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WALTER B. LEVIS

The Language of Men

While the rest of the family attended the funeral, I stayed behind with the
baby and took a book from a shelf in my father-in-law’s bedroom.
Norman, known affectionately by his Yiddish nickname, Nocky, had died
two days ago. Though his death after a long battle with cancer wasn’t a
surprise, I felt surprisingly numb, as if the news had come across the radio
or television, another painful headline dimly acknowledged. I knew what I
was struggling with: when he was alive, my father-in-law and I barely said
hello; now that he was dead I didn’t know how to say goodbye.

Over time I’d come to accept the strain between Nocky and me. The
distance in our 17-year relationship had been bridged by nothing but the
sheer force and will of the woman we both loved: his daughter, my wife.
Again and again she brought us together, but she could never make us
enjoy it. The discomfort was like a physical condition, a knotted muscle
or achey stiffness or, at our harshest moments, a sore swollen throat chok-
ing off the easy breath of laughter and Joy, constricting our intimacy to
cordial hand-over-your mouth pleasantries exchanged on holidays.

But now Nocky was gone, and I stood alone in his bedroom looking at
his books in a way that I could never have looked at them before. Like
sentries at the vigil, the big, thick hardcover books—the classics—stood
upright on the top shelves of the built-in floor-to-ceiling bookcases, while
on the lower shelves, stacked this way and that, sometimes just piled like
hastily flipped pancakes, were the paperbacks, the best-sellers, and the
dozens of mysteries discreetly consumed without discussion. My father-
in-law loved books. He loved ideas. He loved words. In fact, it’s safe to
say that he loved writers. He just didn’t love his daughter marrying one.

You Just Don’t Understand. The title, sandwiched between crime nov-
els on a lower shelf, caught my eye. The book was a best-seller written by
sociolinguist Deborah Tannen, and it promised to “help many people put
their problems of communication with the opposite sex in a manageable
perspective.” Under normal circumstances, that blurb alone would ensure
that I'd never read a page. Self-help books usually leave me cold. But these
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weren’t normal circumstances. My father-in-law was dead. You Just Don’t
Understand is precisely how I thought about him when he was alive.

Though he loved literature and art, Nocky’s major interest was com-
merce. After flirting in his youth with Communism, he completed all of
the coursework at Yale for a doctorate in economics. Then, feeling pres-
sure to earn what he called “serious money,” he dumped the dissertation,
turned from academia to business, and, as the story goes, never looked
back. He climbed to senior executive positions at various corporations,
achieving considerable wealth and corporate power, as well as a reputa-
tion for being nothing less than a brilliant strategic planner.

Perhaps it was strategic planning when a short while after meeting me
he cautioned his daughter that “a serious writer hoping to earn serious
money is like a high school basketball player dreaming of joining the
NBA.” This ominous analogy found its way into a bit of his own writing,
which reached us in a letter he sent to Taiwan, where his daughter and I
were spending a year peddling English lessons while studying Chinese
and T’ai Chi and the ancient art of flower-arranging. Strategic planners
we were not.

And so the lines were drawn: strategy versus spontaneity; maturity
versus youth; the sharp pinch of financial reality in conflict with the bare-
foot-ranked dreams of literary achievement.

We tried to talk. I tried to convey to my father-in-law the inherent
value of the writer’s process; he offered his views on why publishing is
just another big business. I tried to make comprehensible the idea of writ-
ing as “a way of life”; he countered with an explanation of why film and
television make literature marginal. And once, sipping bourbon late at
night while sitting on the leather couch in the den, I tried to explain to my
father-in-law the mysterious connection one writer can feel with another. I
told him a dream I’d had. Saul Bellow was in it, and so was Philip Roth,
and so were several other towering figures of American literature all gath-
ered at an enormous wooden table where a great feast had been spread to
celebrate a holy day called “Of Existence.”

Nocky listened to me describe this dream. He had a way of sitting that
suggested a deep inner quietness, a sense of control. You could see it in
the relaxed slope of his heavy shoulders, the stillness of one thick leg
crossed over the other, the deliberate lingering of his hand passing
through his full gray hair. At moments like these, he spoke in a low, con-
trolled tone, composing sentences that were almost unnaturally perfect in
their grammar, as if it weren’t just thoughts in his head but complete
ideas, written and edited.

