me, looked down, laughed, shook his head. “You’re a really funny kid,” he said. “Okay, I won’t.”

“I’ve got to go to the bathroom.” We were passing Penn Station.

“Take a piss over there,” he said, pointed to the corner.

“No,” I said, “I’ve got to shit. Let’s go inside.”

“Okay,” he said.

So we went inside the new building under the Madison Square Garden rotunda. “We could get a motel room,” Al was saying. “Get something to eat maybe. You wanna do that? With me?”

“Sure,” I said. “That’d be great.”

Inside we found the men’s room, with the rows of beige enameled doors. “I’m gonna take a piss too,” he said, pushing into one. I went into another. The general excitement, plus the steady discomfort of the day that had led up to my decision to spend the night out, had loosened my bowels.

While I was sitting there, I heard Al outside. “You still in there?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’ll just be a minute.”

“Take your time,” he said. “You just take your time.”

At this point memory imposes a light edge in his voice that hadn’t been there before.

When I came out of the stall john, there was no Al in the bathroom. I went outside the door, then went back—and only then remembered the fifty dollars I had shoved into his jacket pocket.

I went over to Thirty-fifth Street. There was, indeed, a truck garage there—with about seventy-five trucks in it. I climbed up to look into maybe three. But why would he have come there? Then I went back out to Eighth Avenue.

Later on, I had sex with perhaps three more guys. I have only a vague memory of one of them, a tall blond guy, about twenty-five in a dark coat, who carried an incongruous rolled umbrella against a threat of snow that never materialized that night, with whom I played rather listless S& M games in the back landing of a Greenwich Avenue hallway. I got home about six o’clock that morning, and climbed into bed with Marilyn. As nights out went, it hadn’t been a particularly good one.

29.4. The result was, the next day, that when I picked up another sheet of typing paper to slide it into Rosemary’s odd-looking little typewriter and recommence work on Out of the Dead City, I brought to it now a commitment and an energy that probably carried me to its end. The pleasure that came from the writing itself? That was the only reward I could reasonably look for. But any pleasures I thought I might find through the money that came from it? That was all nonsense, caught up and obliterated by a great psychological and historical machine which, no matter how much one desired them, rendered all other prizes as a foggy breath dissipated in winter.

When Out of the Dead City was finished (and most of the first scene of The Towers of Toron was written; I had an almost superstitious commitment not to let myself stop between volumes), I felt it was rich and accomplished and infinitely superior to Jewels. I was particularly proud of the climax, a chase through the universe in Chapter 11 (which I planned to repeat in miniature in Chapter 5 of Book Two), whose episodes had been generated according to a complex pattern of the four classical elements (fire, water, earth, air) overlaid on the modern states of matter (solid, liquid, gas, plasma) deployed between the epic spheres (underworld, real world, heavens).

“Yes, we’re going to publish it,” Don said, when, after what seemed years of waiting for him to read it, he called me into the Ace office a week after Thanksgiving to talk about it at last. “It’s not as strong as your first book, Chip. But that often happens with second novels. We’ll probably change the title. Still, it’s got some interesting stuff.”

On the subway back down to the Lower East Side, I found myself thinking that, though they might add a feeling of range to the episodes, probably no reader would experience the elements behind the chase as a pattern, even though they made one.

It took me a week or so to get back to the second volume.

But finally I took out my old notebooks and looked over my notes on spring’s dreams, then launched into the assassination that begins the action of The Towers of Toron.



30. In memory, that second volume remains the most difficult book I’ve ever written. Though certain sections gave me much satisfaction (the long-planned-for friendship between Alter and Clea, some sections among the military chapters), in general everything around them seemed thick to write, thin to read, and sunk in personal dullness.

That winter I was going weekly to Queens to tutor poet Marie Ponsot’s ten-year-old son, Antoine, in arithmetic.

Three chapters into the second volume, I had to give up the weekly tutoring sessions. “Well,” Antoine told his mother, “I guess Chip is writing another novel.” I was; but it was going very slowly.

30.1. The doorbell rang late one afternoon, just before Christmas. I opened it to see another ex-B & N book clerk, tall, bespectacled, black-haired.

“Hi,” she said. “Do you remember me?”

“Of course,” I said. “Sue. Come on in! Come in.”

Sue was the clerk who had led the futile drive to replace Muzak with Mozart.

“Well,” she said, “I’ve got a problem. Let me tell you right away. I don’t have a place to stay. I just lost my room up at Columbia. There’s not a reason on God’s earth you should say yes—you haven’t seen me for more than a year—but I was wondering if there was any chance I could stay with you guys for a couple of weeks. I have to get a job. I’ll try not to be in the way if you can swing it.”

I looked at Marilyn, who was frowning.

“Well, let’s sit down and talk about it,” I said.

“I guess it would be okay,” Marilyn said, after a while.

“We could put the cot in the little room there for you,” I said.

“So that’s the end of my office for good,” Marilyn said.

In the red chair, Sue looked up; but she didn’t know the comment’s history.

“That’s all right,” Marilyn said. “I never go in it anyway.”

“It would only be for a couple of weeks,” I said.

“That’s nice of you guys,” Sue said. “I really appreciate it.”

30.2. The “two weeks” turned out, finally, to be more like three months. “Literature survives by fertile ambiguity …” Sue told me one day, handing over her copy of Wyndham Lewis’s Time and Western Man.

By then I was having my first bout with some severe and painful gastrointestinal problems, but I tried to be appreciative.

Some years before I had read D. B. Wyndham Lewis’s study, François Villon. Now I discovered that this Lewis was not the same person at all: the pointed and polemical critiques of Joyce, Woolf, and Proust, interlarded with near-impenetrable bouts of metaphysics, were the very opposite of the arch, learned, gossipy, and finally somewhat suspect recreations of twelfth-century life and thought.

But through stomach agony, through our semipermanent house-guest (through Time and Western Man), I worked away on that recalcitrant second volume.

30.3. We brought Sue over to Dirty Dick’s at the dockside end of Christopher Street once or twice; but she never took to it—so that, when the apartment was just too small for its three highly talkative inhabitants, the waterfront bar became a place for Marilyn and me to escape to.

30.4. With its title changed by editorial mandate from Out of the Dead City to the more commercial Captives of the Flame (in another double), copies of my second novel, the first volume of my SF trilogy, became available at the end of March 1963. (Its official publication date was May 1.) And I went on struggling with that recalcitrant second volume.

30.5. One nagging problem with the book was simply that when the civilian chapters of The Fall’s Book Two had finally developed a plan, I realized that if I wanted to end it in anything other than chaos, changes would have to be made as far back as Chapter 1 of Book One—which was now in wire paperback book racks across the country.

Marilyn was always very generous with her criticism. During the thirteen years we lived together, she read everything I wrote carefully and criticized it meticulously—which involved everything from correcting my spelling to juggling sentences and pointing out plot and character weaknesses. (“You don’t need this,” was her most frequent criticism. That one was always right.) Practical, hardheaded manuscript criticism was a level on which we could almost always communicate—often when there was very little else we could speak of that did not lead one or both of us to sullenness, sulking, and hurt.

30.6. Sue was an intensely literary young woman. Yet her personality was as different from Marilyn’s as a personality could be. She read as constantly as Marilyn. Novels by Henry James and William Faulkner and F. Scott Fitzgerald passed under her hands in a constant flow. Her conversation about them was always sharp, and I was curious what her reaction to the first volume of my trilogy would be. Perhaps, I seriously hoped, she might have some insight into the first book that might clarify some of the problems I was having with the second. She’d read some of Marilyn’s poems and been duly impressed. But she hadn’t shown any interest in looking at anything of mine. (Myself, I couldn’t conceive of being a houseguest of any writer and not, out of sheer curiosity, reading at least one thing by him or her.) But when I finally asked Sue if she’d take a look at the first volume, she appeared quite distressed and said, “Oh … oh, well … yes. But I don’t know very much about science fiction …”

A week later, as far as I could tell, the copy I’d given her had not been opened—or even been moved from the living room phone table where I’d left it for her and taken into her room. I can think of three reasons why Sue never got around to reading anything I wrote.

One was simply the graduate student problem. The titles she picked up from our living room bookshelves to read, or purchased from the shelves of the Village bookstores farther west, came from an ideal list of Great Literary Works. These were the works you were supposed to read. Finishing all the books on that list was a lifetime chore. And the general perception was, I think, that there just wasn’t time to read anything that had not, somehow, gotten into that strangely and mysteriously maintained canon.

The second problem was probably an outgrowth of the first. The possibility that she might actually find one of these noncanonical works as entertaining, if not as intelligent, as she clearly found her confrontations with classical writers (and Sue, Marilyn, and I talked about writing and novels constantly and entertainingly) would itself threaten all the unexpressed and unanalyzed notions that made the idea of a canon valid.

(Of course, I wondered if she’d already picked the book up at some point when I wasn’t looking, read a page or two, and found it all so idiotic that she could not bring herself to read further—and simply didn’t know what to say. But the apartment was small, and there was probably very little time when she might have.)

Finally there was the psychological discomfort that had to do with reading anything of any length by a friend. If they think of criticism as communication over real problems of real concern to writer and reader, then people tend to plunge into it. If criticism is, however, a student performance in wait for professorial judgment, then—especially before the writer—people shy from it.

Once, when Sue had been despairing over a succession of Jamesian heroines for a couple of days, she got up to go to the bathroom. Inadvertently, I’d left a copy of Captives open on the hamper, where I’d been checking it myself some hours before for some detail I needed in the new book.

Suddenly, from behind the closed john door, came a hoot, and Sue now read out, loudly: “‘She made a note on her pad, put down her slide-rule, and picked up a pearl snap with which she fastened together the shoulder panels of her white …’ I like that! Sliderules! Now that’s what I want to see more of. … Oh, this is yours, Chip? Well, maybe I’ll have to read this one after all!”

As far as I know, however, she never read further.

Marilyn’s comments and ideas had long since been exhausted.

And so I struggled through my middle volume problems alone.

30.7. Sometimes if I went off wandering for a night (the phrase we used was “calculated drifting”), Marilyn and Sue would get high and stay up reading Henry James out loud to each other till all hours.

Marilyn was now a full-time student at the Art Students League, and the major income for the three of us that winter was her unemployment insurance—not much, everything considered. So the two of them made occasional shoplifting forays to the Second Street supermarket and, more frequently, went off to lurk together just before dawn while the bread truck (Marilyn’s province) or the milk truck (Sue’s) made its deliveries to this or that small grocery. When the paunchy delivery man carried his tray to the store door, Marilyn would climb into the truck’s open back, secrete loaves under her coat—then run! (Once a delivery man grabbed her arm and hit her over the head with a loaf of Italian bread.) Sue would pass quickly by a cardboard carton filled with milk quarts, and two would go under her soiled gray trench coat. They would return to the apartment, often in hysterics over the morning’s adventures and, while they rehearsed the daring deed, together cooked immense breakfasts for themselves—or for themselves and me, if I was there.

“Now, this is survival—!” Sue would say, poking her fork at the tiny amber islands the curls in the bacon made in the bubbling pan.

By an open orange juice carton, Marilyn would break another egg into the glass casserole that seemed to be our major cooking implement, the yolk settling among the others, like yellow mice drowsing under the albumin, each touched with its white tissue bit. “Survival?” she’d declare. “My God, you looked silly when you came around the corner!”

“I looked silly—?”

There was a dark scent of coffee; there was a rich warmth of toast.

Both women would start to laugh again.

30.8. While the weather was still cold, Sue got a dress (which I gave her the twenty dollars for from the five-hundred-dollar check Out of the Dead City/Captives of the Flame brought into the house). She had a job a week later. Indeed, when she was on the verge of moving into a new place with another friend, Marilyn and I came up short a month’s rent—and the choice became whether to have Sue stay a month more and (finally) contribute a month’s rent or to move out and leave us foundering on our own.

She stayed.

Marilyn wasn’t particularly happy about it. I don’t think Sue was either. But there were still things we all could laugh about together when the first warm weather broke.



31. Through connections that had begun at Breadloaf, an assistant editor, named Lorn, at Bobbs-Merrill had read Those Spared by Fire and had been impressed enough with it to write me a note, to talk with me on the phone—and to pass the manuscript on to a senior editor who’d liked it enough to take the two of us to lunch. Through total happenstance, her name was Bobs (less one b) Pinkerton. She was well-dressed, white-haired, and could easily have been Rosemary’s sister. “What I’ve decided to do,” she explained, “is give the manuscript to an old friend of mine whom I worked with for many years. Name’s Bill Rainey. He’s a literary editor, of the best sort, and I think he’d have some real sympathy for the kind of thing you’re doing.” (I didn’t mention that the work had actually been written four years before. But I was very pleased that, while I had been at Breadloaf, Rainey’s name had been mentioned to me on several occasions. I’d seen a novel he’d published himself only a year or so ago. Now, apparently, he would finally see my work.) “I think that’s really the wisest course.”

31.1. Three weeks after Rainey was sent my manuscript, he killed himself.

31.2. “I’m so sorry,” Bobs said to me. She’d invited me up to her Stuyvesant Town apartment for drinks, rather than to the office. “It’s just devastating—first, because I was so fond of him and had so much respect for him; and because I’ve put you in this dreadful position. You understand, he never got to it. I gather his whole life had rather fallen apart and he did very little in the last three months.”

I tried to reassure her that I had nothing less now than I’d had before. Besides, I was finishing another novel, Voyage, Orestes!, far more ambitious and—I hoped—far more skillfully written. Was there anyone who might be interested in it? “Well,” she said, “I can’t think of any reason not to submit it to Bobbs-Merrill. But I must warn you beforehand: they’re interested only in very commercial properties right through here. What you’re doing—and what I’ve seen of yours so far—is far more literary; that’s why I’d wanted Bill to take a look at it.”

31.3. Days later, Marilyn and I invited Lorn over for dinner. Bobs seemed too grand a personage to invite to our slum flat; and since she was the senior editor involved, it would have looked too much as if we were currying favor. At the same time, I can still recall with how much awe we looked at Lorn. After all, he was twenty-five—four and five years older than Marilyn and I. He was an assistant editor at a real, hardcover publishing company. Also, his name had been on the masthead of an international literary review.

Sue, as she often did when we had guests, absented herself for the evening.

The night he came over, I prepared the identical shrimp curry I’d fixed for Auden and Kallman. We knew enough, at that point, to supply white wine instead of red—and Lorn, in his blue suit and conservative maroon tie, with a dashing gesture of adult sophistication, brought a bottle of his own as a house present.

“I thought you might like to see Bobs’s report on what you’ve shown her so far of your new book,” he told us. “I really shouldn’t have brought it, of course. But since there was nothing she wouldn’t want you to see …” He handed me a carbon of the typed memo. Marilyn moved to my side to read it over my shoulder. After a remarkably faithful and professionally economical outline of the plot of the first seven hundred pages of Voyage, Orestes!, she went on to say, “… The writing is energetic and often polished. The sensibility is full of unusual urban insights. Delany is still a few weeks shy of his twenty-first birthday and has already published two remarkably literate science fiction novels with a paperback house, Ace Books. He’s completing another. Obviously, he’s a real writer. Clearly we ought to snap him up before someone beats us to him.”

The uninvited guest that evening was Ana, who, joining us for dessert and coffee, actually shocked me by asking Lorn, after half an hour’s desultory conversation. “Are you queer?”

And Lorn shocked me even more by, first, clearly not taking offense and, second, answering. “Yes. You could say so. Are you?”

“More or less,” said Ana. “But tell me, what do you want to do with your life, then?”

“I suppose,” Lorn said, “I’m trying to learn how to be the perfect lover.”

But these were ideas, phrases, bits of rhetoric (Sue, just about now, came in, nodded a quick and smiling hello to all of us sitting in the living room, then disappeared into the small cubicle on the side that was hers) from a discourse so foreign to me that I listened to it as I might to strangers speaking another language.



32. During some low-key, lingering argument between Marilyn and me, when there was a truce, Sue said she was out of Camels. “I’ll go out and get ’em for you,” I said. (Marilyn had taken to smoking with Sue, though I never picked up the habit.) “I’ve got to get something myself.”

I went out, passed the grocery store, kept on over to the Village—and stayed away three days.

When I got home, Marilyn was out. But Sue was sitting in the living room reading. “You know—,” she looked up from her book, “going out for cigarettes and not coming back for three days just isn’t acceptable behavior, Chip. I don’t care what kind of argument you two were having. And I suppose you forgot the cigarettes, too?”

It seemed reasonable; so I never did it again.

Indeed, I wish I could say that that was the only time I’d done it.

33. “Those dried peyote buttons you have up in that paper bag in the corner of the kitchen cabinet …?” Sue said, one day.

“Yeah?” I said. “What about them?”

“Take them,” she said. “It breaks my heart to see them just sitting there, day after day.”

“What’ll happen if I do?” I asked. Sue had introduced pot into the house and was our resident expert on all matters concerning drugs, though much of her information came, I suspect, from a small volume that served a number of sixties types as a bible, Drugs and the Mind.

“It’s similar to mescaline,” she explained. (I’d read Henri Michaux’s Miserable Miracle, the French poet’s account of his hallucinogenic experiments, some years ago.) “It tastes awful. I’ve had some very nice trips on it myself. You’ll have to take it real fast and wash it down with beer or something, and you might get an upset stomach anyway. But you’ll probably have some real hallucinations.”

“After all this time,” I asked, “you think they’re still good?”

“Very,” she said.

“What kind of hallucinations?”

“Well,” she explained, “you can be walking down the street and you might see an old tennis sneaker lying there—only, suddenly, it becomes a wholly cosmic tennis sneaker, vibrating and pulsing with truly universal significance. …”

“Tennis sneaker?” I said. “World in a grain of sand, eternity in an hour—that sort of stuff?”

“You try it. Just get a bottle of beer, like I say. The beer will relax you, too, so that the peyote proper comes on easier.”

That evening, toward sunset, I cut the hard brown buttons with their bitter, inner tufts into small pieces; for a moment I wondered if Rick’s “wedding present” might have been laced with cyanide. Then I swallowed them down with most of a quart bottle of beer. I told Marilyn not to get worried if I were gone for the night. She might catch me over at the bar later.

Then I went out for a walk.

There were no cosmic tennis sneakers, but the sun, lying late on the city, had a liquid solidity in its slant beams across the tenements’ crenellations that was different and pleasant. A little after blue smudged away the day’s terminal salmon and gold, I watched a glimmering scarlet fire engine, highlighted with the streetlights’ change from red to green and screeching north on Hudson Street, become a galumphing dragon—though what was far more significant than the banal metamorphosis was that it was the saddest dragon in the world; and when she had passed, her wailing done, and the siren had reasserted itself on the autumn night, my lips were open, my breath was a quiet roar in my mouth’s cave, and the tears rolled down my cheeks.

At Dirty Dick’s I met Marilyn. She grinned at me. “How are you doing?”

“Fine.”

“You look like you’re having a wonderful time!”

I tried to smile benignly.

Later, the light came on above the jukebox. The policeman came in. The dancers drifted back against the wall. Then, the empty dance floor itself split in two. The halves rolled asunder, and, from the revealed darkness, an immense turtle, big as a double bed, crawled up from the fundament of the world, waddled down the aisle beside the bar stools, to the door, and—after the policeman—went out. Then the floor rolled together once more.

The jukebox resumed; and with infinite cool, the dancers moved out over the resealed boards to begin their gyrations, not deigning to comment on the depths their steps rhythmically covered.

The next morning I awoke in bed with a little redheaded fellow—we were in his basement apartment somewhere in New Rochelle, he told me. My memory is only of the night’s intense, almost herculean sex. But all that morning, as he made me coffee, as we showered together, as he gave me the money to take the train back down to the city, he kept telling me, “You were describing the strangest things last night—when we were coming up here, I mean. You were really saying some weird stuff. Man, that was some of the strangest stuff I’d ever heard about. I didn’t understand most of it. But it sounded so …” (It was not getting high that was so sixties; rather it was this kind of reaction to it.) Fortunately—for you, for me—I don’t remember any of what I’d said.



34. One person we met at the bar was a dark-haired, good-looking Jewish young man named Mike, in his early twenties, who had inherited a vast, labyrinthine apartment from a vanished lover in the West Street area. Over several weekends he gave various loud parties, sections of which became orgies; and the traffic between his apartment and the bar, three blocks away, was a constant movement of blacks, whites, Hispanics, working and middle class—mostly men but including a countable number of women.

Saturday night at one of these, Mike announced, “We’re going to the Baths! But you”—he turned and put his hand on a bemused Marilyn’s forearm—“are staying here. Don’t worry, dear, I’ll get him home before the sun comes up. I promise.” It was all rather drunken and confusing.

I’d heard of the St. Marks Baths, but I’d never been there. Once Sonny had mentioned that sometimes he went there to sleep. Yes, sex went on. But if you went to the downstairs dorm, that was off-limits and people left you alone. Most of my extramarital sex had been pretty well confined to the streets, the trucks, and the back balcony of a small movie house on Third Avenue just below Fourteenth Street, Variety Photoplays. Sonny hadn’t made the baths sound very exciting.

But three cabs full of young and not so young men were now heading over past the Cooper Union, to pile out on the corner of Third Avenue and St. Marks Place, to walk noisily by the St. Marks Theater (where I’d once acted for a summer in the New York Repertory Group) and the bronze plaque beside the Baths’ glass doors, explaining that on this site had stood the New York farmhouse of James Fenimore Cooper, author of The Last of the Mohicans, who had lived there with his wife and family from 1836 to 1838.

We trooped into a grungy white-tiled lobby. At a small cafeteria in the front, in towels with keys on elastic bands around their wrists, three slender men sipped at coffee cups and dished. On the south side of the room was a counter with some screened-off windows. Somehow we all got lockers or rooms.

Somehow everybody seemed to know where to go except me. And nobody bothered to tell me. Once I got out of my clothes and into my towel, quickly I found the first-floor dormitory Sonny had told me of, in which ponderous old men slept, wheezing and coughing. Downstairs I found the pool and the showers, and the steamroom with its benches and buckets of water and the dry-heat room with its high cedar walls. I couldn’t find anything very suggestive going on anywhere, though one blond guy came out of the steamroom to grope me in the shower for a minute.

Upstairs, the dim passages between the tiny cubicles held more of what I thought seemed like cruising activity. Doors were open here and there, the men inside naked and ass up—in clear, if silent, invitation, however tentative I was about accepting.

Then I stepped across the dark hall, in which a tired attendant sat on a stool, to enter the upstairs dorm.

It was lit only in blue, the distant bulbs appearing to have red centers.

In the gym-sized room were sixteen rows of beds, four to a rank, or sixty-four altogether. I couldn’t see any of the beds themselves, though, because there were three times that many people (maybe a hundred twenty-five) in the room. Perhaps a dozen of them were standing. The rest were an undulating mass of naked male bodies, spread wall to wall.

My first response was a kind of heart-thudding astonishment, very close to fear.

I have written of a space at a certain libidinal saturation before. That was not what frightened me. It was rather that the saturation was not only kinesthetic but visible. You could see what was going on throughout the dorm.

The only time I’d come close to feeling the fear before was once, one night, when I had been approaching the trucks, and a sudden group of policemen, up half a block, had marched across the street, blowing their whistles.

It had been some kind of raid. What frightened was, oddly, not the raid itself, but rather the sheer number of men who suddenly began to appear, most of them running, here and there from between the vans.

That night at the docks policemen arrested maybe eight or nine men. The number, however, who fled across the street to be absorbed into the city was ninety, a hundred and fifty, perhaps as many as two hundred.

Let me see if I can explain.

34.1. In the fifties—and it was a fifties model of homosexuality that controlled all that was done, by both ourselves and the law that persecuted us—homosexuality was a solitary perversion. Before and above all, it isolated you.

That there was a “gay bar society” was, itself, conceived of in terms of that isolation, and was marginal to it. Didn’t we all know that those gay men who took part in that society were all but asexual—those men who, certainly, had given up on bodily sex itself, reduced to passionate but unrequited friendships with impossible love objects that, nine out of ten times, would never put out. The abandonment of sex itself was the price, everyone was sure, that any sense of the social somehow exacted from homosexuals. It was tragic—but it was true.

We knew it.

What the exodus from the trucks made graphically clear, what the orgy at the baths pictured with frightening range and reality, was a fact that flew in the face of that whole fifties image.

And it was the contradiction with what we “knew” that was fearful.

Whether male, female, working or middle class, the first direct sense of political power comes from the apprehension of massed bodies. That I’d felt it and was frightened by it means that others had felt it too. The myth said we, as isolated perverts, were only beings of desire, manifestations of the subject (yes, gone awry, turned from its true object, but, for all that, even more purely subjective and isolated).

But what this experience said was that there was a population—not of individual homosexuals, some of whom now and then encountered, or that those encounters could be human and fulfilling in their way—not of hundreds, not of thousands, but rather of millions of gay men, and that history had, actively and already, created for us whole galleries of institutions, good and bad, to accommodate our sex.

Institutions such as subway johns or the trucks, while they accommodated sex, cut it, visibly, up into tiny portions. It was like Eighteen Happenings in Six Parts. No one ever got to see its whole. These institutions cut it up and made it invisible—certainly much less visible—to the bourgeois world that claimed the phenomenon deviant and dangerous. But, by the same token, they cut it up and thus made any apprehension of its totality all but impossible to us who pursued it. And any suggestion of that totality, even in such a form as Saturday night at the baths, was frightening to those of us who’d had no suggestion of it before—no matter how sophisticated our literary encounters with Petronius and Gide, no matter what understandings we had reached with our wives.

One might say, of course, that an orgy of three to five is one experience; and an orgy of a hundred or more is simply something very different, both materially and psychologically. To which I will counter that that is precisely the difference, at least psychologically, I am delineating.

When newspapers would report, every tenth time it occurred, “Eight men were arrested last night for indecent behavior at the Christopher Street docks,” with no mention of the hundreds who’d escaped, it reassured the city fathers, it reassured the policemen who’d made the arrests, and it reassured the men arrested as well as the ones who had escaped that the image of the homosexual as outside society—which is the myth that the outside of language, with all its articulation, is based on—was, somehow, despite the arrests, intact.

I must point out that that night was before the “sexual revolution” of the sixties had even begun to articulate itself.

(What is the reason, anyone might ask, for writing such a book as this half a dozen years into the era of AIDS? Is it simply nostalgia for a medically unfeasible libertinism? Not at all. If I may indulge in my one piece of science fiction for this memoir, it is my firm suspicion, my conviction, and my hope that once the AIDS crisis is brought under control, the West will see a sexual revolution to make a laughing stock of any social movement that till now has borne the name. That revolution will come precisely because of the infiltration of clear and articulate language into the marginal areas of human sexual exploration, such as this book from time to time describes, and of which it is only the most modest example. Now that a significant range of people have begun to get a clearer idea of what has been possible among the varieties of human pleasure in the recent past, heterosexuals and homosexuals, females and males will insist on exploring them even further. I sincerely hope this book—not as nostalgia but as possibility—helps. Indeed, as Harvey Fierstein has already said: the AIDS situation and our accommodations to it are that revolution, nascent and under way.)

Still, what I suspect existed was a much vaster social split between those who did and those who didn’t. It was a chasm that, in terms of the language that passes back and forth across it today, was, at that time, relatively absolute. The chasm, without any glimmering articulation at all, allowed a material intensity, among the antisexual (who were certainly having sex themselves, but within the most proscribed and Judeo-Christianized limits possible) and the sexual, that is probably hard to conceive of today.

I am not trying to romanticize that time into some cornucopia of sexual plenty. Its densities, its barenesses, its intensities both of guilt and of pleasure, of censure and of blindness, both for those who wanted a multiplicity of sexual options and for those who wanted clear restrictions placed upon those options, were grounded on an all but absolutely sanctioned public silence—on the forbidding of sexual discussion and the suppression of sexual writing. Only the coyest and the most indirect articulations could occasionally indicate the boundaries of a phenomenon whose centers could not be spoken or written of, even figuratively: and that coyness was medical and legal as well as literary; and, as Foucault has told us, it was, in its coyness, a huge and pervasive discourse. But what that coyness means is that there is no way to gain from it a clear, accurate, and extensive picture of extant public sexual institutions. That discourse only touched on highly select margins when they transgressed the legal and/or medical standards of a populace that firmly wished to maintain that no such institutions existed.

What I am trying to do for that night in 1963 is describe an encounter—a fragment of an encounter.

I was afraid—as I had been afraid my first night at the trucks.

But I moved forward into it.

And some time after sunup, I left through the glass doors, walked over through Tompkins Square Park, and returned to Fifth Street, where Marilyn and Sue were already asleep.



35. I’d given Terry one of my six author’s copies of The Jewels of Aptor when it first appeared. (My mother got another. And the other four …?) Now I gave her a copy of Captives of the Flame. The next Wednesday evening I walked, with Marilyn, across Fourth to the narrow coffee shop on Third between MacDougal and Sixth Avenue, the Cafe Elysée, that Bill and Terry were now managing. We passed the Night Owl on the far corner, and started down the block. “What’s that?” I asked Marilyn.

She laughed. “I think Terry must have decided to do some advertising.”

On a four-foot black placard set in front of the cafe and turned to face any tourists wandering from MacDougal, were attached Terry’s copies of The Jewels of Aptor and Captives of the Flame. Lettered above them in white was:


	SINGING TONIGHT

	THE AUTHOR OF



followed by the two books, fixed to the plaque, with curly white lines around them, AND printed neatly between. Lettered below, boldly in white, was:


	SAMUEL R. DELANY!



It all looked very incongruous—if not mindless. But as we stepped inside the narrow space, where the candles on the small tables had not yet been lit, Terry said, “Don’t say it. I know—but we have to make do with what we got. I figured it was just weird enough that it might get a couple of people to come inside.”

“It’s your place,” I said, and put my guitar down.

Billy was sitting at one table, laboriously writing something out with a ballpoint on a folded piece of paper. When I glanced over his shoulder, he looked up. “A guy called Dylan was in here earlier; he wanted to know if he could sing tonight. Since we don’t have someone for a second set, I said sure.” Billy got up and I went with him outside, while he squatted in front of the placard and, with two bits of scotch tape, below my grandly lettered name, added the piece of paper on which, from maybe three feet away, you could just make out:


	AND BOB DYLAN



I’d actually seen Dylan perform once in a small group concert up at Riverside Church at which my friend Ana had also sung. His harmonica and guitar performance had been charming, energetic, and wholly and classically traditional. And among the audience of forty-five or fifty people that had turned out for the tiny auditorium space that held, perhaps, seventy-five, there were clearly about ten or twelve who were particularly enthusiastic about him, and had come specifically to hear him—among the dozen-odd performers that afternoon—and for whom he was clearly playing.

Billy and I went back inside. Billy stepped up to the performance area, with its single chair in the skew spotlight, and tapped the mike. There was a slight booming outside above the door, where the speaker projected the sound into the street to attract the warm-weather tourists.

When there were any.

As of yet there were no customers.

“You can go on and do a set, just to put some sounds in the street,” Billy said. “Don’t kill yourself. I just like to hear you play.”

“All right,” I said. “Lemme just get a glass of water,” and I stepped in back of the counter, at the small sink filled a cylindrical glass with water, handed it to Marilyn, expecting her to drink and hand it back to me so that I could take a drink. But instead, she just held it.

So I started to get another glass for myself.

Just then the door flew open, and a breathless young man in a denim jacket and on the fleshy side, rushed in with his guitar case, plopped himself down in the performance chair, bent to open the case, and pulled out his guitar. Pushing on a couple of steel finger picks, he plucked two, five, half a dozen notes—

“Hey,” Billy said, “wait up there—”

I’d recognized the midwestern youth from the Riverside concert as Dylan.

“Now look,” Billy said, stepping up. “I told you you could sing, but we got another performer who’s supposed to go on first.”

Dylan shook his head, stood up, and said something I couldn’t hear.

Terry stepped up beside Marilyn and me.

What altercation over later hours, further appointments that had to be kept, or requests for schedule changes went down I don’t know, because just then a passing fire engine set off a yowl of feedback in the microphone. Billy silenced it with a cupped palm.

Dylan picked up his guitar and, a moment later, they were again talking by the door.

“… well, then, don’t come back!” Billy said, at last, a little loudly, a little flustered.

And with his case, Dylan rushed out the door as breathlessly as he’d come in.

Shaking his head, Billy put his hands on his hips, looked at us, and really said, “Bob Dylan! Who does he think he is …?”

Then he went outside, squatted before the placard. Through the glass door, I saw him tear off the taped-up paper strip.

In that age when popular music did not speak for its young people, folk music occupied a position hard to explain today. The people who went out into the mountains and forests of America (or, indeed, any other country) to collect it were scientists—anthropologists. The people who learned it and sang it as close as possible to the traditional manner in which it had been sung by the people who’d made it up, were dedicated artists. (And the possibility that I might spend my life as a fine folk musician, performing in folk clubs, giving concerts, and making albums, was as exciting to me as the possibility of being a writer or a physicist.) At the same time, you could write your own—about anything you wanted.

Two years later Dylan was to make a revolutionary crossover, when he decided that the American youngsters who bought millions of pop music records a month were just as much “folk” as the banjo-twanging miners of Appalachia, and electrified his music, not in an exploitative gesture to make folk music acceptable in suburbia (that had been done many times before), but rather to create a music that spoke for people who simply had been allowed no voice till now by a culture engine that drummed only banal love lyrics into the ear twenty-four hours a day. The result was that American music—folk and pop—would never be the same.

But the idea that the author of The Jewels of Aptor and Captives of the Flame once, as a singer, had his name in substantially larger letters above Bob Dylan’s—even for five minutes—has always made me smile.



36. By now the sheer bulk of the trilogy was beginning to tell. At least once I officially decided to abandon the project—and took out the old Ballad of Beta-2 manuscript up to the office on the nineteenth floor of 220 West Forty-second Street, where my old friend Bernie Kay worked in Mrs. Cavanaugh’s translation bureau. “You finish it,” I told him. “Here’s the outline. There’re only two chapters to go. If you complete it, I’ll split whatever it sells for with you, fifty-fifty.” Back home I looked at the abandoned Towers of Toron again, then turned to work on Voyage, Orestes!

Though Wollheim was not pressing for completion, the weeks when I could not write a word of science fiction were upsetting. The deadline I’d set myself was long past. Sometime that winter when I was three-quarters of the way through The Towers of Toron, an old friend since I was seventeen, a young and gentle artist, yet another Al—he had a sprawling purple birthmark over his eye and cheek, very like my character Rara—invited Marilyn and me over to his Upper West Side studio at 104th Street for dinner. But at the last minute Marilyn decided she didn’t want to go. After eating, as Al and I got to talking, I found myself near tears the night long and went on till after sunup, explaining and explaining and explaining again, as the sky lightened behind the bars of the fire escape outside the windows in his gray loftlike walls, that I had no idea what was happening anymore in the book I was writing. I honestly did not believe I could finish it. Indeed, starting such a grandiose project—much less expecting it to pay my rent and feed me—was the biggest mistake I’d ever made! Too many of its pages were simply written in a daze by a befuddled youngster clambering to reach the end.

36.1. Rose Marion, the Barnes & Noble stock clerk who had steered us to Professor Lewis’s Shakespeare class, had come by in March. She was going to be moving out of her apartment at 739 East Sixth Street, 4-D, a block northeast, in the middle of April. It was a slightly smaller one than ours, but certainly the building—and the apartments in it—were in far better condition.

“I think it’s the apartment here that keeps you miserable,” she said to Marilyn. “And Chip’s got ulcers, you say.” (Actually it was just a spastic duodenum.) “I’d be depressed if I lived here, too. And you’ve had Sue here all the time. You’re perfectly welcome to mine, once I move. You guys come over to dinner next Thursday, and I’ll introduce you to the supers. They’re awfully nice people.”

And so next Thursday we went to Rose’s for dinner and met Mr. and Mrs. Joreba, the elderly Polish couple who looked after the building.

36.2. Birthdays have always pushed me to work harder. My twenty-first was on me. Also there was the prospect of the move, slated for the second week in April. I’d progressed several hundred pages in Voyage, Orestes! and had told Lorn and Bobs I had perhaps another six months of work to do till completion. Suddenly, however, I put it aside—and by sheer will forced myself through the handwritten draft of the concluding three chapters of The Towers of Town. It was finished within days of April first, one way or another.

Following my superstition, immediately (within minutes? hours?) I started writing the opening chapter of City of a Thousand Suns. Before I even turned to typing up the conclusion of The Towers of Toron, I had drafted out the whole first chapter of volume three in my notebook (and a few paragraphs of chapter two—more of that superstition).

There seemed something exciting in it, too, so—still without going back to type up the end of The Towers of Toron—I decided to transcribe City of a Thousand Suns’ opening chapter. I wanted to show it to Marilyn. It was a weekend morning. She sat down to read it on the couch.

Bill and Terry dropped by minutes after she’d started it. (Health inspectors had finally closed the Elysée. Terry was weeks away from another baby. The previous night she and Billy had gone up to Forty-second Street and seen the first James Bond picture, Dr. No, and today were full of enthusiasm over it.) Terry took the carbon now, sat down in the easy chair and read it, while Billy in the kitchen went on to me about the film, as Marilyn was finishing the top copy. …

36.3. As far as I can tell, at the start of City of a Thousand Suns something happens to the writing. Every time I’ve read over the galleys for the near-dozen-odd editions of the trilogy that have been reprinted in the past twenty years, the change has struck me. As much as I can see from my all-too-subjective position, the energy increases.

A writer’s evaluation of his or her own work is probably the least trustworthy judgment in the range of human judgments. Still, book one felt relatively easy in its composition. Book two had seemed a nightmare stretched out to where it had almost made me stop the project. Rereading them today, however, I find little difference between them: the second only gets further ensnared in the flaws inherent in the first.

Book three, however, from beginning to end reads … differently.

What intrigues me about this change—if it’s actually there—is that I can point to nothing in my life that might have caused it. Despite the denouement, the writing at the end of book two is still its old, ordinary self, while the writing that began just a few minutes later seems so … other.

Do I fool myself in remembering how both Terry and Marilyn, as they sat in the living room, carried on for some time about how this was far more vivid and colorful than what they’d read of the trio till now …?



37. In the middle of April, Sonny came by (knocking, ringing) to help us move and, with great goodwill and a more willing back, carted beds and crates and mattresses through the street and up the steps to the new apartment. (Days before we left, Sue got another place to stay. I don’t believe we ever really knew where it was.) With four-fifths or more of the moving done, we three sat down to kill a six-pack. Then Sonny had to go off somewhere.

Later, just about dark, Marilyn and I got the wooden filing cabinet down to the Fifth Street stoop on the dolly that the Jorebas, from the new building, had loaned us.

It was the last large piece to go.

An odd kid about nineteen or twenty had been in and out of the shooting gallery across the hall on a daily basis. As we were standing on the stoop in the cold spring evening, he came hurrying up the street, and, with his hands deep in his corduroy jacket, cantered up the steps—and stopped. “You guys movin’?”

“Yeah.” I nodded.

“Where you movin’ to?”

“A little ways up and over.”

Marilyn glanced at me.

Neither one of us felt particularly good about letting him know too much of our business. But he must have read our minds.

“Oh,” he said. “You don’t want me to know ’cause I’m a junkie.” He said it brightly, matter-of-factly. “Only that’s not the sort of junkie I am,” he began to explain, unasked, there on the chilly stoop. “Though I don’t blame you for not wanting to tell me, anyway. But you see, my family lives right there, three buildings down.” He took his hands out of his pockets, leaned forward, and, with one, pointed around at another doorway. “I work right over across the street in the window-frame factory, there. You probably seen me goin’ in with the guys in the morning. And I get my dope—most of the time—right up on the second floor. I don’t hurt nobody. And I don’t rip people off. And I keep a steady job. Some people think just ’cause a guy’s a dope fiend, he’s gotta be a criminal. I don’t blame ’em—there’re enough of ’em who are. But I can’t let myself get in no trouble around here. This is my neighborhood. Everybody in it’s known me since I was a kid. They all know I’m a dope fiend, too. And they don’t like it. But they know I ain’t gonna hurt nobody, neither. I don’t wanna scare you, but I know where you’re movin’ to, anyway. I seen you earlier—with Sonny—goin’ up to Sixth Street. Now I like to help people out—that’s the kind of guy I am. A neighborhood sort of guy. Here, I’m gonna take this around to your other place for you. Then I’ll come on back here and get my dope. And all you gotta do, you see me in the street, is say, ‘Hi,’ or nod, or don’t even say nothin’ if you don’t want to, ’cause I’m a goddamn junkie. That’s all. But that’s the kind of guy I am, see.”

I broke out laughing. “All right.”

And the next thing we knew, he had the dolly down the steps and was wheeling the filing cabinet, racketing and rumbling, toward the corner, with Marilyn and me hurrying behind.

What I’ve asked myself about this encounter, which had no fallout to speak of (a dozen years later, I recognized him in the elevator of the Hotel Albert on East Tenth Street, face a little gaunter, body a bit thinner, hair now salted with white, and clearly on his way to make a score. We said hello. “Yeah, I remember you. You kids were moving this damned big old wooden file cabinet. Sure”), was if the reason I gave in so quickly, or simply if the reason I’ve remembered it as long and as clearly as I have, is that when he took his hands out of his pockets to point to where he lived, I saw that his nails were more severely bitten than anyone else’s—up till that point—I’d ever seen in my life!

37.1. Once more we were painting—this time covering the intestinal red bedroom with a more acceptable beige.

37.2. I launched into the final typing of The Towers of Toron at the new apartment, in the midst of which I was suddenly struck with a way to make the vowel shifts in the successive mentions of the “flip-flop” creature appear as random as possible: actually a simple formula, it took me a day and a half of work to carry out. But the effect of uniform variety, which is the way art conveys the random, always requires organization—if only to avoid the aesthetically distracting clumps of repetition the truly random always produces and around which meaning forms.

37.21. “Did anyone ever tell you—” Marilyn asked me (I interrupt this account of the writing of the trilogy with her revelation, because that’s where my memory places it)—“that you have dyslexia?”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“I was reading an article about it at work this afternoon,” she told me. “It explains why your spelling is so atrocious. The article said it had something to do with imperfect cerebral dominance. You’re left-handed, like me—”

I nodded.

“But you do everything except write with your right hand.”

“That’s because they tried to change me when I was a kid. At this point my right hand is stronger than my left.”

“Well—” she leaned back from the drawing pad on the round table Dick and Alice had given us as a housewarming present, where she’d started another picture of the pot plant, spiraling from the terracotta planter on the kitchen’s back window sill—“that goes along with it. It’s really very prevalent. As many as one out of ten males have it—like colorblindness, it’s sex-linked. And much more common in men than in women …”

Other articles, other investigations, and some informally administered tests followed. Soon it was clear from my history and from the current state of my first-draft manuscripts that I had a marked form of that learning disability only recently brought to the attention of educators, dyslexia.

It gave me some satisfaction over the next years to learn that it was surprisingly common among writers: Yeats and Flaubert were certainly dyslexics. Keats, Virginia Woolf, and F. Scott Fitzgerald most probably were.

37.3. The retyping on the second volume was finally finished. I submitted The Towers of Town to Wollheim. Three weeks after I submitted it, Don invited me to lunch. When we met at the office, he gave me the single fan letter Captives of the Flame had managed to elicit: the writer explained that he had figured out that “Samuel R. Delany” had to be a pseudonym of A. E. van Vogt. If you took the first and last letters from Samuel and followed them by the fourth and fifth letters in “Delany,” it spelled Slan, the title of van Vogt’s most famous SF novel. And, besides, the writer went on, he’d never heard of an SF writer named “Samuel R. Delany” before and he knew all the SF writers there were.

At The Blue Ribbon Restaurant on Forty-eighth Street, beefy middle-aged Germanic waiters, with black tailcoats and white aprons tied about their bellies wandered the darkly paneled rooms, or brought us soup and sole, while Don explained, “Oh, we’ll publish it. Readers like series books. But it’s not quite as strong as your last one.”

I wasn’t really surprised.

From the first two volumes, it was clear that I was not producing a better work than McCullers’s or Capote’s. Capote’s and McCullers’s books were astutely observed psychological novels; and just as the social chronicle novel represents an advance on the picaresque, so the psychological novel, when well-wrought, is an advance on the social chronicle. I hadn’t even noticed the particular problems of rendering psychological movement among the specific SF parameters, nor had I even thought about orchestrating such effects in concert and counterpoint within a richly envisioned, coherent, alternate world. But I had noticed by now that even the SF conceit behind my whole enterprise had been chosen rather thoughtlessly, governed more by my zeal to say something meaningful than to say something coherent. A small, isolated empire still managing to maintain a developing technology and culture (so very like our own!) for five hundred years …? In my desire to say something important, what I was doing was babbling!

It was a painful lesson in the split between theory and practice.

It would have been a wonderfully simple lesson if I’d been able to say my mistake was that I’d done too much planning. But it was clear that the only thing that made the first two books of the trilogy minimally publishable was, indeed, the planning there’d been. If anything, they’d needed a lot more; without it, there were simply too many stretches where I was flailing at my notebook with my ballpoint instead of writing. And it was only the plan that had kept the results, however far they strayed from anyone’s notion of “good writing,” within the comprehensible.

37.4. Possibly depressed by Wollheim’s justifiably (I felt) lukewarm reaction to my third book, and possibly because, once more, I wanted to throw myself seriously into Voyage, Orestes! with all the excitement I felt over the opening of City of a Thousand Suns, I put that chapter aside and once more began to work in earnest on the non-SF novel.

But the change I’ve mentioned above had already occurred.

37.5. I recall some subjective differences in what writing felt like before and after the break between those last two volumes. Until I began City of a Thousand Suns, what pressed me to go from planning to writing was images, ideas, a kind of ill-seen “movie in the mind” (what contemporary narratologists call the diegesis) that, in order to clarify, I would sit down and describe in my notebook—front or back at this point, it really didn’t matter. Occasional words and phrases were involved in that initial inner imaging—but not many. Those that were there usually went into the text pretty much unchanged. (The Fall’s “beetles’ wings/carbuncle/silver fire” motif is an example.) From City of a Thousand Suns’ first pages, however, once the expository opening was finished and the first scene in the capital begun, the third book came to me with just as many ideas and images, but now what pressed me to put words on paper—what made me open my notebook and pick up my ballpoint—were comparatively large, if vague, blocks of language that came as well. It was as if the whole writing process had finally secreted another, verbal, layer.

These “language blocks” were not, certainly, lengths of finished prose, all words in place. But now, as well as the vague images and ideas that formed the prewritten story, I would also envision equally vague sentences or paragraphs, sometimes as much as a page or a page and a half long, which was when I knew it was time to write.

There might be one to ten clear words and/or clear phrases, as well as a sense of the lengths of language between them—even a sense of that language’s intervening rhythm. Actual writing, of course, would revise all this greatly. If anything, the rhythm gave the most clichéd, and the least energetic, way to say what I wanted, so that its loose, lazy, and lax periods became a base meter against which to re-meter a crisp line: but that soft and lilting under-rhythm would let me know what the line must be heard in relation to. Till then, simply because I had never consciously or conscientiously heard it—or listened for it—before, it had been the rhythm that, too often, my writing followed rather than fought.

The vaguer material between would shrink or expand as words gave it edges and interstices, never finally fixed, never wholly stable, but always denser and more textured than the loose and malleable diegesis alone with only the rhythms of the language in the ear, with neither breath nor body—neither speech nor writing—to incise its pale stabilities.

As always, images would clarify and complete themselves in the writing.

But the purely verbal part, at least to this extent, just hadn’t happened before.

I was probably sixteen when I first read George Orwell’s “Politics and the English Language” and Strunk and White’s Elements of Style. Along with Pound’s ABC of Reading (which I’d come upon about the same time), very little else is teachable about writing. Getting rid of extra adjectives, extra words, the advantage of the active voice, the breaking of overcomplex sentences into smaller ones—these were all things I’d learned back in my “literary” novels. Had I not known them, no doubt The Jewels would never have placed. But what I’m talking of now is a certain psycholinguistic relation to the work. Before the change, I would have been very open to the pernicious mythology of professionalism that—save when it serves as a polemical counter to a kind of romantic self-indulgence that, certainly, no romantic we still read today could have indulged—so much pollutes contemporary paraliterary art. I wasn’t, now.

37.61. “You’ve got a review!” Ian’s attenuated voice bubbled over the phone. “In Analog.”

I said: “Huh?”

“You got a review,” my old high school friend repeated. “You want me to bring it down to you? Or do you want to go out and buy a copy yourself?”

“Now, let me see,” I said. “Who carries Analog around here? I think, last month, I saw it over on the stand beside the Astor Place subway. And I know in Sheridan Square—”

“I’m on my way down!”

“Wait—!” I said. “Who’s it by? What does it say?”

“It’s by P. Schuyler Miller. And it’s in the Analog ‘Reference Library.’ He likes it—”

“You’re sure?”

“Hold on,” Ian said. “Let me read it to you. ‘Samuel R. Delany’s Jewels of Aptor—’”

“Wait a minute,” I said. “You come on down.”

Ian read it to me anyway. Then, an hour later, he brought it to me. I read that review of my first novel (from the August 1963 issue of Analog—out on the stands, of course, in late June) over and over and over again, till its phrases (“… full of fantastic bits and glimpses of bizarre beauty … a denouement that lifts the story out of itself…”) emptied of meaning, the way a word, repeated too often, will finally lose all power to signify.

My book had been out for well over six months. But it was still my first review. It even inspired me to take out City of a Thousand Suns and work on it for a few days, before I went back to work on the growing bulk of Voyage, Orestes!

38. There’s a game people of my generation play. “When did the sixties begin for you?” they ask. And everyone comes up with a different, personal answer. Some answers go back as far as ’56 or ’59. Others don’t occur until ’65 or even ’67.

For me, though, the sixties began with a musical moment, in summer of ’63.1 was walking home across Fourth Street early in the afternoon. It was mid-July and hot. Someone had set a radio in a ground-floor window, and as I walked by it was playing a song I’d never heard: Martha and the Vandellas’ “Heat Wave.” What stopped me in the street, what made me turn, walk back, and listen was that the song’s introduction, which clearly signaled commercial rock, went on three times as long as the introduction to most pop songs. Then the voices started, launching into complex pop polyphony. The harmonic accompaniment had already veered wildly from the C, A-minor, F, G-7 progression that had dominated rock since its inception.

There’d been no Beatles.

The best of pop music was Neil Sedaka, my fellow Scienceite Bobby Darin, and a range of rhythm-and-blues.

But for three minutes I stood transfixed to the sidewalk in the heat, hearing more real musical innovation in that early “Motown sound” record (the Gordy label) than I’d heard in the last six months of AM rock.

Incidents always occur that suggest a change in the times. But in retrospect two things made this one seem a beginning. First, when I got home, to babble about it with enthusiasm to Marilyn, our own problems seemed to suspend themselves; she caught up the enthusiasm, and we began to search our own radio dial to find the song again—and found, instead, a number of others as interesting. At dinner that Monday night at Dick and Alice’s, I began a long argument that there really was certain American popular music you could hear on any ordinary radio, which, strictly from a musical point of view, was as interesting as any classical music being written in the country.

As I recall, what I was saying produced incomprehension at the dinner table and, once it was understood, a fair amount of disbelieving laughter. (This, you must remember, was at a time when only a very few European films might possibly be considered art—though even that was debatable. But certainly no film ever made commercially in this country could attain to such a height. And commercial music …?) But I persisted, saying again and again, “All you have to do is turn on the radio and listen to it. That’s all. Just listen. …”

The other reason this moment persisted in memory as a beginning to a period of change was because enough such moments followed it, in music, formal and popular, in art, on gallery walls and on comic book pages, in behavior, on the street and in private, long enough, frequently enough, and all with equal excitement, till it became undeniable that change was actually occurring.



39. An autumn night on Central Park West:

I walked uptown on the small hexagonal pavings. The trees flickered bare branches before the street lights. There wasn’t anybody sitting on the benches beside the park’s wall—it was too cold. Somewhere ahead, a man was coming forward, unsteadily. He had no overcoat. As he got nearer, he looked like a hefty Hispanic businessman in his late thirties, black hair, blue suit, white shirt unbuttoned and tie loose. One hand was in his open fly. When he saw me, he came over. I could smell drink. He stopped in front of me and shook his head, steam coming from his nose and mouth: “Please, please, man … you know where I can get a blow job?”

I was surprised. I was also a little frightened. But his desperation was a turn-on.

I looked around. There wasn’t anyone else in sight. “Come on,” I said.

He said: “Huh …?”

“Come on.”

He followed me while I walked toward the nearest park entrance. Just behind the wall, I squatted down. He came up to me, and, it seemed, only now realized what was going on. Afterwards, when I stood up, he kept both his hands on my head. “Oh, man. Thank you,” he said, blinking at me. “Thank you, that was great … I didn’t know what I was gonna do, if I didn’t find someone to suck me off. I just didn’t think I was gonna make it.” Then he put his arms around me and hugged me tightly.

I patted his back. “It was nice. I liked it, too.”

He stepped back, got his clothes together, then we went out, him to continue downtown, me to walk up. But he was the only person I met that night.

39.1. One early November evening, I told Marilyn I’d probably be out for the night and left our Sixth Street apartment to wander over to the docks. One of the people I had to do with that evening was a thin, hard, little white guy, older and shorter than I, in engineer’s boots, jeans, a garrison belt, denim jacket, and cap—at a time when not everyone wore baseball caps. He had a pockmarked, good-looking face. Slight as he was, he still had very big hands, and, though not a nail-biter, he must have recently been doing some manual work so that his hands were quite rough. The sex? After some necking, I blew him. Then he blew me. What was notable was that, though I’d had many hundreds of sexual encounters by then—a hundred of them probably in the previous six months—this was the first time I’d ever cum in somebody’s mouth.

But he had been patient enough to do the job sensitively and with lots of extra body contact; and, for his effort, he had gotten the prize. My twenty-one-year-old response was to splash, indeed to splatter headfirst, silently and hopelessly in love. We talked a little afterwards. I think he suggested we go for a beer. We found a bar a couple of blocks up from the docks, roomy, dark, frequented mostly by truckers. It wasn’t a (particularly) gay bar—though seven or eight years later it changed hands and became one. Back then, beer came in twenty-five-cent draft glasses. After your first three, the bartender would “tap” you one—come up to you, rap his knuckles on the wooden counter, and give you your next glass free. Thereafter, every five or so, he’d tap you again.

I’d never encountered the custom in the Village bars, with their tourist trade and their mugs rather than draft glasses. But in the Irish working men’s bars, in the truckers’ bars, and in most neighborhood locals it was commonplace—though Phil had to explain to me what was going on. He told me he was twenty-eight. (A couple of years later, he confessed that he’d lied. He’d actually been thirty-one—not that I could have cared less.) He had an easy southern drawl—was, like my father, from North Carolina. He was very sharp and had numerous quirky opinions about numerous unusual things. That evening, as we sat on the worn leather stools, I learned Phil had lots of information about where to find sexual action, for which I was always hungry. He told me about various movie theaters and about the Soldier’s and Sailor’s Monument up on the West Side. He said he lived fairly near it.

Finally, at his suggestion, we exchanged numbers.

There at the bar, I wrote his down in my notebook, which I carried pretty much wherever I went. But by the time we parted and I was walking home back along Fourth Street, I’d memorized it.

A couple of days later, I phoned him. Yeah, I should come up. I did. And in his tiny bedroom off the hall of his Upper West Side apartment, we had more sex. It was extraordinary. In the conversation around it, I learned more about him. He was a bastard, had been orphaned at about five, and had been in an orphanage in the South. But from about eight on, he’d lived largely with a foster family with whom he was still close. He had a straight roommate named Hal—who, while Phil and I were sitting naked in the living room, walked in in his suit, tie, and winter raincoat, said “Hi,” like someone who often found two naked men drinking beer in his apartment on a November afternoon, and retired into his bedroom.

Phil said, “See how I’ve got him trained?”

Phil was deeply into sado-masochism and was a little worried that he drank too much.

A while ago, he explained, sitting back down in the brown overstuffed chair and using a can opener with a green wooden handle to pry off the top of another beer bottle, between thighs that looked so very smooth, with hands that looked so very rough, he’d brought home some guy for an S& M session he’d picked up in the park. They’d both been drunk. As part of the scene, the man had bound and gagged Phil, naked, in the bathroom, to the toilet pipes. Then—not part of the scene at all—he’d decided to rob Phil.

Hal happened to be home, reading in his room. Phil managed to make enough noise so that Hal figured maybe something was wrong.

Though Hal was a junior stockbroker down in the Wall Street area, he was a stolid bear of a guy—with impressive shoulders and a curly blond beard (not that common, back then, among stockbrokers). He’d wandered out into the hall and pushed open the bathroom door. I don’t know how familiar Hal was with Phil’s S& M shenanigans, but from Phil’s squirming, Hal realized something was amiss. “Don’t you think it’s time for you to leave?” Hal said to the man.

Who put down the pilfered objects and did.

Then Hal unbound Phil.

Phil was a bit worried about sex getting him into this kind of trouble.

My own experience of S& M had been minimal. I’d had one two-week S& M “affair” (if you could call it that) with an NYU English instructor (also met at the docks), which had left me pretty confused and unclear about why various things went on—though my view at the time was that I was hugely sophisticated about all such matters. After all, I’d at least done it—in a world where most people could hardly imagine it.

I said something like, “Oh, yeah. I’ve tried that. But it’s nothing I’m very interested in.” I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s what brought Phil’s and my sex to an end for which I’m still sorry today. The truth was, I’d have happily beat Phil within an inch of his life and called him every kind of humiliating name conceivable as often as he wanted if we could have gone on sleeping together—but I was young and (he knew by now) married, which probably made me a less likely prospect.

Anyway, we never slept together after that.

Before I left, Phil showed me a journal he kept of his sexual encounters.

Its thousands of pages were stored in thick black or green spring binders on the shelf above his bed. From each day’s activity, he made handwritten notes. Then, a couple of times each week, or possibly each month, he typed them up in fuller versions which would go into the binders. He let me browse through the earlier volumes.

