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Introduction by the Author


On the first day back from the 1947 winter
holidays in Los Angeles, my second grade teacher, Mrs. Worthington,
called on everyone in class to stand at their desk and say what he
or she received for Christmas. Mrs. Worthington didn’t know that
the subject of Christmas, in front of my classmates, made me
extremely nervous.

“What did you get for Christmas, Patty,
Jerry, Barbara, Ronnie, Richard, Diane, Anita?”

They all stood, one at a time, and told the
class the presents they received.

What am I going to do? I thought. I’m Syrian
Jewish. We don’t celebrate Christmas. We don’t even give Hanukkah
presents. What should I do?

“What did you get for Christmas, Joseph?”

I stood up and was speechless.

“Well, Joseph, what did you get?”

“I...I got an electric train,” I said,
feeling like a worm.

That incident has never left my memory. It
taught me a great lesson: to never again be ashamed of who and what
I was.

***

There’s a civil war raging in Syria as I
write. It saddens me that Aleppo, one of the oldest continuously
inhabited cities in the world, is being reduced to rubble. I had
always wished to visit Aleppo, the city of my ancestors, but now,
because of my age and the destruction I read about every day, I
don’t think that day will ever come to pass.

My mother’s parents emigrated from Aleppo at
the very dawn of the 20th century. They were among the
first Syrian Jews to settle in Manhattan’s Lower East Side. My
father, also from Aleppo, sailed with his family to America after
World War I in 1919 and settled in the Lower East Side. He and my
mother eventually met in Brooklyn and were married in 1927.

In the Lower East Side, the much larger
number of Yiddish-speaking European Jews didn’t recognize the
Arabic-speaking Jews as Jewish because of their different language
and olive-colored skin. This sense of alienation and culture shock
led the Syrian Jews to band together and help one another adjust to
life in America. The more settled immigrants helped the newcomers
(like my father and his family), providing them with a temporary
place to stay and goods to peddle. Instead of assimilating into the
masses, the Syrian Jews strengthened their identity by following
the religious, ethnic and cultural customs they brought from
Syria.

The community of Syrian Jews moved to
permanent residences in Brooklyn in the 1920s. As the community
grew, it became more assimilated into American society, while at
the same time it continued to nurture and preserve its culture and
values. Today a sizable number of Syrian Jews—estimated between
75,000 and 100,000—reside in the New York metropolitan area with
the greatest number living in Brooklyn.

The Syrian Jews have always been a business
people. Their means to succeed in America has mostly been through
business rather than scholarship. They still do business with one
another, as they did in Syria, dealing mainly in apparel, textiles
and, after World War II, electronics.

Many young men and women have gone on to
college and joined the professional ranks but they, like the
community as a whole, still cling to the traditions and customs of
the past. As a consequence, the Syrian Jews are an insular people,
mainly socializing and intermarrying within their own
community.

***

I was born in Brooklyn, but my family moved
to Los Angeles in 1941 when I was a year old. Instead of growing up
in the large, inward-looking community of Brooklyn’s Syrian Jews, I
grew up as American as any American kid in the wide-open spaces of
Los Angeles of the 1940s and ’50s. There was a small community of
Syrian Jews that my parents socialized with and, during the major
holidays, gathered with in a rented social hall that became a
makeshift synagogue. Other than the holidays and the parties that
my parents hosted, I was never in the company of Syrian Jews.

Of all the boys born to my father’s four
brothers and one sister and my mother’s four brothers and three
sisters, my oldest brother was the first to break away from the
tradition of a son joining his father in business. My brother set a
model for me to follow. It gave me permission to do what I
wanted to do in life and not what tradition demanded.

In this story collection that you are about
to read, I’ve done my utmost to relate my Syrian Jewish
experience.

Joseph Sutton, 2014

 


 


 


The Life and Death of Abraham Massry


Where does a 33-year-old man go when he’s
just broken up with the woman he’s lived with for four years? Where
does he go when his life has no meaning or direction, when he’s
confused, bewildered, lost? He leaves Berkeley with all his
possessions and drives back to the womb—in my case, back to my
parents’ house in Los Angeles.

After breaking up with Maggie Brennan (a
major part of it was that I couldn’t make a living as a writer), my
parents’ house was the last place in the world where I could
straighten out my twisted mind. My 73-year-old father, the left
side of his body paralyzed from a stroke, was on the brink of
dying. He needed round-the-clock attention. My mother was the only
one he would allow to give him that attention.

For three straight days, all I heard was,
“Jenny, Jenny, Jenny.” “Jenny, I’m hungry.” “Jenny, turn the
television on.” “Jenny, cover me with the blanket.”

I walked into my parents’ bedroom to answer
my father’s call and to ease my mother’s burden. “Mom’s busy, Dad.
I’ll cover you.”

“I want her to do it,” he said.

I began to put a blanket over him, but with
his good right hand he prevented me from doing it.

“Jenny,” he called, “I need you to cover
me.”

“I already told you, Dad, she’s busy.”

“Go get her so she can cover me.”

“Dad, don’t act this way. Please don’t act
this way.”

“Jenny, where are you?”

Angrily—“What’s the matter with you, Dad? Why
do you want to bother her when I’m right here to help you?”

My mother was standing at the bedroom door.
“Jakey,” she said, going to cover him, “watch your mouth. Don’t you
have any respect for your father?”

“Where’s his respect for you?”

“Oh, Jakey, when will you understand?”

“Understand what, Mom?”

“You have to be patient with your father.
It’s not easy for him in this condition.”

“Jenny,” my father broke in, “I’m
hungry.”

“I’ll bring you some soup on the stove.”

“Why are you catering to his every wish, Mom?
Why doesn’t he realize you need a break?”

