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FOR MARTHA,

the prettiest, the most perceptive, the most loving in the whole world, my wife and best friend, always and forever
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I

FAMOUS ALWAYS, WHEREVER HE WAS

Pat Conroy, even as a child, long before he became a world-renowned writer and public figure, was either blessed or cursed, depending on how you looked at it, with a greater-than-life, love-your-ass, break-your-balls personality. As he himself so cheerfully noted, it was “fabulous.” It was.

He was unremittingly open-hearted and hospitable, especially when he didn’t mean it. Of all the actors—Jon Voight, Michael O’Keefe, David Keith, Nick Nolte—who ended up playing his character in the movies based on his novels, none had his charisma, his outsize capacity for joy, for love, for hatred, for tragedy, to say nothing of his sense of humor. His personality was simply too much for them to grab hold of and contain, to internalize, to take on, even though they were just pretending, as he often did, which no doubt complicated their understanding of him even more. Throw in his false modesty and sanctimony, his Irish mischief, and his warrior-like mentality, and the cup really overfloweth.

No matter how much he tried to deflect attention elsewhere, it managed to open Pat’s front door, invite itself in, grab a chair, and make itself at home. Why? Paradoxically, because Pat invited it in, people he’d barely met, some whom he’d never met, considered themselves his intimate. Pat loved people even more than he hated them, which meant he could see into your heart and soul like no other, expanding both your world and his, inspiring you to heights you might never have otherwise imagined—unless, of course, his world got in the way of yours.

Long before he became a celebrated writer and public figure, as far back as our teenage years in Beaufort, South Carolina, he was the type of person you heard about, were curious about, before you actually met him. He was famous, wherever he was, before he was famous all over the world.

Then when you actually did meet him, he was so gregarious that he made you feel as if you were that person, that, hell, he’d heard all about you. Even if he had. That’s right. Even if he had.

Like most people, both before and after he became famous, I too heard about Pat before I met him, in study hall in Beaufort High School, where in the fall of 1961 I was the self-appointed teacher of a small group of my classmates at a privileged, secluded table For Seniors Only in a remote corner of the cafetorium. Our small, discreet group gathered at that particular table because it was strategically out of earshot of the study hall monitor. Senior privilege, Beaufort High’s public recognition of our growth and maturity during our school years, afforded us our table’s status and preferred location. The title of the course I taught: How to Successfully Cheat without Guilt and Remorse.

The purpose: graduation, namely mine.

Though I am a Jew, I was famously dumb, and my mother was all over my ass about my grades. And since a few of my classmates were beginning to express moral scruples about The Easiest Way to Get Ahead, I took it upon myself to absolve them of that unnecessary baggage, which probably, in retrospect, consumed more of my time and energy than actually studying for tests and paying attention in class, which was boring.

School sucked, but I did need to graduate and get into college. I didn’t want to end up, as Mom so frequently warned me, as a homeless derelict knifed to death in my sleep under some anonymous bridge or overpass for my “ratty old overcoat” that probably smelled even worse than my assailant. So copying test papers and homework, and plagiarizing research papers, despite my lifelong friends’ and classmates’ misgivings, were becoming more and more a priority.

My credo at the time was: Never do for yourself what others can do for you.

What they did for me was get me a diploma and therefore into college, for which I am forever grateful. Years later, when I went to graduate school at Harvard, they took full credit. “Without us, you would never have gotten out of high school,” they said, and it was true.

As their self-appointed instructor, that course in study hall was my first foray into teaching, which eventually would blossom into a lifelong career and, early on, get Pat and me out of the draft.

But that was years later. When I first met Pat, he was new to Beaufort and Beaufort High, his dad, Colonel Don Conroy, having been transferred to the United States Marine Corps base at Parris Island, Beaufort’s local military base. Beaufort, my home town, then redneck rather than resort, was as unknown to the world as Colonel Conroy’s eventual nom de roman, the Great Santini.

As I say, I heard of Pat long before I met him. Two really pretty girls, Gretchen Maas and Kathleen Kennedy, who sat at our For Seniors Only table, were themselves military brats and couldn’t shut up about him. Pat Conroy this . . . Pat Conroy that. “Oh, he’s so funny . . . Oh, he’s so cute, so nice and friendly.” And he wasn’t even a senior! Just some snot-nosed junior wannabee.

This was a guy to be reckoned with, I thought, as I copied Billy Canaday’s math homework.

When they got too loud, naturally I reprimanded them. “Jesus, can you shut the fuck up? I’m trying to get some work done here.” Cheating, I informed them, is a serious business. The need for concentration, focus, as in any serious endeavor, could not be overestimated. This was as much a part of the course as anything else, as far as I was concerned.

I was tough, I admit, but they’d thank me for it later, I promised them.

Boy, were they pretty.