Though some of the entries were only notes, many were beautifully written, dense with detail and observation that far outweighed mere prurience. This was before the days of Straight to Hell and First Hand; before Stonewall and Gay Liberation. Neither D. H. Lawrence, the Marquis de Sade, nor Henry Miller was then published in the United States. (But I’d read the Olympia Press edition of The 120 Days of Sodom and Black Spring Barbara had brought me back from Europe years before.) I was reading, I knew, an astonishing document on gay sexual patterns in New York.

That first afternoon, Phil wouldn’t let me see the most recent volume in which he’d described our own dockside encounter.

I went home.

After a while, when I didn’t hear from him again, I called once more. Rather lamely, I suggested he might like to go to the Metropolitan Museum with me. Yeah, he said, that sounded good. We’re talking here about a twenty-one-year-old kid who was crazy-sick with lust after this guy—and absolutely unsure of how to express it.

We met on the wide gray steps of the Met that Friday, and went in to wander the museum for an hour.

It was a nice afternoon.

I don’t know whether Phil picked up on my quivering, tongue-tied ephebic rut—it was probably hard to miss. As we were leaving, though, he said, well, he had to go see some friends now—and abandoned me, in front of the museum, in the darkening afternoon. I went home and was probably rather uncommunicative with Marilyn that evening. I didn’t see Phil again for another three or four months.

But I had memorized his phone number.

At home I turned back to my writing.

39.2. Near midnight on November 21, 1963, I finally took the one thousand fifty-sixth page of Voyage, Orestes! from the typewriter. In the concluding six-page epilogue, the young black hero (working as a cashier in a barbecued chicken store—where, for three weeks at the beginning of the autumn, my musician friend Dave had gotten me a job) and the white, folksong-playing heroine wandered down the empty November beach at Coney Island, longing for something that would change the world; and the book was complete.

I’d promised to deliver the entire manuscript as soon as it was done to Bobs (at Bobbs-Merrill). The next day, I called her to see if I could bring it up. Sure. Why didn’t I aim for two or thereabout. She’d be back from lunch. At a little after one, I set off, carrying the entire thousand-plus pages under my arm, against my notebook, over to the Astor Place subway station in front of the Cooper Union. I went through the turnstile and stood, waiting for the subway, beside the news kiosk, its sides and counter slick and heavy with new red paint, rows of girlie and muscle magazines racked along its back, the science fiction and astrology digests stuck up behind rusted wire holders. I heard the black radio at the counter’s corner say (my attention came around with the words): “… is dead, it’s now been confirmed. Governor Connolly is in serious condition at the Dallas General. …” Then the train came.

I rode uptown, wondering at the fragmentary newscast. Who was it that could possibly be dead? And Governor Connolly? I tried to remember which state he was from. But Dallas, certainly, was in Texas. …

There was no receptionist at the desk of the Bobbs-Merrill offices, and I had been in the offices proper enough times by then to feel it was okay just to go back to Lorn’s desk and give him my manuscript to pass on to Bobs. When I walked through the archway, I saw people were walking all around the office, talking excitedly, and looking like anything but the staff of an efficient New York publisher. One middle-twentyish woman in a gray-and-white knitted suit turned to me and simply said:

“… want to know is President Kennedy still alive?” as though she were finishing a question that she’d begun to someone else. “That’s, of course, what everybody wants to know!”

Though I hadn’t heard the name on the newscast, all the pieces suddenly came together. “He’s dead,” I said. “It’s been confirmed. I heard it on the radio at a newsstand when I was in the subway, coming up here.”

The young woman turned around. “He’s dead!” she called out. “President Kennedy is dead!”

The news bubbled through the chaos. And seconds later Lorn stepped up and, a moment later, Bobs. They said hello, took the manuscript—they would get back to me as soon as they could. But I must understand, of course, that today.…

39.3. The year was almost up. And the first of the year meant another birthday—my twenty-second—was only three months off. With very little pause I took out the manuscript of City of a Thousand Suns and began to work on it once more. The new chapters came as easily as the opening one—and, I fancy, with as much energy. The handwritten draft was finished on the last day of February; at once I began giving it its two obligatory passes through the typewriter. The first took me well into March: that’s when I added the postscript that has accompanied it ever since. The second, once again, lapsed over into April by a couple of weeks.

39.4. Nor did the sense of voice desert me. A few days later, I called Bernie at his office. How was he coming with The Ballad of Beta-27 Well, he’d put the first half-dozen pages through the typewriter again, but really, he’d had no time to do anything else. Nor was he sure when he could.

What about if I took it back?

Fine, he said. Come up and get it.

I did. He gave me my original and the few pages he’d rewritten. Reading them on the subway downtown, I decided that I could more or less ignore what he’d done and work from my own version. Over the next two months I finished it and retyped it. I even held off submitting City of a Thousand Suns for a while. Ace published double books. Occasionally both books were by the same author. Perhaps they would put this small novel on the back of City of a Thousand Suns. A chance call from Don about something else entirely, however (another fan letter had arrived about the just-issued Towers of Toron; did I want to come pick it up?), made me decide to turn it in anyway.

Then The Ballad of Beta-2 was finished.

Apparently Don liked City of a Thousand Suns a lot; at least he was far more enthusiastic than he’d been over the trilogy’s first two books. “It rounds the whole thing off very nicely. For a while there, I wasn’t sure if you were going to be able to do it. I think we’ll give this one a volume all its own,” he told me.

And when he read Beta-2, he said, “It’s a nice little story. It’ll make a good short side on a double. Of course, you know, we only pay seven fifty for those. …”

39.5. When it began to grow warmer, I gave Phil another call. Yeah, why don’t you drop by. So I did. At his apartment he played me some wonderful old Folkways records. Friends were staying with him that week, Jim and Jamey—a gay couple, heavily into S& M, who’d been together ten years and were, respectively, a nuclear physicist and a sometime journalist. They’d left New York to live in Washington when Jim (the elder and physicist) had gotten a government advisory job. There was another funny story about Hal, of course.

Jim, Jamey, and Phil had met in an S& M encounter, several years back, where they’d become good friends. Now, whenever Jim and Jamey came to New York, they stayed with Phil. In memory of whatever scene had brought them together, when they came to visit Jim would piss in a couple of empty beer bottles and leave them in the refrigerator for Phil. Nobody considered possible problems, but one day Hal had gone to the icebox, seen an open bottle, and thought, well, it wasn’t there this morning, why open a new one? I’ll just finish this one up, unless it’s completely flat—

“Jesus Christ, Phil! What the hell have you got in here …?” This had occasioned an apartment-wide discussion, involving not only Hal and Phil, Jim and Jamey, but also Hal’s girlfriend, a twenty-five-year-old lawyer named Lilly. Magnanimously, Jim proposed that, from now on, he would leave the piss on the left side of the refrigerator and the beer would be clearly separated from it on the right side. …

Hal’s response? Fuck that! For the duration of Jim’s and Jamey’s stay, he’d do his beer drinking outside the house in bars, thank you!

Telling me this, Phil laughed. “For a straight guy, Hal’s pretty tolerant—some of the things that go on here … well, how we stay friends, sometimes I really don’t know.” Minutes later, Hal—with lawyer Lilly—came in from work. Jim and Jamey came in only minutes on. At the time, Jim was about forty-five years old and regal in black leather: pants, vest, boots, jacket, and cap. Phil had cooked something for dinner and there was enough for everyone: so we all sat in the living room and ate it. And I found myself for the first time in a conversation I’ve had many times since when straight people and gay men talk about sex together—which, somehow, we began to do.

“Given the comparatively huge amount of sex available to homosexual men,” I asked Hal and Lilly, “I still don’t understand how heterosexuals survive within the institutionalized scarcity system imposed on them by society.”

Their answers were not very clear or sure. What exactly did I mean?

Well, did Hal and Lilly realize, Phil asked, taking the topic up, that any of the four queers in the room could walk out of the apartment and, within fifteen minutes, find someone to have sex with, to orgasm, without even having to pay bus fare?

“Well,” leather-clad Jim said, over his beer, “say forty-five minutes—for those of us a little older.”

I was by then within weeks, one way or the other, of twenty-two. And though Jim was more than twenty years my senior, I was (back then) sure he was exaggerating.

It was a long and interesting discussion, with Lilly—in her smart orange number from Bonwit’s—saying lots of very sharp things. Hal did a lot of listening and, now and then, asked a pertinent question. I probably did a lot of talking. And when, around ten-thirty, I got ready to go home, Phil walked with me into the hall.

As I started down the steps, he took my shoulder. “I’m really glad you said those things you did tonight—and that we all talked about what we did. They needed to hear that. That was very good. Thank you.”

I was a little surprised. Since Phil and Jim and Jamey had all seemed so open about being queer around Hal and Lilly, I just assumed they’d always been equally open about talking of the realities of their homosexual behavior—which, apparently, was not the case. But there you have at least one scene from gay life—I have no idea how common such discussions were—in pre-Stonewall New York.

39.51. The sexual was—sadly for me, as far as I was concerned—out of my relationship with Phil. But Marilyn had articulated the rules for this kind of situation: I forced myself to function, refused to let myself go to pieces over it. And I suppose if you act a certain way long enough, it kind of seeps in. Now Phil came down to dinner with Marilyn and me; he and Marilyn took to each other right off. A couple of times Phil had both of us up to his house for dinner. Along in there somewhere Phil was out of work for a while. Marilyn introduced him to our friend Bernie; and for some six months, when Bernie was running International Authors’ Representatives from Mrs. Cavanaugh’s cubicle on the nineteenth floor of the ancient office building between the movie houses, at 220 West Forty-second Street, Phil became Bernie’s secretary.

39.6. My best friend that year was a guy named Dave—sometimes, especially later, we called him Big Dave. (Don’t confuse him with my composer friend Dave from high school.) I’d first met him as a boyfriend of Ana’s, when Marilyn and I still lived on Fifth Street. But that affair had fallen off. Now his two passions were handball and playing the guitar. He’d been born on the Lower East Side and lived in a fourth-floor apartment around on Avenue B. With a group of neighborhood boys (Bobby, Billy, Dapper …), he’d grown up there and only left home a couple of years before. He’d shown me photographs of himself from a few years back, at the end of a pear-shaped, pimply adolescence. But with all the handball, his hips had slimmed, his shoulders had broadened, and a final, late, two inches of growth had brought him up to six feet, to make a well-above averagely attractive twenty- or twenty-one-year-old. Over the same time, his halting guitar technique had improved till it rivaled mine; and, through concerted practice, he’d strengthened his voice from a faltering baritone to a firm, pleasing tenor. (Anyone hearing the two of us would pronounce him the far better singer.) Exploring his own heterosexual map, Dave was trying to adjust to the fact that fat, smart women were far more sexually attractive to him than women who met more ordinary beauty standards—an adjustment that took some real self-examination and maturing for a young man whose looks I’d heard more than three people describe, when he was not there, with the cliché “like those of a Greek god.” For a while Dave worked at a place called Bob’s Bargain Books on the north side of Forty-second Street, just west of Sixth Avenue—a walk-in vastness of secondhand men’s magazines and soft-core porn.

Once he’d got me a job there, and for six weeks I’d worked behind the cash register for balding, cynical, cigar smoking Bob. Dave and I did a lot of talking over that time—I have no memory of first telling him I was homosexual. But I know when I did, he already knew it.

One of the reasons it didn’t bother him, he explained, was because two of his best friends, Joe and Paul, were a gay couple who lived in the rear apartment on the first floor of his own building. They were both from Philadelphia. They’d gotten together when Paul was seventeen and Joe was twenty-three. Now Paul was twenty-three and Joe was twenty-eight. They’d lived here in New York for several years now. Paul kind of stayed home and kept the house together. Joe was a truck driver, with his own minuscule trucking company in partnership with another New Jersey driver. Joe was away a lot. But whether Joe was in town or off hauling something, their apartment had become the social center of the building. Dave volunteered to introduce me. I said, sure, I’d like to meet them, but it didn’t happen for a while. If anything, I think I was scared.

Once, going to visit Dave, I saw that the door to the first floor back apartment (where I knew Joe and Paul lived) was open. The sound of hammering came from inside. By angling my step a little on my way to the stairs, I got a glimpse through. A white guy in his late twenties wore workman’s greens, his short sleeves rolled up over muscular arms. With very thick fingers, he gripped a hammer’s handle, pounding at a nail on some up-ended table. He was bent over it so that you could see his brown hair was pulling away from his temples and thinning over a coming bald spot.

A slenderer guy in jeans and a short-sleeved shirt was just bringing him a cup of coffee.

Though I figured the one hammering was Joe and the one bringing the coffee was Paul, I didn’t recognize who Joe was right away. Still, instead of going on up the stairs to Dave’s place, I moved to the door’s edge, out of the line of sight, and stood listening for ten minutes to the quiet conversation of two men who were clearly fond of one another, who hadn’t seen each other for a week, the returning one of whom, at the request of the other, was fixing something that had lain long broken in the house. But when, invisible to me now, Joe said playfully, “You really want me to finish this up? I’m too tired. You work on it for a while,” I realized I knew the voice.

39.7. On Central Park West one spring night, a lanky, nail-biting Englishman picked me up. Seems he was a painter named Peter. At his West Side apartment, the conversation ranged from his dog, a friendly Irish setter who kept bounding into bed with us, to Andy Warhol, an acquaintance of Peter’s who’d just left advertising about a year back to go into “serious art.”

We two became friends. As had happened with so many others, sex left the relationship early. Soon Peter was coming down to dinner, and a little later showed Marilyn and me a novel he’d written.

The text seemed totally confused—how could we tell him it needed rewriting? When we finally did, though, he explained he’d rewritten it already—five times! On a hunch, I asked to see one of the earlier drafts. I chose draft three:

It was a perfectly acceptable novel, with one or two simple structural faults.

It was a major lesson in the dangers of overworking a text.

Since then I’ve rewritten novels of my own many more than five times. But there’s particular work (orchestrational, organizational) appropriate to the first two or three drafts. And there’s another kind of work (stylistic, small expansions and small cuts) appropriate to later ones. To undertake the wrong task at the wrong time in the compositional process is not the way to craft the best book.

39.71. I write of “voice,” “dictation,” and the “energy” that resulted from it. But whether you characterize the phenomenon with metaphors from speech or writing or production, it came at quite a price.

39.8. The acrophobia I mentioned parenthetically in the June walk we’d taken across the bridge in ’62 had grown more and more intense in the first months of the year, so that by the time I finished Voyage, Orestes!, and a few months later The Fall of the Towers trilogy, I could not have taken that walk again. Even to be in a room with windows more than three or four stories above ground level was disturbing, physically painful. The muscles behind my knees would clamp in pain. My breath would grow shallow. My head would become dizzy. At the same time, another fear, metamorphosed distressingly and magically from the first, had grown up that I would, first, fall under a subway train and, shortly after that, that something inside me was compelling me to throw myself under an on-rushing subway car. But general anxiety was rising all through my life.

Two or three times that spring I woke at three or four in the morning to leap from the bed and stand, shaking, naked, in the middle of the room, unable to breathe, my heart pounding, a red film over everything that, as my breath came back, would swirl clear in patches. Shivering, I would lie back down, unable to explain what had occurred to Marilyn who now tried harder and harder to ignore my stranger and stranger behavior.

39.9. A winter’s night on Central Park West:

I walked uptown on the small hexagonal pavings. The trees flickered bare branches before the street lights. There wasn’t anybody sitting on the benches beside the park wall—it was too cold. Hands in my pockets, I trudged from the kiosk at Fifty-ninth Street, up by the great named apartment buildings on the far side of the street, the San Remo, the Dakota, past the semicircular plaza with Humboldt’s bust, and the great, gloomy facade of the Museum of Natural History, all the way to Ninety-sixth, where the cruising was always pretty slim. Then I walked back. Then I walked up again. And back down once more. “Within fifteen minutes … ,” I thought. Sure. But there was nobody out. So I went home.



40. Sometimes I sat now at the round kitchen table, looking at my three published books and the manuscripts of the two that were to come out next year. Though I had a certain fondness for the Ed Emshwiller cover on The Towers of Toron, it had nothing to do with the cover of Captives of the Flame. The books were cheap and ugly objects. Since I’d started writing SF in the autumn of ’61, the five books Ace had bought had so far paid me three thousand eight hundred and seventy-five dollars (there were two more “on publication” payments to go, one of five hundred, one of three seventy-five) and a fan letter that claimed I didn’t exist. The whole situation seemed odd, awkward, incongruous. Certainly the sum of what I pulled in from tourists in the coffee shops over the warmer months of those same years probably—no, certainly—came to more than that. I looked at them, lifted them, paged through them, played with them for what seemed like hours, hours that spread over days, hoping that somehow they might seem more familiar. And from still another publisher Voyage, Orestes! had been rejected yet again as too long, too literary, too unwieldy. …

40.1. At least two editors who have read over these recollections and one friend to whom I’ve shown an early draft, have, all three and independently, shared one response among them: “Chip, you’ve got to tell your readers what Voyage, Orestes! was about! At least give us a synopsis—if only for a paragraph or so. Not knowing what was going on in it … well, the more you talk about working on it, the more our not knowing what it deals with becomes a kind of ache, like a hole in the gut you just want, somehow, to fill! Come on …!”

But if such an ache is there, to whatever extent, among some of you, let me, rather than assuage it, do something else to it with an alternate synopsis of what was actually two letters and a phone call I received a dozen years later in 1977:

“Hello? Mr. Delany …?”

“Speaking.”

“About ten years ago, in 1967, I got my first job in publishing. While I was there, your agent submitted a huge novel of yours to us. It was called Voyage, Orestes! I happened to get hold of it, and it simply blew me away. I kept the manuscript three weeks and read it through two-and-a-half times. I even called up friends to read sections from it to them on the phone. It was very powerful. And, I thought, very important. But I was twenty-five and an editorial assistant who’d been at the company less than a month. We rejected it, of course. It was completely outside the purview of what we were doing back then: your central character was bisexual, your narrator, telling all about him, was black; and there was just nothing in it for the middle American audience we thought back then every piece of fiction we published had to appeal to. But as you can see, I remember it pretty well. Indeed, I’ve been expecting to see it published by someone any month now—for going on ten years.”

“It’s very nice of you to take the time to tell me,” I said. “But what’s the purpose of this call?”

For the last six months, he explained, he’d been a senior editor at another publishing house. If Voyage, Orestes! hadn’t been published yet, he wanted to consider it for publication now. Indeed, when a large novel of mine called Dhalgren had appeared a few years ago, he’d assumed it was some version of the earlier book. But, as he’d finally gotten to reading the new novel, he’d realized there was no relation between the two. But that’s why he’d taken so long to call me.

I thanked him for his interest but told him I couldn’t show him the earlier novel.

Had somebody else bought it? He wanted to know. Now that Dhalgren was doing so well, had he managed to make his call a week or six months too late?

“No,” I said. “It’s not that. Voyage, Orestes! doesn’t exist any more.”

“Pardon me …?”

“It doesn’t exist,” I repeated. “There’s no way to see it.”

“I hope,” he said, after a moment, “you didn’t get discouraged because it wasn’t being taken and … destroyed it, or something. Mr. Delany, it was a very wonderful—”

“It’s probably presumptuous of me,” I said, “but I think so, too. No, I didn’t destroy it, though. It was lost.”

“Lost …?” There was another pause. “Mr. Delany, how in the world do you lose a thousand-page novel?”

“My agent,” I said, “was moving from one office to another back in ’68. There was a large carton in which he apparently packed a whole hodgepodge of manuscripts that had proved to be slow-moving—most of it general fiction, outside the genre categories, that he’d been submitting to various publishers for a while but that wasn’t getting much positive interest. The carton never reached the new offices. Everything in it was lost.”

“You’re kidding me. There must have been a photocopy, a carbon—?”

“When the book was written,” I explained, “in ’63, there weren’t photocopies—or, at least, there weren’t copy machines around the way they are now. There was one other full carbon, without all the final corrections. It was in an old wooden filing cabinet with a lot of other manuscripts—mostly carbons of my published SF novels, things like that, stored in the basement of a building I used to live in toward Avenue D on Sixth Street. When I left, a few months after I got back from a trip to Europe, the supers, a nice old Polish couple, Mr. and Mrs. Joreba, said I could leave the stuff in their basement indefinitely. It was there at least two years. When I learned that the first copy had been lost for good—for several months my agent assured me that the fugitive carton would have to turn up somewhere, but finally the moving company told him it was really gone—I was in San Francisco. When I got back to New York, I immediately went to see if I could retrieve the copy from the filing cabinet in the basement … the building had been torn down maybe six months before and was nothing but a lot full of broken brick. I even located Mrs. Joreba again. She said as far as she knew, the papers—just the wooden drawers had been put down there, actually, with all the stuff still in them, under an old tarpaulin for protection as the frame had already split—were still in the basement when demolition began. She hadn’t known where I was, and so couldn’t have let me know. And I’d told them the stuff in them wasn’t that important, anyway—until the manuscript was lost, it wasn’t.”

“And there isn’t … any other copy?”

We didn’t say much after that.

Take the ache, now, and move it, very carefully—don’t jostle it, because the slightest jar will make the buttocks, belly, and jaws clamp and the eyes blur with water, breaking the world into flakes of light—just to the start of what comes next. Not the motivation for the feeling, certainly. (The manuscript was not lost till five years later.) But rather the feeling itself: the absence, the obliteration, the frustration, the absolute oblivion—for such a feeling was at the center of what I’m going to write about now. And it was made more intense because, unlike the loss of a novel in which you have carefully cut up and considered and organized and selected and placed—from your selections—over three years everything that was important in your life, this ache seemed, everywhere I looked, without any motivation I could grasp.

40.2. That summer, I didn’t sing at all. Rather, over those hot city months, I got well on my way to becoming one of the common, garden-variety madmen you see wandering about New York: filthy clothes all unbuttoned and unchanged for weeks, going nowhere, mumbling to themselves. Drugs had never particularly interested me (having had my single peyote trip, I was quite content with it and never sought to repeat it); but one day when Ana came by with the most ordinary joint, and I took the most ordinary toke, I found the surge of good feeling rising and rising till it became a kind of pain and I grew dizzy, then terrified. A few days later, one evening at a party she gave in her flat on Second Avenue, another sociable toke on a joint of very mediocre pot put me in bed with a breathing crisis that lasted nearly six hours. After that, I avoided all drugs—including coffee and beer.

Daily, though, I managed to get to the supermarket.

Daily, I managed to cook dinner for Marilyn and myself.

40.3. One afternoon, when Marilyn was out working, I sat in the kitchen with Dave, telling him about this fear of falling—under a train, off a roof, out of a window. Suddenly Dave put his coffee cup down and said, “Hey, we’re gonna try something.” He reached over mine and took my wrist firmly. “Come on. With me.”

“Huh—?”

“Come on,” he said. “How does that feel? I’ve got you real tight. I’m bigger and stronger than you, right?”

“Yeah …?”

“So you probably couldn’t break free even if you wanted to. Or at least it would take you some time if I really fought you.” We were standing up now; Dave walked me toward the apartment door. “Come on outside.” We went into the hall, and Dave started up the steps.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Upstairs.”

“Huh …?”

“To the roof.”

“Oh, man,” I said. “You don’t have to do—”

“No,” Dave said. “I’ve got you. I’m holding you real tight. You may get scared. But you know it: you won’t be able to fall. And you won’t be able to pull away and jump. I promise you. Are you frightened now? Go on, tell me.” He halted, halfway between the fourth and the fifth floor.

“No …” I said carefully, behind him. I looked at my arm in his grip.

“Then come on.” We went up to the next landing, and then again up toward the metal door that led to the roof.

In front of it, Dave stopped again. “Are you at all frightened now?” His fingers around my wrist were hot and rigid.

“No … I don’t think so.”

He pushed the door open on blue sky. It grated over the sill, the weight that had held it closed rising on the chain that ran through a metal ring high on the left. We stepped outside onto tar paper.

“Are you frightened now?”

A roof away, a pigeon coop waved gray feathers from its chicken wire window. A year ago, I’d come here to watch the scrawny kid with his tortoiseshell glasses, his ballooning and collapsing T-shirt, and his limber baton wave his flock around and across the sky. But I hadn’t been able to for months. On another roof a few stories higher, a water tower’s stilts rose under the laddered barrel.

“A little … now.” I took a breath.

“Are you very frightened?”

“No.”

“Think about the fact that I’m holding you real tight.” Still holding my wrist, he put his other arm around me and gripped my far shoulder. “I’m not afraid of heights at all. And because I’m holding you, you don’t have to be—you can be if you want. But it doesn’t matter. Come on. And you tell me how you feel.” He walked me toward the roof’s edge. “Don’t look down if you don’t want. Look up, at the clouds, at the sun.”

Three wild pigeons swooped from the blue to drop below the cornice.

“It’s … nice up here, in October like this,” I said.

“Yeah. I really like to come up on the roof in the city. When it’s Indian summer. You can breathe.”

Slowly we walked along the edge, and turned at the corner. There was just a little wall there, maybe eighteen inches high. Dave was on the outside, I was on the inside.

He said: “Tell me how you feel.”

I breathed. “Actually,” I said, “right now I’m so scared I could shit my pants.”

“Yeah, you’re sweating. I can see. …”

“But it’s okay. …”

Dave laughed. He made his grip firmer. “If it gets too bad, you just say something. But remember I’m holding on to you.”

We got to the next corner and turned.

“Okay,” he said. “We’ve been around the whole roof—we don’t have to overdo it. You’re really shaking, huh?”

Then, deliberately, he walked me back across toward the door, releasing his grip on my shoulder but not my wrist. As we stepped through to the sheltered stair, only flakes of blue coming through the fouled skylight, Dave said. “Hey, you okay? What’s the matter? What’re you doing?”

“I’m crying,” I told him. “What the hell do you think I’m doing?”

Then we went back down and returned to cold coffee in cups on the kitchen table.

40.4. Still, by the end of October ’64, while Marilyn went to work at another magazine editorial job, I was making one or two circuitous, ambling trips each day to the Second Avenue subway station at Houston Street by the bocce courts, where, finally, past the turnstile, I would sit at the top of the stairs from the underground concourse to track level, clutching the banister rails, feeling myself drawn to the platform, while some unlocatable force impelled me down, pushed me to throw myself before the next incoming train. When, below, I saw the first cars rush in roaring beside the platform, I’d hug my chest and face to the bars and hold my breath till I broke into a sweat. (I didn’t want to kill myself. Nothing in my life specifically dissatisfied me—making the compulsion even more unnerving!) I only realized how much I needed help one evening when a young policeman came up and pried me loose from the bars I was holding with his billy club to shoo me out of the station with the logical question that, in my obsession, I’d somehow never asked: “If you’re afraid of the subways, why do I see you come sit here every day?”

40.5. In November Dick arranged an appointment for me with his own psychiatrist. The meeting was about ten minutes long. I doubt that the doctor made his diagnosis on what I said so much as the way I looked and my general affect:

“Do you want to go into the hospital tonight,” he asked me, “or do you want to wait until tomorrow morning?”

“I think I’d better go home and tell my wife,” I said. “So tomorrow would be better.”

“All right. Here’s the address. You can just go right in at nine o’clock tomorrow morning. I’m phoning them this evening. They’ll have your name there.”

40.51. Fifteen years later, Marilyn and I helped a writer friend get some psychiatric help. His wife had come to us. The situation was extreme, and she and their five-year-old daughter were finding it almost unlivable. Twice he’d been picked up by police wandering naked and dazed in the street. At home he was nervous, distracted, and masturbated almost continuously. The apartment was a shambles from his rearrangements and rearrangements. A year before, his wife and daughter had occasionally spent a day in the country with the wife’s mother; but the trips had grown over the intervening period, first, to full weekends away from the city apartment, leaving her husband to himself. Then the weekend trips away had expanded to where now she only returned to the apartment one, sometimes two days a week, to do minimal cleaning, to buy cold cereal, bread, peanut butter—which was all the man would now eat. (There was no cooking done, and he was too distracted to go out and shop for himself.) Often, sometimes after as little as an hour or two, she would return to her mother’s for another six-day “weekend.”

Yet when it came time for her husband to see a doctor, and she had to give permission for treatment, for medication, she grew angry, hostile: there was nothing wrong with him. He wasn’t crazy! He was a talented, successful writer, who’d authored several long-running plays, had edited a major literary review, and had written a highly regarded nonfiction book. Someone had to talk to him and simply tell him to stop acting like this. That’s all …

It took some two or three hours to break through this with her and (even though she’d first approached us for help) to get her at last—and still with some misgiving—to cooperate.

Marilyn and I were both surprised by her reaction; but it was clear to us what happened.

The hostility official intervention in behavioral derangement often causes in those immediately near it is complex. As behavior shifts over a period of months, even years, the strategies that near ones devise to live around those eccentricities, because those strategies develop just as gradually, often allow the severity and larger psychological meaning of the eccentric behavior to vanish in the near ones’ eyes. And it is wrong to read that hostility as a manifestation of individual character—rather than a situational horizon simply more common than not.

But because we’d been through it before, we both understood it: when I came home and told Marilyn that the doctor had said I should enter Mount Sinai’s Day/Night psychiatric program the next day, she became angry, derisive—then, after an hour, dropped the subject. Ignoring it was the best way to live around it: hospitalization itself was just another part of my growing strangeness, best handled, like the rest of it, by not mentioning it.

40.6. On a cold autumn morning, sweating, my back against the station wall, waiting, taking a great, almost yawning breath every minute or so, I made myself get on the subway and ride up to 103rd Street on the East Side. Then I walked from Lexington Avenue to Mount Sinai Hospital. Inside, yes, someone had my name on a chart. I was taken upstairs. The layout of the program was explained: there were various occupational games and projects, largely available all day—though certain hours were set aside for my particular group to use them. There was an icebox, open to all patients, which was supplied with simple, ready foodstuff—milk, juice, cold cuts, bread, yogurts, puddings, small cups of Jell-O: the young psychiatric resident showing me around explained, “A lot of anxiety centers about food.” She put the clipboard she was carrying under the arm of her white jacket. “By making this kind of thing easily available, as well as regularly scheduled meals, it takes a lot of pressure off the patients.” (This was before the age of “clients.”) There would be a daily group therapy session. Twice a week I would have individual therapy with my group leader, Dr. G. I was introduced to the other patients, largely a very friendly group—none of them, for this program, too radically disturbed.

In about an hour I’d be having my first session with Dr. G., so he could get to know me. Later on, I’d be getting a thorough physical examination—also by Dr. G. After that I’d be put on an experimental medication program. (I wondered if it would turn out more like my math class or my physics class.) Why didn’t I sit down now, relax, and make myself comfortable here, talk to some of the other patients if I wanted to?

40.7. In a small gray room, with only a bare wooden table, Dr. G., his white jacket open over a blue shirt and dark tie, leaned back in the tubular aluminum chair and asked me, “Now your name is Samuel. But I’ve heard people calling you Chip. How did you get the nickname?”

“I got it in summer camp,” I told him. “I kind of chose it myself. My father was a Sam, you see. My mother’s father was also a Sam. I was ‘Little’ Sam and I didn’t like it very much. When I was ten, I went to a new summer camp, and the counselor was asking everyone’s name. In our tent, he had us all lined up at the feet of our iron-framed bedsteads, and he walked down the line of us asking—” Here I looked down like a counselor staring at a kid—“‘What’s your name?’”

Now I looked up like a kid looking at a counselor: “‘Belford Lawson the Third.’”

And down: “‘And what do people call you?’”

And up: “‘Stinky.’

“Well, I realized, now’s my chance. Nobody knows me here. I can tell these people anything. I’ve got three seconds to come up with something.

“The counselor reached me.”

I looked down. “‘And what is your name?’”

I looked up: “‘Samuel Ray Delany, Junior,’ which was the full-out moniker.”

And down. “‘What do people call you?’

“Lying through my teeth, I told him: ‘Everybody calls me Chip!’ (Nobody had ever called me ‘Chip’ before in my life!) But that’s what people started calling me there. And the name stuck. My younger sister was at the same camp that year. She picked it up and brought it home at the end of the summer.” I shrugged. “I’ve been Chip ever since.”

Dr. G. was smiling. “I see.” He made a note. “And what do you do?”

“I’m a writer.”

“Books, plays, things like that?” he said. “You’d like to be a writer? But have you had any jobs recently?”

“Oh, I make my living at it—as best I can, if you can call it a living.”

“Have you ever published anything?” Behind his round glasses, he raised an eyebrow.

“Three novels,” I said. “I have a fourth one coming out sometime in the next month or so. Another just sold.”

He frowned. “How old did you say you were?” he asked.

“Twenty-two.”

“Then you obviously like to tell stories …?”

“Sometimes,” I said. Then I realized this was his gentle way of suggesting he didn’t believe me—that, indeed, my “novels” were perhaps my problem.

But he asked: “I’ve got a note from the doctor you saw. But, in your own words, could you tell me why you think you’re here?”

“Well,” I said. “I’m homosexual. I’m married. I’ve written and sold five novels in three years. I’ve got this thing about subways: and I feel kind of like I’m coming apart at the seams …”

The next day, though, I brought in copies of my published books to show him. “I just thought, maybe, you’d like to see them. They’re science fiction novels. A paperback book company puts them out, called Ace Books. I didn’t mean to bother you with them, and you don’t have to read them—”

“Oh, no,” Dr. G. said, looking at them, turning one over, opening another, looking at a descriptive blurb on one that mentioned my age. Then he laughed. “It was a good idea. Otherwise, I’d have had a … very different picture of you than I have now.”



41. Entering a mental hospital, even on a part-time basis such as I had with Mount Sinai’s Day/Night program, gives a reality to your problems that has both its good and its bad sides. It’s hard to go into a hospital situation and not spend a good deal of time wondering what exactly brought you there, figuring out who you are, or why this is where you’ve ended up, reflecting on the select elements of the past that led to this particular present. It’s probably as hard to avoid such an inquiry into the past in that situation … as it would be in the first month of a marriage.



42. I thrust the chick’s head into the half-pound coffee can of water. The surface gleamed and shivered above the concentric circles stamped into the tin’s bottom. Light ran around my fingers. Above me Dave said, “What you doin’? You gonna drown it!”

“No, I’m not,” I said, squatting on the kitchen floor. “I’m giving it a drink of water.”

“Sam,” my father said, turning from the refrigerator, “take that chicken out of there!”

“It’s thirsty. I’m giving it a drink of—”

“Take it out, I said!”

The feet kicking in my fist had stopped. As I lifted the head from the tin, diminished now from the size of a fluffy jack ball to that of a marble the greenish yellow of a hard-boiled egg yolk, it leaned down over my fist, limp and dripping. The white lids were three-quarters closed over the black eyes. Droplets gemmed the translucent beak, standing in and about an oval nostril.

“Now, there,” Dave said, “you ain’t had it but three minutes and you gone and kilt it!”

A leaf’s worth of light slid back and forth, tin wall to tin wall.

At the sink my mother said, “I told you he wasn’t old enough to take care of a pet like that.” She rubbed another white crockery plate with the red-and-white dish towel.

“I didn’t kill it,” I said, standing up and fingering the limp thing, still warm, still wet, “I was just giving it a drink of water …” But I was beginning to feel a cold and scary sinking. “It was thirsty.”

“You got to let it drink its own water by its own self—when it wants to,” Dave said. “Give it here a minute. Lemme see.”

“It’s not dead,” I said. Despite the feeling, I really thought it was alive, maybe sleeping or something. The fear was just the feeling you got whenever adults accused you of doing something bad. “I gave it some water. It’s asleep now.”

I put the wet chick into Dave’s hard, black hands, which minutes ago had offered me the peeping creature (“There, go on. Take it now. Take it. Don’t be afraid. It ain’t gonna hurt you!”), while I’d reached for it, pulled back, reached for it again, and everyone in the kitchen had laughed.

“Naw,” Dave fingered up the head. “It’s dead. You done kilt it.”

I began to cry, the tears coming from some place hugely full of a sorrow astonishing and terrifying in its immensity.

“Now, he drowned it,” my father said, stopping my mother, who’d turned to comfort me. “We told him not to be after it like that. He’s got to learn about things like that.”

I was four or five. It was evening. We were in Hopewell Junction. And the crickets and katydids chirruped outside.

I stood there, over the coffee tin, tears tickling my cheek, even as I fisted them, again and again, away.

That single dead chick was far more upsetting to me than the myriad human corpses I’d seen and would see at my father’s funeral parlor in the city, rolling past me in their coffins, naked on the embalming table, or in coffins in the back, their heads on a white napkin across the pillow while, in her blue smock, the beautician who worked in the beauty parlor down the street styled their hair, or finally on display, dressed and coiffed, in the viewing rooms.

Though it was wholly unconnected in any direct way with my subway obsession, I thought about that moment of childhood despair, when intentions and ignorances had gone tragically awry, a lot while I was at the hospital.

Sometimes I felt as if I were a child again, weeping for something yellow, soft, and innocent I’d inadvertently destroyed. Sometimes I felt like a small creature, thrust below the surface by a huge, ignorant monster, suffocating, choking, drowning.

But even while I sat in one of the patient lounges, remembering, trying to bring out some single and unified meaning from the memory, I would find myself drifting into the associational excess that came with it.

About two inches the taller, Dave would stand with my father out by the electric chicken plucker, while the washtub on the outdoor burner bubbled along its aluminum rim, and a clutch of white hens hung by their feet from the tree, necks dripping …

Sometimes Dave would knife the head clear off, then turn the headless creature loose so that my father and I could watch it run, and splatter, and stumble, and get up, and run a little more, and fall over, and get up and fall over and over again, white feathers splashed and speckled.

Dave pressed a switch, and the rubber fingers on the plucker’s drum (the axle leading into the fire-engine red housing clotted with feathers and blood) began to turn, to disappear at transparent speeds. Dave pushed the visor of his painter’s cap up on his forehead. “See there! See there, Sam,” he’d say to my father. “See there, how it go?”

From a nail at about grown-up eye level, single legs bound together with twine, the three white chickens finally ceased flapping and splattering the bark of the oak tree to drool blood from their red combs on the leaves and feathers among the roots. Dave turned to untie them, to carry them to the washtub and plunge them into the boiling water, surface obscured by bubbles.

Another memory equally close: on the rag rug in front of the Hopewell Junction fireplace, my mother and I would play with a wagon full of blocks with blue designs along the edge, or she would read me the word balloons in the book of Crockett Johnson’s Barnaby cartoons, or from an oversized volume of Mother Goose. But finally, she would have to leave to go to the kitchen to fix dinner, and the moment’s abandonment, while I sat among blocks and books, seemed as absolute as death, obliterating almost wholly the hour or two of pleasure that had preceded it, that now set it in relief, that made a tragedy of her defection.

And another? In the kitchen at Hopewell Junction, my father pointed his finger down at me and declared with hissing intensity: “No, you may not send away for it! That’s your punishment!”

(Punishment for what, I have no memory of at all. Some eight-year-old prank, perhaps, I’d played on my sister?)

Then he snatched the empty Kellogg’s Corn Flakes box out of my hand, its broad back covered with pictures of the pasteboard circus figures—clowns, monkeys, animal tamers with their lions and tigers, and aerial artists that swung from trapezes you could make out of real string—that, only moments before, I’d been about to get for only a box-top and twenty-five cents sent somewhere called Battle Creek. My father shoved the box into the galvanized trash can. I was struck with a yearning as sharp as fire, as cold as grief. And the circus became an intense and magic image of the forbidden, the out-of-reach, which (as I sat in the hospital, recalling all these associations) I’d yet again, in the three volumes of my completed trilogy, pursued with words to fix somehow its associations with death, the father, and despair.

But these excesses are, after all, memory itself. They make of life a text, in which time (in both directions), temperament (tenor, texture, and timbre), or merely verbal contiguity is as much the organizer as the random rules of narrative, just as they assure that—to the person seeking a single meaning from any of its images—it remains unmasterable.

42.01. The therapy program at the Day/Night Center was firmly oriented toward the present, rather than toward the historical retrieval of psychic minutiae more orthodox Freudian approaches encouraged. “How are you feeling now?” was the most common question, both in our group and in our individual sessions. But this may be why I spent so much time when I was not in session hunting through my past on my own.

42.1. Who was my mother?

The youngest of three sisters (a fourth had died in infancy), when she was growing up in the Bronx she and some of her friends had a hateful old white woman for a teacher. To get back at her for tormenting the class, my mother and some of her friends got an old, rotting fish. They put it in a gift box, wrapped it up with pink paper and ribbon, and left it on her desk. “When she came in and saw it, she looked so happy,” my mother said. “She sat down at the desk to unwrap it. When she took off the lid, though, and saw what it was, she just sat there at her desk and began to cry. I look back on it and wonder how we could have done something so hurtful. But we did.”

“Did she act any nicer to you after she realized how much she’d made you all dislike her?” I asked. I was then nine, perhaps ten.

“No,” my mother said. “She really didn’t.”

“Did you feel sorry for her, after that, and try to make things easier on her?”

“No, I’m afraid we didn’t either. We just thought it was very funny. But the truth was, she really was a mean, small-minded, petty woman. She shouldn’t have been teaching. But she probably had no other choice, back then.”

My mother was always concerned that my sister and I have the broadest possible cultural exposure. When I was six, I attended some of the New York Philharmonic’s Young People’s Concerts at Carnegie Hall. We would sit in the balcony, looking down at the orchestra, now looking over at our music teacher, Mr. McIllheny, who’d come to hear one of them and who sat ten seats away, now at the other children from my school, here and there, around us, as the conductor led his young audience through the lucid musical organization of Haydn, Mozart, Ravel.

“I remember struggling to get you and your sister ready on time. I got your coats on, threw on my own, got you into the bus—we just made it. Then, when I’d finally gotten you into your seats (the first thing the conductor down on the podium would say was, ‘Now everyone take the gum out of your mouths and put it away,’ and I looked over at you, and there you were, taking your gum out. I didn’t even know you’d been chewing any! I wondered for weeks where you’d gotten it) and I was in my own seat, shrugging off my coat, I looked down and saw I was still wearing my apron! I’d forgotten to take it off, we were in such a rush.”

My sixth summer, my mother enrolled me and herself in the Vassar Summer Institute for Gifted Children. The Vassar campus was not far from Hopewell Junction. The whole family was supposed to attend, and many fathers were there; but when he was not in his professional guise as undertaker, my father became nervous and anxious about meeting strangers, and finally (and rather huffily) he refused to take part in this nonsense—save for an occasional visit on weekends.

My memories of that stay:

Row on row of ornately filigreed, blackened bronze mailbox doors, each with its little dial and glass window, on the lobby wall of my mother’s dorm; sitting on the floor in her room, my mother read “The Teeny Weenies” to me from the comics in the New York Sunday paper, or cut out the stand-up figure included each week; evening sings with the music teacher, where we learned the songs of Marais and Miranda, or watched some older kids (the seven-year-olds) perform The Three Little Pigs, using chairs and tables for props—an enthralling production that still, in the back of my mind, remains my effective standard for theater. I remember the tiled footbath you had to wade through before going swimming, the jets of water rilling across my feet, the navy blue tank suits that the mothers and the instructors wore as they walked around the edge of the pale blue water with the ear flaps of their bathing caps turned up, the smell of chlorine (the woman swimming instructor telling us children, standing about naked at the wall of the pool, what chlorine was), while light streaked about the walls and dark blue ceiling, under the skylight.

Somewhat later I nearly drowned at the pool’s deep end as the instructor took another step back from the wall, then tossed me forward toward the edge. I splashed down. There was a moment when, my eyes opened below the surface, I saw blurred and truncated adults standing in the blue distance, run with swinging and interweaving ropes and ropes of light, while I swallowed more and more water, and clawed upward, and, for moments, minutes, it seemed, did not move at all, but only choked and got more water down my throat—

—with the sudden burst into air, I panted and cried and clutched—this time getting it—at the pool’s edge.

“I almost drowned!” I got out, coughing.

And the instructor, behind me, said absently, looking off at some children who were splashing around somewhere down toward the shallower end, “No, you didn’t. …” until she looked back at me and realized something had happened.

Afterwards I lay, wet and naked, on the wooden bench by the wall, getting my breath back, still coughing, while the swimming session—including my mother—went on below the echoing skylight.

Once I was caught out after bedtime on the lawn under the early full moon in a still blue sky: I’d decided, in my pajamas, that I would go see my mother. To that end, I’d left my room—its walls were institutional blue, the bedsteads were white-enameled iron, chipped all over; and I shared it with a brilliant boy who knew all about butterflies and chrysalises. As I was making my way across the lawn, a young assistant teacher saw me, asked me what I was doing, lifted me up, and began to carry me back to the children’s sleeping hall. “You should let me go see my mother,” I said. “Because I’m a werewolf.”

“Are you now?” she said.

I bounced on her shoulder as we went along over the grass. “Um-hum.” Then I sank my teeth into her neck.

She screamed and dropped me to the grass.

“I told you you should let me see my mother.” I got up. “I hurt my arm.”

“That,” she said, looking down at me and rubbing her neck, “was not funny at all!”

And the excess to this orderly progression of maternal presences and absences?

Some moment when I was six or seven, with my mother at the bathroom sink washing her face to get ready to go somewhere, and I stood at her side, plaguing her with my whining demand that I wanted to play with the food coloring now, we’d played with the food coloring yesterday, why couldn’t I play with the food coloring, now, I just wanted the food coloring so I could play with—

Mother turned from the sink in anger and drew back her fist.

We both stood, silent, surprised.

I was afraid. Perhaps she was, too.

The blow was never struck.

She turned back to the sink.

And I was left with the astonishing revelation that not only was this small, short-haired woman—my mother—capable of reason and reassurance and intelligence, but also—though I hardly ever saw it again and certainly not directed at me—of rage.

42.2. Who was my father?

Youngest of ten brothers and sisters, my father grew up on the campus of St. Augustine’s College in Raleigh, North Carolina. “It was just a small Negro college, back then. Everyone did everything. Momma and Pappa both taught,” he told me. “So did my older sisters—and brothers, sometimes. Momma was the Dean of Women. But among other things, she was in charge of buying all the food supplies for the dining facilities. White salesmen used to come around to the school and knock on the door to sell her things—flour, cornmeal, rice, molasses. She had a big key chain, where she kept all the keys to the school. The salesman would come up on the porch and knock on the door. She’d come to the door and say, ‘Yes?’ And she’d wait for the salesman to take off his hat. Well, as far as the salesmen were concerned, they were white men dealing with a nigger woman at a nigger college. (On the campus, they’d call every man they met ‘Professor’—students, janitors, teachers: ‘Hey, there, Professor, can you tell me where to find …?’ It was a big joke to them. But they wouldn’t call you ‘Mister.’) And most of them didn’t think to take their hats off. But Momma wouldn’t even say, ‘Come in,’ till that hat came off. She’d stand there as long as twenty minutes, at the door, nodding, shaking her head, saying, ‘Yes, sir,’ and ‘No, sir,’ and finally knocking those keys against the palm of her hand. But because that white man wouldn’t take his hat off, she never bought anything from him.”

And he told me this:

“You know, Pappa was the first Negro bishop—an Episcopalian bishop, because that’s what we were—in the United States. Well, he was pretty strict. You did something wrong, and he’d say: ‘Now, Sam, you’re going to get a whipping for that.’ He never hit you when he was actually angry, you see. But waiting for it was worse than its happening. He never forgot, either. An hour later, or the next day, even, he’d call you into his study. And he’d say, ‘Sam, you go in the back now, cut me six long switches, and bring ’em here.’ Well, then you knew it was about to happen. I’d go out in the back and cut switches and suffer the pangs of the damned—you’d bring him one that was too short, and he’d make you go out and cut another one. I’d bring ’em in and say, ‘Here, Pappa.’ And he’d look over each one to see if it was long enough. Then he’d get up and say, ‘All right. Take your pants down, now. …’ But I tell you, cutting them and having to bring them to him, that was the worst part.”

Once I listened to my father and several of his brothers and sisters reminisce about an afternoon in which Pappa had grown so angry at my father’s next oldest brother he chained Hubert to the water pump in the front yard, got out an orange crate, and beat him till the crate was in splinters and the boy’s back and buttocks were bloody. That Uncle Hubert, the dignified and respected judge, had once suffered this treatment was not what bothered me. There was so much talk of punishment among my father and my aunts and uncles that, rightly or wrongly or despite its love, to me that home seemed a house of an extraordinary violence and rigid order. Despite the levity with which his siblings remembered it, they could not recall the nature of the particular infraction—just as I no longer know why I was forbidden to send for the toy circus, or why, later, I was beaten with the hairbrush over my father’s knee, or why, still later, I was not allowed to go and see House of Wax in 3-D.

My strongest early associations with my father are his seasonal trips to his home in Raleigh, North Carolina, on the St. Augustine campus—during which a certain tension would leave the family. And though it returned when he returned, his arrival from one of these expeditions meant toys (once a tin lighthouse with a stick that turned around on the roof, from one end of which hung an airplane and from the other a helicopter) and candy (a nougat roll usually, covered with pecans).

In the evenings, my sister and I would be playing innocently enough, it seemed, in the living room, and the door to the downstairs offices would be jerked open loudly, and my father’s voice would come up the steps in a raucous whisper: “For God’s sakes, Margaret! Will you shut those kids up! I’ve got a funeral going on down here! They sound like a herd of elephants coming through!” and my mother, moments later, would stop what she was doing in the kitchen and walk up into the back of the house, to try and occupy us with a less rambunctious game.

When I was five, my father took me on the train to visit his home in Raleigh. We rode overnight in a rumbling, narrow-halled sleeping car. The porter came and opened our berths. My father slept in the upper bed. I slept in the lower. And my father told me we mustn’t keep the light on, because there were crazy people out in the darkness with guns who would shoot their rifles at lighted train windows just for the fun of it. I went to sleep uneasily in the rumbling dark.

The next day, we went to the campus and he showed me his childhood house. All I remember was that it was small and neat. “Back when I was a boy, it was all grown up around there,” he explained, standing on the porch and pointing across a stretch of lawn, while the woman who owned it now (a friend of my father’s family) stood with arms folded across a lace blouse, smiling—and I was pretty sure he meant that was the place he’d had to go to cut the switches. The day was a cascade of memories for Dad, as well as for the various family and friends we visited and who fed us lunch here and dinner there, with the greatest of black Southern hospitality. I listened to all the stories and nodded dutifully and forgot them immediately. But what remains as the marvel and wonder of the trip was the minutes we stepped into my cousin Eddie’s new dry cleaning store. The great metal valves, the asbestos-covered pipes, the shiny equipment all enameled bright green—rather than dirty beige, like the one up Seventh Avenue where, from time to time, my father would take me to drop off the dry cleaning.

Those green pipes and sheets of metal are the true center of my childhood trip to the family home.

42.3. I look for vivid, synthetic memories involving both my parents, but they come slowly, merging with general impressions.

In June when I was seven, my mom and dad were to bring my sister and me over from Hopewell Junction to Poughkeepsie for Barbara’s graduation from Vassar. As we got ready to go, there was some problem with my mother’s dress—she hadn’t packed the one she thought she had—and around my father was the rising anxiety and irritability that always preceded any trip into a large group of strangers.

My memories of the Summer Institute the previous year were vivid. But a seven-year-old’s perceptions are very different from a six-year-old’s. When we drove onto the Vassar campus, I was sure I would know my way around the grounds and woods the way I knew the grounds around our summer home at Hopewell. But as I got out of the car—my father was still arguing with my mother about something—it was all unfamiliar.

The six-year-old’s memories were of immediacies, textures, brilliant close-ups. But the seven-year-old took in an entire comprehensible geography of buildings, lawns, paths, among which I could place none of the images from the summer before. “Margaret, I am not going to …” came from the other side of the car, at which point I saw Barbara and her father, my Uncle Myles. I ran up to them. Could they take me to see the old mailboxes—and Barbara said, yes, she knew which dorm building my mother had stayed in the previous year.

Yes, I certainly wanted to confirm that my memories were right. But I also wanted to get away from my parents’ bickering. It took us a while to get there—by now Barbara and Aunt Dorothy had me with them. The distress I felt pushed me to the edge of tears, for last summer’s ancient and inefficient postal structure had been removed and a new wall plastered over it!

But Grandma and Grampa were there with Uncle Myles and Aunt Dorothy. Aunt Virginia and Uncle Lenny had also come up, bringing Boyd and Dorothy; in the back of their car they had Dorothy’s old red child-sized two-wheeler, which had been promised me for months and months, but which till now had not been delivered.

For an hour or two, my sister and I were left in the care of my grandparents and other relatives. Boyd and Uncle Lenny got out the bike, and there on the flags of the Vassar Campus, now under Grampa’s tutelage, now under Boyd’s, and now under my father’s—he came over for a while to run behind me and hold the wobbling seat as I pedaled along the uneven flags—I learned to ride the rickety red bicycle.

Later, somehow, whatever had angered my father flared up again; he drove off the campus and went home, refusing to stay for the ceremony (“What happened to Uncle Sam?” Barbara asked, already in her cap and gown. “Oh, he had to go, dear”)—yes, Lenny and Virginia would drive Mother and us kids back to Hopewell Junction later. Finally we were all in our folding chairs out in the grass. Because of some seating problem, my mother, in whatever inadequate-in-her-own-eyes dress, had to sit with the board of trustees, in full view, up on the platform. Beside me Grandma quickly and quietly dug out some crackers for my nine-year-old cousin, Dorothy, who had developed a sudden hunger, while on the platform before us, between the banks of flowers, the women students (which, that year, included one Jacqueline Bouvier, who’d been in a French class with my cousin), the chorus with its white hats and white dresses blowing about and the graduates in their black robes and board-topped hats stood, trying not to giggle, while I thought of nothing but cycling through the wind, through the sky, through space itself to the stars. …

42.4. As a child I had an imaginary friend, Octopus. Initially I loved the word for its sound, as I loved my friend. We played together, told each other secrets, stories, and planned our days and lives together. Octopus was, however, often a trial to my elders. I never did anything wrong; it was always Octopus who had done it. I didn’t want the extra ice cream after dessert was over; it was for Octopus. If I went someplace I wasn’t supposed to, it was because Octopus had gone before me and I’d had to get him and bring him back.

At my Aunt Virginia’s house in Montclair, we were sitting in the glorious sunny kitchen one day—a kitchen with steps that went down to the square wooden milk door in the yellow wall, where, in his white coat, the milkman left bottles of milk in the zinc-walled chamber with ovoid bulbs at their tops in which the ivory cream collected, a kitchen to which my cousin Dorothy returned for tomato soup and a tuna fish sandwich during her lunch period from school on weekdays, a kitchen in which steps went down to the basement that held my cousin Boyd’s extensive electric-train layout and where Dorothy taught me the rumba and the mambo, a kitchen where you went through a small door and up the steps two flights to the third-floor attic that housed Boyd’s bedroom and the pool table and a toy chest that held old magic kits and chemistry sets and roulette wheels and mechanical racing horses and board games like Mr. Ree and Clue and Parcheesi and Monopoly—in short, it was a marvelous kitchen.

My father was there that morning.

And I must have refused to do one thing too many, asked for one thing too much—because of Octopus.

My father flew into a fit.

“Octopus? Octopus? Here, there’s Octopus—right? Right? There he is!” He stood up angrily from the kitchen table in his tie and shirtsleeves, then grabbed at the air in front of me. “Well, I’ve got Octopus now! And he’s going right in the garbage. That’s enough of this! This is ridiculous. There’s Octopus. …” Holding his fist out at arm’s length, my father marched across the kitchen to the garbage pail, stepped on the treadle: the shiny aluminum lid flew up, glaring in the sun.

I screeched, “No …!”

My father flung his fist down toward the paper bag inside, filled with orange peels and coffee grounds from breakfast, and then pushed the few balled-up newspapers down farther into the bag. “There’s Octopus! Right in there, now! He’s dead! He’s all gone! I’ve killed him and thrown him in the garbage pail—and you’ll never see him again!” He knocked the lid closed, loudly. “Now that’s enough, you hear!”

He walked back to the table, sat down again, put both hands around his coffee cup, and said, “Jesus Christ …!”

At the sink my Aunt Virginia said, “Oh, Sam.…”

My mother at the other side of the table just sat and said nothing.

Crying, I looked from the garbage can to my father to the garbage can again.

“Don’t you ‘Oh, Sam’ me, Virginia. And don’t you go coddling him, either,” my father said. “Enough is enough! He’s got to learn.”

And Octopus was dead.

I was never able to call him up again, though I tried over and over for the next half dozen days. But a year later, in the first grade, it was Wolverine who, during my nap time, I told myself endless stories about now, to shut out the sound of the teacher, reading at the end of the gym, where we rested, from Mr. Popper’s Penguins.

42.5. On and off, all through elementary school, my best friend was a boy named Geoff. Geoff was taller and stronger and friendlier than I, and his father produced wondrous shows in that new medium growing more and more popular throughout the country—television. (In a year my own family would buy one.) Geoff was a big, bright, affable boy.

One day, under the influence of a wonderful production of Peter Pan, with Jean Arthur, that my parents had taken me to see on Broadway, I convinced Geoff that we should run away like the Lost Boys in the show. Dissatisfaction with our current state of affairs had nothing to do with it. But, like the boys in Peter Pan, we would “get lost” purely for the sake of “adventuring.” Precisely what sort of adventure would it be?

Well, unless we ran away to find it, I explained to Geoff, we’d never know.

It was a sunny day. Our athletics class always went to Central Park on such days to one or another of the various playing fields. Lagging behind at the end of the line, Geoff and I waited for our chance, ducked off from the group, and spent a pleasant hour or so wandering about in the park on our own. After two hours, Geoff grew bored and went off to find a policeman to take him back to school. I lasted another hour, then came out onto tree-lined Fifth Avenue. In my case, a policeman found me and walked me back to the ten-story school building on Eighty-ninth Street, where I was brought to the staunchly disapproving headmistress’s office and, at her desk, under her stern eyes, was allowed to eat a baloney sandwich served on a white plate with a white cloth napkin and that, for some reason, had had the crusts trimmed. And I drank a glass of milk. Geoff and I were both in serious trouble—we were suspended for three days.

