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			Dedication

			For Jimmy. I miss you every day.

			And for Carol, my beautiful angel.

		

	
		
			Part One

			FATHERS

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			1904

			They had come to a halt on the outskirts of Tempkin, twenty kilometers north of Kiev. The burly Russian cavalryman in his long scarlet riding coat and red-crowned fleece hat took a swig from his pocket flask, then trotted his gray Lippizan to the front of the small troop. He caught up to the lead rider, who was surveying the town up ahead, its rooftops bathed gold in the light of the dying sun. The temperature had dropped, bringing the crisp chilly beginnings of evening. 

			“Last man to the village pays for drinks,” the burly cavalryman said to his comrade, taking another swig. Then he stuffed the flask back into his coat pocket.

			“I guess,” the other rider replied, lifting his own flask and taking a quick drink, “that means you.” And so saying, he dug his heels into his horse’s flanks, hitched the reins, and galloped away.

			“You bastard.” His compatriot laughed, spurring his own horse into a sprint. The rest of the troops followed behind in hot pursuit.

			They all slowed as they approached the village’s main street, a dirt thoroughfare just wide enough for two carriages to pass without touching. Up ahead, two men in black coats and hats were crossing the manure-strewn street. When they caught sight of the approaching riders they began running, desperately, as if for their lives. 

			“I’ve got the one on the right,” the burly cavalryman yelled, guiding his horse with casual expertise after his fleeing quarry.

			Despite his long black coat, the villager was fast and almost made it to the steps of a small house before the burly rider caught him, his horse crashing into the man and sending him flying. The impact caused the horse to stumble but the cavalryman was an excellent horseman, and even half-drunk was able to keep the animal from going down. 

			The villager was less fortunate. Thrown ten feet through the air, he landed face first in the dirt, where he lay, stunned. The other cavalrymen, following behind, simply ran over him. A dozen horses’ hooves broke his ribs, punctured his kidneys and lungs and shattered his neck. Looking behind him, the burly rider saw that the other villager had suffered a similar fate, crushed to death by the marauders.

			His friend rode over and stopped next to him. “What do you think?”

			The others were swiftly dismounting and charging into nearby houses to see what they could pillage. Most of these Jews had nothing of value, but sometimes you got lucky and found a family heirloom or even a small hoard of cash. “Let’s ride ahead and see what we can find.”

			The two rode almost half a mile up the dirt street before the burly cavalryman turned a corner and caught sight of a woman outside her little house at the same moment she saw him. She was hanging laundry, a pale cotton frock, which she dropped in her haste as she ran inside. 

			“There,” the burly rider said, pointing to the house with his sword as his comrade rode up behind him. “Young. And very pretty.”

			The young woman barely had time to close and latch the door and grab her four-year-old son, who was sitting on the floor of the front room, playing with a small painted wooden rocking horse. She picked him up and carried him to the only closet in the little house, pushed him inside and dropped clothes and a blanket over him.

			“Mama, what are you doing?” the little boy said, beginning to cry.

			“Listen carefully,” he heard her say in the sternest voice she had ever used with him. “You must stay in here and not make a sound. No matter what you hear or what happens, you must stay here until I come back to get you. Do you understand, Max?”

			“Yes, Mama.”

			“No matter what, not a peep. You promise me?”

			The little boy choked back a whimper, and nodded, holding on to his little wooden horse and hunkering down under the blanket. His mother closed the door to the closet, leaving the boy completely in darkness. 

			* * *

			Josif Zalensky worked his small field in a clearing of the forest that bordered the village. The penalties for operating a secret farm were harsh. Jews were not allowed to own land in Czarist Russia and as tenant farmers they were only allowed to keep a fraction of what they grew, but Josif was willing to take the risk to avoid giving eighty percent of his yield to an absentee landlord. He had started planting at dawn and had just finished turning the soil as the sun disappeared below the trees.

			After carefully wrapping his tools in a canvas sheet, Josif stashed them at the base of a fruit tree at the edge of the clearing and began walking back to the village, half a mile away. As he emerged from the forest, approaching the edge of town, he sensed something was wrong. The normal hustle and bustle of working men coming home, women preparing dinner and children being summoned in for supper, was missing. Instead, there was an eerie silence. 

			As he entered the little hamlet, his apprehensions were confirmed. The body of Avner Levkov, the village butcher, lay in the middle of the main street, his head twisted at a horrible angle, practically torn off his neck. Another body, its face so badly crushed that it was unrecognizable, lay further down the street. Josif saw doors smashed, windows shattered, and horses tied up outside several houses. No one who lived in Tempkin was rich enough to own a horse. 

			Josif ran the remaining half-mile to his house. As he turned the corner off the main street he saw two horses outside his small wooden home. The front door had been kicked in and Miriam’s laundry basket lay in the dirt nearby. 

			He raced into the house. Two men in soldiers’ uniforms were passed out on the floor of the front room, one of them snoring loudly. The room stank of beer and vodka and both men were naked below the waist. In a panic, Josif rushed into the bedroom. Miriam lay sprawled on her back on top of the bed. 

			He took one look and fell to his knees. They had been married just over five years, and Josif thought of what a beautiful bride she had been, resplendent in a traditional wedding dress her mother had sewn. Now her pretty face was bloodied and beaten, both eyes swollen shut, lips cut, nose smashed. She had put up a fierce battle. Her peasant’s skirt and undergarments had been torn away and there was blood between her legs. Her skin was cold to his touch. He could feel no breath as he put his ear by her mouth. Leaning his head against her chest, he wept. “Miriam,” he whimpered through his tears, “my dearest Miriam.” His body trembled with grief.

			Suddenly he was seized by another thought. Max! Where was his son? He had been so overcome by the sight of his wife that it hadn’t occurred to him. But even as he wondered this, a more primal impulse overcame him. 

			Josif strode purposefully back into the living room, jaw set, teeth clenched. The sword of one of the cavalrymen lay across the small dining table, still looped to the man’s pants, one of the legs of which was inside out. Josif unsheathed the weapon and approached the soldier, who was still snoring loudly. He stood over this bear of a man for a long moment, grasping the saber’s handle in both hands, aiming its point straight down at the man’s barrel-shaped torso. With a bloodcurdling scream, Josif plunged the blade into the soldier’s chest with all the force he could muster. 

			Blood spurted upward, spraying everywhere. Almost instantly the room filled with a foul odor as the man’s sphincter muscles involuntarily relaxed. The other cavalryman, roused from his stupor by Josif’s unholy scream, began to stir, but Josif made quick work of him as well, running him through with another angry, despairing wail. Again came the expulsion of air, the foul odor, the shocking outpour of blood; life leaving the man’s body as Josif watched.

			He had killed the soldiers so quickly that he was hardly aware of what he had done. He found himself sitting on the floor of his living room, his knees drawn up, his face resting in his hands. His rage had been replaced by an abrupt and complete exhaustion. He suddenly felt too tired to move, resigned to just sitting in his little house and waiting until the authorities came for him.

			He sat like that until a voice from behind startled him, almost making him jump.

			“Daddy?” Josif turned around to see little Max, clutching his wooden horse, standing uncertainly in the doorway of the open closet where he had obviously been hiding. “Where’s Mommy?” 

