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         Praise for On the Boardwalk


         
             

         

         ‘As in his plays, Martin Sherman writes here of complexity with simplicity, of the hidden with utter candour. A fascinating and brilliant example of what a memoir ought to be.’

         ALAN CUMMING

         
             

         

         ‘Most shove childhood memories into the recesses of forgetfulness, while others gather each detail like colours in a paint box and use them to create. We call those folks artists. Martin Sherman is such a creature. Within these pages you will find his painterly application of memories, fashioning a masterwork of experiences for us to enjoy.’

         HARVEY FIERSTEIN

         
             

         

         ‘Absolutely mesmerising and so fantastically well written that I wish Martin Sherman had written novels as well as plays and screenplays’

         STEPHEN FRY

         
             

         

         ‘Completely absorbing and funny and sad and beautifully told—a real treat and an extraordinary story—what a life.’

         IAN HISLOP

         
             

         

         ‘One Hell of a ride. Profound, witty, beautifully written and difficult to forget.’

         HUGH JACKMAN

         
             

         

         ‘This memoir is astounding. I’m reading it a second time.’

         VANESSA REDGRAVE

         
             

         

         ‘A volume filled with moving, entertaining and fascinating memories, by one of our great stage and screen writers.’

         PETER TATCHELL

         
             

         

         ‘On the Boardwalk is full of audacity and joyfulness, jokes and tears, it blew my mind, as it will blow yours.’

         PETE TOWNSHEND

         
             

         

         ‘He writes like Philip Roth—but even funnier.’

         RUBY WAX4
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            for Julia Kahalovsky Shapiro
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            On the boardwalk

            In Atlantic City

            We will walk in a dream.

            On the boardwalk

            In Atlantic City

            Life will be peaches and cream…

            
                

            

            —lyric by Mack Gordon (1946)12
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            Foreword

         

         In the history of the fight for gay people to be equal under the law, Martin Sherman has made his own important contribution. His play Bent—produced first in 1979 in London, and to this day in over sixty countries—has educated our world about prejudice and cruelty, and given us one of the most imposing declarations for human rights in dramatic literature.

         Playing his hero Max in the first production of Bent, at the Royal Court Theatre, is what I am most proud of, as an actor and as an activist. Just as importantly, it introduced me to its author—who ever since has been a dear, valued friend.

         Martin was born five months before me. So annually I can joke that he is once more a year older; older and a great deal wiser. As you will discover from this fascinating memoir, he has many an unexpected viewpoint on world (and personal) affairs, 16not just because he’s a wise old owl, but because he has the memory of an elephant of any age.

         There is a touch of Zelig about Martin: he is a reliable witness to important events. He was among the many who marched on Washington in one of the largest civil rights assemblies ever; he stood on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial behind Martin Luther King delivering his ‘I Have A Dream’ speech. Six years later, he was in Greenwich Village as rebellious regulars at the Stonewall Inn ignited a revolution. Woodstock 1969: Sherman was there. He is the eagle-eyed reporter on the sideline—an audience who misses nothing because he can empathetically imagine everything.

         Then too, it’s always a thrill when he recalls in detail the Broadway shows he saw as a child, in the middle of the last century. He attended the first productions of Guys and Dolls, Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, West Side Story. People of our age—survivors of past times—can easily impress (or, of course, bore) our young friends with personal reminiscences, but Martin’s stories are invariably surprising and funny, ending with an insightful twist that has you begging for more.

         17Time and again I have asked his advice about a character I am rehearsing to play; his answers never disappoint and always intrigue. He enjoys spotting something, imagining something, explaining something that no one else might come up with. Most recently, he suggested that in Sir John Falstaff, a narcissistic storyteller, Shakespeare foretold the manner and personality of a modern-day liar, and that I should add a dollop of Donald Trump to my performance.

         When he appraises a friend’s work on page or stage, or anywhere in life, Martin always gives a positive comment; he always gives encouragement. Each time, I am grateful and happy to believe a friend who has seen so much and thought about it all so wittily, and with such originality.

         I hope that the next time Bent is produced, you will go and experience Martin’s masterpiece; in the meantime, I hope you enjoy his written memories as much as I have.

         
             

         

         Ian McKellen 

         London, 2025
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            Prologue

         

         I was not an average queerboy. I looked like a survivor from Dachau. I was six-feet-tall. I weighed just 107 pounds. I had a face consumed with acne: there were oozing sores surrounding my oversized nose, and my protruding teeth hung like an umbrella over my lower lip. It was 1960 and I was twenty-one. An adult at last. But probably not for long: it was generally assumed I would inherit a diabolical neurological disease that ravaged my family, and that within twenty years I would be a vegetable.

         Actually, twenty years later I had a play running on Broadway. Go figure!

         
             

         

         My father always claimed, much to my displeasure, that I was a miracle baby. He and my mother had tried for some time to conceive, without success. Finally, he prayed and told God that, if he was blessed with a baby, he would only ask for ten years of happiness. A peculiar bargain, and one which God honoured with a vengeance.

         My father didn’t really believe in God, so the story was an elaborate fabrication, designed to distract from the inconvenient truth that my parents should not have been trying to have me at all. Not with a hereditary disease that had destroyed so much 20of my mother’s family as well as my possible future. Bringing a child into the world under those particular circumstances was virtually criminal. And what kind of emotional pressure did it put on my mother, knowing she was more than likely consigning me to a life of hell? I cannot begin to imagine what she thought because I can barely remember anything my mother ever said. I can barely remember a single emotion she expressed. She left no tangible legacy, either verbal or physical, unless a void can be considered legacy. So in theory, I should be angry that I was conceived. And I am. But I am also irrevocably grateful. The worst hell of all would have been non-existence. Thus, a good thing can be bad, a bad thing good, pleasure pain, and joy unbearably sad. There are always at least two sides. A character in one of my plays says her guiding principle is ‘on the other hand’.

         
             

         

         The disease was Huntington’s. In those days it was officially termed Huntington’s chorea and relatively little was known about it. What they did know is that it was inherited and that the earliest symptoms were often subtle problems with mood. Followed by a general lack of co-ordination, an unsteady gait and involuntary jerking movements. Followed by very understandable depression. Followed by complete physical and mental chaos, with speaking and thinking severely impaired. I’ve sugar-coated the description—that’s the Disney version, because even now I cannot bear to accurately say what it was like.

