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    Perspectives


    “Light emerged from darkness in Genesis, in the creation of the heavens and the earth. Light also emerged from darkness in the life of Sandy Greenberg. This memoir reveals a triumph of the human spirit. It is the story of a man brought from blindness to richness, from darkness to light, through his passion and his accomplishments, and from a deep commitment from those who loved him. This book renews life in us all.”


    —Richard Axel, 2004 Nobel Laureate in Physiology or Medicine


    “Sandy plays the hand he got and tries to make the world a better place. He has aspirations and hope. Sandy is a role model for all of us.”


    —Michael Bloomberg


    “When blindness is vanquished, and it will be, we will have Sandy Greenberg and his story to thank.”


    —Senator Chris Coons


    “There is no greater measure of character than viewing one’s personal setbacks as a call to serve others. Sandy and Sue soared above their personal challenges and dedicated their lives to making a positive change in the world. We’re confident that this magnificent book will be one of the most inspirational you will ever read.”


    —Elizabeth and Bob Dole


    “An inspirational story of resilience, determination, achievement and, mostly, of the power of friendship and love. I could not stop reading this extraordinary book about an extraordinary journey.”


    —Susan Goldberg, Editor-in-Chief, National Geographic


    “An inspiring must-read for anyone facing challenges in life, as a guide to beating the odds and making your impact on the world.”


    —Vice President Al Gore


    “A majestic book, authored by the most ‘haimish’ of men. This should be required reading for every young person with a dream of helping their community.”


    —Senator Ron Wyden

  


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  
    



    



    



    A POST HILL PRESS BOOK


     


    Hello Darkness, My Old Friend:


    How Daring Dreams and Unyielding Friendship Turned One Man’s Blindness into an Extraordinary Vision for Life


    © 2020 by Sanford D. Greenberg


    All Rights Reserved


     


    ISBN: 978-1-64293-497-7


    ISBN (eBook): 978-1-64293-498-4


     


    Cover art by Jason Heuer


    Interior design and composition by Greg Johnson, Textbook Perfect


     


    Afterword by Margaret Atwood © O.W. Toad Ltd 2020


     


    This is a work of nonfiction. All people, locations, events, and situations are portrayed to the best of the author’s memory.


     


    No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.


     


     


    [image: ]


    Post Hill Press


    New York • Nashville


    posthillpress.com


     


    Published in the United States of America


    Distributed by Simon and Schuster

  


  
    



    



    



    



    



    



    



    



    For Sue, the one who has always been there

  


  
    Contents


    Foreword by Ruth Bader Ginsburg 


    Introduction by Art Garfunkel 


    Part 1: Day & Night


    1. Stranger on a Train 


    2. Survival Skills 


    3. Brighter Days 


    4. The Seduction of the Mind 


    5. My Shadow Education 


    6. Shots Across the Bow 


    7. “Son, You Are Going to Be Blind Tomorrow” 


    Part 2: A Bridge Over Troubled Waters


    8. Lights Out 


    9. A Walk on the Wild Side 


    10. The Blind Senior 


    11. Tough Love 


    12. Moving Forward 


    13. Paying Back 


    Part 3: Tikkun Olam


    14. The Start of Something Big 


    15. The Beauty of Small Things 


    16. Road Tripping 


    17. My Blindness Balance Sheet: Debits 


    18. My Blindness Balance Sheet: Assets 


    19. Speak, Memory 


    20. No Man Is an Island 


    21. A Promise That Cannot Be Broken 


    22. Old Friends Sat on the Park Bench Like Bookends 


    23. My Big Party 


    Epilogue: To End Blindness Forever 


    The Final Word by Margaret Atwood 


    Acknowledgments 


    End Notes 

  


  
    



    



    



    Had I the heavens’ embroidered cloths,

    Enwrought with golden and silver light,

    The blue and the dim and the dark cloths

    Of night and light and the half-light,

    I would spread the cloths under your feet:

    But I, being poor, have only my dreams;

    I have spread my dreams under your feet;

    Tread softly because you tread on my dreams.


