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For my brother, Mark, builder of bridges



We build too many walls and not enough bridges.

—ISAAC NEWTON
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CHAPTER ONE

THE GUYS SAY I’M LUCKY. That I got everything.

They’re right. I am lucky.

I’m the luckiest kid in the world.

Not everyone’s so lucky. I know this.

Take Dilly Lepkoff. Dilly pushes his cart past our store every day, rain or shine. Dilly, in his long apron, he calls, “Pickles! Pickles!” Just hearing his voice I’m drooling, tasting the garlic and vinegar across my tongue. Those pickles of Dilly’s, they suck the inside of your cheeks together. They make the spit go crazy in your mouth.

So Dilly, he knows what he’s doing with a pickle. But is he lucky? That all depends on what you call luck. He and his family, they been to Coney Island, which I have not. That makes him lucky in my book. But Dilly Lepkoff, he’s still looking for a land of gold.

In the Michtom house we got golden land coming out our ears. Does that make me lucky? Ever since school let out I been asking Papa to go to Coney Island. And always the same answer. “We’re too busy, Joseph. Maybe next month.”

ON THE CORNER of Tompkins and Hancock, Mr. Kromer’s clarinet cracks its crazy jokes. Mr. Kromer plays that clarinet all day. He stands under the grocer’s awning in his gray checked vest and he plays good. Makes you smile. Makes your feet smile. I hear it, even when I’m playing stickball with the guys halfway down Hancock. Even when I’m planning how to sneak into Washington Park to watch the Superbas. I hear it. Mr. Kromer really knows how to stir up something with that clarinet.

But does that make him lucky? In Russia he played clarinet for important people. Now he plays on a street corner in Brooklyn and he keeps the clarinet case open for people to drop coins. I’m not sure, but if you asked Mr. Kromer I don’t think he’d say he’s so lucky.

Papa, he’s lucky. He doesn’t work for coins anymore. We’re not greenies. Not anymore. Papa, he’s been in America sixteen years.

“And I didn’t have a penny when I got here.”

“You had to have something, Papa. How could you live if you’re dead broke.”

“I lived, Joseph. I’m here, am I not?” Papa says. “And I had nothing.” Only he says “nuh- tink.”

You get used to it. Everybody got an accent in Brooklyn. Everybody talks a little different. Papa says he doesn’t hear a difference but I do. Same as I hear Mr. Kromer’s clarinet. You gotta listen.

I can’t remember living anywhere but Brooklyn. Only here, above the store, in this crowded flat. Me, Mama, Papa. My kid sister, Emily. My little brother, Benjamin. I like coming home to this place. At least I used to like it. Back when we sold things like toys and cigars and paper, back before we turned the candy shop into a bear factory. Our novelty store with the big glass window, it’s always been like an open book. The whole block, like a row of glass books on a long cement shelf. Even though lately we don’t fix up the display window, I guess I still like coming home to it.

Some kids, they never want to go home. This time last year I didn’t get it. How could anyone not want to go home? I get it now.

Still, I’m lucky. My life, it’s better than most guys have it. I got plenty to eat. I got Mama and Papa both. And they don’t hit. So even though I can’t turn around without bumping into someone, even though I’m always tripping over the ladies who come in to sew, even though most of my time I spend inspecting, sorting, and packing bears, even though my parents don’t have time anymore for me, my sister, my brother, even though the guys in the neighborhood act different with me now, I guess I’m still lucky.

But I miss the old times. Every Thursday night I would clean out the shop window. And every Friday morning Papa’d set up the new one. While Brooklyn slept Papa turned the window of Michtom’s Novelty Store into a candy fantasy. That’s Michtom, rhymes with “victim,” which is what Papa was in Russia, where the political bear was always at the throat of the Jews, but is not what he is now. In the Old Country all Michtoms were victims but here in Brooklyn we found the land of gold. In Brooklyn we got everything. Well, nearly everything.

