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Dedication

To my father, the real Dave, and to my mother. You speak through me always.
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Chapter 1

FROM THE START, I’ve always made trouble. My mama died of complications from having me. I once joked about it to my older brother, Gideon. I said I could make trouble even before I was born. Gideon thought I was serious because he said, “You didn’t do it on purpose, Dave. You were too young. You weren’t even yourself yet.”

No, I didn’t do it on purpose, but probably I was fooling around in her belly, having a fine time, and I kicked or punched too hard, and one thing led to another, and she died.

I had nothing to do with Papa dying, though. He died on Tuesday, October 26, 1926, when he fell off the roof of a house he was helping to build.

 

About four years before he died, when I was seven, I got in trouble for smearing glue on the chair of Izzy, the class bully. My stepmother, Ida, had to go to P.S. 42 and promise the principal that I’d never smear glue on anybody’s chair ever again. I never did, but Ida had to visit P.S. 42 often anyway. I batted a ball into our fourth-grade teacher’s rear end (by accident—my aim wasn’t that good). I fought with Izzy on the stairs. I let a mouse loose in our classroom. And more. Some things I didn’t do but got blamed for because I’d done everything else.

Papa tried to be mad when I got into trouble. “You have to behave,” he’d say.

I’d say, “Yes, Papa.”

“Ida can’t do her work if she has to go to school because of you.”

“I know.” Ida made ladies’ blouses on the sewing machine next to her and Papa’s bed.

“This is the end of it, then. Yes?”

“Yes, Papa.”

“Good.” Then he always asked, “What happened?”

At the beginning of my story, he’d listen and frown, but then the frown would disappear and his shoulders would start to shake. A little while later he’d be laughing and wiping tears from his eyes.

Papa was a woodworker. Before he came to the United States, he made a cabinet for the sultan of Turkey. The sultan was so pleased with the three hidden drawers Papa put into it that he gave Papa a gold medal.

Whenever he told about the medal, Papa would laugh. “We had to come to this country because of the sultan,” he’d say. “I didn’t want any more work from him. If he liked what you did, he gave you a medal. If he didn’t like it . . .” Papa would drag a finger across his throat. “. . . Too bad for you.” He’d laugh some more and add, “When we came to New York City, I sold the medal and bought your mama a dress.”

But this wasn’t the real reason Papa came to the United States. The real reason was too serious for him to talk about, so he’d joke about his medal instead. The truth was that there had been a war, and Greece had taken over the city where he lived. Papa and his family, the Caros family, had sided with Turkey, and so they all moved here when Greece won.

The day Papa died, I was late getting home after school. Detention and then stickball. When I got there, Gideon was sitting on the steps outside our building. As soon as I saw him, I knew something was wrong. He was never out here. He was always upstairs or at the library, studying. When I got close enough, I saw he had been crying.

“What happened?”

“Papa . . .”

I ran into the building. Gideon followed me.

Papa was in the front room, lying on the couch where Gideon and I slept at night. He wasn’t bleeding, but he didn’t look right. He looked like Papa in a photograph, not like Papa. His face was too white, with gray shadows under his eyes and on his cheeks.

“Papa!”

He didn’t move. Ida stood at the window, looking out. She didn’t turn when I came in. Mrs. Stern from across the hall stood next to her, patting her back.

“I hit a home run, Papa. We won the game.” I nudged his shoulder. His arm swung off the edge of the couch. His fingers dangled a few inches above the floor.

I knew he was dead then, but I said to Gideon, “Did Papa break his arm?” And then I said to Papa, “I’ll make you laugh so it won’t hurt.” But I couldn’t think of anything funny. Then I remembered an old joke. “What did the caterpillar say to the boa constrictor?”

“Dave . . .” Gideon said.

Mrs. Stern left Ida and started toward me. She was going to hug me and I didn’t want her to.

“No. Listen. Papa wants to hear it. The caterpillar said, ‘I don’t want to be around when you turn into a butterfly.’” I laughed. “Do you get it, Papa?” I leaned down and said right into his ear, “Isn’t it funny? Don’t you get it?”

