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In the years following World War II and peaking in the 1960s, the industrial city of Paterson, New Jersey, fifteen miles northwest of Manhattan, was home to over 30,000 Jews out of a population of 140,000; nearly a quarter of the city census.  Many were descended from skilled European weavers who had arrived at the turn of the century and helped remake their new home into America’s “Silk City.” Many others were Holocaust survivors who settled there to live miraculous second lives among their kinsmen in the new world. By the approach of the new millennium, this entire community had vanished from the city, almost without a trace. 

These works of fiction contemplate the arrivals and departures of this lost world. Resemblances to individuals living or dead are entirely coincidental, with two exceptions. The New York City teachers’ strike of 1968 became national news and was momentous enough to warrant its own documentary voice, some of which can be heard through Miss Turner’s cousin and on archival recordings still available via National Public Radio. Later in the collection, few readers will fail to recognize the late founder of the Jewish Defense League, whose philosophy has been quoted verbatim. 

Paterson was America’s first planned industrial center, founded by Alexander Hamilton to provide the “useful manufactures” needed by a modern, independent nation. The city powered the American ascent for a century and a half, contributing everything from the gun that won the west to the engine that launched the age of air travel.  

Always a magnet for immigrants, some thirty languages are heard today in the city’s school system. Hebrew and Yiddish are no longer among them. To hear those, you now go to the surrounding suburbs and further, where the various Orthodox communities live in numbers that would have raised the eyebrows of the Reform and Conservative Jews that helped build Paterson’s golden age. 

One day, another ethnic or religious group, speaking whatever language, will look back with nostalgia or relief at this same adopted city that they too have left behind. But the Jews can no more forget Paterson, and so many enclaves like it, than forget that they live in America. For them, the “old country” has a more contemporary geography. 

• • •
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What was that, a rat? He hoped it wasn’t but knew it was. Yes, of course it was a rat, and there are probably lots more down here, so try to ignore them and don’t make a sound. Not that Sheldon had ever actually seen a rat to know what one really looked like. Not in the clean little house where he’d lived all of his seven years. God only knew what was happening there right now. Please God, he silently asked, let nothing be happening there. 

He’d only seen a mouse there, only once. It was the night that Mitzi trapped a hapless straggler in the basement, too oblivious or complacent to sense obvious danger. He’d watched in frozen horror as the delighted tabby toyed with it at length. Over and again, with pitch-perfect sadism, she’d lift her paw and tease an escape, only to swat the ball of fur and blood back to its awful reality, as the shrieks grew louder and the will to survive grew fainter. 

There could be no shrieking where Sheldon was crouched now, that was for sure. There could be only silence in this rat-friendly utility room. Above all, he had to remain dead silent. He knew that as much as he knew anything in this world. He hoped that his heartbeat, loud as a kettle drum in his ears, wouldn’t give him away. 

He was lucky, he thought, very lucky, to have seen and remembered the unlocked window to this hiding spot. Things had happened so quickly. Even though the whole city could feel the pressure pushing down the air like a vise, no one really saw it coming. Not until it had finally combined and recombined the sums of its awful energies and birthed itself as a terrifying solid. He hoped the other kids were all right. Twelve-year-old David from up the block had left him in the schoolyard with the others. Just for a few minutes he said, and he’d be back with Dubble Bubble and a fresh Spaldeen from Smokey’s Sweet Shop. But where was he now? Please God, he silently asked, let David be okay somewhere. 

When the unmistakable sound of collective mayhem  arrived within earshot, the kids bolted their separate ways like rabbits from a brushfire. For Sheldon, running all the way home from the schoolyard where they’d been playing that Sunday would have been well out of the question. Too far to go, too dangerous for sure. 

Resourceful beyond his years and long adapted to many shades of fear, he hadn’t panicked. He’d noticed earlier that a small basement window in the back of the school, hardly noticeable in its nook, had perhaps two inches of open gap, probably left for ventilation. While he knew there’d be no one inside on a Sunday that might protect him, he nonetheless sped back to the spot with no hesitation, with only the blind intuition that the tiny slit of open window was in fact, the main chance. 

