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“Perry Brass is a literary
polymath who enthralls readers no matter the genre.” Richard
Labonte, syndicated book columnist, Book
Marks.

 


“King of Angels might be
compared to Harper Lee’s To Kill a
Mockingbird, substituting the turbulent
1960s with Lee’s depression-era setting and replacing
Catholic-Jewish antagonism and homophobia for the race relations
that drive To Kill a
Mockingbird. Both novels feature a young
queer narrator who recognizes that they must figure out the
secretive adults and hypocrisy in their community before they can
take their place in the racist or homophobic world around them . .
. A number of conflicts in King of
Angels clearly describe the growth of a
young boy in a difficult environment. Benjy’s acknowledgment of his
gayness is measured and feels authentic, especially when he tries
to discern what he is actually feeling rather than how he’s
expected to act. . . . While contemporary readers may recognize
Scout’s early queerness in To Kill a
Mckingbird, Lee made Scout too young for a
conscious sexual awakening. By making the narrator of
King of Angels a
slightly older gay boy, Brass introduces a twist to the Southern
coming of age story.” Lambda Literary
Foundation Online.

 


 


 


 


“Listen, do you want to
know a secret. Do you promise not to tell?”

 


The year is 1963. Catholic
John F. Kennedy is president. Civil rights is catching fire, as
another community—of bachelor men—is emerging as one to be despised
or acknowledged. And twelve-year-old Benjamin Rothberg who lives in
a marshy suburb of Savannah, Georgia, with “the most ravishing name
in the world,” the Isle of Hope, with his mother Caroline, a
classically beautiful Southern WASP, and his magnetic father Robby,
a smart dark Sephardic-Jewish salesman, is trying to figure out who
he is. Is he a Jew, or a Christian? Is he a real boy, or only a secretive kid
putting on an act? He will find out at Holy Nativity Military
Academy, a Catholic school in Savannah run by a strict but
compassionate order of monks. At Holy Nativity, he will make some
of the closest friendships of his life, and run into the most
horrifying bullies. He will meet a boy who will take Benjy’s heart
and faith, and a monk who will find in Benjamin his own salvation.
Benjamin must change identities from being a smart, precocious
self-aware kid to masquerading and passing as a regular guy, from growing into a
sexually curious (and possibly gay) young man to experiencing a
fragile adolescent innocence and attraction to a pretty
girl.

King of Angels
is about many communities coming together in an
explosive time—Southern Jews, African-Americans, Southern
Catholics, an emerging gay one, and the secret underground world of
boys, their crushes and conflicts, their attachments and hates.
This is Perry Brass’s most stirring and emotionally charged novel,
set in the historic haunting coastal South.
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“ ‘And then the Deer and
the Birds were told by the Maker, Modeler, Bearer, Begetter: . .
.

Name our names now, praise us. We are your
mother, we are your father. Speak now:

‘Hurricane,

Newborn Thunderbolt, Sudden Thunderbolt,

Heart of Sky, Heart of Earth.

Maker, Modeler,

Bearer, Begetter.’

 


speak, pray to us, keep our
days.’ ”

 


Popol
Vuh, Translated by Dennis
Tedlock

 


To name something is to praise it, through
the naming of it. It is also to destroy it. With the consciousness
of Names, comes the burden.

 


For Hugh, and also for Tony Adams, Jerry
Kajpust, Steve Parelli and Jose Ortiz, and all the people who
believe in the power of love to form the world. With great thanks
to Patrick Merla and Tom Saettel, and also for the memory of my
beloved friend Jeffrey Lann Campbell.

 


 



Part One: In The Beginning

 


​ Chapter
One:

Somehow or another, it all begins here.

 


It’s only right that I
should tell you about my beginnings. My name is Benjamin Rothberg
and I grew up by the water in Isle of Hope, a sunburned marshy
suburb about fifteen miles from downtown Savannah, Georgia. The
natives call it “I’ll-a-’ope,” with the same kind of stretched-out,
lazy-sounding vowels you hear in words like “calliope.” Still, it
was the most ravishing name in the world, the Isle of Hope. You
head out on a twisting curlicue of a road to where the marshes and
rivers soak into each other and dense hammocks of palmettos watch
over the sea grasses with their salty-sweet stink of oysters,
shrimp, catfish, and turtle shells. I grew up there with my younger
sister, my mother, and my father, a salesman and a Jew. To me even
at an early age, the two seemed indistinguishable: Jew. Salesman.
The fast-talking Jew who never really stands still in one place and
lives off his own spew of words becomes a salesman. What else could
he do? What else could they
do, since they were never to-the-land
born?

My father was short, Mediterranean dark, and
chunky, you might say, but good-looking in a distinctive,
large-featured kind of way. He had dark, thick wavy hair and eyes
like opaque disks of cobalt-blue glass, the sort found in old Roman
ruins, that pulled you in and warmed you, and went well with his
tanned skin. Dark glistening hair grew on his chest, legs, feet,
and arms. It appeared like the curling leaves of anthracite-black
field flowers on his hands, up to the first joints of his fingers.
A lightning field of pure electricity seemed to swim around him.
Men were drawn to him not simply because he could talk more than
they could (any fool could do that), but because he listened as
hard as he talked. My mom was almost too ridiculously his opposite:
all fine length, with beautiful, streaky, ginger-ale blonde hair
and long, smooth arms and legs. She’d been athletic and habitually
stayed in motion, which bothered my father, who was kinetic enough
to need to some kind of balancing gravity around him.

When I was very small,
tired, and on the verge of tears, he would squat down, look at me
with his intense blue eyes, and nod. “Yeah, Benjy,” he would say.
“That’s the way it is. You need to go to sleep now.” Or, “You need
to stop doing this, and act like a big boy. Like a
mentsh.”

 


And I would. I’d stop, not because I was
scared of him as solid as he seemed—certainly next to my mother—but
because I wanted to be a part of him, an extension of him really,
because he was the most amazing thing I’d ever known.

He would hold me in his gaze with the pure
tension of his attention, and now I, too, was swimming around him,
with all of that lightning-bright electricity. It’s difficult to
say how much you love a father when you’re that tiny, or even
later, when you’re maybe seven or eight. He can eat you like a
dinosaur or an ogre out of a fairytale, or hold you like a cleft in
a mountain supporting a small sapling tree. I felt held like that
when he was near me. He had a smell, too, I can’t forget. Men
smelled then of perspiration, salt, liquor, unfiltered tobacco, and
the profound, lingering scent of their hair that absorbed the smoke
of winter log-fires and the earthy mist of summer nights.

I remember his smell distinctly, from when
he took me on his lap and taught me how to read at the age of five.
I’d been trying to figure out words, and my father said, “Why
should he have to wait till school?” So he taught me how to sound
each letter out phonetically, and group them together into words
and then short sentences. I picked up reading almost immediately,
making him very happy. By the beginning of the third grade, I could
read on a sixth grade level and was already bored with primary
school books; I was bumped up to the fourth grade in the local
public school. The problem, then, was to keep how smart I was
hidden from the other kids, because they made fun of me.

