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In memory of Rosa Robota, Estusia Wajcblum, Ala Gertner, Regina Safirztain and


Denise McNair, Carole Robertson, Cynthia Wesley, Addie Mae Collins, who all died from different manifestations of the same disease

























Mountains bow down to this grief …


But hope keeps singing from afar.


Anna Akhmatova
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part one









Seneca,


the first frozen apple juice,


enriched with vitamin C.


Rich, delicious Seneca …








Memory is a wilful dog. It won’t be summoned or dismissed but it cannot survive without you. It can sustain you or feed on you. It visits when it is hungry, not when you are. It has a schedule all its own that you can never know. It can capture you, corner you or liberate you. It can leave you howling and it can make you smile.       






Rich, delicious Seneca,


sweetened naturally.








‘The trick is not to hate yourself.’ That’s what he’d been told inside. ‘If you can manage not to hate yourself, then it won’t hurt to remember almost anything: your childhood, your parents, what you’ve done or what’s been done to you,’ he was told. But even at the time, it struck Lamont that a lot of the people who had been locked up with him did not ‘hate themselves’ quite enough. He remembers a lot of the people being fairly forgiving towards themselves. Some, positively brimming with forgiveness for themselves, could not understand it when others were not so forgiving of them. This dissociation from who you were, where you were, could even be funny.


One night alone at lockdown, he found himself smiling about it, and implicit in the smile was a sense of being different from all the other men in all the other cells. It was not simply innocence Lamont felt that night but something additional that made him feel as though he was only visiting his present circumstances, as though he was only a guest there. He thought of himself then as being like a man who had mistakenly got on the wrong train or the wrong bus and for the moment was unable to get off. He had to live with it for a while, a temporary inconvenience. It could have happened to anybody. He went to sleep with this feeling, comforted by it. But in the morning the smile had gone and so had the sense of being different from all the other men. By the time he too was shuffling in a long hot line of incarcerated men waiting for breakfast, the grievances of the other men didn’t seem funny at all and it was impossible for him to understand how they ever had been. He remembers wanting that feeling back. He still wants it back, even now. Sometimes the memory of the feeling is almost enough. It’s funny what you remember. There’s no controlling it.


There was one prisoner in there – they called him Numbers – a little guy. He would make you smile. Numbers would say anything that occurred to him, anything that found its way into his head, and try to sell it as though it were a fact, a fact that God himself had just sweetly whispered in his ear. Numbers once told Lamont that seventy-two months was the national average of time served for robbery. Numbers was sure of it. Even as Lamont heard it, he knew Numbers was making it up. Even if he was right, Numbers was making it up. What did it mean? Did this cover all states? What about federal cases? Did it include armed robbery? What about cases with more than one charge, where only one of the charges was robbery? What if you had no prior convictions? Lamont had had no prior convictions. He had been charged a couple of times, but just as a juvenile and nothing had stuck. One hot night a friend of his had asked him if he would drive the friend and some other much younger man from the neighbourhood to the liquor store on their way to get some pizza before a night of videos and television. Lamont stayed double-parked in the van, listening to the radio while the other two went into the liquor store. The first time Lamont knew what they had really had in mind was when they ran out of the store screaming for him to drive away as fast as he could. The much younger man, still a teenager really, the one Lamont barely knew, had had a gun. Lamont Williams had not met this man more than three times in his life. The other, the older one, had been Lamont’s friend since they were in grade school.


Seventy-two months was the national average for armed robbery, Numbers had said. First it had been the average for robbery, then it was the average for armed robbery. He was making it up as he went along, just as he always did. But what if you hadn’t known anything about it beforehand? What if some kid had taken you for a ride and let you do the driving? Well, these were all factors, Numbers agreed. What if you never wanted any trouble? What if you lived alone with your grandmother? What if the prettiest girl in the neighbourhood was your cousin, your best friend and your confidante? What if she was smart and said she saw something in you? What if she had trusted you not to get into trouble any more? Michelle was never in any trouble. She was going places. She said Lamont could come with her. What is the average number of years you would serve if you were someone like that? What if the other two testified on oath that you hadn’t known anything about it? ‘That could be a factor,’ Numbers conceded. Numbers was an idiot. He hadn’t always been an idiot, but by the time Lamont met him, the combined effects of drugs and the beatings he had received in prison had left him overly fond of statistics. But when asked what the chances were that the defence of a black man from the Bronx would be believed, when the two co-accused black men were pleading guilty to armed robbery, Numbers’ eyes seemed suddenly to brim with sentience. They welled up with a momentary understanding. ‘You in trouble, Lamont.’


Now out of prison, Lamont was in his thirties and back living with his grandmother again in Co-op City, the Bronx. Standing in the elevator going down, he smiled to himself. ‘The trick is not to hate yourself,’ they had told him in one of the counselling sessions. No it wasn’t. He had never hated himself and that was not the trick. The trick was to stay calm, and to avoid or outlast the problem. That was how he had survived prison. It was how he had finally found a job and how he would keep that job. It was how he would save for an apartment of his own and it was how he would become some kind of father for his daughter again. ‘Good morning, Mrs Martinez.’ She’d been a neighbour for as long as he could remember.


The express bus to Manhattan was scheduled to come twice an hour, once on the half-hour and then again on the hour. Lamont was there at twenty past, and so was ten minutes early. He stood near Dreiser Loop opposite the shopping centre in Section 1. It was the first stop for people going to Manhattan and the last stop for those coming home. An empty bus with only the driver in it was already on the street a hundred yards behind the bus stop. Its doors were closed while it waited to leave on time. A few women – most, but not all of them, older than Lamont – waited there too. One Hispanic man in a suit paced up and down as he waited. He seemed to be about Lamont’s age. Lamont wondered if he knew him, but was careful not to stare. The man had his back towards Lamont and, anyway, wasn’t keeping still long enough for Lamont to see properly. Lamont looked around the street. On the other side, a group of teenagers were making a noise. There was a paint store there and a ninety-nine cent store where there used to be an Amalgamated Bank. Lamont’s grandmother said that it had moved to Section 4, but she couldn’t remember exactly when. There was no particular reason she should remember that but then, Lamont wondered, what does reason have to do with memory?






Seneca,


the first frozen apple juice …








Eight minutes before the half-hour the bus driver inched the bus the hundred yards to the bus stop and turned off the engine. The Hispanic man in the suit was the first to get on. It looked as though the bus driver was prepared to leave a little early. Lamont was pleased. He had been ready early and now he might even get to work early. He let the women get on before boarding himself. He passed the Hispanic man who, although first on, remained standing at the front of the bus, as though poised to engage the driver. Lamont sat about halfway down on the driver’s side with the women scattered around him. ‘You’re sitting back there for over twenty minutes!’ Lamont heard the Hispanic man in the suit say to the bus driver. ‘Why have you been sitting here for over twenty minutes? Some of us have a job, you know! Some of us have to get to work on time!’


The waiting bus was a replacement for one scheduled to depart on the half-hour that had broken down. The bus driver, an old black man in a blue MTA uniform, sat motionless and silent, looking out the window in front of him. The door was still open. The Hispanic man pointed to the machine that read the magnetic strip on the Metrocards and continued, ‘Now I gotta have one of those fucking cards for this on top of everything else.’


The bus driver continued to stare straight ahead and out the window but it seemed only to anger the man in the suit even more. ‘You gonna answer me? Twenty minutes! You sit back there with the door shut; don’t let no one on for twenty minutes. Twenty minutes! Twenty fucking minutes! You gonna say something? I gotta right to know. What’s your ID number?’ The bus driver, still looking straight ahead and saying nothing, closed the door and started the engine. If he thought that this was going to placate the man in the suit he was wrong. The man appeared to have no intention of sitting down. He continued standing menacingly close to the driver and shouting at him. ‘Why would you just fucking sit there for twenty fucking minutes doing nothing?’ The passengers froze in their seats. A few of the women eventually looked at each other furtively. Nobody wanted any trouble. Nobody needed another anecdote. Nobody wanted to be late. The engine was running, but the bus wasn’t moving and their day had just been hijacked.


‘You think we have to put up with this? This is bullshit. You’re bullshit! Do you think we’re stupid? What were you doing – sleeping? Can the MTA do anything right? You don’t have anything to say, do you, motherfucker? That’s right, just shut up. Don’t say anything. I’m gonna report you, you know that? Then see if you have something to say. You people … Then you expect us to support your union when you don’t show us no respect?’


 The driver could feel the man’s breath on his skin. Lamont imagined how that must have felt. He knew exactly how it felt. He too had been in positions in which the heated breeze from another man’s mouth had fanned his own sense of powerlessness. It was bad enough just to be in this position but so much worse when other people saw it. You lived it in three ways when other people saw it: once through your skin, a second time through the eyes of the witnesses and thirdly, at a slight remove, when you remembered it in a cold sweat in bed at night or at any other time you found yourself suddenly again prey to an almost unconscious and visceral terror. Sometimes the sweat came first to tell you what you were about to remember.


There was only one remedy for this. The man who felt the breath on him had to strike back, no matter how futile the effort, no matter how much of a beating he was going to take when his resistance had been overcome. It was a chance to save your dignity even if at a violent price. Perhaps, after it was all over, you would still consider it had been worth it. But how can you know in advance? Wherever you end up afterwards, there will always be a face in the mirror. Would it be the face of the man who fought back or the face of the man who felt the stinking hot breath of another man and took it, swallowed it? So you sit there with the exhalation of another man gusting on to you. You’re sizing up the options, trying to decide. No doubt you’re discounting the pain you’ll feel and its duration. So just when you need all your resources, a second front opens – your body against your mind. You can’t save them both. You’ll need all your anger, clarity of purpose and perfect resolve to get up and do something quickly, but there’s always a part of you begging to be heard, telling you it’s not worth it. Lamont sat half the bus away from the bus driver and the man in the suit, but he too could feel the man’s breath on his skin.


‘You gonna give me your number?’ the Hispanic man shouted. Lamont was the only other man on the bus. Could he take this angry man in a suit? He wondered whether he was capable of overpowering him. There’d be no surprising him. Lamont winced at even the thought of trying. The old driver might not even be capable of assisting in his own rescue. Why did the man in the suit have to choose this time to snap? Why couldn’t there be any other male passengers on the bus?


‘I want his number,’ the suited man continued, now addressing the frightened passengers. ‘You gonna give me your number, motherfucker? … I’m talking to you! Maricón. I want your number and I want to know why the fuck … why the fuck you were just sitting there for twenty fucking minutes. I have a job. I gotta go to work. Some people work, you know.’ He continued, turning intermittently to address the other passengers, ‘I gotta go to work’; he offered it in his own defence.


‘We all gotta go to work,’ an older black woman suddenly spoke up. Lamont slumped down in his chair. No good could come of this.


‘That’s what I’m saying,’ the Hispanic man in the suit continued, as though the older woman had merely bolstered his argument. ‘We people, some people have real jobs, but … you know it’s been this way ever since the MTA took over. Since they took over this route –’


‘Let him drive,’ the older black woman called out bravely. The bus had still not begun to move. The bus driver continued to stare straight ahead. ‘Now you’re making us late,’ a younger black woman added. Lamont was feeling the pressure of being the only other male passenger on the bus. Did they know he was the only other male passenger? Of course they knew. If he’d registered the shape of the young woman’s earrings, the scent of her perfume, if he knew what colour bra this young woman was wearing, then she knew and all the other women knew he was the only other man on the bus. But still he hoped he wasn’t going to be called upon to do something. What kind of man sits there and lets this happen? A man on parole. But what kind of man lets innocent women sit in fear on a public bus without doing a thing? ‘The trick is not to hate yourself,’ they’d told him in prison. No, the trick was to be born the person that gets to tell you this. Lamont had a daughter. How would he teach his daughter to regard a man who would sit on this bus and do nothing? The trick was to stay calm and to avoid or outlast the problem, to survive long enough to have the luxury of hating yourself.


‘He can drive,’ the Hispanic man called out from the front of the bus. ‘I just want him … I’m just asking him to give me … I gotta right to have his fucking number. Your number, pendejo!’ There was no sound between his various shouted demands other than the hum of the engine as though promising progress. Lamont felt tiny beads of moisture forming on his forehead.


‘Sit down!’ another woman called all of a sudden.


‘You know it’s been this way ever since the MTA took over. You gotta fucking cushy union job and you don’t give a shit about people who really gotta work. They don’t gotta work. They strike. Anything they like.’ The Hispanic man was alternating between addressing the bus driver and the passengers. ‘Do we have to take this outside? You have to give me your number. I have witnesses. You have to give me your number or are we going to have to take it outside?’ The bus driver, still silent, checked the rear-view mirror and the side mirror and began to pull out, but this didn’t placate the Hispanic man. ‘You chicken or deaf? … Not man enough to take it outside. Pendejo!’ he screamed at the bus driver.


