
  1

  

  PASSING OPEN WINDOWS

  

  “…Man will not merely endure. He will prevail…”

  William Faulkner, Stockholm

  December 10, 1950

  

  Back, past the rivers of time, my—or “our”—story began. For my brother, it is a tale of a worse life best lived. For me, a better life mostly wasted. If Einstein was correct and past events continue to exist—fixed in a bundle of time, hurtling themselves through space—and could we but move fast enough, we would catch up with them. If that were so, somewhere, beyond my reach, it would all still be there: Williamsburg, Brooklyn, the Broadway el and the large orange-brick apartment building at the corner of McKibben Street and Manhattan Avenue. Upstairs, on the second floor of the corner apartment, the two beds were placed at opposite corners, and my brother’s braces like two skeleton aluminum legs, each wrapped round with worn leather bands, lay beside his bed. While the phonograph’s ten-cent needle scratched out Joe Turner shouting blues, our parents argued in the other room.

  Measured by a lifetime, it all happened long ago, some of it seventy years or more. Over the years, I have buried much of it so deeply that it has become almost irretrievable. Memory, or lack of memory, caused me to invent some of it or forced me to lie about the rest, so that what happened no longer exists for me as one story with a beginning, an end and a fluid journey between the two. Rather, it is like traveling past open windows, and looking in, seeing in each a tableau of an event, and at the end of the trip, the sum of all the windows telling pretty much the whole story—or at least that much which is bearable. My mother, father and brother are gone, which leaves only me to tell our story.

  * * *

  In New York City, an address is a portentous thing. A proper address enables the owner of the building to demand more rent and affords the tenant an enhanced social status. In New York City, it is not unusual to find buildings with Fifth and Madison Avenue addresses when, in reality, only a small portion of the building is on the well-known thoroughfares, while the majority of the structure, including the entrance, is on a side street.

  The official address of our house, grandly and presumptuously called “The Manhattan Arms” (or at least that was what was painted on the canvas canopy until my brother burned down the awning by tossing a lighted cigarette from the living-room window), was 75 Manhattan Avenue. In reality, the entrance was on the less-prestigious McKibben Street.

  Manhattan Avenue ran the length of Williamsburg. It was not as spectacular as Broadway, with its elevated trains and trolley cars, considered to be the main street in Williamsburg, but certainly a street that was more desirable than the tenement-lined, pushcart-filled areas that intersected it, like Varet, Moore or Seigel streets.

  If Christ stopped at Eboli, he would most certainly have stepped off the trolley at Delancey Street, the last stop before crossing the bridge into Williamsburg.

  The economy began to recover from the Great Depression, national income rose 25 percent from 1933 to 1934; employment increased by more than 2,500,000. Fred Astaire teamed with Ginger Rogers. The Dionne quintuplets were born. Nylon was invented, and Flash Gordon, Li’l Abner and Donald Duck made their first appearances. On Broadway, Ethel Merman sang the Cole Porter song:

  
    You’re an Arrow collar.

    You’re the top!

    You’re a Coolidge dollar…

    But if baby, I’m the bottom,

    You’re the top.

  

  Nineteen thirty-four was the year the arguments began. It was a year when people thought they were going from bad to better. The truth was they were headed from bad to worse. Despite some improvement in the economy and rising spirits, there were still 18 million people on relief. In the Midwest, 150,000 square miles of farming land had turned to dust, blown wild by prairie storms that choked people and blotted out the sun, turning days into unending nights. Abroad, by contrivance and miscalculation, a nightmare began, one that would haunt the world for the next decade and whose effects would change it forever. Adolf Hitler was elected president of Germany by a 90-percent electoral plurality. The Nuremberg Laws, the first stage of Hitler’s “final solution” to “the question of the Jews,” were being drafted, and the first concentration camps were up and running. A year earlier, Hitler had unilaterally declared that Germany would not pay its obligation for reparations incurred as a result of the First World War. Following that sweeping pronouncement, he proceeded to sign a ten-year nonaggression pact with Poland, which he had no intention of honoring. The pact, however, lulled the Poles into complacency, believing that they did not have to react or fear the snarling German beast now poised to pounce along its borders.

  Hitler’s favorite saying was:

  
    Mundus Vult Decipi

    Ergo decipiatur

    The world wants to be deceived,

    Therefore let it be deceived.

  

  * * *

  In the 1940s in Williamsburg, snow did not float down in sleepy silent circles to languish on the thatched roofs of cottages nor spread itself lasciviously on the bowing branches of ancient trees. In Williamsburg, it was nasty. Once fallen, the white powder became flecked with city dirt, and depending on the weather, soon turned to dark, opaque ice or greasy slush.

  Back then, weather forecasting was not advanced. Old bones, sensitive enough to give reasonable warnings of major snowstorms, were the barometer of bad weather. Waiting for the snow, there was quietness in empty streets draped in unnatural gathering darkness. Looking out of our windows, we shared an unhappy feeling—dreaded anticipation.

  My brother, Jerome, could not go outdoors if there was snow on the ground. Polio had ravaged his limbs and made his system of locomotion primitive. He would move the crutch under his right arm forward and using that crutch as a lever, his right foot would follow, encased in a shoe that had a hole drilled through the heel. Two calipers were inserted in the bottom of the shoe, attaching it to two aluminum posts on either side of his leg running from ankle to hip. Leather wrappings sheathed his leg, joining the parallel aluminum posts, which swung forward with each step. Walking meant he would repeat the painful process with the left crutch under his left arm. Progress forward was slow, exhausting and caused boils to develop under his arms and where the leather cut into the tops of his legs. Crutch tips had to be frequently replaced and whether new or old, were unable to grip slippery ground.

  Fortunately, our apartment was the only residential building in Williamsburg with an elevator. When the elevator broke down—which was frequently—my brother had to climb the two landings to get to our apartment. He accomplished this by sitting on a step and using one crutch to hoist himself to the next. He would say to me, “Hold the crutch,” and I would stand next—he insisted I stand next to him, not on the step above or beneath him—to him and hold the crutch he was not using to hoist himself one step higher. If I stood on the step above him, I would impede his upward progress. If I stood on the step beneath him, I would not be able to hold the crutch in the necessary vertical position.

  When he was in his late teens and early twenties, my brother became Doc Pomus, songwriter and singer. He would perform in local clubs in Bedford-Stuyvesant, a black ghetto that had a half-dozen “clubs” in the area. In those days, he would come home in the early morning hours and have to get up the stairs alone. Despite the misery of his physical condition, my brother was lucky. It is an inexorable law of economics that when times are bad, industries associated with entertainment, which offered escape from the misery of daily life at a reasonable price, flourish. To the people of Bed-Stuy, times were always bad. Their “bad” was always worse than other people’s worst, and their “good” was always worse than other people’s bad.