“It’s my duty,” she sternly said as she left
the room.

Oh no, I thought, this whole exchange reminds
me of Freud’s Oedipal theory, where the father and son are battling
it out for the attention of the wife/mother. Two “cripples”
clashing, scratching, brawling.

I looked down at my father. “Why are you
treating Mom this way?”

“It’s none of your business.”

“Look, I know you’re suffering, I really do,
but you can’t expect her to watch over you every minute. The poor
woman, she’s exhausted. She needs a break.”

He delivered a sucker punch. “Get a job.”

“For your information, Dad, I already have a
job.”

“What? What kind of job?”

“I’m a writer.”

“Have you earned any money yet?”

“No.”

“Get a job!”

Here’s what I was thinking at that moment: At
first it was Maggie Brennan who complained I was going nowhere as a
writer, now it’s my father who thinks I’m a loser. Damn, my whole
world is crumbling. I’ve been writing for four and a half years and
I haven’t made a penny at it. Maybe I really am a failure.

Still, I had to take a stand. “Look, Dad, it
takes time for a writer to make a living. Anyway, what’re you
worried about? I’ve never asked you for a handout.”

“Why are you staying at the house?” he said.
“You should be working and raising a family. And no more
shiksas. Find yourself a Syrian Jewish girl. Jenny,” he
commanded, “hurry with the soup.”

I couldn’t stand to see him acting so
despotic. “You win, Dad—I’m getting out of this crazy house
tonight!”

There he was, Abraham Massry, looking like
old Methuselah on his deathbed: the left side of his body
paralyzed, his legs the size of my arms, his chest sunken, his
stomach bloated, bits of food glued to his white, untrimmed
mustache, the pate of his head bald and shiny while his white hair
curled over his ears and down the nape of his neck. Yes, there he
was, an old man who had once been a young man.

He was born in Aleppo, Syria, in 1900. At the
age of 15, when his father died of a heart attack, he took over the
family fabric business. After World War I, at the age of 19, he was
responsible for bringing his mother, sister and three younger
brothers to America.

As the ship sailed into New York Harbor, the
Statue of Liberty welcomed his arrival. He and his family endured
the long processing lines on Ellis Island. A Syrian Jewish family
put them up until they found a two-room cold-water flat on Broome
Street in the busy, bustling Lower East Side of Manhattan. He had
to earn a living, and so he went to his fellow Syrian Jews who
provided him and his younger brothers goods to peddle. After three
years, the family moved into the Syrian Jewish community of
Brooklyn. He opened a linen store, selling tablecloths, aprons,
handkerchiefs, sheets and towels, almost everything manufactured by
Syrian Jews. One sunny Sunday afternoon he attended a Syrian Jewish
block party in Brooklyn...

...He stopped to watch a group of
women—young and old—belly dancing to Arabic music. He couldn’t keep
his eyes off of one of them. He asked the lady standing next to him
if she knew who the young woman was. “That’s Jenny Dishy,” the lady
answered. “Isn’t she beautiful?” Abraham Massry knew her father
through his linen business.

Their dark eyes met. Abraham nodded; Jenny
smiled. Jenny knew she was being watched by this serious, confident
and well-dressed man. She knew it and liked it.

No woman had ever made Abraham Massry’s
heart quicken like this. His eyes were glued to Jenny’s being.
She’s so lively and energetic, he thought.

The music became part of the crowd’s pulse.
The belly dancers twirled and jiggled. Jenny looked at Abraham as
he stared back at her. The beat, the rhythm, onlookers cheering,
piercing cries from the dancers, sweat from the brow, up and down,
in and out...

...He set his sights on marrying Jenny Dishy.
After getting acquainted with her, he went to her father and asked
for her hand in marriage. He married Jenny, 18, in 1927 and they
had a son, a daughter and another son. After opening a larger linen
store across the street from the Empire State Building, he watched
his daughter Luna die of pneumonia at the age of five in 1935. He
fathered his third and fourth sons, then me, his fifth son. Because
of asthma, a doctor told him to live in a warmer climate. He moved
the family to Hollywood, California, in 1941, a month before Pearl
Harbor was attacked.

He opened a linen store in downtown Los
Angeles, commuting to and from work six days a week on the bus. He
was an honest, hardworking retail merchant, who was more himself at
his store than at home with his wife and kids. His business was his
life, but it was always a constant worry, which depressed him, and
he eventually slipped into drinking...

...Abraham Massry quietly opens the bedroom
door. His third and fourth sons, Bob and Maurice, are asleep in a
double bed while six-year-old Jake only pretends he’s sleeping. He
walks into the closet and reaches high for a hidden bottle of
whiskey. Jake wants to shout, “No, Dad, no!” but holds back.

Abraham Massry’s hand finds the bottle in
the dark. He needs relief from his sad existence. His business is
not doing well, the house is too small, he has too many mouths to
feed, too many bodies to clothe and his ambition is zero...

...Mom was always finding whiskey bottles in
closets and drawers around the house. She was always nagging him to
quit drinking and to put more food into his stomach. He kept
drinking, though, and this distanced him from all of us.

He prayed in Hebrew every day of the week
except on Saturday, the Sabbath, wrapping one phylactery around his
left arm and placing the other around his head (also known as
tefillin: two leather boxes containing scrolls of parchment
inscribed with verses from the Torah as a reminder of the
Exodus from Egypt). After the birth of a sixth son, the city of Los
Angeles bought his three-bedroom, one-bathroom house next door to
the Hollywood Police Station on Wilcox. He moved the family to a
larger house on Fairfax Avenue in 1950, now taking a different bus
to 7th and Hill Streets
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