When we came back to classes, the first-grade teacher, a usually friendly and attractive black woman—one of the very few black teachers in the school—gave a lecture to the whole class on the moral harm of following our friends into trouble. It was bad enough, she explained, to decide to do something wrong. But it was much worse, she admonished, when somebody else decided to do something wrong and you went along with it. That showed spinelessness as well as moral laxity and could not be tolerated at all.

Rest hour was right after lunch in the tenth-floor gym. With our mats spread out, the whole class spent the first half hour supposedly sleeping—or, at any rate, being quiet so others could sleep. For the second half, our teacher read to us from one or another grade-school classic, Miss Kelly the Cat or Freddy the Pig.

Anyone interrupting the reading was sent out into the hall. The gym filled up the whole tenth floor; and there were two halls, actually, one at either end. The first miscreant was sent out into one. If there was a second, he or she would be sent out into the other—which usually took care of the half-hour.

“Geoff,” I said at lunch, “I got an idea. Today, what we’ll do is this. At rest, we won’t even put our mats down anywhere near each other. Then, in the second half, when she starts reading, you do something to get yourself sent out. A minute or two later, I’ll get sent out on the other side. Now, you stay where you are; I’ll go down to the ninth floor, go across, and come up on your side. Then we can sit on the steps and talk—if we don’t make too much noise.”

Geoff gave a big grin. “Okay!” Geoff may have been the follower in our several joint mischiefs, but he was an enthusiastic follower, and not a spineless one at all, which, in my eyes, exempted him from our teacher’s morning homily.

The plan, as far as I could see, worked very well. Geoff was sent out into the East Hall. Moments later I was asked, if I could not keep quiet when the others wanted to hear, to go out into the West Hall, which I did—and hurried down the steps onto the ninth floor and across to come up the East Stair, where Geoff was leaning against the banister, waiting.

We sat down together on the steps, to discuss our math homework and Batman and who was going to—

Both of us were seized by our shoulders, yanked to our feet, and tugged up to the landing, while we looked up into the dark—and angry—face of our teacher. “All right,” she said, “now whose idea was this? Which of you is the leader, and which of you is the follower?”

I’d always thought that in such tight corners, friends simply kept mum, pleaded childish ignorance, suggested co-conspiracies, and tried to look like creatures incapable of anything so clear-minded as a plan.

But Geoff said, clearly, boldly, and without hesitation, “It was my idea. He was following me.”

I was stunned.

The teacher thrust Geoff back toward the door to the gym. “All right,” she said, “you go back inside. And you come with me.” And, as a spineless follower, I was marched off to the more severe punishment.

What had stunned me was twofold: first, I had been stunned to find that friends could blatantly lie for their own ends. And second, I’d been stunned that an authoritative adult could hear such a lie and not know it immediately for what it was—for I’d always been told, “We know when you’re not telling the truth,” and till then I’d believed it.

42.6. Those moments when we learn that mothers rage and fathers kill, that friends betray and authority is fallible, or that our own blank, innocent ignorance can destroy the pure, the good, and the loved are moments the very memory of which constitutes the beginning of a strategy to live in a world where such horrors exist.

That the two columns must be the Marxist and the Freudian—the material column and the column of desire—is only a modernist prejudice. The autonomy of each is subverted by the same excesses, just as severely.

Consider two accounts of a life.

They seem as if they take place on different planets.

Yet the narrator, through all that surrounds them both, insists the parallel columns write of one person—even more, insists that the gap between them, the split, the nickering correlations between, as evanescent as light-shot water, as insubstantial as moonstruck cloud, are really all that constitutes the subject: not the content, if you will, but the relationships that can be drawn out of that content, and which finally that content can be analyzed down into.

We resist. (In the hospital, mulling all these memories over, I certainly resisted.) Certainly one must be the lie that is illuminated by the other’s truth …?

But read them carefully. Neither is pure. Both suffer their anacolutha, their parataxes, their syllepses, their catachreses, the rhetoric which joins each to an excess that, if it begin in the reader’s eye as supplemental, under closer examination is ultimately revealed as constitutive, a rhetoric that joins each—however tenuously—to the other.

42.7. A black man …? A gay man …?

A writer …?

42.71. Certainly the aspect of writing that was most problematic was the one for which Marilyn had only given me a word months before. But with that word—”dyslexia”—how quickly I’d been able to construct a history for it.

The first person I remember pointing out something was wrong was Barbara. I was five and had just gotten my first pair of glasses. A slight wandering of my right eye had been spotted by the ophthalmologist: apparently the ability I had to relax the muscles of my eyes and forehead in such a way that every car, lamppost, window, and dark brown lady in a sun hat, moving forward or away on the summer sidewalk, would split into two layers, one sliding off to the left of the other, was a weakness! By examining the myriad minuscule discrepancies and displacements between the two images, I had already figured out most of the mechanism of depth and parallax. In the same way, I could bring stereoptical pictures together, making them rise up into dimensionality without using a viewer. I could take any comic book page, any book illustration, any column of print—even without knowing what it said—and double it. But, while the fogging glare from the belladonna drops that had enlarged my pupils slowly wore off, the balding brown doctor assured my mother that if I did certain eye exercises daily, my “weakness” would vanish—and, presumably, with it my wonderful ability.

I was not very enthusiastic about the exercises, though fortunately the doctor had lied: I can still do it—have been doing it all my life, as the running metaphor of this book attests.

That summer, my mother was to take me and my three-year-old sister to Sag Harbor on Long Island, where we would share a summer cottage near the beach with some family friends, Charlie and Jeanette, and their two children, Jan (my age), and Little Charlie (three or four years older than I). Barbara, at sixteen, was along to babysit. My father would drive us down but come right back to the city … because of work.

My sister and I sat in the back seat of the stifling car. My father and Barbara stood outside, waiting for my mother. While I sat, I turned and, with my forefinger, wrote my name on the inside of the car window: SAMUEL. Outside, Barbara glanced at what I was doing, then frowned. “Uncle Sam, look at that!” She was always a bright and impetuous girl.

Carrying the black picnic hamper, Mother came out of the funeral parlor door toward the curb.

“What about it?” my mother asked.

“It’s backwards!” Barbara said.

“No, it’s not,” my father said.

“But he’s inside the car,” Barbara said. “It should be backwards. I mean, out here. But it isn’t. That means he wrote it backwards inside.” She motioned for me to roll down the window.

I did.

Air entered the Nash’s tan plush interior. “Where did you learn to do that?” Barbara asked. “Can you write backwards …?” I just grinned. I wasn’t really sure what she meant by writing backwards. I’d always been confused by the notion that writing and reading were only supposed to proceed in one direction.

“That’s just because he’s left-handed,” my mother said; my father took the picnic hamper from her.

“And we’re changing that,” my father said, carrying it to the driver’s door. “Come on, get in. Let’s get going!”

“I don’t know if that’s right …” Barbara said, coming around to get in beside us. “I think now people are saying you’re not supposed to change them. Can you do that again?” she asked me.

I lifted my other hand, and began to finger over the window again: SA …

“This time it’s forward!” Barbara declared, as the car started.

“Don’t let him do that,” my father said. “The window’s dirty enough as it is!”

And we drove on out to the Long Island beach, where, in that small red house up on its stilts, for the first time I went through the ignominy of running around on the porch for fifteen minutes, looking for my misplaced glasses, till someone said, “You’ve got them on, silly!” and at the beachside stand, in my bathing suit, sand to the knees, I shook vinegar over the paper cone full of fried clams, and back at the house Jeanette’s aunt, with a red-and-green scarf wound around her head, at the back table, read my mother’s tea leaves, first turning the cup, after the tea had been drunk, inverted on its saucer, around three times, then lifting it back up—and read of a house with a picket fence (“Now that must be Hopewell Junction,” Jeanette blurted, and Barbara said, “Shhh.… Don’t say anything!”) and of a great affair that my mother did not want to go to (“Now that’s got to be your Labor Day barbecue,” Jeanette laughed. “You know how you’re always saying you’re not going to do it again next year; but then you always do!” “Oh Jeanette!” Barbara cried, practically beside herself. “Look, I want to see if she can read mine! She doesn’t know me at all!”)—and I stood at my mother’s shoulder, looking into the sloping porcelain, where the long, black leaves, crisscrossed, clung to the wet white surface: they were certainly no less clear than the letters on the pages I’d had so much trouble with in school.

Why—despite Barbara’s skepticism—shouldn’t someone be able to read them?

The parentally enforced change from left hand to right was, of course, only partially successful.

Because of my undiagnosed dyslexia, early schooling was a welter of repeated intelligence tests, eye tests, hearing tests, remedial tutors, and supplementary education. The tests, at least, reported me as having superior intelligence. Still, here’s an example of what I might have turned in as a paragraph in a paper during the third grade:


	Lost even I done too thee sootre of or my mother but, I forgt the charge of the countre. Went I when back of rit I, asked Mrs onlye, the strokepeer if, of rnow no, she might pit up on the pper bag alone with the millk and oranges. Shee thoutotaht saw yrev ynnuf tub, said, no, I’d do better do cray if upstares in my hand look veryboy elce ddi.



My teacher’s comment on something like this would be: “How come almost the only word spelled correctly in this whole thing is ‘oranges’? How can you spell ‘oranges’ properly and misspell ‘paper’? I can’t begin to mark it. I literally don’t know what it’s about!”

One sixth-grade English teacher, Miss Alexander, her black hair pulled back in the severest of buns, determined to break me of what she repeatedly insisted, to me, to my parents, and to the whole class, was “pure, simple laziness,” ordered me to look up every word I misspelled in the dictionary. You do not know what torture is until you have stood in the corner of the school library, over the large dictionary on its metal stand for two hours, trying to find the word “running.” You’re sure there’s a “u,” an “r,” and an “n” in it, but you have no idea which of the three comes first. …

If, however, you’d asked me to read aloud what I’d written in my illiterate paper, I would have recited, probably without a hitch:


	Last evening I went down to the store for my mother, but I forgot the change on the counter. When I went back for it, I asked Mrs. Onley, the storekeeper, if, from now on, she might put it in the paper bag along with the milk and oranges. She thought that was very funny, but said, no, I’d do better to carry it upstairs in my hand like everybody else did.



At least I would have recited that for a day or two. …

But by now even I had noticed that, once time passed and I no longer remembered the precise wording I’d intended, my writing became almost as opaque to me as it was to others.

I studied spelling lists and sometimes did very well on tests: but five hours later would find me writing the same words, incomprehensibly jumbled. (“But I know you can spell ‘oranges.’ Last week you spelled it correctly. Why, this week, have you left the ‘e’ off the end, then put an ‘o’ where the ‘a’ should be?”) Yet with each new page, I would be surprised, bewildered, and finally hurt that it was an all-but-incomprehensible jumble of elisions, transpositions, inversions, and substitutions. Why weren’t the things I wrote as lucid and praiseworthy as Debby’s or Geoff’s or Priscilla’s?

Once, in seventh grade, I handed in an eight-page paper on the Special Theory of Relativity; at my aunt’s in Montclair, I’d read George Gamow’s fine book on the topic for youngsters, Mr. Tompkins in Wonderland; back in New York, I’d supplemented it with several encyclopedia articles and One, Two, Three … Infinity. The paper was an extra project, and I was terribly proud of my examples of relative velocities and my own explanation of FitzGerald’s contraction and Grelling’s paradox. I was also wholly unaware that I had written it in the same broken and jumbled mishmash as my account of my trip to the grocery store.

I was very fond of my English teacher, Mrs. T. (as we called her). In the previous month she had opened up the whole world of etymology for me. And, during the unit on sentence diagramming, again and again she had called on me when the rest of the class had been bewildered by an antecedent or unable to locate the referent for some modifier. But when I went in for my conference on my paper, she was clearly upset. After a few silent, frowning moments, she said: “I don’t understand this at all. It’s very disturbing. And I don’t even think I want to talk to you about it.” And she handed it back to me.

Today I am sure she had considered her response and had decided that I might be shocked out of what she felt, on my part, could only be an intense literary slovenliness.

I was certainly shocked; I was also confused and hurt: “Well, if you can’t understand the Theory of Relativity, I don’t want to talk to you either!” I jumped up from the chair beside her desk, ran out into the hallway, and began to cry.

That’s when I think my teachers began to consider the possibility that I might be deeply disturbed. Because of the obvious gap between my intelligence and my appalling spelling, I was sent to a psychiatrist, finally to begin regular therapy at the North Side Center—on the chance that my failure to master English mechanics was emotionally prompted attention-getting behavior.

I was always encouraged to write. My mother read to me constantly, and even my father now took time out to read me The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, chapter by chapter, each night. As one sensible, if frustrated, tutor told my parents: “He must write and write and write—as much as he can. Eventually he will improve.” And so I wrote: stories and plays and epic poems and even began several novels. With them I began to amass the strategies that began to control the disability, but I made no distinction between the ones that said, “After you have written the word, ask yourself what the first letter sounds like. Then rewrite it, making sure that letter is first,” and the strategy that said, “With everything you write, see if you can get Debby or Johnny or Priscilla to read it over first, correct the spelling for you, then recopy it.”

If I could get someone to correct it first, then meticulously rewrote it, the improvement was notable—and the paper would usually be marked “Excellent,” except those times when, for inexplicable reasons, I accidentally copied the whole or part of it (“… taht saw yrev ynnuf tub …”) backwards: right to left instead of left to right.

Even as late as my sophomore year at Science, my English teacher, Mrs. Levy, while returning papers, held up mine and asked, “Is this supposed to be a joke, Mr. Delany? The whole thing’s in mirror writing. Who do you think you are, Leonardo da Vinci?”

42.72. Because, at the time, I had no word—dyslexia—for all this, the difficulty, embarrassment, and pain connected with writing could somehow be set aside, not spoken of; placed, if not outside of language, then into the same area of private speech into which I put all my sexual experiences, my fascination with hands, and my growing awareness of the mechanism by which writing created the experience called reading.

The happenings I’ve written of here had all occurred—and to me. They were inchoately part of who I was, as was my response to them. (My “excellent” papers I saved; the one in mirror writing I tore up into pieces, flushed the strips with my name down the toilet, and stuffed the rest of the pieces as far down as possible under the paper towels in the trash receptacle in the boys’ john.) But without the word, I could think of myself as basically normal. I could give an account of myself that closed these experiences wholly outside of it, that made them even unmentionable, not only by me but—through the politics of politeness and the unmentionable—by others as well.

So much of what I had learned, what I had done, what I had searched out could be seen as silent, brutal compensation for this heretofore unnamed condition. What would have been the differences in me, I wondered, there in the hospital, if I’d grown up thinking of myself as having a learning disability from the beginning? Would I have become a writer? Would I have become a science fiction writer?

What might the word have given me?

What might it have taken away?



43. Dr. G. said: “You know, Chip, change is a very frightening thing,” recalling so many conversations between Marilyn and me in those first months of marriage. (“Change,” she had written, finally, exhaustedly, in something between despair and resignation, “is neither merciful nor just. …”) “And you’ve been going through nothing but change for the last three-and-a-half years. Think of a subway. Think of what it does. You’re walking through one part of the city. Now you suddenly go down steps, underground. You can’t see anything of the world above. Then, after a loud, racketing ride, you suddenly come upstairs, like a swimmer breaking through the surface. You walk out and everything is completely different—changed. You’re in a whole new place. Now you say you’ve been taking the subway here to the hospital every day. That’s very brave—maybe unnecessarily so. But the next time you come, as soon as you go down the steps, don’t let yourself get lost in where you are. Forget about being afraid or not being afraid. Instead, I want you to picture where you’re going. Try to picture the stop over on Lexington where you come out. Try to see in your mind what the street around that stop looks like. Concentrate on your destination.” He smiled. “Tell me how it goes.”

It went a whole lot better!

43.01. A black man …?

A gay man …?

43.1. The organist who played for the services at most of my father’s funerals when I was a child was a brown, round, irrepressibly effeminate man named Herman. It was an open secret that Herman was queer. The grown-ups in my family joked about it all the time. Herman certainly never tried to hide it—I don’t know if he could have.

Herman was very fond of me and my younger sister. From somewhere, he’d gotten the idea I liked shad roe. I didn’t. (What seven-year-old does?—but then, perhaps he was teasing. He was so flamboyant in his every phrase and gesture—and I was such a literal-minded child—no one could be sure.) From various trips to see one sister in Baltimore or another in Washington, D.C., Herman would bring back large oval tins of shad roe as a present for me. Sundays, Mother would dredge it in egg and breadcrumbs, fry it in butter, and serve it for breakfast, exhorting me to eat just a taste, and, later, on one of Herman’s visits, while I waited, silent and awed at her untruth, would tell Herman how much I’d loved it!

When, in August, some black delivery man, bent nearly double, with his shirtsleeves rolled up over wet, teak-colored arms, would push a bronze or mahogany casket on the collapsible rubber-tired catafalque slowly and step by step along the red runner into the chapel where Herman, in his navy suit and scarlet tie, was practicing (at the actual service a black tie would replace it. But during practice, as he put it, “Mother needs some color about her or things will be just too dreary—don’t you think?”), Herman would glance over, see the man, break into an organ fanfare, rise from the bench, clap both hands to his heart, flutter them and his eyelids, roll his irises toward heaven, and exclaim, “Oh, my smellin’ salts! Get me my smellin’ salts! Boy, you come in here and do that to a woman like me, lookin’ like that? My heart can’t take it! I may just faint right here, you pretty thing!” If the delivery man had been through this before, he might stop, stand up over the coffin with sweat drops under his rough hair, and say, “What’s a’ matter with you, Herman? You one of them faggots that like men?”

But Herman’s eyes would widen in disbelief, and, drawing back, one hand to his tie, he’d declare, “Me? Oh, chile’, chile’, you must be ill or something!” Then he would march up, take the young man’s chin in his hand, and examine his face with popped, peering eyes. “Me? One of them? Why, you must have a fever, boy! I swear, you must have been workin’ out in the heat too long today. I do believe you must be sick!” Here he would feel the man’s forehead, then, removing his hand, looking at the sweat that had come off on his own palm, touch his finger to his tongue, and declare, “Oh, my lord, you are tasty! Here—” he would go on, before the man could say anything, and put both his hands flat on the delivery man’s chest, between the open buttons, and push the shirt back off the dark arms—“let me just massage them fine, strong muscles of yours and relax you and get you all comfortable so them awful and hideous ideas about me can fly out of your head forever and ever, amen! Don’t that feel good? Don’t you want a nice, lovely massage to relax all them big, beautiful muscles you got? Umm? Boy, how did you get so strong? Now don’t tell me you don’t like that! That’s lovely, just lovely the way it feels, isn’t it? Imagine, honey! Thinkin’ such nastiness like that about a woman like me! I mean, I just might faint right here, and you gonna have to carry me to a chair and fan me and bring me my smellin’ salts!” Meanwhile he would be rubbing the man’s chest and arms. “Oooooh, that feels so good, I can hardly stand it myself.” His voice would go up real high and he’d grin. “Honey, you feelin’ a little better now?”

In the chapel corner the floor fan purred, its blades a metallic haze behind circular wires. In seersucker shorts and sandals, on the first row of wooden folding chairs painted gold with maroon plush seats, I sat, watching all this.

Different men would put up with Herman’s antics for different lengths of time; and the casket delivery man (or the coal man or the plumber’s assistant) would finally shrug away, laughing and pulling his shirt back up: “Aw, Herman, cut it out, now …!” and my father, in his vest and shirtsleeves, would come from the morgue behind the chapel, chuckling at it all, followed by a smiling Freddy, Dad’s chief embalmer.

I’d smile too. Although I wasn’t sure what exactly I was smiling at.

One thing I realized was that this kind of fooling around (the word “camping” I didn’t hear for another half dozen years or more) was strictly masculine. It was 1948 or ’49. And if my mother or another woman were present, Herman’s horseplay stopped as assuredly as would my father’s occasional “goddamn,” “shit,” “nigger, this,” or “nigger, that.” Yet the change of rhetoric did not seem, with Herman, at all the general male politeness/shyness before women as was the case with my father and his other, rougher friends. Herman was, if anything, more attentive to my mother than any of the others. And she was clearly fond of him. With her, he was always full of questions about us children and advice on paint and slipcovers, and consolation, sympathy, and humor about any of her domestic complaints (not to mention the cans of shad roe, packages of flowered stationery, and bags of saltwater taffy from Atlantic City), all delivered with his balding brown head far closer to my mother’s, it seemed, when they talked over coffee upstairs in the kitchen, than my father’s or anyone else’s ever got.

Nor did I miss when, minutes after they’d been sitting around laughing at his jokes and howling over some off-color comment he’d made (but well within the boundaries of what was acceptable for the times), just after he’d gone downstairs, one visiting cousin might declare, with a bitter face, “He’s such a little fairy! I think he’s disgusting,” or an aunt who’d come by might shake her head and say, “Well, he certainly is … strange!”

Herman had a place in our social scheme—but by no means an acceptable place, and certainly not a place I wanted to fill.

Some years later, when I was fourteen or fifteen, I remember Herman, bent over, sweating, fat, stopping in to visit Freddy or my father at the funeral parlor, walking slowly, carrying some bulging shopping bag. (He no longer played the organ for us.) I would ask him how he was, and he would shake his head and declare, “I ain’t well, honey. I ain’t a well woman at all! Pray to the Lord you never get as sick as I been most of the last year! But you lookin’ just wonderful, boy! Wonderful! Mmmmmm!”

And when I was eighteen, I remember going to look at him, grown from fat to obese, squeezed into his own coffin in the back chapel—the one time he got to wear his red tie at a service, which only added to that feeling always haunting the funerals of friends that this was not real death, only practice.

My own active adult sex life would begin that October—yes, the same month as my father’s death—with a nervous, white-haired, middle-aged man, recently returned from Israel, who pressed his thigh against mine in the orchestra of the Amsterdam Theater on Forty-second Street, one of the old, darkly columned movie palaces where I’d gone specifically to get picked up. He’d taken me back to his apartment in Brooklyn. There’d been large locks on the doors of each of its three small rooms. After some very uninteresting sex, during which I had the only premature ejaculation of my life (but it would make me decide I was comparatively normal for at least three days; we’d been in physical contact, before and after, a minute and a half tops), we’d slept in separate rooms, he, locked in his bedroom for the night, with me left to doze on a couch in his living room, each of us idly wondering if the other weren’t a psychotic maniac or worse, who would try to break in any moment and slice the other up into tiny pieces. But of course neither of us was.

But for now, as I looked at Herman in his coffin, I realized I had no notion what sexual outlets there’d been in his life. Had he gone to bars? Had he gone to baths? Had he picked up people in the afternoon in Forty-second Street movie houses or in the evenings along the benches beside Central Park West? Once a month, did he spend a night cruising the halls of the YMCA over on 135th Street where (with its decaying Aaron Douglas mural over the mirror in the barbershop), on Saturday afternoons, up till a few years before, I used to go so innocently swimming? Had there been a long-term lover waiting for him at home, unmet by, and unmentioned to, people like my father whom he’d worked for? For even though I’d pursued none of them myself, I knew these were the possibilities that lay ahead—and was desperately trying to work up the courage to explore them on my own. Was it possible, I wondered, that Herman’s encounters had been confined to the touch teased from some workman; or had it even been his arms around my shoulder, his thigh against my thigh, when, years before, beside me on the organ bench, he’d taught me the proper fingering for the scale on the chapel console, before running to my parents to exclaim: “You must get that boy some piano lessons! You must! There’s so much talent in his little hands, I tell you, it just breaks my heart!”—an exhortation my parents took no more seriously than they did any of his other outrageousnesses. (I was already studying the violin, anyway.) In short, had he any more outlets than I already had? I had no way to know. Herman was fat and forty when, as a child, I met him. By the time I was an adolescent who’d outgrown the child’s sexual options of summer camp after lights-out or the locker room after swimming but had not yet found where the adults went to play, Herman, in his fifties, was dead of diabetic complications.

Herman’s funeral was among the many my father was never paid for, which changed him, in Mom’s mind, from a dear and amusing friend to one of the “characters” who, she claimed, were always latching on to my father, to live off him, to drain him of money and affection, and finally to die on him.

Today I like shad roe a lot. And somehow, by the time I was nineteen and married, I had decided—from Herman and several other gay black men I’d seen or met—that some blacks were more open about their homosexuality than many whites. My own explanation was, I suppose, that because we had less to begin with, in the end we had less to lose. Still, the openness Herman showed, as did a number of other gay men, black and white, never seemed an option for me. But I always treasured the image of Herman’s outrageous and defiant freedom to say absolutely anything. …

Anything except, of course, I am queer, and I like men sexually better than women.

43.11. A black man …?

43.2. When I was eight, my grandmother and grandfather took me (as did the parents of so many Harlem children) to meet Mr. Matthew Henson. A small, frail, brown old man, much like my mother’s gentle father (with whom he was good friends), Mr. Henson had been part of Admiral Robert E. Peary’s expedition to discover the North Pole. Scouting for the exploration party, a day before the rest, Mr. Henson—alone—had been the first man to reach the pole. He was a great explorer, the likes of Livingstone or Stanley. He was mentioned in the heavy volumes of the Encylopaedia Britannica, whose black-and-gilt spines repeated themselves for twenty-four volumes down the length of our lowest living room bookshelf. Volumes had been written about both Henson and Peary—and, despite a falling-out, the admiral had never stinted in giving Henson credit for the discovery; though Henson, an innately modest man, would always say, whenever it came up, “It was Peary’s expedition. I got there first because he was ill and ordered me to go on ahead. But I never felt the discovery was mine.” He and his aging wife lived with their daughter in the Dunbar Houses, farther up Seventh Avenue. And my parents wanted me to know that this humble man, this great man, this valiant man who’d first set foot on the North Pole was black, was real, and lived in Harlem like I did … and they hoped, as did a lot of other black parents, that I just might make the mental leap: therefore, I too could do something memorable in the world.

Standing before his armchair, with my hands folded in front of me and Grandpa behind me, while the sunlight from the Venetian blinds made bars over the taupe wall, I asked, very tentatively, what the North Pole had been like.

Mr. Henson looked up, smiled at me over his pipe, and said, “Well, it was very cold.”

It was a dignified, an ironic, and, doubtless, a true answer.

But, as with all things, my memory of Mr. Henson, too, has its excess. Once, Grandpa, after spending the day with him, as he did from time to time, came home to sit in the living room and explain, pensively: “He said the hardest part of the expedition was not sucking Peary’s toes—to keep them from getting gangrene, when they got frozen. What was hardest, he said, was when they had to eat the dogs …” And old Mrs. Henson (twenty years later I learned that Peary, Henson, and several others on the expedition had left illegitimate children among the Eskimos with whom they’d stayed) would walk down Seventh Avenue each morning to stop into my father’s funeral parlor and say good day; and if a funeral was in progress, no matter whose, she’d slip quietly into the chapel, sit, and attend the service.

43.3. “That first year when we were at Science,” Chuck told me years on, “when you all still lived over the funeral parlor? I stayed over at your house a couple of days during winter vacation. You’d gotten a guitar for Christmas that year. A nice one, too. Your parents hadn’t given you a case—I figured that was their way of making sure you didn’t take it anywhere; but I didn’t say anything about that. It was a Sunday evening; you and I were sitting around, and you were playing, when your father called us into the living room to see something on television. It was Miriam Makeba, her first time singing on the Ed Sullivan Show. I don’t know why—maybe because later Stokely married her—but I’ve always remembered that: watching Makeba sing on TV. With you and your family.”

And later, that summer, Chuck and I would go down to the midnight showing, organized by Jean Shepherd, of Sydney Poitier and John Cassavetes in The Edge of the City: the young black boy and the young white boy, sitting in the crowded theater, watching the shades of gray purveying such awesome distortions of themselves on the screen.

We were both overawed, and rode back home on the subway speaking softly, all but silent, appreciative.

The few times I’ve seen it since, I’ve often wondered why.

Looking over my life, even there in the hospital, it seemed to me there was a very comparatively easy story to tell. It would encompass stepping down onto the dusty red bricks of the Brick Floor Book Store, just up Amsterdam Avenue from our new home in Morningside Gardens, where, from the upper shelf near the door, I would pull down, then purchase, the new Grove Press trade paperback of Radiguet’s Count d’Orgel. Or how, on its first site at the corner of MacDougal and Eighth Streets, I’d turn in to the Eighth Street Book Shop and from the shelves downstairs in the lower level buy the small black-and-white pamphlet, Howl and Other Poems or the little white folded-over volume by Diane DiPrima, This Kind of Bird Flies Backwards, or how, coming into the tiny ground floor space, I’d make my way up the shoulder-wide stairs to the more spacious upper room of the New Yorker Book Shop, where I’d finally find the Signet paperback of Devil in the Flesh.

That easy story would tell how (when I was seventeen), as she neared the end of medical school, Barbara got a new boyfriend—Fradley. Fradley was redhaired, white, and pretty easygoing. There was much talk in my family of the money in his. He supported a modest apartment in Greenwich Village looking down on Minetta Lane. Now he would turn up with Barbara at Thanksgiving dinner at my Aunt’s home in New Jersey. Now, if for some reason I was out with Barbara, we’d stop off on a chill evening at Fradley’s in the Village. Once, in his apartment I noticed a large book in a white cover lying on a small table against one wall. Fradley saw me looking at it and said:

“Oh, that’s by a friend of mine. He gave me a copy. I tried to read it, but I really couldn’t quite understand it myself. You might be interested in it, though.” On the back was a quote from Robert Graves, comparing the novel favorably to the “Mr. Eliot’s The Waste Land” and another bit of praise from Stuart Gilbert, whose study of Ulysses I had just been reading a few weeks before. “Somewhere near the beginning of the story,” Fradley went on, frowning, “someone tears up a letter and the pieces fly away like seagulls. Then, later on, around the middle, someone is on a boat, watching a bunch of seagulls, that fly away like pieces of a torn letter …?” He looked at me with a questioning expression.

And my own thoughts went to some essay on Moby-Dick I’d recently read that had discussed form in the novel. But it didn’t seem to be the time to say anything.

“Now that’s fascinating!” Barbara said. (She thought much that Fradley said at the time was fascinating.) Stepping up beside me, she opened the cover. “He signed it to you, too. ‘From Bill,’” she read out.

“I didn’t really read it myself.” Fradley reiterated, to my continued observation. “He told me about it. I tried to read it, but it’s kind of rough going.”

Once again I looked down at the title, and decided this book was something I eventually must master. Barbara stepped away and I started paging through it. “It is long,” I said, turning to the last page. Nine hundred fifty-six pages. (Five years later when Voyage, Orestes! finished at one thousand fifty-six manuscript pages, how my extra hundred, as I riffled through them the night I completed it, made me smile!) And later the tale would tell how, in my third-floor bedroom, I stretched out on my belly, to read Gertrude Stein’s advice to the nineteen-year-old composer, Paul Bowles, in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas: “If you don’t work hard when you’re twenty, Paul, no one will love you when you’re thirty.” For a moment, among those volcanic revelations telling thousands of young people in every nook of the United States that the art world was not a series of isolated geniuses at work in their solitary towers, but rather a socially, if not a seamlessly, accessible reality, I felt Stein’s wise and incisive voice had singled me out personally.

I would work.

I’d work until my eyes and my fingers and my mind were numb with working. I put my face down on the pillow beside the book and drew a readying breath.

As easily, that tale might tell about going downtown with an older friend, Lloyd, to the Five Spot (then on the corner of St. Marks Place and Third Avenue) to sit late in the blue lights, hands around my single drink for the evening and listening to Thelonious Monk; or of going down to the Cedar Street Tavern, with another older friend, Stewy, looking for Samuel Beckett—because Stewy, not knowing who he was, had started a conversation with him the night before, and bringing the tale of the odd Irish writer he’d been conversing with the previous evening back to Lloyd and Marilyn and me and Gale and the rest of us, we’d exploded with enthusiasm; and I’d made Stewy take me there the next night.

Only Beckett didn’t turn up that evening.

It would be almost as easy to talk about Pierre—the first openly gay young man I ever knew. Again, somewhat older than I, he was a Frenchman studying at NYU. Once, when several of us were walking in Central Park together, he turned to Marilyn and me, who were holding hands, and commented: “You look so cute together, I could have you both at once.” Pierre said he was going to write a novel about his year in America.

But people often said they were to write novels.

A couple of years later, back in France, however, he did. It was called Manhattan Blues. Gale had provided a character for it; but I don’t think either Marilyn or I showed up.

The story would so easily go on to recount how I went to a party with Marilyn and stout, brilliant Victor, and Pierre, and Lloyd, and Jose (pronounced Zhosé: Marilyn’s mentor at the time) and his wife Heidi, and a black poet who wrote in French named Leon, and Marie (whose book of poems had come out just after Ginsberg’s in the Pocket Poets Series, and who spoke fluent French, and whom I pumped for half an hour about Aimé Césaire). It was held for the literary journal, Botteghe Oscura; near, yes, the punchbowl, I struck up a conversation with an orange-haired writer in a sports jacket, with the odd first name of Cleveland, who’d published there. I asked him to tell me something about the journal, and jocularly he explained that, well, in the last issue they’d printed a translation of a truly magical story by a great, but not well-known, German writer, about a woman who had an affair with a dog.

The next day I purchased a copy of the thick issue in five languages and spent a bemused evening in my room on my bed, among its dark caves, reading Robert Musil’s dense, sea-haunted, and almost opaque “Temptation of Quiet Veronica.”

An easy tale …?

But there is always a story, harder to tell (looking for a place in another column), about how, when I was sixteen, my father stood under the street lamp on Amsterdam Avenue at one in the morning, his coat blowing wide, shouting at me: “No, I will not go up and meet her! I will not! A white woman, old enough to be your mother? And now you tell me that she’s drunk? Don’t you understand, you are a little black boy!” Now he practically hissed, in that epoch when to call someone “black” was precisely as insulting as calling them a nigger. “Suppose she took it into her head to say you did something? Just suppose? You could be hauled into a court for rape! You could be killed—” and, while his anger mounted to where he could no longer speak and his face only quiver, suddenly he took his fist and—not hard, but shockingly (as shocking as his suggestion: because at once it floodlit the chasm separating the worlds we lived in)—hit me in the shoulder, to turn me on the empty sidewalk and start me for home.

Equally hard would be to tell how (at seventeen) I crouched in the closet, among shoes and dust with the corner of a cardboard carton cutting into my back, while I listened to my father (angry) and my uncle (placating), outside in the living room, who’d come down looking for me, talking to Lloyd and Steve and Stewy (I tried to picture the graduate student we all called Granny quietly going on with his studying at the side table), patiently lying on my behalf, saying, no, they hadn’t seen me that day, but if I stopped by, yes, certainly they’d tell me that Dad and Uncle Hubert were looking for me, were anxious to see me. And a few minutes later, Lloyd opened the closet door and looked down. “Okay. Come on out.” As I stood up, he said: “You, young man, had better get in contact with your father.” Or to tell how, ten hours later, when the apartment was empty, I sat on the couch, numbly, as close to suicide as I’ve ever come, listening again and again to the Brandenburg Concerti on Lloyd’s hi-fi. When this one is over, I’ll get up and do it. No, when this one is finished—but another one’s started already. Maybe one more. And now one more? All right, I’ll listen to one more. …

What’s hard to tell is how (when I was eighteen), when Chuck came up to spend some weeks with his mother in New York, one afternoon when we were just sitting around in his room not doing anything, I looked over to see he had fallen asleep on his bed. A few minutes later, I lay down on the rumpled bed beside him, thinking I might nap too, but close enough to feel his arm against my flank, and his breath against the back of my biceps and lay there for an hour wondering if I might turn and touch him.

What’s so much easier is to tell how, back at my house at Morningside, I sat up on the piano in my room that had been ceded me by my Aunt Virginia, my feet on the bench, while Chuck, cross-legged on my bed, leaned back against the wall, and I read out loud to him Rechy’s story, “The Wedding of Miss Destiny,” published in the Evergreen Review, and sections from the newly published novel by Alexander Trocchi, Cain’s Book, with overwhelming adolescent enthusiasm.

On the wall, just above Chuck’s head and to his left was the cover I had cut off of a literary magazine, Trembling Lamb, I’d bought at the Eighth Street Bookstore in the Village. It showed a close-up of Jean Harlow’s yearning profile. To the bottom left of the picture was an un-attributed quote:

“I have three years left to worship youth, Rimbaud, Jean Harlow, Billy the Kid …”

What’s much harder to tell of, however, is the rest of Trembling Lamb, lying in the back of my own closet—coverless—on top of the orange crate in which were packed my old journal notebooks, juvenile short stories, and adolescent novels. In it I’d read (to myself) the opening sections of LeRoi Jones’s novel, The System of Dante’s Hell, with its portrait, lyric and intense as Jacobs Room or Nightwood, of black life in Newark and I’d wondered, troubled, as now and again I had for so many years, if there was something wrong with me that so many of my friends were white, that so few were black.

(Easy: discovering “simony” in our Encyclopaedia Britannica and writing in my journal, “To sell the soul is simony,” sure, as I wrote it, that a proper soul did not exist.)

In the hospital, I wondered: Is it the easy stories that make us who we are? Is it what, when we can finally tell them, the hard stories reveal of us? Or is it simply the gap, the tension, the places where the two are always threatening to tear entirely apart, that finally mold us, at any moment, to a given response, active or internal, that make others—or even ourselves—recognize us as persons?

43.4. My fourth science fiction novel, City of a Thousand Suns, was officially published on January 1, 1965. But the first copies were available as much as six weeks before, in November (and certainly by the early part of December of ’64), when I was still in the hospital. I brought it in to show Dr. G. The three books of the trilogy, all out now, were the emblems, the public markers, the traces by which some allegorical chronicle of the two years from my twentieth to my twenty-second birthday might be read. (Voyage, Orestes! was the private dossier running from eighteen to twenty-one, still hoping for publication.) The split between the world of desire and the world of material was something I could by now explain to myself in many ways.

In terms of history? One of the last books I read before entering the hospital was Morris Bishop’s biographical study of Beatrice Cenci, whose father had been accused and convicted of sodomy: he had been imprisoned, in the words of the judge, “for practicing with grown men [i.e., his stable grooms] what it is only acceptable to do with boys.”

In terms of my own family? I remembered very well my father’s explosions of rage when he suspected, when I was nine or ten, some of my early heterosexual experimenting. Yet when I would go off with some male friend for a frantic session of mutual masturbation and make-out and his suspicions seemed similarly aroused, he would all but ignore it—especially if I lied to his questioning and said we’d been looking at pictures of women.

Yet there was an entire counterhistory to my eighteenth and nineteenth years that, as long as I could not tell it to myself, could not bring it within the play of discourse, was, in its unsettling effects, threatening to bring the world of objects, actions, engines, windows, doors, and subway trains down around my head, and send me plummeting in an endless fall among them.

43.5. Shortly after I began my second term at City College, I collaborated on an opera with a black musician and actor, then in his upper thirties, named Lorenzo Fuller. I met him through my friend Bernie.

Were this a true biography, rather than a memoir, a collection of impressions and fragments, there’d be as much—or more—about Bernie here than anyone else. Through adolescence and adulthood, Bernie was not only my mentor, but Marilyn’s and Ana’s as well. He was an ebullient, gracious, and gregarious New Englander, just past fifty when, at seventeen, I met him—a man interested in all aspects of literature, music, and theater. He had been a practicing psychologist, working first in the New Hampshire school system and later at the Payne-Whitney Clinic in New York City. In New Hampshire he’d managed a professional theater company and as “Philip Drury” he’d played Cassio to Jose Ferrer’s Iago and Uta Hagen’s Desdemona in the famous Paul Robeson production of Othello at the Old Met. There are some dozen songs of his copyrighted at ASCAP under the name of “Brad Kearny.” The day I first went to visit him (at the urging of a young painter and sculptor, David Logan, a student in Marilyn’s French class who roomed at the back of Bernie’s and Iva’s apartment), he served tea in a red T-shirt, explaining that he had recently returned from a few weeks in Puerto Rico, and had just completed a novel based on the Gilgamesh epic, sections of which he read me that day. He and his tall, stately wife Iva had acted for longer or shorter periods as parent figures to any number of youngsters, many of them black and Hispanic, and some of whom went on to be quite famous—such as actors Marlon Brando and Earl Hyman. Bernie had directed the teenaged Brando in Allen Kaufmann’s children’s play at the Adelphi Theater, Bobino. A recent Brando biography says the young actor played a giraffe, but Bernie maintained it was a wooden soldier—and he was, after all, the play’s director. Brando, with the young actress Elaine Stritch, spent a lot of afternoons sitting around Bernie’s and Iva’s apartment, then on Gramercy Park. And Hyman tells a charming anecdote of how, when Bernie first invited the sixteen-year-old black youth to visit and served him a cup of hot chocolate, Hyman, terribly nervous at meeting a professional man of the theater, managed to pick up his cup and immediately spill it on the floor. Seeing the boy’s embarrassment, at once Bernie overturned his own cup of chocolate and said, offhandedly, “Oh, that’s the way we always do it here.”

They remained lifelong friends.

But these were anecdotes from the forties.

By the sixties, Bernie’s spacious West End Avenue apartment was the center of an exciting circle that included endless musicians, actors, and painters, as well as his old friend, Harlem Renaissance writer and artist, Bruce Nugent—and Lorenzo, who had played Sportin’ Life in the Porgy and Bess troupe that had toured Russia in 1956.

It was the closest I’d ever gotten to a salon.

One of Bernie’s adoptees, Fred, was a musician and actor who had gone on to join the church, had become a priest, and had eventually become musical director of a fairly large midwestern cathedral. Bernie was a devout atheist. But he was also a great-hearted man and a musician. Some years before, as a gift to Fred on his ordination, Bernie had composed a Mass in D Minor. Shortly after I met Bernie, arrangements were made to perform the work at a small church in Brooklyn, and Ana, Marilyn, and myself all sang in the chorus of twenty-odd of Bernie’s friends. Numerous mornings I rose at five to come up to the apartment and help him copy out parts. At the performance, Bernie played the organ—as he had when a boy for his father’s congregation in New Hampshire. We were accompanied by a small woodwind orchestra. For three months Lorenzo rehearsed us, and, at the performance, he conducted—and sang the baritone solo.

Lorenzo had picked up the nickname “Father” because he called everyone else “Father.” I was “Father Chip,” Bernie was “Father Bernie,” Marilyn was “Father Marilyn,” and Iva was “Father Iva”—and Fred, when he stopped by to visit, was “Father Fred.”

Inspired largely by my adolescent infatuation with the music and cast (and the Oliver Smith scenery under the glorious Jean Rosenthal lighting!) of West Side Story, which played at the Winter Garden from the time I was thirteen until I was at least eighteen, the opera libretto I’d drafted was about Puerto Ricans and drug addiction and juvenile delinquency, with a Hispanic bruja, or “witch woman” (the contralto) whose spells really worked, thrown in for color.

Lorenzo read them over in Bernie’s living room and, half an hour later, looked up and announced that he’d love to write the music. And, when I confessed that I had a few musical ideas of my own, generously he suggested we spend some time together working on it: as thirty-six-year-olds sometimes do with bright eighteen-year-olds, he’d developed quite a crush on me.

For a few weeks, after classes at City College, I’d go up to Lorenzo’s Edgecomb Avenue apartment (the penthouse of a rather famous building, I later discovered in various histories of Harlem, though I didn’t know it at the time), and, in his fairly small, somewhat dark living room, filled with plants, the glass doors to the terrace ajar behind us, we would sit together on the piano bench before his upright and work on aria after aria, recitative after recitative.

Lorenzo had come to New York from a dirt-poor midwest farm at eighteen or nineteen; he’d started out as something of a musical prodigy in his hometown, and in his first years here had done very well in the city, with a scholarship to the Julliard School of Music, where, as the prize for winning some composition contest, an early symphonic work had been premiered by Toscanini with the New York Philharmonic. He’d had string quartets performed at Carnegie Hall. But he’d also found that, despite bits of adulation here and there, there just wasn’t very far you could go if you were a serious black composer in this country.

Lorenzo also happened to be a stunningly handsome man: he looked rather like a more severe Billy Dee Williams—only a few shades blacker. He also had a fine baritone voice. He had a warm and outgoing personality—so he’d taken up acting. And dancing—enough to negotiate musical comedy. At twenty-five or so, well before the Porgy and Bess tour, he’d landed parts in the original Broadway productions of Finian’s Rainbow, and Kiss Me Kate, where (as Larry Fuller) he’d been the first to perform the showstopping number “It’s Too Darn Hot.”

When I met him at Bernie’s, he was writing cabaret acts for various nightclub performers and giving voice and piano lessons at his home. At the time, he was doing a show for Butterfly McQueen, called The World is My Oyster (today, every six or ten months, I find myself sitting next to her or across from her on the Broadway M-104 bus: a diminutive, smiling black lady in a somewhat worn black coat, holding a black bag in her lap, one of the two principals still alive from the cast of Gone with the Wind …). I knew Lorenzo was gay. I’d even thought of going to bed with him—though, at eighteen, I had no idea how you broached the subject. I knew he liked me; but I was truly unaware his own interest had a sexual side to it. In 1960, this was just not the kind of thing gay men let be known to teenaged boys they met socially—or, for that matter, to anyone else. Lorenzo’s personality was energetic, electric, even frenetic, and, in his and Bernie’s social circle, he was considered something of a genius. And I was writing an opera with him.

It was probably our third work session at Lorenzo’s apartment. We’d been jumping around some in the libretto—I think we were working on something in the second act. Lorenzo sat beside me on the piano bench, debating some phrase with me—“Now, let’s see. Let’s see, Father Chip! Maybe if it swung way out, here … like—” and he’d play a few chords and intone some booming melodic line.

“Yeah, I like that!” I said. (That’s what I tended to say a lot with Lorenzo.) And he would lean forward and scrawl a handful of notes and chords on the ten-stave music sheet on which it was all going down.

At some point, however, when I was looking over what he’d written, he put his hand on my shoulder. I was saying something like: “You know, here, if we go between C and E-flat a lot, here—I mean back and forth, almost without any recognizable modulation, we’ll build up an awful lot of tension for when Pop makes his entrance in F, right down here—”

I looked over at Lorenzo’s hand.

He was staring at me.

I smiled, looked a bit confused, and, indeed, suddenly felt a little excited. I thought: Oh, he’s going to proposition me! I was wondering if and how and when …?

But what he did was start to quiver.

Suddenly he leaned his head against me, holding my arm so hard it hurt. For a moment I was worried that, no, he was sick! I asked, “Are you all right …?”

But when his other hand moved to grab my leg, I realized, yes, we were indeed within the sexual.

Without letting me go, he staggered up from the bench and, in a kind of quivering daze, dragged me into his bedroom, fell with me on the bed, and began to tear off our clothes, mumbling things like, “Now, now …!” and, “Please, please, don’t be frightened! It won’t hurt! I promise!” I think at one point I even said, “I know you’re not going to hurt me, Lorenzo, but could I at least get my arm out of my sleeve?”

Which I don’t even think he heard.

For the next seven or ten minutes he labored on top of me to climax, while I tried to get into it, realized I wasn’t, tried to pull away from him, found he was holding me too tightly, tried to get into it again, got a little scared, then tried to relax, and at last, in an uncomfortable state, moderately passive/responsive, just waited till it was over—though I wondered a couple of times if it mattered at all what I was doing.

He came.

He may have even asked me, afterwards, if I could, or wanted to, come. And I just shook my head and said, “Naw, that’s okay.” But I’m not sure of that.

There was a quick, awkward, and silent redonning of clothes. I was probably the one who said, “You want to finish up the scene we were working on?”

With great relief, Lorenzo returned to the piano bench; I sat beside him again, and we worked for another hour—till I went home.

There was no mention of the sex from either of us. My own feeling was: that it was awfully silly and not much fun.

When I left, I made another appointment to come back in two days and we’d start on the third act. Save for a slightly sore shoulder (from the initial grab) and a somewhat bruised lip (from one of his rougher kisses), no, I wasn’t hurt. But I think I was quietly appalled.

There was never any more sex between Lorenzo and me—nor any mention of it either. Both before and after, he was as friendly, kind, and solicitous of me as any man in love with an eighteen-year-old could be. This is one of the places where I learned that a person can be a truly kind and thoughtful individual while absolutely unacceptable in bed—unacceptable in a way that has nothing to do with being a “good” lover or a “bad” lover as far as technique goes. Indeed, the difference between the acceptable and unacceptable I mean is a qualitative difference that begins to distinguish willing participation from physical coercion.

Bernie was one of the first adults with whom I could discuss sex. Certainly he’d suspected Lorenzo’s crush; at one point he asked me how we were coming along. I knew he meant the opera, but I said,

“Well, we went to bed. He was very … energetic about it. Though, really, a couple of times I had the feeling that if I’d just gotten up and left in the middle, he wouldn’t have noticed.” It was, if anything, an understatement.

Bernie said: “Mmm? Well, I know what you mean. There’re lots of people like that.”

And over the next few months, Lorenzo and I finished our opera.

But even I was unable to say to Bernie that I had actually been unable to get up in the middle and leave—at least without much greater violence that I was prepared to exert.

43.51. As I pondered all this in the hospital, I figured that the experience with Lorenzo had been my fifth, possibly sixth, sexual experience (i.e., adult, gay); certainly it was early among the incidents where a social situation led, however clumsily, to the bedroom. And, if I’m honest, it had as much to do with my turning toward “promiscuous sex” and away from social sex as any single happening.

The eyehook of an autumn evening while walking down Central Park West, where the two of you turn into the park for five or fifteen minutes and one of you blows (or fucks) the other, seemed quietly calmer, physically more satisfactory, and—nine times out of ten—far more friendly in its air and attitude. (Parks and Forty-second Street movies were what my “promiscuous sex” more or less consisted of at eighteen.) I’ve often wondered whether people who talk, in a heterosexual situation, of marital rape aren’t speaking of something rather similar—perhaps with penetration—to my experience on the piano bench. Perhaps it was simply a much more common aspect of sex in general during the fifties.

What could have happened to a serious opera by two black composers (one of whom was eighteen) in 1960?

Not much is what.

But a few months after we’d finished it, when I completed a novel called Afterlon (where, for the first time, I wrote about the deaf-mute adolescent boy called Snake, who had come to me—yes—in a dream) and needed a typist, Lorenzo insisted on typing up the entire manuscript of some three hundred plus pages for free. I think the whole friendship, on his side, was a terribly complex combination of identification, guilt, and honest admiration for the very bright black kid I was. He had been a prodigy too, and was at the tail end of a painful transition that those who bid for, but are finally not accepted into, the First Ranks of Serious Artistic Endeavor in their twenties must make to survive their thirties—a transition I knew nothing about at the time.

I do today.

It’s a hard one.

I haven’t seen a copy of the opera since I was twenty.

43.6. The spring after my father’s death, within a week one way or the other of my nineteenth birthday and before Marilyn’s and my sexual experimenting shunted us into marriage, while I was walking through the Village around Eighth Street, on a lamp post I saw another flyer someone had taped up:


	POETS ! SINGERS! ACTORS!

	PLAYWRIGHTS! MUSICIANS !

	CHAMBER THEATER

	IS LOOKING FOR YOU!



The flyer went on to explain that “Chamber Theater” was soon to be reconvening for its spring ’61 session and had a place for any and every creative person. Those interested were to call Risa Korsun, after five-thirty, on weekdays.

I copied the phone number down in my notebook. Later that evening, I called from my parents’ home and was answered by a nasal Jewish contralto. Yes, this was Risa. She was trying to find a time when we could all meet—what about the following evening at seven-thirty …? and she gave me the name of a Village coffee house. Gave it to me several times, in fact. She seemed to think I should know where it was from that alone. But since she didn’t know the exact address, she had to describe where it was—and during her vague, complicated instructions, I got the impression she rather wondered who, indeed, I was that I didn’t know this most famous of Village landmarks.

I still don’t remember the name of the place. (It was not the Figaro. Could it have been the Reggio on MacDougal Street? No, because it wouldn’t have taken so long to describe its location.) At any rate, the next evening I found it—it didn’t look much different from the Reggio.

Sitting at a small round table in the corner was a short, rotund woman with a grayish mustache, terribly rough hair, wearing thick glasses and an ordinary enough bohemian-style dress (maroon print) for the times, with a particularly large metallic necklace—of the sort my elementary school art teacher, Gwenny, used to have us make out of aluminum plates and wires; Risa’s was bronze or brass.

Sitting at the table around her were several young men and women. She looked up at me as I looked about the room, smiled, and extended her small, rough hand. “I’m Risa!” she declared.

“I’m Chip,” I said.

She began to introduce me to the others sitting around the table.

There was a honey-haired young woman of twenty-or-so in a blue sweater, whose name I don’t remember.

There was a six-foot-four, dark-haired young man, who was moderately handsome in an actorly sort of way, named Peter, who unfortunately rather slumped and had a very soft voice.

There was a slight, blond guy with glasses called Willie, who as soon as he said his friendly hello, I realized had some speech defect verging on an actual lisp.

There may have been two others—I’m not sure.

I pulled up a chair, and Risa began to tell us about Chamber Theater.

Today, with a few decades’ knowledge of life and dreams, as well as some experience of the mechanics by which one turns into the other, I can tell you much more about Chamber Theater than I could have at the end of that evening session. Chamber Theater was simply Risa’s brave, marvelous fantasy. What Risa talked to us about was a potentially international organization that should have had an office and meeting rooms and rehearsal spaces and institutional funding, whose first meeting should have been attended by thirty or forty writers and actors and composers, whose board of directors and artistic organizers should have been delivering statements and writing manifestos and organizing wonderful projects.

What we—very slowly—began to realize was before us was a thirty-seven-year-old woman, who worked as a telephone operator in a Fourteenth Street department store that specialized in clothing for overweight women (Lane Bryant’s). She had a serious (and frequently painful) gallbladder condition—sometime later, I had to take her one night in a cab to the Bellevue emergency room. She also had a dream, Wagnerian in its ambition, that involved Poetry, Theater, Art, and Truth … however vague she was about what constituted each. And what Chamber Theater was, of course, was the interplay falling out of the dazzlement and the not-so-little confusion of the half dozen or so out-of-work actors who had shown up, with moderate curiosity, to check out Risa’s dream.

It seemed feasible, Risa explained, given the people who’d come, that we begin with the International Poetry Project, which would involve readings of poems in both the original languages and in translation from different nations. Were any of us, she wanted to know, familiar with the vast and wondrous tradition of native poetry written by the Maori of New Zealand …?

More blank stares, as Risa reached into a large, red-leather reticule and pulled out a dog-eared copy of The Penguin Book of Maori Verse. “What,” someone wanted to know, “would the International Poetry Project consist of?”

Well, it would begin with readings of poetry from different countries—like New Zealand—which would be arranged with the actors we had present.

Where?

Well, right here. In this coffee shop? Oh, no. Not now. But she knew the owner, and he’d said he would be willing to have some evening programs of poetry readings. So if we’d just all go out and acquire this book …? Then we could begin rehearsals—did anyone have a place where we could rehearse?—next week. Future programs would include German Poetry, Italian Poetry, Spanish Poetry, South American Poetry, and French Poetry. Penguin, she assured us, did anthologies of each.

But for now, Maori came first.

I’d told Marilyn about the meeting, and, as I recall, she hadn’t been particularly interested. But she’d agreed to drop over after her classes at NYU and meet me at the coffee shop an hour after the meeting was scheduled. Certainly by that time it would be over. Well, an hour later, when she came in, it was still going on. Within minutes of her arrival, Risa had her trying some Maori ritual chant out loud at the table, and was smothering her with praise over her reading voice. Risa would not even entertain the thought that Marilyn was not, now, part of the Chamber Theater Company.

Though I guess I had an inkling of the preposterousness of it all, I was also curious. Willie, who volunteered his Village apartment for the first rehearsal a few days later, was at least twenty-four or twenty-five and was clearly tickled by the wackiness of the whole thing. Seven-thirty the next Tuesday night, we met at Willie’s small, neat apartment, in a Village walkup with its johns in the hall. A couple of the people didn’t show up, but all the ones I’ve described did—including Marilyn. A couple of us had actually gone out and bought the book, so that with reading over each other’s shoulders, there were enough copies to go around. Risa began to assign (and endlessly reassign) poems for various of us to read aloud (and assign lines of poems, for those works she felt should be read by several actors in several voices) and, sitting around on cushions or the sagging couch, we began to rehearse. In this setting, Willie’s speech defect became terribly apparent. Everyone wondered how, and if, anyone would say anything about it. At one point, quite professionally, Risa finally said to him, “You know, you really have a serious problem with your s’s and z’s.”

To which, equally professionally, Willie replied, “Yes, I know, I’m working on those.” (As I’ve said, it verged on a lisp, but rendering his s’s as “th” would mock it, not convey it.)

Slowly, over a series of tries, Willie’s role was reduced to the male voice in a single poem that was a ritual marriage dialogue between a man and a woman—with a minimum of s’s in the man’s lines. I must say, he took it very well. And, speech impediment aside, he was a wonderful actor.

Risa taught us at least one terribly useful thing in that first rehearsal that I’ve gotten much mileage out of ever since. Even today, when most people read a line of poetry—and if it’s common now, it was rampant in the fifties—they will, on reaching the line’s end, close with a rising inflection. For most people this is a way to signal what they’re reading is poetry, rather than prose. (Listen to a record of Sylvia Plath reading her own poems. That’s the way everybody read poems in the fifties. Where did we learn it? Probably from those recordings of Dylan Thomas that every bright fourteen-year-old with literary ambitions owned. Even if you didn’t like the poems, you loved the voice.) Risa stopped Marilyn in the middle of one of the poems to explain: “Even if it’s poetry, dear, you’ve got to read it as though it were a sentence someone was saying. Drop your tone at the end of the line, the way you do at the end of an ordinary sentence.” After that, things went much better.

Beyond her Chamber Theater dream, Risa was also a fine raconteur. How much of my sense of the Village comes from Risa’s tales and stories. She had come to the Village some time in the forties. (Her father lived in Brooklyn—as I recall, she didn’t get along with him too well.) But she had endless and wonderful stories of the Waldorf Cafeteria, on the southeast corner of Sixth Avenue and Eighth Street, with its potted plants, tiled floors, cloths on the tables, and baskets of rolls set out with the salt and pepper shakers (Horn & Hardart Automats—themselves once as much a symbol of New York as the Empire State Building, but now all but vanished from the city—were a deco vulgarization of these older establishments), and tales of E. E. Cummings, Brother Theodore, and Dylan Thomas.