Papa, all he has left of his entire family is three sisters. The Queen, Aunt Beast, and Aunt Mouse. That’s not their real names. It’s just what my sister, Emily, and I call them. The oldest, Aunt Golda, The Queen, she’s like a mother to Papa. He would like if she would come to Brooklyn to visit once in a while, but she never does. Papa’s sisters, they live on the Lower East Side, in Manhattan, and they don’t cross the river. Aunt Beast hates the river. Hates it. Well, I’m not crazy about it, either. No one in our family is. But at least we cross to visit them. The aunts, they never come to see us.

In my opinion Uncle Meyer more than makes up for our lack of visiting Michtom aunts. Uncle Meyer is Mama’s brother. Mama pretty much raised Uncle Meyer on her own. Now he lives a seven- minute walk from here, down on Fulton. But he’s over at our place all the time.

Uncle Meyer is a free thinker. He, Mama, Papa, they sit around the kitchen table. Yakita, yakita. The world twists its ankle in a pothole, Uncle Meyer calls a meeting. I stick around when Uncle Meyer comes. I keep my mouth shut and my ears open, packing stuffed bears, or cutting mohair, what ever needs doing. I don’t even think about slipping away when Uncle Meyer comes. You can learn a lot from grown- ups sitting around a kitchen table. Used to be they spent hours there, but lately we can hardly find the kitchen table. Mama and Papa and their bear business. It’s everywhere.

So these days, when Uncle Meyer tells me, “Pull up a chair, Joseph,” you bet I do, even if the neighborhood guys are waiting a game for me, which they never used to do and which you’d think would make me happy. Except if they’re waiting a game for me and I’m late or I don’t show at all, they’re angry. They used to just start playing as soon as enough guys showed up on the street. If I made it, great. If I didn’t, well, that was okay, too. I liked it better that way. I don’t like too much attention on me.

At home I work. I listen. I look. At breakfast, Uncle Meyer drinks Mama’s tea, barely letting it cool. I don’t know how he does it. He bolts down that scalding tea like a man dying of thirst, then drums his fingers on the empty china. His fingers are like bananas. Not the color. The shape. Long fingers. I look at my hands and hope they finish up like Uncle Meyer’s. Papa’s hands are okay. But they’re small, like lady hands. And they smell like vanilla. I don’t want little, sweet-smelling hands like Papa. I want hands that can wrap around a baseball and send it whistling over home plate. Strike- out hands. That’s what I want. That’s what Uncle Meyer’s got.

Uncle Meyer, I don’t know why, but he never married.

He’s younger than Mama but at thirty, he’s looking kind of old to me. I don’t know. Maybe he’s such a free thinker, he thinks marriage would get in his way.

He’s not single due to lack of free- thinking females. There’s no shortage of them in Brooklyn. In the Michtom house alone we got two, Mama and Emily. Mama. She’s the freest thinker I know. She’s Papa’s princess. Has her way in everything. On the occasions when she and Papa disagree, Mama sends me and Emily out of the room with Benjamin. “Let me have a moment with your father,” she’ll say. She never yells, she never nags. As the door closes, I hear, “Now, Morris . . .” and then her voice goes a little up, a little down, a little soft, a little warm, and then comes the laughter, “the laughter of Mama’s victory,” Emily calls it, and when we come back into the kitchen Mama is perched on Papa’s lap, her head tucked into his neck, her skirt draped over his legs, and Papa, he is so bewitched by Mama he doesn’t know even the day of the week anymore.

No one is immune to Mama. Her thick brown hair, when she lets it loose, curls down her back. Long, soft curls, the color of chocolate. All of us, we do whatever it takes to make Mama happy.

Papa was smart to marry her. That’s just one way Papa’s smart. In sixteen years he rose from the crowd of penniless greenhorns on the Lower East Side of Manhattan, to independent shop keeper of Brooklyn, to successful bear manufacturer, to correspondent of presidents. Well, one president. Theodore Roosevelt.

But that’s all as much to do with Mama as with Papa. Mama, she’s not much for cooking. She’s not much by the house keeping, either, but Mama, most of the time she knows what people want. When the guys say I’m lucky, they can’t imagine the half of it. Mama knows what people want and she knows what to do about it.