			Josif glanced away from his son, looking reflexively toward the bedroom. Before he could move to stop him, the little boy ran. “No!” Josif yelled, struggling to his feet and going after him. He caught up to Max by the side of the bed, where the boy stood motionless, staring fixedly at his dead mother. Josif awkwardly put his arms around the boy, steering him away from the frightful scene. “We must go,” he said. “We have no time to lose.” 

			Quickly, Josif gathered up some clothes, a loaf of bread and a bottle of milk. Max had run back to the bedroom, his face buried in his mother’s chest, his small body heaving uncontrollably. Josif gently pulled him away, brought up the sheet to cover his beloved wife’s body and led the boy out of the house. The horses stood side by side, tied to a post out front where the soldiers had left them. Josif opened the expensive hand-tooled leather saddlebag draped over one and emptied its contents, replacing them with the things he’d carried out. “We have to go,” he said to his son. “They’ll come looking for the soldiers.”

			“But Mommy,” the boy said.

			Josif shook his head sadly, wondering how to explain. “We must go, Max.”

			The boy nodded, wiping his tears with his hand. Perhaps he understood. “She fought them, Daddy. I heard her fighting but she told me to stay in the closet.” He stopped for a moment, then he added, “And I’m just little.”

			Josif nodded. “It’s good you stayed hidden. You could not have helped and they would have hurt you. Your mother would have been very sad if that had happened.”

			Max looked up at his father. “Did you kill them, Daddy?”

			“Yes,” Josif replied softly.

			“I’m glad,” said the boy.

			What a horrible thing for a child to say. Josif shuddered inwardly. He could not imagine how such an experience would affect the boy going forward – if by some miracle they managed to survive. But there was no time to dwell on such things. They simply needed to get as far away from here as quickly as possible. Josif lifted Max onto the horse, then hoisted himself up, swinging his leg over the saddle so that Max was in front of him. With his arms encircling his boy, Josif hitched the reins and father and son rode swiftly away, leaving behind the little village where each had lived his entire life. The sky was just turning black.

			At sunrise, they arrived in the town of Dansk. There, Josif sold the horse and saddlebag to a local stable owner who paid a low price but asked no questions. As little as he was paid for the horse, it was still more money than Josif had ever seen in his life. He used a portion of it to buy seats for Max and himself aboard the Eastern Express, the fastest and most luxurious train in Czarist Russia. He also spent a few kopeks to buy a meal of butterbrots and kielbasa. It felt as if they’d not eaten in a week.

			Their train departed at noon. It had been eighteen hours since Josif had killed the cavalrymen, thirty since he’d last slept. Once on board, he decided it would be okay to close his eyes for just a moment. That was the last conscious thought he had until the train arrived in Minsk the next day. He and Max both slept through the entire trip.

			Still half-asleep, father and son disembarked from the train onto the crowded platform. Josif had never seen so many people or so much activity. Minsk was the industrial center of Western Russia, the Czar’s gateway to Western Europe. Its large buildings, great squares and cobbled streets were like nothing Josif had ever seen. But there was no time for sightseeing. They found their way to the Jewish quarter, where Josif purchased forged papers that identified him as a Mr. Vladimir Kostoyov from Kiev. Four hours later he and the boy were back on the train, this time headed for the Polish border. It was now more than two days since he had killed the two cavalrymen. Someone had surely discovered what he had done. Josif wondered if they would be waiting to arrest him when he and Max reached the border.

			* * *

			In the village of Tempkin, Captain Boris Solokov of the Imperial Russian Army guided his horse through the muddy streets, the scene of the previous day’s engagement. The revolutionaries had been soundly defeated. Which is to say that several old men and a few young ones had been killed, homes destroyed, young women brutally raped, some murdered. The Colonel, he knew, would be pleased, but Captain Solokov was not. He had seen too many of these so-called counter-revolutionary strikes to feel the violent revulsion he had a few years earlier. But still the brutality and mayhem did not sit right with him.

			Solokov was a Cossack, born and raised in the low hills north of the Caspian Sea, where he had learned to ride a horse before he could walk. Three hundred years earlier, in return for refuge from a Polish dictator, his ancestors had pledged their allegiance to the Russian Czar. And for the centuries since that time Cossacks had done battle against Turks, Poles, Ukrainians and Serbs, shedding blood for Mother Russia as she forged westward. Tales of Cossack prowess and courage had been handed down from generation to generation. But now, Solokov thought bitterly, we are reduced to murdering peasants and raping their women. How long could this sort of thing go on before these people really did revolt?

			As he made his way around the village, Solokov was distracted from his musings by the sight of a cavalry horse tied up outside a small wood-framed house. The door of the house had been smashed in and Solokov assumed he would find the horse’s owner inside, probably drunk. All soldiers had been due back at regimental headquarters hours ago, and he prepared to deliver a severe tongue lashing for insubordination. Solokov dismounted his steed and bounded up the steps of the little house.

			The sickening smell of human death assaulted him as he entered the front room; twenty years of bloody campaigns had not inured him to it. He covered his nose and mouth, making his way through the small house, finding first the bloated bodies of the dead soldiers, then of the woman in the bedroom. What had happened was obvious: the husband had come home and taken vengeance on his wife’s attackers. Captain Solokov smiled to himself and thought, Good for him. Any real man would do the same.

			Nevertheless, Solokov knew full well that the murderer must be caught and hanged. Order must prevail. It was obvious from the small bed in the front room, as well as the child’s clothes and playthings, that a young boy lived in this house. Since the child was no longer here, the captain had to assume that the father had taken him with him. Undoubtedly, they would be heading for the Polish border. Solokov shook his head, almost sadly. He would ride back to the regiment and from there telegraph the border patrols. A lone man with a young boy would be easy to spot. The murderer would be caught and hanged, and that would be that.

			Suddenly, impulsively, Captain Solokov gathered up the child’s clothes, along with the toys, and threw them onto the little bed. Then he picked up the entire bed, stretching out his long arms to do so, careful not to drop the items sitting on top. After looking to make sure no one was watching, he squeezed out the front door and made his way around to the woods in back of the house. He walked thirty meters past where the forest started before dropping the bed and its contents behind a big pine tree. Now all obvious evidence of a child had been removed. 

			The detail that he would send back to pick up the dead bodies would almost certainly not notice anything suspicious. Only in several days, when the bureaucracy got around to sending an investigator, would they discover evidence of the boy. And if the husband made good time, if he did not panic or stop to rest, he would be safely across the Polish border by then. With that comforting thought, Solokov rode as fast as he could back to regimental headquarters to telegraph the border patrol.

			* * *

			Passage into Poland proved surprisingly easy. Holding Max by the hand, Josif simply joined the flow of Russian peasants and day laborers who passed through Poland on their way to Germany. At the checkpoint he presented his false papers and tipped the border agent a few rubles. There were several military policemen carefully watching the passing emigrants. Josif noticed that they occasionally pulled a man from the line and took him off to a small building next to the crossing point. These unfortunates were all about the same age as Josif, but were traveling alone. Josif and Max passed without incident.

