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ONE

At the age of seventeen, working as a delivery boy at Afremows drugstore in Chicago was the perfect job, because it made it possible for me to steal enough sleeping pills to commit suicide. I was not certain exactly how many pills I would need, so I arbitrarily decided on twenty, and I was careful to pocket only a few at a time so as not to arouse the suspicion of our pharmacist. I had read that whiskey and sleeping pills were a deadly combination, and I intended to mix them, to make sure I would die.

It was Saturdaythe Saturday I had been waiting for. My parents would be away for the weekend and my brother, Richard, was staying at a friends. Our apartment would be deserted, so there would be no one there to interfere with my plan.

At six oclock, the pharmacist called out, Closing time.

He had no idea how right he was. It was time to close out all the things that were wrong with my life. I knew it wasnt just me. It was the whole country.

The year was 1934, and America was going through a devastating crisis. The stock market had crashed and thousands of banks had failed. Businesses were folding everywhere. More than 13 million people had lost their jobs and were desperate. Wages had plunged to as low as a nickel an hour. A million vagabonds, including 200,000 children, were roaming the country. We were in the grip of a disastrous depression. Former millionaires were committing suicide, and executives were selling apples in the streets.

The most popular song was Gloomy Sunday. I had memorized some of the lyrics:


Gloomy is Sunday.
With shadows I spend it all.
My heart and I
Have decided to end it all.



The world was bleak and it fit my mood perfectly. I had reached the depths of despair. I could see no rhyme or reason for my existence. I felt dislocated and lost. I was miserable and desperately longing for something that I couldnt define or name.

We lived near Lake Michigan, only a few blocks from the shore, and one night I walked down there to try to calm myself. It was a windy night and the sky was filled with clouds.

I looked up and said, If there is a God, show yourself to me.

And as I stood staring at the sky, the clouds merged together, forming a huge face. There was a sudden flash of lightning that gave the face blazing eyes. I ran all the way home, in a panic.

I lived with my family in a small, third-floor apartment in Rogers Park. The great showman, Mike Todd, said that he was often broke but he never felt poor. I, however, felt poor all the time because we were living in the demeaning kind of grinding poverty where, in a freezing winter, you had to keep the radiator off to save money and you learned to turn the lights out when not in use. You squeezed the last drops out of the ketchup bottle and the last dab of toothpaste out of the tube. But I was about to escape all that.

When I arrived at our dreary apartment, it was deserted. My parents had already left for the weekend and my brother had gone. There was no one to stop me from what I intended to do.

I walked into the little bedroom that Richard and I shared and I carefully removed the bag of sleeping pills I had hidden under the dresser. Next, I went into the kitchen, took a bottle of bourbon from the shelf where my father kept it and carried it back to the bedroom. I looked at the pills and the bourbon and I wondered how long it would take for them to work. I poured some whiskey into a glass and raised it to my lips. I would not let myself think about what I was doing. I took a swallow of the whiskey and the acrid taste of it made me choke. I picked up a handful of sleeping pills and started to raise them to my mouth, when a voice said, What are you doing?

I spun around, spilling some of the whiskey and dropping some of the pills.

My father was standing in the bedroom doorway. He moved closer. I didnt know you drank.

I looked at him, stunned. II thought you were gone.

I forgot something. Ill ask you again. What are you doing? He took the glass of whiskey from my hand.

My mind was racing. Nothing, nothing.

He was frowning. This isnt like you, Sidney. Whats wrong? He saw the pile of sleeping pills. My God! Whats going on here? What are these?

No plausible lie came to my mind. I said defiantly, Theyre sleeping pills.

Why?

Im going toto commit suicide.

There was a silence. Then my father said, I had no idea you were so unhappy.

You cant stop me, because if you stop me now Ill do it tomorrow.

He stood there, studying me. Its your life. You can do anything you want with it. He hesitated. If youre not in too big a hurry, why dont we go for a little walk?

I knew exactly what he was thinking. My father was a salesman. He was going to try to talk me out of my plan, but he didnt have a chance. I knew what I was going to do. I said, All right.

Put on a coat. You dont want to catch cold.

The irony of that made me smile.

Five minutes later my father and I were headed down windswept streets that were empty of pedestrians because of the freezing temperature.

After a long silence, my father said, Tell me about it, son. Why do you want to commit suicide?

Where could I begin? How could I explain to him how lonely and trapped I felt? I desperately wanted a better life but there was no better life for me. I wanted a wonderful future and there was no wonderful future. I had glowing daydreams, but at the end of the day I was a delivery boy working in a drug store.

My fantasy was to go to college, but there was no money for that. My dream had been to be a writer. I had written dozens of short stories and sent them to Story magazine, Colliers, and the Saturday Evening Post, and I had gotten back printed rejections. I had finally decided I couldnt spend the rest of my life in this suffocating misery.