The first actual contact between Pat and me was when the basketball came my way in one of those pickup games in the gym involving what seemed like a thousand players on each team. Talk about threading the needle. The ball floated toward me through a byzantine maze of players—I didn’t even know at the time who had passed it. I’d been jogging lazily toward the basket, hoping maybe for a loose ball or an easy rebound bouncing my way, and there the ball was, floating softly into my open palms and, at the cost not even of a dribble rising upward, glancing off the backboard into the basket.

A soft pass, intended to lead me toward the pot of gold, the hoop. No unnecessary spin, easily handed, clean, thrown not only with stealth but with astonishing foresight, especially for a madhouse pickup game.

The guy who’d passed it, who would become the greatest basketball player ever to graduate from Beaufort High, an all-state player and Citadel point guard known for having eyes in the back of his head, introduced himself to me that afternoon. His gregarious smile, his bright blue Irish eyes, his body so hard and taut that when he drove to the basket, he drove undeterred, opponents just bouncing off him.

“Pat Conroy,” he said, offering his hand. “You’ve got a great shot. I was watching you. That’s rare.”

Already he was thinking about who, in the future, he was going to throw the ball to.

He was a military brat. I knew that. They were more worldly than locals like me, having lived all over the place. They were more cosmopolitan, knew geography and how to get around. On senior trips, they knew how to take the subway in New York. They almost always made good grades, which was the only thing I didn’t much like about them. How anyone could truly enjoy school was an enigma to me.

Since Beaufort was a military town, it was economically dependent on the military, giving military brats like Pat somewhat of an honored position, even though he, like most of them, talked like a Yankee.

“Gretchen and Kathleen talk about you all the time,” he told me. “They can’t get enough of you. They think you’re hilarious.”

I must have been pretty easy, because that’s all it took, though when he found out about my cheating course he hated it. He found it “disgusting,” “unethical,” “immoral,” “cowardly,” and “dishonest,” but what did he know? He was only a junior.

Geez, man. He was lucky I was even deigning to speak to him, particularly with people watching.

Actually, I think he was oddly intrigued.

“The outrageousness of it!” he loved to proclaim.

He was as bored with school as I was but just too eager to please, too Dudley Do-Right to admit it. We both loved to read, though, and we both loved sports, and popular though we were, we were nevertheless different from our friends and classmates in that he attended Mass and I attended synagogue.

More important than any of that was the fact that, unlike the Gentile boys in town, we couldn’t do anything. Like me, and all the Jewish men in town—except for the few who hunted, fished, drank beer, played poker with the boys, and were capable of going through a crisis without a change of expression—Pat was a hysteric and on seriously less than congenial terms with the toolbox, the fuse box, the hammer, and the nail, drag pipes, hubcaps, automobile engines, carburetors, and Evinrudes. All of which were, at that time in the South, Gentile specialties, like barbecue pits and pep rallies.

Daddy was a terrific businessman, great with numbers—he did Pat’s taxes once Pat got old enough to pay them—but if a light bulb needed changing or an electrical cord needed plugging in, he hired a handyman, and while the handyman was doing his work in the house, Daddy gathered the entire family together in the front yard waiting in case the house blew up.

When Pat entered Beaufort High his junior year, my senior year, Beaufort was pretty much just like any other small Southern community in the Bible Belt. Back then, long before Beaufort went from a town suspicious of strangers to a resort that courted them, long before anyone in town had even heard of soccer, much less soccer moms, the good Christians of Beaufort worshipped God and praised Jesus on Sunday mornings and worshipped football, basketball, and baseball and prayed for victory for the Beaufort High School Tidal Wave on Friday evenings. With the exception perhaps of Jesus, nothing was bigger than the Friday night football games during the football season or the basketball games during the basketball season, not even everybody’s favorite verbal sport, gossip. All the whispering about the mayor’s black Cadillac wedged among the camellias and azaleas in the school librarian’s backyard at 3:00 a.m., about the bounced checks on display in the front windows of downtown stores, about the pretty little thing left at the altar on her wedding day all stopped abruptly when Richard Drawdy hit Paul Barber with that perfect spiral in the end zone, when Butch Epps silenced the opposition with a grand slam, and when Pat Conroy took to the basketball court.

And no one was more jealous of him than Richard and Paul and Butch. They were seniors. This was supposed to be their time. And Pat would have usurped their time in football if he hadn’t gotten hurt at the beginning of the season.

Senior athletes were the most popular boys in the school, socially formidable. As soon as his football prowess entered their sights, they shot him down at every opportunity, jeering, ridiculing, going after him in practice. He was quick and fast, so derisively and sarcastically they called him “Jethawk.”