         I am aware that this is no way to begin a memoir. But then neither is it a way to begin a life. Rest assured, it gets better.

         Although it takes a while.
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            1

         

         My father was the most popular lawyer in Camden, New Jersey. He loved his profession and almost wasn’t in it. He took his bar exam five times and failed the first four. This might be because he knew very little about law. He loved law passionately. He just wasn’t interested in details. Or rather, he couldn’t concentrate on details. He once had a client who was charged with robbery. The prosecution had every conceivable bit of evidence and proof, which they dutifully presented to the jury. Then my father stood up. ‘Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, what have the prosecution just presented you with?’ he asked. ‘Facts! What good are facts?’ The jury agreed and found his client innocent. They believed my father because my father believed my father. Facts were like details. Clutter.

         He would come into court empty-handed, minus any paperwork related to the case. Then, when the case was called, he would pull a piece of paper from his pocket and from time to time refer to that. What no one knew was that the paper was blank. He was fond of quoting the Bible when defending a client. He never read the Bible. But he thought he did. Wise biblical sayings flowed from his mouth and he believed they were real. ‘To err on the side of mercy is to come upon a green 22field where one finds redemption,’ he cautioned a jury, pointing to his client—a young man who had murdered a shopkeeper in cold blood.

         If a judge objected to his biblical quotations, which were not only fabricated but often beside the point, my father would look plaintively at the jury and say, ‘See what our society has come to? It’s not interested in what Jesus had to say.’ Jesus hadn’t been previously mentioned. ‘If a man is on trial for his life, everything counts, even words spoken thousands of years ago. If you’re not interested in the Bible, then what are you interested in?’ Sometimes, a foolish judge would threaten contempt of court, to which my father would reply, ‘Because someone makes some rules and regulations, I’m not allowed to speak my mind?’ At that point, the judge—if he had bravely held on to judicial principles up until then—would sigh, shake his head and throw in the towel.

         My father didn’t actually need a client; they were dispensable. Once he defended a chair. A man charged with robbery, and out on bail, did not show on the second day of the trial. My father suggested that the case proceed without him. There was an empty chair where the client should have been sitting. My father pointed to the chair. ‘If this chair could talk’, he announced, ‘it would tell you…’ And he proceeded to speak for the chair. The chair was eloquent, most especially when it said it was wrong to convict someone who couldn’t defend himself (presumably because he wasn’t there). The jury found it innocent. The chair walked.

         My father’s guiding legal philosophy was, ‘Why do we always assume that the party that did it is guilty?’ He was passionate and theatrical in front of a jury. He never prepared a summation. He improvised. (‘Whatever came into my mind,’ he would say 23proudly.) People who worked in other parts of the courthouse would leave their posts and crowd into the trial if they heard he was about to speak to the jury.

         
            ‘Did you ever stop to think why Cain killed Abel? It was because of jealousy. His father was nicer to Abel. And Cain was upset. Why don’t we realize that people have feelings? This boy says one thing and the experts say another. It’s black, white, day, night—so who do you believe? Do you believe these things called facts, or do you believe this boy’s eyes? So what’s the truth? Sometimes the truth is a mystery. And with mystery, there is doubt. And if there’s doubt—a reasonable doubt, as the law says—you have to let this boy go.’

         

         And of course they did. By the time he was through, they not only had reasonable doubt about the case but their sanity as well. He only dealt in criminal cases or divorce. His clients were poor and disadvantaged, and he almost always got them off. ‘Lawyer Sherman’ was a beloved figure, especially in the black community.

         Camden was, by the time of my birth (1938), divided between a growing African-American community and an immigrant-based white population. Its history was unenviable; it had been an auction centre for newly arrived slaves in the seventeenth century. Almost everything in the city was named for its founding fathers, who were Quakers and also slave owners/sellers. None of this was acknowledged when I was growing up, but history is an accomplished poisoner and it was impossible not to feel that something was wrong, somewhere. 24It had become a prosperous industrial town; the fact that it was directly across the river from Philadelphia definitely helped. Walt Whitman died in Camden; what was surprising was that he had lived there. It was a city of almost no physical beauty. Perhaps Whitman lived solely in his mind.

         Industries started to pack up and leave in the sixties, as did the white population. Camden had always been a hotbed of political corruption and chicanery; that increased and its citizens suffered. By 2014, Camden had the highest crime rate in America, which was the first time I ever felt civic pride. In my childhood, I was desperate for Camden to be famous. I hated it being a backwater. I wanted it to be Paris. Once it was officially dangerous, I was proud to have been raised there. So what if it wasn’t beautiful; you could finally die in Camden of something other than boredom.

         My father was born in a shtetl, a small village with a large Jewish population, in the Ukraine. His father, fleeing service in the Tzar’s army, left for America shortly after my father’s conception, promising to bring his wife and children over later. He kept his promise.

         He was actually an illegal immigrant. He had somehow smuggled his way into the country without papers. Decades later, when the political climate suggested that my grandparents should become citizens, my father had to pull a lot of strings to cover his father’s lack of the necessary documents.

         The details of my grandparents’ emigration are a puzzle to me. They were peasants. That’s somewhat lower than poor. It’s hard to imagine how they found the resources to make the long and frightening journey. The Ukraine was then part of Russia; my family only ever spoke of Russia, even though it became a rather dangerous country of origin in post-war America; the 25word ‘Ukraine’ was never mentioned. The idea of the Ukraine as a separate entity simply did not exist, at least not to the citizens of Yaltushkov.

         My grandmother was a tiny woman. She left the shtetl burdened with a half-deaf sister-in-law and three small children—my father, Yossil (in America, Joe), his older brother (Lou) and his perhaps older, perhaps younger sister, Soora (Sara). When Sara became of marriageable age, she was pronounced younger than my father—who never knew his real age. Or even the precise day of his birth. His existence was never celebrated. My grandmother—Bobbi we called her, which was a riff on Bubba, but ironically made her sound like a teenager—was pregnant with my father when her husband (Zayde, to us) left for America. I suspect she hated the child growing in her womb; she was, after all, stuck in Russia or the Ukraine or wherever with two real kids and one bad joke in her belly, plus a nerve-shattering, ever-complaining sister-in-law. All of whom she had to support. It’s no wonder she didn’t ever utter a warm word to or even sneak an affectionate glance at my father.