			Once across the border, they boarded yet another train, this one bound for Hamburg in northern Germany. From there, Josif used the last of his money to book passage for himself and Max in a tiny stateroom in the bowels of a Norwegian freighter called the Rising Star. 

			They were sailing to a place that Josif had heard about all his life. Although he did not know anyone who had actually been there, he did know people who had received letters and sometimes money from relatives who had emigrated. It was supposed to be a wild place, untamed, but presenting unlimited opportunity to those willing to work for it.

			They were sailing to America.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			They arrived in the new world with clothes on their backs and little else. Josif found work in the sweatshops of New York’s garment district, first as a sweeper, then as a sewing machine operator and later as a cutter. He worked twelve hours a day, six days a week and, when he could get the work, labored on the Sabbath as well. He and his son lived in a three-room rear tenement apartment on Ludlow Street, near Grand. At twelve dollars a month, it was the cheapest accommodation he could find. While he was at work, Josif left Max in the care of Mrs. Goldberg, a forty-five-year-old widow who occupied the apartment below them. She was efficient if not overly affectionate.

			Mrs. Goldberg already had another charge, a girl named Sophie Feldman, who was almost exactly one year younger than Max. The girl’s parents, Eli and Esther, had come to America from a small village in Poland three years before the Zalenskys came from Russia.

			Esther Feldman was a beautiful and intelligent young woman who had married a man who was neither. The only remarkable thing about Eli Feldman had been his burning desire to get to America and the fact that he had the means to do so: a modest inheritance from his father. That combination was good enough for Esther, who was more than happy to trade her good looks for a one-way ticket out of Poland. 

			The Feldmans had sailed for America one day after their wedding, the voyage itself their honeymoon. Eli spent his inheritance on an expensive stateroom in a Swedish ocean liner so that he could make love to his beautiful new wife in luxury. The Feldmans had intercourse whenever Eli wanted, which was often, and the only way he knew, which was quickly. By the end of the voyage Esther was pregnant.

			In America, with very little money, Eli and Esther rented a four-room flat in the same building the Zalenskys would later move into. Eli went to work in a meat-packing plant off 14th Street. Each night when he came home he brought the smell of the plant with him. Esther was unable to work due to a difficult pregnancy; she vomited at least twice a day and was constantly nauseated, especially when Eli was home. The only good thing about being pregnant was that it provided her a reason to avoid sex with him.

			Nine months to the day after her arrival in America, Esther gave birth to a beautiful baby girl. The baby had the same coloring and features as her mother. Eli was delighted and Esther was relieved. Eli named the baby Sophie, after his mother.

			Esther’s body returned to normal very quickly and her English improved rapidly. Two months after giving birth she landed a job as a file clerk with the downtown law firm of Rosen and Rosen. Three months later she started an affair with the senior Mr. Rosen, a fifty-three-year-old grandfather who proved to be a much better lover than Eli. Soon after, Mr. Rosen set her up in a Sixth Avenue penthouse with an excellent view of Central Park. The penthouse had one bedroom, two bathrooms, a kitchen, separate rooms for eating breakfast and dinner, a living room, and a room just for receiving guests. Esther had never conceived of such luxury. She left a note for her husband and money for Mrs. Goldberg and moved out. Her daughter was six months old. 

			Eli was furious. He walked around his little apartment for hours, shaking his fist and saying, “She’s a whore. The whole time, she was just a whore.” The baby girl, who had been asleep, woke up and began to cry. Eli picked her up and rocked her. 

			“I wish you didn’t look so much like your mother. You’ll probably grow up to be just like her,” Eli said bitterly. The baby was asleep again and did not hear him, though she would certainly not have understood if she had.

			Sophie remained in the care of Mrs. Goldberg when her father was at work, and often when he was not. Mrs. Goldberg loved the little girl and Sophie loved her in return. When Max came along three years later, the two children immediately hit it off, each providing an instant playmate for the other. They spent more waking hours with Mrs. Goldberg than with their fathers, and she thought of them like a little family. She often took them to the playground in Seward Park. A plain woman, she was delighted when strangers assumed that the two beautiful children were hers.

			* * *

			“I’m going to marry Max when I grow up,” said Sophie.

			Mrs. Goldberg laughed affectionately. “Why would you think of such things, Sophie? You’re only ten years old.” 

			“All the girls in school talk about getting married,” she said very seriously. “And Elsie Schneider says she is going to marry Max. So does Rachel Cohen.” Sophie wrinkled her forehead and looked at Mrs. Goldberg, who was darning a tear in the little girl’s best dress. “And they don’t even know him like I do.” 

			Mrs. Goldberg shook her head, and wondered to herself if anyone really knew Max. She remembered five years earlier when she had first enrolled him in school. The teachers quickly took note of him. A genius they had said, and it was probably true. He learned to read while the other children were still struggling with the alphabet. He could do arithmetic in his head faster and more accurately than most of his teachers. His mind soaked up information like a sponge; names, dates and places devoured and stored to be instantly retrieved when needed.

			But he was not like other children in ways that children should be. He was not affectionate. He did not seek approval from adults. He was, for lack of a better word, withdrawn. Mrs. Goldberg attributed this to him having no mother and rarely seeing his father. To her shame, she had not been able to compensate with the kind of affection that all children deserve. She had tried. But Max did not make it easy. He didn’t enjoy being held or cuddled, and he didn’t return whatever affection she tried to show him. With Sophie, so pretty and so naturally endearing, it was the opposite. She was easy to love. 

			Max may not have been warm or cute or cuddly from an adult perspective, but he got more than his share of attention from other children. He was easily the best athlete in the neighborhood, and as such was automatically popular among the boys. He played both American football and European soccer and ran circles around the other children at both. Boys treated him as if he were special, possessed of remarkable qualities that might rub off if they were around him. They always wanted to be on his team and were constantly patting him on the back and looking for his approval. In school, his perpetual position at the head of the class brought him the notice of both students and teachers.

			Notwithstanding all the adulation he received from other children, he had no close friends. Except for Sophie. The two of them played together every night before their fathers came home and often did their schoolwork together. She seemed to be the only person he was truly comfortable with.

			“Rachel Cohen says Max is handsome,” Sophie said to Mrs. Goldberg. “What does that mean?”

			“It means he is nice to look at,” said Mrs. Goldberg. “Rachel Cohen is correct.”

			Sophie wrinkled her forehead again. “Will he like me?” 

			Mrs. Goldberg sounded surprised. “Of course he’ll like you, Sophie. He likes you more than anyone.”

			“I don’t mean now,” the little girl said. “I mean when we grow up. Rachel Cohen said that boys are different when they grow up. She said they will only like you if you are pretty.” She paused for a moment. “Will boys like me, Mrs. Goldberg?”

			Mrs. Goldberg could not help but smile as she looked at the girl, her sea-glass green eyes so serious in the perfect oval face. “Yes, my dear,” she finally answered. “Boys will like you very much.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			1914

			The last time Jonathan Cahill saw his father was in the stockade, two weeks before Liam Cahill was to be hanged. By then, his father was something of a legend in Belfast. 

