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For Bruce Davis, who was there at the beginning



And for my late uncle, Leonard Golden, an American hero



And for the memory of Martin Lewis and Arthur Weiss



And for Annis and Ben, who gave me the courage to remember


To be ignorant of what occurred before you were born is to remain always a child. For what is the worth of human life, unless it is woven into the life of our ancestors by the records of history?

—CICERO



Part I
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South Orange, New Jersey

I was never too interested in my family’s history. My indifference wasn’t just the apathy of a kid bored by school and obsessed with rock ’n’ roll; it was because my father and his mother, Emma Dainov, preferred not to talk about it.

“Misha, ne sprashivay,” my grandmother would reply in Russian on those rare occasions I prodded her with a question. Don’t ask.

Still, some of the history was unavoidable because we seemed different from the other families in South Orange and Maplewood, a pair of suburban Edens with houses in every style from redbrick Federals to flat-roofed split-levels that resembled spaceships. Our neighbors were hardworking Jews, Italians, and Irish, along with some black families to prove no bigots breathed among us, and at the top of the food chain, a papery-skinned layer of Wasps whose chief purpose, as they perused the financial pages in the gin-soaked ambience of their restricted country club, was to provide some incentive for their social-climbing inferiors.

As a boy, I learned that Daniels wasn’t our original name while I was digging through a trunk in the basement and found my father’s passport from the Soviet Union, with its faded green cover and strange lettering. I was holding the passport when my father, a wan, asthmatic beanpole with a Brylcreem-resistant cowlick, came down with a laundry basket, a chore he had handled ever since my mother refused to separate his lights and darks.

“You the detective now?” he asked in his slightly accented English, peering at me through his pince-nez.

I shook my head, and he smiled a little sadly—the Russian smile, my grandmother called it, like a weak sun in a winter-gray sky. Then he said that in 1934, at the age of eleven, he had landed at Ellis Island with his father, whose imagination was aflame with Yankee-Doodle dreams of striking it rich, which was why he Americanized their surname from Dainov to Daniels, and my father’s first name from Lev to Lawrence. My grandfather died before I was born, leaving Larry Daniels to run his empire—Sweets, a candy store on Irvington Avenue, a five-minute walk from our modest Colonial in South Orange.

The name change was odd enough, but what perplexed me was why he had emigrated to the United States without his mother. My father squeezed the rubber bulb of his nebulizer and cleared his airways by drawing on the mouthpiece before he wheezed, “My parents had a divorce, and my father, he took me away.”

Divorce wasn’t fashionable in those days, so my grandparents splitting up was further evidence of our family’s difference, but it—and the mutation of Dainov into Daniels—might have remained a minor puzzle had I not been the baffled owner of four first names. On my birth certificate, I was Michael, and that was the name my mother and teachers used. My father called me Mikhail, and to my grandmother I was Misha, short for Mikhail, or Mishka, an affectionate form of Misha. This left me with a touch of multiple personality disorder and was a point of contention between my parents.

My father’s English was excellent, though out of some nostalgia for his boyhood, perhaps, and undoubtedly to irritate my mother, he often spoke to me in his native language. I didn’t mind. It was cool using words none of my friends understood, and I needed Russian to understand my grandmother. She insisted that I answer her in English, because my father was completing his degree in accounting at Seton Hall University—a few blocks up Ward Place from Sweets—and he wanted his mother to take over the business after he passed his CPA exam and opened an office.

My mother, a violet-eyed beauty with a pug nose and poodle-cut hair she dyed a shimmery copper, hated that my father spoke to me in Russian. She was born in New Jersey and lorded it over her husband, as though hailing from the Jewish ghetto of Paterson, with parents who worked themselves to death in that city’s silk mills, qualified her to be next in line for the British crown, a view of herself fortified by the fact that after high school she had masqueraded as an Episcopalian to work as a secretary at a law firm in Manhattan that didn’t hire Jews.

My father, needling his wife about her pretensions, frequently referred to her as “Queen Shirley the First.” Nor did he stop conversing with me in Russian even after the blowup at Clinton School with my fourth-grade teacher. Miss Smethers was an elderly taskmaster whose dark dresses gave off a whiff of mothballs and who would order you to stand by her desk and face the class if she caught you smiling. On this morning, she was writing multiplication problems on the blackboard while in my head Big Mama Thornton was singing “Hound Dog,” a bluesy wail that I—and the deejay Jocko Henderson, the self-proclaimed Ace from Outer Space—couldn’t get enough of. I was sketching Big Mama’s face on my math homework—the big grinning face with the devilish eyes I remembered from an album cover in Village Records—when suddenly students were turning to gawk at me, and Miss Smethers said, “Michael, we’re waiting for your answer.”

You couldn’t admit that you weren’t paying attention, not if you wanted to avoid standing in the place of shame. Without thinking, I replied, “Ya ne znayu.”

The class broke up as if I’d cut the world’s loudest fart instead of saying that I didn’t know. Miss Smethers, believing I’d cursed her out, marched me to Principal Furrie’s office and, before returning to the classroom, suggested he wash out my mouth with soap. The principal was a jolly rotund fellow who combed his hair east and west to hide his baldness. I explained that I’d spoken Russian by accident. He nodded sympathetically, then phoned my mother. For the last week she’d been going on about a sale at Bamberger’s—arguing with my father about her spending limit—and I hoped she wasn’t home. No such luck—she stormed into the principal’s office, eyes blazing. Mr. Furrie told her what happened and asked if I’d ever been dropped on my head as a baby, which could account for my confusing two languages.

“My husband’s a schmuck,” my mother said. “That’s why he’s confused.”

Grabbing my shirt collar, she dragged me through the school yard to her Country Squire and drove to Sweets, where my father was arranging packs of cigarettes in the honeycomb behind the cash register.

After telling him why I wasn’t in school, my mother said, “I told you to stop with the Russian. Everyone’ll think Michael’s a commie spy.”

This was the 1950s. Ethel and Julius Rosenberg had been sentenced to die in the electric chair for selling atomic secrets to the Soviets; Senator Joseph McCarthy had accused everyone except President Eisenhower’s parakeet of spying for Moscow; and Hollywood was blacklisting directors, actors, and screenwriters if they’d ever taken a sip of vodka.

“Calm down, Shirley. You’ll have stroke.”

Her voice rose. “They’ll blacklist our son.”