         He worshipped her.

         He never said a negative word about her. It seems almost statistically impossible for a child not to say something bad about a parent, but my father was above statistics. He praised her to her dying day; she was a saint. Indeed, she did bear a certain resemblance to Mother Teresa, both physically and emotionally, and certainly had a similar rollicking sense of humour. And yet, it is hard not to feel compassion for a young woman who had to be tough in order to hold things together. How did she survive in the shtetl for six years with her husband gone? (By taking in sewing and working into the morning, in candlelight, ruining 26her eyesight.) And how did she make it across Europe with her charges? Along with so many other young women doing exactly the same thing. Long lines of Jewish Mother Courages trekking across an unfriendly continent. Usually with husbands already in America. Emotionally she never survived the trip, and neither did her children. Refugees escape, but they don’t.

         The men, I assume, were a bit like Tevye in Fiddler on the Roof—charming, funny, always talking to God, philosophising, debating Talmudic points, and leaving the gritty business of survival to the women. Everyone loves Tevye, but no one has much time for his wife; she’s grumpy and wary and unimaginative; Tevye sees the fiddler, she doesn’t. But she’s the rock; she keeps him alive. I didn’t like Bobbi; she never looked at me, she never was vaguely gran-maternal, and yet if there was anyone heroic—heroic, not saintly—in my father’s family, it was she.

         Her Tevye was considered by most everyone, certainly his children, to be a passive nightmare. His father had been a taxi driver, a taxi in the Ukraine being a horse and wagon. When Zayde wheedled his way into America, he worked in grocery stores in Camden (he was a connoisseur of fruit), saved some money and was ultimately able to rent his own store. He would spend hours at the market lovingly testing and examining fruit, ultimately buying the ones that had passed muster, but he spent relatively little time trying to sell them. That was up to his wife—who was so virtuous she undercharged customers and added to their financial woes.

         Shortly after Bobbi arrived, shortly after the birth of another child, Sam, Zayde’s passion for fruit abated; he took to bed and left the running of the store entirely to his wife and children. Zayde, it seems, was dying, and he continued to die for the next fifty years.

         27Dying consisted of lying in bed and not doing anything. Dying consisted of medicine—empty bottles of which filled copious chests of drawers in his bedroom. (As they now fill the drawers in my own bathroom.) Dying consisted, too, of listening to the Metropolitan Opera on the radio every Saturday afternoon. Opera? Where did he develop a love of opera? Could it possibly have been in the shtetl, which lacked opera houses and radios? Or, more likely, when he arrives in America—a strapping young man, possibly even a sensitive young man—one Shabbos afternoon, some Christian puts on a radio and there suddenly is Puccini? Perhaps what lay dying all that time was his soul. Was he thinking about Carmen as he sat at home, refusing to work or help or engage? Or was he thinking about Don José?

         Of course, it’s tempting to wonder about his sexuality. There are so many feelings we take for granted now, even feelings we repress, but back then nothing was consciously repressed because so few things consciously existed. Physically, Zayde was on safer ground; he was quite possibly the healthiest person in South Jersey. When his sons married, he refused to attend each wedding: he was too ill; the family pleaded and cajoled, and finally he gave in; at each reception my dying grandfather danced Russian folk dances (the Kazotsky kick, no less; kick!) and danced them into the night.

         Bobbi and Zayde, in their later years, lived two doors away from us. So there was much traffic between houses. Well, not from Zayde. He never walked the few steps to our house. He rarely walked anywhere, except up and down his own stairs, and that was usually a production number. How on earth did he remain so fit? None of the men in my family, except for Sam, ever did a day’s exercise and they all lived to relatively 28healthy old age. Bobbi would drop in, however; usually bringing something she had baked. But she would never sit down. She viewed chairs with acute suspicion. They were the enemy of martyrdom. My father would say, ‘Sit down, Mom.’ No, no, it’s alright. I don’t want to interrupt. ‘You look tired, Mom. Sit down.’ No, no, I’ll stand. Don’t bother about me. ‘But you look faint, Mom. Sit down.’ No, no, I’m fine. I had a little dizzy spell this morning, but it’s nothing. I’ll stand. On rare occasions, she did sit; then and only then did you know she was not well.

         You could say she was one of the defining clichés of Jewish American humour—the self-sacrificing, passive-aggressive Jewish mother. So then why wasn’t it ever funny? Perhaps it was her own humourlessness that made it impossible to find the joke in her. Not only couldn’t you make a joke to her, you couldn’t make one about her either. On some level, the stereotypical Jewish mother in the comedy routines gets the joke. Bobbi never did.

         That typical Jewish mom also had warmth. Camouflaged, perhaps, but there. Bobbi’s coldness was confusing. My cousins didn’t feel it. It was exclusively reserved for my father and his kin. Perhaps that’s why I never found her amusing. If she refused to sit in our house it was because our house wasn’t worth sitting in. After my father died, I discovered that Lou had told his children that his parents had always been cold and cruel to his younger brother, had always treated him with brutal disdain and had constantly put him down. They never celebrated my father’s birthday. Birthdays were always such a secretly painful non-event in my household that to this day I not only find it difficult to celebrate my own, but I rarely remember anyone else’s. My father never once gave me a clue that his childhood was unhappy or that his parents had treated him badly. It was 29buried deep in his psyche, and probably a primary cause of the mental malady that would define his life.

         Which bring us to narcissistic personality disorder.

         My father’s behaviour takes on a bizarre contemporary relevance: it is a disorder that the forty-fifth (and now, sadly forty-seventh) president of the United States has been accused of having. It was only by observing Donald Trump’s behaviour that I realized many of my father’s characteristics were part of the syndrome. Facts, for example. I always loved that courtroom story about Lawyer Sherman and would trot it out in lulls at dinner parties. When the forty-fifth president showed the same inability to countenance facts and details, I recognized that my father had built his profession around a symptom of an illness.

