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To my sister Irene with love


Rejoice, young man in your youth, and let your heart pleasure you in the days of your young manhood; and walk in the ways of your heart, and the sight of your eyes; but know that for all these God will bring you into judgment. So remove trouble from your heart and put away wrongdoing from your flesh, for boyhood and youth are a breath.

ECCLESIASTES 11:9–10


PART I

The Green Cousin


1

Introducing Myself

ALL hell has been breaking loose around here, and my peaceful retreat in the Executive Office Building may be coming to a sudden rude end.

I suppose it was too good to last. It has been a curious hiatus, unimaginable to me a few months ago — first of all, my becoming a Special Assistant to the President, especially to this President; second, and even more surprising, my finding it no big deal, but rather an oasis of quiet escape from corporate tax law. I’ve at last pieced together the mysterious background of my appointment. The haphazardness of it will appear absurd, but the longer I’m in Washington the more I realize that most people in this town tend to act with the calm forethought of a beheaded chicken. It gives me the cold shudders.

Fortunately for my peace of mind, the bookcase in this large gloomy room contains, amid rows and rows of dusty government publications, the seven volumes of Douglas Southall Freeman’s George Washington: A Biography, and Churchill’s six volumes on the Second World War. I dip into these now and then to reassure myself that things were not very different in the days of those great men. Churchill calls the Versailles Treaty, the product of the combined wisdom and long labor of all the top politicians of Europe, “a sad and complicated idiocy.” From what I see here, this description can be extended to almost all politics. No wonder the world is in such a godawful mess, and has been, it appears, since Hammurabi ordered his cuneiform scribes to start scratching his great deeds on clay tablets.

Let me describe the jolt I got the other day, to give you my feel of things at this world hub. When I first flew down from New York and briefly met with the President in the Oval Office — the one time I saw him until this recent jolt — I explained that if I did take the job I wouldn’t work on Saturdays, and would make up the time Sundays or nights, if required. The President looked baffled, and then calculating. He pushed out his lips, widened his eyes, raised those thick eyebrows, and nodded gravely and repeatedly. “That’s splendid,” was his judicious comment. “I’m impressed, Mr. Goodkind.” (He pronounced it right, with a long i.) “May I say that I’ve had numerous Jewish associates, but you’re the first one who’s made that stipulation, and I’m impressed. Very impressed. That’s impressive.”

I’m hardly a super-pious type, I hasten to acknowledge. What I do Saturdays, besides the usual praying, is mostly lie around and read, or walk a few miles along the tow path with my black Labrador, Scrooge. I wouldn’t give up this inviolate chunk of peace in my week for anything. It has kept me sane at my Wall Street office down the years, this day of sealed-off Sabbath release from the squirrel cage of tax law.

But that’s not the point of the story. The point is that for much of my life I’ve been a Talmud addict. I don’t spend day and night over its many volumes as my grandfather did, but even at the Goodkind and Curtis office I used to arrive early and, with four or five cups of strong coffee, study for an hour or more every morning. I won’t go deeply into this. Just take my word for it, under the opaque Aramaic surface the Talmud is a magnificent structure of subtle legal brilliancies, all interwoven with legend, mysticism, the color of ancient times, and the cut-and-thrust of powerful minds in sharp clash. I can’t get enough of it, and I’ve been at it for decades.

Once I’d settled into this office and realized that I’d fallen down a peculiar well of solitude, I saw no reason not to bring the Talmud here and resume my usual routine. So there I was, day before yesterday, sitting at my desk with a huge tome open, puzzling my skullcapped head over the validity of a bill of divorcement brought from Spain to Babylon, when the door opened, and without ado in walks the President of the United States.

Startled embarrassment on both sides.

Up I jump, snatching off the skullcap and slamming shut the volume. Sheer reflex. The President says, “Oh! Sorry. Did I interrupt something? Your secretary seems to have stepped out, and —”

Awkward pause while I collect myself. “Mr. President, you’re not interrupting anything. I’m highly honored, and ah —”

We look at each other in silence. I’m telling this ridiculous and unlikely little scene just the way it was: a goy walking in on a Jew studying the Talmud in the White House, and suitably apologetic. I knew the President had a hideaway office on the first floor of this building, but his barging in like that was a stunner. Well, the moment passed. In his deep Presidential voice, one of several he produces like a ventriloquist, except that all the characters talk out of the same face, he asked, “Ah, just what is that large book, Mr. Goodkind?”

“It’s the Talmud, Mr. President.”

“Ah, the Talmud. Very impressive.”

He asked to look into it. I showed him the text, told him the dates and nationalities of the commentators, the printing history of the Talmud and so forth, my standard quick tour for outsiders. It’s not a dull tour. On one page of the Talmud you encounter authorities from many lands, from the time of Jesus and even earlier down through the ages to the nineteenth century, all discussing or annotating a single point of law. I know of nothing else like it in the world. The President has a quick and able mind, though not everybody gives him that, not by a long shot. His face lit up. He shot me a sharp glance and said in his most nearly natural voice, “And you really understand this stuff?”

“Well, I scratch the surface, Mr. President. I come from a rabbinic family.”

He nodded. The momentary relaxation faded from his face, leaving deep-carved lines of concern. The man looks ten years older than he did when we met two months ago.

Presidential voice: “I’d like to talk to you, ah, David. This impressive background of yours is very relevant. Let’s chat right here for a bit. It’s quiet.”

That it was, to be sure. Sepulchral. He sat down, and so I did. The upshot of this exceedingly strange “chat” was that I wrote a TV speech for him about Watergate; a decidedly unlooked-for turn in the life of I. David Goodkind, counsellor-at-law and lifelong Democrat, though no more bizarre than the way I got here.

But rest assured, this Watergate business is going to take up no space in these pages. If it dies off, as I expect it soon will — that’s certainly what he’s hoping and trying for — well, that’ll be that. Just one more sad and complicated idiocy scratched on the clay tablets. Somehow it’s beginning to remind me, the whole Watergate caper, of the first time Bobbie Webb and I broke up; when I rebounded to a brief affair with a screwy but goodhearted dish named Sonia Feld.

As the affair began to cool down, Sonia knitted me a sweater, a loose ill-fitting thing. With it came a sentimental note that did the trick, warmed me up to her again, intravenous glucose for a terminally ill liaison. Well, Sonia left one long loose thread hanging from the sweater, which I cut off with a scissors, but the same thread would work loose as I wore the thing, and I’d cut it off again. Once when I was drunk for some reason — I think, after a snide telephone call from Bobbie Webb, an art form at which she was peerless — I saw that damned thread still dangling loose. I began to pull on it. I pulled and pulled, and poor Sonia’s work began to unravel. That infuriated me. I pulled in alcoholic obstinacy, until I was left with a mess of white wriggly wool over the floor, and no sweater. It was gone.

The President was reelected not long ago with the biggest majority ever. There’s only this one dangling Watergate thread, and he can’t seem to cut it or tie it off. But I daresay he will. He is a tough and resourceful bird, and the Presidency is a mighty close-knit sweater.

Two things happened a while ago to create the hole in the White House entourage which I have filled. A speechwriter who specialized in quips resigned, and Israel sent over a new ambassador. The President and the previous man, a blunt ex-general, had gotten on almost too well; the ambassador actually came out for his reelection. At a cabinet meeting, the President said he wished there was someone on the staff who knew the incoming diplomat well enough to talk to him with the gloves off, until he himself could feel at home with the man. The Secretary of Defense brought up my name. Some time ago this same diplomat had spoken at a United Jewish Appeal banquet where I got the Secretary to come as a guest of honor, and SecDef remembered that the speaker and I had hugged each other. Nothing unusual, the general counsel for the UJA naturally gets to know and hug all the Israeli star speakers. SecDef described my background to the President, who had never heard of me (so much for newspaper notoriety, breath on a windowpane). The President said, “Sounds okay, let’s contact him,” and so it happened. Just like that.

A detail of my background much in my favor was my radio experience. Long, long ago, before the war — as I sometimes feel, before Noah’s flood — the Secretary of Defense and I romanced these two girls in the chorus of a Winter Garden musical, Johnny, Drop Your Gun. I was then a gagwriter of twenty-one, and my girl was Bobbie Webb. SecDef was a lawyer a few years older; very married, and having a final boyish fling. I was discreet, and he appreciated it. We’ve been friendly ever since, as he too is a Wall Street attorney, though at the moment he’s every inch the good gray statesman, a straight arrow with five kids and a house in McLean. Only last week my wife Jan and I had dinner at SecDef’s house, and he made clumsy jokes about the time we hung around the stage door together. Mrs. SecDef gaily laughed; mainly with her mouth muscles, I thought, and her eyes kind of looked like glass marbles.

Anyhow, at the cabinet meeting SecDef mentioned my jokewriting past, and the President perked up at that. All politicians are desperate for jokes. Very few can deliver them, and he is not one of those, but he keeps trying. I have fed him a number of jokes since coming here, but the way he delivers them, they just lie where they fall, plop, like dropped jellyfish.

SecDef also told the President about the obscenity trials. That gave him pause. Like most red-blooded American males, the President is a horseshit and asshole man from way back. His packaged flat image, however, is entirely that other face of American manhood: dear old Mom and grand old flag and heck and golly and shoot, pretty much like an astronaut. He said that he’d never even heard of Peter Quat and Deflowering Sarah, or of Henry Miller and Tropic of Cancer — the President is not big on modernist literature — so he doubted that many people had. Anyway, he allowed that a bit of liberal input might be useful around his White House, at that. So I was in.

And I think I’ve already been of some use. Not that I’ve helped him feel at home with the ambassador. This President is never really “at home” with anybody, possibly not even with his wife and daughters. He dwells in a dark hole somewhere deep inside himself, and all the world ever sees of the real man, if anything, is the faint gleam of phosphorescent worried eyes peering from that hole. I did ease the first meetings of SecDef and the President’s chief of staff with the ambassador. Since then I’ve become a sort of cushion for carom shots on touchy Israel matters too small to engage our superstar National Security Adviser. I’ll get an idea or a position thrown at me by the ambassador or the administration, quietly and casually, and nobody’s committed, and there’s no body contact; and I bounce it along, and the play either continues or stops. I’ve furthered several minor matters in that way.

My official handle is “Special Assistant to the President for Cultural and Educational Liaison.” In this political rose garden, Special Assistants and Assistants to the President are thick as Japanese beetles. I’m just one more of them. The job is a real one, of sorts. I’m on the board of the National Endowment for the Arts. Also I meet with delegations of teachers and artists who descend on Washington; I listen to their problems, and get them passes for special White House tours, and so forth. And I shepherd around foreign visitors, like a group of Soviet professors of American literature, who showed up last week, and greatly embarrassed me by insisting on being taken at once to a topless bar, and then to a dirty movie. I may be the noted defender of artistic freedom, but that was the first porn film I’d ever seen. Jan won’t hear of paying money to pornmongers, and I won’t go by myself. Suppose I had a fatal heart attack right there in the theatre? Jan would have to bury a husband carried out feet first from The Devil in Miss Jones. Nothing doing.

Well, escorting the Soviet professors made it all right for me to see a thing called Hot Dormitories, but it was disappointing. I was bored out of my mind, and mainly felt sorry for the poor actresses. The Russkis ate it up, however, and wanted to go to another dirty movie right away. I took them to the National Gallery instead, and they gave me the impression that they were displeased by that. Indeed, they were decidedly snotty about the National Gallery. They said they didn’t have to come to America to see paintings, the Hermitage in Leningrad made the National Gallery look sick, and what about another dirty movie? I fobbed them off on a pallid State Department man, Soviet section, who displayed warm interest in showing the Russian professors, at government expense, all the examples of American artistic freedom now playing in the sleazy dumps on F Street.

Then there was this committee of authors who came here recently to pester Congress and the Treasury for relief from an adverse IRS ruling, something about authors’ research expenses. Whenever an IRS mole has an idle hour, he whets his tearing fangs and has a go at actors, athletes, and authors. The few big ones make a packet, you see, and get hoggish and try to dodge taxes with slick contrivances which the IRS loves to dismember. Out come these adverse rulings, which play hell with the small earners. Well, that’s my field, so I took charge, and actually got Internal Revenue to back down. The authors went in a body to thank the President; and as I saw them off on the Eastern shuttle for New York, they were remarking in wonderment at his approximately humanoid appearance. The cartoons do give a peculiar picture of the man.

Why on earth did I ever accept this job? Well, I can only say I did it out of the same quirk which led me at other times to take on Henry Miller, and the United Jewish Appeal. I would be a lot more affluent than I am, if I stuck to my business. Tax law satisfies me as a hardball mental game, an exercise in concentration and scholastic hairsplitting like some Talmud passages, though utterly devoid, of course, of Talmudic intellectual charm and moral substance. I enjoy the work, but it’s all a mean fight over money; the heavy hand of government, versus the nimble wits of us lawyers hired by the fat cats. It pays very well, if you are good at it, but it is demanding drudgery. You have to dot every i and cross every t yourself, and not leave it to junior lawyers. The IRS will drive a Patton tank through a pinhole. I am paid for perfection.

So I can always be tempted to do something else, if my wife will agree to my indulging myself. She is an astute, beautiful woman, and I am the most happily married man on earth. You’ll learn little about Jan or my marriage in these pages. She is the treasure that lay beyond Bobbie Webb and all my other racketing adventures, and as Tolstoy says, happy families are all alike, so there’s nothing to tell, and Jan will remain a shrouded figure. It just occurs to me, thinking about it, that in my observation happy families are all about as different as faces or fingerprints, but I defer to Tolstoy. Very big of me.