From where she stood, Ida said, “Don’t you get it? He’s dead.”

Mrs. Stern turned me away from Papa and held me. I stood stiffly against her.

Ida went on talking. “In six months we would have moved out of here. We almost had enough saved up.”

I pulled away from Mrs. Stern and ran out of the house.

Gideon caught up with me after I’d gone a block. “Where are you going, Dave?”

I didn’t answer him. I was heading for Seward Park to see if anyone was still playing stickball. When I got there, my friends were gone, but our stick was still lying on the ground. I found a ball under the Nash that was parked on Essex Street.

“I’ll show you how I got the homer.” I threw the ball in the air and swung at it. I missed. I swung again and missed. And again. And again. Once Gideon told me to stop, but I wouldn’t. I kept swinging and missing. I started to cry.

“Why can’t I hit it?” I said. “What’s wrong with me?”

“You’ll get it if you keep trying.” Gideon was crying too.

“Why are you crying? You’re not even trying to hit it.” I laughed in the middle of crying. Then I connected. Crack.

Papa was dead.

The ball didn’t go far. The stick, when I threw it with all my might, went farther and crashed into the brick wall outside the boys’ toilet.

I crouched down and cried, really cried. I pictured Papa at breakfast, dipping bread into his coffee, the bread making his cheek bulge while he chewed. I pictured him before he left the house, trying to kiss Ida good-bye and her pushing him away. I pictured him tossing his hat in the air and positioning himself under it, so it landed square on his head. I pictured him saying good-bye to me and Gideon the way he always did. “Good-bye, genius” to Gideon. “Good-bye, rascal” to me.

And then he went out, back straight, looking taller than he really was. Looking happy, because Papa was always happy. And now he was dead. He wouldn’t be happy about being dead.

I stopped thinking. I just kept yelling in my brain, “Papa,” over and over. And crying.





Chapter 2

AFTER A LONG time I noticed that my calves were aching and I was cold. I stood up. Gideon was looking at the sky.

“It should be raining,” he said.

“Yeah.” I knew what he meant.

“Let’s go home,” Gideon said. “Ida will worry.”

She wouldn’t, and Gideon knew it. Mrs. Stern from across the hall would be more likely to worry about us than Ida. President Coolidge would be more likely to worry about us than Ida.

When we got home, the apartment was empty. Ida wasn’t there, and Papa was gone too.

“Gideon!” I said. “Maybe he wasn’t dead. Maybe he woke up.”

I pictured it. Papa sits up. He groans, “What happened? I feel like a sack of potatoes.” He looks around for us. “Where are Dave and Gideon?” Ida says, “How should I know? We thought you were dead.” And Papa says, “Dead? I’m not dead.” He laughs. “I’d feel better if I was dead.”

Gideon said, “He’s dead. He broke his neck.”

Ida came in. “They took him to the funeral home. We’ll bury him tomorrow.” She went to the icebox and took out a bowl covered with a dishrag. “And then what? After the funeral, then what?”

Then what? Papa would stay dead and be dead forever.

 

I didn’t pay attention to the rabbi during the funeral. I counted thirty-four people—our neighbors, my aunts and uncles, and some people I didn’t know who were probably older cousins. The cousins who were around my age weren’t there. I guess they were in school.

The rabbi’s eyebrows were so bushy they stuck out an inch in front of his face. I was sitting next to Ida. Her bony hands were folded in her lap. She stared at the rabbi and never moved.

Papa must hate being up there in the coffin, I thought, not even able to wink at the relatives who came to stare at him.

The cemetery was in Queens. We followed the hearse in a Packard limousine. It was the first time I’d ever been in an automobile. I’d never been to Queens before either. It was the first time for a lot of things—my first time in a cemetery, and the first time for burying my father.

I wished I could see how fast we were going, but the driver was hunched over the speedometer.

“Do you think we’re doing forty?” I whispered to Gideon as streets and houses whooshed past us.

He just stared out the window. Ida sat looking into her lap. Unless she did it while I was asleep, she hadn’t cried for Papa.