         According to the Mayo Clinic, the symptoms of narcissistic personality disorder (NPD) are: an unreasonably high sense of self-importance; requiring constant, excessive admiration; expecting to be recognized as superior even without achievements; making achievements and talents seem bigger than they are; lacking an ability to understand or care about the feelings of others; insisting on having the best of everything—for instance, the best car; being easily upset by the slightest criticism; having secret feelings of insecurity, shame, humiliation and fear.1

         My father checked all those boxes. And yet the clinical description is inadequate. The doctors rarely mention an inability to deal with detail, or indeed to concentrate. But how can doctors be specific about NPD when they rarely have a chance to interact with a patient. One of the characteristics of the disease is that you will never seek help, so I would presume that most people with NPD are never diagnosed.

         My father’s symptoms were on a lower scale than Mr 30Trump’s. He was the low-budget independent film version compared to the gigantic Hollywood epic. He did, indeed, have an exaggerated sense of self-importance. He thought he had supernatural wisdom. He thought he understood people far better than anyone else. ‘You have to know people as people’, he’d say. ‘The common person’. He was Solomon reborn in New Jersey. He was convinced that if anyone brought him a problem, he could solve it. As he had excellent intuition, he sometimes could. He was annoyed when Marilyn Monroe died because he felt if only she had come to him for advice, he would have saved her. He meant it.

         It upset him when his wisdom—or his uniqueness—wasn’t properly appreciated or acknowledged, although he never really explained who should be doing the acknowledgement. ‘I’m an individual type of person. There’s nobody like me. Let me put it this way, I don’t do the usual thing. But the big boys don’t want to know.’ He said he would write a book detailing his philosophy—a book he thought the world desperately needed. He never did. When queried as to what that philosophy was, he could not answer. (Details!) He bragged about saving hundreds of young men from prison (he did) and changing their lives by giving them sound, practical advice on how to reform (they didn’t).

         He often indulged in mythology. As much about his family as himself. When he told me that even their non-Jewish neighbours would come to his mother for advice, I pointed out that wouldn’t have been possible as she did not speak English. He then immediately started to talk about something else.

         If a conversation didn’t interest him, he would tune out and try to change the subject. Otherwise, he would take over. He never properly listened to anyone else’s opinion, but he would 31forcibly express his own, often without any corroborating evidence. If you argued, it was a losing battle, and if you argued a lot, you might just discover, after fifteen minutes, that he had changed the goalposts and was now defending your original position, whilst you were advocating his. If you pointed out that he was now saying the exact opposite of what he had said just a little while back, he would laugh and say, ‘Well, that’s the kind of guy I am; you can’t pin me down.’ Which is why he was invincible in the courtroom. He always produced a reasonable doubt.

         He did understand other people’s feelings, but only in so far as they related to him. He could tune in to another person’s mind, but only if they had come to him to rescue them. In normal conversation, when nothing was required of him except his presence, his antenna would shut down. And he became difficult when the focus wasn’t on him.

         In my early thirties, I contracted hepatitis and when I was no longer contagious, he suggested I go to his apartment in Miami, where Laura, my stepmother would nurse me. He flew in from New Jersey on weekends. The first weekend he had a cold. Because Laura was tending to me and not to him, he felt threatened. He constantly blew his nose and then randomly dropped the tissues on the floor of the apartment. Soon, the entire flat was covered with lethal Kleenex. Each tissue was a bacterial bomb ready to detonate within my compromised immune system. My father was a pioneer in germ warfare. Suggesting I recuperate in Florida was a loving and generous act and typical of his behaviour; trying to murder me for pulling focus was equally typical. Laura and I were used to this; we tried to make it through the weekend with a certain amount of amusement.

         32But it could be unnerving away from the family. Which is possibly why he had acquaintances, but not friends. He would enter brief alliances, but always with men who exhibited the same behaviour as him. Our local rabbi—a charismatic leader who the entire congregation worshipped—was caught in a scandal with a married woman. My father had always been sceptical about him—they were, after all, rivals in the wisdom sweepstakes—but once the rabbi was attacked, my father was almost alone in supporting him. They were briefly buddies. Then as soon as it kindled, the relationship ended. Just as I knew that none of the people encircling Trump would last, other than blood relations.

         My father was a small man, thin; he looked a bit like a Frank Sinatra who didn’t exercise. He was known for his suits—there were many—and his neckties—there were more than many. His apparel always leaned towards Vegas; for Camden, New Jersey it was definitely spiffy. He was proud of his taste in clothing. And cars. Every year there was a new one. Usually a Cadillac. Usually a bright colour. I have no idea how he afforded them.

         When I discovered he was a chronic gambler, I understood a little. Gambling produces financial ups and downs, but until the last few years of his life, there were no downs. His clients were poor; his charges modest. On Saturday mornings, long lines of people from the ghettos of Camden would form outside my father’s office, each offering another small instalment of their fee, along with their undying gratitude for rescuing a loved one from prison. Still, his Saturday take didn’t amount to a canary yellow Cadillac.

         His secret may have been that he spent everything he had. He wasn’t interested in putting anything away for a rainy day; he didn’t countenance savings or stocks or insurance policies. 33He was virtually Buddhist in the way he lived ‘in the moment’. Financially, at least. Dollar bills were stashed away in his apparel. Pockets were his bank. He made daily deposits to his trousers and jacket. Possibly it was a reaction to the extreme poverty of his childhood; he had, after all, slept on the stove as a boy. Feeling actual money on his person gave him confidence. He wasn’t exactly enamoured of income tax, and I suspect his declarations were sparing. Camden was a mafia town, but my father wasn’t a mafia intimate. Camden was corrupt, but my father was not. Was he? He took his financial secrets to his grave.

         He was seldom seriously challenged, but on the rare occasions one brought up something he might have done wrong, he fell into a hole of denial so deep it was unfathomable. You quickly dropped the subject for fear of tumbling down the hole after him. It wasn’t simply that he couldn’t deal with criticism; he was completely unable to process it; he was being pushed onto another planet, where the oxygen was alien and incompatible with his breathing apparatus.