My father was talking to me. and there are so many beautiful places in the world you havent seen

I tuned him out. If he leaves tonight, I can go on with my plan.

youd love Rome

If he tries to stop me now, Ill do it when he leaves. I was busy with my thoughts, barely listening to what he was saying.

Sidney, you told me that you wanted to be a writer more than anything in the world.

He suddenly had my attention. That was yesterday.

What about tomorrow?

I looked at him, puzzled. What?

You dont know what can happen tomorrow. Life is like a novel, isnt it? Its filled with suspense. You have no idea whats going to happen until you turn the page.

I know whats going to happen. Nothing.

You dont really know that, do you? Every day is a different page, Sidney, and they can be full of surprises. Youll never know whats next until you turn the page.

I thought about that. He did have a point. Every tomorrow was like the next page of a novel.

We turned the corner and walked down a deserted street. If you really want to commit suicide, Sidney, I understand. But Id hate to see you close the book too soon and miss all the excitement that could happen to you on the next pagethe page youre going to write.

Dont close the book too soonWas I closing it too soon? Something wonderful could happen tomorrow.

Either my father was a superb salesman or I wasnt fully committed to ending my life, because by the end of the next block I had decided to postpone my plan.

But I intended to keep my options open.







TWO

I was born in Chicago, on a kitchen table that I made with my own hands. At least, my mother, Natalie, insisted it was so. Natalie was my North Star, my comforter, my protector. I was her first child, and she never got over the miracle of birth. She could not talk about me without the aid of a thesaurus. I was brilliant, talented, handsome, and wittyand that was before I was six months old.

I never addressed my parents as Mother and Father. They preferred that I call them Natalie and Otto, possibly because it made them feel younger.

Natalie Marcus was born in Slavitka, Russia, near Odessa, during the reign of the czars. When she was ten years old she escaped a Russian pogrom against Jews, and was brought to America by her mother, Anna.

Natalie was a beauty. She was five foot five inches tall, with soft brown hair, intelligent gray eyes, and lovely features. She had the soul of a romantic and a rich inner life. She had no formal education, but she had taught herself to read. She loved classical music and books. Her dream was to marry a prince and travel around the world.

Her prince turned out to be Otto Schechtel, a Chicago street fighter who had dropped out of school after the sixth grade. Otto was handsome and charming, and it was easy to see why Natalie had been attracted to him. They were both dreamers, but they had different dreams. Natalie dreamed of a romantic world, with castles in Spain and moonlit gondola rides in Venice, while Ottos fantasies consisted of impractical get-rich-quick schemes. Someone said that all it took to be a successful writer was paper and a pen and a dysfunctional family. I was raised by two such families.

In this corner I would like to present the Marcus clan: two brothers, Sam and Al, and three sisters, Pauline, Natalie, and Fran.

And in the opposite corner we have the Schechtels: two brothers, Harry and Otto, and five sisters, Rose, Bess, Emma, Mildred, and Tillie.

The Schechtels were extroverts, informal and street smart. The Marcuses were introverted and reserved. The two families were not only dissimilar; they had absolutely nothing in common. And so, fate decided to amuse itself.

Harry Schechtel married Pauline Marcus. Otto Schechtel married Natalie Marcus. Tillie Schechtel married Al Marcus. And if that were not enough, Sam Marcus married Paulines best friend. It was a marital feeding frenzy.

Ottos older brother, Harry, was the most formidable member of the Schechtel clan. He was five foot ten, muscular and powerful, with a commanding personality. If we had been Italian, he would have been the consigliere. He was the one that Otto and the others went to for advice. Harry and Pauline had four young boysSeymour, Eddie, Howard, and Steve. Seymour was only six months older than I, but he always seemed older than his age.

In the Marcus family, Al was the charmer, good looking and amusing, the family bon vivant. He liked to gamble and flirt. Sam Marcus was the solemn elder statesman who disapproved of the Schechtels lifestyle. Sams business was running checkroom concessions in various Chicago hotels.

Sometimes when my uncles got together, they would go into a corner and talk about a mysterious thing called sex. It sounded wonderful. I prayed that it wouldnt go away before I grew up.

Otto was a spendthrift who enjoyed throwing money around, whether he had it or not. He would often invite a dozen guests to an expensive restaurant, and when the bill came, borrow the money from one of them to pay the tab.

Natalie could not stand borrowing or owing money. She had a strong sense of responsibility. As I grew older, I began to realize how totally unsuited they were for each other. My mother was miserable, married to a man she had no respect for, living an inner life that he could not understand. My father had married a fairytale princess, only to find himself bewildered when the honeymoon ended.

They argued constantly, but these were not normal arguments; they were bitter and vicious. They found each others weak points and tore at them. The arguing became so savage that I would run out of the house to the public library where I escaped to the peaceful and serene worlds of The Hardy Boys and the Tom Swift books.