I looked around the inside of the car. The floor was covered with a dark green carpet, and the walls were covered with dark green cloth. I reached across to the back of the chauffeur’s seat and folded out the jump seat. Ida ignored me. Gideon watched, then turned back to the window. I crossed over and sat down. I figured I might never have another chance. I liked the way Second Avenue looked, flying backwards away from me. I wondered if hearses came this way often. Up Coffin Avenue. Right turn on Corpse Street. Continue down Goner Row. Left turn to Dead Man Boulevard.

At Twenty-third Street we went under the el, and we stayed under it all the way across the Queensboro Bridge. A train thundered above us as we crossed. It shook the bridge and rattled my teeth.

Queens didn’t look like part of New York City. It had lots of empty fields and wooden houses. Hey, look at that—a yard full of tombstones. The Riley Bros. tombstone factory. Dead people were big business in Queens. I turned around to look out the front window. Ahead of us, the hearse rolled on, feeling right at home.

A few minutes later we turned and drove into the cemetery. The car stopped next to a freshly dug hole, and we got out. I stamped my feet to stay warm while the rabbi said a prayer.

After they lowered the coffin into the hole, we all had to throw dirt on it. I wouldn’t have been able to do it, except I pretended Papa wasn’t in there. The coffin held a pair of huge, long shoes. It didn’t matter, throwing dirt on shoes.

When we got home, we heard voices as we climbed the stairs. Ida opened our door, and I saw that almost everybody who’d come to the funeral was crowded into our front room. The noise was so loud—talking, laughing—that no one noticed us till Ida started pushing through the crowd.

Aunt Sarah, who was standing near the doorway, hugged Gideon and then me. She kept an arm around my shoulders while she said, “I can’t believe Abe’s dead. He should be here.”

Uncle Jack, who was visiting from Chicago where he lived, said, “He had such a brain. He could add a column of figures in his head and come out right every time.” Uncle Jack put his hand on Gideon’s head. “This genius can probably add two columns.” Uncle Jack was Gideon’s favorite relative. Gideon had been heartbroken when he had moved away last year.

I left Aunt Sarah and wandered between the clumps of people, listening. I heard about a banana-eating contest Papa had once won. I heard what an artist he was, how perfect everything he made was. They told the story about the sultan and the medal again.

Aunt Lily was telling about the time Papa had brought a goat to school. She was my mama’s sister. She and Aunt Sarah, Papa’s sister, boarded with a family a few blocks from us.

I heard a bang. Everybody stopped talking. Across the room, Ida was pounding her fist against the wall. Plaster trickled down from the ceiling onto the sofa.

“Abe’s dead,” she yelled. “Who cares what happened twenty-five years ago?” She banged the wall again. “I can’t keep these boys.” Bang. “I can’t feed them.” She stopped pounding. “Who wants them?”

She was giving us away. As if she owned us. I don’t want my hat anymore. Who’s interested? I don’t want Gideon and Dave anymore. Who’s interested?

Where was Gideon? I looked for Uncle Jack. There he was, pressing a chunk of ice to his temple for the headache he always had. Gideon stood next to him. We stared at each other.

“Don’t talk that way,” Aunt Sarah said. “You and Abe had savings. You’ll manage.”

Uncle Milt said, “Gideon and Dave will help, and you’ll find more boarders soon.”

Till last month, three brothers—Sy, Al, and Max Rubino—had slept on mats in the front room with Gideon and me. But then they had moved to their own apartment in the Bronx.

“How many boarders can I take?” Ida shouted. “The savings won’t last. You try feeding two boys on what I earn. Who wants them?”

Nobody said anything. Then Aunt Sarah said there wasn’t any room where she and Aunt Lily lived.

Cousin Melvin said he was out of work and out of money.

Uncle Milt said Aunt Fanny was too sick.

Great-Aunt Rae was too old.

Uncle Irving had seven children already.

Then Uncle Jack said, “Gideon can come home with me.”

Gideon! What about me?

“Who’ll take Dave?” Ida said.

