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	The principal Jews I have known in fiction begin with Shylock, then skip 
several centuries to Dickens’ Fagin and George Eliot’s Daniel Deronda; and then to our own day, to Saul Bellow’s Moses Herzog, and Philip Roth as himself.  And now through the good  grace of Louise Mooney, who I believe was instrumental in bringing tonight’s book to the  Novel Club’s  agenda, I have experienced Morris Bober, grocer. He strikes a familiar chord in me, since many of my aunts and uncles, like Bober, were Jewish immigrants who in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries fled the pogroms and other unsavory aspects of eastern Europe for the bright shores of America. They had stores – grocery stores, candy and stationery stores, ladies clothing stores. Like Morris they kept a worried eye on the cash register; they lived in cramped quarters above the store; they worked themselves to the bone.  My Aunt Gussie and Uncle Sam, who had a store in New Rochelle, New York – soda fountain, toys, candy, knick-knacks – even endured the cataclysm of their only son’s announcement that he was in love with a shiksa, a gentile woman, and intended to marry her.  They could not have been more unnerved if it had been revealed that he robbed banks or molested children. Morris Bober, then, is landsleit , one of my ancestral countrymen. It is on ground direly similar to theirs that this grocer’s feet are planted irrevocably, and in resignation. 
        Malamud brings us almost bodily into the setting and rhythms of Bober’s life. We see in the seedy store the noisy cash register, the gas radiator at the front, the blackened enameled pot where Bober boils up coffee, the back room where he sits and scans yesterday’s Jewish Daily Forward, and where through an opening in the wall he can view his almost moribund shop to see if maybe there’s a customer. And when there isn’t, as is too often the case, what he perceives is a long, dark tunnel.  We see Morris rise at six in the morning to make sure that the Polish lady receives her customary hard roll, for which she lays out three pennies; we see the ten-year-old girl who comes in for groceries for her mother and pleads for credit, and Morris, at first refusing, then granting credit to the weeping child and taking a pencil, writing down on his worn counter top the sum owed, never to be repaid, under the heading “Drunk Woman.”  We see the comings and goings of the delivery men – the milk man, the meat man, the bread man, and Breitbart the bulb peddler, who with his cartons of light bulbs tied with a clothesline, comes simply for a schmooze with Morris, who boils up tea for him and serves it in a thick glass with a slice of lemon. And we see  Morris’s uneasy relations with his nearby shopkeepers, Karp the liquor dealer who has betrayed him; Pearl the candy store owner,  and across the street Schmitz the German, whose newly established, fancy grocery-delicatessen with its streamlined fixtures threatens to deal one more blow to Morris’s staggering business.  And we see the encompassing neighborhood, as desolate as a Hopper painting. It is basically a gentile neighborhood, and in it Morris feels alien.
	A shrunken, limited world, one might conclude. But what Malamud the fabulist does, is show that within this world large forces are at work.  Enter Frank Alpine, an alien like Bober though not a Jew, and in fact harboring Christendom’s time-honored contempt for that tribe.  Alpine imbues the story with  concepts of sin and redemption. Bereft of parents, raised in an orphanage and then in less-than-loving families from whom he repeatedly ran way, his adult self bears a burden of hopelessness, and of divine hope.  He sins, committing outrages that range from robbery to rape.  At the same time the notion of goodness is a persistent ache in his psyche. It lives glowingly for him in the person of St. Francis of Assisi, whose flock included birds as well as people, and to whom Frank (his name is no accident) had been introduced by a priest in the orphanage. In his mid-twenties now, a soul without a compass, a wanderer who has threaded his forlorn way from the west coast to the east, he describes St. Francis to the candy store owner Sam Pearl: “He was a great man. The way I look at it, it takes a certain kind of nerve to preach to birds.” 
	“That makes him great?,”  Pearl asks, “because he talked to birds?” 	 “Also for other things,” says Frank.  “For instance he gave away everything that he owned, every cent, all his clothes off his back. He enjoyed to be poor. He said poverty was a queen and he loved her like she was a beautiful woman.”
	Sam shook his head. “It ain’t beautiful, kiddo. To be poor is dirty work.”
	“Every time I read about somebody like him,” Frank says, “ I get a feeling inside of me I have to fight to keep from crying.  He was born good, which is a talent if you have it.”
           Frank sees himself as abysmally deficient in that talent. But wishes passionately to change. He will become good.  Having participated with the sociopath Ward Minogue in robbing Bober’s store, in which to add injury to insult Minogue has dealt Bober a severe blow to the head, now he must do penance, and by edging into the reluctant Morris’s shop as an assistant, with unremitting labor and more than a little creativity brings new life to the business. 
	The path to salvation, however, is not linear; it is crooked; it is a labyrinth – and in particular for Frank, whose angels are consistently  sabotaged  by his demons.  Even as he rescues Morris’s business he steals from the cash register.  Even as he saves Morris’s daughter Helen from rape by the brutal Minogue, he then rapes her himself. 
	But it is more than inner bumps and knots that bring Frank up short. Something larger than that broods over the Malamudian terrain. In my own fevered imagination I have pictured it as a bird – not one of St. Francis’s chirpy creatures – but enormous and black. It has a beak that stabs and claws that grip; it has a wing span beyond measure. Call it Fate.  Or Destiny.  Morris the grocer tends to call it luck. His has not been good.  So many hopes, so many promises, dashed. The promise of America – a beacon light when the young Morris was growing up in eastern Europe. In his sixties, now,  in his blighted store, he thinks of “soured expectations ... the years gone up in smoke.”  “He had hoped for much in America and got little.” “All my life I slaved for nothing.” There was the promise of his young son Ephraim (for every child is a promise), and Ephraim has died.  His daughter Helen is becoming entangled with the questionable, and to boot goyish, Frank. And when from the economic morass of his grocery there emerges a sudden ray of hope, that too is snuffed out like a candle in the wind. For years, that is, he and his wife Ida have been engaged in the wearying, futile process of seeking a buyer for the store, which will free them from hard labor and provide the wherewithal for retirement. And at last the storekeeper Karp offers to buy Bober out.  “Ida wept joyfully, and Morris, stunned, reflected that his luck had changed.” So nu, what happens? Karp suffers a heart attack, which puts an end to the prospective sale. 
       Are Bober and Frank, Jew and non-Jew, the torn pieces of one fabric?   Because Frank, too, makes attempts and fails, makes attempts and fails.  “With me,” he tells Bober, “one wrong thing leads to another, and it ends in a trap. I want the moon so all I get is cheese.”   They are, really, partners in suffering, though Frank doesn’t know it.  What strikes him, and what he regards with a mixture of curiosity and contempt, is that suffering seems to be worn by the Jew almost as a prayer shawl. “Why is it that the Jews suffer so damn much? It seems to me that they like to suffer, don’t they?”   Morris says calmly, “I suffer for you.”  (As we all know, Jesus was a Jew).
       Let us turn now to the seasons and their turnings. Malamud brings them in with their shifting weathers, somewhat like a Greek chorus that echoes and illustrates the unfolding scene. His people seem always to be awaiting spring, which like the luscious, overhanging fruit that Tantalus reaches for, recedes as he reaches. When Helen, after prolonged waverings and hesitancies in her relationship with Frank, decides finally to let him make love to her, it is a February day but nevertheless springlike and warm, a day of promise.  And with Malamudian irony it turns to ashes. 
       Or take a day at the end of March, in which snow is falling, softly, relentlessly, till by evening it has reached a depth of six inches.  Morris, against protests from his wife, decides to go out and shovel a path for his customers. When he returns indoors, spent, Ida scolds him for having  risked his frail health by doing battle with snow.  And Morris, in the Yiddish speech rhythms to which the reader’s ear is by now finely attuned, replies, “I had my hat on. What am I, tissue paper?...For twenty-two years stinks in my nose this store, I wanted to smell in my lungs some fresh air.”
       Ida: “Not in the ice cold.”
       Morris: “Tomorrow is April... What kind of winter can be in April?”
       And with weather as symbolic underpinning, an interaction takes place within this family of three. An ordinary domestic scene, as commonplace as cream cheese on a bagel.  But it foreshadows the big stuff, the stuff of myth. 
       “Don’t tempt Fate,” Helen warns her father.  
       What kind of winter can be in April? 
       A winter that seals one’s doom.
       For Morris catches pneumonia. 
       And dies.
      
       Frank is prominent at the funeral, where he accidentally stumbles into the pit that holds Morris’s coffin, and is, yes, resurrected by gravediggers. In the months that follow, living in the back of the store, he devotes himself slavishly to keeping it and Ida afloat, and to finding ways to support and nurture Helen, hoping against hope to redeem himself in her eyes, to win her love.  She is the light at the end of his long, dark tunnel.
       The seasons roll inexorably on. And it comes to pass that on a day in April, Frank, formerly the assistant, now the grocer, undergoes circumcision. Shortly after Passover he becomes a Jew. If this novel were to be made into a film, I think the background music might be Richard Strauss’s tone poem, Death and  Transfiguration.	
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