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One of the most important elements of a book is its subject matter. One cannot overestimate how significant the content of a book is with respect to its overall quality. This is a generally conceded notion among literary people, though there are several revisionist contrarians in the intellectual strata of Canada who feel that the cover of a book is far more crucial to its value than what’s inside. This matter has been argued many times by greater minds than mine, and certainly more eloquently. Nevertheless, I remain convinced that while the cover is of no small importance, the essential element—the factor that determines whether a book is good or bad, the thing that no book should do without—is the assemblage of words on its pages. It was with this in mind that I set out to write a book.


The important question was what the book would be about. This presented a perplexing dilemma on which I spent many long hours thinking of ideas, some of which excited me, most of which I dismissed. After thoughtful consideration, I decided to write a book about sixth-century Chinese pottery. I typed one word—“The”—and immediately hit a creative brick wall, which found me sitting in front of the computer, alternately motionless and banging my head against the wall in frustration. I felt hard lucky to be cursed so early in the project with that most dreaded affliction of the author: writer’s block. I got up from the keyboard and cleaned the cat box after which I washed the windows after which I vacuumed the house after which I made a five-pound pot roast and watched it cook for three hours. I went back to the computer, and there was still no result. I could not understand why I, a creative person, was making no progress in writing this book, as I got up from my chair for another round of distractions.


It was while cleaning the porcelain bidet in the master bedroom that the answer dawned on me: I don’t know a fucking thing about sixth-century Chinese pottery. Why this had not occurred to me before, I cannot say; maybe I thought I knew something about sixth-century Chinese pottery. I happen to believe that an author should know what he’s writing about, though those same Canadian intellectuals feel that ignorance of the subject of one’s book is a blissful approach to writing. I respectfully disagree. Wasn’t it William Faulkner who said “Write about what you know”? Maybe not, but it still strikes me as highly pragmatic advice, given my multiple failures in trying to write books about: sea turtles, circumnavigating the world, building jet engines at home, the social structure of chickens, and fungi of the skin. All of these subjects interest me, especially the pathology of dermal mitosis–athlete’s foot—which aroused my curiosity after I saw a nifty Learning Channel documentary. Interest is one thing, knowledge is another. My knowledge of all of these subjects could fill, to the brim, a paragraph.


What do I know about? The subject that I have spent the most time learning about and know quite well is: me. I have spent numerous decades hanging around with myself, observing me, experiencing what I experience from the intimate to the mundane. Nobody knows me like I knows me, and I knows me well. What do I writes about me? I writes what I feels; and why am I suddenly talking in slave dialect? In a young lifetime of memories and their concomitant stories, a few rushed to the front of the line, begging to be told. The book is about the adventures of a child who becomes a young man: how he thinks and dreams and lusts and fears and laughs and handles adversity.


Sound interesting? You bet. So if you’re reading this in the bookstore and have come this far, don’t dare put it back on the shelf and fail to buy it. Mrs. Linda Bradstreet of Cummings, Minnesota, did just that and died of a virulent fever two days afterward. Harold Dugan of Sinclair, Maine, perused this book and read this very piece before he placed it back on the shelf and left the store. He was run down by a car, suffering brain damage that destroyed his already impaired sense of taste. Take no chances, buy this book. Or borrow it from the public library, which apparently also mitigates the unpleasantness that results from not buying it. This book is, in places, emotional dynamite, so please don’t sue me if you go out and do something radical under its influence. It is also comedic nitroglycerin, causing many laughs from the reader: large, physical, bellyaching laughs. Though they make the spirit soar, these laughs can cause injury to the cheeks, abdomen, and lips, as well as raise the blood pressure. Despite those side effects—which, as with a pharmaceutical company, it is my ethical obligation to reveal to you—my book is well worth the read. And believe me, I am completely objective.





Preface
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I think it was in the seventies that I first met my editor. I seem to remember bell-bottom jeans and sideburns, both huge. In any event, it was in the last century, in my dressing room after a performance. He was working for a publishing house. “You should write a book,” said the guy who would become my editor. He had a huge head of curly hair growing out in all directions like a sunflower; it was the first time I had ever seen a Jewfro. “Really, I think you should write a book,” he repeated. Write a book. I liked the sound of it, to be able to say: “I wrote a book.” It appealed to me greatly to share something in common with Doctorow, Dostoyevsky, Fitzgerald, and Melville, minus a minor aspect or two—like the content.


His suggestion aroused in me that lifelong respect for the written word and the individual who writes it, passed on to me by my father and several of my teachers. To be a writer, automatically conveyed the notion of intelligence and erudition, never mind that the opus might be kindred to Curious George Vomits at the Circus, a book with more pictures than words. I had seen Dale Evans, Roy Rogers’s partner in the saddle, on The Mike Douglas Show, promoting her latest book about her favorite subject, Christian faith. I believe Mike said it was her fourteenth book, which sent the audience into applause and awe. Ms. Evans acknowledged it by smiling proudly. Then Mr. Douglas asked her the most relevant, highly literary question: “Let me ask you this about your book, Dale: How long does it take you to turn out one of those babies?” This was hardly a question in the mode of a New York Times book critic. I do not mean to be patronizing, but Dale Evans, no doubt a good-hearted person, was hardly a woman of letters, though she could say she’d written fourteen books. I put the idea of writing a book on hold.


“I still say you should write a book,” said this editor when I bumped into him twenty years after he first said it.


“So you still think I should write a book?”


“Yes, absolutely.”


“Well, the idea is intriguing, I must say. I’ve performed on television, Broadway, in movies, on records, and of course the comedy material I write and perform. I’ve written articles for magazines and a screenplay for Warner Brothers. I should write a book.”


“Oh, you should,” he said.


“You know something? I absolutely agree, it’s a great idea, writing a book. I’ll write a book.”


“I think you definitely should,” he said.


“You’re right, it’s time I wrote a book.”


“There’s no doubt in my mind,” he said. “You, my friend, should . . . write . . . a book.”


“A book about what?” I said. There was a twenty-minute silence. “Well, that’s not important, we can always think of something later,” I said.


That’s the reason I wrote this book. Because I should write a book.





Post-Preface
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Writing can have its ups and downs, its roller-coaster swings; it can run that sort of bipolar, high-tide-low-tide gamut, from the stuff that’s exceptional to the stuff that stinks to no stuff at all. There are the good days when I can’t wait to get to the keyboard to pour into it a fusillade of imaginative ideas. And there are the difficult days of staring at a blank screen without a cogent thought to my name, listening to the whooshing sound of the idle computer mocking me. There is a creative progression and retrogression to most artistic pursuits, but when there is more ebbing than flowing, the going gets rough. Writers can be left wondering if they will ever write a decent word again: self-pitying, baffled as to how the muse who was so ubiquitous yesterday could abscond so rapidly today.


Even given all the pinnacles and low points in creating a book, no aspect has been more difficult for me than choosing a title. I think it can be generally agreed that a title’s main purpose should be to attract the potential reader’s eye, regardless of its pertinence. Relevance, as a criterion for choosing the name of the book, can weigh the process down with dull titles that won’t sell, such as: “Some Stories About When I Was Younger” or “Boy I Had Fun and Was Terrified and Had Sex in the ’50s and ’60s” or “Robert Klein: My Early Life, Vol. I.” I want a title that will grab book lovers and suck them in like a magnet, making the purchase of this book inescapable. I have a meeting with my editor from Simon & Schuster about the matter. “Have you come up with a title yet?” he asks.


