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PROLOGUE

AT 96TH STREET and Park Avenue, train tracks emerge from the underground belly of Manhattan and climb into the sunlight. To the south, Park Avenue is a proud boulevard lined with tall, elegant buildings. The roadway is six lanes wide, separated by long, narrow rectangles of neatly planted trees, shrubs, flowers, and a short half-moon midway where the gray-haired ladies of the Avenue, too slow to make it across on a single light, rest and admire nature’s color and man’s symmetry while waiting for the light to change. Brassily buttoned doormen whistle down cabs, assist with packages, and stand alert under canopies that stretch to the curb so that no one gets wet in the rain; like castle sentinels, these doormen never sleep. There is no trash here. Garbage is stored in basements, carted away silently in the night, unseen and unsmelled. Life is clean, orderly, hushed. No trucks or buses disturb Park Avenue’s serenity, and despite the frequency of my visits, I never see a fire engine invade this hallowed ground. Ambulances I do see: the private ambulances of private hospitals.

North of 96th Street, six-story tenements on either side of the avenue confront the massive stone abutment that serves as the foundation for the elevated railway tracks. Now the six lanes are reduced to one narrow lane to the east of the tracks, one to the west. Cars must proceed in single file, taking care not to scrape against the trestle’s jagged stonework. During the long days of summer, beer-drinking men playing dominoes and teenagers talking heatedly above the loud rhythms of transistor radios keep watch in front of their buildings. But in the dark of night or the cold of winter, the youngsters and domino players disappear and no one tarries at the unlit doorways.

Here few pedestrians take two lights to cross the avenue. Even the slow-moving elderly prefer to peer out from the cross-street openings in the stone wall buttress and scurry against the traffic light rather than be stuck in the El’s underpass. These tunnels under the tracks are vaulted, dark, and damp. Water rains perpetually from the ceiling, and one must dodge the drops to keep from getting wet. As a young boy, I wonder why the tunnels drip even on dry, sunny days, and I suspect that the trains passing overhead empty their toilets onto the tracks and the contents seep down into the passageways. My theory is supported by the fact that the tunnels smell of urine. I make it a habit to cross on a run.

The streets above 96th Street have their own smell: a combination of sickly sweet, rotting garbage, the musty decay of vacant tenements, and the thick aroma of generously garlicked cooking escaping from open windows of ground-level kitchens, cuchifrito stands, and curbside food carts. They also have their own noise: the laughter and shrieks of children dancing in and out of water sprayed by their friends from open fire hydrants; the rhythmic counts of young girls jumping double Dutch or hopscotch on the sidewalks; the calls of “hack” and “double dribble” from basketball players on the many courts; the hubbub of stickball games in the side streets and touch football on the cement school yards; the voices of teenagers and their slightly older mentors engaged in sounding matches or doo-wop concerts on the stoops; the exhortations of Sunday afternoon evangelists from one of the “Aleluya churches,” magnified by portable loudspeaker systems, calling the backsliders, the unrepentant, and the unsaved to come to Jesus; and on the Fourth of July, the whiz and bang of firecrackers from early evening until late into the night. On Park Avenue below 96th Street, I never hear a firecracker. Nor do I ever see a food cart, a storefront restaurant, a stickball game, an open fire hydrant, or hopscotch marks on the sidewalk. They’re not allowed.

The human din above 96th Street is accompanied by the sounds of vehicles. The Mister Softee truck, the Pied Piper of creamies, its monotonous jingle luring all kids to its side, rolls methodically from block to block. Fire engines with bells clanging, horns blaring, roar from the station house on 104th Street. Giant garbage trucks devour refuse in the early hours of the morning, the grinding and belching of their motorized stomachs bouncing from building to building. Police cars, sirens sounding, lights twirling, rush from trouble spot to trouble spot. Wailing city ambulances race the sick to Metropolitan Hospital.

The area south of 96th Street is called the Upper East Side or, sometimes, more fashionably, Carnegie Hill. The area north is called East Harlem, Spanish Harlem, El Barrio, or even “the Upper, Upper East Side,” this last said mostly in jest. The inhabitants of the Upper East Side are rich, well schooled, and powerful. They rule New York and much of the world. They are white. East Harlem residents are poor, have little formal education, and are, for the most part, politically powerless. They are black and Puerto Rican. Yet, in the midst of its poverty and powerlessness, East Harlem is also a community of dreams and visions; of rhythm, song, and color; of faith, fear, hope, and love. It is a world with its share of saints and sinners, heroes and hustlers, but mostly it is a neighborhood of common people working hard to make ends meet and struggling every day to raise their children the best way they know. It is a world of folks who pray to God and praise Him and who, in 1957 at least, still believed in the American Dream. It is a world that became my world, and this is my story.



