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			Special Thanks to the Following People

			

			Many of the people involved in helping David and me overcome our tragedy are mentioned in the story: my brother and sisters, John Cirillo, the Curtis family, the Buena Park Police Department, and the fine medical staff both at the University of California at Irvine Burn Center and Shriners Burn Institute of Boston. 

			There are other close friends too numerous to mention and thousands of people throughout the United States and Canada who joined spiritually in their prayers to help pull David through. 

			Sincere thanks and gratitude to my amanuensis and coauthor Dr. Mel White, who helped me put this unspeakable story into words, and to editor Toby Johnson, who helped bring the words back into print for this current edition.

			The following people held a special place in Dave’s heart: Serena, Melissa, Marna, Kimberly, Nancy and Jimmy, Michael, Bob, Mike, Rick, Chrissy and Nate and Michael Jackson. True friends Dave considered to be family who continually “Lifted” him up, providing unconditional love and support for many years of his earthly journey.

			In writing David’s story I hope to make more people aware of the tremendous amount of pain and suffering burn victims have to face in order to survive. They are to be admired and respected for their endeavor to overlook the unwillingness of society to accept them because they look different. 

			

			

			

		


		
			Foreword 

			

			Foreword 
by David’s Mother, Marie Hafdahl

			

			Dave’s struggles and pain did not end after his release from the Shriner’s Hospital in Boston in 1984.  He endured hundreds of additional surgeries, countless hours of physical, occupational and psychological therapy. On July 15, 2018 at the age of 42, my beloved son, Dave left this earth. As his mother, my heart and mind are filled with sadness, reverence, pride, gratitude and love.

			

			Sadness for the difficult and painful journey my son was sent here to live. He endured a lifetime of physical and psychological pain. I am unable to wrap my head around how he was able to live each day with such emotional and physical pain; I often felt he was not of this world. 

			

			Reverence that Dave accepted his fate from the tender age of six to the very end with such grace and dignity.  On September 23, 1983, the day David was being discharged from Shriner’s Hospital, under his clothing and Jobst garments he had open wounds covered with Silvadene cream and gauze, When provided a wheelchair, David said “I want to walk.”  Everyone froze because of the excruciating pain and difficulty he experienced walking.  However, before leaving the hospital that day he had made up his mind how he would live his new life and challenges. Despite both his parents’ weaknesses and faults, Dave did not allow his injury to hold him back nor define who he was. In 2016 during an interview with a reporter for the Las Vegas Review Journal Dave said, “There is a lot that happens in people’s lives but that doesn’t define them as a human being, it makes them stronger.” I recently found these words by David, “To bemoan a certain cause in life is ridiculous.  Dilemmas are not solved by thinking in polarities.”

			

			Pride that he felt comfortable in his own skin.  Throughout his life, Dave was often mocked and ostracized; however, through it all he walked with his head high with pride and confidence. He did not succumb to the weakness of others but tried to change the world one person at a time. He extended a smile and hand to everyone he met. He cared deeply for the welfare and civil rights of all humans regardless of their appearance, race, gender, or sexual orientation. 

			

			Gratitude for the thousands of people who so lovingly provided Dave and me emotional and financial support. The letter’s and outreach helped me find my worth as a human being. For Judy and Ken Curtis who provided me their love and a safe haven so I could be close to Dave and focus on his daily care.

			

			Love fills me, yes, the deepest love and admiration for Dave not only as my son, but as a human being. I learned many lessons from his core values and how he lived his life. However, the most valuable lesson he bestowed on me was the importance of self love.   Dave loved and believed in who he was and lived his life journey inspiring and uplifting others. 

			

			I am proud that David achieved so many worldly accomplishments. He attended at Art Center of Design in Pasadena, he was a published writer, composer and music producer. However, as his mother, I believe his greatest achievement was the love, respect and acceptance he so freely gave to everyone he met. Like most people, Dave wanted to be accepted and respected by his peers. Being accepted for the person he was on the inside not for his life story or who he knew. 

			Dave never said, “why me?” Throughout his life he shared with me many times that “if he had not sustained the injury, he would not have met the people he did and or experience the things he did.” 

			A few months before he passed, we were discussing his life and his constant back pain. His response was “Mom, I have had a good life.” He often reiterated that sentiment to me as we drove by homeless people, saying I am lucky to have what I have. Throughout Dave’s life, he met many celebrities whom he became close friends with. He was in the third grade when he was invited to Michael Jackson’s home. When we returned home, I asked him if he was going to share with his friends. His response was I want people to like me for who I am not for who I know. So young yet so much wisdom. At Dave’s Celebration of Life Service his life legacy became very apparent: love, respect, kindness and acceptance for everyone he met.