“Yes, I believe I’ve come up with a real winner, can’t miss.”


“Splendid, what is it?”


“Well, I’ve given it a lot of thought, and all things considered, I’d like to call the book Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix.”


“How can you use that title? It’s already the title of another book.”


“You can’t copyright a title; there’s no legal reason why we can’t use it,” I say.


“It’s not a question of legalities, it’s the title of one of the best-selling books of all time, for God’s sake.”


“Precisely,” I say. “Can you think of a better reason to use it? It worked very well for them. It’s tried and tested.”


“But the reader would be expecting an entirely different kind of book,” he says.


“That may be true, but by the time they realize it, they will have already paid for the book and read some of it, and we will have made the sale.”


“Don’t you think that’s rather unscrupulous, to deceive a person buying the book like that?” he says.


“Don’t you read the trades?” I say. “Haven’t you noticed how difficult it is to sell books? We need all the help we can get. Besides, you’re not supposed to tell a book by its cover.”


My editor is getting frustrated. “You simply cannot use the title of a book like that, only recently a best-seller.”


“I’m beginning to see your point. Too recent. How about The Old Man and the Sea? That title sold millions.”


“No, that won’t do, either,” he says.


“The Bible?”


“No, no, no.”


“Portrait of the Artist As—”


“No. You know something? You’re crazy,” he says. “A better title for you would be ‘A Young Man Who Became an Annoying Lunatic in His Old Age.’ Now get out of my office.”


“Wait just a minute, no, no, just a minute. Say that again.”


“Get out of my office.”


“No, not that, the other thing.”


“What other thing?”


“The title, I think you got it.”


“ ‘A Young Man Who Became an Annoying Lunatic in His Old Age’? I was just being sarcastic.”


“I don’t care what you were being, it’s perfect: ‘A Young Man Who Became an Annoying Lunatic in His Old Age.’ A little long for the talk shows, but right on the money. It covers every aspect of what a good title should. It’s bizarre and eye-catching, plus it’s perfectly apt. It also assuages that ethical hang-up of yours, since nobody has used it before.”


My editor is at his computer furiously searching for something. I assume it’s a fine-print escape clause in my contract. “I’ll be damned. You can’t use that title,” he says. Then he reads aloud from the computer: “A Young Man Who Became an Annoying Lunatic in His Old Age, translated from the Farsi by Mohammed El Farouq, published 1938, Sunlabi Publishers, Tehran. How do you like that?”


“Bad luck,” I say. “Well, at least the book is written, that’s twenty-five percent of the whole deal right there. Can you give me another six months on the title, or think of one yourself?”


“Get out of my office.”


“ ‘Get Out of My Office’? No, that one doesn’t do it for me. It’s not catchy enough, and they’ll think it’s about someone who works in an office.”


“Get out of my office,” he says.


“You really like that one, don’t you. I’ll give it some thought. But I’d like you to keep an open mind, too, so don’t give me an answer now, but just think about Gone With the Wind, would you?”





Chapter One
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Careful Parents










My grandparents came from the two largest cities in Hungary—Budapest and Debrecen—in 1903. My mother and father were born and raised in Manhattan, and my childhood and that of my sister, Rhoda, were spent in the Bronx, so the great outdoors was not exactly in the lexicon of my urban parents, being a concept as alien to them as reading the catechism. The only hunting my father ever did was for bargains at Macy’s, though he did bring home a copy of Field & Stream once that he found on the subway, and read it on the toilet. When he moved his bowels he liked to price kayaks. My mother hated eating at outdoor barbecues and was particularly disgusted by insects, so when a picnic was unavoidable, she never packed rye bread with seeds, because the seeds looked like ants. She made a big deal about mosquito bites and the danger of infection, and I got the impression early on that the world outside our home was a dangerous place. Any contemplation of an activity that involved risk was discarded as foolhardy. As a result, I was not destined to be an explorer or a test pilot or an airborne ranger or a motorcycle daredevil.


My mother and father were careful, cautious people; wary people. This ensured the certainty of careful, cautious children; wary children. In my sixteen years living in our apartment building, there was never a crime committed on the block. Nevertheless, when our doorbell rang, my sister and I were instructed to always ask: “Who is it?” and never open the door unless there was a response and the respondent was someone known to us. Anyone else had to be viewed through the peephole in the double-locked steel door. We lived on the sixth floor and viewed the world through well-placed window guards and stern warnings about leaning out too far. Parental invocations repeated over and over again like mantras became well absorbed and governed a good deal of how I dealt with my childhood world. This was, of course, their purpose. “Be careful, be careful, watch out, watch out, don’t take any chances, it’s not safe, it’s not safe, that can take your eye out, stop that, you’ll get hurt, you can lose a leg doing that, don’t take candy from strangers.” These were just a few.


Not unexpectedly, caution became my modus operandi. My entire childhood was pervaded by endless warnings and pleadings and reminders of dire consequences: “Watch out for that lamp cord! If you’re going out at night, wear white so the cars can see you! Never touch a light switch with wet hands! My God, don’t cut that bagel toward your neck!” Statistically speaking, the possibility of severing one’s head while slicing a bagel seemed remote indeed, yet Ben and Frieda Klein took no chances. Danger lurked everywhere. Even the garbage incinerator had a poster full of warnings promising five years in prison for throwing carpets or naphtha down the chute. I didn’t even know what naphtha was, but I pitied those naughty souls in Sing Sing who were doing hard time for throwing it out with the garbage. I felt equally bad for those criminals who, in a fit of pique or defiance, had torn the tags off their mattresses. Yet it was their own fault, as they should have been forewarned by the clearly visible printed admonition.


This atmosphere of constant vigilance and circumspection put a definite crimp in my activities. For example, it was the passion of the little boys on the block to act out the movies we saw every Saturday at the David Marcus Theatre on Jerome Avenue. Period pictures like Robin Hood and movies about pirates, the ones with dueling scenes, were special favorites. We would fashion swords out of appropriate pieces of wood or branches that we found where we played, in the vacant lots that would not be built on for another five years. One day my father, in his bellowing voice, called me to supper from the sixth-floor window while I was in the middle of a furious duel with Michael Newman from Apartment 2F. Then my father screamed at the top of his lungs a bone-chilling addendum to the dinner call, that embarrassed me in front of all the other pirates: “Stop it now! You’re gonna take your eye out! Oh, you’re gonna get it when you come up here! Are you gonna get it!” I reluctantly cast away my sword, which everyone leaped for because it was a beauty. I had spent much time shaving the bark and shaping a large twig from the sumac trees that abounded in the area and had survived the ecological insult of cast-away junk and discarded tires. Alas, I was not as hardy as they were, and it was I who had to face my furious father.


It was an anxious and unhappy trip up the elevator home. Though my father was frequently more bark than bite, that bark could be terrifying, along with the anticipation of an occasional smack. I did receive a hard one across the face this time, signifying the seriousness he attached to the issue. In short, my dueling days were over, at least during the hours that my father might be home, though I had to be careful lest some adult neighbor tell on me.


