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Chapter 1
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My body is almost not here. There are times when I feel like a ghost, like I can’t weigh more than a couple of ounces. I feel myself riding on the breeze. I know my end is near and, frankly, I have had more than enough of this place. I am ready to lie eternally in a hole in the ground. If I knew who my maker was, I’d be happy to meet him or her. I might even have a word or two to say.

My name is Isaac Simon and I am one hundred and two years old. I was born in the year 1900. That’s the truth. In fact, I only lied about my age one time. Big mistake. I’ll tell you all about it later.

Of course, I'm telling this story in my head. I can’t move. I certainly couldn’t sit upright and hold a pen. Sometimes I feel someone touch my hand or stroke my cheek. It’s nice. Reminds me of when I was first married. Reminds me of my beloved Virginia. She was a marvel - strong, bold, with a passion for life that was explosive, and a warmth that was all-embracing. We used to hold hands a lot and other things there is no need to get into details about. 

My mind and my memory, unlike my body, seem to be working just fine. I remember everything almost from the day I was born. Well, not quite, but I do remember the shtetl in Lithuania where we lived until I was ten years old. Linkeve.

I remember our two-room house with the steep roof that leaked when it rained. I remember mud in the spring, and snow and cold in the winter. My brother Chaim and I had to get up early to bring in snow so Mama could melt it to make tea for my father. From the age of six, I had to feed the chickens, clean out their coop and bring in the eggs. Chaim, who was four years older than me, milked our cow. I envied him until my father lost the cow in a game of chance, and Chaim had to milk a goat my mother bought with money from vegetables and eggs she sold at the market.

That goat was an unpleasant animal. It was always trying to escape and it hated being milked. Maybe that’s why its milk tasted a little bitter. Mara - that’s the name Chaim gave her - kicked poor Chaim several times. He threatened to take her to the butcher, but he never did. I would hear him cursing her while I picked my way through the hen house.

Over the years I have met many folks from the old country; they all talk of their parents like they were saints. Their fathers were very learned and wise. It seems like everyone had a father or grandfather who was a rabbi, and their mothers were the best cooks and bakers in the world. Mine were not like that. My father was an ignorant peasant who worked as a builder’s helper from time to time and spent most of the money he earned gambling and getting drunk. 

He would quote a selected few passages from the Book, but could not read a word. His favorite teaching was the story of Noah who got drunk and, in his drunken state, was embarrassed by one of his sons. Noah then cursed that son for not respecting his father. I think my father really believed the Bible gave him permission to drink and mistreat us. 

Like many drunks I’ve run into in my life, he was mean and loud. He often shouted at my mother and Chaim and me. When we were little, my mother would wrap us in her dress and we all hid from him. It was warm there. When we got too big, Chaim and I would go outside to escape him, unless it was too cold; then we would crawl under the bed we shared. 

My mother was a wonderful, strong, warm person, but a terrible cook. It seemed to me that her cooking was the cause of many of the arguments between my parents. But not all.

My mother had a baby girl who was born a year after Chaim. The baby died when she was only a week old. Mama never talked about her. I did not even learn about my lost sister until Uncle Kalner, my mother’s older brother, told me the story during the journey to America. I had often wondered why my parents had only two children; so many of the families in Linkeve had at least five. I remember in one household up the road from us, there were twelve children. Uncle Kalner told me my mother almost died when I was born, and she was not able to have any children after that. I think it was a blessing.

Chaim was the scholar. At least, that’s what my mother used to say. I hated school and preferred to spend time wandering in the woods near the shtetl, watching the birds, and catching frogs in the stream. I loved to draw the things I saw. My father called me a dreamer, which, I think, was meant as an admonition to be more practical. I took it as a compliment. 

Often, before dark, Chaim sat with me and reviewed the drawings I had made. He would ask me to tell him about the creatures that populated my pictures and he encouraged me to be more observant about how they moved and interacted with their surroundings. In looking back, he was prodding me in the direction of science, art, and critical thinking. He wanted me to try to understand how things worked. He was my first and most important teacher. And my protector.

My father would shout about my "useless meandering in the woods." He went on and on about me not getting my chores done, not helping my mother, not doing well in school, not learning the Book. I think I spent more time trying to avoid him than anything else.

Then one evening in February 1910, two months before my birthday, everything changed. 

My father took one drink too many and slipped on the ice in a snowstorm as he was making his way home from the tavern. He rolled into a ditch and was not found until the sun came out three days later. Uncle Kalner told us about my father’s death. 

My mother breathed in deeply, but said nothing. How could she say out loud that a burden had been lifted from her?

We sat Shiva for the full seven days, as was the rule. My mother, dressed in black, sat on a low stool in the front room when family members and neighbors were in the house. We talked little, and ate the food they brought us. After everyone left, my mother would take off her mourning clothes and put on her most colorful blouse and go about her daily routine. I almost said she went about her daily routine "as if nothing had happened," but that is not true. She was noticeably more at ease, happier, more in control of her life. She even sang softly to herself. The people of the shtetl would have been appalled if they had known this, but since the ritual and rules of mourning were so well established and ordered it was easy for her to change her behavior and her clothes before anyone came to the house to sit with us.

My Uncle Kalner was always the first to arrive in the morning during that week of Shiva. He would stop by on his way to work at the shtetl's only general store. He would kiss my mother on the forehead, then sit down opposite her and hold her hands in his for a few minutes. Uncle Kalner was not a very warm person and this moment of affection towards his little sister was unusual. Mama used to say that his spark was snuffed out when his wife died in childbirth the year after I was born. The baby was stillborn. It would have been his first child. He lived with us for a while after his wife's death, then moved into a small shack which he slowly filled with books. 

I was a little afraid to visit him; his home was always so orderly, so clean. My fear, however, was counterbalanced by the presence of all those books, and the understanding that I could look at any of them so long as I handled them with care. No one else in the shtetl owned books except the rabbi - and all of his books were about the religion. 

