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What man is there of you,

whom if his son ask bread,

will he give him a stone?

—MATTHEW VII, 9
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A Stone for Danny Fisher



1

THEREare many ways to get to Mount Zion Cemetery. You can go by automobile, through the many beautiful parkways of Long Island, or by subway, bus or trolley. There are many ways to get to Mount Zion Cemetery, but during this week there is no way that is not crushed and crowded with people.

“Why should this be so?” you ask, for in the full flush of life there is something frightening about going to a cemetery—except at certain times. But this week, the week before the High Holy Days, is one of these times. For this is the week that Lord God Jehovah calls His angels about Him and opens before them the Book of Life. And your name is inscribed on one of these pages. Written on that page will be your fate for the coming year.

For these six days the book will remain open and you will have the opportunity to prove that you are deserving of His kindness. During these six days you devote yourself to acts of charity and devotion. One of these acts is the annual visit to the dead.

And to make sure that your visit to the departed will be noted and the proper credit given, you will pick up a small stone from the earth beneath your feet and place it on the monument so that the Recording Angel will see it when he comes through the cemetery each night.

 

You meet at the time appointed under an archway of white stone. The wordsMOUNT ZION CEMETERYare etched into the stone over your head. There are six of you. You look awkwardly at one another and words come stiffly to your lips. You are all here. As if by secret agreement, without a word, you all begin to move at once and pass beneath the archway.

On your right is the caretaker’s building; on your left, the record office. In this office, listed by plot number and burial society, are the present addresses of many people who have walked this earth with you and many who have walked this earth before your time. You do not stop to think of this, for to you, all except me belong to yesterday.

You walk up a long road searching for a certain path. At last you see its white numbers on a black disk. You turn up the path, your eyes reading the names of the burial societies over each plot section. The name you have been looking for is now visible to you, polished black lettering on gray stone. You enter the plot.

A small old man with a white tobacco-stained mustache and beard hurries forward to meet you. He smiles tentatively, while his fingers toy with a small badge on his lapel. It is the prayer-reader for the burial society. He will say your prayers in Hebrew for you, for such has been the custom for many years.

You murmur a name. He nods his head in birdlike acquiescence; he knows the grave you seek. He turns, and you follow him, stepping carefully over other graves, for space is at a premium here. He stops and points an old, shaking hand. You nod your head, it is the grave you seek, and he steps back.

An airplane drones overhead, going to a landing at a nearby airport, but you do not look up. You are reading the words on the monument. Peace and quiet come over you. The tensions of the day fall from your body. You raise your eyes and nod slightly to the prayer-reader.

He steps forward again and stands in front of you. He asks your names, so that he may include them in his prayer. One by one you answer him.

My mother.

My father.

My sister.

My sister’s husband.

My wife.

My son.

His prayer is a singsong, unintelligible gibberish of words that echoes monotonously among the graves. But you are not listening to him. You are filled with memories of me, and to each of you I am a different person.

At last the prayer is done, the prayer-reader paid and gone to seek his duty elsewhere. You look around on the ground beneath you for some small stone. Carefully you hold it in your hand and, like the others, one at a time, step forward toward the monument.

Though the cold and snow of winter and the sun and rain of summer have been close to me since last you were here together, your thoughts are again as they were then. I am strong in each of your memories, except one.

To my mother I am a frightened child, huddling close to her bosom, seeking safety in her arms.

To my father I am a difficult son, whose love was hard to meet, yet strong as mine for him.

To my sister I am the bright young brother, whose daring was a cause of love and fear.

To my sister’s husband I am the friend who shared the common hope of glory.

To my wife I am the lover, who, beside her in the night, worshiped with her at the shrine of passion and joined her in a child.

To my son—to my son I know not what I am, for he knew me not.

There are five stones lying on my grave and still, my son, you stand there wondering. To all the others I am real, but not to you. Then why must you stand here and mourn someone you never knew?

In your heart there is the tiny hard core of a child’s resentment. For I have failed you. You have never made those boasts that children are wont to make: “My daddy is the strongest,” or the smartest, or the kindest, or the most loving. You have listened in bitter silence, with a growing frustration, while others have said these things to you.

Do not resent nor condemn me, my son. Withhold your judgment, if you can, and hear the story of your father. I was human, hence fallible and weak. And though in my lifetime I made many mistakes and failed many people, I would not willingly fail you. Listen to me then, I beg you, listen to me, O my son, and learn of your father.

Come back with me to the beginning, to the very beginning. For we who have been of one flesh, of one blood, and of one heart are now come together in one memory.








Moving Day

June 1, 1925




I GO back to the beginning of memory, and it is my eighth birthday. I am sitting in the cab of a moving-van, scanning the street-corner signs anxiously. As the big van neared one corner, it slowed down. “Is this the block?” the driver asked the colored man sitting next to me.

The big Negro turned to me. “Is this the block, boy?” he asked, his teeth, large and white, showing in his face.

I was so excited I could hardly speak. “This is it,” I squeaked. I squirmed to look at the street. This was it. I recognized the houses, each looking like the others, with a slim young tree in front of each. It looked just as it did the day I went with Mamma and Papa, the day they bought the house for me, for my birthday.

Everybody had been smiling then, even the real-estate man who sold Papa the house. But Papa hadn’t been fooling. He meant it. He told the real-estate man that the house had to be ready by June 1 because that was my birthday, and it was my birthday present.

And it was ready on the first just like Papa had wanted, because here it was June 1 and it was my eighth birthday and we were moving in.

Slowly the truck turned up the block. I could hear the soft biting of the tires into the gravel on the street as the van left the pavement. My new street wasn’t even paved yet. It was covered with grayish-white gravel. Stones rattled as the tires picked them up and threw them against the mudguards.

I jumped up in the cab of the truck. “There it is!” I shouted, pointing. “That’s my house! The last one on the block! The only one that stands by itself!”

The truck began to roll to a stop in front of the house. I could see our car standing in the driveway. Mamma and my sister, Miriam, who was two years older than I, had gone on before us to take the loaf of bread and box of salt into the house and to have things ready. Mamma had wanted me to come with her, but I had wanted to ride on the truck, and the head driver had said I might.

I tried to open the door of the cab before the truck had stopped, but the colored man kept his hand on it. “Wait a minute, boy,” he said, smiling. “You’ll be here a long time.”

When the truck stopped, he released the door. Clambering down from the cab, I slipped on the running board in my hurry and sprawled in the street. I heard a muttered curse behind me and then felt strong hands pick me up and put me on my feet.

The Negro’s deep voice asked in my ear: “Are you hurt, boy?”

I shook my head. I don’t suppose I could have spoken even if I’d wanted to; I was too busy looking at my house.

It was brown-red brick halfway up and then brown shingles up to the edge of the roof. The roof was covered with black shingles, and there was a little porch, sort of, in front of the house, like a stoop. It was the most beautiful house I had ever seen. I drew a deep proud breath and looked down the street to see if anybody was watching. There was no one there. We were the first people on the whole block to move in.

The colored man was standing beside me. “Sho is a pretty house,” he said. “You a mighty lucky boy to own a fine house like that.”

I smiled at him gratefully because when I had told him how Papa had given it to me for my birthday, he had scoffed like everyone else. Then I was running up the steps and knocking at the door, “Mamma, Mamma!” I hollered. “It’s me. I’m here!”

The door opened and Mamma was standing there, a rag tied around her head. I pushed past her into the house and came to a stop in the middle of the room. Everything in the house smelled new. The paint on the walls, the wood on the stairs, everything was new.

I heard Mamma ask the driver what took him so long. I missed his reply because I was looking up the staircase, but Mamma came back into the room saying something about their stretching the job because they get paid by the hour.

I grabbed at her arm. “Mamma, which room is mine?” I asked. For the first time I was going to have a room of my own. Before this we had lived in an apartment and I had shared a room with my sister. Then one morning just before Papa decided to buy me a house, Mamma came into our room as I was sitting up in bed watching Mimi get dressed. Mamma looked at me and later that day at breakfast told us that we were going to get a house and from now on I would have a room of my own.

Now she shook her hand free of mine. “It’s the first one at the side of the stairs, Danny,” she answered excitedly. “And keep out of the way. I have a lot to do!”