I was forbidden a cap gun for playing cowboys and Indians because my father considered caps to be explosives, and besides, he said, “It gives me a headache.” My mother said she’d heard of a boy who went deaf from a cap gun. Certain bad boys would light fires among the rubbish in the lots, sometimes bringing a fire truck to the scene—an event that caused much excitement and heads popping out of windows. In order to make sure I never lit fires, my father issued a two-pronged warning. First he reminded me of the pain associated with fire, and second that if I were caught, I would have a criminal record. Could reform school be far behind? The possibility of a life behind bars, like the animals in the Bronx Zoo, was quite an unappealing prospect.


No lesson was more repeated than the absolute command to look both ways before stepping into the street, which was referred to as the gutter. This was boilerplate stuff for all neighborhood children, as we lived in an urban environment with a fair amount of vehicular traffic, and the street was our playground. We were taught a song in school called “Let the Ball Roll,” though we all forgot at times. These were the words of the song: “Let the ball roll, let the ball roll. / No matter where it may go. Let the ball roll, / Let the ball roll. It has to stop somewhere, you know. / Often a truck will flatten the ball. / And make it look like an egg. / Though you can get many a ball, / you never can get a new leg.” The song notwithstanding, there wasn’t one of us who had not had a frightening close call while chasing a ball into the street, with a car screeching noisily to a stop and a cursing driver relieved to know that he had not killed someone’s child.


As usual, my father took the radical scary approach and made use of object lessons, frequently showing me newspaper accounts and pictures of boys hit by cars, maimed by firecrackers, burned by starting fires, killed by falling out of buildings, disabled by baseball bats, and paralyzed by horseplay they saw in the movies. On-site object lessons, when available, were also part of his repertoire. On one occasion he pulled me out of a curb-ball game hard by the arm and began walking me down the Decatur Avenue hill toward Gun Hill Road. “Where’re we going, Dad? I was in the middle of a game.”


“Never mind your game. This is more important. This is life and death.” I could see a crowd and a police car in front of Frank’s fruit store. My father, never letting go of my arm, forced his way through the crowd toward the object of everybody’s curiosity. It was a horrifying sight. A woman was lying barely conscious in the gutter. She had been hit by a car, her grocery bag spilled over, with potatoes and apples rolling down the steep hill toward Webster Avenue. Her right leg was terribly mangled and bloodied so I could see the bone. The blood flowed down the hill as well, forming tiny eddies in the grooves and bulges of the cobblestones. I was stunned and felt sick. My father grabbed me aside. “See that? That’s what happens when you don’t look both ways.”


“How do you know she didn’t look both ways, Dad? Maybe she did and the driver didn’t see her.”


“Don’t be a wise guy,” he replied.


My mother had her own crusade for safety and longevity. When I requested her written permission to play hardball in the Police Athletic League, she looked at me incredulously, like I was a lunatic asking to eat a bicycle, and said, “Hardball? Hardball?” She hardly contained her emotion as she launched into a quick and illustrative horror story (she always had one on hand) of a boy mutilated by a hardball. Her voice would always drop to a somber sotto voce whisper when she got to the description of the affliction: “Hardball? Sure, like that boy on Hull Avenue who got a hardball right in the head. [whispers] He walks backward now.”


“How about football?” I suggested.


“Football? Football? Like that boy on Perry Avenue who got hit by all those boys and now [whispers] he can’t spell his name and thinks he’s Abraham Lincoln. He was an excellent student, and now he sells The Bronx Home News and plays potsy with the girls.”


Even playing checkers had its risks and parental provisos, though it was not forbidden. “A boy on Webster Avenue [whispers] died from a checker.” Yes, the idiot had tried to swallow one and choked in full view of three friends, or so the story went. Anyway, what could you expect thirty years before the Heimlich maneuver? I never had even the slightest desire to swallow a checker.


My father played baseball as a kid on East Seventy-seventh Street, and he regaled me with stories of his adventures as a catcher in hostile neighborhoods. He referred to the oft-quoted definition of catchers’ equipment as “the tools of ignorance,” because it was, he emphasized, the most dangerous position on the field and was to be avoided. Never mind that he played catcher; the point was that his experience should be enough to keep me from a similar fate. There was an implication that he had suffered so I wouldn’t have to, though I suspect he had a lot of fun playing catcher despite the lumps and bumps. Like many American fathers, he taught his son to catch and throw. When I was very little, he naturally threw softly to me. The trouble was that in the name of safety, he continued to throw like that to me when I was twelve and older. At a time when my friends and I threw fast and hard in pepper games, my father was lobbing baby throws and yelling, “Careful! Watch out!”


Softball was acceptable as long as I didn’t play catcher or slide, and watched out for swinging bats. There came a time, I believe it was the age of nine, when my father decided I was old enough to get a proper glove, bat, and hard ball—with conditions. “Listen to me,” he said. “Never, never throw a hard ball at someone’s head.” This admonition seemed self-evident, but I solemnly promised. “Keep your eye on your mitt, and don’t let anybody steal it. Most of all, watch out that you don’t get hit in the head with a bat and never never swing your bat around anyone else.”


“Okay, Daddy, I promise.”


The Hijinks sporting-goods store, located under the noisy elevated Woodlawn train across from the movie theater, was the sports-equipment mecca for the neighborhood boys. Anytime we passed the store, we would press our noses to the window to admire the merchandise. But today I was not just looking. Today was to be that most joyous and rare occasion when an actual purchase would be made. Jinks himself, the proprietor, showed us an assortment of left-handed mitts and beautiful bats. The smell of new leather permeated the place, with row upon row of boxes holding treasures that every boy wants, school jackets and authentic uniforms. I chose a first-baseman’s glove, a Ferris Fain model, and a smallish brown bat, a Frankie Frisch model. Actually, my father chose the bat. Frisch had been an excellent bunter for the New York Giants of the thirties, and I think my safety-conscious father reckoned that I would emulate the bat’s bunting namesake and rarely swing it. On the walk home, my father extolled the virtues of bunting and how important it was to the game. He strangely omitted the fact that bunting involves facing the pitcher with your legs spread and your fingers exposed, so if no contact was made, a boy could take a ball in the balls.


I carried the bat, rubbing my hand along its smooth surface, feeling its heft and the perfectly formed knob on the end. I shadow-bunted as we walked, in homage to my father. His warnings in mind, I nevertheless wanted to try a swing, so I ran thirty feet ahead of him to a place on the sidewalk without people. I swung and announced in radio fashion that I’d just hit a home run to win the World Series. “Watch out there,” my father said. Then he caught up to me, and I ran ahead again and swung again and homered again. On the next at-bat, I took an imaginary pitch for a ball. On the next pitch, I swung and hit something. It was my father’s head. He let out a “Yow!” and grabbed his head, and I was afraid that I’d killed him like that boy in the New York Post who had whacked his brother. “I’m sorry, Daddy, oh God, I’m sorry! Are you okay?” He just rubbed his jaw and said, “See? I told you not to swing it around people! I told you!”


I went from horrified to ashamed as he took the bat from my hands. The amazing thing was that despite his pain, he actually seemed pleased that the incident had happened, that it had vindicated his lectures on caution. “I told you. Now you’ll learn.” He preferred being someone who was hit by a bat and could say “I told you so” to prove his point. After all, what would I have learned if I hadn’t hit anybody? He made sure I knew he was feeling pain. As a lesson, in addition to fear, there was guilt, which could also make a strong impression on me.