But Uncle Kalner had all kinds of books, written in languages I did not know. "One day, you will learn Russian and English," he said. "In the meantime, you can look at the pictures." 

I loved to page through the books on art and science and biology. They transported me to a world completely outside what I knew.

I remember one time when I was no more than six or seven, Mama brought me to stay with him because she was going to the market, and my father was drunk in bed. Uncle Kalner sat me down on a chair by the big table and placed his newest acquisition in front of me. He carefully opened the book to reveal a picture of a strange-looking animal with a huge set of antlers. He told me it was an American moose. The animal was knee-deep in the water of a rushing river. The forested mountains behind it glowed with the golds and reds of fall.

A few weeks after my father's funeral, Uncle Kalner announced that he was selling everything and moving the family to America, to a place called Lowell, Massachusetts, where my Uncle Ben was living. He said my mother could work in the textile mills there and that Chaim and I could get a better education. 

For reasons he never explained to me, Chaim said he did not want to go to America; his dreams were set on South Africa. Uncle Kalner became angry with him, but my mother said he should go to Africa if that was what he wanted.

“A person can be poor anywhere in the world,” she said.

So, that spring we planted nothing. My mother and Uncle Kalner worked in all kinds of jobs to raise money. They sold the chickens and the goat and the gardening things. They even sold many of Uncle Kalner's books. They sold my father’s carpentry tools and his clothes and his few other possessions, including his silver Shabbes cup: it had his name engraved on it and he would let no one touch it. It was the one thing in the house he took care of.

We packed our clothes and whatever else we could into suitcases and boxes, and a neighbor brought us to the train station in his wagon. Chaim came to see us off. His journey was not to begin for another few months. He hugged and kissed us before we got onto the train and he waved to us as we chugged away. 

That was the last time I saw my brother - a  boy of fourteen, on his own. I cried. I think I cried for days. 

I remember little of the train ride, except that it was very cramped and crowded and seemed to go on forever. We arrived at the port city of Hamburg on the River Elbe in the evening. There were thousands of Jews waiting on the dock with their bundles and boxes. Fortunately it was summer, so being outside was not too bad, except that the smell was terrible. There were so few facilities for people to use. A lot of people were sick. 

I found a place on a low wall, not too far from where Mama and Uncle Kalner had settled on the dock. I sat there for hours during daytime making drawings of this mass of people who had left their homes and were waiting to sail across the ocean to an unknown world. I think I still have some of those drawings in a folder somewhere in my home. 

I remember one drawing, in particular. I was watching a little girl who was sitting next to her mother on a bundle of gray blankets. She was thin with unevenly cropped short brown hair. She was holding a chunk of hard bread with both hands and, every so often, would struggle to take a bite out of it. As she sat there chewing laboriously, a seagull swooped down and snatched the bread from her. After her initial fright and fear, a smile of delight and wonder lit up her face, as though she were enthralled that such a creature would visit her. 

When I finished the drawing, I tried to give it to her, but her mother shooed me away. I never understood why. I told my mother about the incident and she told me to forget it. 

"Some people do not know how to receive a gift," she said, "just like others have never learned how to give one. It is her misfortune."

***
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I can hear voices as I lie here: my grandson, Allen, and his daughter, Ginnie, named after my beloved. I was so grateful for that. They visit often. I can understand what they are saying. Eavesdropping. I am the fly on the wall.

Mostly, they talk to one another as if I am not here at all. But, every now and then, they will say something to me, especially when they arrive or leave. Ginnie always gives me a little peck on the face when she arrives. She has been very sad lately. I wish I could help.

I hear their clothes rustle; I think they are hugging.

“How’re you doing today, sweetie?” Allen says. “I’m so glad you come to see Grandpa Isaac. Somehow I think he knows you’re here.”

She kisses me on the forehead. “I’m OK, I guess... Actually, I’m not really OK. Not OK yet. I mean, I still wake up in the middle of the night and reach for him.”

I hear her pace back and forth. "They look so fragile," she says.

"What do you mean?" Allen asks.

"The Prudential Center and the John Hancock tower. They looked so fragile, so exposed." She stops pacing. "I still can’t believe what has happened."

“I know,” Allen responds. 

“I never told you that Jake proposed to me the night before he left for that job interview in New York. He asked me to marry him.” Ginnie hesitates, sniffs. “I told him I was too young. I told him to ask me again in a year - after graduation. He said we didn’t need to get married right away, but that we should get engaged.” 

She sniffs again. “I wish I hadn’t been so stubborn. I told him I wanted to wait before making such a big commitment. I loved him, Dad. I love him. I can’t believe that the last thought he had of me was anything other than that I love him.” 

In their silence, I visualize them: her head on his shoulder, his arm wrapped around her, patting her gently.

She comes to sit on the bed next to me. “Remember when we used to visit Grandpa Isaac and I would cuddle up on his lap and he would tell me those wild stories about his childhood?”

“He always was a great storyteller,” Allen says. “I wonder how much truth there was in them.”

“Doesn’t matter how true they were, Dad. What matters is that he told them. I felt like he made them up just for me. He made me feel a part of things. Important.” She leans forward and touches my cheek. “It’s what I love about Jake. He always had time for me. He always had a way of making me feel good.”

I am not exactly sure where I am. I don’t think it’s actually a hospital, although there are people around all the time, and the ever-present sound of machines purring as they monitor me and keep me going. Every so often, I hear various beeps, and sometimes one of the machines issues a faint "puff-puff" sound as if it is blowing off a little steam.

I often hear the sound of an elevator - that whooshing noise as it goes up or down, the annoying bell when the doors open. So I guess I’m in a tall building somewhere. I know I'm in Boston, in sight of the Hancock tower and the Prudential. Also, Allen lives near Boston and Ginnie goes to university in Boston. What a lovely young woman she is.