CHAPTER 1

THE FIRST TIME God called, my father was standing on the bow of a destroyer escort somewhere in the South Pacific near the end of World War II. God ordered him to become a minister. Dad did. Mom says that, before they married, Dad told her he planned to become a lawyer. Then he went off to war and came back with plans to make her a minister’s wife. I guess that’s the chance you take when you marry a man who receives direct calls from God.

The second time God called, my father and his friend and fellow Seminary student Don Benedict were walking down the most heavily populated block in East Harlem. Around them swarmed the four thousand plus souls who lived crowded together on 100th Street between First and Second Avenues. They had singled out 100th Street because an article in The New York Times had labeled it “the worst block in New York City.” Noting the filth, poverty, and absence of even one “mainline” Protestant church, they heard God summon them to found a new kind of inner-city ministry on that very spot. Thus was born the East Harlem Protestant Parish.

The third time God called, Dad convened a family council.

I am eight, in third grade. The family gathers in our living room. My brother Johnny, three years my senior, sits next to me on the couch. Whereas I am stick skinny, Johnny weighs in like a freight train. He’s older, bigger, and thinks he knows everything, which he almost does. It’s Johnny who has wised me up to the fact that our family councils aren’t like a congregation debating the call of a new minister, the way Dad pretends. A Webber family council is more like a call to arms. My five-year-old sister, Peggy, sits on the floor, rocking back and forth against the front of Mom’s easy chair. Peggy never sits still, stands still, or does anything still; she even rocks in her sleep. Baby Andy, just turned one, nestles snugly on Mom’s lap, attempting to pat the moving target of Peggy’s head. Dad sits next to Mom on a dining room chair pulled into the living room for the council. He looms over the rest of us like a minister looking down from the high preaching pulpit of Riverside Church. Outside it’s winter. Snow blankets Claremont Avenue and the ivy-covered buildings of Columbia University’s Union Theological Seminary, where my father is Dean of Students.

Without warm-up, Dad announces that he and Mom have decided it’s time for us to move to East Harlem. He explains how important it is for him to live there and become a more active member of the parish he helped found eight years ago. Working in the Parish on a part-time basis is no longer good enough. He needs to live among the poor, the hungry, and the sick, to share in the lives of the neighborhood people, as do all the other ministers and their families who have joined the Parish over the years. Should anybody need him, he wants to be available even in the wee hours of the night; most human problems, he says, pop up after 5:00 P.M. He has received a call from God, and when God calls, my father always answers, “Here I am, Lord!” He never tries to weasel out with a “Why me, Lord?” or a “Please, Lord, let this cup pass from my lips.” Dad never lets any of God’s calls pass from his lips.

I’m in shock. My heart is pounding, and I’m fast becoming sick to my stomach. Far from feeling summoned by God like Noah before the flood or Moses in front of the burning bush, I suddenly know how the people of Jericho must have felt after Joshua blew his ram horn and the walls of their safe little city came tumbling down. Johnny’s not happy either. One look at him tells me it’s only a matter of time before he bursts.

When Dad pauses to let Mom add her support, Johnny shouts, “It’s not fair! Just because you want to move we all have to. It’s not fair!”

Dad looks surprised and a little hurt, like he hadn’t thought in advance about how we might react to his announcement. He’s trying to head us off at the pass by acting like it’s no big deal, but striking out like pioneers into some unknown land is a big deal. It’s a great, big, huge deal.

Glancing over at Mom, Dad continues: “Johnny, sometimes in life you have to do what you think is right, what’s in your heart.”

“You mean what’s in your heart, in your heart. My heart says stay here,” Johnny thunders, tears watering up his eyes.

Peggy chimes in from her swaying seat on the floor: “My heart says stay here too.”

At the sound of Peggy’s voice, Baby Andy reaches out and claps the top of her head as if he’s a cymbal player clashing down the end of Beethoven’s Ninth. For a moment I think he’s going to speak, which would be a real sign from God, but all that comes out of his mouth is a volley of ga-gas and a long string of drool.

My own heart is stuck in my throat. The thought of moving chokes me. I love the Seminary, the only home I’ve ever known. With my two best friends, I roam the halls, classrooms, offices, dormitories, and underground tunnels in search of adventure. We are the Lone Ranger, Roy Rogers, and Hopalong Cassidy. We relieve damsels in distress from their fellow student kidnappers. We ambush unsuspecting outlaw professors. We are princes, and the Seminary is our kingdom.

Because we’re the sons of faculty members, the Seminary students, who are all college graduates and only a little younger than Mom and Dad, treat us with careful friendliness. They play along with our pranks, allow us to join in on their athletic contests, and invite us into their dorm rooms, where for the price of a Coke, we gladly spill forth faculty-family secrets. We enjoy the turns of each season: a costumed faculty children’s pageant at Christmas; the student drama production of Billy Budd in the spring; student-faculty picnics and retreats in the summer; the World Series on the Student Lounge television each fall. Our sidewalk games of running bases are even watched over by a young neighborhood cop named Richie, who reminds us to be respectful of passersby and teaches us how to throw a real curveball.