Gideon whispered something to Uncle Jack. He shook his head.

It was quiet again. Then Aunt Lily began to whisper to Aunt Sarah. I knew it was about me, but I didn’t want to live with them and the whole Cohen family. I wanted to go with Gideon.

Aunt Lily stopped whispering and didn’t say they’d take me. Nobody wanted me. Well, I didn’t want them either. Or Ida. I walked across the room toward the kitchen. I didn’t want to stay in here with everybody.

As I left, I heard Aunt Sarah say, “If you give him up, Ida, he’ll have a hard time.”

What did she mean, give me up? If nobody wanted me, who would she give me to?





Chapter 3

I SAT AT the kitchen table. Someone had covered it with the crocheted tablecloth my mama had made, which we only used on the High Holy Days. It was all we had of Mama’s. When she died, Papa had given her clothing to Aunt Lily.

Gideon would talk Uncle Jack into taking me. Gideon was smart enough to convince you that turtles could fly, so he’d be able to convince his favorite uncle not to leave me behind. And if he couldn’t, then he’d say he wasn’t going. He’d say he was sticking with his brother.

There was food on the table, brought by the relatives. I ate a Sephardic egg, which was a hard-boiled egg cooked for hours with coffee grounds and onion skins. Usually they were delicious, but this one had no taste.

The relatives were talking softly in the front room—softly till Ida hollered, “You want me to starve? And him too?”

There was silence, then some murmuring, and then Uncle Milton came into the kitchen to say good-bye. He hugged me and put a dime in my hand. “Who knows?” he said. “It may come in handy.” He left, and Great-Aunt Rae hobbled in. She gave me a nickel. Except for Uncle Jack, they all came to me, one or two at a time, and they all slipped money into my pocket or into my hand—mostly quarters and dimes, a few nickels, and no pennies.

Uncle Jack stayed after everyone left. I went back into the front room. Gideon was packing. I couldn’t believe it. He was going without me. Ida was sitting on the bed in her and Papa’s bedroom, her skinny shoulders hunched over. I could see her from where I sat on the couch.

Gideon and Uncle Jack were going to sleep at Cousin Melvin’s tonight and leave for Chicago tomorrow. Uncle Jack stood at the window, holding more ice to his temple. It was late afternoon, starting to get dark out.

Uncle Jack didn’t say anything. He and Gideon were the only quiet ones in the Caros family. Normally Ida hardly ever talked, either, but she wasn’t really a Caros.

It wouldn’t take Gideon long to pack. Neither of us had much. I sat on the couch, tossing my green rubber ball from one hand to the other. Gideon kept looking at me and not saying anything.

“I can be just as quiet as Gideon,” I told Uncle Jack. “I wouldn’t make any noise if I lived with you. I wouldn’t give you headaches.”

“Dave is determined,” Gideon said. “If he puts his mind to it, he can do anything.”

Uncle Jack shook his head. “Dave is too much of a handful for me.”

I wouldn’t be. I’d be good.

“If the factory weren’t so noisy, I’d take him.” Uncle Jack was the bookkeeper in a place that made printing presses. “When I get home, I need peace and quiet.” He moved the ice to the other temple. “Abie always boasted about the two of you—brilliant Gideon and daredevil Dave.”

“Dave’s a good boy,” Gideon said.

“I know he is.” Uncle Jack turned to Ida, who had gotten up and was standing in the doorway. “In a year or so when he’s older, I’ll send for him if I can.”

What a laugh, him making excuses to Ida. What was her excuse? But that was that. He wouldn’t take me. I bounced my green ball as hard as I could. Let his head hurt.

I bet Gideon was secretly glad to be going without me, the troublemaker. I bet he couldn’t wait to get to Chicago and start being quiet with Uncle Jack.

Gideon closed the suitcase and went back to the bureau. He took out his treasure, the best thing he had, the carving of animals marching onto Noah’s ark that Papa had made for him. “Here, Dave. You keep it.”

I took it. I didn’t say thanks or give him anything to remember me by. Let him leave. I didn’t care if I never saw him again.

