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For Martin and Louis




1939–1941. While there was already a war raging in Europe, at home there was intense, widespread opposition to President Roosevelt getting America involved. Isolationists still controlled Congress and the State Department, pushing the president to remain neutral. The America First Committee enjoyed widespread support. Charles Lindbergh, after Roosevelt the second-most-admired man in America, was an outspoken Nazi sympathizer, often butting heads with the administration. The National Socialist Bund, a powerful pro-German organization headquartered in Yorkville on New York’s Upper East Side, a uniquely German neighborhood, defended Hitler and his transformation of the German Republic in fiery, public rallies. German families even spent summer weekends at pro-Nazi camps in New Jersey and on Long Island, where children wore swastikas on their arms, sang patriotic German songs, and gave Nazi salutes just like the Hitler Youth back in Germany.


As Roosevelt supplied arms and equipment to the Brits and Russians, fears grew that Germans long buried in the fabric of our society were actually Nazi agents who would carry out acts of sabotage should America enter the war. On one day alone, in 1939, some 2,850 reports of suspected German espionage were reported to the FBI. Those fears flamed the highest in February of that year, when over 22,000 Nazi supporters in khaki uniforms, waving swastikas and singing German songs, packed New York’s Madison Square Garden for a raucous, hate-filled rally. This story begins on that night.
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FEBRUARY 1939


“Eli, just one more,” I said to the man behind the bar, sliding my glass across to him. “The same.”


“How about we think about calling it a night, Mr. Mossman?” the barman replied, likely detecting that rise in my voice that immediately gave me away when I’d had one too many. “What is that now, two, three?”


He was being kind. It was four, actually. Four Rob Roys. And he knew just how I liked them. A jigger of Cutty with only a wave of vermouth skirted around the edge. Pretty much scotch on the rocks for anyone else. Along with an ashtray full of Chesterfield butts. That’s how I passed every Tuesday and Thursday eve.


But he was right—I ought to get myself home. I had a wife and a daughter there, the remains of a once-happy family, even if it was now more of a memory than a fact. For weeks now, after work—if you even called it work, what I did these days, teaching evening classes in U.S. history to immigrants applying for citizenship—I’d been stopping by this dark, smoky bar with its red neon sign flickering on and off—Eli’s, Eli’s . . . It was in a part of the city most people steered away from after dark, south of Madison Square Garden and north of Forty-second, where the Greyhound Line buses came in. I always instructed the Irish owner who manned the bar as I took a stool, “Just the one, Eli. . . .” Only to make the bus ride across town and the rickety Lexington IRT back to Yorkville more bearable (though I usually threw my wobbly ass into a cab) and to go over the stories of the day: the deteriorating situation in Europe; that madman Hitler threatening to take over the Sudetenland; the wave of America Firsters and our own isolationist Congress seemingly closing their eyes to the looming danger there. What every thinking person in this increasingly blind world could clearly see.


But invariably, the “one” had a way of always turning into two, and two, three—as the discussion heated. “Let those Europeans work it out for themselves,” Eli would say. “Me, I don’t want a single one of our boys dying over there for them. Not after the last war . . .”


And then the three might become four, or even more, until it was clear as the torment on my face why I was really there, drinking myself into a dulled state, and that it wasn’t all over the gloomy condition in Europe.


That clearly, undeniably, I simply didn’t want to go home. That home merely reminded me of the promise and hope rapidly fading from my life. That once I had been in the doctoral program at Columbia, instructing graduate candidates in nineteenth-century European history while I finished my dissertation. That once I had a smart and beautiful wife who thought of me as the center of her universe, but now looked at me with scorn and disappointment—if she even looked at me at all. And a daughter, Emma, the apple of my eye no matter what I had done to ruin things, who had seen me stagger home more sideways than straight far more times than she could even count to at the age of four. “Mommy, what’s wrong with Daddy?” she would ask. “Is he sick?”


“Yes, honey, Daddy’s just not feeling well,” Liz would say, doing her best to cover for me.


Hearing my daughter’s words and seeing her questioning look was the most painful part of it for me. Still, as bad as things had become with Liz, and whenever it was that our troubles had truly begun, tonight, it seemed, the whole city was in the same state of unrest. Maybe the world.


Tonight, over twenty thousand supporters of that maniac Hitler had gathered at Madison Square Garden to listen to finger-pointing fascists spew their hate and vitriol on the Jews and the international interests who were threatening our society. Thousands, dressed in khaki shirts and armbands or even in their business suits draped in Nazi flags, listening to anti-Semites like Fritz Kuhn, Father Coughlin, and Joseph McWilliams (known as “Joe McNazi)” rile them up into a hate-filled state; shouting their vile calumnies against the Jews and Bolsheviks who they claimed had infiltrated our government and were now running our country. Bernard Baruch. Henry Morganthau. Felix Frankfurter. And our president, Franklin Delano “Jewsavelt,” and his Commie New Deal.


