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For Bob Buono, with whom I traveled not just from A♭ to G♯, but through an entire jam-packed alphabet soup of shared hopes and private dreams. 


“Preposterous ass, that never read so far to know the cause why music was ordain’d!” 

—William Shakespeare, The Taming of the Shrew
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Beau-Ty Productions

September 12, 1971

Mr. David Aronson

President

Cicada Music

1755 Vine Street

Los Angeles, CA 90028

Dear Mr. Aronson:

My name is Tyler Noonan. My partner Mitch Beaumont and I own Beau-Ty Productions, a documentary film production company based in New York City. Our 1969 film, “Yeah, Yeah, Yeah: The Year the Beatles Came to Town,” was nominated for an Academy Award. Our 1967 film, “Maidens, Music, and Mayhem,” about Broadway’s first blockbuster in 1900, won the Silver Hugo Prize at the Chicago International Film Festival.

We would like to make a film about your father, the great Jackie Jester. 

I have known about Jackie Jester since I was a kid, back in the late forties. My father used to sing his monster 1942 hit, “Izzy (Who Gives Me a Smile),” whenever I was sad, or when I was mad at someone. After I heard it, I always felt a little better. A little happier. It is such a simple, gleeful little tune about a man who makes people smile through sheer innocence and infectious good cheer. My dad had the 78-rpm record, so in addition to hearing him sing the song hundreds of times, I also played it over and over until the damn needle wore down to a nub. 

A few months ago, I heard “Izzy (Who Gives Me a Smile)” on the radio and started to wonder about your father. Sadly (as you well know, of course), he is still mostly unknown and relatively undiscovered. That’s a damn shame. Unless I’m mistaken, his only other hit was a song called “Fried Onions.” Frankly, that’s what I find truly fascinating, Mr. Aronson—the fact that your father’s career has lasted 40 years (so far) with just those two hits. Four decades, two hits! If that doesn’t make for a mesmerizing story, I don’t know what does. That’s what prompted the idea for this project—along with the fact that your father seems to be a very unique guy.

I did some preliminary research and managed to find some other songs Jackie Jester wrote and recorded over the years, and I purchased a few through a collector I know. I have been listening to them ever since— delightful little ditties like “Sardine Serenade,” “The Putz in the Mirror,” “I Love My Cockatiel,” and others. 

There really was no one quite like Jackie Jester. Am I right?

Mitch Beaumont and I came up with a name we think is perfect for this documentary: “The Odd and Extraordinary Career of Jackie Jester: The Man Who Made Us Smile.” I am seeking your cooperation, Mr. Aronson, so that a feature-length documentary can be as accurate an account of a fascinating career as my partner and I can make it.

From the little bits I was able to piece together, including some articles in Billboard and The Music Trade Review, I know that your father’s real name is Jack Aronson, that he started Amsterdam Records when he was just out of high school, that he had problems with many music industry executives, was often nearly broke, was sued a few times, and more or less acted as his own agent, manager, publicity director, and distributor. Someone in the music business mentioned to me the other day that he even designed the record labels and drove stacks of records in his own beat-up car to stores all over New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut. Can that be true, Mr. Aronson? If so, I think he may have been an entrepreneur long before the word was even coined!

I know that at one point in time the name of his company was changed to Jester Records, and after that to A/Z Songs & Entertainment. If I am not mistaken, that was when your father hooked up with a guy named Ed Zelnick. Zelnick, from the little I was able to deduce, was a shadowy creature, to put it mildly. I can’t find anything nice that anyone ever said about the guy. Quite the opposite, in fact. Seems to me that everyone hated Zelnick’s guts. 

There was also one short paragraph in the now-defunct Brooklyn Times-Union that mentioned a man who was said to have strongly resembled Jackie Jester being rescued by a policeman from a steel railing that ran alongside the Brooklyn Bridge. I don’t know if that’s true at all, but it made me even more curious.

I know that you run Cicada Music, Mr. Aronson, although I am not certain of the connection between Jester Records and Cicada Music. (Cicada is an awesome name, by the way—I’d love to know where it came from.) An article in Billboard called you the youngest record company president in the business today. I have to wonder if you work with your father at all these days. That’s just one of the many questions I hope to talk to you about. I would love to hear from you, either by phone, in person, or by return letter, as to whether or not you would be willing to help Beau-Ty Productions get this project off the ground. I am interested in finding out where your father was born, who his parents were, what prompted him to choose music as a career, where the name Jackie Jester came from, who exactly was this nefarious Ed Zelnick character, and much, much more.