He was known to us as
Robby and Robby was always the name my mom, Caroline, called him. I
think he’d actually invented it some time back when he was a kid up
North. He didn’t tell me a lot about his childhood, but Robby was
his goyishe name,
the one he used socially and for business in the South. He used
Leon, the name he’d been given at birth, with other Jews, almost
automatically falling into it; my head would fairly spin when it
happened. Out of the dense cobalt of his eyes, his smile would seem
suddenly more real. Hidden delicious parcels of medieval-sounding,
melodious Yiddish and even more fragrant, ancient Hebrew would
spring out into his vocabulary; his voice reverted to a richer,
special “Leon” timbre: younger, deeper, more flexible, sometimes
softer; as if the words were incantations from some hidden source,
siphoned from a secret life, that of the distant Sephardic Jews to
whom he at various times alluded with pride—“the real
nobility of the Jews,”
he called them—now pouring openly, simply, through him as
Leon.

Still the Robby voice was the one I knew
mostly, and when without warning the Leon voice would appear, I’d
get anxious. What had happened to Robby, my daddy, the man who had
taught me to read as he held me on his lap?

If they were having a
serious conversation and I happened to be there, and she was
buzzing around like a mosquito, he’d say, “Caroline, can’t you just
stay in one farkakte place for a sec and listen to me?”

Mom would stop, cock her beautiful blonde
head, look quizzically at him, and smile that smile—half Mona Lisa,
half spy from another world—that never really let anyone know
exactly what she was thinking.

“OK. Robby. If that makes you
happy.”

The truth was, for most of those years I
didn’t really know her, any more than I knew Robby, who was also
known in other places out in the big adult world as Leon. Even
worse, they didn’t know me, either.

At one point, Robby/Leon Rothberg wanted me
to be brought up as a Jew.

I guess they’d been noodling about it for it
years, and finally he’d become adamant. Caroline didn’t care one
way or another. In her wonderfully breezy world of tennis, martinis
and Salty Dogs, canasta with girlfriends, and the assorted
good-looking, smart people she liked to associate with, God was
pretty much like food. It all amounted to sweet, sour, salty,
lumpy, greasy, or crunchy; there were certain things at a certain
point you wanted to stick in your mouth, but you could always eat
something else—so why make a big deal out of it?

The two of them drove me one Saturday into
Savannah, to the big orthodox synagogue that Leon himself distantly
knew because of various business connections. It was an
overpoweringly strange, dimly lit, frigidly air-conditioned place
where the women, looking overdressed, sat in an area separated from
the men. Everyone was standing when I walked in, and some were up
on a raised platform, praying loudly in a language that I
recognized was Hebrew. I noticed immediately that all the men
looked vaguely like cousins. In fact, many actually looked like
Robby, or approximations of him, wearing dark suits and little
black caps and long, blue-striped white shawls, swaying back and
forth like trees in a brisk wind: talking to God, I guessed.

A short time later, I
began elementary Hebrew lessons. The other kids thought I was
strange because Mom didn’t look like anyone they knew—she
was obviously a goy, and
even though I looked somewhat like her, I took too much after
Robby/Leon not to be anything but
a Jew.

Still, I was told flat out by Esther Fein,
“Your mama’s gotta be Jewish before anybody can call you a
Jew.”

Esther was nine like I was, and a spoiled
little bitch already, as Mom, into her third Salty Dog, declared.
We didn’t keep kosher either, which according to my classmates made
me even less a Jew. When I brought that detail up to Mom, she threw
up her hands. She was never going to give up her bacon, shrimp,
fried oysters, catfish, and barbeque pork for anyone, not even God
Himself, even if He came down and looked exactly like Robert
Mitchum.

“Benjy, if the Lord didn’t
want us to eat stuff like this, He never would have made ’em so darned
good,” she said, munching on a pork rind.

I shrugged; she had a point. After a few
Hebrew lessons I got tired of being treated like a freak, and my
formal Jewish training as well as Saturday mornings at the
synagogue ended.

It hurt Robby horribly. He had this very
special, heart-tugging way of showing pain on his deeply-tanned
face so that all the wrinkles came out and he looked like a sad old
hunting dog. I didn’t want to ask him any more about it; it was too
obviously distasteful for him. He was set so deeply into himself,
into his own mysterious world of business deals, and even farther
back, into that empire of his own “noble” Jewishness, that I just
stayed away from it, as any intelligent Southern kid would have
done.

The sad fact was, Robby was hardly ever
around. He’d disappear for weeks sometimes, working for companies
in small towns like Valdosta or Macon, or somewhere up in South
Carolina. Sometimes he kept books for them, or sold for them, or
met with distant customers from up North. Catalogues for things
like cheap plastic raincoats or bedspreads and wind-up toys were
scattered all over the house. When I asked, “Why is Dad gone?” it
was met by evasions or silence.

“He’s only providing for
us,” Caroline would answer, looking more Mona Lisa than ever,
giving us her closed “Don’t ask any more questions”
expression.

So I didn’t.

Our house was big, airy, always freshly
painted white, and pleasant in its marshy, outlying setting. We
lived well, with a full-time maid and two large comfortable cars.
It was easy to see our position, because most of the kids around us
didn’t live that way. Their dads fished for a living, or worked on
shrimp boats, or did menial work in seafood restaurants or in small
stores. Some pumped gas or even did lawn work for those people who
lived like we did.

I was going, like I said,
to a small public school where I tried to pick up the way the local
kids talked and to act the way they did. In the beginning, everyone
stared at me, and I was afraid even to open up my mouth. And, from
almost the beginning, I didn’t feel like an authentic,
bona fide regular male
child. I felt more like an imitation of one, as if all the other
boys were in fact, real. They had nothing to hide; they were never thinking about
something else, or questioning it, or even ever bothered by
knowing they were
questioning it. Jesus, Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny, and the
Pledge of Allegiance were what they believed in, as well as the
unalterable fact that the cowboys were forever more deserving of
victory than the Indians. They were white kids and that, in itself,
was very important. In fact, that was the biggest thing of them
all, except that you didn’t talk about it. It was simply there,
like the air or the sky. Almighty God and my schoolmates were
melded together. You saw it imprinted on their faces when they
prayed at the beginning of every class.

I was a Jew, or, at the
very least, something resembling one. In truth, I wasn’t sure what
I was, or, even worse, if I was
a real boy.

One day, in the beginning
of fourth grade, by the big oak trees at recess, Russell and three
other boys ran up to me. Russell was about half a head bigger than
I was, freckled and blond, with some hair already sprouting on his
arms. He had very pale, very clear blue eyes, not like the denser
blue of Robby’s. Although like me he was only in the fourth grade,
already he seemed like a recognizable big boy. He stared at me,
sizing me up, and finally demanded, “We wanna know if you a’
real boy.”

I was terrified. I knew sooner or later this
was going to happen. It seemed only inevitable because, inside, I
wasn’t sure myself. I didn’t answer.

Lance, a kid my actual age in the third
grade, cried out, “He ain’t!”

They all laughed hard, except for
Russell.

“If you a real boy, show
us your polliwog!” Russell insisted. “Right now!”

I pretended not to know
what he meant. Lance smiled, like he had all the answers. “He don’t know what
it is, ’cause he don’ have one. He’s a Jew. They ain’t got
polliwogs like we
done.”

Scared as I was, I looked Russell directly
into his clear, swimming-pool-blue eyes. I’d learned this from
Robby. “Just look at people,” he told me. “It always makes them
think you’re not afraid.”

