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A few years ago, two friends—cohorts in the business where I was then employed—appeared in my office not long after the publication of one of my novels, and they said, in jest (or maybe half-jest), that they did not understand the story I had written, that it was interesting but complex. They wanted me to write a novel of romance for them. I promised that I would. Someday, I said. When I found an intriguing story. Two years ago, while visiting the Catskill Mountains of New York for the first time since 1957, I found that story. It had to do with an opera singer named Amelita Galli-Curci and some wonderful ghosts from three summers of working in a resort hotel.

And, so, this book is dedicated to:

Patty and Elaine

Because a promise is a promise.
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CHAPTER
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ON THE MORNING THAT HE DIED, AVRUM FELDMAN CAME CALLING. He said he would, and he did. He had promised it would be his last act on earth before meeting that old faker, God, and, as he often reminded me, I, of all people, should know how eager he was for that encounter. God had been hiding from him long enough, up there in his smoke screen of clouds and in his dazzling cluster of stars, pulling off his cosmic tricks like a cheap magician.

“But before I find this God, this Houdini, I will try one last time with you,” he had said repeatedly. “One last time to see if you will listen.”

When Avrum came calling, it was in a ghost-whisper, a premonition. He came in a warm shiver that swept over my shoulders and neck like a sudden puff from the sun on a bright and cheerful morning.

I remember because I arched my shoulders to nuzzle against the shiver.

It was early morning. I was in the art studio of the private school where I taught, watching a gifted young man intently studying his painting of the leaves of autumn. The painting was beautifully, brilliantly colored, rendered in rich, thick swipes of oil that seemed to lift up and curl off the canvas, as leaves of autumn do when they first touch the ground.

And I was thinking of Avrum. Or I could have been.

The last time that I had seen him—nine months earlier—the leaves of autumn in the Catskill Mountains were curled on the ground, beautifully, brilliantly colored in their cups of red and yellow and orange, looking very much like the painting by the gifted young man who stood before the easel, his darting eyes searching for a spot to put the one glistening dot of oil that was on the tip of his brush and in the center of his imagination.

And the warm shiver that struck my shoulders and neck—the knowing before the knowing—was Avrum’s way of gently teasing me with his dying, telling me about it in the instant that Brenda Slayton, secretary to the headmaster of the school, said from the doorway of the studio, and in a voice so soft I knew something was wrong, “Bobo, you’ve got a call from New York that you need to take.”

When I speak of Avrum’s death in the years still before me, I will say, “Yes, I knew.” And it will not be a lie, or a fancy thought, because, in life, Avrum had had a wondrous power to be where he wanted to be merely by wishing himself there. If such power had been so simple in life, getting around in death would have been a trick as effortless as a finger snap to him.

“It is easy to do, ja,” Avrum had boasted. “So easy.”

I have never argued that such claims by Avrum sounded anything but crazy. They did—his claims and his stories. And he was called that—called crazy—by a lot of people who knew him, or thought they knew him. I was one of them. When I first saw him, I mean.

He was sitting on a sidewalk bench made of concrete and heavy timbers in the small village of Pine Hill, New York, in the Catskill Mountains. His eyes were closed, his head tilted back. A soft smile was on his ancient face. He was listening, Harry Burger told me, to Amelita Galli-Curci.

“Who?” I asked.

“An old opera singer,” Harry explained.

“I don’t hear anybody,” I said.

“So? Do I hear her? Does anyone hear her? Only Avrum. What can I say?”

The people who knew him, or thought they knew him, muttered smugly that Avrum was an old fool preoccupied with romantic nonsense. Who could hear a voice when there was no voice? Who? It was nothing, they declared. Nothing but Avrum Feldman’s way of getting and keeping attention, this hearing of voices. An old man’s begging to be seen. Nothing more.

But the people who scoffed at him, who ridiculed him, did not know of Avrum’s wondrous power to be where he wanted to be merely by wishing himself there. He could do that—could transport himself—as freely and jubilantly as a dreamy child. He could will himself back through memory, leaping time like a joyful, streaking star, back to a night when all that he had been and all that he was and all that he would become gathered in serene harmony, and a voice—one that was both within and without, one that entered him and surrounded him— spoke with such absolute command, Avrum could only obey it.

That night was January 28, 1918, one day past his thirty-first birthday. Because he loved the opera, his wife of eighteen months had presented him with two tickets in the least-expensive section of the balcony at the Lexington Opera House in New York City to hear Amelita Galli-Curci sing the title role of Giacomo Meyerbeer’s spirited Dinorah.

Avrum’s wife was a Polish immigrant who had Americanized her name to Marina. She disliked the music of the opera. “I would play my recordings and she would complain,” Avrum reported. “ ‘Such squealing,’ she would say, and I would tell her, ‘You do not listen. Listen, and the voice of the music will speak to you.’ But she would not listen. She did not believe in the voice of the music. If you do not believe, you cannot hear.”

On January 28, 1918, sitting beside his annoyed wife, listening to Amelita Galli-Curci sing the Ombra leggiera—the “Shadow Song”—the voice of the music spoke to Avrum, and the power to wish, to dream, was released in him and he became another man, a man that people would call crazy and an old fool preoccupied with romantic nonsense.

When he spoke of that night—as he often did during the thirty-eight years I knew him—it was always as though he were living it for the first time, as though the experience were something that had occurred only hours earlier.