The bus began to move. Lamont sneaked a look at the back of the bus driver’s head. Any normal person would respond to this man’s abuse sooner or later. He thought he could see the bus driver shaking slightly. If he had to shake, he ought to try to disguise it by doing it in time with the bus. Lamont thought the bus driver was finished if he let the man in the suit see any hint of a tremor. He had to concentrate on not looking afraid. He had to focus. He also had to drive the bus. It didn’t have to end badly. Lamont closed his eyes, just for a moment. The younger black woman whispered loudly to him, ‘You gonna do something?’ It was loud enough for the others to hear. Lamont didn’t answer. The Hispanic man in the suit wasn’t sitting down.


‘I said I want your number, motherfucker! If I’m gonna lose my job, you gonna lose yours too …’


Addressing Lamont again in a furious whisper, the younger black woman said, ‘You gonna just sit there?’


‘Well, I don’t –’ Lamont began. What did she want him to do?


‘He’ll just make it worse,’ the older woman interrupted quietly.


Surely the bus driver was going to break. Sooner or later he had to respond in some way. Lamont noticed a large truck gaining on the bus on the left side. Should he do something? What should he do? He had a whole plan for getting back on his feet. He had a job. He had a daughter.  That idiot might have a gun. The man was crazy. Lamont understood his own crazy, but this was Puerto Rican crazy. He’d seen Puerto Rican crazy in prison. It had to be respected. The bus driver might have a gun. ‘Call the company,’ the older woman said in an attempt to placate the man.


‘It’s the MTA. I need his ID number,’ he said in reply and then turning back to the driver, ‘Just give me your fucking number, bitch.’


‘Will you sit down, please? You’re causing a danger to my passengers.’ Finally the bus driver spoke. His voice was quiet, his accent Jamaican.


‘You the fucking danger, pal! I want your number, maricón!’


‘Will you please sit down, sir?’ the old bus driver repeated calmly.


‘You gonna make me? I want your fucking number before I sit down.’


‘Oye, el número está allá,’ an older Hispanic woman called out.


‘Where?’ the angry man asked her. The Hispanic woman pointed to the panel above where the man was standing.


‘Cálmate. Basta ya. Coge el número, and sit down, OK?’


The man looked up and saw the identification number. It was there above him as she had said. He was running out of reasons not to sit down. He was thinking. All the passengers watched him thinking and he watched them knowing that whatever they were pretending to do, they were watching him. Why did they have to stare like that? The bus was moving and he now had the driver’s number. But he didn’t want to sit down yet. Not yet. That would let the driver off the hook much too easily. This bus driver had kept him waiting twenty minutes and was going to be the cause of his unemployment. He was going to lose his job while the bus driver got to sit down for union pay, driving only when he felt like it. What in hell was he going to do with the driver’s number? Everybody knows they all stick together. But he’d made such a show of asking for it and now he had it. The man looked at the number and pulled out a pen from his breast pocket before frisking himself with one hand. ‘Anyone got some paper?’ The bus driver handed him his copy of the New York Post. He took it, wrote the number on the bottom of the front page, tore off the scrap and handed the newspaper back to the bus driver, who accepted it without taking his eyes off the road. The man put the scrap of paper and the pen in his breast pocket and walked with embarrassment down the aisle of the bus. For the first time, he imagined the way he must have looked to the other passengers on the bus. He sat down in the seat in front of Lamont. ‘I don’t usually curse at my elders,’ he said quietly to both the older and the younger black women.


‘It’s okay. I’m sure you don’t,’ the older woman said to him.


‘It’s not the way I was brought up, but … twenty minutes he just sat there, and now … I mean, I could lose my job.’


‘I’m sure it will turn out fine,’ the older woman said, giving a small wink to the younger woman who turned away from the Hispanic man to face the front of the bus again. Lamont noticed the younger woman roll her eyes at him as she was turning to the front. What did that mean? Why had she done that? There was no trick in making her think well of him. He didn’t need her to think anything in particular. Fools thought that was the trick, fools and younger men. There was a woman like her on every bus and in every subway car. He had only one daughter. He had a job. This could all have been much worse. He wasn’t late for work. Not yet. It didn’t matter what this woman thought. Lamont watched the bus driver and saw him rub the back of one hand over his forehead.


‘Since the MTA … they … put the fare up to five dollars. I wouldn’t … I wasn’t brought up to curse at my elders … It’s just that it’s my job,’ the Hispanic man said quietly to anyone who could hear him.


What did it mean, the way she had looked at him, Lamont wondered. The trick is not to hate yourself. It’s funny what you remember. He looked out the window and still couldn’t get the song out of his head.






Seneca,


the first frozen apple juice,


enriched with vitamin C.








He had drunk that apple juice as a child. His grandmother had bought it for him then, and she was buying it for him again now. What good did vitamin C actually do? Does anyone really know, Lamont wondered. The Hispanic man was sitting quietly. The bus had almost reached midtown. Perhaps the worst was over. Lamont’s grandmother swore by vitamin C – vitamin C and Jesus. Do people still talk as much as they used to about vitamin C? Lamont didn’t think so. Jesus was still good, though. With all the work they’re doing on cancer and stuff, you would think they would have finally found something vitamin C could cure. Probably not, judging by how quiet vitamin C had gone, compared to when he was a kid. His grandmother had left a glass of apple juice for him. This was how the song got fixed in his head. He had forgotten to drink it, forgotten all about it until he saw it on the kitchen table as he ran out the door not to be late for the bus. The traffic was crawling.


‘Oh Jesus,’ Lamont said under his breath when he saw the Hispanic man getting up at 59th Street, just as he was. As he headed for the door, Lamont waited for a moment. He couldn’t help himself, and turned in the direction of the young black woman who had been sitting near him. Was she aware he was getting off? Had she seen his eyes? Did she have a grandmother who poured her apple juice? She was younger but they probably grew up eating the same food, catching the same childhood diseases, seeing the same local doctor. Growing up in the neighbourhood, they’d been warmed and cooled by the same winter and summer. Had she really rolled her eyes? Lamont stood up slowly. If she’d grown up where he had, she had to understand. Did she understand anything? He took one small step. The bus was slowing. This was as long as he could wait without missing his stop. She wouldn’t look at him. He saw the Hispanic man disappear in the crowd on 59th Street as he started to walk to 57th Street to catch the 31 all the way east to York Avenue. She wouldn’t look at him.


Lamont was the first candidate in a new outreach program deemed suitable for hiring by Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center. The hospital had agreed to participate in a pilot scheme that would see nonviolent offenders with exemplary prison records given an employment opportunity in an area that entailed a chance to, in the words of the program, ‘give something back to the community’. It was only by luck that Lamont had heard about it. On learning that Lamont was eligible for early release, a friend in prison had told him to go to a place in east Harlem where they might be able to help him find a job. That place turned out to be the Exodus Transitional Community. Lamont hadn’t remembered the name, but somehow he had remembered the address – 104th Street and Lexington. Cobbling together private donations, a trickle of intermittent government funding and as much goodwill as it could find, Exodus Transitional Community had managed to secure the participation of Memorial Sloan-Kettering. But the agreement had not amounted to much because Exodus had not found any ex-prisoners who satisfied the hospital’s strict requirements. The successful ex-prisoner was required to have no history of violence or substance abuse, and a permanent domestic address. None of Exodus’ clients until Lamont Williams had been able to satisfy all of these conditions. The importance of his participation in the ‘trial’ was impressed upon him by both parties to the agreement.


Once he had been screened, approved and accepted, Lamont had been treated like any other new employee at Memorial Sloan-Kettering and placed on six months’ probation. The first three days had gone well enough and now, notwithstanding his humiliating paralysis in the face of the bus driver’s ordeal, Lamont had arrived on time for day four. He liked the fact that he was working in a hospital. It pleased him. He liked being able to ask someone from another department a question by simply picking up the internal phone, dialling the other person’s extension and beginning with, ‘This is Lamont Williams from Building Services …’


He entered from First Avenue and signed in, but was told that as soon as he was in his uniform he should go immediately to the York Avenue entrance. He was needed for something and he would be told what it was when he got there. When he arrived at the York Avenue entrance, he couldn’t see anyone from Building Services, and certainly not anyone senior to him. He looked around and decided to wait a little while. Maybe the supervisor was just about to arrive? Although he was wearing a watch, he had forgotten to take notice of the time he’d got to the York Avenue entrance. He had not expected to be interested in what time it was precisely that he had got there – it couldn’t have been long after the shift had started – but now it seemed to him as though he had been waiting ages. Surely it had been only minutes? Maybe he was meant to be waiting outside, on the street side of the entrance. Maybe that’s where the supervisor was already. He quickly stuck his head through the doors to the street side of the York Avenue entrance, but he couldn’t see the supervisor there either. Should he find an internal phone and call someone? Maybe he had misheard the instruction in the first place. This was only day four. This was a good job. He had to get past probation. It was only six months. They told him that after twelve months, you were eligible to have the company pay for your college tuition if you were able to get into a college. How good would that sound – a hospital employee for twelve months and going to college? How good would that sound to a judge? If he had to apply to a court to see his daughter, how good would that sound? He asked one of the others if he had understood the policy correctly. It sounded too good. ‘Yeah, when you get into Harvard, they’ll pay.’


Probation lasts six months. This was the first hour of day four, and the supervisor wasn’t to be found outside either. Maybe Lamont was meant to see the job at hand, to identify the problem himself and show some initiative. He looked outside to see if there was anything that looked like an obvious job for someone in Building Services. Everyone outside was smoking under the hospital awning – paramedics, anxious family members, even patients themselves. It didn’t make any sense. Maybe they were all just about to quit. Maybe the patients among the smokers had a cancer other than lung cancer, and needed the comfort of cigarettes to get them through it. Whatever the explanation, there was no doubting the pile of cigarette butts scattered on the sidewalk near the entrance. Could that be what he was meant to do, get rid of the cigarette butts from the sidewalk at the York Avenue entrance? It didn’t look like anyone from the previous shift had done it, but it didn’t look so urgent, either.


There was a storeroom not far away. Lamont was aware of it. He could get a broom and pan and be sweeping up the sidewalk when the supervisor arrived. Maybe the supervisor had been delayed. Wouldn’t that look good – Lamont sweeping up the cigarette butts off the sidewalk when the supervisor arrived? Lamont was turning to go back inside to the storeroom for the broom and pan when a man entering from the street stopped him. ‘Do you know Yale Bronfman? He’s in Regulatory.’


‘Sorry, sir, I’m in Building Services.’


‘You don’t know Yale Bronfman?’


‘No, sir, I’m –’


‘Is this the right entrance for Regulatory Affairs?’


 ‘I don’t know, sir. I’m in Building Services.’


‘But … You don’t know the building?’


‘Maybe you want to ask the man at the information desk there, sir …? I’m sure he can help you.’


‘Jesus Christ!’ the man said, heading inside towards the information desk.


Was Lamont meant to know everybody who worked there? Was he meant to know where Regulatory Affairs was or even what Regulatory Affairs was? Had he been told? Had he already forgotten? He went to the storeroom as quickly as he could. It would be best if the supervisor arrived at the York Avenue entrance and saw Lamont working while he waited for further instructions. At the end of every twelve months of employment, the supervisor awarded you a score between zero and five. That score represented your pay increase, and it was a percentage of your salary. No one in the history of the hospital had ever got a score of five. You could get three, or three-point-seven, or four-point-two, but no one had ever got five because a score of five represents perfection, and, as everybody knows, nobody’s perfect. The supervisor had a lot of power. He determined how close you got to perfection.


Lamont was sweeping outside the York Avenue entrance, and still there was no sign of his supervisor. Clouds of smoke blew across his face and through his hair. He sneezed. It was probably hay fever. The trees across the street at Rockefeller University could traumatise a sensitive nose. Lamont had already been told to blame a sneeze on the trees at Rockefeller University, or else on the smokers’ cigarettes at the entrances, because you were not permitted to come to work sick. You were permitted a certain number of hours off sick a year, but only a fool would take them because the supervisor would see it on your record and hold it against you. If you sneezed, you’d better blame it on the trees at Rockefeller. If you were really sick, it was best to come in anyway, and then after a little while you could report that you felt sick. They would send you home immediately, but it wouldn’t show up on your record. It would look good. You made the effort to come in. Remember the trees at Rockefeller. They can help you. Lamont knew this already. He had been told this unofficially by the man who had shown him around on his first day. No one had said anything about Regulatory Affairs. If they had, he didn’t remember it. It’s funny what you remember. It’s not up to you.


It felt good to be sweeping up. At least for a moment, he knew he was doing the right thing, and was doing it well. It wouldn’t take long, and he had decided that if the supervisor hadn’t appeared by the time he was finished sweeping, he would go back to where he had signed in on the First Avenue side of the building.