“I don’t have to,” I said
emphatically. “I don’t have to show you anything.”

“Cause he don’t have one
t’ show!” Lance declared, his small face grinning
ear-to-ear.

Russell looked away from me, shrugging.

“He got a
polliwog. I seen it. I
jus’ wanted t’ fool wit’ him.”

Suddenly Mrs. Smith the young teacher came
up to us. Everyone pretended nothing had happened. I kept my mouth
shut, but from then on I was scared to go to the boys’ room. I was
afraid they were going to take my pants down and do terrible things
to me. I’d heard stuff like that went on in there, when no adult
was looking.

After that, Russell stared at me, and
sometimes walked up to me to demonstrate he was still bigger than I
was. He was curious about me; I could tell. But he’d never seen my
penis, that was for sure. And, no matter what, he never became my
friend.

I knew Jewish boys didn’t
show off their penises to everybody. I’m not exactly sure how I
knew it, but it ultimately made sense. Your penis was something God
gave to you especially, so you didn’t just show it off. I had seen Robby’s, but
that was different. It was dark and bigger, and surrounded by shiny
black hair. We went swimming together at the beach and sometimes
took our bathing suits off in the shower. There was never any word
about it, but it seemed ridiculous to call it by some childish name
like a “polliwog.” It was a definitely a pee-pee, or a peter. Sometimes Robby referred to
it as a “shmuck” or a “putz,” but it was never a polliwog. That was a kid’s name and
I knew it; it was part of the silly kids’ world where I was
supposed to live, although there were times when that world seemed
as cut off to me as even the more intimidating and monstrously
large adult one.

Then soon enough, it
happened: I learned how to discard some of the more usual aspects
of Robby and Caroline—characteristics that made me the child of a
certain set of parents—and act in a regular, acceptable,
local way. Some of it
was like not being scared of ugly things anymore simply by choosing
not to get close to them, or pretending I was really someplace else
when the situation came about. So I learned how to pick up slimy
frogs in the schoolyard without fear, and not to show how
unstomached I was and revolted by a dead cat; or that I was nervous
when it was time to play baseball because I was scared I threw like
a girl. I would just act like I was totally somebody else, and let
the act take over. Also, I learned it was important
not to act smart when
you didn’t have to be—not to stand out, or “show off,” or be noticed in any
way and get laughed at. I learned not only how to imitate the other
kids, but even, more important, to quickly forget that it was only
an imitation. I also learned how not to look smart and yet to look
“busy” instead of stupid.

All of this was difficult, because receding
into the background took more effort from me than showing off. It
was like somebody had put a big stick labeled “Dumb” into my mouth,
and clamped my teeth around it. Or had blindfolded me, while I
still had to pretend that I could see.

I was afraid of being the
only Jew-boy out in the sticks, who came from a home where his
parents voted for John F. Kennedy who, everybody said, was a
nigger-lover and a Catholic. I’d heard at school that Kennedy was
going to turn the colored people on us, but I never heard that kind
of talk at home, or even among Caroline’s more worldly friends who
climbed up to our second-floor porch at home (which we called the
veranda) to smoke cigarettes and drink Salty Dogs. So I learned how
to play with the other kids in Isle of Hope and not be scared, or
admit that I was only acting
in a way that might have been labeled as purely
“idiotic” by some of Caroline’s fashionable friends. Still, I knew
this was only an act, and one I didn’t have to do at home. At home
Robby appreciated that I was actually smart, and I could be myself,
even if I wasn’t sure exactly what
that self was.

It was strange; sometimes
I felt all tangled up inside, and Robby and Caroline only added to
the tangle. I was this sort-of Jewish kid—even if I wasn’t
exactly Jewish. But I
felt Jewish; it felt like something I couldn’t put my finger on,
but it was there, an almost namable
shadow, even if I could not name it and it didn’t
represent the complete outer shape of me. Nevertheless, we were
comfortable in Isle of Hope in a Southern way. It was very nice, if
you didn’t think about it a lot, which most people didn’t; at least
not enough to talk about it. Josephine Thomas, the young black
woman who worked for my parents, came in every day, and she was
like one of us except that she wasn’t. Josephine couldn’t be
Jewish, no matter what; that was the one thing I was sure of (even
though that might not have been absolutely true, which I learned
later and which confused me even more).

Still, as much as I wanted to, I knew almost
nothing about Robby when he was gone for so long. I’d look at the
strange catalogues and even some of his business papers if I found
any lying around. They could have been written in Chinese. When
kids at my school asked me what my dad did, I’d answer, “He’s in
business,” and when they responded, “Is that ’cause he’s a Jew?” I
would just turn away. How could anyone answer that?

The fact that he was a Jew was known to most
people there; there was no way around it. We didn’t go to one of
the local churches, and I guess word got around very fast about
that. So even I began to connect his business, secret as it was,
with the simple fact of him being a Jew.

It all seemed like a
secret; part of the big adult world, a fortress we kids were not
supposed to approach except in the most fearful way. The big adult
world was painted in deeply enticing colors, like the silent old
buildings at sunset around the squares in downtown Savannah, or the
garish “Coming Attractions” of a grown-up movie with Eddie Fisher,
or Elizabeth Taylor in a slip. I sneaked up sometimes to it when
Mom had her friends over to drink martinis or Salty Dogs, while
they smoked cigarettes on the veranda, which had a nice upper view
of the water beyond the treetops. I would huddle behind the screen
door as they talked about girls who got “knocked up” and had to
“have it fixed.” Or husbands who had girlfriends. Or, in an even
lower, more adult voice, they would talk about men who were “like
that.”

“You really think he’s . .
. like that?”

Mom’s voice suddenly went kind of funny,
with this strange upward tilt in it, as if she were talking about
cartoon animals instead of people.

Lucy Boyd, one of her friends, broke in.

“Y’ know, come to think of
it, I think John’s cousin Peter’s like
that.”

That brought on a big laugh.

“His peter?” Jane Wilson shrieked,
cigarette in hand. “Ya’ll think it’s his peter? Girls, lemme tell you, it’s
never just ya peter that’s like that!”

Lucy gulped an impatient sip of her
drink.

“His cousin’s name
is Peter! And
he is like that.
I know, you can smell it on him. And he’s got those . . . weak
hands and he paints pictures and he—”

“Come on!” Mom injected.
She shook her head softly, exhaling a slow curl of cigarette smoke.
The smoke kept the gnats away. “Just ’cause you’re
dreamy and paint
pictures, doesn’t mean you’re like
that. I know lots of normal guys who are
like that, but aren’t like
that—if you know what I mean.”

Her voice lowered a bit. It sounded somewhat
unraveled now, but without the funny tilt in it.

Sometimes Liz would sneak up and join me.
When we heard this, Liz and I looked at each other behind the
veranda door, and shrugged.

But a short time later in
school I learned exactly what “like that” meant. The kids talked,
and they weren’t nearly as kind as Mom and her friends. They used
words that hit hard and scared me—queer,
sissy, faggot, pansy, fairy, fag, light-weight— words meaning something despised and to be avoided. I was
never sure when one of those words might explode like a hand
grenade directly in front of me. But who had actually seen a
fag, queer, sissy, fairy,
pansy, or light-weight? I definitely
hadn’t.