I piped up. “Will I get to miss school?”

My mother whipped off her shoe and, with the spiked heel, swatted my backside. A geyser of pain shot up my spine. She wasn’t shy about hitting me, but I refused to cry; she might enjoy it. The enraged stoic—that was me.

Glaring at my father, she said, “This is your fault,” and then she was off to Bamberger’s.

I looked at my father. He shrugged helplessly. “Mikhail, you shouldn’t use Russian with your teacher.”

And you, I recall thinking, shouldn’t let your wife smack your son with a spiked heel.
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Other than sitting in my room and drawing in my sketchbook, or lying in bed at night listening to the patter of deejays between bursts of Howlin’ Wolf, B.B. King, and Fats Domino—both foolproof methods for escaping my parents’ bickering—my childhood refuge was wherever my grandmother happened to be. And before Emma learned English and was still reluctant to leave the house, that was the kitchen with its eggshell-white cabinets, mustard-colored linoleum, and aquamarine, chrome-legged dinette set.

My mother’s pursuit of haute couture and her mah-jongg habit limited her cooking to throwing a steak on the broiler and serving it with Birds Eye french fries and mixed vegetables or heating up Swanson TV dinners. So it was my grandmother, after she arrived at her house from Europe in 1948, who enlisted me as her sous-chef and taught me the glories of sweet-and-sour brisket, potato pancakes, and baked apples stuffed with raisins and brown sugar.

Once my grandmother decided to concentrate on her English, Emma and I spent hours in the den, where we read the dictionary and watched the Philco television in its burled-wood cabinet, and I translated for her and corrected her pronunciation. Learning another language wasn’t too difficult for my grandmother. She also spoke Ukrainian, Yiddish, some German, and French, and by the time I was in fifth grade, she was running the candy store, and my father was a certified public accountant with an office across from the train station in the commercial heart of South Orange Village.

Back then, it wasn’t uncommon for families to reside with a grandparent or two, but Emma wasn’t like my friends’ grandmothers. There was no calling her Nana or Bubbe or Nonnina, the affectionate term my Italian pals used. She insisted that every kid, including me, call her Emma, a revolutionary casualness in that more formal era. Nor was Emma stubby or hunched over from lumbago. She was tall and slender, and instead of shapeless dresses, she wore long colorful blouses cinched at the waist with a leather belt, wide black trousers, and brown boots or, in warmer weather, black Converse high-tops. Her dark gold hair, with its threading of silver, fell past her shoulders, and she had a pale round face with a perpetual expression of amusement and an intriguing slant to her sea-green eyes, which didn’t appear to believe a thing they saw.

My grandmother was happiest when kids filled the candy store on weekday afternoons before catechism or Hebrew school, and on Saturdays after football games or Little League. They gathered at the wall rack, pulling out the latest Archie and Superman and MAD, and bought packs of Topps baseball cards, stuffing bubble gum into their mouths as if the pink wads were plugs of tobacco as they worked out trades for Mickey Mantle and Willie Mays, their dickering blending into the whirring Hamilton Beach spindles. Emma made milkshakes in the steel beakers and ordered everyone to wait their turn at the shelves across from the marble-topped soda fountain, where the rows of glass jars were brightened by red and black licorice strings, fireballs, Mary Janes, Tootsie Rolls, jawbreakers, root beer barrels, sugary pills on paper strips, candy necklaces, wax lips, and wax bottles of syrup.

I was so proud that the kids adored her. She let them reach over from the stools to work the handles and spritz soda into their cherry Cokes, placing a carton of Ring Dings on the counter so they could help themselves. And she was nonchalant about money: no child ever walked out empty-handed. “Pay what you got,” Emma told them; and if they had nothing but lint in their pockets, she said, “I’ll put in for you.” I remember her smiling at the joy on the children’s faces as they filed out, saying, “Thanks, Emma,” and my grandmother, demonstrating that learning English from TV had a comic upside, would raise her right hand like the Lone Ranger and reply, “Hi-yo, Silver! Awaaay!”

Her finest moment, the moment that boys will still recall when they have become old men sharing a fifth of Scotch, was the afternoon she took a broom to Miss Doyle.

The schools had been closed by a snowstorm, and after me and my two best friends, Rollie Raduzza and Birdman Cohen, had shoveled sidewalks and driveways and earned a fortune, thirty-eight bucks apiece, we went to Sweets for hot cocoa and discovered, to our delight, that the February Playboy had been delivered. In those days, because Playboy featured photos of naked women, it wasn’t sold on the magazine rack out front where kids could see it, but was displayed in an acrylic holder on the wall behind the register with a brown paper wrapper blocking out everything on the cover except the title. The men who bought Playboy seemed embarrassed asking Emma for a copy, mumbling the request and, after she put the magazine in a bag, taking off as if a vice cop was chasing them.

For all Emma appeared to care, she could’ve been selling them a Dutch Masters cigar, and clearly she thought the fuss about kids looking at the magazine was preposterous because whenever my friends and I were at the store and the new Playboy came in, she deposited one on the soda fountain, and we would stand there gazing at the centerfold like archaeologists who had just unearthed the Dead Sea Scrolls.

That was what Rollie, Birdman, and I were doing when Miss Doyle showed up, her white hair twisted in curlers and partially covered by a black kerchief. Rollie, whose mom was Miss Doyle’s second cousin, had told me she’d quit being a nun to marry an ex-monsignor, but he ditched her for a manicurist he met in the pool at Palisades Amusement Park. Typically, Miss Doyle ignored Rollie if he was in the store during her weekly stop for a carton of Pall Malls. However, on that snowy afternoon, Miss Doyle stepped past the counter until she was a foot away from Rollie, who was standing between Birdman and me, and holding open the Playboy.

“Rolando Raduzza,” she said, her eyes pinpoints in her long, witchy face, “put that filth down.”

Rollie was a tough, stubborn kid who would become an all-state fullback in high school, but Miss Doyle was glowering at him as if he were Jack the Ripper, and she had Rollie rattled enough that he froze.

Emma, who was removing a carton of smokes from the cabinet behind the register, called out, “Candy’s worse for their teeth than those pictures are for their eyes.”

“That’s filth, Rolando,” Miss Doyle said. “Put it down.”

Birdman, as gangly as a pelican, which was how he got his nickname, was the voice of reason among our trio. He said to Rollie, “Do like she says.”