         He could also deflect criticism by talking nonsense. This was the key to his success with juries. My father’s mental condition was largely responsible for his triumph as a lawyer; it was, in essence, a vote-winner. He glorified his behaviour by saying he was ‘fighting for the rights of all people’. For instance, he hated being interrupted. If he started speaking to a jury and a prosecutor made an objection, he couldn’t handle it. If several objections were made, he simply sat down and discontinued his statement. He said he was being deprived of his right to try the case and thus denied his First Amendment rights to free speech. This was, of course, nonsense; the prosecutor was simply following established legal procedures. But my father had no truck with established procedures. It had nothing whatsoever 34to do with the First Amendment. He was making that up.

         The judges almost always gave in; it was too exhausting not to. My father would resume his speech to the jury, explaining with rare self-awareness that ‘I don’t like to be interrupted’. Privately, he would describe this as ‘making monkeys of the big shots’. He had no respect for authority or people in Establishment positions. He said he ‘never listened’ to what a judge was saying and also explained that he was giving juries ‘something they never hear’. Once, a prospective juror was being interviewed for one of his cases and the prosecutor asked her if she had encountered my father before; she said yes, she had heard him in court and ‘I would believe everything Mr Sherman says’.

         If Donald Trump invented fake news, my father railed against what he considered to be fake law—although it was almost always legitimate law and it was his objections that were fake. He was deeply offended when a judge once said to him, ‘Mr Sherman, have you no shame?’ In the context of his profession, he did not understand the concept of shame. My father was fundamentally decent; what happens when you put the same behaviour into someone who isn’t?

         
             

         

         My father’s older brother, Lou, had protected him in those early dark years, and they had a bond that was emotionally incestuous. My uncle was not fond of me; he viewed me as a wife would view her husband’s rather demanding girlfriend. He had dreamt of being a doctor, and he would have been a good one, but there was no money for medical studies. He had to drop out of high school to work full time in the fruit store. Several years later, encouraged by Bobbi, he took a special course, completed three years of high school in six months and received his diploma. He ultimately became a podiatrist, or as it was known then, a 35chiropodist. He was endlessly argumentative, which I suppose in those days was considered Talmudic.

         He married a difficult woman, Diane, who the Shermans could not stand. (It was not an easy family to marry into if you were not a Sherman, which of course, you were not.) I was sneakily fond of her; the oxygen supply was low, but she was trying to breathe her own air. Lou complained about Diane endlessly to my father. He also complained about me, thinking me spoiled. Which I was.

         Their sister, Sara, was an angel—a genuinely good woman who Fate despised. She was plain, but she had fire—fire that was continually doused. Zayde was firefighter number one. He taught her that she alone was keeping him alive and that if she ever left him, he would quickly and painfully expire. Bobbi never tried to intervene; it is just possible she didn’t like any of her children.

         Sara tried to escape when she was in her early twenties. She would go for long weekend visits to cousins in North Jersey and New York. Her cousins were young women as well, up for a good time, which was not hard to find; it was wartime and New York was filled with randy servicemen; the city was having a sensual heyday. Sara changed her name when she was away from home. Sara became Cyd. Cyd liked music. Cyd liked to dance. Cyd had suitors.

         One young soldier was in love with Cyd and wanted to marry her. I’ve read his letters to her; he was a bit of a schlemiel, uncomfortable in his own skin, and their marriage would probably have been a disaster, but so what? She would at least, briefly, have known some kind of passion and her regrets would have been more lived-in. Most importantly, she would have gotten out of the house. But he wasn’t Jewish, which provided 36an iron-clad excuse for Zayde not to allow it. The soldier wasn’t her only boyfriend. She fell in love with a motorcycle cop. (Obviously she liked men in uniforms.) He too wanted to marry her. He too was not Jewish. This time the entire family disapproved. Sara lacked the self-confidence to fight all the Shermans; Cyd was slipping from her grip.

         And then she fell ill. She was diagnosed with breast cancer. In those days (the 1940s) there was only one option for breast cancer. It was believed that the more extensive the surgery the less likely the cancer would be to return. This was ultimately disproved and multitudes of women suffered unnecessarily. Sara had a radical double mastectomy; Cyd never danced again.

         Sara never spoke about her cancer. No one in the family spoke about it. I lived two doors away and never knew (but then, if my entire family had turned into werewolves, I wouldn’t have noticed). This would have been the perfect opportunity for my mother to make a gesture of understanding and perhaps forge some kind of close relationship with her sister-in-law. Two shy but still vital women with compromised futures. But of course it didn’t happen. My mother remained silent. Sara remained silent. Cyd disappeared forever.

         If her own life was congealed in sadness, Sara’s mission became to save her younger brother. Sam was a genius. He had the highest IQ ever registered in the city of Camden and ultimately became something so incomprehensible to a layman that we never quite knew what it was, but knew it had something to do with the development of radar. He was also sweet and sane, which was a curious reversal as usually it’s the genius who is mad and difficult. Sara encouraged him to get away from the house, navigated him skilfully through the landmines, and his life became her one source of pride. He 37married a sharp and sexy woman, had three lovely children and maintained a life independent of the family, whilst at the same time remaining loyal to them—an amazing balancing act by a balanced human being.

         Sara’s other solace was the piano. (Where did this family, newly arrived from the Ukraine, with hardly enough money for a potato, acquire a piano?) She poured her soul into that piano. All of her unexpressed longings went into its keyboard. She would sit and play and a tidal wave of passion would engulf those pitiless rooms. My father would weep as he listened. It was inevitable that she would become a piano teacher and she did so at the age of fourteen. She also had a job playing the latest songs on the Steinway at the local five and dime, who hoped to entice customers into buying sheet music. Word of this young maestro spread and soon she had a growing roster of students, for whom the piano would be a hobby, not a salvation.

         Lou had bought an office building on Federal Street, a main thoroughfare in downtown Camden. (Again, I am astonished at the finances of my family.) The ground floor was Lou’s chiropody palace. The next floor was my father’s law office. The top floor was Sara’s piano studio. Sherman feet, Sherman law, Sherman piano.

