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Foreword: The Style of Goodness

by Mary Gordon

It is a fact universally acknowledged that, in fiction, good characters are not interesting. Milton’s Satan is more interesting than Milton’s God. Iago is more interesting than Desdemona. Becky Sharp is more interesting than Amelia Sedley.

This universally acknowledged truth, however, is no more dependable than the idea that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife. In the hands of a master, goodness can be riveting, even incandescent. Think of Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Ramsay, or Chekov’s Sonia, or Hardy’s Jude. The challenge is to invoke goodness without brushing up against the sticky paint of sentimentality. And this Oscar Hijuelos achieves superlatively in the character of Edward Ives.

Sentimentality thrives on generalizations—received ideas like coins passed through so many hands that the stamped image is illegible. In Mr. Ives’ Christmas, Oscar Hijuelos shirks abstractions, and instead he treats us to wave after wave of acutely observed specifics. His characters’ physicality is rendered by strikingly original, sometimes surprising details. After Ives’ friends the Ramirezes have weathered the storm of Mr. Ramirez’ infidelity, for example, Ives notes that “humiliation had thinned their eyelids.” When Ives agrees to meet his son’s murderer thirty years after the act, the skinny, jittery street punk is transformed, after half a lifetime in prison, into a three-hundred-pound slob with tear-shaped prison tats on his cheeks. Like quantum particles that gain energy from their proximity to one another, Hijuelos’ objects, weather descriptions, buildings press upon each other and explode with life. He creates lists whose variety and abundance make palpable different aspects of a lived life, from the everyday to the mystical to the ugly.

Sometimes the life is merely ordinary, but the attention paid to details makes the ordinary precious, as when, early in the novel, Ives goes through the closet in which he keeps the relics of his past. “In his closet, he had pads and sketchbooks and samples of artwork from the time he was a teenager: a few of the hand drawn Christmas cards that he peddled from door to door and sold for a nickel apiece, and everything else from matchbook covers to beer coasters, girly posters, horror comics, religious drawings, and book illustrations and mounds of mechanicals… dozens of promotional pens and paperweights put out by his agency on behalf of tobacco companies, foundation garment manufacturers, and just about anything else from gentle laxatives to pipe cleaners.”

On the day of his “mystical experience,” before his son’s death, Ives processes his vision initially through the lens of popular advertisements. “The sky was a clean wintry blue—the blue of deeply processed magazine ads, the blue of poster art for seaside vacations in Hawaii and Havana, a blue that, reminiscent of water, seemed dense and inviting, a blue of light diffused through crystal… Then, not knowing whether to shout from ecstasy or fear, he looked up and saw the sun, glowing red and many times its normal size, looming over the avenue, a pink and then flaring yellow corona bursting from it. And then, in all directions, the very sky filled with four rushing, swirling winds, each defined by a different colored powder like strange Asian spices; one was cardinal red, one the color of saffron, another grey like mothwing, the last a brilliant violet.”

In his rapt chronicling of details, Oscar Hijuelos has created a kind of hymn to New York City, but the tones are not consistently sweet. There are breakthroughs of ugliness and violence. “It bothered Ives that the neighborhood was not quieter or more genteel, that they would wake up sometimes at three in the morning because some drunks had spilled out of the corner bar to fight, shouting and breaking glass and with police sirens wheeling, or that, from time to time, one heard the prostitutes yelling at their pimps, or the occasional gunshots being fired from on high, as if from the rooftops.” When he first visits the apartment building of his friend Ramirez, Ives describes it as smelling of “that strange combination of odors particular to tenements—dog hair, insecticide, wet newspaper, leaky plaster, incinerator ash.” And the tragedy of Edward Ives’ life is a direct product of urban violence. His beloved son, seventeen years old, is shot senselessly by a fifteen-year-old Puerto Rican kid, just for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

This tragedy is the column that supports the structure of the novel. In the same way that he lovingly creates place and atmosphere by combining likes and unlikes, Hijuelos excavates Edward Ives’ lifelong mourning, his internal deadness, his slow climb toward forgiveness, his final rising from the tomb of his grief, his reliving of the gratitude and sense of awe that marked him even as a child. There is nothing simple about Edward Ives, nor of Hijuelos’ depiction of him. He is a man of parts: foundling, artist, lover, father, mystic, broken-hearted survivor. He works in advertising in the same period as Don Draper of TV’s Mad Men, but there is no glamour attached to his job—no three-martini lunches, no bedding clients, no willing secretaries. Everyone who encounters him knows him as a good man, but this provides him with no consolation. From the beginning of the book, he is haunted by sadness, a sense of his aloneness in the universe, and a surprised, almost frightened reaction when delight somehow comes his way. Even the blessing of his happy love of Annie Maguire, who will become his wife and the mother of his children, is framed by tragedy: They become lovers on a night when they have just witnessed a young woman falling out of a building to her death on the sidewalk at their feet. His forebodings turn out not to have been unfounded: The worst thing that could happen, happens, and he must go on living.

The beauty of Oscar Hijuelos’ style permeates the whole of the novel and is present in every aspect of its composition, from his choice of individual words to the rhythm of his sentences, to the structure of the book: a series of self-contained sections with titles that function like newspaper headlines or the titles of songs. Wanting to know what went behind Hijuelos’ decision to structure the novel in this way, I consulted his widow, Lori Carlson-Hijuelos. She encouraged me to think of Dickens, whom Hijuelos greatly admired, and to think of the titles as a move to give the present-day story a Victorian resonance. And she said that Hijuelos wanted to create a series of Christmas carols, some lighthearted, some tragic. Each carol, or chapter (or, as I like to think of them, chapterlettes), has a musical beat or rhythm, often beginning con brio and ending with a decrescendo.

In considering the quiet tone of Mr. Ives’ Christmas, it is easy to forget what a daring book it was at the time of its publication in 1995. This was a year in which irony was king, and violence was glamorized, even eroticized. It took nerve to march boldly into that terrain with the story of a man who is devout, perhaps saintly, who prays and begs a God he is no longer sure exists for wisdom and courage to live when he would perhaps rather be with his son in the next world. Ives’ religious faith enables him to perform the almost unbearable act of confronting his son’s murderer and offering him forgiveness.

It makes sense, then, for the novel to begin and end in a church. As a young man, Ives finds himself in St. Patrick’s Cathedral “lost in a kind of euphoric longing.” As an old man, having endured a life of loss and sorrow, his final vision retains that youthful euphoria, hard won, dearly bought. Despite the evidence of the mind and the senses, Ives believes in a final goodness, a good God who will “take him away, and all the others who were good in this world, into His heaven, with its four mysterious winds, where they would be joined unto Him and all that is good forever and ever without end.”

The book concludes on the word end. The final decrescendo.
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