  The clubs were unique institutions offering music, liquor, a bazaar for the sale and exchange of illegal drugs, a large performance space with stale cigarette smoke that hovered over the customers like a preternatural storm cloud. These were places where the musicians played with their hats on—perhaps because they had no other place to put them where they would not be stolen, or maybe they left their hats on to show a kind of insolence toward the audience. (This was different from the poseur club musicians of today who put their hats on only when they play.) They were piano, bass and guitar players with cigarettes dangling from their mouths: musicians who during breaks went into alleys behind the clubs to share reefers and Sneaky Pete. Honed in these musical boot camps, twenty years later, many gained national and international reputations.

  Crime, in those days, in Bed-Stuy was treated differently than crime in other parts of the city. As long as it was contained in the community, it was met with official indifference, if not toleration—the acceptable price of containment.

  “Shines. Another shine killing. That’s what I rate after eighteen years in this man’s police department. No pix, no space, not even four lines in the want-ad section.” Farewell My Lovely, Raymond Chandler, 1940.

  * * *

  Since 1967, New York City’s largest sewage plant has been in Greenpoint, next door to Williamsburg, receiving all of Manhattan’s waste including that of Brooklyn. In much the same way, Williamsburg received successive waves of human refuse since the bridge from Manhattan opened in 1903, the last major horse-and-carriage bridge to be built in New York. Swarms of Italians and Jewish refugees from the overcrowded tenements of the Lower East Side extended the ghetto into Williamsburg. By 1920, Williamsburg was the most densely populated area in Brooklyn. Later in time, there were further waves of immigrants fleeing Europe before the Nazi onslaught—at least to the extent that the Roosevelt administration could not prevent them from entering the country while maintaining some semblance of morality. Stirred into this Williamsburg mix were pockets of blacks and Latinos enticed here by the prospect of a better life. However, in spite of hope and hard work, it was a place of losers. Some remained there forever, while others were lucky, and it became a way station to a better life.

  That was Williamsburg in the mid-1930s, my boyhood home, far from the once-ubiquitous Ailanthus tree immortalized in A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, which had been replaced by soulless cement tenements. If my sense of time is often a jumble of people and events, there was one moment fixed in my mind as it was in history—December 7, 1941.

  * * *

  My father had a weekend routine that was as regular and predictable as a train schedule. Saturday mornings, he would go to his office at 66 Court Street in downtown Brooklyn where he would work for half a day. Around lunchtime, he would come home, eat and then stretch out on my bed in time to listen to the opera when it was in season. Each Saturday afternoon, the performance was broadcast as it was performed live from the stage of the Metropolitan Opera House. The announcer and commentator was Milton Cross, whose major distinction, aside from having an encyclopedic knowledge of opera, was the fact that he had a Brooklyn accent. Cross, in the verbal music of Brooklyn, would offer an extended dissertation on the opera and featured singers.

  Sunday was another ritual. Every Sunday, unless there was a sporting event on the radio, my father would take me to visit his parents in Brighton Beach. My maternal grandfather, who lived with us and slept in the living room, was never included in any grandparent ritual. Every Sunday, he put on a clean white Sunday starched shirt, a newly pressed suit, carefully arranged his breast-pocket handkerchief and left the apartment on some mysterious errand, primarily to avoid my father. They rarely spoke.

  Brighton is a resort area south of London. It has a boardwalk that runs parallel to the ocean. Between the boardwalk and the ocean is a narrow strip of rock-filled sand. Brighton’s fame was not in its beach or boardwalk proximity to the ocean, but rather in the row of white gingerbread hotels standing beside the boardwalk, facing the ocean. They looked like a cross between the scenery from a second-rate production of Hansel and Gretel and a wedding-cake designer’s nightmare. In one of these hotels, The Grand, on October 12, 1984, IRA member Patrick Magee set off a thirty-pound bomb, hoping to blow up the entire Conservative Party, including Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, who was among those attending a conference at the hotel.

  Three thousand and forty-six miles westward, on the banks of the same Atlantic Ocean, was Brighton Beach in Brooklyn. The Brooklyn Brighton was named in 1878 by Henry C. Murphy when he and a group of business associates built the then-elegant Hotel Brighton on a large tract of land in the southwestern part of Brooklyn between Manhattan Beach on its east, and Coney Island on its west. Coney Island was an area fabled in song and movies, but it has had a unremitting pitiless downward trajectory from playground of the rich to seedy, dilapidated, cobbled-together slums. On the other hand, Manhattan Beach was the final geographic dwelling place of immigrants who, over the course of a lifetime, were able to trudge up the economic ladder from tenements in Brownsville, Williamsburg and the Lower East Side, to elevated apartment houses in Flatbush, before moving on to two-family homes and finally, if they were lucky, finishing their lives in Manhattan Beach, in single-family houses of varying degrees of grandiosity and poor taste. It was a neighborhood of fulfilled dreams, of Jewish merchant princes and professional men.

  Beginning in the 1920s until the 1960s, in Brighton Beach, older Jewish immigrants lived in neighborhoods of six-story, orange-brick buildings. These people had managed to save modest sums for retirement or they had successful children who supported them. In either case, there was not quite enough money for them to live in Manhattan Beach, but certainly enough to spare them the tawdriness of Coney Island. A usual sight would be a group of older residents sitting outside their apartment buildings on sunny days, the salt air drifting in from the ocean several blocks away, taking them back to other times and journeys across an ocean that delivered them to an alien land and unknown futures.

  In the early years, our Sunday trip to Brighton involved an interminable ride on the BMT subway. Our journey to visit my paternal grandparents began at the Broadway el station where the D train ran on elevated tracks two stories above street level. Looking out from the train, the dark and dirty windows of battered tenements stared back at me like sightless eyes in ruined faces—tenements as bleak as blackened trees after a forest fire. When the train finally approached the Brighton Beach station, we could see the Atlantic Ocean behind and between the track-side buildings.

  After the war ended, we owned a secondhand 1939 Dodge. My father would stack up several cushions so he could see out the wind-shield and drove us to visit his parents. In order to get to Brighton, we had to travel the length of Bedford Avenue. About halfway there, Bedford Avenue rises up in a long steep sloping hill, and in those days, near the top of the hill and on the right side of the avenue was Ebbets Field. On the left was a veterinary hospital owned by Doctor Spivack, a man who was my father’s colleague when my father, during one professional incarnation, was a veterinarian. Unsuccessful as an animal doctor as he began his practice during the Great Depression when horses were phased out for commercial use and people had little money to feed themselves let alone household pets, he left Spivack’s practice.

  My father had great difficulty driving up the hill on Bedford Avenue. If he had to stop for a red light midway, as it was before the common use of automatic transmissions, the engine would have to be placed in neutral while waiting for the light to change. My father’s problem was that when he stopped on the hill and put the car into neutral, the forces of gravity would take control, and we would then begin to slide down until he put his foot on the brake pedal. When the light changed, he would have to take his foot off the brake pedal so that he could step on the clutch pedal and place the car into first gear. Unfortunately, as soon as he removed his foot from the brake pedal, and before he could shift the car into a forward gear, we would again start our downhill slide, requiring him to attempt to stop the car again before he began a series of desperate maneuvers—his feet hopping between the brake and the clutch pedals, accompanied by the loud grinding of gears in order to get the car moving uphill.