Rollie replied, “No way,” and Miss Doyle punched him in the chest so hard that he went back over a cardboard display case of Fritos, dropping the Playboy and winding up spread-eagled on the floor.

Miss Doyle, satisfied that she had done her part for public morality, turned to get her Pall Malls, but my grandmother blocked her path, clutching a broom in her hands as though it were a rifle with a bayonet.

“You don’t hit the children,” Emma said, jabbing the broom handle at Miss Doyle, who backed up against the greeting-card wall pockets opposite the soda fountain.

“And you shouldn’t give them that magazine.”

“Poshol ti nahoo.”

My father often said this to my mother; it meant Go fuck yourself. And though Miss Doyle didn’t speak Russian, her reply indicated that she’d caught the gist of Emma’s suggestion. “I’ll get the police, you greenhorn—”

My grandmother ended Miss Doyle’s half of the conversation by pressing the tip of the broom handle into her throat. I’d never seen Emma angry before. Her face was flushed, and her body seemed to vibrate.

“Don’t hit the children,” she hissed. “And don’t come here no more. You understand?”

Miss Doyle took off. Emma lowered the broom, and as she returned behind the register, it dawned on me that my mother had never hit me when Emma was around, and that maybe she knew something about my grandmother I didn’t know. But being more interested in today than yesterday, I never bothered to ask her.
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Despite the goodies that Emma gave away, she was making more money than my father ever had. Her success was due to the two additional telephones in the back storage room, which she had installed at the urging of Eddie O’Rourke, a graying dapper leprechaun with eyes the color of an iced-up lake, a fedora tilted at a rakish angle, and a paisley flame of silk in the breast pocket of his sport coat. Eddie and his wife, Fiona, lived halfway up the slope of Radel Terrace, fifty yards from our house. It was an open secret that Eddie O had once worked for the mobster Longy Zwillman, who hung himself my last year at South Orange Junior High, and then for Siano Abruzzi, the silver-haired patriarch of a large happy clan involved in numerous ventures throughout New Jersey, at least 50 percent of them legitimate.

The O’Rourkes had no children, and they were revered among the local kids for giving out candy apples on Halloween. Every morning Fiona and Eddie came down to Montague Place, the corner where we lived, and Fiona turned left to go to Our Lady of Sorrows for mass, and Eddie went straight toward Sweets. The first time I became aware of the extra phones was during my spring vacation when I was helping my grandmother by putting out chocolate Easter bunnies. Emma was behind the soda fountain with a glass of tea, while Eddie O sat on a stool paging through Emma’s dog-eared copy of Merriam-Webster’s Pocket Dictionary and saying to her: “You’re lookin’ lugubrious today.”

“I know this word.”

“You didn’t figure I knew it?”

Emma laughed. “Not till you read my dictionary, you didn’t.”

“Fiona makes me play Scrabble with her, and she’s kickin’ the tar outta me. I gotta learn words with q and z. Them’s the ten-point letters.”

Emma and Eddie were Sinatra fans, and my grandmother had a radio tuned to WNEW next to the Hamilton Beach blender. Above Frank singing “Fools Rush In,” I could hear the phones ringing in the storage room until a beer barrel of a guy in an electric-blue shirt and an orange necktie shiny enough that he likely needed sunglasses to knot it gave Eddie a slip of paper and went outside. I must’ve looked surprised because Eddie said to me, “That’s Gerald. He’s my financial adviser.”

I doubted that was true, but Eddie O wasn’t a guy you’d question. “Quiz,” I said.

“Quiz?” Eddie asked.

“It’s got a q and a z.”

“I owe ya one, boyo,” he said, getting up off the stool. “See ya tomorrow, Emma.”

When he was gone, I looked at my grandmother.

“Don’t ask, Misha.”

Two days later, my father stopped in and heard the new phones and saw Eddie O perched on a stool, and that evening he came into the den while Emma and I were watching Dragnet.

“What’re you doing, Ma? Eddie O’Rourke collects money for Abruzzi loan sharks. And he’s using those phone to do what? Talk to gangsters? Threaten the schnooks behind on their payments?”

“I don’t know his business. Why you making such a big deal?”

“Because it’s against law.”

“In the war, my life was against the law, but I’m still alive.”

“Ma!” my father said, glancing at me.

They switched to Yiddish, their customary tactic when they didn’t want me to understand, but I was decent at languages. French had been my one good subject in school, and I’d picked up enough Yiddish to follow their exchange. My father kept referring to Eddie and the Abruzzis as nishtgutnicks—no-good people—and Emma countered with “deigeh nisht”—don’t worry—and when my father observed that Emma would have plenty to worry about if the police raided the store, she said, “Az me schmiert, fort men,” which roughly translates to “Grease your wheels, you’ll ride,” and meant that some under-the-table cash would help the cops lose interest.

They carried on for weeks, and it was Eddie O, probably at Emma’s urging, who settled their dispute by taking my father to lunch at the Famous in South Orange Village with Julian Rose, Eddie’s closest friend. Mr. Rose had been Longy Zwillman’s protégé, but got out of the rackets young and became one of the richest real estate developers in the state. His picture was frequently in the papers: posing with the archbishop of Newark outside a new surgical wing he helped to pay for at St. Michael’s or attending a fund raiser to renovate the sanctuary at Congregation Beth El, where I was bar-mitzvahed. Over pastrami on seeded rye, Mr. Rose, whose company headquarters was across from the village library and a short walk from my father’s office, retained Lawrence Daniels & Associates to do his accounting.

As the news spread that my father was working for Julian Rose, he was besieged by clients, and after expanding his office by renting the floor above him and hiring a gaggle of CPAs, bookkeepers, and secretaries, he was too busy to bug Emma about Eddie O. My mother was tickled pink by my father’s exploding income, and she was an admirer of Julian Rose, commenting whenever she spotted his photo in the newspapers that he could be a double for Cary Grant, to which my father inevitably replied: “You’d think I’d look like Cary Grant if I was worth the hundred million bucks.”

“Tell me when you get there,” my mother said, “and I’ll let you know.”

On a Sunday during my sophomore year at Columbia High School, my parents and I were in the village eating eggplant Parmesan at Victor’s when my father announced: “Shirley, if the stock market doesn’t collapse, I only got ninety-nine million more to go.”

That milestone pleased my mother until the waiter cleared our plates. “We need a bigger house,” she said.