Still, the words were there, and I heard the
very same ones by the marina docks, spit from the mouths of the men
talking at the fishing boats. One minute it was baseball, next the
“coloreds,” and then “them pansy-asses is snappin’ up places in
I’ll-a-’ope, spending good money on ’em! But who wants them kinda
fairy-queers around here?”

I got the message, and
even Caroline and her friends weren’t exactly letting it rest
either. A group of men “like that” from way over in Savannah
were buying up old
places nearby and spending good money to fix them up. Still, as
Caroline admitted to her friends, the “local white trash is not
happy. Oh, they like the money—just not the
light-weights.”

Then the truth dawned on
me: no matter how much I tried not to, at a certain point, I
actually saw
them. It couldn’t be helped; you had to be
blind not to see them.
They were out on the streets near the market at the boat landing,
wearing clothes you didn’t normally
see in Isle of Hope, or you’d see them driving
around in bright sporty two-seaters, which, I was informed, only
“pansy-ass light-weights” would drive.

Mom’s attitude toward them was decent and
friendly in an offhand, never actually mean way. They were
“artistic.” “Interesting.” When other people, especially the folks
whose kids I knew from school would ignore them or whisper about
them, she’d even go straight up to them and maybe address them by
their names, passing the usual time of day but little else. It was
a custom, a formality of Southern friendliness, and that was all:
it was really distant.

We never went into their houses, beautiful
places with fine furniture displayed inside big picture windows.
But, amazingly enough, really up-close, some of these men looked
like they were no more “light-weight” than, say, my dad.

I seriously thought about
that, putting it all together as best I could, and it did make me
look at my father differently. I could see already that he was two
different people—Robby and Leon—which made me wonder, actually,
what he was really like inside. Inside that adult world I
was not supposed to know about; inside his own world, and of
course, inside himself. Then, because there was too much else to
think about, the thought would simply vanish. I guess this was the
beginning of me straining to get into this intimidatingly distant,
adult fortress with its secrets, the ones I was yet to
understand.

Some of the men working on
the fishing boats pointed out the “fairies” in voices nowhere near
a whisper, and it was like a dark shadow had drifted over the faces
of those being pointed out. The fishermen and shrimpers scared me,
because I knew from school what it was like to have people say
things I didn’t want to hear, and then to have to pretend I didn’t
hear them. The “fairies” (or whatever they were called) also
pretended they weren’t hearing it, but their faces hid nothing,
certainly not from me. I was able to see it, and I wished I could
do something about it, small as I was, but I couldn’t. I wanted to
admit I was a Jew who wasn’t a Jew, and still wasn’t sure what they
were. But it was OK; it had to be. It was like with Robby: there
was stuff about my dad that wasn’t real, and surely I knew it, as
surely I was alive.

The men they talked about
wore nicely starched white shirts and striped silk ties. Sometimes
they wore expensive casual knit shirts or sweaters; things that
Robby also wore. Some even wore their hair the way he did,
carefully, as if he really thought about it. But there was
something definitely peculiar about them—like they were paper dolls
cut out and pasted into the local picture, instead of
real living men. So they
weren’t actually a part of this corner of the world, any more than
my own father was.

The guys from the boats at the landing wore
sweat-stained, soiled T-shirts, and had work-coarsened hands and
wind-bitten faces. My shoulders jerked out of fear—like danger was
stalking me—when I ventured around them. Something might happen I
couldn’t stop. I wanted the men they were talking about to
disappear and take my fears with them. But they went on shopping or
walking together, or looking around, stopping in their cars at a
light. Sometimes their softer faces took on protective reflections
from the big live oak trees or the patterns of palmetto fronds;
then they got blasted almost blind again by the sweaty glare from
the road from the scorching sun above, reflected by a covering of
sun-bleached white oyster shells.

But soon these men were gone, and with them
those shadows. The shrimpers and locals would talk about other
things. Negroes. Baseball. Jesus. Women. And I felt better, as if
Leon, my Jewish father, were no longer in danger. I’d go back home,
where I didn’t have to put on the school act in front of Caroline,
Liz, Josephine, or Robby. Soon enough, there’d be school again and
the act would have to come back on. Then quick as summer lightning,
I’d have to pretend to be like everybody else, when I knew I
wasn’t.

It was getting frankly
more difficult. The worst part was that by the time I was ten or
eleven I realized I didn’t look like the
other kids, either.

One day in the seventh grade Judy Beasley, a
cute little auburn-haired girl who sat across from me announced,
“You look like a nigger! You got dark skin, and your hair don’t
look like white people’s hair.”

“I have blue eyes,” I
answered defiantly.

“So? They got blue-eyed
niggers. I seen ’em.”

“I don’t care what
you seen,” I
said, trying hard to keep from either crying or exploding, when in
fact I just wanted to disappear. “I’m not one of them!”

I hated her, but I wasn’t
sure what to do about it. I resented being called a
nigger, a word we
definitely never used at home, where we often sat down to dinner
with Josephine Thomas. I gave Judy the cold shoulder for a while,
but couldn’t tell my parents. I was too humiliated even to speak
about it, which hurt even more.

Judy soon enough took back
her words, and even cottoned up to me, telling me at recess, “It’s
OK. My daddy told me the Jews in the Bible were darker than us. So
that means you ain’t a nigger. You jus’ look like a Jew in the Bible, and we need
t’ respect that.”

I nodded at her, pretending I’d forgotten
everything. But it did make me look differently at Josephine.
Perhaps after all, she could be Jewish.

Then, just before the
start of eighth grade, when I was ready for junior high school, my
parents came to an earth-shaking decision: public school was no
longer working for me. I don’t know exactly how they’d figured it
out—nobody asked me; I was just a kid—but in any case, they had a meeting up on
the veranda. Josephine, in one of her very attractive yellow
dresses, brought up two small shakers, one each, of martinis and
Salty Dogs. Robby smoked and I, hidden again, listened, making sure
they didn’t see me.

“He needs to be with
another kind of people,” Robby asserted, his dark brow knit. “I’m
talking, Caroline, about smart
people with real
flush toilets and real books in their
homes.”

Caroline put down her Salty Dog and looked
squarely at him.

“Robby, that’s unkind. We
have plenty of friends out here and none of them have toilets that
don’t flush.”

“The public school
children, Caroline, are not from the same class as your friends.
Your friends are more like those kind of guys who’re movin’ out
here and buyin’ up houses. Besides, they’re your friends, honey, and not mine.
I’m gone too much, trying to make a livin’ for us and keep us in
this damn house. My feeling is we should send him to Holy Nativity
Military Academy out there on the other side of Savannah. It’s a
high-class place run by an order of Catholic guys called
‘Sebastianites.’ They’re known to be pretty liberal in their
beliefs towards other people, but still strict. If he can’t be
Jewish, at least he should get some kind of moral discipline one
way or another to keep him out of trouble.”

My ears popped up: I was totally interested.
Mom gave Dad her special smile: Mysterious, utterly knowing;
definitely skeptical. I could see it from where I crouched, but I
couldn’t see Robby.

Then her smile loosened a bit, getting
broader, like she was holding in a joke.

“So that’s what being a
Jew’s all about? Keepin’ out of trouble? No wonder you Jews got the
short end of the stick f’so long.”

“Caroline, you’re being
hurtful. Please don’t make fun of us Jews. I don’t make fun of your
own people and you know it.”