I like Boston. I spent most of my life working and living around here. Virginia and I used to come into the city often to visit the Museum of Fine Arts, the Gardner and the galleries on Newbury Street. We liked to eat in the North End and then walk down to the waterfront and watch the big ships slowly move through the water.

I've always had an ambivalent feeling about big ships, starting with that first crossing from Hamburg to New York.

***
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Somehow Uncle Kalner managed to get us onto our ship after a few days. The ship was called the President Lincoln. It was a huge vessel that I soon discovered was separated into two different worlds. Above were the first and second class cabins, with all the lovely décor and the fancy dining halls. Below were the immigrants. Fortunately we were in a third class cabin. This meant that we shared our little space with a family of five from Latvia, but it was a lot better than steerage, which was further below deck and seemed to be one huge stinking space packed with hundreds and hundreds of people. I only went down there one time. It was enough. I learned later that there were almost two thousand people in that place. Four died before we reached America.

As third class passengers, we were allowed in some areas of the main deck. I tried to venture to the upper decks: not a good idea. A sailor caught me before I was halfway up the stairway and he made it very clear to me that if I took one more step he would throw me overboard. 

I thought it would be good to make friends with the oldest of the three Latvian children. He was a couple of years younger than me and seemed scared of everything and everyone. He stayed close to his mother and father and avoided my attempts to engage him. I showed him some of my drawings, but he turned away and shrank further into his mother's arms. My offer to show him around on the main deck was refused. For most of the journey there was no communication between our families. I found that strange.

My mother was seasick almost from the moment we left Hamburg. She kept throwing up. Even when she had nothing left to throw she heaved and groaned. She looked terrible; pale with sunken dark eyes. She could not eat or drink anything. I thought she was going to die, and I told Uncle Kalner of my fear. 

He told me that some people have a hard time being on a ship, but Mama was strong and she would be OK. He tried to reassure me nothing bad would happen to Mama. And then he told me about the sister I never knew. Her name was Tzipora, which means little bird. I always thought it was such a nice name for her. She flew away so young. I could never understand why he chose that particular time to tell me about her.

On the third day the ocean calmed down and my mother began to feel better. She even ate some hard bread she had brought, and some dried apples. I loved being on the ocean, with nothing to do except walk around, watch for seabirds, and make sketches in my notebook. 

One day we saw a pair of whales less than a hundred yards from the ship. They swam alongside for several minutes. Another day, a school of dolphins crisscrossed in front of the ship - leaping out of the water then diving under the hull and turning to cross again. Mama laughed so hard. They played like this long enough for me to make a few sketches. Even Uncle Kalner broke a smile.

But the next day a storm came up and we huddled together in the pounding rain as the boat rocked and swayed. Even in this weather, it was better to be on deck in the fresh air than in the sweltering little cabin with the five Latvians. Mama, I think, was too scared to be sea-sick again, but she ate nothing and looked awful. She sang to me, softly, as I clung to her. I can hear her voice, strong but gentle. 

And then one morning the Statue of Liberty rose out of the ocean. All the passengers cheered and hugged one another. Everyone stood near the front of the ship, watching the statue and the city come closer and closer. Someone started chanting the "Birkat HaGomel" - the prayer for deliverance from peril.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2
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I was wondering today how I survive. I can’t eat or drink. I think the doctors stuck a bunch of tubes into my stomach and they feed me directly - no need to chew or swallow. I didn’t ask for this.

And then I started thinking about what the word ‘today’ means. I can’t tell the difference between light and dark. My guess is that when there is less activity around me, and no visitors, it is nighttime. Also, one of the nurses always greets me with a cheerful, “Good morning, Isaac. How are you doing today?” So, I assume when she comes, it's morning. She feels for my pulse, listens to my breathing and my heartbeat with her stethoscope. She is always kind enough to warm it before she touches it to my skin. But I don’t know if she comes in every day - I hope not, for her sake. She has to have time away from here for family and friends.

I love it when she talks to me; sometimes she sings softly when she is nearby. She told me her name is Wanda.

***
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I don't want to remember Ellis Island, but I can't really help it. It was a terrifying experience.

When the President Lincoln docked in New York, the first and second class passengers disembarked. Then the steerage and third class passengers - the immigrants - were loaded onto barges each carrying about seven hundred people, and were ferried across to Ellis Island. 

We were inspected by customs officials and doctors and nurses, all seemingly looking for some reason to not let us into America. I have this image of a cavernous gray room; people's voices, in dozens of different languages, echoing through the huge space. We were made to move forward one at a time as the inspections proceeded. About six or seven people ahead of me was a young woman carrying her infant daughter against her shoulder. I could see that the child's eyes were swollen shut. A man in a white coat looked the woman and child up and down, then made a white chalk mark on the child's coat. The mother and child were taken away.

Mama, as I said earlier, had been terribly seasick and had eaten little. She was pale and not very strong. She was in line behind me, followed by Uncle Kalner. Fearfully, I passed that man in the white coat, then turned just in time to see him lean towards Mama and mark her coat. Uncle Kalner and I called out helplessly as she was led off to a side room. 

Uncle Kalner and I were directed into another large room to face the questions of the immigration officer. Where were we from? Where were we going? Do we have family to vouch for us in America? How much money do we have? Do we have money for train tickets to our destination? What work do we do? What languages do we speak? The questions were repeated in different ways as if to try to confuse us. Sometimes he would have Uncle Kalner answer the questions, sometimes I would have to.  

There was one question that made my heart almost stop beating; "Where is your mother?" 

"They took her away," I mumbled, and then started to cry. Uncle Kalner explained about the chalk mark.

The officer paused, checking our papers again. "Welcome to America," he said, as he stamped the papers. "You can wait for her in the waiting room." He waved in the direction of a doorway off to the side.

Uncle and I had made it through all the inspections and testing and bureaucracy and were officially granted immigration status, but here we sat in that hot, crowded, airless room on the doorstep to America, waiting for Mama to be given permission to join us. 

The windows were open, but the thick summer air did not move. In Linkeve we were on a hill; there was always a slight breeze and the fresh scent of the nearby forest. Here, in New York harbor, we were surrounded by the stink of the ocean that was the sewer and refuse bucket of the city. I stood by a window staring out at the brown water, looking for any sign of life. The gulls circled above, but few dared to splash down.

An ocean liner enter the harbor. The deck was crowded with hundreds of immigrants like us - hopeful, fearful, expectant, and completely unaware of the ordeal they were about to go through. I watched as they were loaded onto the barges and brought over to the island. I could not see where they disembarked, but I could hear them talking nervously, comforting the wailing children, trying to reassure family members that all would soon be well.

A few hours later, some of them began to trickle into the waiting room.

Uncle Kalner was asleep when I rejoined him on the hard bench he had secured for us. I pulled my sketchpad and pencils from my bag and looked around the room. There were many people who seemed to be alone as they waited for their loved ones. I remember thinking how few large groups there were, how so many of the people in this room, and people passing through this building, had left the security and support of their extended families to come to this country. 

We had left Chaim behind, not knowing if we would ever see him again. He was my brother, my protector, and he was not with us. I tried to remember everything about him - how he looked, talked, sang, smelled, laughed, moved, walked; how he shielded and comforted me when my father shouted at me. I began to cry, the tears dripping from my chin onto my sketchbook.

I felt Uncle Kalner's arm circle my shoulders. "Don't worry, Itzik," he said, "I am sure your Mama will come back to us soon." I pressed myself against him and we remained like that in silence for a long time.

I looked down at my sketchbook. The tears had dried, but had left faint traces of their presence. I began to follow their shapes with my pencil, then fill them in. It was a strangely personal and intimate process - drawing my tears. To someone who did not know, the drawing looked totally abstract, but to me it was as real as the ocean we had just crossed.

***
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I feel the weight of someone sitting down next to me on the bed. I feel a hand on my forehead and I catch a whiff of Chanel Number 5 - Danielle. "You're looking pretty good for an old man," she says, and chuckles.

I smile, or at least, I think I am smiling. I get the impression from all those who come to this room that they are unable to detect any movement I make. I find that unfortunate and frustrating.

"Sorry to drop in so late," she says, as if I know the difference. "I saw Allen on his way out. He's looking good."

I have known Danielle her whole life. Her father and I were close friends, buddies - he saved my life. She was always the caretaker, even as a little girl. She is about seventy years old now. I think of her as my daughter, sometimes even as the sister I never got to meet.

She takes my hand in hers. "Your hands are cold," she says, and she gently rubs each of my fingers and my wrists. I try to respond. Strange how I can feel her touch, but cannot move a muscle. Quite amazing this human body - as it breaks down, its various functions seem to separate, to differentiate one from the other. I wonder if neurobiologists have studied this. Let me be a guinea pig - at least I could do something useful as I lie here.

"Allen said that he and Martha and Ginnie are going away for the long weekend. They'll be in a cabin in way-northern Vermont. He calls it a 'graduation getaway'." 

I wonder what long weekend she is talking about; I have no sense of seasons in here. The place is always the same. The temperature is constant. I used to curse the cold snowy winters and grumble about the steamy summer days. Now I live in a bland unchanging comfort zone.

"Ginnie is still grieving for Jake. The whole country is still in shock over nine-eleven, but for poor Ginnie it is so much more painful." She sighed. "He was such a gentle young man."

I remember Jake well. He and Ginnie visited me often in my home. They were good together. Ginnie thought I would be shocked to learn that she was living with her boyfriend. I surprised them both with a big hug and a bottle of champagne when they finally told me. I had guessed they were together months before they plucked up the nerve to actually say something.

Separation is hard. Loss is worse.

***
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"Why did that man make a chalk mark on Mama?" I asked Uncle Kalner. "What does it mean?"

He explained that it meant they thought she might be sick and they wanted to examine her more carefully to be sure she was well enough to travel further. 

"But, what if she is not well enough?"

"Don't worry, Itzik. She’ll be fine." 

And so I sat in that stifling room next to Uncle and we waited for the door to open and for Mama to rejoin us. Through the windows I could see that the sun was setting and the sky was slowly turning from pale blue to gray and black. We would have to spend the night in this awful room, now lit by a few electric lights pressed against the ceiling.

I watched as the dozens of people made adjustments for the night, pulling blankets or coats up over their bodies, children nuzzling in close to their parents. In the gloom, against the far wall, a boy about my age was already asleep, resting his head on the shoulder of a man who was probably his father. The pair looked much like us. I tried to draw them but it was too dark.

It was one of the longest nights of my life. The sharpness of the hard bench, the noises of people snoring, whispering, and coughing, overlaid with the sounds of babies crying and the horns from ships passing outside in the harbor, all kept me awake. I could not stop worrying about Mama. What were they doing to her? Where was she? Was she really too sick? What would I do without her?

At last, I saw the sky growing lighter and after some time people began to stir. I am sure I was not the only one who had not slept. There was a tangible sense of anxiety and fear in that room.  It was too quiet, too unreal. We all knew that this coming day could bring good news or terrible news or nothing at all except more waiting.

The day started well for some. The door opened and four people entered. Immediately shouts burst from four different parts of the room, as families rushed to be reunited. I looked on enviously as people hugged, then gathered up their belongings and made their way to the exit. A sad silence settled on those who remained. I heard a child whimper. It might have been me.

Some time later an officer entered and called out a name. A man stood, whispered something to his child, then walked over to the officer. They talked briefly. The man let out a loud cry of pain and disbelief, then returned to his child. He wearily picked up his suitcase and bundles, and father and daughter moved uneasily toward the exit. "She is being sent back," I heard him say to no one in particular.