			Two British military policemen searched Jonathan for concealed weapons before allowing him to enter his dad’s cell. They were not gentle with him, and during the frisk slapped him so hard below the belt that they brought tears to his eyes. He was thirteen years old. 

			Now, in the cell, standing before his father, not knowing what to say, Jonathan parroted something he’d heard one of his uncles utter. “You won’t be forgotten, Dad. We’ll get the bastards.”

			Liam Cahill smiled sadly as he looked at his only son for what he knew would be the last time. Jonathan was a handsome boy, tall for his age, with broad shoulders that he would eventually grow into, and intelligent blue eyes that held a defiant light. Liam was proud of having produced such a son. 

			“Someone may get the bastards,” he growled in a low voice, “but I hope it won’t be you.” He stared intently at the boy to make sure he was listening. “You must leave Ireland, son.”

			“What?”

			“Don’t argue with me.” Liam looked at Jonathan, his own intense blue eyes burning. He was a passionate man. Committed was the word he liked to use. He believed with all his heart that life was not worth living under tyranny, and so, not three weeks earlier, he had led a small troop of commandoes on a late-night raid of the main barracks of the British occupational regiment. They had managed to slit the throat of Major General Archibald Chapman and half a dozen others. He fervently believed that it had been worth risking his life for, but he did not want his choices to condemn his son to the same fate.

			“You must leave Ireland,” Liam said again. “You must go to America.”

			The boy was stunned. “Leave Ireland? But Ireland is everything. It’s what you fought for and—”

			“And what I will die for,” his father finished. “Listen to me. I’ve kept you out of it because I didn’t want you hurt or dead. That goes double now. The English have pulled most of their men from Belfast to fight the Kaiser. We’ve scored some small victories but we still haven’t beaten them, and when the war is over they’ll bring more troops here than ever. They’ll be hard men, accustomed to killing and death, not the soft boys who are here now. We won’t have a chance.” 

			He gripped his son’s shoulders and repeated the words. “We won’t have a chance. If you stay, you’ll almost certainly be drawn into the struggle. And my name will be a curse. If you’re lucky, you’ll live in poverty under the boot of some Englishman. More likely, you’ll be shot or hanged. Like me. I don’t want to die knowing that’s what will happen to you. In America you can make a new start.” Liam Cahill paused.  “I expect you to do well there.”

			“What about Mother and the girls?” said the boy, still flabbergasted. “Do I just leave them?”

			“They will be well taken care of,” said his father. “They’ll move to Dublin and live with your mother’s cousin, Robert Farrell. He’s a good man and he’s more than happy to help. He owns a candle factory and your mother and oldest sister can both work there. It has already been arranged.”

			This was too much for the boy to take in. He could not stop himself from crying. His father held him just as he always had when the boy was hurt.

			Two weeks later, on the day they hanged his father, thirteen-year-old Jonathan Cahill sailed for America.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			He had not expected it to be beautiful. In Ireland they spoke of it as dirty and crowded, gray and barren. But from the deck of the frigate steaming into New York Harbor, the cityscape glinted in the sun. The sky was a deep blue interrupted by shape-shifting, cotton white clouds. The famous Statue of Liberty loomed before the ship like a Greek Colossus. They docked at Ellis Island, a clump of dirt and rock half a mile off Manhattan that had once been a dumping ground for ships’ ballast. Now it was America’s major immigration center, processing more than a million newcomers a year.

			A doctor poked a flat wooden stick down Jonathan’s throat, then placed a cold stethoscope against his bare chest. A man with a clipboard asked about his medical history. Then he and his fellow passengers were ferried from Ellis Island to the tip of Manhattan, a place called the Battery. On the dock he could see hundreds of people waiting for relatives or friends to disembark from the ship.

			He was to meet his aunt Catherine, a woman he had never seen before. She was his mother’s first cousin and had left Ireland twenty-eight years earlier with her young husband, George O’Hara. Jonathan’s mother, Mary-Margaret, five years old at the time, had been flower girl in the O’Haras’ wedding. Barely two weeks later, the newlyweds sailed for America. When they arrived Catherine was already pregnant with their first child, a daughter.

			Over the next six years, Catherine produced three more children, all sons. George opened a grocery store on Delancey Street, and working day and night made the store a success. Now the three O’Hara boys were New York City policemen and married to good Irish girls from the neighborhood. Aunt Catherine already had three grandchildren. The daughter, now twenty-seven, still lived at home with her parents.

			Jonathan knew all this because his mother and Aunt Catherine corresponded regularly. When Mary-Margaret first learned to write at eight years old, she wrote a letter to her grown-up cousin in America. Catherine was tickled to hear from the little girl and immediately responded. Their friendship by mail had continued for twenty-five years. The arrangement was for Aunt Catherine to hold up a hand-lettered sign that said ‘Jonathan’. He pushed his way through the crowd that swarmed around the gangplank without spotting any sign with his name on it. He climbed to the top of a low cinder block wall that bordered the disembarking area and surveyed the entire crowd. Still no sign. It was ten a.m. when Jonathan disembarked. By two p.m. the crowd had dispersed and still no Aunt Catherine. Something had obviously gone wrong.

			He was alone and hungry, thousands of miles away from everything he had ever known. All he could think about was his father and the home he had left behind. It took effort to keep tears from his eyes. From his duffle bag he pulled the crumpled paper with Aunt Catherine’s address: 174 Suffolk Street. A dockworker told him it was about three miles away, gave him general directions and told him to ask someone again when he got to Delancey.

			Jonathan walked straight up Broadway, and within minutes was surrounded by the giant buildings he had seen from the ship. It was similar to a concrete canyon, with people rushing past like schools of fish in an aquarium. They walked within inches and did not seem to notice him. After forty minutes he turned on Canal Street, crossed Mulberry and was instantly transported into Little Italy. Red, white and green flags hung in storefront windows and trees lined the streets. Young housewives shopping for dinner with their children smiled at Jonathan as he walked past. The smell of fresh bread and Italian sausage made his belly growl. But the only money he carried was worthless in this country.

			The dockworker had told him to turn north when he got to Orchard Street. This was past the Italian section, in a dirtier, more crowded part of town. Jonathan’s senses were assaulted with hundreds of sounds and smells, and the street was so crowded that he could move forward only slowly. Vendors sold their wares from pushcarts in the middle of the street and hundreds of voices seemed to be haggling over prices, most in a harsh language Jonathan did not understand. No carriages, horseless or otherwise, even attempted to move through the sea of humanity. The street was littered with trash. Jonathan decided that he had found the New York that people in Ireland spoke of so disparagingly.

			After a few blocks of this unpleasant thoroughfare he turned east onto a residential street, lined closely with apartment buildings. Three teenagers, a few years older than Jonathan, walked briskly out of one of the buildings and toward him. They were each wearing a red jersey with white lettering that read ‘Manhattan Football League’. Jonathan guessed they were on their way to an American football game. 

			As they approached, Jonathan pulled the paper with Aunt Catherine’s address out of his pocket. “Excuse me,” he said to the first boy, as he approached. “Could you point me in the direction of this address?” 

			“Whadda ya want?” the teenager responded as if he had not understood the question. He was no taller than Jonathan, but older and heavier.