It was a cold night, he remembered, a night whipped with snow and sheets of rain and wind that howled out of the lungs of Manhattan skyscrapers. After the performance, standing outside the theater, with his wife quarreling about the thinness of her winter coat, Avrum heard the voice of the music again. The voice ordered him to walk away, and he did, leaving his wife shouting angrily at him as passersby shook their heads in disgust.

Avrum did not return home that night. He wandered the streets dazed, with the echo of Amelita Galli-Curci’s magnificent voice ringing joyfully in his memory. Twenty-four curtain calls for the “Shadow Song,” he vowed emphatically when he told the story. He had counted them. And sixty for the final curtain. Yes, sixty. And Geraldine Farrar, the great prima donna, had stood in her seat in the theater and cheered.

“And my wife, my wife. Do you know what she said?” Avrum would hiss. “She said, ‘So much money for such squealing.’ ” And then he would add, in a bellowing of anger, “She would not stand for the ovations.”

In the morning, at sunrise, taking coffee in a small coffee shop, Avrum read the reviews from newspapers left on tables by other readers. The critic from the Times had written: “The voice that this shouting audience heard for the first time is one of those voices that ‘float.’ At the end of its principal demonstration last night it wasn’t a woman’s voice but a bird’s swelling throat…”

After his coffee, Avrum folded the newspapers under his arm and went home. Marina had left early for the bakery where she worked. She had placed a note on the kitchen table against the sugar dish: Where did you go? What did I do? Avrum tore the note in half and went into the bedroom and packed his belongings into two suitcases and left.

It was what he had to do, he explained. It was what the voice of the music told him to do.

I never tired of hearing the story, though he told it always in the same manner, with the same words, the same intonation, like a script memorized and perfected over many performances. It was romantic and bizarre, the kind of story that old people are likely to tell when they have locked onto a solitary moment in their life, allowing that moment to seize and command them. Still, there was always something compelling about it. Over time, I began to believe that Avrum repeated it because he wanted me with him when he made his leap back to that night. I think he wanted me to understand something that he believed essential for the good feeling of happiness, or contentment. In everyone’s life, he instructed, there was one moment of change—one grand, undeniable moment of change—that was so indisputable and consequential it never stopped mattering.

And with Avrum, that moment was the night he heard Amelita Galli-Curci sing at the Lexington Opera House, and the voice of the music spoke to him.

Until he died on July 12, 1993, at the age of one hundred and six, Avrum Feldman devoted his life to the celebration of that moment. It was a life of innocent fantasy and sweetly endured anguish.

It was, as Avrum often confessed, a life wholly wonderful, but not quite complete. “It is very painful,” he would warn me, “to love someone and believe you can never be with them.”

He would add, with a sad smile, “I chose the right person, but I am the wrong man.”

The caller was Sol Walkman, administrator of the High-mount Home for Retired Citizens, where Avrum had lived for thirty years. I knew Sol’s voice immediately—a thin, almost impersonal voice. Though I had met him a few times during my visits with Avrum and he had tried to be pleasant, I had never really liked him, because I have never understood why people who have no apparent compassion choose to work in a profession that begs for it.

Sol told me that Avrum had died at some hour between midnight and dawn.

He said, “According to Mr. Feldman’s records, you were to be notified of his death. There’s nothing to indicate it, but I must ask: Are you his son?”

“No,” I answered. “Just a friend. He had no children, or any other relatives that I’m aware of.”

“I see.”

“I can be there tomorrow morning,” I suggested.

“He was very specific about his wishes. He wanted to be taken immediately to the crematory. It’s very clear in his instructions, very clear. I’ve just finished reviewing them.”

“Then take him,” I said.

There was a pause. “You don’t wish for us to wait until you arrive? Is that what I understand? I spoke to the funeral director. He—”

I interrupted. “It’s all right. Do as he wished.”

Again, there was a pause, then Sol said, curtly, it seemed, “Very well. It’s not a Jewish custom, but as a gentile I thought you may wish to view the body.”

“I have no reason to,” I replied.

“You probably wouldn’t know him. Frankly, he looks bad.”

“I’m sure he does. He was old.”

“Yes,” Sol sighed. “Old and helpless. He required a lot of special attention.”

“He was a special man,” I said.

I could hear Sol Walkman inhale, then he countered, “All of our residents are.” His voice was barely controlled.

“I’ll be there tomorrow,” I told him.

The telephone clicked into a hum.

By late afternoon, I was at the airport in Newburgh, New York, slightly off-balance and groggy, like someone awakening from a disturbed sleep. The day had been a blur—arrangements at school for a substitute to take my classes, flight reservations, hurried packing, the expected and irritating argument with Carolyn, my wife. She had complained about my rush to leave, about the expense of the trip, about forcing her to juggle plans that included both of us. It had been an uncomfortable confrontation. I did not blame Carolyn and, yet, I resented her for not understanding. She had never accepted my friendship with Avrum. To her, it was an odd and ridiculous and embarrassing relationship. What could I possibly have in common with an old man who was as batty as the Mad Hatter? For years, she had accused him of using me, and she had accused me of not having the nerve to call an end to his demands.

“Now that he’s dead, maybe you’ll put all that nonsense behind you,” she had said.

