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PRAISE

The Critics on Henry Roth’s Mercy of a Rude Stream sequence

‘Our curiosity at Roth’s remarkable reappearance in print should now be replaced by admiration for his continuing and powerful account of a lost world’
Times Literary Supplement

‘An intensely moving and inspiring human achievement’
The Times

‘Roth has once again skilfully re-created the drama of immigrant life in early-twentieth century America’
Sunday Times

‘Utterly absorbing’
Times Literary Supplement

‘At last, a genuine publishing event . . . alive with the hubbub and smells of his New York childhood . . . something brand new, wholly without cliché’
Literary Review

‘Richly evocative of its time and place’
New York Review of Books

‘Dynamic and moving . . . a stirring portrait of a vanished culture . . . a poignant chapter in the life-drama of a unique American writer’
Newsweek






AUTHOR BIOGRAPHY

In 1994, Henry Roth broke his sixty-year literary silence following his classic novel Call It Sleep with the publication of volume one of Mercy of a Rude Stream, called A Star Shines Over Mt. Morris Park. The second volume in this four-part sequence, A Diving Rock on the Hudson was published in 1995, the third, From Bondage, in 1996 and the fourth, Requiem for Harlem in 1999. The series has received worldwide critical acclaim and has been hailed as ‘unsurpassable’ in the annals of twentieth-century American literature. Henry Roth died, aged 89, in Albuquerque, New Mexico, in October 1995.
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Mercy of a Rude Stream
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To the memory of Leah,
my mother.






THE FAMILY OF IRA STIGMAN

Ira’s Mother’s Family Tree
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Ira’s Father’s Family Tree
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EPIGRAPH

I pass, like night, from land to land;

I have strange power of speech;

The minute that his face I see

I know the man that must hear me,

To him my tale I teach.

—Samuel Taylor Coleridge,

    The Rime of the Ancient Mariner
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PROLOGUE



He was a widower, one in whom his bereavement for his lost wife never vanished. Even five years after Ira Stigman had lost her, grief over his loss sometimes assailed him unbearably, shook him with strange, dry sobs. . . He was eighty-nine years old now—on the verge of becoming a nonagenarian. Much that had once greatly exercised his attention, his partisanship, national and international strife, Israel, even things literary, the field of his own calling, these things interested him only marginally now, remotely—something to be expected of a man nearing ninety. What did he have left? At best? A year or two more of life. A year or two of feebleness, of dependence on others for almost everything, even locomotion, a year or two in which he might suffer the humiliation of incontinence—in short, a year or two left of life he didn’t want, would be quite ready to dispense with. And he would, if he could find some easy means of doing so.

The only thing that still interested him, that meant anything, helped pass the burdensome time, was his word processor. It not only helped tide him over to the awaited end, but made possible his earning the income necessary to supply him with the sustenance, the human assistance, and the creature comfort that served to mitigate this last onerous lap of the journey. Modern technology, that ambiguous genie, might prove in the end an enormous bane or an enormous boon for mankind, but at the moment, it enabled him to transmute this otherwise worthless, pain-ridden time known as old age into something of value. The computer provided

him with a modern analogy of the legendary philosopher’s stone, dream of the alchemists for transmuting the base into the noble. In this case it transmuted the pain-racked into the pleasurable, or at least into a kind of anodyne, a respite from his woes. He owed modern technology a debt of gratitude.

With those thoughts in mind, he sat nervelessly eyeing the small puddle of urine on the floor where he had missed the urinal. Like that puddle, he was probably all wet, as usual, befuddled and illogical. But if he had come anywhere near the truth, then he had accomplished something of immense benefit to himself, almost a beatitude. He had already reconciled himself with himself. And now, he had freed himself from the necessity of that reconciliation. To have suffered so much over so long a span of time over nothing. Liberated. Liberated at last in the year 1995 from bondage imposed on himself more than seventy years ago, from bondage whose depiction he had begun, and would now endeavor to continue.
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