Mr. Aronson, I would be honored if you would agree to help set up some interviews with you and your father on behalf of “The Odd and Extraordinary Career of Jackie Jester: The Man Who Made Us Smile.” Also, would you be open to the idea of helping me gather material for the proposed project? Mitch and I would be thrilled if we could borrow as much background material as possible, such as old sheet music, business correspondence, and photographs, which we would return as soon as we are through using it. It would come in very handy for the production of our documentary.

Thank you for your time and consideration. I will look forward to hearing back from you at your earliest convenience. 

Regards

Tyler Noonan

Beau-Ty Productions

138 West 28th Street

New York, NY 10001


One

Jack Aronson was born into poverty and merriment on the Lower East Side of Manhattan, on the eighteenth of March, in the year 1910.

His parents, Izzy and Sarah Aronson, were enchanted with the infant from the day he was born. That’s because Jack was an active and joyful baby the moment he arrived in the world. Even his scrunched-up grin looked like a smile and his cry for food sounded like laughter. He stayed that way as he grew.

This was a welcome relief for Izzy and Sarah after the difficult infancies of their three older children. Melvin was healthy, though frequently melancholy and irritable. The twins, Rose and Bess, were severely asthmatic and quite often ill, despite their buoyant personalities. 

From his debut on Earth, little Jack’s demeanor encouraged visitors to the Orchard Street tenement to remark that such a happy face and jovial bearing will one day make the boy rich and famous. Maybe even while he was still a child, they said. An actor, someone suggested. A singer, said another. Perhaps he’ll be someone who is famous just for being so darned disarming and photogenic. Even the midwife who delivered him in Sarah’s bedroom said he was destined for greatness. 

Times were tough, which is why such comments were music to the ears of Izzy and Sarah Aronson. Ever since they arrived in America in 1900 Izzy was unable—unwilling may be more precise—to hold a job and rarely had enough money for rent and food. On one hand, he was no different from the tens of thousands of Eastern European immigrants jammed onto the southern tip of Manhattan, all of whom vied for a fragment of hope and a spoonful of contentment. On the other hand, most of the others eagerly accepted jobs in busy factories or on teeming docks, or manning sidewalk pushcarts in the sweltering heat and the bitter cold. Not Izzy. That was not for him. Izzy wanted to tell stories and make people smile. In that way he was almost like a grown-up version of his infant son. He never seemed concerned about being able to afford rent or food. He put his faith in God, and God did in fact seem to bless the Aronsons more times than not, for even when the rent was overdue the landlord would give them an extension and sometimes a reduction, and when food was scarce there were always friends willing to share. People were drawn to Izzy’s good nature and carefree repartee, and there were those who swore that the family never went cold or hungry because of those natural attributes alone. 

Still, Izzy and Sarah knew that God could change his mind at any time, and that their luck, if that’s what they had, could run out with barely a moment’s notice. How marvelous it would be if their friends were right about Jack. How remarkable it would be if the joyful and bright-eyed little boy could take the Aronsons out of constant uncertainty and place them into enduring comfort. Izzy thought it was possible. When they were children, he and Sarah had survived more than a few pogroms in their tiny Russian village, during which several members of their extended families were killed. But here they were, in America, land of the liberated and home of the hardy, and parents to a very special little boy. As Izzy often said, anything is possible.

* * *

Izzy’s optimism came far more easily in vivid and lively New York City than it ever did in bleak and derelict Sarnik, where he grew up. 

Sarnik was a small Russian shtetl near Pinsk, not far from the country’s western border with Poland. He was born there in 1880, as Itzhak Aronskiya. Itzhak became a music teacher at age eighteen. He instructed village children on just three instruments: the flute-like dudka, a whistle called the svistulka, and the treshchotka, comprised of wooden slats that are smacked together to make a clapping sound. What Itzhak did not take into professional consideration, however, was the fact that hardly anyone in Sarnik wanted to learn the dudka, the svistulka, or the treshchotka. 