I’d heard there were over two thousand of New York’s policemen trying to keep order over on Eighth Avenue, and thousands of protestors, the last line of sanity in this world, shouting back and pointing fingers at them for their treatment of Jews in Europe, shouting, “Fascists! Make Europe safe for everyone.”


Now, three hours later, the bastards were still roaming the streets around town in raucous bands of six or ten, singing Nazi songs, busting into fistfights with hecklers who flung curses and garbage back at them. Railing against the “interventionists” who were trying to draw America into Europe’s unrest. America is for Americans, they would say. Yes, it was all crazy. Not just in my soul, in my conscience tonight, but everywhere.


Eli, just one more.


Eli, in his white shirt, sleeves rolled up, and a matching apron around his waist, looked at me with a philosophical shake of his head, the wisdom that came from serving a thousand people like me with similarly empty souls: Don’t you have something better to do with your life, son, than sit here? His look said, You’re smart. Educated. You’re not like the usual riffraff who crawl their way in here this time of night. Go on home. You’ve got a beautiful gal waiting for you there, an adorable daughter. Didn’t you show me their picture once?


But then he just shrugged—that complacent, unjudging bartender’s shrug that says, I just give ’em what they want. And he reached to the shelf for the open bottle of Cutty and filled my glass one more time. “Your poison, young man.”


Yes, my poison.


This time I waved off the vermouth and took a gulp, no longer even feeling the bite of the alcohol, just the warmth of it going down and doing its job. Forgetting.


“You know what tonight is, Eli?” I asked him. I lit another cigarette.


“All I know is it’s one woeful night to make a living,” he said, turning his blue Irish eyes at the sparse crowd and at the bedlam going on outside.


You could still hear bands of them parading down West Forty-third Street, roaming the deserted, trash-lined streets, drunkenly singing their “patriotic” songs, kicking over trash cans, scrawling swastikas and anti-Semitic slurs on store windows. The cops all seemed to look the other way. All they wanted was for it all to go away. Hell, half of them probably felt the same way as the mob if you asked them over a beer. Last October, only five months ago, almost a hundred Jews—old men, women, rabbis, even babies—had been murdered throughout Germany, with hundreds more beaten senseless in the streets or protecting their homes and synagogues. Jewish businesses and religious sites trashed and destroyed; Torahs and Talmuds defaced. Kristallnacht, they called it—The Night of Broken Glass. All egged on and even sanctioned by the Reich. The very people these drunken idiots here were celebrating tonight. The world was horrified. It had been the deadliest state-sanctioned attack on Jews since the violent pogroms in Russia in the early part of the century. It made people—even the ones who had supported them initially—think, what had these Nazis unleashed? What dark demons of the soul had they let loose? How could we avoid war?


But as bad as it was outside, it only mirrored the turmoil playing out in my own soul. My once-promising career and marriage were now corkscrewing into a fiery crash like one of those downed Messerschmitts on the newsreels.


It had all begun about a year ago, when the head of the history department was changed at Columbia, my old friend Otto Brickman sacked—two-thirds of the way through my thesis on the punishing effects of the Versailles Treaty on Germany today, the damage fell on me. “All this talk about punishing Germany, it’s just a bit too radical for now,” said the new head, Townsend Rusk, a pipe-smoking, tweed-jacketed bigot who’d spent ten years in the State Department before taking a cozy position back in the classroom. “Too inflammatory with all that’s happening in the world.”


But what he was really saying was that there might no longer be a career path for me there. And it was clear it was partly related to my last name. That the full-time professorship I’d had the inside track on with Brickman would now be handed on a platter to someone else. Someone with a different name and background. And that it might be in my best interest to begin looking for a teaching career elsewhere.


There was still a quota around the Ivy League for Jews on the graduate level, and suddenly it was hitting me square in the face. Three years I’d put into that work, into my job there. And it was gone in a day. So, yes, maybe a drink or two as I looked around for a new position did kind of ease the sting and disappointment.


And then there was Ben.


Six months ago, word that my twin brother—six minutes younger, the one with the true brains of the family, we always said (and the guts to put them to use)—had been killed while fighting the fascists in Spain. He’d joined up after a spat we had at our family Seder the year before. “You hate the fascists so much, go sign up and fight them,” I kind of dared him, after he took issue with my thesis argument, that Europe and the United States had forced Germany toward the Nazis by handcuffing them economically with the Versailles Treaty.


Ben, who was in his second year of residency at the Brigham and Women’s Hospital up in Boston, looked back at me with that gleam in his eye that said he rarely backed down from a dare. “Maybe I just will” was all he said, going back to the noodle pudding, and not six months later he boarded a freighter across the Atlantic and joined the fight as a medic. My father begged him not to be a fool, not to be such an idealist, but he went nonetheless. In August, we heard he’d been tending to a wounded soldier in a hotel lobby in Valencia when a bomb planted by a Nationalist saboteur blew up most of the lobby. For almost thirty years there hadn’t been a day when my brother wasn’t a part of my life. He was the person I looked up to most. Judged myself against. Competed against. For me, it was hard not to shoulder some of the blame. Certainly, my father, who still hadn’t come back from it, made me feel that way. I was the one who had never put much on the line for anything, but always found a way to get by. He was the one who put himself on the line for everything, and now he was gone.