Pat had an advantage in football and basketball. He’d played with black kids on the fields and playgrounds in Washington. Before he got hurt, which was in the fall of his junior year, Beaufort High’s football team, naturally led by the seniors, pissed him off so much he gathered a ragtag group of military brats from his neighborhood where most of them were quartered, put together a team that he quarterbacked, challenged the entire Beaufort High football team to a scrimmage, a team that without him would go on to win the Lower State Championship of South Carolina, and almost beat them.

With greater respect came even greater fear and envy, especially when basketball season began and he was once again healthy. Pat would have to deal with jealousy and envy, those classic adolescent sneers, all his life. That was his curse, that was his blessing. He was always a star.

What added to his difficulties with the natives—the seniors, that is—in high school was that he was so friendly and gregarious, not only a star athlete but, among his fellow juniors as well as the sophomores and freshman, he was a social star, immediately, as soon as he walked through the door. So this made him even more of a threat. Not only was he a junior, not only was he new, he was already popular.

For my entire life, except when he was pissed off at me, Pat would tell everyone in the world that I had invited him to his first party, which I did after hearing Gretchen and Kathy talking about him that day in study hall. His first party? At seventeen?

And why did it mean so much to him?

It meant so much to him, I realized later, because, like many military brats, until he moved to Beaufort he’d moved every year, entering a new school, never getting to know people well enough to really be included in parties that their classmates had attended all their lives, from birthday parties when they were younger to teenage parties when they were older. More importantly, an enduring relationship was just about impossible. Upon arriving, they knew they would be leaving, and so did everyone else. They were military brats, nomads roaming from military base to military base, following their fathers to wherever the government sent them. It was only when I began teaching that I learned just how traumatic moving and relocating could be for kids, not only for those who weren’t that social but for kids like Pat, who were.

But just as athletics would become the social lubricant that would later ease the process of integration, so would it now, in high school, ease Pat’s integration into the social life of not only the entire school but that of the seniors. He became not only the most popular kid in the school but president of his class.

And what made him different from most of the popular kids was that he didn’t have a snobby bone in his body. He was grateful for your friendship, no matter who you were. He thanked you for it. As far as I was concerned, that was odd. I’d never heard anybody do that before. He didn’t care in the slightest about what you wore. Or for that matter, what he wore. And when you were with him, for some mysterious reason, you didn’t either. Gant shirts? Bass Weejuns? Alligator belts? To be among the cool kids, which was all I aspired to, that was the ticket. What you wore was who you were. Clothes made the man. That just never seemed to enter his mind. He was uncommonly interested, it seemed, in you, in the person himself. I’d never heard of such a thing.

Also, because Beaufort was new to him, it was as if he was seeing it for the first time, which led me to discover that I, who had lived there all my life, had never seen it at all. I’d never once thought of it as lovely, romantic, beautiful. I don’t know whether it was because, as a native, I just took it for granted or, as a Jew, I was at two with nature. My grandparents had been Russian-Polish émigrés. According to the Russian-Jewish writer Isaac Babel, lost forever in Stalin’s Purge, there’s only one word in Hebrew for all the birds in the world, and that’s the Hebrew word for “bird,” and only two words in Hebrew for all the flowers in the world, the Hebrew words for “flower” and “rose.” In Babel’s Odessa, Jewish kids were expected to read, study, and play the violin. Babel had to get a Gentile to teach him how to swim.

One Saturday afternoon we were walking on the bay when Pat stopped, gazing out over the Beaufort River. It was a bright, shimmering blue in sunlight, hosting the usual sailboats and sea birds and the occasional barge, and because it was low tide, the hood of an old taxicab peering out of the water close to the shore. It’d been there since I was a kid. The only cab driver in town was a drunk, nobody bothered to fish it out, and we kids swam down in there for treasure. Frankly, at the time, that’s all I noticed, remembering how back then we’d play baseball in the streets and just naturally back off onto the nearest front lawn when Ol’ Dacus—that was the cab driver’s name—came careening down the road. Now that was an adventure. It was like watching a bumper car going awry. Daddy said anybody short-circuited enough to be on the road when that guy was coming probably ought to be run over.

Pat paused on the riverbank, breathing in the smell of pluff mud. “Damn,” he said, throwing out his arms, embracing all in front of us, the river, the boats, the light, the flower and fauna and gargantuan oak trees on the riverbank. “This is so fucking beautiful. Isn’t it? Don’t you think so, Bernie? I mean, God. Lovely. Just lovely.”

All I’d seen was a memory, an old taxi jutting out of the marsh in which was the forever-elusive X marking the spot where the treasure was sure to be.

I looked as if for the first time, and I saw, I believe, what Pat saw, after which I could never stop looking, every day, it was so stunning, so unimaginably lovely and beautiful, so inspiring. It brought me to tears, right then. The beauty of my home town, long before it became a haven for tourists and retirees, seeing it, smelling it, hearing it, would make me forget about the treasure for the rest of my life.

Until then, the river had been a place in which to swim, over which to sail majestically out on the rope swing, the thousand-year oak the perfect support for it, a place to fish and to ski with the Gentiles. Trees for shade in the dog days of August. Flowering shrubs obstacle courses through which to maneuver your bike, flower gardens to sneak into on your hands and knees to retrieve baseballs, grass soft and welcoming to bare feet in the summer. The woods for camping or to shoot BB guns with Gentile friends.

I never thought of any of this as something to look at.

I was so unattuned to nature in every respect that, unlike the Gentiles I knew, I could not have named one flower, one bird, or one tree other than an oak. A great blue heron was just a big duck to me. All seabirds looked alike to me.

Pat reveled in my ignorance. We’d be showing off for our dates, cruising around Beaufort. “Tree,” he’d say. “Repeat after me, Bernie: tree.”

“Sky,” he’d say. “Repeat after me, Bernie: sky.”

If we were parking, right when I’d make my move, “Moon,” he’d say. “Moon.”

What a hoot.

Pat graduated Beaufort High on his own. I did so with a little help from my friends. As he so vividly recounts in The Lords of Discipline, he was miserable at the Citadel, the military college in Charleston, South Carolina, while I went to Newberry College in upstate South Carolina, where partying was everything, so cheating was the norm, at least in my social world. Unlike Pat at the Citadel, I couldn’t have been happier, no doubt because I couldn’t have been more superficial. Ignorance, for a brief period in one’s life, indeed can be bliss. However, upon completing the required courses, I was so inspired and stimulated by a course centered around the Holocaust and racial prejudice in the American South I actually became such a serious student that professors would stop me in the hallway to ask, “What happened?”

What happened was until that particular course, in which flashed before my eyes my Jewish past and Southern present, I was thoughtless, the statistic of the “six million” Jewish dead in the Holocaust distant and remote, the institutionalized racism in my home town if not relatively benign, “normal.” Now, however, in a course taught by a man with a distinctly German name, in slides, film, photographs, through diaries, lectures, texts, and personal narratives, images from the Holocaust took on a startling life of their own, one after another after another of Jewish men, women, and children just like me, I was realizing, just like my parents, my brothers, my cousins and aunts and uncles, and the Jewish families I had known all my life in the congregation of Beaufort’s Beth Israel Synagogue, my congregation—the Farbsteins, the Liptons, the Levines, Bobby Hirsch who sold me my Keds, Hymie Lipsitz who pulled my teeth, Sol Neidich who brought me into this world, his wife Evelyn who organized the Oneg Shabbats—had less than twenty years ago been herded into ghettos, then into cattle cars, then into either abject servitude and slave labor or into the gas chambers and crematoriums. The photographs were haunting: a mother hiding her child behind her skirt before a firing squad—that could have been, had her parents not emigrated, my mother. The shoes, always the shoes: the shoes of my grandfather and grandmother, of my father, had they remained in the Pale of Settlement? Jewish lampshades, Jewish soap—made from whose mother, father, children? Where did their names go? Jewish gold teeth as Nazi currency? Truckloads of mangled, emaciated corpses? Dr. Mengele’s sadistic experiments on Jewish twins?

No wonder, I realized, the Jewish community of Beaufort held its children so close, doted on us, smothered us with affection, considered us as so “special.” If your singing voice sounded like a blue jay’s, you were still “little Eddie Cantor.” If you made straight As, no standing on your feet all day waiting on customers, absolutely not, “not for this little one”—you were going to be a doctor or lawyer or, without the slightest tilt toward modesty, Albert Einstein. If you were secretary of your home room class, nothing less than the presidency of the United States, though there was a bit of trepidation here because if you screwed up, who would be blamed? Right?

Of course we were special. There just weren’t that many of us left. The demand was high, I realized, because the supply had so dramatically diminished. And here I’d always thought all those beaming maternal smiles and hardy paternal pats on the back were because we were “chosen,” something I’d never hesitated pointing out to my friends in high school, just about all of them fervent Christians, particularly when they tried to convert me.

“As a member in good standing of the Chosen People, I’m the one with the inside track to the Lord, thank you. Fork over your lunch money, and I’ll put in a good word for you.”

And what I had taken for granted in my home town! What was the difference between No Jews Allowed signs on Munich storefronts and No Negroes Allowed in Beaufort restaurants and hotels, between the slums of Beaufort and the ghettoes of Europe, between putting the Jews in their place in Germany and keeping the “coloreds”—people I knew and had loved as a child in my father’s neighborhood grocery store, their neighborhood grocery store—in their place in Beaufort.

Yes, I had been thoughtless, downright blind in my ignorance and insensitivity, but this course, this course taught by a professor with a distinctly German name who was in and out of my life in a semester, began opening my eyes.