         The Yaltushkav siblings had been together in the shtetl. They were together on the train crossing Europe—where they saw an electric light bulb for the first time. They were together when they arrived in America—where they were called 'greenhorns' by the other children and had to navigate alien terrain without speaking a word of English. When my father was with Lou and Sara, he felt he belonged. Anyone who wasn’t a family member was, basically, Christian.

         The office building, at 632 Federal Street, was close to City 38Hall, the home of the ultra-corrupt Tammany Hall-style Democratic political machine that ran the city for almost forever. George E. Brunner was the mayor. He was elected six times, for four-year terms, back in the days before Camden mayors were almost routinely indicted for corruption. (Three mayors between 1973 and 2000 were so honoured.) My father loathed the ‘big boys’ who controlled the city but also craved their attention. Shortly after I was born, he was appointed to the draft board, which was considered a first step in a political career. A step I imagine most people would be reluctant to take. The Second World War was raging, and the draft board decided which young men would be called into the armed services. My father had escaped the army due to a minor physical problem. I would think it more legitimate than Donald Trump’s bone spurs; my father had a dropped stomach. Doctors today look at me as if I’m mad when I tell them that. There is seemingly no such thing. But it existed in the thirties. And Joe Sherman had it. And it might have saved him from the war. Which is a blessing; emotionally he could never have survived army life.

         Nonetheless, it is difficult for me to understand how he could agree to serve on the draft board, at least without a few agonies of conscience. You were, after all, sending some young men to their death. He rarely mentioned it afterwards; he never suggested that he had lost sleep over the decisions he had to be a part of. He seemed unable to have empathy with the many lives he must have impacted, often tragically. He was basically a good man and basically a kind man, but his illness caused him to behave in unfeeling ways. Which, of course, made him a perfect candidate for the draft board; whoever appointed him had acute psychological insight. My father was briefly in a position of power: he was able for a short spell to play God, 39and it suited him.

         His next venture into the political arena was the board of education. He was appointed by the mayor sometime in the late forties. He had absolutely no knowledge of education, but neither did anyone else on the board so it was fine. He fell in with a young maverick named Alfred Pierce and soon they made waves. They discovered that a few of the schools were literal fire traps. They went public and it was a major scandal. Al Pierce ultimately parlayed that scandal into a political career that saw him dislodge George E. Brunner from the mayor’s chair and bring a refreshing new style to the despotic mismanagement of civic affairs. My father did not possess Pierce’s ruthless ambition and the new big boys soon left him behind. But I think his forays into politics had much to do with a need to get out of the house: my mother’s slow disintegration was suffocating.

         
             

         

         Mentioning my mother’s condition in theory makes for a perfect segue into my parents’ marriage. But I’m unsure how to proceed. I’m not certain how to talk about their intimacy or their rapport. Like everything concerning my mother, I just don’t know. I can describe my father’s second marriage because Laura was an available human being but Julia Shapiro is totally elusive; I am no more certain of her performance as a wife than as a mother. Certainly now I am haunted by that absence, although of course she was always there and still always is: she is my dybbuk, but a silent one, and what’s the point of being possessed by someone if she doesn’t talk?

         In real life, she was a statuesque and striking woman. She was tall, dark, a bit exotic, with a voluptuous figure; her beauty marred (or enhanced) by an oversized nose, which is the one tangible thing I have inherited from her and is quite possibly 40why I could never bring myself to alter it. She was the younger sister of one of my father’s schoolmates, Joe Shapiro, who was the closest thing Joe Sherman had to a friend as he was growing up. She was in the Shapiro house when my father visited, so there was familiarity, which ultimately made courtship easier. She wasn’t a stranger to my father; that was important; that was already somewhat secure. I suspect she was shy. I have poems she wrote as a young woman about two cousins who were twins; the naivety and unworldliness of the writing is a little frightening. She hadn’t completed high school. The family finances were dire and she had to work. It wasn’t a big deal for a girl to surrender an education; a boy, yes, and so her elder brother remained in school.

         Her father, Mikell, was born in Armenia, which was then, like the Ukraine, part of Russia and his family identified as Russian Jewish. He was a salesman. Fruit and teas. And, like Willy Loman in Death of a Salesman, he was not doing well. I would think it had a lot to do with the demon he carried within. For in those days, Huntington’s was particularly amongst superstitious European Jews, considered to be more of a succubus than a disease. A curse they could understand; a gene not as much.

         If Mikell’s father lost control of his speech and movements and ended up as a raving madman, and if his father before him had done so, well then, check out Exodus: ‘God visits the iniquity of the fathers upon the children’. And for good measure, ‘smites thee with madness’ (Deuteronomy). The Bible had no truck with neurological illness. A similar, if not the same, disease was known as ‘megrims’ in colonial New England; the victims were condemned as witches and burnt at the stake. The uncontrollable involuntary movements were deemed ‘a derisive 41pantomime of the sufferings of the Saviour during crucifixion.’ It’s now believed that the witches of Salem were simply suffering from Huntington’s. It’s possible that Mikell was the first in his family to be properly diagnosed, and then probably late in the day. I cannot supply details, as none of this was ever talked about. But at some point he knew, and his children knew that either Satan or illness was upon them.

         Doctors weren’t of much help. They knew precious little about the disease then, not least because there was no money in it. All they knew was that it was progressive and incurable and awful, and that they were helpless. Things changed much later, in the sixties, when Marjorie Guthrie, the ex-wife of the great balladeer Woody Guthrie, went public about the disease that had killed her former husband. She realised her children could possibly be affected, so she placed an ad in the New York Times asking anyone who knew anything about Huntington’s to contact her. Marjorie Guthrie had been a dancer with Martha Graham; she understood determination and mythology and that it was important for a disease to have at least one famous victim. So she skilfully used the Guthrie name to start a foundation.

         The climate altered. Suddenly there was research. And years later, a test was developed that could determine if a child is a carrier or not. A percentage of Huntington children are not; I was an example, and my mother’s younger sister, Fran, was as well. But the initial signs do not appear until your early thirties; minus a test, you have to reach forty to really know that you do—or do not—have it. It was finally determined that Huntington’s is caused by a gene that is present in all bodies, but that if it expands beyond its normal size it causes brain cells to die. Still there is no cure, and no treatment. Nonetheless, 42thanks to the intrepid Marjorie Guthrie, Huntington’s is finally on the map. But in Mikell Shapiro’s day, it was still uncharted territory.