  Gradually, the hill began to obsess my father. By midweek, he had worked out different ways to attack his white whale of a hill on Bedford Avenue, the most successful of which was to stop at the foot of the hill, even if the light were green, and wait until the moment the light turned red. This would give him the maximum amount of time to go forward on green signals. When the traffic light became red, he waited, gunning the car’s engine, like a crouching panther gathering its energy to pounce upon a prey. As soon as the light turned green, he would hurl the car up the hill, going past any traffic lights along the way that had changed to red. I would cheer him on—“Go, go”—until we got to the top. Often, when he arrived at the top, my father would pull the car over, climb out, walk a bit and take a much used, wrinkled handkerchief from his back pocket and wipe the sweat from his forehead.

  My father’s mother, Helen, was small and very old even in my first memory of her when she was no more than, perhaps, in her early sixties. She would shuffle around in what was then called a “housedress,” a shapeless piece of flowered cotton, pulled around her body and fastened by a cord of the same material. Blinking behind her eyeglasses, it was obvious that Helen’s world was always vaguely out of focus. My grandfather, Gustav, had a shiny bald head circled by a few wisps of white hair and a white walrus mustache. His belly was round, and he always wore a white shirt with a collar buttoned tightly around his neck. His pants were held up by suspenders, and I never remember him wearing either a tie or jacket. Our visits on Sundays were an obligation that my grandparents imposed on all their children. Always present were my father’s six siblings and their children, taking turns sitting with the grandparents in their small living room, the children reading the comics.

  My mother seldom came with us, for though she liked my grandfather, she never spoke of my grandmother without the word “mean,” or “miserable,” in the same sentence.

  My brother never came with us. Travel with him entailed practical difficulties with his crutches, which, in turn, provided my father with a reasonable explanation and justification for his absence. The truth was that my father was uncomfortable when he was in public with my brother. At the same time, this provided my mother with a reason for not going. She could never leave my brother home alone.

  On that infamous Sunday, a kind of tranquility had settled in our apartment. Each of us had retreated to our own invisible cocoon of space. My father, as was his Sunday afternoon custom, was stretched out on my bed. Since he was only a little more than five feet tall, there was considerable space above his head and below his feet causing him to appear even smaller. He chose our bedroom because it was furthest from the kitchen where my mother was omnipresent. Laying on the bed, half-asleep, the Sunday papers across his chest, he listened to the football game broadcast from the Polo Grounds.

  On that day, there was a record crowd—55,051 cheering fans—who watched the Brooklyn Dodgers play their traditional rival, the New York Giants. The game was scheduled to begin at 2 P.M. Five minutes before the kickoff, at 1:55 P.M. New York time, 7:55 A.M. Hawaiian time, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor.

  My brother, Jerome, not yet Doc Pomus, was on his bed, playing a game he created using a throw of dice to determine how far a player made a run in an imaginary football game. He would shake the dice and throw them on an open notebook, look at the number rolled and make a hoarse “hahhh” sound, signifying the roar of the crowd. He would then draw a vertical line in the notebook representing a player running or passing the football. Eventually, over the years, hundreds of notebooks with faux-marble, black-and-white cardboard covers were filled with pencil lines recounting thousands of games, all played to a stadium of one person. There were interruptions in the pregame broadcast giving vague details of the attack on Pearl Harbor. As the reports came in, my father became more awake, sitting up, newspapers falling to the floor. He said nothing, though a kind of unreleased tension, a sense of expectation like an unfinished sentence spread across the room to my brother’s bed, who also listened to the news bulletins. Lying on the floor, drawing, I kept quiet and took refuge in the mindless drawings. When my father finally sat up and stared in disbelief at the radio—no one speaking—each of us suspending reality in our own way, and looking back, my brother and I both sensed that somehow things would never be the same.

  During the game, more concrete and detailed announcements of the attack continued until the definitive reports were heard by us all. “There are unsubstantiated reports that Pearl Harbor, an American naval base located in the Hawaiian Islands, is under attack.” “The Associated Press reports that Pearl Harbor has been bombed.” “The War Department has issued a statement that Pearl Harbor has been bombed by Japanese planes.” “Reuters reports that the Hawaiian Islands are preparing for an invasion by Japanese land forces.” “The War Department has issued a statement that although there have been American casualties, our forces have fought back and succeeded in shooting down many of the attackers as well as sinking a Japanese submarine.” “The White House has announced that the president will address a joint session of Congress tomorrow.”

  The ball game was played to its conclusion. The Brooklyn Dodgers beat the New York Giants 21 to 7.

  We knew war raged in Europe. We understood that Asian and American warships were unofficially at war on the high seas against German U-boats. For us, far away in Williamsburg, the fighting took place in the Movietone newsreels, Life magazine and on the radio. It was a world away. But the bombing of Pearl Harbor was somehow more dangerous, especially given the radio announcer’s voice, which became increasingly excited.

  My father finally found his voice. “Go inside, and call your mother. Something’s happening.”

  I went into the kitchen. My mother was on her knees removing the pan from underneath the refrigerator. She carried the water-filled pan carefully to the sink to empty it.

  “Come into the bedroom. Daddy says something’s happening,” I announced.

  “The only thing that could be happening is your father waking up to help me. I’ll come when I’m finished.”

  From the other room, my brother shouted, “Ma, come in.”

  Years later, it was falsely written, or at least I heard it said, probably twisted from something my brother said, that he developed his singing voice by having to call for my mother, who was in another room. If it was shouting that developed the power in his singing voice, it was the terrible shouting and screaming arguments that could be heard in the street one floor below our apartment that caused my mother to say that she was “ashamed to show my face in the neighborhood.”

  My brother called. My mother came running into the bedroom, a wet dishtowel in her hand. Actually, I never remember my mother with a dry dishtowel in her hand. She stood there, looking at my father, who by now was sitting on the edge of my bed, still staring intently at the radio.

  “You don’t have to just lie there [although, in fact, my father was sitting upright]. You could get up and do something.”

  My father stood, walked out of the room into his room. When he returned, he had put on a tie. In his code of conduct, events of such magnitude could not be faced without a tie. My mother now understood that the reason she was summoned had to do with events beyond our bedroom.

  It was my brother who explained. “The Japs have bombed Pearl Harbor.”

  My mother, Millie, wore that special armor that certain mothers wear to protect their children from life’s assaults, and this was especially so as it concerned my brother.

  Mother, after a pause, replied, speaking only to my brother. “Don’t worry, we’ll be all right.”

  My brother was silent. This was unusual for him. He was never silent when something of importance happened. He cursed or laughed, belittled or praised, but almost never, as he was then, was he silent.