“I didn’t know it was nonsense,” I had replied.

“What else do you call it?”

“Friendship.”

“Good God, Bobo,” she had sighed.

I had wanted to call her immediately after talking to Sol Walkman. I had wanted to tell her about Avrum and how he had warned me by his presence in my classroom. I had wanted her to understand about the shivering and to reply, in her softest voice, “I’m sorry, Bobo. I know he meant a lot to you.”

I could not make the call then because she could not give me the answer I needed. Carolyn was the last person I had called.

The quarrels between us over Avrum were ancient and tiresome.

I rented a car at the Newburgh airport and drove to Kingston and checked into a motel. I had dinner in a small, nearby restaurant, then bought a bottle of brandy from a package store and returned to the motel. In my room, I poured a shot of brandy over ice and took the complimentary Kingston newspaper and propped against the pillows of the bed.

There was a story on the front page of the newspaper about Avrum’s death. It did not reveal much about him. It said he had been born in Germany in 1887, that he had immigrated to America in 1907, that he had worked as a peddler, a furrier, a teacher, and, finally, as an interpreter for the United States Immigration Service at Ellis Island. It said he had retired to the Catskill Mountains and had died there in the Highmount Home for Retired Citizens, which was supported by Jewish charities. It said he had been the Home’s oldest resident and, perhaps, the oldest citizen in the state of New York.

The story was six paragraphs long.

I thought: Newspapers know so little about people.

I wanted to read that Avrum Feldman loved music as other people love God, that he could recite passages from the librettos of operas as easily as schoolchildren could recite the poetry of Kipling, that, though he could not read music, he could be seized by its power and, in a stroke of inspiration, lift a twig from the ground and conduct imaginary orchestras with such conviction and tenderness that passersby—even those who thought him crazy and an old fool preoccupied with romantic nonsense—would stop and watch and become so enthralled by the majesty of his performance they would believe they heard violins from the voices of birds.

I wanted to read that Avrum had had a gift of insight that was rare and astonishing in its simplicity and in its accuracy. At least, it had been with me.

I wanted to read that when people had laughed at Avrum, the sound of their laughter was the sound of fear, that their voices had trembled because he made them uneasy. I wanted to read that when they walked away from him, they had stopped and lifted their faces and listened, wondering if they, too, could hear the voice of Amelita Galli-Curci.

I wanted to read that Avrum Feldman had accepted as his friend a boy of the rural South, barely seventeen, and that he had declared it destiny that we should meet. What else could it be? he had reasoned. Why would he, a Jewish immigrant from Germany, almost seventy at the time, meet, and like, a boy of the rural South? And in the Cat-skill Mountains of New York? Why? Destiny, Avrum had pronounced.

He had heard horror stories, he told me that summer, in 1955, of Southern men in white bedsheets burning the cross of their Christ on the lawns of the Jews. He knew, as fact, that Jews had been lynched for nothing more condemning than the sounds of their names. He had read of it, he raged. He had heard the rabbis speak of it. He knew that, in the South, Jews were ostracized, that their rights, like the rights of the Negroes, were denied them.

“And,” he had cautioned, “you are of the South. You must learn how other people live, if you are to live yourself.”

What Avrum did not, or could not, understand was that I knew nothing of the atrocities against the Jews that he described with stubborn certainty. In my home, atrocities against any race, or faith, were not celebrated or tolerated. When they were discussed, which was seldom, it was always with regret and sadness.

“No one is such an innocent,” Avrum had protested.

But he had been wrong. I was such an innocent—the fifth child of a farming family with an Irish and English heritage, settled from more than a hundred years of wandering from Pennsylvania through Virginia and the Carolinas and finally into Georgia, to the fertile bottomlands of the Savannah River. There was pride in the heritage and in the wandering and in the settling. Pride and tolerance and patience. And quietness. Quietness, too, was part of our nature. The silence of work, as my father had believed, was a great teacher. “A quiet man does not carry the weight of his tongue,” he had advised. I would later learn that people who did not know us—people who were not of the South—thought we were lazy and passive because we were quiet. We were not lazy. We were not passive. We were Southerners.

And for a Southerner, for an innocent, it had been a great leap to go from the green, humid foothills of northeast Georgia to the cool, majestic mountains of the New York Catskills—from the loblolly pine to the hemlock, from red clay to dark forest soil. But it was more than a leap of miles and scenery. It also had been a leap of culture, a leap so mighty that I am still in awe of it.

Avrum Feldman had been there, in Pine Hill, in the Catskills, when I landed, bewildered and frightened. He was sitting on his sidewalk bench, an old man who was thought to be crazy, a fool preoccupied with romantic nonsense.

And we had become friends. Destiny, Avrum had called it.

And long ago he had chosen me to close out his life, to recite his kaddish.

It was a strange request and I had tried to decline it. Many times, I had tried. I would say to him, in a plea, “But I can’t do a kaddish. I’m not Jewish.”

And Avrum would smile in his old-man way—mischievously—and reply, “So? Neither is my kaddish. You will see. You will see.”

I never insisted on an explanation. I knew he would be right.

I wanted to read in the Kingston newspaper that Avrum Feldman’s kaddish would be recited—performed—by his friend, Madison Lee Murphy, who was also known as Bobo.