“In a pig’s rear end. You
think they’re all stuck up. You do, Robby.”

“I don’t. Honest. I just
know sometimes there’s a barrier between us.”

Mom exhaled.

“Like you’re hairy and
circumcised, and don’t look like them?”

He chuckled deeply, sounding like an almost
empty oil barrel rolling down a bumpy hill, with a bunch of stones
in it. It was an extremely resonant chuckle for a short man; it
made you feel that Robby was on top of everything. Robby could do
that, just like Caroline could do her smile.

He settled down. “It’s an easy choice,”
Robby insisted. “Benjy’s a smart kid—God, they let him skip a whole
year in school out here. But he needs morality and discipline, and
he’s definitely not going to get either with a bunch of yokel kids
who carry ringworm. So—far as I’m concerned, there’s no
argument.”

Mom lit another cigarette. I watched the
smoke curl up to the ceiling of the veranda. Liz suddenly snuck in
next to me behind the door, and whispered into my ear, “What’s
goin’ on?” I shushed her with a finger on her lips, but inside I
was smiling.

Oh, how I was smiling.

“Holy Nativity’s not
cheap,” Mom said thoughtfully. “You gotta buy him shoes and
uniforms and that kind of stuff. And they’ll make him go t’ chapel.
You want that? He’ll practically have to be a little Catholic to go
there.”

No, I won’t! I thought, shaking my head.

“No, he won’t,” Dad echoed
my thought, adding, “I’ll do a deal with them.”

“Holy effin’ crap! You’re
always doin’ deals, Leon.”

That did it! Dad got up and I could see his
face, with all sorts of deeper frown-lines etched into it.

I supposed he didn’t like
Mom using that kind of language, even if we kids weren’t supposed
to be hearing it. But even worse, she’d called him
Leon, which he
did not like,
especially if there were some sort of Jewish reference in the
conversation. As in “deals.” Even I
knew Jews and deals went together like ham and
eggs.

Mom’s long body stiffened up a bit; her Mona
Lisa turn of face returned.

“OK . . .
Robby.”

“Better. Thank you. And
please, Caroline, none of this effin’ stuff.”

“Sure. Whatever you effin’
say, Robby.”

Dad smiled.

“I’ll give ’em the tuition
money up-front and then give ’em some more, and tell the head
father I don’t want Benjy to be forced to go to no chapel. I
mean—God’s-honest-truth, Caroline—the kid can go if he wants, I’ll
tell Benjy that. It’s up to him. It’ll close to break my poor
heart, but if being a Jew jus’ doesn’t do it for him then he can
try Catholic for a while. For cryin’ out loud, they ain’t gonna
bite him.”

Caroline poured herself some more Salty Dog
from its shaker, and gave Dad a refill on his martini.

“I think Josephine didn’t
put enough gin in this,” she observed, tasting her drink, then
added: “Don’t bet the ranch on that, Robby. Catholics
do bite. They can bite
your sweet ass off. I’m not crazy about Catholics. Jus’ call me
some ol’ hick WASP, but I don’t like being told by Rome what movies
to go see and what TV shows t’ watch.”

Liz and I were now cheek-to-cheek listening
behind the door. She was puzzled; her eyes wide open. I put my hand
over her mouth to stop her from interrupting anything.

“Honey,” Robby assured
her. “We hardly ever go t’ the movies and who cares what you watch
on television? It’s all the same bull. A bunch o’ lies to keep you
sittin’ till the commercials come on. Holy Nativity will make a man
out of Benjy. Just you watch!”

 


 


​ Chapter
Two:

Holy Nativity

 


And so, gratefully, I began attending Holy
Nativity, a small Catholic military academy housed in sprawling
Southern-Gothic stone buildings on the other side of Savannah. It
meant getting up extra early to be driven in, and each day after
classes, Mom would pick me up and drive me home. The Sebastianite
brothers who ran Holy Nativity took the name of their order from
St. Sebastian, who, I learned, was the patron saint of soldiers.
There were all sorts of pictures of him around the school. Young
and exceptionally good-looking, he looked like a Hollywood teen
heartthrob, with beautiful wavy hair and lots of arrows stuck in
him. The story was that he’d been a captain of the Praetorian Guard
in Rome, and a secret Christian who performed miracles and was
liked by tons of people. When Emperor Maximian, a disgusting pagan,
discovered Sebastian’s secret, he ordered that the saint be
executed. Sebastian survived the arrows and was finally beaten to
death by the Emperor’s own personal detachment of thugs.

When I heard this story,
all I could think of was Robby and myself—trying to pass as
something or
other in Isle of Hope—and smile. A secret
Christian? How about a secret Jew? The all-too-obvious connection
was certainly not lost on me.

Holy Nativity was called by the boys “Holy
Smokes” or “Holy Nate.” The story about how the school (with its
name Holy Nativity; that in itself was peculiar for a military
school) got to Savannah, Georgia, was also of interest. It seems a
certain Father Joseph, an abbot of the Sebastianite order who had
been brought over from England in the mid-1900s (prior to the Great
War), was motoring alone down to Florida to visit his sister, a nun
named Mary, who’d been teaching impoverished Seminole Indian
children in a certain backward village called Miami. It was late at
night on a chilly, starry Christmas Eve. Without warning, his
T-Model Ford broke down in a rather dreary, nondescript district of
Savannah. Nervously, Father Joseph set out on foot in this strange
landscape and, to his amazement, stumbled onto a church—Catholic,
of course.

It was all locked up, but
next to it was a half-lit tavern. From there he was directed to a
local priest, who cheerfully got out of bed and had Father Joseph
put up by some excellent people, recent Irish immigrants. Even
though he was a proper English gentleman (albeit
Catholic), Father Joseph
held no animosity whatsoever
toward the Irish—who, it turned out, were
extremely hospitable to him and offered him generous amounts of the
local cheer. And so, when he woke up the next morning—with a
headache—he decided it must
be a sign he should start a school, right there
in that dreary precinct of Savannah, to raise up with gallant
military bearing Southern gentlemen of all persuasions (or, at
least, to include Irishmen) and call it . . . what else? This made
sense even to a half-Jew like me: Father Joseph plus Sister Mary at
Christmas equals . . .
Holy Nativity Military Academy.

Either you hated
everything about Holy Nativity—the iron-hard discipline; enough
homework to kill; going out way too early for military formations
when you could barely keep your head up, and desperately needed to
take a piss, a crap, or blow your runny nose; push-ups in those
scratchy uniforms in the cold dirt for punishments—and got so
down-at-the-mouth, screwed-up miserable, you washed out fast; or,
you smartened up and learned to take it all in stride. And then
everything, pretty much,
just went along with the flow. And also, please
keep in mind, for me, after being at school out in the sticks, Holy
Nativity was a breather; I actually liked the place. I didn’t have to think so much
about being different at Holy Nate like I did in Isle of Hope,
because, well, the whole southern Catholic military school thing
was just . . . so effin’
strange. That was the only way to put
it.

Not “light-in-the-loafers”
strange, but real damn odd.