‘Excuse me.’ Lamont heard a voice, but assumed it asked for someone else’s attention. But when it persisted, he turned around. ‘Excuse me,’ an elderly patient in a wheelchair asked. ‘I was brought down from my room for some air, but there’s too much … It’s too smoky, so I should go inside. Can you take me back to my room?’ The old man – he spoke with some kind of accent – was attached to an IV drip.


‘You wanna go inside, sir?’


‘Yes, it’s too smoky here. I can’t believe they all smoke.’


Lamont looked around. Another thing he remembered being told was that the customer was always right. This sick old white man with a foreign accent was a patient, so he was a customer. ‘Well, see, sir, I’m in Building Services …’


‘What are you?’


‘Building Services.’


‘Yes, in the building … on the ninth floor.’


Lamont looked around. ‘Wasn’t there someone who brought you down?’


‘Yes, from the ninth floor but it’s too smoky.’


There were rules about the transportation of patients. Only certain members of staff were permitted to move patients from one place to another. Special warnings needed to be given about steps and elevators. Training was essential for this. The hospital’s insurance policies made it all very clear.


‘Sir, wasn’t there someone from Patient Escort Services who brought you down?’


‘Yes, of course. Someone brought me down. He said he’d be back and now … Now he’s not back. Can you take me back up … on the ninth floor?’


 ‘I’m not supposed to.’


‘What?’


‘I’m not allowed to …’


‘It’s too smoky … with all of them.’


‘Let me see if I can get you someone from PES. I’ll be right back.’


Lamont clutched his broom and pan in one hand and went inside to the concierge. ‘I got a patient out here who wants to go back to his room. Isn’t there supposed to be someone from PES with him?’ The concierge rolled his eyes. ‘Fucking Jamal! He left the patient on the street! And his probation ends next week. I hope he’s cramming for his test. He’s got the HIPAA test.’


‘Well, he left the patient out on the street. What’s the HIPAA test? Will I have to –’


‘Shit! Okay, you go back and stay with the patient. I’ll try to get hold of someone from PES. Fucking Jamal!’


Lamont went back to the old man in the wheelchair. He was sitting there, holding his robe closed with one hand, among the smokers on York Avenue. A breeze blew through his wisps of hair. He looked alone. ‘I’m sorry. The man, the other man, he shouldn’t have left you.’


‘I agree with you,’ the old man said.


‘Someone should be here soon.’


‘’Cause it’s not a smoking jacket, you know.’


‘What?’


‘It’s not a smoking jacket,’ the old man said with a smile, pointing to the bathrobe.


‘No, no, it’s not.’


When the man asked again for Lamont to take him back to his room on the ninth floor, Lamont explained again that he was not permitted to do it. He explained that it was against the rules. He repeated what he had been told about the hospital’s insurance. The supervisor was never coming. Or maybe he had been and gone while Lamont was with the concierge. Jamal had almost made it to the end of his six months’ probation. ‘It’s the rules.’


‘You know something? I bet you would be very careful.’


 ‘I can’t do it.’


‘But if you could, you would watch out for the steps.’


‘I’m sorry, sir. I can’t.’


‘Because of the rules?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Otherwise you would?’


‘I would if I could.’


‘I’m an old man …’


‘I’m sorry, sir.’


‘You know why I’m here?’


‘Cancer?’


‘You could take me up in the service elevator. The only people who would see us would also be in Building Services, so you wouldn’t get into trouble.’


‘Sorry, sir.’


‘Then you could just drop me off in my room and I could ring the buzzer for a nurse.’


‘I can’t do it.’


‘You’d be gone, and then the nurse would be the one to help me back into bed.’


‘I know what you’re sayin’, sir, but I really can’t do it.’


‘Because of the rules, right?’


‘That’s right.’


The old man beckoned Lamont with his finger to lean close to him. Closer, closer, the finger kept beckoning, moving with surprising vigour until Lamont was kneeling beside the old man, enabling the patient to whisper into Lamont’s ear above the noise of the traffic on York Avenue. ‘To hell with the rules.’ Lamont had to smile.


The service elevator was empty, and they made it to the ninth floor without anyone looking twice. On the way up, neither of them spoke. Lamont kept looking at the floor, watching out for all the steps. He would go looking for the supervisor when this was over. What were the chances anyone would ever know about this? What were the chances he’d make it to the end of probation and have to learn the HIPAA rules like Jamal? Where was Numbers when you needed him? He was still inside, if he was anywhere. What were the HIPAA rules, anyway? Did you actually have to know them by heart?


The old man directed Lamont to his room on the ninth floor, overlooking York Avenue. How long was it going to take him before he got that Seneca song out of his head? He had no control over it. There were worse things to remember. Now he had to worry about memorising the HIPAA rules. He had six months to worry about that, if he could survive that long. He worried about surviving all the time. When they got to the window of the room, the old man put one hand up to ask him to stop. The old man looked out the window. ‘Is that the East River?’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘So that’s … New Jersey?’


‘No, New Jersey’s on the west side, over the Hudson. That’s Queens.’


‘And that … that land there?’


‘That’s Roosevelt Island.’


‘Roosevelt?’


‘Uh-huh. I’m gonna have to go, sir.’


‘What are they?’


‘What … the chimneys?’


‘Yes … three chimneys … Where are they, Roosevelt?’


‘I don’t think so … probably Queens. You’re not from here, are you? I should go.’


The trick is not to hate yourself. No matter what you remember.


‘I need to go now. You okay to call the nurse? I have to go. You happy by the window? They’ll help you to get back to … Sir? Sir?’ The old man was staring out the window.


‘There were six death camps.’


‘What?’


‘There were six death camps.’


‘Six what?’


‘Death camps.’


‘What do you mean, “death camp”?’


‘There were exactly six death camps but you could die more than once in any of them.’



















part two





SHORTLY BEFORE 4.30 am one Monday morning, Adam Zignelik, almost forty, was to awake momentarily uncertain of where he was and experience a shortness of breath sometimes associated with a heart attack or at least with the tart panic of a nightmare. Though the blinds were drawn, the bedroom of the Morningside Heights apartment he rented from Columbia University where he worked was bathed with a faint grey-bluish glow familiar to anyone who had ever been awake at that hour in the nearby cross streets. In other parts of Manhattan the light was variously somehow different, something no one ever seemed to talk about. When he awoke shortly before 4.30 am that Monday morning the character of the light would only add to the surreal quality his unconscious was spraying in a fine mist over his perception of the new and already fugitive day.


In the minutes before he woke a montage of images in his mind, mostly in monochrome, had induced a series of increasingly violent bodily tremors ultimately almost indistinguishable from a convulsion. The images, mainly of black people, were from another time, his father’s time. There was Emmett Till, seated, forever fourteen, his mother’s hand resting on his shoulder. In August 1955, Emmett left his home on the south side of Chicago to visit relatives in Money, Mississippi. Armed only with a speech impediment bequeathed to him by a bout of polio contracted when he was three, the fourteen-year-old black boy went into Bryant’s Grocery and Meat Market to buy some gum. As he was leaving he said, perhaps shyly, perhaps not, ‘Bye, Baby’ to the older white town beauty, Carolyn Bryant. When Emmett’s body was found three days later in the Tallahatchie River, he was recognisable to his southern relative only by his initialled ring. Barbed wire had been used to hold a cotton-gin fan around his neck, one eye had been gouged out, a bullet had been lodged in his skull and one side of his forehead had been crushed. Adam Zignelik’s sleep took in the image of Emmett Till with his mother’s hand resting on Emmett’s shoulder as well as the later one, the last one, of Emmett’s bashed, bloated, river-soaked head, the one that his mother, Mamie Till Bradley Mobley, allowed to be published in Jet magazine so it could be seen as widely as possible. Adam saw these images flicker by and falter before him and then for a moment he saw his own father, also in black and white. Then his father too disappeared.


He saw the images of Carole Robertson, Cynthia Wesley, Addie Mae Collins – three fourteen-year-old girls, and eleven-year-old Denise McNair, her braided hair tied tight with ribbons, smiling – four little black girls who, one Sunday in September 1963, had, as they had every Sunday, gone to Bible class at the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama. But on the 15th of September these little girls attained national prominence when the church was bombed by segregationists. Fifteen people were injured. All four of the girls were killed. It was estimated that in Birmingham, Alabama, at the time of their murder one-third of all police officers were either Klansmen or had a Klan affiliation. Though the girls were killed before he was born, Adam Zignelik knew them and saw them in the minutes before waking in a sweat around 4.30 am that Monday morning. He saw his father briefly then too, a white man, in black and white.


He saw fifteen-year-old Elizabeth Eckford alone on 4 September 1957 at the centre of a crowd outside Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas. Elizabeth was one of nine black students attempting to become the first students of their race to attend the school. All nine students were meant to be arriving together. They were to have met at 8.30 am on the corner of 12th Street and Park Avenue where two police cars were to take them to school. That had been the plan. Elizabeth’s father, Oscar, worked as a dining car maintenance worker and her mother, Birdee, taught blind and deaf children how to wash and iron their own clothes at a segregated school. But in September 1957 the Eckfords didn’t yet own a telephone. No one had told Elizabeth the plan.


Elizabeth got up that morning to go to her new school. She put on a new black-and-white dress that she and her mother had made for the occasion. It was perfectly pressed. Adam Zignelik could see the pleats that flowed down from Elizabeth’s waist where the dress tapered in. The television news was on in the Eckford house. Before Birdee Eckford could switch it off, she and her husband, Oscar, who was walking the floorboards of the hallway to a rhythm in his chest, an unlit cigar in one hand and an unlit pipe in the other, both heard the newscaster speculate, between the weather report and a series of advertisements, about whether the nine coloured children would be going to school that day, the day after Governor Orval Eugene Faubus had warned that – if they did – ‘blood will run in the streets’. Elizabeth had heard it too. ‘Don’t let her go!’ Adam Zignelik called out but no articulate sound, nothing resembling language, came out of him. And, anyway, he was in an apartment in New York, asleep beside his girlfriend, Diana, some fifty years later. ‘Don’t let her go, for Christ’s sake. Don’t let her go!’


But neither Elizabeth nor her parents, Birdee and Oscar Eckford, heard Adam Zignelik nor, as they knelt down to pray together, did they feel the force of him thrashing in his bed, pleading with his father to intervene and stop Elizabeth from trying to go to Central High that day. Adam’s father, Jake Zignelik, ignored him too. She had to go. Far from stopping her, Jake Zignelik wanted her to go. That was the whole idea. Adam had to understand that.


Elizabeth put on her black sunglasses. She said goodbye to her parents, kissed them and walked to the public bus stop where she waited quietly for the bus that would take her to her new school. But when she got off at the bus stop closest to Central High she didn’t see any of the other eight black children who were meant to be starting at the school with her that day.


‘For Christ’s sake, please don’t let her go!’


 She didn’t see any black people at all. She saw a sea of white people, thousands of them from all over the state and, judging from the out-of-state licence plates, from other states as well. She saw hundreds of soldiers in full battledress: boots, helmets. The soldiers were armed. She saw bayonets, too many to count.


‘She has to go, Adam. Don’t be a child.’


She looked at the guards lined up along the road leading to the school building and she looked at the white crowd. The day before, she had been told to go to the school’s main entrance. It was a block away from where she was standing. It occurred to her that when walking the block to the front of the school she might be safer if she walked it from behind the guards so that for the length of the block there would be a line of guards between her and the crowd. It was at the corner of the block that she chose to try to pass through the line of guards in order to stand on the other side of them. She was wearing sunglasses and the black-and-white pleated dress she had made with her mother. It was her first day at a new school. She was fifteen and she chose a soldier at random. The soldier didn’t speak but pointed across the street in the direction of the crowd. She tried not to look frightened and walked as the random soldier had directed her. What might another soldier have done? Elizabeth had always achieved high grades, always been an excellent student.


‘Dad, she’s fifteen!’


‘Don’t bother me, Adam.’


Elizabeth Eckford walked towards the crowd and, at least at first, that section of it closest to her moved back, away from her, almost as though afraid of her, as though afraid they might catch something from her. If you stood too near her perhaps you could become her. People would look at you. You would stand out simply by being in that part of the crowd nearest to her. You hadn’t gone there expecting to stand out. That wasn’t why you were there. But now you might stand out through no fault of your own. So you had better make sure that everybody around knows where you really stand. You hate her. You hate her as much as anyone else in the crowd hates her. You might even hate her more. By standing near you, she’s making you especially uncomfortable, more uncomfortable than she makes everybody else feel, and how they feel is only how you felt moments ago before she chose you to make especially uncomfortable. Why did she have to choose you? She brings trouble with her wherever she goes. You can see it. You’ve been told this all your life, known it all your life, but now you can actually feel it. She’s making you sweat. She’s making your heart race. Everybody’s looking as she stands near you. Oh Christ, you hate her. Why did she have to make you feel like this? You hate her so much.


‘Dad!’