I must disclose, however, that my wife was originally a Californian, and loathing the President is her long-time hobby. This dates back to when he ran for Congress early on, against a liberal ex-actress. During that campaign he doggedly kept hinting that his opponent was under direct control of the Kremlin, and was planning to blow up the White House, or pass Stalin all our atomic secrets, something unpatriotic and pinko like that. Jan worked in the lady’s campaign, and thought these allegations were underhanded and base. Jan has no feel for serious politics.

My big problem, once I decided to consider the President’s bombshell offer of a job, was Jan. When I broached the idea to her, she inquired how I would like a divorce. She too has voted Democratic all her life, and her idol was and remains Adlai Stevenson. She really could not digest the notion that I would even think twice about working for that baleful lowbrow who was so unkind to Adlai. I let her simmer for a day or two, then did my best to explain.

I had just banked a hefty fee from a big corporation for beating the government in tax court out of a massive sum. Was my client right or wrong on the issue? Who knows? I won, that’s all. Where do right and wrong lie in taxation, anyhow? Politicians write laws for confiscating other people’s earnings to use as their free spending money. That’s the long and the short of it. The rest is trying to limit one’s losses to the politicians. It was going on under the pharaohs, and it will be going on when we colonize Andromeda, no doubt, with regrettable waste of public funds by the Andromeda Agency. You can see I’m biting on a sore tooth of conscience here. No more of that.

I was financially able to accept the President’s offer, and I felt like doing it, to my own surprise. Several considerations swayed me. The strongest was curiosity. Most of my friends are like Jan, dyed-in-the-wool eastern liberals content to sit up nights hating the President, and wishing that he would drop dead, and that Adlai would rise from the grave. Okay, but the man holds our present destiny in his hands, does he not? He worked his way into that position despite a singularly unattractive personality, and the political record of a polecat. How come? To observe him at close range, I thought, would be illuminating, and conceivably broadening.

The other consideration I inherited from my father. Pop was your typical young Russian Jewish immigrant, full of idealistic fire, disgusted with Czarist oppression, in trouble because of his clandestine socialist speeches, haunted by yearning for America. My father never changed his mind about the United States. To the end of his too-short life America remained the Goldena Medina (GOLD-ena me-DEE-na, you say it), the golden land, the freedom land. Pop loved the Goldena Medina. So do I, though I don’t hang out flags on Memorial Day. Here was the Medina — my only relationship with which, except in wartime, has been to fend off its grasping tax claws — asking me, man to man, to lend a hand. Wait till it happens to you. If you have an American bone in your body, however you swathe it in cynicism, you’ll feel the tug. And far back in my mind was something Pop or my grandfather would have thought of: placed here, I might somehow, at some moment, do something for our Jewish people. The Talmud says, “A man can earn the world to come in a single hour.”

Certainly neither the supposed glamour, nor the nearness of power, had any attraction for me, and you can believe that or not as you choose. In this regard, too, I may have a screw loose, because those inducements seem to animate the entire place. I don’t think anybody is more beguiled by the glamour and the power than the President himself. He acts in the Presidency, after four years, as though it’s his glittering brand-new birthday bicycle which he adores, and which the big guys will take away from him if he isn’t extra wary. It’s amazing.

Obviously I won the argument with Jan, because here I am. Jan perceived that this was something I wanted to do; and that my motives, while possibly quixotic, were not unworthy. She spends a lot of time on the phone these days assuring our New York friends that I haven’t sold out, or been terrorized into doing this by the FBI, or been thrown out of orbit by the male menopause. I don’t care any more, and neither does she. She’s beginning to laugh at the whole business. When Jan laughs it’s all right.

She knows I’ve been killing empty office time by writing, and my chat with the President was so odd that I decided to tell her about it before putting it on paper. Her reaction rocked me. I thought the man came out crooked as a worm writhing on a hook; but she flew into a tall rage at me for making him sound so sympathetic. I’ll have to think about it some more. If I’m falling under the spell of the President — to me, a ridiculous notion — I want to know it.

Meantime, the big television speech baring all has come and gone. Of the draft the President asked me to write, only a paragraph here and there survived. I expected nothing more. If confusion reigned around here before, we now have unadulterated chaos, for the two ousted German shepherds, as the columnists dubbed them — the chief of staff and the assistant for domestic affairs — had been running everything. Now the press is worrying their corpses on the bloodstained snow with hungry howls and snarls, while the President lashes his sleigh horses to carry him off to safety — if this isn’t laboring the image. I don’t think of many, and when one comes along I tend to wring it out like a dishrag. Old Peter Quat throws them off thirteen to the dozen, but there’s only one Peter Quat.

Incidentally, his new novel is finished and I believe we’re all in for some fun. Nobody has yet seen it except his agent. I’ll be reading it soon, since I’ll be drafting the contract. The agent, a white-haired, corrupt old sinner who has read and done about everything in the sexual line, shakes his head and will disclose nothing, except that “even the title will blow your tits off.”

To be honest I feel a bit futile, fumbling on with this attempt of mine at a book, when such a stupendous blockbuster is shortly to detonate upon the world. But many lawyers are frustrated writers. I’ve been one since I left law school, and I’ve been enjoying the solitary scrawling in all these free hours here. I once made a sort of living by writing, if you can call a gagman a writer. Last year, laid up with a wrenched back for a while, I started a book about my April House days; about Harry Goldhandler, Bobbie Webb, Peter Quat, and the storms that boiled up in my family; that whole dizzy and dazzling time. Recently I dug it out. It commences too far along, and I’m backtracking to the beginning. There’s nothing Presidential cooking at the moment. I can’t just sit here in my tomblike office, in the false calm at the eye of the storm, waiting for some frantic dummy in this place to press the wrong button and end the world. So on I go with my book. Mainly I’ll tell the truth — with some stretchers, as Huck Finn says, but the truth — and I start this time far, far back, with The Green Cousin.
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The Ploika


WE begin with a stout woman in a Russian blouse and long dark skirt beating up a girl, slapping at her face, her arms, her shoulders, while the girl tries to protect her head and face with her arms; not crying, just covering up like a boxer in trouble. All at once the girl uncovers a very pretty face and counterattacks, battering bang-bang-bang with small fists in her stepmother’s face. Stepmother reels back in amazement and pain, shrieking, “Help! Help! She’s gone crazy! Help! She’s a murderess!” while Mama — because this is going to be my mother, this blonde red-cheeked girl of fifteen or so, with bright angry blue eyes — bats her big cringing stepmother all over the front room and follows her out into the muddy street, still pounding that fat retreating back. Stepmother goes trampling off down the wooden walk between the houses to fetch my grandfather from the synagogue, squealing like a sow chased by dogs, “She’s crazy! Help! Sarah Gitta is trying to murder me! Help!”

Mama goes back into the house, shaking all over with joyous shock at her own rash act. From a bedroom, her half sisters and brothers peep in alarm at crazed bloodthirsty Sarah Gitta. Ah, an audience! Mama marches to the table and, feigning great calm, sits down and methodically eats the PLOIKA.

Anyway, that is how Mama tells it. It is the only version of the event that I will ever know. The victor writes the history. The stepmother is gone from the earth, gone from the memory of man, surviving only in this tale. For all I know, she was an angel of patience, a perfect rabbi’s wife, the most beloved woman in Minsk. I doubt that; but then I also doubt Mama’s version.

Mama has never been easy to get along with. She once picked up a brick and went for a watchman on a Bronx construction job, who slapped my rear to chase me off his lumber pile. I fled blubbering, not hurt but scared. Mom saw it all. She belted the man with the brick, and then called a cop and had him arrested for assault and battery. I went along to the police court as a witness. The judge was sort of baffled by the whole thing, since the accused assailant’s head was bloodily bandaged while neither Mama nor I had a scratch on us. After some confused questioning he threw us all out. That is as I dimly remember it; but I recall perfectly my mother’s melodramatic cry, as she crashed the brick down on the watchman’s head: “How dare you strike my child?”

Let me not ramble, though. Mama is not going to loom large in this story. On the other hand, if not for the ploika incident I would not be here. Occurring when it did, it unquestionably led to Mama’s emigration, and hence to the stark fact that I exist. So there we start.

Okay. When you boil milk, as everyone knows, a skin or scum tends to form on top, and that, in Lithuanian Yiddish, is the ploika. In childhood I would gag on it. Mama had to remove it from my cocoa; which is how she first came to tell me this story, and I heard it a hundred times. In Minsk, or maybe only in my grandfather’s house, this ploika seems to have been the rarest of delicacies. Caviar, truffles, pheasant under glass, white peaches in champagne — mere nothings to that oozy sticky yellow ploika. Mama’s stepmother, a rabbi’s daughter from the nearby small town of Koidanov, had borne my grandfather several children, and the story is that they always got the ploika and Sarah Gitta never did. This Koidanov harpy not only showed such mean favoritism; she hated and persecuted Mama without cease for being so much prettier and cleverer than her own children. (I quote Mama. She also reports that the town of Koidanov was notorious for the nasty natures of everybody who came from there.)

Well, this ploika business really ate at my mother, and that is the one element in the tale that rings like gold. Nobody deprives my mother of anything without sooner or later regretting it. On this memorable day, it appears that Mama — grown bigger than the Koidanov woman quite realized, and evidently feeling her full fifteen and a half years, and possibly her swelling bust, too — decided by God to boil herself a ploika and eat it. The other children were smaller, and no doubt more entitled to what milk there was in the house; but Mama was redressing a long injustice. Koidanov caught her at it, ignored the larger issue, and started slapping her around.

“Why did you hit your mother?” my grandfather inquired, upon hurrying home from the synagogue.

“She’s not my mother, and I didn’t hit her,” Mama replied. “I hit her back.”

And that is how a rabbi’s daughter not yet sixteen was allowed and in fact shoved out to set forth for America alone. Mama was beautiful then — a slip of a maiden, all but cut in two at the waist by a corset. I have seen her faded shipboard photograph. I don’t know how a poor adolescent lass in remote Minsk managed it, but she really looked like a Gibson Girl: all bustle, bosom, luxuriant hair, and cartwheel hat, leaning on a rail by a life preserver. Some version of the ploika incident must therefore be true. I will say this, if any Russian rabbi’s teenage daughter could have done such a bold thing as travel to America by herself, it would be my mother. I talked to her before I accepted this bizarre job, and she opined, “Why not? Say yes! The world belongs to those who dare and do.”
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The Steamship Ticket

HOLD it. Now, there is a specimen of the unreliability of memory, of memoirs, and probably of all written history. I am honestly trying to tell the truth here. Yet the fact is — when I stop to think — I never even asked Mama about this job. She uttered that gem another time. We were all in a mountaintop Caribbean hotel, some years ago, my wife and kids, myself, and Mama. In a gross violation of security, my sister Lee had disclosed my vacation plans to Mama, who had instantly phoned and invited herself along.

Well, on this day, on that Caribbean island, it was raining, pouring, a steamy blowy deluge. We feared it might be a hurricane. Still, it was beach time, and my mother wanted me to drive her to the beach. Mama claimed that it was “just a shower,” and would pass over. My wife and kids thought it would be insane to venture out in that howling storm, but it was simpler for me to go, and risk being washed into the sea by a flash flood, than to argue with Mama. So off we went in a rented Volvo, slithering in cascading muddy waters down the hairpin turns of that mountainside, Mom and I bouncing about in swimsuits, the thick rain hammering the car like hail. Just about the time we reached the beach, the clouds rolled away and the Caribbean sun blazed out in an azure sky. Mama plodded into the gentle surf of the deserted beach, sat down in the foam in the sunshine, and paddled her legs and arms like a child. “The world belongs to those who dare and do,” she said. She was too old and fat and clumsy to swim any more. Maybe I thought of those words years later, when the phone call came that led to this job. I don’t know.

Anyhow, it was no simple matter for her to go to America. What about the money for the steamship ticket? Most rabbis in Russia were dirt-poor. Here is how my mother got the ticket, and this will tell you something about Mama, and about the Russian Jewry from which I stem; and above all about my grandfather, who will play quite a role in this chronicle as Zaideh (Zay-deh). Mama drops out soon, the sooner the better. She is obtruding herself unbearably, as usual.

Well, then, when a rabbi died in the old country, his pulpit by custom passed to his son or son-in-law. Here in the Goldena Medina, where a temple is apt to give its rabbi a high five-figure contract, complete with house and car and sundry fringe benefits, the trustees naturally interview and hire anybody they please when the incumbent dies or moves on. It is strictly business, like recruiting a football coach. None of that went in Minsk. By marrying Mama’s mother, my grandfather had fastened a strong lien on one of the best pulpits in Minsk, the Romanover Synagogue. The eminent Rabbi Yisroel Dovid Mosessohn was occupying it, and since neither of his two sons were rabbis, Zaideh was right in line for his post.

This Reb Yisroel Dovid, the great-grandfather after whom I’m named, was a man of scholarly note. He wrote a book called Migdal Dovid, that is, David’s Tower, a super-supercommentary on Lips of the Wise, a supercommentary on Rashi’s commentary on the Torah. Not your runaway best-seller, David’s Tower, but an esteemed rabbinic work published at Reb Yisroel’s expense in one edition of seven hundred copies. Mama brought a copy to America as evidence of her high pedigree. I still have it. The pages have gone all brown and brittle with the passing decades, but they are readable. I have browsed in the book, and it is fine stuff if you are into Talmudic subtlety.

