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1: The Man

in the Subway

I suppose that to most men the realization that they are not going to make it comes slowly. We live in an affluent society, so the goal is affluence. Some call it security, but you can have a hundred years of security buried in your cellar or safe-deposit box and it doesn’t bring you status. Not the kind of status that mink coats, diamonds, Continentals, and hundred-thousand-dollar houses purchase when you have purchased them, and it’s unfashionable to talk about happiness. Today, the ingredients of happiness are too complex. I had a wife I loved and she loved me, and we had a four-year-old daughter whom we both loved, adored, or what you will. You know about four-year-old daughters. Ours had blue eyes and golden curls, as if color, complexion, figure, and personality had all been painted to order for her and fate to satisfy us in this, unquestionably the best of all possible worlds. We suffered from very little in a world where most people suffer, but exemption from suffering did not cure what I was sick with.

I was sick with awakening, which is the best way I can put it. Day by day, I awakened to facts, and mostly the process took place on the way home from work. Where I worked was Fortieth Street and Park Avenue, and the firm was Sturm & Jaffe, a large and important and successful architectural firm that employed some forty people. Among the forty, myself as a draftsman, with take-home pay of one hundred and thirty-two dollars a week. I could have earned more as a plumber or carpenter, but I hadn’t been trained as a plumber or carpenter or anything practical and income-begetting. I had been trained to construct blueprints, and I wore a clean shirt and left work each evening at five o’clock—except when I was asked to stay later, which was at least twice a week.

Then I stayed later without overtime. I called my wife in Telton, New Jersey, and said, “I got to finish up tonight, honey.” “How long?” “Maybe an hour or two.”

I worked board to board with a fellow called Fritz Macon. He was a philosopher. He liked to say, “People like you and me, Johnny, live lives of quiet desperation.” He wasn’t much of a philosopher, but our lives did not call for anything much more profound. He wasn’t even original, but each day, when I took the subway up to the bus terminal on 168th Street, and from there the bus to Telton, I found my desperation increasing. I was maturing at the age of thirty-five, and awakening to the facts, as follows—that I was going nowhere and achieving nothing, that I would never make very much more money than I was making right now, that I had not very much to look forward to. Fritz said that the way to get rid of my problem was to substitute another problem, and that I ought to find one of the hungry girls that the city teems with and get involved with her. But aside from other things, I did not earn enough money to get involved with anyone.

Today was a fine, clean, cold March day, the sky blue and windswept and tumbling with clouds, and I looked forward to my walk across town to the subway and even held out hope to myself that I might make it to Telton before dark. But Joe Sturm, the son of one of the partners, dropped some work in my lap, and it was six when I left. Fritz walked across town with me and talked about the problems and rewards of being the boss’s son.

“Stop eating your heart out,” I said to him. “You and me, we ought to be the boss’s sons.”

“We’re not.”

“No, we’re not.”

His direction was downtown each night to Pennsylvania Station to get his train for Amityville, Long Island. “I used to think,” he said to me, “that you could beat it by not getting married.”

“You can’t beat it.”

“No.”

We came to the corner, and I said good night to him.

He crossed Eighth Avenue to take the subway downtown, and I went into the station. At six-fifteen, it was still crowded. I bought a newspaper and pushed my way toward the uptown end of the platform and spent a penny on chewing gum—the only thing a penny still buys—and then this man came over and gripped my arm and hung on it and leaned against me, and whispered into my face, his breath hot, sour, and sickening, “Please God, help me, mister, sick I am—God, I am so sick.”

Your well-trained and conditioned reaction is, “Leave me alone, mister, you have a whole platform full of people. I am nothing to you, I don’t know you. Have the decency to get sick by yourself.”

I began to put words to that effect together, and then I stopped—because he reminded me of my father. He wasn’t a bum, either. He was hatless, but he was well dressed and he wasn’t a bum. He was just sick. He was about sixty years old, maybe a little more, white-haired, blue-eyed—and under other circumstances he would have been a very nice-looking old gentleman—but his face was full of pain and fear; and in the instant that he reminded me of my father, I was filled with self-loathing and self-disgust. I told myself that I would help him, and to hell with it if I came home an hour or two hours later, and that somewhere in me there was a vestige of something resembling kindness and decency.

These were very quick thoughts. The platform was crowded. A downtown train was beginning to pull out and an approaching uptown train had begun to rock the tunnel with the thunder of its approach. The old man clung to me and looked over my shoulder, and suddenly the pain left his face and fear replaced it. His face was all fear and horror with no room on it for anything else. He wrenched away from me violently, flung himself back, missed his footing, and fell in front of the uptown train that was roaring into the station. There was no time for the conductor to touch his brakes. One moment the old man was toppling into space, and the next moment the train was passing over his body—and the scream of horror from so many throats was almost as dreadful as what had happened.