I bolted up the stairs, the heels of my shoes making loud clumping sounds. At the top of the stairs I hesitated a moment while I looked around. Mamma and Papa had the big room in front, then came Miriam’s room, then mine. I opened the door to my room and walked in softly.

It was a small room about ten feet wide and fourteen feet long. It had two windows in it and through them I could see the two windows of the house across the driveway from us. I turned and closed the door behind me. I crossed the room and put my face against the windowpane and tried to look out, but I couldn’t see very far, so I opened the window.

I looked out on the driveway that ran between the houses. Right underneath me was the top of the new Paige, the car Papa had just bought, and up the driveway behind the house was a garage. Behind the garage was nothing but fields. This was a new section in Flatbush. All these lots had once been dumps, but the city had filled them in. Around the corner from us they were building more houses that looked like ours, and I could see them when I hung out the window far enough.

I came back into the middle of the room. Slowly I turned in a circle, studying each wall. “My room, this is my room,” I kept saying to myself over and over.

I could feel a lump come into my throat, a funny sort of feeling. Like the time I stood next to Grandpa’s coffin, holding Papa’s hand and looking down at the still white face with the little black yamalka on the head, so startling against the plain white sheet. Papa’s voice had been very soft. “Look at him, Danny,” he said to me, but it was more as if he were speaking to himself. “This is the end to which all men come, this is the last time we can look at his face.” Then Papa bent and kissed the still face in the coffin and I did too. Grandpa’s lips were icy cold and they didn’t move when mine touched them. Some of the chill of them ran through me.

A man was standing beside the coffin with a pair of scissors. Papa opened his jacket, and the man snipped off a piece of his tie. The man looked at me questioningly. Papa nodded his head and spoke in Yiddish. “He is of his blood,” he said. The man snipped off a piece of my tie and I could feel a lump rise in my throat. It was a new tie and this was the first time I had ever worn it. Now I would never be able to wear it again. I looked up at Papa. He was looking back at the coffin and his lips were moving. I strained my ears to hear what he was saying but I couldn’t. He let my hand fall from his and I ran to Mamma with the lump still in my throat.

That was the way I felt now.

Suddenly I threw myself on the floor and pressed my cheek against it. The floor felt cool to my face, and the smell of the new shellac came up through my nose and made my eyes smart. I closed my eyes and lay there a few minutes. Then I turned and pressed my lips to the cool floor. “I love you, house,” I whispered. “You’re the most beautiful house in the whole world, and you’re mine and I love you.”

“Danny, what are you doing there on the floor?”

I scrambled to my feet quickly and faced the door. It was Miriam. She had a handkerchief tied around her head like Mamma. “Nothin’,” I answered awkwardly.

She looked at me queerly. I could see she hadn’t been able to figure out what I had been doing. “Mamma says for you to come downstairs and get out of the way,” she said bossily. “The men are ready to bring the furniture upstairs.”

I followed her down the staircase. Already the newness of the house was beginning to wear off. I could see places on the steps where our feet had rubbed off the paint. The furniture was already in the living-room, and the rug, which had been rolled up on a bamboo stick, was standing in the corner ready to be put down when the men were through.

Mamma was standing in the middle of the room. There were smudges of dirt on her face. “Is there anything you want me to do, Mamma?” I asked.

I heard Mimi’s derisive snort behind me. She didn’t like boys and didn’t think they were good for anything. It made me mad. “Is there, Mamma?” I repeated.

Mamma smiled at me. When she smiled at me her face softened. I liked her to smile at me. She put her hand on my head and playfully tugged at my hair. “No, Blondie,” she answered. “Why don’t you run outside and play for a while? I’ll call you when I need you.”

I smiled back at her. I knew she was feeling good when she called me Blondie. I also knew it made Mimi mad. I was the only one in the whole family with blond hair; all the others were dark. Papa used to tease Mamma about it sometimes and it always made her angry, I don’t know why.

I made a face at Mimi and went outside. The men had unloaded the truck and there was a lot of furniture on the street. I stood there watching them for a while. It was a warm day and the Negro had taken off his shirt and I could see the muscles rippling under his black skin. The sweat was pouring down his face because he was doing most of the work while the other man was always talking and telling him what to do.

After a while I got tired of watching them and looked up the block toward the corner, wondering what the neighborhood was like. The open fields on the next block in back of my house, which I had seen from my window, made me curious. In the old neighborhood there had never been an empty lot, only the big ugly apartment houses.

Through the open door of my house I saw that Mamma was busy, and when I called to ask her if I could walk up the block, she didn’t answer. I stepped off the stoop and headed for the corner, feeling pleased and proud, I had such a nice house and it was such a nice day. I hoped all my birthdays would be as nice.

I could hear a dog’s frightened yips almost as soon as I had turned the corner. I looked in the direction of the sound, but couldn’t tell where it came from. I walked toward it.

The neighborhood was just being developed—Hyde Park they called it, in the East Flatbush section of Brooklyn. I walked down the street of half-finished houses, their naked white wooden frames gleaming in the bright midafternoon sun. I crossed the next street and the buildings fell behind me. Here was nothing but open fields. The dog’s frightened barks were slightly louder now, but I still couldn’t tell where they came from. It was strange how far sounds could carry out here in the open. Where we used to live before, down by Papa’s drugstore, you couldn’t hear a noise even if it was just around the corner. The field in the next block hadn’t been filled in yet and was nothing but a deep empty pit running from corner to corner. As soon as they filled in these pits, I guessed, they would start building here too.

Now I could tell where the dog’s yips were coming from: the block after next. I could see two boys standing at the edge of the pit there, looking down. The dog must have fallen into the hole. I quickened my step and in a few moments was standing beside the boys. A little brown dog was yelping as he tried to scramble up the sides of the pit. He could manage to get only part way; then he would slip and fall back to the bottom. That was when he would yip the loudest, as he rolled over and over on his way down. Then the two boys would laugh. I don’t know why. I didn’t think it was funny.

“Is he your dog?” I asked.

They both turned and looked at me. They didn’t answer.

I repeated the question.

The bigger of the two boys asked: “Who wants to know?” Something in the tone of his voice frightened me. He wasn’t friendly at all.

“I’m only asking,” I said.

He came toward me, swaggering a little. He was bigger than I. “And I said: ‘Who wants to know?’” His voice was even rougher now.

I took a step backward. I wished I hadn’t left the new house. Mamma had only told me to keep out of the way until the moving-men had finished bringing the furniture into the house. “Is he your dog?” I asked, trying to smile and wishing my voice wouldn’t quaver.

The big boy put his face very close to mine. I looked him steadily in the eye. “No,” he answered.

“Oh,” I said, and turned to look at the little dog again. He was still trying to scramble up the side of the pit.

The boy’s voice was in my ear. “Where you from?” he asked. “I never seen you before.”

I turned back to him. “East Forty-eighth Street. We just moved in today. In the new houses. We’re the first people on the whole block.”

His face was dark and glowering. “What’s your name?” he asked.

“Danny Fisher,” I replied. “What’s yours?”

“Paul,” he said. “And this is my brother, Eddie.”

We fell silent for a minute watching the dog. He made it about halfway up before he fell back.

Paul laughed. “That’s funny,” he said. “That dopey mutt ain’t got enough sense to get outta there.”

“I don’t think it’s so funny,” I said. “Maybe the poor dog’ll never get out.”

“So what?” Paul snorted. “It serves him right for goin’ down there in the first place.”

I didn’t say anything. We stood there on the edge of the pit looking down at the dog. I heard a movement on the other side of me and turned. It was Eddie. He was smaller than me. I smiled at him, and he smiled back.

Paul walked around me and stood next to him. There was something in his manner that made both of us stop smiling. Eddie looked sort of ashamed. I wonder why.

“What school yuh goin’ to?” Paul asked.

“I don’t know,” I answered. “That one over near Utica on Avenue D, I guess.”

“What class you in?”

“Four A.”

“How old are yuh?”

“Eight,” I answered proudly. “Today’s my birthday. That’s why we moved. Papa bought me the house for a birthday present.”

Paul sniffed scornfully. I could see that I hadn’t impressed him. “You’re a smart kid, huh? You’re in my class an’ I’m nine.”

“Well, I skipped 3 B,” I explained half-apologetically.

His eyes became cold and wary. “You gonna go to Sacred Heart?”

I was puzzled. “What’s that?” I asked.

“Sacred Heart Church,” he answered. “Near Troy.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head.

“Holy Cross?” he asked. “The big church that owns the cemetery?”

“What cemetery?” I asked. I was beginning to feel strange. I didn’t want to answer his question. I wondered what was so important about it that he should keep asking.

He pointed across Clarendon Road. About a block past it I could see the black iron picket fence of the cemetery. I turned back to him. “No,” I said.

He was silent for a moment while he thought it over. “Don’t you believe in God?” he finally asked.

“Sure I do,” I replied. “But I don’t go to church.”

He looked at me skeptically. “If you don’t go to church, then you don’t believe in God,” he said emphatically.

“I do so,” I insisted. I could feel angry tears start coming to my eyes. He had no right to say that. I stood up as straight as I could. “I’m a Jew,” I said, my voice shrill, “and I go to shul.”

The two brothers looked at each other, a sudden knowing look in their eyes. Their faces settled into dull unfriendly masks. Paul took a threatening step toward me. Instinctively I stepped back. My heart was pounding. I wondered what I had said to make them mad.

Paul stuck his face in mine. “Why did you kill Christ?” he snarled at me.

I was really scared at the savagery in his voice. “I didn’t kill Him,” I quavered. “I never even knew Him.”

“You did!” Eddie’s voice was higher than his brother’s but it was just as savage. “My father told us! He said the Jews killed Him, they nailed Him to the cross. He told us the kikes would move into all the new houses in the neighborhood.”

I tried to pacify them. “Maybe some Jews I don’t know killed Him,” I said placatingly, “but my mother always said that He was a king of the Jews.”

“They killed Him just the same,” Paul insisted.

I thought for a second. The dog started to yelp again, but I was afraid to turn and look. I tried to change the subject. “We oughtta try to get that dog outta there.”

They didn’t answer. I could see they were still mad. I tried to think of something that would satisfy them. “Maybe they killed Him because He was a bad king,” I suggested.

Their faces grew white. I got frightened and turned to run away, but I wasn’t fast enough. Paul caught me and held my arms pinned to my side. I tried to wriggle loose but couldn’t. I began to cry.

Paul’s face suddenly broke into a contemptuous smile. He let go of my arms and stepped back. “So you wanna get the dog outta there?” he asked.

I tried to stifle my sobs. With one hand I wiped at my eye. “Y-yes,” I said.

He took a deep breath, still smiling. “Okay, Jew-baby, go get him!” He rushed at me suddenly, his arms straight out in front of him.

In a panic I tried to get out of his way, but his hands hit my chest, and all the wind went out of me. And then I was falling, rolling over and over, down the sides of the pit. I tried to grab at something to keep myself from slipping, but there wasn’t anything. I hit the bottom and for a minute lay there trying to catch my breath.

I heard a whining happy sound and felt a warm tongue licking my face. I sat up. The little brown dog, which was only a puppy, was licking my face, his little tail wagging, and happy little noises deep in his throat.

I got to my feet and looked up. I felt ashamed now because I had cried, but somehow the dog seemed so happy to see me that I wasn’t afraid any more.

Paul and Eddie were looking down at me. I shook my fist at them. “You dirty bastards!” I shouted. It was the worst name I knew.

I saw them bend down and pick something up from the ground. A second later a shower of stones and pebbles came pouring down on us. The dog yelped as one hit him. I covered my head with my arms until the shower stopped, but none hit me. Then I looked up again.

“I’ll get you for this,” I shouted.

They laughed derisively. “Jew son of a bitch,” Paul shouted.

I picked up a stone and threw it up at them, but it fell short and another shower of rocks and pebbles came down on me. This time I didn’t cover my face quickly enough and one stone cut my cheek. I tossed another at them but it, too, fell short. They bent down to pick up more stones.

I turned and ran out into the center of the pit, where their rocks couldn’t reach me. The dog ran beside me. In the middle of the pit I sat down on a big rock. The dog came over to me and I scratched his head. I wiped my face on my sleeve and looked up at the two brothers again.

They were shouting and waving their fists at me, but I couldn’t hear what they were saying. The dog was sitting on my foot, wagging his tail and looking into my face. I bent down and put my cheek against his face. “It’s all right, doggy,” I whispered. “When they go away, we’ll get outta here.”

Then I straightened up and thumbed my nose at them. They got sore and began to throw more rocks at me, but I only laughed at them. They couldn’t touch me from where they were.

The sun had started to go down in the west when they finally went away. I sat there on the rock and waited awhile. I waited almost half an hour before I made up my mind that they had really gone. By that time it was almost dark.

I walked back to the side of the pit and looked up. It was pretty high and steep, but I didn’t think I’d have much trouble getting to the top. There were plenty of rocks and bushes I could hold on to. I grabbed hold of a big rock and started up slowly, climbing on my hands and knees to keep from slipping back. I had got maybe five feet up when I heard a whining sound below me. I looked back.

The little dog was sitting in the pit watching me with bright shining eyes. When he saw I had turned to look at him, he gave a sharp, happy yip. “Well, come on,” I said to him. “What are you waiting for?” He leaped against the side of the pit and began crawling up toward me. He, too, was moving on his belly. Almost a foot from me, he began to slide back. I grabbed at him, caught him by the scruff of the neck, and pulled him next to me. His tail was wagging happily. “Come on,” I said. “We gotta get outta here.”

I started upward again and moved a few feet, but when I looked to see how the dog was doing, he wasn’t there. He was crouching where I had left him, his eyes on me, his tail drooping. I called him. His tail started wagging, but he didn’t move. “What’s the matter?” I asked. “You afraid?” He just wagged his tail. He wasn’t going to move, so I started to climb again.

I had gone another few feet when he began to cry in high-pitched whining sounds. I stopped and looked down. Immediately his whining ceased and his tail started wagging. “All right,” I said, “I’ll come down and help you.”

Carefully I slid back to where he was and grabbed him again by the scruff of the neck. Holding on to him with one hand, I started inching up again. It took almost fifteen minutes to get halfway up, pulling him up to me after every step. There I stopped to catch my breath. My hands and face were covered with dirt and my shirt and trousers were scuffed and torn. The dog and I clung there to the side of the pit, afraid to move for fear of slipping back.

After a few minutes we started up again. We were almost at the top when a stone gave way under my foot and I slipped. Frantically I let go of the dog and clutched at the dirt to keep myself from sliding down. I had lost only a few feet when I could feel my fingers catch and take hold in the earth. The dog began to yip. When I turned to see, he was gone.

I looked back into the pit. He was just picking himself up. He looked up at me and gave a short bark, but when I turned away from him and started on, he began to whine again. I tried not to listen to his soft, piteous little cries, coming from deep in his throat. He was running back and forth, stopping almost every second to cry up at me, and he seemed to be limping. I called to him. He stopped and looked up at me, his head cocked to one side.

“Come on, boy,” I called.

He sprang to the side of the pit and tried to scramble toward me, but fell back. I called again, and again he tried and fell. Finally he sat down and held one paw toward me and barked.

I sat down and slid back to the bottom. He ran into my arms wagging his tail. His paw made a bloody imprint on my shirt as I picked him up to look at it. Its soft puppy pads had been cut and scraped on the rocks.

“All right, doggy,” I said softly, “we’ll get out of here together. I won’t leave you.”

He seemed to understand my words, for his tail wagged in happy circles as his soft moist tongue washed my face. I put him down and walked toward the other side of the pit to find an easier place to climb out. He ran along beside me, his eyes looking up at my face. I hoped Mamma would let me keep him.

It was almost dark now. We started climbing again, but it was no good. Less than halfway up I slipped and went to the bottom once more. I was very tired, and hungry too. We couldn’t make it. Until the moon came up, there was no use trying any more.

I sat down on a rock in the middle of the pit and tried to figure out what to do now. Mamma would be angry because I hadn’t come home in time for supper. It had turned cool. I began to shiver and tried to button the collar of my shirt, but the button had been torn off.

A gray-black shape ran past me in the darkness. The dog let out a growl and snapped after it. Suddenly I was afraid; there were rats in this pit. I put my arms around the dog and began to cry. We would never get out of here. Another rat ran past us in the dark. With a frightened scream I ran to the side of the pit and tried to scramble up. Again and again I tried to climb out, but each time I fell back.

At last I lay on the ground, too exhausted to move. I was wet and uncomfortable. I caught my breath and began to yell. “Mamma! Mamma!” My voice echoed hollowly back across the pit to me. I kept shouting until my voice was hoarse and a mere squeak in my throat. There was no answer.

The moon had come up now and its white light threw a deep shadow from every rock. The night was alive with strange sounds and peculiar movements. As I began to get to my feet, a rat came hurtling through the air against my chest. I fell back screaming in terror. The dog jumped after the rat and caught it in midair. With an angry toss of his head, he broke the rat’s neck and flung it away from him.

I stood up and placed my back against the wall of the pit, too cold and frightened to do anything but stare out into it. The dog stood in front of me, the hackles standing out sharply as he barked. The echoes sounded as if a hundred dogs were waking up the night.

I don’t know how long we stood there like that. My eyes kept closing and I tried to keep them open, but I couldn’t. At last I sank wearily to the ground.

Now I didn’t know whether Mamma would be angry with me. It wasn’t my fault. If I hadn’t been a Jew, Paul and Eddie wouldn’t have pushed me into the pit. When I got out I would ask Mamma if we please couldn’t be something else. Then, maybe, they wouldn’t be mad at me any more. But deep inside me I somehow knew even that wouldn’t do any good. Even if Mamma was willing, Papa wouldn’t change. I knew that about him. Once his mind was made up, he never changed. That must be why he had remained a Jew all these years. No, it wouldn’t do any good.

Mamma would be very angry with me. Too bad, I remembered thinking as I began to doze, too bad this had to happen after the nice way the day had started out.

The dog’s barks were louder now, and somewhere mixed up in their harsh echo I could hear someone calling my name. I tried to open my eyes but couldn’t, I was so tired.

The voice grew louder, more insistent. “Danny! Danny Fisher!”

My eyes were open now and the eerie white light of the moon threw crazy shadows in the pit. A man’s voice called my name again. I struggled to my feet and tried to answer, but my voice was gone. It was only a weak, husky whisper. The dog began to bark furiously again. I heard voices at the top of the pit, and the dog’s barks became more shrill and excited.

The gleam of a flashlight came pouring into the pit and moved around searching for me. I knew they couldn’t hear me calling, so I ran after the ray of light, trying to show myself in it. The dog ran at my heels, still barking.

Then the light was on me and I stood still. I put my hands over my eyes; the light was hurting them. A man’s voice shouted: “There he is!”

Another voice came from the darkness above me: “Danny! Danny!” It was Papa’s voice. “Are you all right?”

Then I heard a scrambling, sliding sound of a man coming down the side of the pit toward me. I ran to him, crying, and felt myself caught up in his arms. He was shaking. I could feel his kisses on my face. “Danny, are you all right?” he was asking.

I pressed my face against him. My face was sore and scratched, but the feel of the rough wool of his suit was good. “I’m all right, Papa,” I said between sobs, “but Mamma will be sore. I peed in my pants.”

Something that sounded like a laugh came from his throat. “Mamma won’t be angry,” he reassured me. Raising his face toward the top of the pit, he shouted: “He’s okay. Throw down a rope and we’ll get him out.”

“Don’t forget the dog, Papa,” I said. “We got to take him out too.”

Papa bent and scratched the dog’s head. “Sure, we’ll take him out,” he told me. “If it wasn’t for his barking, we wouldn’t have known where you were.” He turned suddenly and looked at me. “Is he the reason you’re down here?”

I shook my head. “No,” I answered. “Paul and Eddie threw me down here because I’m a Jew.”

Papa stared at me strangely. The rope fell at our feet and he bent to pick it up. I could hardly hear the words he was muttering under his breath: “The neighborhood is new, but the people are the same.”

I didn’t know what he meant. He fastened the rope around his middle and picked me up under one arm and the dog under the other. The rope tightened and we began to move up the side of the pit.

“You’re not mad, are you, Papa?”

“No, Danny, I’m not mad.”

I was silent for a moment as we inched further up the side. “Then is it okay if I keep the dog, Papa?” I asked. “He’s such a nice little dog.” The dog must have known I was talking about him; his tail thumped against my father’s side. “We’ll call him Rexie Fisher,” I added.

Papa looked down at the little pup and then at me. He began to laugh. “You mean you’ll call her Rexie Fisher. It isn’t a him, it’s a her.”

 

The room was dark, but I was warm and cozy from my bath as I lay in my bed. There were new sounds in the night, new sounds coming in the window from a new neighborhood. New sounds to live with.

My eyes were wide with the wonder of them, but I wasn’t afraid. There was nothing to be afraid of. I was in my own house, in my own room. Suddenly my eyes began to close. I half turned in my bed, and my hand brushed against the wall. It was rough from the freshly stippled paint.

“I love you, house,” I murmured, already half asleep.

Under my bed the dog moved, and I put my hand down alongside it. I felt her cold nose in the palm of my hand. My fingers scratched the top of her head. Her fur was damp and cool to my touch. Mamma had made Papa give Rexie a bath before she would let me take her up to my room. Her tongue was licking my fingers. “I love you too, Rexie,” I whispered.

A sense of warmth and comfort and belonging began to steal through me. Slowly I could feel the last trace of tautness slip from my body, and the nothing that is sleep came over me.

I was home. And the first day of my life that I remembered faded into yesterday, and all the days of my life became tomorrow.







All the Days of My Life The First Book



1

THE SUN pressed warmly against my closed lids. Vaguely annoyed, I threw an arm over my eyes and moved restlessly on the pillow. For a few minutes I was comfortable; then the light seemed to creep under my arm and search me out. I stopped trying to hide from it and sat up in bed, rubbing my eyes. I was awake.

I stretched. I yawned. I pushed my hair back from my eyes and looked sleepily toward the window. It was a bright, clear morning. I wished I could have gone on sleeping, but my windows faced east and the first morning sun always hit me in the face.

I looked lazily around the room. My clothes lay rumpled on a chair. The half-strung tennis racket I never got around to fix was leaning against the side of the dresser. The old alarm clock on the dresser next to my comb and brush showed it was a quarter past seven. My purple and white Erasmus Hall High School pennant hung drooping across the mirror.

I looked down at the side of the bed for my slippers. They weren’t there. I grinned to myself. I knew where they were. Rexie usually pulled them under the bed and made a pillow out of them for her head. I reached down and gave her a scratch. She lifted her head and lazily wagged her tail. I gave her another scratch and took the slippers away from her. Then I got out of bed and stepped into them. Rexie had closed her eyes and gone back to sleep.

I could hear a faint sound coming from my parents’ room as I walked over to the open window. That reminded me. Today was the big day: my Bar Mitzvah day. I began to feel an excited nervousness in me. I hoped I wouldn’t forget any of the elaborate Hebrew ritual I had specially learned for the occasion.

I stood by the open window and breathed deeply. Slowly I counted to myself: “In—two—three—four; out—two—three—four.” After a few moments of this I began to feel the nervousness go away. I would be all right, I wouldn’t forget anything. Still facing the window, I pulled my pajama top over my head and threw it on the bed behind me. Bar Mitzvah day or not, I had to get my setting-up exercises in or I would never weigh enough to go out for the football team in the fall.

I stretched out on the floor and did ten push-ups, then I stood up and began to do knee-bends. I looked down at myself. The thin stringy muscles on my body stood out sharply. I could count my ribs. I scanned my chest carefully to see if any real hairs had come out in the night, but it was still the same small golden fuzz. Sometimes I wished that my hair was black like Paul’s instead of blond. Then they would show up more plainly.

I finished the knee-bends and picked up the pair of Indian clubs from the corner of the room. Back in front of the window I began to swing them. I heard the click of a light-switch through the open window and a flood of light poured into the windows of the room across the driveway from mine. Almost instantly I dropped to my knees and cautiously peered over the windowsill.

That was Marjorie Ann Conlon’s room. She was Mimi’s closest girl friend. Sometimes her shade was up and I could get a good look. I was glad her house faced west, for that made it necessary for her to turn the light on every morning.