			“I’m looking for 174 Suffolk Street. I would appreciate it if you could point me in the right direction.”

			“Get lost, mick,” the young man said, shoving Jonathan out of his way. The force of the push caused Jonathan, unbalanced by his heavy duffle bag, to topple over backward. All three of the boys laughed at him as he scrambled to his feet.

			Jonathan took a step toward them, his immediate thought to throw a fist into the first face he could reach. But he knew instinctively that any one of these young men would be more than a match for him, and he hesitated.

			“Whatsa matter, mick, can’t make up your mind?” one of them said. Again, all three laughed.

			Suddenly, a rough voice came from the sidewalk behind them. “What the hell’s going on here?” The laughter stopped.

			“Nothing, Max,” said the one who had shoved Jonathan. “Just some mick asking directions.” The young man sounded nervous.

			Jonathan glanced at this newest football player. He was shorter than Jonathan and appeared to be younger than the others, hardly older than Jonathan himself. But the football jersey seemed small for him, inadequate for his powerful build. He carried himself with the air of someone in charge.

			“It would not hurt to help someone once in a while,” he said in a harsh monotone. 

			“Sure, Max,” said the first football player. Max looked straight at Jonathan.

			“Where are you going?”

			Without speaking, Jonathan handed him the paper with Aunt Catherine’s address. Max told him quickly and precisely how to get there, then turned and walked toward Orchard Street, the other three hurrying after him.

			Jonathan watched them depart with relief, but also with envy. They were, after all, a group; they had common interests and common experiences. And each other. Over his shoulder, as he walked away, he heard Max’s amused voice calling back to him, “Welcome to America.” 

			* * *

			From the street, the house looked large and comfortable. A black, wrought-iron fence bordered a well-kept lawn and large gable windows stared down from the second floor. A very pretty young woman opened the front door in response to his knock. She looked suspiciously at Jonathan’s duffle bag.

			“We don’t need anything today, thank you,” she said, and began to close the door.

			Jonathan realized that she thought he was one of the peddlers from Orchard Street. “I’m looking for Mrs. Catherine O’Hara.”

			The pretty woman’s eyes widened a bit. “And what would you want with my mother?”

			Taken aback by the unfriendly greeting, he could only say, “I came from Ireland. I’m Jonathan Cahill.”

			“My God, we didn’t expect you until Thursday. Don’t you know who I am? I’m Patricia, your second cousin.” The woman came out on the porch and hugged him. Jonathan, who was dirty and unkempt from two weeks on a ship, felt embarrassed to be embraced by such a pretty woman on the front porch of such a fine house. Patricia apparently sensed his awkwardness and stepped back from him. 

			“Did you walk all the way from the dock?” she asked. “You must be exhausted.”

			“No, ma’am. But I’m hungry.”

			“Oh yes, of course. Let’s get you something to eat right away.”

			Patricia opened the door and he followed her into the fine house.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			1917

			During her fifteenth year, Sophie came to realize just how much she was liked by boys. And men. That summer had seen miraculous changes. Her hips had become fuller, her bottom rounder. And her breasts grew, springing out seemingly overnight, ungainly proofs of her femininity. At first she felt awkward and uncomfortable, but with time she grew pleased with her new shape and the attention it brought her. She had always loved attention, especially from men, and now she received more than her share.

			Boys who played ball with Max fawned over her when she came to their games and used any excuse to stop and talk to her. Grown men turned their heads to watch when she walked past and smiled if they caught her eye.

			But with the good, came bad. Her father, Eli, looked at her differently now. He tried to hide it but she saw him watching her the same way that men on the street often did. He also drank a lot more, and gambled. Sometimes they barely had money for rent because he had gambled it away.

			She also saw less of Max now. The Zalenskys had moved out of the building after Josif Zalensky finally realized the American Dream: his own business. In ten years he had saved enough to open a small retail store for men’s work clothes and suits. The store was located on Grand, a few blocks away, and Josif and Max had moved into an apartment in the back. After school and on weekends Max worked in the store. He still came by each morning to walk to school with Sophie, and on occasion she visited him in the store. But it wasn’t like the old days when they had played together in the evening and on weekends.

			One night several months after Sophie’s fifteenth birthday, Eli came home late, after she had gone to bed. She heard the door to the apartment open and then slam, an almost sure sign that he was drunk. Five minutes later he staggered into her bedroom, walked directly to the bed and ripped off the covers. 

			It was a warm evening and she was wearing a thin night shirt. The light from the living room came streaming in and she could see that her father was naked. She could also see that he had a full erection. She knew about these things because Mrs. Goldberg had carefully explained to her about men and women. Eli leaned over the bed and rubbed his penis against her leg. He put his big hands on her breasts. Sophie was petrified. Finally she said, “Daddy,” in a terrified voice. Eli stood up and backed away from the bed. 

			“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry. You look so much like her now.” Then he hurried out of the room.

			Sophie and her father had never spoken of her mother, and they did not speak of her in the days that followed the incident. Sophie wasn’t even sure that Eli remembered what had happened, he had been so drunk. Still, she was careful to never get undressed in front of him, which wasn’t easy in the tiny apartment, and she slept with an extra layer of clothing. She hoped that as time passed Eli would drink less and things would be better.

			But to her dismay, Eli’s drinking and gambling grew worse. Several nights a week, Sophie was awakened by the slamming of the apartment door. She lay in the dark, nervous, afraid, hoping that her father was too drunk to find his way to her room. 

			Often, however, he did find his way. Sophie would close her eyes and pretend to be asleep, until she felt him rubbing his fleshy appendage against her leg, breathing hard and unevenly while he fondled her breasts through her nightgown. After a while he groaned, and she felt a spurt of warm, slippery liquid against her skin. Even then she pretended to be asleep, struggling to suppress her revulsion until he finally left the room. Afterward, she would lie in the dark, trembling, her stomach tied in knots, unable to sleep. During the day neither father nor daughter ever mentioned the nocturnal visits. 

			After work, Eli usually stopped at a local bar and drank his dinner, so Sophie either dined alone or ate with Mrs. Goldberg. Sometimes Max would join them, but usually he was busy in his father’s store. It seemed that the only time she saw him anymore was when they walked to school together. 

			One weeknight, eating alone, Sophie thought to herself how nice it would be if he could stop by for a visit. A moment later there was a sharp knock on the door. “He’s heard my thoughts,” she said to herself and sprang up from the table.

			But when she opened the door it was not Max who greeted her. Instead, two very large men towered in the doorway. Sophie tried quickly to shut the door but one of the men put his shoulder to the door and stepped inside.

			The man was large all over; shoulders, chest, and hands. Everything except his head, which was small and bullet-shaped and set on his shoulders like a pebble on a large rock. The bullet head looked down and said, “We wanna see Eli Feldman.” 

			“He’s not here,” Sophie said, trying not to sound as scared as she was.

			“We’ll wait,” the bullet head said. As he spoke, he and the other man moved further into the living room and looked around, their large bodies seeming to fill the available space. 

			“He usually stops at a bar on his way home,” Sophie said. “He doesn’t get in until late.” 

			The bullet head looked her directly in the eyes and held them for a moment. Somehow she knew he could tell she was telling the truth. “You’re his daughter?” he said finally.