Let’s go back to the rehearsals for our first evening of Maori poetry.

I’ve mentioned Peter. For western films, Hollywood has always liked tall actors: easily Peter could have been the sulky, mildly good-looking-in-a-seedy-sort-of-way, fourth-in-line member of the Gang. About twenty-five, he had immense hands—which, though the nails were of ordinary length, still practically hypnotized me. He wanted to be an actor. But he talked in a breathy near whisper. I recall at least once Risa telling him, “I’m sure your interpretation of those lines is truly marvelous—full of feeling, deeply sincere, and rich with insight. But you’re sitting on the couch. I’m sitting over here on the cushion. The room isn’t that large. And I can’t hear a word you’re saying!”

In that year when I was first experimenting with sex, the information I had to base those experiments on was not very sophisticated. From somewhere I’d learned that male actors were supposed to be gay. But I wasn’t sure about Peter.

When our second or third rehearsal broke up (I don’t think Marilyn made that one, but perhaps she did), as we left I just started walking with Peter down the street. After a few blocks, he suggested we have some hot chocolate together. We stepped into a shop, probably somewhere on Seventh Avenue. As soon as we sat down, he began to pour out all his doubts about Risa and the Chamber Theater project—it seemed silly to him, pointless, impossible. I said he was probably right, but if you had nothing better to do, it certainly couldn’t hurt. (This must have sounded very different to a twenty-five-year-old living on his own in New York and trying to be an actor from the way it did to a nineteen-year-old living at home with his mother and looking for something to do over a long dull summer. Several times Peter mentioned how intelligent I seemed for my age. People often did, so I was kind of smugly used to it.) When we finished, I paid for my own chocolate over his protests and—uninvited—went on walking along with him.

Soon we came to a small sunken yard, of the sort that fronts many brownstones, and Peter said, “Well, this is where I live.”

I actually said: “Can I come in for a little while?”

Peter looked surprised, then said, “Well, yeah. Sure.”

We went in.

Something in his tiny, ground-floor, two-room apartment was nonfunctional. The gas? The electricity? I don’t remember. There were some books on the floor by the gray wall. A box spring on the floor with a print thrown over it was his bed. We sat on it because there weren’t any chairs and began to talk.

I really wanted to go to bed with him. Since Lorenzo, my experiences had mounted from five or six to thirty or forty, but they were formal “cruising” situations at Forty-second Street movies or along Central Park. I hadn’t the vaguest idea how to turn a social situation into a sexual one—and the situation with Lorenzo certainly didn’t provide much of a model.

I said we talked.

Outside the window, the gray afternoon darkened and colored itself deep blue. I remember I was surprised to learn how upset he’d been over Risa’s criticisms of his soft-spokenness—though it had certainly seemed a reasonable point to me. The logic of his complaint, however, went something like this. If Risa was right, and he couldn’t project or be heard, that was tantamount to saying to him he couldn’t be an actor. And who was she to say that to him? The whole thing was stupid. And reading Maori chants in a coffee shop for an evening wasn’t his idea of acting, anyway.

I was determined I was going to stay there until he asked me to go. But he seemed happy enough to have me. I knew the best way to maintain someone’s interest was to get them to talk about themselves, and so I spent a lot of time drawing him out. He must have told me most of his life story—and I recall none of it, even to the midwestern town he’d come from.

We didn’t leave the house again. If we ate, it was something like bread-and-butter sandwiches. At ten or ten-thirty that night, he said something about being tired and that he was going to go to sleep. I said I was tired too; would he mind if I stretched out next to him? No, sure, go right ahead. Lying down on the low bed beside him, both of us in our underwear, I drifted off to sleep. About an hour later, I woke. After five minutes in the still dark, one or the other of us turned over—and suddenly we were hugging each other, kissing. Wholly without words, over the next forty minutes, we went through pretty much everything sexual two men can together.

Both of us, first me and three minutes later Peter, came.

I went back to sleep. An hour or so later, I woke again and, after counting to ten (six or seven times), reached to touch him. He was hard. But now he moved my hand away, whispering, “No, not now. …” Disappointed as only a horny teenager can be, I went—uneasily—back to sleep.

In the morning we got up. We talked of everything else that morning. But all mention of the sex that had occurred—occurred furiously, passionately, ravenously—was wholly outside our conversation. By mutual agreement? Not exactly. I figured Peter was the adult. It was his house. I was the guest. I was trying to take my cue from him.

But I was also still trying to figure out—silently, furiously—for the whole day, how I could get him to have sex again. Having crested the barrier of number one with this quiet giant, number two seemed far more difficult. Again, he made no sign that he wanted me to go. Indeed he seemed to enjoy having me there. Not once did he ask me if parents or roommates might be expecting me. There were none of those annoyed and put-upon signals that let you know you’re not wanted. No, he had nothing to do that day. Sure, it would be fine if I wanted to hang around. Now we went out together for a cup of coffee; now we went back to his apartment to read our separate books, stretched out on the bed together; now we talked easily of this and that, quite as comfortably as I would have been spending a day with any of my cousins. (Was this, I wondered, simply the despair of lovers who could think of nothing else to do?) At some point in the afternoon, I decided that the only way to have sex with him again was to wait until we went to bed and then do exactly what we’d done before. And so, with a mustering of patience, I resolved to do so.

Slowly, slowly, the day completed itself.

Still, he gave no sign I could read that he wanted me to go. He had candles in the apartment for the evening, but I don’t recall if they were for atmosphere or lack of current. Eventually he stretched out on the bed and said he was going to sleep. I lay down beside him. He blew out the two stubby, and the single tall, wax staffs. After what seemed an appropriate time, I reached for him. This time he immediately took my hand and moved it away. “No. We better not. …” So I turned over and, thinking that there was something very dumb and wrong and unhappy about this whole thing, went to sleep.

The next morning, very early—four-thirty or five—I got out of bed, told him I was leaving. (Obviously wide awake, he looked at me and said, “That’s all right.”) Outside I climbed the steps to the street level and started down the block, with sunlight in my eyes from the east prying under the trees that edged the narrow Village street. My overriding thought was: What an incredible waste of time that was!

Certainly formal cruising grounds were preferable to this silent and impossible nonsense. They were definitely faster.

Thinking about it, four years later, alone in the hospital, it occurred to me that I had been under twenty-one: that might have worried Peter. Also, heaven alone knows what sickness or crime or sin he’d learned, at home in whatever small town, such acts were; or what vow he’d taken never to do them again. Perhaps, in his refusal, he simply thought he was doing the best thing for us both. But if he was, I was absolutely resentful of the sheer time it had cost.

More to the point, however, those years saw, throughout the middle classes of our country, a deep, widespread fear and mistrust of sex—a fear of speaking of sex (for there was a whole lexicon of words that in those days could not be printed in even the most serious fiction, could not be heard on the stage or the screen in even the most mature play or film; there was a whole gallery of texts that could not be printed, sold, read in this country). And black Lorenzo and white Peter presented the behavioral poles between which that fear manifested itself—behavior that ran from (near) rape to (almost) rejection—behaviors with easy analogues among heterosexuals for anyone who wants to seek them, behaviors shared by white and black, behaviors that the adolescents of the sixties were soon to declare rebellion against, often unaware that what facilitated those rebellions were a set of institutions—homosexual, heterosexual—that equally disgruntled men and women in the fifties, forties, and before had established (however silently, however exploitatively) to similar ends.

All we brought to it was language.

Which creates very little.

But it stabilizes.

I never saw Peter again.

He didn’t come to the next Maori poetry rehearsal, nor to the coffee shop performance the following Wednesday. (Somehow, that summer, there was only one performance.) But Risa relieved me of whatever guilt I felt by saying, “No, I didn’t think he’d show up. He never really struck me as Chamber Theater caliber.”

Chamber Theater may well have been what inspired us, a week or so later, to restage Marilyn’s Perseus on Tenth Street for the Coffee Gallery, later that same month.

43.7. Once more, I simply do not know when this next incident occurred. I had started cruising. But I was not yet married. It was cold. But it just as easily could have been in early March, as it could have been in early November. The possibilities for it lie anywhere in the colder months between the winter of my eighteenth year and the spring of my nineteenth. …

I went walking up Central Park West. But the chill had kept most people in, and either I was not satisfied by the few people I saw, or they were not satisfied with me. Near midnight, I ended up sitting on a bench beside the park, somewhere near Seventy-eighth Street. I was wearing my army jacket, jeans, and probably a pair of much-worn tennis sneakers. While I was sitting there, I saw a ragged, but good-looking black guy, about six-foot-three, maybe twenty-seven or twenty-eight years old, coming across the street from the south. He saw me and came walking directly up to me, with a big, friendly smile. “Hi, there,” he said stopping right in front of me. “What you out lookin’ for tonight?”

Whatever my experience was, it still had not prepared me for too much besides the cat-and-mouse of looking, looking back, strolling back, passing, and repassing three or four times, before an actual pickup—pretty standard fare for cruising in the fifties, even in so notorious a spot as this.

“I don’t know!” I blurted. “What do you … have?” It was probably a slip of the tongue more than anything else.

But the man moved his hand to the crotch of his worn and soiled black slacks and narrowed his eyes. “Oh … ’bout eleven inches.”

I could have been no more terrified if I’d suddenly realized I’d stepped off a cliff. My head pounded. My heart thudded.

“You want it?” he said. “It’s yours.” Then he sat next to me and put his hand on my shoulder. “You got some place to go?”

“No …”I managed to get out.

“You live with your family, huh?” he said, letting me know, even in my fear, that this magic formula, which had already been said to me at least three times by others and which I’d said as many times myself, was, indeed, the socially accepted code for “you can’t come home with me.” He went on, “You wanna come with me, then?”

“I … don’t know,” I said again. And then, “Okay.”

“I have a room up in the Endicott. You know where that is?”

I didn’t.

“Yes, you do,” he said, flatly. “It’s that big ol’ hotel. You just come on.”

We walked over to Columbus Avenue and Eighty-first Street. The Endicott, at the time a cheap giant of a residence hotel that had seen far better days, took up the entire block. But I don’t think I’d ever actually been past it before. Outside the dilapidated, institutional-green lobby, in which I could see a double elevator door, a Coke machine, and an ancient check-in desk, he told me that he would go on up—I should wait five minutes, then just go on in, to the elevator in the back—“Not that one there …!”—and come up to room four-oh-something or other.

Then he sprinted off up the steps, into the hotel’s lobby door (open wide in autumn), and disappeared. I knew he wanted the time so that if any hotel clerks saw me come in, I’d be in no way associated with him. But that also meant that he, in no way, could be associated with me. I waited the requisite five minutes, then walked inside. The desk clerk didn’t even look up from his mystery magazine.

As I stood by the back elevator, waiting for the door to open, staring at the peeling blue wallpaper and the floor indicator that didn’t work, did I think, “This man may be a crazed, psychotic killer who wants to torture me, cut my body up into little pieces, then dispose of it in small paper bags all over the city?” You bet! Did the small of my back sweat, and the muscles in my thighs shake, and my throat feel like sandpaper? Yes, they did. Did I realize I didn’t know his name and that he didn’t know mine, so that if anything terrifying happened between us, there would be no way to attribute any other motive to the horrors he might inflict except crazed sexuality? Right.

What I thought as I got into the self-service elevator with the scarred blue walls was: I have to be a man about this. Braveness is important in the larger scheme of things. I’ve got a fifty/fifty chance of coming out alive, maybe even seventy-five/twenty-five. Also, I might have fun.

I found room four-oh-something, knocked. He answered it with a smile above the door chain, then unhooked the chain; and I stepped in. Immediately he began taking off his clothes. “You know,” he said, sitting on the edge of the bed in that tiny, eighteen-dollar-a-week room, “when I was comin’ up on the elevator, there was this bitch waitin’ next to me. She been wantin’ me to fuck her now for the longest time, every time she sees me; but she won’t say it out, you know? So she asked me, tonight,” and here he switched to an incongruous falsetto, “‘You wanna come up and spend some time with me this evening, sweetheart?’ So I just said to her, ‘Sure. I’m gonna take you up to your room, an’ I’m gonna eat out your pussy, then I’m gonna stick my black dick in your face and hump till I shoot my load all over your tonsils,’ and you know what?”

I shrugged, taking off my jacket and unbuttoning my shirt.

He said: “She got so scared she almost shit! She gave this little scream,” and he mimicked a feminine cry, “and run off down the hall. I knew she would, too.” He laughed, in his own voice. “But I didn’t care; I figured you was comin’ up, so if she’d a’ said yes, I’d a’ gone with her; but if she didn’t, I’d have you.” (I wondered, as I slipped out of my pants, whose benefit this story was for.) “Bet I get her soon, though.” With all his clothes off, he sat down at the head of the bed and stretched his legs out over the blanket, pulling absently at himself and hardening. While eleven inches was an exaggeration, he had nine plus, maybe ten, which I guess is enough to brag about. I lay down on the bed between his knees and began to suck him.

He didn’t move at all.

After about three minutes, he came, and immediately reached down without even a grunt, picked up a newspaper off the floor beside the bed, and started reading. I moved over his leg to lie beside him and wait. He read for about twenty minutes, then glanced at me and said, “You want it again?”

So I got back between his legs and blew him once more. Once more he remained immobile.

This time, he came after about six minutes. Again he picked up the newspaper, but this time, as he shook out the pages, he said: “That was nice.”

By this time, I’d realized I wasn’t with any psychotic murderer. “Good,” I said. “I’m glad.”

He turned a page. “You see, since it was kind of cold out, I just figured I’d go out to the park and get me one of them boy-girls, you know, and bring ’im here and have me some fun.”

“Oh,” I said. I’d never thought of myself as a “boy-girl” before, and wasn’t very happy with the notion. But all terror had vanished. Now I was just curious where all this was supposed to lead. He read the paper for another twenty minutes. I lay beside him, waiting. Finally he put the paper down and put his hand on one of my buttocks. “You wanna lemme fuck you in the ass, now?”

“Eh …” I said, “I don’t think so. I don’t really like that.” I’d already learned I didn’t particularly enjoy being sodomized. Still, from those who did, I know I’d gotten several compliments on my own fucking ability. Also I’d noticed that it was often the most traditionally masculine men who most enjoyed getting fucked. “If you want,” I told him, “I’ll fuck you …?”

He put the paper down and looked at me. “You fuck me? You must be crazy, Jim.” (It was the first—and last—time I’d ever encountered the term “boy-girl,” other than in print. It was also the first time I’d heard the term “Jim”—a sort of black “Mac”—that was to become common communications provender in the sixties.) “You must be crazy,” he repeated. I had a momentary intimation of murderous rage brewing, but a second later I realized he wasn’t even angry. Just surprised. He swung his naked legs off the bed and picked up his pants. “I think it’s time for you to be goin’ anyway, Jim.”

I got up and quickly began to get into my clothes. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I wasn’t trying to be insulting. I just wanted to know if you wanted it. That’s all.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Oh, yeah. Sure. I guess there ain’t no way to find out if you don’t ask. That’s sure true enough.” He put on his shirt.

I got my socks and shoes on, got into my army jacket, picked up my notebook. He opened the door for me and smiled, though it was the kind of smile you might give someone you’d asked to come in who’d put his muddy shoes on the mahogany coffee table and spilled ketchup on the Persian rug.

“So long,” I said at the door.

“So long.” He closed the door behind me.

No, it hadn’t been that much fun. Walking down the hall, I could think of many that were. (The twenty-three-year-old white postal worker who drove me to his basement flat in Brooklyn … the twenty-eight-year-old Hispanic pharmacist who took me to his place on Eighty-fourth Street and, after the friendliest sex, introduced me to half a dozen other characters who lived in his building …) But this had been pedestrian and make-do—and by far the most terrifying. And because it had terrified, it had been the most educational: for it had taught me where the terror lay—not in ragged, six-foot-plus black men, who could have broken my head with a blow, enticing me up into sordid hotel rooms—but in me. As I made my way down the elevator to the lobby, I found myself thinking: in all my encounters, I’d met a handful of people who were not pleasant, and many whom I could call neurotics or all kinds of “crazy”; but so far there had been not one dangerous psychotic in the bunch.

Did this mean that there were no psychotic maniacs, lurking to wreak torture and murder in sexual situations? Not at all. It suggested this no more than a life spent flying from one side of the country to the other means that there are no horrifying plane crashes in which a hundred-plus people are killed in moments. What it meant was that, in the same way there were not enough airplane crashes to bring the institution of air travel to a halt, or even statistically to endanger the average flyer, there were not enough psychotic maniacs running around to justify the total avoidance of sexual pursuits with strangers, or statistically to endanger the average man—or woman—seeking sexual satisfaction, in whatever sexual area, from straight vanilla to heavy S& M, of any leaning.

43.8. A black man.

A gay man.

A writer.

In the hospital I also thought a lot about dawn on that Central Park bench after my night with Marilyn when I’d sat pondering the romantic ambiguities attendant on the aspects of these as they’d seemed to apply to me. But now I began to see that what I’d taken as a play of freedom and mystical possibility had actually meant something quite different.

… you are neither black nor white.

You are neither male nor female.

And you are that most ambiguous of citizens, the writer …

In my exhaustion, what I’d been experiencing was the comfort of—for those few moments—shrugging off the social pressures I felt from being black, from being gay, indeed, from being a citizen who made art. (Above all, perhaps, from being male.) But at that time, the words “black” and “gay”—for openers—didn’t exist with their current meanings, usage, history. 1961 had still been, really, part of the fifties. The political consciousness that was to form by the end of the sixties had not been part of my world. There were only Negroes and homosexuals, both of whom—along with artists—were hugely devalued in the social hierarchy. It’s even hard to speak of that world. But looking back on that morning and the mystical ambiguities that seemed so important to it, I saw that such moments were themselves largely social and psychological illusions—unless you realized that what they meant was that forces both social and psychological were at work to pull you toward the most conservative position you might inhabit, however poorly you might be suited for it.

The mystic experience was a psychological sign that you’d reached a cul de sac where it was too exhausting to separate the personal from the social on the most conservative level. It was an exhortation to vigilance against this muddying phenomenon, for which I suspect, a few years later, the radical slogan “The Personal is the Political” was formulated.



44. My therapy group was composed of blacks, Hispanics, and whites in about equal numbers. In my individual hour, among the first things I’d brought up with Dr. G. was my homosexuality. After all, homosexuality was a “mental problem,” if not a “mental illness”—at least in 1964. But in group session, I didn’t mention it. Not talking about something like that in a therapy session seemed to me then a contradiction in terms. I discussed it with Dr. G., who said, bless him, that if talking to the group about my homosexuality made me uncomfortable, he didn’t feel there was any pressing need for it. But that felt wrong to me. Lorenzo and Peter were certainly not characteristic of my homosexual experiences. Most of those experiences were far more sanguine. But to the extent that Lorenzo and Peter represented the place where those experiences left the given homosexual institutions—the bars or the baths or trucks or the cruisy movie houses—and impinged on the range of more standard social situations, they were certainly a locus of strain where such experiences became problematic and frustrating, despite whatever lesson I might have learned at the Endicott. I decided to bring it up anyway.

Was I scared? Yes!

But I was also scared not to. My breakdown had frightened me. I had no idea, at twenty-two, if group therapy in a mental hospital situation would help. But since I was there, it seemed idiotic to waste the therapy if it was available. Therapy to me meant talking precisely about such things.

Therefore, talk, I decided, was what I’d better do.

Most of the group didn’t threaten me. One Hispanic woman was there because she’d killed her baby and had ended up in the hospital, rather than in jail. One poor pear-shaped, working-class white man was obsessed with his stomach—should he walk around with it held out (rich and successful men always seemed to do this, he would explain to us, very humbly but at as great a length as we could tolerate), or should he hold it in (because sometimes that’s what certain other handsome and powerful men also did)? While he was there, he never did quite get that his problem was his problem—rather than his inability to resolve it. His earliest memory, he told us, was of his father bloodying his mother’s nose with a punch, while she clutched him, as an infant, in her arms, and the blood gushed down over him. … There was a pleasant, birdlike single woman, Cecile, who, when she’d been forced to retire at sixty-seven from a secretarial job she’d held since her thirties, on realizing that her options and her monies were suddenly and severely limited, had grown frightened and depressed, had refused to come out of her apartment for several weeks, and had nearly starved herself in the process. “I realize now that there’s something very wrong with that—though, Lord knows, I couldn’t have told you what it was when I was doing it.” There was an elderly Jewish woman who had flipped out, apparently, when her eighty-six-year-old and terminally ill mother had committed suicide in the Park Avenue apartment downstairs from hers. She’d been placed in the hospital by her husband, to be “cured” by the time his winter vacation came up. And, yes, the day his vacation began, he summarily removed her from the hospital, over the protests of the doctors. She left us, on her husband’s arm, whispering about how of course she was better, she had to be better, it was time to go on vacation, and, yes, she was really much better now, she felt perfectly fine, oh, she’d be just wonderful, once they got started on the trip to Colorado, they’d have a wonderful time, he’d see how much better she was. Then she’d gnaw at the lace-rimmed handkerchief around her foreknuckle, grinding her teeth loud enough for us to hear across the lobby, while her white-haired, pin-striped husband tugged her, stumbling, toward the glass doors and car waiting outside. Also in the group was an older, white-haired man named Joe, who, from his demeanor, manicure, and sweaters, I just assumed was gay, though he’d mentioned it in group session no more than had I. There was also a black twenty-year-old woman named Beverly. Endless arguments and fights between her mother and a succession of her mother’s lovers had finally driven her to live on her apartment-house roof—which is where she’d been found before she’d been brought into Mount Sinai. In all the nontherapy programs, Beverly presented herself as a ballsy black dyke. But even with the identical people, during the group session she withdrew into a near-paralyzed silence, though she claimed to have no problems talking to Dr. G. in her weekly individual hour. His presence, along with a slightly more formal seating arrangement, were the only differences in the gathering she’d seemed so comfortable and gregarious with, minutes before the official therapy hour, or indeed, minutes afterwards. But somehow the location of a chair of authority—with someone sitting in it—had much the same effect on Beverly (I couldn’t help thinking) as the citadel of “the boss” had had on Sonny.

Next to them all, I guess, I felt pretty sane.

My fear of talking about my own homosexuality, however, centered on one patient. Call him Hank.

Hank was white, about my age, and a pretty aggressive fellow. Once a young woman patient had become hysterical because she didn’t want to take some medication. Nurses, orderlies, and a resident had physically restrained her to give her an injection—when Hank had rushed up at her screams and started punching, putting a very surprised psychiatric resident on the floor. His own problem had something to do with his feet. They were perpetually sore, and it was often painful for him to walk. Nothing physical had been found wrong with them. He’d been transferred to the mental ward for observation on the chance his ailment was psychosomatic. Aside from occasional moments of belligerence, he was an affable guy. I rather liked him and, I guess, wanted him to like me. But his affability also included the odd “faggot” joke, which left me dubious over talking with him about being gay, even in “group.”

Nevertheless, I’d made up my mind.

So Monday morning, when the eighteen of us were seated around on our aluminum folding chairs, I launched in: as I recall, it was the most abject of confessions. I explained the whole thing, looking fixedly at the white-and-black vinyl floor tile. I had this problem—I was homosexual, but I was really “working on it.” I was sure that, with help, I could “get better.” I went on and on like this for about five minutes, then finally glanced up at Hank—whom I’d been afraid to look at since I’d started, and for whom, in a kind of negative way, the whole performance was geared.

And I saw something.

First, he wasn’t paying much attention. He was squiggling around in his chair. And you could tell: his feet hurt him a whole lot.

Now I explained that I’d really been most worried about his reaction—to which, as I recall, he was kind of surprised. He looked up at me, a little bemused, and said that homosexuality was just something that, gee, he didn’t know too much about.

Joe, I remember, made a measured comment during one of the silences in the discussion that followed:

“I’ve had sexual experiences with men before,” he began. “Maybe this is just something you’re going through, Chip. I mean you’re married—comparatively happily, I gather—and you say you don’t have any sexual problems there. Perhaps it’s just something you’re trying out. Soon it’ll be behind you. And it won’t worry you anymore.”

“No,” I said. “No, I don’t think so. First off, I’ve been going through it ever since I was a kid. And, second, I don’t want it to stop. I like it too much. But.…”

Which returned us to that unanswerable silence that seemed, if anything, more and more the heart of my “therapeutic” confession.

Hank’s only real comment came about an hour later, when most of us from the group were now in another room, making our potholders or picture frames. Hank suddenly turned to Joe (in his lavender angora sweater) and baldly announced, “Now, you see I figured you were that way—” while Joe raised a silvery eyebrow in a Caucasian version of one of Herman’s grandly black and preposterous protests in the chapel.

It was lost on Hank. “But you?” He turned to me. “Now that really surprises me. I just wouldn’t have figured that for somebody like you. That’s real strange.”

I don’t know about Joe. But right then I began to wonder if perhaps the “therapeutic” value of my confession wasn’t after all more sociological than psychological. Certainly Hank wasn’t any less friendly to me after that, as we continued through lunch and the various occupational sessions for the rest of the day. But he didn’t tell any more “faggot” jokes—not when Joe or I was around.

The most important part of the lesson resolved for me that night, however, while I was lying in bed, thinking over the day:

Thanks to my unfounded fear of Hank’s anger (the guy—like most of the world—just had too many problems of his own), what had I managed to tell them about homosexuality, my homosexuality?

There in the hospital, I had not been dwelling on the physical pleasure of homosexuality, the fear and power at the beginnings of a political awareness, or the moments of community and communion with people from over an astonishing social range, or even the disappointment that came when fear or simple inequality of interest kept encounters for one or another of us too brief; what I’d been dwelling on was much more like the incidents I’ve just recounted. (But in my therapy session, I’d told them nothing of my frustration with Peter’s rejective silence, my dislike of Lorenzo’s frenzied oblivion, or my boredom with the sheer banality of the Endicott dweller; nor what I’d learned from each; nor anything of the extraordinary range of alternatives the institutions that had grown up around us, however oppressed, offered us nevertheless. Where, then, had all the things I’d said that morning come from?

In the darkness of my own room, lying beside Marilyn, now and again their sources began to return. They’d come from a book by the infamous Dr. Edmund Burgler I’d read as a teenager that had explained how homosexuals were psychically retarded and that told how homosexuals were all alcoholics who committed suicide. They had come from the section on “Inversion” by Krafft-Ebing in Psychopathia Sexualis, which I’d also read—the scandalous paragraphs in Latin translated in faint pencil along the margins by the diligent former owner of the secondhand volume. Some of it had come from Gore Vidal’s The City and the Pillar and some from Andre Tellier’s The Twilight Men. Some had come from the pathos of Theodore Sturgeon’s science fiction story “The World Well Lost” and his western story “Scars.” And some had come from Jean Cocteau’s The White Paper and some came from Andre Gide’s The Immoralist. And some had come from James Baldwin’s Giovanni’s Room.

When you talk about something openly for the first time—and that, certainly, was the first time I’d talked to a public group about being gay—for better or worse, you use the public language you’ve been given. It’s only later, alone in the night, that maybe, if you’re a writer, you ask yourself how closely that language reflects your experience. And that night I realized that language had done nothing but betray me.

For all their “faggot” jokes, the Hanks of this world just weren’t interested in my abjection and my apologies, one way or the other. They’d been a waste of time. They only wounded my soul—and misinformed anyone who actually bothered to listen.

I thought about Herman—and what he had (and had not) been able to say.

I thought back to my old, dear, concerned heterosexual roommate, Bob Aarenberg, when we’d lived together on 113th Street, there in our room full of ham radio equipment. In many ways, right around my father’s death he had been my closest male friend. But after that first experience with the Israeli, though I’d talked about it endlessly to Judy, to Gail, and to Marilyn, I knew by instinct I should not mention it to him. Some months later, however, Judy (she and Bob were desultorily dating) told him about it. One evening when I came in, he looked up from his microphone, switched off his set, and stood up, somewhat uncomfortably, with his blond hair awry, in his bare feet on the cluttered rug, in his jeans, with his overlong nails and grubby fingers pulling at his T-shirt. “I’ve got something very important to say to you, Chip,” he began. “You don’t have to say anything back. Judy told me that you … did something. Down on Forty-second Street. You know what I’m talking about. We don’t have to say exactly what it was—no, don’t say anything now. But I don’t want you to do anything like that ever again! That’s very important! You have to promise me—no, we’re not going to talk about it. But you have to promise that—see? I don’t want you to try to explain it. I don’t want you to say anything about it at all—except that you promise me you’ll never do it again. And now I’ve accepted your promise—” All I’d done was kind of raise an eyebrow—“and now it’s over. We’ll never mention it anymore. It’s all been taken care of. I won’t—I promise you. And you won’t. Because you’ve promised me. That’s all there is to it.” Nodding his head, he’d turned back to sit at his radio.

And I was left to get a soda from the icebox, sit for a while and read, and finally leave the little apartment—go off down the hall, and drop in on the twenty-four-year-old southerner who rented a room there, and with whom, unbeknownst to Bob, I’d been having a pleasant and casual affair for more than three weeks and tell him how superior I felt to Bob; and how silly and self-righteous Bob had been—but we better be careful, the two of us. And I did not speak.

At least to Bob.

Were Bob’s and Peter’s and Lorenzo’s—and my—silences finally, on some historical level, one? Had I, even in my discomfort with them, taken them in and made them my own?

That night, when I came home from the hospital, as I said, I thought about Baldwin and Vidal and Gide and Cocteau and Tellier. They, at least, had talked about it. However full of death and darkness their accounts had been, they’d at least essayed a certain personal honesty. And the thing about honesty is that all of ours is different. That day in group, I’d talked. But the talk had been the talk of a homosexual corresponding to Bob’s so well-intentioned, and utterly misplaced, exhortation. Speaking the language I had, I now knew, was tantamount to silence. I just had to find my own voice. (Though it is given, not found. And it has to do with.…)

It’s rare we get a chance to make a second try as quickly as I did that winter.

Next day at the hospital it happened that I was interviewed by a bunch of medical students and interns interested in going into psychiatry. While the white-smocked students listened and took notes, the chief psychiatrist, an iron-haired, balding man in his middle fifties, asked me questions.

And it was a very different encounter from the one I’d had in my group.

I explained to them that I was a writer. I was black, I was homosexual, I was married, I was twenty-two, and I had published—as of a week ago—four SF novels. But whatever problems I had, they didn’t seem to lie in the area of sexual functioning. While I was talking, I felt pretty self-assured, and probably sounded it—I remember wondering, vaguely, if that made me sound to them even more disturbed—but since it was the truth, it was their problem, not mine. And I talked of course about what I’d come to feel, by then, some of the actual problems were: problems with change, problems with structured vs. unstructured situations, problems establishing gay relations and my fear that they would jeopardize my marriage, and problems from the anxieties of social responsibilities in a situation where doing pretty much what I wanted—writing—was what was actually earning me a living; and the problems of integrating this into a life situation with someone else—Marilyn—who wanted some very similar, but also some very different, things.

The questioning psychiatrist’s tongue kept slipping so that he would accidentally call me “Dr. Delany …” The students would laugh, and, embarrassed, he would correct himself and call me “Mr.” awhile—till his tongue slipped again. And again they’d laugh.

Later on, in my therapy group, I even explained what I felt had happened with my “confession”—where I’d needlessly and inaccurately presented myself so much as a victim, in order not to offend them and to assuage their (i.e., Hank’s) imagined anger. (I’ve often wondered if heterophobia isn’t at least as much a gay problem as homophobia.) Straight, white Hank wasn’t much more interested in that than he’d been in the original confession!

A few days later the suicide of another patient (she was not in our group; still, some of us had known her: it was the woman Hank had tried to defend from the doctors who’d been trying to force medication on her) shifted us all into another mode. Deidre had been eighteen; she was pregnant by another patient and suffered from grueling headaches. She had not been able to get the doctors to authorize a therapeutic abortion for her; she was too unstable, they claimed, for such a psychologically difficult operation—though she wanted an abortion desperately. Refused one once again, she had hanged herself in the third-floor bathroom with a stripped-up towel from a shower curtain pole.

Her death broke up a number of people in our group, especially Cecile, Hank, and Beverly.



45. “Well,” Dr. G. said, “you’ve been here almost three weeks. We’ve decided to let you go home three days from now, on Friday.”

I grinned. “Thanks.”

I was excited. It was not just the termination of the hospital stay. There’d been talk of my returning to college. It seemed a good sign to me and everyone else. Marilyn already had—even though I’d forgotten to pay an electric bill, once, so that on the day before her chemistry final the lights had been turned out in our apartment.

She’d still got her A—and, six weeks later, in a gray cardboard cylinder delivered by the mailman, her degree.

Over the first two weeks at Mount Sinai, my immediate symptom—the subway fixation—had faded before the conjunction of medication and simply being in a different, less fraught environment. Taking the subway to and from the hospital each day, now I only felt it as a vague and (less and less) troubling memory.

I left Dr. G. and stood around in the foyer, listening to people talking, over in the therapy room, for about two or three minutes. …

On an impulse, I walked inside.

There wasn’t anyone there.

I frowned. I went out. I went off and did some occupational therapy. I went up to the gymnasium, stopped in the john, went into the stall to read a chapter of a book I’d brought with me—and looked up three minutes later; some guy had gone into the stall next to mine and was, I realized from the panting coming through the partition and the jumping about of his sneakers on the floor I could see below, masturbating. When the noise and the foot movement increased, suddenly I thought it sounded more as if he were not masturbating after all, but having some kind of convulsion! I got up, stood on the commode, and glanced over. It was a Puerto Rican kid, about sixteen, whom I’d seen in one of the closed wards. No, he was masturbating. But as he fisted his genitals, his body spasmed and twitched. Upturned now with eyes clamped closed, his face snarled in a hideous expression. His hair flung forward as, with a grunt, his face swung down. As I watched, his brown shins tore the gray rope his briefs had become around his legs.

In the baths, at the trucks, I’d seen men—and boys—masturbate, many of them very excited. But even in the fantasized excesses of gay pornography, I’d never encountered this.

There was nothing seductive in his frenzy. Or pornographic. Oblivious to being watched, he grunted and shook and gasped and shivered—not like any notion I had of someone pursuing sexual relief, but rather the way someone might perform a desperate ritual to ward off otherwise unavertable disaster.

It was as scary, in its way, as the exodus from the trucks or the dormitory-wide orgy at the baths. (When we come upon it in a place, context, or simply in a mode we don’t expect, the sexual always frightens.) I sat again in the stall and listened till he was finished. Yes, I was sexually excited from it. But I was too frightened to intrude my excitement on his.

He finished—and, with a growl of the toilet-paper holder, a creak of the stall door’s hinge, left as if he were late for another activity.

I closed my book, went out through the gym, passed the volleyball game, and took the elevator down to the Day/Night Center.

In the vestibule, I could hear Hank, Beverly, and some others talking in our therapy room when I passed outside. Again I stepped in, to see what they were doing and join the conversation.

Again, the room was empty—except for Cecile, who stood looking out the window.

She turned, smiled, and said, “Oh, hello, Chip.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I thought I heard people in here.” Then I said, “You weren’t talking to yourself, were you?”

She laughed. “No. Not just now, anyway.”

“Okay.” I went out again.

I told Dr. G. the next day—about the kid in the john, my fear, and the voices. And an hour later, he called me to speak with him. “We’ve decided to keep you here another two weeks.”

“Huh?” I said. “Why?”

“Well,” he said, “if you’re hearing voices, it may be your way of telling us you’re not quite ready to leave. It doesn’t necessarily have to mean that. But it certainly won’t hurt.”

It came as a surprise. But the fact is, I felt more relief at this decision than not.

Two days later I could ignore the voices.

Three days later they’d gone away.

Two weeks later I was discharged.

45.1. Although the pressure of writing was only one cause of the problem, still, in three years I had written and sold five SF novels—not to mention produced most of the thousand pages of Voyage, Orestes! That pressure was certainly a large factor.

Science fiction has always been attractive to young writers. It offers a possibility of writing for a living rather more quickly than certain other practices of writing, literary or paraliterary. But to the extent that young writers take their work seriously, it opens them to great internal strife for very meager rewards. And it’s arguable that the nil-reward situation that greets most young literary writers is finally healthier, because it does not hold out the initial illusion of economic stability, which becomes hopelessly muddled with the thrill of seeing your work in print—in embarrassingly ugly packages!

45.2. Today The Fall of the Towers’ three volumes strike me as very naked. They show—not necessarily in the best light, either—all the preoccupations to be expected of a young man whose family two years before had merited a paragraph in a popular nonfiction bestseller, High Society in the United States (in a chapter on “Negro High Society”), who’d then gone to live in a Lower East Side tenement where rats leapt on the sink when you went to brush your teeth in the morning and wild dog packs ran on the stairs. To say that the homicides, suicides, and madmen who dominate the final volume reflect the pressures that were building within me is probably too dramatic. Nevertheless, they are there to be read, however one might. The relationship between Jon and his sister, Clea, is very much the one I would have like to have had with my own sister, Peggy—and which I did not begin to develop until some years later, when she came to my rescue during a bout of illness while I was languishing in a seedy residence hotel. (The spastic duodenum had acted up again. …) The rapprochement between Jon and his father (that I meant to be the emotional climax of all three books, but it’s in the wrong place …) is very much the one my own father’s death, four years before, had prevented me from having. I wept when I wrote the scene—aware as I wrote that, as I cried, tears were no assurance it would be any more than melodrama.



46. But now I had an idea for a new SF novel. I wasn’t sure exactly how I’d organize it. I’d been reading various books by the semanticist Mario Pei, which, however popularized, were full of fascinating facts about various languages. My book was going to be about a young woman poet—a topic I thought I ought to know something about by now. Its theme was to be language.

46.1. A late night phone call from Chuck reaches me in Amherst: “There’s no mention of the draft in your book, Chip! I don’t know about you, but for most young men back in those years, that was an incredibly important part of our late teens and early twenties. I was just thinking about what I’d read, and suddenly I realized it wasn’t there.” Chuck himself had gone on to spend over a decade in the Air Force. …

When my family first moved into Morningside Gardens, over the summer after my first year at Science, one kid I knew also moving into the new cooperative with us was a guy who’d gone to Woodland with me, David Miller. Round-faced and sharply intelligent, he lived at the other end of the fourth-floor hall from us with his mother, an astute, soft-spoken woman, who walked with a slight limp. Half a dozen or so years later, David was among the first publicly to burn his draft card, which kept his picture in the papers—first ubiquitously, then with fading frequency—for a decade.

My own draft call came just weeks after I was released from Mount Sinai. Dr. G., whom I still saw for follow-up therapy, wrote me a letter, which I took to my medical examination. It was held in a chain of institutional green offices, with dozens of other young men—most, at the particular board I’d reported to, black and Hispanic. I moved from desk to examination room to desk again, finally to be dismissed as 4-F on a combination of mental grounds and homosexuality.

“You know you can’t change your mind about this,” said the aging medical man in glasses and white smock, leaning toward me over the desk corner to frown as intimidatingly as possible.

Intimidated, I said softly, “Yes, I understand.”

But as I walked down through Union Square, I was pleased: it meant my writing could continue. Also, since I’d been out of the hospital, I’d started thinking about returning to school—a reasonable idea if I didn’t have to go into the army. And, however ethically shaky this solution, the Vietnam War was one I simply could not have fought in. This had been at least a way of solving the problem.

Twenty-five years later, on the phone Chuck and I discussed those days of the compulsory draft, working together to create a single history for our very different youths. “You must remember all those stories guys used to tell each other, about how to get out—staying up three days before you go in, or drinking ten cups of strong coffee right before your exam …?” I did.

“If it’s not there, it’s really as though the book is about another time entirely.” Only I said that, not Chuck. He agreed. Yet it had not been there—till now. But it was the tension between its narrative absence and Chuck’s exhortation that produced the account. That tension was the field within which our seemingly simple consensus—“I did,” “He agreed”—signified, produced its signs above, recomplicated [into] the very text it emends.



47. Sometime in December, I spent a morning up at the City College registration offices. In the sprawling, noisy room (because of construction elsewhere they’d moved to some huge and temporary, white-walled space), I showed the balding, bespectacled counselor my printed books. A friend of my mother’s, who worked with her in the Public Library, had told me to seek out this particular counselor. I’d phoned him. He knew my name, told me to come on up, was dutifully impressed by what I’d written, sympathetic about my stay at Mount Sinai, and said he’d help me on my readmission. We filled out forms. Registration material would come to me at Sixth Street. Feeling I’d accomplished something, I walked down the hill behind St. Nicholas Park and through the General Grant Houses, stopped into the George Bruce Library, with its yellow walls, wooden paneling, and iron-neweled banisters—the single preproject building (three floors) standing among the twenty-one-story pink brick slabs outside—and said hello to my mother, who was working behind the checkout desk. She was very pleased when I told her I’d started the registration procedure. “This isn’t going to hurt your writing, is it …?” she asked me, anyway.

Since I’d been published—and possibly because her downstairs neighbor Jesse’s prediction about my being in print before voting age (still twenty-one then, and not yet eighteen) had come true—she’d become as supportive of my writing as it was possible to be … though she still didn’t read it, for much the same reasons, I suspect, that Sue had found it so difficult.

“I don’t think so,” I said.

I gave her a kiss and left.

I thought perhaps I might drop in to say hello at Bernie’s, phoned to see if he would mind, and, twenty minutes later, walked in under the long, green awning that ran to the curb of West End Avenue. I said hello to the West Indian doorman, who smiled, nodded, and ushered me into the dark lobby, and ignored the always-repeated surprise of my own image in the distant mirrors. In the front elevator, I rode up to the fourth floor.

Inside, the lock gave its familiar ka-chunk. Bernie pulled the door back. “Hello, there! Come in.”

“Hi.” I stepped past the large Florentine table that filled the foyer, its black wood and ivory inlay supporting an ornate clock that combined gilt and teak and didn’t work, the two, table and clock together, suggesting, not an amassing of incongruous antiques but rather an ease with time and history that, over five years now, had become part of the comfort of visiting here.

I hung my winter coat in the front closet.

Bernie led me into the living room.

Relaxed in jeans, a denim jacket, and very scuffed cowboy boots, a young man got up from his seat on the couch.

Bernie introduced us. “Chip, this is Bobby.”

“Bob,” the young man corrected, as we shook.

I said hello.

Bob sat down again, forward on the brown brocade cushions and asked me how I was doing with a country twang out of the deepest south. He had blue-gray eyes, dark blond hair, and long, large hands that clearly had done manual labor. In conversation, Bernie explained that Bob was an old friend. He’d known him several years ago—though Bob looked only a year or so older than I. (He was a single year my senior.) Bob was up visiting New York for the Christmas season, Bernie explained.

“I come with my brother-in-law,” Bob said, “from Florida. I was here a long time ago. That’s when I met Bernie. It’s nice to see the city again.”

Bob and his brother-in-law were staying someplace called the Dixie Hotel, which I knew was in the Forty-second Street area. He sat with his knees wide and his elbows propped on them, while Bernie explained that, during his last time in the city, Bob had worked as an office boy for a woman friend of his who ran a design and printing company. “How old were you then—fifteen? Sixteen?”

“I was fourteen.” Bob grinned. “At least when I started. I just didn’t tell nobody.”

Always a great one for showing off his friends to one another, Bernie broke out his own copies of my books for Bob, and I told him I’d been up registering at City. Bob said, “Goin’ to school. That’s real good. I wish I’d a’ done that.”

Bernie and Bob were just finishing their conversation. There was some talk of a man named “Artie.”

“Well, if he’s still around, I guess I’ll just go see him and ask him what’s going on.”

“If you want to,” Bernie said, “I guess you will. Be careful, though.”

Though I’d never met him, I’d encountered Artie’s name several times in my adventures around the city. He ran a callboy service that supplied older men with young ones.

Bob said good-bye, got up, and, with a rangy swagger, ambled alongside Bernie to the door.

When Bob had gone, Bernie came back and sat down.

“He seems like a pleasant guy,” I said.

“Bob’s always been a very winning fellow. I gather he’s just run off from a wife and a pack of kids, somewhere in Florida, to come up north with his brother-in-law and some girl.”

“How’d you meet him?” I asked. I pictured some southern working-class family that had spent some time in the city, for whatever reason, bringing their son—Bob—along.

But Bernie explained that, when he’d done youth counseling work for the Big Brother organization, Bob had been referred to him. Bob had run away from Florida at thirteen and hitchhiked up here to the city, to live here pretty much on his own till he was fifteen. Then he’d gone back home. Bernie hadn’t seen him since.

“What did he do all that time he was back?” I asked. “Well,” Bernie said, “I know he spent two of those years in jail.” We talked about other things. Then I left to return to the Lower East Side and tell Marilyn what the college guidance counselor had said about my readmission.

48. Phil was now working as a picture librarian for a daily paper. That year, for Christmas cards, he sent out eight-by-ten glossies of a recent Vietnam photo: three shirtless grunts, in helmets and fatigues, stood atop a tank. One was smoking a cigar, with a midwestern farm boy grin; a second was giving the photographer (and the viewer) the finger. Turned away from the camera, was a third urinating off the side. Some ropes ran from the tank to the ground, tied to the legs of half a dozen Vietnamese corpses, shoulders and thighs twisted in odd ways. Some limbs were missing. In one Asian face the eyes were still open … leaving the suspicion, as the tank dragged the bodies along, that a few might still have been alive. The photographer had taken the picture from very low down, so that the corpses in the foreground seemed to tumble from the picture’s bottom. Over this, with a rubber stamp, Phil had printed in streaky red:


	PEACE ON EARTH!

	GOOD WILL TO MEN!



It was quite something to take from your mailbox a day or two before Christmas. Later Phil told me that he’d not only sent them to his friends, but that he’d used the newspaper’s bulk mailing facilities to send copies to some hundred government officials.

48.1. One day when I dropped in to visit Phil for a pre-Christmas visit and to tell him I’d gotten the picture, I finally coerced him into showing me the volume of his sex journal in which our initial meeting had been recorded. “Well,” Phil said, to my joking about the terrible things he must have written, “why not?” Minutes later, sitting in the brown living room chair, I paged through the typescript held in the spring binder. (In the bedroom on the rather full shelf, there were two or three more volumes after it by now.) Finally I reached the four-line entry, dated sometime in November of the year before:


	Met a kid on the docks last night, twenty or twenty-one. He sucked me. I sucked him. Went for a beer afterwards. Name was Chip. He’s Negro—maybe Spanish. Exchanged numbers. Then went home.



I looked at the three- and five-page entries either side of it. Well, many of the entries were brief. But others were written out in detail as rich and complete as anything I’ve recounted here, with vivid evocations of the smell and the light, full of sociological speculation and psychological analysis, nuanced in a prose at once crisp, sculpted, and notably better than mine. I read again: “… He sucked me. I sucked him. …” Then I looked a few pages on, hoping to find an account of our second assignation—but Phil had said he never wrote about repeats or about people he actually brought home. That might be too intimidating should his journal get into the wrong hands.

I closed the binder, took it back into the bedroom and slipped it into its place on the shelf—Phil had just gone into the kitchen for a beer.

Anonymous sex can be hell.



49. On the second day of classes the Promethean staff sought me out and asked me to rejoin. I did. And enjoyed the work mightily.

The meetings for the journal were also a kind of workshop, where stories and poems by the local school writers were criticized. To decide if she wanted to continue with graduate school, Marilyn had enrolled that term in a graduate linguistics course at NYU. On an evening when her course didn’t meet, while the light outside the windows behind their diamond-wire grills was still tinged with gray, Marilyn came up to the City College campus and sat in on a workshop. Her criticisms were incisive. When the meeting broke up two and a half hours later, the present editor-in-chief—another ex-Scienceite—invited her to come back to the meetings regularly; the windows were now black.

In the freezing January dark, muffled in scarves and winter coats, as a bunch of us crossed the snowy campus among the new and traditional buildings, all with yellow window lights, someone’s portable radio played the Supremes: “Baby Love”—and we turned out of the gate to make our way down the hill to the subway.



50. In the first days of February, likely on a Thursday afternoon (neither Marilyn nor I had classes Friday), I dropped in again to say hello to Bernie. “Bob—you met him here a few weeks ago—just called and said he might be stopping by, too,” Bernie told me, as I hung up my coat.

He’d just gone in the kitchen to make some tea when the bell rang. “Would you get that?” he called.

I went to the door and opened it. “Hello.”

Bob looked a little surprised, but recovered with a broad smile. “Well, howdy, stranger!” He stepped in. “Is Bernie in?”

“Sure. He’s out in the kitchen.”

And from inside, beyond the glass doors to the dining room, Bernie called: “Hello, Bob! What do you take in your tea, milk or lemon?”

“Anything,” Bob called back, “long as it’s hot!”

It was cold out that day.

Bob was wearing the same denim jacket he’d had on before. It wasn’t lined. As he walked, long-legged, into the living room, I decided his jeans hadn’t been washed since, either. His hair, three quarters of an inch longer, clutched down over the back of his collar in a way it hadn’t before. His hands were gray and rough. His nails were dirty.

“How’ve you been?” I asked as he sat on the couch, far forward as before, elbows on knees.

I sat in one of the armchairs across the room.

“I could be doin’ better. But I could be doin’ worse, too.”

“You’re still at the Dixie?”

“Nope.”

“Where’re you staying now?”

“Well—” he grinned—“I spent last night on a bench in the Port Authority Bus Station.”

Bernie brought in the tea tray. Bob put a lot of sugar in his and held the flowered china in both hands right up to his chin, taking little sips. We talked about an hour—about my classes, about various people Bob had seen. There was no more talk of Bob’s derelict status, but I learned that the brother-in-law, along with the car and the girl, were gone from the city. At some point, from Bob’s mention of “some guy she was with that night,” combined with what I knew of the Dixie, not to mention Bob’s relation with Artie, I realized that the brother-in-law, if not Bob, had been prostituting her and living off the proceeds. After a little Bernie said, “I wish I could invite you fellows to stay for dinner. But Iva’s coming home in a little while, and we hadn’t really planned on it—”

We took it as a signal to leave. I got my coat from the closet and followed Bob, still in his denim jacket, out into the hall. “Thanks for dropping by,” Bernie said. “See you soon.” He closed the door.

“You have any plans for this evening?” I asked Bob as we waited for the elevator.

“Nope.”

“You want to come down to my place and have dinner with me and my wife?”

“You mean it?”

“Sure.”

Bob glanced over at me. “If you want me to get down on the ground and kiss your feet right now, I will …!”

“I’ll give her a call and say you’re coming.” I laughed. “You don’t have to do that—but we do have to find a phone booth.”

The elevator came.

There was a booth on the corner.

While I was digging out a dime for the call, I told Bob, “Maybe you can stay over on a blanket on the floor—but I can’t promise that. It’s up to Marilyn. We had a pretty long-term houseguest a while ago. Since then she hasn’t been too hot on overnight visitors. We don’t have much room. But at least you’ll get something to eat.” I frowned at Bob in his light denim jacket. The February wind laid its knife blade against my cheek beside the hood I’d shrugged up over my head when I’d come out of Bernie’s and cut my knuckles where I’d taken off my glove to dial the number. “Aren’t you cold in that?” I asked.

Standing with his hands in his pants pockets, Bob was waiting for me to make my call. “Matter of fact,” he said, “I’m freezin’ my fuckin’ nuts off—since you asked.”

“Hello?” Marilyn said on the other end.

“Hi. I’m bringing somebody home for dinner—a guy I met at Bernie’s. His name’s Bob. Is that okay?”

“Sure,” she said.

“Fine. If you just take the other pair of pork chops out of the freezer for me, I’ll cook those up with the ones I left out this morning.”

“You want me to cook?” Marilyn asked.

“There’s lettuce and celery and stuff in the bottom of the fridge,” I told her. “Make a salad?”

“All right.”

Minutes later, Bob and I were hurrying toward the 103rd Street subway stop, shoulder to shoulder in the darkening February afternoon. He didn’t have subway fare.

“How did you get up here from Port Authority?” I asked as I bought two tokens at the scarred window behind its tarnished brass bars.

“Walked.”

“Jesus Christ,” I said, “in this weather …?”

On the subway down, we talked about a dozen things. For a while we got into swapping jokes. “You know the one about the cocksucker who’s workin’ on the guy in the bushes, and after he’s finished, the guy looks down at him and says, ‘Okay, you sucked my dick, faggot. Now I’m gonna beat the shit out of you.’ And the cocksucker looks up at him and says, ‘There’s two things I always liked. One’s suckin’ cock. And the other is a good, fuckin’ fight!’” Bob chuckled, nudged me with his elbow; and I wondered what Bernie had told him about me. “I always kind of liked that one—or did you ever do anything for Artie?”

“No,” I said. “But I know who he is.”

“Oh,” Bob said. “Well, I figured you would.”

We swapped more jokes. In a pause, I told him: “Bernie said you’d spent some time in jail.”

“Two years.”

“When was that?”

“Sixteen to eighteen.”

“I’m surprised they didn’t put you in reform school.”

Bob chuckled as the train pulled away from Fourteenth Street. “I lied about my age.”

That evening, in the thin, shortsleeved summer shirt he wore under the denim, Bob sat at the round oak table in our kitchen and ate pork chops and spaghetti and garlic bread and salad. Then, with his back against the wall, during the hours afterwards, he was as charming and entertaining as a twenty-three-year-old southern country boy might be. The night was a gallery of anecdotes, now about working shrimp boats, now about his family in Florida, now about an array of semi-legal adventures from running moonshine to stealing lumber. He was a natural raconteur, and Marilyn and I were both fascinated. Once he broached the subject of his time in jail tentatively—with a glance at me.

But Marilyn began to question. Soon he was into a whole new series of stories, about how guys would take potatoes, stick them with four or five razor blades, and hurl them at each other. “I never threw one. But I got hit with one, and it hurts!” He showed us a broken tooth and told us that, after he’d gotten in a fight, he’d been restrained by being taken off into another room and tied to a set of bedsprings with no mattress. When it was time to eat, a guard who had it in for him brought him a bowl of soup and an iron spoon. “He’d been assigned to feed me. They weren’t gonna let me up. So he sat down on my bed—they called him Bigfoot, because every time he sat down, he’d kick his shoes off his big dirty feet. Then he starts in to ‘feedin’’ me—he broke my tooth, cut up my mouth. … I had to have three stitches in my tongue! It’s a wonder I can still talk!”

Marilyn took to Bob as much as I did. Once, when she’d gone in the back room for something, I followed her in and told her, “He doesn’t have a place to stay tonight. Do you mind if he sleeps here?”

A minute later, when Marilyn was out in the kitchen again, she told him, “It’s awfully cold out. Do you want to stay over with us? We can give you a blanket. You’ll have to sleep on the floor, though—”

“Well, your floor can’t be any harder than the Port Authority benches. Thanks a lot, I really appreciate it.”

The apartment only had three rooms. Even with a wall we’d torn out (largely with Sonny’s help, after we moved) to join the front room with a small hallway to the kitchen, it was nowhere near as spacious as our Fifth Street place. The front room was still mostly storage. My typewriter and the filing cabinet were there. The middle room was the kitchen. In the back, I’d taken two beds my mother had given us, wired them together, and made them into a double sleeping surface.

The heat had gone off for the night, but some warmth still lingered in the back room.

“You want me to sleep in the kitchen?” Bob asked.

“You’ll probably be warmer if you sleep in the bedroom with us,” Marilyn said. “You can put your blanket just down beside the beds.”

At one point I stepped into the bathroom while Marilyn was brushing her teeth. “He’s awfully cute,” she whispered to me.

“I think so too,” I whispered back.

“I figured you did.” She laughed and went back to brushing.

Marilyn and I got into bed, while Bob rolled around on the floor beside us with a pillow and a blanket. “You guys are real nice to put me up like this.” He turned first one way, then the other, in the dark.

Exactly what followed I don’t think I’ll ever be able to reconstruct entirely. There’d been no pot. Not even beer. After we’d all been quiet an hour or so, Marilyn whispered to me, “Do you want him to get in with us?”

“Sure,” I said.

“Do you think he would?”

“Probably,” I whispered. “Why don’t you ask him?”

She raised up on her elbow and spoke out in the dark bedroom. “It’s silly you being down there in the cold on the floor. Why don’t you get in with us?”

“With the two of you?” Bob asked, obviously and clearly not even sleepy.

“Sure,” I said.

In a moment he stood up beside the bed, in the only light from the alley that came through the gates on the back windows. He kneeled on the bed beside me, feeling with one hand.

Marilyn said, “You better take your clothes off first.”

“All of them?” Bob chuckled. “Well, okay.”

He shrugged out of his shirt, dropped his jeans, and again kneeled on the bed. I put a hand on his arm to steady him. He put one hand on my shoulder. “Man, it’s cold …!” he whispered, while with the other he reached for Marilyn. He lowered himself over us—while I held back the covers—pulling the three of us together.

(For the first ten minutes, it was very much two men taking turns making love to one woman. But once, after Bob rolled away from Marilyn and his side hit mine and we lay that way, quiet a while (I was holding Marilyn’s hand above Bob’s head), I whispered to him, “Are you still horny?” (I sure was!)

In the dark, he took my other hand, and pressed it between his legs, where he still arched, hard, against his belly.

Then it was very much three people making love to each other. I remember a moment, lying on my back, while Marilyn lay on her back on top of me, my hands sliding up over her breasts; and while I moved within her, and her hips arched and tilted down, Bob dropped his head between her legs and mine. Or, later, while she, beneath him, thrust up at him and his back and buttocks moved slowly, they both held me, on my side, so that, engorged, I slid between them in the warm and shifting crevice they made. I remember Bob holding me in his rough hand in the dark and asking, sleepily, “How come it feels so good to grab hold of one of these, especially when it’s hard and bigger’n yours?” And, Marilyn, drowsing against his shoulder, answered, “I don’t know. But it certainly does,” which started Bob, then Marilyn, then me laughing—because he’d been talking to me. Or, someone asking, “Hey, whose elbow is this?” and two others answering, together, “Mine …” Even later, when dawn had begun to gray the bedroom’s back windows, Marilyn kneeled over us, as we lay with an arm around each other’s shoulder, turned toward one another, and, holding both of us in one hand, she rubbed us against one another awhile before going down, till one or another of us reached down between her legs.