One of the most interesting of the ironclad safety measures was that my father insisted I wait one hour after eating before going in swimming; something about dangerous cramping. This was probably derived from some myth about a kid who drowned in the East River in 1924 after eating an entire pot roast. Waiting a bit after a meal before swimming is not a bad idea. But with true Ben Klein hyperbole, I was warned that if I didn’t wait one full hour and not a second less, I would instantly sink like a rock and die a choking, gurgling death. “You’ll go right to Davy Jones’s locker,” my father would say ominously. I had a rough idea of what Davy Jones’s locker was: a place of ruin and dead bodies and sharks eating them. The specter of death by drowning is a potent one to a ten-year-old. I recalled a scene from a movie in which a man was tortured by having his head held underwater until he was begging for mercy and nearly dead. I remembered being held underwater myself by bigger boys during horseplay, and I had never forgotten being knocked over by an ocean wave, most of which I inhaled, and the desperate fight for breath, which I thought would never come again.


I was therefore scrupulous about waiting the full amount of time, regardless of the hot sun and the sight of other kids swimming happily ten minutes after eating. Their parents were evidently irresponsible. The idea of waiting exactly one hour was etched into my brain like a mental tattoo, as if the food would know precisely what period of time had passed since I ate it. One hour—okay; fifty-nine minutes—dead. When I got a little older, my father explained that I really didn’t need to wait a full hour. The actual amount of time a child would have to wait before swimming depended on what the child ate, and my father was the arbiter at the pool or beach who would decide such things. “What did you have, a tuna-salad sandwich? With a pickle?”


“Yes.”


“Thirty-three minutes. Peanut butter and jelly? Twenty-seven minutes. Bologna and cheese? Forty-two minutes. Frankfurters and beans? Too heavy. You can’t go in swimming this year.”


Protecting the children from harm is admirable, but there are limits, and I sometimes got the sense that my mother and father would have preferred to keep me wrapped up in a padded room at home for safety’s sake: hardly a prescription for an intrepid child. In retrospect, I would say my parents had a different approach to child rearing than, say, Evel Knievel’s parents, or the Flying Wallendas of circus aerial fame. With all due respect, the family Wallenda has exhibited certain lemming-like tendencies and has diminished considerably in size over the years. This is a result of their specialty, the most dangerous aerial stunt ever performed. It is called the Seven and consists of a pyramid of seven Wallendas with a young lady on a chair at the top. It is performed about sixty feet above the arena with, quite literally, no net. The unfortunate dearth of Wallendas can be traced to this questionable no-net policy stubbornly adhered to by the family and its patriarch, Karl Wallenda. My mother would not have approved of my participation in such an enterprise, and never would have signed the permission form. My father would have shown me newspaper photos of a splattered aerialist on the circus floor to discourage me from such pursuits. It was a sad fact but true, something I had to live with every day of my childhood: I would never climb Mount Everest.





Chapter Two
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Challenging Mrs. Graux










My academic education from kindergarten through high school was acquired entirely in the public schools of New York City. It was, for the most part, a good fundamental education that used orthodox, one may say, old-fashioned methods. We memorized our multiplication tables, and we memorized the important dates of American history. My sixth-grade teacher, Miss Links, took great pride in her ability to recite the names of the presidents . . . backward.


We were imbued with the proper patriotism associated with the Revolutionary War and the founding of the United States of America, though it was taught through the distant prism of myth and legend. We learned that George Washington and company were infallible, godlike men, the kind of men whose names Bronx schoolchildren would memorize almost two centuries later. I am referring to those indelible yet fallacious images from textbooks and old calendars of George Washington chopping down the cherry tree, or throwing a dollar across the Potomac. None of the complex nuances of risk, intelligence, luck, British blunders, or European politics were presented to us as necessary components of the Revolutionary War. It was simple: The British wore bright red uniforms that were easy to see, and they marched in a line to be slaughtered by the clever American colonists who hid behind trees in the manner of the Indians from the French and Indian War. (The French and Indian War. Even as a subsequent history major, this is a war I still can’t quite figure out. It seems to have been at least partially fomented by the French, as usual, and they lost, as usual.)


In any case, with respect to the American Revolution, I have since learned how compromise, particularly the putting off of the slavery question to another time—was so crucial to the forming of the United States and the creation of the Constitution. To be sure, many of the true facts of the founding of the union have come out at the millennium, when historians and DNA experts were given the latitude to declare that the great author of the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson, actually did have sex with his slave and sire at least one child. As for George Washington, I have done a good deal of reading about him and have concluded that he was an even more extraordinary man than we were taught. The nonsense we were fed about his father’s cherry tree and other myths was straight out of Mason Locke Weems’s inaccurate, glorifying biography Life of Washington, published after the president’s death.


The truth is that Washington’s life had all the elements of greatness. He risked hanging by the British; with little previous experience, he became a worthy general; he willed that his slaves be freed and compensated after his death; he was the one man, admired by all, who could unite disparate factions to form the union; and, most spectacularly, he gave up power at its pinnacle, a course of action unprecedented in the world up to that time. Through a convergence of fate and luck, he was the right man at the right time, the Father of Our Country in every way, to whom we owe so much. We purport to be a patriotic people. I know George Washington would be proud to know that we celebrate his birthday every year with a mattress sale. And tawdry used car dealers hawking on TV, wearing wigs and three-corner hats and holding hatchets.


Though the teaching of history was clouded with inaccuracy and anecdote, the basics of the other subjects we learned in school were sound. We were taught early to read and write, and each child had his or her own pace. We were divided into three groups according to our reading skills, each with a different text according to difficulty. The less sensitive teachers would simply call them Groups One, Two, and Three. The more tactful teachers would give them names like Bluebirds, Robins, and Eagles, but everyone knew that the Eagles were the best readers and the Bluebirds were the dummies.


“Dummy” was a common noun in the early fifties, and a favorite of certain teachers, political correctness being an unknown concept at the time. Unlike anyplace I knew this side of the Iron Curtain, New York City had the depersonalizing practice of using numbers instead of names for schools: Think Steel Factory #8 in Minsk. Still, we were encouraged to take pride in our school, often exemplified by singing the school song at the weekly assembly in the auditorium. Instead of singing a sentimental anthem to the likes of the Abraham Lincoln School or the Mark Twain School, we were content to sing about the glory of Public School 94 or Junior High School 80. These were true school songs sung by enthusiastic children, full of emotion and spirit, and all paying homage to the glorious name of two- and three-digit numbers. Here are some of the lyrics as I remember them. An up-tempo march: “I wanna be the kind of boy that 94 can boast about. / I wanna be the kind of boy that it can never live without.” The female pupils sang the word “girl,” which came out in the aggregate “I wanna be the kind of birl that 94 can boast about.” I remember another marching song in tribute to my junior high school: “80 . . . dear 80 . . . , your name will rise above.” I can’t remember what 80 was supposed to rise above, but I assume 79. There were even spiritual, slow hymns designed to draw tears: “We revere the halls of 113. We praise thee, oh glorious 113.”