    —William Butler Yeats

  


  
    Foreword



    Supreme Court of the United States


    Washington, DC


    A few days after the 2010–2011 Court term ended, my good neighbor at Watergate South, Sandy Greenberg, visited me in chambers. He had done so the year before, just to see how I was faring at work after the death of my husband. He is that kind of caring man. But this time he came to convey a request. Sandy had composed a volume reflecting on his life’s extraordinary course. He asked if I would read the manuscript and perhaps write a brief foreword. I spent every spare hour the next week reading Sandy’s remembrances. Often his memories brought smiles; other times they left me near to tears. From the first page to the last, I was captivated by his bright mind, ready wit, and indomitable spirit.


    A snapshot of Sandy in 1958 at age seventeen: brainy, athletic, president of his Buffalo, New York, high-school senior class and of the school’s student council, trumpet player, a tall and all-around good fellow. That year, he entered Columbia College on full scholarship. There he thrived on learning, made lasting friendships, and experienced the city’s many wonders. In steady correspondence, he described his adventures to the love of his life since sixth grade, Sue Roseno, his beloved wife and soul mate now for a half century.


    At age nineteen, midway through his third year at Columbia, Sandy became blind. Initial despair over his total loss of sight gave way, in small time, to a fierce determination not to be seen, or to live his life, as a blind man. He played the part well. Sandy would have no dog, or even a cane. “If you were to see me in the hallway of the Watergate,” he observed, “you would not know I am blind.” Quite so. I had been told, when we bought an apartment at the Watergate in 1980, two doors up from Sandy and Sue’s, that his vision was poor. He could see shapes but not faces; he wore thick glasses to magnify things. I believed what I was told.


    A half-dozen years passed before I learned the harsh truth. In 1986, I heard Sandy say to a throng of well-wishers: “I am blind.” The occasion was his induction as a Fellow of Brandeis University at a celebration in DC.1 Sandy could, at last, publicly acknowledge his blindness, for he had proved, time and again, that he had developed “other ways to see the world.” Ideas and images generated in his mind sparked inventions—prime among them, a speech-compression machine that speeds up the reproduction of words from recordings without garbling any sounds. His agile mind also planned a succession of well-designed, impressively profitable business enterprises.


    Sandy’s reflections have a main theme. Though robbed of his sight (owing to the repeated misdiagnosis of an ophthalmologist in his hometown), he considers himself “the luckiest man in the world.” How can that be, the reader, early on, is likely to ask. Sandy writes of his handholds: his family, heritage, friends, education at Columbia, Harvard, and Oxford; his White House Fellowship, which fostered collegial relationships with persons of importance in government, commerce, and the arts; his service on the National Science Board and numerous other governing bodies; his three children and now four grandchildren; and, above all else, his partnership in life with Sue, whose love and support sustain him in all things.


    Yet something more, he relates, accounts for his good life, something sighted people cannot possess with the same intensity. Sandy calls it his “informed life within the mind,” a mind in which thoughts proliferate and assemble “undisturbed by the constant flow of visual sense images.” That special facility has helped him to experience the joys of being alive and to contribute abundantly to the well-being of others.


    From a hospital bed in Detroit in February 1961, his sightless eyes moist with medication, Sanford D. Greenberg “made a deal with God.” If the Lord got him “out of this hole,” Sandy vowed, he would do all he could “to prevent others from going through grief like this in the future.” He has carried through on that promise, directing prodigious energy to the development of technology for optic-nerve regeneration. To the same end, his steady hand is at the helm of the Johns Hopkins Wilmer Eye Institute. These endeavors and multiple other pro bono initiatives are cause for the “Big Party” Sandy hosts in a dreamspiel he imagines and records with élan in a chapter of this book.


    Sandy will play the fine trumpet Sue gave him, and his Columbia College classmate and lifelong buddy Arthur Garfunkel will sing. An ancient Greek chorus will chant and carry on. Everybody who is anybody will be there, including saints, sinners, and lawgivers, scientists and statesmen, philosophers and artists, entertainers and captains of commerce. My husband and I, careful readers will note, are enjoying the party. In my own extension of Sandy’s dream, I have my choice of people to toast: Eleanor Roosevelt, George Gershwin, Ella Fitzgerald, and other favorites by the score. Bypassing the luminaries in the huge room, I raise my glass to Sanford D. Greenberg, who chose life in all its vibrancy. L’chaim, Sandy, to you and to Sue. You have presented a spectacular show. May there be encores galore.