50.01. Did Bob bite his nails? No. There is always room for another column.

50.1. The next morning, I got up first, sleepily pulled on my underwear, and went out in the kitchen to make coffee.

While I was standing at the stove, Bob came out of the bedroom, barefoot. He’d put on his jeans, but his belt was open and the fly still hung wide. “Do I get to stay and have a cup—or do you put me out now?”

“Stay,” I said, as Bob went to sit on the bench. “I’m glad to have you.”

Marilyn got up a few minutes later. When she came out, she’d put on a slip. Bob was up from the table in a moment. “Hi, there, sleepyhead!” He stood up to give her a hug. “Good mornin’!”

“Hi,” Marilyn said, sleepy, surprised, and perhaps a little short—as she could be in the moments after waking. As we sat around over the first coffee, Bob said, “That was fun last night—I guess—but you … probably want to get rid of me, now. Right?”

Marilyn looked surprised—and disappointed. “Where are you going?” she asked.

“Back out into the cold, I guess.”

“Well, you could stay for a few days,” she said, “if you want. I mean, if you don’t have anywhere else to be.”

“I don’t,” Bob said.

“Well, then—you could stay with us,” she replied. “Chip wouldn’t mind you here.”

“Mind?” I said. “That’s the best sex I’ve had all year.”

“The year’s—what?” Bob said. “Six weeks old?”

“Stay if you want. I’d like to have you,” I told him. “I’m sure not putting you out.”

Bob grinned. “It was pretty good, wasn’t it?” Then he frowned at Marilyn. “You know, your old man’s got a big dick on him. We should put him to work!” I don’t know if Marilyn got the reference, at least then. “It’s nice to be here,” Bob sighed. “And I sure ain’t got no place else to go.”

I think we went back to bed, the three of us, just after breakfast. Some time that day, when we were all three in the kitchen, back in clothes, about to go out together, Marilyn said, “I’ve always wondered if three people could all kiss each other. At once. I mean really. At the same time. Or do the noses get in the way?”

I put an arm around her and beckoned to Bob.

“Well, let’s find out,” he said, came over, and put his arms around both of us. All three of us stood in the middle of the room holding one another.

Three people can.

For a long time.

50.2. Once, later on that afternoon, Bob and I went out to the store together. I gave him an old jacket of mine. Marilyn chose to stay in. As Bob and I went down Avenue C, there was a kind of hectic discussion, very quickly, between us.

Bob’s first question:

Was I really black?

Yes.

“I’m doin’ this shit with a nigger?” He shook his head. “You know, my wife, down in Florida, is half Seminole Indian. And people think I’m a crazy fool, just for that! Well, I ain’t gonna lie about it. Niggers always did turn me on. ’Specially with white women.” Did I think Marilyn really liked him, he wanted to know.

Yes, obviously.

Did I mind?

I said: “What do you think, cocksucker?”

“I think you’re both crazy. Or I’m one lucky son of a bitch to fall into something like this!” Then he grinned at me and gave me a nudge with his arm. “After the blow job you gave me last night, you’re calling me cocksucker?”

“Yep.”

“I don’t know which one of you is better at it.”

“I do,” I said. “You ever do it before? I mean with three?”

“No. But I sure thought about it enough. What about you?”

“I’ve thought about it,” I said. “A lot.”

That night—the second night Bob stayed—the sexual play followed a different pattern. Marilyn remained at its center—and enjoyed being there.

The next morning, at coffee time, I got up again.

And, again, while I was at the stove, Bob came out in his pants. Rubbing his hair, he went to sit down.

“Hey,” I said, “if you’re going to stay here, you’re going to have to be a little more affectionate in the morning. I need some reassurance.”

“Aw, shit.” He stood up and came over. “Come here.” He put his arms around me, dropped his face in my neck, then, after a minute, looked up and gave me a kiss. “I ain’t changed the way I feel. Good mornin’. Now we’re startin’ all over again.”

I smiled. “Okay.”

Marilyn came out, while we were still holding each other. “The two of you look so cute together—,” she yawned, “—you remind me of two Boy Scouts I just want to rub together and start a fire with.” This tickled Bob, who went over to the bench now, laughing. “My God,” Marilyn said, reaching over to give me a hug, “what got into the two of you last night? I don’t think I’ve ever even thought about having that much sex before!”

“I’ll tell you,” I said, grinning at her, “six times—that’s a lot for me in one night … but—” I looked back at Bob—“I guess I was trying to keep up with you.”

Bob started for the bench, frowned back at me—then began laughing and shaking his head. “Man, I was trying to keep up with you!”

Marilyn sighed. “And I’m not even sore!”

But once Bob knew that the sex between him and me not only didn’t bother Marilyn, but that she found it erotic (in much the way many males find lesbian activity erotic), he grew as easy with it once more as he’d been under the excitement and newness of the first night.

50.3. Marilyn went out with Bob for the afternoon. I stayed home to study. When they came back, both of them were laughing. Bob’s hair was cut. He had a new longsleeved winter shirt.

“Tell ’im what you did!” Bob said. “Go on, tell ’im.”

“I can’t,” Marilyn said. “I’m laughing too hard.” She sat down at the table. “You tell him.”

“You know what she did?” Bob declared, pointing at Marilyn, till he started to laugh again. “You know what? She took me in this barber shop. And when the guy asked us what we wanted, she took me by my collar, pushed me out to arm’s length, and tells him, ‘Groom this!’ How do you like that? ‘Groom this. …’” They both broke up all over again.

50.4. The third night—the single passage of macho competitiveness behind—we alternated between easy three-way lovemaking and conversation. Midnight passed. Finally the sky outside the back window gates began to lighten. Marilyn developed a yen for orange soda. I got up and volunteered to get some.

At least once in the day, when Marilyn had had to go off somewhere, Bob and I had had sex by ourselves. Without entering him I’d come in the crevice between his tensing buttocks while he grasped my hands tightly beneath his chest, then blew him while he held my head and gasped. So I felt it would be a good idea for him to spend some time alone with Marilyn and she with him.

I pulled on my jeans, my sneakers (no socks), Bob’s denim jacket (no shirt), and went downstairs, emerging on the stoop expecting to be hit with an icy February dawn. It was a cold, but otherwise windless morning. As I hurried down the street and then the two blocks along on Avenue C to the all-night grocery, I wasn’t even uncomfortable—though blackened ice scabbed the curbs.

With two large bottles of orange soda in a paper bag, I started down a silent sidewalk, the scorched-aluminum sky not quite fully light. The street was empty of cars and people. Halfway across Seventh Street, I glanced up to see that the light was red.

I was crossing against the signal!

I halted. My mind went back to the hospital. For a moment I was afraid. Was I so preoccupied with my own thoughts I wasn’t even looking at the traffic light! Maybe I was still sick. Maybe I was still out of touch and didn’t know it. Maybe I ought to be back in …

Then I looked around.

There was no traffic. The street was empty. I’d seen that perfectly well before I’d started across. For the first time in a while, I realized there was nothing wrong with me. Nothing at all! The hospital had gotten me to the point where I’d found myself questioning everything. Realizing that, in the cold, quiet dawn, I was free of it.

I went upstairs, took some glasses into the bedroom, and we all drank orange soda. And made love.

50.41. Later that day, crossing Cooper Square at Astor Place, I heard someone call: “Hey! Hello? Hey—Chip!”

I looked back, to see Hank, from Mount Sinai, waving at me with a large brown mitten and hobbling from the curb.

“Guess what!” was the first thing he said when he reached me. “It’s physical, Chip! They found some goddamned pinched nerve—that’s why my feet hurt me all the time! So I’m not crazy after all! Isn’t that something? Can you imagine, after all that, it turns out to be physical?”

“That’s great!” I said.

He was a very happy young man, happy to be telling me about it; and I was, yes, happy for him.

50.5. The Monday after Bob started staying with us, we called Dick and Alice, told them we had a houseguest, and asked if we could bring Bob over that evening when we came to dinner.

Certainly, they said. (Two years before, Sue, when she’d been with us, had become one of their favorite people.) They were looking forward to meeting him.

In memory the evening wasn’t the greatest success. It wasn’t a disaster, either. But the general level of literary discussion was far over Bob’s head. And when he tried to display his own considerable anecdotal talent, the particular rough-and-ready stories he had to tell more bewildered our friends than entertained them.

When dinner was done, they were gracious. If Bob were still staying with us next week, he must come over again. Actually I think they rather liked him, even if they wondered what in the world we were doing with him.

As we walked home, Bob told us, “You know, when I was in jail, I used to do a lot of reading. I read Moby Dick over, five times—from one end to the other. Every page of it, too. I really did. And I liked it. And I can still tell you everything that happens in it. So I always thought of myself as somebody who liked to pick up a book and read—I was about the only one in my family who did. But that’s nothin’ to the way you guys read and go on about it, is it?”

The next week, an hour before we were getting ready to go over to Dick’s and Alice’s again, the phone rang. I picked it up. “Hello …?”

“Is Bob there?”

“Sure,” I said. “Who’ll I say’s calling?”

There was a pause. “Tell him it’s Artie.”

I put my hand over the mouthpiece and called Bob. “Bob, Artie’s on the phone.”

Bob took the receiver. “Hello … Yeah … Just a second—” He went scrambling over the kitchen table for a pencil and a piece of paper. “Okay. Go ahead.” He began to scrawl something. “Okay … eight o’clock. Thanks.”

When he put the phone down, he looked up at Marilyn and me.

“Well, I’m working tonight. I guess I won’t be able to come to your friends’ after all. Sorry.”

Marilyn looked at me curiously, but I didn’t say anything till we were strolling through the cold. As we talked about Artie and Bob’s hustling, she frowned. “Do you think it’s a good thing for him to be doing?”

“Well,” I shrugged. “He’s been doing it since he was thirteen.” But both of our views of hustling came largely from John Rechy’s City of Night—and the little first-hand experience I had of it in cruising hadn’t much leavened that.

Marilyn and I got home about midnight. Bob was already back, sitting on the bench, leaning against the wall, drinking a beer. “Hey,” he said, “you guys have a good time?”

“Yep,” I said. “What about you?”

“Good enough.” He reached in his shirt pocket and pulled out a twenty and a ten. “Here,” he said to Marilyn. “You want some money?”

“What’s that for?” Marilyn asked.

“Rent, groceries, electric—whatever you wanna do with it. I been stayin’ here for over a week. I thought I better give you somethin’. I made forty, but I bought myself somethin’ to eat. And some beer. You want one, there’s more in the icebox.”

“Oh, you don’t have to do that—” Marilyn began.

“Yes, I do,” Bob said. “Why don’t I?”

“I’ll take it if you don’t want it,” I told Marilyn.

“He’ll take it,” Bob reiterated; now he held the money out to me, still looking at her.

“Are you sure?” Marilyn asked.

“Sure I’m sure,” Bob said. “Go on.”

Generally Marilyn was the money handler in the household.

“All right,” she said. And took it. “Thank you.”



51. Bob stayed with us and slept with us through the end of winter and into spring. Those weeks still remain with me as one of the happiest times of my life. By the end of February I had started to work on the new science fiction novel.

I’d named it Babel-17 and drafted the opening scenes, but soon I’d realized the concentration it needed made my college studies almost impossible. “I’m going to drop school,” I told Bob and Marilyn at dinner, “again. The book really wants to be written. I know this is what I can do and do well. I’ve published four others already. It seems silly not to write it just for the classes.”

Marilyn’s response: “Well, you know what you want to do. You probably should.”

Bob’s: “Aw, don’t quit school, again, man! Goin’ to school is really important. And you just started.…”

But I did.

“You shouldn’t a’ done that,” Bob said, when I came back and told them. “I always wanted to go to school. And I never could.”

Marilyn said: “I really like what you’ve written on the book so far.”

51.1. Artie’s calls were infrequent, and Bob wanted to make some kind of steady money. Once Dave took him up to Bob’s Bargain Books to see about working a shift in the store—but it didn’t come to anything. The first time the weather broke, Bob went poring over the want ads in the Times—“Jesus, how does anybody get a job out of this thing!” So the next morning Marilyn took him to the state unemployment agency and dropped him off. The day after that, he came home with a pink paper slip to report—on the next day—to a tool-and-die shop in the Bronx.

It was right across the river. Bob didn’t know the city very well at all, so the morning after I went with him to the subway, rode with him up to 155th Street, and went to the door of the shop with him. Outside the dirty white industrial building, he asked, “You gonna come and pick me up this evening?”

“Sure,” I said. That night at five o’clock, I walked into the loud office to ask a heavy woman in glasses behind a desk near the door where Bob was. She looked at me and said, “I don’t know who Bob is,” but a minute later, in a pair of grimy mattress ticking coveralls and happy as a clam, he loped out from among the machines. He stripped out of them, hung them up in a locker against the wall, and we left the building to walk back up the hill to the subway.

“You need me to come up here tomorrow?” I asked when we were riding down.

“No. I can find it myself, now.”

Soon Marilyn got another editorial job, this one at a men’s magazine—devoted to hunting, backpacking, wrestling, and war—called Saga.

Now I spent the days working on the opening movement of Babel-17, while Marilyn and Bob were off at work. Evenings I fixed dinner. And at night we slept together in the wired-together beds.

Usually when we finally went to sleep, Bob would have made his way to one side or the other, so that he could hang one arm off the edge.

“I don’t know,” he said. “It was always just the way I was most comfortable sleepin’.”

Which was fine with me.

I liked being in the middle.

51.2. One weekend afternoon, when Bob had gone up to see Bernie about something and Marilyn was off seeing her mother, I went out intending to go to the supermarket, but a kind of excess energy that March day started me wandering north, occasionally angling west, till I came to Stuyvesant Park. As I was walking along the outer ring of benches, I noticed a guy in his early thirties or so watching me. When I came back around, he was still looking. He wore paint-stained work-pants under a zippered jacket. I passed, then looked back. He nodded. I turned and went to sit beside him.

“You want to come to my place?” he asked.

The guy’s hair was very fine and brown and he had a bald spot, though he wasn’t thirty-five.

I thought for a moment. “Sure.” The way he smiled when I said it decided me he was pretty pleasant. In the same way my relation with Marilyn had never been a closed one, I didn’t feel my relation with Bob and Marilyn was exclusive either—though this was the first chance I’d had to see what sex outside it would be like. Frankly, I was curious.

We got up and walked out the iron gates at Sixteenth Street, eventually arriving at a building full of small furnished rooms with a stale smell in the halls. In a low-ceilinged corridor, he unlocked the several locks on his door, and I followed him in. The paint was cracked and blue. A window looked out at a brick wall eighteen inches away. There was a bureau and a three-quarter bed. A hot plate sat back under a white table with cigarette burns on the top. A wash-up sink was attached to the wall. “If you want to take a piss,” he said, “use that.”

The sex was all right; but I found myself thinking, in the midst of it—almost predictably—that while it was fine for having fallen into, it wouldn’t have been worth looking for, considering what I had at home.

Afterwards, he asked me if I wanted a cup of tea. I said no thanks. He set up the hot plate and began to boil water for himself in a white-speckled enameled pan anyway. Was I sure I wouldn’t change my mind? So I said okay. Sitting cross-legged in my undershirt on the foot of his bed, looking at the bureau no farther away than the brick was from his window, I asked who the couple were with their arms around each other’s shoulders in the seven-inch frame sitting on the spread-out dish towel.

The woman was small, plump, and white-blonde. The man with her was darker haired and—in this photo—looked both muscular and a little goofy.

“My wife.” The man adjusted the temperature on the hot plate.

“And the guy?”

“My lover.”

“Yeah?” I asked, joking. “At the same time?”

“Yep.” He sat back down on the bed.

I was intrigued. “Did you ever make it all three at once?”

“Sure,” he said. “That’s the way we did it. All the time.”

“Oh,” I said. “Sounds like fun. I could get into that myself. Where are they now?”

“Dead.”

That surprised me. “What happened?” I turned on the bed.

“They got killed—in a car wreck.”

“That’s terrible!” I said. “What about you? Where were you when it happened?”

“In jail.” He handed me a cup of tea with a tea bag whose grey paper was just going dark and transparent under steam. “She wrote a lot of bad checks—really, she forged them. Once we knew she was probably going to get caught, the three of us sat down and talked about it. We decided that I would be the one to take the rap.” He shrugged. “We all spent the money, anyway. Then I went to jail for five years.”

“How long were you together?” I asked. “I mean the three of you? Before you went in.”

“About six years. Louise—my wife—and I got married when we were eighteen. Sammy came along maybe a year later.”

“His name was Sam?”

“Sammy. That’s what everybody called him.”

“What about kids?” I asked. “Did you all have any?”

“Two,” he said. “One by me. One by him. Boy and girl.” When I looked at him curiously, he said: “They were killed too—they were in the car.”

“That’s awful!” But at this point it just didn’t seem politic to tell him about my own situation. The correspondences were great enough so that he probably wouldn’t believe me, and would just think I was putting him on—or crazy.

“How long have you been out?” I asked.

“Not quite two years. I’m still on parole.”

“It must have been a lot of checks,” I said.

“A lot of checks. And some other stuff, too.” He put the cup on the table, reached down and pulled up his paint-streaked trousers, without putting on any underpants. Fly unzipped and top button still open, he sat on the bed again and took up his teacup again. “When I learned they’d all been killed, I really went to pieces.”

“I bet you did!”

“It was pretty much—” he considered, in his soft, precise voice—“the worst thing that ever happened to me.” He sipped again. “I was in the prison infirmary about three or four weeks. I wouldn’t eat anything. I was throwing up everything—they thought I had hepatitis or something at first. But I was just sick over them, you know what I mean? Only there wasn’t anything I could do.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I guess there wasn’t.” Somehow I felt that I had to say something. “My name’s Sam,” I said. “Samuel. But nobody calls me Sammy—at least not any more. My nickname’s Chip.”

He sipped his tea. “Sam?” He smiled. “Now that’s a coincidence, isn’t it?” He sipped again. “You don’t look like him at all, though.”

“You like to have sex with a man and a woman at the same time?”

He glanced at me, with a grin. “I loved it.

“Are you—sort of over it, now?”

He shrugged. “Sort of.”

“That’s really terrible.”

Somehow, I’d managed to listen to all this without considering it any kind of omen. Rather, it was an unsettling coincidence to test my own even-mindedness. Pretty calm and collected, I left the Eighteenth Street rooming house.

Yet as I walked home, I thought: again I’d encountered this strange doubling—a doubling that had taken what I’d never thought to be other than my personal situation and changed it into a socially shared one, even if it was only by an adult society of six; even if two of that society had already died in a car crash. At the same time this doubling had placed between this man and me a boundary, a silence, which, while saliva, semen, and perspiration had crossed it back and forth, I’d been barely able to penetrate with a sympathetic cliché and my name.

Already I’d decided there was little point in telling Bob and Marilyn about him. It wasn’t something current; it was something that had been and was over. (Perhaps a week later I changed my mind; their response was merely interest.) Now the boundary seemed primarily to halt a certain order of language.

At the same time I was the boundary, the place where language stalled.

As I walked home, I thought about the hospital again. It was so easy to tell your story and not mention you were homosexual. It was so simple to write about yourself and just not to say you were black. You could put together a whole book full of anecdotes about yourself without ever revealing you were dyslexic. And how many people whom I’d just met and who’d asked me, “What do you do?” did I answer disingenuously, “Oh, I type manuscripts for people”? For by now I knew that such an answer troubled the easy, flickering social waters far less than the accurate, “I’m a writer,” or the more troubling, “I’m a writer, I’ve published five novels,” or the most disturbing, “I’m a writer, I’ve published five novels. They’re science fiction,” which, when you said it to men, mostly produced a low, bewildered grunt, as if you had unexpectedly slugged them somewhere below the navel, and which, when you said it to women, mostly produced a sudden smile and the ejaculation, “Oh, isn’t that wonderful!” which response, formal, phatic, many women in our society have been conditioned to give in the face of unexpected and inexplicable violation (sudden sexist art, insulting jokes)—before, with both the men and the women, the silence crystallized, across which nothing meaningful really can be said, the silence for which it would be so easy to use the slippery, cold, static, cloudy, and crackshot metaphor, ice.

Those silences, those boundaries, were the gaps between the columns.

Yet even to conceive of them, to articulate them, to tell the story of their creation, constitution, or persistence, even to yourself—wasn’t that to begin to displace them? To speak, to write—wasn’t that to break the boundary of the self and let your hearer, your reader become the boundary instead of you (hence the grunt, and phatic blurt), but a boundary so much easier to cross now because she or he had been written to, spoken to?

What would it be like, I wondered, to talk or write freely of such a situation, not to those who’d never conceived before what such a situation might be, but rather to talk or write to someone—like him, or even a thousand strangers—who already knew? I walked back to Sixth Street by way of the supermarket. When I got home I started dinner.

51.21. Rereading the above two or three weeks later, I wonder, under the prompting such concretization of the past too often provides, if I haven’t wholly misremembered a goodly part? It seems to me now that I must have told the guy about Bob and Marilyn; and that we discussed the similarities of our situations with an easy complicity it is now almost impossible for me to reconstruct (“Who’s that in the picture?” “My wife.” “And the guy?” “My lover.” “Yeah? At the same time?” “Yes.” “Hey, you’re not going to believe this, but I’m married. My wife and I are living with a guy right now we both sleep with.” “Sure, I’d believe it. …”), while the real barrier discussed is the one relegated to mere parenthetical mention—the one that prevented me from telling Bob and Marilyn for the next two weeks.

Certainly this displaces meanings and meditations in time and space, translating them to new locations in the field of desire; but does this change the meaning of the discussion of boundaries above?

Only a little, I think.

Does it change the meaning of the meaning?

I’m afraid almost wholly.

51.22. To write a science fiction novel about some people who loved each other and shared their bodies, all three, was something I wasn’t prepared to do—yet. But the book I’d started involved a poet who’d just emerged from such a relationship and who occasionally advised some of the other characters—the three Navigators—currently within one.

And many of the problems and insights concerning language I’ve discussed here were becoming part of it.

Certainly this new relationship rewrote over Marilyn’s and mine its stunning integral—another way of saying that, for several months, we were happy.

The novel used as its starting point the language Marilyn and I had tried to invent on our way to Detroit to get married.

51.3. With his first paycheck from the tool-and-die shop, Bob asked if he could send fifty dollars home to his parents. “You can do anything you want with it,” I said. “It’s your money.”

“The hell it is,” he said. “It’s ours. So I’m askin’.”

“Of course you can,” Marilyn said.

“Cause I’ve pulled some real shit with them, and sometimes I don’t think they think too much of me.” So Bob got a fifty-dollar money order from the post office, and spent the afternoon writing a long letter to his father and stepmother.

By this time, we knew a fair amount about Bob’s life. For one thing his given name was not Robert or Bob but “Bobby,” and he hated it as much as I’d ever hated “Sam.” He’d lived with his real mother till age twelve. Most of that time she’d supported herself by prostitution. A repeated childhood memory was of lingering around one or another fly-specked motel screen door, waiting for her to finish with someone inside. “She really liked a good time. Somethin’ like we’re doin’ here, she’d a’ thought that was just great. She would of thought it was crazy—but it would of tickled her. She was into niggers, too.” He would settle himself against me. “Only she liked real black ones.” She died either from drink, drugs, a stroke, or some unclear combination. The state sent Bob to live with his father and stepmother. “That worked about three minutes.” After a few trouble-filled months, he ran away to New York, and supported himself by his mother’s profession. Eventually he supplemented that with a job as an office boy in the design firm. A pretty ingenious kid, among other things, he had invented a kind of tape, with stickum on both sides and a double plastic coating that could be stripped away. It’s common today but was unknown in ’56. When he first told me about it, I thought it sounded pretty improbable that he was the one who’d first come up with it, especially at fourteen, but when I met the woman who’d employed him ten years before (who was still quite fond of him), she confirmed it. A trip to Florida to see his father brought disaster down on his head. Gun mad like so many poor southern boys, he’d bought a pair of pistols with another kid about his own age. There was an argument about who was the guns’ real owner. The guns were stolen from Bob’s house. Bob broke into the trailer where the other boy lived to repossess his property. There was a fight over the weapons. Nobody was hurt and the police broke it up. “What were you tryin’ to do?” the judge asked.

“Kill the motherfucker!” Bob declared.

He served two years for breaking, entering, and assault with intent to kill. When he got out at eighteen, he married the first woman who was nice to him, a half Indian waitress at a local diner, named Joanne. She was five years his senior and on the rebound from a broken marriage, with three boys of her own. Over the next three years, they had two more children. It was a stormy marriage. Bob was sure that the first child—a son—was not his. The second, a little girl named after him, Bobbi-Dee, he loved as much as anything in his life. Bob and Joanne spent the winter months in Florida, living near his father, within the tangles of an extended southern country family, in which he was by no means the only one in and out of trouble. Summer, at first with Joanne, but later on his own, he’d move to Texas and work the shrimp boats that ran up and down the Gulf, from Port Arthur to Brownsville. Aransas Pass, a few miles seaward of Corpus Christi, was the place he usually started from. He was surprised I’d ever heard of the tiny tidewater town. But it had figured in a story by Theodore Sturgeon, “A Way of Thinking.” Thanks to the Sturgeon magic, I felt I already knew the place. Shrimp fishing, he explained, was a pretty wild life and attracted some pretty wild men. In Freeport, Texas, another Gulf town, he was sure he was still wanted for a night of barroom fights and drunken vandalism that had involved some robberies on the part of some of the other guys. Not him—but the law didn’t know that. For the last year, both in Texas and Florida, he’d been in so much minor trouble, now in jail for drunk and disorderly charges, now with the police called in to stop an argument between him and Joanne that had gotten to furniture throwing, he was sure she was happy to be shut of him. When a brother-in-law of his, another ex-convict, had decided to take off north with a young prostitute, Bob had decided to come along. Maybe he could start in at something new—and, to his disbelief and astonishment, he had.

This was the history into which he was sending his letter. (And fifty dollars.) He asked us to read it. Addressed to his stepmother, simply and straightforwardly it said he loved them, that he knew from time to time he’d been a burden, but now he was settled in New York. He had a job in a tool-and-die shop. He’d made some good friends here—not the kind who would get him in trouble. He hoped to send more money soon. Later on in the summer, he might even come down and visit a few days. He’d be glad to see them. He hoped they’d be happy to see him.

A week later, I took out a letter from behind our tarnished brass mailbox door. It was addressed to “Bobby” in a childishly sloping hand and postmarked Florida. I took it upstairs. That evening, when he got home from work, I was cooking string beans and told him he’d had a letter from home.

“Where?”

“On the table.”

He sat down and opened it. Marilyn came in while he was reading it. “Bob’s family wrote back,” I said, while she was hanging up her coat.

“Oh,” she said, “what do they say?”

A few minutes later, Bob threw the letter down on the floor and started for the back room. Marilyn frowned at me. Bob hesitated in the doorway. He didn’t look back. But he said, “You wanna read it? It’s from my stepmother. Go ahead.” Then he went into the bathroom.


	Dear Bobby,

	Things have been real hard since you left but not too hard and I guess we all feel better since you run off, Joanne’s boys are getting used to you not being here but Bobbi-Dee cried a lot at first, she don’t now. We got your letter and was good to hear things were settling down for you. Your dad said you should of written before and was very mad, you still part of the family, which is true, Bobby, thank you for the money, but that’s what he said. This is what we all feel, I guess, you said you could send us some more money maybe, if we wanted you to come visit, and you sure should send some more money, after what you done when you left, but not if you coming back. We don’t want you to come back and would like not to have the money if that’s what it means.

	That’s very hard, I know, but I hope you can write me again if you want, your letter got everybody here and daddy all upset. I hope you don’t come here,



Sincerely,

—Momma


	“And my stepmomma,” Bob said, coming back from the bathroom, “is the one in the family who likes me!”



I don’t have the letter today. But I feel sure of my reconstruction: a few months later, when I was writing a story called “The Star-Pit,” to create a similar letter sent to one of my characters, I put Bob’s letter on the green metal wing of the typing stand and, sentence by sentence, translated it, as carefully as I could, into the text of my story. I worked on that section half a day; thus twenty-two years on, with the story text beside me, it is fairly easy to translate it back.

Now Bob pulled on his shirt and announced, “I don’t think I’m gonna eat tonight. I’m gonna go out and get me fuckin’ drunk!”

Marilyn looked distressed. Bob saw her, frowned. Then he went to her and put his wrists on her shoulders. “Don’t worry. I didn’t say I was gonna kill myself!” He smiled. She didn’t. “I just said I’m gonna get drunk.”

“But I don’t want you—”

“But I do want to,” he said. “You all can come along with me, if you like. I’ll probably need somebody to get me home!”

“I’ve got my linguistics class tonight …” Marilyn said, in a very small voice.

“I’ll go out with you,” I said.

“Then come on.”

So most of dinner was put back in the icebox.

Bob and I went out.

We went to three small, dark, neighborhood bars, none of which I’d been in before. In the first two, we drank silent glasses of beer, Bob putting away two to my one. At the third place, Bob finally began to talk, very much as he usually did, about his adventures hitchhiking in the south, about hustling in the north, or working along the Gulf Coast. Near midnight, he seemed pretty much back to normal. It was only when we got up to leave that I realized, as he almost overturned his barstool, that he really was unsteady. Once, on the corner, he nearly fell. But by the time we were going upstairs together, we were laughing about something.

He hadn’t drunk anything else but beer.

When we came in the door, Marilyn, reading at the table, looked up with delighted relief. I started to explain the joke to her. But suddenly Bob lurched into the back. A moment later, a retching came from the bathroom.

“Oh, Jesus …” Marilyn said. We both went in after him, where he’d thrown up, half on the bathroom floor and half in the toilet. We got him (and the floor) cleaned up, then into bed.

That night he slept in the middle, holding on to both of us. About dawn, I woke to hear him crying. A couple of hugs, and we were all back to sleep.

The next morning, when he came out while I was putting up the coffee, I asked him: “Are you going to work today?”

“Sure,” he said. “I feel like shit. But ain’t that the point of gettin’ drunk?”

51.4. Perhaps the best emblem of what was good about the relationship was that it survived all this to return to days and nights that were, for all of us, as satisfying as anything in the first three—a kind of pleasure that to detail any more would simply be meaninglessly repetitious, indulgently salacious.

What I remember, though, are a lot of good things from that time, some of them with Bob, some not—yet his being there seemed to fuel them. There was a day I spent with an old friend from Science, a little butterball named Richard, who outlined for me step by step the derivation of Güdel numbers as well as the proof of Güdel’s theorem. To pass a whole afternoon where the logic obtaining was all mathematical was like a walk in fresh snow after being cooped in an overheated apartment for a month. Since I’d read the Philip Horton biography of Hart Crane, I’d always planned to visit the New York Public Library and look over the works of the tragic prodigy, Samuel Greenberg. Now, on the long wooden tables, under the green glass reading lamps, I copied out various verses of Greenberg’s into my notebook from the delicate pamphlets no one had checked out in a decade. There was the quiet Sunday Marilyn spent, sitting with Bob at the round table, working on a translation from the Spanish—he’d always wanted to learn the language, and Marilyn knew it fairly well. Or, another day, with a small jeweler’s screwdriver, he dismantled, piece by intricate piece, her camera, showing her how its inner mechanism worked. Or, once, Joe—the trucker I’d briefly encountered on the docks the summer dawn in ’62 (though ironically, Joe didn’t remember it at all), now living around the corner with his lover Paul—hired Bob and me to work for a weekend with him on his transmission in a Jersey garage, where, on tracks across the girdered ceiling, a great grapple could be maneuvered by a remote-control box, like the waldoes in the SF stories I’d read as a boy.

“Waldoes?” Bob asked, as we stood in the echoing concrete hangar, among the truck bodies, the piles of tires, the benches full of tools. “What’re they?”

“Try to imagine,” I told him, “a mechanical glove you wear on your hand that controls a huge, mechanical hand that hangs in the middle of all this. You move your arm … and the great metal hand swings in the same direction. You raise yours … it raises. You drop yours … and it drops. It’s much stronger than you are. It’s bigger than you are. You can maneuver it over that chassis there, drop your own hand down, and just close two of your fingers: it closes two of its fingers … and picks the chassis right up when you lift your hand!”

“That’s neat!” Bob said, looking at the grapple like a metal flower hanging from its cables. “And suppose you brung your hand down in front of you”—as I’d been doing, now he mimed the gesture—“so that them big metal fingers was right around you. Then you made a fist!” He laughed, sharply, squeezing his hand. “You could crush yourself to death, couldn’t you? If I’d a’ had one, that’s what I’d a’ done the night I got that letter from home!” But he laughed again.

51.5. The only thing I remember that came close to an actual problem in our day-to-day living, among Bob, Marilyn, and me, was this. After two weeks at the tool-and-die shop, Bob came home, still in his jump suit, black from hair to shoes.

“What,” Marilyn said, looking up from the table, “happened to you?”

Bob held his filthy hands from his sides. “They put me down in the basement, cleaning off some old equipment there—man, that stuff is dirty! I gotta get a bath!” His light eyes blinked from the sooty smudge of his face.

“Let me go run you a tub.” I left the stove to go back into the bedroom and, in the bathroom, put in the stopper and turned on the tub tap.

When I came back into the kitchen, at the table Marilyn was laughing. “You look like somebody rolled you around in a coal scuttle!”

“That’s about the way I feel.” Bob smiled. But his filthy face looked tired.

“Sit down,” I said, as I came back out. “You want a beer?”

“No. And I don’t wanna sit on nothin’ either, till that water’s ready.” But finally he perched at the edge of the wooden bench, leaning with his elbows on his knees, sooty hair hanging forward, now and then talking to Marilyn or me, while inside the water chattered and splashed.

Finally he said, “That should be enough to get me started,” got up, and loped back into the bedroom.

About half an hour later, he came out, a towel wrapped around his waist, his blond hair darkened and clinging to his forehead.

“Just in time,” I said. “Dinner’s ready.” I’d set the table around Marilyn’s papers and books.

She got up now and looked at Bob critically, one hand pulling at her chin. “Mmmmm …” She frowned.

He looked at her, with a questioning smile.

She reached forward and pulled the towel from around him.

“Hey—!” Bob laughed.

Marilyn nodded. “Well, you do look a little cleaner.” She put the towel over her shoulder.

“Do I get that back?” he asked.

“What for?” she asked, in mock surprise.

“It’s okay by me,” he said. “But if the neighbors across the yard start sayin’ somethin’—” he glanced toward the bright slab of our fourth story kitchen window, in which the only protection from outside eyes was a couple of plants—“don’t come talkin’ to me.” With water beads still on his shoulders, neck, and long, wide feet, he stepped over the bench to sit.

After dinner, though, when I went back into the bathroom—Bob (naked) and Marilyn (clothed) were still at the table laughing over something—I looked at the tub.

It was ringed with grime and streaked with black as high as the drain. I shook my head. But Bob’d had a hard day. I took a sponge and the scouring powder off the window sill, turned the water on again, got down, and scrubbed out the tub. Then I picked up the jumpsuit that was slopped half in a puddle and hung it over the back of a chair in the bedroom. When I came out to sit at the kitchen table again and pour myself a second cup of after-dinner coffee, I said: “That was some tub ring you left there, man.”

“Sure was,” Bob said.

He and Marilyn went on laughing. Pretty soon so was I.

The next night, when Bob came in, he was as begrimed as before.

“My God!” Marilyn said. “How long are they going to keep you down in that basement?”

“I don’t know,” Bob said. “Probably all week.” He stood rubbing a forehead gone darker than graphite with blackened fingers. “The first day it was kinda fun—the five of us down there, it was like a bunch of kids playin’ in mud. Today it was just work. Tomorrow I think it’s gonna feel like five grown men in a basement wadin’ around in shit—which is just about what it is.”

I went back to turn on the tub.

A few minutes later Bob went back to wash. When, several shades cleaner, he came out, naked, with the damp towel this time just hanging from his hand, he grinned at me, then stepped up behind Marilyn, who was sitting at the table, reading. “Hey.…”

She turned around, somewhat surprised, to find nude Bob only about three inches away from her nose.

He grinned down. “You want this?” Then he dropped the towel over her shoulder.

We all began joking around again.

But at one point, kind of on a hunch, I went into the bathroom. The tub was as ringed and befouled as it had been the day before. I sprinkled scouring powder around in it, then left it to go back outside and turn the chops in the broiler we were having for dinner. While we were eating, and laughing about something or other, I said: “You know, Bob, it’s a lot easier for you to wash the tub out while you’re still in it—and there’s water there—than it is for me to come along after you later and scour it. I don’t mind running a tub for you, but I’m damned if I feel like washing it out after you.”

Bob took a large forkfull of greens on top of a piece of porkchop.

“Yeah,” he said. “I know.” And went on eating.

It sounded like a pretty equivocal answer. And since we’d all been laughing about the other stuff, it was even hard to tell if he’d really heard me or not. Later, I decided I wasn’t going to give him a hard time that evening; and went back and finished washing the tub.

The next evening, when he came in, black again, again I went to run the water. When he came out, drying his hair with the towel, I said: “Good to see you looking clean—but if that tub looks like it has for the last two days, it’s going to be you and me!” I had half a smile. But I hadn’t heard anything like extra scrubbing going on—and I’d been listening for it, with a kind of disgruntled, put-upon feeling.

But Bob was smiling too. “Come on.” More wet than not, he put his arm around my shoulder. (Marilyn, whom I’d asked to go down and pick up a couple of large bottles of cream soda about fifteen minutes before, now came back in through the apartment door with a brown paper bag in her arms, and said: “Hello!”) “Come on, now,” Bob went on. “Let’s go—” and to Marilyn: “Hello.”

Still holding a large kitchen spoon, red with spaghetti sauce, I let Bob take me back into the bathroom. “There,” he said, as we stood on the tile, him barefoot, me in the orange construction shoes I’d bought at Hudson’s three months back.

The tub was gleaming white.

“See, I ain’t deaf, you know.” He gave me a squeeze. “I heard what you said last night.”

I grinned. “Okay.” I gave him a hug back. “I just wasn’t sure. Thanks.”

“You better pick up some more scouring powder, though. We’re about out.”

From the kitchen, Marilyn called: “What are you guys doing in there?”

Bob (naked, yes) still stood with his arm around my shoulder. But he called back, “Why don’t you come in and watch. Maybe it’ll turn you on.”

That night we had spaghetti for dinner. And Bob, in his jeans again and under Marilyn’s direction, made a pretty passable salad—with a volunteer to do chili, sometime on the weekend when he wasn’t working. I don’t remember if he ever got around to it.

51.6. Irregular as Artie’s calls were, both Bob and I thought they’d peter out—especially after Bob said no to a few of them. (The johns paid Artie directly for the setups—then paid Bob.) But soon it seemed that the opposite was the case. Even while working at the die shop, Bob went out on a number of Artie’s jobs. One night when Artie phoned, Bob said, after a moment, “Well, he’s biggr’n me.” And a moment later, he put his hand over the mouthpiece, turned to me, and asked: “You wanna work tonight?”

“What’s the matter,” I asked, “You don’t want to go?”

“No,” Bob explained, “he’s got two jobs. He said you can have one, if you want.”

On half a dozen occasions, I went out—once to do a joint job with Bob in Westchester, where we tried—ineffectually—to sell an album of pornographic pictures the three of us had taken of each other and developed and printed up in our bathroom, and several times around Brooklyn and Manhattan on my own. And at least once Marilyn, not to be outdone by the boys, went out when Artie asked Bob if he knew any women who were working.

I think she wanted to know what Bob was going through. What we learned was much the lesson I’d learned at the Endicott. It turned out to be neither the most awful and degrading thing in the world, nor was it the most exciting and depraved of experiences.

Like Sonny had said: It’s just work.

“You mind me goin’ out and hustlin’?” Bob asked Marilyn, one evening.

“No, of course I don’t,” she said. “Though don’t you think it’s a little late to ask me?”

“I’m just doin’ it for the money,” Bob said.

“No, you’re not,” she said. “You’ve got a job that pays you over a hundred a week. You’re doing it because you like it.”

“Well,” Bob said, “I’m always hornier when I get back anyway. Ain’t I?”

“Yes,” she said. “You are. Besides, I already noticed that about Chip when he just went out cruising on his own.”

“A couple of days ago,” Bob said, “I was in this real fancy apartment on Park Avenue. The guy was an asshole. But the apartment—man, I ain’t never seen a place like it before in my life! Maybe in a movie somewhere, but not for real!”

“That’s what I mean,” Marilyn said.

“Yeah!” Bob said. “That’s really funny, now. I wonder why it makes you hornier? Since it’s just work.”

51.61. Marilyn wrote:

Between us on our wide bed we cuddle an incubus

whom we have filled with voyages …

Real, grimy and exiled, he

eludes us.

I would show him books and bridges,

and make a language we could all speak.

No blond fantasy

Mother has sent to plague us in the spring,

he has his own bad dreams, needs work, gets drunk,

maybe would not have chosen to be beautiful…21

51.7. Big Dave had carried his bike up all four nights one weekend afternoon to stop by and say hello. In the course of it, while all of us were sitting around, there was a call for Bob. “It’s Artie,” Marilyn said.

Bob moved over by the kitchen window and took the receiver: “… Okay … yeah … okay. …Naw, I don’t like to take it up the ass. … Okay. … He can blow me if he wants … Yeah, I’ll blow him if I have to, but I’d rather save it for home, you know …?”

Dave frowned at Marilyn, at me, then inclined his head toward Bob with a curious look. He looked at Marilyn again and mouthed without sound: “What’s he doing?”

Marilyn looked back at Dave and just shrugged.

“Okay,” Bob said, “tell him I’ll be there at eight. … Yeah, I got the address: No, not twenty—thirty-five, if that’s what he wants me to do. All right? … Okay, thanks.”

Later, Dave walked his bike along with me while I went down to the supermarket. “What’s Bob doing, huh? I mean that stuff he was setting up on the phone?”

“Hustling,” I said, “actually.”

“Yeah?” Dave said. “That’s sure what it sounded like.” Dave asked more questions. I gave the best answers I could.

“Both you guys are sleeping with him,” Dave said, at last and carefully, “and you don’t mind?”

I shrugged.

Dave narrowed his eyes. “You ever do it? Hustle, I mean?”

“Yeah,” I said, in my most noncommittal manner. “Yeah, I guess I have.”

“Mmm,” Dave said. “I wonder if I could.”

Which rather surprised me.

“I mean,” Dave said, “I’ve known—or known of—a couple of guys who’ve done it. And I’ve thought about it. But I guess I just wouldn’t really know how to start. Still. I always kind of wondered about that, you know?”

“Well,” I said. “We could always give your name to Artie.”

Dave considered. “Naw, I don’t think I’d want to do that. Going with somebody who was a complete stranger—maybe if it was somebody I knew. Or at least somebody who somebody I knew knew—you know what I mean?”

“I do know,” I said. “But basically, it’s business. You just can’t be all that picky.”

“I guess so. Probably that means it’s not the business for me, then.”

“Probably,” I said. As far as I knew—and we’d discussed it pretty openly—Dave’s only sexual experiences with males had been at ten or eleven when, once, out of curiosity he’d masturbated his dog.

“But I’d still be interested,” he said, rather bluntly, almost challengingly.

We left it at that and talked about other things.

When I got back to the house, I mentioned it to Marilyn and Bob.

Marilyn’s comment: “Dave?” Are you kidding?”

Bob just shrugged: “Well, if he wants to, let’s put him out to work.”

I still didn’t think it was a terribly feasible idea.

But a night later, when Dave stopped by again, another call happened to come, this time from one of Bob’s Johns. In the middle of it, Bob said: “… just a second, Matt.” Bob put his hand over the mouthpiece and said to Dave: “You wanna make some money tonight?”

Dave frowned. “Me?” He put his hand on his chest. “Doing what?”

“Getting your dick sucked,” Bob said. “That’s what. For twenty bucks.”

“You mean me?” Dave said again. “What else do I have to do?”

“Yeah, I mean you,” Bob said. “Just that—that’s all Matt’s into. Yes or no?”

“Well, who is he?” Dave asked. Marilyn was beginning to find this funny. I guess I was, too.

“I just told you; his name is Matt.” Bob looked a little frustrated. “He’s a nice guy—he’s about thirty-five. He lives over on Greenwich Avenue. I’ve seen him three or four times—but, you know, that last two times he was talkin’ about wantin’ some new stuff. I was thinkin’ about getting Chip to take ’im for me. He’s a cool guy—he gives you a drink when you come in. He don’t take all night. An’ he ain’t gonna hassle you about the dough when you leave. He’s okay.”

“Well, what about you?” Dave asked.

Bob sighed and looked at the phone. “Make up your mind, will you? Look, I been workin’ all day up at that goddamned tool-and-die shop. I don’t wanna go out tonight, anyway. I’m tired. I stink. I ain’t had my dinner. And I wanna stay home and take care of business.”

Dave looked from Marilyn to me. “I guess you have a lot of business to take care of, huh?”

“Dave, I can’t keep the guy hangin’ on the fuckin’ phone.”

“Okay.” Suddenly Dave stood up. “I’ll do it.”

Marilyn raised an eyebrow at me.

Bob put the phone back to his mouth. “Matt, I got another guy here, I can send him over. You said you wanted to try something new … No, not the two of us. Just him. … Yeah, he’s cool. … Twenty-two, dark hair, about six foot, real good looking—Hey?” He called over to Dave. “You gotta big dick …?”

Which made Dave look a little surprised. “Naw—” Bob said into the phone. “I’m just kiddin’ you both. …” And then to Dave: “He says as long as you’re a nice guy, that’s what counts. I told you, Matt’s pretty cool. …” He went back to the phone. “Uh-huh. Same deal like with me. … Okay, just a second.” Bob put down the phone again, only this time he didn’t cover the mouthpiece. “You goin’ over there now?”

“Yeah,” Dave said. “I guess so.”

“Okay,” Bob said into the phone once more, “he’s on his way.”

“He’s on Greenwich Avenue?” Dave said. “Tell him to expect a real good lookin’ guy on his bicycle in about twenty minutes.”

Bob went back to the phone. “Huh …?” Then he laughed and looked up at Dave. “He heard you.” As Bob hung up, Dave lifted his bicycle over his shoulder and started out the door. Bob went after him to call down the address. “I wonder what that’s gonna be like?” Bob said when he came back.

We went to bed before ten. Then, a little after midnight, I found myself wide awake with something to write in mind. I pulled my arm out from under Marilyn, climbed over Bob’s naked back, got my underwear out of the tangle on the floor, slipped it on (it was chilly in the apartment) and went into the kitchen. I closed the bedroom door, turned on the light, took out my notebook and sat at the round table, writing, thinking. Just before one the buzzer sounded. Frowning, I answered it. The footsteps outside on the stairs a minute later had a familiar heaviness. I looked out the door to see Dave, bicycle on his shoulder, coming up in his shorts and T-shirt. “Hi,” he said. “I figured if you were asleep, you wouldn’t answer.”

“I’m up,” I said. “Where are you coming from?”

“Matt’s.”

“You been there all this time?” I asked, as he came in. “How did it go?”

This was more or less Dave’s report:

“Well, when he buzzed me in, I had to carry my bike to his place on the second floor—you know, I never leave it out on the street. He came to the head of the stairs, so I called up: ‘Yeah, this really is your guy for the evening coming upstairs carrying a bicycle on his shoulder. But that’s because I don’t want to leave it outside—is it okay?’ He said sure, and invited me in. He really was a nice guy. Not like I thought he was going to be at all. He asked me in, and we got started talking—Jesus, we must have been there six hours. Well, I kept asking him questions. After all, I’d never done this before. And he would answer them. At length. Then he’d ask me something, and I’d answer it—as best I could. I figured there wasn’t any point in not being up front with him. I told him it was my first time. He said sure it was. I said, in this case, it wasn’t a line. It went on an awfully long time before we got down to anything. And when we did, I’ll tell you, it wasn’t much. I don’t think I even really got a hard-on. But he said it was okay. And I got my twenty dollars. He really was pretty nice. He said he might even ask me to come over again. He said he liked talking to me. I sure talked a lot, though.”

The next day Marilyn answered the phone. “It’s Matt …” she said, with the mouthpiece covered. Bob looked up. But Marilyn had gone back to talking. Bob and I kind of waited for her to hand Bob the receiver. But, somehow, she’d gotten into some kind of conversation with him. So after about three minutes, we went back to whatever it was we’d been talking about. After fifteen minutes, Marilyn hung up.

“Didn’t he wanna talk to me?” Bob asked.

“No,” she said. “I think he’s got some new numbers from Artie.”

“Oh,” Bob said.

“He was telling me all about Dave.”

Bob’s expression got brighter. “Yeah? How’d he say that worked out?” I’d already given them Dave’s late night report.

Marilyn laughed. “Well—he said Dave was very nice. But he’s not somebody to have over if you’re in any kind of hurry—he really thinks he should be saved for special occasions.”

Which set Bob off laughing.

When I saw Dave again, I asked him: “Are you interested in doing that again?”

Dave tossed his handball up and caught it. Behind him the other players ran, halted, and swerved back across the Tompkins Square court. “I don’t think I’d go looking for it. But if somebody asked me to again—maybe to help you guys out, sometime when you didn’t feel like going.” He tossed the ball once more.

When I conveyed this to Bob, though, sitting in the window beside the plants, he took another swig from his beer bottle and said: “Well, I just don’t think we better ask him again.”

51.8. Of all the incidents and anecdotes that remain with me from the time the three of us spent together, this is the hardest to write.

An account such as mine of Bob, Marilyn, and me begins as various notes, now reordered with an attempt at chronological sequence, now written out in fuller form, now another, new memory taking the writer back to an incident already written to append something insistent or characteristic or—it would be disingenuous not to admit it—wholly invented as far as memory is concerned; yet necessary, because logic insists that it must have been like that. In the course of it, the various incidents achieve certain affects: this one was a pleasure to draft, while another was pure work—or worse, painful. …

Lydia was smart, fat, and shy. I don’t believe she and Dave had come for dinner that night—perhaps they’d dropped over later in the evening, and I’d offered them some of whatever cobbler or pudding—along with coffee—we were having for dessert. Dave’s attitude toward our three-way relationship was an odd combination of tolerance and—sometimes—importunate curiosity. Since we were all three pretty verbal people—Marilyn and I in a literary and analytical way, Bob in a gregarious and anecdotal one—we were all open to discussing things, if anyone wanted to ask. So, from time to time, Dave asked. The only preface to the evening I’d gotten, however, was when, a few days before, he’d told me: “I was talking about you guys’ threesome to Lydia. And she says there’s a lot about it she doesn’t understand. I think she’d like to discuss it.” When they’d come in, I’d wondered if this visit would yield some informal interrogation. But by the time coffee was poured, I’d decided it wouldn’t. Yet, soon, we were answering one or another of Dave’s questions. And Lydia said: “But the three of you don’t get jealous of each other, do you …?”

I said: “So far we haven’t. I don’t think we will, though.”

“I mean, say,” Lydia said, “we all went to bed with one another. You wouldn’t mind that?”

“That sounds kind of fun,” Bob said. “You want to?”

Dave laughed. “You really want to?”

“We could all play strip poker,” Bob declared, obviously warming to the idea. “The winner gets to do whatever he wants with the losers. …” And he was clearly a man set on winning.

Marilyn had a kind of strange look, part smile and part something else.

“No, here, I’ll show you.” There was a deck of cards on top of the refrigerator. Bob was up and back at the table with them in a minute. And so Bob, Marilyn, Dave, Lydia, and I found ourselves in a game of cards. Clearly Bob was set for this to turn into a five-way orgy.

But just as clearly, as we sat around our kitchen table and one piece of clothing came off after another, neither Marilyn nor Dave was particularly enthusiastic.

Neither Bob nor I wore underwear; we were soon both sitting with bare buttocks on the board bench. Out of some sense of compensation, Dave had taken off his pants and underpants first, leaving his shirt and T-shirt on. I have a memory of Marilyn, looking a bit sour, in her slip, and another, of Lydia removing her white, shiny bra and, as one cup fell from her broad breast, my surprise that the nipple centered on the pink saucer of its aureole was so small.

“You know,” I said, “I don’t think anybody’s into this, really.” It acted like a kind of signal, and Marilyn and Dave began to reach for their clothing again.

“Shit,” Bob said. “I was!”

“Well, nobody else is,” Marilyn said.

Lydia re-dressed silently.

“You know,” Dave said, pulling up his jeans, bare feet wide apart on our kitchen’s gray linoleum, “what we’d kind of been wondering—Lydia was talking to me about it, and she thought … well, I guess we were both curious, you see, just what a threesome would be like. In bed. But I mean, how do you find something like that out—”

Lydia buttoned her blouse, and added demurely: “—unless you’ve got three people.”

Now it came out that Lydia had been interested in a threesome and, basically, had hoped to borrow me for the evening. No, not an orgy. Just me.

Though I’d always been rather fond of her, I was a bit surprised. “Just me?” I asked.

Shyly, Lydia confirmed it.

Bob’s response was big and somewhat—even I felt—overgenerous: “Well, Jesus, why didn’t you justly so? You wanna take him off for the night? It’s okay by me as long as you get him back here by morning.” He turned to Marilyn. “You mind if they take your old man off for the night?” He put his arm around her.

Marilyn looked surprised, then shrugged. “I guess not.” Her look at me was questioning.

But I wasn’t too sure how I felt about it myself—perhaps more curious than anything else.

“What about you?” Lydia asked.

“Yeah,” Dave said. “How do you feel about it?”

“Well,” I said. “I guess it’s okay. I mean, if you really want to. …”

So Lydia and Dave took me back to their apartment on Tenth Street. We all went to bed. In its way, it was pleasant enough. As I said, I’d always liked Lydia. And Dave was my best friend. But in spite of the odd hard-on with Dave, though I did reasonable oral duty with Lydia, I couldn’t get really physically excited—though both of them did. And for someone not really into the male side of the sex, Dave was as generous as anyone could have been. “Well, it’s easier with someone like you,” he said. “That’s all.” My memories from that warm, full bed are of Dave, bucking above a panting Lydia, one arm caught around me, hard enough to hurt my shoulder; another of gazing over Lydia’s pale bulk, while she laughed about something Dave had said. During some other sexual maneuver, I remember a brief surprise when I saw Dave’s circumcised penis—though of course I knew he was Jewish; and I was circumcised myself. Still, after Bob’s heavily foreskinned cock, it looked momentarily odd. We talked, we joked, we drank Coca-Cola. We lay around in bed. For me, I don’t think of it as sexually very successful: I was the only one who hadn’t come. But its purpose had been to assuage their curiosity—and mine. And it had.

I walked back home, my jacket shrugged up around my ears, about three in the morning, climbed upstairs, went into the apartment, and got into bed with a sleepy Marilyn and Bob. We talked about it briefly the next day. Bob was mostly put out by the time it had taken for them to get around to saying what they’d wanted. “I thought we were all gonna fuck. If they didn’t wanna, they should have said so right off!” Marilyn just seemed content that things were back to usual.

Now, where within this account do I locate its difficulty? What makes it, if not the last tale told, certainly the last tale written? (Is it that difficulty which makes me place it here? Or did this all occur much earlier in the relationship? The fact is, I don’t know.) Is it the embarrassment of impotence in a work that might otherwise be mistaken for an elaboration of endless and unmitigated prowess? Perhaps. Is it that, after all this time, I still feel protective toward Bob in some way this anecdote necessarily violates, with its picture of a coarser side to his sexual enthusiasm than the rest of us perhaps possessed? It’s conceivable. Is it because my failure to enjoy Dave and Lydia sexually suggests that what happened between Bob, Marilyn, and me was not some fetishized “perversion” sought as a replicable object, but rather three people relating (personally, sexually, socially) within the margins of their own sexual possibilities—and thus betrays an area of privacy, still untouched, more comfortably elided than articulated? Certainly that’s possible. But whatever those reasons on the margins of desire, they are inextricably mixed in with the more writerly fact that Lydia exists for me only in this one incident. If I ask, “What was her feeling toward Marilyn?” logic alone tells me the two must have liked each other, since Lydia was as voracious a reader as Marilyn or Sue, even if her natural reticence kept her from giving her opinion on what she read quite as freely. “What was her reaction to Bob?” I suspect she found him interesting and baffling—and perhaps somewhat off-putting, at least that night, through simple cultural estrangement: again, a logical speculation. And to Dave? Over these months her affair with him, before they broke up, developed the problems that seemed to me characteristic, in retrospect, of the time, the place. But, again, this is logic. (Did, at some point in the night, she laugh and say: “I think it’s very nice of you to do this.” Did Dave say: “Well, Chip is just a nice guy.” Having written it, I seem to remember it. But is it memory? Or logic? Or only the pressure of narrative, yearning after its own truth?) However much any of these speculations satisfy (or subvert) a narrative sense, specific memories do not come with them to suggest, to confirm, to create, to invest these structural judgments with images, with textures, with lingering sensory detriti. Thus the writer attacks this moment—in its way, more like a story than any other in the book—with a feeling of an immense impoverishment of all the extra-narrational material that impels diegesis into possibility, into narrative, into language.

21. Hacker, “The Navigators,” in Presentation Piece, p. 17.

52. Permanency does not seem to be, as yet, an aspect of the relations we explore from our dissatisfaction with the options codified social levels make available.

Bob decided to bring his wife, Joanne, to New York for two weeks, during which he moved out of our apartment and into one that had just become vacant down the hall from us. Today, I think he was convinced she would return home at the appointed time.

“Are you going to tell her about us?” Marilyn asked. She looked very worried. But I think she also felt that, if he did, it might at least bring things between Bob and his wife to some kind of conclusion, either way.

But Bob said. “Are you crazy? If I did that, she’d kill you, Chip, and me. Naw, I just don’t think she could even take that. That’s not what I’m bringing her up here for.”

“Suppose after she gets here,” I said, “she wants to stay?”