The monks who taught us never seemed
completely human. It was like they’d fallen in from another planet.
They were smarter than regular men in some ways—and softer; and, in
other ways, they were revoltingly harsh and hard. They could snap
into a discipline that made your head pop, then suddenly make you
feel that they were on your side. The fact was they were not there
to be our buddies, yet we had a sense that many of them did like
us. And then, out of the blue, something would happen that made you
realize they actually had human bodies under their well-tailored,
one-piece olive drab habits ending in flowing skirts, although most
of the time we were supposed to pretend that this wasn’t the
case.

The first time they took
us swimming at a pool, I saw Brother Alexis (known, behind his
back, as Brother Alex), a handsome young geography teacher from
Montreal, almost naked. He was tall and fair-skinned, as though the
sun didn’t hit him, with muscular arms and a big chest sprinkled
with dark hair. When he realized my eyes were not moving from him,
he sternly demanded, “Rothberg! What are you doing? Where are
you now?”

I stumbled out, “Here, sir?”

“Good. Keep it that
way.”

I did a quick about-face and hurried to the
other boys at the edge of the pool, who were all laughing. Tim
O’Neill, a small, freckle-faced wise-ass, slid up next to me and
whispered, “Yeah, Alex’s got a big one. Hard to think what a priest
does with it, but it’s there.”

I’d made friends faster than I’d thought I
would. I had a feeling some of the kids were ordered to befriend me
by the brothers (going along with Father Joseph’s desire to raise
stouthearted Southern gentlemen) who figured that, as a half member
of the Chosen People, I should not be ostracized at Holy Smokes. In
history class the brothers went on a lot about the Holocaust and
what a wonderful job the Catholics did protecting the Chosen
People, and how the Jews were no longer to be blamed for the death
of Our Lord Jesus Christ. I got the feeling this speech was done
specifically in my honor, and I squirmed when I heard it. Far ahead
of their time, the Sebastianites were especially proud that Holy
Nativity was one of the earliest schools in Savannah to be racially
integrated.

The monks spoke in a very
formal manner that men normally did not, at least not the kind of
men I knew back in Isle of Hope. So, if I hadn’t known better, I
might have figured there actually was something lightweight about them; but I did
know better, or at least I wanted to think I did. The boys wavered
back and forth between idolizing them and at the same time making
secret fun of them.

Robby was happy. I saw it in his face that
had become even more lined and concerned in the last year or so.
Something was going on, and I didn’t want to be the cause of
it.

“I’m qvelling,” he admitted, pulling me
closer to him.

I asked him what that meant.

“It’s Jewish. It means I’m
really happy you’re finding Holy Nativity so good.”

“It’s not
so good,” I told him,
wanting to sound adult and not go overboard. “But sure, I don’t
mind it.”

“D’ ya miss
girls?”

I nodded and put a lot into the next sounds
I made.

“Uh-huh!”

Robby smiled broadly.

“Am I glad to hear that,
boychik! You need t’ meet girls. An all-boys school is good for
you. It’ll shoot some steel up your backbone. But you need a few
girls around you, for your own sake. We’re gonna start takin’ you
to some dances at the Jewish center.”

He pulled me onto his lap and hugged me. I
was getting too big for that, but Robby still had not figured that
out.

 


There was going to chapel.

At first when the other
boys went, I stayed in the classroom reading and studying by
myself. The boys would pile back in, full of stories about what had
happened—who held the plate at Communion, who got yelled at, what
the priest blabbed about; there was lots of smirking about all the
dirty jokes they’d whispered while they should have been praying. I
felt left out; this went on for weeks. Then, one day I just popped
up out of my seat and joined them. As we walked slowly in line down
a long, narrow corridor, I became nervous, clenching my fists with
no idea what was going to happen, sweating profusely and imagining
myself suddenly in the Middle Ages, during the Inquisition when
they used to burn Jews. A pang of regret shot through me.
What was I doing?
I felt like I was going to pee in my pants. But I told
myself I had
decided to do this, and anyway I was sick
of staying alone while the other guys were having fun (even if they
weren’t supposed to be).

Several of the brothers in
their long olive-gray habits stared at me. Their gaze almost made
me feel naked. One of them, Brother Ulrich, pulled me aside. Ulrich
looked about a hundred years old and was notoriously stern. Most
kids tried to steer away from him; they could never figure out
where his shifty eyes might land and stick. The joke was that he
was ready to retire—in the next century! Another joke was that
before he took his final vows and was given the name Brother
Ulrich, after St. Ulrich, he was called Mr. Mahoney. So he
was actually the
TV dummy Jerry Mahoney’s brother and had a wooden head, too!
Amazing, how kids had a way of finding out everything.

“Mr. Rothberg!” he
growled. “Are you s’posed t’ be here?”

Suddenly Tim O’Neill popped up beside me. I
hadn’t even been aware that he was nearby, occupied as I was trying
not to pee on myself.

“Beg your pardon, Brother
Ulrich,” Tim said. “But I asked him to. I thought it’d be nice if
he came with us. That way he ain’t left behind. He won’t receive
Communion. I promise. He’ll just be here with me.”

Brother Ulrich lowered his face for a second
like a bulldog thrown a bone, then his baggy eyes shot up again.
But Tim had grabbed my hand already and I quickly jumped into a
place next to him in the pew. I needed to say something to him.

“Thanks, Tim,” I whispered
as Brother Ulrich moved on, frowning.

He flashed this wonderful, wide-open,
dimpled grin full of teeth, his freckled nose a half inch away from
mine.

“You Jew-boys need to
learn somethin’ about Jesus too,” he spoke into my nose.
“Right?”

I shrugged. Who could argue with that?

“Jeeze,” Tim went on under
his breath. “Ol’ Mahoney’s just a dummy anyway. But ya gotta watch
out for ’im.”

“Why?” I whispered
back.

“Cause he hates anything
that ain’t pure.
You know, like fun. He hates
fun. Some-a th’ monks are like that.”

Tim was small and scrawny; his wool uniform
never fit him properly. A strong dose of sunlight from an ordinary
windowpane streaked with dirt up close to the ceiling hit him. It
wasn’t stained glass with Jesus and the saints on it, but the
streaking still made it interesting. The clear light seemed to go
straight through him; I could see the veins in his pale neck and
face, then I felt this feeling about him hit me as well. It was
warm; I could feel it in my heart, but I didn’t want to stare at
him anymore—so I grabbed his forearm.

“Gotcha,” I
whispered.

“Cut it out,” he said
loudly.

We were stuffed into the middle of a row of
boys who were all acting like something had been forced on them but
they were OK with it for a while. I could smell their breath. It
didn’t smell like Jewish kids’ breath, whose dads must have all
been dentists. They had their teeth straightened and their mouths
minted. Catholic breath was different: milky and dense. A priest at
the altar said something in Latin and the boys chanted back.
(Vatican II hadn’t come into full effect yet.) Then the priest
switched to English and welcomed us like we were all guests.

“That’s Father Edward,”
Tim whispered. “They bring him in just for this. He does the
sermons. If he starts doing this talk about ‘impure touching,’ he
means jerking off. Ever done it?”

Since I was still a Jew or something close
to it, I didn’t want to say another word. Another boy shushed Tim
who ignored him.

“Anytime you get a boner
they make a big to-do of it. Truth is, I don’t pay it much mind. My
folks have six kids. I betcha anything my dad does it
sometimes.”

“What?” I asked, as low as
I possibly could.

“Jerk off, Doodyhead.
Wha’d’ ya think? Everybody does it ’sept the priests and the monks
and they get blue balls.”