Reb Yisroel Dovid usually slept four hours, studying the rest of the night, but while writing his super-supercommentary he cut his sleep allowance to two hours. That was overdoing it. He was mighty weak and unwell at his daughter’s wedding; they had to carry him in to the ceremony. So to be cold-blooded about it, things were looking pretty good for Zaideh. However, a flood of learned praise for David’s Tower restored his father-in-law to blooming and very discouraging health, and Zaideh had to go back to the great Volozhin Yeshiva to resume his studies and wait. Wives of young rabbis in Russia had to expect such pious abandonment, sometimes for years, while their husbands waited for the Angel of Death to scare them up a steady job.

Of Mama’s mother I know only one thing; how she happened to wed Zaideh. One Sabbath when Zaideh was a poor young student passing through Minsk, he stayed at Reb Yisroel Dovid’s house. My ancestress fell for him hard and let him know it; unseemly, such forwardness in a rabbi’s daughter, but it happened. Zaideh was a poor match for the daughter of “David’s Tower,” the sobriquet by which Reb Yisroel Dovid was widely known. Though a brilliant Talmudist, Zaideh was dead broke; the son of simple devout country tavern-keepers who could scarcely rub two rubles together. Still, my grandmother must have had a touch of Mom in her, for one thing led to another, and a nervous matchmaker brought Zaideh’s proposal to “David’s Tower.” Thundering trouble ensued. Reb Yisroel took the high ground, objecting that Zaideh lacked sufficient command of the Jewish legal code, the Shulkhan Arukh.

From that vanished house on Romanoff Street in Minsk, across the gulf of almost a hundred years, across seas and continents, echoes the defiant snap-back of my grandmother to her august father, as our family tradition reports it. “So? Am I supposed to marry the Shulkhan Arukh?”

In giving birth to Mama, this doughty shadow died. That retort of hers, passed down in family lore, is the chief testimony that she ever existed. It suffices to bring her to life for me, and perhaps for the reader. Her name was Leah Miriam, “Laya-Mira.” My sister Lee, whom you’ll meet in due course, bears her Yiddish name.

But we still have to get Mama out of Minsk. We are talking about two hundred rubles for the all-important shiffskarte, boat ticket, and how on earth was Zaideh going to lay hands on a fortune like that?

Zaideh burst into my life a stem-faced gray patriarch in his sixties, but that was not the Zaideh of Minsk, who married one rabbi’s daughter and then another; nothing but the cream for Zaideh, and with no spacious interval as a widower. He was then a tall burly jolly brown-bearded young stalwart, so my Aunt Sophie has told me, his zest for life utterly undimmed by long immersion in the Talmud. He wanted a woman in the house, obviously, so he married the Koidanov rabbi’s daughter; and why not? I never heard Zaideh say a word against the stepmother. He even — I thought — sometimes took a wistful tone about her, but never when Mom was around, that is for sure. And now for the two hundred rubles.

It’s clear, I trust, that by marrying two rabbis’ daughters, Zaideh had acquired a claim on two pulpits. This sounds great, but there can be too much of a good thing. When the eminent “David’s Tower” did die, fairly young, and Zaideh hastened back to Minsk to embrace his fortune with grief condign, he ran into a snag named Reb Yankele.

Reb Yankele had been the rabbi’s assistant for years. You have to understand the star system in our old-country religion. A luminary like “David’s Tower” would deliver two sermons a year, and give judgments on very knotty legal questions. Otherwise he shed lustre on the congregation by his mere awesome presence, while the assistant rabbi ran things, taught the men the Talmud, decided for housewives whether chickens were kosher or not, and the like. The star rabbi himself meanwhile studied, prayed, meditated, and wrote. Thus Reb Yankele had gained a following, and his faction wanted him to get the vacant post. The Yankele faction argued that Zaideh, as the Koidanov rabbi’s son-in-law, was in line for that pulpit, wasn’t he?

True enough, and Zaideh was in real trouble, but he had an ace in the hole: to wit, Mama. Mama was the synagogue pet, beloved by one and all for her wit and beauty, as she herself explains; and a Mama faction rose to do battle against the Reb Yankele faction. When the fog of war cleared, the Romanover Synagogue had two rabbis, in two seats of honor on the eastern wall. Two congregations under one roof! Seems unbelievable, but there you are; and this standoff went on for years.

Then the Koidanov rabbi died.

I suppose Zaideh would have liked to speed off to the Koidanov pulpit, but again he ran into a snag. Few things involving livelihood went smoothly among the Russian Jews; most of them were too hungry, poor, and desperate. There was another son-in-law, a local Koidanov man, who wanted the vacant post. Zaideh had the senior claim, no question. However he was an out-of-towner, and he already had a pulpit — or half a pulpit, anyway — in Minsk. So argued the anti-Zaideh faction in Koidanov. His claims on two posts had in effect left him hanging in the middle.

After some terrible carryings-on, the Koidanov people offered Zaideh two hundred rubles — a handsome settlement in those days, make no mistake — to stay in Minsk and forget the whole thing. As destiny would have it, this offer came hard upon the ploika crisis. Zaideh had already heard his wife’s ultimatum about the crazy stepdaughter who had tried to murder her, a formula familiar in many languages, in many contexts: “She goes, or I go.”

But sending Sarah Gitta away just anywhere would not have worked. Mama had leverage in that Minsk synagogue, and like Samson, she might have brought Zaideh’s whole edifice crashing down, just to bury her stepmother in the ruins. However, Mama said well, yes, she would consent to leave, providing she could go to America. So Zaideh took the Koidanov cash, bought Mama’s steamship ticket, and resigned himself to leading half a flock for the rest of his days; for Reb Yankele was a young man, and hardy as a camel.

On the morning of her departure, according to my mother, all was warm sentimental regret. Neighbors and synagogue members gathered to watch the sensational departure of a lone teenage girl for America. Given an audience, Mama seldom fails to deliver. As she walked out the door after the farewell embraces — so she tells me — she turned to Zaideh, and, streaming tears, she cried out, “For the last time, I pass over my father’s threshold!” With that, amid great lamentations of all onlookers at this dramatic exit, straight out of Yiddish theatre, she climbed into the wagon waiting to take her to the Brest-Litovsk station; and Mama was off to the Goldena Medina.

It wasn’t the last time she crossed that threshold, though. Nobody gets shut of my mother for any two hundred rubles. Koidanov and Zaideh saw her again.
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Uncle Hyman

NOW for my father’s departure from Minsk.

Talk about your mobile society; that was something Jewish Minsk was not. My mother and father grew up within a few streets of each other, and never met over there. How could they? She was the granddaughter of the rabbi of the big Romanover Synagogue; he was the son of the humble sexton — the shammas — of the small Soldiers’ Synagogue on Nikolai Hill. No, they had to uproot themselves, cross an ocean, and meet on a new continent in a new world to engender our hero, I. David Goodkind.

And at this point, I must briefly turn over the narrative to somebody else, my father’s younger brother, Uncle Hyman. I will not paraphrase Uncle Hyman’s story of the ice-cake episode, a clue to Papa’s early yen for America. My uncle tells it better than I can. Uncle Hyman should have been a writer, not a businessman. Many Russian Jews had their talents crushed by poverty and by the Czar’s laws which kept them out of the universities, the professions, the big cities, and even out of large sections of the country. That may be why we, their offspring, in the freedom of the Goldena Medina, have tended to be exuberant overachievers. But that is a passing one-generation thing. Our children, American as apple pie, show a healthy and reassuring tendency to dog off.

Uncle Hyman scrawled this account in his late old age, very shortly before he died. I had asked my uncle to write his reminiscences, but not until recently did I find out that he had actually made a start on them. At his funeral, some five years ago, neither Aunt Sophie nor my cousin Harold said anything about it. Aunt Sophie was too weepy and stunned, and Cousin Harold was in bad shape, too. Not from grief, not at all; Harold is a cool customer, a psychoanalyst in Scarsdale, doing a land-office business in unbalanced teenagers. Not much fazes Harold, but he had a hard time with the body of Uncle Hyman.

Uncle Hyman died in Miami, you see, and the whole family lives up north in or around New York. Aunt Sophie and Uncle Hyman owned burial plots in Queens, which they had bought sixty years ago, so Cousin Harold had to fly down from Scarsdale to bring Uncle Hyman’s body back for burial in Queens. This was in February. The weather was awful. Harold made it to Florida, but flying back, with Uncle Hyman in the baggage compartment of the plane, they were forced to land in Greensboro, North Carolina, by a blizzard. The airport closed down, all snowed in. There Uncle Hyman sat, or lay, for two whole days. He clearly was past caring, but Cousin Harold wasn’t, what with a wailing mother of eighty or so on his hands, who would eat only kosher food — not readily available in the Greensboro airport — and endless telephone calls back and forth with the undertaker and our relatives, putting the funeral off, and on, and off again. Also, Harold had several unusually screwed-up Scarsdale teenagers who had to keep talking to him at all hours. His office gave them the number of a telephone booth in the Greensboro airport, and Harold hardly stirred from that booth for two days except to answer calls of nature. He had skycaps bringing him coffee and sandwiches, newspapers, everything but a chamber pot.

In short, it was a hell of a mess, and so Harold forgot about Uncle Hyman’s fragment of reminiscence, which he had found in a manila envelope beside my uncle’s deathbed in Miami, addressed to me. It got tumbled into a trunk with a lot of detritus of Uncle Hyman’s old age, including Yiddish books that Cousin Harold couldn’t read and wouldn’t if he could, a collection of 78 r.p.m. records of the cantor Yossele Rosenblatt, a photograph album of Uncle Hyman as a World War I draftee in uniform, and an enormous heap of programs from the East Side Yiddish theatres, which Harold now thinks may be valuable Americana. He’s trying to sell them. That’s how he happened to go rummaging through the old trunk, five years later; and so he came on the envelope. It arrived in the mail some weeks ago, full of scrawls in a shaky hand on the backs of bills, the blank sides of old circulars, and random sheets of paper of different sizes.

I put the thing aside. If it had not rained like the devil one Sunday, the envelope might have gotten mislaid or buried, and moldered for another five years, or until I died. But it did rain, and I started cleaning my desk, and I came on Uncle Hyman’s scrawl, so I read it. Anything rather than clean my desk. That was when I decided to make another start on this book; when I read Uncle Hyman’s anecdote of Papa’s slide on the ice cake. Why? Well, I’ll try to tell you. An old buried awareness surfaced and hit me — hit me very hard — of how much I loved my father, how strongly he influenced me at turning points in my life, and yet how little I really got to know him. Mom has lived on and on, and mainly these days she makes me laugh; though it is a big help that I now live in Georgetown, three hundred miles from Central Park West. The other day I told her on the telephone that I was writing a book. “Good,” she said. “Write about me.” Fat chance, Mama.

But Uncle Hyman says, quite rightly, that I never truly knew my father. I guess I am searching for him with this story. The clues are there in my memory, and that’s why I keep dumping out my recollections helter-skelter in these pages; the way you do when you are frantically searching all your pockets for a mislaid key to your home.

So here we go, down that hill in the vanished Minsk of my father’s childhood, that Jewish world of eastern Europe, obliterated like Carthage; here we go, whistling downhill on an ice cake, on the fresh brilliant snow of a Russian winter, past the soldiers’ barracks, past the synagogue, straight toward the river, straight toward that broad black hole cut by the peasants in the ice.

Uncle Hyman, you’re on.
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The Ice Cake


I am not endeavoring to write. The following is not an autobiography …

When I open up the book of my memories, I find some pages outstanding in our family history. One such incident made an indelible mark. The scene comes to me as though it happened yesterday. This is going back more than seventy years …

In the recesses of our minds there are indelible events or incidents which lie dormant until …



UNCLE Hyman backs up and begins again in this way several times. He gets going at last on the backs of pages torn one by one from a calendar. Inspiration evidently struck when no other paper was handy, maybe late at night. I get a picture of him sitting in the little kitchen of his Miami condominium in his bathrobe, scrawling away on ripped-off calendar pages.

One note: Uncle Hyman presumes the reader knows that pious Jews do not work on the Sabbath, kindle fire, or do other workaday acts. That is the premise of the whole story.


It is the 31st of July, 1968. I finally am getting started on what I have meant to write for many, many years. This is the second time I have started. The first was fifteen or more years ago. After working on it for some time, I destroyed all I had written. Of what interest would all this be, I thought, to anyone today? In this so swiftly changing world, the lives of people who have gone before us, their ways, their conditions, their beliefs, the heritage they have left us, all seemed to have gone into eternity without attracting any attention, having no practical use in the “new world” that was being built, on new foundations.

But these illusions of a “new world,” these air balloons, began to pop, and the past came back to view. I began to hope that some day there would be one in the family who would want to know about his ancestors, what influence they had on the next generation, and what their accomplishments were. And then my nephew David came and asked that I write my memoirs. And so I am sitting down to do it.

The starting point will be the first thing that comes to my memory. It has left an indelible mark. Nothing else comes to me before that time. My father once found a whole treasure of family records, but to everybody’s sorrow they were destroyed; all those people, gone forever.



A scene in midwinter. Saturday. Late afternoon, the home where I was born and lived till my departure to the U.S. at seventeen. The place is the city of Minsk, Russia. My home is part of the Soldiers’ Shule, just a section of the foyer entrance to the synagogue, partitioned off to make a home for the shammas, my father.

By the end of September the rains grow colder in Minsk with the dropping temperature. About the middle of October the rain turns to snow. The earth freezes, and the snow does not melt any more. A couple of days, and there is enough snow on the ground to discontinue wheeled vehicles and turn to the sleighs. This changeover comes fast, almost at the same time each year. For Minsk is far inland, away from any ocean, or even a sea. The only water in the city is a narrow river, about a hundred feet across, but very deep. It passes the bottom of the street on which our synagogue stands, a very long steep hill. This hill ends in a cross street and the bank of the river.