I assumed my mother wanted one of the humongous Moderns in Newstead, a ritzy enclave at the northernmost top of South Orange that was home to people like Julian Rose. I didn’t want to leave our neighborhood, but as long as I didn’t have to switch high schools, I didn’t care. Yet Newstead wasn’t tony enough for my mother. She wanted to move farther up South Orange Avenue to the gold-plated countryside of Short Hills. Founded a century earlier by a nature lover who got rich inventing the window-shade roller, the town was beginning to welcome Jews along Old Short Hills Road, a spot the Protestant natives now referred to as “Bagel Hill.”

Moving to Short Hills meant that I’d have to change schools and leave my friends, plus Beryl Wilner, whom I’d had my eye on since seventh grade. I stewed about it for a week until the night Birdman’s dad picked us up from the Isley Brothers concert at the Mosque in Newark and dropped me off at home. My parents were sitting at the kitchen table, my father sipping a cup of Sanka with the steam of the instant coffee fogging his pince-nez; and my mother adding to the chain of cigarette butts in the black plastic ashtray she’d swiped after seeing Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis at the Copacabana.

“I don’t want to move,” I said.

My mother puffed on her Kent. “We’re not taking a vote.”

My father said, “Those Jew-hating snobs in Short Hills won’t want us there.”

I suspected that all his talk about prejudice and snobbery wasn’t the real reason for his reluctance. He had grown up poor, putting in forty hours a week at the candy store with his father while he was in school, which he’d been pointing out to me ever since I begged him to buy me a Schwinn three-speed for my tenth birthday. The bike wasn’t that expensive, but he refused to buy it until Emma gave him a tongue-lashing in Yiddish.

“What’s the goddamn money for?” my mother asked him.

“You mean, if not to make you happy?” he replied.

“Something wrong with making me happy?”

“And me and Mikhail,” he asked. “We do not count?”

My mother didn’t respond, perhaps thinking the answer should have been apparent to him. In the den, which was out through the kitchen and the dining room, I could hear my grandmother watching Lawrence Welk and his orchestra play a polka.

I said, “If you move, I can stay here with Emma.”

“What will people think, us leaving our son? And your father’s selling this house. If your grandmother chooses not to join us, she can buy her own.”

I should’ve kept my mouth shut, but her willingness to abandon Emma infuriated me, and my father wasn’t talking. “That’s stupid. Emma doesn’t drive and likes walking to the store.”

My mother, jabbing another Kent into her Copa souvenir, stood and stepped toward me, glaring. Her dye job had darkened at the roots, and sometimes I wondered if she hated me because due to some genetic quirk, I looked more like Emma than her—tall, with sandy hair, a fair complexion, and the same green eyes.

“Nobody asked your opinion,” she said.

“That’s why I’m offering it.”

Two years had gone by since my mother had smacked me, but when she drew back her arm, I was a boy again, a frightened little boy routinely hit for leaving his socks on the floor or failing to put his plate in the sink, a list of transgressions so long I couldn’t remember them. I could see the anger in her eyes, but she also looked puzzled, unable to comprehend why her husband and son were conspiring to deny her the palace where she belonged. My fear turned into something else, and the boy was replaced by a teenager with eight inches and forty pounds on his mother. As her arm began to swing forward, I balled up my right fist, horrified because I knew that if she touched me, I was going to hit her back.

“Don’t,” I said, and saw a sobering flicker of recognition in her eyes.

Her arm froze. My father was staring into his coffee cup. Behind me, I heard Emma say, “Mishka, come watch Gunsmoke.”

“Go,” my mother said, reaching for her pack of Kents on the table.

And so I went.



My father promised that the only way my mother would get him to Short Hills was if he dropped dead and they started burying Jews on Bagel Hill. In response, she listed our house with a Realtor, and he unlisted it. To placate her, my father bought her a canary-yellow Fleetwood Cadillac, but she threw the keys at him and stuck to her station wagon. Their conflict escalated into a competition to see who would get the last word, a question that was answered on a Sunday afternoon on the Garden State Parkway. According to an eyewitness, a toll collector who spoke to the troopers, my father was driving the Caddie with my mother screaming at him when he apparently suffered an asthma attack and slammed into a bridge abutment.

I’d been playing basketball at the Community House, and on the way home I went to Sweets, where Emma, her eyes glistening, hugged me and said that my parents were dead.

For years, the news left me in a slight state of shock, and the worst of it was that I couldn’t cry—not as I helped Emma make the arrangements; stood in the receiving line at Apter’s thanking our neighbors, the candy-store regulars, my father’s clients, and my mother’s mah-jongg partners for coming to the funeral. Not as I listened to Rabbi Adelberg’s eulogy about a husband and wife now joined forever in love; rode in the limousine with Emma behind two hearses on the Parkway to the Mount Lebanon Cemetery; and stood over my parents’ graves reading the Mourner’s Kaddish and summoning my best memories of them.

I recalled the Saturday morning I sat in the den watching Crusader Rabbit on TV and my father knelt beside me mimicking the voices of the cartoon characters and translating their dialogue into Russian, and how I laughed until he got up to go to work. And the day, in grammar school, when I was home with a fever, and my mother bought me a Strathmore sketch pad and a box of Venus drawing pencils. Mom, I can’t draw, I told her. Here, Michael, it’s not hard. And she drew a portrait of our faces side by side. It looks just like us, Mom, and she said, When I was your age, I wanted to be an artist. It was silly. My mother took in sewing to make ends meet, and I had to help her at night.

Now their caskets were being lowered into the ground, and I was ashamed of my inability to grieve. Emma noticed my discomfort as visitors paraded through our house during the week of shiva, the majority of them stopping in the den where the trial of Adolf Eichmann was on TV. Videotapes of the proceedings were airmailed around the world from Jerusalem, and now, on-screen, Eichmann, the balding, turkey-necked former SS officer in charge of deporting Jews to death camps, was seated in a bulletproof glass cube peering at the witness stand through black-frame glasses and wearing headphones to hear the translation of the testimony.

The witness, a woman dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief and speaking in heavily accented English, was recalling the sight of her daughter being herded with other children into a gas chamber at Treblinka. Eichmann was gazing at the ceiling. Nor was anyone in the den paying attention to the witness. They were debating whether Israel had the right to kidnap Eichmann from Buenos Aires and put him on trial until Eddie brought the argument to a close by saying, “And everybody says Jews are shrewd. Why they pissin’ away dough on this bullshit? They should shoot the fucker.”