I wanted to read that Avrum Feldman had not been crazy, or a fool, but blessed, because he understood something the rest of us could not understand.

But I knew I was being unfair. How could the writer of six paragraphs—six obligatory paragraphs, acknowledging the wonder of a man living one hundred and six years—know that Avrum Feldman believed in the power of one grand, undeniable moment of change, and in the voice of the music?

It was late and I turned off the lights of the room and settled into bed and thought of Avrum.

Death refreshes memory, pushes away the clutter of years. It is like finding an object, a keepsake, in a stored-away box, and by the simple act of touching that object, that keepsake, you remember vividly the time you first touched it, and whatever you felt, whatever it was that made you put it into a stored-away box, you feel again. And perhaps it haunts you.

There was, in my memory of Avrum, a stored-away box, one that made me understand the stories of Amelita Galli-Curci were more than gossip on the streets of Pine Hill and in the other towns and villages of the Shandaken Valley.

One night, in the summer that I met him and after he finally told me of Amelita Galli-Curci, Avrum insisted that I accompany him back to his room in the small hotel where he then lived. I thought he was not feeling well and was afraid of being alone. I asked if he needed to see a doctor.

“Doctor?” he said, puzzled. “Why should I see a doctor? What’s a doctor got to do with anything?”

I apologized to him. “I just wondered. I thought if you wanted somebody to walk you back to your room, maybe you didn’t feel too good.”

He spit a laugh into the air. “Mein Gott. I’m not one of those old people at the place you work,” he declared robustly. “I want that you should see something.”

In his room, which was sparse and drab, he directed me to move a chair to the front of the door, blocking it, and he instructed me to sit in the chair and watch him. “Ask me nothing,” he warned. “Nothing.”

He went to a trunk at the foot of his bed and opened it and removed an ornate mahogany box and took it to a table beneath a window and unlocked it with a key that he kept in his vest pocket, a key that he often fingered absently as he walked the streets of Pine Hill. He lifted from the box two candlesticks of beautifully cut glass and two white candles. He pushed the candles into the candlesticks and placed them on the table, and then he carefully, ceremoniously, took from the box a framed photograph of a woman with a severe, but distinctive, face. He did not tell me, but I knew it was Amelita Galli-Curci. He leaned the frame against the candlesticks, balancing it, and then, in front of the photograph, he placed a sheet of music with a signature scratched across the face of the page, and on the sheet of music, he placed a necklace of costume jewelry.

I thought he was going to say something to me, offer an explanation, but he did not, and I watched as he sat in the chair at the table, his eyes locked on the photograph. A smile settled warmly into his face. I could see his lips moving in a soundless whisper, like a soft, begging prayer. After a few minutes, I slipped the chair away from the door and quietly left the room.

I did not tell anyone about that night, about the candle-sticks and the candles and the photograph and the sheet of music and the necklace of costume jewelry.

People would have laughed. They would have said Avrum had made an icon of an old opera singer. They would have said it was proof that Avrum was crazy, a fool.

And I have never told anyone that during that same summer and for many years afterward, there was a photograph that I, too, kept locked away until I could no longer bear not seeing it. And, like Avrum, I would take it out of its hiding and place it before me—not as Avrum did, not with the candlesticks and the candles, but on a bare table. Then I would hold a blue stone that the girl-woman of the photograph had given me and I would sit, as Avrum did, and look at the face that smiled back at me with bright, giving eyes. I would believe that I could hold her again, touch her mouth with my mouth, feel her hands on my hands. I would make her name with my lips, say it again and again, and my soul would send soft, happy prayers of longing to her.

But I am not as brave as Avrum was. I did not quit my life for an impossibility. I did not risk hearing voices. I still had the photograph and the stone, and there were times when I looked at them and remembered, but I no longer performed the ritual of loneliness.

Avrum was not crazy, or a fool.

He was in love with Amelita Galli-Curci.

And he taught me the joy of such love.

That is why we were friends, and it is what I have never been able to tell Carolyn.

And I think it is why, long ago, Avrum chose me to close out his life, to perform his kaddish.

Avrum knew about the photograph that I kept hidden. He knew who it was and why I had it.

I did not have to tell him. He knew.
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I ALWAYS GO INTO THE CATSKILLS WITH MELANCHOLY AND GLADness. I go slowly, following Highway 28 out of Kingston. I do not want to take the mountains in a gulp. I want to sip them, to hold the taste of seeing them again as I would hold the taste of a surprising, perfect wine. I like to say aloud the names of the towns and villages as I slip past them—Stony Hollow, Glenford, Ashokan, Boiceville, Phoenicia, Allaben, Shandaken, Big Indian. I think of the streams where men cast lines as light as spider’s silk over the waters and the whiplash of the lines’ curl before settling for the chase of the trout that glide in the cold spills of the Beaverkill and the Neversink, the Delaware and the Esopus. The names of the towns and villages, of the trout streams, are like poems to me.

I like the feeling of the mountains rising up from the valley of the highway and cupping me in their walls of hemlock and oak, of birches with white, peeling trunks, of rhododendron and laurel, of scrub bushes and wild grasses on the knolls. It is wondrous to see the trees. I have always wanted to stop on the roadside and take canvas and oils and to paint frantically, to find in the touch of a brushstroke what I see, and sense. But I think the trees cannot be painted. Their colors flow with the sun— pale and dark greens, scratches of white, red, and amber blossoms. Their colors flow and I think I can see them moving on the sunriver, their high faces lifted in exuberance and their muscular tree arms stretching like dancers of the ballet embracing the music of their dance.