  The radio was now broadcasting news interruptions, one after another—comments of various senators; travel-book descriptions of Pearl Harbor; news about Japanese submarines being washed ashore; warnings about saboteurs; castigations of Japanese Ambassador Nomura and special envoy Karushu who were in Secretary of State Cordell Hull’s waiting room when the attack began; estimates of American casualties; foreign reactions to the attacks. The announcements gave way to analyses by various experts suggesting a quick victory by the United States, pointing out that the Japanese lived in paper and wood houses and that one good air raid would burn their cities to the ground; that the Japanese were all nearsighted and could therefore never produce pilots equal to ours; that the average Japanese was too short to handle a full-sized infantry rifle. All of these predictions, slurs and false reports were interspersed throughout the day with strains of “The Star-Spangled Banner” and Kate Smith singing “God Bless America.”

  At one point, my father went to consult the set of encyclopedias that was in a bookcase in the hall. The books were purchased by way of a monthly payment plan. Although our sixty-five dollar a month rent, on some months, could not be met without borrowing from Mister Milch, who owned the appetizing store on Moore Street, there always seemed to be enough money for books, even for a large embossed, leather-covered volume of Shakespeare, which my mother also bought “on time.” Bringing one volume back into my bedroom, he informed us that Pearl Harbor was “far away” before he left the room to continue listening to the radio in the living room.

  My mother stayed in my room, put her arms around my brother and me, while listening to the radio and repeating that the war would all be over quickly. The words of the radio announcer did nothing to comfort us, as he kept announcing that hostilities seemed to be spreading to other places and that everyone should listen to President Roosevelt’s address to the Congress and to the nation the following day.

  Over the last half-century, when I sometimes thought of my mother, the lyrics of an old English folk song come to mind. The song is about a mother who sent her boy away to the wars, and as she waited for his return at shipside, they carried him down the gangplank. Confused at first as she saw that his legs were missing, the song explained “That a little cannonball on the first of May took them two fine legs from him away.” She declared with the eternal fearsome indifference that mothers have, to even the might of empires, when it involved harm to their children,

  
    “…Of foreign wars, I know not of,

    Between Napoleon and the King of Spain,

    But by heaven I’ll make them rue the day,

    When they took the legs from a boy of mine.”

  

  On that day, December 7, 1941, even my mother couldn’t console us. We were all frightened.
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  ALL OF US

  

  

  

  We called it “the hall” though it was not that at all. It was a corridor that ran from the entrance to the apartment directly into a space we called the “foyer.” That too was not quite accurate as the space was little more than a broadening of the corridor. A small table sat there on which was a Bakelite phone whose cord could stretch into the kitchen. With the kitchen door closed, some privacy was possible for someone on the phone unless there happened to be a family member in the kitchen, which was usually the case. Going in the opposite direction from the kitchen, off the hall, was my parent’s bedroom; next to it was my brother’s and my room. The door was always open. The bathroom was at the end of the hall on the left. The configuration of the apartment afforded all of us little privacy though we considered ourselves fortunate to have more space than most other people back then.

  If a novel is autobiography to the degree that its author infuses each character with himself or at least his own sensibilities, then an autobiography becomes a novel and therefore fiction, at least to the degree that it is born in the author’s imagination and musings. In my story, the villain is memory itself, albeit an honest criminal or at least one without motives other than to protect the seeker from his own past.

  * * *

  My father was a bit more than five feet tall. He suffered from a curvature of the spine. In less than polite circles, he would be called a hunchback, a term we never used. Rarely, my father would refer to himself as “having a problem with my back.” The curvature of the spine caused him difficulty buying suits. Levy, a tailor whose shop was on the other side of Manhattan Avenue, dealt with the deformity by padding the right side of my father’s jackets to make the left side even with the right. The thing about Levy that made him different from most tailors was that he was never a walking advertisement for his work. He worked in a wrinkled shirt, no tie and had wrinkled trousers held up by wide suspenders. Another thing about Levy was when he began working on a suit, he would circle the customer much like a buzzard closing in on helpless prey. Following him around the customer was his grandson, matching him step by step as he analyzed every nuance of anatomy or deformity relevant to his sartorial solution. Muttering to himself in a foreign tongue as he walked and calculated, he would pause occasionally to make a note on a pad until he seemed satisfied with his appraisal. My father required many circles by Levy and his grandson. He was a difficult case.

  Everybody said Levy was a lucky man. He came to America in the late thirties with his wife, son, daughter-in-law and infant grandson a step ahead of the Wehrmacht as it goose-stepped its way across Europe. The family was able to enter the country just before America turned off the immigration spigot. When that happened, it became a simple dynamic. Those who were not allowed sanctuary in America died in concentration camps. Those who were admitted, lived. Immigrants who were turned away were forced to return to their native lands to become slaves of Germany’s New Order—unless they were too young or too old or too worked out, and then they were marched into gas chambers. One block down from Levy’s shop, on McKibben Street, at P.S. 141, each day the school children mumbled the pledge of allegiance that ended with “…one nation, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.” Well, maybe it was not for everyone, but Levy was one of the lucky ones.

  The room my brother and I shared had windows overlooking McKibben Street on one side and Manhattan Avenue on the other. I usually would look out the McKibben Street windows since the head of my brother’s bed was on the Manhattan Avenue side. Because our apartment was on the second floor, I was close enough to the street to see expressions on faces, to hear voices, and yet I was safely far enough away to be protected and unseen. I saw fires and automobile accidents, games played, business conducted and violent confrontations. When that happened, I would press my body against the wall and peek out, afraid that if someone saw me, they would come upstairs and force me to be a witness. Rain fascinated me, and I would watch it endlessly as the streets turned black and shiny, and rainbows appeared in oil puddles in the gutters. When the window became misted from the condensation, I would draw pictures with my finger on the windowpanes.

  One late spring afternoon, as I was watching the rain, I heard loud voices on Manhattan Avenue. Looking down, there was a small body lying in the middle of the street. It was Levy’s grandson on the tar-black, rain-slicked road, his body like that of a broken doll; arms and legs unnaturally bent in only the way death makes possible. The car that killed him was stopped nearby, both its doors open. Levy ran out of the shop, hugged the boy’s body, swaying forward and back, as in prayer, looking up to the sky, wailing in some unknown language as the rain came down. I can still hear that cry sixty years later.

  Levy’s luck ran out that day.

  * * *

  My father was the oldest of eight children that survived their birth. He was born Moritz Felder in Vienna in 1896 and came to America on the steamship Rhynland, arriving here on March 17, 1906. He traveled with his mother, listed on the ship’s manifest as Helene, together with two of his sisters, Gitela and Berthold.

  Parents are free to pick any names for newborn children as are owners for their pets. But if individuals want to change their first or second name, they can pick a name of choice, provided it is not both well-known and already taken, like Bill Gates, Barack Obama or Madonna. They then go through a judicial process, and after many forms are filled out and a lawyer paid, a judge ultimately signs an order allowing the use of the new name of choice, unless the new name includes a “von” or “Sir” since the United States Constitution abolished hereditary titles.

  However, in those days, it was the custom for immigration officers to dispense new Anglicized names upon the immigrants, whether desired by them or not, without the interference of lawyers, courts or judges. Upon landing, Helene therefore became Helen, Gitela became Gisela, Berthold became Birdie, and my father became Morris.