I chuckled, earning a scowl from Rabbi Adelberg, who readjusted the tartan plaid yarmulke on his head, a gesture that signaled he was on the verge of launching into one of his moralistic snoozeathons, delivered with the lockjaw phrasing that he’d imported from Oxford, which he’d attended, as he often reminded his congregants, on a Rhodes scholarship. I was curious about how Eddie O would react, but Emma prevented the showdown by shooing Eddie toward the liquor bottles in the kitchen and giving the rabbi a plate with smoked sturgeon on a salt bagel.

“You eat, Mishka?” she asked me.

“I’m not hungry.”

She glanced at the television screen, where Eichmann was testifying, and her face tightened in concentration. Then she looked at me and said in Russian that grief is never what you imagine it will be.

“Otkuda ty znaesh?” I asked—How do you know?

She stroked my cheek. “Trust your grandmother.”

I did, which also partially explained my lack of grief. My parents might be gone, but I still had the most important person in my life. I still had Emma.
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By March of my senior year in high school, I had no plans for the future, telling myself that the car wreck had destroyed my faith in tomorrow, a perception heightened by reading Camus’s The Stranger in French class. My existential self-dramatization, I suppose, had less to do with the accident than teenage angst and the resulting wish that nothing would ever change. Nonetheless, change was coming. Rollie had a football scholarship to Miami; Birdman had been accepted at Yale; and Beryl Wilner, who had visited me every evening during the shiva and shortly thereafter had become my girlfriend, would be off to the University of Chicago.

Emma had asked me if I was going to apply to college, offering to handle the cost, and when I responded with a shrug, she said nothing. That didn’t mean she wasn’t cooking up something for me to do. Between my father’s life insurance and his savings, my grandmother could’ve sold the store and retired, but Emma had no patience for laziness. She was at Sweets before six in the morning and didn’t get home before seven at night, except on Sundays, when she closed up at three. Other than working, all Emma did was watch TV, go to sisterhood meetings at the synagogue, look through the art books that she borrowed from the library—Picasso, Chagall, and Matisse appeared to be her favorites—and take summer trips to Europe by herself.

Neither I nor my parents knew exactly what Emma did on her travels, but she always brought us gifts—Gucci wallets, bottles of 4711 cologne, Lacoste polo shirts, and the summer before my parents died, Rolex watches. I’d never heard of them—this was before Sean Connery made the brand famous in the James Bond movies. The Rolexes were beautiful, and obviously pricey. My father, opening his box and seeing a yellow-gold watch on a matching small-link bracelet and a cyclops crystal magnifying the date, said Emma shouldn’t be spending this kind of money. My mother, who received the same watch in a smaller size, retorted, “Why shouldn’t she? No one’s starving here,” and Emma, surprisingly, backed up my mother, saying, “It don’t hurt listening to your wife once in a while.”

My Rolex was a stainless steel Explorer with a black dial. Emma said the salesman had informed her that Sir Edmund Hillary had worn the same kind when he became the first man to reach the summit of Mount Everest.

Smiling, I kissed her cheek. “I don’t like heights.”

“You could learn,” she said.

Emma rarely splurged on herself, but she’d bought her own steel Rolex, and it was the oddest watch I’d ever seen. The black face had a magnified date and was circled by a red and blue bezel with a dot at the top and the numbers 2 through 22 around it. The watch, she explained, made it easy for the wearer to tell time in twenty-four-hour segments, and an extra red arrow on the face kept track of another time zone.

I calculated that if I kept helping Emma out at Sweets, I could avoid a discussion with her about my plans, and it seemed to work. One thing she did say: “Mishka, whatever you do, remember this your whole life. You fix the past in the present, not in the past.”

I was too young to understand it then, and too distracted by Beryl, with her blond ponytail and dimples. Emma, thrilled that I had a steady, pronounced us as beautiful as the Barbie and Ken dolls advertised on TV, but Beryl, who had volunteered with the Essex County chapter of JFK for President, was no hollow-headed Barbie. She constantly spoke about politics and the Peace Corps, which she wanted to join after college. We knew that by Labor Day we’d be on separate paths, a reality that paled beside going to the movies and parties and Don’s Drive-In for pizza burgers, milkshakes, and fries. One of our favorite weekend stops was in South Mountain Reservation, where we steamed up the Country Squire with our kissing and touching, and once, during a pause, discussed whether Beryl would prefer to lose her virginity in South Orange or Chicago.

“Let’s see,” she said, and smiled so that her dimples seemed an inch deep. “Where’d you lose yours?”

Feeling myself blush, I admitted that I’d be losing mine, too. Naturally, I voted for South Orange and proposed that she practice losing her virginity with me so that after she got to Chicago and lost it again, she’d know what to do.

Beryl laughed. “You’re funny.”

“So what do you think?”

“I think I’ll think about it,” she said, and kissed me on the nose.



On Saturday, as I walked to work at the store, the sun was melting the crust of dirty snow on the lawns. Eddie O was at the soda fountain, improving a vanilla milkshake with a pour from his silver whiskey flask.

“Hey,” he said. “I been meaning to ask: you play an instrument?”

“Just the radio.”

“He listens to that cockamamie music half the night,” Emma said, and went to wait on the customers at the register.

Eddie O sampled his shake. “You ever hear of payola?”

“Sure. WABC fired their biggest deejay, Alan Freed, for it. It was in all the papers. Freed and hundreds of other radio jocks admitted to taking bribes from record companies to play certain songs.”

“There ya go. And even if paying the disc jockeys wasn’t illegal now, the deejays couldn’t play the songs they took money for. The music’s old, and the station managers won’t let them.”

“Radio’s about today, not five years ago.”

“That might be true, but listen. Some of the record companies had partners, and these guys paid the deejays, and they care about money, not music.”

That was an understatement. I’d read in the Star-Ledger that the Abruzzis, along with some New York mobsters, were involved in payola.

Eddie said, “And these guys, they’re insisting on hearing the songs they paid for. Siano himself had an idea. He’s got teenagers, and they’re crazy about the old songs, so Siano says we should do an experiment. Set up a little station to see if the kids listening will go for it, and then we talk the big stations into doing it. Personally, I think he’s doing it for his own kids, but Siano had a studio set up, and you could be the disc jockey.”