"What does he mean?" I asked Uncle Kalner.

"I don't know," he said. This was the first time my uncle had no answer. I realized that he, too, was scared and tired. He squeezed my shoulders and when I looked into his face, his eyes were full. 

Hours passed. The spaces vacated by the families who had departed to continue their journeys were soon filled by other families - different but the same. Uncle Kalner bought some bread and cheese from the canteen. I know he hated to spend the money, but we had to eat. I chewed my food as slowly as I could, trying to make the time go by, trying not to think about what could be.

By mid-afternoon five other families had been reunited and left the building, but Uncle and I remained, waiting. As the sky slowly darkened I realized we would have to go through another night in that horrible place. Uncle Kalner sat motionless, his face like stone. I leaned my head on his shoulder. He was too weary to even wrap his arm around me.

The second night was even worse than the first. It started off not too badly. I think I even fell asleep for a little while. Suddenly there was a huge commotion in the room. Someone was yelling, "Gonif - thief!" I saw two men fighting. One wielded a long knife while the other was waving a heavy club. People were shouting, children were screaming. Everyone pressed back as far as they could. Uncle Kalner turned my face into his chest and covered my ears with his hands so that I would not see or hear. 

I did hear the sharp whistles of the officers who rushed into the room. Uncle Kalner released his grip on my head and I turned just in time to see the officers holding the two men face-down on the floor and putting them in handcuffs. They then marched the two men out of the room, but before they left, one of the officers announced, "These two are undesirables. They will be on the next ship back to where they came from!" A boy of about six or seven cried helplessly as his father was led away. He appeared to be alone.

Uncle Kalner went over to the boy, knelt down beside him and talked softly to him. Then he picked up all of their belongings and brought them to where we were. The boy followed and sat down next to me. Uncle told me to look after him, while he went to look for an officer. Uncle was gone for a long time. 

The boy's name was Shlomo and he was coming to America with his father and oldest brother, Reuven, who was fifteen. His mother and three sisters were still in Zagere. A man had made a chalk mark on Reuven's coat, so now they had to wait for him. He told me that his brother was big and brave. I thought of my brother, Chaim. I hoped that he too would be brave in his new life.

When Uncle finally returned he said there was nothing to be done until morning when the higher ups came to work. He tried to reassure Shlomo that everything would be alright, but I could tell he was not sure. Shlomo and I sat on either side of him. He spread his coat around us, encircling us in his arms, and we tried to sleep. After a while I could hear Shlomo's steady breathing, but my mind kept turning over and over. My fears about Mama now mixing with concern for Shlomo and his father and brother, and with the sadness of leaving Chaim behind.

A light rain was falling as night slowly turned to day. Shlomo woke up and looked confused. "Where's my Papa?" he asked, "Who are you?" There were tears in his eyes. Uncle Kalner tried to comfort him, but the more Uncle talked, the more Shlomo cried. 

Suddenly I heard a man call Uncle Kalner's name. My blood froze. Was the officer going to tell him that Mama was being sent home? Uncle Kalner took my face between his hands and said, "This is about Shlomo. Look after the boy. Don't worry." I watched as he strode to the officer and left the room with him. Shlomo grabbed my arm and we both sat in fear, our eyes not moving from that door.

It was only a few minutes before the door opened and in walked Shlomo's father and brother. Right behind them were Uncle Kalner and Mama. The joy of that moment is still with me. 

Uncle Kalner introduced me to Mr. Novitz and Reuven, Shlomo's father and brother, then we said our goodbyes, gathered up our belongings and made our way to the railway station.

On the train from New York to Massachusetts, Mama would not let go of my hand. She talked about the two long days and nights she had been away from us in the hospital, being inspected and poked and tested. When she had tried to explain that her weakness was simply because of seasickness and lack of food and water, they would not listen. "It took them forty-eight hours to figure out I was tired, hungry and thirsty!" she said.

I asked Uncle Kalner what had happened with Shlomo's father and where the family was going. He said the officers came to the conclusion that Shlomo's father was not a bad man; he was only trying to defend himself and his son from a thief who had a big knife. The thief was arrested, and Shlomo's father was allowed to stay. It was pure coincidence that both Reuven and Mama were discharged from the hospital together and right when Shlomo's father and Uncle Kalner were returning to the waiting room.

"Shlomo's family is going to meet up with a cousin in New York City," Uncle Kalner told me. "I gave them the address of Uncle Ben. I hope they will write."

Many weeks later I did receive a letter, but it was not from Shlomo - it was from Reuven, who I had met for only a few minutes, but who was to become a very important person in my life.

***
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Dear, sweet Danielle, who sits beside me on this bed, is my good friend Reuven's daughter. There is much more to tell about him and her.
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Chapter 3
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I can no longer detect Danielle's perfume. I don't remember her leaving, but she is definitely not here. The room is quiet except for the purring and gurgling sounds of the machines, and the ringing of that damned elevator. 

I hear faint footsteps, as if someone is walking in felt shoes. I remember reading an article about the "Silent Prison" in Port Arthur, Tasmania. The English would send prisoners there who were troublemakers in the main prison. This was the end of the line. Prisoners lived in complete silence and isolation. No one was allowed to speak or make sounds - not even the guards, who were required to wrap their boots in soft cloth to dull their footsteps. When prisoners were moved to the exercise area or to the chapel for Sunday services, their heads were completely covered with bags that had tiny openings for them to see through - but they saw no other human face. A few months of this and prisoners lost their minds. The prison, reportedly, had an excellent mental hospital right next door.  There is something diabolical about the English.