  My father never spoke of Vienna, although he was ten years old when he left and should have had some memories of the place. His only connection with his former home was that he would pronounce “w” in place of “v,” vinegar always becoming “winegar.” Aside from this connection with Austria was the wooden plaque that marked the place where his ashes, contained in an empty coffee tin, were buried—until they were moved to a proper cemetery with a tombstone engraved, “Morris Felder, born, Vienna, January 24, 1896—died, New York, February 12, 1983.”

  He was buried several rows down from my mother in a group plot purchased by the United Friends Mutual Aid Society. Although his ashes were contained in a coffee tin, he was placed in a full-sized grave.

  When the great wave of immigrants came to America, one of their concerns was that when they died, they would have a place to be buried. Many Chinese immigrants who came here saved their money, enduring a miserable lifestyle so that they could be buried with their ancestors in China. Jews, being practical, had no such desire to have their families pay to have their bodies shipped back to the place from which they fled when they were alive.

  The United Friends Mutual Aid Society owned a large plot of land in an orthodox Jewish cemetery. A man—women could not be members—joined the society to be assured of a burial place for himself and his family. When a member died, a call was immediately made to the organization’s social secretary. The social secretary’s job was to arrange with the undertaker and the cemetery for a grave to be made available in the society’s plot.

  After he died, I buried my father’s ashes in the woods, next to my country home. Ten years later, when I was about to sell the place, I wanted to move my father to a proper cemetery. Since he had been a member of the organization, I assumed that he could be buried in the society’s plot. I discovered, however, that I had a problem. All of the United Friends, including the social secretary, had long since died, so I had to deal directly with the cemetery itself. I explained that I only needed a small piece of land in the society’s plot. Initially, the cemetery agreed to let me have the space at a proportionately lower price. Then they realized that there was still money to be made from the Mutual Aid Society and forced me to buy a full-sized grave site, which is how my father, whose ashes rested in a tin coffee can, came to occupy a full plot. There was, I thought, something altogether fitting and proper that now in death, he was able at last to enjoy superior accommodations or at least, more spacious ones than his neighbors.

  * * *

  To say that Brooklyn was a Democratic Party stronghold equated, in the real world, with saying that Asians live in China. Except for that brief time of madness and even greater than usual dishonesty when Vito Marcantonio imported boatloads of Puerto Ricans to vote and elect him congressman under the American Labor Party banner, virtually every voter in Brooklyn voted Democratic. The few votes received by the Republican Party were usually the result of elderly or visually impaired voters who pulled down the wrong lever when the Democratic “inspectors” neglected or were too drunk to go into their polling booths and pull the lever down for them.

  In those difficult economic times, the twenty-five dollars paid for a day’s work at the polling place was significant. In Williamsburg, there was no shortage of people looking for these jobs. On the Monday evening—during the year, Monday night was the usual meeting night—before the following Tuesday’s Election Day, applicants who wanted to work on Election Day would line up at the local clubhouses. The people who were chosen would have their names placed on lists then sent to the Board of Elections. Since the board was controlled by the Democratic Party organization, and the lists of people applying for jobs as poll watchers and election inspectors had been forwarded to it by the local Democratic clubhouses, a Republican had as much chance of getting elected as Marcel Proust had of going twelve rounds with Lennox Lewis. Additionally, the Brooklyn judiciary was either elected or appointed by the Democratic mayor and was comprised entirely of clubhouse Democrats except traditionally, by the grace of the Democratic leadership, one token Republican. In order to ensure elections adhered to principals of constitutional fairness, there was one Brooklyn State Supreme Court judge on duty Election Day and evening to hear and decide voting disputes. Decisions by that judge had to be made on the spot since the appeal process to higher courts lasting months was not completed until long after the election and even perhaps after the elected official had already assumed office and would be at best, meaningless and at worst, create ministerial chaos.

  In Brooklyn, becoming a judge—a municipal or criminal court judge’s salary: $12,000 a year—was the goal of every Jewish lawyer. This meant, for all practical purposes, give or take a small number of Italian-American lawyers living in the borough, it was the goal of all lawyers. The trajectory began with minor political appointments—counsel to this or that commission—then secretary to a judge or state assemblymen until finally, a judgeship.

  Municipal court judges were elected and criminal court judges enjoyed ten-year terms and were appointed by the mayor. In both cases, the process began at the local clubhouse level until the name of the prospective judge arrived either at the desk of the mayor, for his signature on the certificate of appointment, or that of the Brooklyn borough president, a tyrant named John Cashmore, who had the final say over the names appearing on the ballot. Judgeships were freely bought and sold and then sometimes even on the installment plan, payments being spread out over a number of years.

  Fifty years later, this system continued. Addressing itself to an upcoming election, a November 2, 2002, editorial in The New York Times commented:

  
    “Defenders of this farcical system [the method of choosing judges] talk piously about voter choice and preserving democracy. But as this year’s judicial elections underscore that the only thing really preserved is clubhouse control of lucrative courthouse patronage.”

  

  If the past is prologue or as can reasonably be anticipated, the human condition, with all its frailties and instincts toward greed and power lust, remains constant, fifty years hence this editorial could be reprinted with the same cogency it had in our time or could have had a half-century ago.

  * * *

  Somewhere in the past, before my memory of it, my father held appointed office. He was associate counsel for the Transit Commission of the State of New York—the title I suspect more grandiose than the job itself—a position he enjoyed for ten years until the transit commission was abolished in one of the periodic restructurings of local government. My father never mentioned anything about the position he held or anything about the job to me, except once, when he told me it enabled him to go on the subway without paying the fare. I learned about this job because mention of it appeared in the campaign literature he distributed in his half-dozen unsuccessful attempts at public office. His various campaigns were in primary elections, by which he attempted to become the Democratic nominee for elective offices.

  In Brooklyn, to have the Democratic nomination for an office was tantamount to being elected to it. The only people who could vote in the primary elections were registered Democrats who, for the most part, did exactly as requested by their local “captain.” A captain was in charge of an election district. His job was to dispense minor favors—fixing a traffic ticket, obtaining a day’s work handing out leaflets on Election Day, getting someone on the home-relief rolls—for voters in his district. In return for doing these things, he could expect his constituent’s fealty in the form of a vote for the organization’s candidate on Election Day. Since an election district was little more than two city blocks in size, the captain occupied the lowest place on the political totem pole. The district captain would receive his orders from the assembly district leader—the boss of the neighborhood clubhouse—who, in turn received his directions from God—the county leader.

  My father never really believed he could garner enough votes in the Democratic primary election to actually win the nomination. His goal was to be enough of a pain in the neck to the regular organization for them to award him with a respectable job or eventually the brass ring—a judgeship—simply to get rid of him. After several campaigns, each with a successively poorer showing, my father abandoned his attempts at elective office and ended up a district captain, standing at the polling places distributing campaign literature. At this point in life, he was too old for appointment to any political office. His goal was to receive appointments as a special guardian from the surrogate.