         Mikell was extremely ill by the time I was born. He came to our house one summer night and stood outside our porch—the awful thing is I don’t remember his being asked inside—and he was swaying and mashing his words. He had been hospitalized, but somehow he had gotten out. It was a stiflingly hot Jersey night with fireflies throwing unexpected light and this strange man was standing outside, talking incoherently and tripping over himself, and no one knew what to do. He seemed to be drunk. My parents knew better. But this I do remember: they didn’t want him there. His decline was rapid and he died within a few years.

         Mikell’s wife, Lizzie, my grandmom, was the opposite of Bobbi. She was warm and funny and kind. She married at sixteen, had Joe at seventeen and my mother at eighteen. By the time she was fifty, her husband, son and daughter had been decimated by Huntington’s. As intelligent as she was, Lizzie carried Eastern European superstitions (she too was born in Russia); she could not quite accept science and believed to her final moment that somehow she bore responsibility for what had happened. But somehow she carried on, and if it was possible for a white Jewish lady to have amazing grace, then it was she. I loved her unreservedly and, to some degree, I owe her my life.

         Lizzie had been a dressmaker, but when Mikell was hospitalized, her financial situation was desperate. Her elder sister, Ethel, came to the rescue. Their parents, Bertha and Zarac Kalosky had emigrated from the Ukraine in 1890. They brought a copious breed of children with them. Ethel was the 43eldest and the wildest. She was a feminist. A beauty. A flapper. A cigar smoker. A businesswoman. Somehow or other, she ended up owning a hotel in Atlantic City, which she ran with her second husband, Yudele Belzer. Yudele was the son of a famous cantor and composer in Russia (who may or may not have composed the melody of ‘Hatikvah’, the Israeli national anthem; like most things Israeli, it’s a matter of contention). Yudele himself had written music for the Yiddish theatre in New York. He had a glass eye. There was never an explanation. But it really was glass, and it frightened the life out of me. The first time I met him, I ran screaming down the porch of the Pierrepont Hotel onto New Jersey Avenue.

         Ethel offered Lizzie a job running the kitchen of the Pierrepont. That meant planning menus, ordering supplies, overseeing waiters and busboys and carrying an astonishing bunch of keys, which dangled from her waist and would have made any leather queen proud. It meant too that my mother and I spent a part of each summer at the Pierrepont, which was a small hotel, unlike the art deco giants that faced the ocean—palaces from another age, an F. Scott Fitzgerald age.

         Atlantic City was a haven for the Jews who had escaped Eastern Europe and Germany and, in compensation, often became overweight. They were thus bad casting for a beach resort. The boardwalk could have been invented by a Yiddish Scheherazade. The air smelled of aspirin and chicken fat and suntan oil. Rabbis and bathing beauties and amused goyem paid one dollar for a boy to push them on a rolling chair. A rolling chair was a chair that rolled. At the centre of the boardwalk stood the Steel Pier, which had two movie houses, a vaudeville theatre, a dance hall and a diving horse, which was, of course, a horse that dove (into the sea). There were arcades and fortune 44tellers and movie palaces and stores selling salt water taffy and cotton candy and frozen custard, and an emporium dedicated to the peanut which featured a six-foot walking peanut with a huge peanut head who greeted you effusively, and by doing so dared you to think your own head was similarly grotesque and that you had lost whatever mind you once had. You were on the other side of Alice’s mirror but the mirror was in Minsk.

         This Neverland was not long for the world. Miami Beach snapped up the Jewish trade and soon the art deco palaces were empty. In the early seventies they were dynamited, destroyed to make way for a new Atlantic City—a gambling town. The Atlantic City I had known was reduced, literally, to rubble, like Yaltushkav; this time there were not stormtroopers marching into town but one-arm bandits and Donald Trump.

         Lizzie’s kitchen duties put her in the middle of the Pierrepont social whirl. Everything revolved around food. In the evening, customers would crowd in the lobby waiting for the blessed announcement to finally come over the loud speaker: ‘The dining room is now open for dinner.’ As the doors opened, a scene reminiscent of the cattle rush from Red River ensued. Beneath the middle-class finery were memories of starvation. Once seated, there was another ritual to be observed. At exactly the same moment each evening, Ethel and Yudele Belzer would enter the dining room; Ethel decked out in impressive jewellery and Yudele sporting his glass eye. They would regally walk down the centre aisle to the head table as martial music played over the loudspeaker and the entire room stood in appreciation. They would sometimes give a majestic wave to someone they passed. And then they sat. And the meal, and the noise, and the world, would resume. The cuisine was kosher and fulsome and one of the favourite dishes was tongue, which I found ironic 45as it was devoured by people who talked so much. My mother always dressed beautifully for dinner. She wore clothes well. That, I remember.

         My father hated the Pierrepont. He came on weekends and glowered. He was out of his element. It was my mother’s family, not his. They gave him a reduction on his bill but it was never enough. He always thought they cheated him. He constantly complained to my mother about the Belzers. Naturally, I don’t remember her reaction but she had to have had some spunk; every year she won the fight to spend four weeks at the hotel.

         Our first year there I went for a walk on the boardwalk with my mother and Betty, her best friend (her only friend). We walked past the Garden Pier, which housed the largest typewriter in the world (1,728 times the normal size) and featured huge billboards advertising vacuum cleaners. I must have been about five; the two women seemed huge; I had to hold both of their hands; they were walking really fast or so it seemed; I could hear the clatter of their heels on the boards; maybe they weren’t wearing heels, but it sounded like heels; and they were talking, animatedly, about very important things, things they possibly should not have spoken of in front of a child—maybe things about my mother’s marriage, maybe things about my mother’s health. I don’t know, but I have spent the past eighty years wanting to know; I have convinced myself that if I remembered what they spoke about I would have the key to my mother; that she would no longer be a ghost, but a living and breathing, walking and talking human being, which, clearly, at that moment, she was. But all I can remember is looking up at them as the world spun by and the clanging of shoes on the wooden planks.