“I don’t know how. And don’t you need a radio operator’s license?”

“Not for this station. We’ll go over Monday at five. The job doesn’t pay, but you could learn, and something might come of it.”

“Did Emma put you up to this?”

“You don’t wanna make a liar outta me, do ya?”

“No, sir.”

“That’s the spirit.”



WSOV-FM was in South Orange Village, on the second floor above Town Hall Deli, in a windowless room that had eggshell cartons glued to the walls—a futile attempt, I’d discover, at soundproofing. Against the back wall were the door for a bathroom and a beige couch, the torn leather cushions doctored with duct tape. The rest of the studio was taken up by four apple crates filled with stacks of 45s in their sleeves and a metal desk with a turntable cabinet on either side of it. On the desk was an RCA audio-control board, a microphone, a pair of headphones, an alarm clock, and a telephone.

“Where do I start?” I asked.

“The six big buttons in the middle of the board are the faders. They’re preset and got punch labels telling you what they control. Don’t touch the one on the far right. It’s the master volume for the board.”

“You were a deejay?”

Eddie O removed a pack of index cards from a pocket of his sport coat. “Nah, I had a guy write out directions, and I did my homework. Go on, sit.”

I sat in the wooden swivel chair. “If I get stuck, could I ask him some questions?”

“He’s not talking much. His jaw’s broken.”

I didn’t want to hear that story, but Eddie O took a 45 from a crate and said, “Don’t sweat. The guy was a greedy SOB and owes a thousand plays. But he knows his onions, and it’s on these cards.” He handed me the record: “See You Later, Alligator,” by Bill Haley and His Comets.

“Deejays had to be bribed to play Bill Haley?”

“Can’t say. The crates of records are from a station that went bust. Now get those cans on your head, and I’ll read ya how to put on a song.”

“Cans?”

He held up an index card. “Headphones. It says here they’re called cans.”

I clamped on the cans, and Eddie O read out the instructions. One of the switches above the faders was marked AUDITION, and after pressing it, I had to push a button labeled TT 1, which controlled the turntable on my left. I twisted the fader to the right, placed the 45 on the felt-covered turntable, and cued up the record. When I heard the music begin, I backed up the 45 and reset the fader to zero. Still holding on to the record, I hit the button labeled PROGRAM, which sent the music to the air, then fired up the turntable, cranked up the volume, let go of the 45, and heard Bill Haley singing, with the drums and sax going at it.

I hollered, “How can you tell if the music’s coming through?”

Eddie O shuffled through the index cards, then disappeared in the bathroom and closed the door. He came out as the song ended, and I took off the cans.

“There’s a radio on the back of the toilet,” he said. “Music was coming in fine.”

“Who can hear the station?”

“Some of Essex County. The antenna’s somewhere up in the Watchung Mountains. Listen, we should practice more. I ordered us a Sloppy Joe.”

The Sloppy Joe, Jersey style, was Town Hall Deli’s contribution to Western civilization: a triple-decker sandwich on thinly sliced rye, cut into eight sections, with roast beef, pastrami, Swiss cheese, coleslaw, and Russian dressing.

“Take a gander at those 45s, and I’ll get the eats.”

“Mr. O’Rourke?”

“Eddie, I’m Eddie.”

“Thank you.”

“My pleasure. You’re a nice kid. And your grandma’s a helluva gal. Don’t be sore about her interfering. Nothing wrong with knowing there’s better than working in a candy store.”



During the week, I practiced alone in the studio with the smell of sour pickles rising up from the deli. I loved watching the records spin, monitoring the volume-unit meter on the board, and ratcheting down the fader if the needle flicked into the red. I left the bathroom door open when I spoke into the mike, and it was magical hearing my voice filtering out from the radio and imagining its trip through the ionosphere. I decided to do a three-hour show Sunday through Thursday beginning at ten P.M., so I could go out with Beryl on weekends. The hardest decision was who would I be? My favorites, Jocko Henderson and Dr. Jive, were black, and the white guys I’d listened to—Alan Freed, Murray the K, and Cousin Brucie—either talked as if they wanted to be black or blabbered like frat boys zooming on dexis.

By Sunday afternoon, I hadn’t come up with anything original and sat in the studio doodling on a pad, drawing two pictures of myself, one in a cowboy hat and the other in a beret. Before going home for dinner, I sifted through the crates of 45s again and found a recording by Kenny Ball and His Jazzmen that I’d read about in Billboard. It was a redo of a Russian love song, which, according to the article, featured such a plaintive accordion that the writer was tempted to commit suicide in a snow fort. I stared at the 45 and knew who I was going to be.

At ten on the dot, I put on the 45, and after thirty seconds of the swinging, brassy song, I lowered the volume and spoke over the music, keeping my voice soft and deep: “That’s Kenny Ball and His Jazzmen . . . ‘Midnight in Moscow,’ and you’re in lovely downtown South Orange with me, Mikhail Dainov, the Mad Russian, on WSOV-FM, 100.7 on your dial. Dóbryy vecher . . . Good evening.”

The records in the crate were mainly doo-wop and early rock ’n’ roll, so I played oldies for three hours and jabbered away in English and Russian, throwing in sayings that I’d heard Emma use, everything from yaytsa kuritsu ne uchat—eggs don’t teach a hen—to nichto ne zabyto—nothing is forgotten. I ended the show with a toast to love—Za lyubov—and whispered into the mike, “Spasibo, schastlivaya puti. . . . Thank you, have a nice trip.”



For the next month, I enjoyed my shows yet felt like one of those drunks in a Bowery doorway talking to himself. Rollie, Birdman, and Beryl were tuning in, and a handful of students at school said that they’d heard me, but I estimated my audience to be in the single digits. That is until the night a Mrs. Hurling phoned the studio in tears. I asked her to hold on, put down the phone, and pressed a button on the board to transfer the call to the air.

“Go ahead, ma’am. We’re listening.”

“Our dog, a wirehaired pointer, ran away in Maplecrest Park. He’s wearing a navy sweater with snowflakes on it. My daughter knitted it for him for Christmas.”

“What’s his name?”

“Einstein.”

“Real smart, is he?”

“Yes, yes, he is.”

“Hear that, everyone? The bow-wow’s smart and his name’s Einstein, he’s got his Christmas sweater on, so let’s hit the streets, and if you see him, get the Mad Russian on the line at 555-WSOV.”

I couldn’t believe it—inside a half hour, there were seventeen calls, and the pooch was located looking in the window of Schulte’s Pipe Shop. The next night a reporter from the News-Record showed up at the studio with a camera, and my picture, accompanied by a story, made the front page under the headline “The Disc Jockey Who Saved Einstein.”

Emma framed the page and hung it behind the soda fountain, which I figured was the extent of my fame. Except the News-Record also covered local sports and political squabbles; ran obituaries, wedding and birth announcements, classifieds, and real estate listings; and named everyone the cops busted for assorted stupidities. Thus, most of the thirty thousand people in South Orange and Maplewood glanced at the paper every week, and I didn’t appreciate the impact of my publicity until I brought Nikita Khrushchev to WSOV.

A couple of years back, the Soviet leader, a pissed-off bowling ball of a man with a habit of flinging his arms up when he spoke as if he were drowning, had made a fool of himself at the United Nations. When a delegate proclaimed that the Soviet Union had no respect for freedom, Khrushchev countered the accusation by pounding on his desk with his shoe. I’d thought it was funny then, and on this evening, as “Midnight in Moscow” played, I was leafing through Time magazine and saw an article on the spy-plane pilot Francis Gary Powers, who had been captured by the Soviets and had just been swapped for a Soviet spy. That gave me the idea, and as the record ended, I said, “Mr. Khrushchev, what’s your opinion of WSOV?”

I waited a beat. Then: “Oh, right, you don’t speak English.” I asked again in Russian and answered for him by taking off one of my Jack Purcell sneakers and hitting the mike with the sole.

“Really? You want Mrs. Kennedy to lend you her pillbox hat?”

I smacked the audio console three times with my sneaker.

On and on I went in English and Russian, banging on the mike, and after I asked if any listeners had a question for the Soviet premier, the phone didn’t stop ringing until I signed off. I was so jazzed by the response that when someone inquired as to how Mr. Khrushchev disposed of his vodka bottles, I smashed an empty Coke bottle on the floor.
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My Khrushchev routine became a fixture of my broadcast. Sometimes I had him accompanying songs with my sneaker and a kazoo, and I began getting callers from West Orange, Livingston, Short Hills, Millburn, Montclair, Glen Ridge, and Bloomfield. One of them said he’d heard about WSOV from a carhop at Don’s, which was centrally located way up on South Orange Avenue, past the wooded hills of the reservation. That my show was being talked up by carhops was a kick, but what happened next was unreal.

One afternoon I was sharing a malted with Beryl at Gruning’s, a junior high and high school hangout in the village. A bunch of eighth-grade girls stopped by to ask for my autograph, and as I drew a quick squiggly self-portrait in their binders and wrote The Mad Russian underneath it, Mr. Gruning came over and asked how much it cost to advertise on my show.

Stunned, I finally replied, “If I mention you once a night, twenty bucks a week.”

He peeled four twenties from a wad. “I’ll take a month.”

First thing I did was check with Eddie to find out if I could hang on to the dough.

“It’s yours,” he said. “All you gotta do is play them records. You’re makin’ people happy, and there’s lots of guys without broken legs ’cause of you.”

Before I knew it, businesses around South Orange were advertising: Village Records; Bellin’s Boys Town; and Ruth Satsky Jewelers. Town Hall Deli had me talking about their special after-school snack, buttered rye-bread ends for a dime; and Romoser’s Bakery was offering students a discount on glazed doughnuts, a nickel for a sugary taste of heaven.

By May, when Emma went on her annual vacation to Europe, I was averaging four hundred bucks a month, incredible money for a kid. Birdman, Rollie, and Beryl were glad to help me run Sweets, because who cared about classes by spring of your senior year? I traded in the station wagon and bought a used Plymouth Fury convertible in fire-engine red. During the glittering summer that follows high school graduation, I was at the Shore every weekend. Birdman’s family had a huge house in Deal, Rollie’s had a bungalow in Seaside Heights, and we were allowed to stay at both places with our girlfriends if they slept in different rooms.

On a rainy Saturday, Beryl and I had gone for lunch by ourselves at the Howard Johnson’s on the boardwalk, a glass-walled flying saucer of a building with a view of the deserted beach. We had finished our barbecued beef and were deciding which of the twenty-eight flavors of ice cream to choose when Beryl whispered, “Suppose I want to practice losing my virginity in Asbury Park?”

She hadn’t noticed the gum-cracking waitress in the orange HoJo uniform standing beside our booth.

“It’s as good a town as any,” the waitress said. “You want ice cream first?”

Beryl and I got the giggles and forgot about dessert. In the warm, salty drizzle, we walked down Ocean Avenue to the Berkeley-Carteret Hotel, a redbrick relic of the 1920s with a doorman decked out like the Emperor of Candy Land.

Upstairs, the bedding was mildewed, which I quit noticing as we undressed. Figuring it couldn’t hurt to be optimistic, I’d been storing two Trojans in my wallet since June, though I was having trouble moving past our usual kissing and touching, a hesitancy rooted more in ignorance than in fear. At last, with Beryl’s studying me as if I were conducting a science experiment, I rolled on the condom and then we were together, moving sort of in unison, and I tried to control myself by thinking about John Glenn blasting off into space back in February and silently ticking off the countdown: Six, five, four, three, two, one, zero, ignition, lift-off . . . .

And then it was over.

Beryl suggested we get ice cream. The rain had stopped, and we were more inventive at HoJo’s than we’d been at the Berkeley-Carteret. Beryl ordered a double-dip macaroon, and I had pecan brittle. We wanted to spend the night at the hotel, but we had tickets to see Ray Charles and officially we were sleeping at Birdman’s. His folks were strict about taking attendance, so we strolled down the boardwalk holding hands and met up with Rollie, Birdman, and their girlfriends at Convention Hall.