That night I remember he took a particularly long time forming a
response. We sipped our drinks. He stood up and took off his cardigan
sweater. I crossed and recrossed my legs, trying to wriggle a kink from my
back. Then I watched closely as he tossed his sweater on the rocking chair.
He’d been quite athletic in his youth, a basketball player, and in this small
gesture his natural coordination was revealed. The ease of his crouch as he
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raised himself from a sitting position, the distinct wrist-flick as he released
the sweater, then the fluid transfer of weight from one foot to the other as he
leaned forward, picked up his whiskey and took a large, deliberate gulp.
Although I never once saw him play basketball, it seems likely he was one
of those players who—when the pressure was on—wanted to have the ball.
And everyone else must have wanted him to have it, too.

“Well,” he said, settling back on the couch. “We live in a psychological
age in which—commensurate with the rise and fall of Sigmund Freud—
dream interpretation has gone both in and out of fashion. Personally, I'm on
the side of science. Most dreams, I'm afraid, don’t mean anything.”

As he spoke, he looked at me directly, the gray-green center of his
eyes gleaming with anticipation. The first stone had been thrown. He
knew I took dreams seriously. Now I had to defend it.

But I had no interest in arguing. My father-in-law, I felt, was simply
missing the point. So I said nothing. I just shifted my drink from one hand
to the other, watching the small cubes of ice swirl, their clink against the
cut glass like lonely porch chimes on a drafty night. Finally, my father-in-
law broke through the hush and explained why he thought Bellow is supe-
rior to Roth.

The bitter frustration of that disappointing moment came back to me
on the day of his funeral. Saying goodbye seemed pointless. But still I
stood in his empty bedroom trying to wedge my black feelings into the
darkness that had always stood between us and was now, forever, insur-
mountable. It’s true that silence is the souvenir of the living—the cold
quiet of an empty bedroom, the hum of central heating, a car door some-
where in the distance slamming shut. Nocky’s room that day smelled too
fresh, the lingering medicinal odors overwhelmed by traces of lemon and
ammonia and the perfumed fragrance of a dry-cleaned comforter.

On an impulse, I took Deborah Tannen’s book from the shelf and
opened to this passage:

Though all humans need both intimacy and independence, women
tend to focus on the first and men on the second. It is as if their life-
blood ran in different directions.

It was eerie the way these few lines inspired a vision—or revision—of
talking with Nocky. His “masculine” need for independence; my “femi-
nine” desire for intimacy. I tried to imagine him looking at these lines as I
sat down on the edge of his bed and read further:

. my husband was simply engaging the world in a way that
many men do: as an individual in a hierarchical social order in which
he was either one-up or one-down. In this world, conversations are
negotiations in which people try to achieve and maintain the upper
hand if they can, and protect themselves from others’ attempts to put
them down and push them around. Life, then, is a contest, a struggle
to preserve independence and avoid failure.
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I, on the other hand, was approaching the world as many women
do: as an individual in a network of connections. In this world, con-
versations are negotiations for closeness in which people try to seek
and give confirmation and support, and to reach consensus. They try
to protect themselves from others’ attempts to push them away. Life,
then, is a community, a struggle to preserve intimacy and avoid iso-
lation. Though there are hierarchies in this world too, they are hierar-
chies more of friendship than of power and accomplishment.

I put down the book and thought again about Nocky: his riff on success in
the NBA, his reflex to rank the writers in my dream. He did, indeed, have
an instinct to view life as a contest, and to approach even the smallest
conversation as a negotiation for power and control. And sitting there in
his empty bedroom, I wondered: Where is this masculine “life-blood™ in
me, especially now that Nocky is gone?

It occurred to me then that I counted on Nocky. I counted on him to
touch my wounds in a way that kept me one step ahead of my pain.