  The surrogate—one for each county in the city—except for New York County that had two—presided over the disposition of the estates of those persons that lived in the county at the time of their death. This presented the last opportunity for the politicians to get at a citizen’s money. Anytime a person dies with a minor child in his or her immediate family or had an incompetent relative stashed away, living in some attic or in an old-age home or molding away in Miami Beach, the surrogate would appoint a special guardian to protect that person’s interests. The special guardian was supposed to investigate matters and write a report, in return for which he would receive a fee awarded by the surrogate, the money for the fee to be taken from the decedent’s estate. Back in the real world, the special guardian slipped a court clerk who was assigned to such matters anywhere from fifty dollars upward to write and arrange for the approval of the guardian’s report.

  When I had just graduated law school, having no prospects of gainful employment, or even any sense of my future, on Monday nights, my father would take me to the clubhouse to see “the Leader”—the boss of the assembly district. My mother would watch me leave with him, a look on her face akin to that of a mother watching her son going off to war. I could see in her eyes that she looked past me, down a road and saw the beginnings of my retracing my father’s steps through life.

  I hated to go to the clubhouse. The clubhouse was located in an ancient frame building up a flight of stairs over—what in those days was called—a bar and grill. The stairway smelled of stale beer and the wet, decaying wood of old wooden houses, and I climbed the stairs as I would a gallows. The clubhouse scene looked like a bad day at Lourdes. It was a large room with perhaps fifty poorly dressed men sitting on folding chairs and twenty or so other men standing around the room, waiting for an audience with the Leader—Dr. Josiah Greenberg—who sat behind a table at one end of the room alongside an American flag on a pole. Doctor Greenberg, a physician with no practice other than that of politics, was always referred to as, “The Doctor” or “The Leader.” I never heard him called or addressed by his first name, nor as I learned later, did he have any friends or social life other than politics. The people who had major problems waited to speak to The Leader himself, and those requiring lesser miracles met with minor officeholders standing together along one of the walls. The walls were decorated with a few grimy photographs of men with handlebar mustaches.

  My father stood on the side of the room waiting for The Leader to give him a glance, acknowledging his presence. I would sit in a vacant seat and bury my head in a book and was careful in my choice of books so that anyone seeing their titles would not think me too smart or threatening. My father always told me not “…to be showy” or as he would say, “It is always the nail that sticks up that gets hit with the hammer.”

  After a while, my father would tell me to stop reading and stand up so that The Leader could see me. Once there had been a nod of recognition from The Leader, my father would say, “He’s seen us. Now we can go.”

  Years later, when I had developed something of a reputation in family law, Manny Shultz came to me for a consultation. Shultz, or “Shultzie” as he was called, owned the bar over which the clubhouse had been located. He succeeded Doctor Greenberg as leader and held that post during my father’s final years in politics. At that point, we had moved out of Williamsburg, but my father preserved the fiction of living there in order to maintain a political base.

  Shultzie came to my office, wearing mismatched jacket and trousers, no tie and a black shirt buttoned to the collar in a style worn by lounge lizards a decade earlier. He had long since retired and moved to Miami Beach. This was the first time that I remember his ever having spoken to me. He explained to me in the kind of English spoken by people to whom English is not their native language, but who are, in fact, literate in no language, about a predicament he had gotten himself into involving two widows and bogus condominium deeds.

  “I had never told any of them two that they was getting the real deed. They should had knowed that I meant in the future when I would have gotten it myself. It was their own fault. They should have knowed it. Anybody would of.”

  I derived an uncommon pleasure in telling him I was too busy to get involved in his matter.
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  POLIO

  

  He is chastened also with pain upon his bed, and the

  multitude of his bones with strong pain.

  Job 33:19

  
  
  There was nothing infantile about infantile paralysis. The disease struck adults and children, its most famous victim being Franklin Roosevelt, the president of the United States.

  Polio, as it was called, had no respect for class, gender or geography as it reached epidemic proportions during the summer months of 1934.

  Treatment was primitive, cruel, painful and most significantly, ineffective. One treatment was surgery that immobilized a patient’s legs, feet and ankles. Another treatment was the amputation of a patient’s legs followed by their replacement with prosthetic limbs. Sister Kenny and her followers believed in massage, application of warm compresses and painful stretching of legs. None of these methods changed the paralysis and emotional devastation that the bacillus left in the wake of its invasion. During the initial onslaught of the virus, the victim was usually only able to survive with the aid of an iron lung, a crude metal canister similar in appearance to a basement boiler. It encased the body from neck to ankles, leaving only the face exposed. A slanted mirror was affixed above the head to allow some view of the room, which delineated the contours of the patient’s life.

  The virus’ host was human waste. Modern drainage systems allowed waste to be separated from drinking water. Before these drainage systems became universally available, infants were exposed to the virus through contaminated water. After a mild bout with the illness, they became immune. Children living in large cities with sophisticated sewerage systems did not enjoy this protection. Those unprotected children from metropolitan areas often swam in communal pools or played with large groups of other children, some of whom were carriers of the disease.

  During the summer of 1934, mothers in populated American cities lived in fear that their children would contract the deadly disease. Beginning each fall, they began concocting schemes to get their children out of the city and into the country. For the poor, labor unions, social, religious and charitable organizations maintained summer camps that they made available to children of their members. People joined these organizations simply to obtain the right to send their children to camp. Others borrowed money from banks and other lending institutions to pay camp fees.

  In 1934, my mother managed to enroll my cousin, Maxie, twelve, and my brother, Jerome, who was ten. They were sent away together for the summer.

  Back then there was no television. Newspapers recounted the horrors of polio, sometimes in strictly factual stories on page three or four about a few cases reported in Staten Island or in the Forest Hills section of Queens or some other local neighborhood. Sometimes, when a dozen or more cases turned up in an area, the word “epidemic” shouted hysterically from the front pages. Even those who never purchased a newspaper were not immune from the terror of the word. Inescapable to people on their way to work in the mornings were the headlines of the daily papers spread out at the ubiquitous newsstands found at entrances to subways or elevated trains. In some places the Newsies, like town criers of another age, would cry, “Polio Epidemic. Read all about it.”

  My brother was not happy about being sent away. My brother did not read the newspapers, which made him ignorant of the reasons why my mother was so intent on sending him away for the summer. After much research, she decided upon a camp for predominantly Jewish children—Camp Mohican—though most came from more affluent neighborhoods than ours.

  It was a summer that would never be spoken about by either my mother or my brother. Fifty years later, I managed to piece together bits and pieces of the story during hushed conversations with relatives, friends and neighbors and former employees of Camp Mohican.

  “Ma, I don’t want to go to camp,” Jerome pleaded. “I want to rest this summer, and besides, I have plenty of things to do.”

  “Is this your father talking?” my mother argued. “You want to end up in the hospital? You have to get away from this place this summer. Maxie is going with you, and you’ll both have uniforms. Now please stop arguing. The money has already been paid.” Turning to my father, she added, “Morris, you tell him he has to go.”