The school buildings themselves, P.S. 94 and J.H.S. 80, were more interesting by far than their names. These particular architectural types of New York City public schools were designed and built in multiples for economy. They still dot the city and serve their intended purpose. They were handsome, sturdy structures of mortar and stone, unlike the flimsy stucco temporary-looking schools one sees in the Sun Belt and California and much of the rest of America. The city schools were built extremely well during the Depression thirties, when men were hungry for work: skilled stonecutters, metalworkers, and carpenters. The buildings displayed architectural details purely for aesthetics, the kind that would rarely, for economic reasons, be placed on a public building today. There were massive white pillars at the entrance to 80, which reminded one of the Parthenon and the antebellum South, with a touch of Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello: all right in the middle of the Bronx, mind you. The rapidly growing Bronx, haven of the overcrowded Manhattanites, with its optimistic art deco pretensions.


Our student body was as sturdy as the buildings we learned in: highly motivated, well-behaved first- and second-generation American kids that we were. There were dress codes that seem quaint now. The boys were required to wear neckties, and the girls wore dresses or skirts. Once a week there was an assembly in the auditorium for which the boys wore white shirts and blue ties, while the girls wore white middie blouses complemented by a blue scarf.


The teachers at the elementary level were all women: As I recall, I did not have a male teacher until the seventh grade. Many of these women were unmarried and childless, and while having children is not necessarily a prerequisite for being a good teacher, in their case it would have helped. They seemed to have no clue about the dynamics of childhood, with its exuberance and curiosity, which were easily mistaken for misbehavior in their minds. There was none of the informality seen in today’s schools. In those days elderly people looked older than they do today, from their clothes to their state of mind, not to mention today’s increased life span and youth-driven culture. In any event, my memory is of strict old ladies, with old-fashioned long dresses, black lace-up shoes, and hair back in a bun, like Miss Grundy from the Archie comic books. Margaret Hamilton on a broomstick also comes to mind. They disdained humor, all the worse for a class clown like me, so I had to be extremely careful about how and when to be funny. They tolerated no talking, fidgeting, or other crimes of the classroom. They were teaching in one of the best schools in the vast city, with energized, nonviolent children and a corps of parents encouraging their kids to achieve. Yet they continued to keep order as if they were at San Quentin, and violators were subjected to humiliating punishments such as confinement in a corner or the clothes closet, along with vicious verbal assaults.


One teacher, Miss McIntosh, wore a black dress every day, in mourning for her long-dead brother, along with a three-by-two-inch iron crucifix that looked like it weighed five pounds and could incinerate Dracula in four seconds. Whether it was the dearth of dry cleaning or the infrequency of her baths is unclear, but an odor emanated from the woman like the bottom of a bird cage. I used to say that she wore a perfume called Keep Your Distance, one of the first jokes I ever made up. The perverse thing is, she knew she stank; she made excellent use of this fact in exacting her many punishments in the enforcement of discipline. If a student talked too much, she would order him under her desk for the full array of olfactory torment. If he fidgeted excessively, he was required to sit in her stench for the allotted time.


Corporal punishment—that is, striking a student—was no longer allowed at that time, it being the progressive postwar era in New York City. The teacher could not technically hit the child, but the old crones found ways of skirting the rules. The push-probe-pull method was popular, in which the teacher would not hit you but would poke you with her gnarled, witchlike fingers and grab your face like a taffy pull until you screamed, though technically she did not hit you. The pull-and-choke was also a favorite. It was executed by pulling the compulsory necktie up like a hangman’s noose until the errant boy’s face turned the school colors. Many on the faculty of my elementary school, P.S. 94, had not graduated from colleges and universities, as is required today, but had attended two-year so-called normal schools, which were an early source of teacher training. They learned the best methods that the nineteenth century had to offer, including strict discipline, rote memory, and no nurturing whatsoever. Despite the rules, there were indeed rare incidents of tiny smacks to the arms and minor cracks to the head, and rulers as weapons. But we were cowed children, respectful of authority, who were used to an occasional bop on the head from our parents. In addition, the incidents were neither bloody nor brutal, the teacher knowing in an instant that the point was made. But one day Mrs. Graux went over the line. Way over the line.


Mrs. Graux (pronounced “Grow”) was a sixty-four-year-old widow teaching the fourth grade. She was not the youthful sixty-four one would assume today. She was an old sixty-four, the strictest teacher in the school, and every pupil’s nightmare. At the end of third grade, one opened the envelope containing fourth-grade information gingerly, like the bailiff reading the jury’s decision. “Who you got? Graux?” It was a one-year sentence. She looked the jailer’s part. There was a strange lack of mobility in her neck that placed her head in a permanent tilt to the left, giving one the impression that she was looking at you askance, which she probably was. She wore tiny spectacles low on her nose, with a deadly stare and scowl that could be truly frightening. A master of surprise, Mrs. Graux would sometimes smile before ripping into her prey like a Tyrannosaurus rex, whether the attack was verbal or otherwise. One did not talk back to Mrs. Graux. One did not talk fresh to Mrs. Graux. I had managed to get through the school year with a combination of occasionally charming the old lady and staying out of her way.


In truth, I was too much of an extrovert to stay permanently submerged, completely out of her sights. I had always been able to favorably impress adults in general and teachers in particular. I knew what they liked in a child. This may be a cynical view, but being able to please my elders was a primary force in my early life, and it worked to my advantage. This turned out to have benign consequences, perhaps due to the high quality of grown-up I depended on and trusted. It was a good thing I didn’t experience an eccentric uncle who liked to bounce me on his lap—when I was fourteen. Though it was difficult, I did a decent job of picking and choosing my moments to score a point or two with Mrs. Graux, a hard-core case, which I hoped would be added to the bank of good points in the event of subsequent misbehavior.


My big opportunity to clinch a spot on her good side occurred just before the Christmas break. On the last day before vacation, we had a class party at which we were permitted to sing songs of the season and eat nuts and raisins. The impending holiday put an extra measure of goodwill and jollity into the school atmosphere, as I have found to be the case everywhere during that season. Given that the students were almost all Jewish, a number of them got up and sang Chanukah songs. I observed that Mrs. Graux was bored but, to her credit, tolerant. She endured a barrage of musical homage to menorahs, dreidels, and potato latkes, none of which she knew or cared the least bit about. No one—vegetarian, omnivore, or carnivore—can resist the flavor of a well-seasoned, crispy potato pancake: in Jewish parlance, a latke. I assume that Mrs. Graux unfortunately lived and died without experiencing this pleasure. In any event, in the middle of all these Chanukah songs, I could see in her gentile eyes, on this cold December day, the genuine longing for a good old Christmas carol. I could hardly blame her. “Menorah, Menorah Burning Bright” and “Let’s Spin the Dreidel” have less musical resonance than “The First Noel” or “Silent Night” or Handel’s Messiah. Having a nice choirboy voice worthy of an eighteenth-century castrato, and being fond of Christmas carols, I seized the moment, stood up in front of the classroom, and proceeded to perform a lovely rendition of “Silent Night.” I could see the teacher melt as I sang in my boyish soprano. My classmates appreciated the performance as well. Despite the Jewish upbringing of most of them, they were Americans, assimilated enough to have heard Perry Como sing this beautiful tune dozens of times. I reached the finale: “Sleep in heavenly peace, sleep in heavenly peace.” Incredibly, I saw a teardrop roll down the teacher’s cheek. It was the first, and certainly the only, occasion on which Mrs. Graux showed any tenderness whatever, and I was the cause. It was sheer theatrical guile and cynical calculation that I used to soften her: my first lesson in the power of . . . well . . . show business. I had in effect manipulated Mrs. Graux, but she was oblivious to that, having been thoroughly cheered by my song. She and the class gave me a hearty round of applause, because I sang damned well. This was good but did not compare to the self-interested satisfaction I got from Mrs. Graux’s reaction. As she wiped away a tear, she said sincerely, “That was for me. Thank you, Bobby, that was beautiful.”