Then the crowd began to move in towards her. Mouths opened wide to let the anger and the hate pour out. All the toxic putrefaction that lived in the dark foetid recesses of the bowels of their minds was directed at a fifteen-year-old girl trying to go to school. Her legs began to shake and she wondered if it was discernible to the crowd. She had the whole block to negotiate before reaching the main entrance. She needn’t be afraid, she told herself. She needn’t be afraid no matter what the crowd was calling out because there were guards. There was a whole line of guards to protect her. The crowd was moving in.


‘Here she comes. Get ready!’ someone shouted.


Elizabeth moved away from the crowd and closer to the guards. She walked briskly but she didn’t run. The noise of the crowd was everywhere. All she had to do, she told herself, was make it to the main entrance at the end of the block.


‘Dad!’ Adam Zignelik tried to call out fifty years later.


Elizabeth managed to reach the front of the school. She approached another guard. This one wouldn’t meet her eyes. He stared out beyond her, over her head like she wasn’t there. The noise was all around her as though attached to the air. The guard wouldn’t let her pass. She saw that there was a path which led directly to the front entrance a little further on. She turned and took it. She hadn’t realised the school was so big. White students were walking up to the guards at the front door and were being let through. Still with the feeling that her legs could give way at any moment, she walked towards the guard who was letting the white students through. He didn’t move. Again it was like she wasn’t there. She tried to get in between him and the guard next to him. He raised his bayonet to block her. Then the other guards moved in. They raised their bayonets too. As though sensing something, some change or new phase, a quiet descended on the crowd for a moment. Elizabeth didn’t know what to do. She turned away from the guards and just stood there, between them and the crowd. Now the crowd moved towards her, closer, and she heard, ‘Lynch her! Lynch her!’


Where was Jake Zignelik now? Was there anyone who would help her, anyone who was actually there? What happens to human kindness in the belly of a mob? Can it exist there at all or is it utterly extinguished? Elizabeth’s eyes fell on an older white woman with a face whose features had a cut not inconsistent with kindness. It was just a glance at first but from behind her sunglasses Elizabeth saw something she needed then more than anything else. She turned and walked towards this old white woman but when she got closer the woman spat in her face. The spit stayed there. She didn’t want to touch it. The crowd moved in closer and she heard someone shout, ‘No nigger bitch is going to get into our school. Get her out of here!’


She turned around to face the guards again but they remained impassive and impassable. The noise of those thousands of angry white people was like nothing she had ever heard before. She had always got good grades. She had always been very polite, always been a good girl, been no trouble to her teachers, always paid attention. These people didn’t know her. Where in her fifteen years of life was the thing she had done that was so bad they should hate her this much? There were so many of them and they all hated her. They appeared to feel this so strongly even though none of them knew her. It was hard to think but she found and clutched at the thought that somehow it might be better for her if she could make it back to the bus stop from where she’d arrived. It was a new plan, to make it back to the bench at the bus stop. She turned around and started the journey back, flanked by the crowd on each side. Still she didn’t run but her legs felt as though they might buckle at any time. She carried an old white woman’s spit on her. When she finally got to the bench at the bus stop her legs did buckle slightly but she propped herself up on the back of the bench.


Despite everything she saw and everything she heard and despite the fear she felt like shocks of electricity coming in surges through her viscera to her sinews to the nerve endings in her skin, she reached within herself for a dignity that seemed to belong to a foreign code of conduct, foreign to the world she was then experiencing. It was a dignity that somehow her parents had planted in her. For fifteen years they had nurtured it. Elizabeth sat down on the bench at the bus stop and went digging for it deep inside herself. The crowd moved in closer to her and she heard someone shout, ‘Drag her over to this tree! Let’s take care of that nigger.’


‘Dad!’


Adam Zignelik hadn’t been born when this happened, when some young men in the crowd who had followed her back to the bus stop and were now behind Elizabeth Eckford started calling, ‘Lynch her! No nigger bitch is going to get into our school. We gotta lynch her! Lynch her! Lynch her!’ Jake Zignelik had been born but he wasn’t there. Who was there for Elizabeth Eckford at the bench at the bus stop near the tree in Little Rock, Arkansas, on the morning of 4 September 1957? Thousands of people were there. Was there anyone else there for her?


Television news cameras were there. Radio journalists were there. Daisy Bates was the president of the Arkansas state branch of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (the NAACP) and editor-in-chief of the black newspaper, the Arkansas State Press, and her husband, L. C. Bates, was the newspaper’s publisher. They hadn’t been able to sleep the night before because of the cars tearing up and down past their home with the horns honking and the passengers calling out, ‘Daisy, Daisy, did you hear the news? The Coons won’t be going to Central!’ Daisy and L. C. Bates were in the car that morning on their way, expecting to be meeting nine black children, when they heard the radio announcer on the car radio.


‘A Negro girl is being mobbed at Central High …’


Daisy Bates realised the girl had to be Elizabeth, the girl who lived with her parents and her little brother in a house without a telephone. Elizabeth hadn’t known the plan. No one had told her. They stopped the car suddenly and L. C. Bates jumped out and started running to find her. Daisy would drive there. But they were only two people, they were black and they were blocks away.


Thousands of people were already near the bench at the bus stop by the tree before L. C. Bates could get there. Jake Zignelik wasn’t there. Adam Zignelik, who saw it all shortly before 4.30 am that Monday morning, hadn’t been born yet. Was there anybody else there?


Benjamin Fine was an education writer for The New York Times and he was there. He manoeuvred himself behind Elizabeth, behind the bench at the bus stop. Then he pushed a little further forward. He managed to get beside Elizabeth and to sit next to her. He put his arm around her. He raised her chin just slightly and said, ‘Don’t let them see you cry.’ Grace Lorch was there, a white woman married to a white man who taught at a local black college. She made her way to Elizabeth and spoke kindly to her but in Elizabeth’s terror the kindness did not register. Grace Lorch took Elizabeth through the jeering crowd to a nearby drugstore in an attempt to call a cab. But the door of the drugstore was slammed shut in their faces. Grace Lorch took her to the bus and the two of them rode the bus to the segregated school where Birdee Eckford taught blind and deaf children how to wash and iron their own clothes.


After this, crowds were always mobs for Elizabeth Eckford and when she would see the mob in her room at night she would scream. When they heard this scream her brother would wake and her parents would come to her. But sometimes when she screamed no sound came out, just as it didn’t for Adam Zignelik shortly before 4.30 am one Monday morning some fifty years later in the Morningside Heights apartment rented from Columbia University, where he – the son of Jake Zignelik – taught history.


It all had to be seen in context, Jake Zignelik explained to his son. The ‘Little Rock Nine’, as the students became known, was the name given to the first black students to try to enrol in public schools in Arkansas but it was already three years after the Supreme Court had handed down its decision in Brown versus Board of Education. ‘Is three years a long time?’ Jake Zignelik had asked his eight-year-old son over chicken salad sandwiches and soda in Bryant Park. Adam thought for a moment before answering tentatively.  


‘That depends,’ Adam said. At this his father hugged him.


‘That’s right! That’s exactly right. Perfect answer. It depends. Three years is a long time to hold your breath, right? Is it a long time to change the mentality of more than half the nation? Is it a long time to shift vested interests? Is it a long time to break down generations of fear?’


It seemed to young Adam that his father was leading him towards an answer of ‘no’, but surely ‘no’ was the wrong answer so he waited before replying. But his father kept talking, as he knew he would, and he didn’t have to answer.


‘When was the Civil War?’


‘1861 to 1865,’ young Adam answered.


‘Right. And what was it about?’


‘Emancipation of the slaves,’ the eight-year-old shot back with a mouth full of sandwich.  


‘Among other things, yes. Right. Right. And when did Lincoln issue the Emancipation Proclamation?’  


‘1863.’  


‘Well, Lincoln announced it in September 1862 but it didn’t come into effect until 1 January 1863. And when was the Supreme Court decision in Brown versus Board of Education?’  


‘Nineteen fifty-four.’  


‘And what did that decision do, what was its intended effect?’  


At this Adam spoke as if by rote, ‘Thurgood Marshall, now Justice Thurgood Marshall of the United States Supreme Court, successfully argued Brown versus Board of Education in 1954. The Supreme Court decision led to the end of segregation in public schools and overturned the “separate but equal” doctrine of the Plessy versus Ferguson decision of 1896.’  


‘Absolutely right,’ his father answered.  


Jake Zignelik had been there in 1954 in the US Supreme Court when Thurgood Marshall had argued Brown versus Board of Education. In 1949, fresh from Columbia Law School, Jake Zignelik, a New York Jew, went to work for what would later become known as the NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund, later simply known as the LDF. He went on to be mentored by Thurgood Marshall. In a long career he represented Martin Luther King and many others, arguing numerous civil rights cases before the US Supreme Court. He represented black students attempting to gain admission to segregated colleges and professional schools, black men charged with the rape of white women and black servicemen subjected to racial discrimination in the armed services. He later became the director-counsel for the LDF.


‘Very good,’ Jake Zignelik said to his son Adam. ‘Watch your suitcase. Always watch your suitcase, especially in the park. So these three years between the Brown decision and the “Little Rock Nine”, they were really part of some ninety-odd years when people waited for the government to keep its promise. And that’s exactly what Thurgood said. It was after the Arthurine Lucy case. He was asked if he was a gradualist. You know what a gradualist is?’


‘Yes.’


‘What’s a gradualist?’


‘Someone who wants change to come but gradually,’ young Adam answered as he’d been taught.


‘That’s right. After the Lucy case Thurgood said he believed in gradualism but that he also believed ninety-odd years was pretty gradual. You think he was right?’


‘Yep.’


‘Yeah, so do I. Ninety-odd years is a long time to wait to be treated with the same dignity everyone else is supposed to be treated with, supposed to according to law. See, what good is it having great laws that protect people and help people to live the best lives they can if those laws aren’t upheld, if they aren’t enforced? It’s really like saying there are some laws you have to respect and obey and others you don’t really have to worry about. And it just so happened that the laws you didn’t have to worry about always affected the same people. Which people?’


‘Black people.’


‘Right, black people. Right from the time their ancestors were kidnapped, taken against their will – can you imagine being forcibly separated from your family to be used as a thing, not as a person, just so other people could get rich? – right from that time there was never a time when black people didn’t face discrimination, didn’t find life harder than other people, just because they belonged to a group, a group they were born into. Of course, other people have had it very hard too, including your grandparents. All sorts of people suffer for all sorts of reasons at different times but black people are the descendants of people who didn’t even choose to come here, who were often treated like animals just so that white people could make money out of them. And what did our government, their government, do? Despite the beauty of the Declaration of Independence, despite the beauty of the Emancipation Proclamation, even despite the Supreme Court decision Thurgood fought for in Brown versus Board of Education, the government turned its back on black people.’


‘So is the government the enemy?’


‘No, government can be an agent of fairness. That’s what government is meant to be.’


‘So … who is the enemy?’ young Adam asked with one hand holding his sandwich and the other resting on his suitcase.


‘The enemy,’ Jake Zignelik explained, ‘is racism. But, see, racism isn’t a person. It’s a virus that infects people. It can infect whole towns and cities, even whole countries. Sometimes you can see it in people’s faces when they’re sick with it. It can paralyse even good people. It can paralyse government. We have to fight that wherever we find it. That’s what good people do.’


So much of what his father would always too hastily tell him on those visits to New York stayed with Adam Zignelik. The names and the dates of the people associated with the struggle; and always that article of faith would come back to him again and again. As a mantra, it would come to him at times when other people might rely on a religious incantation or injunction. ‘That’s what good people do.’ It came back to him the first time right after his father had kissed him goodbye and put him on a plane to fly back to his mother. The very long flight to Australia allowed him plenty of time to repeat it over and over to himself as he sat strapped in his seat, a blanket on his knees, trying to hide the tears in his eyes from the passenger seated next to him or the flight attendants who always seemed to be on the lookout for such things from little boys who travelled alone on long flights. ‘That’s what good people do.’


When Adam would get home to Melbourne he would tell as many people as he could everything he remembered and he remembered everything his father had told him. He remembered about the work his father was doing, about the people his father worked with, the places, the dates, the laws, the cases, the various decisions of the various courts and what they all meant. He told his friends who didn’t understand and didn’t care. He told all his teachers who understood more and, for the most part, could have cared more, which alternately distressed or angered him. Adam’s father was Jake Zignelik after all. Perhaps they had heard of him? Everyone young Adam met in New York had heard of him. Of course, the little boy was only meeting people his father introduced him to. Adam had met Justice Marshall, quite a few, even many, times. What were these people, adults, teachers; what were they doing with their lives? He was talking about Justice Thurgood Marshall for God’s sake! He knew him. He told his mother, who understood everything and cared very much. She had cared enough long ago to seek out Jake Zignelik from the other side of the world.