Sometimes Mama figures it out by accident. That’s how it happened, our big break with the bears. Who knew? This past winter, when Mama and Papa sat around the kitchen table reading the paper and saw that cartoon, the one about President Roosevelt refusing to shoot the bear cub in Mississippi, who knew how that one picture would change our lives? Maybe if I’d known I might have hid the paper that day so they never saw it. But I didn’t, I didn’t know.

Five months ago we were just another family in Brooklyn. Papa sold cigars, candy, writing paper, occasionally a stuffed toy made by Mama. We weren’t rich, but we managed. And then they saw the cartoon in the paper.

And that night Mama set the fabric down on the kitchen table. A couple yards of medium- length brown mohair. Papa sketched out roughly what he had in mind and Mama made the pattern: a wide head coming down to a pointed muzzle, round ears, tapered feet. Papa and I did the cutting. Mama did the sewing. Emily, the stuffing. Benjamin, the drooling. We finished two stuffed bears that night, jointed at the arms and legs. Mama stitched thread claws to make the bears look more real. The eyes she designed to resemble Benjamin’s. Big and brown. The combination of those eyes and ears, those bears, I guess you could say they looked . . . thoughtful. Who knew “thoughtful” could be so appealing in a stuffed bear?

We should have guessed we were on to something. Benjamin reached his pudgy hands out and did the gimme, gimme with his fingers as Mama sewed up the last stitches on the first bear. She snipped the thread and handed the toy over to Benjamin. That’s why she had to make the second bear. Benjamin wouldn’t let go of the first.

That was February, five months ago. The moon shone through the shop window. I remember how bright the moon shone as I cleaned out the old display.

And then it was Friday morning. Papa rose earlier than usual, reached into the crib, and slipped the bear out from under Benjamin’s arm. Benny whimpered in his sleep but didn’t wake. With a bear in each hand, Papa crept downstairs, slipped quietly outside, took the two steps to the shop, and unlocked the door.

It was Brooklyn winter, before dawn. Everything shivered, that’s what Papa said. It reminded him of Russia. And thoughts of Russia stirred memories of the Russian bear, symbol of a country that hated its Jews. That Russian bear was so different from these innocent things Papa held now under each arm. He was thinking about how his sister Golda, the one Emily and I call The Queen, how Aunt Golda had saved his life by bringing him to America.

Papa leaned the toy bears up against the glass to watch as he prepared the window for them. They were good company, he said, as he arranged a small hill of candy. On top of that hill Papa balanced the first and then the second bear.

We didn’t know.

Not even when Benjamin woke crying, sweaty in his crib from all the blankets, his flannel nightgown twisted around him. Benjamin, who never cried. We didn’t know.

We ate breakfast together, Mama’s usual lumpy oatmeal, before Mr. Kromer started with his clarinet. Before the guys dropped by to pick me up on their way to school and maybe get a free piece of candy. Before Dilly made his first pass with the pickle cart.

Uncle Meyer took the steps two at a time that morning. Banana feet on the end of banana legs, drumming up the stairs.

“We didn’t have enough trouble with bears in Russia, Morris?” he asked as he came through the kitchen door in his buffalo coat. “You have to put bears in your shop window?”

Benjamin fussed at Uncle Meyer and Uncle Meyer took the baby from Mama and settled him on his lap. Benjamin patted Uncle Meyer’s cold cheeks.

“He must be teething,” Papa said.

“Maybe it’s teeth,” Mama said.

“What’s the matter, Benny boy?” Uncle Meyer asked.

Benjamin wrapped his fists around Uncle Meyer’s long fingers and cried. Big round tears rolling down his fat cheeks.

“He’s not himself this morning,” Papa said.

“Why would you make bears, Morris? You escaped the claws of Russia years ago.”

“They’re not Russian bears, Meyer,” Papa said.

“No?”

“No. Go back down,” Papa said. “Have a look. They’re good bears. They’re nice bears. They’re Theodore Roosevelt bears. Very American. One-hundred-percent-enlightened bears.”