I pushed my way through the mob of shivering, weeping, excited, trembling people, who now had something to talk about and to break up a day no better or more exciting than mine, and who were exulting while they sobbed and shivered at the nearness of terrible, deforming death. No one thought to look for the man the dead man had embraced; no one stopped me; no one spoke to me; and the police passed me as I left the subway station. They were part of a river of people that poured into the station. Death travels faster than sound; even as a whisper it does.

My own credo was plain, and no more peculiar than other things I shared with a hundred million people. “I don’t want to get involved, so leave me alone. That’s all. I don’t want to get involved. What happened was a terrible thing, but it’s none of my affair. I didn’t push him.”

That last was it. I didn’t push him. If I stayed there, some joker would remember me, and then his mind would begin to remember things that his eyes never saw. I knew that routine from a psychology course at New York University, where a professor had pointed a banana, someone else had fired a shot, and we all swore the banana was a gun. I didn’t want anyone swearing that I had pushed the old man. What would I swear? I tried to recall it, and mentally testified under oath that I hadn’t touched him. He had leaped back. His foot had slipped. He fell under the train. That was it. I didn’t come into it at all, except that it was in my mind to help him. I could swear to that under oath. He was sick and frightened, a poor, trembling, frightened old man, who had begged me to help him. But no one could help him the way he was now, not one bit, and no one could ever put the pieces together.

So why should I stay there? To look at it? I didn’t want to look at it.

It was a cold March evening, and I was pouring sweat, soaked with it under my coat, and shivering too. As I walked east across Forty-second Street, the edge of darkness touched the city, and the bright white and yellow of the honky-tonk skid row flickered on.

An ambulance screamed past me. It would pick up the pieces and put them in a watertight basket. I wanted to throw up, but fought my stomach and got to the subway and into a north-bound train. Here, on the old IRT, the trains were running, with no bodies of frightened old men to impede the mass motion of thousands of tired, close-pressed, white-faced people. I wanted to mourn in some way, but instead I read my newspaper, reading words as symbols the way one does, with no shred of comprehension behind them, no communication to me, no absorption of the violence that the newspaper paraded, because violence that you read about is as meaningless as death that you read about.

Above 125th Street, the car began to empty, and most of the people found seats. I sat down and a man sat down opposite me, and when I glanced up from my newspaper, he was watching me. He was thin, with long black hair, combed back and fixed rigidly with some sort of plastic hair-spray. His face was long and narrow; he had black dots for eyes; and I remember that he wore a striped shirt, the collar pinned under the tie with a pearl, screw-on clip. He watched me and made sure that I would know he was watching me.

He was intent and businesslike in his manner of watching me, and when I got up to leave at 168th Street, he rose and followed me and walked alongside of me across the platform, tapped my arm, and said to me, “The key, captain.”

I was more afraid and nervous than I should have been, even considering that most of us are afraid and nervous when the wall that binds you in yourself in New York is broken. You must consider that for me it had been broken twice this evening. If we live in a world where violence is paraded almost as much as sex, in the newspapers and on television and on the screen and in books and magazines, we still are not intimate with it. I had been in a fight at the age of sixteen, and not since then. As an adult, I had never punched a man or been punched, and if called to it, I would not have known how to begin. So I did what people do, under such circumstances. I walked on, and tried to ignore the thin-faced man, who would not be ignored, not by any means—and on the stairs leading up to the street he grabbed my arm and swung me to him, and spoke to me coldly and evenly.

“I tried to be a gentleman, buster, but you don’t want to play nice. Give me the key.”

The last of the people who had gotten off the train at this stop walked past us, leaving us alone on the steps.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. “I don’t know who you are or what you want, and I’m late already—” I tried to pull away from him then, but his hand gripped my arm like a vise, and he grinned at me.

“Crap!”

“Let go of me.”

“You give me the key. I let you go.”

“What key? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“The key the old man gave you.”

“What old man?”

“Shlakmann! Shlakmann! Don’t play footsie with me, mister, don’t play no games. I don’t know who you are or how you come into this. Maybe you don’t. Maybe old Shlakmann picked you out of the crowd. The hell with that. Give me the key.”

“I don’t even know what key you’re talking about.”

“You make me sick,” he said. “I saw the old man give it to you. Enough?”