			“Yes. Sophie Feldman.” 

			The bullet head looked Sophie up and down and smiled to himself. It was not a friendly smile. “Tell your father to be here at this time tomorrow. Tell him Mr. Epstein will want to talk to him.” He started to leave, then, almost as an afterthought, he turned back and said, “I’m James Becker.”

			Sophie did not realize how frightened she was until they had gone. Then her knees grew weak, and she had to sit down to keep from collapsing. It was obvious that her father was in real trouble. She had never met ‘Mr. Epstein,’ but she knew who he was. Everyone did. 

			There were two regular dice games in the neighborhood. One was in the basement of a three-story tenement on Hester Street near Bowery, the other in an abandoned warehouse near Houston Street. Both games ran seven days a week, twenty-four hours a day. Both were very lucrative. And both were owned by Arnold Epstein. Obviously, Eli had run up gambling debts he could not pay and Epstein had sent the two thugs to collect. Sophie shuddered at what would have happened if her father had been home.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Eli sat on the little sofa in the little living room, his knees pressed together. He had come straight home from work. His breathing was labored and his hands shook visibly. At six o’clock there was a sharp knock on the door. Sophie opened it quickly and once again looked up at the same two men who had visited the night before. 

			The bullet-headed man, Becker, spoke. “Mr. Epstein is here to see Eli Feldman.”

			“My father is here,” Sophie said.

			The two big men parted to make way for a much smaller, slightly built man. He was handsome, in his mid-thirties, and was dressed in an elegant, obviously expensive suit and a black fedora. He looked Sophie directly in the eyes and seemed to be caught there, unable to pull himself away. Finally, he nodded and proceeded into the apartment.

			“You wait outside,” he said in the general direction of the two big men, and like obedient dogs they stayed in the hall. Sophie quickly shut the door.

			As soon as Epstein entered the room, Eli began talking, almost whimpering. In spite of herself, Sophie felt pity for her father. “I’m sorry, Mr. Epstein,” Eli said. “It will only take a few weeks to get the money together. Just a few weeks.”

			Epstein smiled and raised his hands in a gesture indicating that Eli should stop talking. “Mr. Feldman,” he said in a surprisingly respectful tone. “We all make mistakes. Without mistakes there would be no people.” He laughed at his own joke and Sophie realized that she should also laugh. Epstein continued talking to Eli but he was looking at her. “I’d like for you and me to be friends. Perhaps we could even help one another.”

			Eli was stunned. This was not at all what he had expected. He had been so nervous, so frightened, that suddenly he found himself fighting back tears of relief. But Epstein was still talking. Eli had to strain to understand, his heart was beating so hard.

			“Maybe a good way for us to begin our friendship is to have dinner together. I know a nice little Italian restaurant around the corner.”

			What’s he talking about? Eli thought. He should be breaking my legs and he wants to take us to dinner?

			Nevertheless, fifteen minutes later Eli, Sophie and Mr. Epstein were seated in a restaurant munching on garlic bread and sipping Chianti. Epstein was given the best table in the house, one in the corner where it was possible to hold a private conversation. He ordered wine for everyone, even Sophie, who had never tasted wine before.

			Eli expected Mr. Epstein to talk about the money owed him or about some great favor Eli could do to make it up to him. But Epstein never mentioned the debt. In fact, he barely spoke to Eli at all, focusing his attention almost exclusively on Sophie. What did she like best in school? Shakespeare. Epstein liked Shakespeare too. What was her favorite play? Hamlet. What a coincidence, it was also Epstein’s favorite. There followed an animated discussion of Polonius and Ophelia, two people Eli had never heard of.

			Finally, a thought crept into Eli’s alcohol-addled brain as he nervously gulped down the free Chianti. Epstein had absolutely no interest in Eli. It was his daughter. Epstein wanted Sophie. 

			* * *

			Over the next several months, Epstein took Sophie to dinner at least once a week, and there was no longer any pretense. Eli was simply not invited. Sophie, who had been to a restaurant exactly three times in her life, was thrilled by the attention. But when she mentioned it to Max, it only seemed to irritate him.

			“Why is he doing this?” Max demanded. “What does a man like that want with a fifteen-year-old girl?”

			They were walking to school and Sophie had described the wonderful dinner she’d eaten the night before. 

			“He doesn’t want anything,” she said, a little angry. “Not like you mean it. He’s just a nice man and he likes me.”

			“Don’t be so simple,” said Max. “Your father is gambling and losing a lot, and Epstein is letting him. Epstein has never let anyone lose like that without collecting.”

			“How do you know about my father?” Sophie snapped back at him.

			“I hear things.” 

			“Well, it’s really none of your business and I don’t care to talk about it,” she replied. 

			“That’s fine with me,” Max said.

			And with that they fell into silence.

			Max had other things to be irritated about that morning. Summer was approaching and this was Max’s last year of school. He liked school. It was easy for him and the fact that he was so good at it gained him special attention. He was the star of both the football team and the soccer team and that brought him even more attention. He did not look forward to the drudgery of working full time in his father’s store.

			Max was also annoyed by the route they were taking to school. Instead of walking down Ludlow as they always did, he had suggested that it would be just as easy to turn on Grand and take Allen down to Canal. That way, he thought, though he didn’t say this, they could avoid walking past the construction site of a new building on Ludlow and Canal where the workers always ogled Sophie and made what Max felt were suggestive sounds. Sophie had dismissed the idea. “Oh, Max,” she said. “Let’s just walk the way we always do.” It irked him that she seemed to actually take pleasure in being whistled at. But her wishes, as usual, won out.

			New York was unseasonably hot on this spring day, and Sophie was wearing a light cotton dress buttoned down the front, humidity causing the thin material to cling to her. Ruefully, Max thought about how appreciative the construction workers would be.

			But as they neared the construction site, Max realized that the structure was empty. The wooden frame of the building was complete and awaited the plumbers, plasterers and other workers to do their part. For some reason, there was always several days’ delay between the time one set of tradesmen finished and the next group started. Max never understood why the builders didn’t time things so that one group would arrive just as the other finished, as that would obviously get the building done faster. In any case, there were no workers and Max could sense Sophie’s disappointment. She’s just a shameless tease, he thought.

			The top floors of the building stood completely open, but the bottom was boarded up to form a makeshift office. Sophie never stayed angry or silent for long and as they approached the new building she was prattling on about what she would do when this school year was over.

			“I might not go back to school,” she said. “Mr. Epstein says he can get me a job as a fashion model for Harper’s Bazaar or McCall’s. He says I’m prettier than any of the girls they have now.”

			“Aren’t you too young for those magazines?” said Max.

			“They put stage makeup on your face, silly. That will make me look eighteen. And the rest of me already looks old enough.” She giggled.

			As they reached the construction site, Max realized he’d been wrong about no one being there. Two men stepped out of the makeshift office in front of them. They were obviously construction workers, big and brawny, wearing work shirts with the sleeves rolled up to reveal their muscles. One was blond with fair skin, the other redheaded with freckles. 

			They had come to work on a day when there was no work and Max knew exactly why. He glanced around. There was no one else on the street and the two men had stepped directly into their path, blocking their way. 