In winter the river freezes up. The ice runs a foot thick or more. The peasants cut the ice out in cakes, and pack it between layers of straw in their ice houses, deep holes in the ground with little huts over them. The ice then holds through the whole summer. When the peasants are finished with the day’s ice cutting, there are always some cakes left. Boys that have no sleighs use these cakes for sleds. It is a daring feat, and some boys even sleigh all the way down the long hill, across the street, and down the bank on to the river. This is extremely dangerous, for there are big holes in the ice left by the peasants. Mainly the boys who do that are well grown, and never Jewish boys, all gentiles.

Now I will describe our home, if one wants to call it that. It was just one room divided by a partition, in which a curtain served as a door. The smaller space had no window and no furniture but a bed where Mother slept. The rest of us, sometimes even my father, slept in the main room on doors taken off their hinges and laid between two chairs. My mother had a feather mattress, a remnant of her dowry, but we all used an old overcoat or anything else to soften the discomfort of bare boards. There was no plumbing. For water, there was a barrel in the synagogue foyer, filled by a water carrier with water drawn from the river; the same river where everyone bathed, where laundry was washed, and all the rain and melting snow from Minsk’s streets ran down. An outhouse in the courtyard served everybody, even the worshippers.

The shule was built of logs. The main building was plastered inside, but in our apartment the walls were just the logs. The two small windows had double frames, to keep in as much heat as possible. Right inside the door there stood a big oven reaching almost to the ceiling, which was used for cooking, baking, and heating. Another small fireplace beside it gave extra heat in the winter. Both led into one chimney. Together they formed an L-shaped nook where one could sleep in cold weather, or else just sit there to keep warm.

On Friday afternoon the two fireplaces would be heated up almost to a glow. That evening the house would be warm, even in the coldest winter weather; but by Saturday morning it had already lost the first heat, and with the passing of the day it cooled more and more. The only heat one could feel was by leaning right up against the big oven, and it was not real heat, only warm bricks.

So as I say, the scene is late Saturday afternoon, midwinter. The sun is beginning to set. The lone kerosene lamp which has been burning since Friday is using up the last of the oil, giving but a dim light. I am alone with my mother. Father is next door in the shule, which is full of worshippers and their children. My brothers are there also, playing games with other boys their age. I am too young to be left alone, or perhaps I am tired of playing. So I am in the house with my mother, perhaps dreaming that the Sabbath will soon be over. Father will come in and say, “Gut vokh,” a good week. He will take out the havdala candle and light it, and let me hold it. (I always liked to watch the havdala flame flare up, trying to light the whole gloomy house.) He will bring out the wine, fill a glass, say the havdala prayer, and let me taste the wine, because I am the youngest. Mother will walk over to the frost-covered windows and rub some moisture on her hands — which you have to do before praying — and she will say the prayers to welcome the oncoming week. Father will fill the lamp and it will bum up bright, spreading light all through the room. He will throw dry logs into the small fireplace and put a light to it. The wood will burn fast and heat will begin to spread again through the house.

All this will be very welcome. But Shabbess is still not over, perhaps another half hour before the stars will be seen in the sky. The house is very quiet. Only the voices of the boys going sleigh-riding down the hill, you hear their happy outcries now and then.

I and Mother were sitting close to one another, leaning against the lukewarm oven. Maybe she was telling me stories about her childhood days: the big house she was born in, where everyone had his own room, beautifully furnished, chandeliers with large lamps and hanging crystals reflecting dazzling light everywhere. The house was full of servants who answered all your calls and needs. Mother would go out each day, riding through the countryside in a coach with a team of horses, she said. A few years later, when I visited my aunts and other relatives, I saw they really did live in such big houses and I compared these with our one room with log walls in the foyer of the shule. …

So Mother was talking to me, or else we were both sitting quietly, dreaming our dreams. Suddenly the door opened, and my brother Elya came running in with a great cry. After him came my father with a belt in his hand, hitting him and shouting, “My boy sleighing on Shabbess, and on a cake of ice! You, Elya, about to be bar mitzva! And to enter as a clerk in Oskar Cohen’s lumberyard! You the best choir singer of Reb Mordechai! What will Reb Mordechai say when he hears it?”

With every sentence he belted Elya. They were both crying, and I cried too, and Mama cried. Never had I seen anything like this. It took Mother some time to calm Father down, but then he put his belt away, and went back next door to the shule. My brother Elya, after crying some more, also left for shule. Nothing was ever mentioned about it by my parents afterward. At least not in my presence. Only Mother said that she never before saw my father so excited, or striking one of his children.

As the years passed, and I grew up and began to understand things better, this incident kept coming back to my mind. I kept asking myself what made my father get so aroused? Was it the sin of sleighing on Saturday? I could hardly say so. He was not a fanatic; a believer in tradition, but I cannot imagine him punishing his son so severely for this sin. He would have admonished Elya and that would have hurt him more. No, that was not the reason.

Was it fear of losing his job? He did all the manual work of a shammas, taking care of the place and keeping the building and courtyard in order, also chanting the Torah, the haftoras, and the megillas. My father did not have a strong voice but it was melodious, and he had a great ear for music. There was nothing but praise for his chanting. Still, there were some who were jealous of him and always looking to find fault. Father knew who they were. Perhaps he feared this act of Elya’s would stir up a tumult, and cost us our livelihood.

But there was something more. He deeply loved his children. The mere thought of an accident, of Elya getting crushed by a cake of ice which overturned, or skidding into a hole in the ice and drowning, probably threw him into a frenzy. Never again did he strike one of us, for no matter what cause. This was probably the real reason.

Elya only commented on it once, that same night, when we were snuggled down on our boards to go to sleep. He said to me, “I’ll show them. I’ll go to America.”

I was so young I didn’t understand. I asked, “Where is America?”

He said, “It is far, far away, across the ocean, and it is a free country, a Goldena Medina.”

How could I recall such a conversation after so long a lifetime? Yet I remember it all as if it were yesterday. It left an indelible mark.
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The Porush


WELL, that’s it. There is a lot more of Uncle Hyman’s memoir on lined pages in Aunt Sophie’s neat handwriting, which he must have dictated. Actually, his yarn about the fights in the synagogue between Hesele the water carrier and his wife, who had one arm turned backward, might well divert you, but it has nothing to do with the birth of I. David Goodkind. However, the Porush does. The Porush takes up a good half of Aunt Sophie’s pages, and he got very involved in my father’s emigration, so I will just sum up the Porush story. This will shed a little light on Shaya Goodkind the shammas, my other grandfather, whom I never knew; who lived out his life and raised a large family in a log-walled anteroom of the Soldiers’ Synagogue in Minsk.

Until I read Uncle Hyman’s pages I scarcely thought of myself as having two grandfathers, because Zaideh was such a monumental presence in my life. I don’t know what my other grandfather looked like, or how and when he died. He was still alive when Mama went back to Minsk, long before I was born, to cross her father’s threshold again. She then met Shaya Goodkind for the first time. So she once told me, adding that her father-in-law was “a nice man.” Nothing more. A rabbi’s daughter doesn’t dwell on her kinship to a shammas, I guess, or on her spouse’s origin in a log-walled room.

Now you may well interrupt to ask, how about those reminiscences of my grandmother’s? How did a woman from a wealthy family — big house, servants, horses, crystal chandeliers, and all the rest — come to be married to a shammas, and to be living in a log-walled hole? Haven’t we said the Russian Jews were poor? Was it all my grandmother’s fantasy?

Not in the least. There were a few merchant families that did all right, a very few, and Grandma came from one of those. Grandma had a short leg. A lame girl with a dowry and a pious shammas in a log-walled hole; as old-country matches went, a fair deal. But one thing at a time here. We will get to Grandma soon enough. (I smell the wintergreen odor of liniment, just mentioning her.)

So, about the Porush. When I describe him you may realize, by contrast, how far from a fanatic my grandfather the shammas really was. Otherwise you’ll know Shaya only by the glimpse Uncle Hyman gives us, in which he is lashing a child for sliding on an ice cake on the Sabbath; when in truth, from the little I know, Shaya Goodkind had as sweet a nature as any man ever had. Now the Porush was something else. There was a fanatic, a type from the Old Country!

You have to understand what a Porush was. A Porush separated himself from all worldly concerns, to devote himself to holy studies. This Porush was the real thing. He slept on a bench in the synagogue. He lived on crusts and water. He was a wisp, a wraith, a dim bearded scarecrow. Uncle Hyman gives no details of who he was or how he came to be haunting the Soldiers’ Shule in Minsk. He was there, and he was the Porush. He studied the Talmud by a window as long as there was daylight, then he lit a candle and studied till exhaustion stretched him on a bench. When he woke long before dawn from this wretched repose, so hard on his fleshless bones, he lit the candle and studied again.

Since God has said that it is not good for a man to be alone, the Porush had a wife; and since the Sabbath is a time for material enjoyments, even for a Porush — not to mention the clear commandment, “Be fruitful and multiply” — he would leave the synagogue Friday afternoon, spend the night at home, and come back Saturday to resume his studies. So, with one thing and another, he had four children. His wife, frantic with poverty, would sometimes break into the synagogue and create scandals, compared to which the scenes between Hesele the water carrier and his wife with the arm turned backward were mere billings and cooings. Apparently her reproaches just rolled off the Porush’s back; I’m not sure he even quit studying while she was berating him.

Shaya the shammas held none of this against the Porush. In that lost world a Porush was a familiar, even an admired, figure. Still, some minor traits of this holy layman were vexatious. For instance, he would instruct people on points of religious law; which, Uncle Hyman points out, only an ordained rabbi has a right to do. Then there was his concern over his mental purity. He was ever on guard against impure thoughts, but this was a losing battle. Setting aside his human weakness and imperfection, the fact is that the Talmud is full of sex; quite naturally, since it takes all human experience as its domain. The Talmud on sex is wise, broad-minded, and to tell the truth, goddamned explicit; so the poor Porush was between a rock and a hard place, trying to plow through the Talmud and avoid impure thoughts.

Now whenever he did have an impure thought, what he would do was rush over to the font and wash his hands. The font was not capacious, and remember, the synagogue had no plumbing. If the Porush hit a hot page in the Talmud, he could empty that font in an hour. The font was the shammas’s responsibility. My grandfather had to go to the big barrel in the foyer which Hesele the water carrier kept full, draw more water, lug it into the shule, and fill up the font. The worshippers assembled twice daily, and washed their hands before prayers. It was worth the shammas’s job for the font to go dry. So all in all, there was a little bad blood between the shammas and the Porush over this matter of the Porush’s mental purity.

Yet my other grandfather never asked the Porush to take his business elsewhere, but put up with him. Such was Shaya Goodkind, my shammas forebear on my father’s side. I don’t regard it as such a humble background. I lack Mama’s condescending view of a shammas, being half shammas myself, so to speak.

“Porush,” incidentally, is a Hebrew word meaning dedicated, separated, ascetic. In the New Testament it is transliterated “Pharisee.”

Papa left Minsk in a big hurry. He had to.

Under the Czar, as I’ve mentioned, Jews were pariahs penned into small outlying provinces, shut out of cities, universities, professions, and the government, but the Czar conferred two inestimable privileges of citizens on Jews: paying taxes, and getting drafted. Nor was this any eighteen-month hitch, my young readers. You could be in for twenty years. You could be sent to Vladivostok or Novaya Zemlya in the frozen north, or to Sevastopol or Baku in the steamy south. All those years you might never see another Jewish face. As for diet, two choices: you could eat what the prophet Isaiah picturesquely calls “the swine, the abomination, and the mouse,” or you could starve.

The Jewish soldiers in the Minsk barracks were in that respect very lucky, for the local Jews fed them. Nowadays when so many enlightened Jews eat the swine, the abomination, and the mouse without batting an eye, this diet problem may seem trivial, but to these old-world Jewish youths their religion was a life-or-death thing. So the call to the colors, all in all, rather failed to stir their manly blood quite as Czar Nicholas hoped.

When my father got his draft notice, all was confusion in the house of the Goodkinds. The family resolved on a desperate ruse. Papa’s older brother Yehuda had been exempted from military service. Never mind why. The fact is I don’t know why, and nobody is now alive who will tell me why, but it all turned on that. The idea was to hide Yehuda, pass Papa off as “Yehuda,” show Yehuda’s exemption papers, and tell the police that young Elya was out of town. Then Pop would obtain money for a steamship ticket one way or another, and go over the hill to America. Once he was safely away, the real Yehuda would surface, and the family would take whatever rap was forthcoming. No matter what, the shammas’s son was not about to eat the swine, the abomination, and the mouse for the greater glory of the Czar of all the Russias; who, by the way, had just then been shellacked by the Japanese, so serving him was not only uninspiring but dangerous.

We skip enormous patches of the story here — the false Yehuda being marched to the police station, insisting he wasn’t Elya, the whole family following to back him up, and so forth — to get to the Porush. Russian officials could hardly tell one Jew from another, so I don’t know why the draft officer became suspicious, but he did. He brought Papa back home, the family trailing along, and dragged him inside the synagogue, empty except for the Porush, who as ever stood by a window murmuring over his Talmud volume. The Russian police knew of the Porush. They were superstitious about their own holy men, and they had the word that this Jewish anchorite haunted the Soldiers’ Shule. Catastrophe! Nobody had thought of priming the Porush about the substitution, a fearful oversight. But would priming have worked, anyway? Who could get a Porush to lie, even to a Czarist policeman?