In the decade after World War I, pockets of Eastern Europe shivered with outbreaks of feverish pogroms against its Jews. At the same time in the United States the passing of the Johnson-Reed Act slowed what had been a flow of Jewish immigration to a drip. Any eastern European Jews hoping to start a new life in the New World now had to consider the even newer world. In the early 1930s Adam Zignelik’s grandparents on his mother’s side arrived in Australia, a country so far away they were never quite sure it really existed until they docked at Port Melbourne. They moved to the inner-city Melbourne suburb of Carlton. They eked out a meager living making knitwear such as cardigans and sweaters, or ‘jumpers’ as these were called in Australia, on a single at first manual and then motorised knitting machine in their dining room and selling it at a stall in the nearby Victoria Market. They had two children, a son who died before he was five and a daughter on whom they lavished all the anxious attention their fragile health, language difficulties and precarious social and economic circumstances permitted.


Always the brightest in her class, she eventually made her way to the sandstone lecture theatres of Melbourne University Law School in the early 1960s. It was there she heard about the work of the NAACP and by the time she graduated she had decided to go to New York to see if she could obtain an internship there. When she met Jake Zignelik, an older still single man and by then the director-counsel of the LDF, she fell for him instantly. Mutual attraction, flattery and admiration blossomed in the hothouse of long hours and other people’s problems into an office romance. It might have ended there but Jake felt obliged to marry the young Australian lawyer when she fell pregnant. ‘It’s what good people do.’ Not long before Adam was born, his mother had to give up work at the LDF and she realised later that once she was out of Jake’s work life she was out of what really was the part of his life he cared most about. With ageing sickly immigrant parents on the other side of the world and already a widow in all but name, she joked that if ever she were to leave


Jake it would take him years to find out. Adam never knew the precise mechanics of it but by the time he was three the marriage had been dissolved and he was living with his mother in Melbourne. Jake Zignelik admitted on more than one occasion that he knew he wasn’t much of a father but the first admission, made privately during a US Supreme Court hearing, was not made to his ex-wife or to Adam. It was made to William McCray, his long-time friend and LDF colleague. A veteran both of the civil rights movement and of the segregated armed services during World War II, William McCray also had one child; a son. But he was a much better father to his son, Charles, than Jake was to Adam. It was not long after Jake had put his eight-year-old son on a plane to Australia that he found himself admitting as much to William over coffee during an adjournment in the hearing.


‘It’s not that I don’t love him because, of course, I love him very much,’ Jake Zignelik said, looking out beyond the steam that rose from his cup.


‘Jake, if you can’t be a good father to him, you could at least tell him that you know you’re not much of a father.’


‘I never see him.’


‘Well that’s not his fault. What did you talk about with him when he was here? You talked to him about the decision in Brown versus Board of Education, didn’t you?’


Jake thought a moment and even when he remembered he didn’t answer. He was thinking about his lunch with Adam in Bryant Park.


 ‘So it’s 1863 – you have to imagine it,’ he told his son. ‘It’s the middle of the Civil War. It’s a hot summer in New York. Lincoln had announced the Emancipation Proclamation the previous September but it had only been in effect since January. It was intended to free slaves in those parts of the country at war with the Union. By the way, any slave owner in any Confederate state that rejoined the Union between September 1862 and January 1863 got to keep their slaves. See, even the Emancipation Proclamation had a loophole. But now with the Emancipation Proclamation in effect, all sorts of people could blame the war on black people.’


‘Why?’


‘’Cause now it could be said that the war was being fought on behalf of black people so if it wasn’t for them there wouldn’t be a war. You see how twisted that is, Adam? These people are being bought and sold like animals. Finally enough people agree that it’s just plain wrong and that you can’t do that to human beings. But there are vested interests, right? You remember who they are?’


‘The slave owners?’


‘That’s right, the slave owners. Well, they don’t want to give up what they regard as their property and they’re willing to fight and even secede from the Union. You know what “secede” means?’


‘Yes.’


‘What?’


‘They wanted to be a different country.’


‘That’s right. They wanted to be a different country and were willing to fight to achieve all this. The Union fought back and when people suffered because of the war there were those who thought this whole mess could be blamed on black people. A lot of poor white working people, a lot of Irish and German immigrants and their offspring, had been made to fear the effects of the Emancipation Proclamation.’


‘Why did they fear it?’


‘Because they’d been told there’d be a flood of former slaves from the south coming to New York and taking their jobs. They thought the slaves would be willing to work for even lower wages than they, the Irish and Germans, were getting.’


‘Because the slaves had been used to working for nothing.’


 ‘Good boy! That’s exactly what they were told.’


‘Who told them that?’


‘Pro-slavery people.’


‘Were there pro-slavery people in New York?’


‘Sure.’


‘Who were they?’


‘Lots of people. People in the Democratic Party.’


‘You mean the Democrats?’


‘Yep.’


‘I thought the Democrats were good? Aren’t we Democrats?’


‘They weren’t always good. No one’s always good. Listen, things got worse. So it’s a hot summer in 1863 in the middle of the Civil War. Things aren’t going so good for the Union and, in order to get more troops, Lincoln introduces a new draft law. You know what that means?’


‘Not exactly.’


‘When a government wants to force people to do things for it that people aren’t volunteering to do, it “drafts” them. It coerces them into doing things against their wishes; in this case it drafted them into the Union Army.’


‘Like forcing them?’


‘Exactly. Lincoln introduced a federal draft law that was stricter than any before it. It was to be in the form of an enforced lottery. Any male citizen between twenty-five and thirty-five was liable to have his name drawn, and if it was, he’d have to join the army. That’s a lot of men who ran the risk of being forced to join and fight for the Union army. That’s a lot of men who were frightened they’d be called up, frightened or angry they might be called up.’


‘Could they get out of it?’


‘Thinking like a lawyer already! Yes, you could get out of it, but listen how. If you had enough money to pay a substitute to go instead of you and your name was called, the substitute would go instead of you.’


‘But who’d want to do that?’


‘Exactly. Not many people wanted to be someone else’s substitute so it cost a lot of money to get a substitute, and who didn’t have a lot of money?’


 ‘Black people?’


‘Right, but black people were exempt, which means they didn’t have to go into the lottery. You know why?’


‘Because Abraham Lincoln liked black people?’


‘No, because they weren’t even considered citizens. That’s why black men were exempt from the federal draft law. But poor white men, the Irish and the Germans, they weren’t exempt and they couldn’t afford to hire substitutes. But there was another way out of it too. If you simply paid the government a fee you could get out of it. That sounds a pretty easy way to get out of it, doesn’t it?’


‘Sure, but what if you didn’t have that money either?’


‘Exactly! If you paid the government a fee of $300 you could forget the whole thing. But you know how long it took the average person to earn $300?’


‘No.’


‘A whole year. It took a whole year for the average person to earn $300. And it wasn’t simply a matter of working for a year and hoping your name wasn’t called while you were saving. What were you supposed to live on? In that year you had to eat, to buy clothes, to pay rent. Maybe you had a wife, maybe you had children to support. Where was the average working man going to suddenly get a whole year’s worth of wages? So it’s the hot summer of 1863 and many of the newspapers were run by people who were in favour of slavery.’


‘Were they slave owners?’


‘Probably not, but people with a lot of money often save much of their sympathy for other people who have a lot of money. So the sympathies of the newspaper owners were mostly with the slave owners. They would have known how well New York did from slavery. The slaves weren’t here, they were down south, but all the cotton, all the crops – everything the slaves produced for their southern masters – it all had to be sold, traded or transported to some other market, even to some markets overseas.’


‘Like Australia?’


‘No, it was too early for anyone to be talking about Australia. This was 1863. I’m talking about Europe. If you had to ship goods to Europe, where would you do it from?’


 ‘New York?’


‘Exactly – greatest natural harbour in America. Everything the slaves produced, sooner or later, was coming into New York. At the least it was before the beginning of the Civil War. So the newspaper owners knew how much New York benefited from slavery and they started publishing articles, stories, pieces in their newspapers designed to make working-class Irish and Germans angry at the Federal Government for introducing the draft law.’


‘But they were already angry.’


‘That’s right, they were. But the newspapers could stir things up, make them even angrier. And they did. They criticised the Federal Government for causing all this trouble just for what they called a “nigger war”. They encouraged a climate in which white working-class men thought that their value was slipping compared to the value of slaves. Whereas a slave might sell for about $1000, the Irish and Germans thought now they could be bought for just $300 ’cause it took $300 to buy them an exemption from the draft.’


‘Yeah but they’d still be free. The slaves were slaves forever till they died.’


‘That’s absolutely right. But this is how grown men were thinking at that time because they were scared, poor, angry, and sick with that virus.’


‘Racism.’


‘You bet! Racism. Saturday 11 July the first New York draw was held to see who’d have to go to fight. The whole city was uneasy. It was hot. People, especially working people, were living crammed together in the tenements downtown. Whole families were living in one room. To get out, to get away, men went to the taverns and drank. They drank and they talked about all the things that bothered them. A lot of things bothered them so they drank a lot. Two days later, some time between six and seven in the morning, mobs of men started to form on the lower East Side. They moved west across Broadway and headed towards the draft office. They were armed with wooden sticks, planks and iron bars.


‘As they moved uptown they collected more and more men, dissatisfied angry men who’d already been so humiliated by their circumstances, by their poverty, that they didn’t know themselves any more. They had lost their individuality. You know what I mean by that?’


‘Not really.’


‘Each man had forgotten what made him different from the next guy. And now, added to all the chronic humiliation was his anger at the unfairness of the draft, at the possibility of becoming, not a man any more, but an animal in a pack of animals. There were thousands of men like this and they headed towards the draft office on 3rd Avenue. By the time they reached it there were 15,000 of them and they set to destroying the building. They smashed and burned it. They set all sorts of things on fire, other buildings, everything. They cut the telegraph wires so that reinforcements couldn’t be sent to assist what few police were there. Remember that many of the regular police force were already in the Army. There was a small military detachment at the draft office and, even though they were armed with rifles, they were no match for the mob. It was too big. One soldier was disarmed, then beaten and kicked to death and then his body was thrown twenty feet to the ground. Train tracks were ripped up. Street cars were destroyed. The armoury on 21st Street was looted then destroyed.


‘Columns of black smoke blotted out the July sun. They went after any policeman they could find, politicians, anyone who looked rich enough to pay the $300 needed to be exempt from the draft.’


‘How could they tell?’


‘By the way someone looked, the way they were dressed.’


‘But they could be wrong. Maybe a poor person was wearing their best clothes.’


‘They could be wrong but they didn’t care. It didn’t matter to them. Watch your case. Are you watching your suitcase?


‘By eleven-thirty that Monday morning the draft, at least in New York, was suspended. But it was too late. The mob was in charge of Manhattan. At two-thirty that afternoon it reached the Colored Orphan Asylum. This was a charitable institution for black children who had lost their parents and who had no one else to take care of them. It had its own nursery, a school and an infirmary. There were 230 or so children. They were having a normal day when suddenly the building was rushed by the mob. Anything that could be taken, lifted, carried from the building was looted; sheets, blankets, clothes, even food. They took toys. Everything else was set on fire after someone in the mob yelled “Burn the niggers’ nest!” They were black orphaned children. Was there anyone more vulnerable in all the city? The mob set upon the asylum. With clubs, brick bats, anything they had to hand. It only took about twenty minutes to destroy the whole place.’


‘Did anyone try to stop it?’


‘Actually, yes. It was reported that one man – he was Irish – pleaded with the mob to help the children but they set upon him too.’


‘And what … what happened to the children?’


‘The children, carrying whatever belongings they could hold, were led out through a side entrance by some staff and through the streets with a police guard. Some soldiers armed with bayonets came to escort them and keep them from the mob.’


‘So none of them were killed?’


‘One of them was, a ten-year-old girl.’


‘What happened to her?’


‘As she was being led away from the building, a piece of furniture hurled out the window of the asylum by the mob hit her in the head. It’s horrible, Adam, what people can do, what they’re capable of.’


‘Did her friends see, the other children, I mean? Did they see her get killed?’


‘I guess they must have.’


‘And what happened to the rest of them, the children?’


‘Well, I read one account that said they were taken to a police station on 35th Street and another version said they were put on a barge and towed out to the middle of the East River to keep them safe from the mob.’


‘Which one’s right?’


‘I don’t know. Maybe someone knows. Maybe it’s one of those things … one of those things people don’t know.’


‘Why don’t people know? Why are there two versions of the ending? Does that mean that one of the versions is wrong?’


 ‘I don’t know. That’s what historians do, that’s for historians. They take raw material and piece together the stories that make up history for the rest of us.’


‘What do you mean, “raw material”?’


‘Whatever they can find, eyewitness statements, police statements, newspaper reports – anything they can find. You want to see where it happened?’


‘The Colored Orphan Asylum?’


‘It’s only a block away. You can probably see where it was from here. It’s 43rd and 5th. Look, just there, that corner, you see? We’ll go there but then we’ll have to get a cab.’