I wondered if this would be the last time I would take the slow, melancholy drive into the Catskills, past the towns and villages and streams with names like poems. Since 1955, I had returned every few years to visit Avrum. At least, that is what I had told myself. I may have lied. Avrum was my friend and I loved him for that friendship, but perhaps I had used him as an excuse to make the drive that fills me with awe.

Carolyn has always believed there was some reason, some calling, for me to return to the Catskills that was more alluring than friendship. She has always been suspicious of the trips and of my insistence on taking them alone. I had argued that Avrum would be uncomfortable if she was with me. It was a childish and transparent suggestion, but I could not think of anything else to tell her. “I could stay at the hotel while you’re with him,” she would protest, and I would answer, “Maybe next time. We’ll talk about it.” But there was never a next time. Finally, we had stopped discussing it. I would leave and Carolyn would be bitter. I would return home and nothing would be said.

There is part of me—my social conditioning, I suppose— that made me believe I should suffer guilt because of the trips and leaving Carolyn, but I did not. I think of the Catskills as my moment, my one grand, undeniable moment. Mine. Not Carolyn’s. Not mine and Carolyn’s. Mine, alone. How could I feel guilt over something that changed me forever, even if I had never expressed that change?

It was different in 1955. I wanted Carolyn with me. We even talked about it before the summer. The two of us working together in a resort in the Catskills, hundreds of miles away from our hometown. It would be fun, we said. And romantic. “I want to go with you,” Carolyn told me then. But it was only talk, a kind of dreamy prelude to the separation that we both knew would happen.

That separation was on the morning of May 27, 1955. It is one of the few dates in my life that I cannot forget. We were in New York City on the first stop of the high school senior trip, but I would not go with my classmates to Washington, D.C., and from Washington back to our home. I would say good-bye to them at Penn Station, would watch the train heave forward and take them away, with Carolyn waving to me from a window, crying and mouthing, “I love you.” And then I would walk back to the hotel where we had stayed and wait for my brother, Raymond, to find me and drive me to Pine Hill to begin work that day in the Pine Hill Inn.

It was Raymond who had arranged for me to work at the Inn. He was studying for his doctorate at New York University and was serving a circuit of small parishes in the Shandaken Valley for the United Methodist Church. One of his parishioners was named Nora Dowling. Her late husband, Morris, had owned the Inn. Morris was Jewish, but Nora was Lutheran. Because there were no Lutheran churches in the area, Nora attended my brother’s services. She liked him. When he told her about me, she offered a job for the summer.

I do not remember that first drive into the Catskills with Raymond, except for a herd of deer on a knoll. I must have sat forward in the car seat, as would a child who is excited. I know that Raymond slowed the car and said, “You’ll see a lot of them up here.” Then he added, “Bobo, everything up here is different,” and he began to tell me the stories of the Catskills, from the early settlers to the resort industry. “Once it was believed the Catskills would be the new Jerusalem. There’s a rich Jewish heritage here. You’ll find that out at the Inn.”

I have thought of that first trip over the years and wondered why I have no impression of the mountains and trees and the towns and villages and streams. Perhaps I was too young, or too tired. We had been in New York for two days. On the last night with my classmates, Carolyn and I had stayed together until late, and then I had joined some of the boys in one of the rooms and we had talked long after midnight. I did not know it then, but I was trying to tuck away my time with them as fully, as completely, as possible. Coy Helms called it “Bobo’s last night as a human being.”

Coy. Coy is another person I always remember when I am in the Catskills.

The last thing Coy said to me on May 27, 1955, was, “Keep it pointed toward the ground, Bobo. They’s Yankees all over the place up here.”

His exact, last words were those.

I laughed at Coy and took his offered hand. “Sure, Coy,” I said. There was great strength in his handgrip. He looked away, then blinked his eyes rapidly, then licked the dryness from his lips. He shrugged the way Coy always shrugged when he wanted to appear nonchalant— a casual roll of the muscles across his shoulders. Coy was large and powerful, the strongest boy-man I knew. He had played tackle on the football team. One night, enraged because an opponent had threatened me, Coy broke the boy’s leg. Yet, Coy was also gentle and caring. If he liked you, Coy loved you. In a good way, I mean. With his soul, with the fluttering that bubbles up in a person’s chest when that person has sensed, or witnessed, something too splendid for the chest to contain. When Coy said to me, “Keep it pointed toward the ground, Bobo. They’s Yankees all over the place up here,” I knew it was not what he wanted to say. What he wanted to say was, “I love you, Bobo.”

I remember thinking, as I watched Coy stroll away and board the train, “I love you, too, Coy. Thank you for breaking legs for me.”

The train left and I stood watching it slide away from me. They are going one way and I am going another, I thought.

And out of that swimming, dizzying morning of leaving, with Carolyn clinging to me and Mazie Herndon, who taught English and was a chaperone, warning me about the meanness of the street people of New York, it has always been Coy Helms I remember most clearly.