Carefully I peeked over the windowsill and held my breath. The shades were up. That was the third time this week she had forgotten to pull them down. The last time I had watched her I thought she had known I was looking, so I had to be extra careful. She was a funny kind of a girl, always teasing me and staring at me when I spoke to her. In the last few weeks we’d had several hot arguments about almost nothing and I didn’t want to invite her to my Bar Mitzvah party, but Mimi insisted on it.

I saw the closet door in her room move slightly and she came out from behind it. All she had on was her panties. She stopped in the middle of the room for a moment, looking for something. Finally she found it and leaned toward the window to pick it up. I felt a damp sweat break out on my forehead. I could see her real good.

Paul said she had the nicest figure in the neighborhood. I didn’t agree with him. Mimi’s was much nicer. Besides, Mimi wasn’t all out of proportion around the breasts the way Marjorie Ann was.

Paul had suggested that we get the girls down cellar and find out. I got mad at that and grabbed him by the collar and told him I’d beat hell out of him if he ever did that. Paul only laughed and pushed my hand away. The only reason I didn’t have the nerve, he said, was that I was afraid Mimi would snitch on us.

Marjorie Ann was facing the window now, seeming to be looking out at me. I lowered my head even more. She was smiling to herself as she hooked on her brassiere, and I began to feel uncomfortable. It was a very knowing smile. I wondered if she knew I was watching. There seemed to be a peculiar awareness in the way she moved around the room.

She had the brassiere half on when a frown crossed her face. She shrugged her shoulders and it slipped down on her arms. She cupped her breasts in her hands for a moment and moved nearer to the window, seeming to be examining them in the light.

My heart began to hammer excitedly. Paul was right. She really had them. She looked up again, the proud smile back on her face, and went back into the room. Carefully she slipped into the brassiere and hooked it behind her.

Outside in the hall there was a noise. I could hear Mimi’s voice. Quickly I turned and dove back into bed. I didn’t want Mimi to catch me peeking. I stole a quick glance out the window and saw the light go out in Marjorie Ann’s room. I sighed. That proved it. I had been right: she knew I was watching her. I heard footsteps coming toward my door, and I closed my eyes and pretended I was asleep.

Mimi’s voice came from the doorway. “Danny, are you up?”

“I am now,” I answered, sitting up in bed and rubbing my eyes. “What do yuh want?”

Her eyes swept across my bare chest and shoulders. A suspicious light came into them. “Where’s your pajama top?” she asked. Then her eyes fell on it lying at the foot of the bed. “You were out of bed already?”

I stared at her. “Yeah.”

“What were you doing?” she asked suspiciously. Her eyes wandered over to Marjorie Ann’s windows across the driveway.

I made my eyes big and innocent. “My exercises,” I said. “Then I hopped back in bed for a snooze.”

I could see my answer didn’t satisfy her, but she didn’t say anything. She bent over the foot of the bed and picked up my pajama top from where it lay, half on the floor. Her breasts were pushed hard against the thin rayon pajamas she wore. I couldn’t keep my eyes from them.

Mimi noticed where I was looking and her face flushed. Angrily she threw the pajama top back on my bed and walked toward the door. “Mamma told me to wake you up and remind you to shower,” she flung back over her shoulder. “She doesn’t want you to be dirty for your Bar Mitzvah.”

I jumped out of bed as soon as the door closed behind her, and dropped my pajama pants. I felt warm and tingling, as I always felt after I had watched Marjorie Ann. I looked down at myself. I was in good shape all right. I was five foot four and weighed close to one hundred and fourteen pounds. Six more pounds and I’d be okay for the football team. I knew how to handle the tingling too, I wasn’t worried about that. “Cold showers,” the P.T. teacher in school had said. “Cold showers, boys.” And a cold shower was just what I was going to have.

I slipped into my bathrobe and looked out into the hall. It was empty. The bathroom door was open, so I started toward it. Mimi’s door was open too, and she was standing there making her bed. I thumbed my nose at her as I passed, and my robe slipped open. I snatched it close around me. Damn! Now she would know how I felt when she came into my room. Maybe I’d better make peace with her or she might snitch. You could never figure her out. I went back to her door still holding the robe around me.

“Mimi.”

She looked at me. “What do you want?” Her voice was cold.

I looked down at my slippers. “Yuh want to use the toilet first?”

“Why?” she asked suspiciously.

I could hear Mamma and Papa talking downstairs. I kept my voice as low as possible. “I’m—uh—goin’ to shower an’ maybe you’re in a hurry.”

“I’m in no hurry,” she answered, her voice still cold and formal.

I could see she was sore. “Mimi,” I said again.

“What?” She was staring at me.

My eyes fell from her gaze. “Nothin’,” I answered. I started to turn and then looked up at her suddenly.

She had been watching my hands where they clutched the robe. This time she lowered her eyes. “You boys are disgusting,” she muttered. “You’re getting more like your friend Paul every day. He’s always looking.”

“I wasn’t looking,” I said defensively.

“You were too,” she said accusingly. “I bet you were spying on Marjorie Ann too.”

My face flushed. “I was not!” I said, waving my hands emphatically. The robe fell open again. I saw Mimi’s eyes fall and I hurriedly snatched it close. “I notice you don’t mind lookin’, Miss Hoity Toity!”

She paid no attention to me. “I’m going to tell Mamma what you were doing,” she said.

I crossed the room to her quickly and grabbed her hands. “You will not!”

“You’re hurting me!” Her eyes fell from my face. She was staring at me.

“You will not!” I repeated harshly, gripping her wrists tighter.

She looked up into my face, her brown eyes wide and frightened, yet with a curiosity deep within them. She drew a deep breath. “Okay,” she said, “I won’t tell Mamma, but I’m going to tell Marge she was right. She said you were peeping on her. I’m going to tell her to keep her shades down!”

I let go of her wrists. A vague triumph coursed through me. I had been right, Marge had known all along that I was watching. “If Marge leaves her shades up,” I said, contempt creeping into my voice, “she knows what she’s doing.”

I left Mimi standing beside the bed and went into the bathroom. Papa’s shaving brush was still on the sink drying out. I put it back in the medicine chest and closed the door. Then I threw my bathrobe on the toilet seat and got under the shower.

The water was ice-cold, but I gritted my teeth. After a while my teeth began to chatter, but I still stood there. It was good for me. I knew what I was doing. When I finally came out of the shower and looked in the mirror, my lips were blue with cold.
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I FINISHED buttoning my shirt and looked in the mirror. I picked up the comb and ran it through my hair again. Mamma would be pleased. My skin was clean and shining, even my hair seemed lighter in color.

I bent down and looked under the bed. “Wake up, Rexie,” I told her. “Time to go out.” She jumped to her feet, wagging her tail. I bent over and scratched her head. She licked my hand. “How are you this morning, girl?” I asked, giving her a quick hug. Her tail began to go around in circles and she rubbed against my trousers.

I walked out of the room and down the stairs. I could hear Mamma’s voice coming from the kitchen. She sounded all excited over something. She was saying: “You know your sister-in-law, Bessie. She’ll be looking for something to talk about. She thinks she’s the only one that could ever make a Bar Mitzvah. Her Joel—”

Papa interrupted her. “Now, Mary,” he said soothingly, “keep calm. Everything’ll go all right. After all, you were the one that decided to have the reception at home.”

I heaved a sigh of relief. At least they weren’t talking about me. Mimi hadn’t said anything. This argument had been going on for six months—ever since the subject of my Bar Mitzvah had come up.

Papa had wanted to hire a small hall for the reception, but Mamma would have none of it. “We can’t spare the money,” she had said. “You know how bad business is, and you’re having a hard enough time meeting the payments on your loan as it is. And the Corn Exchange Bank won’t wait for its three thousand dollars.” Papa had given in to her. He had to; he had no other choice. Business hadn’t got any better. If anything, judging from what he had let drop around the house, it had got worse. In the past few months he had become very nervous and irritable.

I pushed open the door and walked into the kitchen, Rexie close on my heels. “Good morning,” I said to both of them. “What do you want at the store?” I asked Mamma.

She scarcely looked at me. “The usual, Danny,” she replied.