			

			

			

			

			

			

			

			TO David, 

			whose courage, determination, and 
love keep my faith strong  
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			Tuesday, February 22, 1983, began as every working day begins for me. There were no clues that a week-long countdown had begun on a crime that would change my life and the life of my son, David, forever.

			I stood below Carroll Street just behind the yellow line painted on the ice-cold subway station floor. I waited for that ominous rumble that signaled the approach of the F train speeding toward us beneath the streets of Brooklyn. Brakes squealed. Doors slid open. With a crowd of my commuting neighbors, I quickly stepped across the line into the graffiti-stained cars. Doors slid closed. Hands grasped poles and railings.

			A heavily accented conductor’s voice announced something over the PA system no one could understand or has ever understood. The train jerked forward. Passengers were jostled together. No one spoke on our hectic ride beneath the East River, past lower Wall Street and Greenwich Village on our journey to my Madison Avenue stop in midtown Manhattan. 

			In the elevator en route to my third-floor office at an international architectural firm where I was a secretary, I began to remove the clumsy mittens that keep out subway cold. I had delivered my six-year-old son to Public School 58, just one half block from our third-floor apartment over Court Street. I was running late. There were phone calls to be made, letters to be typed, correspondence to be filed, copies to be run, and coffee to be delivered. About noon, the phone rang one more time. It was my ex-husband, Charles, calling. There was nothing unusual about his request that day, yet I felt uneasy from the moment I heard his voice. 

			“Marie, I’m changing jobs next week. I have six days off before I go to work for the car service in Carroll Gardens. I want to spend that time with Davie.” 

			Charles and I had been divorced almost five years. Seldom in all that time had I refused him a visit with his son. A few times he had wanted to take David when David or his school had other important plans, but almost without exception, Charles could see his son where and when he wanted. 

			Charles lived six blocks from my apartment on Court Street in Brooklyn. He moved there to be near our son. On visitation days, I could trust Charles to deliver David to PS 58 and to pick him up from the day-care center when Charles finished work. On those days when my ex-husband had our son, I would see them in the park near Davie’s school, in the grocery store, or at the video-game mart. Often we would meet at Helen’s Italian Restaurant for dinner or I would invite Charles to the apartment for Chinese food or pizza. There was no reason to suspect that this visit would be any different from the others. Yet the next night, when Charles came for Davie, I began to feel afraid.

			“Look at this brand-new suitcase, Davie,” Charles said, entering my apartment with a large piece of luggage in his hand. “You can forget the shopping bag this visit,” he added. 

			David was ecstatic. He loved those times with his father. Why shouldn’t he? From the day David was born, Charles was a proud, possessive, and overindulgent father. Charles had told me he had been raised in an orphanage in upstate New York. He wanted to be the kind of father he himself had never had, or so he said. When David was born, Charles filled my room with five different arrangements of carnations.

			“Thank you for my son, Marie,” he whispered in my ear a dozen times during the four days I was in the hospital.

			The day David was born, Charles rushed about Brooklyn buying a special bassinet for the child and filling it with gifts and clothing. For the next two years he carried Davie up and down the neighborhood bragging to friends and strangers alike about the beauty and brilliance of his son.

			Charles worked as a waiter between twelve and fourteen hours a day. He was home only one day a week. That day he devoted entirely to his son. He regularly took David shopping and bought him fifty or sixty dollars’ worth of toys, until our apartment was cluttered with enough games, puzzles, and toys to stock a store.

			“My son, my son,” Charles would say, over and over again. “Look at my beautiful son.”

			At first friends and neighbors thought it was wonderful to see a father so adoring of his child. But there was a dark side to that love, even then. Day by day Charles’ preoccupation with David became a stronger and stronger obsession. Charles refused to let his child cry. He did anything to keep his son happy. As a result, in those first two years of his life David became almost unmanageable. His father indulged his every whim. There was nothing David wanted that he couldn’t have.

			There was nothing Davie wanted to do that his father wouldn’t permit. And when I tried to step in to discipline the two-year-old, Charles became enraged. He warned me not to ever let his baby cry, and I knew his threat was real.

