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DISPLACED
PERSONS

INTRODUCTION

A few years after I joined The New York Times, its editors and reporters were asked to attend a presentation on the newspaper’s future given by Arthur O. Sulzberger, Jr., who at the time was being groomed to become publisher. I arrived for work carrying a brown paper bag with a container of coffee and a seeded roll, thinking I’d have some time to enjoy breakfast at my desk before heading upstairs to the publisher’s suite.

I’ve always enjoyed seeded rolls because when I was a child we would have them on Sunday mornings for breakfast, one of the few meals during the week that we shared together as a family. My parents were Polish-Jewish refugees who had survived the Nazi slaughter and immigrated to America, and throughout my childhood both of them had worked long days in dreary factories. A weeknight supper was usually a slapdash affair, with my father and sometimes even my mother absent. So Sunday-morning breakfast was a sanctified time.

Even at six and seven years old, I enjoyed walking the four or five blocks, savoring the warmth of the morning’s sunshine, to the Cake Masters bakery on upper Broadway to fetch those rolls as well as a seedless rye bread and a few fruit Danishes that my nervously economical parents allowed themselves as a treat. Before entering the bakery, I would press against the glass display window and find myself hankering for one of the marzipan potatoes coated with a sprinkling of cinnamon and cocoa. Maybe next Sunday, I told myself, I would get my parents to splurge for one. Inside, the shop was snug and teeming, with the spirited air of men and women on the verge of indulging in some especially tasty food, in this case the bakery’s rich confections, arrayed like the crown jewels in a sumptuous glass counter. I would wait my turn, and when the European saleslady in a white apron smudged with powder and jelly gestured to me, I recited my parents’ order like the rote prayers I was learning in yeshiva.

“A round rye bread without seeds, sliced, four seeded rolls, and two blueberry Danishes,” I would chant, anxious that I not forget anything on the list.

When I returned with the booty, we would sit around our table—I still remember the chill of its white enameled metal top—and devour our rolls and bread, perhaps some slivers of schmaltz herring and a cottage cheese salad with radishes, scallions, cucumbers, and tomatoes, and wash the meal down with cups of instant coffee. Sometimes we laughed, sometimes we bickered, but we were together. It was evident in their glimmering eyes that my orphaned parents relished the sight of our togetherness as a family as if there were no sweeter gift imaginable. And I reveled in their delight.

So this roll I was about to have at the Times would no doubt be made tastier by those pleasant associations. In the elevator I saw that my colleagues were already heading up to the fourteenth-floor suite and I realized I had gotten the time wrong. I would not have time for breakfast. I dashed to my desk, took off my coat, and, snatching the bag of roll and coffee, caught the elevator upstairs. Although by then I had worked for the Times for four years, mostly as a writer on religion and education, I had never been to the publisher’s floor. I followed a stream of latecomers through the suite and up a winding staircase to a large and elegant penthouse lounge. I was struck by the stately cherry woodwork, the framed antique maps and sketches of ocean liners, the soft carpets. I did not want to spill coffee on these carpets. That would reveal that I really did not belong here.

The penthouse room was filled with more than a hundred reporters and editors, including management people like Max Frankel, Warren Hoge, and Dave Jones, who were sitting in the club chairs at the front. I felt an air of formality unusual even for the distinctly formal Times of those years. Almost all the men had their jackets on. I spotted an empty seat two thirds of the way toward the back and, still holding my bag of coffee and the seeded roll, I slipped in.

Young Sulzberger, in shirtsleeves, crisply pressed trousers, and bright red suspenders, was talking about how the Times had teetered on the edge of financial failure in the early 1970s but had emerged gloriously by investing in a new printing plant and boldly starting several sections that invigorated advertising. The Times once again needed to expand. It was building a $400 million plant that would allow it to produce a bigger daily paper and use color for almost every section. When all the changes were in place, Sulzberger assured us, the Times’ position as the best newspaper in the world would be enhanced.

I looked around and was glad to be part of this robust operation as it headed into the next decade, glad to be included among these smart, important men and women, glad to be a reporter on the world’s best newspaper. But my smugness was interrupted by a panicked thought. I was holding my brown paper bag and it was tearing. Coffee had seeped through the lid, weakened the bag, and dampened the roll. It would be awkward to drink coffee in this group. I was hungry and thirsty but I would just have to wrap my fingers around the soggy container and wait until after the meeting to throw it away. Otherwise, as I had feared, my colleagues would surely realize I did not belong here. And that realization would be corroborated by the seeded roll, which would reveal that I was deeply rooted in another, incompatible world, a world not just of seeded rolls but of baggy suits, gaunt faces, and hollow eyes, a world of refugee parents who could not speak English and fumbled their way around American life.

This thoroughly trivial event—bringing a cup of coffee and a seeded roll to a publisher’s pep talk—was like Proust’s famous madeleine. It had triggered for me the kinds of associations that ripple subversively throughout my days.

Like many immigrants and children of immigrants, I have always lived in two worlds at the same time. There is my American world: jobs at prestigious companies, a co-op on the West Side or a house in the suburbs, evenings at the theater and summers in the Berkshires. And there is the immigrant world that tinges all that comfort with a sense of raw peril, terror of imminent poverty, and, sometimes, an awareness of one’s foreignness. To be sure, it also lives on in an ability to laugh at the pretensions of life and even, occasionally, in a kind of immigrant pride at how much we have accomplished. But its virtues are soon outweighed by the hovering fear that all will be snatched away by some malicious whim of the universe, for isn’t that what happened to my parents and their generation of European Jews?

In me those immigrant feelings have been sharpened to a fine keenness by the fact that my parents were not simply immigrants, but refugees from the catastrophe that distinguished World War II from all previous wars—two of the more than 140,000 Jewish Holocaust survivors who immigrated to America between 1946 and 1953. These survivors did not come here just as foreigners seeking America’s legendary opportunities. They came here because they had no place else to go. They had been stripped of their homes, their parents, their brothers and sisters, their villages and neighborhoods.

That occasional jolt of fear that I felt at the Times that day and sometimes still feel is part of my legacy. I am a refugee, and somewhere I will always be one. As a young boy, I thought entering the Bronx High School of Science and the Columbia School of Journalism would make those refugee feelings go away. Later, I thought marriage and a family would make them go away. I thought working for the Times would make them go away. Those successes did not make the feelings disappear. The refugee condition is a frustratingly hardy state, an indelible way of seeing the world.

I have come to learn that many people at the Times or in my generally comfortable circle feel much the same way, that having grown up the child of a janitor or of a shattered marriage or of a hardscrabble West Virginia backwater has made even well-spoken, long-rooted, stylishly tailored executives feel not quite deserving. Most people have their Rosebud. Mine was being a refugee. The major distinction is that the American world of the refugees—in contrast to their well-documented ordeals during the war—is not really very well known. But it is worth knowing because it was rich in its particulars, in its texture, in its colors. It was my world.

Refugee. That’s what they called us when we arrived in America, and that’s what we soon called ourselves, as if there had never before been such calamity-tossed exiles. No one called us Holocaust survivors. The word Holocaust had not yet been applied to the slaughter of Europe’s Jews. The immensity of what had taken place had still not sunk into the world’s imagination, nor even our own, still-reeling imaginations. Indeed, the refugees were so beaten down they did not think it their place even to complain, to merely let others know of what they had been through. Besides, there were more fundamental things they had to think about.