Straight up to the Porush the draft officer pulled my father. The family — and by now a mob of ghetto onlookers — came crowding in behind. It was high drama, on the brink of tragedy. Draft fraud was a grimly serious crime.

“What’s this fellow’s name?” the policeman barked at the Porush.

The holy man chanted and swayed over his Talmud, unheeding. The officer laid a hand on him. “Starets (holy man), what is this fellow’s name, I asked you!”

The Porush glanced around at him, at the trembling family, at the white-faced mob behind them, and at Pop. “You mean Yehuda?” he inquired in Russian offhand, as though it was the silliest of questions, and he resumed murmuring and weaving.

That is just how it happened, according to Papa. The nonplussed draft officer gave up. The Porush never referred to the incident afterward. Nobody ever found out why or how he was inspired to answer that way. I volunteer to explain. The Russian officer, the quaking family, the pale young man, the scared and fascinated onlookers, must have made a clear picture. To rescue Pop with a planted lie might have been beyond the Porush; but did he lie? Not at all. He just asked the policeman a question: “You mean Yehuda?”

Okay, okay. You’ll hoot at such rabbinic hairsplitting. You’ll say his question was the most quick-witted sort of misleading response. Look! Through that split hair I marched into existence, as the children of Israel once marched into freedom through the split Red Sea. Don’t run down rabbinic logic to I. David Goodkind.

Now then. Where could a shammas’s son get two hundred rubles for a steamship ticket to America, in one hell of a hurry? I don’t mind telling you. Pop was the straightest man I ever knew, but he took that money from the till of the lumberyard where he was a trusted stock clerk. The proprietor, the old Jew named Oskar Cohen, was neither a giver nor a lender. Pop always intended to pay Oskar Cohen back, and he did, with interest; but when he proposed to Mama he hadn’t begun to, out of his meager wages. All that comes later. What comes next is myself, and high time.
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My Name

MY sister Lee is quite a character, but she will have to write her own book. She was born first. And fast. Nobody says that she was premature, exactly, yet she did arrive three weeks early, reckoning back from her birthday to my parents’ wedding date. I worked out this embarrassing piece of higher mathematics when I was thirteen or so. When I mentioned it to Lee, while she was washing and I was drying the Sabbath afternoon dishes, she commented, “Oh, shut your big stupid mouth.” Lee was then seventeen, and in a bristly frame of mind.

Zaideh had arrived and was living with us, you see. As a first order of business, he had required installed, on the main switch of our apartment, a timer which on Friday night blacked out all lights at half past ten. This was so that nobody would switch off lights by hand. Electric lights were not known in Talmudic times, but the nineteenth-century rabbis had proven quite equal to this wonderful development. They ruled that electricity was just a form of fire and forbidden on the Sabbath. No problem.

But Friday night was Lee’s big night for entertaining boy friends in the parlor. The sudden blackout at ten-thirty should have encouraged romance, you would think, but it did not work out that way. It scared her cavaliers out of their socks. Lee would not warn them in advance; I suppose, because she was embarrassed by such quaint goings-on in her home. Later on I will get into the curious religious adjustments of my family to the Goldena Medina. We lived what I would call a supersaturated Jewish life, but it was still news to Lee and me, when Zaideh showed up, that light switches on Friday night were taboo. Yet Goldena Medina or no, Mom and Pop were not going to contradict Zaideh about the timer.

Well, Lee took it hard. She is now a gray grandmother past sixty, but she can still get hot under the collar recalling those Friday night blackouts. She will snap and snarl on and on about Zaideh’s timer, especially if she is once again trying to quit smoking, when she tends to rake up old grievances. (Two packs a day is Lee’s habit. She is nevertheless healthy as a horse.) Not one of those Bronx Jewish swains, it appears, ever had the presence of mind to grope his way to Lee and get a little action in the sudden dark. No, they fumbled and stumbled to the front door as fast as they could, every one of them, ran downstairs as though devils were after them, and never returned. So Lee tells it. I should mention that Lee married a perfectly fine doctor from Port Chester, New York. She owes gratitude to Zaideh, and should stop grousing about the timer after fifty years. Those Bronx types she attracted, all sweaty hands and rampant pimples, were going nowhere.

Like Uncle Hyman, I too have an indelible first memory. I am swinging back and forth on the little iron door next to the kitchen window, behind which Mama puts the garbage pail. It is the cold time of year, so the window box outside holds the milk, eggs, butter, and such. The window is open, and I am just deciding to reach for the milk, when a terrifying din starts up out there: whistles, gongs, auto horns, sirens. It sounds like the end of the world. I shout at my mother in fright, “What is that?”

“The war is over,” she says, not stopping her work at the sink. In my earliest memories Mama is fixed at a kitchen sink in the Bronx, peeling or washing something: an immortal posture, like the Marines raising the flag on Iwo Jima.

World War I ended on November 11, 1918. I was born on March 15, 1915. Three and a half years old, I was by no means as precociously retentive as Uncle Hyman. In a part of the fragment I didn’t quote, he asserts that when the ice-cake episode occurred, he was only two and a half. I asked my mother about that. She had never heard of the ice-cake affair, questioned Uncle Hyman’s dates, and scoffed at the idea that my father would have threatened to go to America. “It’s all Hyman’s nonsense,” she said. “The whole thing never happened. Papa was too sensible to go sliding on an ice cake, and if he did, Hyman wouldn’t remember. Hyman couldn’t remember what day of the week it was. He was a dreamer. Maybe he dreamed this. He would have liked to see Papa beat up. Papa was the smart one.”

Well, there you are. The past, especially the past of immigrant Americans, is fog. Clutch at it and it wisps through your fingers.

I have just read my chapter this far. Lee’s early arrival on the scene is a curiosity, I hasten to note, and nothing more. Hanky-panky between my mother and father was inconceivable. Mama has never forgotten for one hour that she is a rabbi’s daughter, the granddaughter of Reb Yisroel Dovid Mosessohn, author of David’s Tower, who in turn descended from the Minsker Godol; literally, “The Great One of Minsk.” The Minsker Godol was a rabbi of olden times renowned all over Russia for his wonder-working grave. I know Mama secretly thinks that I am a reincarnation of the Minsker Godol. My present job confirms that, for her. Maybe I am, for that matter, but I will have to cure the blind from my grave, or something equally conclusive, to prove it. What I am doing above ground doesn’t qualify me — not yet — as the Georgetown Godol.

Mama read David Copperfield during her pregnancy, and decided that I would be a great writer. This I daresay was before I came to reincarnate the Minsker Godol. She was assuming, of course, that I would be a boy, and not another misfire like my sister. One grievance Lee really harps on is that her birth was nothing but a stage wait in our family before the grand entrance of myself. That is perfectly true. I was aware of it as soon as I was aware of anything. Lee’s anecdotes of our childhood all turn on how I upstaged her, crowded her out, got the best of everything; that is, when she is not fuming about Zaideh’s timer, or Grandma’s blue spells, or the clambake. I will get to the clambake, but right now there is this matter of my name.

Not a complicated point, you might think; but you would be wrong.

To begin with, every Jew who has ever stepped into a synagogue or temple knows that we have two names: the outside name with which we go through life, and the inside name, the Jewish name, used in blessings and Torah call-ups, marriage and divorce ceremonies, and on tombstones. No shammas or sexton, even in the most Reformed of Reform temples, has ever summoned me to the Torah as “Mr. I. David Goodkind.” Unthinkable. I am “Reb Yisroel Dovid ben Eliyahu.” We usually are named in Hebrew after relatives who have passed on; then the parents try to find some outside name that will at least have the same first letter.

It is a far-drifted Jew who has forgotten his or her inside name. There are plenty of those nowadays in the Goldena Medina, and rabbis have taken to figuring backward from the outside names, by guesswork. So for the marrying or the burying, Mark becomes Moshe, and Gail becomes Gitta, and Peter becomes Pinchas, and everyone hopes for the best. Lately biblical names have regained some Christian chic, so, among us also, one encounters more Judahs and Sarahs and Josephs; in which case the inside and outside names merge, and there is one less acculturation problem for the harassed modern rabbi.

But my birth certificate reads “Israel David Goodkind,” and no fooling around; no Ira, no Darrell, none of that acculturation stuff. Between David Copperfield and David’s Tower, there was no way Mama wasn’t going to call me David; and so Israel slipped in there too. A time bomb, as it turned out. Until I went to public school, where the bomb went off, I was just Yisroelke at home; that is, “Little Israel.” The Frankenthal kids in the next door flat called me Davey, because whenever Mom talked to Mrs. Frankenthal I was “my David.” Mama tried to remember to call me that in the house, too, but whenever any serious business was afoot, like dinner time or some discovered mischief, it was always “Yisroelke!”

I can hardly remember my father calling me David. I was Yisroelke to him first to last. I rushed to his hospital bedside after his heart attack, from the Army Air Corps school where I was getting officer training, right before Pearl Harbor. Mama was already there, trying not to cry. He gave me a smile that I still carry in my heart and whispered, “Ut is Yisroelke, der Amerikaner offizier.” (“Here’s Little Israel, the American officer.”) His English was good though heavily accented; but he tended to talk Yiddish when tired or beset. I took his limp damp hand, and he got out a few more hoarse whispered words. “Nu, mein offizier, zye a mentsch.” (“Well, my officer, be a man.”) He was dropping off to sleep under sedation. Those were the last words I ever heard from him. I was not there when he died.

Still trying, Pop. Time’s getting short, and it’s uphill all the way, but I’m trying. You fooled me, making it look so easy.
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The Partners

I HAVE to break off here, with my father on his deathbed, and the story not yet started; a strange way to tell it, but I’m writing it as it comes.

When I was describing Cousin Harold’s adventures with Uncle Hyman’s cadaver, some pages back, an under-secretary of State called me. I jumped clear out of my chair to grab the telephone. It had been days since I had done anything here but pass the hours scrawling. In spirit I was far away, at that funeral parlor. I was about to describe how the officiating rabbi, a smooth-shaven young divine who apparently worked there on a job-lot basis, puzzled all of us by eulogizing Uncle Hyman’s extraordinary achievements as a dental surgeon. He was talking about the corpse in the next chapel, where the mourners were just starting to gather. One of the long-faced undertakers in tan satin skullcaps had to sidle up and mutter at him. This rabbi, a fast man with a eulogy, switched smooth as butter to a fine flowery improvisation on the social value of the dry-goods business. I didn’t write that funeral scene because the phone call broke my train of thought.

Anyway, this under-secretary and I are now about to meet with the Israeli ambassador; agenda, the latest debate in the UN on Israel. I don’t know what we’ll accomplish. There’s always a debate in the UN on Israel, and the vote always goes against Israel a hundred and seventy-nine or so to one or two. Stark Samuel Beckett elementalism. Reduce the drama to one solitary figure in a desperate, seemingly hopeless predicament, surviving by the sheer indestructibility of the human spirit. Yes, and didn’t old Jimmy Joyce know what he was doing, when he made Ulysses one lonely little Jew amid the teeming hostile Irish of Dublin?

I was about to get to my father’s start in America, and his two partners from Minsk in the laundry business. So as soon as I return to my story, on come the clowns.

REUBEN BRODOFSKY was short, stout, and sallow, with heavy hair parted in the middle, a thick grizzled mustache, and a narrow-eyed way of peering around as though looking for pickpockets; or for the cops, after picking some pockets himself. At age four I was deeply suspicious of Reuben Brodofsky. I was a wise child, as you will learn. Brodofsky had an American-born wife, quite a catch for a greenhorn. This Yankee spouse was a stout jolly woman, who sat around cutting serial novels out of ladies’ magazines. Her apartment was piled high with stapled-up novels by Peter B. Kyne, Kathleen Norris, and Octavus Roy Cohen, under layers of dust; because as Mrs. Brodofsky liked to say, she didn’t believe in housework.

This heresy thrilled and charmed my sister Lee when she first heard it. Lee rushed home and announced to my mother, “Mrs. Brodofsky doesn’t believe in housework.” My mother, a lunatic housecleaner, gave a loud sniff through a wrinkled nose, and I seem to remember her saying, “That’s why, when you walk out of her house, you leave footprints on the sidewalk.” I liked the easygoing fat lady, and her perpetual magazine clipping seemed no stranger to me than my mother’s everlasting scrubbing of floors on her hands and knees. The Brodofsky children, three boys and a girl, fascinated me. They would come home from school and cook up whole meals for themselves from whatever was in the icebox, and give me some, while their mother sat clipping and stapling a Cosmopolitan serial. If there was nothing to cook they would eat bread with mustard. I thought that was ever so much more exciting than bread and butter, though now I wonder why they used mustard. Maybe Mrs. Brodofsky didn’t believe in butter, either.

Brodofsky, like my parents, came from Minsk to Manhattan’s Lower East Side, where he got a job in a small laundry, collecting and delivering bundles in a hand cart. Sidney Gross, the other partner, worked there, too.

Sidney Gross was very tall, very thin, very pale, and very hopeless. His pessimism about the laundry business, about his health, about the whole future was bottomless. Penury and fatal illness were ever-present in his mind. Sidney Gross outlived my father, outlived Brodofsky (who lived forever), and died rich, for he saved all his money and kept buying Bronx apartment houses. He smoked more than Lee does, but it never spoiled his fine baritone voice. He sang in the synagogue choir which my father led. Gross was courting a cousin of Mama’s, my Aunt Ida, when Mama first came to the Goldena Medina. It was through Gross that my parents met. My father and Gross at the time were laborers in the same laundry; and one evening, at a café on Attorney Street, Gross introduced Pop to Aunt Ida’s pretty cousin. His therefore was the hand of fate. Sidney Gross, and nobody else, turned the key that opened the golden door of existence to the nativity of I. David Goodkind; or, the Return of the Minsker Godol.