			One night just before his second birthday, David refused to go to bed. It was late. I picked him up from the pile of new toys his dad had given him, and placed him in his bed. David had a tantrum. In spite of Charles’ warnings, I let him cry. I stood beside David’s bed, rubbing his back, trying to calm him with a nursery song I’d learned from my own childhood. David continued to cry and I knew it was time to let him cry one out. Suddenly the door flew open. Charles had returned from work early. He heard the baby crying. My husband rushed across the room and threw me up against a wall. He picked up David in his arms, sat down in the rocking chair, and rocked him for more than an hour until David finally went to sleep.

			I was young. David was my first child. No one taught me how to care for him. But I knew I couldn’t give in to his tears. I hated to hear him crying but I knew it was worse in the long run to let him control me with those baby tears. Our landlady, who had raised her own family, agreed with me.

			“Let him cry himself to sleep,” she advised. “Then he’ll learn that you are the parent and he is the child.”

			So this time I tried it, and my husband threw me up against the wall.

			I sneaked from the room, feeling hurt and frightened. I fixed myself a cup of tea and was sitting on the sofa drinking it when Charles closed David’s door and ran toward me across the room.

			“I told you not to let my baby cry,” he reminded me, flinging the cup of tea across the carpet. He grabbed me by the neck and ripped off my nightgown. He knocked me to the floor and started kicking me. I screamed for help. A neighbor called the police. Our landlady tried to reason with my husband. “You must let him cry, Charles, or you will spoil him.” But Charles would not hear of it.

			We were divorced not long after that, and though I had good reason to be afraid of Charles’ violent side, I had absolutely no reason to fear that he would harm our son. Quite to the contrary, after our divorce Charles continued to indulge David. He had complete visitation rights to our son and often they would return with an armload of toys.

			Charles installed a tape answering service in his apartment so that “I will never have to miss a call from my son.” He even wore a beeper so that David could contact his daddy any time of the day or night. The neighbors and David’s principal and teachers at PS 58 and the day-care center saw Charles as the perfect father. There was absolutely no reason I should feel afraid for David that day Charles came to pick up our six-year-old for a week-long visit.

			And though there were clues that left me uneasy, the reasons were not enough to make me cancel the visit. Charles arrived at my apartment Wednesday night wearing a new plaid shirt and designer jeans.

			He looked wonderful. He was genuinely happy to see us and excited about having Davie for the weekend. David rushed about the room in a flurry, glad to be going with his dad.

			“I’ll get my Atari tapes, Daddy. We’ll fill up your new suitcase with them.”

			Charles laughed. “We won’t need Atari this time, David. We’re going to the country for the weekend to a game farm in the Catskills.”

			Not need tapes? David loved to play his collection of Atari video games with his father. Any visit of more than one day with his dad without those tapes would have been a mistake. They were going to be at Charles’ apartment for the entire time, I thought, except for the weekend. Why would Charles discourage Davie from bringing those tapes?

			And the Catskills, in the winter? I should have known it was a lie, but again I missed the clue.

			“And we’ll need at least two pair of shoes, Marie,” Charles requested.

			“Why extra shoes?” I asked. “I’m right next door. If you need more shoes or extra clothing, you can get them. I’ll even bring them over.”

			“Get me the shoes, Marie.”

			Needing extra shoes was strange enough, but the rude and demanding way Charles ordered me to get them was another clue I missed.

			“There’s going to be a special assembly at David’s school on Friday,” I said to Charles. “He’ll need his red tie.”

			“I have a red tie, Marie,” Charles interrupted impatiently. “He can wear mine.”

			My uneasiness was growing. Before I could get David’s school clothes and books together, Charles and David were headed toward the door, hand in hand.

			“Good-bye, Davie,” I called out to my son. “How about a kiss for Mommy?”

			David squirmed around impatiently as they headed for the door.

			“Not now, Mommy. I want to be with Daddy.”

			Then they were gone. How many times they had walked out that door together and I had felt relief. A single working parent needs some time alone, but that night I didn’t feel relief. I felt a growing sense of alarm.

			The next day, I called Charles at his apartment to get his order for Easter candy the school was selling. I suppose I was only using the candy sale as an excuse to see how Charles and David were doing on their week-long visit. But there was no reply. Several times during the evening I called. Still no answer. I left messages on the answering machine.

			I assumed Charles had taken David out to dinner or a movie or shopping or to visit Charles’ girlfriend. When I called my fiancé, John Cirillo, a policeman, to share my growing anxiety, he kidded me and reminded me that Charles had never really given me cause to worry about David.

			“He loves him, Marie. He’ll take care of him. You know that.”

			Friday Charles called.

			“You will pick David up from day care after school on Wednesday, won’t you Marie?”