Pat was not thoughtless. His eyes had long ago been opened by his own personal “Holocaust,” as he would characterize it, perpetrated by a brutal, tyrannical father that took place throughout his childhood in his own home, which he would later expose to the world in The Great Santini. His mother told him when he was very young in the midst of their own terrifying travails that if there was another Holocaust like there’d been in Germany, she wanted children brave enough “to hide Jews.” Those who have suffered can either deny it or be drawn to it. Like his mother Peg, who’d been poor and abandoned and knew hunger as a child in rural Alabama, Pat was compelled by it. He always would be, and when he saw how obsessed I was with the Holocaust, he showered me with books ranging from Leon Uris’s Exodus and Mila 18 to more serious writers like Rabbi Rubenstein, who after the Holocaust proclaimed that God was Dead, Primo Levi, and later Elie Wiesel.

That course at Newberry College was personal—the material in and of itself made it so—and it taught me too that just about all of my courses should be, that to be personal was to be relevant, universal, as the poets teach us, in the absence of which my schooling up until that point had failed me. So “getting personal” became not only my credo as a student but mine and Pat’s as teachers. To Pat, it came naturally.

After graduating from college, Pat and I both returned to Beaufort to dodge the draft and to teach, in that order. Pat taught in Beaufort High, the returning prodigy, and I was the teaching-principal of Yemassee Elementary and Junior High in tiny Yemassee, South Carolina, twenty-six miles up the road in neighboring Hampton County.

Yemassee was so small, in fact, so barren of anything but a few churches and a business district less than a block long, so desperate in their first year of desegregation to find any principal, qualified or not, who wasn’t a racist, that they ended up hiring me. All the teachers were veterans, all female. The school had pretty much run itself before. Now, however, with the black kids coming in, they figured they needed a man, a real man, at the helm, and that man was me, Bernie Schein. I was a Jew, they figured, so I couldn’t possibly be a racist, and I was a known product; they all knew my family. Besides, one board member told me, if I couldn’t find anything to do, I could always jump on the riding lawn mower and cut the grass.

I can’t tell you how bored I was in Yemassee. Young people left for jobs in bigger towns and cities as soon as they graduated. Everybody else was much older than me, all settled in with families, their lives centered around hunting, fishing, and the church.

I lived in a motel room in the only motel in Yemassee, but every afternoon after school I’d jump in my car and head to Beaufort to see Pat and our friends Mike Jones, George Garbade, and Tim Belk. Mike and George, old friends with whom I’d grown up, were both teaching with Pat at Beaufort High; George also a guidance counselor. Tim was teaching literature at the University of South Carolina in Beaufort.

Tim rented a small house on the Point, the old, aristocratic section of Beaufort which by that time had seen its better days, and down the street Pat rented a tiny cottage on the property of an antebellum home on the Beaufort River. Mike and George lived together in a more modest neighborhood only a few minutes away in the part of Beaufort known as Pigeon Point.

In Beaufort back then, everybody and everything was only a few minutes away. It was what I called an eight-minute town: you could drive from one end to the other in eight minutes or less.

I’d drive by Schein’s Grocery to chat with Dad for a bit, then drop my laundry off at the house where I’d brag to Mom, to her amusement, about what a hit I was in Yemassee, then head over to Tim’s or Mike and George’s to meet them and Pat.

There we’d drink and argue entirely uncorked with each other.

“Each night,” Pat wrote in The Water Is Wide, “I joined my best friends, George Garbade, Mike Jones, and Bernie Schein in front of the television for the evening news. . . . After the news we held disorganized, vehement debates. The four of us argued until the late hours of night, exposing half-hidden prejudices. We mercilessly pounced on the member of the group who dared utter a belief without foundation or rational credibility. Those gatherings were group confessions of guilt, of cynicism, of rudderless idealism, and ultimately of hope.”

As Pat also wrote, “The war in Vietnam ate people on film. The seven o’clock news smoked with napalm and bodies.”

And Beaufort, the town we so loved, was not only a conservative, military, pro-war town but a depository of institutionalized racism at war with desegregation.


II

THE WAR AT HOME, THE WAR ABROAD

It was in my second year as teaching-principal of Yemassee Elementary and Junior High that not only did I betray my country, I exploited, however discreetly, Beaufort’s black community, for whose cause Pat and I, along with Mike, George, and Tim, had begun in our own small ways to advocate.

Pat and I were both looking for ways to incorporate black history into the curricula at our respective schools. Of course, first we had to study it, which we were doing, but once we had learned enough to at least introduce it to our students, we found ourselves learning right alongside them.

George, who was tall, athletic, easy, and good-natured, was known back then as a real “ladies’ man,” so we admired and envied him. We wanted to be “ladies’ men,” too, but weren’t up to snuff. In his role as guidance counselor, George had black kids coming to his office for help. He was questioning the racist attitudes with which he’d been brought up in nearby Ridgeland, particularly with Pat and George and me so adamantly arguing against them.