East Harlem, on the other hand, is a place where I could never be happy. It’s an ugly place, full of garbage and strange smells. I know so from visits there with Dad. Worse, it’s dangerous. Once when the Parish ministers had a meeting in our apartment, I overheard them talking about how much crime there is in the neighborhood, about how many of the teenagers join gangs and carry switchblade knives and homemade weapons called zip guns.

Stuck in my head is the memory of walking with Dad down 100th Street late one summer afternoon. The block is hot, humid, without a tree or a breeze. Five-and six-story buildings stand wall to wall, so tightly squeezed together that barely any late day sunlight reaches the street. People are everywhere, sitting on stoops, leaning from rooftops, lounging on fire escapes, shouting at each other in a language I don’t understand. Small children playing tag run in and out between cars parked in the street, ricocheting off adults jabbering on the sidewalk. Young men play stickball in the street, coolly stepping aside for each passing car, as if the car had better be careful. Many of the people have dark skin, some skin so dark that white teeth explode from their mouths when they smile. Mom says Negroes are the same as other people, only with brown skin instead of white. I’m not so sure. They don’t act like the people I know.

In the middle of the block, behind a large sign with two hands, one black, one white, clasped in front of a cross, stands the 100th Street Church of the East Harlem Protestant Parish. Inside the storefront, the space is a sad excuse for a church, just a large, open room with a plain wooden cross on the back wall. It’s way too small to be a real church; a thousand churches this size could fit into Riverside Church. All the chairs and tables are pushed to the side, and a fat-cheeked lady with a swirling skirt and a high-pitched laugh is mopping the floor. Soapsuds are everywhere. When Dad introduces her as Mrs. Cruz, she seems amused that I step forward and shake her hand. Five little kids are running back and forth, slipping and sliding on the soapy floor. One girl, about three or four years old, holds on to Mrs. Cruz’s skirt and stares at me with wide, curious eyes. Her mother slaps her gently on top of the head and apologizes to my father like I’m not there, explaining that her daughter has never seen a boy with such blond hair and such blue eyes. Your son sure es muy lindo, Reverend Webber. You better be careful! Just wait till all the womens get their hands on him!

Dad laughs and put his hands on my shoulders nervously, as if he’s worried all the womens Mrs. Cruz is talking about might try to get their hands on him. I know Dad is handsome, and I’m used to women making eyes at him, telling him silly jokes, flirting. But I don’t like it. He belongs to Mom.

After Dad arranges the altar table for the next day’s Sunday service, we say good-bye to Mrs. Cruz and her children and walk hand in hand back down the street. At the far end of the block, a huge, wide-open warehouse on the ground floor of the corner building extends a third of the way down the street. Peering through the dim light, I see rows and rows of yellow and green bananas hanging from the ceiling. What in the world would anyone want with so many bananas? As I stare, the bananas change themselves into the curved and pointed tusks of crazed, hungry walruses lying in wait to snatch me away from my father and gobble me up.

Thinking about how much I love the Seminary, and how uneasy just visiting East Harlem makes me feel, all I can squeak out is a weak “Do we have to?”

“That makes three,” cries Johnny. “Three votes to two. Andy’s too little, he can’t vote.”

And then Mom begins to speak. As I listen to the sound of her calm, soothing voice, my heart sinks from my throat down into my stomach. This isn’t about voting. This is about us as a family. About our willingness to sacrifice our own wants and comforts for the needs of others. Moving will be hard, but we’ll be together. Every summer we’ll still go to Maine as we always do. And, Johnny, next September before we move, you and Tommy will start going to Collegiate.

“Collegiate?” I’m suddenly alert. I’ve always been a little jealous of my friend Johnny Bachman, who goes there. A private boys’ school, Collegiate has athletic teams and lets out early for the summer, three weeks before my public school.

Johnny glares at me and rises from the couch. Dad stands too and tries to make a deal with Johnny. If any of you is truly unhappy after one year, we’ll have another family council and talk about returning to the Seminary.

“It’s not fair,” shouts Johnny. Then he quickly dodges around Dad and stomps off down the hall, slamming our bedroom door behind him. For a big guy, my brother has great moves.

Later that afternoon, when we’re alone in our bedroom, I dog Johnny about the odds of our actually moving. I can’t believe Dad will go through with it.

Johnny, however, says we’re doomed. Dad’s gonna make us move. It doesn’t matter how unhappy we are or anything else, his mind’s made up. He’s made a deal with Mom and gotten her to go along; he’s even thrown in a call from God to make it final. There’s nothing we can do. We’re dead.