     


    —Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg

  


  
    Introduction


    Even this we will be pleased to recall—all God’s gifts of life, shining from birth to death. Chai—to life! To all of it. To blindness and exaltation.


    I knew him first on the steps of Hamilton Hall. We were coming out of our humanities class at Columbia College. It was 1959. I had seen him playing basketball that year—a powerful center, a bull. Now coming out of Professor Goethal’s class, the powerful man was beside me, shoulder to shoulder, six feet two. I felt his duality, tender and mighty. He spoke with a gentle resonance. We had just been stirred by Achilles, star of The Iliad. Could such arête, such heroic dimension, relate to our future? He loved that I treated all of life as precious. I stopped to glory in the beauty of light as it lit up a patch of green, green grass. The nation wasn’t funky yet. Punk had not been born. It was love of the moment to moment. We were Appreciators. Destiny sketched, character exchanged, we cast our fate as roommates.


    This was our town, this friendship of ours. We are the ones who can’t look at everything hard enough. What is it all but luminous? In tiniest increments, in our junior year, glaucoma set in. So I read to him. It was the natural thing to do. Follow the heart through even this. Tears blur the vision, sweet indecision to be or curl up back in the womb. We had our room, “four-o-six,” we prayed at the window, your hair was shiny brown.


    To slip from the shore and swim in the widening stream of our history once more starlit in the mystery of the mutual love we store against the night…


    The man behind the pen who writes this book is a Man. I was so deeply touched to read Sandy’s treatment of me in this magnificent book. I blush to find myself within his dimension. My friend is my gold standard of decency. I try to be his cantor, the tallis that embraces him.


     


    —Art Garfunkel
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    Day

    & Night
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    Stranger on a Train


    I boarded the train and put my suitcase in front of me. It was freezing in the city. I felt cold air wafting into the car like a ghostly presence and pulled my jacket tight around myself. A horn blew, and the train pulled out smoothly, as if on air. It would be an eight-hour ride from New York north to Albany, then west to Syracuse and Rochester, and finally on to Buffalo at the eastern end of Lake Erie.


    My mind turned in on itself. A door had closed between my present and my future—a future that until recently had been laid out rather clearly. It was still daytime, but for me it was actually dark, my vision visited by clouds and what looked like swirling snow. This was deeply troubling: my vision still had not come back to normal, as it had done fairly promptly in the past months. I held the suitcase up in front of me like a shield. I used to scoop my little sister into that suitcase. Silently, I began to cry.


    A man came up and asked if he might take the seat facing me, although the car was nearly empty. I wanted to say no, but I said yes. I had been brought up to be polite to my elders, and I could tell from his voice that he was perhaps twenty or thirty years older than I. He sat down and let out a sigh and began fiddling with his things. After a while, he asked why I was crying.


    “It’s nothing,” I said.


    “Is there anything I can do?” he asked.


    “No, sir.”


    “I’m a doctor,” he said. “Are you ill?”


    “No. Well. I mean, sort of.”


    “I’m an orthopedic surgeon. I was in the city for a convention.”


    “Oh, it’s just a problem with my eyes. An allergy.”


    “Ah. Well, I did notice they were a little runny. Teary.”


    Embarrassed and a little alarmed, I wiped at my eyes.


    “This convention,” the doctor continued, “you’ve never seen so many bone guys in one place. Orthopedic doctors have a bad reputation. They say we’re butchers. But that’s not it at all. Yes, some of it is blunt work. But with technology, it’s becoming more delicate. It’s not just fixing broken bones, you know.”


    I did not want to ask him if he knew anything about fixing broken eyes—in fact, I did not believe my eyes were broken. But they were obviously in some real peril. (In fact, they were dying.)


    He went on. “My wife doesn’t like it when I leave. She gets terribly worried.”


    I nodded. “Yeah.”


    “You have a girlfriend?”


    “Yes.”


    “What’s her name?”


    “Sue.”


    “That’s a nice name. Does she live in Buffalo or New York City?”


    “She lives in Buffalo. With her parents.”


    “Is she in school?”


    “Yes.”


    “That’s nice. It must be hard, though, to be away from your sweetie.”


    I thought of all the letters we had written to each other. “Yes,” I said, “it is hard.”