Mike had taken off a year from divinity school to teach in his home town. A popular, well-respected liberal Episcopal priest in the St. Helena Episcopal Church, in which Mike had grown up and was still very involved, suggested “discreetly”—Mike’s word—that he form a “study group,” which Mike “interpreted”—again, his word—to mean a biracial group of progressive activists who were pro–civil rights and against the Vietnam war. As a native and a progressive, Mike had the necessary connections. Mike gave a guest sermon at the church, whose congregation was not only all white but adamantly pro–Vietnam war, the last line of which was that, yes, people were being killed in Vietnam, but “on both sides.”

Afterwards, over at his and George’s place, Mike was pretty smug about this, grinning with pride, which Pat couldn’t help but tease him about. With an entirely straight face, he asked us all to raise our glasses of Old Crow and toasted Mike.

“To Mike,” he said, “to courage and untold bravery.”

We were all amused, no one more than Mike.

“And to the line ‘people are being killed on both sides’ ” that I personally predict will end the war. And why?” he concluded. “Because words are more powerful than guns.”

At which point we were all pretty much convulsing with laughter.

“Thank you, Pat,” offered Mike, “for giving credit where it’s due. One small step for Jones, one huge step for mankind.” He raised his glass, taking us all in. “Thank you all. I couldn’t have done it without your support.”

George, sitting there with his trademark lopsided grin, said, “You’re welcome, Mike.” George probably meant it too. He’d grown up thirty minutes west of Beaufort in Jasper County, in what would become known nationally as “the Corridor of Shame” for its neglect of black children in Jasper County schools.

And in retrospect, despite Pat’s teasing, what Mike said in perhaps the most white, aristocratic, conservative church in all of Beaufort was pretty far out there. Vietnamese lives? Who in that church in that time in Beaufort, South Carolina, had even considered them?

Black kids at Beaufort High were beginning to seek out Pat, Mike, and George to talk with, which they often did in small groups as well as in their classes. In one of Mike’s classes a white kid, Purvis K., used the word “nigger,” not with disdain as you might expect but only because that’s what he was brought up with, common usage in his home. According to Mike, he just didn’t know not to. Tabitha L., a black girl in the class who was quite fond of him, as was just about everyone, looked at him like he was crazy. Back then “Negro” was the acceptable term. “Negro,” Tabitha tells him.

He’s confused, taken aback, but he likes her, Mike told me, you could tell.

She points to her knee. “Knee,” she tells him. “The knee, like every other part of the body, ‘grows.’ So,” she concludes, “Knee-grow. Nee-gro. Negro!”

Meanwhile, twenty-six miles up the road in Yemassee, a cluster of fifth-grade white boys in protest of a black classmate taking a “number two” on the toilet are refusing to use the bathroom. Waiting them out, needless to say, is not an option. What exactly is the difference, I ask them, between you and him? He’s a nigger, they say. Our maid doesn’t use the bathroom in our house. What exactly is a nigger? I ask. He’s “colored.” Aren’t we all, I think to myself, but I’ve gone that route before and it led nowhere.

So he’s different only because of the color of his skin? You’re humiliating him for that? Does he have feelings that can be hurt, like you do? When have you had your feelings hurt? Felt left out? Like you were a nobody? And don’t tell me you never have because I’ve seen you do it to each other if for no other reason just to be “cool,” popular, at each other’s expense. Raise your hands if this has happened to you, leaving you feeling lonely and isolated, looking for someone to hang around with. I’m in the lunchroom every day. I’m on the playground every day. Ricky, your hand’s not raised. Do you want me to remind you when I saw it happening to you less than a week ago? Right. Thank you. How did you feel? How did all of you feel when this kind of thing happened to you?

When they actually sincerely apologized to their black classmate, he just couldn’t help it: he collapsed into tears, which made his classmates even nicer to him, so much so that he gave me a discreet smile.

And the white eighth-grade girl who lures her black classmate into a nearby wooded area across the street at recess only afterwards to accuse him of trying to rape her. Her father storming into my office raging about the “niggers.” We almost got into a fistfight right there in my office, but I got scared and backed down, telling him instead that if he ever used that word again anywhere on the school grounds or in the school building I would call the police and have him thrown out.

Boy, did he hate me. For some reason, it felt right—that is, until soon afterwards, when purely out of curiosity, I went to a Klan meeting, just to see what it was like. It was in an enormous open field out in the country somewhere between Yemassee and Hampton, the county seat. There must have been a thousand people there. What a spectacle. A sensational cross, all lit up, looming taller than a scrub pine. The outdoor stage, the Klan members all robed and hooded. Was my eighth-grade student’s father one of them? The Grand Dragon at the microphone.

I stood at the back, probably the only guy there in a suit, when out of the mouth of the Grand Dragon I heard the phrase: “Niggers, Catholics, and the liberal Jewish principal from Yemassee . . .”