“You’ll be all right,” Gideon said. “You always are.”

Sure I’d be all right. What did that have to do with anything?

“Ready?” Uncle Jack asked.

“Ready.”

Uncle Jack bent over and hugged me. “I’ll send for you when you’re older.”

I didn’t hug him back.

“Good-bye, Dave,” Gideon said. “I’ll write.”

“Where will you send the letter?” I muttered.

“What?” he said.

I shook my head. Good riddance.

“Good-bye,” he said again. “Don’t make trouble.”

They left, closing the door softly behind them.

I sat on the couch. I thought about asking what Aunt Sarah had meant about giving me up, but I didn’t do it. I wouldn’t give Ida the satisfaction.

I did ask if I could go play stickball. She said I couldn’t. She said we were sitting shiva. Sitting shiva means you stay home for a week after somebody dies. You sit around in torn clothing to show how sad you are, and people visit you to pay their respects.

Nobody else came that day. For dinner we ate the baked fish and the spinach pie that Aunt Lily and Aunt Sarah had brought. After dinner I drew funny pictures of the kids at school for a while. Then I started bouncing my green ball. After two bounces, Ida told me to stop. So I practiced snapping the fingers of my left hand. I was starting to get it when Ida told me I was driving her crazy. So I just sat, holding Gideon’s carving on my lap, tracing the shapes Papa had dug into it.

The carving was on a board of cherry wood about a foot and a half wide and about nine inches high. Papa hardly ever got a piece of fine wood like that, so he’d saved it for something special. Then, ten years ago when Gideon was four years old, he became so sick that everybody thought he’d die. Papa stayed with him, and while he waited for Gideon to get better or to die, he made the carving.

Forty-eight animals marched up the plank or waited in line to get on the boat. You couldn’t see the whole ark, just one end of it and the bottom of the sails. You couldn’t see every animal entirely either, because some were partly blocked by others. For example, all you could see of the elephants were two trunks, part of a tusk, and one big floppy ear. But you saw a whole leopard, padding fearsomely up the plank. Riding on the leopard’s back, knowing he was safe for the moment, was a monkey eating a banana. And playing around the leopard’s feet were two fat mice. Behind the animals and the boat was a giant wave with the foaming crest all the way at the top of the board.

Following the animals, at the very end of the line, were the humans—a man holding a small boy by the hand and a woman carrying a baby. The man was Papa. I could tell by his curly beard and the striped scarf around his neck. The boy was Gideon and the baby was me. The woman wasn’t Ida, because she and Papa didn’t even meet till I was three. Besides, Ida was tall and skinny with frizzy hair. The woman in the carving was shorter than Papa, and she was plump, and she was smiling. The woman was my mother before she died from having me.

When I went to bed I put the carving in my bureau drawer, next to the wooden cigar box that was my treasure box. Inside it were my green rubber ball, my five marbles, the money the relatives had given me, and a scrap of wood I’d tried to whittle into the shape of a leopard like the one in the carving.

I slept for a few hours and then woke up and couldn’t fall back asleep. I was used to having Gideon next to me, and I missed—not him, I didn’t miss him—I missed his breathing. I hoped he wasn’t sleeping either. I hoped he was lying on the floor. I hoped he had a rock for a pillow. I hoped a rat would bite him. He could write a hundred letters. I wouldn’t read any of them.

In the bedroom, Ida snored softly. I wondered if Gideon understood what Aunt Sarah had meant about giving me up. I wondered if that was why he wouldn’t stay. Maybe it meant sending me to Salonika, where Papa and Mama had come from. Mama’s brother still lived there. Ida might write to him and see if he’d take me. She wouldn’t get an answer any time soon. By then she’d know that it didn’t cost much to feed me, and maybe she’d let me stay here. Not that I wanted to live with her, but I did want to go on playing stickball in the park and drawing pictures and fighting with Izzy and making trouble in school.

The apartment was too empty without Papa and Gideon. I got up and went into the hall to the toilet. I knocked on the door and waited a few seconds before I went in. You never knew, even in the middle of the night. Mr. Engle, who boarded with the Sterns across the hall, had a bad stomach.