Bobby was not a name Mrs. Graux used in addressing me as a general rule. It was more likely to be Klein or dummy. From that point on, I felt like I had a little credit in the bank with Mrs. Graux.


*  *  *


Most of our parents were first-generation middle-class Jews involved in white-collar work. They sent their children to school every day, neatly and properly dressed, clean handkerchief, homework completed. They had a strong sense of getting their fair share of opportunities in the hopeful postwar liberalism. Yet they were compliant people who believed in and communicated to their children respect for authority. I was taught to ask a policeman for a dime if I got lost, in order to call home. If a neighbor woman complained to my father that I had misbehaved, her word as an adult authority was not questioned. If a teacher wrote a note to my parents about an offense in class, it was automatically assumed that she was right, and I was warned, “You better not be a troublemaker, or it will go on your permanent record and you won’t be able to get into college and get a job.” After one of these behavior letters, my father said the least prophetic thing he ever said to me: “Robert, don’t be the class clown; being a comedian doesn’t pay.” But that’s another story.


One of the girls in my class, Lauren Kay, was an anomaly among us. Lauren came from an atypical home for our neighborhood. She had an older brother named Sam, who was in the sixth grade and considered the toughest boy in the school. In addition, there were several other older brothers who were said to have had trouble with the law, and around whom much legend formed. The fact that few of us had ever met them added allure to the rumors. It was said that Lauren’s parents were “a little slow,” and they were the only family in the neighborhood receiving public assistance. Lauren’s mother was a peculiar-looking woman, rarely seen, whose clothes and sloppy makeup gave her a clownish appearance. Lauren’s father was the superintendent of the building they lived in, and given to singing on the street as he put out the garbage cans for collection. He wore a sleeveless undershirt in the appropriate weather and sported a tattoo of a naked lady on his forearm that he got in the navy. He enjoyed making the children laugh by removing his dentures and collapsing his cheeks. At these times he was well lit but always harmless. Lauren was embarrassed by him, and as a result, she never invited her fellow students to her house. She had a tough exterior and a panoply of profane language that only the boys could match. She could be intimidating in an argument and sometimes got into fights after school.


Lauren was by no means a homely child, though she had an inch-square red blotch, a rare birthmark on her right cheek which is called “port-wine stain.” (Gorbachev, the pivotal Soviet premier, had one on his bald head that looked like a country on a map.) Some of the children called Lauren Ink Face behind her back, though few would dare say it directly to her and risk a fight. She was not well dressed or particularly popular, and some of the children treated her warily, but she and I got along well. I could make her laugh, and she was not a child who laughed often. I think she admired my pluckiness in making the class crack up on occasion and risking the wrath of the teacher. One of my most popular shticks was placing my right palm under my left armpit and flapping my arm like a country water pump. It made an authentic fart sound that couldn’t be distinguished from the real thing. Farts have always been, and always will be, funny to human beings, for reasons unknown.


Poor Lauren. I felt a little sorry for her, since she apparently came from a troubled home and was poor to boot. She did not come to school in the well-pressed, well-starched blouses, like the other girls; she had fewer outfits than they. Mrs. Graux displayed an obvious disdain for her as one of the slower learners. One day as our class was settling down after lunch for the afternoon session, Mrs. Graux was in a particularly foul temper. Lauren was having a conversation with Susan Gilbert, and Mrs. Graux gruffly told her to take her seat. The child began to comply, but not quickly enough for the teacher, who forcefully grabbed Lauren’s sweater and hurled her with an emphatic “I TOLD YOU TO SIT DOWN AND SHUT UP!”


“Don’t you push me!” Lauren shot back.


There was a stunned silence. “WHAT DID YOU SAY?” Mrs. Graux said slowly, with all the venom she could muster. Then she leaped, like the predator she was: “HOW DARE YOU SPEAK TO ME LIKE THAT, YOU BRAT!”


In an instant, she had hit the girl square across the face and knocked her down. There was a good deal of gasping, none of us ever having seen such an assault by a teacher or such a surly retort by a pupil to a teacher’s command. It did not happen at P.S. 94. Mrs. Graux quickly calmed down and assumed an almost casual air. She attempted to play down the incident by beginning a history lesson, but we were all in a kind of shock, and, like the teacher, merely went through the motions. Lauren silently sobbed in her seat, her head buried in the dreary oak desk with its three generations of carved graffiti. Steeped in humiliation, she never looked up the rest of the day. No one could concentrate with the specter of a little girl sobbing into her desk for three hours. Mrs. Graux completely ignored her, which made the whole scene all the more cruel. None of the children dared leave their seats to comfort her. The three o’clock bell mercifully sounded, and we all grabbed our books and coats and poured out the door to line up for dismissal in the hall. Lauren did not speak to anyone while walking home from school. Eric, a good-natured fat boy; Harold, the class Episcopalian; and I were the only children who approached to console her. But she could not be consoled. I touched her shoulder, and she looked at me, not so much with anger but rather with a look of pure misery that said, “Leave me alone.”


Though stickball season was just beginning, the weather giving late-March hints of the spring to come, I had no desire to play that afternoon. I couldn’t get the incident out of my mind. I didn’t say anything to my parents that evening for some reason I cannot explain. But after school and the next morning, the class talked of nothing else. There was some minor bravado from a handful about teachers not being allowed to hit students, but no one suggested a remedy. Many blamed Lauren for not having taken her seat immediately and for talking back. After all, they reasoned, a teacher has to keep order and can only take so much. It was pitifully evident that Mrs. Graux’s long-term intimidation of us had had a deep effect.


The next day the teacher came to class with the sunniest disposition we had ever seen in her. She complimented one of the girls on her pretty dress and the bright green bow in her hair, and she kidded me about needing a haircut. It was not in Mrs. Graux’s nature to kid. She sat down at her compulsively neat desk, but instead of immediately beginning our lesson, as she normally did, she told us a story that she characterized as “amusing”—about how her neighbor’s cat had eaten the family goldfish. It was a clumsy attempt to reestablish some sense of normalcy in the volatile atmosphere. Everyone kept sneaking peeks at Lauren, who mostly stared at her desk and traced the graffiti on its surface with her index finger. Her face was a blank. She appeared to have a small pink mark on her cheek, the one opposite the port-wine stain. After several unsuccessful attempts at humor and casualness, Mrs. Graux told us to take out our textbooks, and we resumed our lessons. At recess, the boys played their usual punchball, and the girls jumped rope, but the tempo of the games was a snail’s pace involving more speculation about the day before than enthusiasm for playing. We somnambulated into the afternoon session like little zombies. Nothing was the same; the mood was somber and fearful. Perhaps there was some collective guilt. We were sheep, and helpless.