Tim smiled to himself, then grabbed my hand
and thrust it directly to his groin. He was hard. I was shocked.
I’d never felt a boy hard before, much less in chapel.

“Just want’d you to know
what I was talkin’ about,” Tim said, grinning towards the altar.
Turning serious, he said, “Father Edward is gonna
consecrate the Host
soon. That means he turns it int’ the body of Jesus. I’ll have to
go up and receive the Host, but you gotta stay here bein’ a nice
Jew-boy.”

Brother Ulrich started lurking by, staring
at Tim and shushing him. He fingered the air in the out-the-door
direction to show that he was going to have Tim ejected if he
continued blabbing. Tim made a show of clamming up, and Brother
Ulrich moved on.

Now I wanted Tim to talk
in the worst way. Nobody had ever done anything like that with me
before: let me feel his boner. Mom would have called it
audacious. I liked the
word. Tim was definitely audacious. I realized I liked him.
It simply hit me; as if there were only the two of us there,
although some of the other boys were squirming and whispering,
trying hard not to laugh, like a punchy wave of silliness was
hitting them. Then everybody shut up.

That was when Father Edward invited them to
get up and receive Communion. I wasn’t sure why the wafers were the
Host when a host was someone who had a party. At the seder I went
to at Hebrew school, a rabbi led the service. “He’s the host,” Dad
had explained. Now these boys were eating the Host. Was it,
perhaps, pay-back for something the Host had done?

It made no sense at all to me, but I wasn’t
Catholic. The Jews had never mentioned impure touching to me. I’m
sure it was in the Bible somewhere, but they didn’t talk about it.
It seemed the Jews had enough to think about, what with World War
II and the Holocaust, without worrying about stuff like that.

After chapel, Tim sidled up to me at “free
play,” the thirty-minute break we had instead of recess. We were
all in uniform, but ties got untied and shirttails were pulled out
of pants.

“I’m glad you were at
chapel,” he said, offering me his hand. “I can’t talk to a lotta
these kids—they’re too fuckin’ Catholic! Everything’s a sin, sin,
sin. Even when they joke about it, they’re still scared stiff o’
hell and stuff like that. You’re lucky. My dad said Jews don’t
believe in Catholic sin. They have sins of their own, like eating
pork. D’you eat pork?”

“I do.”

“Shit, that’s no fair! You
don’t even have fuckin’ Jewish sin! How lucky can you
get?”

“Pretty lucky,” I
agreed.

We were off to ourselves. I liked that. When
I extended my hand back to him, he held it for a moment.

“I want you t’ be my
friend,” he offered. “Would ya? My folks asked me to be friends
with you. They felt it was the good Catholic thing to do. They’re
liberals, know what I mean? They like Negroes and Kennedy and unwed
mothers. My mom says we shouldn’t judge, period. I know she does
it, but only to people she don’t like. They’d be cool about you
being my friend, my Jewish friend.”

He stopped for a second, then said: “Jesus!
Fuck! Here’s Storch!”

Horace Storch, disgustingly big and
short-necked, walked up to us. Like Tim and me, he was also in the
eighth grade and had a square jaw and an overbite. He loomed over
Tim like a tyrannosaurus rex; he was a fat reptile. But he was only
a bit bigger than I was. Storch was famous for being a bully.
Behind his back, boys jokingly called him “Horace the Homo” and he
hated it and would kill anyone he caught doing it. He started to
pick on Tim, grabbing at him and punching him.

I told him to lay off.

“Suck my dick,” Storch
spat out. “You can suck it any way you like, Jew-boy!”

It didn’t hurt me when Tim called me a
Jew-boy, but when Storch did it was painful. I raised myself up to
my full height.

“Shut up!” I told
him.

“Gonna make
me?”

“Yeah,” I answered and hit
him hard in his face.

Robby had taught me how to fight. “The worst
thing you can do is hit a guy in his face,” he said. “It scares
him. It makes him wonder what’ll you do next.”

Storch grimaced, looking like he was
fighting back tears. Another young monk, Brother Andrew, hurried
towards us.

“Split up right now!” he
ordered. “I don’t want to see you two near each other again. Understand?
Are you hurt, Mr. Storch?”

“Yes! I’m hurt!” Storch
cried. “Call my parents! This Jew-boy almost knocked my tooth
out!”

“You’re not to use that
kind of language,” Brother Andrew insisted. “I won’t allow
it.”

Storch lowering his eyes and tried to look
smaller. “Sorry, Brother Andrew,” he said, feigning contrition. “I
shouldn’t have cursed like that. I’m so sorry. Will you call my
folks, please?”

I realized Storch could be an excellent
actor. Brother Andrew asked him to open his mouth, and peered into
it.

“Looks like your teeth are
OK, Mr. Storch. There’s no bleeding. I think your pride’s hurt more
than anything else. You walked up to them, I saw it.” Brother
Andrew shook his head. “You pick on smaller boys, Horace, and one
day you’ll pick on the wrong one. Just because a boy’s small does
not mean that he can’t defend himself. Remember the story of David
and Goliath? I think it’s only appropriate that both of you go to
the office and wait there.”

Storch’s eyes flared back up.

“But he—!

“I said the
office, Mr. Storch. Now
follow me!”

 


Father Greer was Holy
Nativity’s Commandant, the military school equivalent of a
headmaster. He’d been a chaplain in the Navy, so he had been a real
military-type guy and still had the posture and attitude to prove
it. I had met Father Greer when Robby brought me over to Holy
Smokes to sign me up. He and Father Greer had had a confidential
meeting while I waited outside the office, and then Father Greer
had asked me to step inside, and asked me if I really wanted to
attend Nativity. I told him that I did. (The fact was, I
didn’t not want
to go, but I didn’t say that.)

Brother Andrew left Storch
and me alone in Father Greer’s office, after a warning that God
would be looking directly
down at us, “So don’t do anything the Lord would
be ashamed of.” At first, there was only God and Father Greer’s
secretary, an old maid named Dora Pilkin, who was out of earshot,
but wore her glasses on a long chain around her wrinkled neck and
could look in on us.

Father Greer’s office smelt of furniture
polish and tooth paste; I wondered if the Commandant kept a
toothbrush in his desk drawer. Robby had mentioned to me once that
guys who drank at work usually did that, to cover up the smell.
“They always have great teeth,” he confided smiling. But nothing
seemed funny now. If Storch’s parents made a big deal out of me
hitting their son, Robby would have been hurt and maybe even angry
with me. He’d said it before to me: “As Jews, remember, son: We
have to act better.”

Storch glowered at me; any previous niceness
act had ended.

“I’m gonna knock out every
fuckin’ tooth from yer Jew-head, Ratberg, and kill you,” he
hissed.

Now I didn’t feel so bad.
In fact, I wanted to hit him again. I wasn’t the bullying type; it
had taken a lot of gumption on my part to stand up to Storch.
Suddenly I was standing a lot taller in myself, which was perhaps
the reason why I
was at Holy Smokes to begin with.

I took a deep breath and released it; that
felt extremely good.

“You’re an asshole,” I
said calmly. “You’re just mad ’cause I punched you
and I’m
a Jew.”