Mama, still in her robe, pushed the newspaper toward her brother with the cartoon that had inspired the stuffed toys in the shop window.

“See,” Papa said. “Those bears in the window . . . they’re Teddy’s bears.”

“Teddy’s bears, Morris?” Mama said, beaming at Papa. “That’s good! Joseph, print what your papa said on a nice piece of card stock. We’ll put it in the window with the display.”

Benjamin lunged for the newspaper spread in front of Uncle Meyer, nearly tumbling out of Uncle Meyer’s lap.

 Mama lifted Benny into her arms and studied his face. A trolley rattled past under the window.

 “Joseph, take the cartoon before Benjamin ruins it and put that in the window, too,” she said. “Arrange everything nice so people can see.”

 Mama wet a cloth and wiped Benjamin’s face. He grabbed the rag and stuck it in his mouth.

“He wants his bear back,” Mama said and Emily, looking up from her latest library book, The Peterkin Papers, nodded.

“How can he want his bear back?” Papa asked. “How could he even remember he had a bear?”

“He wants the bear, Morris.”

“Well, he can’t have it,” Papa said. “It’ll ruin the window to take one out.”

“He wants the bear,” Mama said.

“He can play with spoons,” Papa replied.

“Morris, a moment alone with you please, yes?” Mama asked.

Emily closed her book on her thumb and led the way to the living room. Uncle Meyer carried his scalding tea. I carried Benjamin. Emily, Benjamin, and I sat on the floor, our ears against the closed door.

Benny whimpered around the rag in his mouth while Mama’s voice softly rose and fell on the other side of the door.

 “Don’t worry, Benny,” Emily said. “Mama will take care of it. You’ll get your bear back.”

 Uncle Meyer sat on the edge of the sofa, downing his tea. Emily rubbed Benny’s back with her hand.

 And then came the laughter. Emily nodded. “See,” she said.

“Children, Meyer, come,” Mama called.

 But when we returned to the kitchen, Mama wasn’t in Papa’s lap. Papa was on his way down the steps. We followed him, a little train of Michtoms with an Uncle Meyer caboose. Mr. Kromer warmed up his clarinet and started a joyful song, a morning nod to the winter streets of Brooklyn.

 The store wouldn’t open for another ten minutes. It didn’t matter. A thick crowd of children bundled in their woolen coats had already gathered in front of the plate glass. They pointed to the mountain of candy. They pointed to the two stuffed bears balanced at its peak.

 Our entire family entered the shop. As Papa removed one of the bears from the candy mountain, outside a dozen earnest eyes under caps and hoods followed its path. A dozen disappointed lids blinked as the bear moved toward Benjamin’s waiting arms.

 Benny’s eyes lit up like candles. He dropped the soggy rag and reached out his hands, moving his little fingers in a gimme, gimme.

THAT WAS FIVE months ago.

Now, it’s Brooklyn summer.

 The candy business has dropped off as the bear business has taken over. Every day inside girls fill our flat with bear making. Every day outside girls deliver boxes of finished bears. Papa pays fair and the girls come and go, happy.

Benjamin and his bear are never apart.

Dilly is paying for his kids’ bears with pickles.

 And Mr. Kromer, his clarinet sasses under the brassy July sun. As the trolleys clang past, a bear sits in the open clarinet case. By noon, most days, that stuffed bear sits on a small hill of coins.



 

UNDER THE BRIDGE

There are other children. The unwanted, the forgotten, the lost ones. They gather under the bridge each night to sit, to talk, to sleep. They know, they know, they know that to everyone beyond the bridge they are invisible. They pick one another’s pockets. They suck on crumbs, hungry, always hungry. And always cold, even in summer with the smell of garbage gagging the air. The wind blows off the East River and the children wrap ragged jackets around knobby ribs and shiver. The luckier ones, the ones who can remember, they tell about a time before their home was under a bridge. Sometimes they even tell the truth. Or something very near it.

 





If lack of time or means prevents you from going to St. Louis this summer to see the big World’s Fair, don’t worry. Upward to $5,000,000 has been spent to establish a world’s fair of New York’s very own right on Coney Island.