That afternoon scotch soon turned into two or three.


And then came Natalie. Natalie, with the bright, curious eyes and the high-breasted points in her cardigans. An intoxicating sophomore who I kept focusing on more and more in class and I couldn’t stop thinking about (or the bouncy bob in her sweater), until the flirty fixation became the elixir for all that was ailing me in life. This was at Marymount, where I’d finally landed a teaching job after Columbia—undergraduate women this time, a long way from Morningside Heights.


She would visit me after class, at first with a question or two, and pretty soon, I was locking the office door and had her skirt up and her legs over my head. By then, it was the alcohol doing most of the talking, a lot more than reason or sense. Not so long ago, I had the prettiest, smartest girl I could imagine who thought the world of me. She’d cuddled up to me after a strings concerto at McMillin Theater and said, Charlie, let’s start a family. We met at Columbia—where she was in the doctoral program in musicology, finishing her thesis on Chopin. Now, she barely even talked to me. Could I really blame her? Once the thing with Natalie got out, I hurt her in a way that was beyond repair. Early on, she had begged me to stop. The booze. Blaming myself. For the sake of our marriage. If not, then for our daughter. You’ll get work elsewhere, Charlie. You know that. You will. And for a while, damn it, I did try. When I started at Marymount, I took a look in the mirror and saw the haggard face of someone I didn’t like at all. I stopped feeling sorry for myself. I even stopped the booze.


But then the news of Ben came, and the parts of my life that still hung together with tape couldn’t hold back the grief and guilt that came with it. After the business with Natalie got out and I lost that job too (also maybe thanks to a few classes I hadn’t shown up for and some end-of-semester exams that I had failed to correct in time), Liz threatened to take Emma and leave. “Daddy’s just not well.” Brickman, my old department head at Columbia, said I was pissing away my life. “I’ve seen that next rung down, Charlie, and let me tell you, it’s not a pretty sight.” Now I had a night job twice a week at John Jay College, teaching American history to immigrants aspiring to be citizens.


I stared at myself in the glass across the bar. I’d found that next rung down.


And Otto was right—it wasn’t pretty.


“Here you go, Mr. Mossman.” Eli pushed across my glass. I noticed it was half-filled. He was doing his part.


“Bottoms up,” I said, throwing a good part of it down in a single gulp. “I never told you what tonight is, did I, Eli . . . ? I mean, why would you know?”


“No, you didn’t.” The barkeep came up to me.


It was February 10.


February 10 was Ben’s birthday. And mine, of course. He would have been thirty today. As was I. I blinked my head clear. I’d let everything slide so deep that I could no longer even see the light above me to crawl out toward. But maybe this would be a good time to try. It was time to own up to a lot of things, I realized. I looked across from me in the mirror at the man sitting at the bar. I knew I had to start fighting sometime. Otherwise I was lost for good. Liz saw it. Brickman saw it. Hell, even Eli saw it. Go home to that pretty wife of yours, Mr. Mossman.


Ben surely would have seen it too.


For years, I’d had these two imaginary figures perched on my shoulders—my own personal angel and devil. Fighting in the existential tug-of-war for my soul.


The voice of reason would always tell me: “Put that glass down, go on home. You’re drunk. Go be with Liz and Emma. Before you hit that bottom rung. Look at all that promise you let slip away. This is your last chance.” And on the other shoulder, the voice of temptation, my own little devil, in that ever-denying snicker of his: “Don’t listen to that fool, Charlie. Have one more. Who’ll know? You know how it makes you feel.” Promise . . . the word felt more like a dagger turned in my gut when it came from him. “That bottom rung, you still got a long, long way to go, Charlie-boy.”


A long, long way.


But this time I knew that Eli was right. For once the words penetrated like a beacon of light through the fog. I pushed the unfinished drink back across the bar and threw a few bills on the table. I swiveled off my stool. For once, at long last, maybe I would let Chuck win.


“Eli—” I started to say.


Suddenly I heard a loud crash from the front of the bar. I spun around. Someone had taken a metal trash can and hurled it through the front window, which caved in in a shower of glass. A woman screamed. Shattered shards rained in on a couple seated near the door; they leaped up and dodged out of the way. “What the . . . ?”


Four of those pro-Nazi revelers staggered in. By the looks of them, they’d had one too many. Two wore the typical uniform: khaki shirts with red-and-black armbands; another with red hair and a ruddy complexion was in a suit with a tie yanked down, a Nazi flag draped over his shoulders. He carried a half-drunk bottle of booze.


“Eli’s . . . ?” The one wearing the flag snorted. “What kind of place is this, some kind of Hymie bar?”