    “Are you sure you’re all right? Your eyes look red, a little swollen.” I sensed the doctor moving in closer to examine my face. I felt ugly and ashamed. Without thinking, I pushed my suitcase out with a knee to put more distance between us.


    The train was now going through the countryside up along the Hudson River toward Albany. We were outside of time. The country air would have been refreshing, but the windows were closed. The land, what I could see of it, was mottled with snow and seemed to stretch forever.


    The doctor took out a sandwich: peanut butter and jelly. A small carton of whole milk. A sugar cookie. I smelled all these things, and even though I was still confident that my problem would be fixed, I wondered anyway if I would become a better smeller, and a better thinker. I had just left college halfway through my junior year, without finishing my examinations. My grades would be shot, but perhaps there would be some sort of dispensation since my eye problem would certainly prove to be a legitimate medical condition. Though, of course, a treatable one. I would have to get a physician’s note.


    I was worried about my mother and my family, too. My father had passed away when I was such a young boy that I had had to become the head of the family. Though my mother remarried, I felt—I knew—that everyone in the family looked up to me, and I was well aware that I was supposed to be strong. But this most recent episode was a chink in my armor. I hadn’t yet told my mother how bad things were, but when I got home, I would have to. Perhaps I would simply tell her straight out that I had temporarily lost my vision but that things seemed to be coming back to normal. Or so I hoped would be the case.


    “I would offer you some of my lunch,” the doctor said as the train rolled on, “but I’m not sure you would accept it.”


    “No, no thank you,” I said. I did not ask the doctor why he thought I would not accept it.


    “Do you have something to eat? A snack? A candy bar? I think you could buy one if you want. They sell them on the train.” I was aware of that, but I did not want to get up and bang myself going through the aisles. My vision was still quite muddy. My soul was muddy as well. I found this extreme physical caution disgraceful.


    “I don’t like to see a young man go hungry,” the doctor said.


    “I’m not hungry, sir. I’m okay, actually. Thank you.”


    “Still …”


    “Really, it’s fine.”


    The doctor broke off half of his cookie. “Here,” he said, “take half. I can’t bear to see you not eat.”


    “No, really,” I said. I felt as if there was a twig in my throat.


    “Honestly,” said the doctor. “I have a son. It would upset me terribly if he were hungry and not eating on a train. It’s such a long ride. And I can see that you’ve left in haste.”


    “I’m fine, sir. I’m okay.”


    “Please,” the doctor said, and in this last request there was desperation.


    I did not answer, but he leaned forward, with half the cookie in his surgeon’s hands. I sensed this and was unable to stop myself from leaning forward a bit, too, my long legs pressed up against my suitcase. I opened my mouth, and the doctor placed the cookie partway on my teeth. I took a bite; the sweetness seemed almost unbearable. My stomach was completely empty, and the sugar in the cookie, once I swallowed, hit me with force. I felt as if I had run a long distance and was now at home, relaxed, muscles feeling sore but good.


    The doctor took my hand, opened it, placed the rest of the cookie in my palm, then closed my fingers around it. “Please finish it,” he said. “If you were my son, I would very much want you to. It would kill me if you didn’t. That’s what I would want my boy to do.”


    I obeyed. I was terribly hungry and ate the rest of the cookie quickly. I began to feel euphoric. My eyes felt as if someone had put a mentholated salve on them.


    “I’m glad you took it,” the doctor said.


    “I am, too.”


    “Food is a great thing. It’s everything, really. I’m a doctor, I should know.”


    “What is happening to me?” I asked.


    “I don’t know,” he replied, although this was clearly something of a lie. “All I know is that bones grow and then they stop. Sometimes they break. We heal them. They have in them this ability. They have a memory. The body remembers certain things.”


    “I feel as if I can’t remember anything,” I said.


    The conductor came by and announced that the train was arriving at Schenectady. “This is my stop,” the doctor said.


    Distracted, I asked him, “Where are we?” I had no memory of the trip or how I had arrived at the place where I was.


    “We’re at Schenectady. I’ve got to go now. Are you going to be okay?”


    “Yes,” I said. I truly believed then that I would be. I knew, however, that things would not be easy. My heart felt as if it were wrapped with leather.