“Can I get some jelly doughnuts, Ma?”

She smiled at me. “All right, Danny.” She took a dollar from a glass tumbler on the shelf over the sink and gave it to me. “After all, it’s your Bar Mitzvah day.”

I took the dollar and started out the kitchen door. I heard Mamma’s voice behind me: “Don’t forget to count your change, Danny.”

“I won’t, Ma,” I called back over my shoulder, opening the door to let Rexie out. The dog loped down the driveway ahead of me, running for the gutter.

I heard voices on the Conlon stoop as I came out of the driveway. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Mimi and Marjorie Ann, their heads very close together. I walked past them as if I hadn’t seen them, but I had to stop for Rexie in front of the stoop. Marge was looking at me and began to giggle. I could feel my face turn red.

“I’ll be at your party this afternoon,” she called.

I was angry with myself for blushing. “Don’t do me any favors,” I told her insultingly. “You don’t have to come for my sake.”

Her laugh was taunting. “Why, Danny, how you talk!” she said sarcastically. “You know you wouldn’t feel right if you didn’t see me! Besides, you’ll be a man when you come back from your Bar Mitzvah. It’ll be fun to see how you act then!”

Rexie began to run happily down the street. I followed her without answering.

 

The light in the synagogue was dim and gray as it came through the small windows high on the walls. I looked around nervously. I was standing on the small platform looking down on the room in front of the Torah. The three old men on the platform with me all wore little black yamalkas. Mine was of white silk.

The faces below the platform looked up at me expectantly. I recognized most of them. They were my relatives. At the back of the synagogue there was a small table covered with cakes and bottles of whisky and wine, gleaming in the dimness.

Rev Herzog, my teacher, took down the Torah and opened it. He motioned me toward the edge of the railing, then turned toward the congregation and spoke in Yiddish.

“In these troubled days,” he said, in a thin and wavering voice, “it is good for a man to find a boy who is not ashamed to be a Jew. It is also good for a man to teach such a boy. It is an honor for a man to prepare such a boy for Bar Mitzvah and to welcome him into the state of Jewish manhood.” He turned to me solemnly. “I have with me such a boy.” He turned back to the congregation and continued to speak.

I tried to keep a straight face. The old hypocrite! He used to yell at me all the time he was giving me the lessons. I was no good, would never be any good; I would never make my Bar Mitzvah because I was too stupid.

I caught a glimpse of my sister’s face watching him. There was a rapt, intent look on her face. She smiled up at me swiftly, a gleam of pride in her eyes, and I smiled back at her.

Rev Herzog’s voice was fading away and he turned toward me. Slowly I moved to the center of the platform and placed my hands on the Torah. Nervously I cleared my throat. I could see Mamma and Papa smiling up at me expectantly. For a moment my mind went blank and a panic went through me. I had forgotten the elaborate ritual I had spent so many months memorizing.

I heard Rev Herzog’s hoarse whisper in my ear: “Borochu ess—”

Gratefully I picked up the cue. “Borochu ess Adonai….” I was all right now and the rest of the words came easily. Mamma was smiling proudly at the people around her.

I began to feel the solemnity of the prayer. I wished I had paid more attention to what the words I was reciting so glibly in Hebrew meant. Vaguely I remembered that I was asking God’s assistance to become an honorable man and to help me lead a good Jewish life. A deep sense of responsibility came over me. One day you were a boy, the next a man. In this ritual I accepted that responsibility. I swore before a group of relatives and friends that I would always discharge my obligations as a good Jew.

I had never thought much about that before. Deep inside me I knew I had never wanted to be a Jew. I remembered the first time I had thought about it: the time Paul and his kid brother, Eddie, had pushed me into the pit at Clarendon and Troy, the day I found Rexie. The pit was filled in now and there were houses on the spot, but I could never pass the place without remembering. I remembered asking Mamma the next day if we couldn’t be something other than Jews. Whatever her answer had been, it wasn’t important now. I was consecrating myself to be a Jew.

The last phrases of the prayer passed my lips and, looking down at the congregation, I had a feeling of triumph. Mamma was crying, and Papa was blowing his nose into a large white handkerchief. I smiled at them.

Rev Herzog was draping the tallith on my shoulders, the white silk tallith with the blue star of David emblazoned on it that Mamma had bought for me. He spoke a few words and it was over.

I ran down the steps. Mamma threw her arms around me and kissed me, saying my name over and over. I began to feel embarrassed, I wished she would let me go. I was supposed to be a man now, but she was acting as if I was still a kid.

Papa clapped me on the shoulder. “Good boy, Danny.” He was smiling. He turned to Rev Herzog, who had come down the steps behind me. “He was good, Rev, wasn’t he?” he asked.

Rev Herzog nodded his head briefly without answering and pushed past Papa, heading for the refreshment table. The other men on the platform followed him quickly.

Papa caught at my arm and led me toward the table. He was pleased, I could see. Ceremoniously he poured a little whisky into a paper cup and offered it to me.

“Harry!” Mamma’s voice was protesting.

He smiled happily at her. “Come now, Mary,” he said jovially, “the boy’s a man now!”

I nodded my head. Papa was right. I took the cup from him.

“L’chaim!” Papa said.

“L’chaim,” I replied.

Papa tipped his head back and threw the whisky down his throat. I did the same thing. It burned like fire on the way down to my stomach. I began to choke and cough.

“See what you’ve done, Harry,” Mamma said reproachfully.

I looked at Papa through the tears in my eyes. He was laughing. Another paroxysm of coughing overtook me, and Mamma pulled my head close to her bosom.
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THE HOUSE was overflowing with people. I had to put Rexie up in my bedroom and close the door. Crowds always made her nervous. I pushed my way through the living-room on my way to the cellar stairs. Mamma had fixed up a play-room for the kids down there.

My Uncle David called me. He was standing in a corner of the room, talking to Papa. I walked over to him, and he held out his hand. “Mazeltov, Danny!”

“Thanks, Uncle David.” I smiled automatically.

Taking my hand, he turned to Papa. “It seems like only yesterday I was at his B’riss, Harry,” he said.

Papa nodded his head in agreement.

I flushed impatiently. I knew just what he was going to say, I had heard the same thing twenty times already today. And he didn’t disappoint me.

“Time flies, doesn’t it?” Uncle David’s head was nodding too. “And now you’re a big boy.” He reached into his pocket and took out a coin. “Here, Danny, for you.”

I turned the gold coin over in my fingers—a ten-dollar gold piece. “Thanks, Uncle David,” I said.

He grinned at me. “A big boy,” he said. He turned to Papa. “Soon he’ll be able to give you a hand in the store like my Joel does for me.”

Papa shook his head in disagreement. “No store for my Danny,” he answered firmly. “My Danny’s going to be a professional man. He’s going to be a lawyer or a doctor maybe, and if things are right I’ll open a fine office for him some day.”

I looked at Papa in surprise. This was the first time I had heard about it. I never thought very much about what I was going to be. I never cared very much.

A knowing look came into Uncle David’s face. “Of course, Harry, of course,” he said soothingly. “But you know how times are. Not good. And you’re having enough of a struggle as it is. Now, if your Danny came into the store for the summer like my Joel does for me, what harm can it do? None at all. And you save five dollars a week for a boy. Five dollars is five dollars.” He looked at me. “And Danny’s a fine boy. I’m sure he would want to help out like my Joel does. Wouldn’t you, Danny?”

I nodded my head. Nobody was going to say that my cousin, Joel, was better than I. “Sure, Uncle David,” I said quickly.

Papa looked at me. There was a troubled shadow in his eyes. His lips trembled slightly. “There’s time enough to talk about that, Danny,” he said slowly. “Vacation time’s a month away yet. Meanwhile, you run downstairs. The children must be looking for you.”

I headed for the stairway, slipping the coin into my pocket. Behind me I could hear Uncle David’s voice repeating that it was a good idea and would do me no harm.

On the stairway I stopped and looked into the playroom. Mamma had hung streamers on the walls and ceiling and it looked very gay and partylike, but the kids were very quiet. Upstairs the grownups were all talking loudly, each trying to out-shout the others, all talking at once as if they would never have the chance to talk to one another again, and their voices echoed hollowly down here. All the boys were on one side of the room, the girls on the other. Their voices were muted and self-conscious. It wasn’t like upstairs at all.