—THE NEW YORK TIMES


CHAPTER TWO

MAMA, HER HAT PINNED ON, sweated in her shirtwaist, waiting in front of the shop for the real-estate agent to arrive. Papa had decided he needed more room for the bear business.

The man who’d moved Mama and Papa from the Lower East Side to Brooklyn had disappeared from our lives long ago, drowned in the East River. He’d been the husband of Papa’s middle sister, Aunt Zelda. The story of Aunt Zelda and Uncle Izzy was a forbidden subject. No one mentioned it. I have memories of a tall man with a pointy beard who smelled of turpentine. I have memories of other things, too. . . .

Anyway, the recommendation for a new real- estate agent came from The Queen, who suggested a lady she knew named Lizzie Kaplan.

“Tell Lizzie Kaplan not to come,” I’d told Mama and Papa on the trolley after our weekly visit to the aunts. “Send her away when she gets here. Don’t go with her. We don’t need any more change.”

“We need to expand, Joseph. Be reasonable,” Mama said.

“I don’t want to be reasonable.” I didn’t want the bear business growing. I wanted it to go away.

“Can’t we just go back to selling cigars and candy?”

Papa and I had a big fight then. Emily pulled into herself, pretending to read The Jungle Book. Benjamin whimpered in Mama’s arms. The other people on the trolley minded their own business.

I should have known better than to bring up anything on the bridge. Papa and Mama and I, we always got tense crossing the bridge. By the time we climbed down at our trolley stop, Papa wasn’t speaking to me at all.

Which was the last thing I wanted. I miss Papa. He used to have time for me. He used to have time for all of us. The old Papa knew how to have fun. Now he spent his time visiting shops in Brooklyn and Manhattan, taking orders for bears, hundreds and hundreds of bears.

“ MAMA, WHY CAN’T we stop with the bears?”

“Enough, Joseph,” Mama said, opening her handbag and taking out her silver pocket watch to check the time. “Those bears are the best thing ever happened to us. You keep complaining, they go away. Are you listening to me? That’s the way life works. You don’t appreciate something, it goes away. And then where will we be? Open your eyes, Joseph Michtom. Look how much better our lives are because of the bears. If we take good care of them, they’ll take good care of us. Your papa thinks so. I do, too. What do you have to worry? We’ll still live in the neighborhood. You won’t miss even a single stickball game.”

What Mama didn’t understand—Mama, who understood everything—was that because of the bear business I didn’t even belong in the neighborhood anymore. No one in our family did. Not now. Not with a letter from Theodore Roosevelt hanging on the wall beside Papa’s and Mama’s citizenship papers. Our bears were finding homes on block after block in Brooklyn, and the money kept pouring in. Maybe Mama didn’t see it. Maybe Papa didn’t see it. But I did. Our success, it made people resent us.

I used to be just Joe Michtom, the kid whose parents owned the candy shop at 404 Tompkins Avenue. Now it’s like I got some special kind of power. Only I’m not doing anything good with it. I’m not winning pennants or saving anybody’s life or anything. And all the guys who used to like me just because I was Joe, now they hate me. Because I’m Joe. The one who got the lucky break. I thought maybe somehow I could explain this to Mama but just then a girl approached. She was maybe eighteen years old. And she was beautiful.

“Is that Lizzie Kaplan?” I asked. If that was Lizzie Kaplan, I was suddenly feeling more kindly disposed to the idea of a real- estate agent.

But she wasn’t Lizzie Kaplan. This girl, in a polka- dot suit, who approached with a slip of paper in her hand, she was a stranger, totally unexpected. And yet there was something about her. Like I’d seen her somewhere, on a marquee or something. She looked that good.

“Mrs. Michtom?” she asked.

“Yes,” Mama answered.

“My name is Pauline Unger. Your brother, Meyer, sent me.”

Pauline Unger looked like a girl who never bought on sale. She was no immigrant. She looked like she couldn’t imagine crowding into a four- room flat, sharing a bedroom with a ten-year-old sister and a three-year-old brother.