It was a few minutes after ten when I arrived at the Highmount Home for Retired Citizens. The name was a polite sham. Avrum had called it, cynically, the High-mount Hilton. It was a converted resort hotel and from the outside had the appearance of being large, but, inside, it was not. Inside it was crowded and always in need of repair. The rooms were too small and never thoroughly cleaned. There was a smell of medicine and urine mixed with the damp, cool odor of death. It was not, as its brochure advertised, “a community of senior citizens engaged in the common joys of life.” It was a holding place for people who had no other home. They had been left there by their families, like children who are left overnight with a baby-sitter and a promise: “We’ll see you in the morning.” At the Highmount Home for Retired Citizens, morning never arrived. “Old Jews,” Avrum had muttered. “Who wants us?” For years I tried to persuade him to move, but he would not. He was near Sul Monte, the summer home that Amelita Galli-Curci had occupied.

The receptionist guided me into Sol Walkman’s office. A small man with a pinched, pale face, Sol tried to be professional, but I knew he wanted to be finished with the business of Avrum Feldman, the eccentric.

He invited me to sit in a worn leather chair in front of his desk.

“Let’s see now, Mr. Feldman’s file. I have it here,” he said, leafing through some papers on his desk. He looked up at me. “I’m sorry. You are… ?”

“Lee Murphy.”

He tried a smile. “Oh, yes, here it is.” He pulled a page from a folder. “We handle so many people, and, unfortunately, I’ve never been very good with names. I know we talked yesterday, and I know we’ve met briefly a few times, but I drew a blank.”

“That’s all right,” I told him. “Avrum may have noted my name as Bobo. That’s what he called me.”

A smirk crossed Sol’s face. “Bobo?”

“It was—well, still is to most—my nickname,” I explained.

“I see,” Sol said. He looked at the page. “We have it as Madison Lee Murphy.”

“That’s official.”

“Of course.”

“I assume Avrum’s wishes have been carried out,” I said.

Sol nodded vigorously. “Just as he instructed. His ashes will be available later.”

I did not reply. Sol studied from a sheet of notes he had made.

“You know that he became extremely ill just before his death,” he said after a moment.

“No. But I don’t doubt it, being as old as he was.”

Sol nodded again, again vigorously. “The oldest person we’ve ever cared for. Frankly, it was remarkable how strong and alert he was until the last few weeks.”

“He always amazed me,” I said. “When I first met him, I thought he would only live a few years. That was thirty-eight years ago.”

“He’s certainly been an interest to the media. We’ve had a lot of calls about him. I think it must be true, what they say.”

“What’s that?”

“That you automatically become a celebrity if you live to be a hundred. Everyone in New York seems to want to know about him.”

“What do you tell them?”

Sol blinked in surprise. “Tell them? I tell them he was one hundred and six years old, that he had lived here for thirty years.”

“Nothing else?” I said in a purposely flat voice.

“What else could I say? It’s all I really know, except for the records of employment, previous addresses, that sort of thing.” Sol settled back into his chair. “As I said, Mr. Murphy, we handle a lot of people. It’s impossible to get to know them very well, especially at their age. So many of them who are placed here by their families seldom talk at all. They’re at that stage of their life, as you may imagine. They’re forgetful, and they know it, so they choose not to talk, or they get confused by being left by people who used to care for them—or so they thought—and they don’t know how to explain it, to themselves or anyone else. They don’t know what to say.”

“Was Avrum that way?”

He again tried to smile. “Mr. Feldman was, well, different,” he replied slowly. “Sometimes he could be extremely difficult, but I’m sure you know that. For example, he occasionally insisted on playing his opera recordings at odd hours, and at full volume. We would have to take his records away until he promised to be more considerate. He could be very stubborn, Mr. Murphy, and, if he wished, he could be mean.” Sol picked up the file before him and held it up for me to view. It was crammed with papers. “You can see the number of complaints we received over the years.”

I suppressed a smile. I knew the file of violations and warnings that Sol Walkman held was Avrum’s last, proud protest against the Highmount Home for Retired Citizens.

“A lot of people used to think he was insane,” I said.

Sol’s eyes narrowed in thought. “Most of the doctors who attended him over the years would probably agree with that,” he said after a moment. Then: “What do you think?”

“I think he was brilliant. And, sometimes, that can be mistaken for insanity.”

Sol frowned.

“I assume the media have come and gone,” I said.

“For the most part,” Sol replied. “A couple of television stations doing specials on the aging have called about coming up.” He glanced around his office. “We’ve been busy tidying up.”

“That should give you a chance to put in a good word about the treatment of old people,” I suggested.

“Yes, I suppose.”

“I know that Avrum was concerned about it,” I added, baiting him. “He talked about it a lot, when I visited.”

Sol fingered the file before him for a moment, thumbing the papers like a deck of cards, and then he lifted his eyes to me and said, “Mr. Feldman was well cared for.”

“I’m sure he was. Are his affairs in order?”

Sol shifted in his chair. He pulled a sheet from an envelope and pretended to examine it.

“There’s no outstanding bill, if that’s what you mean. Apparently, Mr. Feldman invested well in his younger years, and, of course, if his estate wishes to make a contribution to the Home, it would be greatly appreciated.”

“Perhaps,” I said. “I’ll have to study his accounts. We seldom discussed his financial condition. I have no idea what he was worth, if anything.”