The cab would take them to the airport where Jake Zignelik would say goodbye to his son Adam and put him on the long flight back to his mother. But before that the father dragged the son who dragged his suitcase to the corner of 43rd and 5th where the Colored Orphan Asylum had once stood. Young Adam craned his neck and looked up. He was looking in the air for furniture that might be thrown out of a window by people wanting to kill children, children who had already lost their parents. It had happened right there. It was no fairytale, not even a dark one with hidden meanings known only to grown-ups, known only to students of history, some sinister tale not really meant for children, a tale that had crossed the Atlantic from the thick forests of Europe. No, this was something that had happened right there on the corner of 43rd Street and 5th Avenue. It was New York where the Colored Orphan Asylum had been attacked. It was New York where a ten-year-old black girl had been killed when furniture pushed out of the window fell on her as she was fleeing the mob that had invaded the orphanage she’d been sent to after she was abandoned. This was the same New York his dad worked and lived in.


More than the Empire State Building or the Chrysler Building, the Statue of Liberty, Broadway or Times Square, this was the New York young Adam thought about when he got home to his mother. This was the New York he took with him on the plane. New York was the city where the orphans were attacked. Irrespective of whether Jake Zignelik thought he had turned the exercise of separation, first from his wife, then from his son, into an art, irrespective of the delis with wise-cracking old waiters who knew everything, irrespective of his dad’s doting lady friends with their intoxicating perfume and cigarette cases that snapped shut with a crisp sound you wanted to try to emulate, pretty ladies who ran their fingers through a little boy’s hair with the genuine but transient affection of someone temporarily engaging with a cat they were visiting, irrespective of shows he didn’t always understand and museums and art galleries that were interesting up to the point where the back of his legs hurt, irrespective of the parks and the park, Central Park, and irrespective of kindly William McCray and his son Charles, who took care of Adam from time to time when their fathers had important work to do, New York was first and foremost to young Adam Zignelik the city with the Colored Orphan Asylum. This was the place of the orphans. Do you know about them, he would say, do you know what happened at the Colored Orphan Asylum? New York was the city of orphans.


‘What was her name?’


‘What?’


‘What was the little girl’s name?’ Adam asked his father in the cab on the way to the airport, looking out the window at late 1970s Queens.


‘Which little girl?’


‘The little girl who was killed by the furniture the mob threw out the window at the Colored Orphan Asylum?’


‘You know, I don’t know.’


‘Do people know?’


‘I don’t know that either.’


‘But if the other children … if some of the other children saw it happen then … some of them would have known her name, even if she was shy … and they could have told the soldiers with the bayonets so some grown-ups would know her name.’


Jake Zignelik, whose thoughts had been elsewhere, realised how much his son had remembered of the story he had told him and he didn’t know whether to be pleased, proud or perhaps alarmed.


‘Maybe they did,’ he said to his son in the back of the cab, now running his fingers through Adam’s hair, ‘maybe her name is known and it’s just that … I don’t know her name. We don’t know her name. Maybe that’s something you could look into next time you visit me. You could read up about it and tell me her name.’


William McCray was a better father to his son Charles than Jake Zignelik was to his son Adam. ‘I never see him,’ Jake Zignelik said to William McCray over coffee during an adjournment in the US Supreme Court.


‘Well, that’s not his fault. What did you talk about with him when he was here? You talked to him about the decision in Brown versus Board of Education, didn’t you?’


William’s son, Charles McCray, was now the Chairman of the History Department at Columbia. One of the youngest people ever to hold the position, he was also the first African American to hold the position. He had married a woman some ten years younger named Michelle. Uncommonly beautiful, Michelle was a social worker. Much as she tried to dress down, she found her looks hampered her work. Charles and Michelle had one child, a daughter, Sonia.


Adam Zignelik never forgot his father’s account of the events leading up to the New York draft riots and the mob attack on the Colored Orphan Asylum in the summer of 1863. But he never found out the name of the little girl who had been killed by the furniture they had thrown out the window.


Shortly before 4.30 am that Monday morning, Adam Zignelik was to awake momentarily uncertain of where he was and experience a shortness of breath sometimes associated with a heart attack or at least with the tart panic of a nightmare. In the minutes before he woke a montage of images in his mind, mostly in monochrome, had induced a series of increasingly violent bodily tremors almost indistinguishable from a convulsion. The images, except for those of his father and of a white television newsreader on Australian television broadcast in black and white, were mainly of black people. They were from another time. He saw Emmett Till and Emmett’s mother, Mamie. He saw Carole Robertson, Cynthia Wesley, Addie May Collins, all aged fourteen, and little Denise McNair, aged eleven, smiling, her braided hair tied tight with ribbons, the four little girls who had been killed when the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama, was bombed by white segregationists. He saw Arthurine Lucy. He saw Elizabeth Eckford and the others of the ‘Little Rock Nine’. And he saw the Colored Orphan Asylum at the corner of 43rd and 5th. But he couldn’t see the little girl from there who had been killed by the falling piece of furniture. He looked but could not find her. There he was, aged eight, alternately looking for her, looking out for falling objects, and looking out for his father, who had been there a moment ago. And whenever he thought he saw her it wasn’t her but little Denise McNair, her braided hair tied tight with ribbons, smiling.


It was impossible to begrudge anyone trying to protect Denise McNair, impossible to begrudge anyone trying to help her people fight unmitigated evil, impossible to begrudge your father. But William McCray, who had fought both Hitler and Jim Crow, had managed to be a good father to his son Charles, now head of History at Columbia, and William McCray was someone his son could find, someone his son had always been able to find. But on the corner of 43rd and 5th Adam Zignelik couldn’t find his father.


‘Hold on to your suitcase.’


That was him, but when Adam looked around he wasn’t there any more. Adam was there, trying to look out for Denise McNair as everybody else on 5th Avenue brushed past, oblivious to the danger. They were killing abandoned children on that very block. There had been Jake’s legacy, but it was largely Charles McCray’s example and later, his assistance, that had led Adam to the History Department at Columbia. He went there first as an undergraduate. He graduated with a history major but, uncertain what to do next and with some guilt at leaving his mother alone, Adam returned to Australia and tried to make a career for himself as a journalist. For almost six years he toiled away but it irked him that he wasn’t progressing faster. It was Charles McCray, with whom he had kept in regular contact, who got him to consider a PhD in history with a view to becoming an academic historian. At twenty-eight, Adam moved back to New York and enrolled in the PhD program of the History Department at NYU. The fashion within civil rights history over the previous decade or so had been to eschew the ‘great man’ theory or school of civil rights history in favour of social history that focused on the nameless people who constituted the bulk of the movement.


 Adam used his father as an inspiration for reacquainting scholars with the importance of the civil rights legal strategy. His argument was a reminder that without concomitant changes in the law there would have been no grounds on which the local activists could base their fight. It was because of the success of the legal strategy in cases such as Brown versus Board of Education that the local activists were able to galvanise black communities around the country, particularly in the south, and tell them the law was now on their side. The fight could be taken from there. Adam’s dissertation served to remind historians in the area just how difficult it was in those days, in that climate, to win the cases from first instance all the way up to the Supreme Court and how hard it was to get civil rights legislation enacted. He wrote of the need to look again at the legal strategy, not as engaged in by one great man or great woman, but as the outcome of the concerted efforts of a group, a group of lawyers.


All the while he was at NYU he stayed involved in the Columbia community. He took classes at Columbia and once a month came uptown for a ‘Twentieth Century Politics and Society’ seminar. He met and maintained friendships with Columbia graduate students from the History Department. It was through one of them that he met Diana, the woman who had grown not unaccustomed to the rhythm of his recent nightmares. And of course, there was Charles McCray, who was for him a cross between a mentor, an older brother and a ‘co-conspirator’. The ‘conspiracy’ was one between children of the movement. They could say things to each other that it was almost impossible to say to anyone else.


It was a game Charles and Adam used to play, alone and in private. It involved saying things that were unacceptable within mainstream political discourse. Sometimes the ‘things’ were statements or propositions many people knew to be true or likely to be true. At other times they were simply defamatory statements they came up with to amuse each other. But none of the ‘things’ could be said, at least publicly, without contravening political correctness. Often after a few drinks, the ‘things’ were just things they both knew the other didn’t believe. This latter category of ‘thing’, even more than the former, would have them in tears of laughter by the end of an evening.


It was on the strength of his PhD and, again, with the assistance of Charles who, though not yet chairman, was already a highly respected member of the department and a well-regarded scholar of the Reconstruction, that Adam joined the faculty at Columbia. His dissertation became the basis for a book. As the telegenic son of Jake with a Britishoid accent, Adam, for a time at least, was plucked up by the media as ‘the son’ and, consequently, the book had sold better than anyone, including Adam, had expected. He wrote a few non-scholarly articles in newspapers and magazines and was even asked to be a ‘talking head’ in a television documentary for public television.


But even as this was happening, he wondered whether other people were wondering whether his public persona was going to his head. It wasn’t. His anxiety over what his colleagues might be wondering would not permit this. It crowded out most other things. Whether they were wondering this or not, colleagues did start to ask, ‘So what’s your next project about?’ More importantly, he started to ask himself the same thing. When he didn’t have an answer for himself it amplified a deeper question he had long fought to silence. Was he an intellectual lightweight? Perhaps he was only ever going to have one idea. He wondered if he was capable of writing another book that would contribute to scholarly debate in any meaningful way.


But worrying if he would ever have another sufficiently good idea was now a luxury he could no longer afford because it wasn’t enough to have a good idea one day. It probably wasn’t enough to have one even now. He really needed to have had one before now because, having spent five years at Columbia with only one book to show for it, an untenured academic seeking tenure was in very big trouble. It would take an internal departmental committee to decide to put him up for tenure. That was standard practice. If this happened, the matter would then go before a university-wide committee, the ‘ad hoc’ committee, which consisted of academics from all over the university. But the real cut-off point was his own department, now headed by his friend Charles McCray, and Charles had more than an inkling that Adam had nothing about to come out. Adam would have discussed it with Charles if he had. What Charles didn’t know was that it wasn’t a matter of simply buying time, even were that a simple matter. Adam had hit a brick wall. He didn’t have even the seed of something interesting. He felt he was finished and he didn’t want to put Charles through the unpleasant task of having to confirm that he was indeed finished. Charles had been leaving messages gently suggesting that they needed to talk. Their friendship and history would allow only gentleness. But for how long? The days in which it was legitimate not to have yet responded to any of Charles’ messages had evaporated till there were, so to speak, only hours left. Soon Adam’s failure to respond would itself become the first topic of their next conversation. Perhaps, after all, that’s what Adam wanted.


Adam was going to have to talk to him sooner or later about Diana, who lay beside him every night. He had almost struck her in his near convulsion shortly before 4.30 am that Monday morning, she lying asleep beside him, and he, in a time unrelated to real time, an eight-year-old boy craning his neck on the corner of 43rd Street and 5th Avenue. He had never discovered the little girl’s name, the name of the orphan in the city of orphans, and even then, just before 4.30 am that Monday morning, only hours away from teaching, from assaulting a class with his particular version of ‘What is History?’, he was still, all those years later, replacing the missing picture in his mind of the little girl victim of 1863 from the Colored Orphan Asylum with the image of Denise McNair, who had been killed in the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama, for the same reason by the same people a hundred years later.


Adam saw little eleven-year-old, feisty yet caring Denise McNair. He could have fixed on any of the other child victims. It was her eyes. More than anything else, it was her eyes. Not merely beautiful, they were expressive. They held more than a child’s eyes should hold; mischief, warmth, intelligence, sweetness, yes, but also a kind of understanding, as though she understood things you were going to need to understand. That’s who Adam saw when he saw the little girl victim of 1863 from the Colored Orphan Asylum.


‘Dad!’


On a black-and-white television screen a newsreader read the news for the Australian Broadcasting Corporation. A little boy sat cross-legged in front of the television waiting to hear something to remember that might interest his father at the end of the week when he spoke to him over the telephone all the way across all those oceans. His father had once told him he ‘liked the sound of this Hawke guy’. What was his name? Bob Hawke. Ever since then Adam had collected as many facts as he could about Bob Hawke to tell his father.


Bob Hawke, an Oxford University Rhodes Scholar, was the Australian Council of Trade Unions’ first paid advocate before the Arbitration Commission, the body that determined the minimum wage for the whole country. Subsequently a president of the Australian Council of Trade Unions and a member of the governing board of the International Labour Organisation, he campaigned against apartheid in South Africa, among other ills. Jake Zignelik liked the sound of the guy.


Searching for something to tell his father that might interest him, Adam would phone him from his mother’s house and talk about Bob Hawke. And Jake, when stretched for something to say to his son that mattered even a little, would often ask, ‘How’s your mate, Bob Hawke?’