Gross ironed shirts. All his life long he was one of the world’s great shirt-ironers. The Fairy Laundry grew in time into a three-story cement structure with a huge brick smokestack, covering a square block in the Bronx, and Gross was one of the three bosses. Yet he was only happy there showing one of the scores of perspiring girls at the presses how to iron a shirt. I saw him do it. This man had a deep mastery of shirt-ironing; it was his ruling passion, his Tao. He could do nothing else, except sing and smoke; and he knew it, and was never at ease as a boss. Hence perhaps his pessimism. I think he always feared being unmasked as just a shirt-ironer, and broken to the ranks. I also suspect he might secretly have liked that.

By the time my father came to America — eighteen years old, penniless, knowing no English — Brodofsky and Gross were Yankee Doodles. They could talk to policemen and streetcar conductors, and Brodofsky was even seeing a stout Jewish girl who had been born in America, or at least in Newark. My father had known Brodofsky in Minsk, so he too landed in that laundry; and so he met Gross, and so he met Mama. That is the story.

Pop started as a “marker-and-assorter”; that is, he undid the bags of soiled smelly wash, inked identifying numbers on each item, and threw them into piles or bins: shirts here, sheets there, ladies’ drawers elsewhere. He did this for sixteen hours a day, in a damp cellar lit by one electric bulb, at the bottom of a chute. He did it for two years. That was his start in the Goldena Medina. Times were bad. It was do that or beg, or eat at some Jewish charity kitchen, so he marked and assorted at two dollars a week until times got better. There were no toilets in the cellar, and the proprietor did not allow the marker-and-assorter to waste time coming upstairs, not for a whole year. That year wreaked havoc on my father’s insides. Brodofsky and Gross worked up on the street floor at five dollars a week. My father did not envy them their vast salaries, only their access to a john.

Reuben Brodofsky founded the Fairy Laundry, by supplying the hundred fifty dollars for the down payment on a washing machine, a mangle, and a press. That is undeniable. A hundred he had saved; the fat Newark girl’s dowry furnished the other fifty. That cleaned out Brodofsky. Sidney Gross from his savings paid the rent of the little store on Attorney Street for the first year. My father was taken in as a partner, though he had no money. In lieu of capital investment, he worked for nothing. How long, I do not know. How he ate, I do not know. Possibly Brodofsky and Gross fed him. In the snapshots of Pop at that time that survive, he looks bushy-haired, fiery-eyed, and proud, but pitifully skinny and sleepless. The prints are in old-time violet ink, and under his eyes are deep purple pools. This spell of labor without pay for Brodofsky and Gross I believe puts Pop up there with Oliver Twist, as one of the great undernourished figures of literature. But at twenty, what can a man not endure?

The name “Fairy Laundry” came with the move of the enterprise to the Bronx. There used to be a Fairy Soap, a white perfumed oval cake, sold in a blue box with a little girl’s picture on the cover, and the slogan, “Do you have a little Fairy in your home?” I believe that is where the partners got the name. Alas, by the time I was eleven, “fairy” had acquired a new meaning. I tried to keep it quiet that my father was part owner of the Fairy Laundry; but whatever neighborhood we moved to, and we were much on the move, the word always got out and caused me grief. Later, in boys’ camp theatricals, I was cast in female roles, because of my soprano voice and genteel ways, and between that and the Fairy Laundry … well, I draw a curtain over those ancient horrors.

By the time the business moved to the Bronx, Papa was boss man. I don’t write this out of fondness or pride. That he burned out his bright brief candle in the laundry business is a tragedy about which I’d prefer to be silent. He would have been good at anything. Given his rudimentary schooling, his uprooting, the chance that threw him in with Brodofsky and Gross, and the financial pressure on immigrants, he lived and died a laundryman. Investors often begged him to drop the partners, leave the Fairy Laundry, and start a new large-scale plant. I heard Mama urging him to accept one of these offers.

“What would Brodofsky and Gross do?” he said. “They would starve.”

“Are they your children?” said Mama. “Your brothers?”

“Sarah Gitta, you’re just talking. Gross is married to Ida. He’s family. If I can’t drop him, how can I drop Brodofsky?”

“But they’re dragging you down. They’re killing you.”

“They took me into the business,” said Papa. “When Yisroelke grows up, maybe we’ll see.”

That was it. In his own mind, he never did work off the hundred dollars he didn’t have when the thing started. In Brodofsky’s mind, Pop stole the Fairy Laundry from him, and his grandiose vision was that some day, somehow he would regain his domain from the usurper. As for Sidney Gross, he knew he could iron a shirt better than Pop. I suppose that took care of his self-esteem.

Both partners came to my father’s funeral, and went out with the cortege to the graveside service. The rabbi had scarcely finished his closing prayer when Brodofsky leaped at a shovel and threw the first dirt into the grave on Papa’s wooden coffin, thud thud thud, one heaping shovelful after the other. I had to wrest the shovel from his hand to throw some in myself. The family is supposed to do that; there is nothing in the ritual about partners throwing earth on the coffin. That was just Brodofsky’s eagerness to pay his respects to the dead.

At a business meeting right after the funeral, which I attended in my Air Corps uniform, I learned that my mother was in danger of being voted out of her widow’s pension, due to incredibly tangled bank loans and stock redistributions forced on my father by the depression. This meeting took place in Mama’s apartment, where we were sitting around on mourning stools.

“I never voot against you, Sarah Gitta, dunt voory,” said Brodofsky. His wife’s Newark speech had not rubbed off on him in all the years. “I never, never, never voot against you, dunt voory.” He kept repeating that.

Brodofsky did voot against Mama. He got Gross to voot against her, too. Mama fought back and licked them; she didn’t do it with a brick, but she might as well have. “Don’t let them spit in your kasha,” was her word at times. Brodofsky wasn’t man enough to spit in Mama’s kasha, as it turned out. No way.

But all that is nearly forty years down the road.
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The Green Cousin

MAYBE it was a dumb thing to do, but I took this manuscript to New York last Thursday (I went with the Israeli ambassador to the General Assembly meeting, though that’s neither here nor there), and I read it to Mama. She smiled, now and then laughed, and sometimes looked pensive. She can’t see to read any more, and she can hardly hear, and she creeps around on a cane, but there’s nothing wrong with her head.

“Have I got the facts right, Mom?”

“Yes.” Very disappointed tone.

“What’s the matter?”

Pause. Sad headshake. “It’s so brief.”

I might have known.

Look, just bear in mind, Mama, you were born well before the Wright brothers flew at Kitty Hawk. It’s now four years since Neil Armstrong set foot on the moon, and here you still are. You’re spanning the craziest, most crowded, most tragic, most incredible, most glorious, most dangerous stretch of years in the history of the world; a time so mad and risky and speeded-up that nobody can say that the curtain won’t drop on both of us, on the whole wild show, in the next forty-eight hours. Literally! When I think about what I’ve already seen at the White House — when I contemplate the brute truth that the rope of the final curtain is really in those hands — I shake. I don’t sleep. I get diarrhea. I’ve shut it from mind; which is only what the whole idiot world is doing, instead of applying some common sense to saving our skins while there’s still time. Clearly, if I don’t whiz through this tale I may not finish it while anyone is still left alive to print and read books. So I will go right on being brief, Mama. I must.

Still, I know — I could tell by Mama’s look — what was troubling her. I left out her courtship. Well, I did that on purpose. It would make a book in itself, that romance of Alex Goodkind and Sarah Gitta Levitan, or The Green Cousin, as the little circle of young Minsk Jews dubbed Mama, when she showed up among them on New York’s Lower East Side. Her sad, “It’s so brief” haunts me, so I’ll put in at this point as baldly as possible, the story of The Green Cousin’s courtship.

This is for Mama, and for the world of her young love that is no more; a small wreath that I toss from the Brooklyn Bridge, as it were, to float down the East River, which still laves the place where it all happened; where little is left of those rich years, and those lively crowds of Jews, but boarded-up synagogues, failing kosher delicatessens, and the decaying buildings of the Workmen’s Circle and the Jewish Daily Forward; where gray ghostly employees still sit around in dusty offices, drinking tea and talking disconsolate Yiddish.

When Mama first came to the Goldena Medina she roomed with Reb Mendel Apkowitz, a former Minsk neighbor of Zaideh’s, who ran a furniture store in Brooklyn. I remember Reb Mendel well, a genial gray-mustached old Jew with a swarm of smart sons. As I grew up there seemed to be among my parents’ friends a platoon of burly doctors and dentists, all looking alike and all named Apkowitz. I had my first tooth drilled, in fact, by Murray Apkowitz. Mama reports that all the sons fell in love with her and proposed except Herman, the stupid Apkowitz who flunked out of dental school and got a job delivering chewing gum to vending machines, and collecting the pennies. The family was ashamed of Herman. You didn’t talk of chewing gum around the Apkowitzes. But Herman ended up in the jukebox business, stinking rich, with the laugh on all those doctors and dentists.

To proceed, Mom met Pop through the Kruzhok, which you might freely translate as the Circle or the Bunch, this crowd of young immigrant Minskers who hung out together. Sidney Gross brought her into the Bunch at the Attorney Street café, where they would sit around drinking tea and talking to all hours. Pop didn’t propose for two years. They then waited another year and a half to marry. Such was the courtship of The Green Cousin.

Pop’s two-year hesitancy before asking for her hand has always been a puzzle to me. Not to Mom. She was the great beauty of the Kruzhok, she patiently explains, and of course frostily chaste. And she was also the big yoxenta, or girl of pedigree, descended from the great David’s Tower. (More precisely, that’s yach-sen-ta; but the guttural ch never comes off in English, so forget it.) The masculine term is yoxen, but believe me, that evokes not one-tenth the glamour, the worth, the sheer class of yoxenta. Pedigree was a feminine asset in the Bunch, like a beautiful bosom, and as with a bosom, there was no acquiring it, you either had it or you were out of luck. In Mom’s photographs of the time you see her well fixed with both — the bosom by inspection, the pedigree by her bearing. Even in those blurry sepia prints the girl is all queenly yoxenta.

As a pearl of such great price, Mama points out, she naturally overawed my father. That was why he took his time about proposing. Meanwhile, several other young fellows in the Bunch wanted her, but she brushed them off. Alex Goodkind, also called Elya and Elitchka, was the promising one, the clever one, a joker, a singer, a delightful reader of Yiddish poetry and Sholem Aleichem’s short stories, altogether the live wire of the crowd. Mama will say, with an incongruous touch of girlish coyness on her wrinkled old face, that from the start she had her eye on him, but she never gave him the slightest hint. Not she! Not the granddaughter of David’s Tower!

So it was two years before he nerved himself to make his move. By then the Bunch was pairing off left and right. At one of the weddings where the wine flowed free my father finally girded up his loins, drew near, and so addressed my mother: “Well, Green Cousin! Halevai af dir!” (Roughly, “May you be next!”)

Mom shot back saucily, “My blessers should be blessed!”

He proposed that night, and won the inestimable privilege of riding back to Brooklyn on the subway with the big yoxenta. He then had to lay out another nickel to return to his lair in the Bronx, some two hours away by BMT and IRT express. No doubt, to him, that night, those rumbling rattling subway cars were clouds of glory. You know the feeling. It doesn’t matter too much at that moment in life whether you’re in a Rolls-Royce or the IRT. Mom says my father was the first man who ever kissed her. I believe that, too.

In later years, Pop would account for one or another of Mom’s odd ways by shrugging and saying to me in Yiddish, “Always remember, she’s a rabbi’s a daughter.” A rabbi’s a daughter, you will please observe. The reiteration of that little a had vast force. When I once asked him why he took so long to propose, he shrugged, smiled a far-off melancholy smile, and replied, “Well, you know, a rabbi’s a daughter.” Pop left a lot unsaid, waiting for me to mature, or something. I’m doing the same with my own sons and daughter, I realize.

Papa lived in a hole in the North Bronx that cost him almost nothing. The Bunch gathered on the Lower East Side on Saturday and Sunday nights. On holidays they would all go to Central Park to row on the lake, or to Coney Island, something like that. Their evenings sped by in talking politics and literature, singing Russian and Yiddish songs, going to the Yiddish or Broadway theatre, dancing, flirting, reciting, entertaining each other, sometimes into the dawn. They were young and merry in the Goldena Medina, out from under Czarist tyranny, cut loose from the rigid religious rules and social strata of Minsk Jewry, at home in the mushroom Yiddish civilization that had sprung up around Canal Street at the foot of the Williamsburg Bridge. When my mother talks of those times, her weak voice rings with a cracked echo of that long-gone joy of life, and I swear I envy her. Poor as rats, working sixteen hours a day, six days a week for a couple of dollars, riding the subways an hour or more each way to work or to fun, they lived lives vibrant with a hope of happiness in a new world of liberty. I’ve had most of the good things in life, including many things Mom and Pop never enjoyed, but a Bunch I never had, because I was never young in a new land, newly set free.

All the same, that was a damned long subway ride for Pop from Flatbush to the Bronx, once the first raptures had subsided, and that one goodnight kiss which — I don’t know, but I bet — the big yoxenta allotted him, ceased to be quite such an explosive and celestial novelty. Soon he was pressing her to name a day. Her loving response was to inquire into his finances. Did he have enough money, for instance, to buy a bed, a mattress, a table, and two chairs? He did not. They added their bank accounts together. Still not enough.