“I’m as true-born Irish as any of you,” Eli called out from behind the bar. “But I’ll be serving the chief rabbi in Brooklyn before I will any of you, so get your drunken asses out of my place before I call the cops on you. You’re not welcome here.”


“Your place . . . Hear that, boys?” the drunken leader mocked. “Appears we’ve stumbled into some kind of class joint here. Excuse us then,” he chortled. “Well, one day you’ll all be gone”—he looked around—“if any of you are yids. You and that Hymie president of yours and the bloodsucking band of Jews he keeps around him. Your time is coming, right, boys? Sieg Heil!” They all shot out their arms. “All hail to the Führer!”


He kicked the shards of glass deeper into the bar.


“I’m Jewish,” I said, my four scotches pumping me up with a shot of courage. I stubbed out my Chesterfield in the ashtray. “And what I’m thinking is you owe my friend Eli here a new window.”


“A new window, you say?” The redhead snorted like he thought it funny. “He’s lucky we don’t turn the place into rubble if he’s serving the likes of you.”


“Just leave ’em be, son,” Eli said to me, holding my arm from across the bar top. “They’re drunk as a ship’s cat, and a piece of glass is not worth getting yourself bloodied over. You’ll only get yourself in trouble.”


“No, I won’t let them be,” I said. I wasn’t the most observant of Jews; I’d only been in temple twice in the last few years and only went to the family Seder so my daughter knew the meaning of the holy days. But images of Kristallnacht swirled in my brain—mixed with everything else that was spiraling out of control in my life. And somewhere I heard this voice pushing me to act: What would my brother Ben do here? He wouldn’t have just “leave ’em be.”


“Anyway, what can go so wrong?” I said to Eli. “It’s my birthday, right?”


So I stood up. I’d wrestled in high school, and made the team at Tufts as a freshman. I could take care of myself pretty well. At least, that’s what the liquor was letting me believe. But as I stared at the group who’d barged in, the contempt in their beer-sodden eyes, all the images of my own dissolving life—Rusk’s snicker when he told me it might be time to leave; Natalie’s tartan skirt above her waist as she eased back on my desk; the shame I felt from my own daughter asking if I was okay; my marriage in tatters—all swirled together into a dark cloud I could no longer hold back, and stumbling more than standing, propelled me.


“Hey, Jack,” I said to the redhead who was doing all the talking, “here’s what this Hymie thinks of you.”


I lunged at him, draped in his red Nazi flag, his bottle headed toward his mouth, catching him on the jaw and sending him stumbling backward, the bottle crashing to the floor. He put his sleeve to his mouth and spit out a mouthful of blood.


“Say we teach the lousy Jew a lesson.” One of the ones in khaki looked at the rest.


In a moment, the four of them were on me. Raining punches, knocking me to the floor. Kicking me. I fought my way up to my feet, flailing wildly. We all tumbled outside. One of them picked up a trash bin from the curb and swung it at me. It caught me on the side of the head and I fell, my brain echoing like I was in the percussion section of an orchestra. I put my hand to my head and there was blood on it. One of the guys in khaki stomped his black boot on me.


Every frustration and body blow of grief and disappointment from over the past two years seemed to come together in my drunken brain. I didn’t know if it was me or the booze talking—but by that point, I didn’t care. I lunged at the guy in the boots, figuring with all the cops around there’d be a whistle any second or at least a passerby interceding to break us up. But there was no whistle, no set of arms grabbing on to me, save theirs. Their fists and heels.


Bloodied, I bulled myself up from the street, my vision blurred and blood streaming down my forehead, hearing only the taunts of derision and mockery all around.


I spun with my fist cocked, and lunged for the first khaki shirt I saw.


“Hey, watch out, mister,” I heard someone shout through my fog.


I clipped the guy flush in the jaw and saw him reel backward, arms cycling to catch himself. He fell back against the shattered bar window—the hanging red neon flickering, Eli’s . . . Eli’s—his head impacting with the edge of jagged, splintered glass. Slumping to the ground, he let out a muffled cry. Then he didn’t move at all. His eyes rolled back in his head just as a tremor of panic knifed through me.


A woman in a red coat and hat screamed out, looking at me with horror. “What have you done?” She kneeled down over the fallen man. “Johnny? Johnny?”


Even the bunch of Nazis just stood there, jaws open, eyes wide, staring back at the pool of blood forming under the guy’s skull. Until they all took off as one and sprinted down the street and around the corner, and disappeared.


I wiped my face clear and stared at exactly whom I’d struck.


Only then did my vision start to come clear.


I saw he wasn’t part of the group I’d been fighting with. In fact, he wasn’t wearing any German or Nazi markings at all. His khaki shirt was just a shirt, in a gray sweater vest, not a uniform.


Then I saw he was just a kid.


Sixteen, it suddenly came clear to me, most. Maybe younger. Not moving. Seemingly not even conscious.


And the woman who had shouted at me, likely his mother, kneeling over him, begging anyone who’d listen, “Someone please get help. Johnny, Johnny, can you hear me? Johnny!”