When I came out of the toilet, I went downstairs. I was only in my underpants and my undershirt. I stepped out into the street. The sidewalk was cold under my bare feet and the air was chilly. But I didn’t want to go back upstairs.

Papa wouldn’t want me out here. He’d worry that I’d catch cold. But he’d think it was funny that I wasn’t dressed. I spread my arms. I was a ghost. Like Papa. No, Papa wasn’t a ghost. He was just dead.

I heard the clop clop of a horse and cart on Canal Street. Our street was empty. I couldn’t believe anybody lived in the buildings, they were so quiet.

Only the candy store on the corner was open. The light from its window spilled into the street. I walked around it, staying in the shadow. Mr. Goldfarb was alone inside, leaning on the counter and reading a newspaper. I turned the corner onto Grand Street. The appetizing store was closed. The barrels of pickles that sat on the sidewalk during the day were inside for the night. I tried the door, but it was locked. Too bad. I could have gone in and had a feast—some smoked fish, a few pickles, and, for dessert, dried fruit and pistachios. I could have paid Mr. Schwartz later out of the money the relatives gave me.

I found three pear wrappers, not at all muddy, in the street outside the appetizing store. I picked them up and held them carefully. People fight over them because fruit wrappers are softer than anything else for wiping your backside.

I was freezing, so I turned back. Upstairs, Ida was still sleeping. I rolled myself up in the blanket. If Gideon went to Chicago without me, or to Australia, I didn’t care. I could have more fun without him. He would never go outside in his underwear.

 

When nobody was sitting shiva with us, Ida sewed blouses. I hated staying in the house, but she wouldn’t let me go out and play. Most of the time I drew in my school notebook. I copied the animals from Papa’s carving, or I drew faces. Once, I accidentally drew Gideon’s face. I turned him into a girl with long hair and smoochy lips.

Sometimes I couldn’t sit still. Then I tried to teach myself to walk on my hands, till Ida told me to stop. I did somersaults across the front room, till Ida told me to stop. I hopped on one foot, till Ida told me to stop.

On Monday my friend Ben Weiss came with his mother.

“What’s going on at school?” I asked him.

“Nothing.”

“Did we win any stickball games?”

He shook his head. “Sammy’s been playing first.”

Sammy! He ducked if a ball looked at him cross-eyed.

Ben fished in his pocket and pulled out a marble. “I found it in the gutter outside of school. You can have it.”

It was a beauty, a cloudy yellow-white with a swirl of purple. “Thanks.” Papa dies and people keep giving me things—money, marbles, the carving.

“Izzy beat Sammy up.”

“We have to go.” Mrs. Weiss stood up. “I have to start cooking.”

“He gave him a shiner and a nosebleed,” Ben whispered. Then he said out loud, “See you in school.”

Maybe. Maybe not.

Aunt Lily and Aunt Sarah came on Tuesday. I didn’t ask Aunt Sarah what she had meant about giving me up. I didn’t want to in front of Ida. Aunt Sarah didn’t say anything about it either. Probably she thought Ida had forgotten and she didn’t want to bring it up. But I knew Ida hadn’t forgotten. She didn’t forget anything that had to do with money. She remembered the exact number of blouses she couldn’t make each time she had to go to school because of me. She remembered every penny Papa ever lost at pinochle. So she wouldn’t forget giving me up. If she could have sold me, I’d have been gone before Papa was dead an hour.





Chapter 4

WHEN I WOKE up on Wednesday morning, Ida was packing my clothes into a suitcase. Papa was dead a week, shiva was over, and she was giving me up.

I pretended I was still asleep and watched her. There wasn’t much to pack, only the suit I wore to Papa’s funeral, a change of underwear, Gideon’s cast-off knickers that didn’t fit me yet, and my winter coat, which was too short in the arms and which barely buttoned across my chest. She didn’t pack Papa’s carving or my treasure box, so I got up and put them on top of my clothes. I didn’t ask where I was going. Wherever it was, it would be an improvement.