The little boy sat alone cross-legged on the carpet in front of the black-and-white news broadcast and then ran around the house from room to room looking for somebody to tell. But each room was empty. Diana was still asleep. She wanted to have a child. She wanted to marry Adam and have a child with him.


‘Dad!’


Charles had been leaving messages gently suggesting that they needed to talk. Adam had hit a brick wall. He wanted to spare Charles the embarrassment of having to tell him that it was all over for him. Diana wanted them to have a child. If you have a child you have to be able to feed it.


‘Watch your suitcase! Always watch your suitcase.’


When the eight-year-old boy craned his neck to look up at the corner of 43rd and 5th he saw the face, the eyes, of Denise McNair. If you have a child you have to know its name. Don’t you have to know the names of all the children? Can you have a child and not give it a name? Can it be done? Maybe someone would tell him because he really didn’t know.


‘Dad!’


 By the time Hawke had been elected Prime Minister of Australia, Adam’s mother had died of breast cancer and his father, Jake Zignelik, had died of a heart attack. Shortly before 4.30 am that Monday morning Diana woke up beside the writhing Adam, her Adam, and put her arms around him to try to calm him.


‘Shhh! It’s okay. It’s okay.’ She whispered it soothingly in the greyish-blue light of their Morningside Heights apartment in the north-west corner of an island in the city of orphans.


‘Shhh!’


She warmed his back with her body and hugged him. Adam, exhausted, was gasping for air. His cheeks were wet. She held him tighter. She loved him. She wanted to have a child with him. Adam was awake now. In a couple of weeks they would be separated.



















part three





THE BUS JERKED TO A STOP at a set of traffic lights on its way uptown. The sudden change of momentum woke Lamont Williams. He had made it through the day, his fourth day as a probationary employee in Building Services at Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center. He had even managed to find a seat on the bus, a window seat, on the first of the two buses he needed to catch to get home to the Bronx. For a moment he had fallen asleep, his head against the window, and in that moment he relived random snatches of the years he had spent in Mid-Orange Correctional Facility. He sometimes dreamed he was back there or in Woodbourne where he had spent three years before being transferred to Mid-Orange. Sometimes he dreamed of his daughter who, when he woke on the bus going home, was eight years old. Her age was one thing that didn’t depend on whether he was able to find her or not. These dreams, the ones with his daughter in them, didn’t require him to be asleep.


It was the end of his shift and the bus was crowded. His head was still against the window and no one watching would have realised he was awake as he looked around through almost closed eyes. The man seated beside him was reading the New York Post. An older white woman next to this man stood trying to read what she could of the man’s paper while holding a small cage that contained a very docile cat. Lamont had trouble making out the age or breed of the cat but preferred not to risk looking more carefully in case the cat-lady, observing he was awake and taking an interest in her cat, attempted to press a claim to his seat.


Lamont’s daughter might be anywhere in the city. Then again, she might not be in the city at all. She might not even be in the state. And yet, she could be on that very bus. It was too crowded to see everyone but even if Lamont could, he hadn’t seen his daughter since she was two and a half, so who exactly was he continually looking for since his release? How many light-skinned black girls could he find on buses, on the subway and on the street if he looked hard enough? He knew he could get arrested for looking too hard, not that that was going to stop him.


Somewhere in the city there was another bus crawling through the streets, exhaling fumes and edging its nose tentatively between the traffic. This one was just moderately crowded and only a handful of people were standing. One of those standing was a child. A light-skinned black girl with braided hair tied tight with red ribbons, she was aged somewhere between seven and ten. On top of a red T-shirt she wore a mid-season jacket, unzipped, as if in anticipation of a change of season in the middle of her day. Seeing a newly vacant seat towards the back of the bus in the section with the row of seats that flip up to accommodate wheelchairs the young girl took it. She could not have been sitting for much more than a minute when she offered her newly acquired seat to a man she’d just noticed who was standing talking to a seated friend of his.


The standing friend had not by any measure been desperate to sit down and when the little girl actively volunteered her seat to him he was instantly arrested by her charm, her grace, her politeness, and by the warmth of her personality. She had delivered all this with the manner of her offer and with something inside her she was too young to realise she had and certainly too young to name. After engaging her in conversation for a few minutes he asked her whether she was travelling alone. Unfazed by this question, the young girl with the braided hair tied tight with red ribbons waved her hand in the direction of the other end of the bus as if to indicate she was not travelling alone. At this the man seemed relieved.


A stop or two after this, the young girl moved towards the exit. There were two older women, somewhere in their sixties, standing with her by the exit. They had made their way from the front of the bus. She talked freely to them and an observer of the whole scene could have been forgiven for thinking that one of these women was the little girl’s grandmother. The two women in their sixties and the young girl were among a number of passengers who got off at the next stop. Through the still open door it was possible to hear one of the women – they were in the street by then – ask the girl, ‘Are you travelling alone, dear?’


There was a story Lamont had been told in Mid-Orange about a certain cat-loving Corrections Officer who had worked there some years before Lamont’s time.


The CO had found a prisoner feeding cats that had strayed into the prison. Not only did he not write him a ticket that would have gone on the cat-feeding prisoner’s record, he also let him continue feeding the cats. Then some of the other prisoners started helping this prisoner and the CO, seeing the effect caring for the cats had on these often embittered, angry men, started bringing bags of dry cat food into the prison to help them. Then one day, when the wrong CO caught the wrong prisoner with a bag of the dry cat food, all hell broke loose and what had been tolerated till then no longer was.  


After a while there were not so many cats finding their way into Mid-Orange. But somebody in authority must have noticed the effect taking care of the cats was having on those prisoners involved because, by the time Lamont had been transferred from Woodbourne to Mid-Orange, a program had been established for prisoners to care for animals. It involved dogs, not cats, and the prisoners weren’t simply feeding the dogs, they were training them. ‘Puppies Behind Bars’, the program was called. Prisoners were being taught to train dogs to be guide dogs for the blind. After September 11, some dogs were even trained for the New York Police Department and for the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms. They were trained to sniff for explosives. Of course the dogs were not exposed to explosives in the prison but much of the training was the same as that for guide dogs. They needed to be socialised, taught how to be around people, and how to follow instructions even in situations of stress. So did the dogs.


Like many of the prisoners, Lamont had applied to work in the dog program. But hardly anybody got the chance to work in that detail. It was a feel-good story. It was even a true story. But it didn’t alter the fact that most of the programs existed in name only for the vast bulk of the Mid-Orange prison population. There just weren’t enough places in any of the programs so you put your name down and waited like you waited for everything else. If you had something to trade or to sell, or you were well connected, you received preferential treatment. The saying went, ‘It’s not who you know but who you blow.’


‘Well, you gots to be anatomically gifted one way or the other,’ Numbers had explained to Lamont not long after Lamont had been transferred from Woodbourne to Mid-Orange, just as Numbers himself had been some time earlier. When Lamont sought clarification Numbers tried to explain.


‘Well now, how else a straight brother gonna know how to give head? There’s “trial and error”, I guess, but you don’t wanna go gettin’ that wrong. And even “trial and error” don’t apply at the other end. Know what I’m saying?’


‘No.’


‘Okay, there’s some who so sensitive down there they tear up every second time they take a dump. These brothers frightened of roughage. But with some brothers it just slide up nice and easy like they was born already with Vaseline up there. So when the CO spreads your cheeks after a contact visit from family and such, this man can breathe easy knowing these dumb-ass lazy COs ain’t gonna go that far up inside of him. Now that man truly blessed. He a rich man inside; a living, breathing, walking Fort Knox. Can’t no one learn that. It’s a gift from God.’


Lamont was not so anatomically, or otherwise, blessed. He put his name down for the puppy program just as he did for plumbing, carpentry and horticulture. He got none of them. Like almost half the prisoners in Mid-Orange he worked as a porter keeping the prison clean, sweeping up cigarette butts and other garbage the prisoners had left. But it was the dog program he’d really wanted to be in, particularly after he’d caught sight of a handful of other prisoners in the distance walking and then grooming some Labs not much older than puppies. Privately he’d prided himself on his capacity to limit his wants and expectations. That seemed to him the best way to survive his sentence. Whatever comfort even cigarettes might have provided he refused to smoke them in order to avoid being addicted to a currency he would have to trade for. But seeing the dogs hurt him unexpectedly. It cut through him.


He wondered if he would ever again hold his daughter in his arms, squeeze her tight, rock her to sleep. He told himself he would. He promised himself. What did she look like now? Did his daughter look like him? Did she look like her mother or like the combination of them that she was? Often in prison when he caught sight of his own reflection he tried to imagine different combinations of his face and that of his daughter’s mother merging into the face of a little girl. He was in the yard at Mid-Orange sweeping up over by a puddle one day in spring when he thought for a moment that he had it perfectly. There in the puddle, as he narrowed his eyes to a squint, was finally, completely still, a little girl’s face. That was probably how she looked. Had to be. He could summon up the image again if only he could find and hold a clear reflection of himself.


‘Three years,’ Numbers pronounced. ‘No one come no more after three years. They give up on you … like you dead. You can cross Christmas off of your calendar too. Rip it out.’


‘What’s that “three years” bullshit?’ Lamont asked.


‘I’m just saying.’


‘Ain’t no law say people don’t visit after three years.’


‘It’s a law o’ averages, Lamont.’


‘Well, if it’s an average then some people stop coming before three years up and some still coming after three years, right? That’s what average means.’


‘I guess,’ Numbers conceded before adding, ‘I ain’t never met no one here above average like that.’


Lamont spent the first three years of his six-year sentence at Woodbourne and the last three years at Mid-Orange. Of those few who came to see him from time to time at Woodbourne, it was only his grandmother who stayed the more than three-year course and continued to visit him at Mid-Orange. She wasn’t able to come very often because of her work as a kitchen hand and the distance from Co-op City. And she was elderly and not well. His cousin Michelle visited him in Mid-Orange once.


‘One good thing ’bout Mid-Orange,’ Numbers told him when they re-met at the beginning of Lamont’s time there, ‘they got four coffee shops within a five-mile radius. That’s more ’n usual for your average medium-security country correctional facility. Increase the chances someone come visit you. Problem is … they all Dunkin’ Donuts. No one drive two hours eat that shit.’


During the early part of Lamont’s time at Woodbourne some of the people from his neighbourhood made the trek to visit him. His old friend Michael couldn’t come because he was serving time somewhere else. Michael had been the one to get Lamont to drive his van to the liquor store for what Lamont hadn’t realised would become an armed robbery, the one for which he’d serve six years. But Michael’s younger brother, who had only ever been an acquaintance, came quite a few times in the beginning. Lamont didn’t understand why he was coming. He wasn’t an unfriendly young man but he was a good deal younger and clearly didn’t enjoy coming and, in any case, he had Michael, his own brother, to visit in another prison if he needed an excuse to visit a prison. He didn’t like making conversation for conversation’s sake much more than Lamont did but he came anyway and asked the usual questions with the usual, maybe even more than usual, discomfort.


After a while it became clear to Lamont that Michael’s brother was coming because of Michael, possibly even on his instructions. That was the only explanation he could find. Lamont reasoned that Michael had never meant for him to become involved in the robbery. He himself had fallen under the influence of a much younger man, a reckless man with an addiction and a gun and a way of talking, a way of being, that made certain people want to be around him. The idea of robbing the liquor store was the younger man’s and he’d arrived at it only once Lamont had driven them to the liquor store. Michael said that he hadn’t known about it until he and the younger man had left Lamont in the van and gone into the store. Had Michael gone along with it? From the liquor store’s security video footage it looked as though he had. The younger man had the gun on him. Michael hadn’t known. That’s what he said. There was hardly any interval between the younger man’s conception of the plan and its execution. He was already carrying the gun. They had Lamont’s van. It must have seemed to the younger man too good an opportunity to pass up. So, Lamont figured, Michael’s younger brother had to be visiting him for Michael. It was an attempt to make things right as much as possible for the mess he’d unintentionally got him into, given he wasn’t in a position to send him any money.


On the other hand, Lamont realised, it was also possible that Michael had set him up, that he and the younger man with the gun had planned all along to rob the liquor store without telling Lamont and then count on Lamont to drive them away. The simplicity of that hypothesis gave it a certain attractiveness. Lamont could drive and he had his own van. Not everyone in the neighbourhood had their own vehicle. This could have been why Michael had brought Lamont to meet the young gun-owner.


It was a possibility Lamont did not entertain for very long. He couldn’t bring himself to believe that Michael had tricked him, not like this. It seemed more likely to him that when the kid decided on the spur of the moment to rob the store, Michael, not wanting to court his derision and put to risk a new and untested acquaintance, had abandoned all reason, not to mention a friendship that was almost as old as he was.