“The liberal Jewish principal from Yemassee?” I got out of there so fast I probably left my shadow behind.

Pat’s mom had inoculated him against racism. George was learning, challenging himself. And when an outsider whistleblower named Dr. Gatch let the public know that black children in Beaufort County had worms, Mike’s dad, a respectable doctor, dismissed it with, “Of course they have worms.” What?! Mike protested, disgusted, the apple having fallen far from the tree.

I’d grown up in my dad’s store in the middle of the black community. My granddad had adopted an abandoned black baby in Beaufort in 1896. Almost all my dad’s customers, except for a few white shoplifters, were black, some middle-class but most of them poor. His customers were so reliable he referred to them as his “regulars.” People supported each other in that neighborhood. About the shoplifters, Daddy was pretty philosophical: “I make more than I lose.” If customers couldn’t pay, well, they couldn’t, Daddy felt, but they still had to eat, and feeding people, over the long haul, he explained to me, was good business.

He was the only one in town to anticipate the war rationing that was to come during the Second World War. He’d been renting the rooms above the grocery store, where he and Mom had lived before moving into their house, to noncommissioned officers. Once America entered the war, naturally those rooms were empty. Daddy filled every room, every nook and cranny, even the hallway, with everything from onions and black-eyed peas to canned goods to bags of flour and sugar to kerosene to brooms and mops and cleaning supplies. Once the war rationing was in place, food was everywhere in Daddy’s little grocery and hardly anywhere else in town. Suddenly, the “bigwigs,” as they were referred to back then, who generally shopped downtown at the A&P or Piggly Wiggly—places frequented by people well off enough to own automobiles and who wouldn’t deign to bother themselves with neighborhood grocery stores—began showing up, of all places, in Schein’s Grocery, naturally all hail-fellow-well-met. “Hey Morris, how’s the world treatin’ you? Yes, sir. Lookin’ good, lookin’ good.”

Daddy eyed the sacks of flour, as they did, the canned goods, the onions and lima beans and black-eyed peas spilling off the shelves stacked all the way to the ceiling, spilling out of the vegetable bins.

“Sorry, boys,” he told them. “All this . . . all this is for my customers, my ‘regulars.’ ”

The Jewish cemetery happened to be in that neighborhood, and on the day of Dad’s funeral in the spring of 1979, black kids strolled by the cemetery dressed in their Sunday best even though it was a Saturday, their black patent leather shoes, which had taps on the soles, oddly slung over their shoulders so they wouldn’t go “clickety-clack” down the sidewalk, “out of respect for Mr. Schein,” their parents had told them, so as not to disturb him “at rest.”

In fact, it was in this neighborhood, as I so frequently boasted to Pat and anybody else who would listen, that I whipped Joe Frazier’s ass. Yep, Joe Frazier, the late great nemesis of Muhammad Ali. Joe and I were both about five then, two skinny little kids. He lived just down the street from Daddy’s store, and he would come in Saturday mornings for a Coke and a Milky Way. We were playing outside behind the store, and we got in a little tussle over one of those Milky Ways—I was trying to get him to “half” it with me, after which, defeated and humiliated, he stood up, looked directly in my eyes—I’ll never forget it—pointed his finger at me, and said: “You better watch out, Bernie Schein, because one of these days I’m going to be the heavyweight champion of the world.”

Sure enough, he was, and sure enough, Pat never believed me. Others might have been skeptical, but Pat was just totally dismissive.

To this day, I have no idea why.

In any case, while Smokin’ Joe was now twenty years later brawling with Ali, the draft board was breathing down my neck. Not only mine but Pat’s and that of every teacher in the Lowcountry. We were worried as hell. None of us wanted to go to Vietnam. At that time, in the winter of 1967, most of us didn’t even know where it was. I was a coward, I told Pat. Shouldn’t that qualify me for a deferment?

“It’s true,” he said. “You are a coward—but no, it won’t.”

I was summoned to appear before Beaufort’s draft board, where not only did I shamelessly hurl to the winds the cause for which Pat and I and our entire small group of activists were fighting, I was so convincing that I got myself and every other teacher in Beaufort County exempted from the draft. All, including me, had been destined for military service before my appearance. So, entirely inadvertently, since anyone else’s life, as you can no doubt surmise by now, was the furthest thing from my mind, I probably saved lives. I really wasn’t that fearful of losing my own life. I was too young, too naive, at the time. The glory of battle was still a fantasy for me, Hemingway inspired. That nurse in A Farewell to Arms. It was a great way, it seemed to me at the time, to get a girlfriend.

No, it was a matter of inconvenience. I’d spent a year at a military school, Broward Military School in Branning, South Carolina. Mom thought it might scare me into making good grades. It did scare me but not into making good grades, because nobody there cared about good grades. They didn’t beat you for making bad grades. Prestige was in rank, as elusive to me as good grades. What they were obsessive about was, in their words “making a man out of you.” Hey, no problem, right? I’d been bar mitzvahed. That’s when it occurred to me that if I were indeed a man, it was only in Jewish eyes.