I fell in love with Pauline Unger the first minute I saw her. And I fell hard. I never felt this way before about anything. Not even baseball. She smelled good. How could anyone smell so good? Everything around me smelled hot and stale. Brooklyn smelled like . . . Brooklyn. But Pauline smelled good.

 That morning Mama’s face glistened with perspiration, but Pauline’s forehead remained dry. Only the damp curls at her neck hinted she was not immune to heat. I wanted to put her in the shop window and show her off. I wanted to hide her away and keep her to myself. I wanted both of these things at the same time. I didn’t know this was love. I didn’t know what love could do to a person. If I’d known, I would have worn a blindfold that morning.

 Could Mama read my thoughts as she eyed me eyeing Pauline in those first moments?

“Might I have a word alone with you?” Pauline Unger asked Mama. “Please, Mrs. Michtom. I won’t take much of your time. Just a moment.”

“You say my brother sent you?”

“Yes, Meyer Marshak.”

 Uncle Meyer? Uncle Meyer sent this mysterious angel to our doorstep? I made a promise to myself to polish Uncle Meyer’s shoes for a month. I’d polish those shoes until the leather wore away and he had to walk with his banana toes hanging out.

“Could we speak in private, Mrs. Michtom?”

 “Emily, Joseph, take Benjamin over to listen to Mr. Kromer. Keep a close watch on your little brother, you hear?”

 Wait a minute. Wait just one minute. Mama couldn’t send me away like I was a kid. I was fourteen, after all. I was spending my summer cutting, sorting, packing bears for her night and day. With Papa gone, peddling stuffed toys to fancy shops in Manhattan, wasn’t it my duty to be the man of the house? Should I be cast aside on the street to mind a baby while important discussions concerning my family were taking place?

“Mama, I could maybe be of some help here?”

 Oh, she knew what I wanted. Obviously she didn’t care. She raised her right eyebrow, just that one, only for a moment. She arched it high, so high. That eyebrow, it spoke a language all its own and to me, at that moment outside Michtom’s Novelty Store, Mama’s eyebrow said, “Enough, Joseph.”

 Emily and I took turns. First she and Benjamin stood in front of Mr. Kromer while I edged close to Mama and Pauline as they talked outside the shop. Then I listened to Mr. Kromer with Benjamin while Emily eavesdropped.

 Brooklyn bustled around us and Mama and Pauline kept their voices low. With adults, the lower the voice, the more interesting the conversation. I didn’t catch more than three, four words. Emily heard even less. What ever it was Pauline wanted, I knew Mama would try to help. Mama, she’d help anyone.

 Anyway, it ended up that Mama invited Pauline to live with us, temporarily. In our overcrowded flat Mama decided she could make room for one more. She didn’t consult Papa before she committed us. She knew she could handle any objections Papa might have.

 Pauline, once she and Mama had reached an agreement, left quickly. Lizzie Kaplan, the real- estate agent, arrived just as Pauline vanished.

 I hoped I wouldn’t get stuck looking after Benjamin all day. Anything was better than looking after a baby. Unfortunately, Mama had her eye on me.

 “You and Emily, you mind Benjamin together while I’m out with Miss Kaplan, yes? Take him by Tompkins Park for the morning. Later you can go to the library. I’ll make a nice lunch for you when I get back. Thank you, darlings.” Of course it sounded like, “Tank you, dahlinks.”

 By the time Mama returned, after lunch, Emily had already lost herself in Heidi and I was so worn out from chasing Benjamin and speculating about Pauline, I never even asked whether Lizzie Kaplan had shown Mama anything interesting.

 “Pauline will sleep here, in the kitchen, on the couch,” Mama explained to us, pulling out her hat pins, removing the upside- down- mushroom hat from her head, setting it atop a pile of sewing notions. Mama made herself a cup of tea and sat down at the table. “She travels uptown to work six days a week. It will be no trouble to have her stay here.”

“We need boarders, Mama?” Emily asked.