Not able to bear the finality of Johnny’s forecast, I make him enter into a sacred pact, swear a blood oath, like Apache warriors, never to like East Harlem and never, ever, to say anything good about the move. I also pray every night that the move never comes to pass. If God has called Dad, maybe God can be persuaded to call him off. Let Dad be available in the wee hours of the night to the Seminary students, to us.

My mother grew up in a quiet, tree-lined suburb of Cleveland, Ohio. Her father, Granddaddy Barton, a man who loved music, literature, and sports, was an advertising copywriter. I remember once working with him on a list of over fifty ways to say “hit” a home run: blasted, boomed, bashed, creamed, cracked. Both he and Grandma Barton were quiet, gentle people who spoke to their children about the evils of prejudice and racism, but whose actions against injustice were limited to voting for the right political candidates. The last thing they would have wished for their darling daughter, nicknamed Dibby, was for her to marry a minister and move to East Harlem. They wanted her life to be filled with beauty, music, art, literature, and an occasional trip to Yankee Stadium.

Dad spent his childhood in Des Moines, Iowa, a typically segregated midwestern city with only one black student in his white high school. The rest of the black population of Des Moines attended school on the other side of town. When he was a young boy, Dad’s sole relationship with a black person was with the family maid. His father, the head of the local Young Men’s Christian Association, was charged with putting the C back in YMCA, which Grumpa tried his hardest to do. He was an energetic, enthusiastic man willing to challenge local customs and habits, up to a point. When the Tuskegee Gospel Singers came to Des Moines during the Depression, for example, he had them sing at the Y and then invited them over to the house for tea. He was unable, however, to break the long-standing ban against Negroes attending Y camp except for two weeks at the end of the summer, after the white campers had all gone home. Dad’s mother, Granmousy, was active in local civic and church organizations, once even helping to organize a local protest when Marian Anderson, the renowned Negro contralto, was denied the right to sing at Constitution Hall in Washington, D.C.

From the stories Dad tells of his childhood, it’s clear that the active spiritual life of the Y and church sowed the seeds for his becoming a minister. He speaks of being enthralled by stories of courageous Christian missionaries in foreign lands. Working as a missionary was for Dad the highest possible form of Christian service. Missionary work was selfless, Christ-like, heroic. It appealed to Dad’s vision of himself.

Mom and Dad met in the fall of their senior year in college at a Harvard football game, where Mom says Dad made a play for her despite the fact that she was there with one of his best friends. Dad recalls only that he was trying to be friendly. Whatever the case, they started going out together soon thereafter. Mom pictures her Radcliffe years as a magical time in her life. Whenever she talks of those days, her eyes mist over as she recalls friends, professors, and the smell of lilacs in the Cambridge spring. I imagine she’s thinking of the spring of 1942, when she and Dad were falling in love, before the war separated them, before they got married, before Dad got his first call from God.



CHAPTER 2

WITH MY MOTHER by my side, I carefully step across wooden planks placed over the mud between the sidewalk and the entrance to our apartment in the newly built Washington Houses. It’s the day of our move. I am nine. The pathway leading to the front door is still not finished, even though the opening of our building on 102nd Street between Second and Third Avenues was postponed from January to May. Next to the wooden planks, long chains, looped between low steel poles, keep us off the area where new grass is struggling to push through the mud.

Inside, the elevator rattles up to the tenth floor, and we step into a long, narrow hallway. All the apartments, eight to each floor, are enclosed behind green metal doors with tiny, round windows about two-thirds of the way up. I’ve never before seen peep-holes like this on doors, and assume their purpose is to allow visitors to see if anyone’s home.

The apartment is much smaller than our Seminary housing, with three bedrooms, not four, a kitchen too cramped for a dinner table, and no separate alcove for our upright piano, which now takes over the living room like it doesn’t belong there. The floors are linoleum, not wood, and the air smells of paint and chemicals. What’s more, the apartment’s three bedrooms are all huddled together off the same short hallway. At the Seminary, the bedroom Johnny and I shared was at the opposite end of our apartment, far away from the other bedrooms. We could roughhouse, yell, make all the noise we wanted without Mom and Dad hearing. And we had our own bathroom. Here, with only one bathroom for a family of six, who knows how long I’ll have to wait.

In the back Johnny shows me with disgust how small our bedroom is and how only the bottom third of each window opens out and down and then sits there right in front of you like a lunchroom tray. When I ask Mom why the windows open so strangely, she says they were built like that so small children can’t fall out. When I ask if they weren’t concerned about small children at the Seminary, she replies that the Seminary buildings were probably built with a greater concern for beauty than for safety. The way she says this I know Mom thinks these new windows are ugly too.