“Ummmm,” Sol murmured. He again leaned back into his chair. I could hear the wood of the chair creaking. The features of his face gathered in discomfort. “You do understand, Mr. Murphy, that Mr. Feldman’s request for cremation was absolutely against Jewish law. In fact, to many, it would be considered a sacrilege.”

“Yes, I know. I tried to dissuade him a few years ago, when he first mentioned it to me. I disagreed with his decision, but he wouldn’t listen.”

“Why did he do it?” Sol asked earnestly. “I’m not orthodox, but I find it very difficult to understand such a decision.”

I remembered the day that Avrum had told me in a spilling of anger and passion why he had chosen cremation. His last relative, a cousin, had been cremated in Treblinka, in Hitler’s fiery purging of the Jews. Cremation was to be Avrum’s gesture of grief, his last ceremony of honor to an extinct family.

“Do you know?” Sol asked again.

I did not want to share Avrum’s celebration of death with Sol Walkman, like gossips talking about strangers.

“No, I don’t,” I lied. “It was his wish.”

“I see,” Sol said heavily. “One other thing, Mr. Murphy, and this is rather delicate. It indicates in our records that Mr. Feldman wanted you to conduct his kaddish. That’s not permitted, you understand. There will be no kaddish, since he had no relatives.”

I remembered the shining in Avrum’s eyes as he told me about his kaddish, that it would not be from the Jewish ritual. His eyes were those of a prankster delighted with himself.

“I understand that I cannot exercise a Jewish rite,” I said deliberately. “I think Avrum used the word kaddish merely as an expression. I believe we both understand that his concept of a kaddish was as likely inspired by the Mardi Gras as by God. I know he left some instructions for me, and when I read them, I’ll know what his wishes were.”

I could feel my voice rising in anger. “I must tell you, Mr. Walkman, that Avrum Feldman meant a great deal to me. He taught me a lot. And though I don’t want to offend anyone, I am duty-bound to carry out his instructions.”

To my surprise, Sol did not argue. He wagged his head and I realized, for the first time, that he had heard such stories before and that he cared for the old people who could only die at the Home. He picked up a sealed envelope from the desk.

“This must be what you’re talking about.” He stood and handed it to me. “I don’t know what’s in it. I would never violate the trust of such documents.”

I thanked him and told him that I would read it as soon as I was settled, and that I would visit him again before I left.

“I’d like that,” he said.

When I am in the Catskills, I always stay at the Pine Hill Inn, not for comfort, but out of loyalty.

Once it was a hotel of charm and subdued elegance, as one of those ancient mountain inns in Europe would be. It was meticulously clean and the service was gracious and reliable and disciplined. The food that Nora Dowling and her sisters, Gretchen and Olga, prepared was considered the best of the nonkosher establishments in the Cat-skills. It was a place where the guests were made to believe they belonged, and to them, belonging was important; most were Jewish refugees from the First and Second World Wars. They understood what it meant to be displaced, and they understood, even more keenly, what it meant to belong.

Since 1983, the Inn has been owned and casually operated by a man named Sammy Merritt, who imagines that he is a sculptor, but he is not. He is, I sometimes think, a psychopath with hammer and chisel who pulverizes stone out of an antediluvian urge for destruction. He escaped New York City, he once told me, because it stifled his creative growth; I have always thought he was thrown out in a conspiracy of annoyed art dealers. Yet, Sammy is not easily discouraged. He is always eager to exhibit his recent work for me, explaining with juvenile enthusiasm the deeper meaning of each piece. I offer exaggerated praise, which sends him leaping back to hammer and chisel. It is unfair of me to lie so blatantly, but it is the only way to stop Sammy from lingering and blithering. Often, at night, after I had examined his pieces, I would hear him at work and I would imagine him puffing like bellows to keep the flames of inspiration burning at blue heat.

Sammy’s wife, Lila, is pretty and thin-bodied, but with great, protruding breasts, the kind that heave like water buoys in romance novels. She wears tight clothing and excessive makeup and a perfume that is almost offensively sweet. Still, there is an eloquence about Lila that is like an instinct. She has a soft voice, but she uses profanity easily and often—at least in my presence—and I think her greatest pleasure, when I am visiting, is in teasing me. “Just once, Bobo,” she will say. “Just once, let me ball a real artist.”

There is one cook and one chambermaid (never the same from year to year) at the Inn. If any other services are required, Sammy and Lila may, or may not, provide them.

For years, the hotel has needed painting and repair. It is crowded with the junk of cheap collectibles and with Sammy’s sculpture. There is a stale, musty cigarette odor in every room. Even with the windows open, the air refuses to circulate.

Once, there were more than a hundred guests at the Inn during the summer season. Now, Lila told me as I signed the register, there were seven, counting me. “We’re getting crowded, Bobo,” she said flippantly. She looked at me and winked. “But we’re glad you’re back. I know that I am. Gives me another chance.”

I asked her about the winter ski season.

“It was a bitch,” she said casually. “Sammy was working on a piece—big, fucking deal; he’s always working on a piece—and he left me holding the bag, as usual. I brought in a couple of kids from the city to pretend to be waiters. Before it was over, we made out like bandits.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” I told her. “Still, it feels strange not seeing people around in the summer. The place used to be full.”

She reached for a key from a rack behind the desk. “Yeah, well, they were old. They died. Everybody died. This is a ghost town, Bobo, or haven’t you noticed? Three more hotels closed last year.” She handed me the key.