In Gentile eyes, I was not a bang but a whimper.

God, was it agony! Taking a rifle apart and putting it back together again, while being timed, with some insane sergeant screaming at the top of his lungs in your ear. Doing all those crazy rifle gymnastics while in formation. Eyes right, eyes left, about face, present arms, right-shoulder arms, forward march . . . all day, every day, staring at the back of the guy’s neck in front of you. Getting your ass beat. Your only solace, sleep.

Desperate not to go through anything even remotely resembling military life again, I was unwilling to give up my life for my country. Well, I was at least unwilling to give up my life for another country.

Even Pat was unwilling to give up his life for that particular country. Despite LBJ’s warnings, Pat scoffed at the idea that the fall of South Vietnam to the Communist North Vietnam was a threat to the United States. “Vietnamese are going to invade the California coast? That’s nuts.”

With the help of neighboring China, as the war proponents were suggesting?

“The Vietnamese hate China.”

And what of the spread of Communism throughout Southeast Asia?

“There’s no threat. The Vietnamese hate China. Vice versa. So Laos is now a threat? It’s a crazy war.”

Reading up and learning why we were even in that war would, under different circumstances, have made of me one of the most outspoken of antiwar liberals, at least in the Lowcountry. However, if the draft board had become correspondingly enlightened as to my view of it, just as if they’d found out my true feelings about civil rights, they probably would have drafted me. Like most people in Beaufort at the time, all the board members were conservatives, if not racists or paternalistic. And even if I wasn’t and they knew it, I was a native. They trusted me. I was known. It was the unknown they feared. Besides, much like Pat, I had yet to really make my views known in my hometown in a way that would threaten them. I just wasn’t that sophisticated.

At the time of my appearance before the Beaufort County draft board, I was still the principal of Yemassee Elementary and Junior High School in Hampton County, but I lived in Beaufort, commuting during the week, so my draft board was Beaufort County’s draft board. It was not lost on me that even though Yemassee was in Hampton County, it was Beaufort’s closest neighbor, so small that its denizens shopped in Beaufort. Everyone in Yemassee was either related to or otherwise knew everyone in Beaufort and vice versa. What was good for Yemassee was good for Beaufort, which meant that what was bad for Yemassee was bad for Beaufort. And Yemassee’s most prized institution, its only institution other than a few tiny churches, was Yemassee Elementary and Junior High.

I’d been a Boy Scout in Stratton Demosthenes’s troop till I was fourteen years old, at which point I thought it was stupid spending half my day flailing about trying to tie a bowline and communicate with people through a sign language designed to be used on a ship when there was no ship in sight, at least not that I could see, and spend my nights fighting off insects and snakes in a sleeping bag so claustrophobic, so straitjacketed it inspired nightmares about my being carted off by the men in white coats to the insane asylum in Columbia, our state capital. Stratton was now chairman of the draft board, and all I could do was thank God I’d never told him exactly why I’d resigned my position as tenderfoot less than a decade before. Mom told him at the time that I’d wanted to spend more time studying. Ha ha ha. I knew everyone on the board. In Beaufort back then, everyone knew everyone. Unless he was military, or from a military family like Pat, a stranger in town was as odd as a UFO setting down on the banks of the Beaufort River, which to my knowledge has never happened. Plus, the inestimable Joyce Smith, so tall, so beautiful, the secretary of the board—everyone in town knew where the power lay. It lay with her because she did all the work. All the board members had their own jobs to worry about. They were businessmen. Being on the board was good for business, made them appear civic minded, respectable, which they were anyway, but being on the board institutionalized their respectability. It was like attending church, appearing in the same familiar pew every Sunday morning. It cemented the image. So to Joyce went the flowers, thrice daily I might add—morning, noon, and night—not only from yours truly but from Pat. My presentation to the board members themselves, however, had to appeal to their most basic fears and instincts, and we know what those were, patriotism be damned.

This was the segregated South. Patriotism was great but not if black people were running the country, or at least the Lowcountry.

I explained to the board in my own quiet, self-effacing way, you know how I am, that I was not really there to ask for a deferment, that in fact, with a lot of my friends either in Vietnam or heading there, I’d probably feel guilty—indeed, I told them, I knew I would—if they gave me one. The idea of my buddies over there fighting and me staying in Yemassee with the women and children—

“Women and children?”

That’s what got to them.

White women and white children, of course.

We were at the time, I explained, surviving our first year of integration in Yemassee Elementary and Junior High. Successfully so, I could have added, instead of exploiting their fears to the max, but please, I was fighting for my life here—well, a lifestyle anyway.
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