From our bedroom I look out across the mud and wooden planks to another building exactly like ours. “Projects,” Dad calls them, building after building all the same; twelve altogether make up Washington Houses. All fourteen stories high. All built by the city to replace the old, run-down tenements no longer able to house the growing population of Negroes from the South and families flowing in from the island of Puerto Rico. All built so that poor people can live somewhere safe with sunlight, hot water, and heat. Although we aren’t really poor, we qualify for the projects because Dad’s Parish salary is low and our family is big. Of course, the city doesn’t know about the Parish health plan, our private school scholarships, and Dad’s housing allowance. Dad says the rules specify salary, and rules are rules and a salary is a salary.

That night I make Johnny renew our sacred pact to let Mom and Dad know at every twist and turn how much we hate it here. In bed I listen to the sounds coming in through the window from the street below: the constant rumble of traffic down Second Avenue; the whining sirens of police cars and ambulances starting in the distance and then getting closer and closer, louder and louder; the snatches of conversation bouncing off the building walls. How can anyone fall asleep with such a racket? At its noontime noisiest, Claremont Avenue is ten times quieter than this neighborhood at night; with our bedroom in the back looking out across a small courtyard to the wall of Riverside Church, I rarely heard a peep.

My great consolation is Johnny in the bunk above me. He will protect me the way he does when we go to Yankee Stadium for Sunday afternoon doubleheaders, sitting far up in the last row of the Upper Mezzanine, surveying the great green ball field spread out majestically below us. Johnny’s very smell comforts me.

I fall asleep crying, thinking about my Seminary friends and missing my quiet Seminary bedroom with its familiar shadows on the walls.

It’s barely light outside when I am wakened by the crow of a rooster. At first I think I must be dreaming, and I lie in bed listening, not knowing where I am. Then I remember. But what is a rooster doing in East Harlem? I climb out of bed and go to the window. In the distance, a large bridge arcs across the sky like a giant steel rainbow. Closer to earth, I can see the rooftops of the small buildings on the other side of Second Avenue. On one of the roofs a man waves a whiskerless broomstick at the sky. A flock of pigeons flies over his head. When he moves the pole in a big round sweep, the birds follow it, forming a huge circle. When he scarcely moves the pole at all, the birds close in until they look like a huge sky dog chasing its own tail. I watch as the man directs the pigeons down onto the roof, where they huddle around him, bobbing their heads like hungry chickens clucking in a crowded barnyard.

Next to a school on the other side of 102nd Street, I spy two empty basketball courts. On a clear, warm Sunday morning, I can’t believe it. Even if some older guys appear later, I could scoot down quickly and get in some practice. At the Seminary my friends and I used to hike over to Riverside Park early in the morning so we could get in some playing time before the older boys arrived and kicked us off. Over the door in my Seminary bedroom I had hung a coat hanger twisted into the shape of a hoop and took shots with a small beach ball. I can never fix up this new bedroom like that: the ceiling is too low, the open space for dribbling too small.

At breakfast Mom lets us choose our own single-serving-sized cereal boxes, a special treat usually reserved for holidays and birthdays. While eating my Sugar Pops, I wrestle over asking if I can go down to the empty courts. Maybe you have to sign up, like for the tennis courts in Central Park. Maybe you can’t play on Sunday mornings. Maybe children my age aren’t allowed without an adult. I decide to wait. Mom needs more time.

By ten o’clock I have unpacked my clothes and folded them into the dresser, arranged my books by size, put away my games in the drawer under the bookcase, and stored my shoes and athletic gear on the floor in the clothes closet. Four guys are now playing a half-court game on the playground below. A fifth boy is taking shots by himself at the far basket of the second court. Two half courts remain empty. You can play on Sunday mornings.

I find Mom in the kitchen and ask where she’s put the high-powered binoculars we take with us every summer for our month in Maine. Mom hands them over with a warning not to invade our neighbors’ privacy by looking in their windows. Through the binoculars, I get a close-up of the guys playing on the courts below. They’re Johnny’s age, maybe older. Most are Negroes. The guy shooting baskets by himself is tall but younger than the others and lighter skinned, almost as light as me. He wears a funny black hat with the front brim pinned back. As I watch him miss shots, I can see he’s definitely beatable.

At ten-thirty we leave for church. On our first day, Mom wants us to arrive with time to spare. Dad has already gone over to prepare for the service and put the final touches on his sermon. He’s the assistant pastor of Ascension Church, one of the four churches in the East Harlem Protestant Parish and the only one not a storefront. He preaches there once a month, though now that he’s working full-time in the neighborhood his main job is to be the chief Parish administrator. In addition to paying the bills and raising money, Dad’s supposed to make sure the Parish operates smoothly. When I ask him if he’s the head of the Parish like President Van Dusen is the head of the Seminary, he says no, he’s simply in charge of carrying out the decisions made by the members of the Group Ministry, who are all equal.