As I walked over to the boys’ side of the room, my cousin, Joel, came forward to meet me. He was about a year and half older than me and his face was covered with pimples. I’d heard stories about that. I hoped I wouldn’t get them.

“Hello, Joel,” I said awkwardly. “Having a good time?”

He nodded politely, his eyes on the girl across the room. “Sure,” he answered quickly—too quickly.

I followed his gaze. He was looking at Marjorie Ann. She saw me looking at her and whispered something to my sister, who began to giggle. I walked over to her, Joel at my side.

“What’s funny?” I asked belligerently. I had the idea they were laughing at me.

Mimi shook her head silently and giggled again. Marge smiled tauntingly. “We were waiting for you to come down and liven up the party,” she said.

I forced a smile on my face and looked around. All the kids were looking at me solemnly. She was right, the party was dying. The grownups were having a good time, but the kids didn’t know what to do.

“Hey, what are we so quiet about?” I yelled, holding up my hands. “Let’s play games.”

“What games?” Mimi’s voice was challenging.

I looked at her dumbly. I hadn’t thought about that. I looked around the room helplessly.

“How about starting with post office?” Marge suggested.

I made a wry face. That was just the kind of game I didn’t want to play. Sissy stuff.

“What do you want to play?” she snapped sarcastically, seeing my expression. “Touch tackle?”

I started to speak, but Joel cut me off. “That’s okay,” he said eagerly, “I’m willing.”

I turned to him with a look of disgust on my face. I knew why he had pimples all right: girls. I would have given him an argument, but all the other kids went for the suggestion big.

When we were sitting in the semicircle on the floor, I looked sullenly down at my crossed legs, wishing I had been able to think of another game. Joel had called Marge into the small furnace room that acted as the post office and I was sure that she would send for me when it was her turn.

I was right. The furnace-room door opened and Joel was standing in front of me. He made a jerking motion with his thumb at the closed door behind him. I could feel my face flush as I got to my feet. “What a gal!” he whispered as I passed him.

I looked down at Mimi. She was watching me with a speculative look on her face. I could feel my cheeks burning.

I hesitated a moment before the furnace-room door, then opened it and stepped inside. I leaned against the closed door behind me, trying to see through the dimness in the room. Its only light came from a tiny window in the corner.

“I’m over here, Danny.” Marge’s voice came from the other side of the furnace.

I was still holding the doorknob. I could feel a pulse begin to race in my temples. “What—what do you want?” I stammered hoarsely. I was suddenly afraid of her. “What did you call me for?”

She was whispering. “What do you think I called you for?” There was a taunting quality in her voice. “I wanted to see if you really were a man.”

I couldn’t see her. She was standing behind the furnace. “Why don’t you leave me alone?” I asked bitterly, not moving from the door.

Her voice was flat. “If you want to get this over with, you’d better come here.” I could hear her almost silent laugh. “I won’t hurt you, Danny boy.”

I walked around the furnace. She was leaning against it, smiling. Her teeth shone brightly in the dim light. Her hands were behind her. I didn’t speak.

Her eyes were laughing. “You were watching me through the window this morning,” she shot at me suddenly.

I stood there stiffly. “I was not!”

“You were too!” she snapped. “I saw you, and Mimi said you were.”

I stared at her. I’d get even with Mimi for this. “If you were so sure,” I said angrily, “then why didn’t you pull down the shades?”

She took a step toward me. “Maybe I didn’t want to,” she said teasingly.

I looked down into her face. I didn’t understand it. “But—”

Her fingers on my lips silenced me. There was a strained, tense expression on her face. “Maybe I wanted you to look.” She paused for a second, watching my face. “Didn’t you like what you saw?”

I didn’t know what to say.

She began to laugh softly. “You did,” she whispered. “I could see you did. Your cousin, Joel, thinks I’m terrific, and he hasn’t even seen half as much of me as you.”

She was standing very close to me. She put her arms around my neck and pulled me toward her. I moved woodenly. I felt her breath against my mouth, then her lips. I closed my eyes. This was like no kiss I had ever known before. Not like my mother’s, not like my sister’s, nor like anyone’s I ever kissed.

She pulled her face away from mine. I could feel the rush of her breath still against my mouth. “Give me your hand,” she demanded quickly.

Stupidly I held out my hand. My head was reeling and the room seemed vague and distant. Suddenly a shock seemed to run through my fingers like an electric current. She had put my hand down the front of her dress and I could feel her breast, her nipple hard. Frightened, I jerked my hand away.

She began to laugh softly, her eyes shining up at me. “I like you, Danny,” she whispered. She went to the door and turned back to look at me. The mockery was back on her face again. “Who shall I send in now, Danny?” she asked. “Your sister?”
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I WALKED through the parlor, Rexie at my heels. “Danny, come here a minute.” Papa’s voice came from the couch where he was sitting next to Mamma.

Mamma looked tired. She had just finished cleaning up after everyone had gone. The house seemed curiously quiet now.

“Yes, Papa.” I stood in front of them.

“You had a good Bar Mitzvah, Danny?” Papa said, half questioningly.

“Very good, Papa,” I answered. “Thanks.”

He waved his hand slightly. “Don’t thank me,” he said. “Thank your Mamma. She did all the work.”

I smiled at her.

She smiled wearily up at me, and her hand patted the cushion beside her. I sat down. Her hand reached up and rumpled my hair. “My little Blondele,” she said wistfully. “All grown up now. Soon you’ll be getting married.”

Papa began to laugh. “Not so soon yet, Mary. He’s still young.”

Mamma looked at him. “Soon enough,” she said. “Look how quick the thirteen years went.”

Papa chuckled. He took a cigar out of his pocket and lit it, a thoughtful expression settling on his face. “David made the suggestion that Danny come to work in the store this summer.”

Mamma started forward in her seat. “But, Harry, he’s still a baby yet!”

Papa laughed aloud. “Today he’s getting married, but this summer he’s too young to work.” He turned toward me. “How do you feel about it, Danny?”

I looked at him. “I’ll do anything you want, Papa,” I answered.

He shook his head. “That’s not what I meant. I asked what do you want to do. What do you want to be?”

I hesitated a moment. “I really don’t know,” I confessed. “I never thought about it.”

“Time you should start thinking about it, Danny,” he said seriously. “You’re a smart boy. A year in high school already and you’re just thirteen. But all that smartness is no good unless you know where you’re going. Like a ship without a rudder.”

“I’ll come into the store this summer, Papa,” I said quickly. “After all, if it will help you, that’s what I want. I know business is not so hot these days.”

“It’s bad enough, but not so bad that I want you to do something you don’t want,” he said, looking at his cigar. “Your mamma and me, we have great hopes for you. That you would be a doctor or a lawyer and go to college. Maybe if you come into the store you won’t go to college. That’s what happened to me. I never finished school. I don’t want it to happen to you.”

I looked at him, then at Mamma. She was watching me, sadness in her eyes. They were afraid that what had happened to him would happen to me. Still, business was bad and Papa needed my help. I smiled at them. “Going to work in the store for the summer doesn’t mean anything, Papa,” I said. “In the fall I go back to school again.”

He turned to Mamma. For a long moment they looked at each other. Then Mamma nodded her head slightly and he turned back to me. “All right, Danny,” he said heavily. “Let it be that way for a while. We’ll see.”

 

The boys were shouting as the volley ball shuttled back and forth across the net. There were four games going in the school gymnasium. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Mr. Gottkin walking toward us. I pulled my eyes back to the ball. I wanted to look good for him. He coached the football team.

The ball was coming toward me, high over my head, but I leapt and stabbed at it. It caught the top of the net, rolled over the other side, and fell to the floor. I looked around proudly, feeling pretty good. That made the eighth point I had scored out of the fourteen for my side. Mr. Gottkin couldn’t help noticing that.

He wasn’t even looking my way. He was talking to a boy on the next court. The ball came back into play again. I missed what seemed like a couple of easy shots, but each time they were recovered. When the play seemed to be going over to the other side of the court, I stole another glance at the teacher.

From behind me I could hear Paul’s sudden shout: “Danny! Your ball!”