“Sad,” I said.

“Look, where did you see the last McDonald’s on the way up?” she asked. “This side of Kingston, right? Up a few miles, maybe. That should tell you. You don’t find a McDonald’s, you find a ghost town. People can piss and moan all they want about those fast-food emporiums, but where they are is where life is. Believe me. If you ain’t got the Golden Arches, they’re about to shovel dirt over your ass.”

“I guess you’re right,” I said. “Never thought about it.”

She looked at me tenderly. “You know, Bobo, every time you come here, you talk about how it used to be. Those days are gone. You’ve got some kind of weird idea that when you’re here, it’s going to be the way you remember it. No way, Bobo. No way.”

I was embarrassed that she was so right.

I asked, to change the subject, “How’s Sammy?”

“Sammy? Sammy’s Sammy. He went to Kingston this morning to pick up a block of marble, or granite, or something. I think he’s over his Brancusi stage.”

I smiled. A year earlier, during my last visit with Avrum, Sammy was convinced that his medium was wood. He had babbled incessantly about Constantin Brancusi.

“He’ll be glad to see you,” added Lila. “He’s got a few tons of new stuff. Rented the old Ellis Drug Store down the street to put it in. You remember him, Bobo? Arch Ellis? He died earlier this year.”

“He did? I’m sorry to hear that. I liked him a lot.”

“Yeah, me, too. Anyway, Sammy’s beating the hell out of his rock collection in there now,” Lila said. She leaned across the registration desk. I could smell her too sweet perfume. She whispered, “Tell me, Bobo, is Sammy any good? I mean, is he any good at all?”

I could feel myself swallow, which is something I must do before I lie. “He’s not bad. I think he may be a little too impatient.”

Lila cackled a laugh. “He’s a mental case, and we both know it.” Then: “Are you having lunch with us?”

“Sure. Why not?”

“I like brave men,” Lila replied. “Turns me on.”

In my room, I put away my clothes and sat on the bed and opened the envelope that Avrum had left for me.

There was a single, folded sheet of paper and a second, smaller envelope. Across the front of the second envelope, written by Avrum’s shaking hand, was a message: Avrum Feldman’s kaddish. To be opened six days after his death. A.F.

He had noted the date beneath his initials: 6-11-80. He would have been ninety-three, I thought.

I unfolded the single sheet of paper and read:

Dear Bobo,

I am dead.

When you read this, I will be face-to-face with God. He won’t get away this time.

You are as close to being my son as I have ever had. Go be my son and do away with me. Bury my ashes on the sixth day where I told you. Go do your service that you want to do. Do it three days after I am dead. You know why. No requiem music. You know why.

My kaddish is in the other envelope. Do not listen to the rabbi. Do what I say.

Give away everything I have left.

I love you, my son.

It was signed, Avrum Feldman. The date was the same as on the second envelope: 6-11-80.
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BEFORE I LEFT MY ROOM FOR LUNCH, I CALLED CAROLYN. SHE works in a small computer store, a job she accepted after our children—Rachel and Lydia and Jason—were gone from home. She does not like the job, but does not dislike it enough to search for another. She makes good money— more than I do—and she has a good arrangement and she knows it. If she wants to take off for a day, to shop, or do nothing, she tells Darby Bailey, who is her employer, and he nods permission. Sometimes she gets annoyed that Darby is so accommodating. She believes he doesn’t want her around. I tell her she would be more distressed if, one day, he refused her request.

Darby answered the telephone. “Yeah, Bobo, she’s here. Just a minute.” Darby’s voice is kind, a voice that people like.

Carolyn did not say, “Hello.” She said, bluntly, “I thought you were going to call me last night.”

“Did I say that? I thought I said I’d call you when I got here. I stayed in Kingston last night. Went to bed early.”

“Never mind,” she said. “We’re busy. Where are you? At the Inn?”

“Yes. You’ve got the number.”

“How long will you be there?”

“I don’t know,” I answered. “Maybe a week. It’ll take some time to settle things.”

“A week?”

“Maybe less. I don’t know.”

“What’s there to do? He’s dead. You said he was going to be cremated. How long does that take?”

“That’s already been done, as far as I know. But there are other things. A memorial service. Some paperwork. You remember how it was when your father died. It’s not simple.”

Her voice became soft. I knew she was thinking of her father. “I know,” she said.

“I’ll take care of things as fast as possible,” I promised.

“You know where I am,” she said.

“I’m sorry about this, Carolyn.”

“At least it’s finally over,” she said. “The great Catskill getaway just ran out of excuses.”

“Jesus, Carolyn—”

“I didn’t mean it that way,” she countered. “Look, I’ve got to go.”

“Did you tell the kids what happened?”

“Of course I did. They said they were sorry. Jason will probably try to call you tonight.”

“Call me if you need anything,” I said.

“I won’t,” she replied.

[image: image]

There is a ritual when I go into the dining room of the Inn. It began the first year that Sammy and Lila took ownership. In the ritual, Lila takes me by the hand and, in a loud, cheerful voice, announces to anyone present that I am a former waiter and before I will eat, I insist on a sentimental tour of the kitchen. People smile, because they do not know what else to do, and then Lila pulls me through the swinging doors into the kitchen.
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