    The doctor left, but what happened to me next was one of those extraordinary events that take over the mind unexpectedly. The space in front of me, where he had been sitting, was now like a vacuum—an absence. I was alone. No roommates, no comforting background noise of fellow students. Alone in simple fact, yes, but also alone with the gnawing dread about my eyesight, in a panic that suddenly mushroomed. I felt as if I were in an enormous shadowy cavern, a void empty of anything or any sensation. Struck with a sudden rush of terror, I stopped registering even the occasional small sounds coming from the idling train. My mind froze—there was nothing and no one there, or anywhere in my world. There was no world. There was no past, no future. There was only my stunned, frozen self, alone. My stomach turned to stone, and I am sure my heart stopped beating during this negative epiphany—for how long I couldn’t say.


    The train began to move. “Going home will be fine,” I told myself again and again as the train made its way toward Rochester and…home. Just fine. The air is so clean up there on Lake Erie, and the Dutch elms on my street provide good cover.
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    Survival Skills



    In my early years, I had a recurring dream.


    It is a sunny late-summer weekend day at Crystal Beach, just west of Buffalo in Canada. A tall, handsome father in a bathing suit is carrying his five-year-old son on his back about twenty yards from shore out into Lake Erie. The father’s face blocks his son’s; a viewer from the beach would see only the boy’s arms clutching his father’s neck. Both are laughing as the father runs through the waves. The father playfully lowers himself and his son into the lake, and as the water slaps at the child’s bathing suit, the boy begins to tremble and laugh excitedly. Danger titillates him; he has never been out in the water before. But in his father’s arms, he is safe.


    Suddenly, the father, still holding the child, pivots and pushes through the water toward the shore. The boy is surprised and at first amused. At the shoreline, the father hesitates for an instant—then, with board-like rigidity, slams heavily facedown on the hard, wet sand, forcing the boy’s face into it. The boy rolls his father over and sees his glazed and vacant eyes, blood pouring from his mouth.


    The father is dead. The boy sits and stares blankly.


    The reason for this dream is clear. In 1946, I went on my first trip to the beach. Later that same year, my father died. He was a tailor who, because he struggled to keep his shop open, had trouble making time for his children.


    On my father’s last morning, my younger brother, Joel, and I walked him to the streetcar stop and waved goodbye as he left for work. At lunchtime, we were told later, he walked to the corner pharmacy, where he collapsed and died.


    That evening, his coffin lay in the center of our living room in Buffalo, draped with a black velvet cloth embroidered with a Star of David—as if it were keeping him warm. Candles representing the divine spark in the human body burned in red glass containers. I touched the coffin with my fingers, playing on it as if it were a piano. I sat under it like a good boy. I recall fiddling with the loose stitching of the cloth that hung below the bottom of the casket. I knew it was a terrible occasion, although I did not know precisely why. I was frightened and bewildered.


    And then the burial. A bleak, gray day.


    Wind swept across the cemetery. We huddled together like peasants. I stood among the adults at the burial site, unable to make sense of the silent scene—as perhaps no five-year-old could. The mounds of dirt surrounded a large rectangular hole in the earth. The coffin rested to one side. Amid the anguished sobs of those gathered around me, the rabbi began chanting a prayer. We put my father in the ground. The coffin was lowered until it was nearly at the bottom. There were only a few inches between him and the cold ground, but the space, I thought, confirmed that he wasn’t quite buried, and if not buried then perhaps not dead. We could open the coffin. He could come out. Climb out of the hole, come home, and shower. Have lunch, live a life. And the pain would go away.


    Then the heavy, worn leather straps suspending the coffin were unhooked and whipped out. Next came something that seemed even more cruel. Those who volunteered were each handed a shovel, and they took turns throwing soil onto the coffin. I know now that this act is thought by Jewish people to be a mitzvah, a good deed. But at the time it felt the opposite. I had a strong urge to jump into the hole to rescue my father. Yet I stood immobile as each new shovelful of earth landed on top of the coffin with a thud.


    My father’s death devastated me. I was now the man of the family—something I recall comprehending even at that young age. I felt responsible for my mother and my little brother and sister. How could that be? My father, as a man and a breadwinner, was the indisputable head of the family. But now we were down to four, and I was the oldest male.