Bob humphed. “What’s she gonna stay for? She feels about me just about like my parents do. I just thought maybe we could get a few things worked out between us, and quit like friends. My folks’ll take the kids for two weeks. But how’s she gonna leave five of them behind any longer than that? After we get our thing all done, we can really be together, the three of us. …”

Joanne arrived three days later, to be followed by a couple of relatives, who looked around the city, somewhat dazedly, for four more. Cousin Louanne (dark as half-Seminole Joanne—though she swore there was no Indian at all in her branch of the family) and Joanne—both, indeed, darker than I—had sung hymns and country songs together as girls. Once, when Marilyn and I were showing them around the city, we stopped up to see Bernie at a small Broadway recording studio, where he was working with a teenage singing group and there was an extra hour of paid-for studio time. He let the two women put down a track of their full, brassy harmonies on “Yes, Jesus Loves Me”—only now one and now the other would crack up laughing, with hands over her mouth, turning away from the hanging mike in a torrent of giggles, before they ever reached the end of a chorus. “Oh, come now—!” the other would say. “Now, come on, you!”

In the very first hours, there were notes of tension between Joanne and Bob: a sudden harsh word, from one, from the other, now an angry look from Bob, now a pout from Joanne.

Twenty-two-year-old cousin Lonny was a corn-silk blond, full-bellied, small-shouldered, and far too pale for anyone to believe he was really from rural Florida. One afternoon he climbed tiredly up our four flights to sit a while in our kitchen. In his gray suit and red tie, he let me pour him a cup of coffee, while he asked: “Do you mind if I take these shoes off? I just ain’t used to the kind of walkin’ you folks do up here in New York City.”

“Sure,” I said. “Go on.”

And, under the table, he toed a new, too-tight, black loafer off a very white sock.

I commented that Bob and Joanne seemed to be having some trouble already.

Lonny picked up the pink plastic prototype automatic spring-operated toothpaste dispenser—his basement-inventor father had sent him up here to see if he could sell it to any of these northern supermarket chains—turned it over, looked at it, and set it on the table again. “Well, that’s the way they been goin’ on at one another ever since the two of ’em got together. I don’t expect it’s ever gon’ change. I like the son of a bitch—I really do. But when he run off, me and everybody else told her she was better shut of him.”

Marilyn stood at the kitchen window, looking through plants, across clotheslines, at fire escapes. She hadn’t really moved or said anything in two or three minutes.

“Lonny—” I set the coffee pot down, folded my arms and leaned back against the stove—”what do you think the real problem is with those two?”

“They only got but one,” Lonny said. “They’re just too damned country—the both of ’em. That’s all.”

And a day later, after a big breakfast of bacon, toast, fried potatoes, pastry, eggs, and pancakes at our place, with Joanne and me dividing the cooking, Louanne and Lonny went off to catch a cab to the airport and the plane back to Florida, leaving their country cousins to deal with New York.

Both Marilyn and I tried to be as friendly as we could. Marilyn gave Joanne a red felt winter coat. And when Bob and Marilyn were off at work, I took her on a tour, from the roof of Radio City to the Staten Island Ferry.

As we stood at the deserted rail and Joanne looked over the glass-green water at the New York skyline, I realized, while her black hair lifted and fell against the red collar, that, with only a push. … I didn’t do it of course. But it was odd suddenly to know I was capable of seriously considering murder. She turned to me then. “You treatin’ me nicer than Bob,” she told me. “He done asked me up here, and now he don’t pay me no min’ at all since I come.”

The next day, when she came over to sit for a while in my kitchen (again Bob and Marilyn had gone to work) and, at her urging, I’d gone to type up a section of my novel in the front room by the window looking into the airshaft, she suddenly set a cup of coffee down on the wing of the typing stand.

“Oh, thank you …!”

She gave me a dark smile and moved quickly away. But I was struck with the strange and awkward fact that, at no time during my life, through five novels now, had anyone else ever thought to bring me, unbidden, a cup of coffee while I worked.

52.1. Broadway theater is, of course, central to the experience of New York—though Broadway tickets were beyond what Marilyn and I could afford. But that season a new young playwright, Terrence McNally, had premiered his first Broadway play, And Things That Go Bump in the Night, starring the wonderful Eileen Hackett. The title had certainly come from the old prayer that, years ago, Chuck and I had listened to WOR’s Jean Shepherd recite, meditate on, and extemporize over, on his midnight-to-three radio program: “From ghoulies and ghosties and long-leggety beasties and things that go bump in the night, Dear Lord, deliver us.” The play had received good reviews, but it was not doing well commercially. Then The Village Voice, convinced of the work’s import, had mounted a campaign to keep it running—and the theater had actually decided to sell tickets for only three dollars each!

Yes, I was interested in seeing it. But mainly I thought it would be nice for Joanne to see at least one professional theater piece in the course of her two-week visit. With not much idea what I was getting into, then, I took the subway up to the box office and purchased four tickets—for Marilyn and me, for Bob and Joanne.

That night we went.

Set in a world that has just gone through an atomic war, the play centered on a macabre family—a mother, a late adolescent son, and a slightly younger daughter. The family suffered from some disease, or possibly a mutation, as a result of which they had to lure someone in from the outside and murder him or her every night. If they did not, the mother explained, they would turn on and kill each other. To that end, the son goes out and returns with a young man he’s picked up for the night, presumably to have sex with. As the young man talks to the son about his attempts to have a meaningful life, the boy records his conversation. When the two boys go off to make love, the daughter photographs them through a keyhole.

“It’s interesting,” Joanne said during the intermission in the crowded lobby. “I sure never seen anything like it before. But I don’t quite know what’s suppose to be goin’ on.”

“It’s strange, is what it is!” Bob said, standing next to his wife, five years older than he. “It’s weird, that’s what!”

The bell rang for the second act.

I took Marilyn’s hand. “We better go back in. …”

When the young stranger came out of the room, the children played back an edited version of his comments. At the same time, they projected slides of the two boys having sex over the whole stage. The result was grossly distorted and mortally embarrassing, and the young man is finally destroyed. The klaxon-voiced Hackett, in the role of the mother, now turned to harangue the audience in the play’s closing movement: Yes, we are monsters. And you are the people we are destroying. But how much better for the world that we do—for while we only murder one person a night, you have murdered thousands with your bland ideas, your naïve optimism, and your good intentions wholly out of touch with the world’s real situation. However impure, we are the only good that is left. It is you who have brought this devastation in the first place—that is why monsters, such as we are, must kill you.

The effect was stunning—and disturbing, at least for me.

I can’t speak for Marilyn or Bob. But I felt it was truly moot whether I was monster, victim, or naïve optimist.

“I don’t think I understood it,” Joanne said as we left the theater. “It was interesting, though.”

Marilyn and Bob were pretty pensive too.

52.2. By the end of the week, however, she had announced—to my shock, to Marilyn’s, and I believe to Bob’s—that, kids be damned, she liked it up here and intended to stay.

Three days more, and she had a job as a waitress in a short-order chain on Twenty-third Street. “And I’m a real good waitress,” she told us.

She was, too.

52.3. After several false starts and a few weeks where I just felt too down to write, one afternoon when Marilyn was at work and I’d finally gotten back to my book, I heard Bob push into the apartment—the door was open—but kept on typing. Then I realized he was standing behind me. Maybe his breathing was different. When I glanced back, he looked absolutely wild-eyed. He said, slowly, hoarsely, “Come on, cocksucker, get the fuck in bed with me!”

I overturned the chair, standing up; then—though, before, I got to the door and locked it—we were in the bedroom. In the intense, desperate sex, neither one of us ever got fully out of our clothes. But when we were finished, Bob turned over, snuggled back into the arc of my body, and, holding my arm around his chest and both of us breathing heavily, we went to sleep on the crumpled blankets.

I was still dozing when the key turned in the lock. Of course it was just Marilyn … but seconds later, I realized it wasn’t.

Bob had a key to our apartment. But he must have left it back in his own place when he’d come over. I’d always told Joanne that if she needed anything, she could come over and just get it—use the key if I wasn’t in. And that’s what she’d done.

I opened my eyes.

With her black hair and dark features, Joanne stood in the bedroom doorway, looking upset.

My arm was around Bob.

I had the presence to realize that the only thing to do was to act as if nothing were wrong, nothing could be wrong, and nothing could have been wrong. “Hello,” I said sleepily, taking my arm from Bob’s chest. Getting up from the bed, I pulled my belt closed. “Did you need something …? Go ahead, just get it. I’m getting up anyway.”

“Bob’s here …!” she said.

“Yeah. We were taking a nap.”

Bob woke at his wife’s voice. “Hi,” he said. Fortunately—and independently—he’d decided much as I had.

Apparently Bob had been supposed to go out to the store to get some milk for coffee. He hadn’t come back. He’d come here instead. After an hour, Joanne had taken the key and come over to see if I had any in the icebox that she could borrow. I sent them, with half a quart, back to their apartment. Then I sat down at the typewriter—and closed my eyes.

There was no way she could have missed my arm around her husband. She’d been nervous the whole time, slightly confused, and I knew what that was. How, I wondered, would Bob get out of this one?

Later that evening, when I was returning to the house, I met Bob alone in the hall, as he was leaving. “What in the world,” I asked, “did Joanne say about walking in on us like that?”

A quarter of a smile away from deadpan, he said: “She wanted to know why you was sleepin’ with your arm around me.”

“What did you say to her?”

“You was asleep and maybe thought I was Marilyn—you probably didn’t even know your arm was there.”

“And she believed you?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged. “She ain’t said anything about it since.”

A day later I got home to hear sounds from the bathroom. When I stepped into the bedroom, through the bathroom door I saw, with a moment’s familiarity in the fluorescent light, Bob and Marilyn embracing, naked, against the sink, his shoulder faintly freckled, hers indented where bone inside pulled down the skin—because her arm was raised. A shank of her long hair was caught between them. Some of his, slightly long now, in bronze blades, mingled with it. They made standing love, hip to hip, against the white porcelain.

52.4. Over the next nights, at three or four in the morning, Bob would come into our apartment—with his key—and crawl into bed with us. We would make love. Then we’d hold him while he cried. “Love” was not a word we used much. I never doubted that Bob liked us. But at these times, when he seemed wholly vulnerable and a victim of his own miscalculations and mistaken judgments about what Joanne would want, what he could effect with her, I believe he loved us both, as well as what there was between us, as much as he loved anything.

When he’d first wanted to bring Joanne up, I’d wondered if we were being used, or deceived in his feelings. But I don’t think we were now. As deceptions go, it just would have been too complicated.

After staying with us half an hour in the dark, he would leave.

Then Marilyn would cry; and I’d hold her.

52.41. Somewhere in the Seventies along Central Park West, a tall, black guy in a denim workshirt sat on the back of a bench one chill afternoon in early spring. I was wandering downtown—probably after a visit to Bernie’s. We looked at each other. It was cool, sunny, somewhere in March of ’65. I smiled at him; he smiled back, motioned me over. I walked up. Immediately, with a trace of a Caribbean accent, he explained he wanted to ball. His name was Tony—oh, and one other thing: had I ever heard of a famous German philosopher named Oswald Spengler?

No, I said. I hadn’t.

Well, he was surprised. I’d seemed like an intelligent guy. He’d thought I must have.

Tony took me home to his basement flat, just off the park. The sex was downright athletic. In his single, subterranean room, he had a very high bed. And I think there was a fireplace that didn’t work. But afterwards, what was even more memorable, was that he broke out his two-volume edition—from the public library—of The Decline of the West. According to Tony, the author (Spengler) had solved all the problems of the world, and we only needed to pay attention to what he had to say in order to put civilization back on track. At one point, when Tony had to go to the store, he left me alone reading it for about twenty minutes.

The famous “Introduction,” where the young are exhorted to abandon the arts and the humanities and take up science and engineering instead, I’m afraid just didn’t register—or, at any rate, seemed a kind of crackpot metaphor for something else I wasn’t quite clear on. But the opening section of the argument proper, on Greek history, I found fascinating. Tony was staying with a diminutive black friend, a cornet player in the Sun Ra jazz band, who came in later.

“Do you live with anybody?” Tony wanted to know.

“My wife,” I explained. “And my lover.”

“Both at the same time?” his friend asked.

“Yep. We all sleep in the one big bed.”

Tony raised an eyebrow.

It wasn’t true, of course. But now, prompted by whatever desire, it was easier to say that than it was to describe the situation that had come to replace it.

By the time I left, Tony and his friend had invited me to a concert at the Museum of Modern Art, which, sadly, I missed. But somehow the friendship kept up. Months later, finally letting me know for the first time that they were lovers, they moved into Bob’s and Joanne’s abandoned apartment at the end of the hall, just before I took off for Europe.

And more than a decade later, when, in England, I purchased a copy of The Decline of the West for myself and read it through (much of it, alas, of the same crackpot stripe as the exhortation; though the erudition was often awesome), it was very much with the memory of that March afternoon under the blowing branches above the wall by Central Park.

52.5. Three weeks after she arrived, Joanne announced she was pregnant. “I don’t know how she could be,” Bob said. “I ain’t fucked her since she got here. Once, in the mornin’, I woke up with her riding me with a piss-on, and told her to get the hell off. I don’t know. She says maybe I leaked.”



53. Now Bob ceased entirely to go to work. After a week his job called our place to say he’d been fired. We passed the news along. It didn’t seem to mean much to him. What went on in the apartment at the other end of the hall, I didn’t know. Bob had stopped shaving, stopped washing—and in two more weeks, he looked about as strange and preoccupied as I had just before I’d gone into the hospital.

Joanne was worried, too—now she told him that the pregnancy had been a false alarm, or, as Bob put it, “A fuckin’ lie.” Late one night, only a little later, dirty and distracted, he came knocking on our door, upset, to explain that Joanne had just slit her wrists. We rushed in. Bloody as it was, the cuts were not deep. It was a childish suicide attempt. But she was still in hysterics. Bob was in no condition to do anything. He wanted me to stay with him. So Marilyn took Joanne in a cab up to Bellevue.

In the emergency room, while they waited, Marilyn wrote:

Trackless and lost between piss-colored walls,

she huddles on the bench arm, hides her face,

shakes with sobs or dry retching. The intern calls

in a bored voice. People shift in place.

Clocks sweep toward morning and she hides her face.

Between the red felt collar and her hair,

her neck is cracked with white beneath the brown.

I draw an old man. Three boys turn to stare

over the bench to see what I have down;

One has a bloody gash beneath his hair.

I am a stranger whom she cannot trust …

my hand is on her shoulder, we are here.22

The next day, Bob was together enough to get Joanne and bring her home. New York welfare hospitals are grim places, and I think he was shocked at just how grim it was—and even at Marilyn and me for bringing Joanne there.

But we had done the best we could.

53.1. On April 15, 1965, the first page of Part Two of Babel-17 was in my typewriter.

I had just typed the phrase “Semiotic, Semantic, and Syntactic Ambiguities …”

22. Ibid., p. 21.



54. … when Bob and Joanne, together, knocked on our door. They came inside and explained they’d had a long, serious talk. Bob had decided he was going to take off hitchhiking to Texas to work on the boats, out of Aransas Pass, as he had done every spring for four years since he was eighteen.

It was presented as a decision that would solve their growing problems. It was clear that Bob basically wanted to get away from everything.

“I sure wish you’d come along with me,” he told me. “You could work there too.”

Marilyn and I, at this point, had already talked of separating.

Leaving Marilyn and Joanne in apartments at opposite ends of the hall was probably not the best idea. But I think all of us—at least Marilyn, Bob, and I—hoped Joanne would tire of waiting through the summer and eventually would return to Florida and her children, who were still with her in-laws, going on six weeks now.

55. I decided to take my notebook and my guitar.

“You really gonna take that?” Joanne was dubious about my carrying a guitar case on a cross-country hitchhiking trip. But Bob said: “Oh, you see guys out on the road with stranger stuff than that. He might lose it. But some of them must make it.”

Marilyn was just distant. I was preoccupied—and curious where her preoccupations had placed her. As I moved around the apartment, putting things away—while Marilyn looked in drawers and examined bookshelves—our eyes would catch. One of us would give a quizzical look that asked: “Did you have something you wanted to say …?” that the other, after a moment, would ignore.

Since Bob’s and my destination was Aransas Pass, with places like Galveston and Port Arthur as possible stopping points, one thing I put in the neck of my guitar case was my dog-eared paperback of Sturgeon’s E Pluribus Unicorn (the spine green, the cover by Powers). The opening movement of the book’s last story, the wonderful “A Way of Thinking,” was set on the Gulf. I was curious what it would read like when I was down there.

The plan was to leave early the next morning.

Around six I pushed back the covers from the bed in which Marilyn seemed so far away, stepped onto the wooden floor and walked into the bathroom. When I came out, Marilyn was sitting on the bed, pulling her bathrobe around her shoulders. She stood up and started for the kitchen. In the doorway, she stopped and looked back. “Can I fix you some breakfast?”

“Thanks.” I smiled. “Sure.”

I sat around while she made bacon, coffee, eggs. Then we ate together, talking about the trip, about writing, about the weather—outside the kitchen window, beyond the plants, moments of sun were already alternating with fifteen minutes now and again of gray. Finally the clock on the back of the stove said seven. “I’ll go and get Bob,” I told her.

She nodded, a little worried, a little distant.

I went through the front room, where the typewriter sat across from the clutter, before the airshaft window, yesterday’s page still in the roller. I picked up my guitar case, packed the night before, unlocked the door, and stepped into the hall.

I walked down the tile flooring beside the banister with its thin spokes, turned, and knocked on Bob’s and Joanne’s door.

There was no answer.

Sunlight through the window at the hall’s end lay a coppery trapezoid over the gray and maroon tile floor and put a grid of thin shadows on the stairwell’s yellow wall—which dulled to gray even as I waited, when some clouds pulled across the sky.

I put the guitar case down and knocked again.

Forty seconds later, I heard the lock turn. Joanne opened the door a crack, holding together a housedress that doubled as a robe. Her black hair was messy. She looked very sleepy.

“Bob ready?” I asked.

“He ain’t awake yet,” she said.

“Okay,” I grinned. “I’ll come back later.”

She nodded hurriedly, then closed the door.

I went back to my apartment.

“What’s the matter?” Marilyn asked. She still sat with a half cup of coffee.

“Himself doesn’t seem to be up yet.”

“Oh.” So we sat around, talking some more, every once in a while going through the stillnesses that punctuate a parting conversation—when the parting, scheduled at one time, is now delayed longer and longer.

Bob’s eventual arrival—grinning and yawning—around eight-thirty is much less clear in memory, and the actual leave-taking (from Marilyn, from Joanne) a blank.

From here on, I’m going to try an experiment. Up till now, little in this account has been truly exhaustive, but just to see what happens, I’m going to try to include every memory I have of the hitchhiking trip. As experiments go, I doubt it begins very well, because the first leg of it is particularly dim. All I am really sure of is that Bob took nothing except the jeans he was wearing, the shirt and shoes he had on, and his denim jacket.

I know we walked across town together, me carrying my guitar case. Somewhere outside the PATH train entrance on Sixth Avenue, Bob or I looked up and commented that the overcast had thickened. It was probably going to rain.

I had a little more than fifty dollars. Bob had a little less.

On the PATH train we rode over to Journal Square. Sometime later, we wandered out to some road, and I recall standing on an arch of highway, with Bob, under a light drizzle, looking over a grim, industrial landscape, while cars whizzed and rattled behind us. The road’s shoulder wasn’t wide enough to let them stop, even if they wanted to. Probably because of the rain, we ended up taking a bus as far as Washington.

I sat, looking out the window, or looking down at our two denimed legs, Bob’s and mine, now touching, now half an inch apart, now touching again.

Standing outside the Washington depot that night, looking at the sexual traffic, gay and straight, moving around us through green and red neon from a bar across the street, Bob nudged me: “We could probably make some money around here.”

“Go ahead if you want.” I pulled the case up against my side. “I’m going in and sit down.”

After wandering around a little more, though, we stayed there on the benches, drowsing against one another’s shoulders, pretty much all night. Toward sunrise, I got into a conversation with some guy who said he’d give us a ride out to the highway. He wore glasses, a rumpled gray suit, and he accompanied the ride with a lecture on how hard it was for two guys to hitch together. Few people would chance taking a pair of men. We’d do better to split up.

It made sense.

I’d taken a roadmap from a basket on the counter at the bus station. (Bob said he didn’t need one. “You just keep south till you’re about to hit Florida. Then you turn right and go west.”)

But now we mapped out a general route, down the east coast and across to Texas. Twenty minutes later, out on the sunny morning highway, Bob said: “Okay, I’m gonna go up about a hundred yards. You stick your thumb out here. We’ll see what happens.” He sprinted up the road, now and again putting out his hand when a car passed.

He’d only gotten about thirty yards on when a green Chrysler pulled over in front of him. Its roadside door swung open.

Bob grinned back at me, gave me a thumbs up, ran on and ducked in. The door closed. The Chrysler pulled out into the traffic … and was gone.

I was alone on the road, some hundreds of miles away from my home and of thousand more from anywhere I wanted to go.

I turned to the road, took a deep breath, and stuck out my thumb.

All my narrative instincts tell me that, if the ride I got about six minutes later were my third, or my fifth, the tale would flow much smoother. But that would violate the nature of the experiment I’m attempting here. And, however awkwardly it fits into the tale, it really was the first ride I got, once Bob left.

It was a very long six minutes later (I was ready for it to be an hour or two …), when an old blue truck with canvas roped down over the sides of its van pulled up ahead of me. The cab door swung out. I ran up the shoulder, pushed my guitar case in, then pulled myself up. A hand gripped my arm to steady me—“There you go. Close the door. Where’re you headin’?”

“South,” I said. “Texas, finally. But I’ll go as far as you’re driving.”

In his late twenties or early thirties, wearing a blue short-sleeved checked shirt pretty much open over a bald chest, the driver was kind of serious-looking. “I’m goin’ pretty far. Let’s see how it goes.”

I closed the door. As he started up, the smile he gave me took a moment to come out, then left very fast. He looked back out the windshield and hauled on the wheel. “You got enough room there?”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

We began to bounce on down the road, my guitar case shaking against my shin.

After three minutes talking about routes, roads, and rides, though, he switched gears on the truck and the conversation in the same ten seconds, veering off into an obscene account of how horny he was and had been on the trip, with much groping of his crotch.

Probably because he looked so sober, or maybe just because I wasn’t expecting it, it took me another minute to realize this was a come-on. The odd thing was that I thought the guy was pretty attractive, and in any other situation would have been happy to have sex with him. Bob had alerted me that sex was rampant on the road. But I hadn’t been ready for it to intrude on my first ride. Also, I’d only gotten maybe two hours’ sleep in the Washington bus depot. But the guy was coming on pretty strong. “Man, I tell you, I like my pussy. I got an ol’ lady waitin’ for me in Tennessee and we’re as good as married. But I’ll be up front with you—” He hefted his crotch again—“I sure like to get my dick sucked, too. You like gettin’ sucked off?”

“I don’t know.” For some reason I decided to say: “I never did anything like that.”

“I used to have one ol’ cocksucker,” he went on, “worked with a goddamned circus—used to travel all up and down the east coast. Didn’t have no teeth—but that just made it better. Know what I mean? And, I’ll tell you, that man sucked dick like he wanted you to come back. I come back, too. We was real good friends, actually. I followed that goddamned circus around for three years.” He looked over. “Christ, I gotta take myself a wicked piss.” As he pulled the truck over, he released the clutch and moved his worn boot to stamp the break pedal; we both jogged forward, then back. “What about you?”

“Um,” I said. “No.”

“See you in a second.” He opened the door on his side, dropped down to walk around the front of the cab to my side, where, presumably, he took his leak. He stayed there a good two and a half minutes. The three times I glanced down into the right hand mirror, he was looking directly up at me, while he stood there, fingering himself, waiting for me.

I had just about decided that maybe things would go better if I responded (there weren’t too many more excuses I could make after being caught looking—three times), when suddenly he was back around on his side, and up into the cab. He yanked the door closed, turned the ignition, and pulled out onto the highway again. When I glanced at him, I saw that his jeans fly was open, as if he’d forgotten to zip it up. But after about two minutes, he just put his hand inside. “Man, this thing and me have had some good times together. I could use some good times now—what is it, seven-thirty? I don’t know, but I always get horny in the goddamn morning. I can go all goddamn night and not think about it, but come the morning, and there it is, just standin’ up and rarin’ to go.” Boldly, he pulled his cock out of his pants, looked at it, then at me. “What about you?”

There wasn’t much to it. It had real tight foreskin—and he was no more of a nail-biter than Bob was.

“I don’t know,” I said and tried to look uncomfortable. “I don’t think so.”

“Well, I sure could use a little fun.” For a moment, he even looked sheepish. “And there ain’t enough to it where it would hurt you none.”

When I didn’t say anything, he said in a harsher tone: “You know, if you don’t wanna do nothin’, I can set you down on the road right here and you can go get yourself another ride. It don’t make no never-mind to me. Is that what you want?”

I was tired; and I wasn’t sure what I wanted. “No. …”

“Okay,” he said. He drove on another minute. “You can touch it, if you want. Go on. It ain’t gonna hurt you.”

So I did. It was small and hard under my hand. We drove like that for another couple of minutes. Finally he said: “Look, I’m a little tired now. I’m gonna pull over …” which he started to do—“and go in the back of the truck and take me a rest.” On the shoulder, once more, he put on the brakes. “You can come back there with me, if you want.” In his serious inflection, it didn’t sound like an invitation so much as a warning.

We jogged, stopping, again; again he opened the door on his side, swung his legs around, and jumped down—with his little prick still jutting out of his pants, from the way it looked.

I sat in the cab ten, twenty, thirty seconds; maybe I was just being silly. Since I did find him sexy, why was I putting him and me through all this? Still, I felt like I was being bullied into something I thought I’d said I didn’t want to do—even though … well, I did want to. Finally I got out my side, leaving my guitar case leaning against the seat, and walked around to the back of the truck. Through the canvas flaps—one was pulled a little to the side—I could see where he’d spread a blanket on the ribbed van floor. He was lying on it, on his back, his pants open, massaging himself.

Morning traffic was going by fairly regularly.

I climbed in. “You know,” I actually said, “I’ve never done this before,” because I was exhausted and because I didn’t want him to think I was just a cocksucker and because it was the first time I was wholly on my own, outside New York City, in a sexual situation that for all my experience was, finally, new enough to make me retreat behind the language barrier composed of this banal lie millions of millions of women and men have spoken in such situations—to put some gap between this and all that had just been so much of my life.

“Huh?” He lifted his head and glanced at me. “Oh. Yeah.” He put his head back on the blanket.

The sex, as they say, was brief and impersonal. I didn’t come. He did. Yet the reality of it somehow brought me back to myself a bit. At one point, in his excitement, he’d reached down and grabbed my head. And I’d enjoyed it. This coyness I was affecting was, I realized, silly. When it was over, I even chuckled. “Well, that wasn’t so bad.”

“Yeah,” he said again.

We both lay on the blanket now. I was hoping he might stay there and let us sleep for an hour or so.

But in less than a minute, he sat up suddenly. “Okey doke. Let’s get goin’. Time to get back on the road.”

I followed him over the tailgate, jumped down, went to the cab, and climbed back in.

As we drove on, he said: “I’m gonna do you a favor, boy. You ain’t never gonna get to Texas if you follow the route you was talkin’ about. I done hitchhiked all over these States, and you can’t get no rides on that road—part of that road you were going on ain’t even been built yet!” (So that was what the dotted section Bob and I had wondered at, back at the bus terminal, had meant.) “Besides, it don’t go direct. You turn off here up ahead about fifteen miles, onto—” he gave the number of another interstate—“and that’ll take you right on down through Mississippi and into Louisiana; then you go straight on and into Corpus.” Aransas Pass was just a few more miles outside Corpus Christi. “And you’ll be there.” He shook his head. “I don’t know where the hell you thought you was goin’, but if you’re goin’ to Texas, you better go like I said. If you do, you’ll be there in half the time. Goin’ the way you was, you liable to be on the road a couple of goddamn weeks!”

I wasn’t sure what to say. The way I’d been headed was one I’d picked out with Bob on the map—which Bob had claimed was one he’d hitched before. But as I looked at the map folded back in my lap, what this guy said seemed to make sense, too. … But even before I was sure what I’d best do, he pulled to a stop, pointed down a turnoff where I could see another highway, and shooed me out of his cab. “Now take the right road, and you’ll get there!”

Then his truck rattled and grumbled away in the morning haze, his canvas back flaps shaking and swinging. I stood with my guitar case in one hand, my map in the other, and a lot on my mind.

What about Bob, on the other road?

But maybe, I figured, till I got to Aransas Pass, it was pointless to worry. Another thing I decided (I squatted on the shoulder now, to stick my map, along with my notebook, back inside my case), was that if this was the sexual landscape I’d entered, and encounters were going to happen that frequently, no matter how tired I was I’d better shrug off this new-found virginity I’d been developing. (Maybe he hadn’t been doing me a favor so much as getting rid of a kid who was going to be coy about putting out. I knew he had a couple of hundred miles to go along my original route; and he wouldn’t have been that bad to travel with. …) I walked a few feet down the feed-on ramp, and held out my thumb.

The ride pattern for cross-country hitchhiking has always been pretty much the same: three, five, seven rides of three, five, twelve miles before you catch a good one of forty, sixty, ninety miles. Sometimes you even get two good ones in a row—then you start all over.

There were no other sexual propositions till seven rides and three hundred miles later: it was another Chrysler, and as I ran up to the open door, for a moment I wondered if I’d find Bob inside. But this one was dark blue. It was driven by a thin balding guy in his late thirties with glasses, who wore pale blue slacks and an open collar that flapped around his neck. He said he was a salesman, but whatever he sold (boats? houses? private airplanes?) was too big to fit in his car. About ten minutes along into the trip he started in on the anecdotes about his own hitchhiking days: “… I was back up in the sleeper, see—we were somewhere in South Carolina and it was about nine o’clock at night, an’ I was just beat—but the next thing I knew he’d stopped for some other hitchhiker. Well, we weren’t moving at all. So I looked out the sleeper curtain, and I’m damned if that truckdriver hadn’t picked up this nigger kid and had his pants down around his knees and was suckin’ on his dick—a piece of meat on that nigger, too! Well, I’m watchin’ from the sleeper, and don’t you know it’s gettin’ me all hot and horny? So—” he glanced over at me. “You look like you could have some colored blood in you, too, huh?”

I nodded. “I’m Negro.”

“Oh. Well, you know, I didn’t mean anything by callin’ him a nigger. Negro. This Negro boy. Well, anyway, there he is, suckin’ this Negro kid off in the front seat, and there I am, peekin’ out of the sleeper curtain, pullin’ on my own peter somethin’ fierce—waitin’ for him to finish with the colored boy. Didn’t come—’cause I wanted that cocksucker to get to work on me.” He rubbed his crotch, laughed, and looked at me. “Know what I mean? And he does, too. Well, I tell you, I like my pussy. But ever since that night, I’ll be honest with you—” again he rubbed between his legs—“I sure like to get my …”

But I fell asleep amidst his ramblings.

A couple of times, while I drowsed in the humming car and afternoon clouds as tan as saltwater taffy stretched across the windshield between streaks of gold, he reached around the guitar case between us, and I felt him grope me.

That was all.

And I was too tired to respond.

For many years a strangely vivid memory would return to me: in some medium sized city, I was coming down wide steps into an ancient lobby, holding the iron rail. The whole hall—perhaps it was a YMCA—was painted an enameled turquoise. There was maroon linoleum on the floor. From where I stood on the steps, I could see the wooden pigeonholes for mail behind the registration desk. On the counter were a black telephone and a tarnished call bell, of the sort whose top button you hit with your palm. Across the tiled foyer, the elevator stood at the first floor with only a gate over the door. Inside, I knew (for I had already ridden in it up to my room), it had a large rheostat and hand lever. A black man in dark green, threadbare livery was both bellboy and operator. At the doorway, the light spilled out on the night street (I remembered it from when I came in) through two narrow stained glass windows.

I had no idea of the year, the situation, or any context for the memory—certainly no picture of the room I’d rented. Or of who had brought me there or how I had chosen the place.

I still don’t know the city.

Indeed, the memory’s unfixed status made me several times wonder if it wasn’t a dream.

During those same years, however, if you asked me whether I had stayed in a hotel during any of my hitchhiking trip to Texas, I would have said “No”—just as I would have said, “My father died in 1958 when I was seventeen. …” But the actual transcription of this section has fixed that loose and floating image to this trip—doubtless to the second night of it, too.

There was no sudden and revelatory addition linking it by material and logic to something else from the same time. This awareness came, rather, as a growing conviction, a retrieval of memories I’d occasionally had about it, a solidifying certainty that, once in place, it is impossible for me to deny as any sudden and climactic knowledge would have been. There is no way to confirm such a shift in the status of a memory. But yesterday I would have said I did not know where this memory trace comes from. Today, I am equally sure I do.

At this point, I can reconstruct at least this much context: the night in the bus depot with Bob had left me pretty tired—as had the actual hitchhiking, and I’d finally decided to spend six or seven dollars of my money on a room for the night. In true hustler fashion, when he hitchhiked, Bob had told me, he never stayed in hotels or motels unless someone else put him up. I was feeling guilty about my decision and had resolved not to mention it to him.

He was on an entirely different road.

Probably I never did. But by cutting it out of my own repertoire of things to say about the trip, I began to cut it loose from language and history, so that a year later it was an unanchored fragment: and I had taken a small, self-protective lie of omission and forgotten it was not the truth. Only bits of the visual image remained on the surface, to float and drift (wasn’t it from my later Europe trip? or from some subsequent stopover at an early science fiction convention?) till I’d actually forgotten where it belonged.

Such gains in local knowledge of the stations of our lives are among the prizes a self-narration such as this can win. (And doesn’t that narration lose us as many such fragment sensations and images forever …?) But there are other memories that, for me, have always been part of the journey:

For three hours I sat in the sun at the highway edge with a hot field of grain aroar with crickets around me, while all of six cars drove by. On the ground, cross-legged, beside my guitar, I wrote out a few journal pages in my notebook. I reread two Sturgeon stories—but not, yet, “A Way of Thinking.” Then I took my shirt off, sat on the case, and strummed and plucked for maybe fifteen minutes.

But it was too hot.

Squinting, squatting, I put the guitar away, stood up, and stuck out my thumb again.

The seventh car veered over to the road’s edge and opened its door.

For another hour (though I don’t know whether that hour was before or after my wait in the sun) I looked out some truck or car window at the passing road bank, matted with gray and green grasses, scrub and pine fringing its top. The ground had seared in the heat, with great scabs showing through every few yards of brick red Georgia earth.

Near midnight, between a beach and a highway, I walked through the outskirts of Biloxi, Mississippi, stepping over branches scattered by a hurricane from the week before, the yellow neon from the carnival rides that comprised this section of town swinging above me, around me, lighting the sand, the macadam, my outstretched thumb, while cars drove past in the dark.

And at three-thirty in the morning, the driver of the small pickup reached over, shook me awake by the shoulder, and said, “Here you go, fella.”

“Oh … yeah.” I blinked. “Thanks.” Reaching down, I got my case and climbed out into the deserted suburban night, at some intersection in Shreveport, Louisiana.

“You walk right down that way, ’bout three, four blocks. Like I said—” in his cap, the fat man leaned over to tell me through the half-open window—“you’ll be at the highway again.”

Then, the single moving vehicle on the street, his truck pulled away while his red rear lights diminished in the black.

Looking up at the wires crossing on the night, with the traffic light (turning now from green to red) hanging from the middle, I stood, centered in the silent street, the heavy part of my guitar case on the asphalt, the neck balanced under my hand. Dark houses stood on my left, on my right. I could taste the mucus that filmed my mouth. My face felt like some metallic plate instead of bone and flesh and muscle. Gathered in a crease of my neck during the last hour of head-hanging sleep, sweat dried in the dark.

What, I wondered, am I going to do at three-thirty in the morning in Shreveport—?

Then it began to rain—gently, insistently, the drops a-tick and a-glitter on the blacktop under the intersection lights, in the leaves on the corner trees, peppering my face, my arms, my glasses.

At three-thirty.

In Shreveport.

I lifted my guitar case and started down the street I’d been pointed along. It was the poorest of the four joining at the crossroads—there, indeed, the houses had been rather elegant.

Ahead, I could see the highway under a phone pole lamp. The rain flickered beneath the tin shade’s edge. During the five minutes I walked toward it, no car went by.

What happened next I used in a novel seven years later (save that I omitted the guitar case—which, by now, I wished I’d never brought). At a rundown house, twenty feet from the road, I went up on the porch and lay down on the warped boards by the wall—one arm around the case neck—to doze off under the water’s hiss and whisper on the shingles above.

When the air was turning gray-blue behind the overcast through the porch rail, I pushed myself up, got my feet under me (I’d left my glasses in my shirt pocket because it was still raining), took up my case and walked down the steps into the drizzle, out the yard to the highway.

There still weren’t any cars.

At all.

I squinted up, got a face full of droplets, and figured this was silly. I’d go back to my porch and try to sleep some more. I turned and walked back up the quiet, grassy street. But as I approached the dripping gray clapboard, with the dark windows and the overturned tricycle in the yard, I heard a growling and, the next thing, this big white and brown dog pushed out from under the porch beside the steps. And started barking.

Apparently he’d been sleeping there when I’d been dozing topside. But he was awake now.

I backed up.

He stepped forward. And barked some more. A lot.

I took two more steps backward—I wasn’t afraid of the dog so much as I was worried by the noise he was making.

Then he charged me.

I turned, slipped, got my balance again, and ran—guitar case swinging wide—for the road. Behind me the dog kept barking. Without halting his racket, maybe he stopped running a few seconds. But when I was on the highway, I gasped a breath, turned to look back—and, only about thirty feet behind me, he was running at me again.

I barrelled forward—

—and this dozen-year-old blue Chevy I hadn’t even seen went past me to pull to the side. Its door swung open—I didn’t even have my hand out. But I practically dove into the car. Somebody pulled me in—now by my arm, now by my belt. I could hardly see what was going on. The door got slammed behind me—but we were already moving. When I sat up, bruising my knee on the case, to look out the window, the dog, still barking, ran for a while, stopped, barked again—and dropped back into the tan, morning souse.

“Thank you—” I blurted, looking around. “Thank you, I—” I coughed. “Thank you. …”

I was in the front seat. There was a whole lot of very blond, very gray-eyed children in the back, ranging from about two to about fifteen. The woman in the print housedress wedged behind the steering wheel was immense. The stringy-necked guy beside her who had gotten me in had a set of huge, callused hands on him. He was grinning at me, and bald, with iron-gray tufts over his ears.

“His lungs ain’t good at all,” the woman was shortly explaining about her lanky husband. “You all right, after that? That’s good. ’Cause I seen that dog runnin’ after you and it like to stopped my heart.” As she turned the wheel, dirigibles of flesh emerging from her creased and flowered armholes swung from her upper arms. “Well, like I say, he’s real sick. But he wouldn’t stay behind, no matter what I said. He wanted to come and help out with the children—but he’s like that. He’s such a good man—it breaks my heart to see him this way. What was that nasty ol’ dog runnin’ after you for, like that, anyway?”

I explained as best I could.

Her husband just grinned; he only had about half of his teeth.

“I know he’d offer you a cigarette,” the woman said, indicating her husband again, “but the doctor won’t let him smoke no more. That’s cause his lungs is so bad.” She, it seemed, was driving to see their oldest boy, eighteen, who was at an army base a state away.

“Where’re you goin’?” the husband asked me, at last.

“Aransas Pass—in Texas. …”

“What you goin’ there for?” He didn’t sound sick, and his gap-toothed smile was just as friendly as it could be.

The woman said, “Now don’t go pryin’ into the boy’s business. You gotta excuse him—he’s a good man, but his lungs are real bad. And he’s gotta go pryin’ into everybody’s business that don’t concern him. You don’t have to tell him nothin’ you don’t want to—all I know is, I don’t hold with no dog chasing nobody down no road in the rain, when you probably ain’t done nothing but walk by and say, ‘hello.’ Y’all take that guitar thing and put it in the back—and don’t go touchin’ it now. It’s his; it ain’t yours. What did you say you were goin’ down for?”

“To Texas,” I repeated. “To Aransas Pass—to work on the shrimp boats. For the spring.”

“Now, that’s nice,” she said. “He’s going down there to work at a job. On the boats. That’s nice work, I bet, when it gets real hot. He did outdoor work, too, till he got sick. Now see there, I told you he was a nice boy, when I seen him runnin’.”

“You make good money there?” the man asked.

“Now you don’t have to tell him anything about your money. He just wants to know everybody’s business. That’s all—he’s like an old woman, sometimes. Always wants to know everything about everybody that don’t concern him.” She laughed. The dirigibles wobbled. “What’s your name?”

But while she asked, I was marveling at how, under this onslaught of warmth and domesticity, I had suddenly become the most ordinary of young men, hitchhiking south to work at a summer job, with all else—Bob and Marilyn and insistent truckers and timid salesmen—closed suddenly and totally out.

“What’s your name?” the man asked.

“You don’t have to tell him, you don’t want,” the woman said. “That’s your business, not his. You don’t have to pay no attention to any of his foolishness, once he starts asking questions. We just thought you looked like you needed a hand—don’t you touch that boy’s guitar case back there. Just hold it in your lap.”

I coughed again. “Excuse me,” I said. “I’m sorry …” And realized, as I searched around for it, that for the next moments, I actually couldn’t remember what I was supposed to say, as if the fact of my identity had somehow managed to slip off the tables of consciousness and roll into some corner, to become—at least for a moment—invisible with the exhaustion, the confusion, the displacement. It only lasted seconds, though. “Chip,” I said. And coughed again. “That’s what everybody calls me. Chip. My real name’s Samuel, though. But you can call me Chip.”

“Well, hello, Chip,” the husband said.

Then the wife introduced me to all the children, and herself, and her husband—a gaggle of Lincolns and Ezras and Annies and Hues and Lurlenes—among which my own name seemed, once again, to get misplaced, as if, in spite of my smiles and my gratitude, my whole identity were somehow shut outside their pleasant, over talkative friendliness and simple Samaritan goodness, along with all I knew I could not possibly speak of here.

Did I doze?

When I woke, the windshield was rain speckled. We were just passing some sign that at first I thought was a state border. But it wasn’t—and we couldn’t have been going that long anyway. Once more, silently, I went scrambling around inside my head for my name: and, blessedly, found, “Chip …!”

“Huh?” the man asked, hoarsely, turning to me.

“Nothing,” I said. “I just coughed.”

“We gonna stop and get breakfast up ahead,” the woman said. “You’re welcome to join us.”

“We’ll buy you a good meal,” the man said. “You don’t get to eat too well, out on the road, most of the time—I know that. My oldest boy—the one we goin’ to visit—told me.”

“My boy hitchhikes too,” the woman said. “He hitchhiked all the way home from that army base to come see us, once.”

The man laughed. “Wasn’t supposed to, neither. We had to take him back. He got in trouble for it, too.” He chuckled. “I tell you, he don’t like that army!”

“But that’s why,” the woman went on, more or less ignoring him, “I always stop for young men on the road. I figure somebody maybe’ll stop for my boy. He’s a good boy, too. That’s why we’re goin’ to see him. He says he misses us somethin’ terrible over there. Broke my heart for him to get in trouble like that, just from missin’ his momma and daddy and comin’ to pay a visit. He’s a really good boy. Like you—well, guess this is breakfast.” And she eased us to a stop before some country breakfast place.

Then, later:

Was it morning?

Was it evening?

Some man who wanted me to talk to keep him awake had let me off just beyond Baton Rouge. It was right at the intersection of the detour my first ride had sent me off on and the last leg of the road Bob and I had originally traced out. The cars weren’t too thick, so I’d started walking along under the trees at the edge of the highway. When I’d gone about fifty yards, I saw a guy standing a little ways ahead—some local, I figured, walking along the road. But now he put his thumb out, turned to follow a passing car with his eyes. The low sunlight gleamed in his bronze hair. He wore a denim jacket.

I frowned.

I stopped.

Then I called, sure that there would be no answer: “Hey, Bob …?”

He turned and looked back.

I grinned. “Bob!”

His own frown opened into a smile. “Well, now fancy meetin’ you out here, a thousand miles away from anywhere. Howdy, there, stranger!”

“What the hell are you doing here?” I asked.

“Same thing you’re doin’. Tryin’ to get a goddamn ride.” He laughed. “Well, I see you ain’t lost your guitar. You got a chance to play it yet?”

“Naw,” I said. “Not really. Joanne was right. I shouldn’t have taken it.”

Bob chuckled. “But you can’t tell you nothin’.”

“Hey,” I said, “can you imagine it, the two of us, meeting up like this, just by chance!”

Bob shrugged. “We’re goin’ the same place, in the same direction—at about the same speed. Sometimes it happens three or four times.”

“Well,” I said. “It sure surprised me.”

“I been wondering why I haven’t caught up with you once or twice already.”

I filled Bob in on my adventures with the first truck driver, the rain, the dog. Bob filled me in on his—most spectacularly, he’d gotten picked up by a college girl on vacation in a red Citroen, who took him to a motel near Virginia Beach where, apparently, “I ate pussy, man, like it was goin’ out of style!” Somewhere in the midst of it, he looked at me seriously. “You ain’t been callin’ Marilyn, have you.” There was an accusatory tone.

“Huh?” I said. “No. Have you?”

“Just about every chance I get. That’s how I know you ain’t. But I told her she shouldn’t worry.” He shook his head a little. “You should call her, though, if you get a chance.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I will. How’s Joanne?”

Bob shrugged. “I didn’t call her, I told you. I called Marilyn.”

“Oh,” I said. There wasn’t a phone in their apartment, only in ours. And Marilyn would have had to run down the hall to get her.

“I guess she’s okay,” Bob shrugged. “But she don’t expect to hear from me till after I get there, anyway.” He took a breath. “Well, about three hundred cars done gone by since we been standing here jawin’. We better get our thumbs back out if we wanna get anywhere.” He put his hands on my shoulder. “Maybe I’ll see you again, sometime soon.”

I laughed. “Okay—hey, I’m going ahead this time.” I lifted up the guitar case and started up the road, with my thumb out.

I got the first ride, too—in an anonymous jalopy with no glass in the windows, its tan upholstery hanging in strips off the inside of the doors, the ceiling, the seats. Back on the road, I saw Bob laugh and give me the finger as I slid over into the seat.

Complainingly, the car started.

The driver was an immense, friendly, and sort of slow black guy. About twenty-six years old, he’d just broken up with his girlfriend and had decided he’d had it with St. Gable, which was just out of Baton Rouge. He was six-feet-eight, with forearms the size and color of charred legs of lamb. He wore size forty-four paint-splashed workman’s greens—and, incongruously, a white-and-navy striped polo shirt, torn where the oak stump of his neck emerged from the collar. At one point, with meticulous deliberation, he detailed all of his clothing sizes for me, from his sneakers (size 14) to his collar (size 18½”): not that I’d asked. But I guess other people did. Since the breakup last night, he’d taken off for somewhere else, anywhere else, he wasn’t sure. “Wha’ ’bout you?”

“Well, me,” I told him, “I’m going down to Aransas Pass. I’m going to work on the shrimp boats there.”

“Yeah?” He looked at me, considering. “Now that don’ soun’ like a bad idea. I may just go along with you and do some of that myself.”

“Well, yeah,” I said, “that’s an idea …” though picturing myself entering the unknown Gulf coast town with this otherwise affable mammoth was not the most comfortable image I could muster.

Thirty miles on, though, his car began to stall, giving out, finally, with a carburetive groan. We rolled to a stop. I left him—it was raining again—walking around the hulk, kicking at one tire after the other. “Wha’ you think wrong wi’ it?”

“Jesus,” I said. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know anything about cars.”

“I don’t know nothin’ ’bout ’em either.”

Twenty yards up the highway I got another ride.

Still a later one was in an old car with a pudgy kid in black-framed glasses and a threadbare T-shirt who liked comics and astronomy and vampire movies and who explained that tonight was the dark of the moon and that just before midnight we’d be passing under it. Initially I’d decided not to tell him anything about my connection with science fiction. But after fifteen minutes, I finally mentioned that I’d written some SF novels, that Ace had published them, what my name was—then sat back, basking in his astonished enthusiasm, which poured out in his excited southwestern accent. He was sure he’d seen one of my books, sure he’d even read it. (From his fragmentary description, though, I was sure he hadn’t.) I felt the strange combination of discomfort and pleasure such attention brings. And ten minutes on he had to let me off, anyway.

Later that night, in a raging downpour, with lightning flicking luminous whips into the fields around me, I slogged beside the highway along the shoulder, mud to the knees. Traffic had stalled in some monster jam. And, yes, it’s impossible to hitchhike in a traffic jam at night in the rain. I was holding the guitar case in both my arms in front of me. The reason I wasn’t on the side of the pavement was because there was only about eight inches of asphalt between the cars and where the road dropped off into the slough through which I waded.

The thing was maybe fifteen feet ahead, before—even with the headlights—I realized what it was:

On a concrete pedestal, like Childe Roland’s dark tower reconstructed of glass in this lightning and rain-lashed field, a phone booth rose by the road. I had to climb up into it. I couldn’t get the guitar case all the way in and close the door at the same time—but it was enough to make the automatic light come on inside. Probably because of the rain, nobody in the traffic jam three feet to my left had gotten out to use it. I fingered a dime from my sopping jeans, thumbed it into the slot, and called the operator, while the rain and the neon light that haloed the square aluminum ceiling and the stalled headlights on the highway made a kind of beaded curtain on four sides. “I want to make a collect call …”

After a very long time, I heard someone on the other end: “A collect call, for Marilyn from Chip … will you accept the charges?”

“Yes,” I heard her say.

“Hi, there,” I said. “How’re you doing?”

“How are you?” she demanded. “Where are you?”

“In Texas, I think. At least that’s what my last ride said. But I’m not all that sure. It’s pouring rain, and I’m waiting for the dark of the moon—in a traffic jam, somewhere right out in the middle of the countryside. It’s not the best time to hitch a ride—so I thought I’d call.”

“You’re hitchhiking at night?” she asked, surprised.

“I don’t know which is better,” I said. “That or the day. In the sunlight, all you see is one squashed-up raccoon after one squashed-up skunk—all down the road. Hey, you’ll never guess who I ran into, earlier today.”

“Bob,” she said. “I got off the phone with him about twenty minutes ago. He told me you two just met up like that. He said you were all right.”

“More or less. I guess. Where was he?”

“I’m not sure,” she said. “In a motel somewhere.”

The rain blew through the partly open door to splatter against my face. “A motel,” I said. “Wouldn’t you know. What’s going on with Joanne?”

“Well,” Marilyn explained, “she’s still working the late shift as a waitress up in that all-night Bickford’s on Twenty-third Street. I’m at the magazine during the day. So we don’t really see very much of each other.” I got the impression she was just as happy that way. “What are you doing?” she asked me.

“Dripping mud and water all over this phone booth. I’ve been trying to run this kind of scam—if you call it that. A lot of people who give you rides pick you up because they think you’re a local, and know the area—so that you can give them directions somewhere. I’ve taken to memorizing about four square inches of the road map each time I leave a ride. Then, when someone stops and says they’ll give me a lift if I can tell them how to get to Grover’s Corners, I just say, ‘Well, you can go three miles up and turn off to the left, go till you get to New Goshen, then make a right on 26 for six miles or so, then keep to your left till you hit it—or you can go about thirteen miles down the road and double back right onto 26; that way you’ll probably get there faster because you avoid the bad roads with all the ruts’—that last part I just kind of make up. It’s gotten me three thirteen-, fourteen-mile rides out of my last five. And they get there, eventually—at least I hope they do. Look—” I wiped water away off my mouth—“will you just talk to me about any old thing for about ten or fifteen minutes?”

“Okay …” Marilyn said, with the hesitancy that meant all chat had fled her.

“Tell me about literature or something. Right now I’m about as wet and muddy and miserable as—up until an hour ago—I thought it was possible to be.”

“Sure,” Marilyn said. “All right …”

So we talked.

Maybe fifteen minutes later I said, “When you get off, would you drink a nice hot cup of coffee up there and think of me real hard while you do it …?”

She laughed. “All right.”

“Okay. ’Bye.” I hung up, took a breath, and stepped back into the rain—and went down to my shins in fucking mud. I started slogging again.

Fifteen minutes later, some guy with a beard and a beer in his fist cranked down his window and shouted out: “Hey, you from around here?”

I squinted through falling water. “I live around here,” I said. “Why?”

“This goddamn traffic jam—we gotta get to Shreveport, man. Somebody told us there was a little road we had to take …?”

Shreveport, I thought, where I had been at only three-thirty the previous morning. It was maybe three hundred miles away.

In the last filling station john, an hour ago, for twenty minutes I’d pored over the netted inches of my map. Between fifty yards and a hundred-fifty yards ahead I knew was a turnoff, to the left, onto a two-mile connecting road that fed into a major highway that swooped grandly back up north into Louisiana—right into Shreveport. I hoisted up my guitar, and thought, Dear God, forgive me.

Then I called back: “Hey, no, man—you can’t get there that way. That road’s been out for six months. And in this weather? You’d never get across it. You’ve got to go down maybe forty, forty-five miles. That’s where the highway up to Shreveport comes down and crosses this one. It’s right where I’m going. You wanna give me a lift, and I’ll take you right there.”

“Okay, man,” the guy called. “Get on in the back.”

I climbed up on the road and got in the back door. The car stank. Muddy and slopping, I slid over on the seat.

“Come on,” the guy said. “Close the fuckin’ door, man. You wanna beer?”

There were three guys in the car and two cardboard cases filled with empties and another case about half finished. All three guys were raunchy, dirty, loud drunks. On the dashboard, the beige glow from the car’s clock—miraculously still working and, I guess, on time—said it was just before midnight.

I thought back to The Jewels of Aptor and Graves’s White Goddess and wondered, idly, what inverse lunar goddess I’d fallen under the protection of.

Whoever she was, I thanked her for the jam: neither the guy behind the wheel nor either of the other two were in any state to drive. We got through the next ten miles at no more than five an hour. (A couple of times we got bumped from behind; a couple of times we bumped the guy ahead. Fortunately neither decided to get out and make a stink.) The evening’s major occupation for all three was pissing in beer cans held between their thighs (“Man, don’t jerk the fuckin’ car like that. You got me pissing all over me and the fuckin’ floor!”) and heaving them out the window.

Forty-five miles down the road the highway going up to Shreveport would, indeed, after minor fibrillations, cross this one. They would be on their way with only seventy or eighty extra miles to drive. And I would be fifty miles closer to Aransas Pass.

But when, forty-five miles on, I climbed out of the car and set them on the road to Shreveport, the rain had stopped. I lugged my guitar out over the slicked highway.

Did I get to spend a few of those post-midnight hours—with some guy who wanted to ball—in a motel? Or did I, bouncing and dozing beside a dogbox with oncoming head- and highway lights playing over the truck windshield, only dream about the one Bob had managed to scare up from a passing driver? Whatever memories the writing of this account have fixed and clarified for me, that isn’t one of them.

But the next afternoon, I got let off in Freeport, Texas. It was sunny and breezy and warm. As the car pulled away, I punched at the sky, yawned, then lifted up my case to walk a little.

There was a tale connected with this Texas Gulf town that Bob had told Marilyn and me several times. Two years ago it had been the scene of a drunken binge involving half a dozen boat workers, in which Bob had smashed windows and broken into somebody’s office. A bunch of them had been arrested; and Bob, in the course of being transferred from one jail to another, had managed to get away and out on the road to hitch farther on down the Gulf. But Freeport, he’d assured us many times, was the one place in the United States he knew, for sure, his name was down on the books and he was wanted by the law—and thus the one place in the country he wanted to stay out of at all costs.

I was remembering this as I looked down between the houses, where I could see flashing water and a few masts and pilings. Maybe, I thought, I should go down and get a look at the tides on which, a few hundred miles farther south, I’d be working. But that, I suppose, is why I was so surprised when, up the dockside street, I saw Bob ambling on the far sidewalk.

He saw me, grinned, and called out, “Well, howdy, stranger!”

I just laughed. “Fancy meetin’ you here,” I said. I shook my head. “This is certainly the last place I expected to see you!” As I said it, though, there seemed a certain inevitability to it. “How come you’re here?”

He shrugged. “This is where the ride let me off. Ain’t seen the place in a while. It’s kind of interesting to look at it all again.”

“How long you been here?”

“’Bout three, four hours.”

I figured there was no point in saying anything.

We got some lunch at the small-town-Texas drugstore. Bob flirted with some high school girls in the booth behind us and managed to get job offers from one of the girls’ passing brothers and from another’s cousin who was also in the store. Listening to Bob’s banter—in which the last months were as absent as they had been from my talk with the family off to see their son in the army—I realized that Bob was far more comfortable negotiating this landscape than the complexities of New York—which meant he was more comfortable here than I could ever be. I’d known for some time that if you put me down on the streets of any large city, I would be able to survive. But I hadn’t realized there was a whole technique, equal in its intricacy and wholly unknown to me, by which somebody like Bob, dropped in a town like this, could survive equally well.

Afterwards we went back to the waterfront and sat on a couple of dock pilings, watching the boats. “So you got yourself into a motel last night. How’d you work that?”

“Oh, man—” Bob began. “When you left me yesterday on the road, I got picked up by this guy with some brand-new foreign sports car not two minutes after you rode off in that jalopy. Most guys at least say hello, how you doin’, where you goin’—before they start feelin’ you up? But this guy was right on me, soon as I got in! He told me he’d buy me a good dinner, a motel room where we could sleep—that’s where I called Marilyn from. He wouldn’t even let me call collect.”

“Sounds good. What else happened?”

“I told him about you.”

“Me?”

“And your big black dick.”

“Bob,” I said, “why don’t we call it medium-sized and kind of coffee-colored?”

“You’re coffee-colored,” Bob said. A breeze shattered the water at our feet and lifted his hair. “But your dick’s darker than the rest of you.” He shrugged. “I been too close to it, man. You can’t tell me no different.”

“So what happened?”

“Well, you know, most guys—you tell ’em you got a partner, and they think you’re settin’ ’em up for something. But not this guy. He was all excited as he could be. He said havin’ two guys at once was what he was really into—you’d just taken off not five minutes ago, so we drove all up and down that highway, three, four times, lookin’ for you. For at least two hours.”

I sighed. “The first couple of rides I got were both thirty-, forty-mile jobs.”

“Yeah,” Bob said. “But if you’d just gotten a five or six miler—” which I knew now was four out of five of the rides you caught—“you’d a’ had one good steak dinner, the nicest shower, a good night’s sleep, and a blow job—” he shook his head—“that wouldn’t quit!” He grinned at me.

“He sucked like he wanted you to come back, huh?”

That made Bob howl. “What were you, hidin’ in the back seat of that yellow Dodge I got me a ride in two days ago?”

I looked up. “You think it’s going to rain again?”

“Naw …” He squinted into the sky. “That looks like it’s over with. For a while, at least. Come on.” Foamy lace lazied below our shoes. “Let’s go call Marilyn.”

We did.

Collect.

The clouds were white and high in a lazuli afternoon. Crowded into the phone booth at the head of the dock, now Bob, now I, now Bob again poured out cascades of details from the past days, laughing long-distance while Marilyn told us what the woman who was her boss at the magazine had said the previous morning and asked us for the fifth time how we kept managing to run into each other, as surprised by the phenomenon as I. For those ten minutes on the phone, it was as if, with the sun burning the back of my neck and the water sloshing down below the dock planks and Bob’s usual smell, showers notwithstanding, become something astonishingly rank with three days on the road (but I guess it was his clothes; my own were doubtless worse), all of us felt as if—despite all barriers—we were, in all ways, together again.

When I hung up, Bob backed from the booth. I stepped out, hefting up my guitar case.

“Well,” he said. “I guess we got to get back on the road.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I guess we do.”

“Come on. I’ll walk you up to the highway.”

When we got there, Bob went back up on the bank and sat. “Go on,” he told me. “Oil up that thumb and start it purrin’.” I didn’t even wonder why he was having me go first. I strolled a few yards down the road and put out my fist.

A car would pass. Bob would call some obscene comment about how I wasn’t working my finger hard enough. And I’d glance back at him, shaking my head.

In twenty minutes I got a ride.



56. Sometime after that, in New York, at the round oak table in the kitchen, while the phone sat on the windowsill, Marilyn wrote:

Across the mud flats and wide roads, over rivers and borders,

by bus, truck, trailer, car and foot,

my two loves have gone, the dark and the fair.

Truck drivers, salesmen, schoolgirls on vacation

taste the salt fruit of their bodies.

They breathe strange air; strange hands press their shoulders.

Strange voices speak to them …

Along the highway despair and dead animals

steam on the macadam … Miles apart, in a mud-wide state

from red hill to scrub brush …

They sing out loud and the long road is empty.

Together, briefly, they sit on splintered pilings.

Thick, spit-yellow foam slaps at the Diesel hulls.

Storms are in the Gulf; the catch is north.

North on an old coast, landlocked on my island

dry in soot-thick summer, I spin their warmth.

I loop their names in words. One road is closed

to women and conspirators. I plot. I sing.

Mother of exiles, save them from wind and rage.

Mother of journeys, let the sea to be kind to them.23

56.1 Later that evening, I stood before a small white building with tall grass on either side. Stenciled in green letters on the wall by the screen door were the words COLORED ENTRANCE, with an arrow pointing off to a side door. It was the first segregated eating establishment I’d ever found myself about to enter.

I was very hungry.

My last ride had innocently pointed it out as a place both good and cheap.

And I didn’t see anyplace else near it.

I stood there about two and a half minutes, deciding what to do. In this sun-soaked land, my complexion was ambiguous enough that I couldn’t see the point of going in the colored entrance unless I wanted to make some kind of statement. Only—did I want to make a statement, right at this moment?

I wanted something to eat.

Remembering the guy in the car (“… you look like you could have some colored blood in you …?”) I went through the unmarked (so presumably white) entrance and took a seat at the ten-foot counter—inside, there didn’t seem to be any particular colored section at the six-seat counter. The two Hispanic workmen eating either side of me were both substantially darker than I. A redheaded waitress took my order for a combination enchilada and taco plate, with rice and refried beans—and served me with a smile and a usual, “There you go. Enjoy that, now.”

It was very good.

56.2 And in Freeport, after not getting a ride for half an hour, Bob wandered back into town to linger on into evening, finally hooking up with some guys who were stalking from bar to bar, buying drinks for every one around; and, by two in the morning, had got himself pulled in, for drunk and disorderly, and kicked out on the road the next morning. …

Whatever the charges against him a year or two back, they’d long since been forgotten, he explained to me when we met up again on the docks of our destination.

I think he was disappointed.

23. Ibid., p. 22.

57. A dusty pickup let me off by the Aransas Pass waterfront. You could walk from one end of it to the other in ten minutes. I did, walked back, then went into a dark, clapboard hamburger place with a Coca-Cola sign nailed to one wall and a chewing tobacco advertisement on another, to get a soda and burger. Inside, a white-blond guy with dark-burned skin about my age loitered, shirtless, at one of the tables. I started up a conversation.

His name was Jake. Where was I from, he wanted to know.

Up north, I told him. (To say New York, I already knew, was often to set off a kind of unnecessary challenge.)

Why’d I come down here? There weren’t nothin’ to do in this little shit hole of a place.

I was looking for a job on the boats.

Well, that sure shouldn’t be too hard. Jake was workin’ on a boat, himself. Maybe if I stopped by later, his captain would tell me where I might best go. But all I really had to do was ask up and down the waterfront, and I would probably get one ’fore the day was out. The nigger boats was down at the other end, he told me knowingly.

I wasn’t sure if that meant I should try them or avoid them. But I figured this probably wasn’t the time either to make a stand or find out. And Jake was already asking, did I know any jokes?

Jokes? I’d never been very good at remembering jokes. But I brought out one. It was pretty lame, but it got a chuckle from Jake. Come on, he said, let’s go back to my boat. Captain’s off somewhere till this evening. But there’s a case of beer in the galley icebox. He won’t mind if we take one or two. Lemme tell you one, now.

The guy who was cook and waiter both said I could leave my guitar case behind the counter for a few hours, and it would be safe. I thanked him profusely.

“You play that thing?” Jake asked, as the heavy man in his apron lifted the dark case over. “Whyn’t you bring it along and maybe make us a little music?”

“Naw,” I said. “I don’t play that good. Besides, one of the strings is busted and I’ve got to get it fixed.” It was a lie. But after lugging that hard case more than fifteen hundred miles in four days (most of them, memory told me, full of rain and mud), I didn’t want to see it again for a few hours.

We went outside.

Sitting in the empty galley of Jake’s boat, we drank a beer apiece and swapped stories. Jake’s third was the one about the cocksucker who was working on the guy in the bushes, and after he finished, the guy looks down at him and say, “Okay, you sucked my dick, faggot. Now I’m gonna beat the shit out of you.” And the cocksucker looks up at him and says, “There’re two things I always liked. …” I frowned. But half the jokes Jake told that afternoon were ones Bob had told me on the subway, that first February evening, riding down from Bernie’s. I asked Jake a few questions about himself. He was twenty-five. He was from Georgia. Two of the last three years he’d spent in jail.

What had they got him for?

“Paper-hangin’. Shit, I had bad checks out all over Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi! But it was my first felony, so I got out after two, on parole.”

He was married and had a kid, but he wasn’t sure it was his. The wife was six years older than him—her third marriage, his first. But he’d just gotten sick and tired of arguin’ with her and had run off last month; now he was gonna work here on the boats for the summer. Maybe he’d go back some time … only he was afraid the law might still want him in the Georgia town he’d just left. And maybe, he added, looking at the electric alarm clock on the galley’s red linoleum counter with the aluminum catch rail running around the rim, you better take off, too. The captain’ll be back soon, and it wouldn’t do for him to catch a stranger sittin’ around and drinkin’ up his beer, you know what I mean? But if I didn’t find something, I should come on back and ask him. You know some good stories, too. I ain’t heard half the ones you told.

You know some good ones, too, I said. Thanks for the beer. Then I went out on the deck, jumped down on the dock, and started walking again.

The Sonnys of the world notwithstanding, neither Marilyn nor I had ever met anyone like Bob before. But here, in his own territory, I’d met a man within minutes who was Bob’s sociological twin. Thinking about it, I decided Bob was unique. But what was unique about him was that he’d read Moby Dick five times in jail—not jail itself; what was unique about him was his invention of two-sided tape; what was unique about him was his bravery in coming to New York at thirteen—not to mention his willingness to live in a three-way relationship as long as he—or any of us—had. But much of the rest, in which so much color had lain, I now knew had been dealt him in a hand as fixed in its form as that of any number of hoary jokes.

For now, though, with a dollar-eighty in my pocket, I had to find a job.

A bit down the piers, a blue pickup truck had pulled up to park. A middle-aged guy was pulling boxes from the back, and a younger guy was carrying them out across the dock and taking them on board.

Between them and me, a guy in his mid-twenties was perched on some bales, hugging his knees and looking down at me. His hair was brown and curly. He had no shirt. He was barefoot. And he was very dirty.

As I walked by, I stopped and said, “Hi!”

He nodded.

“You know where I can get a job?”

He came back with an answer in an accent so thick and local, I couldn’t catch a word. With one tarry hand, he reached out to point.

I let my eyes follow his forefinger—nail half black from some recent blow—among the slanted and dilapidated buildings across from the dock, to the back of the red brick supermarket I’d walked by coming down here. It didn’t mean too much. The one word I thought I could make out in his pronouncement was “fuckin” something. His smile, though, was friendly.

“I want to get a job,” I said again.

He answered again in his incomprehensible drawl. He pointed down at the notebook under my arm.

“Would you like to see it?” I asked, holding it up. “It’s only a notebook. …” My own diction was becoming clipped and precise in order to make myself clear, even as I realized he’d understand me better if I let my speech drift as far south as my father’s or even Bob’s.

He shook his head, still smiling, but with a kind of sadness, a kind of incomprehension. He said something else. Maybe it was that he didn’t know how to write. Or read. But I couldn’t tell.

Jake’s accent had been thick. But I hadn’t known there was American speech, still a form of English, this far from the intelligible. For a moment I thought of asking him where he was from, just to note it down. But then, I probably wouldn’t recognize the name.

“Thanks,” I said, doubtfully, and smiled. I had no idea what I was thanking him for, but I couldn’t think of anything else to say. “Thank you.”

I walked on by the boats.

The beefy guy unloading his blue pickup wore a shirt clutched around the flanks by giant, sweaty palm prints. All the buttons were gone, and he’d tied the front corners across a rug of belly hair bulging above and below the knot.

The guy carrying the boxes by me onto the boat looked pretty much like the guy I’d just talked to. He was barefoot and shirtless in the lancing heat, back and shoulders burned dark as a penny. His hair was spikey; his hands were grimy. Another carton on his shoulder, he trudged by no more than two feet away, without glancing at me—though he had to have seen me.

Standing on the gray dockboards, I thought: Most popular person in the eighth grade …? The guy who can make friends with anyone …? But if I can’t understand him, what will it matter? Maybe I should try the guy at the truck? But even as I turned, the older guy finished setting the last carton down and went around to the pickup’s other side.

The younger guy stepped down from the boat rail again, and paused a moment to take a breath.

I took one too and said, “You’re working on the boat there?”

He looked at me, nodded.

I took another one. “Do you know if there’s any chance of my getting a job around here?”

He said, “There is if you want to work.” His accent was as northern as my own and could have come from any New England state university senior.

“Sure,” I said. “That’s what I’m looking for!”

He rubbed his sunburned neck and called over to the truck, “Hey, Elmer!”

The middle-aged guy with the hairy belly stood up, frowned across the cab’s blue roof, and rubbed his dripping forehead with the heel of his hand. “What you want?” Elmer’s accent was rich with Texas twang.

“We’ve got a guy here looking for a job.”

Elmer came back around the pickup to stand in front of me. He looked me up and down. “You wanna paint a boat deck, you got a job. We’ll see how you do paintin’; then maybe I’ll take you on as a header. I need a third man.”

“Thank you, sir!”

“You a northern boy, like Ron here?” Elmer grinned.

“That’s right. I’m looking to work here for the summer. On the boats.”

The grin became a grunt. “Ron’ll show you what to do. He’s my first mate.” Elmer turned back to the truck.

I was still not sure if I actually had a job. If I did, though, it had been simple.

Ron must have intuited my confusion. He said, “I guess you’re hired. Elmer’s the captain. It’s his boat. And what he says goes. My name’s Ron. Where you from?”

Elmer had gotten in the truck; the tires crunched over gravel and sparse grass. “See you boys tomorrow,” he called from the window.

I considered a moment. Then I said, “I’m from New York.”

“No shit!” Ron grinned. “I’m from New Jersey!”

The boxes they’d been loading were full of cans of white deck paint.

I spent the rest of the afternoon with Ron, painting the deck of Elmer’s seventy-two-foot shrimp runner dead lead white, leaving a gray strip to the door of the cabin. By six I’d discarded my shirt like every other male under forty on the Aransas docks. Standing a moment to thumb sweat out of my eyes, I saw Jake walking by the boats. “Hi!” I waved.

“Captain came back.” Jake grinned at me. “And I just got my fuckin’ ass fired!”

“What happened?”

“After you left, I drank up the rest of the fuckin’ beer. You know any place ’round here I can get a job?”

Ron stepped up beside me. “This boat’s full,” he said. “We got our three men. But you just ask around, up and down the docks, here. You’ll get on.”

Ron bought me dinner since Elmer had gone home. I slept in the boat that night.

The next day, near two o’clock, when I was walking up toward the hamburger place, I saw a familiar figure coming down the dirt path beside the supermarket. He looked at me, grinned, and declared, “Well, howdy, stranger …!”

And my experiment in exhaustiveness is done.



58. But there’s a surprising amount I remember from those weeks in Texas. To recount some, then, with neither an eye for completeness and only a musical order:

That month I crewed on Elmer’s shrimp boat as “header”—the third man in the three-man crew, who pulls the heads off the shrimp, after they’re caught and before they’re iced down and stored in the boat’s deep, aluminum-sided hold. I slept in a blanket on a bare mattress in the forepeak, from under which, on my first night, I cleaned out a lot of used condoms and cigarette butts—left from the last header who’d had the job. Out at sea, the work ran twenty-four hours around the clock: three to sleep, four to fish, three to sleep, four to fish—a killing schedule to follow five or six days straight.

Kept up seven, eight, or ten days, it made some people really crazy. One first mate working out of the docks that summer was called Red, a name he had picked up in adolescence when his hair had actually been a fiery copper. Today it was just an overlong, nondescript blond with, around sunset, a brickish undertone. In his late twenties, lanky, and sunburned, he had freckled hands and cheeks.

As we were coming out of the hamburger place where I’d heard the waiter call him by name, I’d started talking to him because of a story Bob had told me about Aransas during his first days with us in New York. In his initial summer there, leaving Joanne behind in Florida, Bob had hung out with a bunch of fishermen, drinking, partying in motel rooms, fighting in bars, roistering in the smalltown streets, passing out with them around sunrise on their days away from the boats. “There was this one older guy, named Red. I always knew he kinda liked me. We’d all be sleepin’ in someone’s room, drunk out of our gourds, and I’d wake up ’cause I feel someone suckin’ on my dick. I’d look down and there he’d be, workin’ away. ‘What the fuck you doin’?’ I’d say; though I couldn’t help laughing. He did it pretty good. He’d shush me and whisper, ‘Don’t worry. It’s just me.’ Then he’d go back to work—right there in the room with all the others. But they was passed out. He did it regular, too, the whole summer. I swear, nobody else knew about it—unless he was doin’ all of us!”

I spent a couple of afternoons, sitting on barrels in the sun, talking with Red—but realized within the first ten minutes he was not the Red from Bob’s story. This was his first summer in the Aransas Pass. Nor did he know Bob at all. He had a pretty even temperament. And, in his Kentucky drawl, he could fish up a surprising amount about classical music! The header on the boat where Red was a first mate was a wino and oft-times derelict called Billy. Older than Red or the captain, Billy’s hair was red and stuck in matted, carroty hanks from under a navy blue cap gone coal color with grease. Billy’s eyes ran. All his toenails were smashed up and black—he went barefoot. And when he got to talking with you, he’d clutch your arm or shoulder, babbling on non-stop, repeating himself a lot, splattering a lot, and not making much sense.

Red’s captain was taking the boat out on a two-week run—which everybody said was pretty long. But after six days, they sailed back in.

In two tan Texas cars, the lights on the top like sun-dimmed eyes squinting about the noontime dock, the police were waiting at the waterfront. The rumor ran among the boats that Red was being put under arrest.

“For what?” I asked Jake.

Attempted murder. Red had tried to kill Billy. Out on the boat.

“How? What in the world did he do?”

Tried to drown the sorry son of a bitch. (The information had come in over the radio from the boat captain, Jake explained.) Threw him off the goddamn boat, right over the goddamn side.

“Why? What happened?”

Said he couldn’t stand the sorry fucker. Said he didn’t like the way he looked, the way he smelled, or the way he washed dishes (the header is the dishwasher on the boat—and, in my case, on Elmer’s boat, cook too), or the way he splats all over you when he talks, and if he said another three words to Red, he was gonna drown him—

“Three words? That would be pretty hard with Billy.”

Yeah. Billy kept on hangin’ on him, so Red threw Billy over the rail. And when Billy tried to climb back on, Red took a goddamn gaff and began to bang on his hands and knock him back into the water. The Captain told him to cut it out, a joke is a joke, but Red said he wasn’t joking, he was gonna drown him. And when Billy swum up, Red tried to poke him underwater with the gaff—then the Captain said, hey, come on now, and he and Red had a fight, and the Captain finally had to tie Red up and haul Billy back on board; and Red said he’d better keep him tied up, too, ’cause if he let him loose again he’d just finish off what he’d already started. So the Captain called in to the shore patrol and they told him to call the goddamn police …!

With a dozen other boatmen, we watched the waterfront officers lead Red off the deck. He was just handcuffed, now; and he had an expression somewhere between annoyance and bewilderment. He nodded at a couple of people, including me, while he was getting in the car. He didn’t say anything, though. They drove him up into town.

Red’s captain, who’d stopped it all, was a guy about twenty-seven, a little younger than Red. He was big and pretty easygoing himself. He looked kind of like a bear.

A fist on his jeans at his cowboy belt, he stepped down on the dock, now to talk to a waterfront policeman, now to squint after the police car driving off, now to furrow his bare, shaggy chest with broom-handle thick fingers on which the wide nails were bitten back till they were shorter, oil-lined cuticle to dirt-rimmed crown, than most five-year-olds’.

“I’ll tell ya’.” Beside me, Bob shook his head. “Billy’s pretty lucky.” (Billy had run off the boat even before we’d come up. Everybody kept asking about him.) “Things like that happen all the time out there. If the Captain had felt the same way Red did, it would’ve just turned into an ‘accident.’ And nobody would never’ve said nothin’ about it again.”

“I can believe it.” Ron shook his head too.

And an hour later, Bob was hired to fill Red’s firstmate job. As soon as he and the Captain had a beer on it, he loped down to Elmer’s boat looking for me. “Come on. Maybe I get you a job as header on my boat with Captain Joe.”

So I went up with him. We sat around, the three of us, on overturned pails, talking. Bare-chested Captain Joe was a slow, affable, almost overly polite Texan (beside whom Bob, with his jokes and enthusiasms, looked like a parody of some city slicker). It was his father’s boat, he told us. In past years he’d been first mate but was running it this summer as captain, since his father didn’t want to work it any more. As we sat around talking and telling our stories (I’d given Bob a strict order not to tell anyone I was a writer. He’d followed it, but every once and a while, when there was an ordinary pause in the conversation, I could see him kind of balking), I got the impression Joe liked me. I certainly liked him. But finally he leaned forward and said, almost sheepishly: “’Bout you workin’ on the boat. As a header, I mean. That’s Billy’s job, see. Ain’t nothin’ I can do about that. He worked with my daddy. Now you can stay on the boat tonight, if you want. Billy’s an old alkie, and he’s out gettin’ drunk now, I know that. After what happened, I don’t blame him. He ain’t gonna be back tonight, I know that too. Well, I’m shovin’ out tomorrow mornin’, no matter what. ’Cause I wanna get fishin’ again. After all this mess with Red, I ain’t gonna feel good till I get back to work. But I’ll tell you, it’s fifty-fifty Billy’ll show up. Oh, he knows I’m goin’. I told him that. But if he don’t show before we leave, then you got the job. If he do come back, though—” Joe shrugged hairy shoulders and grinned, turning up his wide, hard fisherman’s hands. “Well, then, there ain’t nothin’ I can do. He goes out with me and you don’t. That all right with you?”

“Sure,” I said. “At least I got a chance.” I grinned at Bob, who grinned back—though I think he would have liked it all a little firmer.

“Like I say.” Joe shrugged again. “With Billy, it’s fifty-fifty.”

“Well,” Bob said. “I’ll work with anybody. But I kinda hope Billy has himself a real good time tonight!”

Bob had stayed on Elmer’s boat for three nights. Now I went back down to tell Ron that if I didn’t show up the next morning I had another job—if not, don’t mention it to Elmer (who wasn’t coming by the boat till three or four in the afternoon these days) and things would go on as they had been. That night I stayed on Captain Joe’s boat. The sleeping quarters for the header were a lot nicer than on Elmer’s. There was a real bunk, for one thing.

The mosquitoes came out just after sunset’s salmon drowned in indigo evening. We went inside the galley, to close the screen door behind us and turn on the dim ceiling bulb, Joe making the obligatory jokes about getting mosquito bites on your dick when you went to take a piss. (All the boats had inside johns, but it seemed to be a mark of pride—at least for pissing—not to use them. And, as Bob said to me, shaking himself off over the rail, when, once, I mentioned it to him: “It all ends up in the same place anyway.”) Later I came out on the night deck, made my way around the cabin up to the forepeak, went down the little ladder, swatting at mosquitoes, pulled the framed screening across the opening, and went to sleep, curious about morning.

According to the temperature lights on the front corner of the supermarket, daytime temperatures in Aransas Pass that summer were sometimes as high as a hundred and four. Nighttime temperatures seldom fell below seventy-five. But because, even on the ocean, it was a dry heat, it was more tolerable than New York’s steaming damp.

Near five I woke up in the warm slantlight, had to take a leak, got my jeans on, and went out to the seaside rail of the boat. The lifting sun was low, the sky was bright, and long shadows from the cabin darkened the rail. As I was finishing and zipping up, I glanced at the cabin window. Through the porthole I could see across to the bunk where, on his back, Captain Joe lay asleep. The sheet he’d slept under had slid off, hanging only over one foot. He slept naked, one hand on his hirsute gut. His other arm was jackknifed over his face. A morning erection angled above his belly, a crane of flesh rising, lowering, rising again with his breath—

Abruptly I found myself in that ambiguous state between the psychological and the physiological that is desire. I started to walk back to the forepeak, but lingered to look another minute, glancing, now and again, to see if anyone was looking at me; and stayed a minute more—till, inside, Joe tried to kick his foot free of the sheet, raised his knee, then let it slide slowly down again—still, I was sure, sleeping.

At the forepeak, I climbed down, slid into the bunk, and stretched out.

What I knew then was that even if I worked on this boat with Bob, there would be no sex, neither with Bob nor anyone else. Between custom, my own reticence, and the work schedule that had raised Red’s irritation to the homicidal and nearly killed Billy, it would be impossible. Chin on my forearm, I brooded on it.

What I know now, though, is that what gave my realization its grim coloring was the inarticulate knowledge it was grounded on: no matter what boundaries I had crossed, desire (along with fear of the rejection of desire) might still erupt anywhere, to create new silences, new divisions, between the speakable and the unspeakable, the articulate and the inarticulable.

I fell asleep again.

Around six-thirty, I heard someone walking on deck. I swung my feet out, keeping my head low so as not to hit it on the overhead beams, came up, and wandered along the narrow bit of deck beside the cabin.

In his filthy cap with his matted hair spiking around it, Billy squatted by the lazarette puttering with something that had a rope on it. He looked pretty chipper for someone out drinking all night—though there was a pint bottle in his back pocket. He glanced up to grin at me over the couple of long yellow teeth that hung from his upper gum. “Well, now, hey there—how are you? Good mornin’. Huh? Hello, it’s nice out, ain’t it?”

“Hi, Billy,” I said.

“Yeah, good mornin’. How you doin’? You sleep in my bed last night? That’s okay. You wanna see Cap’? I think he’s still asleep. But he’ll be up soon. Ain’t it real nice out today? Hello, how you doin’ now?”

At which point Captain Joe, barefoot and in his jeans, shouldered out the galley door to the deck. Bob came out behind him about three beats later.

“Well, good morning,” I said; and then to the Captain, “Okay.” I grinned at Bob. “So long. See you when you get back in.”

Joe nodded at me, sleepily. “So long.”

Bob sighed and shook his head. I climbed over the gunwale to the dock and started down. I didn’t think Bob was going to argue with Joe about me—not that early in the morning. But in case he was tempted to, I figured I’d get going.

I went back to Elmer’s boat, into the cabin, and lay down on the other bunk across from sleeping Ron—when Elmer wasn’t on the boat, he’d said it was okay if I slept topside—and stretched out.

58.1. Memories of my time on the boat?

I tossed a handful of cubed salt pork into the black skillet, to hiss on the tiny galley stove, before I put in the chopped peppers and onions and tomatoes and chicken, while the soiled white plastic radio on the back of the counter twanged and drawled its steel guitar accompaniments to the tales of loose women and hard-drinking men—making the evening meal that edged Ron out of, and me into, the cook’s job with Elmer.

There was the time, my second afternoon on the boat, when I thought the jar at the back of the galley table (beside the radio) was full of sweet gherkins, took one out, and unknowingly bit into my first whole jalapeno—keeping me, after the moments of fire and blindness, gasping in mute pain another quarter of an hour.

One afternoon, when we were still in dock, Mrs. Elmer, a tall woman with a blue scarf around her head, drove down in the pickup to bring Ron and me a very large crock bowl of potato salad and a whole apple pie. “We were havin’ a barbecue out at the house. I was gonna bring you boys some ribs and chicken, but they ate up all the meat. Anyway, I just thought you might like a little home-cooked food.”

We devoured both within a couple of hours, then had to put up with Elmer’s teasing all the next day because only the clean dishes (I washed them that night in the galley’s too-small aluminum sink) were left: “Dear God in heaven, that was enough potato salad for six men—and you two e’t it up all in one night? You guys are gonna have eyes breakin’ out on you, soon! What is it, they don’t feed you up north?”

I don’t remember the first moments when the boat pulled away from the dock to sea—though I can reconstruct what they must have been.

And at sea, the doors (on the poorer boats they were sometimes just that: a pair of old wooden doors, though on most they were plank constructions, pretty much the same size) lowered from their cranes, left and right, by the winch, growling and yowling at the side of the cabin, to strike the running waves, sheeting up spray, angling wide to drag apart the nets.

I remember endless discussions with Ron over whether the little net Elmer ran from the hand winch at the back to test how the shrimp were running was a “try-net” (with which you “tried” the waters) or a “tri-net” (as it had three sides). Elmer didn’t know either, though he read paperback Westerns voraciously.

Elmer’s most repeated line was, “I got four teeth and five kids.”

And there was the first time (while, at the winch, Elmer worked the cable drum and Ron, at the wheel, kept the boat steady), with the rail against my belly and the twenty-foot gaff pole with its basketball-hoop-sized hook dragging down my arms, I leaned out over the water to snag the ropes of the doors and pull them in—reached out for them, and missed, and missed again. And missed a third time.

At the drum, laughing, Elmer called: “Go on. Go on, you son of a bitch! Go on! You some poor excuse for a header! Try again. Go on an’ get ’em now!” At which point, on my next lunge, I got them. The net ropes jerked the gaff in my hands, yanking me against the rail hard enough to make me lose my breath—no, I didn’t drop the gaff pole. “Just as well too,” Elmer explained, when I was sitting on a basket, actually in the midst of my first heading—that part of the job, at least, was easy. Later, with our wide brooms, Ron and I swept the “trash” (seaweed, myriad fish, rocks, more fish, and everything else the sopping nets hauled onto the deck that wasn’t shrimp) out through the scupper holes and back into the sea. “’Cause if you had,” Elmer told me, laughing, for the fifth time, “I’d’ve thrown you right overboard and made you swim till you got it—and I’m damned if Id’a let you back on until you did.” I laughed too: and swept—and thought of Billy, of Red.

Brought up as a fairly polite guy, for the first day out I called Captain Elmer “Sir.” I figured that was what you called a boat captain. But after the first time Elmer, at the winch, lowered his nets and doors down into the water (and I called out, as I’d been instructed: “They’re in, sir”), he turned to me, rather angrily: “You gotta quit this ‘Sir’ shit, boy, even if you are from the north! You ain’t no nigger! So I don’t want you talking to me like a nigger. You a nigger, you can call me ‘Sir.’ But you a white man, you can call me by my name!”

“Yes, sir …” I began, surprised, scared, and at a loss for what to say. “I mean, yes. …”

Later, when Elmer was taking a nap and Ron and I leaned against the rail, looking at the runneled troughs closing and opening in the iron sea (a near green-black—under a sky as gray as a cat—that reflected almost nothing), Ron said to me, a little amazed, “I don’t think he realizes you’re Negro!”

I said: “I don’t think he does either!”

We both looked at each other, shrugged; then, hoping my father’s shade would not descend in wrath, I started calling Elmer “Elmer.”

And after four days out, when I stepped down, after Ron and Elmer, onto the dock, I felt as though the grayed boards moved more than the boat deck ever had. The world waved under me like water as I walked up the waterfront gravel and asphalt.

58.2. It seems from my first day in Aransas Pass, people were suggesting that I go see Tony. “He’s from up north, like you,” Jake explained. “He just bought himself a boat down here a couple of months ago—but he’s been working out of the docks along about two years. He’s another captain, now—his boat’s right up there. He lives with his wife just outside of Aransas. They got a little baby. But his wife’s from up north, too. You guys’ll like each other. Maybe he’ll give you a job, ’cause you’re both from the same place.” Well, I had a job, so it wasn’t a pressing priority. “Tony thinks everybody down here is just a dumb hick!” Jake grinned. “He may be right, too.”

I frowned. A diehard cultural relativist, I didn’t find that a high recommendation—and put meeting Tony a little lower down on my list of things to do.

But Ron knew Tony too. “Yeah, we should go over and say hello, so you can meet him. He’s an Italian guy—from New Jersey; not too far from where I come from. His wife Sandy is real nice.”

We walked up along the boats.

“Here we go,” Ron said, stopping at a boat a shade smaller than Elmer’s seventy-two-footer.

Wearing a pair of marine fatigue pants and no shirt, a muscular guy about thirty stood on deck, chiseling something from under the eaves of his cabin.

“Hey!” Ron called. “Tony, this is Chip. He’s headin’ with me down on Elmer’s boat.”

Tony looked over his shoulder. “Hi, there, Chip.”

“Hello,” I said.

Maybe it was just the accent that made him pause and come over to the rail. “You’re working down with Elmer? Glad to meet you.” He held out a hand.

I shook it. “Glad to meet you.”

“Chip came down here with a partner—a guy from Florida, Bob. He took over Red’s job, after all that nonsense.”

“Yeah. That was too bad about Red. Were you guys here for that?”

I nodded. “Red was a pretty nice fellow.”

“Red was fuckin’ crazy!” Tony said, with some vehemence. But I couldn’t tell if it had come after the fact, or was based on prior knowledge. Tony went on: “Why’d you come down here?”

“We were hitchhiking together,” I explained, “Bob and me. Bob had worked here before, a couple of years ago. So this is where we ended up.”

“Where did you start out from?”

“New York.” I felt rather like I was confessing.

“Yeah,” Tony said. “I been in New York. It’s a real lively place. Where’d you live?”

“The Lower East Side,” I told him.

“Oh.” He frowned a little. “Well, I wasn’t ever in that part. But I like New York. I like it down here, too.” Then he laughed. “I pretty much figured that you weren’t from around here. But you don’t sound like a New Yorker either.”

“A lot of people say that,” I told him. “But I am. You’ve been down here a couple of years, now. You must like it.”

“It’s okay.” He put his hands on the rail and cocked his head a little to the side. “How do you like it?”

“Well, I haven’t been down a full two weeks. But the people seem pretty friendly.”

“Oh, they’re friendly all right. They’re real nice. But they start to get to you, after a while. I mean, there’s not too much going on here.”

“Well,” I said, “it’s a little town.”

“But I mean,” Tony persisted, “there’s nothing to do. Nobody reads anything—not even a newspaper. Then, one day you realize half the guys working on this dock don’t even know how to read. Nobody can speak English—”

“Well, it’s a different accent,” I said. I wondered if I ought to mention the carton of Westerns shoved back under Elmer’s bunk. But I suspect that would have counted with Tony no more than the science fiction novels I was not mentioning I wrote myself.

“I mean decent English, like you learn in school. Just ordinary good grammar. I don’t hold myself any kind of intellectual, now. But I don’t say ‘ain’t’ and I don’t say ‘y’all.’ You talk to any ten guys on this dock, and you may not even find one who got out of high school. And a whole lot of them didn’t get out of the third grade. I only went to college for two years. I never graduated. But at least I got a high school diploma. Down here, them things are rare. Most people don’t even think that’s important.”

“You stayed in college longer than I did,” I told him.

“Okay, not everybody has to finish college. I didn’t. You didn’t. But, I mean, even with just a couple of sentences, I could tell you’d had some kind of education. And you’re a friend of Ron’s. Doesn’t just listening to some of the people talking down here kind of grab you in the craw? I mean, listening to them, thinking about what it means, well—sometimes it just makes me uncomfortable.”

“I suppose so.” I laughed. (Today I suspect his preoccupation was his new child’s coming education. But that morning it didn’t occur to me.) “Sometimes.” But, if anything, Tony’s judgments on all around us were probably the most uncomfortable-making things I’d heard yet.

Still—after Jake’s warning—as Tony went on, I realized a good deal of it was just a misguided attempt to put me—as an “educated northerner”—at my ease: a litany he felt obliged to go through more than a real opinion. “My wife likes it here,” he went on. “I think sometimes she misses being up home with her family and everything. But she likes it. And the boats haven’t been doing too bad by me.”

“How’s Sandy and the baby?” Ron asked. Knowing Tony better, perhaps he recognized the thrust of his complaint.

“Aw,” Tony said, “the baby’s just getting cuter and cuter; and bigger and bigger!”

“She started off cute,” Ron said. “How big can she get in three months? Hey, Tony, you know Chip here plays the guitar, too.”

“You do?” Tony asked. “Ron’s pretty good on that thing—you heard him play, yet?”

“Naw,” Ron said. “I don’t mean like me. Chip can really play it.”

Ron had a stalwart acoustic Gibson with him; we’d spent a couple of hours over a couple of days, playing together.

“I like guitar music and singing—you play folk music?”

“That’s the kind I like,” I said.

“A couple of times I sat around listening to Ron play. That was really nice.”

“If you liked that,” Ron said, “you should hear Chip.”

“Yeah? Sandy likes it too,” Tony said. “Maybe we could come down to the boat, some evening. We’ll bring some beer. And we can all sit around and you guys can play and we could have a nice time. Would that be okay?”

“Sure,” I said. “I wouldn’t mind. It’d be fun.”

“I mean, it’s something to do,” Tony said. “After you’ve seen the movie, there isn’t much to do for the next two weeks till another one comes along. They never get any good ones anyway.”

“You could come down to Elmer’s boat this evening,” Ron said. “Bring Sandy. Elmer’s not going to be there. He stays down with his family when he’s in port.”

“Well, we aren’t doing anything this evening. If Sandy’s up to it, we’ll probably come on down. Maybe around seven-thirty or so. She really likes that kind of music. And so do I.”

Bob’s boat came in that afternoon. He wandered down to Elmer’s that evening; Ron said it was okay if he stayed for dinner. (Elmer was up at his house again.) I cooked—and more or less forgot about Tony and his wife, till, while I was at the sink, washing up, outside on the dock someone called: “Hello? Well, I see a light on in the galley—so somebody’s gotta be home. Hey, hello in there?”

At the galley table, Bob frowned and Ron looked up: “That’s Tony!”

We went outside.

I don’t know why there weren’t any mosquitoes that evening. Perhaps a breeze drove them all down to the south end of the harbor. A western workshirt over his fatigues and a six-pack in each hand, Tony introduced us to Sandy, a slim and friendly woman, with dark hair cut short. Wearing tan Bermudas and sandals, she held her new baby in a pink blanket against her blouse and reached over her to shake hands, firmly, with a warm smile. “It’s awfully nice of you boys to have us down here on the boat.”

“Now let’s see who can play the guitar here,” Tony said.

We went up on the foredeck and sat in front of the cabin, backs against the wall, with Tony’s workshoes and his wife’s sandals wedged against the green plank that ran around the edge of the entrance into the forepeak.

“Who wants a beer?”

“I do,” Bob said. “I don’t know about the rest of you.”

“Ladies first,” Tony said.

“Thank you, sweetheart—no,” Sandy said. “I don’t need one. You go on.”

While Tony opened up a bottle for himself, I lifted my guitar case lid, while Ron—the neck up against the violet sky—slid the canvas cover down from his Gibson.

Ron and I sang “Trouble in Mind” and “The Midnight Special.” Then I played an instrumental medley of “Buckdancer’s Choice” and “Railroad Bill” that sent me all up and down the neck of my Martin and drew applause from four of my audience of four and a half.

“I think the baby must like that,” Tony said. “She’s being so good.”

His wife looked down into the blanket. “She’s asleep, honey. That’s why she’s so quiet.”

“Let’s do something we can all sing,” I suggested. So we sang “When the Saints Go Marching In.” Then we sang “Dark as a Dungeon,” which Tony didn’t know the words to. But Sandy did. By the time we finished, though, he was coming in heartily on the chorus—though (like Bob) when he sang out, he had a tendency to go wildly off key.

But nobody minded.

“Sing that one you did for me yesterday,” Ron said, dropping his fingers across his Gibson’s silk-and-steel to silence them. “I really want to learn this one. …”

So I sang Fred Neil’s “Blues on the Ceiling.”

Everybody really liked it.

“Chip can sing the dirty blues, too,” Bob said, from where he perched on the edge of the forepeak entrance, his forearms on his knees, his beer bottle hanging like a giant pencil from the fingers of both hands.

“Now, hey,” Tony said. “That sounds like some fun.”

“And these are real dirty!” Bob grinned.

“Yeah,” I said, “some of those get a little raunchy. Maybe this isn’t the time for—”

There was a general protest. “Oh, no. … Go on. … Sure, let’s hear.”

“Well,” I said. “There’s ‘The Chicago Blues.’…”

“Oh, I know that one!” Sandy cried. “Go on, please! That’s fun. Sing that one!”

“Well,” I said. “Okay—”

In the version of the “Chicago Blues” I knew, there were no four letter words; but its level of suggestiveness more than made up for it. I’d gotten two verses of it from a Library of Congress archival recording. Two others—as well as a couple of verse fragments—I’d appropriated from one of the Lomax anthologies. And Marilyn had arranged the fragments and spliced them together around a handful of transitional couplets she’d written on her own—for a version I’d sung back in the Village, which had been taken over by any number of other Village singers. And I’d watched the crafted lines of the most conscientious of poets lose their authorial signature, absorbed back into folk tradition.

Over the thumping eight-bar blues, I sang:

I’m goin’ to Chicago

To get my soup-bone boiled.

On the dock, somebody walked by—stood for a moment, smiled, shook his head (I could just see his head over the rail), and walked on.

I’m going to Chicago

To get my soup-bone boiled

’Cause you New York women

Let my soup-bone spoil.

Ron popped the top off a second beer bottle, then looked around because the “pop” seemed so loud.

You can lick it if you like it,

But don’t you bite it.

It don’t belong to you …

Tony’s wife joggled the baby as if she were momentarily afraid it might wake.

A little girl went to the dentist and smiled.

She said, “I want my front teeth filed.”

Yes, you can lick it if you like it,

But don’t you bite it.

It don’t belong to you.

During the syncopations, the water whispered against the pilings, the hull.

What’s that smells like fishes?

I’ll tell you if you really wanna know.

It ain’t sardines.

It don’t come in no can.

It’s what every woman

Wants from every man.

But keep your fingers off it,

Now don’t you touch it.

It don’t belong to you.

The verses and the irregular chorus with its arbitrary repeats rang out over the deck. A trapezoid of light from the cabin window above us caught Ron’s frayed knee at one corner and, at the opposite, Sandy’s sandaled foot.

Two old maids lyin’ in bed.

One turned to the other and then she said:

“You better keep your fingers off it;

Now don’t you touch it.

It don’t belong to you!”

I looked around at grinning Bob and smiling Ron. Then I saw between them the worried look on Sandy’s face. She was bundling her baby closer.

Once in summer camp, stretched out on my bed with the colored pages propped on the iron foot, I’d read a comic about a guy who could become invisible by making himself stand so still that the vibrations between his molecules slowed, till finally the electrons ceased to circle their atoms. From then on the light passed right through him and he became completely and ideally transparent. Though I didn’t see him, Tony must have been in a state very near it that night.

There hadn’t been any word between them, but he was sitting beside Sandy, his arm around her shoulder. What stiffenings, rigidities, or other bodily signals communicated it to her, I can’t know. But now Sandy got her feet under her, while Tony pushed her up. As she passed before me, with a small, frightened look back over her shoulder, I saw her face move from shadow to light to shadow. Her eyes were averted. Her face looked simply very concentrated. And in an outraged rush of sandals and workshoes on the deck between us, both were gone.

Ron was the first one to say: “Huh …?”

Bob put his hands on his knees, looked around, and said: “Well, what was that about?”

I just felt chills prickle my back while my stomach constricted in front of them.

Ron began: “I didn’t think you sang anything all that—”

And stopped at the scramble of workshoes back up by the cabin. Tony lurched around the corner, planted himself in front of me, bent down, and whispered: “I don’t know if that’s what they sing when they have a good time up in New York! But we sure as hell don’t do it that way down here!”

He took a breath, stood up, looked around, bent to snatch up the remaining six-pack, and stalked off around the cabin again.

Yes, I’d thought for a moment I might get punched; and I’d lost my breath before it. “Oh, Jesus …” I said.

Bob was indignant. “Well, how do you like that?”

Ron was bewildered. “That was a surprise. I didn’t think they were gonna feel that way—”

We came back in and sat in the galley, talking about it for the next hour.

I felt bad.

Bob said: “You told ’em it was raunchy stuff—”

Ron said: “They told us they wanted to hear it—”

But what distressed me so much was that I had so completely misread a set of social signs, alien to this shore, but, for all Tony’s professions of northern complicity, equally alien to me. “I’ll go apologize tomorrow. The last thing I wanted to do was offend him or his wife.”

“Yeah,” Ron said. “That’s probably a good idea.”

“Hell,” Bob said. “I wouldn’t apologize about nothin’. You didn’t do anything. They’re the ones who got all hot and bothered.”

I figured it would still be a good idea.

By eight o’clock next morning, we’d been up for a couple of hours already. (Elmer wouldn’t arrive till about ten or eleven.) So I walked up the waterfront, away from the supermarket and toward the nigger boats.

On his deck, he was carrying a pail down beside the cabin.

“Tony,” I called. “I just came down to say I was sorry for what happened last night. I wanted to apologize to you and your wife. I really wasn’t thinking when I sang that song—”

“You don’t owe me any apology.” He put the pail down. Full of bolts and wrenches, it clunked on the deck. “There wasn’t any call for me to get all upset like that. You didn’t do anything.”

“Well,” I said. “I didn’t want there to be any hard feelings. We were all sitting out there, and I just wasn’t thinking.”

“There aren’t any hard feelings,” he said.

Then he said:

“Hell,” and turned from the cabin wall to walk over to the rail. “You see, Sandy said she knew the song and wanted you to sing it. And I was all bent out of shape because I didn’t want you to think that my wife was that kind of woman who knew all about that stuff.”

Where this had come from, I couldn’t have told you. Whether this was his morning’s rationalization or had fallen out of some late conversation between him and Sandy last night, the move by which this had somehow all become Sandy’s fault left me as befuddled as Tony’s initial outrage.

“So if she hadn’t’ve said anything, we probably would have just sat there and laughed and thought it was real funny.”

“Well, Tony,” I said. “I sure didn’t think anything about Sandy—believe me!”

“I know you didn’t.”

“Will you tell her I came by to apologize? I really didn’t mean any offense—and if I’d known I was going to cause any, I wouldn’t have sung it.”

“Like I said, you didn’t need to apologize.”

“Well,” I said. “I wanted to, anyway.”

We shook hands, awkwardly.

Then I went back to the boat.

A refrigeration truck, into which the shrimps were loaded, grumbled up along the gravel as I climbed back over the rail of Elmer’s boat.

When I explained it later, while Ron stood beside me on deck and Bob, on the dock, waited with his arms folded just on the other side of the rail, Ron just frowned.

And Bob said: “Because of somethin’ she said? Well, now, if that don’t just beat all!” Laughing, his shoulders sunburned to a red that had already grown near dirt brown, he turned to amble back up to his boat.

58.3. I remember sitting in the wheelhouse at night, while we rocked at the dock. Under the light that blackened the windows and the water outside, on my folded back notebook I wrote a letter to Marilyn that ran on twelve, thirteen, fourteen double-sided notebook pages.

I remember standing in the same wheelhouse during the hot day, with Ron, asking him if the gray metal box to the left on the counter, with the circular coil over it, was the “loran”—the wondrous navigation instrument Bob had described to Marilyn and me back in New York.

“Yeah,” Ron said. “That’s it. With that, anybody can be a navigator.”

I remember how, when we were out on the water, a combination of rough seas and a twenty-four-hour virus slid me into my first bout of seasickness.

“Get to the rail, boy,” Elmer said. “Don’t stand around and mess up the deck. You just gonna have to clean it up if you do.”

I did.

And, like a parody of all the descriptions I’d ever heard or read of the illness in which, with aching head and weak knees, I was now sunk, I heaved my breakfast bile into the rushing foam beneath.

“Okay,” Elmer said, “now come on and get back to work. Just ’cause you’re sick don’t excuse you from nothing.” I wasn’t even sure I could stay standing, though. Ron glanced at me, worried.

With the light-streaked sea all around, during that night, under the full moon with high, marble clouds banked above the water, it was pretty clear I wasn’t good for much—and Elmer’s temper was wearing thin. I picked up the gaff, which I thought was going to tear off my arms and probably burst my belly. Ron had gone into the wheelhouse. Elmer went over to the winch, when the motor suddenly yowled and went out—

—some coil had burned through; some gear ground, grating and roaring, to a stop. Elmer shouted “God damn it!” and flung down, to crash against the deck, the detachable metal lever he worked the winch with.

We did no more that night.

Later, as dawn spilled its pink and gold over the sea, I explained to Ron: “It’s this way, I think. There’s a moon goddess—she’s much older than any of the other gods around. She’s always taken over the protection of artists and poets and people who make music. And she likes me. If I get into trouble, she’s the one who gets me out. In the dark of the moon, she does it in some ass-backwards way. Like getting me out of the rain with a ride in a car full of drunks, but she’ll stick us in a traffic jam so they can’t wreck us. During the full moon, she’ll get me out in some direct way: like breaking the damned engine.”

Ron said, “Now is this something you really believe? Or is this just something you’re making up—maybe because you’re still feeling seasick …?”

Lying on the top berth, while Ron stretched out on the bottom one, Elmer would put down his Zane Grey reprint, take on a little boy’s voice and call down: “Come on, Ron. Tell us a story!”

“What do you mean, tell you a story?” Ron would suck his teeth and glance up at the bunk bottom. “Once upon a time, there were three bears. A poppa bear, a momma bear, and a—”

“Naw, Ron!” Elmer would call down in his infant parody. “Tell us a dirty story! A story about a girl—doin’ somethin’ nasty! You want him to tell us a dirty story, don’t you, Chip?”

I laughed, shrugged.

And Ron said: “Oh, Elmer—”

“Go on. Tell us about the last time you got laid.” Elmer had both hands between his legs now, and was rocking back and forth. “Tell us a dirty story, Ron!”

“I haven’t been laid in so long I’ve forgotten how you do it,” Ron said. “Besides, I think I’m turning into a virgin.”

“You told us a dirty story last month. Go on, now.”

“I don’t know any more.”

“Well, then—” Elmer dropped back into his own voice—“make one up, stupid!”

It never came to anything. But, back at the dock, when I mentioned it to him, Bob’s comment was: “Well, that’s what happens on some boats. One guy tells about fuckin’ some broad and everybody else lies around in his bunk, beats off, and don’t say nothin’ about it later. Even with all the work, a couple of days out there an’ you can get horny.”

And at night, on shore, I’d go to the dockside phone to call Marilyn, while gnats and moths crawled over the circular fluorescent light on the booth’s ceiling or darted at the corners of the glass. (Once in Aransas, Bob pretty much ceased to call, while I only really started then.) But only for a few less than half the calls, those evenings, was she home.

58.4. At least one reason I’d come down to work on the boats was because I was in the midst of a novel about a crew working on a spaceship, and I’d thought that by crewing here, I might pick up insights that could lend my book verisimilitude. What I’d learned, however, was that a three-man boat crew, on a dock where leisure meant drinking or fighting—and work meant there was no leisure at all—simply wasn’t a proper model for the family-like complement of fourteen to sixteen I’d envisioned for my story.

That evening’s trip to the dockside phone booth came a little early: the sky was deep blue over the water, with violet streaks slanting above the supermarket roof. What I poured out to Marilyn over the miles ran something like this: If I were home and was putting as much energy into my new book as I’d been putting into surviving here on the docks, I’d have something extraordinary. I knew it.

The desire to write my book was a palpable urge in my hands, in my head. … Yet there was no real way to work on it down here.

I saw less and less of Bob. Right now, while I was in, he was out. Elmer had let me go—fired me, actually (“Really, there ain’t nothin’ I can use you for, boy, right now.”) because of the seasickness. Firings were constant, offhand, and fairly impersonal along the docks—as were hirings and rehirings: men moved from deck to deck in a summer-long game of musical boats. I was getting ready to find a new one, but it seemed like a perverse misplacement of energies with my novel not a quarter completed in New York—

“I could send you a plane ticket,” Marilyn said.

I said: “You could?”

“Sure. Can you hang around the phone booth? I’ll call you back in about twenty minutes. Or, if somebody is using the phone down there, you call me …”

The next day Ron lent me some money.

Later that evening I walked up a few streets into town and got a room with stained, blue-flowered wallpaper, cigarette burns on the white-painted windowsill, an iron frame bedstead and the thinnest mattress I’ve every slept on, on the second floor of a rooming house that catered to the Aransas fisherman. The landlady had white hair, wire-framed glasses, and wore a sweater around her shoulders against the sweltering breeze the electric fan in the downstairs sitting room window managed to stir through the house. The rent was three dollars a night—this was the expensive rooming house, as the cheap one a block over (where rooms went for two-fifty) was full up.

My plan was to wait and see if Bob’s boat came in tomorrow in order to say good-bye—if not, I’d left messages with Ron, Jake, and the guy at the hamburger place, one of which would get to him. And I’d take off hitching for the Houston airport.

I put my guitar case in the corner, stretched out on the chenille spread, opened my copy of E Pluribus Unicorn and read:


	… I shipped out with Kelley when I was a kid. Tankships, mostly coastwise: load somewhere in the oil country, New Orleans, Aransas Pass, Port Arthur, or some such—and unload at ports north of Hatteras. Eight days out, eighteen hours in, give or take a day or six hours … There were a lot of unusual things about Kelley, the way he looked, the way he moved; but most unusual about him was the way he thought. …



The next morning, I was leaving the breakfast place two buildings away. As I stepped off the porch, two two-seater Triumphs pulled up, and a blond guy about my age climbed over the side of one. He wore tan chinos, a shortsleeved white shirt, and white tennis shoes. Coming up on the porch, he asked, in an accent that bespoke middle-class Pittsburgh or Philadelphia, “Hey, do you know if they’ll take travelers’ checks in there? We’re looking for breakfast. How’s the food?”

“I just had some pretty decent sausages and eggs. Do you like hominy grits? As far as the check, though—” I pointed across the street—“I think you’ll do better over there.”

The young man turned. A small bank building stood on the other side of the square.

He looked back at me and smiled, embarrassed at not having seen it.

I guess it was my own northern accent that made them stop to talk a while on their way back from cashing their check. His friend, in the other car, joined him in the conversation. Their names were something like Tommy and Timmy. Recently graduated from a midwestern university, they were passing through to visit relatives. The sportscars they drove were graduation presents—matched for the two university friends—from their fathers.

What about me? they wanted to know.

Well, I’d just finished up a stint working on the boats. Now I was planning to get to Houston to catch a plane back to New York.

They were heading for Houston, it seemed. We could give this guy a ride (Timmy asked Tommy), couldn’t we?

I guess so (Tommy told Timmy).

They’d go in and have breakfast, first, though.

I sat on a flaking white metal garden chair on the porch, took the paperback out of my pocket, and read another Sturgeon story. I was all set for them to come out and explain that, actually, on thinking it over, it would be a little difficult to take me along. …

The reservation they emerged from the screen door with, after praising the country breakfast, was, however, much simpler. They still had some stuff to do in the neighborhood. If I would be here at four o’clock, they’d pass back through and pick me up.

It sounded fine to me.

They drove off. Wondering if they were really going to come back, I went down to the docks again. Bob’s boat had gotten in about an hour ago. Bob was ambling up the piers looking for me. He’d already gotten two of my three messages.

“So you’re goin’ home and write your book?” he said. “That’s about the most sensible thing I heard outa you since we started off down here.”

“What about you?” I asked. About ten o’clock in the morning now, the dock had gotten notably warmer in the few minutes since we’d met.

“Joanne’s still up there, ain’t she?”

“Yeah. That’s what Marilyn said.”

“Then I’m stayin’ here. Don’t worry. I’ll be callin’ every time I’m in.”

We hung out together through a noon hamburger and a bottle of beer at the hamburger place where I’d gone in my first hour in Aransas. Before I left, behind it, we hugged each other, tightly—the most physically intimate we’d been since we’d left New York. Yet as Bob went off to find his captain (who wanted him to go someplace and pick up something or other and bring it back to the boat), I wondered why, without Marilyn here, I (and probably he) had missed that intimacy so little.

I went back to the rooming house. The landlady said I could stay in the room till three o’clock. I slept a while; then went down and sat out on the porch again to read one wonderful Sturgeon tale after another. My guitar case was stashed under the chair.

At ten to four, one Triumph followed the other around into the dusty square.

I was up and off the porch, the book now in my back pocket, my guitar case banging against my shin. It just made it into the boot of Timmy’s car. Tommy climbed back in without opening the door—so I did too.

The motor gave its high-performance thrumm and, with the wind whipping at Tommy’s (or Timmy’s) hair, we drove out through the shabby houses.

The plan, Timmy (or Tommy) explained to me, was this. We weren’t actually leaving for Houston till early the next morning. (As my plane wasn’t leaving till 7:30 the next night, I’d make it, they assured me, hours to spare.) Outside of Aransas there was an island—really an oversized sandbar. A few dirt-poor fishermen had once lived at one end. But that past year, a land development company (in which one of their uncles was a high-up executive) had bought the place, torn down the fishermen’s shacks, dug a canal through the island’s center, then built a series of luxury homes on either side. Each came with a swimming pool. Tributaries led off the central canal to the boathouse each home came with. Each house had its own two-story garage. Dow Chemical Company (a name familiar to me from their advertisements in the Scientific Americans that had arrived monthly for me throughout my childhood) was big in the area … owned the whole goddamned place, I’d heard the men working the docks say grumpily.

The luxury houses were for the area’s Dow executives. To entice them to buy, now that the houses were finished, the development company had stocked each with food, filled up the bars with whiskey, put steaks and beer in the refrigerators, supplied minimal bedroom and living room furnishings, made the beds, laid out towels and linen in the bathrooms, and invited various prospective buyers to come down with their families and move in for a weekend—just to see how it felt living there.

The boys had been given the key to one of the unoccupied houses and told they could stay there for the night.

An hour later, we sat in the living room of one of these assembly-line mansions, a tan brick fireplace at our backs, a stairway beside us swirling up to an indoor balcony and the second floor bedrooms. Outside the windows, we could see the lawn, about three-quarters covered in luxuriant green—that stopped at an austere line of broken right angles, where the sod had not yet been laid. Beyond stretched bleak sand.

The switches on the wall, we’d discovered when we’d first come in and tried to turn on the lights, moved the heavy, gold-flecked draperies back and forth over the picture windows.

With what I’d seen in the kitchen, I told them, I could put together a pretty good dinner—

Timmy looked uncomfortable. Well, he didn’t know if we ought to do that.

Tommy went on to explain: A few weeks ago, the college-age son of one of the other officers of the development company had been given a key, and had brought down a gang of his friends along with various stragglers they’d picked up en route. They’d started an endless party, drinking up all the liquor, eating up all the food, and even smashing the furniture. “Then, when they finished wrecking one place, they just moved into the next house and started all over again. They threw beds and bureaus into the swimming pools. They even had drugs down here!” Each Monday, apparently, a truckload of maids and carpenters and maintenance men came through to make up the beds, fix any minor damages the visiting executives might have done, restock the bar and the kitchen—and for about three weeks that’s more or less what happened, till someone realized the “minor damages” were getting out of hand.

“They did thousands and thousands of dollars’ worth of damage,” Timmy explained. “So we’ve got to be real careful. I mean, we’re really not even supposed to be here.”

This story got interrupted once by the doorbell—it was a friendly enough security guard, who seemed to know the difference between a wild house-wrecking party and three young men sitting in the half-dark living room, talking.

We decided to leave the kitchen alone. Tommy would drive back over the long, thin bridge to the mainland and bring back a pizza—which is what he did.