One day, when I got home from school, Otto and Natalie were screaming obscenities at each other. I decided I couldnt stand it any longer. I needed help. I went to my Aunt Pauline, Natalies sister. She was a sweet, loving dumpling of a woman, pragmatic and intelligent.

When I arrived, Pauline took one look at me and said, Whats the matter?

I was in tears. Its Nat and Otto. They fight all the time. I dont know what to do.

Pauline frowned. Theyre fighting in front of you?

I nodded.

All right. Ill tell you what you do. They both love you, Sidney, and they dont want to hurt you, so the next time they start to fight, you go up to them and tell them that you dont want them to ever fight in front of you again. Will you do that?

I nodded. Yes.

Aunt Paulines advice worked.

Natalie and Otto were in the middle of a shouting match when I walked up to them and said, Dont do this to me. Please dont fight in front of me.

They were both immediately contrite. Natalie said, Of course. Youre right, darling. It wont happen again.

And Otto said, Im sorry, Sidney. We have no right to put our problems on you.

After that the arguments continued, but at least they were muffled by their bedroom walls.

We were constantly on the move from city to city, with Otto looking for work. When someone would ask me what my father did for a living, my answer always depended on where we were. In Texas, he worked in a jewelry store; in Chicago, it was a clothing store; in Arizona, it was a depleted silver mine; in Los Angeles, he sold siding.

Twice a year, Otto would take me shopping for clothes. The shop was a truck parked in an alley, filled with beautiful suits. They were so new that they still had their price tags on them and they were remarkably inexpensive.

In 1925 my brother, Richard, was born. I was eight years old. We were living in Gary, Indiana at that time, and I remember how thrilled I was to have a brother, an ally against the dark forces of my life. It was one of the most exciting events of my life. I had big plans for us, and I was looking forward to all the things we were going to do together as he got older. Meanwhile, I raced him around Gary in his buggy.

During the Depression our financial situation was something out of Alice in Wonderland. Otto would be away, working on one of his fantasy mega-deals, while Natalie, Richard and I lived in a dreary, cramped apartment. Suddenly Otto would appear and announce that he had just made a deal that paid him $1,000 a week. Before we knew it, we would be living in a grand penthouse in another city. It seemed like a dream.

It always turned out to be a dream, because a few months later Ottos deal would have vanished and we would be back living in a little apartment again, in a different city.

I felt like a displaced person. If we had had a family crest, it would have been a picture of a moving van. Before I was seventeen I had lived in eight cities and attended eight grammar schools and three high schools. I was always the new kid on the blockan outsider.

Otto was a great salesman and when I started at a new school, in another city, he would always take me to see the principal on the first day, and almost invariably he would talk him into promoting me a grade. The result of that was that I was always the youngest boy in the class, creating another barrier to making friends. Consequently I became shy, pretending that I enjoyed being a loner. It was a very disruptive life. Each time I would start to make friends, it was time to say goodbye.

Where the money came from I dont know, but Natalie bought a little second-hand spinet piano, and she insisted I start taking piano lessons.

Why? Otto asked.

Youll see, Natalie said. Sidney even has the hands of a musician.

I enjoyed the lessons, but they ended a few months later, when we moved to Detroit.

Ottos proudest boast was that he never read a book in his life. It was Natalie who instilled the love of reading in me. Otto was concerned because I enjoyed sitting at home, reading books I took from the public library, when I could have been out on the street, playing baseball.

Youre going to ruin your eyes, he would keep saying. Why cant you be like your cousin Seymour? He plays football with the boys.

My Uncle Harry went further. I overheard him saying to my father, Sidney reads too much. Hes going to come to a bad end.

When I was ten years old, I made matters worse by starting to write. There was a poetry contest in Wee Wisdom, a childrens magazine. I wrote a poem and asked Otto to send it to the magazine to enter it in the contest.

The fact that I was writing made Otto nervous. The fact that I was writing poetry made him very nervous. I later learned that because he did not want to be embarrassed when the magazine rejected my poem, he took my name off it, substituted my Uncle Als name, and sent it in to the magazine.

Two weeks later, Otto was having lunch with Al.

The damnedest thing happened, Otto. Why would Wee Wisdom magazine send me a check for five dollars?

Thus, my first professional writing was published under the name of Al Marcus.

One day my mother came running into the apartment, breathless. She hugged me and exclaimed, Sidney, Ive just come from Bea Factor. She says youre going to be world famous! Isnt that wonderful?

Bea Factor was a friend who was reputed to be a psychic and there were many acquaintances of hers who verified it.

To me, it was wonderful that my mother believed her.

In the twenties and thirties Chicago was a city of noisy elevated trains, horse-drawn ice wagons, crowded beaches, strip clubs, the smell of the stockyards, and the St. Valentines Day Massacre, where seven mobsters were lined up against a wall in a garage and machine-gunned down.