In the nine years since its beginning in 1948, the Parish has grown so rapidly that, in addition to the four churches, it runs a health clinic, a narcotics committee, a credit union, and a youth program that works with gangs. Like drugs, poverty, and no heat, gangs are a big problem in East Harlem, especially when they get into all-out fights called “rumbles” and kids are killed. I wonder if the guys playing basketball are part of a gang and whether they all have switchblades in their pockets and zip guns under their belts. I also wonder if members of different gangs play each other or if they play only against guys in their own gang. And what about boys who aren’t in a gang? Who do they play with?

In the elevator, Mom talks with an elderly Negro lady wearing a gigantic hat shaped like a red bowling ball. They chat back and forth about the weather, about the best neighborhood grocery store, about the names and locations of their churches. At the Seminary, Mom had never been such a talker. The lady says she attends something called the Holiness Tabernacle Temple. I wonder if she can possibly be Jewish.

Out on the street, the entire neighborhood is on the move. Large families, small families, people by themselves, people in small groups, everyone dressed up. I’m amazed at how many carry Bibles and figure their churches can’t afford enough Bibles to keep one on hand for everyone. Our route carries us past the courts I spotted from my bedroom window. The guy in the black hat is still alone practicing layups. As we walk by, he looks up but doesn’t smile. I catch his eye but don’t smile either. It’s his court, his neighborhood; he should be the one to smile first.

In no time at all, we arrive at Ascension, a four-story brick building near the corner of First Avenue and 106th Street. Inside, there are no windows, just pictures of former ministers and memorial plaques lining the walls. In the front, two small pulpits look down from either side. Mom, Johnny, Peggy, Andy, and I sit bunched together in the second pew. Except for two young men and a young woman who look like Seminary students, we are the only white people present. I’ve never before been in a room filled with so many Negroes. It feels like we don’t belong here. Plus it smells different, sort of musty, like hot dust and sweat. I’m not sure whether it’s the Negroes I smell or the church.

Dressed in long black robes, Dad and Libby Newton, Ascension’s chief minister, enter from a side door and take their seats on two chairs placed in front of the altar table. As the service begins, I’m horrified to discover that everything is done once in English and then all over again in Spanish. Everything! The welcome, the prayers, the concerns of the church, even the sermon, which Dad delivers first and then a man named Mr. Santiago repeats in Spanish. Not only will the service be twice as long, but it will be three times as boring, with me forced to sit still and listen to words I don’t understand. The only Spanish words I recognize are the Aleluyas Mr. Santiago shouts at the end of every sentence. I can’t tell whether he’s truthfully repeating what Dad says or whether he’s adding in words and ideas of his own. He definitely slips in his own Aleluya s.

I try to concentrate on Dad’s sermon about the need for new wineskins, but when Mr. Santiago launches into his Spanish, I can’t help looking around the church for boys my own age. I wish we weren’t sitting so far up front: even a slight turn of the head draws attention, and I don’t want that. It already feels like everyone’s looking at us.

Fortunately, the hymns and choir anthems aren’t done twice. Instead, one hymn is sung in Spanish.


Santo! Santo! Santo! Señor omnipotente …
Dios en tres personas, Bendita Trinidad.



I follow along, sounding out each syllable as I do when I hit a big English word I don’t know. My newly created Spanish sounds funny, and I start to giggle, hoping to get Johnny going. One look at my older brother, however, tells me to stuff it.

Toward the end of the service, during the singing of the Fellowship Hymn, the members of the congregation shake hands. Though most of the people stay put in their pews and greet their neighbors in the seats around them, Dad comes down and marches us around the entire church. Everyone smiles and says how glad they are to meet us, how glad they are that we’ll be with them every Sunday from now on. I’m tempted to ask a couple of the guys my age if they know about the basketball courts next to the school on 102nd Street, but everything is too quick, and besides, we’re supposed to be singing.

After the service, we troop downstairs for coffee hour and I discover that the basement stinks worse than the main church. It’s stale and dank despite the smell of the coffee and cookies set out on the table next to the kitchen. Standing next to the wall with Johnny, I survey the crowd. None of the boys my age have come down except for one guy with Mr. Santiago and the rest of his family. Maybe if the boy was alone I’d approach him and start a conversation, but I don’t want to deal with his parents.