I shook my head. “I got to catch a bus. I’m sorry.”

Now he dropped his voice. It became a whisper, cold, direct, and his left hand came out of his pocket with a set of brass knuckles that glittered in the faint light of the stair well. “You going to give me the key, mister, or do I have to go over you and take you apart and look for it in the pieces. Because then you won’t look no better than Shlakmann—”

Someone was coming down the stairs into the station, and in that moment, he relaxed his grip. I flung him away from me, and he fell back, lost his footing, and stumbled down three or four steps before he was able to catch the banister. I didn’t wait, but raced up the stairs and across the street, plunging into the terminal. The Telton bus was taking on passengers. Panting and trembling, I pushed into it. It was not heroic behavior, but I was not a hero.

When the bus pulled out, he was standing there outside my window, watching me coldly and thoughtfully.

“Is anything wrong?” the stout woman sitting next to me asked. “Are you sick? If you are, I can have him stop the bus.”

It was kind of her and thoughtful of her. Her lap was taken up with two big shopping bags from Gimbels, and she wore the small, rimless glasses that seem to be made for stout, elderly women; but I think I would have strangled her if she had reached for the pull cord to stop the bus.

I told her I was all right. “I ran for the bus, you know, ma’am, but I’m all right now, thank you.”

Yes, I was all right, except that my stomach was churning and my heart was racing and my head ached, and I was remembering how agonizingly afraid I had been when the thin-faced man stopped me on the stairs and showed me his brass knuckles.

We are supposed to be brave. We read about people who are brave until it begins to soak into us and we begin in turn to believe that we are brave and aggressive, and then we are full of shame when we understand that we are neither. The memory fights the reality. Why didn’t I take a stand with him? Why didn’t I ask him who the hell he thought he was talking to?

I could have said to him, “Look here, Jack, run along and sell your shoelaces somewhere else.”

I could have said it in a certain way and made him believe that I meant it, except that I could not, and I had never said anything just like that to anyone in my life.

It ties in with the fact that I have been putting all this down, but not a word concerning what I look like. I don’t know how to do that, because I suppose I don’t really know what I look like. Some people do, or must; I am sure there are people who must, and they can think about it and evoke an image of what they are like, because they look like someone singular. I don’t. I walk along the street sometimes, and I see twenty or thirty people who give me an impression of myself. They are medium height, medium coloring, brown eyes, light brown hair, and faces cut of cardboard, nice faces, faces that are eager for reassurance and hope, but, as I tell myself, not real faces. Alice, my wife, will be shocked at that. She thought I was handsome when she married me and probably still does, but that is a sense of what I am to someone else, not to myself; and the image to myself has no form whatsoever; but perhaps to someone like the stout lady sitting next to me, it was acceptable and innocuous.

Whether or not in so many words, it must have gone through her mind that I was the kind of a man you could safely speak to on a bus to Telton, although women of that age are safe under any circumstances—or aren’t they? Or wasn’t I just as safe right now, the thin-faced man standing behind on the platform and no strings ever to lead him to me again with his terrifying nonsense about a key? And the old man’s name was what—Sherman, Shellman, Shlakmann? That was it, Shlakmann, but what did thin-face have to do with the old man?

And then, dozing off to the rhythm of the bus, I had one of those quick, flashing, half-sleep dreams in which the whole thing was enacted again, the old man gripping me and then his body sprawled through the air in front of the approaching train.

I woke with a start, and as a reflex motion, my hand went to the pocket where I keep my cigarettes, but then I remembered where I was, and in my pocket my hand let go of the cigarette pack, my fingers moved, and I drew out of my coat pocket a flat key that I had never seen before. It was a brass key to a safe-deposit box, bare and smooth except for the letter f at the top.

So the old man had given me the key, and thin-face had seen it; and at that moment, there in the bus, all I could ask myself was why—why hadn’t I put my hand into my pocket on the subway—because if I had, then I would have turned the key over to thin-face and said to him, “There it is. There is your God-damn stinking key, and now leave me alone and leave me out of it,” wanting at this moment only to be what I had been and where I had been a few hours before, a draftsman by the name of John T. Camber, thirty-five years old, married, the product of three years of college and two years of the army and thirteen years of listless continuation. If that was a hole—as it was, deep and bottomless—I wanted only to crawl into it and shelter there.