Easily reaching in to trip the long hook latch, he climbed down onto a grizzled wooden workbench and swung the window shut as best he could before quickly wedging himself below. Maybe nobody would look for him there, or even notice the window at all. He’d be safe here, maybe. At least for the moment. Outside, the noise was growing louder, closer, very close. Growling, vindictive voices, buzzing like a hornet’s nest, punctuated by the arrhythmic clunk of a bat on asphalt. Baying in earnest for...what? Violence, destruction, and blood. 

He’d often heard the warnings that this day would come. They’d arrive as hushed urgencies exchanged by the adults, mostly in Yiddish so that he would theoretically not understand and not be frightened. These sinister tidings seeped effortlessly from the family kitchen to the young boy’s room and spelled danger like the distant howling of wolves. 

From the darkness of his bed, he heard Uncle Saul and Aunt Julie practically beg his parents to up and leave Paterson, just as they had sped from Newark only a few months ago. The violence and destruction that roiled that aching city only last summer had taken as one of its casualties the tiny haberdashery that represented their entire security. The couple returned to their store the day after the riots to see the windows smashed and their decapitated mannequins pointedly arranged on the sidewalk. They felt no need for further clarification. Uncle Saul had been almost exactly Sheldon’s age when his own parents had managed to leave Leipzig, almost exactly thirty years earlier. 

There were others too that advised a speedy relocation. Why hadn’t his parents listened? The Stadtfelds had moved away earlier this year too, not long after Josh had been caught in the wrong place at the wrong time. Caught by the same genus of multi-headed monster that Sheldon could hear out there in the rear of the schoolyard, right now, clear as day. They must be close by, he shuddered. 

Poor Josh had ended up in the hospital with injuries that nobody ever named in detail. Naturally, these became the stuff of legend among the neighborhood boys, with ghastly speculations inspired by Chiller Theater. Sheldon’s parents wouldn’t even take him to visit his friend in the hospital. By the time Josh’s rehabilitation was over, the Statdfelds’ house was already on the market. Soon the family moved downstate, never to be heard from again. 

How many of them were out there now, he wondered? How many people are there in a mob? Is twenty enough? Fifty? Is there something that’s smaller than a mob but bigger than a gang? Whatever it’s called, will they notice the slit in the window? 

Startling another rat, Sheldon cautiously unfolded and craned, hoping to close any remaining gap in the window before anyone might see it. He saw there was no way he could climb up the table in time. Securing the window in the first place would have been much better, he cursed, what a tragic mistake. Why didn’t he think of it immediately? Now he might not survive. Survival depends on thinking of things immediately. And on luck, of course, you always needed luck. Now he’d have to make himself invisible and pray for more luck. He shrank back under the table and tried to breathe as quietly as he could. Maybe they’ll pass this spot. Maybe they won’t notice the window. Maybe they won’t see where he’s hiding. Maybe the danger will go away. 

But the danger never goes away. It just doesn’t. Sheldon now understood, belatedly, that this ugly postulate must in fact be true; shockingly, horribly true, despite all his fervent efforts to deny its truth and safely believe it false. They were right after all, he gulped. The danger never goes away. It’s always just around the corner, barely and imperfectly contained. And it could –  no, would –  appear at any time, such as right this minute. This core truth, now fully recognized as such, was the root and branch of his tree of knowledge, the elemental lesson, divulged over and over, in so many words and so many less, by the two haunted souls that had bequeathed his epigenetic fear and nurtured it like a hothouse flower: his survivor parents. 

All right, so who could blame them? Those two knew fear like nobody else did, that much Sheldon knew must be true. Who could blame them, after all, if they wanted to be certain that their miracle child – tardily and surprisingly engendered here in America, under the iron grey skies of rusting Paterson, New Jersey, not fifteen years after the camps and the marches – was, and always would be, absolutely aware that the danger never goes away? 