On average, the skinny red-haired music teacher had just three students at any given time. Rarely did they pay his modest fee. Itzhak never knew if that was because his students were as poor as he, or if they never considered themselves as having been taught to play since he spent most of every lesson spinning funny stories and sharing his philosophies of life.

Itzhak’s future wife, Sarah Kamen, had been born in the same shtetl, also in 1880. Though the community had a population of less than two hundred fifty, Sarah and Itzhak seldom ran into one another and remained strangers as they grew up, though Itzhak made sure always to smile and nod his head whenever he crossed her path. 

Sarah learned all the common and necessary domestic skills from her mother to help run a small household, but also had a natural inclination for caregiving. As young as fourteen she was known as Sarnik’s resident nurse. This was a much valued role since Sarnik had no physician of its own. 

In 1900, after a particularly brutal pogrom, and with their parents’ blessing, Itzhak Aronskiya and Sarah Kamen, acting on separate though remarkably similar plans, escaped to the United States. Both were twenty. On the Baltic Sea they boarded a Russian ship called the Manchuria, which made a nauseating voyage on rough waters to Norfolk, England. In Norfolk they embarked on the British steamship, the SS Amsterdam, bound for Ellis Island in New York Harbor. 

When Itzhak saw Sarah on the Amsterdam, he knew her face but could not recall her name. Nor could he remember what her father did for a living or exactly in which part of the small village their home had stood. He looked for opportunities on the steamship to bump into her. As in Sarnik, Sarah wore clothes that appeared refined, despite the fact that they were actually threadbare garments she had resurrected on her own. Her radiant golden-brown hair and luminous blue eyes added to the charm. Also as in Sarnik, the loose-fitting dresses she wore could not hide the fact that she was remarkably filled out in womanly ways. Itzhak may not have recalled many details of Sarah’s life in Sarnik, but when he saw her on the deck of the ship, his memory was prodded and he recalled having stared at her from a distance, many times, as she walked through the busy town square. Even back then, as a teenager, Sarah was the essence of womanliness. That he remembered. 

Itzhak approached Sarah on the Amsterdam. They chatted. He made her laugh. He told her stories of his life in the village. She asked him what he planned to do in New York. He said he wanted to make people smile—just like an old man in Sarnik he knew, a nameless philosophical beggar named Pincus who told curious tales, sang clever songs, and shared unusual ideas about the meaning of life. 

“When we get to New York,” Itzhak said to Sarah, in Yiddish, in the middle of the blustery North Atlantic, “there are only two things I declare to do, no matter what. Make people smile, and marry you.” 


Two

At Ellis Island, Sarah Kamen remained Sarah Kamen, but when Itzhak Aronskiya glanced at the immigration card that a guard had hurriedly filled out he saw that he was now Izzy Aronson. 

Itzhak made certain that he stood next to Sarah on the ferry that took more than a hundred immigrants to lower Manhattan across New York Bay. It was not an easy maneuver, given the chaotic, seemingly haphazard movements of all the people behind, in front of, and to the side of him. But he was successful, and that made him smile. Sarah saw his generous smile and assumed it was in response to the view of the Statue of Liberty in the near-distance, her dark copper casing blinking with specs of sunlight that first bounced off the water before pinching her robe.

“She’s only fourteen years old,” Sarah said as she stared at the statue in the bay. “But already she is changing color. The sea air, I assume. Used to be more gold than red. Now a little more red than gold.” 

Intuitively Itzhak knew that, like him, Sarah had read a book about America in the weeks before her departure from Sarnik. The Statue of Liberty had a chapter of its own.

“She may get old very fast here in America, and all alone. But not us,” he responded. In his mind Itzhak knew that it was just a half-sentence, that the rest of it—the part about how he hoped that he and Sarah could grow old together—would need to be left unsaid, for the time being, at least. He did not wish to seem too forward. He did not want to scare her. Itzhak let Sarah continue to believe that the sight of Lady Liberty was the reason for his smile. There would be time enough for persuasion, for romance. When the ferry reached Manhattan and disembarked, Itzhak gently put his plan into motion by asking Sarah where she would be living. She told him, this time in broken English, that she planned to live with two second cousins, sisters, who lived on Hester Street. Itzhak informed her in turn that he was promised a room on Canal Street with a fellow passenger from the Amsterdam. 