But this was momentary panic, and as I examined the key, turning it over and over, the panic dissipated. I glanced at the lady with the shopping bags from Gimbels, and she was looking at the key. I put it back in my pocket, and I decided that when I got off the bus at my stop, I would throw the key away. Throw it long and far into an empty, brush-filled lot, and then I would be out of whatever I had been into, knowing nothing and desiring to know nothing. I would be clear. Thin-face was in New York on the boarding platform, and the odds were ten thousand to one that I would never see him again.

Or were they?

At my stop, I got off the bus, but I did not throw the key away. I kept my hand out of my pocket. I didn’t touch it. I changed my mind.

I was involved, and I had no desire to be involved, and the only way to stop being involved was to give back the key. They knew where I took my bus, and if they wanted the key badly enough, they would be there tomorrow. It was none of my business, nor was it my business that some old man called Shlakmann had died. I had my own troubles, and those were sufficient, so when they came for the key the next time, I would turn it over to them. Perhaps with a few words of explanation to clear the air.

“Here is the key. I didn’t know I had it, but I found it in my pocket where the old man must have put it. I don’t want it. I don’t know what it’s the key to and I don’t want to know. I’m not even curious. All I want is to forget about it.”

It sounded reasonable enough. I hadn’t gone to the police, had I? He had threatened me, which meant that I could have gone to the police—and then I asked myself, “With what?”

With the key? And what kind of police would have been satisfied with less than the whole story—the crux of the matter being, “Did you or did you not kill one, Mr. Shlakmann, on the uptown platform of the Independent Subway?”

I write it down and think back, and it seems almost as senseless to me as it must sound to you. There was no proof or indication that I knew Shlakmann or had ever seen him before or had any reason to kill him, but when I stopped walking and stood for a moment on that dark suburban street, the pit of my stomach was filled with the fact of murder, not accident but murder, and the way I felt then, my imagination was ready enough to grant that I had pushed Shlakmann.

I looked behind me. All the way home, six blocks from where the bus dropped me, I kept looking behind me.

At dinner, I barely tasted the food. Alice had cooked a duck on the electric spit, turning slowly until it was crisp and dry and as good as anything anyone cooks, and she served it with rice and orange sauce, but I barely tasted it, and when I tried to force myself to eat, I failed at that too.

I was irritable and unpleasant, and turned my peevishness to the fact that Polly was asleep when I entered the house. It wasn’t bad enough to come home exhausted, I muttered, but I couldn’t even see my own child.

“Have you ever tried to keep a little girl awake?” Alice asked me. “Even if I wanted to?”

“But you didn’t want to.”

“That’s fine. You talk as if I gave her a sleeping pill. Johnny, you’ll feel better after you eat.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“If you would only try to relax, you would eat. The duck is good.”

“It has nothing to do with my relaxing or not relaxing. I’m not hungry. Suppose we leave it at that, or am I breaking up a marriage because I won’t eat roast duck?”

Alice stared at me, shook her head slowly, and then said, “Johnny, what happened today?”

“What happens every day?” I replied petulantly. “Nothing happens. Not one God-damn thing happens. I sit over a lousy drafting board and I earn my pay. Nothing happens. Nothing has happened. Nothing is going to happen.”

“All right,” Alice said gently. “This was one of those days. Perhaps you’ll be hungry later. We’ll try to relax.”

“How?”

“What?”

“How? How do we do it? How do we try to relax?”

“It’s a good night for television,” Alice said.

“Oh yes. It’s a good night for television.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Nothing. Nothing. I’m only agreeing with you. It’s a good night for television.”

“You’re not agreeing with me, Johnny. You’re trying to provoke something. In five minutes, we’ll be at each other like cats and dogs. Is that what you want?”

“Do you know how many times in the past few weeks you’ve sat across the table from me and told me to try to relax?”

“I love you, Johnny. Sometimes, you’re so tense. Then I tell you to relax. Is that so terrible?”

“I’m not ten years old. If I could relax, I would. I’m not ten years old.”

“I know that. What happened, Johnny?”

“I saw a man fall in front of a subway train,” I said, and then I told her about it but not about thin-face or the key, only about the old man in the subway. She listened silently, her face full of compassion and pain, for myself and for the old man and for the whole world. She was very sweet-looking, something that occurred to me while I spoke, still young and emotional, still presenting the problem of why she had ever married me at all.

“What a terrible thing!” she said when I had finished.

“I ran away. I’m full of the disease, mind your own business—just stay away from the human race.”

“No.”

“Sure. Be proud of me.”