That year the summer didn’t linger. On Labor Day, the cold swept down from Canada, clearing the beaches along the Shore. Around Maplewood and South Orange, the leaves flamed up and fell, and on weekends fathers and sons raked them into yellowish-brown mounds and lit bonfires at the curb, and the smoke blew through the bare trees. In October, after President Kennedy announced that Soviet ballistic missiles had been uncovered in Cuba, I had to put my Khrushchev number on ice, and took phone calls for most of my shows during the crisis, my favorite being the one from Louie, a fourth grader at South Mountain Elementary, who asked me why he had to have a bedtime if America was going to get blown up. Earning the gratitude of his mother, who got in touch at midnight to thank me, I told him that Khrushchev was plotting to trade the missiles for Mrs. Kennedy’s Oleg Cassini inaugural gown, so Louie should get some shut-eye, all the while thinking that if warheads hit New Jersey, a huge payoff for me was that I’d stop missing Beryl.

I had been in a daze since she’d gone to Chicago. We wrote each other twice a week, letters full of trivia and signed with love and “I can’t wait to see you.” Then one afternoon in November, Beryl buzzed me at the store. I was refilling the syrup dispensers, and Emma answered the wall phone behind the register and held up the receiver. I set down a can of chocolate syrup, and after I said hello, Beryl told me that she was going to Arizona for Thanksgiving.

“I met someone,” she said.

“A cowboy?”

With a forced sunniness, she replied, “He does have a hat. Like the Cisco Kid.”

I pictured a four-eyed bookworm in a sombrero. It was comforting. Momentarily.

“Michael, I didn’t want to tell you in a letter.”

“Oh, it’s a lot nicer on the phone.” Beryl didn’t deserve the sarcasm, but a queasy mix of anger and sadness was rolling through me.

“I’ll be home for Christmas break. Maybe we can see each other.”

“Sure.”

When I hung up, Emma said, “You’re a good-looking boy. And there’s plenty of girls in the sea.”

Normally, I was tickled by Emma’s fracturing clichés, but I wasn’t in the mood for it now. “Fish. There are plenty of fish in the sea.”

“I’m not requesting the English lesson. I’m telling you: Next time, be smart. Don’t put your balls in one basket.”

“Eggs. Eggs in one basket.”

“In Yiddish, beitzim is the eggs. And the balls.” Emma smiled at me. “Life goes on, Mishka. Finish the syrup.”



Beryl cruised the Caribbean with her family over Christmas vacation, so I didn’t see her, and life went on. I visited Rollie in Miami and drove to Yale to hang out with Birdman, who turned me on to my first joint. The girls I met around town were in high school, and on occasion I asked one out, though after a couple of dates they seemed too young. I earned some extra cash that summer at Tony Mart’s down the Shore, introducing acts and even meeting Del Shannon, who had a conga line of suntanned drunks dancing on the bar.

One of the dancers was a divorcée from Indiana, a shapely, doe-eyed brunette in her thirties who was renting a house in Long Branch and decided I was a splendid candidate for a crash course in the erotic arts. She was a savvy judge of potential. It was an hour drive from her rental to South Orange, and I began sleeping over several nights a week. I never got specific with Emma about the arrangement, but now and again, with a sly smile, my grandmother observed that it was unusual to spend a summer at the beach and not get a tan.

The divorcée returned to Bloomington in September, leaving me with a wealth of information and an indelible memory of peeling off her damp leopard-print bikini. The following Memorial Day she came back to Long Branch, called me at WSOV, and offered me a similar tutorial. I accepted, and after that summer I saw only her when I dreamed of curvy girls in skimpy bathing suits. For the rest of those two years, I was bored and sleepy. What with working at the store until dinner, then eating and taking a nap until my alarm rang, and transforming myself into the Mad Russian for three hours, some nights I was so beat after my show that I sacked out on the couch in the studio until I had to help Emma with the morning papers.

The Friday afternoon that JFK was assassinated, Emma had me bring a portable TV from home and set it up behind the soda fountain. Eddie O was at the store almost round the clock, drinking straight from his flask and telling everyone, in a tone that discouraged disagreement, that the country never wanted a mick in the White House. I saw Jack Ruby shoot Lee Harvey Oswald, and the president’s funeral, and I was as numb as the day my parents died. I’d recently bought a cassette recorder, and on Thursday morning I walked across the street from my house to Underhill Field and interviewed fans during the Thanksgiving Day football game between Columbia and West Orange High, planning to run them that night. The flag was at half-mast, but even though people were less focused on the news than the score, I had the feeling that the game was a temporary distraction and reality as I understood it had had its ass kicked to the curb.

That July, Emma flew off to Paris, and one day, as I served Eddie O a vanilla Coke, he said, “Kid, you act like you’re a hundred years old. You’re ready to blow this burg.”

“Where am I gonna go?”

“You done good at WSOV. Get yourself a radio operator’s license. I’ll help you. I got ins at some of the big stations in New York.”

I figured Emma was the impetus for this latest career push and felt rotten about worrying my grandmother. Yet I sensed that hiding behind her humor and stoicism was a mournfulness that she shared with no one, and I was reluctant to leave her alone.

“Ain’t no law against being happy, boyo. You think about it.”

I was still thinking about it on September 9, 1964, the day my family’s history caught up with me.



I had slept at the studio, and early that morning, after I crossed the avenue and went through the alley to the parking lot behind Village Drugs, the Fury wouldn’t start. I got under the hood, wiped off the battery connectors and checked the gaps on the spark plugs, but I couldn’t get the engine to turn over. I didn’t want Emma to deal with the newspapers by herself, and it was only half a mile to Sweets. I walked through the village, with the spiky green burrs falling from the chestnut trees and rolling on the sidewalk. The twine-wrapped bundles of papers were still stacked in the doorway. Emma must have overslept, which had been happening more frequently, another reason I was reluctant to move to New York. I took out my key, but when I tried the door it was unlocked, and the lights were on over the soda fountain.

“Emma?”

No answer. Figuring she’d forgotten to switch off the lights last evening, I brought in the papers. The scissors to cut the twine were in a drawer under the cash register. Pushing through the low swinging gate that led behind the counter, I saw Emma sprawled on the floor by the soda fountain. She was on her back, with three penny-sized holes in her chest and blackish-red blood splashed across her white blouse. I’d seen gunshot wounds in the movies, and I felt as though I was looking at a screen through the popcorn-scented dark. It didn’t occur to me that Emma could be dead as I dashed to the wall phone, dialed the operator, and shouted, “My grandmother’s been shot! Send the rescue squad! Three-ten Irvington Avenue.”








OEBPS/images/title.jpg
NOTHING 15
FORGOTTEN

PETER
GOLDEN

AAAAAAAAAA

NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN





OEBPS/images/9781501146824.jpg