The school system was run like the citytough and aggressive. Instead of show and tell, it was throw and tell. And it wasnt the students who were throwing things; it was the teachers. One morning, when I was in third grade, a teacher was displeased by something a pupil said. She picked up one of the heavy glass inkwells that were set on each desk and hurled it across the room at the student. If it had hit him in the head, it would have killed him. I was too terrified to return to school that afternoon.

My favorite subject in school was English. Part of the class assignment was taking turns reading aloud from a book called the Elgin Reader that contained short stories. We would turn to a story by Poe or OHenry or Tarkington, and I would dream that one day the teacher would say, Turn to page twenty in your reader, and lo and behold, there would be a story written by me. Where that dream came from, I do not know. Perhaps it was an atavistic throwback to some long-gone ancestor.

The tenth floor of the Sovereign Hotel was the neighborhoods ole swimmin hole. Whenever possible, I would take Richard there to play in the pool. He was five years old.

On this particular day, I deposited him in the shallow end and I swam to the deep end. While I was talking to some people, Richard got out of the pool, looking for me. He came to the deep end of the pool, slipped and fell in. He went straight to the bottom. I saw what had happened, dove down and pulled him up.

No more ole swimmin hole for us.

When I was twelve years old, in the seventh grade at Marshall Field grammar school in Chicago, I was in an English class where we were allowed to work on our own projects. I decided to write a play about a detective investigating a murder. When it was finished, I turned it in to my teacher. She read the play, called me to her desk and said, I think this is really good, Sidney. Would you like to stage it?

Would I! Yes, maam.

Ill arrange for you to put it on in the main auditorium.

And suddenly I remembered Natalies excitement about Bea Factors prediction. Sidney is going to be world famous.

I was filled with excitement. This was the beginning. When the class heard the news, everyone wanted to be cast in the play. I decided that not only would I produce it and direct it, but I would also star in it.

I had never directed before, of course, but I knew exactly what I wanted.

I began casting. I was allowed to rehearse after school in the huge auditorium, and soon my play was the talk of the school. I was given all the props I asked for: couches, chairs, tables, a telephone

It was one of the happiest times of my life. I knew without question that this was the beginning of a wonderful career. If I could write a successful play at my age, there was no limit to how far I could go. I would have plays on Broadway with my name in lights.

I held a final dress rehearsal with my classmates who had been cast by me, and the rehearsal went perfectly.

I went to my teacher. Im ready, I said. When would you like me to put the play on?

She was beaming at me. Why dont we do it tomorrow?

I got no sleep that night. I felt that my whole future depended on the success of the play. Lying in bed, I went over it scene by scene, looking for flaws. I could find none. The dialogue was excellent, the plot moved swiftly and the play had an unexpected twist at the end. Everyone was going to love it.

The next morning, when I arrived at school, my teacher had a surprise for me.

Ive arranged to have all the English classes dismissed so that they can come down to the auditorium to see your play.

I could not believe it. This was going to be a far bigger triumph than I had imagined.

At ten oclock in the morning the huge auditorium was filled. Not only were all the students in the English classes there, but the principal and teachers who had heard about my play were present, eager to see the work of the child prodigy.

In the midst of all this excitement, I was calm. Very calm. It seemed only natural that this was happening to me at such an early age. Youre going to be world famous.

It was show time. The conversations in the auditorium began to die down and the theater became hushed. The set consisted of a simple living room where a boy and girl were playing a husband and wife whose friend had been murdered. They were seated next to each other on a sofa.

I was playing the detective investigating the murder. I stood in the wings, ready to make my entrance. My cue was the boy on stage looking at his watch and saying, The inspector should be here soon. But instead of soon, he started to say any minute, and he caught himself and tried to change minute to soon. What came out was, The inspector should be here any minsoon. He quickly corrected himself, but it was too late. Minsoon? That was the funniest sound I had ever heard. It was so funny, I had to laugh. And I could not stop. The more I thought about it, the louder I laughed.

The boy and girl on the stage were staring at me in the wings, waiting for me to make my entrance. I could not move because I was laughing too hard. I was helpless. The laughing took over completely and I became more and more hysterical.

The play had come to a standstill before it started.

After what seemed an eternity, from the auditorium I heard my teachers voice calling, Sidney, come out here.

I forced myself to leave the shelter of the wings and stumble out to the center of the stage. My teacher was in the middle of the auditorium, on her feet, listening to my frenzied outburst. Stop it, she commanded.

But how could I? Minsoon?

The audience began getting up and drifting out of the auditorium and I watched them go, pretending that I was laughing because I wanted to, pretending that what was happening was not important.

Pretending that I did not want to die.







THREE

By 1930 the Depression had gotten deeper and was squeezing the economic life out of the country. Bread lines had increased and unemployment was pandemic. There were riots in the streets.

I had graduated from Marshall Field grammar school and had a job at Afremows drugstore. Natalie was working as a cashier at a roller derby, a new craze that took place in large rollerdrome arenas with huge circular wooden rinks where intrepid men on roller skates raced around the rink, knocking down their rivals and committing as much mayhem as they could while the audience cheered them on.