“Polly and myself—” she tried a smile, “—we’re still part of the human race.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Johnny darling, the man was dead. You couldn’t do anything for him. There are people who hang on to such a horrible thing. They’re spellbound by it and it’s like a drug for them. I remember that once I saw a poor woman run down by a truck, and the crowd stood over her and fought each other to get to the front and see. They didn’t want to help her. They just wanted to look. I don’t think that’s so admirable. And I don’t think there’s anything wrong in not wanting to see.”

“That wasn’t why I ran away.”

“It was part of it, Johnny.”

“Not even part of it. I was afraid. I was afraid of the possibility that someone who saw me would say I had pushed him. I didn’t push him. He tore away from me. But that’s what I was afraid of.”

“Isn’t that natural enough, Johnny?”

“Oh, it’s natural and beautiful. It’s a sort of good-conduct medal with me. I’m afraid of walking out on a lousy, rotten job. I’m afraid to face myself and exactly what I am. I’m afraid to take anything better or try for anything better. I’m also afraid to be a human being. It follows. Sure it’s natural.”

We were going to bed, myself in pajamas and Alice in her nightgown, when she said to me, “You know, Johnny—we have a lot to be thankful for, you and me, a little girl like Polly, and this house and each other—”

“A two-bedroom house on a fifty by eighty lot.”

“It’s a good house with good people in it.”

“What’s the premium for good people in the world we live in? A remark like that is not only old-fashioned, it’s downright stupid.”

“Johnny!”

“All right,” I said. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry I said that.”

She was trying hard to contain her own anger. “I’m sorry too. You didn’t have to say that, Johnny.”


2: The Girl
 
in the Subway

In the morning, my daughter Polly, four years old, was charming. Alice made no reference to what had happened the night before, and the sun was shining in a blue sky. It was the beginning of a fine, warm spring day. Polly was bursting with a poem she had made about our name.

“I put amber in the Camber.”

It was a very short but successful poem, and my daughter was full of the pride of authorship, which did not interfere with her appetite. Alice had blueberry pancakes with honey, a breakfast dish that I rank very highly, and when Alan Harris, twelve years old, came in to negotiate about cutting our small patch of grass each week and turning our beds, he was persuaded to join us for pancakes. Polly adored him, a surprising manifestation in a four year old, but not unusual.

“I put amber in the Camber,” she said to him.

“What’s that?”

She put her elbows on the table, her chin in her hands, and she devoured him with her eyes. They were wide, lovely, rapacious blue eyes, full of improbable and immodest worship and desire. But not enough so to penetrate Alan Harris’ appetite, or to disturb it, and he went on stuffing his face with blueberry pancakes soaked with honey. I watched him with distaste. This kind of triumph of hunger over love seemed unbecoming to a twelve-year-old. My daughter, I decided, bestowed her heart all too readily.

“It’s a poem,” she said to him.

“A poem?” Through the pancakes, poem became foam.

“A poem.”

He took another huge bite and said that it didn’t sound like a poem.

“Don’t you see—amber and Camber.”

He didn’t see, and I decided that he was a dull young man and that my daughter was wasted on him.

“That makes it a poem,” Polly said, her voice faltering. I suppose it is always a shock to a woman who loves a man for his looks to discover that his brains leave something to be desired.

When I was ready to leave, Polly took my hand and walked with me to the sidewalk. “Lift me up for a kiss, please,” she said. I did that. But she was full of sadness and wanted to know whether I knew why Alan Harris disliked her.

“I think he likes you fine.”

“He don’t like my poem.”

“That’s not exactly the same thing, Polly.”

“I think it is,” she said.

When I reached the corner and looked back, she still stood there, small, doll-like, and probably a good deal wiser than I. I waved to her, and she waved back—and then I walked on toward the bus stop.

I felt far better than I can say, and like all nightmares, the day before had blurred and lost most of its dark shape and threat. At some time, falling asleep or waking, I had come to the conclusion that the incident was over, that I was clear with no tracks left, and that I had made altogether too much out of nothing. Whatever happened inside my head, whether the state of nerves had been blocked or submerged, it was gone and I forgot about it. I forgot about it, not for very long, but for long enough to make it a nice morning.

On the bus, I read my newspaper, and then, almost in New York, with the George Washington Bridge in sight ahead of us, I began to remember, and I put my hand into my pocket to take out the key and look at it again.

It wasn’t there.

Everything came back with a rush, a sickness around my heart and a frantic nervousness that sent my hands searching through every pocket, but in every pocket, the key was missing.