"Sorry I woke you, Mr. Simon." His voice is deep, gentle. How did he know he woke me? "I'm simply going to do a quick check of your vitals. Routine stuff." I feel him lift my wrist. A few minutes later the blood pressure strap is clamped around my upper arm and I hear him pumping it up, then releasing the air. "Looking good," he says. "I'll leave you now. Goodnight."

How does he know he woke me? He did wake me, I'm pretty sure of that. But how did he know? I have been under the impression that I have no way to communicate anything, that my appearance and behavior were constant, unchanging. If he knows, why do others not know?

He never told me his name. Who is he?

***
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Our first home was with Uncle Ben, Mama's youngest brother. He had left the shtetl a year after I was born and made his way to Lowell, Massachusetts. He worked as a mechanic in one of the big textile mills in the city, and he rented a small apartment only a few blocks from his job. Mama started working in the same place as Uncle Ben three days after we arrived. Uncle Ben wanted me to work there, too - but Mama insisted I go to school. I hated the school and wanted to work. Uncle Ben was not married and liked to go out with the factory girls. Mama thought he was a bad influence on me and urged Uncle Kalner to find us another place to live. 

There was a lot of shouting in that apartment.

After a few months Uncle Kalner found a place for us to live in Lawrence, a nearby city with even more textile factories. We moved to our new apartment in September 1910. It had one bedroom, a parlor and a small kitchen and indoor plumbing, which was new for us, and a wonderful thing, especially in the winter.

The bedroom was Mama’s. Uncle Kalner slept on a sofa in the parlor. If one of them was working at night, I slept in their bed – otherwise I slept in a cot in Mama’s room. It was very close. 

From the day we arrived in Lawrence Uncle Kalner refused to speak to me in Yiddish. I don’t know where he had learned English; probably from the few English books he bought in Linkeve, but whatever words he had, those were the only ones he used. For the first year or so in America, he always kept a Yiddish-English dictionary nearby. If I asked for something in Yiddish, he ignored me and pretended I wasn’t there, or he would push that tattered dictionary towards me. “Look it up,” he would say, “You have got to learn this confounding language.” It took me a long time to understand what he meant. He was not as strict with my mother, so I would sometimes ask her questions to ask him.

Mama soon found work on the looms in one of the factories in Lawrence. She was a lot older than most of the workers there - many of them were farm girls on their own, away from their families; I think they liked to pretend she was their mother. My uncle also worked there for about a year, but he was not well suited to factory work.

The day he got fired was the day he became a labor organizer. “I am not part of a machine, and neither are you, Rivka,” he said to my mother. “The one thing I now know about this place called America is that working people will get nothing if we don’t fight to get something.” He banged his fist on the kitchen table. “Wait and see. We will shut this city down.”

My Uncle Kalner became an organizer for the IWW, the International Workers of the World, the Wobblies. Such a funny name for such bold people. In that one year he spent working in the textile mill Uncle Kalner not only taught himself English, but became quite fluent in Italian, as well. And, of course, he could speak Russian and Yiddish from the old country. So Uncle Kalner was able to talk with many of the workers in their own language, which made him important to the Wobblies.

Before the big strike in the winter early in 1912, and during that strike, many of the Wobblie leaders would come to our apartment to talk about how the union organizing was going. I had to stay in the bedroom much of the time, but I could hear most of what was being said. As their conversations became more and more intense, less and less attention was paid to me, and I would sneak out of the bedroom and sit in the corner of the parlor, watching and listening. 

Mama became a strike leader, too. This came about, not because she was Uncle Kalner’s sister, but because the younger women respected and loved her, and she was very brave in standing up to the bosses and the goons and strikebreakers. She was on the picket lines every day, face to face with the police and the company thugs.

One evening Uncle Kalner came home and sat me down at the table. He told me there had been a fight between the police and the workers on the picket line and Mama had been hurt and taken away by the police. He promised he would find Mama and bring her home. He said I was not to leave the apartment, not even to go to school. He said I must keep the door locked and not let anyone in unless I knew who they were. I was left alone, not knowing how long he and Mama would be gone. There was very little food. That night I ate a bit of bread and some raw cabbage. There was no wood for the fire and I was cold. I crept to Mama’s bed and took all her blankets and brought them into the parlor. I piled them on top of Uncle Kalner’s blankets on the sofa and burrowed underneath them, like a little fox in a hole.

Next morning I sat at the table not knowing what to do, except worry. If someone had offered to take me back to Linkeve that day, I think I would have gone. I started to draw pictures of the people I had seen coming and going from the apartment; the strike organizers. They were all such interesting people; loud, strong, passionate. 

There was a young woman from Ireland. She had short curly dark hair and freckled white skin. Her eyes were grayish green, and sparkled fiercely when she spoke. I could barely understand her, but I was burned by the fire in her voice. A thin older man always sat at the head of the table. He talked little, but when he did everyone in the room became quiet. 

There was a man from Italy with a long droopy moustache, who slapped his hand on the table when he spoke. His had a deep baritone voice and would often burst into song in the middle of a meeting. Sometimes the others would join in, sometimes they would tell him to be quiet and get back to the discussion. I liked him.

I spent a lot of time working on those drawings, trying to portray the features of each person. I did one drawing of the group around the table in the cramped parlor with the man from Italy standing and singing while the others clapped their hands and sang along with him.

The apartment was freezing; frost spread across the inside of the windows and blocked out the rest of the world. I never left. I just waited for Mama and Uncle Kalner to come home. I was so hungry. I knew that everything was scarce during the strike. I had heard the Wobblies talk about how the police and the companies were trying not to let food and other supplies into the city. The strike leaders had even talked about sending the children to other towns so they would not starve in Lawrence. 

On the third day after Uncle Kalner had left to find Mama I heard someone approaching our apartment and then knocking on the door. I sat as quietly as I could. The man cleared his throat. "It's me, Ben," he said. "Is anyone home?"