He was unable to gauge her intent—would she be interested in seeing me, he wondered—but relied on the optimism that had made the trip with him from Sarnik. 

“Nu?” Sarah said, with a wry smile on her face. ”Will Itzhak Aronskiya want to find me on Hester Street one of these days?” 

Itzhak’s generous smile returned. 

“No! You shall never see that man again,” he replied jovially, in English that was no better than hers. “Itzhak Aronskiya is no more. I am now Izzy Aronson! And I must tell you one thing, Sarah Kamen. Izzy Aronson will not be a happy man until he finds you on Hester Street.”

In his third week as a New Yorker, Izzy was hired as a waiter at a restaurant on Broadway and Forty-Fourth Street called Rector’s. Along with the job and the income came the confidence to ask Sarah Kamen to marry him. Two months after he started at Rector’s, Izzy walked up and down Hester Street six times, found Sara looking in a hat store window, and proposed. 

They married in November 1900 and moved into a railroad flat on Orchard Street. The flat had three small bedrooms, a narrow living room that doubled as a dining room, a tiny bathroom with a curtain instead of a door (there was not enough room for a door), and a kitchen that seemed to be carved out of the wall near the front door. The kitchen had a twenty-year-old icebox and an even older coal stove that was visibly lopsided. 

“Old place,” Izzy muttered. “I think maybe George Washington lived here.” He was familiar with Washington because there was a chapter about him in the book he read in Sarnik on American history. When he opened a wooden cabinet above the icebox the cabinet door came off its hinges in his hands and instantly broke into two even pieces. “Oy. And here are George Washington’s teeth,” he added as he glared at the rectangular pieces of wood.. 

Izzy and Sarah made the place comfortable and serviceable, and before long its age and condition ceased to be much of an issue. It became a home. 

Their English improved quicker than all of their immigrant neighbors. 

When the new year arrived, Sarah began part-time work in a factory as a seamstress. The noisy and noxious conditions made her feel ill after just a few days, and Izzy insisted she quit. In July, Izzy was fired from Rector’s. He was told he spent too much time telling stories to patrons about the old country and not enough time taking their orders. On his way home that day he passed a sidewalk vendor who sold bouquets of pink and white orchids. “The only orchids in New York,” the pushcart sign announced in dark pink hand-painted letters. Izzy purchased a bouquet to take home to Sarah, along with a box of candy that he bought at a nearby cigar store. 

“I saw these on my way home, Sarah, and I swear on a stack of bibles from the old Sarnik shul that I would have bought them for you even if I still had my job at Rector’s,” Izzy said to his new wife, hoping his method would soften the blow. She found it hard to be mad at him, regardless of what she had come to learn in just these few weeks as his frequently irresponsible and obstinate ways. This was a constant, but so was his smile, his cheerfulness, and the natural charm that seemed to be a byproduct of it all. “This,” he said as he handed her the box, “is sweet candy for my sweetheart. These,” he continued, “are orchids from right here on Orchard Street, for a bride who is as pretty as a flower. And this,” he concluded as he planted a kiss on her cheek, “is a promise from the bottom of my heart that I will find another job before you can eat all the candy and smell all the orchids.” 

Sarah could not help but smile at his artless way of conveying bad news.

“I know you will find a job,” she said. “But I know how hard that will be, Izzy. So I’ve decided to look for work again, and I won’t let you say no.”

Izzy remained silent.

“There is a lot I can do,” Sarah continued. “It will help. It will take away some of the pressure.”

“Pressure my tuchis,” Izzy snarled. “I have no pressure. I don’t want you to find a job, Sarah. Work takes too much out of a person, and I want you to be healthy for our children.”

“Our children?” Sarah asked incredulously. “You know something I don’t?”

“Let’s see if the flowers and the chocolate do some magic first. We’ll go into the bedroom tonight, and then in a few days maybe we’ll know something we don’t know right now. Farshtaist?”

“Yes, I understand.”

Izzy crisscrossed the downtown cobblestone streets for months in search of a job. Finally he landed one at Wicks Wardrobe Accessories, for which he distributed cartons of buttons, hooks, lace, ribbons, and rolls of felt to apparel manufactures up and down the island of Manhattan. He walked long distances as a Wicks distributor, pushing a cart filled with boxes on the busy roads that he shared with horses and buggies, private steam and Ford delivery wagons, and an occasional Packard or Oldsmobile. These were all new sights for him. There had been nothing like it in Sarnik. Izzy felt the world changing in front of him. He started with the wardrobe accessories firm in February and was fired in May. He was told by his supervisor that he spent too much time joking with clients and not enough time making deliveries.

For the next two years Izzy worked as a facility caretaker at the Eldridge Street Synagogue. Dov Blum, the director at the imposing house of worship, considered his maintenance skills lacking and his attentiveness to problems even worse. But Izzy had become a father in 1904 and Blum did not have the heart to fire him. Besides, students at the temple’s Hebrew school adored Izzy because of his constant jokes and crazy stories. 

Izzy and Sarah named their new baby Melvin, after Sarah’s brother Melek, who had died in childhood a year after Sarah was born. 

By the time Rose and Bess were born three years later, Izzy had left the Eldridge Street Synagogue to work as a bookbinding machine operator at the Graydon Printing Company on West Thirty-Second Street. It was his lowest-paying job and the most physically taxing. The factory was perpetually dark, the fumes potent, the noise unbearable. It created in him a relentlessly rattled appearance. Whenever Izzy walked back to Orchard Street after work, people on the sidewalks thought he was unwell. He did not look right. As he got closer to home his friends would yell at him to get another job. They called him stubborn. Some called him lazy. One or two called him stupid. But his coworkers at Graydon Printing loved him because he made them laugh during each of their three ten-minute breaks. That’s why he stayed as long as he did. 

Izzy had to quit Graydon Printing just before his fourth child was born in 1910 because of a weakened neck. His neck had become so feeble from the position he perpetually held while operating the bookbinder that Sarah told him he would be unable to lift his head at all in another year or two. She had seen the same thing happen to several men at a small factory in Sarnik. 

Over the next fifteen years Izzy had no less than eleven jobs, with several months of unemployment in between. He was fired from eight of them. Two of the companies went out of business. One, a tobacco shop, never paid him for the entire month he was there. “You look like you have such a good time telling stories to customers,” the pitiless owner of the tobacco shop said to him, “that I thought you’d be insulted if I gave you money.” Izzy had the heart neither to scream at the man nor beg for the compensation; he simply quit, claiming that the tobacco odor made him nauseous.

Through it all, Sarah’s love for her husband never waned. Izzy treated her with gentlemanly courtesy, told her a joke every night before they went to bed, and sang love songs to her when they snuggled on the frayed couch in the living room. Somehow they managed to keep a roof over their heads. 

Izzy had a beloved uncle in Sarnik named Yaakov who was killed during an 1896 pogrom. Yaakov owned the village’s only bookstore, a shop with mostly Jewish-themed books written in Yiddish. When the Russian soldiers raided it he tried in vain to rescue as many books as he could, but died in the fire that consumed the tiny shop. When Izzy and Sarah Aronson had their second son in 1910, three of the presents they received from neighbors were books about new babies, and they both knew instinctively that their own new baby would be named after Uncle Yaakov the bookstore owner. The name Yaakov translated most commonly in English to Jack, and little Jack made Izzy and Sarah smile from the moment he was born. Sarah had assumed her family would always be poor, but she decided to add a personal addendum to that assumption: poor but happy. She knew that with four children to take care of, and household income barely enough to get by, she would never be able to go to school to study nursing, which had been a dream of hers even before she arrived in New York City. But she made up for this lack of professional endorsement by becoming well-known in her apartment building, and the buildings on either side, for her skill treating ailments and dressing wounds. Not a week went by when someone did not pound on her door pleading for assistance. Fundamentally, one-hundred-twenty families on a total of fifteen floors in three buildings on Orchard Street had their own private nurse, Mrs. Sarah Aronson, and that gave Sarah a measure of the validation she had always craved. Her ‘patients’ loved her, and she felt an empathetic connection with each of them. Women sensed they could tell her anything because she was a good listener and kept secrets. Men were impressed with her take-charge attitude in medical matters, as well as her gentle methods of care. Children were drawn to her as they would be to a delightful teacher or favorite aunt. It was no surprise that Sarah’s own children adored, respected, and loved being around her. 

As parents, Izzy and Sarah Aronson were both doting and, when necessary, stern. But even when sternness was merited the children knew that it was steeped with copious amounts of fairness and purpose. Often it seemed that for every punishment there were two rewards. Despite meager income and paltry savings, Izzy and Sarah committed to always taking the children out of the tenement once every summer for a short vacation. They went to a place called the Rubenstein’s Bungalow Colony, a small and inexpensive getaway in the Catskill Mountains, ninety minutes north of Manhattan. Every time Sarah was handed a dollar or two for her nursing services by a grateful tenant, she would at first refuse, then grudgingly accept, then stash the money in a jar in the coat closet for the family’s Catskill escapes. 

Izzy and Sarah marveled at how different their children were from one another. Melvin, the eldest boy, often acted like a prisoner of his own creation. The twins, Rose and Bess, defied their frailness with more running and jumping than anyone ever ran or jumped in a small cold-water flat. Little Jack sang incessantly. 

Melvin seemed content during the family’s week-long stays at the bungalow colony, but decidedly discontent the other fifty-one weeks of the year. He seemed displaced on Orchard Street. Sarah was fond of saying that he was born with an urban chip on his shoulder. As early as age five, Melvin began to claim to dislike apartments and stairways in New York City. Despite good grades and respectful behavior at home, he appeared forever on the edge of resentment, as if his lot in life—the first-born son of a poor and unambitious immigrant—was not the lot he deserved. He spent much of his time in the small bedroom he shared with Jack. He attended with an almost religious fervor to the many maps and globes in his room, and a shelf full of potted plants that he said he needed for extra oxygen. He came up with that notion when in second grade he found a mangled fourth-grade science book in the playground and read about photosynthesis. He took it to heart. For him, the potted plants represented a clean, healthy future as far away from the lower tip of Manhattan as possible. 

Rose and Bess were very athletic but in almost constant respiratory distress. They suffered bouts of breathing difficulty and had to stay close to home, where their mother knew better than anyone else how to alleviate their struggles. Rarely did they play at friends’ houses. Fortunately, their school was just a block away and they could come home at lunchtime and recess. They returned home immediately upon dismissal, as well, and sacrificed clubs and school events. This was a necessity that displeased them, but they did what they could to remedy the situation at home. With their mother nearby they felt safe enough to tumble on their beds and jump from one chair to another and play aggressive games of kickball with small couch pillows which on more than one occasion dislodged mirrors or inadvertently cleared end-tables of all possessions. The girls tried at all times to be as confident as their mother and as cheerful as their father.

But nobody was as happy as their baby brother Jack. From the age of two, the boy warbled tunes at first in gibberish and then, as his speech developed, with lyrics that were made up on the spot or borrowed from songs he heard from the only Victrola in the building, owned by the DiNicola family on the floor above. Sometimes, though, the tunes he borrowed came from the vaudeville houses he passed while he accompanied his family on walks around the neighborhood. Ragging the Baby to Sleep and This is the Life became two of his favorites. He sang in the hallways of his apartment building, in school, even when he was deep in thought and did not realize he was singing. 

As he grew, Jack loved to accompany his father on his neighborhood journeys to look for work, for such adventures gave him more opportunities to update his song repertoire and to witness street scenes that gave him ideas for songs of his own. Recurrently he noticed, with much joy, that many people on those neighborhood journeys were very much aware of and amused by Izzy Aronson. If someone were blue, Izzy would make them smile with a silly story. If someone had just become a father, Izzy would recite a poem of congratulations—made up on the spot—that cleverly used within the lyrics the names of the mother, the father, and the newborn. No one knew how Izzy was able to do that so quickly. This, too, inspired little Jack. He wanted to be just like his father. He idolized Izzy. 


Three

On the morning of his thirty-seventh birthday, Izzy was greeted with two troublesome announcements. The first, from the front page of The New York Tribune, was an article that explained how the country was about to enter the European conflict with a declaration of war against Germany. The second piece of disturbing news came in a letter from an attorney who informed Izzy that the widow of a New York University professor issued a lawsuit again him for homicide. 

Izzy had been employed at that time as a clerk in the NYU mailroom. A student named Eric often worked alongside him. Professor Timothy McCord, an exuberant seventy-nine-year old scholar who taught world religions, liked Izzy and came to the mailroom often to engage him in conversation. One day the professor told Izzy about a new film called Intolerance that he had seen the week before, and which he had discussed in his class just that morning. 

“It’s a biblical epic,” Professor McCord said to Izzy, who was an eager listener. “But I find it interesting that you won’t find any major biblical characters in it. No Adam, no Abraham, no Moses.”

“Not even Noah?” Izzy asked. “I always liked Noah.”

“I like Noah too. Did you know,” the old professor shared, “that Noah was said to have lived to the age of nine-hundred-fifty?”

“I don’t believe that nonsense for a moment,” Izzy asserted. “Total hogwash.”

“Why is that?”

“Nine-hundred-fifty? Give me a break, Professor. That man did not look a day over seven-hundred-forty-five.” 

Professor McCord broke into a fit of laughter so severe that it caused him to collapse on the floor. He never got up. 

The nasty letter that arrived at Izzy and Sarah’s apartment two days later was from Louis Carter III, Attorney at Law. In it, Carter stated that Mrs. McCord held Izzy Aronson responsible for her husband’s death, based on the story that was related to the police by Eric, the student who was in the mailroom at the time. Izzy was staggered by the charge. Murder, of all things! The threat created in his head a muddled fog that stopped him from being his typically genial and sociable self. Everyone in the family noticed and felt great concern for his state of mind. 

To Izzy’s enormous relief, the lawsuit was dismissed a week later by a Manhattan judge, long before it was scheduled to go to trial. But fearful of the negative publicity, New York University, which had earlier been criticized for retaining such an elderly professor, asked Izzy to find another job. Seven-year-old Jack was so disturbed by the treatment of his father that he developed a hatred for employers and attorneys, even though he hardly knew what those words meant. He told his father how he felt. 

“Oh, you shouldn’t think that way, Jackie,” Izzy told his son. 

“Why not, Pop?” 

“Because you can’t paint the world with one brush stroke. Everyone is different. In life, good things happen and bad things happen. There are cloudy days and there are clear days. Always keep an open mind, Jackie. Some employers are bad, others are good. Some lawyers are bad, others are good. It’s the way of the world.”

Jack listened, but having observed for an entire week an Izzy Aronson he hardly knew, one who was glum and anxious, the boy was unable to be convinced. 

* * *

Rose and Bess died the following year. They were eleven years old. Rose passed away first, Bess four hours later. Although the Spanish flu was wreaking havoc across the globe and would soon claim thirty-thousand lives in New York City alone, it was pneumonia that took the girls away, unrelated to the worldwide pandemic.

Melvin and Jack, fourteen and eight, respectively, and mature beyond their years, did not allow their profound sadness to interfere with a resolve to be strong for their parents. They took over all the household chores for several months so that Sarah would not have to think about such responsibilities. They catered to her cousins from Hester Street who visited daily for three weeks. They stayed out of their mother’s way so that she could grieve unhampered by the need to shield them from misery. 

Sarah blamed herself—a skilled caregiver who despite her knowledge and diligence allowed the disease to enter their home and take her daughters—until a psychologist from Beth Israel Hospital appeared unannounced one day. He yelled at her and slapped her face to convince her there was little she could have done to prevent it, that her daughters were sicker than anyone had known or could have known, and that her proficient and loving care allowed them to live active, relatively comfortable lives for as long as they did. Sarah bitterly accepted the doctor’s decree, but was never the same after that. It was not just her beautiful twin girls who died, but also the essence of hope and spirit that Sarah had once so easily embodied. Those were now mostly gone.

For weeks, Izzy’s own manner was decidedly sullen, more so than Melvin or Jack recalled ever having seen him before. He had been unemployed at the time, and refused to look for another job right away. Yet, even while he carried the emotional burden of losing his lovable and cherished daughters, Izzy tried to hold onto some brightness. Jack, in particular, admired the way his father spun his misery into gaiety for friends and neighbors who offered condolences. “See those messy clouds up there?” Jack often heard Izzy say to people who stopped him on the sidewalk to touch his arm in empathy. “You know why those clouds are so goddamned messy? Because my girls are playing kickball in heaven. The clouds are their kickballs.” Jack heard him tell this story many times, often with a fresh detail here or a new embellishment there. “Nothing stops those girls,” Izzy would say. “Nothing. Not even God. If you want to know the truth, God’s probably begging them to calm down before something breaks. I mean, you know how hard it is to replace broken chotchkes in heaven? Plus, who knows if there are any good repairmen up there?” He even chuckled himself at some of his many recitations of this comforting otherworldly premise. “God needs a little distraction now and then so that he doesn’t get lazy and do anything stupid to make our lives even more miserable than they already are.” This was yet another recurrent addition to the tale. “Rose and Bess are giving God all the distraction he needs with their cloud games. Thank you very much, Rose and Bess. You still make me a very proud father.” 


Four

Jack met a boy in his fifth-grade class named Sy Lutz who almost immediately became his best friend. Sy was a slight, skinny boy with feathery light-brown hair that he always brushed back, and thick black-frame glasses that he never took off. His family lived two blocks from the Aronsons. The two enjoyed each other’s company and suffered the same inequities from the wilder boys in the neighborhood. They were frequent targets for the local toughs, mostly because they were not tough at all. Jack sang a lot and talked in quick-witted rhymes, which was not considered a masculine attribute. Sy, though always very quiet, could not refrain from telling schoolmates who bragged about their height how tall they were in metric numbers. 

Jack and Sy discovered that if they sequestered in Jack’s room they could avoid being around for thuggish target practice. 

One day in class, all the other boys were discussing Babe Ruth’s trade from the Boston Red Sox to the New York Yankees. Jack and Sy, though they liked professional sports well enough, were more entranced by another piece of current news—the antics of a dapper man named George Polley, dubbed by the newspapers as the Human Fly. Polley had attempted to climb the fifty-seven-story Woolworth Building in downtown Manhattan, at the time the tallest building in the world, and had reached the thirtieth floor when he was apprehended by the police. Jack made up a cheeky poem about him, rhyming words like scaling and impaling, and arrest and abreast. For his own part, Sy figured out how many inches Polley had covered while he made his Woolworth ascent. 

By this time, Jack had found several discarded instruments during his walks around the neighborhood, including a ukulele and a harmonica, and taught himself to play. Melvin moved into his sisters’ old room, which allowed Jack to have more space for his instrument collection. He had both the urge and the natural talent to play music. Jack often practiced his scales in his room while he sheltered there with Sy. For his part, Sy would scribble in the small notebook he always kept in his pants pocket.

“What are you writing now?” Jack would ask him from time to time.

“Another fecacta play,” Sy would always respond.

Sy may have been good with numbers, but what he wanted to be was a playwright. His plan was to go to college to study accounting, then work as an accountant to support himself while he wrote plays and tried to have them produced. The plays he wrote in those Orchard Street days had sophisticated names like Bonny Lass Among the Evergreens, The Printer’s Apprentice, and Mother Suffragette, the latter title of which played off the recently-passed nineteenth constitutional amendment which gave women the right to vote. 

“Why accounting?” Jack wanted to know. 

“You can’t just graduate and become a playwright,” Sy explained. “You gotta make some money first. Well, Miss Wolf once saw me working on The Printer’s Apprentice after I finished taking a math test and said that if I write plays as well as I subtract, multiply, and divide, I’d have a good shot at becoming a playwright. I’ll use one to support the other.”

“Interesting idea,” Jack said.

“And if it works out, if Miss Wolf is still single when I get out of high school, I’ll marry her. It’ll be my tribute to her. She’s not half bad-looking, either.”

In addition to theater and arithmetic, Sy enjoyed music almost as much as Jack and taught himself to write notes from a book on songwriting that he found in Jack’s room. The boys often warbled songs while they did their homework together, some songs in English, others in Yiddish, usually while they ate sandwiches hastily made in the kitchen while no one was watching.

Sy appreciated how Jack never questioned his dream to become a playwright. Nor did Jack question Sy’s decision to study accounting as a launching pad and safety net. Similarly, Sy enjoyed Jack’s description of his future plans to become a songwriter like Irving Berlin, Gus Kahn, and Jerome Kern. To the boys, their dreams were not merely dreams, but life plans soon to unfold. 

There was a secondary reason Sy came home with Jack as often as he did and stayed as long as he could. He enjoyed Izzy Aronson. 

Jack had described his father to Sy
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