    I also remember experiencing an uncomfortable sense of freedom. Yes, there was a wretched feeling of loss that has stayed vividly in my memory, but blessedly, there was also a counterbalance—an unfocused, frightening epiphany that I no longer had the same limits and restraints. Perhaps this was nothing more than my own way of surviving the trauma of my father’s sudden death, but I recall that strange, joyless thrill to this day.


     


    My mother’s survival challenges were far more direct. Dad’s death left her with a total of $54 to support herself, me, Joel, and Ruthie, our six-month-old sister. In desperation, she approached the Jewish Federation for assistance and was told that it would be forthcoming—but only if she agreed to place her children in three separate orphanages. The notion not only revolted her but kindled her resolve never to permit any institution or individual to compromise the integrity of her family. To support us, she took a sales position at Sattler’s department store and then at the Broadway Market, both in Buffalo.


    Sarah, my mother, was a quiet person, but she loved to dance. She liked coffee more than tea. She went on vacation with my father to Florida once. They sat by the pool, held hands for a moment, found the light too bright, and left. They went out to dinner. She thought about her girlfriends. She thought about her children, the neighborhood, wanting us to be safe.


    Mother would hold my hand as we crossed the railroad tracks, and she would hold me back as the Erie-Lackawanna train roared past. She held my hand when we went to synagogue. She held my hand whenever we crossed the street, went on trips to see Niagara Falls, went to an apple orchard, went to Crystal Beach. Her hand had seen hard labor—a layer of tough skin covered the softer skin, mostly from her later work assembling airplane parts at the factory.


    In the 1940s, until well through elementary school, we lived in a kind of shtetl, a bleak place on the East Side, in Buffalo’s poorest section. In the early years of our childhood, following our father’s death, my mother had had to shuffle us from place to place. We understood the tenuous nature of our existence. “Don’t disturb the landlord” was the evening credo. By day it was the similar “Be seen, not heard.” We finally rented a house, at 163 Butler Avenue on the East Side, but I continued to carry a generalized anxiety over our uncertain living situation, which somehow turned into a specific dread of blindness and cancer. The first poem I wrote spoke of the horror of each.


    I remember standing hand in hand with my mother at the local ritual slaughterhouse while she ordered a kosher chicken, our Friday-night dinner staple. The shochet would chop its head off right in front of us. The blood squirting from its neck would run down a trough, and the chicken’s head would lie on the side like nothing at all, staring up at you as if to say, “Can this be? Is this possible?” One time, the sight was more than I could take. Before I could be sick, my mother dragged me out into the fresh air, where I promptly stumbled over a blind beggar. He was sitting cross-legged on the sidewalk. He was lanky, hunched over in soiled and torn clothes, wearing oversized and disintegrating shoes, and holding a metal cup. His unfocused eyes were milky with small black spots, his teeth misshapen and decayed. Anyway, that is how I recall him, and from that moment to today that is the form in which he has been a regular visitor in my dreams.


    The park near our home was dangerous. Thugs lurked there even in the daytime, and they often beat us up just for the fun of it. For amusement, we would go behind our house to play—to call the miserably small area a backyard would be misleading. My great-uncle Abraham, who owned the house, worked back there, stripping metal from bedposts over an anvil. All day long, that old white-haired man would hunch over the anvil, clanking away. His weary horse stood in its tiny stable in the rear, likely grateful for the break from hauling my uncle’s heavy junk cart. Joel and I had to be careful not to get in Uncle Abraham’s way.


    You could hear every conversation in the upper rooms of all the homes in the neighborhood—conversations that were not always enjoyable to be privy to.


    Mostly, though, our neighbors were guarded in their speech, for many of them had fled a holocaust. Although I was young then and did not know what lay behind, around, and under that silence, I sensed a bit of it. All in all, it was as if we were living in the Dark Ages. My brother and I would play football or baseball in the middle of the street until early evening. It was hot and muggy, and we loved it.


    You could hear the bugs whirring up near the streetlamps. The old neighborhood women would be in their housedresses, watching us from their porches. Will Ludwig, an old blind man, would stand and “watch,” too. No one knew what he did or where he came from. He just stood there in his white T-shirt and gray slacks hiked up on his hips. He was creepy but benign, like a friendly ghost. If he wasn’t there, you wouldn’t notice his absence. He would always stand on the same spot, arms folded, erect and intent, as though he was a referee. Somehow, his presence softened the harshness of the light from the streetlamps. There came a time when we realized that he no longer appeared in the evenings. I do not know what became of him.


    Is recall being too dour? Maybe. The smell of my mother’s cold cream and the scent of her perfume; the look and feel of the cloth of her worn dress; the swish of her house slippers against the wood floors; the smoothness of her voice; the sounds of her sipping tea and the clink of the saucer; her tired voice in the morning asking what I would like for breakfast; the pattern on the window drapes in her room; the joy of coming in from a frigid walk with my little brother after services during the winter, entering an envelope of warmth and calm, singing “Shalom Aleichem,” reciting the blessings, sitting down, and beginning to eat. These were the little things that underpinned my world. But in those lean days, there was a lot to underpin.


    Mother also supported my beloved grandmother, Pauline Fox. We called her Grandma, or Bub. Born in Poland, Grandma was a survivor of Jewish ghettos, poverty, and pogroms. When she was eight years old, she suffered a bizarre accident that resulted in the loss of her left eye. While babysitting in Poland as a young girl, a spring popped out of a crib and hit her in the eye. She never spoke of her partial blindness, but on late evenings Joel and I would see her remove her prosthetic eye and place it in her dresser. Sometimes we would secretly open the drawer, shivering at the specter of the eye staring back.


    Grandma escaped pogroms in Poland by resettling in London, where she operated a candy store in a less-than-posh part of town. Shortly after arriving in Buffalo early in the twentieth century, she fell ill and continued in poor health for the remainder of her life. The only things standing between her and a sense of personal annihilation were family and the weekly Sabbath. She and my mother used to cover their eyes when they lit the candles for the Sabbath. We do the same today. It is a ritual, and it is impossible to separate one set of candles from another, even across great distances and across the many years.


    Her illness may also have been an expression of relief and exhaustion, as when a marathoner crumples after the finish line. She had eluded death in Europe. She had supported herself at a marginal business in an alien and not especially welcoming land, England, with a language new to her, and had made her way to the United States across a famously cruel and capricious ocean. It was all a mammoth endeavor for this rather slight woman who had come from a tiny, insignificant place in Eastern Europe. But within her still burned the spark of life, the stability, endurance, and wisdom that had surely sustained her throughout her erratic movements across a troubled world. It was a spark that she passed on to her grandchildren. So long as I draw breath, I will think of her with unutterable gratitude.


    She lived with us, and we thought of her as a second mother. In our tribe, she was the Elder, the Matriarch. She was also like a sage. We received doses of advice and wisdom from her, more than we sought. She was mythical. It was possible to believe she had the ability to do magic. Moreover, she was dignified, which lent itself to the effect. To sit with her was good fortune. Her hands were solid—they had experienced so much. In them there was great knowledge. We would be lucky if one day our hands would know half as much. It was almost too much to be close to her, as if you might not be worthy of it. We were around her like excited pullets—always at her feet. When I grew taller than her, it was still the same way. To hug her was to be anointed; you left feeling stronger. Her age was the source of her strength; the false eye was the source of fear.


    She would sit on the porch watching us play ball in the street. She never had to say anything to us, never had to shout, “Good hit” or “Good catch.” It would have demeaned her. She supervised. She was beyond language, perhaps. When she did speak, it was in Yiddish. We listened to every word as if no one else in our lives would ever say something like it again, as if what she told us was how we ought to be. She was like an angel that way.


    I remember the feel of her cotton housedress against my face as I hugged her. Her papery hands on my neck. Her lips on the top of my head. The layer of white sand she kept in the bottom of my old baby dresser—brought back by friends, at her request, from trips to Israel. Her black rocking chair on the left side of the porch. The solitude of listening to the radio with her on Wednesday and Thursday evenings: Paul Whiteman and the Firestone Orchestra playing “Rhapsody in Blue”; Mr. Chameleon; Mr. Keen, Tracer of Lost Persons. Our alone time. Those times lasted past childhood, into my adulthood, and even past her death—a death that took something sacred from me but left behind something sacred, too.
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    Brighter Days



    I was still in grade school when my life took two dramatic turns for the better. The first involved my Uncle Carl. Carl had been a confirmed bachelor, but in the Jewish tradition, he began courting my mother a few years after my father—Carl’s brother—had died. When I was ten, they married, and my uncle became my second father.