I had not seen Uncle Ben in almost a year. I ran to the door, unlocked it and let him in. It was so good to see him. We hugged and then I told him about Mama and the police. He said he had read about the strike, and he wanted to be sure we were taking care of ourselves. "From what you tell me, Itzik, my worries were not made up. But," he said, reaching into his jacket pocket, "the main reason I came is to deliver this letter from Chaim. It arrived yesterday, and I wanted to bring it personally."

He put the letter on the table in front of me, then looked around the kitchen and asked if there was any food or firewood. I said, “No.” He asked me when I had last eaten anything, and I said I had a raw potato in the morning. He told me to wait, and he rushed out to see if he could find food and wood to buy. Before he left, he told me not to open the letter from Chaim. "It's addressed to your Mama."

I stared at that white envelope with the blue stamp in the corner, and Chaim’s writing. How could I not open it? I held it up to the gray light of the frosty window, but could not read anything inside. It wasn’t fair - I had not heard a word from my brother in a year and a half, and Uncle Ben said I could not open the letter.

It was dark outside when I heard people coming up the stairs and stopping outside our apartment door. I blew out the one candle I had lit. I was so scared. Then I heard a key go into the lock and in a moment Mama and Uncle Kalner came into the apartment. I rushed toward Mama, but Uncle Kalner stepped between us and held me. “Your mother has a lot of pain,” he said, “hug her gently.” 

He released me and it was then that I noticed her right arm was in a sling and she had a bandage on her head. “Come here, my boy,” she said and wrapped her good arm around me and held me close. We sat down on the old sofa, not talking, enjoying the feeling of being together again.

A short while later there was a tap on the door and Uncle Ben announced himself. Uncle Kalner opened the door for him and he entered carrying a large bag filled with food in one hand, and a bundle of wood for the stove in the other. Mama embraced him, and he told everyone to sit while he started to cook.

It was a banquet - pumpkin soup, followed by scrambled eggs with onions and cheese. I ate until I was ready to pop.

“So what did you do while your Mama and uncle were gone?” Uncle Ben asked me after I had pushed my very full self away from the table.

“Not much,” I said. “I made a few drawings.”

“No school work?” Uncle Kalner asked.

I did not answer.

“Can I see your drawings?” Mama said. I went to the bedroom to fetch them, proud and excited to show off my work. I knew that I had created very realistic portraits of Uncle Kalner’s Wobblie friends.

When I handed the papers to Mama I saw immediately that something was wrong - her initial smile quickly left her face and I could see she was not happy with the pictures.

“You don’t like them, Mama?”

She set the drawings on the table then slid them toward Uncle Kalner. She placed her elbows on the table and pressed her fingertips together. This was not a good sign. Uncle picked up the drawings and examined each one carefully. His face went hard. He stood up from the table and walked around behind my chair. I felt his strong hands grip my shoulders.

Mama said, “These are wonderful drawings, Itzik. They are too good.”

“I don’t understand,” I said.

“They are too good. They look exactly like the people they are supposed to look like - and that is the problem.”

“That doesn’t make any sense, Mama.”

“You have to understand, Itzik, that the police and the company only know some of the strike leaders and organizers. They would like to be able to identify everyone, and these drawings would help them do that. We can’t take a chance that the drawings would fall into their hands.”

Uncle Kalner cut in, “We could get a visit from them at any time. I’m afraid, Isaac, that as wonderful as these drawings are, we have to burn them. And if any stranger ever asks you if there have been strike meetings here, you have to say no.”

And with that, he picked up my drawings and dropped them into the fire. 

“I’m really sorry, Itzik,” Mama said, “they are very good drawings.”

I watched the flames race across the papers, devour them, then curl and shrink them until they were nothing more than black flakes. The room was so quiet and I could hear my drawings crinkle as they shriveled. I listened until the sound was gone, then I went to Mama’s bedroom and cried. My mother came in and sat down next to me on the bed. She sang softly to me, and stroked my face and dried my tears with the sleeve of her blouse. 

***
[image: image]


I feel my great-granddaughter Ginnie’s hand on my cheek. She sits next to me on the bed. I think she is crying. “I miss you. I miss your stories, Grandpa,” she says. She pauses for what seems to be a long time, then says, “I even miss your advice. I could use it now.” She hugs me. If my arms weren’t lumps of lead I would wrap her in them. I would love to be able to say even two or three words to her. 
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Chapter 4
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I did not ask for my mother’s advice. I knew what she would have said and I didn’t want to hear it.

But, I am racing ahead. I must go back to that letter from Chaim. In my joy at having Mama home and my sadness and anger over Uncle Kalner burning my drawings, I had forgotten all about the letter.

It was not until the next morning, after my two uncles had left the apartment, when Mama was putting away all the dishes and other things from supper that she found the letter in the middle of the table. She let out a loud shriek. I jumped out of bed and ran to her. She held the envelope out to me with her good hand. “Open it,” she said, “carefully.”

I took a sharp knife from the drawer, sliced open the envelope, and handed the two page letter to her. She unfolded the pages with her good hand and began to read. Tears formed in the corners of her eyes; she did not try to stop them.

She read the letter again then handed it to me. It was dated December 1911. Chaim wrote that his journey from the shtetl to South Africa was fine. He was well and he had seen our cousin Shmuel who had been in South Africa for five or more years. He said he was in a large town called Pretoria and had started a job as a builder’s helper – “like our father, except without the schnapps,” he joked.

“Why are you crying, Mama? He says he is fine and he has a job.”

“It is what he does not say, Itzik. He does not say why it took him so long to write. He does not say even when he left Linkeve, nor does he give any details of the journey. He does not say how he lived all this time without a job. He does not say that he is continuing with his studies. He does not say where he is living, what kind of place. He does not say that Shmuel, that greedy good-for-nothing, offered him no help or hospitality.”