Otto, meanwhile, was traveling around the country putting together his hypothetical mega-deals.

Intermittently, he would come home filled with enthusiasm.

I have a good feeling about this. I just made a deal thats going to put us on easy street.

And we would pack up and move to Hammond, or Dallas, or Kirkland Junction, in Arizona.

Kirkland Junction?

Youll love it there, Otto promised. I bought a silver mine.

Kirkland turned out to be a small town, 104 miles from Phoenix, but that was not our destination. Kirkland Junction was a dilapidated gas station, and we ended up living in the back of it for three miserable months while Otto tried to corner the silver market. It turned out that there was no silver in the mine.

We were saved by a phone call from Uncle Harry.

Hows the silver mine? Harry asked.

Not good, Otto said.

Dont worry about it. Im in Denver. I have a great stock brokerage company going. I want you to join me.

Were on our way, Otto told him. He hung up and turned to Natalie, Richard and me. Were moving to Denver. I have a good feeling about this.

Denver turned out to be a delight. It was pristine and beautiful, with cool breezes sweeping down from the snowcapped mountains through the city. I loved it.

Harry and Pauline had found a luxurious, two-story mansion in an elegant section of Denver. The back of their home looked out on an enormous, verdant piece of land called Cheeseman Park. My cousins, Seymour, Howard, Eddie and Steve, were glad to see us, and we were delighted to see them.

Seymour was driving a bright red Pierce Arrow and dating girls older than himself. Eddie had been given a saddle horse for his birthday. Howard was winning junior tennis matches. The moneyed atmosphere in their lives was a far cry from our dreary existence in Chicago.

Are we going to live with Harry and Pauline? I asked.

No. They had a surprise for me. Were going to buy a home here.

When I saw the house they were going to buy, I could hardly believe it. It was large, with a lovely garden, in a quiet suburb on Marion Street. The rooms were large, beautiful and welcoming. The furniture was fresh and lovely, far different from the musty furniture in the apartments I had lived in all my life. This was more than a house. This was a home. The moment I walked in the front door, I felt that my life had changed, that I finally had roots. There would be no more moving around the country every few months, changing apartments and schools.

Otto is going to buy this house. Im going to get married here and my children will grow up here

For the first time in my memory, money was plentiful. Harrys business was doing so well that he now owned three brokerage firms.

In the fall of 1930, at the age of thirteen, I enrolled at East High School, and it turned out to be a very pleasant experience. The teachers in Denver were friendly and helpful. There was no throwing of inkwells at students. I was starting to make friends at school, and I enjoyed the thought of going home to the beautiful house that was soon to be ours. Natalie and Otto seemed to have settled most of their personal problems, which made life even sweeter.

One day, during a gym class, I slipped, hurt my spine and tore something loose. The pain was excruciating. I lay on the floor, unable to move. They carried me to the school doctors office.

When he was through examining me, I asked, Am I going to be crippled?

No, he assured me. One of your discs has torn loose and its pressing against your spinal cord. Thats whats causing the pain. The treatment is very simple. All you have to do is lie still in bed for two or three days with hot packs to relax the muscles, and the disc will slip back into place. Youll be as good as new.

An ambulance took me home and the paramedics put me to bed. I lay there in pain, but just as the doctor had said, in three days the pain was gone.

I had no idea how deeply this incident was going to affect the rest of my life.

One day I had an out-of-this-world experience. There was an advertisement for a county fair in Denver, where one of the attractions was a ride in an airplane.

Id like to go up, I told Otto.

He thought about it. All right.

The plane was a beautiful Lincoln Commander and it was a thrill just to get in it.

The pilot looked at me and said, First time?

First time.

Fasten your seat belt, he said. Youre in for a thrill.

He was right. Flying was a surreal experience. I watched the earth swoop up and down and disappear, and I had never felt anything so exhilarating in my life.

When we landed, I said to Otto, I want to go up again.

And I did. I was determined that some day I was going to be a pilot.

Early one morning in the spring of 1933, Otto came into my bedroom. His face was grim. Pack your things. Were leaving.

I was puzzled. Where are we going?

Were going back to Chicago.

I could not believe it. Were leaving Denver?

Thats right.

But

He was gone.

I got dressed and went to see Natalie. What happened?

Your father and Harry had aa misunderstanding.

I looked around at the home that I thought I was going to live in for the rest of my life. What about this house?

Were not buying it.

Our return to Chicago was joyless. Neither Otto nor Natalie wanted to talk about what had happened. After Denver, Chicago seemed even more unfriendly and uncaring. We moved into a small apartment and I was back to reality, a grim reminder that we had no money, and that a decent job was impossible to get. Otto was on the road again and Natalie was working as a sales clerk at a department store. My dream of going to college died. There was no money for my tuition. The apartment walls were closing in on me and everything smelled gray.

I cant spend the rest of my life living this way, I thought. The poverty we lived in now seemed even worse after the brief, heady taste of affluence in Denver, and we were desperately short of money. Working as a delivery boy for a pharmacy was not my future.

That was when I had decided I would commit suicide, and Otto had talked me out of it by telling me I had to keep turning the pages. But the pages were not turning and I had nothing to look forward to. Ottos promise had been empty words.

When September came around, I enrolled at Senn High School. Otto was on the road again, trying to make mega-deals. Natalie was working full time at a dress shop, but not enough money was coming in. I had to find a way to help

I thought about Natalies older brother, Sam, and the checkroom concessions he owned at several hotels in the Loop. The checkrooms were staffed with attractive, scantily dressed women, and hang boys. The customers were generous with their tips to the women. They had no idea that the money went to the management.

I took the elevated train (the El) downtown to the Loop to see my Uncle Sam. He was in his office at the Sherman Hotel.

He greeted me warmly. Well, this is a nice surprise. What can I do for you, Sidney?

I need a job.

Oh?

I was hoping that maybe I could work in the checkroom at one of your hotels as a hang boy.

Sam knew our financial situation. He looked at me thoughtfully. Finally he said, Why not? You look older than seventeen. I think the Bismarck Hotel can use you.

And he put me to work that week.

Being a hang boy was simple. The customers would give their coats and hats to the female attendant, who handed them a numbered check. She would then turn their coats and hats over to me, and I would hang them up on corresponding numbered racks. When the customer returned, the process would be reversed.

I now had a new schedule. I went to school until three, and immediately after school, I would take the El south to the Loop, get off at the station near the Bismarck Hotel and go to work. My hours were from five p.m. to closing, which was sometimes midnight or later, depending on whether there was a special party. My salary was three dollars a night. I turned the money over to Natalie.

Weekends were the busiest time for parties at the hotels, so I found myself working seven evenings a week. Holidays were emotionally difficult for me. Families came to the hotel for Christmas and New Years Eve celebrations and I watched the children celebrating with their mothers and fathers, and I envied them. Natalie was busy working and Otto was gone, so Richard and I were alone, and had no one to celebrate with. At eight oclock, while everyone else enjoyed their holiday dinners, I would hurry out to a coffee shop or a fast food restaurant, have a quick bite to eat and return to work.

The bright spot in my nightly routine was when my Aunt Frances, Natalies effervescent younger sister, came to work at the Bismarck checkroom for a night or two. She was a small and vivacious brunette, with a quick sense of humor, and the customers adored her.

A new checkroom attendant, Joan Vitucci, came to work at the Bismarck. She was only a year older than I, and she was very pretty. I was attracted to her, and I began to fantasize about her. I would start by taking her out on dates. Even though I had no money, she would see the positive things about me. We would fall in love and get married, and we would have wonderful children.

One evening she said, My aunt and uncle have a family lunch every Sunday. I think you would like them. If youre free this Sunday, why dont you join us?

The fantasy was coming true.

That Sunday turned out to be a lovely experience. It was a warm, Italian family gathering of about a dozen adults and children sitting around a large dining room table, filling up on bruschetta, pasta fagioli, chicken cacciatore and baked lasagna.

Joans uncle was an affable, gregarious man named Louie Alterie, the head of the Chicago Janitors Union. When it was time to leave, I thanked everyone and told Joan what a great time I had had. This was the real beginning of our relationship.

The following morning, Louie Alterie was machine-gunned to death as he was leaving his building where we had had lunch.

Joan disappeared.

That was the end of the fantasy.

Between school during the day, the checkroom nights, and the drugstore Saturdays, I had little time for myself.

Something strange seemed to be happening at home. There was tension, but it was a different kind of tension. Natalie and Otto were whispering things to each other, and looking grim.

One morning, Otto came in to me and said, Son, Im going to the farm. Im leaving today.

I was surprised. I had never been on a farm and I thought it would be fun. Id like to go with you, Otto.

He shook his head. Im sorry. I cant take you.

But

No, Sidney.

Okay. When will you be back?

In three years. He walked away.

Three years? I couldnt believe it. How could he desert us for three years to live on a farm?

Natalie came into the room. I turned to her. Whats going on?

Im afraid I have bad news for you, Sidney. Your father got mixed up with some evil people, she said. He was selling vending machines to stores. What your father didnt know was that there were no vending machines. The men he worked for took the money and ran. But they were caught, and your father was found guilty, along with them. Hes going to prison.

I was shocked. So thats the farm. For three years? I did not know what to say. What are we going to do without him for three years?

As it turned out, I need not have worried.

Twelve months after Otto reported to Lafayette State Prison, he was on his way back home, a hero.







FOUR

We had read the story of Ottos heroism in the newspapers and had heard it over and over on the radio, but we wanted to hear it from Otto. I had no idea what prison did to a man, but somehow I had the feeling that he would come home changedpale and burdened down. I was in for a pleasant surprise.

When Otto walked through the front door of our apartment, he was grinning and cheerful. Im back, he said.

There were hugs all around. We want to hear what happened.

Otto smiled. Ill be happy to tell it again. He sat down at the kitchen table and he began. I was working inside the grounds of the prison with the regular cleaning crew. About fifty feet away there was a huge reservoir that supplied the prisons water. It was surrounded by a wall that was about ten feet high. I looked up and saw a little boy come out of a building. He was probably three or four years old. The work crew had finished and I was alone.

When I looked up again, the boy was climbing the steps of the reservoir wall, and was almost at the top. It was dangerous. I looked around for his babysitter or nurse or someone, but there was no one. As I watched, the little boy reached the top. He slipped and fell down into the reservoir. A guard in the tower saw what had happened, but I knew that he could never get to the boy in time.

I got up and ran like hell to the wall. I climbed it as fast as I could. When I got to the top, I looked down and I could see the boy going under. I jumped down, into the water, and managed to grab him. I was fighting to keep the two of us afloat.

Then help arrived and they pulled us out. They put me in the hospital for a couple of days because I had swallowed a lot of water and I had some bruises from the jump.

We were hanging on his every word.

As luck had it, the boy was the wardens son. The warden and his wife came to visit me in the hospital to thank me. Otto looked up at us and smiled. And that would have been the end of it except for one thing. They found out that I couldnt swim and thats when everything got crazy. Suddenly I was a hero. It was in the newspaper and on the radio. There were phone calls and letters and telegrams coming into the prison offering me jobs and asking for leniency for me. The warden and the governor had a meeting and they decided that since my offense wasnt too serious, that it might be good public relations to pardon me. He held out his arms. And here I am.

We were a family again.

It might have been a coincidence, but suddenly a scholarship that I had applied for a year earlier from Bnai Britha Jewish philanthropic organizationhad been awarded to me.

It was like a miracle. I was going to be the first one in my family to go to college. A page had turned. I decided that maybe there might be a future for me somewhere after all. But even with the scholarship, we were desperately short of money.

Could I handle the checkroom job seven nights a week, Afremows on Saturdays and a full college schedule?

I would see.

Northwestern University is located in Evanston, Illinois, twelve miles north of Chicago. The university, a 240-acre campus on the shore of Lake Michigan, was spectacular. At nine oclock on a Monday morning, I walked into the office of the registrar.

Im here to enter the university.

Your name?

Sidney Schechtel.

The registrar picked up a heavy volume and looked through it. Here we are. What courses would you like to take?

All of them.

She looked up at me. What?

I mean as many as Im allowed. While Im here, I want to learn all I can.

What are you mostly interested in?

Literature.

I watched her go through some pamphlets. She picked one up and handed it to me. Heres a list of our courses.

I scanned the list. This is great. I checked off the courses I wanted and then handed the list back to her.

She looked at it and said, Youre taking the maximum amount of courses?

Thats right. I frowned. But Latin isnt there. I really do want to take Latin.

She was looking at me. Do you really think you can handle all this?

I smiled. No problem.

She wrote down Latin.

From the registrars office, I went to the cafeteria kitchen. Can you use a busboy?

Always.

So I had another job, but it was not enough. I felt impelled to do more, as though I were making up for lost time. That afternoon I went to the offices of the Daily Northwestern, the school newspaper.

Im Sidney Schechtel, I told the man behind the desk with a sign marked Editor. Id like to work on the paper.

Sorry, he said, were full up. Try us next year.

Next year will be too late. I stood there thinking. Do you have a show business section?

A show business section?

Yes. Celebrities are always coming to Chicago to do shows here. Dont you have someone to interview them for the paper?

No. We

Do you know whos in town right now, dying to be interviewed? Katharine Hepburn!

Were not set up to

And Clifton Webb.

Weve never had a

Walter Pidgeon.

I can talk to someone, but Im afraid

George M. Cohan.

He was getting interested. Do you know these people?

I did not hear the question. Theres no time to lose. When their shows close, theyre leaving.

All right. Im going to take a chance on you, Schechtel.

He had no idea how excited I was. Thats the best decision youve ever made.

Well see. When can you start?

Ive already started. Youll have the first interview in your next edition.

He looked at me in amazement. Already? Who is it?

Its a surprise.

It was a surprise to me, too.

In what spare time I had, I interviewed many minor celebrities for the newspaper. My first interview was with Guy Kibbee, who was a minor character actor at the time. The major stars were too important to be interviewed for a school newspaper.

I was working in the checkroom and the drugstore, I was taking the maximum number of courses at school, plus Latin, I had a job as a busboy, and I was on staff at the Daily Northwestern. But it wasnt enough. Its as though I was driven. I thought about what else I could do. Northwestern had a great winning football team, and there was no reason I couldnt be on it. Im sure the Wildcats could use me.