They were of a certain age—in their twenties or early thirties—because few of the very young or the old survived the concentration camps or could withstand the rigors of hiding or flight. Very few of the refugees had more than a meager education. Not only had the war robbed the survivors of their prime schooling years, but it is a bitter truth about the Holocaust that cunning, a capacity for bone-wearying work, and luck were more likely than intellectual prowess to have kept one alive.

They began knitting together as a community in the DP camps, the camps for “displaced persons” that were set up by the victorious Allies inside occupied Germany—a bitterly ironic location for their salvation. The survivors no longer had Jewish communities to return to and had little appetite for living under the emerging communist regimes of Eastern Europe. So they waited in the DP camps for three, four, sometimes seven years for visas that would admit them to Palestine, the United States, Australia, or the handful of other countries that, however grudgingly, were willing to absorb refugees.

While they waited the survivors began finding mates for their new lives and making the friends who would replace the families they had lost. The marriages were as often convenient as romantic. Men and women came together because they could no longer bear the solitude or because their mates had a knack for scavenging food or closing deals in the black markets that flourished in the occupied zones. The survivors also made decisions to have children, sometimes to recapture the families slain by Hitler, sometimes just to give themselves a source of pleasure and hope, a reprieve from years of privation. I was born in Russia in the war’s final months, but my brother, Josh, was born two years later in the Schlachtensee DP camp on the margins of Berlin.

The refugees came over to the United States in wobbling vessels that had earlier been used to transport the GIs to the European theater. Most of these remnants of European Judaism arrived in New York City, though others disembarked in places like Galveston, Texas. In New York, the survivors, weighed down with valises and duffel bags, were put up in shabby West Side hotels with names like the Marseilles and the Whitehall or as boarders in the tenement apartments of aging Jewish widows. The Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society and other Jewish agencies tried to find the refugees work and permanent apartments, but almost no one wanted their help for very long. They had been dependent for so many years—on the German guards in the concentration camps or on Allied relief workers—and they craved self-reliance.

Once settled, they began to work long hours sewing dresses and draperies, tending dim luncheonettes and Laundromats, reupholstering sofas or peddling door-to-door. When the refugees did find apartments they could afford, they stayed near each other, forming identifiable pockets in the South Bronx, in Flatbush, and on Manhattan’s West Side. On Saturdays and Sundays they would take up a European custom and go for an afternoon shpatzir—a stroll—on Broadway or Riverside Drive, encountering faces they dimly recognized from the camps, be they concentration or DP. They found new friends by detecting a snatch of Yiddish on a passerby’s lips or discerning the threadbare European cast of a topcoat. Or they would seize a chance for some pleasure, treating themselves to a Spencer Tracy movie at the Riviera Theater on Broadway followed by a hot dog at Rosenbloom’s delicatessen.

Some survivors had relatives here who could help them get started. But just as often those ties were soon bruised by obligation and dependence. Nobody really was to blame. The American Jews were only one step up the American ladder. They may have scorned the reminders of their own squalid immigrant roots, resented having to share scarce resources, and perhaps felt a little discomfort at not having done more to save their imperiled kin. And, of course, just as the wave of refugees boasted a sprinkling of artists and doctors, it also had its share of freeloaders and connivers who made compassion difficult.

For the most part, the refugees went about trying to create the same prosaic lives for themselves that their working-class neighbors had. They had to find jobs, learn their way around the subways, choose schools, provide music and dance lessons, find summer camps, and steer their children into productive lives. The goals were quite basic, but not easy to accomplish. A remark a Vietnamese boat person, Vu Thanh They, made at a 1988 commencement is apt. “In fact,” this refugee said, “surprising as it may seem, the daily struggle of making a living in America is more difficult to cope with than all of the events we went through in prison and at sea. The reason is that there is nothing ‘heroic’ about surviving the never-ending problems of daily life.”

The Jewish refugees also had to deal with the questions that never ceased haunting them: Why did they survive and not their parents or brothers and sisters? Who was this God who closed his eyes to such suffering? What was his purpose in having them survive? They also had to cope with their children’s questions about the horrors and humiliations of the war and with the children’s shame at having parents with coagulated accents who were unfamiliar with baseball and pizza and seemed to have an inexhaustible well of grief.

In my world, there were Mordchale Weinberg and Moishe Granas and Simon Cooperman and Moishe Erlich and Sam Herling. There were Fela Herling and Saba Weinberg and Norma Cooperman and Shayve Erlich. They were all Jews from scattered parts of Poland, and for the most part they had met one another in the displaced persons camps. Motele Weinberg and Moishe Granas were tailors. Mr. Erlich and his wife were peddlers. Sam Herling was a barber. Almost all the women knew how to sew and soon used their skills to land jobs in the Garment District. They were not intellectuals or political activists, and none of them felt he or she had the station in life to register even the feeblest protest at what had been done to them, at all that had been taken away. Their task was to go on.

They were also young then, and that youth seemed to make them resilient even to their losses. You might think it strange to say, but when my parents got together with their friends, they laughed and joked with a gusto I rarely share with friends. There was also a certain excitement to their being in a new, bountiful place like New York. They savored the stylish bustle of upper Broadway, the fresh rye breads and sweet butter and the American movies. They loved the open parks. They spread blankets on the grass and stretched out to soak in the sun and had picnics and taught their children to ride bicycles, and when they were especially merry, they dangled from branches and turned somersaults. They had parties. My mother would indulge in a drink of vodka and, with a friend, would laugh so raucously I would move as far away as I could to escape embarrassment. And they danced. Well, not my father. His feet moved to a jagged rhythm, as if he’d never heard music in his life. Given the fact he was raised a farmer, maybe he had not. But my mother danced, and men like Mr. Weinberg enjoyed sweeping her across the floor.

I point this out because the refugees or survivors are always portrayed as gloomy and bitter. They were that way at times. But they also lived lives that were quite full, lives of frivolity as well as mourning.

It is my desire to portray that fullness, largely through the story of my family, which, however particular, was emblematic of the stories of many of the survivors. I was a witness—a young and callow one, to be sure, but a witness. And I can report on what it was like being a child of people who survived the war and found refuge in America. It was a tangle of experiences and I never quite knew what to make of it. There was pride at the ordeals they had surmounted, but also embarrassment at their awkwardness in the American realm. And then my parents, like other refugee parents, lavished on their children volumes of attention that in a clan of grandparents, uncles, and aunts might have been dissipated. We were given a feeling of importance far beyond our feeble powers. We would provide the affection and entertainment that the dead no longer could. By our success as scholars and professionals, we would redeem those truncated lives. Like other immigrant children, I was expected to interpret the English world, to explain Con Ed bills and drug prescriptions and inquiries from the government. I was supposed to unravel the stock market, argue politics with my parents’ friends, raise my brother, console my mother. Would it be surprising if such unspoken expectations of someone so young might result in a self-doubt or two? The children of survivors have been remarkably successful, but I sometimes wonder if we can savor our success or if we will always see it as insufficient. Perhaps we will always be children inadequate to the task.

The story of the refugees, it must be said, was not just the traditional immigrant story of newcomers wrestling with a strange language and the insults of poverty. For the most part, the Holocaust refugees had no families here to help them and, if they foundered here, they had no place to which they could return. The workaday realities of carving out a life in a strange country, in a wondrous but intimidating and not always welcoming city, produced its inevitable pathos and Nabokovian absurdities for them just as for other immigrants. But the refugees labored under an extra dimension: the inescapable shadow of their horrible past.

Yet, in setting down the story of a family of Jewish refugees, I have hoped to shed light on what other refugees go through. I know that despite my own experience, I spend little time thinking about the lives of Vietnamese or Cambodian or Salvadoran refugees. Sure, I wince at learning of furtive voyages on boats and of sweltering refugee camps. But I romanticize the great opportunities they have here, and that detached view misunderstands them.

Two decades ago my wife and I spent several weekends in a Catskills hotel that was populated almost entirely by Russian emigrants. I was charmed by the Russians’ gold teeth, the same teeth that glinted in my parents’ European mouths, and by the old-fashioned way the young couples took evening walks, just as my young parents had. But in my romanticization I had missed the kernel of their refugee condition. I remember seeing six men sitting at an outdoor table by a lake, huddled around a large cassette player that was pouring out Russian songs. Some of the men were in tears. How much they missed their homes. With all the oppression, discrimination, terror they felt there, how much they missed their homes. That pain, that homesickness, is universal among refugees. The Jewish refugees hated the countries they left, the anti-Semitic populations around them, but they missed their streets and towns and markets, even the particular smell of the air, and they longed for their lost families.

The life my family lived in America was a daily affair. The fact that my parents had survived the Holocaust and we were their children was a given. Life did not stop with that event. No one put us up on a stage and showered us with applause for having survived. The movies such as Sophie’s Choice and Schindler’s List came much later. We simply had to go on with our lives, day by day. This book is something of what those days were like.

It is not a story that can be told in isolation. Before the war, my parents led distinct lives of their own, and who they are was very much shaped by who they were, not just by the wartime trauma. My father, who has never been much of a talker, seems unable to summon the narrative spirit to re-create his early life for me. It may be the painfulness of revelation that locks him up, but I know almost nothing about his parents, his six sisters, the look and smell of his town. But my mother has always given me snatches of her life, and in recent years agreed to sit down for something of a formal interview. Moreover, in her late seventies, she has written an account in English of her early life before and during the war that she calls “A Legacy Given to Her Children by a Survivor of the Holocaust.”

As I read it I realize how much of her character I had mistakenly attributed just to the Holocaust. She was shaped in large part by the years before the war. And I was shaped by those years as well. Her mother’s death when she was not quite six robbed me of a piece of my mother. Her father’s decision to send her away from home at fourteen so she could earn her own way sent me out into the world in ways that I was never ready for. It was perhaps no accident that 1 was hit by a car when I was six. Her panicked distraction has become my panicked distraction; her grief has, in some small measure, become my grief; her laughter, my laughter, whether I like it or not.

And there is one more reason why I have wrapped the story of her early life into my account. I feel an obligation. If we, the sons and daughters of those who survived, will not remember their vanished world, who will?
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On Sunday mornings, my father would polish the family’s shoes. He would gather up his black wingtips, my mother’s high-heeled pumps, my brother’s and my well-scuffed loafers, and line them up over several pages of the Yiddish broadsheet Der Tag that he had spread on the wooden floor of our narrow apartment hallway. Squatting on his haunches in the boxer shorts and the sleeveless undershirt he had slept in, he slathered polish on one shoe after another, black for his and my mother’s, brown for my brother’s and mine. As the polish dried to a milky gloss, he returned to the first shoe and, with his factory-honed shoulder muscles fluttering with each stroke, brushed it to a fine shine. Each succeeding shoe seemed to require an extra charge of energy, so he clamped his tongue between his teeth, the pink mass of it glistening from his lips, as if that concentrated strain would push him through the task. With each stroke of the brush, he rocked back and forth on his heels, his bony buttocks almost touching the floor. The exertion all seemed worth it when four pairs, and sometimes five, six, or seven, stood before him, gleaming brightly, ready for another week of scuffing and rain.

I choose that picture, because in many ways it crystallizes for me the image of my father as a refugee. My father is on the floor, squatting on his haunches, a peasant attitude. Indeed, my father was born a peasant, the son of a Jewish farmer in Galicia in the mountainous terrain where Poland, Slovakia, the Ukraine, Hungary, and Romania all meet. But he is polishing shoes in a tenement apartment in New York. My father was not meant to he an apartment dweller in a polyglot, cosmopolitan city where people spend their summer nights lounging on stoops listening to baseball on portable radios and smoking cigars. Where are his vegetable patch, the cows, the barn, the hayrides, the hill town dominated by the Catholic church steeple where plain, unworldly Jews transacted their lives to the cycle of their holidays, asking only for a measure of tolerance?

And there are the shoes. My father has, in my mind, always been associated with shoes. He learned to repair shoes in the Soviet army, which is where he and thousands of other young Polish men wound up after the Soviets occupied eastern Poland at the outbreak of World War II. Not trusting the Poles to fight on their front lines, the Soviets confined them to military factories deep in the Russian interior, like the military boot factory where my father worked. Food in the Urals and Siberia was scarce and tens of thousands died, but my father survived by illicitly making extra pairs of boots for Russian officers and swapping them for food. Those bootleg boots allowed him to take care of the hungry, frail young woman who became my mother. Though my father is no longer a shoemaker, he knows and feels comfortable around shoes. He will gaze at my shoes from across a room and point out a cracked sole or slanted heel. He may ask me to take one shoe off and examine it, turning it over and peering inside, inspecting the quality of its leather and its craftsmanship. His interest is more than curiosity. I take it as an act of deep, inarticulate love.

In the Sunday-morning picture of my father, the newspaper on the floor is always Yiddish. My father could not then, could not for many years, read English. His children learned English long before he did and their Yiddish gradually faded. His Yiddish allowed him to get by in America’s Jewish neighborhoods, with his boss and some of his colleagues. For the boy I was, though, his Yiddish was the mark of a conversational cripple. The Yiddish on my parents’ lips declared how backward they were, how much they would drag me down in my quest to gain acceptance in this country.

I admired my father’s muscular shoulders, but was sometimes ashamed of them as well. They were the shoulders of a laborer, and I was going to school with children of businessmen and well-to-do merchants. There was also something threadbare about his undershirt and underpants. Why was he not in pajamas, even a robe? And why was he polishing our shoes? Where was his self-respect?

Finally, the Sunday-morning image of my father polishing the family shoes crystallizes the refugee experience because, squatting on the floor, my father is alone. I have always thought of my father as someone profoundly alone. He was unmoored from his large family when he was drafted during the war, and though that historical accident saved him, all those who were left behind perished at the hands of the Nazis in ways he still does not know. Neither his parents nor any of his six sisters nor anyone from the prolific colony of Berger uncles and aunts in his hometown of Borinya survived. He has no relative closer than a second cousin. Perhaps his consuming attachment to his wife and three children underscores his solitude. My father, an instinctively genial man, has a large circle of acquaintances in the Riverdale neighborhood he lives in now. Still, when I think of him leaving the orbit of his wife and children, I think of him as utterly alone.

An image of my mother: she is combing through the racks of boys’ suits at Gimbel’s while my brother and I are bored and irritated and would like to wander off to more exciting counters—the stamp collections on the ground floor, for example. But my mother is searching for the best suit in the store, riffling through the hangers and checking sleeves for size, price, and fabric. She is in a fever. The suit must not only fit as if it were tailored especially for me, but it must be 100 percent wool, priced reasonably if not on sale, and make me look, at ten years old, as dapper as Sinatra. I am, after all, not only her son; I am the bright, charming companion her rustic husband will never be. My mother is willing to have me try on every suit in the store, no matter how sultry the day, no matter how distressed I am, and then I will have to wait until she finds a duplicate my brother’s size. If a salesman comes over, she will keep him at arm’s length. She does not trust salesmen.

The image captures my mother at her finest and at her most exasperating. She is in Gimbel’s, suit department, which she considers a cut above Macy’s. Maintaining that edge of superiority is important to her. She was born into a poor home in the resort town of Otwock, a short train ride from Warsaw. Her mother died when she was not even six and she suffered the bruising slights of a stepchild. She told us how her family ate chicken only on holidays and what a rare delicacy an egg was. In such privation, the distinctions kept her spirits up. She bolstered herself with the knowledge that she was a Golant, a family whose erudition and style, she claimed, were respected far beyond the unsung hamlets where they lived. Indeed, my mother made the Golants seem the stuff of legend. Her father, Joshua Golant, may have been a poor man who scraped a subsistence together by teaching young boys Torah and leading prayers as a cantor on the High Holidays, but he was tall, regal of bearing, a sage, and blessed with the voice of Caruso. In short, he was a Golant, and so was she, and so was I. And though she talked about our pedigree with a sly laugh at her own pretensions, she somewhere believed that being a Golant made one a cut above almost everyone else.

Sustaining that edge was important. A clever woman but one whose education in Poland stopped at the seventh grade, my mother did not study books or consult experts on what schools to send her children to or where to buy her clothes. But she would hear names and pick things out of the ozone. Florsheim Shoes. Horn & Hardart. Bronx High School of Science. Juilliard. Columbia. Some matters she guessed right, some matters not so right. But always she pushed for the finest, wanted us to push harder, strive higher. With my father, we might have led contented but plain lives in America. My mother gave us ambition. Sometimes, however, her ambition overlooked us, failed to see what it meant to wait in a hot store for the perfect suit.

For the image of my mother at Gimbel’s captures another essence of her during those refugee years. She was busy, frantically, frenetically busy. She worked as a hatmaker for the first twenty years in this country, hunched over a sewing machine with her foot pressed to a treadle doing the intricate needlework on straw hats for Easter. During the season, she would come home at seven or later, trying to squeeze in as much overtime as she could get. But she always tossed together a hot and tasty supper. On Friday nights we had a Sabbath meal of chicken soup, gefilte fish, and flanken. The floors were immaculately clean after my mother, squatting on her knees, pumped a washrag across the floor. Our clothes were always fresh, our shirts pressed, and except for a formal suit or dress, she never used a cleaner. Some people, I suppose, have mental pictures of their parents sitting tranquilly in an easy chair. I have no such picture of my mother. She could never allow herself the time to sit quietly in a chair, read a book, or, after we finally got a TV set, watch a show. Perhaps she did not feel she deserved a break. There were so many things to be done to reach some imagined plateau of safety that she could not rest. Often I think that rest was trying for her, that it forced her to dwell on the pain of her life, on her lost parents and brothers and sisters. Busyness was a magnificent escape and she busied herself until she dropped.

We came to America on a gray, chilly day in early March 1950. Our ship was a navy transport called the General A. W. Greely. I have remembered the name of that ship all my life because as a young boy I was hungry for distinctions, and a voyage on an oceangoing ship was indeed a distinction. I remember almost nothing of the voyage, although I retain a gossamer picture of moaning men and women throwing up, of my father standing perilously on a rung of the ship’s railing and leaning out to glimpse the approaching harbor of New York, of my three-year-old brother’s blond shyness, of my mother’s panicked face. Indeed, I remember almost nothing of my life before arriving in America. Early memories seem to need a steady soil to flourish.

But on an inspired whim several years ago, I looked up the shipping news column for March 3, 1950, on New York Times microfilm. I found not only a listing of the General A. W. Greely’s arrival at the pier on West Twenty-first Street at 9:15 A.M., but a column-long story about its journey. It told how the ship had collided with another ship as it left Bremerhaven, Germany, in a dense fog, and of a tornadolike storm that sent the ship tumbling and lurching, knocking out its power for a time and delaying its arrival by three days. The story also had one lyrical detail: the day we arrived was Purim. Officials of the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society, which we called HIAS, greeted the refugees off the boat with hamantaschen and coffee. I thought how tenderly symbolic that we should arrive on Purim, the day that commemorates the deliverance of the Jews of Persia from the tyranny of Haman. It was a time when I still tended to glamorize our journey as an adventure-filled rescue from the perils of Europe with a happily-ever-after ending in New York.

Our suitcases and duffel bags were piled into a van and we headed up Tenth Avenue as it flowed into Amsterdam Avenue toward the West Side hotel where we would be housed by HIAS (HIAS was a term in such common use among the Jewish refugees that into adulthood I thought it was Yiddish). My mother gazed out the window at the sullen tenements and shabby shops, at the lines of flapping clothes strung between fire escapes and alleyways, at the trash cans guarding the sidewalks and the clusters of loutish men gathered in doorways. My mother was thirty years old then. She had wavy brunet hair and blue eyes and cheeks that had somehow not lost their ruddiness. She was also a terribly nervous woman, and every surprise, every shift in fate in even the most trifling matters, seemed to jar her. As she peered out the window, her eyes flickered and trembled. Her heart sank. Was this the place for which she had forsaken the culture of Europe?

The possibility that she had miscalculated frightened her terribly. This would not be an easy error to correct. She had originally wanted to go to Israel, the country she had heard friends speak of with such hope and longing, a land in its infancy then but still a country where she could live among Jews at the tolerance only of Jews. Where would they get the money for the family’s passage there now? They had spent almost all the money they had squirreled away in the displaced persons camps in Berlin and Landsberg on arrangements for the trip to America. Now they were stuck here for many years to come. Who knew what life would be like, how they would subsist, whether her husband would land a job, what kind of housing they would get, and whether they would find anyone they knew here or make friends? Would she need to go to work to put her children through a Jewish school? And if she went to work, who would take care of her children when they came home?

Such practical questions did not reverberate in her five-year-old son, but the dread seeped in through a kind of osmosis. Although I may not have been able to articulate it to myself, I already felt these alien streets would be a trial, filled with unfamiliar faces and unfamiliar tongues. How could I make a friend when I didn’t even speak English? How could I understand a teacher or a classmate? And how could I rely on my perplexed, frightened parents to help me cope? I turned away from the car window and buried my face in my father’s shoulder.

The hotel, the Capital Hall, was a dour, leaden building on Eighty-seventh Street between Amsterdam and Columbus Avenues. Our room was seedy, dusty, Victorian, with a large mahogany headboard and wardrobe that heightened the room’s dark, oppressive feeling. A greasy armchair, a small enamel-topped table, a corner sink, and two fold-up cots for my brother, Josh, and me made the room feel cheap as well. My mother gazed out the window and her heart sank; the room looked out on an airshaft.

My father didn’t take in the view. He dragged our large checked cardboard valise, which he had bound fast with strong rope, to the middle of the room, untied the knots and unfastened the latches, and pulled out a frayed white pillowcase. My mother bit into one edge of the cloth and ripped it in two, dampened both pieces and gave one to my father, and the two of them began scrubbing the room clean. They wiped the carvings of the headboard, the sides of the springs, the legs of the metal-topped table, the wardrobe, and the window frame. After washing the dirt out of the rag, they crouched on the floor and swabbed the linoleum clean. While this torrent of sanitation swirled around us, three-year-old Josh and I bounced up and down on the bed, delighting in the wonderfully springy coils. When they were done, my mother chased us off and covered the bed with a goose-down quilt she had brought in the duffel bags from Germany. The quilt had been made especially for her by an uprooted German couple more penniless than us.

It was time for lunch. Out of an inside pocket of his topcoat, my father produced a small bundle he had squirreled away that contained two drumsticks of chicken and two apples. They had been part of the last dinner on the ship. With a pocket knife he always carried with him, he cut the drumsticks into four pieces and peeled the apples, artfully keeping each peel to a single coil. We sat on the two chairs, my parents on the bed, and pulling the small table between us, we ate our first meal in the United States with great relish.

Ten years before, my father would have said a blessing before he ate and a lengthy blessing afterward. But he said nothing now. The anarchy of the war years had worn away many of the habits of my parents’ pious childhood. They observed some of the rituals—Sabbath candles, the Yom Kippur fast, the Passover seder—but it would be many years before they made their peace with God.

The Capital Hall Hotel was one block off Broadway, and Broadway squirmed and palpitated with every sort of human life: shoppers, hawkers, idlers, connivers, and thieves. There were business executives in smart topcoats with their determined strides and Orthodox Jewish couples, the stout men in fedoras, the women starchily dressed, pushing pompous baby carriages with toddlers clinging to the sides. There were old women padding their swollen legs down the sidewalk for a trip to the grocery and Spanish-speaking men, newcomers also, clustering, smoking, laughing, and sometimes cupping their groins in a swaggering style at odds with the tame refugee men I knew. But the street was increasingly acquiring a European veneer, the product of the German, Austrian, and Belgian Jews who had come over before the war and the less decorous East European Jews who were coming over now.

The prewar refugees, many of whom had been able to escape with some money or had been able to use a craft to start a small business, had settled themselves into the formidable, thick-walled apartments on West End Avenue and Riverside Drive. The postwar refugees, who had only their brawn and a craving to finally start their lives, were living in the hotels or tenements on the side streets. The hotels included the Marseilles, the Whitehall, the Midway, and the Capital Hall, places that had once seen better days as residences for aspiring out-of-towners and were now down-at-the-heels enough to serve as way stations for the refugees. The Marseilles, on 103rd Street, had been bought up by HIAS and filled with survivors. Its lobby could seem like Rick’s café in Casablanca, with refugees scouting for jobs or apartments or trying to make a little money by selling a watch or camera they had picked up cheaply in the black market of the DP camps. Everyone hunted for any information, any lead that could help locate a missing brother or sister or parent or even a hometown friend.

Passing on Broadway, the “greeners”—the recent refugees had adopted the Yiddish word for greenhorns—recognized one another as definitively as two men walking down the street in plaid kilts would recognize each other as Scotsmen. Maybe it was a hollowness in the cheeks, an intensity in the eyes, a timidity in the way they carried themselves, the European cut of their clothes.

The greeners and the prewar refugees gave to Broadway an urbane feel that enchanted my mother that first day. The bustling avenue reminded her of her teenage years in Warsaw. At fourteen, at the urging of her stepmother and the assent of her struggling father, she had been compelled to leave home to give her father one less mouth to feed. She spent two or three lonely, nomadic years in the city, but she managed to establish a settled routine for herself and began to savor the culture, variety, and savvy of a large metropolis. Here on New York’s Broadway, there were appetizing stores that sold whitefish with gold sequinlike scales and sinewy herrings wading in sour cream. There were cafeterias where people lounged for hours over a roll and a cup of coffee, gossiping or nitpicking about politics. The Thalia was showing The Bicycle Thief by the Italian director Vittorio De Sica. The Riviera had Father’s Little Dividend with Spencer Tracy and Elizabeth Taylor. My mother could not understand English, but she recognized the faces of the stars in the movie posters and stills. She had loved good movies in Warsaw, stars like Fredric March, Greer Garson, and Clark Gable. Indeed, the years just before the war had been the best of my mother’s life, and the possibility of recapturing some flavor of those years gave her a needed lift that first day. Right then, she decided the neighborhood around Broadway was where she wanted to live.

But it was hard to hold on to the pleasures of Broadway because, as always, life kept reminding her of what she had been through and how tenuous her new situation was. Along Broadway, my parents ran into a couple called the Herlings who had arrived six months before us from Europe. Mrs. Herling was an affectionate and witty woman from Warsaw who had a citified tartness about her that quickly made my mother feel at home. Mr. Herling was a small-built barber with a brief mustache that set off a wry smile. They had a frisky, chunky boy named Simon about my age. But underneath the Herlings’ air of cheer was an undertone of heartache that grew more plaintive the more we plumbed. Mr. Herling and his wife had been inmates at a Nazi camp, not a death camp but one where the Nazis relied on the Jews for grueling labor. Simon, they revealed to my parents’ astonishment, was actually born in the camp two months before the war ended, one of only a handful of infants to have been born in the German camps. He had been allowed to live (as other newborns were not) because the Nazi officers had grown to like Mr. Herling’s haircuts, or so the Herlings conjectured. The Yiddish newspapers had even done a story about Simon when the Herlings arrived in New York. What a miracle, what a triumph it seemed. Then, sometime after that first meeting on Broadway, the Herlings were to reveal to my parents that their war years had not actually ended in triumph. They had also had a daughter, a girl of four born before the war with a bashful, pretty face and blondish hair. When the Herlings were deported with their town’s other Jews to the work camps, they had to leave the girl behind with her grandmother. They never saw her again. Not an hour went by when they did not recall that last picture as the German truck they had boarded drove off. There, standing alongside her grandmother, was their little girl, waving at them with what she and they thought was a temporary good-bye.

Everyone had stories like this, implausible, unimaginable stories, and my mother could barely listen. She could not summon enough sympathy for herself, let alone for others. All such talk of murdered children took her back to her own brothers and sisters, especially the three little ones, like her half-brother Shimele, who was eight years old when she left home for what she thought would be a short, exploratory excursion to Russia.

“He was such a tayere neshome, a gentle, dear soul,” she would tell me many years later when she could first talk about him with some texture. “I imagine him starving to death in the ghetto and it pains me terribly.”

What also made an impression on her in that first encounter with the Herlings was how rough it had been for them in this country. After six months in America, they had only just found an apartment off Central Park, and it was all of one room with a narrow stove and a midget refrigerator. Mr. Herling had just found a job in a barbershop on West Twenty-third Street. How long would it take my father to find a job, a man who had no skills beyond farming and shoemaking? Where would we find an apartment for two children? And how much longer would we go on squeezed into a single hotel room?

We walked home in a mood whose gloominess belied the old images of glowing European immigrants grateful for their American haven. My dispirited parents realized how much they had to do, how far they had to go to settle in. Whispering in Polish, they sniped at each other, frightening Josh and me. When they reverted to the Yiddish we could understand, I heard my mother raging at my father for persuading her to come to the United States.