For example, I could be angry at Nocky instead of feeling the hurt of
having three over-achieving older brothers: one with a genius 1.Q., another
with a shelf full of television awards, and the third with a successful doc-
tor’s tendency to offer advice on everything. For me, the blessing of being
the youngest contains its curse: my three warm, funny, friendly big broth-
ers treated me like a prince, ensuring that I would never feel like a king.

And I could be angry at Nocky instead of feeling the confusing ache
of having a father who climbed his way up from hawking suits on
Maxwell Street to selling office buildings in the heart of Chicago’s Loop
—but still my dad doesn’t quite wear the air of a wealthy man. My father
feels most himself clipping drugstore coupons alone in the kitchen with a
can of herring and a box of crackers. You can take the man out of poverty
without taking the poverty out of the man. It’s maddening, but it’s so dif-
ficult to be mad at my father, who’s such a generous, gentle, kind person.

Much easier to be angry at Nocky.

And it was much easier to be angry at Nocky than to admit my own
“masculine” failures to seize the day’s triumphs. A memorable flop: at
17, after years of practicing tennis with the devotion of a wanna-be-
champ, I had a shot at a number-one ranking for boys 18 years and under
in the state of Illinois. It was the end of the summer; I'd won two Chicago
District Tennis Association tournaments in a row; I was seeded first at the
prestigious Hinsdale Open. The prize was within my reach, but while
driving to the tournament, I became mysteriously nauseous. I tried to
ignore it and kept driving, whispering to myself, “I can do it, I can win
this tournament, yes, I can do it.”

But I couldn’t do it. My stomach knotted and cramped until T pulled
over to vomit on the shoulder of the highway. Then, convinced now that I
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was really sick, I rushed to the nearest pay phone to withdraw from the
competition.

“Do you realize that you're the number-one seed?” asked the tourna-
ment director. “If you default, it throws off the whole draw sheet! How
about if we delay the match? Maybe you’ll feel better by this afternoon.”

“No,” I said. “I'm sorry. I'm really very sorry. I'm quite sick.”

And I'll never forget how I hung up the phone and got back in the car
and by the time I drove home felt fine. But it was too late. The default had
been entered. I finished that year ranked seventh.

Of course, this little tennis tale is nothing but a boyhood trifle, incon-
sequential to my adult life—except in one important way: I wish now that
before Nocky had died I had told him about pulling over to vomit on the
shoulder of the highway the summer I had a chance to be ranked number
one. Nocky knew only that I played successfully on the tennis team at a
Big 10 university, and that, when it comes to competition, I’ve won some
small (quite small) awards for my fiction and plays. But I wish now that
he had known how much I've struggled with being “ranked,” and, more
important, I wish Nocky had known that of all the men in my life—
including my own father and three older brothers—it was he alone who
insisted on speaking to me in this “language of men,” reminding me that
the world is, indeed, in part, a contest.

My fantasy about all of this is simple: if Nocky and I had discussed
Deborah Tannen’s book, our relationship would have been transformed. 1
would have explained how the “sensitive man” of my generation easily
casts himself in the “feminine” role, valuing connection over competition
and intimacy over independence. Yes, if we had only talked about this
book, we would have been closer. And that’s why it seemed so spooky to
sit there in his empty bedroom. I was reading the conversation Nocky and
I never had. But when several days later I was back home and had fin-
ished the book, I learned that I had made a stupid, almost comical mis-
take. I’d been standing on the wrong side of the bed. It was my mother-in-
law who, at the suggestion of a therapist, had been reading You Just Don’t
Understand. Nocky never cracked a page.

So much for my fantasy. Nocky wasn’t speaking to me from the grave
through the pages of a paperback best-seller. But the ridiculous urge for
that helps me realize now why it’s been so hard to say goodbye. I don’t
understand death. It’s the mystery that dwarfs all other mysteries. The
simple unknown. From the standpoint of this unbearable ignorance, I can
see that saying goodbye to Nocky means finding a way to keep alive the
complicated questions and difficult dynamics that made our relationship
so painful, and so important. And who knows why, but these lasting
entanglements of the soul seem to mock life’s ordinary boundaries of
space and time. Yes, I needed Nocky—and I still need him.
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