Had their English ever moved beyond the functional, they might even have phrased it that way. Instead the two of them, individually and together, spoke their own nuanced dialect of Holocaust impartation. In it, words were only guideposts, coarse indicators of meaning that broadly hinted at greater, unspeakable meanings deemed indescribable in words. The somber litanies of what happened to “us” and “your family,” spoken of and hinted at so often, served through their repetition to create even more guideposts in the boy’s mind, each newly and equally terrifying. By the time he was seven, his imagination of what lay beyond these markers was fully commensurate with their source material. 

Were those hideous visions – the stuff of so many of the child’s frequent nightmares – so much different than what was happening out there right now, not fifty feet away? Weren’t they the same thing after all? They were still out there. He could still hear the growling, the cursing, the laughing that felt like the opposite of funny. He could sense the weirdly sour smoke that he’d sometimes smell behind the Carvel, where the bad older kids would gather in the evenings. None of them had ever bothered Sheldon or his pals before, as they happily marched to the counter and demanded a cherry bonnet. Why were they after us now? What did we do? Why are they so angry? Is it because we’re Jewish? Not all of the kids in the playground were Jewish. How did they know who was? 

It had been a punishingly hot spring. People were always in a worse mood with the temperature, that was for sure. Their bad moods multiplied when they came together and became something else, bigger than any of them, like that time Ruthie across the street accidentally burned the whole matchbook as she lit a Parliament. There are moments just like that matchbook, he thought, only with people. 

It even happened before, not very long ago, when he was younger. He remembered it now. Race riots – that’s what they called them in the Talmudically-observed Paterson Evening News – had broken out in the city during the summer when Sheldon was only four. Back then, his mother had barely concealed her anxious grief each day as his father left for his job in the drapery factory near the great falls, far from their safe Eastside neighborhood, eyeing her son frequently to make sure he was inside at best, outside the window at worst. Now, outside his own little window in the back on the school, the sounds of the monster were dissipating, but they had not yet vanished. Why aren’t they leaving yet, he thought? And what are they so mad about? What did we do? 

The city had had been nervous for days now. Somebody Arthur Luther King had been killed with a gun. Sheldon didn’t know who he was, but he must have been important, it was even on TV. That mister King was right here in Paterson just last week and everyone seemed so happy, why did someone shoot him? Did Jews shoot him, is that why they’re so mad at us? 

And if they aren’t mad at just us Jews, then how come it’s always our Jewish friends who were moving away every year, to Fair Lawn and Glen Rock and even Wayne, in the parts where they’re allowed? Sheldon wondered if he’d always have to live like this. How would he find new hiding places? He might not always be as lucky as he was this time. What if luck for people came in fixed quantities, like nine lives for cats, and today was the day when he’d emptied his share? 

Until today, Sheldon hadn’t pondered these questions for a long time. A long time for a seven-year-old might seem like small beer, but he’d made up his mind about these things in the second grade, upon entering public school. As far as he was concerned, that was a lifetime ago.  He’d spent kindergarten and first grade at the city’s sole remaining yeshiva, a move animated by pragmatism rather than piety, as both his parents needed to work, and no public school would enroll children younger than five. Sheldon ultimately begged them for the chance of attending “real” school like the other kids in the neighborhood. As soon as he got his wish, he breathed deeply in a way he had never known before. He’d been born again. 

Children of every size, race, color, creed and religion populated his bustling classroom, laughing, jostling, all woven together as one tapestry, more or less, while a carousel of earnest teachers patiently intoned the day’s lessons. It was like he had finally landed in America proper, the same place he saw on TV and in the movies, where nobody needed to speak in hushes. No matter that two years at the Khesed Academy had better prepared him to recite Modeh Ani than I Pledge Allegiance, or that he’d never seen cursive letters before, or even knew what science was. 

It didn't matter. He was now in the real world. A world filled with living and breathing cousins and aunts and uncles and even grandparents. A world where everyone spoke English all the time and most often without accents, where adults laughed and drank homemade wine on their stoops while their teenagers stole kisses in dark corners and their youngest played on the curbs in front of their buildings, long after sunset. A world where people said sweet dreams to their children at bedtime.  

With only a child’s mind, he knew that his situation – his parents’ situation –  was special, even singular. He even knew that their tiny circle of friends, all of them survivors as well, were only that, just a tiny circle. And so it was with relief more than shock that from the first moments he entered the public sphere, through the buffed linoleum halls of P.S. 26, he saw with utter clarity that the world was much broader and brighter than the one explained by two undaunted but damaged refugees that had somehow made it through its most pitiless depths. There was another world out there and we live in it now, reasoned the boy. I live in it now. We are Americans. No, it won’t happen here. This is America. 

“And where are you now, smart guy?” asked all the voices inside him, piercingly, with the requisite accents. As he continued to scrunch into the smallest ball possible, Sheldon had to allow again that his parents must have been right after all. I guess it can happen here. It’s happening right now, isn’t it? Still? Are they still out there? 

Cupping a hand to his ear as if it would make a difference (he had seen this bit of science in a cartoon), he warily judged that the sound of the crowd seemed to be gone at last. There was no more murmuring that he could hear, no more smoke smell; could it be they’ve moved on? He unfolded himself quietly, slowly, so as not to surprise any more rats. Climbing back onto the ancient utility table, caked with paint and turpentine, he peered out the crack of the window. There was nobody out there –  nothing. Is this the moment? No, it was too soon. They might be around the corner. Better to wait. 

Climbing down from the table, he gazed in awe at the mysteries of the utility room. He had never seen things like these in person. There were glass flasks and beakers, just like those in the Frankenstein movie his mother wouldn’t let him watch, for fear of giving him nightmares. Sheldon was too young to appreciate such ironies. However, upon sneaking a viewing at his chum’s apartment down the hall, he saw nothing nearly as frightening as the stuff of his highly explicit dreams. Especially the one where the bad men dressed in black break into the house and drag grandma and grandpa off and pitch them into a burning oven, where they would scream Sheldon’s name until he woke up with a start. 

Lately, this dream had stopped waking him. Maybe he had gotten used to it. Maybe he had begun to understand that it was only a dream, and who knew what those were anyway? Maybe he was the one that was right after all, and not his parents. The past is in the past, and what happened there would not – could not – happen here. 

What else was on these huge shelves, so tall you needed a ladder to get to it all? He had never seen shelves so big, except for the day his mother took them downtown to get a library card for her avid young reader. She had brought him to the stately Paterson main branch, a landmark Classical Revival building by the architect who a few years later would design the Lincoln Memorial. Its grand staircase and imposing Ionian columns thrilled the boy to his core and convinced him more deeply of his evolving thesis, namely, that the world was surely a much bigger place than what he was led to understand at home. 

There was nothing to be mad about with Mom and Dad, he reasoned. Or their friends for that matter, who would gather with them for company and rummy in quietly jolly get-togethers, where Polish, Hungarian, Romanian or Czech colored the Yiddish lingua franca, and English was something only occasionally barked at too-noisy children. No, the bleak warnings aren’t their fault, Sheldon knew, they only want to protect me. It’s their past that’s doing the talking and who could blame them for that? 

But they were wrong, he had decided long ago. They were just wrong. Now we’re here and not there, and this is now, not then. One look up at the massive limestone pillars of the grand library, and the nearby statue of Alexander Hamilton, who had founded the city itself and had even been one of America’s founding fathers, gave the boy inspiration and comfort. It was difficult, even wrenching, to disbelieve the worldview of one’s own parents at such a tender age. But here, in stone and bronze, was something tangible and noble you could believe in. We’re here in America, the best country in the world. It won’t happen here. 

Sheldon peered again through the crack of the window and felt sure that the bad men must be gone, but now he was transfixed by the utility room. One shelf had equipment for gym class. Imagine it Mom and Dad! Jews and Blacks and Irish and Italians and Puerto Ricans and Poles, Syrians, Greeks, Costa Ricans, Filipinos, even Germans – all playing games together! Stacked on another shelf were thick books containing wisdom he couldn't wait to uncover. Up there were goggles for boys that would learn to work a bandsaw; over there, gelatin molds to bore the girls in home economics. 

Sheldon gaped at these wonders and dared to follow his curiosity out of the room, into an empty hallway. The deserted school looked celestial as the afternoon sunlight flooded every window it could find. He peered up at a trophy case filled with plaques and cups for outstanding achievements, dreaming that his own name would be up there too, one day. This is America, where everyone has a chance at achievement. Who knows how far he’ll go? It’s a big world out there, after all. 

Flooded with unnamable emotions, Sheldon felt ready to leave the building and make his way  home, hopefully without incident. He carefully closed the utility room door behind him and climbed  back onto the  table. Reaching up to open the window, crack by crack, he scanned the rear of the schoolyard and deemed it truly empty. He piled a few books on the table to help the climb, and in a moment, found himself standing in a faded hopscotch court, blessedly alone. 

He immediately cursed himself for needing the books. The staff would find them there at some point, and even though nothing was stolen, they’d now know better than to leave this window unlocked in the future. That meant that this storeroom would no longer be a viable hiding place, should he ever need one again. But he wouldn’t need one, he decided. The bad men were mad at something else, not at me, not at Jews, and probably the police have caught them already. Wherever they are now, they’re no longer here. 

This realization helped Sheldon’s emotions unwind from high alert. His fear receded into its familiar corners, giving way to an analgesic flush of relief and then, remarkably, into something that he began to understand as pride. He had not panicked. He had saved himself. Maybe he could have tried to be a hero and tried to save the other kids, but maybe that wasn’t needed after all. Maybe they all got home safely before the bad men saw them. And, anyway, survival isn’t about saving others, it’s about saving yourself. 

That’s one lesson he had learned cold from his mother, whose sister had been shot in the head right next to her for not keeping pace on the death march out of Auschwitz. She had managed to stifle her screams of horror and anguish and kept marching, and she had survived. And now, today, Sheldon knew that he was truly his parents’ child. Today, he had survived. He now knew that he could survive. He now believed that he could confidently answer the unasked question that echoed through his still-evolving soul, and the souls of an entire second generation like him. He would have survived. Yes, he would have survived. 

The streets near the chaotic 10th Avenue circle were eerily empty for a Sunday afternoon. The shops were largely closed, and as the city had been on tenterhooks for almost a week, the locals had wisely and overwhelmingly decided that on a hot day like this, there’d be no place like home. Sheldon had been well-taught to look both ways before crossing any streets, and as a careful boy, he did. 

Luck may be a finite resource, as Sheldon had feared. Perhaps it really is apportioned in a single serving at birth or before, and spent, for better or worse, until the ration is gone, who can say? Or rather, luck might be a renewable, regenerating itself with each fresh expenditure, possibly inverting itself like a mirror with every incident, changing good luck for bad and vice versa. Maybe it’s true that we make our own luck after all, or equally true that all outcomes are the work of the Lord. Luck has no lineage, no pattern or justice, no reason. It smiles on us with infinite mercy, or turns away with cold indifference, as it will. 

While every building within two blocks surely heard the screech and the sickening sound of the skid, it was a long time before anyone came down to see if someone got hurt. When they did, no one was there. 

• • •
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Miss Turner’s First Day
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The second-floor hallway of P.S. 34 was nearing silence as the morning bell became a ghost. Most of the students had already fled to their classrooms, making this a solitary promenade to room 214, and a final few moments alone to gather her thoughts. It was a darling school, she thought, she’d like it here very much. 

Crayoned posters commemorating Crispus Attucks Day lined the upper walls, showing exemplary enlightenment among these young children and even some artistic talent. As she continued down the hall, one entry in particular caught her eye. It was a surprisingly detailed illustration depicting the first martyr of the American Revolution, bleeding and dying on the ground, while two groups of onlookers hovered nearby. One was drawn with crude expressions of shock and agony over poor Mr. Attucks, a Black man rendered in burnt sienna, with mortal injuries in jagged swoops of scarlet. The other group leered with satisfaction at the outcome of the deed, though none of them actually held the musket.  