“You were foolish,” she snarled. “You grab. You don’t think. We should have gone to Israel. Here, you have to have a trade and you don’t have one. All you know how to do is fix shoes and here they have machines that do that. It would have been easier in Israel to find a job. In Israel we would have lived among Jews and they would make sure we were taken care of.”

My father did not answer. My mother’s quicker, keener mind seemed often to leave his tongue chained. He would fume and sputter, or laugh her off, but he did not seem to be able to fend off her arguments. She made him so insecure about his own views that often he sounded as if he did not know what he was talking about. I watched all this with rage and a kind of helplessness. I hated my mother’s condemnation of my father but had to contend with the fact that she was so often right. Soon, my parents stopped talking altogether and we headed silently back to the hotel. When we got there, I noticed that my mother was quietly crying.

But weeping and a long, volcanic day did not stop her from cleaving to her duties. She undressed us, lay us down across the wide mahogany bed and sang us the lullaby “Raisins and Almonds.” It is a doleful song about a widowed young woman rocking her son to sleep with a story of a snow-white baby goat who goes off to market, the place where she hopes her son will one day earn his livelihood. The song, I was to realize years later, was one that resonated with memories of a time when she had sung her little brother and two sisters to sleep. My parents’ argument had spoiled the adventure of this first day in America. But pleased that my parents were no longer bickering, I nestled in the warmth of my mother’s rich soprano and allowed the flotsam and jetsam of dazzling new images—of the towering ship sweeping into the Manhattan skyline, of the tumult of Broadway—to float across my mind until I fell asleep.

It is 1986 and I am covering the Statue of Liberty’s one-hundredth-anniversary festivities for The New York Times. One of the articles I am assigned to do is a series of short interviews with famous immigrants like Louise Nevelson and Isaac Bashevis Singer about their memories of seeing the Statue of Liberty for the first time. The interviews touch many chords and I find myself feeling smugly proud that I too am an immigrant, one of the people this celebration is essentially about. I think again about our arrival in America and I feel energized, even heady, and I want to share this feeling with my parents.

When I see them in their tidy living room, I ask my father what were his thoughts as our boat sailed past the Statue of Liberty. He is mute and seems confused. I explain that I want to know if he was moved by a feeling of conquest and deliverance, by a surge of gratitude toward the United States?

“Who could think about such things?” he tells me. “I had two little boys I had to feed. I had to make a living.”

His voice breaks and tears run down his face, tears he had not once allowed himself during those years of struggle.
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We were alone in America; no one had invited us to come. But my father knew of one relative living in Brooklyn, his mother’s brother, Morris Eisman. Morris had left Poland for the United States as a young man and had remained to work for a cousin. In Poland, my father’s family would periodically receive letters from Uncle Morris. They would hear how he was prospering stuffing mattresses in a mattress factory. In the photographs he sent home, he and his wife, Tessie, looked flush, and that impression was fortified by the ten dollars Morris sent every few months and the bigger gift he sent when my father’s oldest sister, Gittel, was married. My father had memorized the Eismans’ address on Alabama Avenue, in the Brownsville section of Brooklyn, and he retained it throughout the war like someone might hold on to a frayed lottery ticket whose winnings he had only to claim. Now, in our first week in the hotel, my father decided to go and find Uncle Morris.

A HIAS worker had given him directions by subway, writing out in large, capital letters the names of the stations where he would have to switch trains. My father kissed my mother and brother good-bye. It was the first time the family was separating in America, and my parents, I could tell, were worried they might lose each other. The war had taught them how final partings could be. I was learning a lesson too. My father’s trepidation, as we set out, was teaching me how frightening a city of eight million people could be, even on an hour-long trip by subway to the next borough.

Descending with my father into the Eighty-sixth Street station of the West Side IRT, I found myself transported into an eerie underground kingdom, enchanting and daunting. The colossal columns running in a line to the end of the platform, the glimmering steel tracks, the light splintering through the street gratings overhead, all spoke to me of both grandeur and menace. When the train roared in, ballooning ever larger, I pressed against my father’s leg in fright. Inside the car, the plump yellow rattan seats were warm from the heat seeping out of the radiator underneath. People seemed lost in themselves. If you looked at them they looked away.

Standing on tiptoes, I looked out the front window all the way into the depths of Brooklyn. I was the engineer, propelling the train through the shadowy tunnel, making it careen and lurch around the bends, heeding the red and yellow signal lights. I could see a small field of light beckoning ahead, growing larger and larger until it became the next station, and I yanked hard on the brakes to slow the train with a screech. I liked this feeling of power and control. Right then and there I decided that what I would do with myself in America was become a locomotive engineer.

Somewhere near the end of the ride, the train rose up out of the darkness and barreled into the sunburst of Brooklyn. We were on the elevated stretch of line, cutting a swath through shabby tenements and frail row houses, and I could look right into people’s apartments and glimpse them frozen unawares. Soon my father joined me at the window. The HIAS man had written the name of the stop Pennsylvania down on the slip of paper and told him how many stations it would be. My father had been counting all along our journey, anxious that he not miss this stop closest to Alabama Avenue. I fretted whether he would find it, so often had he blundered his way to unfamiliar destinations before. But this time, the right combination of letters appeared and we stepped through the doors onto the elevated platform and down the stairs to the street.

A stranger to whom my father mutely pointed out the word Alabama on the HIAS note directed us toward Morris’s house. My father hurried, tugging on my arm, coaxing me to pick up the pace. He was growing more short-tempered, frenzied, muddled. He seemed not to know where he was, bewildered by the English street signs he could not read, and as I think about it now, he also had several formidable matters weighing on his mind. He certainly nurtured the hope that Morris would be his salvation, provide him with help toward securing an apartment and a job and maybe some money to tide him over. He must also have wondered how he might report to Morris what had happened during the war to his sister, my father’s mother, and to his nieces, my father’s six sisters. Perhaps my father felt personally accountable for the loss of the family, as if he should have taken better care to see they survived. Perhaps he was afraid of the emotion he might feel looking at Morris’s face and discerning remnants there of his own mother and his sisters.

The neighborhood was made up mostly of flimsy, shingle-sided two- and three-family row houses, with larger brick apartment buildings at the corners. The hedges trimming the buildings were bare and forlorn in the lingering chill of winter. On the sunny side of the block, old men and women sat on gaily striped aluminum chairs, bundled up in coats and scarves but savoring the sunshine. My father sensed a familiar Jewish flavor about the group and, chancing a few words of Yiddish, asked an old man whose cane was dangling over the arm of his chair for 780 Alabama.

“Who ya looking for?” the old man asked, also speaking Yiddish.

“An uncle of mine, Morris Eisman,” my father said. “He came to this country from my town in Poland and was supposed to live at 780 Alabama Avenue with his wife and sons.”

The old man listened, but his startled face suggested he had an answer my father had not expected.

“Morris Eisman?” he said, shaking his head. “Morris Eisman died maybe three years ago. Nobody told you?”

My father looked dazed. It was not as if he remembered Morris all that well. But all his anticipation about what might happen at his meeting with Morris was now unraveling. There would be no salvation. There was only the awkwardness of this encounter with an old man on a sidewalk, one that his son was witnessing.

Heartsick, yet feeling a need to explain, my father told the old man that he was a small child when he had known Morris and that after the war, he had written to him just once: a letter from Russia asking if Morris may have heard something about my father’s parents and sisters. My father had searched the printed lists of survivors published by the Red Cross and had not been able to trace a single relative. Morris had written back that he too had heard from no one.

“How come Morris died?” my father asked. “He wasn’t so old.”

“It was a coronary,” the old man answered. “In his fifties, definitely not sixty years old. He smoked too much. Or maybe it was the mattresses that killed him. Breathing in that stuffing all day. After he died, his wife, Tessie, moved down to Florida with the two boys. Maybe you can find them there.”

“I was hoping,” my father said, “to meet him, because we don’t have nobody in this country. We came over from Europe on the boat two days ago.”

My father tried to push down his disappointment, lingering among these strangers, waiting for some deliverance. The uncle in America had been one of the arguments he had used for choosing America over Israel. His wife would surely remind him how foolish he had been.

A middle-aged woman had been eavesdropping on the conversation, my father’s visit probably being a highlight of the day for this flock of idlers.

“You know, mister,” she said. “The widow, Tessie, has a sister. She lives the next block over, on Sheffield Avenue. Maybe she can tell you how to get in touch with Tessie and the boys.”

The old man, taking personal responsibility for us, pushed himself up from his chair on his cane and motioned us to follow. Shuffling resolutely, he led us around the corner to a run-down wooden house and rang the bell. The door opened and a slight, balding man with steel-rimmed glasses squinted at us. Our old guide introduced my father as a relative of Morris Eisman’s, and my father explained that his mother and Morris were sister and brother. When he absorbed this, the balding man bounced down the steps of the porch and extended his hand to my father with generous verve.

“So you’re Morris’s nephew,” he said in Yiddish. “Morris told me he had a nephew on the other side who made it out of the war alive. My wife, Fanny, is a sister to Tessie. You’re not exactly a cousin, but you’re something they don’t have a name for in English. But you’re a relative for sure. And that’s your boy? What a smart-looking boy! Come, come on in the house.”

He rushed inside, shouting excitedly, “Fanny! Fanny!” in a high-pitched voice that seemed quickly to run out of breath. My father and I followed and, in a small dining room whose four walls snugly girdled a round Formica table and four plump chairs, we saw Fanny. She walked in, wiping her small pudgy hands on a stained apron. The curls of her dark, graying hair seemed to have been whisked and churned by the effort of cooking. Her eyes appeared startled.

“Fanny, this is Morris’s nephew,” her husband said. “He’s just come from Europe.”

“Nephew? A nephew? I didn’t think anyone made it out alive with that butcher.” She spoke with a slight accent that betrayed her immigrant roots. “What’s your name? And your boy’s name? But first sit down. Take their coats, Sidney. You want something to eat?”

My father sat down in his gawky fashion. Shy by nature, he seemed particularly uneasy in this house, as if his presence might stain the upholstery or break the china. It had been more than ten years since he had been in an orderly home furnished with a faith in stability, and that had been his parents’ weather-beaten farmhouse. The apartments in the Soviet Union and the DP camps contained only the sparse furnishings of a transitory life. This home, while modest, had a sofa and armchairs, prints on the wall, a phonograph player, and a collection of 78s. Moreover, these people were not his blood relatives, would not understand who he was and what he had been through. They probably looked upon him as an intruding freeloader. If I was embarrassed by his awkwardness, I also had absorbed it. I sat stiffly, over-politely on an armchair. I was hungry but I did not dare ask for food. Besides, my mother had warned me that at other people’s homes I should never eat too much. It would make them think we were needy. Luckily, Mrs. Lessen—for Lessen was Sidney and Fanny’s last name—didn’t wait for my father to finish explaining his relationship with Morris Eisman. She rushed off to the kitchen and came back with rye bread sandwiches thick with white chicken and lettuce.

“I always remember Morris telling me nobody from his side survived,” Mr. Lessen said in his reedy voice. “Tessie too. She lost everybody over there. And then he said he got a letter from a nephew. How did you make it?”

My father unfolded his story. This was the chance I always waited for, the chance to imagine my father in a swashbuckling saga, surviving the perils of the Soviet army and Soviet life. The emotions, though, were lost on me then and would be for many years afterward. What did I know of what it was like to say good-bye to a mother, a father, and six sisters in the belief you were heading off to a brief adventure?

Sidney Lessen listened with a keen attentiveness, not just for the flow of the tale but for the history and politics he could soak up. As we came to know him, we discovered what a passion he had for public affairs and social currents. Cruelty and injustice left him indignant. He was a victim of injustice himself. During the Depression, he had been blocked from becoming a teacher by an examiner for the board of education who disdained his Jewish accent. He went to work for the Workmen’s Compensation Board as an investigator and never left. But inside he remained a teacher—a frustrated one, but a teacher. That was to become a blessing for me. As soon as I learned a smattering of English, he began to teach me about America, its geography and history and legends, its triumphs and disgraces.

“If you’re Morris Eisman’s nephew, I feel like you’re a nephew to me,” he told my father. “Because Morris was like a brother to me.”

We spent several hours with the Lessens that afternoon. Mr. Lessen and Fanny told us about the hard life Morris endured as a teenager on the Lower East Side and the work in the mattress factory that damaged his lungs and stressed his heart. But life in America, they said, could be more than comfortable, if one was willing to work hard and save some earnings.

“This is not like Europe,” Mr. Lessen said, proud of his grasp of the international realities. “There are no laws here that make it impossible for a Jew to make a living. There are plenty of people who don’t like Jews, but the laws are fair.”

Before we left, Mr. Lessen—for that was what I, with European-bred formality, continued to call him even into adulthood—pulled out his wallet and gave my father a twenty-dollar bill.

“I want you to have this,” he said. “Everyone needs help when they come over.”

My father resisted, but Mr. Lessen insisted and my father succumbed. We left with Mr. Lessen asking us to telephone as soon as we had a permanent address and promising to remain in touch with us. It was a promise he was to keep. In a squat gray Mercury whose balky steering wheel dwarfed his short arms and left him panting with exhaustion whenever he parked, he struggled to visit us wherever we lived, bringing his wife and daughter along on the tiring drive from Brooklyn’s Brownsville. They came not just out of kindness, but perhaps a longing for relatives, seeing in my parents a silhouette of their own immigrant parents. Of course, they were not relatives, did not have the inescapable pressure of relatives, which may have made them more pleasant to be with but also meant we could not count on them in the same duty-bound way we might have counted on Morris Eisman. But they became a reassuring landmark in the wilderness that was America in those first years.
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As a child I saw my father as a quiet, sometimes sheepish man, uneasy with his friends, let alone strangers. He was unsure of his own thoughts, and his sentences sometimes withered before they left his mouth. I was also aware of darker forces seething inside him. They would peek out at moments when his frustration boiled over and he seemed not to know what to do with his rage. His tongue would suddenly appear rolled up and clenched between his front teeth and his eyes would quiver in fury. We were terrified of this demon inside him. But, outside the family, he so often exhibited a good-natured tolerance that we longed for the demon to appear. How sweet then when it would finally rear up and show itself.

That happened in our last days at the hotel. After we were there for several weeks, two workers arrived at our room to tell us we had to move that morning. The hotel’s contract to house the refugees was up and it wanted to be rid of them.

“What am I supposed to do?” my father asked. “Live on the street with two children?”

“I got my orders,” the larger of the two men replied. “You need to be out right now.”