Dad already seems to know the entire congregation. As everyone lines up to shake his hand and welcome him all over again, he has a smile and some friendly chat for each of them. I can tell he’s enjoying himself, like the Prodigal Son at his father’s feast, home at long last. I don’t recognize anyone except Libby. I had hoped to see some of the other Parish ministers, but they’re probably busy running the services of the other churches. Before the move, I had comforted myself with the knowledge that we would be joining a group of people already at home in East Harlem. The members of the Group Ministry are my father’s and mother’s closest friends; they babysit us, play with us at Parish Acres, an old farm owned by the Parish about fifty miles north of the city and used for retreats. They go to each other’s houses for dinners, meetings, and parties, see each other every morning at daily worship, speak constantly to each other on the phone. They are friendly, familiar adults, almost like part of our family. Unfortunately, none of them has any children my age. The closest is a girl four years younger, much too young to play with, except in extreme circumstances.

At Sunday dinner, Dad asks how we liked our new church. Peggy replies that it smells. I say that it’s hard dealing with all that Spanish. Johnny is silent. Mom’s in the middle of saying how much she liked Dad’s sermon, especially the part about the lessons he learned at Y-camp, when Johnny cuts her off in midsentence and asks if he can be excused. Mom and Dad exchange a look before Mom says there’s ice cream for dessert. Johnny mumbles something about having lots of homework and leaves the table without waiting for Mom and Dad’s okay.

During the first few weeks after the move, what I see of East Harlem, other than church, is limited to what I can see looking out my window and what I take in each day hiking the two long blocks between our building and the bus stop on Lexington Avenue where we catch the city bus downtown. Mom insists that Johnny accompany me to and from school each day. Without her exactly saying so, I can tell she’s worried about my safety.

In the morning, most of the grown-ups hurry on their way to work. At the early hour of 7:30, when Johnny and I leave our building in order to make the forty-five-minute, two-bus-ride journey to Collegiate on West 77th Street, few kids are out. On the way home, however, it’s a different story. Everybody’s on the street enjoying the late May sunshine: men play cards or dominoes around wobbly tables; women gossip and coo at each other’s babies; young men on the stoops call out to girls; girls walk in packs, slowing down in front of the boys but never stopping; boys my age careen down the steep 102nd Street hill in soapbox derby specials hammered together with what look like milk crates, old boards, and roller skate wheels. Clotheslines heavy with laundry are strung between tenement windows. Competing flocks of circling pigeons fly overhead. Many of the people shout at each other in Spanish. What amazes me most is how many people there are. At the Seminary, it was rare to see someone walking a dog or pushing a baby carriage on Claremont Avenue. Here people seem to live on the streets.

Occasionally I catch the eye of a man standing around a card table or of a boy carrying his soapbox back up the hill, but nobody says anything as we pass. I figure that everybody, besides us, is either Negro or Puerto Rican, although sometimes I can’t tell which until the person starts speaking. I have quickly discovered that some Puerto Ricans are as dark skinned as the darkest Negroes.

Mom was smart to start us at Collegiate last fall, a full eight months before the move. By now I’m used to wearing a tie and jacket every day, eating whatever is served for lunch, and sitting at my desk in the proper manner like a proper gentleman. At first it was difficult to make my way among a group of boys who had been together since first grade, to catch up with their knowledge of multiple fractions, sentence structure, and French; to learn new rules like standing up when your teacher enters the room, never slouching in your chair, and always being on time, strictly on time, better ten minutes early than a minute late. As my first year is ending, however, I feel pretty comfortable at Collegiate except for one thing. My Collegiate classmates always have money in their pockets. They make a beeline every day after school to buy candy, soda, and baseball cards at the “Gyp Joint” or French fries smothered in ketchup from Gitlitz’s Restaurant and Delicatessen. They bring so much food onto the 79th Street crosstown bus that from time to time the grown-up passengers complain to our Headmaster and he lectures us on the impropriety of eating on a public conveyance. Birthday parties are especially uncomfortable, as I know that my present will be a good deal less expensive than those of the other guests. My Collegiate friends share their candy and thank me for my gift, but I can’t help feeling like the scholarship kid I am, poor in a land of plenty.

When they learn that I’ve moved to East Harlem, my classmates can’t believe it. To them, no one in his right mind would live north of 96th Street, no one, at least, able to live anywhere else. One of my friends asks me seriously if I’m not afraid of the thousands of muggers that walk every street in East Harlem. He’s heard they roam around in groups just waiting for private school guys like us. I listen anxiously to what he says. At the same time, I don’t believe he knows that much about what things are really like above 96th Street. He’s never been there.

Each afternoon on the way home from Collegiate, I try to get Johnny to pass by the school playground on 102nd Street; each day he insists on going straight upstairs. Looking out our bedroom window, I see that both courts are always packed and always with older guys. Through my binoculars, I watch them play; they’re good, smooth and confident, talking back and forth during their games. Although they are clearly better than I am, and I know they will never want me on their teams, I like watching them, checking out their moves. I wish I had a magic listening device so I could eavesdrop on what they’re saying. From my window perch, I haven’t a clue what they’re talking about. It’s like watching a silent movie.