She was excited to get started with these students at last, and looked forward to opening their young minds to everything, absolutely everything. She had waited for this day longer than expected. Having breezed through her coursework at Paterson State Teacher’s College, class of ’68, and garnered nothing but sterling recommendations, an immediate position in a good school felt all but ordained, at least until the troubles started. But there was no time to think about that now. The time was finally here and her class would be waiting.

She opened the door of room 214 to the cacophony of twenty-seven fourth graders, laughing, cajoling, accusing and retorting, with the predictable accompaniments of spitballs, rubber bands and paper airplanes. Closing the door behind her, the noise stopped suddenly, as if someone yanked a cord. The children dashed to their seats, furtively glancing sideways before staring straight ahead with their most blameless expressions, hands folded neatly before them.

She strolled to the front of the room and, facing her class, smilingly introduced herself in a gentle contralto that pealed amiability and warmth, sensations that these children were not accustomed to at this hour, not from crabby and acerbic Mrs. Fisher. Wait, where was she? And who was this? 

The lilting voice informed the room that “My name is Miss Turner.” She turned to the chalkboard and in a clear, elegant script, wrote it for all to remember. “I’m looking forward to us learning together,” she said, which sounded to the children like something secret and wonderful, a confidence. “So first I’d like to learn more about you. Let’s begin by introducing yourselves. We’ll start with A, of course. I think you’re first, Susan Aaronson. You probably go first a lot,” she smiled.

There was an uncomfortable pause before young Susan responded. It was as if the entire class hoped she’d answer for all of them. To greater or lesser degrees, all were now transfixed by the charming young woman perched jauntily on the edge of the teacher’s desk. The children had returned from Christmas break prepared for those bleakest days of winter yet to come, which would be spent fearfully dodging Mrs. Fisher’s unpredictable wrath and groaning to satisfy her militantly exacting ways. 

Susan finally answered by raising her hand, which confused everyone, as she had already been called on to speak. “Yes, Susan?” The child answered shyly, “Is Mrs. Fisher okay? My mom heard from a friend of hers that she was sick.” 

The reply came in vividly reassuring tones that curled gracefully through the pin-drop silence. Its melody drew the children’s attention rather than demanding it, sending yet another unfamiliar quiver through the room. “I’m afraid that’s true, Susan. I can’t say anything more about it because we should respect other people’s privacy. We’ll all talk more about privacy another time. But together, as a class, we’ll send a nice get-well card to Mrs. Fisher. I know she misses you all.” 

“How long will you be our substitute?” asked Susan, energized at having instigated this important discussion. Smiling gently, Miss Turner answered, “I’m not a substitute, I’m your new teacher. What would make you think that I was a substitute?” The child shrunk visibly and turned crimson, murmuring that she didn't know. The silence resumed. The children remained transfixed and mute. They had never seen a Black teacher before. 

*
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Gloria Bethany Althea Turner, aged twenty-two, had known in advance that this would be the case. She was advised of it at length, both by those that fought for her to replace the ailing Mrs. Fisher and those who were steadfast against her. The former group had lobbied and more to fill the upcoming vacancy with a Black teacher, as P.S. 34 was one of the last remaining schools in the city to employ exactly none. They demanded, with uneven degrees of civility, that it was high time the school staff reflected its student body, which was decidedly more Black than its faculty. 

The latter group of naysayers had nothing against this Miss Turner personally, and certainly nothing against her race, absolutely not. But there was such a thing as a teachers’ union and also seniority, which Miss Turner did not possess, though many others did. To their minds, her hiring was nothing more than pandering and nothing less than illegal. 

The tension had boiled over into Paterson from its original kettle in nearby Brooklyn, where many of the city’s Jewish families could trace their roots. There, just months ago, in an atmosphere of white-hot emotions and distrust, some of which never dissipated, an epic battle had been waged between Black community leaders and the teachers’ union, representing innumerable Jewish educators and administrators. Upon taking over their schools in the once-Jewish neighborhoods of Brownsville and Ocean Hill, the new Black leaders had summarily rid themselves of a number of Jewish teachers, attempting to transfer them to other districts, accusing them of obstruction, professional failure, and worse. 