When he lifted a valise and moved it out to the corridor, something seemed to snap in my father. His response was out of all measure to what the man had done, as if injustices had been mounting inside him like fissionable material waiting to reach critical mass. He pounced on the man from behind and wrestled him to the floor, sprawling on top of him and pummeling him wildly while my mother circled the scene in panic.

“Marcus, what are you doing?” she screamed. “Get off him. They’ll throw us in jail.”

Hiding behind her, Josh and I watched this scene with something like awe. We had never seen my father fight before.

The smaller man pulled my father off and calmed his companion down, talking him out of retaliation. They walked off, warning us they were going to call the police. They never did and instead we were given a day’s reprieve that allowed HIAS to find us somewhere else to live—a room as boarders with a widow in the South Bronx. Still, the memory of my father rising up in fury, unloosing the accumulated rage of so many years, remained fresh in my memory for years afterward, there whenever I wanted to glorify him as the courageous man he sometimes could be.

For three months, we lived as boarders with Mrs. Scherer, a nervous, nasty-tempered woman, in her dark ground-floor apartment on Cauldwell Avenue. My father spent most days traveling down to another important immigrant aid organization, NYANA, to ask about work. With his only experience farming and shoemaking, he did not match any of the jobs the agency had to offer. He did not want to join one of NYANA’s job-training programs. He needed to make a living right away. On days my father stayed home, my mother went looking for apartments. New York was still in the grip of a postwar housing shortage and NYANA had little to offer. So my mother roamed the streets of Manhattan’s West Side, pausing at tolerable buildings in the hopes she might find a Yiddish-speaking tenant or a Polish-speaking superintendent who might have some information about a soon-to-be-vacated apartment. Sometimes she paused at buildings she knew were way beyond her reach, grand Central Park West temples like the Eldorado, the Bolivar, and the Beresford, and imagine wildly that some stroke of fortune, some inspired move on her part would land her in such opulence. But it was only a fleeting thought, for what resources did she have to even dare to imagine such possibilities?

Day after day, either my mother or my father came back disheartened. When the frustration of living in the ground-floor apartment got to her, my mother again lashed out bitterly at my father for bringing her to the United States.

“You grabbed without thinking,” she said. “We should have waited for Israel.”

“Then every day we would be worrying if the Arabs would attack us,” he retorted, chuckling so as to defuse the force of his remark.

There were days when my mother would not talk to my father, except for the bare conversation necessary to care for my brother and me. An iron gloom pervaded our room in Mrs. Scherer’s flat, a gloom that fed on itself and deepened because there was no other room to which any of us could escape.

But then my mother found us an apartment in Manhattan. It was at 62 West 102nd Street, one block off Central Park in a shabby quarter that bordered on Harlem. Yet it was on the West Side. The rent was forty dollars a month and, since there was a citywide apartment shortage, bribes were the order of the day and my mother had to make an additional fifty dollars payment to the superintendent in “key money” on the pretext of our buying the flimsy furniture left behind by the previous tenant.

The building was a corner tenement, gray in color with castlelike adornments on the roof in some feeble attempt to add a touch of elegance to a building crisscrossed by fire escapes. The entrance was one flight above the street at the end of a high stoop with a handsome balustrade. That stoop, together with a kind of trench that hugged the building’s basement and was used for receiving monthly shipments of coal to fire the furnace, seemed to me to pose all kinds of lively possibilities for adventure.

On the day we moved in, I watched my father, his face taut with strain, lug two valises, a trunk, and two duffel bags up the stoop and into the apartment while my mother shouted directions. Once he paused to catch his breath and suddenly broke out in a fit of caustic, almost devilish laughter as if he realized the absurdity, even maliciousness, of a fate that had taken him from a homespun vegetable farm in the craggy mountains of eastern Poland to a pile of apartments in the middle of the most seething city in the world.

It was to me, though, my mother turned for an evaluation of our new home.

“Joey, you like it?” she asked.

I was not yet six, but somehow, she was already beginning to consult me. She did not trust my father’s taste or sensibility. I was probably heady with the authority she gave me, with some primitive appreciation that I was being chosen over my father. But it became a bad habit. As I grew older, she asked me to evaluate more difficult matters—whether she should buy a Laundromat or invest her savings in stocks—and more sensitive matters—her relationships with her friends and her relationship with my father. By that time, I felt obligated to make a judgment, felt it had become my role. And when I misjudged, which I sometimes did, I began to shrink from making judgments, a trait that did not always serve me well when I grew up and had to make my own decisions.

Right away, my parents began unpacking. They filled the wardrobe we inherited with our winter coats, my father’s navy-blue wool suit, and a Prussian blue suit of my mother’s that she had acquired in Berlin. Out of a black trunk they took heavy cast-iron pots and our dishes, all of which had not been opened since Europe.

What captivated me most was my father’s chunky iron last, the molded leg and foot on which he used to mend shoes in Russia. That last had been first his salvation and then later my mother’s. He had not taken it out since we arrived from Europe, but whenever he worked on it I would watch with enchantment. Sitting on a hard, wooden chair, he would grasp the iron post between his thighs and fit a shoe over the foot and draw the outline of its sole on a thick piece of leather. Then he would pull the knife—a broad six-inch blade that he kept in a leather sheath—toward his chest and shave off slices of golden fresh leather until he had duplicated the sole of my shoe. As he worked, his tongue was again clamped between his teeth, a little pink sliver gauging his every exertion. I would sniff the manly, sweet-acid odor of the leather and try to salvage the shavings. He would toss some nails into his mouth, spit one out, push it into the sole, and, with a swift stroke or two of the hammer, pound it in. I loved seeing my father at this last because I needed such confirmations of his competence.

My mother, meanwhile, reached into the trunk and gently pulled out three porcelain figurines she had bought off a peddler in the displaced persons camps. Two were of dark-haired ballerinas in short green dresses frozen in midpirouette. The third was of a lace-collared and bewigged Hapsburg couple playing chess. So fine was the work that even the chess pieces were recognizable as knights, bishops, and kings. Who knew where the peddler had gotten them? Perhaps they were from some Nazi bigwig desperately selling off his treasures at war’s end for some cash or from some bourgeois Jewish family whose belongings were plundered just before they were sent off to the gas chambers. Whatever their pedigree, the figurines were a lovely touch of brightness among our possessions, the only frills we had. For me they were something that gave my family a touch of refinement, and I watched as my mother handled them with an uncommon tenderness and laid them on a bright windowsill.

We had some lucky breaks in the new country, but my father’s finding a job a week after we had moved into 102nd Street was a lucky break that proved to be a mixed blessing. There was a couple down the first-floor hall from us by the name of Levy. They were German Jews who had escaped Hitler just before the war and, as refugees, had a leg up on us of a few years. Fred Levy was a portly, gregarious man with a thick-lipped smile. His wife, Gerta, was also heavy-set and cheery, with a trace of a busybody’s curiosity about all of her neighbors’ goings-on. In middle age, after the turmoil of war and flight, she had given birth to a daughter, Susan, who was a year or two younger than I and was the marrow of their lives. In general, the refugees treasured their children to an extreme. They were, in many cases, the only family that fate had left them, and the refugees had learned firsthand and bitterly how ephemeral family could be. But the Levys pampered Susan to a fault. Even when she was six, they tasted her food before she ate it to make sure it was neither too hot nor too cold.
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