  Typical of my father, his response was to remove two sheets of paper from his jacket pocket, read them and nod his head in agreement. “Here,” he said to my brother, “look at this. These are the things you need to bring with you. Two uniforms, a pocketknife, a flashlight… it’s expensive. I’ll take you to the office. Downstairs is Schwartzman, a Boy Scout supply house—the only one in Brooklyn. We’ll get a good price on things because he’s in the same building.”

  Arrangements were made to go to Schwartzman’s the following day.

  Summer camp was no longer in dispute.

  From that day on, my brother’s life changed forever.

  On June 15, 1934, five years before I was born, my father, mother, brother and cousin Maxie, together with two duffle bags filled with the required camp necessities, boarded the GG train for Schermer-horn Street in downtown Brooklyn—the gathering place for the departing Mohican campers. While my brother was only reconciled to going, Maxie was looking forward to the experience. If the event had been recorded in a police report, the words used to describe their departure would be “without incident.”

  My parents watched the lumbering bus drive off into the distance, happy in the knowledge that they were able to protect my brother from the expected polio epidemic.

  Upon arrival at camp, the counselors called out the names of their charges. Soon the orderly scene was transformed into chaos, a tableau of boys running to the bus, trying to sort out and claim their luggage before running back to assemble with their assigned counselors, some suitcases breaking open, spilling their contents, boys asking to have names repeated, other boys shouting that their names had not been called. The camp director, Uncle Bob, watched the commotion and offered words of encouragement on the order of “That’s the way, Mohicans.” As for the bus driver, he observed the scene without interest, having seen it replayed each year in the dozen or more summer camps in the area.

  The counselors walked their charges down a path in the woods. Jerome would later describe it as about “two blocks,” as his only frame of reference was calculated that way. The bunkhouses were a row of seven single-story, dormitory-style wooden structures, three steps above the ground and connected by common walls. Jerome’s counselor, Stewie, led my brother and his thirteen bunkmates into their new summer home, one long large room. The walls were bare wooden planks with crossbeams on the ceiling. The smell of wet wood permeated the cabin. Decades of rainwater that had seeped through the wood had never quite dried. For the rest of his life, when the cool, nutlike scent of wet wood was in the air, Jerome had to stop himself from thinking about that summer when memories carried him back to dark places in his mind.

  That first night, in the dining hall, Uncle Bob stood up before the entire camp. Next to him was a tall, elderly woman in a shapeless dark-flowered dress and men’s walking shoes. Beside her was a short, bald man, his huge stomach falling over the waist of too-tight trousers, held up by bright red suspenders. He wore a white dress shirt that framed his round beet-red face, a white stubble on his cheeks matching the wisps of white hair around his ears.

  “Campers,” Uncle Bob began, “before we say grace, I want to introduce you to our medical staff. Mrs. Worth is our nurse who happens to be a registered nurse—if you care to write that to your parents to put their minds at ease. She will have regular hours at the infirmary, but since she lives in camp, she is available anytime for emergencies. Doctor Sternmeyer is a respected doctor from the town of Lake Mohican and is available to come to the camp if Nurse Worth feels it is necessary. Now let us bow our heads and have a moment of silent grace before dinner.”

  Jerome sat with his bunkmates at one table and at an adjacent table was Maxie. They exchanged glances and held out their hands, palms up, delivering the message, “Who knows what comes next?” to each other. At one end of the room sat the older teenaged campers who, as the time passed, became increasingly noisier, finally ending with the chant “food, food, food,” accompanied by the metronomic clanking of forks against glasses. Following the inexorable law of human nature that makes revolution possible, Uncle Bob, who like a person in the midst of an unruly mob left with no choice other than to make an instant decision between resistance or participation invariably chooses the latter, was soon energetically swinging his fork against his water glass accompanied by his own jovial cries of “food, food, food.”

  Shortly thereafter, with the cheery energy of chorus girls bouncing on stage in response to the stamping of feet and whistles of an expectant audience, the waitresses came out—town girls in shorts and T-shirts—carrying large trays piled high with broiled rib steaks, which they set down—one on a plate. These were boys who back home had to be coaxed and pleaded with by their mothers to eat steak that was obtained by mothers at the sacrifice of some personal pleasure: a new housedress, a night at the movies, money that could have been sent overseas to relatives—sure in the belief that steak had mystical powers to make their young sons grow tall and healthy. At the appearance of the platters of steaks stacked high, carried like the trophies of heads of vanquished foe, the boys made such noises of delight as one would suspect to have heard if there were a simultaneous discovery of pearls at a dinner of oyster fanciers. Uncle Bob was moved (and troubled) enough to push back his chair, rise and announce to his campers, “Now, we don’t want to get you spoiled and expect steak every night. Tonight, we just want to give you a proper welcome.”

  The teenage boys from the upper bunks looked the town girls over like soldiers with pockets full of chocolates occupying an enemy village. Not looking at the girls directly, they giggled boastful obscenities to each other.

  After dinner, Jerome fell behind the other boys as they walked back to the bunk. He had never been in the country before, let alone the country at night. Sensations came that were new to him: the uneven ground beneath his steps, the endless vacuum of darkness surrounding him that surrendered only to the rays of the boys’ flashlights—and then just for a moment and just for a sliver of space—the breezes from out of the darkness, cool against his face, carrying the cacophony of scents of trees and plants and fallen leaves and mosses and flowers in their arc of life and decay. He felt alone and helpless as never before in his life and helpless to even declare his helplessness.

  After they arrived at the bunk, as the boys prepared for bed, they ran about, tossing things to each other. Jerome did not join in. He sat on the edge of his bed exhausted, waves of tiredness sweeping down from his neck to toes until, happily, Stewie told them it will be “Lights out” in ten minutes. In bed, Jerome felt as if he were floating downward into a soft blackness and in a moment was in a deep dreamless sleep.

  
    That old whore, Our Lady of Pain, lavish and indiscreet in her embrace and soon to be his constant companion paid her first visit in the early hours of the next day when even the dying night sounds of the woods became muffled by the slowly settling dew—the hours when the night creatures had fled the coming dawn and the sounds of a wakening day were not yet heard.

  

  It began as a dream, or at least he thought it was a dream—a weight upon his neck progressing down his back and legs. And then he awakened, his head and body hot and feverish—the cool night air unable to breach the carpet of heat that lay upon his body. He began to shake, his teeth chattered and his legs trembled, his neck became stiff, and then suddenly, as an army deserting a field of battle, it stopped. He lay exhausted. Fever damp, he drifted off to sleep.

  It was 7 A.M. From some far-off place, a staccato bugle call announced the new day to the campers. He was awakened by a worm of pain deep inside his legs that pulsed outward ending up in his lower back. The waves of pain were unconnected to any motion of his body, and when he tried to move his legs, they would not respond. His face was burning; his mouth, hot and dry. He was barely able to swallow. He could not turn his head. His neck was as a rusted mechanical gear that with great effort was able to be turned one click at a time.

  All around him movement: Bunkmates shouted to each other, pillows thrown about, boys running back and forth in the bunkhouse.