She took the letter from my hands, folded it carefully and returned it to its envelope. “Your brother has been through such difficulty in his short life, and without his Mama to hold him and sing to him.” She stood up and went into her bedroom, closing the door behind her. I heard the bed creak as she sat down. I heard her sobbing for a while, then silence.

About ten minutes later she came out of her room. “I have to go to the picket line,” she said.

“Can I come with you?”

“Yes,” she answered without a moment of hesitation and to my great surprise, “I think that would be good.”

The chanting of the strikers grew louder as we walked down the street toward the textile mill. When we turned the last corner I saw hundreds of people in front of the gates before the huge building. As we got closer I could see the signs they carried. They were in Yiddish and English and Italian and French and other languages I did not recognize. 

I saw many children on the picket line – some younger than me. “Why didn't you bring me here before?” I asked Mama. “Other people have brought their children.”

“These children work here, Itzik,” she said. 

I stared at them in awe.

Someone in the crowd saw my mother approaching and began to wave and cheer. Soon the whole picket line was chanting, “Riv-ka! Riv-ka! Riv-ka!” 

I saw a group of militiamen move toward us. The crowd saw it, too, and their chanting grew louder. A determined smile flashed across my mother’s face, and she raised her good fist and shouted, “We will never be broken!” 

The crowd roared in response and about ten big strong men stepped out of line and rushed to protect us before the militiamen could cut us off from the strikers. Inexplicably, the militiamen turned back; I wondered whether they actually realized they were fighting against their own people.

I have mentioned a few times that my Mama would sing to me when I was sad. She always sang soft, gentle songs with images of family, of friendship and peace. That day on the picket line the workers lifted her up onto a big box – something they had obviously done many times over the past few weeks – and called on her to sing. 

And she did. I saw my mother as I had never seen her before. She was defiant, full of energy, with a strength in her voice that could conjure up a whirlwind. She sang working people’s songs in English and Yiddish and even one in French. The crowd joined in and spurred her on. She sang until her voice was gone. 

She raised her fist. “We will not be broken,” she rasped as they helped her down. She hugged me and we both withdrew into the crowd to continue singing and chanting as the Italian baritone who I had seen many times in our apartment was pushed up onto the box.

***
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Someone is singing near me. It is a man’s voice. I do not recognize it. “Good evening, Mr. Simon. I am Damon, your new night nurse.” His speaking voice is deep, earthy. I like him, even though I am still getting used to the idea of male nurses. “I need to adjust a few things,” he says, and I feel him pulling on the sheets and touching where the tubes and wires are connected to me.

His hands move quickly, but gently. He is singing again, a song about lost love. 

He stops. I feel him close to my ear, “Mr. Simon, blink your eyes if you hear me,” he says.

I am stunned, panicked. No one has asked me to communicate in ages. I can’t remember when last anyone has actually directed a question at me that they expected me to respond to. What does this nurse Damon want? Why?

Why not? It’s not like the inquisition. He’s just trying something no one else has done in a very long time. What’s the harm? I blink.

He sighs. “Nothing,” he says. “Well, we can try again some other time.”

Now I am truly depressed. I thought I had moved my eyelids - but he did not see it. Can I really not even do that! I will have to practice. Maybe tomorrow I’ll show him. For now I will call him Damon the Unobservant. 

***
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The strike lasted until the middle of March: two months of picketing and fighting and arrests. One striker was killed and the police tried to blame the Wobblies. Two Wobblie leaders were arrested, including my baritone friend. But they could not get the charges to stick because everyone knew that the killers were really militiamen. 

With the strike over, things began to return to normal. I went back to school, as much as I hated it. My Uncle Kalner went off to organize in Chicago and New York, working for the International Ladies' Garment Workers Union. We did not see him often, but when he did come to visit, he always had remarkable stories to tell about the people he met and the battles they fought.

My mother was earning a little more money. She worked in that textile mill until the day she died. One time during those first few years I asked her whether she missed Linkeve. It was early in the morning on a raw and rainy day and she was getting ready to leave for work. “We were a wonderful community. I miss that. I miss the big family – my cousins and aunts and uncles. But we were going nowhere. It was like we were walking around in circles with one foot nailed to the ground.” She sighed as she pulled on her boots. “The mud is about the same.” And with that she left, reminding me not to be late for school, again.

My brother Chaim was not a frequent letter writer. I wrote him several times about our life here, and begged him to write to Mama, but his letters came only every three or four months. The arrival of each letter became a ritual in our home. I would find the letter in our mailbox when I returned from school, bring it up to the apartment and position it on the kitchen table facing the door so Mama would see it the moment she entered. She would pick it up carefully, examine the envelope as if she were a detective looking for clues, then pass it to me and instruct me to open it, carefully.

She would read, and sigh. I would wait for her to give the pages to me. Chaim’s first letters were written in Yiddish, but by the fourth or fifth letter he was writing mostly in English. The content was almost always the same: he was fine, working hard, seeing a few family members.

I had started collecting stamps, so I was eager to get to the letters, but Mama would not let me tear off the stamp. I was allowed to keep the whole envelope. In February 1915 a letter arrived from Chaim. I remember it well, partly because there was no stamp on the envelope, but mostly because he had written to say that he was in the South African Army in German South West Africa. He was a private in something called the Witwatersrand Rifles! Mama was stunned. She could not believe that her son had signed up to be a soldier. She wondered what hardships had driven him to this unfortunate decision.

“Why did he have to get involved in this war between greedy colonial powers?” she said after his second letter from the army arrived only three weeks after the first. This time she did not cry. She was angry. “Stupid boy,” she muttered, “and we all thought he was such a scholar, such a wise young man!” She tossed the letter at me. “He says nothing because he has nothing to say!” 

I read the letter and had to agree with her. All he said was that he was fine, and he complained about not getting enough sleep. I suspected the rubber stamp of the army censor might have had something to do
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