The following morning I went out to the football field where the team was practicing. Pug Rentner, who went on to a glorious career in the NFL, was the star of the team that year. I walked up to the coach, who was on the sidelines watching the action. Can I talk to you for a minute?

Whats on your mind?

Id like to try out for the team.

He looked me over. You would, huh? Youve got a pretty good build. Where did you play?

I didnt answer.

High school? College?

No, sir.

Grammar school?

No, sir.

He was staring at me. Youve never played football?

No, but Im very quick and

And youd like to be on this team? Son, forget about it. And his attention went back to the scrimmage.

That was the end of my football aspirations.

The professors at Northwestern were wonderful and the classes were exciting. I was hungry to learn everything I could. The week after I started school, I passed a sign in the corridor that read: Tryouts tonight. Northwestern Debating Team. I stopped and stared at it. I knew it was insane and yet I felt compelled to try out.

There is a maxim that death is the number two fear that people have, and public speaking is the first. That was certainly so in my case. To me, there was nothing more terrifying than public speaking. But I was obsessed. I had to do everything. I had to keep turning the pages.

When I walked into the designated tryout room, it was filled with young men and women waiting their turn. I took a seat and listened. All the speakers sounded fantastic. They were articulate and spoke fluently, with great confidence.

Finally it was my turn. I got up and walked over to the microphone.

The man in charge said, Your name?

Sidney Schechtel.

Your subject?

I had prepared for this. Capitalism versus communism.

He nodded. Go ahead.

I began to speak and I thought it was going very well. When I got halfway through my subject, I stopped. I was frozen. I had no idea what came next. There was a long, nervous pause. I mumbled something to end the speech and slunk out, cursing myself.

A student at the door said, Arent you a freshman?

Thats right.

Didnt anyone tell you?

Tell me what?

Freshmen arent allowed on the debating team. You have to be an upperclassman.

Oh, good, I thought. Now I have an excuse for my failure.

The following morning the names of the winners were posted on the bulletin board. Out of curiosity, I took a look at it. One of the names was Shekter. Someone with a name similar to mine had been chosen. At the bottom of the board was a notice that those who had been selected should report at three-thirty in the afternoon to the debate coach.

At four oclock I received a telephone call. Shekter, what happened to you?

I had no idea what he was talking about. What? Nothing.

Didnt you see the notice to report to the debate coach?

Shekter. They had gotten my name wrong. Yes, but I thoughtIm a freshman.

I know. Weve decided to make an exception in your case. Were changing the rules.

So I became the first freshman ever to be accepted on the Northwestern Varsity Debating Team.

Another page had turned.

As busy as I forced myself to be, something was still missing. I had no idea what it was. Somehow I felt unfulfilled. I had a deep sense of anomie, a feeling of anxiety and isolation. On the campus, watching the hordes of students hurrying to and from their classes, I thought, Theyre all anonymous. When they die, no one will ever know that they lived on this earth. A wave of depression swept over me. I want people to know Ive been here, I thought. I want to make a difference.

The next day my depression was worse. I felt that I was being smothered by heavy black clouds. Finally, in desperation, I made an appointment to see the college psychologist, to find out what was wrong with me.

On the way to see him, for no reason I started to feel so cheerful that I began to sing aloud. When I reached the entrance of the building where the psychologist was located, I stopped.

I dont need to see him, I thought. Im happy. Hell think Im crazy.

It was a bad decision. If I had gone to see him, I would have learned that day what I did not find out until many years later.

My depression returned and showed no signs of abating.

Money was getting tighter. Otto was having difficulty getting a job and Natalie was clerking in a department store six days a week. I worked every night in the checkroom and at Afremows on Saturday afternoons, but even with what Otto and Natalie earned it was not enough. By February of 1935 we were far behind on the rent.

One night I heard Otto and Natalie talking. Natalie said, I dont know what were going to do. Everybody is beginning to press us. Maybe I can get a night job.

No, I thought. My mother was already working at a full-time job and came home and made dinner for us, and cleaned the apartment. I could not let her do more.

The next morning I quit Northwestern.

When I told Natalie what I had done, she was horrified. You cant quit college, Sidney. Her eyes were filled with tears. Were going to be all right.

But I knew we were not going to be all right. I started looking for another job, but 1935 was the height of the Depression and there werent any to be found. I tried advertising agencies, newspapers, and radio stations, but no one was hiring.

On my way to another interview at a radio station, I passed a large department store called Mandel Brothers. Inside, it looked busy. Half a dozen salesmen were serving customers. I decided I had nothing to lose, and I walked in and looked around. I started walking through the store. It was enormous. I passed the ladies shoe department and stopped. This would be an easy job.

A man came up to me. Can I help you?

Id like to see the manager.

Im Mr. Young, the manager. What can I do for you?

Im looking
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