Then I relaxed and breathed a sigh of relief. I had three medium-weight suits, a dark gray flannel, a dark gray worsted and a charcoal, hard-surface worsted—not a very interesting selection, but in my income bracket, you don’t go in for interesting selections. You buy one suit a year, and it has to be the kind of suit that passes downtown. Yesterday, I had worn the gray worsted. Today, I was wearing the gray flannel. Alice takes care of that, and I empty my pants pockets each night before bed, not my jacket pockets but my pants pockets. So the question was answered, and I was able to relax for a while, and at the bus terminal, at the risk of being a few minutes late downtown, I went into a phone booth and called Alice.

“Look, honey,” I said to her, “I’m at the bus terminal in New York and this isn’t the most important thing in the world, but anyway just to satisfy me—would you go through the pockets of the suit I wore yesterday, the gray worsted, and see if you can find a key.”

“You mean you forgot your keys? Johnny, it doesn’t matter—I’ll be here—”

“No,” I interrupted, “not my keys. This is one key. A flat key. A safe-deposit box key.”

“Johnny, we don’t have a box. I know we were talking about it, but it’s one more expense. Did you go and get one?”

“Alice, this isn’t my key. Please do as I say.”

“You sound as if the fate of the world depends on that key.”

“I’m sorry, honey. I don’t mean to sound that way,” I said, controlling myself, forcing a calm, light note into my voice. “The truth is that the key belongs in the office, and I just wanted to make sure it wasn’t lost.”

“All right, Johnny. Hold on and I’ll look.”

I paid a second toll while I waited. I was cold, and my heart was like a piece of lead, and I took out my handkerchief to wipe the sweat from my face, and I called myself all kinds of a fool for my witlessness and thoughtlessness.

Then Alice was back on the phone, and she told me, “I have it, Johnny—a flat key with a tiny f stamped at the top of it.”

She must have heard the sigh of relief I breathed, and she asked me, “Johnny, is it so important?”

I could afford to be offhand about it now. “Important? No, not very. But hang onto it, like a good girl. Will you?”

“Of course,” she said.

It was a day for things. I came out of the phone booth, and the sun was back in the sky, and a Negro boy grinned up at me and said, “Shine, mister?”

He should have been in school, I told him. My heart had stopped racing, and I wanted to stand still for a few minutes.

I put my foot up on his box, and he said, “Well, there you are, mister, ain’t it true that somebody always thinks the worst of you? I’m a junior in high school on the afternoon session. That leaves me my mornings free.”

It sounded like a reasonable argument, and I gave him twenty-five cents. It was a larger gesture than you might imagine, and it switched my lunch from a cheap restaurant to a cafeteria, and I was sick of it again, sick of scrimping and saving and counting pennies, and not being able to afford a shine and lunch but only to split the difference between them. I owned a house that was mortgaged to the hilt at the Savings and Loan and a car that belonged to the Acceptance Company and a washing machine and a television set on time, and of myself, the small part that had belonged to me was mortgaged to a key.

I went down into the subway, got my train and a seat, and opened my paper again. In New York, a man had fallen off a subway platform. In Algiers, members of the Secret Army had murdered twelve Moslems. In one case, the murderer had walked up to a man on the street, put a gun to his head, and pulled the trigger. In another case, a Secret Army member had approached a group of Moslems who were waiting for a bus and had sprayed them with machine-gun fire. The murders were cold, heartless—as perhaps every murder is—and methodical, but it seemed to me that here was a note of such brutality and inhumanity as the world had not seen before. There were pictures in the newspaper. One showed a subway platform. Another showed one of the streets in Algiers where the murders had taken place. Three bodies were sprawled on the sidewalk, and the sidewalk was in use, active use, by well-dressed European men and women who walked past the bodies, apparently indifferent to them.

I am not a politically aware person, and often enough the thought has occurred to me that I am not a very bright person; but if I read a newspaper with detachment and from a great distance, there at least I am not too unlike others, most others. I read it from a distance, a record of man’s hatred for man, of man’s brutality to man, and of man’s tissuelike mortality, and it leaves me untouched.

Except that now I was not untouched. I had made a connection with fear and horror, and I wondered whether, once you make such a connection, it ever departs from you.

I glanced up and saw a woman standing, and after I had looked at her for a moment or two, I rose and gave her my seat, not because I am a gentleman; there are no gentlemen left in the New York subways; but because she was the most beautiful girl I remember seeing, and it would be easier to look at her if she were sitting down and I were standing. She smiled and thanked me and took my seat. She had black hair and gray eyes that gave the impression of slanting slightly, a skin like cream, and the face of an angel. It was a delight to look at her—it gave you the feeling that you had never looked at a woman before.