One night in bed I hear what sound like gunshots. I turn to look at my bedstand clock, wanting to be ready to give reliable testimony if Sergeant Friday knocks on our door and asks if anyone heard shots and, if so, at precisely what time. The next morning when I ask Dad about the gunshots, he replies that they were most likely just firecrackers, people getting ready for the Fourth of July. I half-accept, half-doubt this answer. How can he be so sure? Fourth of July firecrackers in May?

No matter what day of the week it is, the basketball courts are always empty before 8:00 A.M., and on this Saturday after breakfast, it’s almost 9:00 and still not a soul stirs in the school yard below. I’m staring out the window, dreaming of playing on my own free court, when Dad comes into the room and stands beside me.

“Seems like a waste, doesn’t it? Two empty courts with no one on them. Maybe this afternoon, if I finish up early at the office, you and I can go down together and get in some practice.”

Dad played ball in both high school and college and is still pretty good, even though he does shoot old-fashioned two-handed set shots and underhand foul shots. On my desk is a picture of him in his Harvard uniform.

I tell Dad I think the courts will probably be full after lunch. Although at the Seminary I would have jumped at his offer, going down to the courts with my father doesn’t seem like the thing to do here. None of the people down there look anything like they could be one of the guys’ fathers. I’m almost ten, and I don’t want to be taken for a sissy who needs a parent around. And if Dad wears his collar, as he usually does so that people will recognize him as a minister, I will really feel out of place, like we’re there to get them to come to church rather than to play basketball. Odds are Dad won’t make it anyway. While he’s at the office someone will come in frantic over a teenager who’s been arrested or a grandmother who’s been rushed to the hospital, and he’ll get home too late. It’s not that Dad loves us less, Mom explains each time he disappoints us, it’s just that they need him more.

I change the subject by asking if I have to attend adult service every Sunday. I explain that adult service is too long, that I get restless. Dad says he knows what I mean. When he was my age he wanted to be anywhere but in church Sunday mornings. Only later was he glad he had had to attend. He learned a lot of important things in church, so many things that he gave me the middle name Lane in honor of his minister back home in Des Moines. He never would have become a minister if it hadn’t been for Reverend Lane.

Thinking that one day I might follow in Dad’s profession, I ask if he’s glad he became a minister. Very glad, he replies. He can wear a fancy white collar, little old ladies give him their seats on the bus, and he gets into Yankees games free.

I laugh even though I wish Dad wouldn’t make jokes out of my serious questions. I want to know if he ever wishes he did something more fun than being a Parish minister, if he ever gets tired of working all the time, even in the evenings and on weekends, if he ever regrets not having more free time to spend with Mom, with us kids.

On our fifth Sunday in East Harlem, I wake early despite the fact that I spent half the night listening to the pop of what Dad continues to insist are firecrackers and, at one point, got out of bed to watch a shouting match on the corner of Second Avenue grow so loud and out of control that several men started swinging at each other. In the middle of the fight, two police cars arrived, and after much yelling and hand waving, three of the men were handcuffed and taken away in squad cars. I was spellbound watching grown men hitting each other in the face, knocking each other to the ground, kicking and punching.

The clock on my nightstand reads 7:15. I have plenty of time before church. Recalling the events of last night, I try to convince myself there’s nothing to worry about. Other than cars and an occasional bus rolling down Second Avenue, the streets are pretty quiet. The men arrested last night are probably still in jail. The muggers and gang members, if there are any, probably sleep late.I’ve been observing the courts for over a month now and have yet to see anything bad happen.

I dress quickly, walk out to the kitchen, and pour myself some Cheerios, the breakfast of the Lone Ranger. Sitting by myself, I feel like the Lone Ranger, with no Tonto. The apartment is silent, the rest of the family still asleep. I don’t dare leave without telling somebody where I’m going, but I also don’t dare wake Mom and Dad for no good reason, not on Sunday morning.

I walk across the hall to Andy and Peggy’s bedroom, quietly push open the door, approach Andy’s crib, lean over the rail, and gently push his chest. He tosses his head from side to side, opens his eyes, lets out a squeal, and breaks into a big, toothy smile. He then turns over, gets up on his hands and knees, grabs hold of the side of the crib, and pulls himself into a standing position. Up, Tommy. Up, Tommy, he calls. Instead of picking him up, however, I quickly back out of the room, waving, smiling, and carefully closing the door to the exact half-opened position it had been in when I entered. Right on cue, Andy starts to cry. I feel bad for him, but not too bad. Mom will be there in a minute. Once she’s up, I can tell her my plans.

OEBPS/images/img01_1-2.png





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/img01_1-5.png





OEBPS/images/img01_1-4.png







OEBPS/images/9781439125601.jpg
Flying over 96th Street

Memoir of an East Harlem White Boy

)

Thomas L. Webber

SCRIBNER
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY







