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			From the first page to the last, I was captivated by Sandy’s bright mind, ready wit, and indomitable spirit.

			—Ruth Bader Ginsburg 
Associate Justice of the United States Supreme Court, 1993–2020

			Sandy is my gold standard of decency. I try to be his cantor, the tallis that embraces him.

			—Art Garfunkel
recording artist, winner of eight Grammy awards, inductee of the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame

			How devastating it would have been to be told at such a young age that you would never see again. What willpower it would have taken to paddle upstream against such a strong current. And how encouraging it is to know it can be done, because Sanford Greenberg did it—with a little help from his friends, but we all need that.

			—Margaret Atwood 
author of The Handmaid’s Tale and other novels, two-time winner of the Booker Prize





 

			 

			 

			For Sue, the one who has always been there





 

			 

			the dark beyond dark
the door to all beginnings

			—Lao-Tzu, Tao Te Ching





Author’s Note

			You would think that a book about a young man going blind would be very sad. I went blind at age nineteen, and, yes, there were some awfully hard times. But my story is more than a tragedy. In fact, it’s not really a tragedy at all.

			I think of my life in three acts, like a play. In Act One, I was a young boy, raised by poor but loving parents just after World War II.

			In Act Two, I went to a great college and had a promising future ahead of me. Then—wham!—I got a disease that left me blind.

			In Act Three—well, you’ll just have to read this book to find out what happened. Along the way there are tears and laughter, painful moments and wonderful times.

			When you go blind after nineteen years, you remember a lot of what the world looked like. You remember all kinds of things. After I went blind, my memory became like muscle that grew stronger every day. I remember so much that I just had to write it down. What follows are some of the low and high points of my life.
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			My Father

			Have you ever had a dream that you dreamed many times? Not every night, but maybe a few times a year? This happened to me a long time ago when I was a boy. The dream was not a happy one, but it’s important to my story, so I’ll tell it to you.

			In the dream it is a sunny late-summer day at Crystal Beach in Canada, just west of Buffalo, New York. A tall, handsome father in a bathing suit is carrying his five-year-old son on his back about twenty yards from shore out into Lake Erie. Both are laughing as the father runs through the waves. The father playfully lowers himself and his son into the lake, and as the water slaps at the child’s bathing suit, the boy begins to tremble and laugh. Danger excites him; he has never been out in the water before. But in his father’s arms he is safe.

			Suddenly, the father, still holding the boy, turns and pushes through the water toward the shore. The boy is surprised and at first amused. At the shoreline, the father hesitates for an instant. Then he slams facedown on the hard, wet sand, forcing the boy’s face into it. The boy rolls his father over and sees his glazed and vacant eyes. The father is dead. The boy sits and stares blankly.

			The reason for this dream is clear. In 1946, I went on my first trip to the beach. Later that same year, my father died. The beach trip was an important early memory, but soon after, a bigger event happened—the death of my father—and my dream mixed the two together.

			My father, Albert Greenberg, was a tailor who had to work long, hard hours to provide for his family. He had very little time left over to spend with his children. I admired him, but since he died when I was five years old, I don’t have many memories of him.

			I remember his last morning. My little brother, Joel, and I walked him to the streetcar stop and waved goodbye as he left for work. We found out later that at lunchtime he walked to the corner pharmacy, where he collapsed and died. I never knew exactly what he died of. Probably a heart attack from years of stress. Albert grew up in a small village in Poland, in Eastern Europe. He was Jewish, and this was a very bad time to be Jewish in Eastern Europe. Because times were hard, people often took their frustrations out on Jewish people, smashing up their shops and homes and making life miserable for them.

			In 1934, Albert, as a young man, moved with his family to Cologne, Germany. Cologne was a city of culture and refinement, so they thought it would be a better place for a Jewish family. Boy were they wrong!

			The Nazis had just come to power in Germany. They began rounding up Jewish people and sending them to concentration camps, where they were forced to work as slaves. Many died or were killed. Albert and a group of his family and friends made it out of Germany just in time. They spent many months wandering about Europe, walking from place to place, knocking on doors, looking for shelter. They were lucky to find people kind and brave enough to help them. Finally, in 1939, almost two years before I was born, they made it to Paris, France. But the Nazis were not far behind. My father and the others migrated to the United States just before the Nazis invaded France.

			He settled in Buffalo, New York, where he was free to earn a living without being persecuted for being Jewish. But he never lost the habit of looking over his shoulder for danger. The stress finally caught up to him that day inside the pharmacy in Buffalo.

			That evening, his coffin lay in the center of our living room in Buffalo, draped with a black velvet cloth embroidered with a Star of David. I thought the cloth was keeping him warm. Remember, I was five years old. I knew he was dead, but I didn’t really know what that meant. Candles representing the divine spark in the human body burned in red glass containers. I touched the coffin with my fingers, playing on it as if it were a piano. I sat under it like a good boy. I fiddled with the loose stitching of the cloth that hung below the bottom of the casket. I knew it was a terrible occasion, though I did not know precisely why. I was frightened and confused.

			Then came the burial. It was a bleak, gray day. Wind swept across the cemetery. We huddled together like peasants. I stood among the adults at the burial site, unable to make sense of the silent scene—as perhaps no five-year-old could. The mounds of dirt surrounded a large rectangular hole in the earth. The coffin rested to one side. Amid the sobs of those gathered around me, the rabbi began chanting a prayer. We put my father in the ground. The coffin was lowered on worn leather straps until it was nearly at the bottom. There were only a few inches between him and the cold ground, but in my mind he wasn’t quite buried yet. And so that meant maybe he wasn’t really dead. We could open the coffin. He could come out. Climb out of the hole, come home, and shower. Have lunch, live a good, long life.

			Then the straps suspending the coffin were unhooked and whipped out. Next came something worse. Those who volunteered were each handed a shovel, and they took turns throwing soil onto the coffin. I know now that this act is thought by Jewish people to be a mitzvah, a good deed. But at the time it felt the opposite. I had a strong urge to jump into the hole to rescue my father. Yet I stood motionless as each new shovelful of earth landed on top of the coffin with a thud.

			My father’s death changed my world. I was now the man of the family—something I recall comprehending even at that young age. I felt responsible for my mother and my little brother and sister. My father had been the head of the family, but now we were down to four and I was the oldest male.

			I was sad, but I also remember feeling an uncomfortable sense of freedom. I know that sounds strange, but it’s true. I’m old now, so I want to tell you only what I know to be true. I clearly recall feeling free. Not triumphant or joyful, just free in a new way. Yes, there was a wretched feeling of loss that has stayed vivid in my memory, but blessedly, there was a new feeling opening up in me. It was a little scary, because I didn’t really understand it. I realized after my father’s death that I no longer had the same limits and restraints. That realization was an “epiphany.” I’ve had many epiphanies in my life, times when things suddenly come together in my mind in a new way. They’re kind of thrilling. I’ll tell you about some others later on.

			Anyway, some years later I read a passage in the Bible, in which God commanded Abraham to “go forth.” He also told Abraham to leave everything behind. I remembered comparing Abraham’s situation with mine. Abraham had a specific destination. I didn’t. I had to stay in Buffalo and grow up and be a good son and help take care of my brother and sister. After that, I didn’t know where I was supposed to go, but I knew one thing—I wouldn’t have to leave everything behind. My family and friends would always be there with me.
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			This knowledge has made all the difference in my survival. When I was a young man in college, I went blind. That’s a lot of what this story is about. But not completely. What happened after I went blind is much more important. But before I get into that, I need to tell you about the things that happened between my father’s death and my loss of sight. The reason I told you about my father’s death is that it taught me something big: if I could handle that, I could handle just about anything.
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			Mother

			My mother, Sarah, was a quiet person, but she loved to dance. She liked coffee more than tea. She met my father on a street in Buffalo, and according to her, it was love at first sight. I like to imagine that right after they met, he couldn’t stop thinking about her—that he went back to his tailor shop and, while sizing up a man’s sleeve, pricked himself with a pin. Marriage followed not long afterward.

			They went on vacation to Florida once. They sat by the pool, held hands for a moment, found the light too bright, and left. They went out to dinner. She thought about her girlfriends. She thought about her children, the neighborhood, wanting us to be safe. She knew where we were because we were with her mother, having a ball.

			Mother would hold my hand. She held my hand as we crossed the railroad tracks, and she would hold me back as the Erie-Lackawanna train roared past. She held my hand when we went to synagogue. She held my hand whenever we crossed the street, went on trips to see Niagara Falls, went to an apple orchard, went to Crystal Beach. Her hand had seen work—a layer of tough skin covered the softer skin, mostly from her later work assembling airplane parts at the factory.

			My father’s death left my mother with a total of fifty-four dollars to support herself, me, Joel, and Ruthie, our six-month-old sister. In desperation, she approached the Jewish Federation for assistance and was told that it would be forthcoming—but only if she agreed to place her children in three separate orphanages. The notion revolted her. She made up her mind never to permit any institution or individual to break up her family. To support us, she became a saleslady at Sattler’s department store and then at the Broadway Market, both in Buffalo.

			With fifty-four dollars to begin our new life, Mother could do the following:

			She could buy us food and cook a dinner: a beef brisket, sweet gravy, and potatoes. She made sure her children ate before she did.

			She could take us to the movies, but not often.

			She could buy four sticks of gum—pink and sweet.

			She could take us to Crystal Beach—the public area only.

			She could teach manners, even elegance, in the face of poverty.

			She could put on three sets of boots, coats, mittens, and scarves and see us off to school in the morning.

			She could give us a kiss on the cheek.

			She could withhold her own fear and anxiety.

			She could absorb our fear and anxiety and pain. Almost all.

			She could tuck us into bed at night.

			She could shed light. At least it sometimes seemed that way to us. She was like a bright spot on a satellite photograph of Earth at night.