“What,” said Mama, “will two corpses go dancing?” She has a way of putting things sometimes. When Pop suggested getting a loan she vetoed that, loud and clear. No borrowing! Next, having noted Papa’s happy-go-lucky ways with money (in that regard he never changed much), she inquired whether in fact he had any debts. Well, Pop told her about his emergency borrowing from the till of the lumberyard; made a clean breast of the whole thing to Mama, who then and there laid down the law. They would save up together and pay back Oskar Cohen every last ruble. Then they would save up and buy furniture. Then they would get married.

Hence the year and half delay after he proposed. Mama so far yielded to Pop’s amorous importunities, and to his bone-deep weariness with two-hour subway rides, that she consented to buy furniture from Reb Mendel Apkowitz on credit, after paying down half the cost — no less, she insisted. A full fifty percent down before the crunching of glass at a wedding.

A year and a half! Eighteen months of young love foregone! Why? To pay back a prosperous old skinflint in Minsk who had long since written off the debt, and probably forgiven it; for young Alex had been a mainstay of the lumberyard office, and all Russian Jews understood about the draft. And to put down half the price of a bed, a mattress, a table, and two chairs!

A rabbi’s a daughter. A big yoxenta.

She did something even stranger and rougher than that to Pop. My sister Lee arrived on the scene; you’ll recall, a bare eight months into their wedded bliss. No sooner had Lee been weaned, than Mama picked up baby and baggage and went back to Minsk for a year. That is a most obscure business, and whenever I press Mom to explain, she comes up with some non sequitur like, “Yes, Papa was a wonderful man. He understood.”

Maybe he did. I don’t. It happened, and it almost resulted in cancelling the Minsker Godol’s return for unknowable generations, because my mother was nearly caught in Russia by the First World War. She got out by a whisker, another terrific adventure, but that one I will skip. Enough! She made it, and I got born. But why did she go to Minsk? Possibly to cause the Koidanov woman to drop dead. There is no doubt that her stepmother did die shortly after Mom’s visit to Russia.

Mom arrived in Minsk, you see, with a smashing American wardrobe, most of which she had sewn herself, but Koidanov didn’t know that, and Mom wasn’t letting on. The baby, I am told, had a wardrobe to match, the swaddlings of a princess. Mom’s luggage, her millinery, her jewelry, were all American, all dazzling, all electrifying, to the neighbors who had seen the teenage Sarah Gitta tearfully depart six years earlier, an outcast stepdaughter setting forth into the great world penniless and alone.

By then, what is more, the Fairy Laundry was launched and doing relatively well, so Mama also brought money with her and gave it all to Zaideh. Dollars! Moreover, Oskar Cohen had already spread far and wide the tale of Alex Goodkind’s refund of his borrowing, with six percent interest. The word was out in Minsk that Sarah Gitta Levitan had struck it rich with Alex Goodkind, the son of Shaya, the Soldiers’ Shule shammas; and that Alex was becoming a big American industrialist. As I write this, it gets clearer and clearer why Mama went back to Minsk. Zaideh was always vague about the cause of Koidanov’s demise, but I do believe that she choked on her own bile, exactly as Mama planned. It was a bit hard on young Elitchka Goodkind, that bachelor year or so early in his marriage; but Mama had to settle that ploika business, and by God did she ever. La Koidanov had spat in the wrong girl’s kasha.

During this bizarre mission to Minsk, Mama also managed to reconcile Zaideh to her marriage with a shammas’s son. Zaideh had sent many fiery letters forbidding the misalliance. Mama had returned indignant reams praising her choice as a learned, religious, altogether silken Jewish lad, quite worthy of a big yoxenta’s hand. She wrote a short last note flatly announcing to Zaideh that she was marrying Pop, and asking Zaideh’s blessing. His response was grumpy, his blessing on the curt side.

But Mom knew what she was about. Once she got back to Minsk, those American clothes, those American dollars, Mama’s own Americanized yet very Yiddish self, and the enchanting baby Lee — Leonore, inside name Leah-Mira, after Mom’s mother, Zaideh’s long-dead first love — quite won him over. He even called on the shammas’s family in their log-walled abode, invited the humble Goodkinds to the rabbinic residence, and wrote Pop a cordial letter about these visits. Zaideh was eventually pretty pleased with his son-in-law.

In her letters, as you may have guessed, Mama was shading the facts about Pop’s piety. She was a girl in love. The Jewish immigrants had a saying, “When the boat is halfway to America, throw overboard your prayer shawl and phylacteries.” To some, this meant a release from a galling yoke; to others, a sad yielding to the facts of the new world. In America in those days, you worked on Saturday or you didn’t eat. For those old-country Jews, once the holy Sabbath went, the entire hoary structure tended to collapse. Some stalwarts like Reb Mendel Apkowitz fought the tide and kept the faith, all down the line. But lurid stories of new world impiety were rife in the old country. Some zealots called the Goldena Medina by another name: “Wicked America.” This discouraged very few Russian Jews who could raise the steamship fare. Plenty of the zealots, even, were willing to chance the wickedness for a shot at the gold and the freedom. They found out soon enough that the streets weren’t paved with gold. But the freedom was real. You made of it what you would.

Mom and Pop never got around to the swine and the mouse. They did have a sort of brush with the abomination, as I will report when we get to the clambake. Still, from my earliest moments, I not only knew that I was Jewish; I understood that this meant everything to them. The first music I remember hearing was the High Holy Day liturgy, which Pop would sing as he dressed and shaved, before setting off to the Fairy Laundry; and I can still sing most of his Yom Kippur service by heart. On the whole Mom and Pop did all right with this knotty business. Once Zaideh came, that was that. You couldn’t have told our household from Reb Mendel Apkowitz’s.

But the Jewish thing from the start was inside the walls. Outside, breathlessly awaiting the appearance of I. David Goodkind, was the Goldena Medina, or Wicked America.
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Paul Frankenthal

MY first encounter on the outside was Paul Frankenthal. He wasn’t very far outside. We lived in Apartment 5-D and the Frankenthals in 5-A, on the top floor of a tenement house on Aldus Street, in the Southeast Bronx.

How did Mama cope with the hazard of small children loose in a fifth-floor flat? Keeping the windows shut was no answer. Mama believed in fresh air, and anyway in the summertime we would all have choked. No, what Mama did when we moved in was to take Lee and then myself by the ankles, hold us one by one outside a window head-down, and let us scream and wriggle in terror for a good while at the sight of the drop to the concrete yard five stories below. That did it. I have no recollection of this strong medicine, I have only Mama’s word for it, but I believe her. To this day I can’t lean out of an open window without getting a queasy feeling which locates itself very insistently in my scrotum. Joyce writes of the “scrotum-tightening” sea. A high window has it all over the sea in my book for scrotum-tightening, but then I have this singular background.

At some point Mama took me to the nearest public school, where Lee already was in the second or third grade, and enrolled me in the kindergarten, lying about my age with the blandest good conscience. Mom had no patience with this goyish foolishness of waiting until the Minsker Godol was six before starting him in school. I could already sound out Hebrew sentences, and she figured public school would be my meat. In fact, I had a rapid ascent, which turned into a horror not unlike hanging out of a high window by the ankles. The principal scrotum-tightener in this matter was Paul Frankenthal, and that is his entrance cue.

I can’t remember not knowing Paul Frankenthal. I close my eyes and there we are sitting by a window in the Frankenthal flat, Paul, Lee, and I playing casino while a furious summer thunderstorm c-r-r-racks and crashes and rages outside on Aldus Street. Jagged blue-white lightning makes me wince, rain lashes the tenements opposite us, and on the sidewalk far below gray stars splash up in myriads. The bright colors of the cards, the flat-faced kings, queens, and knaves, the joker in his yellow and red hunting costume, fascinate me. No cards in our apartment! Mama in her latter days became a terror of the Miami Beach canasta set, but at that time she retained “a rabbi’s a daughter’s” objection to playing cards. Vulgar. The Frankenthals lived in the front. Our apartment looked out at the back yards, where tall bare poles supported five stories of clotheslines. You would wake in the morning to the squeak of clothesline pulleys. From the Frankenthals’ windows you could see cars and people going by, a more interesting view than wet sheets, shirts, and union suits multitudinously flapping.

I may be doing Paul an injustice by attributing to him the memorable first beating I got. Still, I don’t think it would have occurred to me on my own to go playing doctor with the girl in Apartment 5-C. I was four, and not that much interested in girls. Her mother caught me examining her bare behind as she lay prone on her bed, little skirt up, little pants down. A scandalized caterwauling broke out, a horde of adults came trampling into 5-C, and I was summarily removed to Apartment 5-D; where Mama then and there did her best, using my father’s razor strop, to whomp voyeurism out of her jewel.

Instead, she beat into me the perception that there is something both marvellous and forbidden about a girl’s bare behind. That is strictly true, to be sure; but she was rushing matters, pressing the point at my tender age. Now, I distinctly recall Paul Frankenthal among those invading adults. Question: what was he doing there? My guess is that he set me up and then sandbagged me, thus establishing the theme and tone of our long relationship. Possibly not. He did me enough damage later, and I will waive this count as not proved. To Mama’s credit, she never told the story to Pop; not to my knowledge. I watched his face closely for the next couple of days. I’d have known, if he found out.

In the silent-film serials of my childhood, the bad guy could be spotted straight off by his mustache. Take Mr. Deering, the bad guy who pursued Pearl White through fifteen episodes of Plunder, trying to get the map for the diamond mine away from her. What a monster! What a mustache! Paul Frankenthal’s father looked a lot like Mr. Deering, and he had exactly the same style of mustache: thick, slick, black, pointy. Later on, Paul too grew a Mr. Deering mustache, and in point of fact he landed in the pokey like his father, and for the same reason: kickbacks and whatnot in the construction game. Yet at the outset Paul was a sort of hero to me, and to most of the boys and girls in our neighborhood.

When Faile Street had a rock-throwing fight with Hoe Avenue, for instance, Paul was right up front, heaving and ducking stones, while I manned the far rear. Faile Street meant nothing to me, nor had I anything against Hoe Avenue. Our tenement was near Faile Street, and this accident of geography obliged us to show up on the field of honor, a vacant lot between Faile and Hoe, to show our manhood, or boyhood. The neighborhood girls flocked to watch, you see. The battle station I selected was fairly close to the girls. Any Hoe type who beaned me at that range would have had a throwing arm worth money in later life. I wasn’t a conspicuous coward, the Faile Street rear was crowded with cannon fodder of weak convictions, but I was no Paul Frankenthal, either. My sister Lee admired the hell out of Paul for his valor, and talked on and on about the rock fight afterward until I was sick of it.

To my best recollection nobody — I mean not one combatant — was injured in that fight. Nobody fell. Nobody even bled. Not in the large rear clump of the hesitant, not in the hardier midfield boys yelling, ducking, and scurrying about, not even up front among the few like Frankenthal. A huge hubbub, a lot of stones flung randomly — such was juvenile combat in those days of the Bronx’s lost innocence, before the ethnic gangs made a serious bloody business of it. A born street boy, Frankenthal perceived that a show of dash in rock fighting was a high-yield, low-risk activity. I wouldn’t have acted on this insight if it had occurred to me, and I take nothing away from Paul Frankenthal; but his subsequent swagger did not rest on a very broad base of exposure to death, and it riled me that this fact escaped my sister.

On the whole, I will call Paul the first of the villains in this epic. Like Iago, like Uriah Heep, like Richard the Third, like most of the heavies in literature, Paul Frankenthal was of a jealous and envious disposition, and therefore determined on villainy. He inherited the trait from his mother. Mrs. Frankenthal comes and goes in this story like Rosencrantz or Guildenstern, but this is her moment, and she can have her own short chapter.
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The Glories of Starving

THE Frankenthals had more money than we did, right to the moment when Frankenthal père went up the river, leaving his family to wait for him in a fine private house off the Grand Concourse. So what on earth did Mrs. Frankenthal have to be envious about? She was a pretty woman with shiny dark eyes, curly black hair, and a nice white-toothed smile. However, she was no yoxenta, and the man with the mustache was no yoxen. Maybe that was it. There was an absence of breeding about the Frankenthals. Paul Frankenthal drank coffee. My sister Lee and I obeyed the doggerel rule Mama had taught us,


M is for milk

And you should drink plenty

But not tea or coffee

Before you are twenty.



But Mrs. Frankenthal just across the hall tried to tempt me, leading to my second memorable beating.

We were in her kitchen, Mrs. Frankenthal and I. Paul came in, panting from running up five flights of stairs, sweaty and thirsty. She offered him milk. “With coffee,” Paul ordered. His mother gave it to him, half and half. Paul drank it off, eyeing me with contemptuous triumph, and out he swaggered, back to his street game, full of that rich tan abomination.

Mrs. Frankenthal offered me milk. I accepted. Cookie. I accepted.

A white-toothed smile. “Coffee in your milk?”

“No, thanks, Mrs. Frankenthal.”

“Paul likes it.”

“I’m not allowed.”

“Oh. Well, bring your milk and cookie to the parlor.”

I followed her into the front room with the street view, carrying the milk and a lovely marshmallow-filled chocolate cookie out of a box. I could get these only at the Frankenthals’, which may be why I was hanging around that kitchen. Mama baked her own cookies. Store-bought cookies were bad for your teeth, and anyway might have lard in them. I was rapidly learning not to worry about abominations where candy or cookies were involved. Wicked America.