I only looked at her. If I don’t love my wife with the same gasping passion I seem to have experienced eight years ago, I love her nevertheless, and the man who tells you he won’t go out of his way to look at a beautiful woman is a liar.

Alice and I had been married four years before Polly was born. When we married, Alice was twenty-five and I was twenty-seven. Alice had come to the United States from England six years before. At the age of fifteen, during the terror bombing of London, she had lost both parents and had gone to live with an aunt who had a tiny income from some securities. At the age of fifteen, Alice left school and went to work. Coming from a lower-middle-class family, but one with all the pretensions of the lower middle class in Great Britain, she still had enough guts to go into a factory and learn how to operate a machine. She worked in the factory until the war was over, and then she was out of a job, and few enough jobs there were for a woman.

The aunt died, and the small pittance she drew went to a brother in Scotland. A few months later, Alice signed a contract with a domestic agency. They were to pay for her passage to America and place her as a domestic, and in return she would agree to remain with the job until the regular weekly deductions to repay the passage money and the agency fee were completed.

The third-class passage appeared to be a fairly modest sum and the fee of a month’s wages, while stiff, did not seem too unreasonable. What they failed to explain to Alice was their method of computing interest on the money advanced and owed, which, while nominally placed at 7 per cent, turned out to be about 30 per cent, since she continued to pay interest on the full sum until the last dollar was paid. As a result of this, she worked for three years in a Park Avenue apartment for a family of five, cooking, cleaning, and washing, on an average of fifteen hours a day.

Unaware of what legal privileges she might have resorted to, she worked out the time among a group of selfish, arrogant, and thoughtless people, and finished with enough savings to support her through a course in the operation of an IBM comptometer.

I met her at Stevens Associates, a huge architectural firm where we both worked; and we liked each other and we needed each other, since we were both alone, my own place of origin being Toledo, Ohio. We were married a year after we met.

She desperately wanted a place with a little green, some grass and a place where you could make a garden, no matter how small, so we pooled our savings and put down a payment on the house in Telton. It was to be only a beginning, since we were full of our dreams and confident of them too. We loved children, and we were determined to have a lot of them, and to give them all the love and advantages that we were denied during our own childhoods.

But for almost four years, no children came. We spent our money on doctors and doubled the fees for specialists, but they gave us no help and no comfort, except to assure us that we were both physiologically able to have children.

Then Polly was born, but it was a difficult, dangerous touch-and-go situation, with Alice’s life in the balance. Polly was delivered with a Caesarean section, and postoperative complications forced Alice to remain in the hospital five weeks. The doctors did not think she would be able to have any more children, and they had turned out to be right.

At the office, I was twenty minutes late. Fritz Macon said to me, “A diller a dollar a ten o’clock scholar—”

I told him to shut up, and he remarked that I was touchy this morning, very touchy, and I told him to go to hell.

Then he looked at me curiously, and I felt that I should apologize to him or say something as an explanation, but I didn’t care enough to go to the effort. I fixed paper to my drawing board and studied a set of plans, and then I heard Fritz say, “Anything wrong, Johnny?”

“Why?”

“You’ve been sitting there for ten minutes looking at those plans.”

“Oh?”

“I was just wondering—”

I didn’t answer, and the phone rang. Fritz took it, and then handed it to me. “For you, Johnny.”

The phone was silent.

“Hello?” I said. “Hello? Hello?”

I was going to slam it down when a thick, guttural voice spoke. “Camber?”

“This is John Camber,” I replied. “Who’s calling?”

“You don’t know me, Camber. The old man was my father.”

“What old man? Are you sure you want me? My name is John Camber.”

“I know, Camber.”

“Well, what do you want? Who are you?”

“The name’s Shlakmann. Does that ring a bell?”

I breathed into the phone without replying, and glanced at Fritz, who was watching me. He dropped his eyes to his work.

“Shlakmann,” the guttural voice repeated.

“Yes—”

“Hans Shlakmann.”

“What do you want?”

“I want to talk to you, Camber.”

“About what?”

“Things, Camber. Things.”

“I have nothing to talk to anyone about. How do I know who you are?”

“Just take my word for it, Camber. What about the old man? Did he fall? Was he pushed? What about him?”

“I can’t talk to you here.”

“And the key, Camber? I hear you got the key.”

“I can’t talk to you here,” I said hopelessly, and hung up. I looked at Fritz. He was bent over his board and intent on his work. I picked up a pencil, and my hand was trembling. Then the phone rang again. The same voice.

“Camber?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t brush me off, Camber. Don’t hang up on me.”

“I don’t know who you are or what you’re talking about.”