About one-thirty, Mrs. Graux was teaching arithmetic at the blackboard when a man entered the door at the front of the room. “You Mrs. Growx?” he asked, pronouncing her name as it was spelled, without the silent French X. The class broke out laughing at the maladroit pronunciation. “You Mrs. Growx?” he repeated.


“I am Mrs. GRAUX,” she snapped. “Who are you and what on earth are you doing here?”


He stepped closer to her and said, “You hit my daughter. You ain’t got no right to do that.”


“What are you talking about? I hit your daughter!” Mrs. Graux turned paler than usual as it dawned on her whom she was talking to.


“I am Lauren’s father, and you hit her,” he continued relentlessly.


The teacher assumed her most terrifying scowl and began the verbal assault that worked so well on the kids: “HOW DARE YOU COME IN HERE. WHO DO YOU THINK YOU ARE?”


The simple fellow, thinking he’d been asked a question, replied, “I told you, I’m Lauren’s father, and you hit her, and that ain’t right.” He was almost nose-to-nose with her now, and the class froze with fear. The laughter that had accompanied the man’s abrupt entrance had turned into the scary silence of twenty-eight children who had no control over the unfolding events.


“You’re drunk! I can smell it on your breath!” she shouted.


“I ain’t drunk,” the man replied. Lauren, already a diminutive child, was nonetheless attempting to make herself even smaller. She was trembling and angry, though she did not cry. Mr. Kay began pointing in the old lady’s face. “You hit my daughter,” he repeated again and again. Many of the children were stealing quick glances at Lauren, and she knew it. Some of them looked down at their desks in order to block out what was happening.


“You ain’t got no right to hit my daughter.”


“I DID NOT HIT YOUR DAUGHTER!” Mrs. Graux blurted out. At that, the class looked at one another knowingly but silently.


“Don’t gimme that, you did, too,” said Lauren’s father. “Look at that mark on her face.”


“What are you talking about? She’s always had that mark on her face.” Lauren began to cry. The teacher’s scowl turned into a calm smile, and she addressed the class: “Boys and girls,” she said. She always used “boys and girls” on those rare occasions when she was in a kindly mood. “Boys and girls, I didn’t hit anyone, did I?” There was total silence as she panned the room. “Did any of you see me hit Lauren?” As the nonresponse continued, Lauren looked up from her desk and swept the class with her eyes. As she looked at each student, he or she looked away, embarrassed and frightened. One could see the hurt and fury in her face as she realized how alone she was. The father looked at the children, too confused to be contemptuous of us.


“Once again, I say, did I hit Lauren?” No one stirred. A broad, misanthropic smile crossed Mrs. Graux’s slanted face. She was in complete control, as usual.


I had assumed that since everyone in the class had witnessed the assault, someone would speak up and tell the truth. I was fervently hoping, however, that it wouldn’t have to be me. It is difficult for me to recall what I was thinking in the crucial moments before I spoke. In my memory, it was as if I had decided to give up my own life for a principle, like diving on a grenade to save others; essentially, a heroic suicide. But this was not a movie. I raised my hand as if in a dream and said very quietly in a monotone: “Mrs. Graux, I saw you hit Lauren.”


There was an audible gasp from the company assembled. Mrs. Graux’s face contorted in a way I had never seen, and her stare could have melted the glass in her old-lady spectacles. She walked ominously toward me, and I began to shake, thinking she would surely strike me. Her voice was hushed, with a venomous quality that more than compensated for its lack of volume. “What . . . did . . . you . . . say?” she growled, almost sotto voce.


My reply seemed to take forever in coming, and I couldn’t look at her. “I . . . saw Lauren hit you . . . I mean . . . I saw you hit Lauren, Mrs. Graux.”


She was bending over me as I sat. My lips were trembling, and tears began streaming down my cheeks. Her voice ascended gradually in volume to a piercing scream, like a Greek chorus. “Robert Klein. How dare you ACCUSE ME! YOU ARE A LIAR!”


“No, Mrs. Graux, I’m not lying. Maybe you didn’t mean to—”


“GET OUT OF THIS ROOM, YOU LIAR! GET OUT INTO THE HALL UNTIL I TELL YOU TO COME BACK, YOU LIAR!”


The last thing in the world I wanted to do was bawl in front of the class, but despite my best effort to hold it in, the dam broke, and I began to cry. As I walked, head bowed, toward the door, my eyes confirmed what I feared most of all: I had wet my pants. Lauren’s father took her hand and led her, sobbing, out of the room just behind me. The teacher slammed the door, the sound echoing in the cavernous hall like thunder and retribution.


Out in the hall, Lauren’s father offered me a filthy handkerchief to wipe away the torrents of tears. His breath reeked of the liquid courage he had consumed before coming to the school, and his speech at this point was slurring badly. “Youse . . . youse all righ—okay, kid?” he said. I could not speak, stuttering between intakes of breath, the way children do when they are crying hysterically. “You’re a brave boy, kid,” he said, and I could see that he was shaken and trembling, like we were. Mrs. Graux could scare grown-ups, too. Lauren looked at me, standing humiliated in the hall. She put her arms around me and, to my surprise, hugged me without saying a word. I had never seen her show such affection before. She was not the tough kid I had known but a little girl in terrible distress who had received the support of two ineffectual people—her tipsy father and a nine-year-old boy—and she was grateful. Perhaps it was a small respite from her pain. She touched my cheek with her hand and said almost imperceptibly, “Thank you.”


As I stood against the wall wilting, I watched Lauren and her father, his arm around her shoulder as he gently wiped away her tears with his handkerchief. Then they walked down the hall. He may have been drunk, and he may not have been an award-winning father, but he loved his child just as my daddy did. This day he had been as good and protective a parent as any parent ever was. What a woeful silhouette they made against the bright sunlight coming through the window at the end of the hall. It was as if they were walking into a better tomorrow, but I knew that Lauren was going home to the same troubled environment. Yet wasn’t it all a matter of perspective? Her parents couldn’t afford summer camp or a new car, but did they love their children any less? Were they any less deserving of compassion and fair play?


The three remaining months of the term were almost unbearable. Mrs. Graux never spoke to me again or called on me in class. To her, I was a nonperson, which was almost worse than the occasional lethal stare. Her anger, though, wasn’t reflected in my grades, which were all excellent. I even got an S (satisfactory) in conduct on my final report card. The only blot on my official record was an N.I. (needs improvement) in the category called “works and plays well with others,” which was untrue but tolerable. It was Mrs. Graux who had not worked and played well with others. It was Mrs. Graux who had lied. Thankfully, my schoolmates did not share her disdain, and after a few days, our relationship was normal again.


Most of the children were a little nicer to Lauren. At first she shunned their modest advances, but after a while, she was participating in the school-yard games and the general give-and-take with the others, the need to be liked and to belong being what it is. Mrs. Graux, though she seldom spoke to Lauren, treated her as if nothing had happened. The incident was never mentioned again. I felt no sense of having been heroic; I received no congratulations, even from Lauren, though I knew she was grateful. I guess in the end, everyone had eyes and ears and a conscience and knew what I had done and they had not.