			“Excuse us,” Max said in a very polite tone. “Can we get by?”

			The two men didn’t move. Sophie smiled slightly at them and took Max’s arm, guiding him into the street around them. 

			But the redheaded construction worker put a huge, meaty hand around her upper arm and pulled her away from Max. He slammed her up against the building. Holding her easily with one hand he pressed himself against her while groping her chest with his other hand. He kissed her on the face and neck as she tried to turn her head away.

			Max felt a sharp tightening in his chest that he had never experienced. He grabbed the big man from behind and literally threw him off of Sophie.

			“Get out of here,” he screamed. “Leave us alone.”

			Both men stared at Max, their eyes wide with surprise. They had not expected this from the boy.

			“Sure, kid,” said the redhead, his hands held up as if in acquiescence. “Sure. We was just having fun. Didn’t mean no harm.”

			Max motioned to Sophie, who was still leaning against the wall, shaking, to come quickly. He saw her start toward him, then stop and begin to shout a warning. Too late, he realized the blond man had slipped behind him. A sinewy forearm clamped around his neck like a vise.

			Max was lifted clear off the ground, wriggling helplessly and struggling for air. As the blond held him up, a perfect target, the redhead gave him a vicious punch to the gut. The man behind him let go and Max doubled over in pain, gasping for air. As he bent over, the redhead hit him again, a right hook to the jaw. Max fell to the ground, his world flickering in and out of focus. 

			He lay there, fighting to stay conscious, remotely aware of Sophie screaming, the two men dragging her inside the makeshift office, out of his sight. Willing himself to his feet, he staggered into the building after them, moving toward the sounds of the screams.

			Sophie was bent backward over a small work table. The blond man had her arms pinned while the redhead tried to mount her from the front. Her dress was up around her waist. The redhead had her ripped underpants clutched in one hand. The front of her dress, where it buttoned, was torn completely open. 

			The red-haired man was so fixated on Sophie that he didn’t notice Max enter. But the blond one did, and as Max approached he let go of Sophie and took a ferocious swing at Max’s head. Max ducked the blow, in the same motion grabbing a length of stray pipe he’d noticed lying on the concrete floor. In one fluid motion he straightened up and thrust the pipe into his adversary’s midsection. 

			The blond man folded up like a cheap tent. 

			Sensing movement behind him, Max whirled around, swinging the pipe like a baseball bat. He connected squarely, the pipe making a sickening thud against the red-haired man’s head. His would-be attacker went down like a load of wet cement.

			The blond man was still doubled over, clutching his stomach. Max kicked him in the face. Blood spurted from the man’s nose and he stumbled back a few steps, landing awkwardly on the seat of his pants. Max kicked him again and this time he went all the way down. Both of the attackers were now prone and defenseless but Max kept kicking them, first one then the other, until he became aware of Sophie pulling him from behind and screaming at him to stop. “You’re going to kill them!”

			She was right. He would have. 

			Leaving their vanquished assailants, they made their way back to Sophie’s apartment. As they walked, Sophie held her torn dress closed with both hands. She was sobbing quietly.

			Eli had gone to work so the apartment was empty. Sophie sat slumped on the couch, her hands over her face, heaving and shaking. Max sat down next to her and put his arm around her shoulders. After several minutes she stopped crying, simply resting her head on his shoulder. Quietly, she said, “Thank you.”

			They sat there like that until he gently pushed her off and back against the couch. “I have to get to school.” 

			When he was halfway to the door he heard her desperate, “Wait.” He turned and she threw herself into his arms, clinging to him tightly. She turned her face up to his and the next thing he knew they were kissing. Her mouth was soft and warm and her lips parted, drawing his tongue inside. Her dress where it had been torn was completely open and he felt the warmth of her bare flesh, felt an urgent heat rise within him as her body pressed against his, pleasurable and unnerving. She took his hand in both of hers and led him back to the couch.

			But as she pulled him down he said, “No,” the word seeming to issue forth on its own. “I have to go.” He straightened up and stepped back, a sudden timidity after his earlier display of bravery.

			He was already in the hallway, the door swinging shut behind him, when she said quietly, “I love you, Max.” But she doubted that he heard. His footsteps already echoed down the narrow hall.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Max did not see much of Sophie during the next several months. With school out, he worked full time in his father’s clothing store. Josif believed in working hard and giving his customers value for their money. The contacts he had made during years in the garment industry allowed him to buy directly from the factory and pass the savings on to his customers. Business prospered.

			Max waited on customers, stocked the shelves and kept the books. Even Josif, an intelligent man, was astounded by his son’s proficiency with numbers. At any time, seemingly off the top of his head, Max could rattle off sales figures, merchandise cost, overhead and inventory for the day, month or year. He kept track of every dime that went in or out of the store without writing anything down and without apparent effort. Josif, who was accustomed to scrupulously written records, was very skeptical, at first, of his son’s bookkeeping. But with time he gained complete confidence in Max’s abilities and came to rely on him.

			Since Max knew every penny that passed through the store, he knew about Dominic Troglia. Troglia was a large man with a swarthy complexion, hooked nose, and black hair slicked straight back from a high forehead. He appeared in the Zalensky’s store every third day of every month at precisely three o’clock in the afternoon. He would chat with Josif for a few minutes, tell a joke, laugh, shake hands and then leave.

			Mr. Troglia never bought anything and he never delivered any merchandise. But when he left he was always twenty dollars richer than when he came. Troglia made similar visits to every merchant on Grand Street. And everyone paid. If they refused, their store was destroyed. If they tried to stop the destruction, they suffered a more personal punishment. This cycle of extortion was commonly known as ‘paying protection’.

			“Why don’t you stand up to him?” Max said to his father. “What if all of you refused to pay? What could he do?”

			It was a conversation they had often. But Josif would just smile and shake his head. “I did all the fighting I ever want to do before I came to this country. Twenty dollars is a small tax to pay. We still make a good living.”

			The conversation would continue in that vein for several minutes, after which Max would silently rebuke himself for having brought the subject up. His father had achieved a lot for himself and it was not up to Max to tell him how to run his business.

			* * *

			Max was busy taking inventory on a Saturday morning when Sophie walked into the store. “Hello, stranger,” she said, cheerful as the morning.

			“Hello yourself,” he replied, getting down from the ladder he had been standing on while counting dress slacks. He had not seen her for almost a month and it was a pleasure just to hear her voice. She was wearing a light silk summer dress, a pale green color that matched her eyes. It was obviously expensive and Max knew that Epstein must have bought it for her. A spark of jealousy flickered, but he had to admit to himself that she looked even more dazzling than usual.

			“You’ve forgotten,” she said, smiling and stepping closer to him. 

			“Of course I haven’t.” In truth, he had feared that she would forget or, even worse, not care. Because it was August, and every August since they were very small they had celebrated their birthdays together. Max was almost exactly one year older, their birthdays only a few days apart. Now, within a week, she would be sixteen, he seventeen. When they were children Mrs. Goldberg had always baked them a cake with two candles on it, one for each of them. Only a year ago they had saved their money and gone out together for dinner to a small, inexpensive Italian restaurant. For dessert they had split a cannoli with two candles on it. But now, Max knew, Sophie was accustomed to much fancier fare. There was little he could offer that would compare to the elegant restaurants she frequented with Epstein.