“This is big ball, Camber, not the little league. Don’t be the horse’s ass. Don’t think you can walk into the game and walk out with the marbles. You met Angie.”

I listened, breathing hoarsely.

“I tell you something about Angie. Maybe he don’t look dangerous. Maybe he just looks like a skinny guy who can blow away in a wind. No. Believe me. No. Angie never carries no gun—brass knucks and a beer-can opener, but you’d vomit to see what he can do to a man with them brass knucks and a beer opener. Maybe worse than what the subway does to my old man. So be practical, Johnny boy. Be practical. That’s what I am, practical. I don’t shed tears over the old man. So he got it the hard way. If you and me have a dollar for every time he dished it out the hard way, we are rolling in it. All I say is I want to talk to you—and believe me, the sooner the better—for you. You got the key. You are so Goddamn hot—hot! You know about hot? That key is burning you, and all you got to lean on is the key.”

“I don’t know what you are talking about,” I whispered.

“Crap! Just let me tell you this, Johnny boy. I can do you good. No one else can. Let’s talk.”

I hung up the phone. As I sat there, staring at my drawing board, Fritz said, “Trouble, Johnny?”

I shook my head. Not trouble as trouble was spelled. There was no name for this because it did not happen—not to anyone like Johnny Camber, not to myself.

“They got me on this damn smokestack,” Fritz said, “and all I can think about is that two-mile high building Frank Lloyd Wright wanted to build, and how when I was a kid I used to dream that I would build it. I worshiped the man. I met him once. You know what he was like, Johnny?”

“No,” I said dully. “What was he like?”

“Civilization. Like the essence of civilization. No—it’s hard to put it—like a human being in a world of cave men.”

Frank Jaffe called me into his office. Jaffe was a hard man who moved through life amiably. Between the partners, the division of labor called for Sturm to be the bastard and Jaffe to wear a heart of gold on his sleeve, and since we were underpaid and overworked, the arrangement was necessary and useful. Jaffe was a fat man, with a pear-shaped head and a number of chins, and he was a complex man who lived an apparently happy life with a wife and three children in Connecticut, performed as a deacon of his church, and kept a small penthouse apartment in New York, where he satisfied a taste for variety in women. This was local office gossip, with a couple of used and rejected typists to back it up; and as far as I was concerned, Jaffe could keep a harem, if he would only raise my pay and cut down on the overtime.

But he hadn’t called me in to raise my pay. He was brooding over my work, and he glanced up curiously as I entered, smiled his ready smile, and asked me how I felt.

“I feel all right,” I replied.

“Sit down, Johnny.” I sat down in the leather chair next to his desk. “You don’t look all right. You look sick. I don’t know what else could explain this.” He waved at the drawing. “You loused it up—all right, you’re entitled to a certain amount of leeway. But this! You were late.” He shook his head. “If it was up to me, Johnny, you could come in at ten or eleven, as long as you got your work done. But it’s not up to me. We establish a rule and a pattern, and we got to stick to it. All right, forget it now. You got trouble at home?”

“I don’t feel good,” I said. “You say, well, I’m fine, I’m fine, when someone asks you.” I shrugged. “I haven’t any excuse. I feel rotten. Today is one of those days.”

“Are you sick, Johnny?”

“Maybe. I don’t know.”

“You want the day off?”

“I think so,” I nodded. “If I can be spared. I’ll take it without pay.”

“You take it with pay,” he said magnanimously. “Go home and go to bed. Get yourself into shape.”

I nodded and rose and thanked him and started for the door.

“Johnny?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Johnny, I keep my hands off my employees’ personal lives. I make it my business not to pry. In this case—well, do you mind if I ask a personal question?”

“No, sir—go right ahead.”

“Are you having trouble with your wife?”

I took a deep breath, swallowed, and replied slowly, “No, sir. I’m not having any trouble with my wife. We have our problems, but it’s not what you would call trouble.”

“Are you a church-goer, Johnny?”

It’s not worth losing a job to tell a man to go to hell, not when you have a wife and a kid and you owe more money than you’re going to make during the next twelve months, so I swallowed again and told Jaffe that I went to church intermittently.

“But we don’t live intermittently, Johnny. We walk around with a knapsack full of concrete. Try laying it down once a week, Johnny. Try it, Johnny. Now go ahead and do yourself some good.”

He grinned at me, a big, pear-shaped grin, and it did not help for me, as I closed his door behind me, to say to myself, “Lousy damn son-of-a-bitch.”

But at least he gave me the day off, and God, how I needed it!
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