“So, your mother is very strict about coffee,” said Mrs. Frankenthal, settling down beside me on a long soft sofa.

“Oh, yes.”

“Just about coffee?”

“Oh, no. Also tea.”

“Really! About other things, too?”

“Sure. About lots and lots of other things.”

“What else are you not allowed to have, David?” inquired Mrs. Frankenthal, smiling like Grandma in Little Red Riding Hood.

Locking my fingers behind my head — something I had seen grown men do — I leaned back in the corner of the sofa and proceeded to tell Mrs. Frankenthal all about the austerity of the Goodkind household. My main point was that Mom starved us to improve our characters. Mrs. Frankenthal kept mentioning various foods and beverages, and I kept saying that why no, we couldn’t have that, or that, or that; and at each forbidden item she grew more humble and impressed at Mom’s moral grandeur. How exalting it felt to sit there, leaning back with my hands behind my head, fascinating this adult with every word!

“And does your mother let you eat bread?”

“Well, maybe one slice a week.”

“Really! One slice of bread a week! You’re sure? No more?”

“Sure. Sometimes not even that.”

The whaling I got afterward has sort of blotted many details from memory. Yet to this day — and the thing happened fifty years ago — if I happen to catch myself leaning back and locking my hands behind my head, a warning red light flashes in my brain, and a hollow computer voice intones, “You are about to make an asshole of yourself.” So the beating clearly took hold. But it did not catch up with me at once. I played all day outside. Only when Lee came to fetch me did I gather that trouble was afoot.

Lee still complains, by the way, white-haired and arthritic as she is, that it was a rotten imposition on her to have to go out every night to fetch me home for supper. “Day-veed! Day-veed!” she would scream all over the neighborhood, she says, and in the back yards, and in the vacant lots, sometimes for an hour. She gives me a pain, Lee does, with her hoarded ancient grudges. That one is ridiculous. I was at home and ravenous for dinner most nights, long before Pop returned from the Fairy Laundry. Lee thrives on her grudges; I guess they generate adrenaline, which is good for her arthritis, and it’s free, unlike cortisone, which costs like the devil. At any rate, on this occasion she didn’t have to come far. I was sitting right there on the stone stoop of our Aldus Street tenement, talking to the other kids. With a funny look, Lee said, not that it was supper time (we called dinner “supper” until we moved to Manhattan), but just that Mama wanted me.

Well, I trudged up those five flights of narrow stairs sensing that I was in for it somehow. I found Mama at the kitchen sink in great wrath.

“Yisroelke!”

“Yes, Mama?”

“Mrs. Lessing told me that you told Mrs. Frankenthal that I starve you.”

(Oh, God.)

“She did?”

“One slice of bread a week. One slice! Is that what you told Mrs. Frankenthal? Is it or isn’t it?” Thus Mama, glaring at me from the sink, and continuing to peel or slice or wash something. She seldom wasted time, and could stage a heavy emotional scene while picking the eyes out of a potato. Mrs. Frankenthal, it developed, had spent the day spreading the story of the starving Goodkind children through all five stories of the tenement; and over into the house next door, where dwelled Mrs. Lessing, one of Mama’s old friends from the Bunch.

Well, I had to admit it. Nor could I plead that I’d been bamboozled, by Red Riding Hood’s grandmother next door, into believing I was praising my mother. I didn’t understand this myself. I was just trapped. Childhood is a sequence of such traps, basic training in the dreary facts of life.

“Why did you lie like that? Why are you always telling such big lies? Don’t you know what happens to liars? Don’t you get plenty to eat in this house? Just wait till Papa hears!”

“Mom, please don’t tell Papa.”

But when my father came home he was recruited by Mom to wallop me for the crime of telling lies. Young as I was, and much as it hurt when Pop struck me, I could see that he was suffering more. He went through the beating as though he himself were being flogged. It was the ice-cake episode, reprised a generation later. We Goodkind men are not built to hit our kids. I can’t bear to think of the one time I struck my daughter Sandra, and as for my sons — well, to hell with all that. I crawled off crushed and bawling to the davenport in the parlor, which Lee and I would unfold and sleep in at night. There I lay down on the cold imitation leather to weep myself out. Soon Lee came and laid a hand on my shoulder. I looked at her. She was offering me, half-concealed in her palm, a chocolate-covered marshmallow cookie.

It was one of Lee’s great moments. I would have understood her gloating over my disaster. Instead this offering, and the soft look that went with it, and the wetness of her eyes, told me much about what a sister is; much, in fact, about the feminine heart. It made up for the snowstorm episode, my one dimly persisting grudge against my sister, and it revealed that Lee too was bending the rule against outside cookies. I divined that Paul, not his mother, must have given Lee the cookie, and that instead of devouring it instantly like any rational person, she had saved it, from some grotesque girlish motive.

And as I sat up, much comforted, drying my eyes and wolfing the cookie, while Lee noisily set the supper table in the kitchen, and Pop and Mom talked as usual in there about the Fairy Laundry, my mind cleared, and I realized that I had been unjustly drubbed. Sure, I had lied. But hadn’t an adult gulled me into it? Mama wasn’t all that upset about the lie, she just didn’t like being made to look silly by Mrs. Frankenthal. The lady in 5-A had done the big yoxenta in the eye, and she had ordered my father to take it out on me. It was that simple. Why, it was on the level of the bickering between Lee and myself! My tail still warmly throbbed from poor Pop’s open-handed whacks, but I found myself feeling sorry for him, and resentfully superior to my mother. I had gotten a lot older in one day.

Now for the snowstorm story. I’ve never once thrown it up to Lee. I’ve not forgotten it, either.

I was in the first grade, and Lee in the third or fourth, in a school about ten blocks from home. We would walk there in the morning together. On this day the weather looked bad, so Mama gave Lee an umbrella. Of course I tumultuously demanded an umbrella, too, but there was only one in the house. All the way to school Lee flourished the umbrella, and kept talking about it, and said she felt raindrops though the sun had come out, and she opened it, and complained that I was crowding her under it, and altogether made an unbearable nuisance of herself about the umbrella. I resolved that, one way or another, I’d get hold of that umbrella to walk home with, or die.

The weather worsened during the morning. It began to snow. Early in the afternoon a wonderful announcement: school cancelled! Nickels distributed by the teachers, free for everybody, for carfare home on the trolleys! By this time a gale was blowing, the snow was whirling down thick and white, and it lay piled on the streets. In the line of bundled-up kids at the trolley stop I encountered Lee with Paul Frankenthal, and he was eating an unkosher hot dog, which cost a nickel. I’m not making any of this up, I can see Frankenthal standing there just as plain in his snow-flecked plaid jacket, gobbling that hot dog from the vendor’s cart. And Lee is giving me some complicated story about how he has lost his nickel; and wouldn’t I like to walk home with the umbrella, and lend Paul the carfare? Then he’d pay it back, and I’d have a whole nickel to spend.

You can argue that I was a fool to make the deal. But she was my big sister, wasn’t she? Oh, she assured me, what fun walking home with the umbrella would be! Why, there I’d be under it, no snow would fall on me, and all that. So I said okay, we did a swap, Lee and Paul boarded the lamplit trolley, and off I marched into the white storm with the umbrella.

Well, I was blown this way and that by the wild wind, staggering and tacking on the slippery sidewalk, hanging on for dear life to that black round mainsail with both hands; until a gust whirled me clear around, and in an eyeblink turned the umbrella twanging inside out. It was just as well, otherwise I might have sailed up in the air like Mary Poppins. I struggled to put the umbrella right, but the wind tore it clear out of my hands and it fluttered off upward, into the sky and out of this story, and there I was about eight long blocks from home, trudging head-down through a blizzard in a foot or more of snow, amid drifts taller than myself.

The going was easier without the umbrella. I plowed along, sinking deep into fresh snow with every step, rather enjoying the huge footprints I was making; only, getting colder and wearier and not much closer to home. Soon I was making not footprints but round holes in the snow, since with each step I went in up to my thighs. I became a bit scared. A blue twilight was descending, and the street lamps in the snowfall, mere lines of blurry yellow haloes, confused me. I was getting drowsy, too, from the fatigue of pulling up one leg and the other, and plunging them up to my hip sockets in chilling snow. I decided to lie down on a snowbank and rest; rather a mistake, if you know your Arctic narratives, which I didn’t.

There in that snowbank, half-covered with freshly fallen snow, I was found by a Fairy Laundry wagon driver, Jake the drunk. He woke me with a shake, and a blast of breath like ignited Sterno. It was black dark. Jake picked me up, put me into the wagon, with its familiar mixed smell of horse manure and dirty laundry, and brought me home. Such rejoicing! Pop, Mr. Brodofsky, and all the drivers had been out looking for me, and the police had been called. I was given tea with rum to drink, stripped, and put into a hot tub. During the welcoming commotion, while Mama was mixing the tea and rum, and Papa was pouring a second slug for Jake the drunk, Lee managed to whisper to me, “Don’t say anything about the umbrella.” My parents had asked Lee plenty of questions, and she had improvised a cock-and-bull story which a word from me could have shattered.

Now I admit I was a chronic pain in the neck to Lee; a blatant competitor, a shameless upstager. I took for granted the extra petting and treats I got just for being “my David,” as Mama knew nothing of impartiality. If Lee had taken an ax to me, it would have been an understandable bit of testiness. Yet at least I did not tattle on Lee; not then and very seldom, if at all; and there was much occasion to do so, for mendacity came naturally to Lee. It may be in the nature of the female predicament; Bobbie Webb was probably as big a liar as I ever knew. We will come to that, but meantime we move beyond Aldus Street and the Frankenthals, to the very matrix of my long destiny: the Mishpokha.
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The Tribe

BY now I hope you’ve grasped that in this tale inside and outside don’t merely mean Jewish and non-Jewish. Nothing that simple. Paul Frankenthal was Jewish. So was the little girl who bared her behind for medical evaluation. So was almost everybody in that neighborhood, aside from teachers like Miss Regan, Miss Dickson, and Miss Connelly, who were of course aliens from outer space. In our little street gang Paul Frankenthal spoke of non-Jews as “Krishts.” He knew obscene songs and jokes about Krishts which at first baffled me, because I didn’t even know what they referred to, so encompassingly Jewish was our part of the Bronx.

The old neighborhood is now a desert of abandoned burned-out tenements. Hoe Avenue and Faile Street look like wartime Stalingrad. Of the hundreds of synagogues which dotted the South Bronx in those days, only one survives: the Minsker Congregation, founded by my father and a very religious man named Morris Elfenbein. They just about financed the start-up between them. Elfenbein was the haggling giant of the Lower East Side clothing district, before he made his mark in West Bronx real estate. In due course I must tell you all about Elfenbein and the Purple Suit, a combat adventure right up there with Jason and the Golden Fleece. Anyway, as a small boy I laid the cornerstone of that shule, slapping on the plaster with a gilded trowel engraved with my name, which Mama still has somewhere in a closet. I went up there last year after the shule was vandalized again, and talked to the cops, and gave my Aunt Ray money for heavy iron grates on the windows and doors. So far, she says, they’re holding.

Aunt Ray has the key to the synagogue. She lives in the one inhabited building in a long burned-out row, where the black glassless windows stare at you like eyes in skulls. Every Saturday morning Aunt Ray creeps to the shule and opens it for the ten or twelve old Jews who chance getting mugged and come tottering to pray. We’ll have a scene or two in the Minsker Shule’s heyday, but first you have to meet my Mishpokha. (There’s the old unspellable guttural, the Indian “ugh” sound with no English equivalent. Call it mish-pugh-a, and you’ve about got it.) The word is classical Hebrew, taken over into Yiddish, and what does it mean exactly? Well, let’s have a look right now, shall we, in my big Lexicon of the Old Testament, edited by the Reverends Brown, Driver, and Briggs? Here is how the Reverends define Mishpokha:

1. CLAN. Family connexion of individuals.

In a loose popular sense, TRIBE.

In a wider sense, people, nation.

Okay for Brown, Driver, and Briggs, Krisht lexicographers! Right on.

Our Mishpokha had settled in the South and East Bronx, with outposts in Brooklyn and New Jersey. The tribe comprised Papa’s Goodkinds and Mama’s Levitans, with all sorts and conditions of cousins, uncles, aunts, and in-laws. When Zaideh came over, bringing Koidanov’s daughter Faiga, that activated a whole new connection of Koidanov kin, whom Zaideh, a total Mishpokha man, quickly tracked down. A far-flung tribe, with the Bronx as its base, its new Minsk.

In the Bronx, close by, were the families of Uncle Hyman and Uncle Yehuda. Pop had brought both his brothers over and set them up in business. Uncle Hyman limped through life in a dry-goods store, but Yehuda never quite got the hang of Goldena Medina commerce. He started out with a music shop, selling victrolas, records, and sheet music; a thing I never understood, since Uncle Hyman was the music lover, while Uncle Yehuda cared no more than a clam about music. Moreover, Yehuda was a low-spirited misanthrope, unsuited to retail business. He even had a Mr. Deering mustache. Customers sensed that besides knowing nothing whatever about music, Yehuda disliked people, and wished they would leave him alone. So they did. You never saw a place as deserted as Uncle Yehuda’s music store. It was spooky, those rows and rows of dusty new victrolas, those neat stacks of unsold records and music sheets, and in a corner behind the counter on a stool, Uncle Yehuda glowering at his vacant emporium and stroking his mustache, as though plotting a new scheme to bilk Pearl White of the diamond mine.
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