We decided that one Coca-Cola apiece from the kitchen wouldn’t be missed. As we sat, eating our pizza on paper towels in our lap, the doorbell rang again. This time it was a somewhat surlier maintenance man who wanted to know what we were doing, but finally turned around and left. Each of us had his own bedroom that night. Mine opened up onto a covered balcony, larger than my whole three-room apartment back on Sixth Street, looking down over the pool and the boathouse.

After a shower in the immense, tan-tiled bathroom, I went out to stand, naked, at the rail, flipping the switch on the wall that turned the underwater lights on down both sides of the tributary running from the boat house to the canal—permanently lit—itself, by which you could get your boat out to sea.

The sky was dark and cloudless.

I thought about the wild party that had recently progressed through the hulks of the other, ready-made mansions standing along the water. Here and there a light shone in one of the windows. I thought about Bob’s tale of the affair at Virginia Beach. I might even tell him I’d been to such a party, here, next time I saw him. He would know it was bullshit, but he liked a good story.

I went inside and slipped into bed.

Next morning, before eight, we were in the cars and off.

Later that afternoon, while filling stations and piles of dusty tires passed by, I saw a green highway sign, informing me that we were in the Houston suburb of Pasadena, while at that moment, on the car radio, the Beach Boys sang, “The Little Old Lady from Pasadena”—about a suburb in another city entirely.

Outside the terminal, I waved goodbye to Tommy and Timmy. Their sports cars roared away.

At the airport counter, my ticket was waiting.

I had two and a half hours till takeoff. I checked my guitar case and wandered outside around the field, now into some of the maintenance hangars, now back into the waiting room.

This was my first airplane flight. By the time, with the other passengers, I walked across the hot tarmac to climb the roll-away steps into the silver-sided jet, my flimsy red ticket collected by the smiling stewardess, to look left and right for my seat number somewhere along the beige aisle, I realized that the taking off of the spaceships in the science fiction stories that had enthralled me since my childhood had nothing to do with the flight I was about to go on.

In Asimov’s Foundation stories from the forties, or even in Bester’s The Stars My Destination from the mid-fifties, no matter how festooned with scientific gewgaws and technological gadgets, the “spaceports” in these tales were not modeled on any contemporary airport, but rather on some ancient train station, or even a set of boat docks such as the ones I’d just been working at.

With this revelation, my seatbelt across my lap and the instructions of the stewardess as to oxygen and emergency exits still in my ears, I felt the plane beneath me rumble; we rolled forward and—with no change in feel from ground to air—up into Texas sky. The Houston-New York trip (in those days before fuel conservation) took three hours. It seemed to me that the plane went up, leveled off (by now it was dark out the oval windows, and I lay back in my chair, looking at the little starlike perforations in the tan-enameled strip that ran along the edging between the gently curved and padded wall and the overhanging storage compartments with their air nozzles, oxygen compartment doors, individual lights, and call buttons), and came down again.

The reality of crossing in three hours what had taken me four days to hitchhike was shocking—far more and far more deeply than anything I’d ever experienced in terms of sex or emotions; so that when I walked off the plane at Kennedy, I kept saying to myself: “I’m not the same person I was when I got on! I’m a wholly different human being! I live in a wholly different world now—in a wholly different century! I will never be able to look out at the horizon, as only three days ago I did from the rail of Elmer’s boat, and experience it in the same way again. Never. I’m a member of the Twentieth Century now the way most of the people I’ve been working with and talking to for most of the last six weeks are not!”

58.5. The above account of the stay in Texas is pretty exhaustive too—though not conscientiously so.

But no simple, sensory narrative can master what it purports—whether it be a hitchhiking trip to Texas or the memories that remain from such a trip twenty-five years later. That age-old philosophical chestnut, the Problem of Representation (in its twin forms, the Problem of Verification and the Problem of Exhaustiveness) makes mastery as such a non-problem, with no need of haute théorie. Theodore Sturgeon’s fine insight is perhaps germane here: the best writing does not reproduce—or represent—the writer’s experience at all. Rather it creates an experience that is entirely the reader’s, forged and fashioned wholly from her or his knowledge, of her or his memories, by her or his ideology and sensibility, and demonstrably different for each—but which (according to the writer’s skill) is merely as meaningful (though not necessarily meaningful in the same way) as the writer’s, merely as vivid.

In short, writing creates not a representation of the writer’s world but a model of the writer’s purport.

(It creates a re-presentation, in a different form, of the reader’s world.)

But to model is not to master.

Finally, though, isn’t it a question of models that all narrative more or less leads to?

I’m as surprised as anyone that the totality of this narrative (§§58-58.51), however interim, makes such an easy fiction—that it might even be, for some, a satisfying one. Yet even as I write this I’m aware that such a totality is purely one of memory—not at all of analysis, say. (It is as arbitrary as it is interim.) What account of those days might Bob write now? Might Marilyn? Might Ron? Might Captain Joe? Might Tony? Might Sandy? (These two names are, I confess, conscientious replacements for the real ones.) What might Red say, or Billy, or Elmer, or Jake, or Tommy, or Timmy? (These last two, I hope their consonance betrays, I do not remember at all. I only assume that the fellows had them, that once I knew them.) Could their totalities be inscribed, easily and uncritically, within the interstices of mine, overlapping transparently where they overlapped at all, filling my silence with sensory articulations in such a way as to suggest a smooth and rational continuity, an accessibility, the coherence of the real? What would actual documents—old airline tickets, phone bills listing long-distance numbers, times, dates, costs, and durations, journal entries, letters, weather reports for New York and Corpus Christi, newspaper clippings (did Red’s arrest make the Aransas Star? Was there a paper of that name?)—add to, detract from, or problematize in this account? Or would the alternate columns such accounts might make, when read side by side with this one, obscure, distort, and contradict one another, producing the aporias that force into conceptual existence that mental economy which, while it is as much a fiction as any other, alone might contain them all and which can only be called history?

58.51 (When everyone “knows” what has occurred, there is no history—only a mythology that, for all its practical effects, is contemporaneous with the present.)

Some readers will certainly want, here, some reconstruction of my meeting with Marilyn. (None of it exists in memory.) She didn’t come to meet me at the airport. I believe I asked her not to on the phone, when I called her just before the flight from Houston. I probably thought a great deal, in the bus from the recently renamed Kennedy Airport, about what that meeting was going to be like. When I unlocked the apartment door, with the keys I’d carried in my jeans down to Texas and back, and she looked up, probably from the kitchen table, I’m sure there were smiles between us. Certainly there was a hug. There were, I’m sure, anxieties. There were questions about Bob. At some point I probably excused myself to type another paragraph or two on the page still around the typewriter’s platen. And, still later, we must have sat at the kitchen table, talking. Probably we took a walk in the warm Lower East Side streets that night. Probably I ate. Perhaps there was some strained argument, sulks and silences from one or both of us, that, after a while, gave way to makeshift smiles again—and more conversation, back at the apartment, late into the morning.

A psychological convention, however, similar to the narrative one by which the paraliterary detective story developed, says: Because you cannot remember it, it must contain a mystery, a meaning, an explanation, an epiphany highly significant, waiting to be untangled. Your lack of memory is precisely a sign of a unique and terrific repression of that import, intaglioed on the event’s surface, if we could only recover it.

Another narrative convention, however, declares: Because you do not remember it, the event must have been exactly one with the baseline norm toward which all such situations sediment. Your lack of memory is precisely a sign of the wholly general, the totally unexceptional, the purely ordinary and thus thoroughly historical of which all that is socially (as opposed to individually) meaningful in life is constituted. Most of life in its specificity is ordinary: that is why we forget it. There was nothing of interest on the event’s surface. Its only meaning lies at a historical depth, which can always be, somehow, reconstructed around it.

Still another, that rises almost wholly from contemporary feminist theory, declares: What you have forgotten, repressed, obliterated in the terror of its specificity, is the ideological. What you cannot remember is specifically an encounter with a woman. Your reconstruction, whatever it contains, is only ceded you by the history of other such encounters—since you admit your memory does not hold the event itself. Depths and surfaces are not eventual.

Whatever text you can peel from it—remembered, reconstructed, even invented—start by rereading:

Why did you ask her not to meet you? Call up those anxieties, those arguments. Interrogate those sulks. Articulate those silences. Who was paying for this back and forth flying—not to mention the flights to come? (Not you!) Give money, the domestic, and psychology voices equal to, and as intricately operationalized as, the totality of your homoerotic forage on the road. You will then at least begin (To write this immediately calls up two incidents that, till now, have escaped the “totality” of the account above: Ron and me pushing a shopping cart down the aisles of the supermarket after Elmer, buying a dozen steaks to stock the galley for the next trip out, as Elmer didn’t like fish, though Ron and I both could have lived off fish happily and easily—and we were both mildly unhappy about it because food money was deducted from our salaries. And, out on the water, I cooked a heaping platter of fresh-caught shrimp, hoping to persuade Elmer to reduce the beef—and the cost to us all—on the next trip out; but Ron and I ate them alone, sitting on the deck in the evening, because Elmer couldn’t abide the things) to be able to read the political unconscious of your text.

This convention tells us:

An unknown event is not a personal mystery to be solved, telling yet something else—your weakness, your power, your guilt over the discrepancies between them—about “the man” (i.e., the subject) in you. It is rather a historical text to be written about the woman you have forgotten, repressed, or never, really, known. Whoever we, today, men and women, substitute for “the man” in the previous sentences, that is what—today—ideology has become and remains.

(History arrives only when we don’t know what has happened. Only when we forget. Only when people disagree on what has happened. That is why a theory of history must always come into being at the same moment as history itself.)

58.6. The night I left Texas, back in Aransas Pass, Bob got drunk, into a fight, and disorderly. Arrested, he was sentenced to thirty days—all of which he explained to me in a call the next morning, while, in just my undershirt, standing by the kitchen window, I nodded sleepily into the phone.

Marilyn was out when he called.

Later, when she got back, she phoned down to Texas—and actually got to speak to him in the small-town hoosegow.

Over his protests, Marilyn wired him down two hundred dollars for bail—I borrowed a hundred of it, wired from my cousin in Los Angeles, and Marilyn made another through a couple of hours’ work from a connection left over from Artie.

A day later a plane ticket was waiting for Bob at the Houston airport under the name “Alfred Douglas.”

58.7. On a drizzly night, sometime during the depths of the A.M., Marilyn met Bob at the airport and, instead of bringing him back to our Sixth Street apartment, took him up to the Ansonia Hotel, on Seventy-third Street and Broadway, where I met them on the corner, just outside the doors of the Seventy-second Street subway kiosk. But by this time, even Bob was willing to admit that seeing Joanne again here was just not the best thing for either of them.

Marilyn wrote:

When you told me that he was in jail

again, I scrounged two hundred dollars for his bail

in two hours, wired it down, came home, threw up,

cried while you brewed me coffee, and threw up,

and threw up every thirty minutes flat

for two days, till the airline ended that

and flew him back. Pale, tired, clean,

I took the Carey bus at two-fifteen and waited at the terminal for him.

He had new checked, pegged slacks. They’d cropped his hair.

He said he was surprised that I was there

and had I dieted to get so thin.

He asked why you weren’t there, and I said, well,

you were engaging in diplomacy, which meant you had to wait around and see

his wife. We took the bus back. It was dark

inside, but floodlit girders looped the park.

Grained, heavy cones of light spilled on the sky

as planes dropped to their runways through the mist.

There was a groan of engines as we kissed.

And searchlights limned my hand over his thigh.24

A foggy summer sprinkle fell on and off throughout that whole night. It had just stopped again and the streets were still wet, when Bob, with his arm around Marilyn, came out the subway kiosk doors at Seventy-second Street and, seeing me standing across on the corner, grinned and waved. I kissed Marilyn while my hand rested on his shoulder. She looked totally exhausted and very happy. The three of us walked up dark Broadway together to the Ansonia.

Seventy-second Street; so tired it hurt.

The florid Slav bursting his dirty shirt

could see from the cash window what we were:

a trio of unluggaged travelers,

wanting cheap beds and anonymity.

You signed for two, although he could see three.

Two bulldykes teased an acrid teenaged whore

pinioned with dexies to the lobby door

and wondered if distinction could be made

among us who was trick and who was trade.25

I’d decided I’d leave Bob and Marilyn alone together for what was left of his first night back. There were things I knew she wanted to talk to him about, to ask him about. She’d been away from him much longer than I had. And she’d been very upset by the last turn of events.

We took the elevator up to our room.

And Marilyn wrote:

The walls were hotel green. Someone had drawn

blue crayon mountains facing the iron bed.

We shelved our change of underwear. I yawned.

A swish of cars, a whiff of the dried dead

came through the blinded courtyard to the halls.

You went away that night …26

Back down to Sixth Street was where I went.

And went to bed alone. And rose the next day, made coffee for myself, and sat at the round oak table, thinking. I’d already seen Joanne a couple of times. Once I’d gone up to the Bickford’s on Twenty-third Street where, in her yellow smock with the white handkerchief pinned to her shoulder, she worked behind the counter at night. Over the free cup of coffee she’d given me, I’d told her of Bob’s doings up till the time I left. I suspect I saw her that day as well—and marveled at how easy it was to keep up the ordinary conversation that we did, now about her job, now about how bored she was here in the city with nothing except her job to do, without my mentioning that Bob had been in jail and was now out, that he was back in New York, that he was in a hotel room up on Seventy-second Street. I went out and walked around a bit. And, later, I went back up to the Ansonia.

Marilyn had taken the day off to be with Bob. But when I got there, they were taking a nap together. In the dim room with its obligatory torn shade, I talked to Bob, who sat now, naked, cross-legged on the bed up near the pillow, while Marilyn sat on the edge in her slip.

What, I wanted to know, was he going to do about Joanne?

“What am I supposed to do about her?”

“Are you going to see her?”

“Nope,” Bob said. “I don’t even want her to know I’m in the city.”

“When you brought her up here,” I told him, “you said there were some things you wanted to work out together. You got anything more to work out?”

“Shit,” he said. “That was the dumbest thing I ever done. There ain’t nothin’ more between us.”

“You have anything more you want to say to her?” I asked again.

“Nope.”

I took a breath. “All right, then. Why don’t you let me send her on back to Florida. She doesn’t like it up here. She misses the kids—”

“You think she’d go?”

“I think in about a week I could convince her. We’ll buy the ticket for her. And that’ll be it.”

“It’s fine by me,” Bob said. “If you think you can do it.”

“You mind paying for another airline ticket?” I asked Marilyn.

She took a breath, too; and shook her head.

It didn’t take a week—only three days. I didn’t tell her Bob was back. And when I offered to buy her ticket, I brushed aside her protestations of the expense: it was some extra money that had just come in to me from one of my books. She could pay me back whenever it was easy for her. If she couldn’t, she didn’t have to. … But to reconstruct those persuasive conversations with the woman who still thought her husband was in Texas would be as difficult for me as recreating my meeting back from Texas with Marilyn. All memory holds to are those moments when her dark eyes would brighten at the thought of her kids: “Oh, God, Chip, I do miss those children. You just don’t know how much. …”

And I’d say, “Then why don’t you go home to them?”

But that’s all.

Conveniently.

One morning around ten-thirty, three days later, I took Joanne (on the Carey bus) to Kennedy—and ran with her luggage, out the door and across the tarmac to the baggage cart, when, for a moment, it looked as if she might be too late. Then I stood in the sunlight, waving and watching as she climbed into the plane, blinking as the plane rolled away and, minutes later, runways away, rose. …

In the glare I narrowed my eyes and wondered how all this had happened.

Now Bob returned to Sixth Street.

The three of us had begun to sleep together again. There were even moments, in bed, when one or all of us, perhaps, were convinced that things were back to normal.

One story Bob now told from his brief stay in the Aransas Pass jail remains with me—probably because it was the only indication of homosexuality anywhere in that small town (the story of Red notwithstanding) I ever had. My own weeks there, possibly through my own blindness (but I doubt it), had presented a landscape that, for most of the unattached men on those docks, was, despite their endless stories, as sexually bleak along heterosexual as it was along homosexual lines.

Sitting in the clutter of the front room, where there was an old couch, Bob explained (while I typed): “When I got me arrested and thrown in the drunk tank—” Marilyn stood in the door, listening—“there was this little queen in there—good-lookin’ guy, too. Maybe twenty, twenty-two. I don’t know what they’d picked her up for. But man, she wanted to get fucked in the worst way. She was still drunk, and she was goin’ around to every guy in that tank, just beggin’ him to fuck her. An’, of course, we was all sittin’ around laughin’ at her an talkin’ about how, later, maybe we just would. And how she would probably be a pretty good piece of tail. An’ after all, there weren’t nothin’ better around. Well, later, I went over to her, an’ told her, sure, I’ll do it. So I got her pants down there in the corner, and just climbed into that nice little asshole. An’ you know, after I’d finished, none of the other guys in there would speak to me no more? Like I done somethin’ funny an’ there was something wrong with me! Can you believe that?” he ended, with the disingenuous belligerence I can honestly say he never turned on either Marilyn or me, but which, by now I knew, was his response to any situation that did not go exactly as he might have wished, no matter if it was Tony’s outrage, Joanne’s sulks, Artie’s prices, or a night’s ostracism by three or four Gulf coast alcoholics.

But I was working hard again on my book.

58.8. I finished Babel-17 in July of ’65. Bob read a first draft of the manuscript sitting on the bench at the round table, sometime after Marilyn. “That’s not bad,” was his comment.

“Well, I’ve got to put it through the typewriter again,” I told him.

There were pleasant moments, certainly, when we sat around the kitchen and I taught Bob half a dozen chords on my guitar; or when, leaning back against the wall and shuffling the cards at the table, Bob taught Marilyn one or another brand of jailhouse poker—and discovered, to his surprise, that the poet was a natural pokerface with fewer tells than he.

But the pieces of our triple just didn’t fit together the way they once had. Depressed, Bob really wanted to return to Florida. Marilyn worried about him; and I found myself pulling away from both his doldrums and her glum feelings of powerlessness. There was a week of long, serious talks—between Bob and me, between Marilyn and Bob, between me and Marilyn, now in the hot apartment (which Bob left less and less, much as he’d done before in the apartment at the other end of the hall with Joanne), now in the city’s summer streets. Finally, though, there was nothing to do but send him home.

It’s what he said he wanted.

The night he left, Marilyn said: “Suppose he doesn’t come back?”

“Don’t be surprised,” I said, “if he doesn’t.”

Marilyn wrote:

Bailed out too soon, back in our den of exiles,

he dreams of ships and speaks to us in code.

He hides his golden back from the June sun,

learns music from you, teaches me prisoners’ games,

reads novels about glorious escapes.

Freedom is fugue and love is a disease

the way they teach blond boys in Gulf port towns …

Then, where he was, an empty space and dreams:

the clean sea and his naked body, gold

in a spray of sun, round hard arms sweat-oiled

reaching to fold me in. Between his hands

I wake. We, loving him, new strangers, wake27

Shortly, in Florida, Bob was arrested for a series of bad checks, some of which dated from before he’d come to New York—but some of which had been written after he’d left. These, he told us (in another call), had been written by Joanne. But there didn’t seem to be any need for both of them to go to jail, especially since she had the kids. It wouldn’t make that much difference in the sentence—which, he told us in his next call, was twenty years.

By now we’d talked to his parents a few times.

Bernie received a couple of letters from Bob in jail, in the telltale envelope bearing a return address but no name for the institution. In one, which Bernie showed us, he went on at great length about how much he loved us, how sorry he was he hadn’t stayed with us, but how—more than likely—for us, if not for him, this was the best.

Marilyn was drained.

Bob had been the lynchpin holding us together; now we were very much apart.

24. Ibid., p. 24.

25. Ibid, p. 25.

26. Ibid.

27. Ibid, p. 26.



59. A day or so later, I received a letter from Ron, still working on the boats. In it, he brought up the idea of going to Europe in the fall, though he felt it would be too expensive. I had been toying with the idea myself since … well, since 1961. Ron and I had worked well together, living easily in close quarters. In my answering letter, I volunteered to pay for a roundtrip Icelandic Air Lines ticket for him if he wanted to go with me. Ron returned a letter full of enthusiastic agreement, if I was serious.

I wrote back that I definitely was.

59.1. I began a short book (really a long story) called Empire Star soon after I received Ron’s second letter. There were at least three motivations behind it, and at this distance I can’t honestly say which was the strongest. More money for the trip was one of them. Also, the final strain of the affair with Bob had left Marilyn and myself both exhausted with, and distanced from, one another. In an emotionally drained state myself, I felt I had to take on some new project that I could complete and feel some satisfaction in, if only to bolster my own shaky sense of well-being. Never a fast writer nor, by my own estimation, a very disciplined one, I wanted to do a thoroughly planned-out work.

More important, I wanted to write to a rigorous schedule, just to see if I could. The long story (which I’d initially thought would appear on the back of Babel-17 in an Ace Double format) was written as a kind of endurance test, writing in the morning, rewriting in the afternoon. The third reason was that there was still much from Marilyn’s and my time with Bob (including the trip to Texas) that would not settle until at least some of it had become art.

It had been true of Babel-17.

It was true of Empire Star.

And it was true of “The Star Pit,” the story whose first two thirds I completed right afterwards.

Empire Star’s thirty thousand words were finished in eleven days.

59.2. About the time I was finishing the last retyping, Ron arrived at his parents’ home in New Jersey, gave me a call, and we met a couple of times to discuss our coming trip. Ron was a pretty insightful guy. Not only had he realized (without being told) that I was black, but he’d put together the outlines of the relation between Bob, Marilyn, and myself. From Bob he’d learned that I was a published writer. Oddly, the whole confusing story, instead of making him move away, seemed to make him like me more. We’d actually become pretty good friends.

Once he told me about the death of his grandmother, who had lived with his family in New Jersey: as a youngster, he’d come home one afternoon and gone into her room to find her sitting in her chair. “And though she looked just as if she were asleep, as soon as I walked in, I knew she was dead.” It had been quite an uncanny experience for him. And, seventeen years later, when my mother called to tell that my own grandmother had died, shortly after I’d gone to see her at St. Luke’s Hospital, it was Ron’s story that came back to me.

We talked about sex a few times: Ron saw himself as straight; I saw myself, then, as bisexual (with lots of silent questioning about the “bi-”). Ron seemed mildly curious, but generally accepting. And there was nothing sexual between us, nor did I want there to be. Once, on the platform of the West Fourth Street subway station, when the conversation had, I thought, moved away from one or another of these somewhat sensational topics, Ron suddenly said, “You know, I was at beauty school.”

I looked at him, not sure of the transition.

“Yeah. Just after high school. That’s what I wanted to do. Set women’s hair and do makeup and stuff. So I enrolled in beauty school. Well, maybe I didn’t want to do it. I just wanted to make my parents mad. It did, too. I never told anybody about it—I mean, especially if you’re down in Texas, working on a fucking shrimp boat. But I did.”

But by now the subway had come, and we got on to roar off to wherever we were going.

I was never quite sure what Ron meant by this “confession.” A long-faced, hazel-eyed, Swedish American, burned darker than myself by his months on the Gulf and more good-looking than not, Ron would strike most as a boat worker before a beautician. He wasn’t trying to tell me that, really, he was queer. (“Gay” was not a word I used or thought with at the time: though I knew it, it then seemed to me, and to most others I suspect, insufferably campy.) I’m sure of that because he was too honest about the fleeting and, to him, uninteresting homosexual experiences he’d had. Perhaps it was a way of saying that he’d known other homosexuals before. But I never was too clear on it.

I knew only that it had been offered as something personal; and that’s how I took it.

Our initial plans were, after getting to Europe, to buy a cheap car and drive about the continent. Like so many other born New Yorkers, however, I’d never learned to drive. So on one of my visits to New Jersey, Ron attempted to teach me, using his father’s Packard. The lesson went well enough for the first forty minutes, as I cruised easily up and down the suburban streets with Ron beside me offering instruction and encouragement—then, somehow, I scraped the fender of a parked car. We stopped. A very blond woman in a very blue dress burst from a nearby doorway (where her bridge club was meeting), looked at the eight-inch scratch on her fender, and became hysterical. She’d had a car accident only the week before and was apparently on some sort of probation from her husband, to the effect that if she had another, he would never let her drive again. In the midst of tears, a bored policeman’s questions, curious neighbors who’d drifted out to see what was going on, and general guilt and recriminations, we exchanged necessary information. The scratch cost me ninety-two dollars of the money (only about fourteen hundred, by that time) on which I had planned to live for a year in Europe. Driving lessons were abandoned, and Ron and I decided that if we managed to get a car abroad, the driving instruction would be done there.

59.3. Back on East Sixth Street, Ana read over an early typescript of “The Star Pit” and said that it needed something more; and the next day I wrote what is now the opening movement of the tale, telling of Vyme and his commune on the beach beneath the double sun, as well as the transition into the story of Ratlit, Alegra, and Sandy as I had first written it. At that point, however, I felt it needed something still further—and stuck the ms. in the back of my guitar case to take with me to Europe, where I thought I might work on it more.

59.4. Bobs Pinkerton had recommended a young agent to me through one Hans Stefan Santesson: Henry Morrison, who was just starting his own literary agency at the time. Henry and I met in the small, cluttered office I believe he then shared with Hans, and we talked a bit on matters ranging from Kurt Vonnegut to the Ace Books contract on Babel-17 to the possibility of writing some restaurant reviews while I was abroad: I found him amiable, well-informed, and sharply intelligent; and we both agreed it was a good idea to have somebody in the States to handle my writing business while I was abroad. A day or two later I delivered to him a number of my adolescent novels—Voyage, Orestes! (1963), Those Spared by Fire (1958), Cycle for Toby (1958), Afterlon (1959), The Flames of the Warthog (1960), The Lovers (1960), and The Assassination (1961).

59.5. In the course of my last weeks in the city I’d managed, almost inadvertently, to acquire a lover, named Allan, who worked at a typing pool near Columbia. He was a thin, neurotic nail-biter (which first attracted me to him), though after our initial night (did we meet at the Christopher Street docks …?), he took to showing up at my Sixth Street apartment in large, colorful silk scarves, which just weren’t my style. I realized rather quickly that he was more attracted to me than I was to him. And I was thankful that the specter of Europe in a week or two’s time hung over our relation from the beginning, an immovable severance. As a going-away present, two days before I left, Allan took me to an opening day screening of the new Beatles’ movie, Help!

Allan was probably the first to suggest—tentatively and with much guilt, pain, and trepidation—that there was something sexual between myself and the light-eyed, dark-skinned, lanky Ron. There wasn’t. (Nor, to repeat, was I interested in there being anything.) Ron was simply an easy and quiet friend—though I think a couple of times I considered telling Allan that there was, if only in hope of more quickly terminating what had become an annoying relationship.

59.6. A memory seeks a margin in which to write itself.

To which column, it wants to know, do I belong?

The littered Lower East Side street was sunny and cool. From the corner of Seventh and Avenue C a young Ukrainian ran, then stopped—perhaps eighteen or nineteen (fourteen or fifteen the year Marilyn and I’d first moved into the neighborhood and I’d initially noticed him). His hair had always been crew cut, but other than one week in autumn and another in summer, it stayed too long, clutching his ears or clawing his neck, a pale brush all over of yellow-brown. His skin was the same sallow hue. Cantaloupe-round, his face still had large ears to the side and a feral chin under a full mouth.

A big-hipped boy, actually pearshaped, still he was not pudgy. His hands had always struck me as those of a laborer’s two or three heads taller than he was: nails long, wide, and dirty. Unzipped, his beige jacket blew back from a yellowing T-shirt ridden up over his navel’s crater. Torn at one knee, soiled khakis sagged below his belly and bunched above immense black-and-white basketball shoes. He looked over his shoulder to call something obscene and gruff to a friend, then laughed, full out in the street’s autumnal gold. Then he loped on by the vegetable stall sloping out from under the corner grocery’s awning.

Though every phrase I describe him with associates with the clumsy, the plain, the heavy, almost anyone who actually saw him could, I suspect, call him a good-looking youngster and find his otherwise ungainly body’s movements masculine and graceful.

Suppose, I pondered as I continued down the sidewalk, he were black instead of white. (Suppose he bit his nails instead of neglecting them wholly.) Suppose his wide-bottomed body hid some astonishing talent, a wisdom, a power beyond its obvious physical strength.

Suppose he were simply other than he was: different. …

I’d spoken a word or two to him three or four times in as many years, when we’d passed in the morning through Tompkins Square, when we’d met at the bodega’s counter, him to get a late Snickers, me to buy a quart of milk for tomorrow’s coffee. He was a slow, unexceptional kid, as likely to become angry as to guffaw—at things I found neither offensive nor funny.

Suppose (and I laughed, now, as I walked home) the world about him (and me) were so changed from the one we actually shared that the myths reducing the whole of our culture, from the Greek tales of Orpheus and Theseus to stories contemporary radio and old movie magazines told of the Beatles and Jean Harlow, had to be written … differently?

In that world, what voice would he command?

With its center of gravity eight inches below mine (we were the same height), how would his heavy, graceful body leap and dance?

Later that afternoon, while a breeze came through the window by the houseplants, I opened my notebook at the round table, tan cover folded back under, to imagine what, under speculation’s pressure, he’d become—and began to consider his tale (arriving in language blocks) as though I reread it through that marvelous, amorphous shadow at once as apt a metaphor for death as for all the unconsciously creative.

And I wrote ten pages of it down.

59.7. Ron’s and my plans were to meet at Kennedy Airport for our seven P.M. Icelandic flight to Reykjavik, then Luxembourg (twenty-three hours total, on a prop-jet plane). Some incidents from the seventy-two hours before I actually took off have stayed with me, however, and I recount them here.

59.8. Then working at the State Personnel Agency on Fourteenth Street, Marilyn was not at our fourth-floor Sixth Street apartment two days before I actually left; though neither she nor I remembers where she stayed from time to time after Bob left. (My assumption was that she went to stay with her mother; she says today she doesn’t think so.) It was Indian summer, and I believe I’d worn a flannel shirt as a jacket, unbuttoned over a lighter workshirt—though even that was too warm for the shirtsleeve weather that drifted with an occasional breeze that October over the city; I usually wore heavy orange construction shoes and jeans in those days, pretty standard bohemian attire at a time when the term “hippie” had not yet become commonplace.

There’d been a period of a few months—through most of the Bob affair—when I hadn’t seen Sonny at all. But that afternoon, I ran into him on Second Avenue, just down from St. Marks Place. He was living on the street. He hadn’t eaten that day. I bought him a hamburger and a milkshake, probably up at the Veselka Coffee Shop. “How’s Marilyn?” he asked, wolfing at meat and bun in a manner not too far from his (recently deceased) father’s. “She still writin’ them poems?”

I shrugged. “We’re not getting along too well right through here.”

“Yeah, that happens. You still singin’ that old folks’ music?” And the hamburger was gone.

“Sometimes.”

We parted, Sonny still with a white mustache from the milkshake, and both of us making vague noises about seeing you around.

I decided to spend the rest of the afternoon in Central Park and, after a subway ride up from the Lower East Side, went walking through the paths around the Eighties. I was of course aware that Central Park was a heavy cruising area, and had from time to time spent late-night hours in the Rambles. The area along Central Park West had been the regular cruising strip for me before my marriage—indeed, my second, third, and fourth pickups had occurred there. But since I’d moved to the Lower East Side, I hadn’t visited it that frequently. How much I was, or wasn’t, thinking of sexual prospects is, at this point, hard to say. But soon I was sitting on a park bench beside a medium-height blond man in his middle thirties, in jeans, black engineer’s boots, and a blue wool shirt, with a bomber jacket slung over the bench back for which the weather was too warm.

Within the first few minutes, I told him I was going to Europe in a couple of days.

“Oh, you’ll love it,” he said. It seemed he had just returned from a monastery in Japan, where he’d been studying Zen—had I ever heard of a D. T. Suzuki? (I had indeed read at least one and a half of Suzuki’s books.) He had been his teacher. Before that, there had been Europe and San Francisco. He’d been in the monastery with a poet, Gary Snyder, and Snyder’s wife, poet Joanne Kyger—she was just wonderful! They’d just been divorced. Did I know Snyder’s work?

I didn’t.

Well, I should. He was very good friends, he told me, with lots of poets, like Robert Duncan, Helen Adam, and Jack Spicer—who had just died. And Charles Olson …? I knew Duncan’s name—had, indeed, named a section in one of my early novels I’d so recently delivered to Henry, Those Spared by Fire, after a Duncan poem: “This Place Rumourd to Have Been Sodom.” Olson’s and Spicer’s names were familiar from the early “San Francisco Renaissance” issue of the Evergreen Review I had read years before.

Helen Adam had written a wonderful play, he explained, in verse: it was called San Francisco’s Burning. They might do it in New York. “Believe me—” he frowned and shook his hand dismissively—“if they do it here, it’ll blow New York away!” The man was a painter, Bill McNeill: and the number of names he managed to drop in twenty minutes of conversation—some known, but most not, though he talked of them as if everyone in the world must know the poems of George Stanley and John Ryan and James Broughton and Richard Brautigan and the paintings of Paul Alexander and Russell FitzGerald—was both amusing, somewhat off-putting, and interesting. To talk to him for half an hour was to see, I suspect, that he was a bit of a charlatan, a bit of a showman. But at the same time you recognized that he had boundless enthusiasm for his artistic circle, some of whose members (thanks largely to the Evergreen Review and Lawrence Ferlinghetti’s Pocket Poets series) were beginning to garner some attention. He himself was sure he was just on the verge of making some breakthrough into larger recognition—though, of course, who cared what other people thought? But he obviously did.

I asked Bill if he’d ever heard of Marilyn’s and my friend, Marie Ponsot, whose first book of poems, True Minds, had been published in the Pocket Poets series, right after Ginsberg’s Howl and Other Poems.

No. Apparently his reading did not go too far outside his largely San Francisco-based friends.

When I meet someone new, especially in a sexual situation (which this was), I almost never mention that I am a writer—with, at that time, five books in print (and two more just sold). That has been true for years. But I was also curious what Bill’s reaction might be, so rather tentatively I told him that, well, I was writing a novel.

“Isn’t everyone!” was Bill’s response. But I believe he got as far as asking what it was about.

“It’s about myths,” I said. “Christ, Orpheus, Jean Harlow, Billy the Kid, and the Beatles—it’s about ancient myths and modern myths and how they both work together.”

“Oh!” declared Bill. “You should see a wonderful play by a friend of mine, Michael McClure. He’s trying to get it done in San Francisco. A wonderful play! It’ll change everything, and drive anyone who sees it crazy! It’s called The Beard, and it’s all about Jean Harlow and Billy the Kid!”

I was surprised—and, at the time, somewhat disbelieving. It seemed too much of a coincidence. The Irving Shulman biography of Harlow that was to cling to the bestseller list so long had not yet been published. And Billy the Kid was mostly a joke, thanks to reruns of old westerns on TV And for a few minutes I really thought Bill was simply taking anything I said and just going it one better with any chance fabrication. But three or four years later, I was to realize it was not all that great a coincidence. In 1960 or so, I had purchased that thin literary magazine, Trembling Lamb, whose black-and-white matte cover had featured the close-up of Harlow; “I have three years left to worship youth. …” Already fascinated by prodigies in general and Rimbaud in particular, I ran into an article on Jean Harlow’s bizarre death at age twenty-six only a month or two later. Certainly that quote and cover had been the initial confluence of my interest in Harlow and Billy the Kid. Some years later, when I’d returned from Europe and had become friends with Russell FitzGerald, one afternoon as we were sitting around talking, Russell recalled a poetry workshop that had taken place in 1957 or ’59 in San Francisco, at which the then eighteen- or nineteen-year-old Michael McClure had astonished everyone by saying, “I have three years left to worship youth, Rimbaud, Jean Harlow, Billy the Kid. …” The line had been much quoted in precisely the circles Bill was detailing to me now, and had eventually been printed on the cover of some literary magazine. … For now, however, I was still curious—but neither he nor I made any other mention of my own writing.

I did tell Bill that my wife was a poet: that clearly intrigued him. He immediately began to tell me of all the people he could introduce her to who would help her with her career—“That is, if she’s any good.” I also told him that she would not be coming home that evening and if he wanted to come back to my place and spend the night, he was welcome. In the course of it, he told me that he too had been married once—also true, but which still contributed to the air of “I’m going to top anything you say,” a game I wondered why he was so interested in playing. As the conversation wore on, it began to lose Mr. McNeill points. Yet his enthusiasm and energy, not to mention his intelligence, was real enough. Also, with his occasional southern accent breaking through his acquired northwestern speech, he was sexy.

Finally we took the subway down to the Lower East Side. That, indeed, was the neighborhood where he was staying. By this time it was early evening, and we stopped off at the Odessa Restaurant on Avenue A, facing Tompkins Square, for pirogies. Bill by this time had told me that he had a lover (“I guess he’s about your age”) named George, a young painter who also lived in the East Village—not more than a block away from me, actually. Bill came back to the Sixth Street apartment, and we went to bed.

About one o’clock in the morning, while I was lying half asleep, with Bill on his stomach snoring beside me, there was a knock on the door. I got up, naked, went through the kitchen and the front room (something of a wreck by now, the combination storage room and writing room) to answer it. “Who is it?” I asked.

A gruff voice from the other side said, “Hey, Chip, it’s Sonny!”

I opened the door. Sonny grinned at me, thrusting out a six-pack still in its red cardboard holder. A man in his forties—i.e., work—with a tan jacket and glasses stood behind him. “Oh, excuse me …” I said. “I don’t have any clothes on.” (I knew Sonny well enough to answer the door naked.)

“Oh, that’s okay,” Sonny said. “He don’t mind,” thumbing over his shoulder at his friend. “Can we come in for a minute? Marilyn here? We got some beer.”

“Well, okay,” I said. “No, she’s not. But I’ve got company.”

I led them into the kitchen, turned on the light, and Sonny and his friend sat down at the round, wooden picnic-style table. Sonny tore cardboard and broke out three beers. “You see, him and me—what’s your name?”

It was something like “Joe.”

“—Joe and me was lookin’ for a place to, you know … fuck around a little.” Sonny leaned over to whisper to me. “He wants me to fuck ’im in the ass, see. But we didn’t got no place. I told him I knew a guy, but we might have to make it a three-way. You wanna fool around with us?”

I laughed. “It sounds kind of fun,” I told him. “Only I’ve already got somebody inside now. I don’t really know if he’ll go for it. Besides, he’s asleep. I think we better skip it tonight.”

“Well, okay,” Sonny said, disappointed. “You sure …?”

I didn’t really have a clear picture of Bill’s sexual tolerances, and it seemed to be pushing one-night-stand manners as I understood them at the time. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

“Yeah, he’s busy,” Joe (or whoever) said. “I think we better go.”

“Yeah,” Sonny said. “Well, okay.”

They got up, and I went with them to the door and closed it after them. I turned around and stood in the middle of my workroom, still naked, the length of a few breaths, then walked back to the kitchen and sat down on one of the two benches that served the table for seats, feeling the strange disorientation of debauchery coupled with coming travel. Perhaps thirty seconds later, there was another knock. Frowning, I went to answer it.

Sonny’s gruff voice came through the door again. “It’s me!”

I opened it again: he barged in, with a quick grin. “Forgot somethin’.” He strode to the kitchen table, picked up the remaining cans in their torn cardboard—I hadn’t even realized he’d left them—and hurried back to the door. “So long!” He was gone down the hall.

I closed the door again.

Our earlier meeting had no doubt put me in his mind when he’d picked up “Joe” that evening, and they’d needed a place to ball.

After a few minutes, I stood up, pulled the cord to put out the kitchen’s unshaded ceiling bulb, and went back through the glass-paned doors to the bedroom and climbed into bed beside Bill, who asked sleepily, “Who was that?”

“A friend of mine,” I said. “He brought some guy around and they wanted to ball.”

Bill turned over. “You should have told them to come in and join us.”

“Oh,” I said. “Well, I wasn’t sure.”

“It would have been fun.”

“Yeah,” I said. And we went back to sleep.

59.9. Late the next morning we got up. Bill gave me his phone number, and I wrote it down in my omniscient notebook. I was taking a couple of shopping bags full of old journals, manuscripts, and various papers up to my mother’s apartment in Morningside Gardens for storage while I was away; I locked the apartment behind us, and Bill walked with me downstairs and up Sixth Street toward Avenue C. Halfway along the block, he saw someone he recognized across the street; a young man in a faded plaid shirt angled out between the cars, with a shy smile, to say hello. Bill introduced me. It was George, who moments after the introduction, I remembered was Bill’s lover. When perhaps three sentences had been exchanged, I glanced up to see Marilyn walking towards us, on her way home from wherever she’d spent the previous night. I introduced her to Bill and George, and hastily explained to her that I was on my way up to take stuff to my mother’s, left the three of them there in the street, and walked on to the Second Avenue subway station, pausing now and then to set the shopping bags down on the sidewalk because the twine handles were cutting into my fingers.

In what had been my old room (and in which my grandmother now stayed) an upright orange crate stood at the back of the closet. In it were stored my various childhood papers and notebooks. To them I added what I’d culled from the wooden filing cabinet in our Sixth Street apartment of my last three or four years’ Lower East Side production. My mother reminded me, as she had done several times in the last weeks, that since my first stop was to be Luxembourg, a good friend of my Uncle Myles’s was a black woman, now the American ambassador there, Patricia Harris. Both my uncle and my Aunt Dorothy had urged me to visit her, if only to say hello. To this end, a week or so before, Mom had taken me to Bloomingdale’s and bought me a brown suit. When, during the fitting, it had come out that I was going to Europe and was hoping to get to Greece, the salesclerk had told us of his own trip, the previous summer, with much enthusiasm about his time on the Aegean island of Mykonos.

“Aunt Mary left a note for you—it’s in the kitchen by the phone,” Mom called, just as I was starting to leave.

“Oh. Thanks.” So I went in and unfolded the piece of paper beside the phone sitting under the cabinets.

On it was written: “Baldwin” and a phone number.

Aunt Mary, my father’s sister-in-law, was a member of the Harlem Writers’ Guild, to which James Baldwin also belonged; she’d been threatening to mention me to him for almost a year. “I think you two would like each other,” she’d said. “I’ll get his phone number next time I see him, and you can give him a call.” And here was the promised number—the day before I was leaving for Europe.

Still, it might be nice to say hello. As I dialed, I felt nervous and expectant. I’d been as impressed by Baldwin’s essays as I had by any nonfiction I’d ever read. Remembering his fiction, though, I recalled a comment Marie Ponsot had once made when we’d been discussing his first three novels: “If Baldwin thought he was anywhere near as important a writer as I do, he’d be a much better one.”

The phone on the other end rang: once, twice, three times.

I was quite ready for no one to be home.

But there was a click. Then a voice said: “Hello?”

I said: “Mr. Baldwin?”

“Yes?”

“My name is Samuel Delany. My aunt, Mary Delany, may have mentioned me to you …?”

“Yes.” It was not the warmest voice in the world.

“She suggested I call you to say hello, that perhaps we might get together.”

“That’s right.”

“The problem, though, is that I’m leaving for Europe tomorrow.”

“Oh.”

“But I wanted to call just to say hello, anyway.”

“I see.”

“Perhaps we might speak together again when I get back.”

“Yes.”

“Well, as I said: I just wanted to say hello to you. It was nice to talk to you. Good-bye.”

“Good-bye.”

I hung up. The whole non-conversation (my single encounter with Baldwin) left me smiling. I would very much have liked to offer him some compliment, but the general awkwardness of the exchange seemed to have precluded it. Where, I wondered, might the conversation have gone if I hadn’t been leaving the next day, and I had been able to press him actually into meeting?

I rode downtown again on the D train, relieved of my shopping bags, with only my current notebook in my lap.

At the Second Avenue station (a few years later the D would be rerouted), I walked up from track level and stopped into the men’s john on the concourse level, where, for the past couple of years, most of my casual homosexual encounters had taken place in the odd ten or twenty minutes on my way back home from wherever I might be coming from. The soiled incandescent bulbs in their wire cages lit the dirty yellow walls and the foul washbasins. The night-green metal partitions stood between the three toilet bowls.

A man about twenty-five sat on the middle one. He was muscular enough for me to think he worked out with weights. With reddish-brown hair, he wore jeans, a yellow T-shirt, and a pair of black basketball sneakers. I thought he had just come from some physical labor job. He had big hands (and big feet) and was a moderately serious nail-biter. He’d moved forward on the stall to massage his sizable meat in front of the porcelain rim. There was no one else in the John, and he beckoned me to come over. When I did, he pulled down my fly, took out my cock, and began to give me a very good blow job. In the middle of it, he sighed, sat back, and said, “Hey, you know I’d really like to get together with you again.”

I looked down at him. “You’re not going to believe this, but I’m leaving for Europe tomorrow.”

He gave me a rueful smile and went back to sucking.

Later, as I walked home along Houston Street toward Avenue C, I thought: What the hell am I going to Europe for? No one under twenty-five, no matter what his or her sexual persuasion, goes to Europe (or, probably, anywhere else) without the goodly hope that sex will be better and more plentiful at the destination. But thinking about Bill, Sonny, and the guy in the john (especially the guy in the john!), not to mention Allan, I asked myself, “What are you going to Europe for if this is available here in New York?” Had the emotional confusion of Marilyn and Bob simply distracted me from what my own city had to offer? Somehow my last days in the city, now that I was leaving, seemed to have become some sort of sexual bonanza.



60. For years after that, my next clear memory was of waking up, some hours after dinner on the plane, with Ron dozing beside me, while I looked out the oval window at walls of moonlit clouds rising beside us, as though we were at the bottom of some gray and ivory canyon, hung above the moon-smashed sea. For those same years, I considered it a permanent irony of life that, when I returned from Europe, seven months later, Marilyn and Bill McNeill were living together in the Sixth Street apartment—on the strength of what I took to be no more than their chance encounter on the street the morning after my one-night stand. Many of the people Bill had mentioned that afternoon in the park were now part of Marilyn’s life and, subsequently, part of mine. Talking to Marilyn eighteen years later, however, I find she has no memory at all of that brief street meeting I recall so clearly. As I am able to reconstruct it with her help (rather than truly remember it, though here and there snippets of memory seem to confirm it), when I returned home from my mother’s that afternoon, Marilyn was home, and I told her about the interesting man I’d met the night before, Bill McNeill, who knew so many poets and artists and said he’d wanted to meet her. I had his phone number. Would she like to get together with him at closer range than a brush on the sidewalk? I could invite Bill over for dinner, I told her. Marilyn agreed. I called him, invited him and George to come over that evening—George, for one reason or another, couldn’t come. But Bill did.

Marilyn’s first memory of Bill is my telling her about him, then inviting him over, and I have vague memories of the three of us sitting around the kitchen picnic table, eating. Though what I cooked, I have no notion.

Her subsequent friendship with Bill dated from the dinner and not from the barely remembered street meeting hours before.

60.1. Hans Santesson had invited me for that evening to a “Hydra Club” meeting—I found out later mystery writer Cornell Woolrich was one of the guests—at the home of a woman who was usually only talked of as Willy Ley’s girlfriend. (Debbie something …?) The party that evening was being held in honor of James Gunn, who was then visiting New York. I had no idea what the Hydra Club was, though I knew it was composed of SF writers; and I knew of Gunn from his books like Star-bridge and The Immortals. But at eight-thirty or nine, I excused myself from dinner, leaving Bill and Marilyn alone—while Bill made noises to the effect that he would be going soon too—and took off for the meeting.

It was an apartment in a housing project, somewhere. My new agent, Henry, was there, and we talked a while. Willy Ley was also there—I asked Hans to point him out to me. But I must have missed the nod or the gesture, because the person I thought Hans indicated was a barrel-chested fellow moving animatedly around the apartment on two forearm crutches to make up for his withered legs. I even spoke to him once or twice that night, under my mistaken impression. For the next twenty-five years I thought that had been Ley—until the first version of this account was published and someone pointed out that I’d apparently missed the formidable, strapping German who was the actual Ley and confused him with a friend of Hans’s, also at the party that night, named Yonah.

All through the fifties and into the sixties, though he himself wrote no science fiction to speak of, Ley was one of the most important names associated with SF. His regular science column in Galaxy was the prototype for Asimov’s in Fantasy and Science Fiction; along with his numerous nonfiction titles and association with people like Wernher von Braun, it had made him as much a household name as any popular science writer to date. (At his death in ’69, a crater was named after him on the far side of the moon.) Hans came in, took me into the crowded kitchen, and introduced me to Gunn.

Suited, tied, and “imperially slim,” as E. A. Robinson has written of someone else, Gunn was leaning against the icebox after having had perhaps a drink or so more than he might have. “And what does this young man do?” he asked.

“Well, he writes SF,” Hans explained.

“Have you published anything?” Gunn asked.

“Oh,” I said, “three or four SF novels.” I thought that was a modest way to say five.

“And what’s your name—again?”

“Chip Delany,” I said. “Eh … Samuel R. Delany.”

“That’s amazing. I’ve never seen any of them. I really thought I kept up with the field.” Then he turned and announced over his glass, “Now, you see, these are the people whom we should be paying attention to. This is where the future of the field lies. Right here, in people like this.”

I was impressed—indeed, I couldn’t help thinking he had a point. That no one was really listening wasn’t important; even Hans was now speaking to a heavy woman in blue with metallic blond hair. (Our hostess …?) Feeling that the evening couldn’t offer me too much more than that, I made my round of goodnights and walked home.

Bill was gone when I got in, but Marilyn was still up. I told her somewhere between seriousness and joking about Gunn’s comment. I don’t think she was very interested.

60.2. The next day I left the house with a small bag (full of that suit my mother had bought me at Bloomingdale’s, a change of jeans, some shirts and undershirts), and my Martin double-oh-eighteen guitar in its bulky case (clean socks stuffed all around the neck) and my notebook: inside the front cover were folded copies of the poems Marilyn had so far written in the Navigators sequence, sketching the dissolution of the affair with Bob, and which I would take out to read, silently and thoughtfully, two or three times in every European city I visited. Two poems in the sequence remained to be written; but what is the closing today was the closing then:

Orpheus and animus,

drawing back to journeys now,

leaving me on shores behind

streets and shutters of the mind

as a new October streaks

dry hollows underneath our cheeks:

all that I have learned from you,

all that I have failed to learn,

I will order up again

with an overcautious pen,

making models, giving names

(nothing ever stays the same),

initiate the change that moves

the peripheries of love.28

On a bench at the West Side Airlines Terminal (it no longer exists), I finished rereading them, folded them up inside my gray passport book (passports were gray then) along with the yellow vaccination folder (vaccination folders are no longer required in Europe). Soon a crease in the page made the twelfth line almost unreadable (and months later a vertical one nearly split the pages into separate columns). But “The Navigators” went with me off on the Carey Bus out to Kennedy Airport, where I met Ron, and, by prop-jet (Icelandic used the last of them and they were discontinued, when …?), flew away with me via Iceland to Luxembourg.

28. Ibid, p. 30.



61. Thus again conflicting memory and memory give me several notes, several images, from which I might choose an ending to these most arbitrary fragments.

I’ll choose from words already written:


	… I looked out the window at walls of moonlit cloud rising beside us as though we were at the bottom of some, gray and ivory canyon, hung above the moon-smashed sea …



Ron was beside me. We’d been joined by a Canadian named Bill, met on the plane, who would travel with us for several months. (In life nothing ever ends neatly, cleanly.) But, with whatever hindsight, I suppose the reason that I want to close on a consideration of these words is that the moon-solid progress through high, drifting cumulus is—read them again—at the very opposite of what we perceive on a liquid’s tilting and untilting top, and so becomes the other privileged pole among the images of this study, this essay, this memoir.

Or perhaps, as it is only a clause whose syntactic place has been questioned by my own unscholarly researches, I merely want to fix it before it vanishes like water, like light, like the play between them we only suggest, but never master, with the word motion.

—New York

August 1987
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A Biography of Samuel R. Delany

Samuel R. Delany was born April 1, 1942, in New York City. His many works range from autobiography and essays to literary and cultural criticism—some dozen volumes’ worth—to fiction and science fiction, this last his most widely recognized genre. After eleven years as a professor of comparative literature at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, for fourteen years Delany has been a professor of English and creative writing at Temple University in Philadelphia.

With a younger sister, Delany grew up in Harlem—at the time, the city’s black ghetto. His father, Samuel Sr., owned and operated the Levy & Delany Funeral Home. Delany’s mother, Margaret Delany, was a clerk in the New York Public Library system. The family lived in the two floors over Samuel Sr.’s Seventh Avenue business.

Delany’s grandfather, Henry Beard Delany, was born a slave in Georgia in 1857, and became the first black suffrage Episcopal bishop of the Archdiocese of North and South Carolina as well as vice-chancellor of a black Episcopal college, St. Augustine’s, in Raleigh, North Carolina.

Through kindergarten, Delany attended the Horace Mann–Lincoln School and, at age five, began at the Dalton School in New York. When he was eleven, on his first day at a new summer camp, young Samuel renamed himself Chip. It stuck—and his friends still call him that.

For the ninth grade, he went on to the Bronx High School of Science. On his first day, Delany met and became friends with the young poet Marilyn Hacker. A year younger than Delany but a year ahead of him in school, Hacker was accepted at New York University at age fifteen. Three years later, Delany, now nineteen, and Hacker, eighteen, were married in Detroit and, on returning to New York, took up residence in a tenement on a dead-end street in the recently renamed East Village.

Delany finished and sold his first published novel, The Jewels of Aptor, when he was still nineteen. It appeared in November 1962, seven months after his twentieth birthday. Before his twenty-second, he’d completed and sold four more novels, including a trilogy that was originally released one at a time, but today is usually published in one large volume: The Fall of the Towers.

Though the reviews were all good, there were not many. No one paid much attention to the new young writer until the shortest of those four books, The Ballad of Beta-2, was nominated for the first Nebula Award in the novella category—given by the then-new organization the Science Fiction Writers of America. The book did not win, and Delany was unaware the book had been nominated till years later. However, that he made any showing at all, considering his age and his unknown status, is remarkable.

On April 15, 1966, Delany returned to New York from six months in Europe, a trip that was to influence all his work over the coming years. In the meantime, another short novel, Empire Star, had appeared, followed by Babel-17.

In March of ’67, this last title won the year’s Nebula, in a tie with Daniel Keyes’s Flowers for Algernon. A year later, Delany won two more Nebulas, the first for his novel The Einstein Intersection, and the second for his short story “Aye, and Gomorrah.” This period climaxed two years later with the publication of his novel Nova, finished a month after his twenty-fifth birthday, and the publication of his short story collection Driftglass. Today Nova remains among Delany’s most popular books. Now, however, came five years with no novels.

Delany had identified as gay since his tenth year, and his marriage with Hacker was an open one for both of them. In this time they lived together and apart, now in San Francisco for two years, now in New York, now in London, where, in 1974, their daughter was born.

That same year Dhalgren, Delany’s most controversial work, made its appearance. At eight hundred seventy-nine pages in its initial Bantam Books edition, it drew much praise, much scorn—and open anger. Over the next dozen years, however, it sold more than a million copies and, today, has settled comfortably into the slot reserved for “classics of the genre.” As Delany’s most popular book, it has been turned into both a play on the East Coast and an opera on the West.

A year after Dhalgren, Delany’s highly acclaimed Trouble on Triton was published. From 1979 to 1987, Delany wrote a connected set of eleven fantasy tales: two novels, three novellas, and six short stories. They include The Tale of Plagues and Carnivals (1987)—the first novel about AIDS released by a major American publisher—and the Return to Nevèrÿon series. In 1984 Delany’s last purely SF novel for twenty-five years would appear, Stars in My Pocket Like Grains of Sand—a book in which he predicted the Internet a decade before the fact.

Since then, Delany has written highly praised works, both fictitious and autobiographical. His 1988 publication, The Motion of Light in Water, is a staple of gender studies and African American studies classes and received a Hugo Award for nonfiction. In 1995, he published three long stories, about black life in the Jazz Age, the fifties in New York, and the sixties in Europe, collected in Atlantis: Three Tales and, partly, in The Norton Anthology of African American Literature. This was followed by collections of interviews and nonfiction essays, including Silent Interviews (1994), Longer Views (1996), and Shorter Views (1999), all published by Wesleyan University Press.

Among his highly acclaimed academic releases are Times Square Red, Times Square Blue—the first part of which began as the Distinguished Faculty Lecture at the University of Massachusetts in March 1998, and the second of which is an expansion of an article written for Out magazine—and About Writing. Other novels, long and short, from this time include The Mad Man, Hogg (“the most shocking novel of the 20th century,” wrote Larry McCaffery), and Phallos. His novel about a black gay poet living in the East Village over the turn of the most recent century, Dark Reflections, won the 2008 Stonewall Book Award. His most recent novel, Through the Valley of the Nest of Spiders (2012), is over eight hundred pages—an amalgam of gay erotic writing, rural realism, and science fiction. Discussions over it seem to be progressing in a manner similar to that of the controversy almost forty years ago over Dhalgren.

Altogether, Delany has won four Nebula Awards and two Hugo Awards, as well as the Bill Whitehead Award for a lifetime contribution to gay and lesbian writing. In 2002, Delany was inducted into the Science Fiction and Fantasy Hall of Fame. He received the Pilgrim Award for SF scholarship in 1985 and the J. Lloyd Eaton Lifetime Achievement Award in 2010. That same year he was among the judges for the National Book Award in Fiction. In 2007 he was the subject of Fred Barney Taylor’s documentary The Polymath, or, The Life and Opinions of Samuel R. Delany, Gentleman, which includes an experimental color film, The Orchid, which Delany himself wrote, directed, and edited in 1972.
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Delany, age twenty-four, at the 1966 World Science Fiction Convention. At right are science fiction editor Terry Carr and his wife, Carol. Photo courtesy of Andrew Porter.
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The Ace Books first printing of Babel-17, which won the 1966 Nebula Award for Best Novel.
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Delany in 1966 with author and editor Lin Carter. Photo courtesy of Andrew Porter.
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Delany at the 1980 World Science Fiction Convention in Boston. Photo courtesy of Andrew Porter.
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Delany giving a lecture at the New York Public Library in 1991. Photo courtesy of Andrew Porter.
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The cover of the 2007 documentary The Polymath, or, The Life and Opinions of Samuel R. Delany, Gentleman. More information on this film may be found at maestromedia.net.
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