         We went to the beach every day. A nightmare for my father. 46He was insecure about his body. If ever there was an arena in which he could not shine, it was the beach. You can’t make a speech on a beach. It was difficult to have a reasonable doubt about muscle tone. My mother loved to swim, at least in those first years. She looked to me like Wonder Woman in a white swimming cap; she would dive into the ocean and disappear out into the waves, swimming past the pilings that were all that remained of the Garden Pier—destroyed by hurricane only a month after that always remembered but forgotten walk on the boardwalk.

         My father was frightened of the water; it reminded him of sickening, overcrowded steerage on the boat from Liverpool, the final lap of his family’s journey from Yaltushkav. Swimming was the one great pleasure my mother had. She never taught her son how to do it. I still can’t swim, although I partially live by the sea. I’ve never been able to allow anyone to teach me. There’s only one person I wanted to teach me. It could have been the only lasting connection between a phantom mother and her son. It never happened. Something stopped her. Perhaps I stopped her. I shared my father’s distrust of anything aquatic. And I was such a neurotic little thing that perhaps the guiding principle was ‘let’s leave well enough alone’. I want to believe that she was shy, but how shy can you be with someone who’s been in your womb? I want to believe that it was Huntington’s; that the disease, which would just have been making itself felt, erected barriers; that shame and guilt and ignorance made it impossible to communicate years before it literally made it impossible to communicate. Sometimes I berate myself for thinking her distant and elusive, but then I remember the sea.

         
             

         

         47My father’s distaste for Atlantic City was mostly predicated on the fact that it was basically my mother’s show. He actually loved to holiday in Jewish resorts and each winter went to Grossingers—a thirteen-thousand acre resort that was larger than Monaco and was the jewel in the crown of the Borscht Belt, a group of kosher hotels in the Catskill Mountains of New York. My mother, no longer surrounded by her own family, became a useful appendage; he must have beamed with pleasure as she appeared on his arm looking statuesque in a low-cut gown. If she was beginning to slur her words or drop things, he could cover it; it was actually she who made him a star. And it felt like family without actually being family; for a few days, it was a perfect escape without leaving anything behind. Grossingers catered to important people, which made my father happy, because they were important on his level—from the same background, and most probably hiding the same anxieties. If you spent a weekend there you were important too. On several occasions my parents actually sat at a table with Mae Questel, who was the voice of Olive Oyl in the Popeye cartoons. Needless to say, I have no idea if my mother enjoyed these excursions or not.

         Neither parent had the nerve to tell me they were going away for a weekend, probably because I was a handful and they hadn’t quite figured out how to navigate me. They would pile luggage into the newest car and say they would be away for a few hours—a few hours with all those suitcases! And they would deposit me with a disapproving Bobbi. I started to wail as soon as the ignition was turned on. And I would cry for hours after. (I can actually remember boring myself with my tears.) I received neither comfort nor interest from my grandparents. Needless to say, it still doesn’t 48take much effort or creativity to make me feel abandoned.

         When my father discovered Miami Beach, he never looked back. He loved Miami Beach as much as he detested Atlantic City; they were basically the same pineapple, but Miami Beach was even more inauthentic, and it lacked irony. Anyone vacationing in Miami Beach took it seriously and would never have tolerated a talking peanut.

         My father was always attracted by bright lights and the illusion of life, what he called ‘people and things’. It was the mid-fifties now and my mother’s condition had worsened; perhaps the theory was the more grotesque the backdrop, the less it would be noticed. They stayed at the Fontainebleau, which wasn’t even kosher, but was the most luxurious hotel in town; despite the amenities it was still, at heart, Yaltushkav in Cinemascope.

         In those days, flying was still considered adventurous so the first few trips were made by car. One year, they took me along. Driving from New Jersey to Florida was not easy. It was long and hot and the insects were seemingly mutant; when you hit the Deep South, it became disturbing. I had never seen real poverty before, nor had I noticed segregation. It was my first exposure to injustice and it shocked me to the core. Of course, it was convenient for me to be shocked by Georgia and Alabama. In all the years that I adored Atlantic City it never occurred to me that it was racially segregated—and this in the North, not the South. I never really looked. But then, I was blind about anything close to home.

         Ignorant, really. What I struggle to come to grips with is the fact that I knew nothing about my mother’s illness. Well, no one told me. And if you’re not told, how are you going to know? Reality, to a child, is what you grow up with. What happens at home is the norm. Especially if there is no internet or social media to tell 49you differently. There wasn’t even television until I entered junior high school. I really didn’t know what went on in other houses. Maybe all mothers slowly became emotionally absent. Maybe all mothers began to forget words or substitute the wrong ones. Maybe all mothers ceased to care about their appearance. Maybe all mothers spent increasing amounts of time in bed. Maybe all mothers began to make jarring, jerking movements.

         What was I thinking? It seems absurd, now. I wasn’t a dumb kid. In some ways, I was incredibly bright. But my brain was encased in denial; it was literally in my DNA. And of course, the equally trenchant question is why did my father not tell me? 

         I suppose he was trying to save me from the fear that it might happen to me, or maybe it was his guilt holding him back, or he might have just been hoping it wasn’t really happening. There were no rule books about how to deal with this kind of situation. Nor was there advice from the medical profession. Nor was it possible to speak to anyone in an equivalent circumstance. You were on your own. There was no evil intent involved; it was simply a combination of ignorance, superstition and upbringing. And of course, a reverence for secrets that had travelled to this brave new world from the shtetls of the Ukraine. But still I feel saddened that he, or better still my mother, never told me.

         It’s important to remember that the disease progresses gradually; there is no big shocking moment of revelation; it can seem almost natural. She must have been so confused and inarticulate and angry (let’s not forget angry) about what was happening inside her own body and mind that it was beyond discussion, especially with her son. Even later, when I knew, she never did discuss it with me. But then she hadn’t really discussed anything with me, or even near me, since that walk on the boardwalk when I was five.

         50All I knew, subconsciously, was that my mother had withdrawn; it was as if she had packed all of her suitcases and left for Grossingers.

         Permanently.
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