 “No, darling,” Mama said, absentmindedly stroking Emily’s dark hair. “No. We don’t need boarders. What we need is we should help Pauline by being very kind and looking after her until she can look after herself.”

 I was embarrassed that Pauline should see our rooms, overrun with bits and pieces of bear parts. I hadn’t seen the tufted surface of the kitchen couch in months.

 “Do you know her?” I asked. I felt the need to keep Mama from guessing how eager I really was to see Pauline Unger again. “Do you know anything about her? Is it a good idea to bring a stranger into our house?”

 “With whom am I speaking? This sounds like Morris Michtom the father. Is this Morris Michtom the father shrunk down to a fourteen- year- old pisher?”

I flashed Mama a plea for compassion.

 “No,” Mama answered. “No, Joseph, I don’t know anything about her. Just the story she told this morning. But your uncle sent her. They met at that cafè in Manhattan Uncle Meyer goes to. She’s part of that group. Your uncle Meyer sent her to us because she needs help. That’s good enough for me. She will stay until she is ready to leave.” I hoped she would never be ready to leave.

AFTER DINNER, which Papa missed again because of bear business, Pauline arrived with a suitcase, one suitcase. Nothing more. That one suitcase made me love her ten times over. Could it really be all she had in the world? Could she look like a star of the theater and still be one of the destitute? If that was the case I would love her for her destitution. I would save her from a life of hardship. But maybe it wasn’t poverty. Maybe she was wise, so wise that she carried through life only what was necessary. Then I would love her for her wisdom and her economy. That one suitcase. To me it was intoxicating.

THAT NIGHT after we’d been sent to bed early to give Pauline her privacy, I waited, listened, counted the minutes until I could see her again. On the other side of the curtain separating my bed from Emily’s, my sister talked about an idea she had for a library in our house, but I only half listened. After a while Emily returned to her book. I sat on my bed, barely breathing:

As Papa arrived home and learned of the situation.

As Mama had a moment alone with Papa in the kitchen.

As Pauline waited in the living room.

As Papa welcomed Pauline into our lives.
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EMILY, BEHIND her curtain, had fallen asleep over her book. She and Benjamin tossed fitfully that night in our little airless room off the kitchen. Their restlessness had nothing to do with Pauline and everything to do with the heat. The sheets twisted around them. Their hair darkened with perspiration.

I couldn’t sleep, not even fitfully. And it had nothing to do with the heat.

Late, late that night, I slipped out of our bedroom. If someone asked, I was going to the bathroom. But the truth was I was going to look at Pauline.

She slept on the couch, bathed in moonlight. I stared at her and wondered how anyone could be so beautiful. What secrets was she hiding? Why was she here, in Brooklyn, with us? This stranger with skin like milk.

She turned in her sleep.

I thought I was caught.

My heart pounded.

But when nothing more happened I knew better than to push my luck. I crept back into my room and climbed into bed.

Pauline, and all signs of her, vanished before I stumbled into the kitchen for breakfast the next morning.

“Is she still here?” I asked. I knew she was, at least her scent was.

“ ‘She,’ Joseph? Who is ‘she’?” Mama barely looked up from her paperwork.

Emily lifted her eyes from Heidi to study me.

“The girl from yesterday,” I said.

“Her name is Pauline Unger. And yes, she is still here. She’ll be here for a week, two weeks at the most. But no, she isn’t here now. I told you, she works uptown.”

“Does she sew?”

“You think all girls sew, Joseph?”

“I think you don’t know anything about her. You only met her yesterday.”

“Joseph, what’s with you lately? You used to be such a good boy. Now everything’s an argument. Wash your face, eat something, and take that smart mouth of yours out for a walk. We need cigars for the store. Go to the supplier and get a couple dozen Cremos. Go. And when you come back you should be pleasant.”

“Where’s Papa?” Emily asked.

“Papa has business meetings all day.”

“Where’s Uncle Meyer?”

“With Papa.”

“Will we ever see her?” I asked. “Pauline? If she leaves so early and gets back so late . . . ?”

“You will see her to night, Joseph. She will eat dinner with us. You’ll get to know her better then. Is this acceptable to you?”