I never told my parents or anyone else about the affair for over twenty years. The story came out of me casually when I was thirty, on a shrink’s couch one day when I was particularly down on myself, and it startled me with its clarity. It was incomprehensible to my shrink that I had forgotten the story and did not see its importance. “Don’t you understand?” she said in her slightly Viennese accent. “You did the right thing and the noble thing. You risked much as a nine-year-old, for principles like truth and justice.” I conceded that maybe I had, but what of it? So many years later, that explanation of the events seemed pompous to me. Leave it to me to have repressed the memory of an altruistic deed, guilty, neurotic bastard that I am.





Chapter Three
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The Bronx block I grew up on, Decatur Avenue between 211th Street and Gun Hill Road, was a steep hill worthy of San Francisco, so the ten or so snowfalls each winter were fervently anticipated, the hill being a wonderful sled run. I learned to play softball, curb ball, two-hand touch football, and stickball on an uphill incline, in the street and the vacant lots on what I reckon to be a five-degree angle.


On the northern, 211th Street side lay the southern boundary of Woodlawn Cemetery, the eternal home of many of the famous and accomplished, like Fiorello La Guardia and Bat Masterson, and later, Duke Ellington and Miles Davis. The surface of the cemetery was fifteen feet above the street, separated from it by a concrete wall adorned with stickball boxes.


A stickball box was a rectangle approximately twenty inches across and thirty inches high, drawn with chalk or tar on the wall. The pitcher aimed the Spaulding rubber ball, called a Spaldeen, at the box, and this determined balls and strikes. The batter tried to hit the ball as far and hard as he could, its distance determining whether it was a single, double, triple, or home run. There were many such homemade boxes on the walls of the handball courts of public schools and parks. Our home field, however, was the cemetery wall. There was some graffiti on the beige concrete, most of it of an ethnic character, as in “Scotch,” “Irish,” and a delicately written “Yea Jews.” There were some messages of a profane nature, but they were lame and stupid, like “Mary blows” or “Fuck you,” and were quickly painted over by diligent citizens.


Political graffiti was rare, given the fifties-bred monolithic attitudes about world affairs. No one was against the Korean War, and of course Communists were our enemy, though a few brave left-wingers managed to write a fair amount of “Free the Rosenbergs” here and there around the neighborhood during the saga of the trial and subsequent execution. People put up hundreds of posters on the lampposts and in storefronts around Election Day, but these could hardly be called graffiti. They touted the candidates, most of whom were Democrats, while the pictures of the hopeless Republican candidates suffered the humiliation of penciled-in mustaches and blackened teeth.


The southern, Gun Hill Road border of my block was a busy east-west thoroughfare of traffic and stores, and also a pronounced hill, appropriate to its name. I have seen places in Michigan and Iowa that call themselves “hill,” but they are optimistically or ludicrously named. Mine were real hills, up and down which children ran and played, and old people huffed and puffed.


The area is purportedly steeped in Revolutionary War history, George Washington allegedly having visited the nearby Van Cortlandt Mansion several times: a questionable assumption. It is true that the New York City records were hidden in that house after the British captured the town, and that colonial troops evacuated as far north as Morrisania and Kingsbridge in the Bronx, with Washington using the Morrisania Mansion as a temporary headquarters. The major battle closest to my neighborhood was fought about six miles to the southwest of Decatur Avenue and Gun Hill Road, at a place called Washington Heights, in the northern part of Manhattan Island. It was one of the biggest disasters of the Revolutionary War, and it caused Washington to retreat across the river to New Jersey. First in war, first in peace, and first to flee to the suburbs (though he returned to the city later). After the war, President George Washington, his wife, and the Custis step-grandchildren liked to take daylong carriage rides from lower Manhattan, across the Harlem River, all the way north to Kingsbridge and back again. Kingsbridge is about two miles from my home, so that’s about as close as the Father of Our Country came to Gun Hill Road.


Some of our streets were named after heroes of the War of 1812, which was fought on the high seas and hundreds of miles to the south, from Washington, D.C., to New Orleans. Other streets were named after Civil War generals. Perpendicular to streets named Hull, Decatur, Perry, and Bainbridge, the small shops on Gun Hill Road reflected the needs of the residents on the smallest of scales, in an era that could not have imagined the Home Depot. Within a four-block perimeter, there were groceries and butcher shops, dry cleaners, hardware stores, and appetizing stores, which was the name given to smoked-fish-and-pickle emporiums whose tangy smell caused us to salivate like the proverbial Pavlovian dog. The pickles and sauerkraut were stored in huge barrels, much the way they had been delivered for two hundred years. The countermen could carve smoked salmon and marinated herring with the skill of surgeons, a skill that was passed on by the generations. We would buy a nickel’s worth of sauerkraut in a paper bag for a snack, as naturally as a kid would get a hamburger at McDonald’s today. There were shoemakers, pharmacies, barbershops, delicatessens, small dress shops, and candy stores. The candy stores had five-stool soda fountains where one could leisurely sip an egg cream, as well as purchase newspapers, magazines, and school supplies. They were also favored hangouts and places to exchange gossip. All of these stores were within walking distance of one’s home, generating a steady stream of pedestrians with reusable cloth shopping bags or carts, gathering the necessities of life.


There was a most personal aspect to this. When you’ve known all of the merchants for twenty years, when the same Italian immigrant has resoled your shoes all your life, and the barber has cut your hair since you had to sit on two phone books, there is a comfortable, familiar sense of order and loyalty. The ownership of these businesses hardly ever changed.


Most central of all the shops was the bakery, since fresh-baked bread purchased daily was the order of the day, the staff of life being far from a cliché to us. The Jews preferred the coarser rye breads, while the gentiles liked the white, though everybody loved the pastries and ordered birthday cakes, all of which were baked on the premises. There was a palpable European-village feel to the neighborhood that wasn’t happenstance, the majority of the residents being first-generation Americans and European immigrants. It was largely a Jewish population, particularly to the north of Gun Hill Road, with a sizable minority of Irish and Italians, especially to the south. Two parishes, Saint Ann’s and Saint Brendan’s, had parochial schools whose students wore uniforms. Many of the parochial school boys still wore knickers, a remnant of early-twentieth-century America, while the girls wore modest blue dresses called gamps.


Gun Hill Road was a noisy street of cobblestones, built as in a previous century, a technique no doubt borrowed from Europe. Where horses once clopped and gripped, automobiles now rattled and rumbled with the sound of tires on bumpy cobble, and the Third Avenue El train screeched as it cautiously made its way around the sharp Webster Avenue turn. The Number 15 Gun Hill bus had a nice diesel roar as it tugged up the hill westward, and when a large truck made its way up Decatur in low gear, the windows shook and the vibrations bounced off the four buildings, creating a canyon of booming noise. Then, of course, there were the horn blowers whose cars were blocked in by a double-parker. These were the most conspicuous sounds from outside, but there was always the background din: of human voices and children playing and the half-mile-distant White Plains Road train going fast into the Gun Hill station and the frequent zoom and percussive clatter and occasional whistle of the New York Central trains speeding through the tiny Williamsbridge station, north to Chatham and south to Grand Central, the tracks not two hundred yards from my sixth-floor window on the world.


I describe some of these sounds, the trains, for instance, as a blind man might, because I couldn’t see them from my window, and yet they were an important part of the pastiche of my childhood. Somehow the screech of the El on the turn stands out: For some reason, I associate it with feeling depressed. Late at night, the cacophony would tone down to an occasional barking dog, but it never disappeared completely, the busy Bronx being what it was.
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