			* * *

			In the 1940s until well through elementary school, I lived in a kind of shtetl, a bleak neighborhood in a poor section on Buffalo’s East Side. In the early years of my childhood, after my father’s death, my mother had to shuffle us from one boardinghouse to another. We knew that we might not be staying at any place for very long. “Don’t disturb the landlord” was the evening watchword. It was practically the eleventh Commandment, along with, “Be seen and not heard.”

			We finally rented a house, at 163 Butler Avenue on the East Side. But maybe because I was the oldest child, I continued to be worried about our uncertain living situation. Somehow that worry turned into a fear of blindness and cancer. The first poem I wrote was about the horror of both these dread afflictions. I don’t remember the poem, just the subject.

			I remember standing hand in hand with my mother at the local ritual slaughterhouse while she ordered a kosher chicken, our Friday night dinner. The shochet (butcher) would chop its head off right in front of us. The blood squirting from its neck would run down a trough, and the chicken’s head would lie on the side, staring up at you as if to say, “Can this be? Is this possible?”

			One time, the sight was more than I could take. Before I could be sick, my mother dragged me out into the fresh air, where I promptly stumbled over a blind beggar. The sight of him was almost as bad as the headless chicken. He was sitting cross-legged on the sidewalk. He was lean and lanky, hunched over in torn and soiled clothes, which were two sizes too big. His eyes were unfocused and milky, with small black spots. His teeth were decayed and misshapen. He held a metal cup. After that, he became a regular visitor to my dreams.

			The park near our home was dangerous. Thugs lurked there even in the daytime, and they would often beat us up just for the fun of it. For amusement, we would go behind our house to play. It wasn’t really a yard, just a small area. My great-uncle Abraham, who owned the house, worked back there, stripping metal from bedposts over an anvil—a heavy iron block. All day long, that old white-haired man would hunch over the anvil, clanking away. His weary horse stood in its tiny stable in the rear, likely grateful for the break from hauling a heavy junk cart. Joel and I had to be careful not to get in Uncle Abraham’s way or he would growl at us in Yiddish.

			You could hear conversations in the upper rooms of all the homes in the neighborhood—sometimes they were arguments, and sometimes they were loud. Mostly, though, the neighbors tended to be quiet. Many of them, like my father, had escaped from the horrors of the Nazis, and they were guarded in their speech. Although I was young then and did not know why they were so quiet, I got a sense of it.

			Despite all that, there were good times as well. My brother and I would play football or baseball in the middle of the street until early evening. It was hot and muggy and we loved it. You could hear the bugs whirring up near the streetlamps. The old neighborhood women would be in their housedresses, watching us from their porches. Will Ludwig, an old blind man, would stand and “watch” us also. No one knew what he did or where he came from. He just stood there in his white T-shirt and gray slacks hiked up on his hips. He was creepy but harmless, like a friendly ghost. If he wasn’t there, you wouldn’t notice his absence. He would always stand on the same spot, arms folded, as though he were a referee. Somehow, his presence softened the harshness of the light from the streetlamps. There came a time when we realized that he no longer appeared in the evenings. I don’t know what became of him.

			I have some other good memories of those early years. There was always the wonderful feeling when I would get to spend the day with my grandmother, for instance. I remember the soothing smell of my mother’s cold cream and the scent of her perfume, the look and feel of her worn dress, the swish of her house slippers against the wood floors, the smoothness of her voice, the sounds of her sipping coffee, the clink of the saucer, and the pattern on the window drapes in her room. I remember the joy of coming in from a frigid winter walk with my little brother, entering an envelope of warmth and calm, and singing “Shalom Aleichem” to welcome the Sabbath on Friday evenings. I remember reciting the blessings, sitting down, and beginning to eat. These were the little things that underpinned my world.

			* * *

			After about five years of living in poverty, my mother married Uncle Carl, my father’s brother. Carl was a junk dealer—that is, he bought and sold scrap metal, rags, old newspapers, cardboard, glass, pieces of wood, and other items people wanted to get rid of. He was like an early recycler. Although the way Carl earned a living was far from glamorous, he was at least able to buy us a home. It had a yard, a real living room, and even a television set. It was hardly a mansion, but it didn’t need to be. From the kitchen window, we could see the sun rise. And from the picture window in the den, we could watch it set. Many times, I would sit contentedly in my house, our house, watching the sun set. I also watched it in the nearby park with my little brother, while playing basketball, as the days would wear on into evening. Life sure was better in this neighborhood.

			After our family moved to the new house—182 Saranac Avenue in north Buffalo—and I was placed in a new school, the contrast with our old life was striking. I now had a chance to start fresh, to pretend that all that had happened before had not happened. Things were beginning to look good. My family’s optimism matched that of the whole country. This was in the early 1950s, not long after World War II, when American families were feeling prosperous and hopeful about the future. It was as if I, my family, and my country had together emerged from a dark tunnel into the light.
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