			“I’ll cook,” she said, as if reading his thoughts. “My father will be out late tonight and we’ll be by ourselves.”

			“All right. What time?”

			“Late afternoon, right after you close.” She smiled and said, “I’ll make something special for us.” Then she turned and walked out of the store. 

			Max wanted to buy her something distinctive for her birthday, but he knew that nothing he could afford would compare to the expensive gifts Epstein casually presented her. So he settled for a dozen roses from a flower stand two doors down from his father’s store.

			She opened the door almost immediately, as if she had been standing right behind it waiting for him to knock. She was wearing a white cotton sun dress, sleeveless with wide straps over her shoulders. Her eyes sparkled and from her smile it was obvious how glad she was to see him. 

			“Ooh,” she gushed, when he handed her the roses. “You’re sweet.” She kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll go put these in water.” 

			Max stepped inside and closed the door. Shades were drawn over the windows as protection against the August heat, so although it was still sunny outside the light was muted in the little apartment.

			Sophie came back from the kitchen with the flowers in a vase. “I’ve got a present for you too.” She giggled nervously, avoiding his eyes by looking around for a place to put the flowers. “It’s something special.”

			“Okay. What is it?”

			“First,” she said slowly, “you have to tell me you want it.”

			Max repeated, “Tell me what it is.”

			She shook her head, placing the vase on a small round table. Then she looked him straight in the eyes and said very seriously, “You have to tell me you want it.”

			After a pause, Max said softly, “I want it.”

			Sophie smiled, then reached behind herself with both hands and undid something at the back of her dress. She slipped one strap, then the other off of each shoulder. The dress fell down around her ankles with a soft rustle. She had nothing on underneath. Her body glistened in the dim light, her breasts incredibly full and firm, her hips flaring out from the slim waist, her slender legs tapering down to bare feet. From across the room, Max could feel the heat emanating from her and was aware of his own heart pounding.

			She came to him and carefully unbuttoned his shirt, kissed him on the mouth, then again, harder. Her lips strayed to his neck, his chest, his hard nipples. She reached for his belt, undid it, unbuttoned his pants, and pulled them down. He helped, wriggling his hips, stepping out of the crumpled heap down by his ankles. She pulled down his undershorts, and his manhood sprang free, throbbing and swollen. Circling her fingers around the tip, she stroked it lightly, and Max let out a soft moan. Then she took his hand and led him to her bedroom.

			Sophie fell backward on the bed, pulling him down on top of her, pressing him against herself until she was ready. Then she wrapped her legs up high around his back, squeezing her fingers into his tight buttocks. The thrill of him entering, the fullness of him throbbing inside, brought on a sudden wave of delight. She raised her legs even higher, digging her nails into his flesh and moaning out loud as he slipped deeper into her. He rocked back and forth countless times, straining to control himself, instinctively holding back, until Sophie’s brain suddenly exploded with pleasure, her body spasming uncontrollably, primitive sounds escaping her lips, her pelvis arching in and out in a rhythmic heat. Then he burst and she came again, mind and body moving out of control as if motivated by a greater force. 

			* * *

			Later, after they had made love a second time, Max sat on the bed, putting his pants back on. Sophie sat up next to him, kissed him on the cheek and with her chin resting on his shoulder said, “I love you.”

			“I love you too. So, what do you say? Let’s get married.” 

			“Max, don’t be silly,” she said lightly, as if she knew he didn’t really mean it.

			“I’m serious. I love you. I’ve loved you my whole life. We should be married.”

			Sophie was taken aback. She had not expected this. She hesitated, then dropped her eyes and said, “I can’t.”

			“I’m working with my father now. I can support us. I know our apartment isn’t big, but we can make do until we can afford a place of our own.” He stroked her hair. 

			“Oh, Max,” Sophie said. “It would be wonderful. But I can’t.” She suddenly looked terribly sad. “I’m going to marry Arnold Epstein.”

			“What are you talking about?” Max thought she was making some sort of a joke.

			“I’m going to marry him,” she said again. “It’s already been arranged.”

			Max felt as if he had been punched in the gut. For a moment he couldn’t breathe. “But he’s twenty years older than you,” he said at last, as if that was what mattered. 

			“You don’t understand. My father owes him ten thousand dollars. I don’t have a choice.”

			It was a tremendous amount of money, more than Eli Feldman would make in the meat-packing plant in six years, but Max refused to accept the idea that she would agree to this, especially after what had just taken place between them. “You do have a choice,” he said. “I can protect your father.”

			Sophie laughed bitterly. “You can’t protect him. Not from the kind of men Arnold has working for him.” 

			“So what? Your father made his own problems. You’re not merchandise to be sold for his debts. Marry me and let him handle his own troubles.”

			Sophie shook her head. “It’s true, it’s his own fault. All of it. And there’re other things he’s done. But that doesn’t mean he deserves to die.” She paused, then said quietly but resolutely, “My mother left, he raised me by himself. I won’t let him die.” She was staring down at the bed, tears running down her cheeks. 

			Max just stared at her, stunned. “So what was this afternoon all about?” he said. “What did you…invite me over here for?”

			“Because I love you,” she said simply. “I wanted to make love with someone I love, just once. And I wanted to be the first for you.” She looked up at him. “I was the first, wasn’t I?”

			“Yes, goddamn it.” His voice was rising. “And now you’re going off like some lamb to slaughter, selling yourself to a man you don’t love. Don’t do this, Sophie.”

			She just shook her head. “I have to,” she said, bursting fully into tears. “Max, people like us, we do what we’re made to do, and people like Arnold are the ones who make us.”

			“That may be true for you,” Max said, almost shouting now, his words propelled by hurt and anger. “But not for me. I can do what I want. My father and I have our own business. I don’t have to kneel to Arnold Epstein and I could protect you and your father if you let me.”

			“That’s nonsense,” she shot back at him. “You do what you’re told like everyone else. I know Josif pays protection to Troglia just like all the merchants on Grand. Arnold told me he does. You’re so high and mighty. You talk about protecting me. You can’t even protect yourself.”

			He started to say something, but stopped. She was right. It was his fault. Inside, he was still that little boy in the closet, unable to protect the person he loved most. It filled him with shame. He lowered his head and turned away from her. It was the first time in her life that Sophie had seen him defeated. 

			“Oh, Max,” she said, “I’m sorry.” And she put her arms on his shoulders and kissed the back of his neck. He felt the wetness of her tears.

			“It’s okay,” he said, his voice flat and without expression. 

			“I never meant to hurt you.” 

			But she had. She had hurt him terribly. And part of him, the part that had briefly flickered back to life after all this time, was just as quickly sealed off. He would never again drop his guard or let anyone in. It was too dangerous. 

			Keeping his voice flat, he said, “No problem. It won’t happen again.” He stood up, buttoned his shirt cuffs and walked out of the little apartment without looking back. Sophie lay facedown on her bed and cried as his footsteps disappeared down the hall for the last time. 
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