  “I can’t move. They don’t move,” he screamed, the scream fading into a rasp.

  The boys crowded around him, at first joking, calling to each other, then all of them silent, like children at their first sight of a dead person. More than mere awareness, there was a sense of being in the presence of something implacable and baleful, beyond their world of games and arguments, disappointments and pleasures, oneupmanship, bullying and cowardice, something not comprehensible or at least not wanting to be comprehended, but yet something that resonated with the contagion of their parent’s fears: the disease of paralysis. “Call Stewie.”

  Stewie, having heard the noise and seen the boys crowded around Jerome’s bed, was already at the rear of the group and pushing the boys aside.

  “All of you go back to your bunks.”

  He bent over Jerome. “What’s the matter?” He looked back over his shoulder to the other campers still standing together some distance from Jerome’s bunk.

  “I said now,” he shouted to them over his shoulder.

  “My legs, I can’t move them, my neck.”

  “I want one of you to run over to Miltie’s office and tell him what’s going on, and he should tell Uncle Bob that I think the nurse should come over.”

  He looked down at Jerome, whose face was flushed crimson and now, surrounding his head, was a halo of sweat upon the pillowcase.

  “Just, just…” he moved his now shaking hands toward Jerome, then stopped them midway: two helpless birds fluttering in midair. Stewie was paralyzed into inaction, indecisive, ignorant of what to do, angry at himself now being thrust into a role beyond his ability to play and angry to be afraid as he was in that special way when the source of the fear is beyond logic or understanding and therefore impossible to end or even hide.

  Turning to the campers, now silently huddled together at the other side of the bunkhouse, he shouted, “All right, I’ve had enough of all of you. Get out of the bunkhouse. Immediately. I don’t care where you go, but get out now.”

  The campers ran out of the bunk in fear and confusion leaving Stewie and Jerome alone in the bunkhouse. Outside, at the perimeter of the crowd that had accumulated, which now included other campers and counselors, was cousin Maxie.

  Uncle Bob arrived at Jerome’s bed accompanied by the nurse, Mrs. Worth. Over bright-red pajamas, Uncle Bob wore a flannel bathrobe decorated with Indian designs. It was held closed by a knotted twisted silk rope. The bedroom slippers on his feet were wet from plodding through the dewy grass. He seemed annoyed and walking through the door of the bunk, halfway to Jerome’s bed, called out, “Now let’s see what this is all about.” Following him was the nurse, wearing a topcoat over a longer nightgown whose hem was wet and discolored from the walk across the grass. Her bare feet were in men’s shoes that seemed several sizes too large for her, and on her head, she wore a hair net.

  “Bob, why don’t you wait here by the door and make sure nobody comes in while I’m examining him.” Walking over to Jerome’s bed, she loomed above him, tall and thin, dark against the light coming into the bunk from the windows at the opposite wall. Not bending over, she placed her hand on his head and paused. “Do you hurt anywhere? Your head feels hot.”

  “My neck is stiff,” she had to bend over to hear him, “and my legs, can’t move them.”

  She looked down, paused and then frowned, “Let’s cover you. Probably the flu, but we’ll have Doctor Sternmeyer come in to look at you. Meantime, just rest, and I’ll stay until he gets here.”

  She walked across the bunk to Uncle Bob and whispered, “It doesn’t look good. It could be meningitis or… you know.”

  “How can you be sure? It may be nothing, and you know these kids… maybe he’s making it up to get out of activities.”

  “Don’t be stupid. Get Doctor Sternmeyer.”

  “But, if word ever got out what you suspect, we will have a riot here. The parents will drag their kids out, they’ll want their money back. The season will be ruined… if they ever even bring them back next year. No, let’s wait.”

  “If you don’t call him, I will, and if I call him, I’ll announce the situation to the campers, who will call their parents, and then you will have a riot on your hands.”

  “You’re trying to ruin me. I’ve had enough of you. Either way, you’re finished here.”

  “Go to hell. I’m calling Sternmeyer.”

  “No, no, I’ll make the call. God knows what you’ll say, and you’ll overdramatize it.”

  Uncle Bob left the bunk to walk to his office. He had forgotten about the campers who were gathered outside the bunkhouse, all still wearing their pajamas. Now, he realized he would have to tell them something.

  “Campers, we are going to have first day take-it-easy party. Er… it’s a new tradition we are starting at Camp Mohican. Everybody go to the mess hall as you are. Stewie, notify the other counselors about it.”

  “But, Uncle Bob…”

  He grabbed Stewie by the collar of his bathrobe, pulling him close, and in a fury, whispered into his ear, “Just do it. Do it, and shut up.”

  Uncle Bob crossed the common lawn in front of the bunkhouses, turned right down a path that led to the mess hall, continued further down the path until it ended in front of a wooden structure. It stood, hardly larger than a good-sized room, resting on cement blocks, several feet above the ground. He walked up some crudely built wooden steps and opened a door that had nailed to it a sign with the word “Administration” on it. He walked into his office containing a desk and one chair in front of it and one behind. The desk was clear of papers, the room unadorned save for a long, horizontal photo of last year’s smiling campers arranged in rows by height and standing alongside them, a group of people posing behind a sign that said “Staff.”

  He sat behind his desk, hesitated, rested his face in his hands, then stared at the telephone. After a few minutes, he sighed, then picked up the instrument and slowly dialed a number.

  “Yeah, I know it’s early, but we got a problem here… Yeah, a sick kid, but we can’t wait. This is big trouble. Mrs. Worth saw the kid and said it could be meningitis or… worse. You know what that means. It means we’re finished…. No, not just for the season. We would be finished for good… have to give the parents back the money, and who would ever send their kid here again? Maybe even sue me… No, I don’t want a goddamn specialist called. I want you here… Wake up! If I’m finished, so are you. Then you can go back to treating the yokels’ pimples and getting paid in cornhusks…. No, an hour is not good enough. Be here in ten minutes, and act like a doctor. I have enough trouble with all these lousy kids wanting to know what’s wrong and can only shut them up for so long, and then it’s them wanting to call their parents. Just get here!”

  He hung up the telephone receiver, took a soiled handkerchief from his bathrobe pocket and wiped the perspiration from his face and sweat-beaded bald head. He sat there, staring straight ahead locked in a paroxysm of indecision and despair. After a while, he arose, left the office and walked the long path leading back to Jerome’s bunk. He carefully avoided the mess hall where now all the campers were gathered.

  When he entered Jerome’s bunkhouse, it was empty save for Jerome and the reed-thin stooped-over figure of Nurse Worth standing beside him. As he approached the bed, he heard Jerome’s moans. He turned to the nurse, who continued to look down at her patient while Uncle Bob spoke to her. “How is he?”

  “He is in pain. I can’t tell if he is asleep or… He just doesn’t answer me. I wanted to get something for the pain… aspirin, at least, but I was afraid to leave him.”

  “I called Doctor Sternmeyer. He will be right over.”

  “The boy needs a real doctor, not that quack.”

  “Doctor Sternmeyer has a great deal of experience. We’ve used him for
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