The suitcase was Papa’s banged-up big one, which he’d brought with him to this country. If I’d owned anything heavy, it would have gone right through the worn fiberboard covering.

Ida snapped the suitcase shut. “I’m sorry, Dave,” she said, straightening up, “but I can’t buy food and pay the rent by myself. If I don’t have you, I can be a boarder somewhere.”

I nodded.

“Abe would understand.”

He would never understand. But I did. She was a louse. And Gideon was a louse. And Uncle Jack and my other relatives were lice.

“You’ll have enough to eat at the Home.”

Home? The Home? She meant—

“Let’s go. The orphanage is . . .”

I was a fool never to have thought of it before. I never even thought of myself as an orphan, but what else was I?

An orphanage. Papa would die all over again if he knew.

But maybe it would be better to be an orphan in an orphanage than an orphan living with Ida.

Maybe not.

The orphanage was way uptown. We had to take the subway, thirteen blocks away on Lafayette Street. As we walked, I said good-bye to the neighborhood. In my mind, not out loud, I said good-bye to Ike, the produce peddler who was hollering about his juicy lemons. Good-bye to the Turkish candy peddler and his delicious halvah. Good-bye to the horse, stamping its feet in front of the dry-goods cart. Good-bye to the laundry hanging out a million windows. To the roasted-corn man, and the sweet smell of his corn. To the cobblestones I was walking on. To the street cleaner’s wooden wagon. To the train roaring above us on Allen Street. To the peddler who tugged at Ida’s sleeve, trying to get her to buy a scrub brush. Good-bye to the pickle store, to the sour pickles my friend Ben had taught me to love. Good-bye to Ben too.

We came to the Bowery, the end of our neighborhood. On the other side of the avenue, things were the same but different, and I stopped saying good-bye. The streets were just as crowded and noisy, but lots of the signs were in Italian, and most of the shouting was too. We passed a peddler selling clams and one selling roasted chickpeas, which you never saw near us.

It took us three trains to get uptown. During the ride I had only one thought: I wouldn’t stay at the Home if I didn’t like it.

We got off the subway at 137th Street, and Ida clamped her hand on my arm. We climbed up the subway stairs and the Home was the first thing I saw, the biggest thing around, made of red bricks that went on forever.

Broadway was quieter than the streets in my old neighborhood. There were stores, but only one peddler’s wagon, and a tenth as many people.

There was no entrance to the orphanage on Broadway. We walked next to it along 136th Street. The building, surrounded by a high iron fence, stretched all the way to the next avenue, which was Amsterdam. The handle of my suitcase was loose, and the suitcase banged into my knee whenever I took a step. Ida offered to carry it, but I didn’t want any favors from her.

It was chilly, and I wished I’d worn my coat. We turned the corner, and I saw the front of the asylum. My eyes traveled up to where a pointy tower rose, like a witch’s hat, three stories above the entrance. Below the tower was a clock, and on each side of the clock was a smaller pointy tower. The whole building was only four stories high in the highest part, the middle section. The rest was just three, but each story was very tall. The building wasn’t made for people. It was made for witches, with plenty of room for their hats.

If I didn’t know better, it would have been the last place I’d have guessed was a Home, the last place for kids to live.

We reached the gate. A sign, black letters on white metal, was attached to it. The Hebrew Home for Boys. Ida pushed the gate open just as the clock struck ten. We trudged along a brick path to steps leading to a heavy wooden door.

Still holding me tight, Ida opened the door and a draft of cold air swooshed out, even colder than the air outside. We went in. The door thudded closed behind us and clicked shut. As soon as I heard the click I wanted to leave.

The lobby was bigger than in a movie theater. Next to the door were two long windows. Across from them a marble staircase led up to a balcony. To my left and right were long corridors lined with doors. The floor was black-and-white tiles, and the walls were stone up to my shoulders. Above that they were painted gray-green, all the way up to a faraway gray-green ceiling.

Somewhere someone sneezed, and the sneeze echoed off the stone walls. I shivered.

The lobby was empty. No orphans except me.
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