“Fuck you. You ain’t
a real Jew. If
you was a real Jew, you wouldn’t be here with a bunch of fuck-ass Catholics.
I was just fuckin’ with you ’cause you were with that little queer
Tim O’ Neill. He’s a cocksucker, y’ know that?”

Now I felt truly lost.
What was he talking about? I’d heard sissy, fag, queer,
fairy,
pansy, and
light-in-the-loafers out
in Isle of Hope, but never the term “cocksucker.” Maybe I’d just
been over-protected, living in our nice white house; but this
didn’t make any sense at all to me. How could Tim O’Neill be a
cocksucker? I liked him so much. I felt lost. I didn’t know what to
say, so I said nothing.

Storch’s face lit up. “Yer a cocksucker too,
ain’t ya?” His reptile face glowed with satisfaction.

Now I knew what to say.

“I’m not, Storch.
Not at all!”

“Prove it,
Ratberg. After school,
beat up Tim O’Neill!”

I looked at Storch’s face.
I had seen better-looking mugs on voodoo masks in
National Geographic, the
ones that had naked pictures of black guys in Africa in them. I
hated him. But suppose he got boys believing I was a cocksucker, even if I weren’t?
Even if I’d never actually heard the word before, just because Tim
was. I was in a pure quandary. I put my head in my hands and
covered my face.

“You are a cocksucker!” Storch said
triumphantly. “Look at you, stickin’ yer fuckin’ head in your
hands. Like yer cryin’, Crybaby!”

Now I got truly pissed, I
could hear Robby say, “You’re not going to let this little
mumser bother
you.” Mumser was
Jewish for bastard and Robby used the word a lot, even with
Caroline.

I grabbed Storch by the throat, just as
Father Greer walked in. I let go of Storch, but Greer saw it.

“Gentlemen,” he said, his
very deep, dramatic voice dragging a load of gravel with it. “I’ve
heard we’ve had some kind of altercation here. That’s very
unseemly of two
gentlemen like yourselves. I hope it’s not something frivolous,
like a girl or a football match. Those things come and go, but
sportsmanship and excellent conduct follow you the rest of your
lives.”

“Rothberg said something
evil,” Storch blurted out. “He said—‘the Jews were right to kill
Jesus Christ.’ ”

Greer looked at me. “Did you?”

I was shocked, even though
I shouldn’t have been. This was
like the Inquisition, just without the funny
clothes.

“Is this the truth,
Benjamin?”

Now I was so angry it took me a second to
calm myself. “No, I didn’t say anything like that.”

“He’s a liar!” Storch
asserted. “A liar and a Jew.”

Greer swiveled his chair toward Storch.

“That’s enough, Horace!”
Father Greer snapped. “I’m sorry, Benjamin, that you’ve been
involved with this. We’ve had trouble with Horace before.” He
turned back to Storch. “We’re going to put you on probation, young
man, if we have any more instances like this.”

“He hit me in the teeth!”
Storch cried, pretending to be hurt and close to tears. I had to
admit it: anyone would be impressed with Storch’s acting
ability.

“Brother Andrew told me,”
Father Greer acknowledged. “But I have a feeling you provoked it.
Benjamin, I heard you went to chapel today. It’s most gentlemanly
of you to want to know more about our faith, but no one here will
force you to go if you don’t want to. I gave your father my word.
We are proud that some Jewish students want to come to our school
and show support to it. Horace, I want you to apologize to Benjamin
for the lie you told.”

“It’s not a lie,” Storch
maintained. “I swear it.”

Father Greer shook his head. “Don’t swear,
Horace. I’m not going to bring your parents into this. But I want
you to start using your conscience more. Just remember the Golden
Rule applies to all of Christ’s children.”

“He ain’t one of ‘em,”
Storch said resentfully. “He’s a Jew!”

“Go back to your class,
Mr. Storch. I’m sending Mr. Walters a note about this
incident.”

Mr. Walters was Storch’s homeroom teacher, a
lay teacher; in other words, not a monk or a priest. There was
something even more humiliating about getting a lay teacher
involved.

“Yes, sir,” Storch said.
Glowering filthily at me, he got up and left the office.

“I apologize again,
Benjamin,” Father Greer said. “We’ve had trouble with Horace
before. Frankly, I don’t like anti-Semitism. It’s as bad as
anti-Catholicism, both of them are irrational feelings. We want
Holy Nativity to have a reputation as a school that welcomes
anyone. Be they Catholic, Jew, or of any other faith. We are all
God’s children, like I told Horace, no matter in what form He
takes.”

I nodded. I wanted to say
something like “thank you,” but felt funny about doing it.
Something told me that Robby would have just advised: “The less you
say to goyim,
Benjy, the better off you’re going t’ be.” So I just sat up
straight in my chair. The Inquisition part was over and I felt
lucky to have escaped it.

Father Greer was starting to sweat some. I
wondered if he really did have a bottle inside his desk. He closed
his tired-looking eyes for a second, then re-opened them. “You may
leave now, Benjamin,” he said.

I got up.

“Oh!” Father Greer jolted
up suddenly. “Please give my kind regards to your father. He’s been
most supportive of Holy Nativity. It seems we’re going to have to
come back and ask him for an additional bit of generosity
soon.”

 


I dreaded every change of class after that.
I was sure the bigger boys were talking about me, egged on by
Horace Storch, even if he were only in the eighth grade. But they
weren’t. I was still fairly invisible, and that was good.

A few days later, Tim O’Neill met me after
school, while I was waiting for Caroline to pick me up.

“I want you t’ come for
dinner at our house sometime,” he said. “I have three bothers and
two sisters, and I want you to meet ’em.”

Two of his brothers went to Nativity. I had
seen them around, but never talked to them. They were twins,
sophomores in the high school section. They were tall and very
good-looking with clear skin and athletic bodies. Everybody liked
them; it must have been hard for Tim to be their goofy, runty kid
brother. Against my better judgment, I told him I’d do it. He
looked at me with this sweet face, and didn’t say a word.

I extended my hand to him. He shook it and
for a second didn’t want to let go of it. I felt funny about that
and removed my hand. Caroline showed up, and Tim disappeared.

“Who was that little kid?”
she asked when I got in the car.

“Tim O’Neill.”

“He a friend?”

“Yeah . . . a friend. I’m
making friends. It’s really good.”

“I’m so glad,” she said,
lighting up a cigarette from the car lighter. “Want to invite him
out?”

I hesitated. I wasn’t sure how close I
wanted to be to Tim O’Neill if guys like Storch said he was a
cocksucker, even if I wasn’t sure what that meant. It had to be
evil though. Of that I was convinced—and you’re only as good really
as the reputation of your friends; Robby had informed me once of
that.

“So, d’ you want to?”
Caroline asked again.

I shrugged. “Sure.”

 


 


​ Chapter
Three:

“Transubstantiation”

 


I started avoiding Tim
after that. I felt bad about doing it because he was taken with me,
and in the eighth grade having anyone so ardently taken with me
was unusual—take
it from me. He always seemed to find a way to sidle up close to me,
and I’d be nice to him but not too nice. I had made other friends
and we comprised a small group of our own: William Manion, a
chinless math wiz with revolting, dead-stale kind of breath, whom
hardly anybody liked; Melvin Harris who was from a rich family and
always very upright, but pretty clueless about most things; and
Alfred Johnson, a shy, smart black kid
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