It would no doubt require many diverse experts to fairly assess the causes and effects of the 1968 Brooklyn teachers’ strike, which became national news and produced acrimonies that often hardened into permanence. Suffice it to say that in nearby cities such as Paterson – undergoing many of the same transitions as its larger eastern neighbor – the conflict echoed with striking fidelity to the original. Which was to say, among the many other things to say, that the core issue of the kids’ education became perhaps less mattering than who should be allowed to provide it. 

When Miss Turner received the call from the school board informing her of her hire, there were few additional formalities. Her orientation manual arrived by courier the next day. She had already toured the school during her interview, which was held in the evening after everyone had gone home. It had been surprisingly cursory: a brief read-through of her achievements and references, obligatory questions about herself and her ambitions, including thoughts of motherhood. 

Gloria assured them of the seriousness of her professional outlook. She had come from a long line of teachers in the Turner family and was committed to education and children, with no plans for any of her own (at least for now, she thought). Satisfied with these answers, the interviewers shook her immaculately manicured hand and wished her the best of luck. One of the board members caught her arm on the way out and sheepishly apologized for the “noise” surrounding her hire. Another followed her all the way out to her car and made fumbling small talk before asking for a date.

*
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The lunch recess was nearly over, and on the asphalt and glass-shard grounds of P.S. 34, Miss Turner’s fourth-grade students were huddled in pockets to discuss their new situation. 

Leonard Rosen was the first to say anything against her, murmuring theatrically that she was nothing but a token. When pressed to define this unfamiliar epithet, which sounded unambiguously insulting, he muttered that he couldn’t say exactly. However, his uncle was overheard grumbling that the schools were being forced to hire token “colored,” and since he was a teacher himself, who would possibly know better? A piccolo voice suggested that we should ask Miss Turner what the word means, but this was quickly shushed down by the others. Daniel Weissman cleared his throat, and assuming the mediating aspect that would one day land him a judge’s robe, soberly reminded the group that we don’t know anything yet. We only know there’s been a change.

In a nearby cluster, Miss Turner’s Black fourth graders were gathered together, nearly all of them, smiling broadly or quizzically, but smiling nonetheless. They’d overheard their parents talk about how Black teachers had taken charge of some schools in New York, but never thought they’d see that here. Not in this neighborhood, why would they? But now they were collectively feeling the first tingles of a strange new euphoria. 

This unfamiliar sensation undoubtedly owed much to the one-of-us affirmation now visible at the head of their class. But at the same time, their excitement heralded a dawning sense of a broader liberation. A possible liberation, anyway – a liberation at last – from the teacher’s subtle frowns and hurtful sighs, and the class-wide humiliations when you don’t have the right answer. How come mean Mrs. Fisher never picks on the white kids huh? Maybe they don’t know the answer neither. But Irene Lewis always knows the answers, and so does Donald Douglas. How come she never calls on them? They’re just as smart as the Jew kids. Maybe now things will finally start to go the other way. 

At the sound of the bell, grades four through six were ushered into the wooden auditorium for one of the school’s semi-monthly assemblies. Old Mrs. Watchman took her accustomed spot at the chipped Sohmer upright, while Mr. Kanter adjusted the microphone stand for petite Mrs. Brownstein, who strode purposefully to the stage and quieted the children with well-worn arm motions. She had been teaching at this school for twenty-one years, witnessing much change, and recently wondering how much longer she’d be able to keep it up. Or whether she’d be allowed to keep it up, she sighed to herself. It had been a rewarding career for Nettie Brownstein, with many deep satisfactions, but she had lately begun to intone the mantra of re-election campaigns, thinking frequently about four more years, four more years. 

Clearing her throat, she addressed the room. “Boys and girls, as you know, this week we are honoring the memory of – who? – that’s right, Crispus Attucks. Not everyone knows that the first man to give his life for the War for Independence – which gave us our American freedom – was a Negro. But we know better, don’t we?” The children responded in the affirmative, with varying levels of volume and pitch. 
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