			“Of course,” I answered. It seemed a strange reminder, out of place somehow. Surely I would see them before Wednesday. Even if they went to the Catskills for the weekend, I would see them on Monday or Tuesday. Surely we would at least talk on the phone before Wednesday.

			Looking back now I realize that Charles was trying to distance me for the week. He hoped that I would just forget my son until that Wednesday afternoon five days hence. It didn’t work. That strange comment only made me more determined to follow every movement Charles made with our son during that visit. Saturday, John and I drove to New Jersey to visit a famous flea market there. I spent the day bothering him with my suspicions.

			“Why are you worried, Marie?” he asked. “What did Charles say that upset you?”

			“I know that man,” I answered. “I’ve seen that look in his eyes before.”

			“Well, call them,” John advised. “See what they’re doing today.

			Maybe then you’ll relax.”

			“I can’t call them,” I answered. “They’re at a game farm in the Catskills.”

			John looked surprised. “He can’t be at a game farm in the Catskills,” he said. “It’s February. That’s a summertime operation. It’s too cold up there now. The whole area closes down for the winter.”

			We called Charles’ apartment all weekend and early Monday morning.

			There was no reply. I invented all kinds of excuses for their absence. They had gone to the Catskills to a place that was open and there were no phones. At the last-minute Charles had discovered the resort closed and took David somewhere else on a weekend holiday. Charles would deliver Davie to school Monday morning directly from their weekend together. Then he would return to the apartment, get my messages, and return my calls at work. Frankly, with all the reasonable excuses I could find, I still choked down a terrible, growing fear that my son had been kidnapped by his father and that I might not see him again.

			All day Monday I called Charles’ apartment from my office phone. Monday night I called his number again and again. At 10:30 Monday night I called a neighbor whose child was in David’s class.

			“Hello, Ruthlynn. This is Marie, Davie’s mom. Forgive me for bothering you at night with such a strange question, but I need your help.”

			“What’s wrong, Marie?” she asked.

			“Will you ask Christopher if Davie was in school today?”

			“Sure. He’s in bed, but I’ll ask him.”

			I could hear their conversation in the background.

			“Chris, was David Rothenberg in school today?”

			“No, Mommy. Mrs. Klapper was asking has anybody seen David because he’s not been in school.”

			My anxiety turned to terror.

			“Ruthlynn,” I yelled into the phone.

			She picked up the receiver.

			“Ask Christopher if Davie was in school Friday.”

			“I don’t think so,” I heard him answer from his bedroom.

			“Ask him if he was there on Thursday,” I said, practically hysterical.

			“I don’t remember, Mommy.”

			“Please, try to remember,” I begged.

			“He can’t remember, Marie. I’m sorry. What’s happened?”

			“Later ... please, I’ll explain later.”

			It took me three tries to get the phone back into its cradle. I assumed that David would be in school on Thursday and Friday as Charles had promised. But I hadn’t called the school. I had called Charles’ apartment again and again on the weekend and all day Monday, but I hadn’t called the school. I felt angry and stupid and irresponsible. I called John at his apartment. “Charles has kidnapped David,” I told him. “I can’t find either one of them.”

			“Try to be calm, Marie,” he answered. He had sixteen years of police experience with cases like my own. “Call where Charles works. See if he’s been there. Maybe they will know.”

			“Luchow’s. May I help you?” A receptionist answered at the fashionable eatery in Manhattan. Charles had worked there as a waiter for the past eight months.

			“I would like to speak with someone about an ex-employee,” I said, remembering that Charles had told me he was changing jobs the following Wednesday.

			“What is the person’s name?” the receptionist asked.

			“Charles Rothenberg,” I answered.

			There was a long, awkward pause.

			“One moment, please. I will switch you to our manager.”

			How often I had sensed the same embarrassing silence after mentioning Charles’ name to an employer or a former employer. Charles never had trouble getting a job. He is a handsome man. He knew what to say and when to say it. People were drawn to him. He had a long criminal record but no one, including myself, even thought to ask about his past. We had been married about a month when I first learned that Charles was a criminal. I married a man who was wanted by the FBI for forging a twenty-three-thousand-dollar check against his ex-employer in San Francisco, and I didn’t even know it. It wasn’t his first crime. People wonder why I got mixed up with that man. It isn’t easy to explain. He was charming. The first day we met on Montague Street in Brooklyn he handed me a rose. A flow of gifts and cards and words of love quickly followed. I fell for him. I was alone in the city.

			 My father was dead. My mother and stepmother had both beaten me as a child. When I was just a teenager I moved from Pennsylvania to New York City to escape their abuse. I struggled to survive and I made it on my own, but I was lonely. Charles seemed to love me. When he moved to San Francisco he begged me to follow him there. So, I quit my job. I left my friends and my apartment in the City and, like a fool, I followed. Just as I was finding new friends, a new job, and a new place to live, he moved back to New York. And one more time I followed him.

			Charles was intense, irresponsible, and unpredictable, given to moods and bursts of violent temper, but he seemed to love me. I didn’t dream he was running from the police. I had no one else. So I took the risk. We were married in a dark, gray, gloomy civil court in Brooklyn. There were no witnesses, no flowers, no rice. He had bought a Laundromat in Brooklyn with the money he said he had “earned” in San Francisco. We worked hard to make our business a success. The money he spent on the Laundromat was the money the FBI was looking for. Charles called me from the city jail thirty days after we were married. An FBI agent told me, “Do yourself a favor. Leave this guy. He is no good. Get as far away from this man as you possibly can.” I should have listened.

			When Charles was arraigned at New York’s Municipal Court Building he cried and begged me not to leave him. My family advised me to “give Charles another chance.” My friends said, “Stand by him. He needs you.” So against my own better judgment, I stayed. After nine months’ imprisonment in California, Charles was transferred by the courts to a work-furlough program in San Francisco. I visited him there. I returned to New York not knowing that our son, David, had been conceived. Three months later Charles was released from prison. As I waited for the manager of Luchow’s to pick up the phone I grew more and more afraid that he would tell me Charles was wanted by the police again.

			“Can I help you?” the manager asked.

			“I’m looking for my ex-husband, Charles Rothenberg.” I tried to sound calm, but failed. “Do you know where he might be? Does anyone there know?”

			“Mrs. Rothenberg, if we knew where he was we would feel a lot better. We’ve had the police issue a warrant for his arrest. If you find out where he’s gone, please tell us.”

			Charles had been fired for alleged misconduct, probably theft. In apparent retaliation he had gained entry into Luchow’s computer room after working hours. He had spray-painted the valuable computer and written graffiti on the restaurant walls. The news was terrifying. Charles was not just taking David on a holiday. Charles was trying to escape the police again; only this time he had taken David with him. I had no idea where they were or how to find them. I had one last hope. Charles told me he would begin work on Thursday with Larry Kanterwitz at the nearby car service on Court Street. I found Larry’s number and called him, hoping that I had just been imagining everything.

			“Larry, I need your help. Charles told me he’s going to work for you this week. Is it true?”

			I held my breath. Please, God, let this be a bad dream.

			“Work for me?’’ Larry answered with surprise. “I haven’t seen Charles in a long time. He’s giving you a snow job, Marie.”

			At that moment my worst fears were proven true. I dialed my brother-in-law.

			“Charles has kidnapped David,” I cried out to him.

			“What?” he exclaimed.

			“Can you come right now and help me look through Charles’ apartment?”

			“I’ll be right there, Marie. Hang on.”

			We drove the six blocks to Huntington Street. I ran across the ragged strip of grass, bounded up the short flight of stairs, and pressed Charles’ doorbell. There was no response. I ran to the landlord’s apartment. He wasn’t in, either. Finally we roused a neighbor lady.

			“Have you seen my ex-husband, Charles Rothenberg?” I asked her.

			“He’s kidnapped my baby.”

			“If I had only known sooner,” she replied, running up to me. “If I had known where to find you. That man is crazy,” she continued. “He’s gone. I saw him leaving with his suitcase last Thursday.”

			“Thursday!” I exclaimed. “Was David with him?”

			“No,” she replied. “He was alone. He was rushing around here like a madman, dumping things in the trash over there.”

			“What kind of things?” I asked her.

			“Pictures,” she said “of your son. They were cut or torn into pieces. And there were personal bills and even his apartment lease. That man’s no good, you know. He stole checks from my mailbox but wouldn’t admit it. Said they never came. I know a…” 

			“May I use your phone to call the police?” I interrupted.

			A squad car arrived almost immediately. Two patrolmen got out and walked over to us. “My son has been missing for five days,” I said. “The neighbor here saw my ex-husband leave this apartment with his suitcase four days ago. I think my child is inside that place. You’ve got to go in and find him.” The policemen told me they couldn’t enter the apartment without a search warrant. I was hysterical. They tried to explain. I cried and insisted they look for Davie. Finally, they took the risk. The landlord had arrived and provided a key.

			Just as we went through the front door, one of the policemen noticed a note taped to the door frame. Charles had written that he had gone to “upstate New York for one month.” Inside on the kitchen table there was another note addressed to his landlord. “Thanks for everything,” it read. “Here are your keys. I will not be returning. Charles Rothenberg.” Except for David’s bike and a few old toys, the apartment was empty. “He took my baby,” I sobbed. “He took my baby.” The police searched the apartment, hoping not to find the body of my son. Then we drove to the station house to file a missing-person report.

			“Mrs. Rothenberg, you must go through the family court,” a duty officer explained. “There are channels for this kind of misunderstanding…” 

			“This is not a misunderstanding,” I told him. “And I will not go through the family court. My husband is crazy. I don’t want my son alone with him one more day. I want a detective assigned to this case and I want you to use every trick you have to find him.”

			The police were caught off guard by the fury of my attack. They agreed to bypass the family court. They assigned a detective to the case and put out an all-points bulletin describing Charles and David. By their rules and regulations, they shouldn’t have taken the case. But they did and I was grateful.

			Monday night I waited for a call. There was none. Tuesday morning, I took the F train from Carroll Station to my office in Manhattan. Charles knew my number at work. If he did call, he would try there first. Besides, I decided, the police were doing all they could to find David. I might as well be working instead of sitting idly in the apartment waiting for his call. In the meantime there was nothing I could do but wait and worry. Just before lunch, Charles called.

			“Hi, Marie,” he said calmly.

			Words rushed out of me. “Charles, where are you? What have you done with David? Let me talk to him.”

			 “You can’t, Marie,” he answered slowly.

			“Why not?” I shouted into the phone.

			“He’s sleeping,” Charles mumbled, intimidated, I’m afraid, by my loud, angry questions.

			“Why is he still asleep?” I continued. “It’s almost lunchtime.”

			“It’s the time dif-” he began to answer. Then he was silent.

			“What about the time?’’ I asked, confused, trying to get him to finish his statement. “Where are you?”

			Then I remembered Charles asked to take David out of school for a trip to Disney World. I had refused. But there is no time difference between New York and Florida.

			“Are you in California?” I asked, pleading for information. “Are you visiting Disneyland?” There would be a three-hour time difference if he had gone to California. David could be sleeping. In all probability Charles had taken David to the West Coast to escape his troubles with Luchow’s and to indulge his son one more time before the police caught him and hauled him back to face the courts again.

			“Are you at Disneyland?” I asked again, straining to remain calm.

			“No, Marie, of course not,” he answered. “I tried to get reservations for California but I couldn’t. I’m in upstate New York,” he insisted. “I’m on a farm where no one can find me.”

			I knew he was lying but I was desperate. I was afraid he would hang up. I wanted some clue.

			“Please, let me talk to Davie,” I begged him.

			He refused. “No, he’s fine Marie. He’s sleeping. You can talk to him later.”

			The line went dead. The dial tone buzzed loudly in my ear. I was almost sure that they were in California. About fifteen minutes later, Charles called again.

			“David wants to talk to you, Marie, but he’s busy right now.”

			His voice was drained of energy. I could picture him standing with his neck bent, his head down, cradling the phone with both hands, trying to keep Davie from hearing the call.

			“Charles, where are you?”

			I could hear the sounds of video games in the background, the kinds of games you play in an arcade or a hotel game room.

			“Charles, let me talk to David.”

			“He can’t talk now, Marie,” Charles answered.

			“Why?” I shouted into the phone.

			Charles paused. “He’s playing a video game.”

			“Interrupt the game,” I demanded angrily. “Give him another quarter. He can play again later. Put him on the phone.”

			There was silence.

			“I’m going to keep him for a while, Marie,” he said.

			We argued. I begged. Charles refused. I don’t remember exactly how the conversation finished that day. In an interview with the Los Angeles Times quoted around the world by the Associated Press and United Press International, Charles said that I threatened he would never see his son again after they returned to Brooklyn. I don’t remember saying that, but I was close to hysteria and might have made just such a threat. I hope I didn’t say it. Charles blamed that threat of mine, real or imagined, as the reason he tried to murder our son. When Charles hung up the phone I notified the police. I told them he had promised to call that night at 7:00 P.M. They carefully instructed me how to respond to Charles if he called again. “Promise anything,” they said. “Stay calm. Keep Charles calm. Listen for clues. Find out where he is. Talk to David.” 

			But it was too late. Charles didn’t call that night as he had promised. There was no word on Wednesday, either. I grew more frantic by the hour. The police were doing all they could. Word spread around the office. It seemed that everyone was waiting for some news about David. Finally, on Thursday, my phone rang. I took a deep breath and answered.

			“Hello?”

			There was a brief silence and then the phone went dead. Quickly, I called our operator.

			“Was it Charles?” I asked.

			“Yes, Marie, but just as I connected him, the line went dead.”

			Again we waited. Twenty minutes later, the phone rang again. It wasn’t Charles. A Western Union operator spoke softly, her voice trembling.

			“Mrs. Rothenberg?”

			“Yes,” I answered. “What is it?”

			“I have a telegram for you. May I read it?” She sounded as though she was about to cry.

			My stomach knotted. My palms grew damp. I was trembling and ready to cry myself.

			“Yes,” I whispered. “Read it.”

			“Dear Marie,” the operator began. “By the time you read this I will have terminated my existence.”

			My heart stopped. Charles had never threatened suicide before. Was he playing some kind of trick? What had happened to David? The operator’s voice was filled with grief.

			“You have caused me enough harm,” continued the sympathetic operator. “I’ve gone through enough.”

			Harm? Charles, what harm have I caused you? I screamed silently as the voice continued echoing Charles’ words. “What are you saying? What has happened to my son?”

			“Also be informed,” the operator read quietly, “that your son has been in an accident and is in the University of California at Irvine Medical Center Burn Center.”

			Two telephone numbers followed. Hysterical, I wrote down the numbers and dropped the phone. Friends and fellow workers had gathered around the open door to my office. Walter Oerlemans, the personnel manager of the firm, helped me to a chair. For a moment I froze, fighting back the tears. Then I lunged for the phone, dialing the first number Charles’ telegram had listed. An operator at the University of California at Irvine Medical Center Burn Center answered my call. Immediately I was transferred to Detective Alice Lauter of the Buena Park Police Department.

			“I am searching for my child,” I cried. “His name is David Rothenberg. I just received a telegram from his father stating that David was in an accident. Tell me. What has happened to my son?”
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			Detective Alice Lauter could not tell me how or why David had been burned. She didn’t know. Only Charles knew how and why we had been plunged into this nightmare. But Charles had vanished from the motel near Disneyland, leaving the Buena Park Police Department to answer my questions. The manager at Luchow’s Restaurant had provided the first disturbing clue. There was a warrant out for Charles’ arrest. He was not simply a divorced father out on a field day with our child. He was a man with a long criminal record who was on the run again. Only this time he had our six-year-old son. Charles knew he could not return to Brooklyn without risking arrest.

			Charles’ current girlfriend provided a second clue. The Friday night before Charles and David flew to California, she had dined with them in Helen’s Restaurant, less than half a block north of my apartment on Court Street. There are no McDonalds in our old Italian neighborhood in Brooklyn. Carroll Gardens has no Taco Bell, no Colonel Sanders, no Baskin and Robbins. But there is a Helen’s Italian Restaurant, with five red Naugahyde booths, a scattering of tables covered in starchy white tablecloths, a long rack for winter coats and scarves, and a tiny kitchen presided over by seventy-two-year-old Helen herself. Charles and I have eaten regularly at Helen’s for more than five years. That Friday, even Helen remembered how anxious Charles seemed. Charles, his girlfriend, and David entered the restaurant and ordered the special. While the meal was being prepared, father and son began to yell at each other angrily.

			“You little brat!” Charles screamed at David.

			Like his mother, our son is neither timid nor passive. According to eyewitnesses, David yelled back at his father. Charles shoved the child with his shoulder, forcing David to his knees on the restaurant floor. David began to cry.

			“Shut up,” Charles warned him. “I’m sending you home to your mother.”

			It was the first time Charles’ girlfriend remembered his striking our son. I don’t think Charles ever hit David before. Looking back, it was another clue as to the emotional state of Charles just days before he tried to kill David. No one intervened. I was less than a block away, yet no one thought to call me and report the incident.

			Airline records offer a third clue. The next day (at 10:00 A.M.) Charles and David flew to California, probably on a TWA flight from La Guardia. They took a limousine to the Buena Park Holiday Inn near Disneyland and checked into the hotel at 2:30 P.M. It was raining. Apparently, when it rains in Southern California for any length of time, everything stops. The freeways are coated with a thin film of oil and gas that causes cars to float or hydroplane across the surface without traction. Accidents tie up freeways. Water collects in intersections and parking lots. Underpasses and cross streets are flash flooded.

			When it rains, everybody who is able stays at home and the cities close down. Tourist attractions know that the flow of visitors will slow if not stop altogether. Disneyland was the first to close its gates that day. Knott’s Berry Farm stayed open to get the extra business, then it, too, closed down. Magic Mountain, like the other open-air theme parks in the greater Los Angeles area, finally turned off its lights. All the attractions that Charles had promised David closed up when it began to rain and stayed closed for five long days.

			David and his very nervous father were locked up in that motel room from Saturday, February 26 until March 2. There are some clues as to how they spent their time. Charles paid twenty dollars each for two temporary memberships at Wallbangers, a health club with handball courts, aerobics programs, and video games. Charles rented a car and apparently tried to keep his promise to take Davie to the beach. Nothing worked and the rain continued falling.

			It is not difficult to imagine what was happening to my ex-husband and our son as they sat, day after day, in that Holiday Inn room watching the rain wash out their California fantasy. Charles had always overindulged our son. It was the only way he knew to win Davie’s favor. Charles fought hard to keep David’s love and loyalty by spoiling him with gifts and surprises. He must have promised our son everything on this last Disneyland fling, but the rain continued falling and Charles could not deliver on his promises. David was only six. Disneyland was just outside the window, Knott’s Berry Farm minutes away. The beaches were down the road a bit. He must have grown more and more bored, more and more restless.

			You have to understand our neighborhood in Brooklyn to really understand the excitement of Southern California and how frustrating the weather must have been to David. David grew up in Carroll Gardens, Brooklyn. Our third-floor apartment looked down on Carroll Park. On three sides of that square block park are old, three-story, turn-of-the-century houses now turned into apartments. On the fourth side is Public School 58, a yellow, three-story, cement-block building. In the middle of the park is a flagpole with two statues facing it. One honors the sailors from Brooklyn who lost their lives in World War II. The other, a doughboy, honors the soldiers who “sought for glory by dying for their country’s good.” Spray-paint graffiti covers the soldier and the sailor and the long list of names of those boys from Carroll Gardens who died. Graffiti covers the cement-block rest rooms, the sidewalks, the trash containers. Even the tall, stark, maple trees have occasional graffiti sprayed on trunk and limb. In the winter mothers push earmuffed babies in prams through the park. Neighborhood boys play rough games or roller hockey. Italian men smoke cigarillos, play bocci ball, and gossip in Italian dialects about the old country. And in the summer the gray sycamore trees regain their leaves and shade the cement wading pool, the rusty slides, swings, and teeter-totters.

			In the daylight, Carroll Park is a wonderful though graffiti-stained oasis; at night the same park becomes dark and formidable. Leaving the Carroll Street subway station, commuters avoid the park or rush past on the far side of Smith or President Streets. The few street lights cast eerie shadows over neighborhood youths clustered in the darkness.These are not bad kids. They have no other place to gather and in the early evening they dance to the heavy beat of radios or shoot baskets by moonlight. Later on, kids preside over Carroll Park and we close our windows and lock our doors against the moving shadows, the whispered silence, and the sudden violent sights and sounds that sometimes scar the night.

			David grew up in Carroll Park. Like his friends, he dreamed of Disneyland, of clean, wide streets, of graffiti-free, freshly painted buildings, of marching bands in clean white tunics and flaming red pants, of popcorn and hot dogs, of fireworks and safe, brightly lit streets. To fly across the nation with his father, to move into the Buena Park Holiday Inn, to wake up on that first Disneyland day and then to drive up to the park and find it closed must have been an awful shock. But to repeat that process five days in a row is unthinkable. And poor Charles: wanting to please and impress his son, knowing that the minutes were ticking away before he would be found and jailed again, sensing my anger over the phone for stealing our son away from me, feeling his own growing helplessness and his son’s increasing hostility—all of this must have left Charles in a terrible emotional state.

			I have gone over those days in my mind a thousand times. I have tried to find some reason good enough to excuse Charles for the crime he was about to commit. But I cannot. On Saturday my son and my ex-husband landed in Los Angeles en route to Disneyland. On Wednesday, four days later, Charles entered a hardware store in Buena Park and bought a plastic, two-and-one-half-gallon container of kerosene. What drove Charles to think of fire that day? No one can explain it.

			Looking back, there is evidence that Charles often thought of fire as a way to vent his anger. A mysterious fire almost destroyed our second Laundromat just when Charles realized he had made a mistake in buying it. Charles was the only suspect in that fire, but he made a settlement with the owner of the building and escaped without any criminal prosecution. Another mysterious fire burned the three flights of stairs to my apartment after our divorce. The stairwell exploded in flames and David and I barely escaped down the outside metal stairway.

			At first Charles was not allowed back in our building after that fire, but again he was not
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