I spun around quickly. The ball was floating easily across the net toward me. I set myself for it and jumped. A dark figure on the other side of the net flashed up before me and hit the ball toward the floor. Automatically my hands went up to cover my face, but I wasn’t fast enough. I went A.O.E. on the floor.

I scrambled to my feet angrily, one side of my face red and stinging where the ball had hit me. The dark boy on the other side of the net was grinning at me.

“Yuh fouled it!” I shot at him.

The smile left his face. “What’s the matter, Danny?” he sneered. “You the only hero allowed in the game?”

I started under the net for him, but a hand gripped my shoulder firmly and stopped me.

“Get on with the game, Fisher,” Mr. Gottkin said quietly. “No roughhousing.”

I ducked back under the net to my side. I was angrier now than before. All Gottkin would remember was that I had got sore. “I’ll get hunk,” I whispered to the boy.

His lips formed a soundless raspberry accompanied by a gesture of derision.

My chance came on the very next play. The ball floated over my head and the boy shot up for it. I beat him to it and hit it savagely downward with both hands. It struck him squarely in the mouth and he rolled over on the floor. I hooted loudly at him.

He came off the floor and, charging under the net, tackled me around the legs. We rolled over and over on the floor pummeling each other. His voice was hot and angry in my ear: “Yuh son of a bitch!”

Gottkin pulled us apart. “I tol’ yuh, no roughhousing.”

I looked down at the floor sullenly and didn’t answer.

“Who started this?” Gottkin’s voice was harsh.

I looked at the other boy and he glowered at me, but neither of us answered.

The P.T. teacher didn’t wait for an answer. “Get on with the game,” he said in a disgusted voice. “And no roughhousing.” He turned away from us.

Automatically we started for each other as his back turned. I caught the dark boy around the middle and we were on the floor again before Mr. Gottkin pulled us apart.

His arms held us at each side of him. There was a weary, speculative look on his face. “You guys insist on fightin’?” he stated rather than asked.

Neither of us answered.

“Well,” he continued, “if you’re gonna fight, you’ll fight my way.” Still holding us, he called over his shoulder to the substitute teacher who was his assistant: “Get out the gloves.”

The sub came up with the gloves, and Gottkin gave a pair to each of us. “Put ’em on,” he said almost genially. He turned to the boys in the gym who had started to crowd around. “Better lock the doors, boys,” he said. “We can’t have anyone walking in on us.”

They laughed excitedly while I fumbled with the unfamiliar gloves. I knew what they were laughing at. If the principal came in, there would be hell to pay.

The boxing gloves felt clumsy on my hands. I’d never had a pair on before. Paul silently began to tie the laces for me. I looked over at the other boy. The first flush of anger had died away in me. I didn’t have anything against this kid. I didn’t even know his name. The only class we were in together was this one. He looked like he was beginning to feel the same way. I walked up to him. “This is stupid,” I said.

Mr. Gottkin replied before the boy could open his mouth. “Goin’ yella, Fisher?” he sneered. There was a peculiar excitement in his eyes.

I could feel the heat flaming in my cheeks. “No, but—”

Gottkin cut me off. “Then get back there an’ do what I tell yuh. Come out fightin’. When one of you is knocked down, the other will not hit him until I give the okay. Understand?”

I nodded. The boy wet his lips and also nodded his head.

I could see Gottkin felt good again. “All right, boys,” he said, “go to it.”

I felt someone shoving me forward. The dark boy was coming toward me. I raised my hands and tried to hold them the way I had seen some fighters in the movies do. Warily I circled around the boy. He was just as cautious as I was, watching me carefully. For almost a minute we didn’t come within two feet of each other.

“I thought you guys wanted to fight,” Gottkin said. I stole a glance at him. His eyes were still burning with excitement.

A light exploded in my own eyes. I could hear the boys begin to yell. Another light flashed. Then a sharp stinging pain in my right ear, then on my mouth. I could feel myself falling. There was a grinding buzzing sound in my head. I shook it angrily to clear it and opened my eyes. I was on my hands and knees. I looked up.

The boy was dancing in front of me. He was laughing.

The louse had hit me when I wasn’t looking. I got to my feet, anger surging in me. I saw Gottkin tap him on the shoulder, then he was all over me. Desperately I pushed in close and grabbed at his arms and held on.

My throat was raw, I could feel my breath burning in it. I shook my head. I couldn’t think with that buzzing around in there. I shook my head again. Suddenly the noise stopped and the breath was easier in my throat.

I felt Gottkin pull us apart. His voice was husky in my ears. “Break it up, boys.”

My legs were steady now. I held my hands up and waited for the other boy to come after me.

He came charging in, arms flailing. I moved aside and he surged past me. I almost smiled to myself. This was easy: you just had to keep your head on your shoulders.

He turned around and came after me again. This time I waited for him. I could see his fists were high. I drove my right hand into his belly. His hands came down and he doubled up. His knees began to buckle and I stepped back. I looked questioningly at Mr. Gottkin.

He pushed me back toward the boy roughly. I hit the boy twice and he straightened up, a dazed look on his face.

I was standing flatfooted now. I could feel a surge of power flowing through my body into my arms. I brought my right up almost from the floor, and it caught him flush on the chin. The shock of the punch ran through my arm. He spun around once and then fell forward, flat on his face.

I stepped back and looked at Mr. Gottkin. He was standing there with a flushed look, staring down at the boy. His tongue was running nervously over his lips, his hands were clenched, and the back of his shirt was covered with sweat as if he had done the fighting.

A sudden silence fell over the gymnasium. I turned back to the boy, who lay there quietly, not even moving. Slowly Mr. Gottkin knelt beside him.

He rolled the boy over on his back and slapped at his face. The teacher was pale now. He looked up at the sub. “Get me the smelling-salts!” he cried hoarsely.

His hands were trembling violently as he waved the bottle back and forth under the boy’s nose. “Come on, kid.” He seemed to be pleading. “Snap out of it.” There were beads of sweat on his face.

I stared down at them. Why didn’t the kid get up? I shouldn’t have let them bulldoze me into a fight.

“Maybe we better get a doctor,” the sub whispered anxiously to Mr. Gottkin.

Gottkin’s voice was low, but I could hear him as I bent down. “Not if yuh like this job!”

“But what if the kid dies?”

The sub’s query went unanswered as color began to flood back into the boy’s face. He tried to sit up, but Gottkin held him back on the floor.

“Take it easy, kid,” Gottkin said almost gently. “You’ll be okay in a minute.”

He picked the boy up in his arms and looked around. “You fellas keep your mouths shut about this. Understand?” His voice was menacing. Silently they gave their assent. His eyes swept past them and came to me. “You, Fisher,” he said harshly, “come with me. The rest of you get back to your games.”

He strode into his office, still carrying the boy, and I followed. He put the kid down on a leather-covered dressing-table as I closed the door behind us. “Get me that water pitcher over there,” he called over his shoulder.

Silently I handed it to him and he upended it over the boy’s face. The boy sat up sputtering.

“How’re yuh feeling, kid?” Gottkin asked.

The boy forced a grin to his face. He looked at me shyly. “As if a mule kicked me,” he replied.

Gottkin began to laugh in relief. Then his glance fell on me and the smile disappeared. “Why didn’t yuh tell me yuh knew how to fight, Fisher?” he snarled. “I got a mind to—”

“I never fought with gloves before, Mr. Gottkin,” I said quickly. “Honest.”

He looked at me dubiously, but he must have believed me, for he turned back to the boy. “Okay if we forget the whole thing?” he asked him.

The boy looked at me and smiled again. He nodded his head. “I don’t even want to remember it,” he said earnestly.

Gottkin looked back at me for a second, a speculative look in his eyes. “Then, shake hands, you two, an’ get outta here.”

We shook hands and started out the door. As I closed it I could see Mr. Gottkin opening a drawer in his desk and taking something out of it. He began to raise it toward his mouth.

Just then the sub pushed past me on his way into the office. “Give me some of that,” he said as the door shut. “I never want to go through another minute like that again.”

Gottkin’s voice boomed through the closed door. “That Fisher kid’s a natural fighter. Did you see—?”

I looked up self-consciously. My former opponent was waiting for me. Awkwardly I took his arm and together we walked back to the volley-ball game.
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