    Carl was a junk dealer. Junk was a family calling back then, and a far from glamorous or lucrative way to earn a living, but Carl was still able to buy us a home, at 182 Saranac Avenue in North Buffalo, and the home made all the difference. It had a yard, a true living room, and even a television set. The home sang with respectability; it was not a mansion, nor did it need to be. The kitchen had an eastern exposure from which we could see the sun rise. We could see the sun set, too, through the picture window in the den. I contentedly observed that shift many times in that modest house—my house, our house. I also watched it in the nearby park with my little brother, Joel, while playing basketball, as the day would wear on into evening. After our half decade of borderline survival in dark apartments, it was as if we had emerged from a tunnel into daylight. Three years into this new marriage, my baby sister Brenda came along to share the bounty with us.


    In Carl Greenberg, I also found the strong male role model that my father’s early death had denied me. Carl was powerful and quiet in equal measure. The quiet side of him meant that I got only sketchy details of the Greenberg family’s flight from Europe.


    In 1934, I learned, the family moved from Poland to Cologne, Germany, believing it would be a place of enlightenment and culture. Two years later, Carl and a handful of friends and family left in the middle of the night, crossed the Rhine, and eventually went on to England and the United States. From there he worked to save the rest of his family. My birth father, Albert, and others had endured a harrowing months-long journey in 1939, walking from place to place, knocking on doors, looking for shelter, before reaching Paris and finally migrating to the States before the Nazi invasion.


    Other than that, I have only imagination to fill in the empty spaces. Carl gave out those details like a miser spends dimes. But it was enough to understand why my first father never lost the habit of looking over his shoulder and why stress finally caught up to him that day inside the pharmacy in Buffalo.


    Carl’s powerful physique—on a relatively short frame—was both a result of and a necessary asset in Buffalo’s rough-and-tumble scrap metal and junk business. One day, for example, a disgruntled employee hurled a brick at him, catching him in one eye. As with my grandmother’s eye, it, too, was replaced by a prosthetic.


    As I grew into my teenage years, I began working summers for Carl in his junkyard. Handling scrap was man’s work. I was not yet there, so I spent much of my time winding metal wire around several-hundred-pound bales of rags and locking it in place so the bales could be weighed and transported. The rags stank like wet dust. The metal would scrape and infect my arms, and the locking mechanisms would pinch my fingers and knuckles. We had to use a mechanical lift to get the bales onto the scale and then push them into the bed of the truck. The bales would sit on the truck bed like giant eggs in a carton. The junk shop collected and sold various metals as well as rags. Sometimes we would collect brass bed frames. Using an old hammer and a screwdriver, we would split and peel the relatively valuable brass off the supports in order to sell it. We sold the other metals, too, although for a lot less money.


    Carl kept a pile of receipts on a thin metal spindle. His script was European-style—blunt and thick, as if his hands were unsuited for the act of writing. In fact, his handwriting was nearly illegible. Black ink was dug like canals into the paper. Carl did not talk much at his shop; he gave orders in quick bursts. He would tell me where to go or what to do. There was no discussion. No consideration. There were no meetings. No memos. No strategic-planning retreats.


    In summer, the scrap yard was roasting hot and foul smelling; the only shade came from a large corrugated sheet-metal roof that stood over one end of the yard. The rest was open. The smell of copper and corrosive metal would get in your nose and your lungs and sting your eyes. And the heat in summertime was vicious. The sun’s reflection off the metal was like a laser. I had to be careful or the sharp edges would split the skin of my shins like paper.


    Two men worked for Carl at the junk shop. Arthur was a giant, though his size seemed to transcend height or weight. He could lift the shells of metal furniture all by himself and launch them into the dumpster. I thought him capable of terrible things. He wasn’t violent, that I saw, but I always kept my distance. Years later, rushing through O’Hare Airport, I accidentally knocked, straight-on, into Muhammad Ali. And that is what Arthur was like—a block of a man.


    The other man, Donald, was much smaller, wiry and muscular. He was really the only source of conversation I had in the junkyard. He told me once that he lived in a poor section of Buffalo, for which he paid twenty-five cents a night. At lunch break, we would sit outside the junkyard on the sidewalk curb, his glasses low on
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