PAULINE CAME HOME before sunset and ate roast chicken with her delicate hands, dabbing at her lips with a napkin every few minutes. Mr. Kromer serenaded us with his clarinet, playing like he knew we had a special guest at our table.

 Pauline took Uncle Meyer’s place. He kept away the entire time she stayed with us. I missed Uncle Meyer. But I never wanted to see him again if it was the only way to keep Pauline with us.

 Why did he send her to us? What did she mean to him? Was he going to marry her? Oh, please. I would lose my mind if he married her. How could I bear to look at her every day if she was Uncle Meyer’s wife? Why didn’t Uncle Meyer come and take her away?

 “Where is Uncle Meyer?” Emily asked. “He doesn’t eat with us anymore. Did we do something wrong?”

 “He doesn’t want to crowd us while Pauline’s here,” Mama said.

“Is he going to marry her?” I asked.

Mama said, “Joseph, this is a matter for adults.” Right eyebrow arched up. End of discussion.

SO THE FIRST chance I got, when I could get away from the shop, when I knew Uncle Meyer would be home, I walked over to his flat on Fulton Street, even if it meant missing out on a game with the guys. Uncle Meyer and I needed to talk. Man to man.

“Who is she? You send a stranger to live with us. Who is she?”

“Pauline? She’s a friend.”

“A friend? That’s all?”

“She’s a friend, Joseph. Why do you want to know?”

“I think I deserve an explanation why a girl no one knows shows up on our doorstep and moves in. Moves in even when there’s not enough room for the people who already live there. Who is she? Where does she come from? Why is she at our house? That’s all.”

“That’s all?”

“Should there be more?”

“There’s always more, Joseph.”

“So what else is there, Uncle Meyer? She shows up and you stop coming. I’m not just asking for myself, you know. I’m thinking about Emily. She really misses you. She keeps asking about you. She thinks she did something wrong. And what if Pauline’s a bad influence? Did you ever think of that? You could be risking the reputation of your only niece. You gotta level with me, Uncle Meyer. Who is she and what’s she doing here?”

“Pauline is a guest in your home, Joseph. And you are to treat her with respect. Your sister, I assure you, will be no more adversely harmed by Pauline’s temporary presence in your home than by my absence. Don’t you have some kind of ball game to get to?”

The way he looked at me, I knew there was a lot more I’d probably never know. Man to man.

The way he looked at me, I also knew that was all I’d get out of him. This was my fate. Lucky me. To love a woman about whom I knew nothing.



 

THE RADIANT BOY

Regularly under the bridge the Radiant Boy appears. His face white, delicate, his blond curls as fair and fine as a girl’s.

The children keep clear of him.

New children, those recent arrivals under the bridge, they don’t know about the Radiant Boy. Don’t know that when he comes it’s a sign that one of them will vanish and never return. Never. Never return.

But most of the children know that the Radiant Boy brings no warmth, no hope; only despair.

No one dares get close for fear of freezing to him like a tongue to metal.

He glides. Objects float around him. His memories. The children under the bridge see his memories trailing him. They hear clocks ticking, smell wet wool, feel the spring breeze blowing through a room with white curtains, they taste roast chicken and cranberry sauce. His memories. Not theirs.

Murdered.

The Radiant Boy does not know he is dead.

Murdered.

Most of the new children don’t believe he’s a ghost. But one new boy wonders. That wondering boy turns away, afraid to look any longer at the small figure in white. He does not see, does not, does not see the Radiant Boy lift his left hand and drag his white finger in a single motion, smooth as a wheel, across his ghost throat.

It is not a threat. It’s as involuntary as a blink. The wondering boy does not see, but the others do.

They don’t tell him that he is the one, the lucky, unlucky one who will leave soon and never return.

After that the new children are no longer new. They know. They, they know about the Radiant Boy and his night visits.

 





By night Coney Island is a blazing, brilliant jewel shining in the dark, and visible for many miles whether by land or sea.

—THE BROOKLYN DAILY EAGLE
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