On the street, a police car screeched to a stop. I heard a voice in my ear. My little devil’s voice. No longer that mocking snicker I was used to, but more of a quiet admonition this time, filled with worry himself, as the boy’s blood pooled on the pavement.


“I guess you’ve finally found that bottom rung now, Charlie-boy.”
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JULY 1941


Two years passed. Not the kind of years anyone would ever want to spend.


Not the kind of years the world wanted to spend.


Europe was at war now. Six months after I’d thrown that punch at that kid outside that bar, Hitler annexed the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia, and a year after that, unleashed his armies on Poland. By the time of my sentencing he had marched his way through Holland and Belgium and overrun France, and his Messerschmitts were raining a nightly incendiary hell on London.


Of course, I’d watched all this take place from the correctional facility up in Auburn, New York, serving two to four years for the charge of third-degree manslaughter.


And I was lucky to get away with that. The prosecutors had pushed for first-degree. I was drunk. I’d thrown the first punch. I’d shown malicious disregard for the victim, Andrew McHurley, a fifteen-year-old from Teaneck, New Jersey, who was out for a night on Broadway, having gone to see Life with Father with his mother. They were merely on their way back to where the New Jersey bus lines picked up on West Forty-second Street. It wasn’t hard to paint me as a person not worthy of much consideration. Someone who went around drunk, who had cheated on his wife; someone who had slid down the sinkhole of second and third chances in life until he couldn’t fall any farther. Someone who’d had all the advantages of intelligence and a top education, and yet had chosen to throw it all away: His family. A once-promising academic career. His moral center.


About the only thing I did have going for me was Eli’s testimony that I had been standing up to a pack of drunken, taunting Nazi-lovers, though by the time the police on the scene went to search for them they were long gone. By sentencing time, the public view of Hitler and Nazis had changed. Europe had been overrun; Jews were being openly persecuted and beaten. Britain was hanging on by a thread. FDR begged for support for the war in Congress. That was the only sympathy I had. Four years was reduced to twenty-two months for good behavior and for tutoring inmates in American history. And I was lucky to get that.


Upon my release, my father was far too ill to come for me, having never fully recovered since Ben had died. He and Mom had only driven up to visit me a couple of times, consumed with guilt and shame. So my uncle Eddie picked me up in his old Packard and we drove the six hours back to his home in Lawrence on the Island, much of the trip in silence.


I had no idea what I was going to do.


Columbia had tossed me out of their graduate program. No school I had worked for since wanted me back. I had about a hundred and twenty dollars in my pocket I had earned instructing inmates. Everything else I had handed over to Liz and Emma.


But two days after my release I stood looking up at the brownstone on Ninetieth Street between Park and Lexington. The number over the coffered front door read 174. It was hardly the nicest on the block: three stories, gray stone, Georgian in feel, with a staircase leading up to the front door with settled cracks running through it. There were high, rounded windows on the second floor with planters on the sill, where, in season, pots of tulips and daffodils might bloom. It was on a part of the block shaded by large oaks, hiding the house in a swath of shadow. On the sidewalk, two kids in white T’s bounced a Spalding against the stone façade—Yanks against Dodgers, DiMaggio or Pee Wee Reese. An American flag draped languorously over the entrance.


She was still in Yorkville, I reflected, a part of the city on the Upper East Side between Eighty-sixth and Ninety-sixth, extending east to Carl Schurz Park and the East River. The area had been home to German-Americans for decades—and our home, when we were first married. And most of the businesses on the streets between Lexington and First Avenue had German names: Schaller and Weber meats. Old Bavaria Café. Gustave Bitner Travel Agency. Café Geiger. Rheingold beer.


Before the war in Europe, Yorkville had been home to many public pro-Hitler and America First rallies. Fritz Kuhn, who had established his German American Bund there, was now in jail on tax evasion charges. Father Coughlin, who had had his own highly followed national radio show, and once made a fiery Fortress America speech there, was off the air. Even Joseph McWilliams, “Joe McNazi,” who once tried to organize a boycott against Jewish businesses, had been shut down. Now, from what I’d heard, any expressions of support for the Nazis were far more private, and conducted behind closed doors. Support for Britain in the war and the rounding up and persecution of the Jews had rallied public opinion, as had the German torpedoing of Allied merchant ships on the high seas. Above the door, the American flag rippled faintly in the breeze.


Anticipation stirring in me, I climbed the front stairs. I had been nervous during my trial, nervous at my sentencing; nervous as hell when they escorted me the first time, cuffed and in chains at Auburn, down a long block and into my cell.


But I felt even more nervous now. Seeing my family for the first time since I was out. Since I was free. Since we would have to see where we would pick up.


The outside door was unlocked; it was clearly the kind of neighborhood where you didn’t have to be worried about such things. In the vestibule, a Persian runner led to the inside staircase. A low-hanging Tiffany-style chandelier hung from the ceiling. I scanned the intercom buttons and saw the name there. My heart dropped off a cliff. Rubin. Liz’s maiden name. Not Mossman. Apartment 3A. I rested my finger on it, then hesitated, and took in a deep, unsure breath, trying to overcome my fears. I decided not to ring. Instead, I started up the stairs, with the bouquet of flowers I had bought on the street and the box in a brown bag marked Simpson’s Children’s Toys, Every Child’s Dream is Our Joy.


On the second-floor landing, there was a framed drawing of an English hunting scene hung over an upholstered wooden chair, and on three, a mahogany table with a doily on it, a small vase of dried flowers, and on the wall, a framed landscape of verdant hills over a winding river with a castle on a hill. The Rhine, maybe. Everything had a fine, European feel to it.


I stood for a while in front of their apartment, my heart ricocheting with nerves. Maybe this wasn’t the best idea. Showing up like this, out of the blue. I thought about going back down. There was no name on the door, just a pink heart-shaped sticker, which made my heart soften and my nerves suddenly go away.


Two years. Twenty-seven months, actually, including the trial. That’s how long I’d been away from them. I’d gone away a man ashamed to look at himself in the mirror. Now . . . now I was different. I was. Sober. Remorseful. I had a lot to make up for. I was ready to face the family I had let down. Ready to make it up to them.


Rubin. No longer Mossman. I inhaled a breath.


If they were ready to face me.


Blowing out my cheeks, I pressed the buzzer.


I didn’t hear anyone inside. Maybe they weren’t here. I admit I felt the slightest lift of relief. Maybe they were out, or still at school. I knew Emma was in a summer program. Or at the park. Or maybe Liz didn’t want Emma to see me. They hadn’t come to visit me since March. (Sure, it was a six-hour bus trip up to Auburn, and a night over, hard for a young girl. But still . . .) I glanced back down the stairs, thinking it wasn’t too late to leave, to do this another day.


Then suddenly I heard the patter of running footsteps coming from inside.


The lock opened and then the door was flung wide. And my daughter stood there looking up at me. A larger version of her than I recalled, up to my waist now. In a light blue gingham dress. Pigtails. Her million-dollar smile and bright green eyes shining happily at me. Completely washing away my fears. And I heard the word, the one word, I’d been aching to hear for almost a year.


“Daddy!”
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“Hey, peach face.” I bent down and hurled Emma high in the air. Liz had brought her on three or four visits, but we were always separated by glass. After a while they stopped coming. I squeezed her and held her close. I hadn’t had a hug like that in years.


“Mommy, Daddy’s home. Daddy’s here!”


I stepped inside and Liz came out of the bedroom. Our eyes met, Emma still hoisted in my arms. Any nerves I was feeling melted. It was like I was seeing her there for the first time, and also seeing why I’d fallen for her. In a pretty navy dress, a lace collar unbuttoned at the top. Her brown hair was in a bob, which I knew from newsreels and the occasional Hollywood magazines that made it to me was now the fashion of the day. She didn’t approach me. She just stood there, clearly unsure herself, her hand on the floral chair by the love seat in the tiny sitting room—tinier even than our first apartment on Eighty-eighth and York, before everything fell apart. She gave me a faint smile, the best she could do. Who knew where we even stood now? The name next to the buzzer downstairs made that clear.


“Charlie.”


“Boy, you’re both a sight for sore eyes,” I said. I cradled Emma in my arms. “You can’t even imagine how much I’ve looked forward to seeing you, peach face. And look how big you are now.” I put her back down. “Six. A real lady now.” I rubbed my knuckles softly against her cheek. “You too, Liz. You both look great.”


“I’m glad to see you’re out,” Liz said, neither sympathetic nor cool. “Eddie called me.” There was a measure of hesitancy in her voice, an edge of distrust as well. And why not? I’d put her through the wringer. She’d had to raise Emma on her own these past two years. All I’d done was leave her in a big hole.


“I wish you could have come,” I said. “It would have been nice to, you know, see someone there. It really is like in the movies. They give you your possessions back. In a brown paper bag. Your watch. Whatever money you came with or earned inside. Then they open the big iron door and suddenly there’s a loud clang behind you and you’re on the other side. Uncle Eddie was waiting for me. In that beat-up old jalopy of his. I guess Mom and Pop, they . . .” They hadn’t been so well since Ben had died. “We hardly exchanged ten words on the way down. But it sure is nice to see my angel now!” I said, cupping Emma’s happy face to my thigh. “Hey, I brought you something.” I handed her the gift bag. The toy store owner told me it was all a boy or girl of her age wanted these days. It and the flowers for Liz had cost me a chunk of the money I came out with. “And Liz, here . . .” I handed her the roses. “I got these for you.”


“Thanks, Charlie,” she said with the slightest smile. “They’re really lovely. I’ll put them in some water.”


“Do it later,” I said. “Right now, I just want to take a look at the two of you.”


“Look, it’s a View-Master, Mommy!” Emma said, brimming with excitement. Plastic binoculars in which you inserted a disc of photo images and one by one, as it rotated, it made it seem like you were there. Live. The store said it was all the rage now for kids her age.


“I see, honey. That’s nice, Charlie. It really is.”


“They have discs for Africa, and Europe. And the Ten Wonders of the World . . . And the Far East,” I said, “inside.”


“I love it, Daddy. Millie Richards has one. Are you going to be around now, Daddy?” Emma asked.


“Didn’t Mommy tell you? I sure am, honey. I am most definitely going to be around. I’m not going anywhere.”


“Daddy’s going to be back now, Mommy,” she said. “See.”


“We’ve had this conversation, Charlie,” Liz said, with a bit of exasperation in her tone. “Emma, why don’t you give Mommy and Daddy a few minutes together and play with your View-Master in the bedroom.”


“You’ll still be here, won’t you, Daddy?”


“Of course I’ll be here, honey.” I winked at her. “Promise.” Emma smiled and went inside.


Yes, we had had the conversation. Though it was behind a glass wall and in whispers. And I always had the hope that once I was out I could show her differently.


The real Charlie.


The window was open, but there was no breeze. “I see you’re still in Yorkville,” I said. “Eddie gave me the address.”


Liz put the flowers down at the sink and shrugged resignedly. “Yes, we are. But as you can clearly see . . .” Her eyes drew me around the place.


It was even smaller than where we used to live. A tiny open kitchen off the sitting room and what appeared to be two small bedrooms. The furniture was sparse and unfamiliar—a love seat, a worn print chair, a plain coffee table with some art books on it; it all must have come with the place. On the wall, though, there was the little Monet reproduction of the cathedral in Rouen we bought in France on our honeymoon. About the only thing that looked familiar. I went over and put my hand to the frame. We stayed in this little place in the place overlooking it. We got drunk that night, enough pastis to last a lifetime. “I remember this. . . .”


“I had to get rid of a lot of stuff,” she said. “None of it would fit.”


I turned and let my eyes drape over her, like silk to a form. She was still beautiful. “You do look great, Liz. I can say that, can’t I?”


“Sure, you can say it, Charlie. And you too. You’ve lost some weight.”


“Well, I never heard of anyone who went in there for the food,” I said, hoping for a smile.


She complied with the smallest one. “You want some coffee?”


“Sure. I don’t want you to go to any trouble though.”


“It’s no trouble.” She bent down, took out a kettle from under the stove, filled it with tap water, and placed it on the burner. It took three or four times for the flame to catch.


“We are still married, Liz.” I so wanted to go up and give her a hug, but I knew she wouldn’t let me. We had talked about it. The last time she came to visit, back in March. Four months, thirteen days ago. Without Emma there. “I saw the name downstairs. But I am still your husband.”


“We’ve been through all this, Charlie. You know this. I’ve moved on. I didn’t want to make it harder on you by taking it any further while you were still inside. Though everyone told me I should. But now . . . I know I said I would think about it, the last time I was up there, and I have. I have thought about it. I know the nightmare you’ve been through. But it hasn’t been easy for me either.”


“I know it hasn’t, Liz. . . .” I went up to her and placed my hand on her waist. All I wanted was for one moment to feel attached the way we used to, to the life I had wrenched away from her so violently. From both of them.


But she pulled out of my grasp and reached for two coffee mugs from the cupboard. When she turned around, whatever softness that was in her eyes and voice a moment before were gone. “You destroyed our lives, Charlie.” There was the flicker of a tear in her eye—not from tenderness, but anger maybe. “I can’t forgive you for that. Everything’s changed. I work in a dress shop now. My folks help out, but I have to support us. We live in this tiny place. With furniture that isn’t even ours.”


“I can help support you now, Liz. I’m not the same man who hurt you. I know how hard it is to see that now, to fully believe that. But I’m not. I haven’t had a drink in over two years. Obviously, where I’ve been,” I shrugged, “the choices of alcohol were just a tad limited. They didn’t have my brand. . . .”


All I wanted was one small sign of what it used to be like between us. And she gave me a softened look—as if for a moment she could forgive me. But then she merely nodded and her eyes deepened almost like she’d aged ten years in front of me. “It’s not going to work, Charlie.”


“What?”


“Us. What I know you want.”


“Liz, look, if there’s one thing I’ve had an abundance of these past two years, it’s been time. Time to think about what I’ve done. The choices I made. You read my letters. Both to you and Emma. And to that boy. You have to know, if I could go back somehow and take back that punch, I’d give everything up to do so.”


“The punch . . .” She looked at me, and this time her eyes did fill with moisture. But it was more like the sorrow of someone saying, Don’t you even understand? “But you can’t take back that punch, Charlie. And you still don’t see, it was more than just the punch. A lot more. For me. The punch was just the way it all just crashed to an end. You can say you’re sorry to that poor boy’s mother for that punch a hundred times . . . But not to me. . . . It was more than that punch.” She reached for a scissor from the drawer to trim the stems, and found a vase. “Thank you though, for these. They’re beautiful.”


The punch was just the way it all just crashed to an end.