Michael too had grown up in Co-op City and they had been friends since grade school. Michael’s mother had permitted him to go to Lamont’s place after school even though she knew Lamont’s grandmother would still be at work. She trusted Lamont. The two of them would grab a Hawaiian Punch or a High-C from the refrigerator and watch Looney Tunes, the Electric Company, old Tom and Jerry or Rocky and Bullwinkle, which Lamont enjoyed more than Michael. Lamont had always been more comfortable than Michael keeping his own company. Lamont’s apparent self-sufficiency was something Michael had often felt envious of without knowing that this was what he was feeling. It had only made him value Lamont’s time and attention all the more.


They had learned to ride their bikes at the same time and had ridden them together on the bike path along the Greenway all the way from Section 1 to Section 4 to the movie theatre or the Baskin-Robbins ice-cream store. They even spent time in the pet store choosing the pets they’d have bought if either of them had been permitted to keep a pet. When they got a little older and a little braver they went further to Section 5, the newest outlying section, taking what was called ‘Killer Curve’ to get there. Michael had once lost control on ‘Killer Curve’, going over the handlebars and requiring five stitches in his chest. It was Lamont who had taken care of everything. Afraid to call Michael’s house for fear of getting him into trouble with his sometimes volatile mother and with his own grandmother still at work, he called his cousin, Michelle, from a payphone.


Although she was only two years older, her role in Lamont’s life ranged between that of a friend and that of an older sister, according to the demands of the situation. When Michelle was convinced it wasn’t a prank she said she would call an ambulance and told Lamont to stay with him. She arrived there herself on her bike before the ambulance arrived. She saw Lamont sitting beside Michael with his jacket draped across Michael’s chest. The two of them went to the ER with Michael. While Michael was getting stitches in his chest, Lamont asked Michelle how she could have thought even for a moment that his call could have been a prank. If it had been a prank, it would have been Michael who had put him up to it, Michelle had explained as they waited at the hospital. He was about to protest that her explanation unfairly impugned his friend’s character when he remembered a couple of instances she could use to substantiate her point if she needed to so he didn’t press it, even though, in general, Michael had never really been able to exercise much influence over him. Sometimes he had done things out of boredom that he regretted but this was hardly due to Michael’s influence. It had just been that Michael happened to have been there at the time.


It had been with Michael that Lamont had tasted the thrill of shoplifting at Cappy’s, the local stationery store. Lamont liked to read the magazines but Michael had always been more interested in the candy. Michael was the first to steal and it had been candy, Now and Laters and Hershey Bars he’d stolen. Lamont had had his head buried in a magazine and hadn’t known what Michael was doing until they’d left the store. Michael had said he had to try. No one saw a thing. It was too easy not to at least give it a try. The candy tasted better when you took it, Michael said. They’d ridden furiously to the Pine Island playground near Building Five and eaten the candy by the swings. But it hadn’t tasted better to Lamont. On the contrary, the chocolate didn’t seem as rich. Its taste was thinner on his tongue and on the roof of his mouth. It was as though someone had taken some of the chocolate out of the chocolate, as though the chocolate had been corrupted by shame. It had never really occurred to him before that his actions could dilute what should have been a standard almost manufacturer-guaranteed reward.


Without fully understanding why, he’d been momentarily angry with Michael, who was eating his chocolate like a hungry animal and in between bites grinning like an idiot. What would Michelle say if she knew? It was the magazines Lamont had wanted more than the candy anyway. Later on he would take some magazines and comic books. There was shame then too, but at least he’d really wanted them. He could never have afforded them. Shame vied with excitement and a sense of accomplishment. Eventually he was caught.


He wondered why he preferred the conversations he had with himself to most of the conversations he had with Michael. The self he would talk to understood things so much better than Michael did, better than anyone did. This self saw everything that happened to him and didn’t forget any of it. It always saw his loneliness even if it wasn’t always able to ameliorate it. When others misunderstood him this self did not. This self saw him want his grandmother to ask and want her not to ask how school was, both at the same time, when she’d come home in the evening. It saw him prefer to watch television than answer her question and then regret that he hadn’t. He didn’t want her never to ask. He couldn’t admit any of this even to himself. But he could to this self.


Years later, while he was serving his sentence at Woodbourne, he thought about those times and wondered who was asking his grandmother about her day while he was in Woodbourne. He should have asked her about her day back then.


Michelle was infinitely better company than Michael, far more interesting and entertaining, though much worse at handball. Being two years older though and not living quite so close, it wasn’t as easy to get time with her. ‘Can I go see ’Chelle?’ he’d ask his grandmother, who delighted in her grandchildren’s affection for each other. It was Michelle who had introduced him to the Piers Anthony ‘Xanth’ books. She took him to the library where, as she explained, the books would always be waiting for him. He liked to read and to draw there but was unsure to whom it was safe to admit this. He had taken Michael to the library but Michael had quickly become bored. Michael seemed to feel there wasn’t much in the library for him and he was bewildered and sometimes annoyed that Lamont wanted to go there.


Michelle had parakeets and she’d let him feed them. She’d let him hold them and place them on his shoulder. When her father was buying her sneakers she’d make sure it happened on a day when Lamont was with her so that her father would end up feeling obliged to buy Lamont a pair too. And he did. One year he chose the blue suede Pumas and he showed her how you were meant to wear the laces; two colours intricately woven together, left untied and stuffed under the tongue of the sneaker to raise it prominently. His grandmother was always at him to tie his shoes. She didn’t understand. Michelle did.


It was better to go shopping with Michelle. She encouraged him to wear the right jeans; Sassoon, Jordache or Sergio Valenti and especially Tale Lord. It was hard to get his grandmother to buy what he wanted when she took him on the bus to shop for clothes on Fordham Road. The older he got, the worse these trips got. The love he had for his grandmother never wavered but the only thing worse than having her buy his clothes was having people see him shopping for clothes for himself with her. At these times he had to fight a desire to run away from her or even, literally, push her away from him. He never did, nor did he ever even permit himself to show his grandmother his frustration.


It was during this period of his life, he could recall, that he first began feeling a chronic low-grade nervousness, a restlessness coupled with an anxiety that was more or less constant, one that was still with him. It was always as though he was expecting a calamitous event that he was unable to identify and was therefore completely unable to prevent or avoid. The exhaustion this produced was such that no amount of rest or sleep ever relieved him of it. Because it had been so long a time since he had not felt this way, being anxious seemed normal to him and, in a sense, for him, it was. He might even have had it from earliest childhood. He couldn’t be sure.


He had thought of discussing these feelings with Michelle because if anyone would have understood how he felt it would have been her. She was the smartest person he knew, maybe smarter than his teachers, because she seemed to understand things he hadn’t wanted to say and even some things he didn’t say. Maybe it was because she was two years older. Maybe it was because she was a girl or because both her parents lived at home with her and everyone – her parents, their grandmother, grown-ups in the neighbourhood – they all knew she was going to be okay.


He had told Michelle how he’d felt about the horseshoe crab incident and what had happened in class and just seeing the understanding written on her face helped him make sense of it a little more. At that moment, with all her concentration on him and her eyes so full of the story he was telling her, his love for his cousin was great enough for him to imagine it was possible that, just by knowing her, he might be all right.


Mr Shapiro had been teaching the class about dinosaurs, Lamont had explained. Over a few lessons he’d gone through the origins of life from the single-celled amoeba to plankton through to the various kinds of dinosaurs, reptiles, birds, apes and finally on to people. He was getting kids to name existing animals that might be easily identified as descendants of now-extinct species. Answers volunteered included zebras, elephants and lizards. But Lamont felt he had the best example and, from his response, it seemed Mr Shapiro agreed with him. Lamont hadn’t known if he had ever felt so good. Horseshoe crabs! They’re descended from trilobites. Mr Shapiro exclaimed, ‘Man, that is a good answer!’


Encouraged, Lamont took the matter further.


‘They’re real big. They got long pointy tails. And they … They look prehistoric.’


Mr Shapiro said, ‘Excellent! Would you like to come out to the front, Lamont, and draw one for us on the board?’


So Lamont got up out of his seat and went up to the front and started drawing a horseshoe crab.


‘They have eyes but they can’t see too good. It’s their tails that’s important. Maybe more than the eyes, not sure. They use their tails in the sand and dirt and stuff on the ground. I think they’re really old.’


‘Excellent!’ Mr Shapiro said. ‘You certainly know a lot about them, Lamont.’


‘I seen ’em.’


‘In a book?’


‘Yeah, but I’ve seen real ones too.’


‘Lamont, are you sure? I’m not sure about that.’


But Lamont had seen them. Near Section 5 en route from Section 1 where Lamont lived, it was possible, if you were sufficiently motivated, to make one’s way down to the Hutchinson River. Lamont had done it often. There in the shallows of the banks of the Hutchinson River he had found a species of ‘crab’ that he’d learned at the library were horseshoe crabs.


‘I could show you, Mr Shapiro.’


‘That would be good. Maybe one day.’ Mr Shapiro was packing his satchel.


‘When? After school?’


‘Sure. Maybe one day after school.’


‘When? Next week maybe?’


‘Maybe.’


‘Next Wednesday after school?’


‘Well, okay, maybe next Wednesday.’


‘I’ll draw you a map. Show you how to get there.’


‘Okay, thanks. Thanks, Lamont.’


Michael was with him after school the following Wednesday afternoon on the banks of the river. An hour and a half had passed when Michael told Lamont what he already knew, that Mr Shapiro wasn’t coming.


‘He don’t want to hear about that stuff no more. It’s over.’


‘Well, he mighta got held up or something. Mighta got lost. Maybe he thinks it’s gonna rain. Michael, be bad if he comes later and I’m not down here.’


‘He ain’t never comin’, Lamont.’


‘Well, maybe. I don’t know. But I know there are horseshoe crabs in here. I’m gonna show Michelle too. You see how they use their tails when they walk?’


‘Shapiro … He ain’t comin’,’ Michael insisted. ‘He knows there ain’t no dumb ol’ horseshoe shit … but you get your cousin down here … I sure show her somethin’ … real pointy tail!’


That was all he had a chance to say before Lamont landed a punch to Michael’s face, the force of which pushed Michael on to the ground. Lamont stood there for a moment looking at him. It shocked him to think that he’d done that.


Lamont didn’t know why he’d let Michael make him so angry. They rode their bikes home against the wind without speaking. They didn’t see each other for a while after that. It didn’t bother Lamont much.


He hadn’t been seeing so much of Michelle at the time either. She was going to Bronx Science now and claimed to have more homework than ever. She made it sound genuinely heroic, like something to which Lamont might aspire, but she did it without ever being at all self-promotional or sounding in any way as though she thought herself superior to him, or to anyone else. At least that’s how it sounded over the phone whenever he said a little sadly but without accusation, ‘You sure are busy now, ’Chelle.’


But on his birthday Michelle’s parents had taken him, Michelle and their grandmother downtown to a steak restaurant. He didn’t remember now exactly where it was except that it was near Union Square. He remembered that. It had to have been around there because they walked through Union Square on the way to and from the place Michelle’s father had parked the car. Lamont liked going out with Michelle’s family. He’d wanted it to happen more often. Her mother, obviously on Michelle’s instructions, had bought Lamont more books from the Xanth series, books only Michelle would have known he hadn’t already read. Her father, again clearly guided by her, had got him a few action figures, Micronauts with translucent plastic limbs and a couple of accessories, which Michelle knew he admired. In addition, he got two of the original highly complex Shogun Warrior action figures, which Michelle explained later could only be bought in Chinatown. This was before Mattel started turning them out. Owning these could definitely enhance the social life of someone in Lamont’s position. It was as though, recognising that she was seeing him less and less often and that this was the way it was going to be, Michelle had engineered the day by way of partial reparations. It worked.


Lamont had started spending time with Danny Ehrlich. This pleased Lamont’s grandmother because Danny’s father was a teacher at Truman High School. She thought Danny Ehrlich would be a better influence on Lamont than Michael was. Mr Ehrlich was said to be just about the most laid-back teacher there was, a mellow hippy throwback. That was partly why the story about him, the famous Mr Ehrlich story, spread as fast as it did.


The story involved a student in Mr Ehrlich’s class, a skinny black kid from the neighbourhood known as the ‘Valley’ in Boston Secor outside Co-op City just across the highway. This student once drew a swastika on the blackboard. One of the worst-behaved kids in the class, he knew it was a bad symbol, one that shocked people, one that offended, even frightened some people, but he didn’t understand why. On that day he learned why and so did everyone else in the class. Mr Ehrlich was said to have gone temporarily insane.


Of course there were various versions of the story that made the rounds. In one, he hit the boy repeatedly. In another, the kid peed himself because of the verbal lashing he got. In some versions it was racism that Mr Ehrlich talked about. Some said it was slavery. Some said he made the class write an essay about being different. Others said Mr Ehrlich gave a long talk about something called ‘Nazism’ after which he just calmed down suddenly and it was all over. What was common to all the versions was that there was a day, just one, when that old hippy teacher, Mr Ehrlich, absolutely lost it. That became the canonical story.
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