She meant Natalie.


“I’ve told you, Liz, that thing with Natalie was the biggest mistake of my life. By then, it was just the alcohol doing the thinking, not me. And that part’s gone now. It’s a condition of my parole. I’m back. The real me. Charlie.” She was looking at me but there was virtually no connection in her gaze. Like we had never laughed together, never made love. Made a child. What could I expect? Her parents were professors at Michigan. Her brother was an attorney. They hardly wanted her burdened with a self-destructive lout like me.


She shook her head finally. “I’m not though. I’m sorry, Charlie. I’m not back.”


I took in a breath, stung, and sat down. “Do you have a guy?” I asked.


She shrugged. “There’s someone I occasionally see. He works for an advertising company. Emma takes up most of my time. And there’s my job. At the shop.”


“What about your work?”


“My work? I just told you.”


“Your real work, Liz. Chopin.” Her thesis was the most important thing in her life.


“This is my real work, Charlie. All that, that was a long time ago. Another world. But we’re not going back to it. Look, I trust you’ve changed. I can hear it in your voice. I see it in your eyes. And I’m happy for you, Charles. I really am. You still have your own life to live. But trust . . . it just isn’t something you can just pick up where you leave off, like a book you put down for a while. Like nothing’s happened in between. You may want to, but I’m sorry, you just can’t. You can’t. . . .”


I picked up a salt shaker in the center of the table and tapped it on its side. “I understand,” I said, nodding resignedly. “I know I have to live with what happened then. Everything that happened. And believe me, Liz, I see the image of that kid lying there on the pavement every day. Who won’t get to live out his life. That’s the sight I see every night before I go to sleep. Other than yours and Emma’s. I know I have a lot to make up for. And I accept that I can’t just show up, and do it in a day. But all I thought about these past months, you know, is maybe, just to have the chance. The chance to try and prove myself to you again. To the two of you. That would mean everything to me, Liz. I know how you feel. I saw the name you go by downstairs on the door. But you can’t blame me for fighting for that. For my life.”


She arranged the roses prettily in the vase and placed them in the center of the tiny sitting table. “You can’t really love me anymore, can you, Charlie? I mean, really love me. Not just the idea of being a husband again. Or a father. And trying to put the whole thing back together.”


“I will always love you, Liz. I’m sorry, I can’t help that.”


That seemed to touch her a bit, get past the shield she’d put up to push me off, and for a moment I saw a glimmer of the Liz I once knew. In her eyes. We’d been happy. How I had been a knight to her and she an angel to me.


Then the kettle sounded. Steam poured from the spout. It seemed to break the spell. She looked over at it and shook her head. “I’m sorry. But I can’t. I just can’t.” There was finality to it this time. She looked at me as if it was a broken vase we were talking about, a family keepsake, and it was futile to put the pieces of it back together. “You still want that coffee . . . ?”


“I understand,” I said, nodding. “But I need to see Emma. My parole officer says I can. As long as I’m sober. And we are still married. At least for now.”


“You were always a good dad.” She smiled. “Through it all. That’s one thing I can’t take away from you. She loves you to death, Charlie. And she’s missed you terribly.”


“And I could be a good husband again,” I said. “Like before.”


“Before . . .” She gave me the tightest, most begrudging smile, more a ray of fondness and remembrance than promise, and I saw there was no turning back. “Do you have a place to stay?”


“A friend from Columbia is letting me flop on his couch,” I lied. I was sleeping in my car.


“That’s good. That’s good.” She didn’t even ask who it was. She said, “It’s best if you come by in the afternoons, after Emma gets out of day camp. Mrs. Shearer picks her up at three and stays with her until I get off work. That’s around six.”


“Okay.” I got up.


She picked up the box from the View-Master and placed it on the counter. “I’d appreciate it if when I got back from work you were gone.”
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Later, I did stop for a cup of coffee at a café on Second Avenue that the two of us used to go to. Old Heidelberg, it was called. Yorkville was always a vibrant neighborhood. It was known as Germantown. Stores and restaurants from the Old Country were on every block. In the summer, oom-pah-pah music played loudly in the outdoor cafés and German beer was aplenty. On the street, more German was spoken than English.


But now, with Europe besieged by war, celebrations of life back home had changed. I’d read from jail that the German American Bund that had sponsored the giant rally at Madison Square Garden that night had all but fallen apart, and its leader, Fritz Kuhn, was serving time in jail for tax evasion. The bombing of London, the harsh treatment of the Jews, not to mention Charles Lindbergh’s anti-Semitic America First speeches, had driven all but the most ardent supporters of Hitler and National Socialism behind closed doors. To many, what was happening across the Atlantic was a European war, which would only result in the loss of American blood if we took sides and stepped in. Many remembered the last war, where over fifty thousand dough-boys had been killed. A resistant Congress had forced Roosevelt to sign a Neutrality Treaty, though his lend-lease program of shipping arms to Britain tested the limits of it, and to many, presidential authority.
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